
  
 
 

Altitude Training – How to benefit from it? 
 
There is abundant literature on this topic with general consensus on the findings and conclusions. So I won’t pretend to 

come-up with any breakthrough idea or silver-bullet training approach. Rather, I’ll summarize the key findings: 

We often hear people state that altitude training improves Vo2Max and sea level performance. Is that true?  

Above 1,500 meters (~ 5,000 feet), reduced oxygen due to lower barometric pressure generates physiological 

adaptations, which can be observed after only a few days only. However, oxygen reduction also means that training 

intensity must be reduced, especially above 2,000 meters (~ 6,600 ft).  

So, do we come back stronger from an altitude training camp? That’s the real question.  

Multiple studies have been conducted on this topic. In particular let’s review the one from Christopher Gore, from 

Australia.  Eight elite cyclists trained at 2,690 meters (~ 8,800 feet) for 31 days.  

- Surprise! Hemoglobin levels, which allow for oxygen transport within red cells, did not increase. 

- Vo2Max levels, instead of going up, went down from 81.4 to 79.3 ml/kg/min. 

This research confirms what many other studies have concluded as well: for the majority of endurance athletes, an 

altitude training camp does not necessarily improve sea level performances. Altitude training allows for better 

performance at altitude, but does not translate into better performances at sea level due to the necessity to significantly 

reduce training intensity. 

These observations led Dr Benjamin Levine from Texas, to study how one could benefit from both worlds. His research 

has shown that athletes of all levels living in altitude, but getting down to lower altitudes every day to train, developed 

better performances than the athletes living and training at lower altitudes / sea level. This Live High, Train Low 

approach improves EPO secretion, and red cell production, which leads to better performances.  

Obviously, the Live High, Train Low approach is not easily implementable.  One might want to consider the use of a 

hypoxic tent. Cost considerations apart, studies conducted by Dr Randall Wilber of the US Olympic Committee, and 

Guillaume Millet from France have shown limited benefits, and more often than not, no performance improvements. 

They concluded that a minimum of 12 hours per day during 2 weeks was required to observe some improvements, 

which nonetheless remained limited. 

As usual, they are some outliers. M. Come Desrochers, coach of the Canadian army biathlon team, had one athlete 

whose hematocrit levels (red cells) increased from 39% to 45% through the use of a hypoxic tent.  
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Regardless, the use of a hypoxic tent is an additional source of stress, which should be considered, especially during high 

intensity training phases.  

In conclusion, 

-  if you have a race at altitude, getting there 1 week, ideally 2,  in advance would certainly benefit you 

- If you race at sea level, an altitude training camp won’t be beneficial, especially if your primary goal is to 

develop speed. 

On a side note, while in South Africa late last year, I visited a bike shop whose owner built an hypoxic room with 

computrainer bikes.  He can set up whatever altitude he wants, and offers high intensity interval training sessions of 45 

minutes, at around 2,500 meters (~ 8,200 feet). This in my opinion is border line with being dangerous, and I would 

question the benefits, if any… 

 

 


