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9 components of training for a multi-day mountain hike 
While living away from mountains 
 
The human body is very specific about how it adapts to activities practiced on a regular basis. If you have a 
performance goal in a particular sport, you need to practice the movement patterns and type of challenge you can 
expect in your intended activity. For example, being a good swimmer won’t make you a skilled tennis player or vice-
versa, although both activities are good for general health and fitness.  
 
So, if you plan to go hiking, it is ideal to spend time doing just that. But if you live away from mountain trails, how to 
you prepare for that special trip? It’s a challenge I have faced personally. I love hiking vacations, but I live in Austin, 
TX, at 400 feet of altitude, a long way from mountain trails. 
 
It is still possible to train eIectively. The key is to identify components of hiking that need to be practiced and find 
non-hiking activities that provide the right kind of training adaptations. These components fall under 2 categories: 
Challenges related to the mechanics of hiking, and challenges involving fitness.  
 
If you need help customizing this plan, please contact me. We can work together to tailor it to your specific needs. 
We can meet in person or on Zoom. 

 
Movement Challenges Workout 

1. Time spent on feet 
When hiking, you can expect to be on your feet 
for a long time. This puts stress on the lower 
body. The goal is to increase walking (or running) 
distance so that the joints, muscles, and 
connective tissues in your legs and hips will 
withstand that pressure. 

Distance Walk (or run) 
• Gradually increase your walking distance to meet or 

exceed your expected daily hiking distance. 
• Being outdoors is best to mimic normal walking, but a 

treadmill can be used instead, for example if it’s too 
hot or you suIer from seasonal allergies. 

2. Ascend and descend 
Depending on where you go hiking, you will need 
to prepare for a lot of climbing and coming back 
down. This requires specific motions that need to 
be practiced to avoid injury, especially knee pain. 

Slopes and Stairs 
• Both will require diIerent motion, so practicing slopes 

as well as stairs will provide the best preparation. 
• Find the steepest trail or street near you. Walk up and 

down repeatedly. If your hometown is completely flat, 
look for a parking garage ramp. A treadmill set at an 
incline is another option, but you will miss out on 
going downhill, which is where injuries often happen. 
Some high-end treadmills have a decline function.  

• Find stairs and repeat going up and down. Some 
towns have streets or parks featuring stairs. OIice 
buildings, parking garages, or a stadium are also 
options.  A Stair Master or step mill at the gym is great 
for going up, but you won’t get the down.  

3. Carrying a pack 
Some backpacking trips require very heavy 
packs. Even if you are carrying a lighter pack, for 
example when going-hut-to-hut or hiring a 
luggage transfer, you still have to carry water and 
daily necessities that can quickly add up to 20 
lbs. It's important to get used to the weight and 
also to the pressure points from the pack. 

Carrying a pack 
• Select the pack you plan to carry for your trip. Start 

carrying it on some of your above workouts. Begin 
with a small amount of weight and increase gradually. 

• Alternate between types of workouts such as walking, 
slopes, and stairs.  
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4. Rocky, uneven terrain 
Most mountain trails are rocky and uneven. You 
need the ability to walk on challenging terrain 
without falling or injuring your feet and ankles. 

Balance and Agility 
• If there is a rocky trail in a park near you, spend time 

walking on it. 
• Practice balance and agility exercises such as  one-

leg squats, standing on a balance pad, heel raises, 
side to side hops, etc.   

• Take a class at your local climbing gym! 
  

Fitness Challenges Workout 
5. Cardiovascular fitness 

Expect multi-day hikes to challenge your heart 
and lungs! Building good endurance is necessary 
not only to complete the hike safely, but to enjoy 
it. If you are completely exhausted, you won’t be 
able to appreciate the beautiful scenery. 

• Steady state workout: This is a long walk / run where 
you maintain a moderate level of eIort for most of 
your active time. This is the most common type of 
workout, and it will help improve your cardio fitness.  
 

• But if that’s all you do, you may not build the level of 
cardio fitness needed for a mountain hike. You need 
to include the second type of cardio training:  

 
H.I.I.T, or High Intensity Interval Training: After 
warming up, alternate between intense bouts of 
exercise lasting 1 or 2 minutes with gentle recovery 
segments lasting 1 to 3 minutes. The hill or stair 
workouts described above are perfect for this. Go as 
fast as you can while climbing, then recover on the 
way down.   
 

• Research has shown that even doing this for 5 or 6 
repetition once or twice a week can lead to major 
improvements in cardiovascular fitness. 

 
• In addition to regular walking / running as described 

above, you can add cross-training to your workout to 
provide intensity, variety, and not overstress your 
lower body. Anything you enjoy that you can do 
intensely enough to raise your heart and breathing 
rate will do: cycling, swimming, rowing, etc.   

 
 
 
 
 

6. Leg strength 
No surprise here, your legs need to be strong.  

Leg strength 
• Some of the above workouts, such as walking up a hill 

or steps, especially when carrying a pack, develop leg 
muscular strength and endurance. 

• Practice exercises such as lunging, squats, leg press 
machine, step ups, etc. 

• Avoid walking with ankle weights. This is not a natural 
way to load the body and could lead to injury.  
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7. Long days, day after day 
Multi-day hikes involve exerting yourself on 
consecutive days. The fatigue accumulates as 
one tiring day follows another.  

Long active days / Consecutive workout days 
• As you near your departure date and you become 

stronger, schedule hard workouts on consecutive 
days instead of having easier days to recover in 
between. 

• Lengthen your overall active time within a day. To 
make it more interesting and to manage your time, 
you could add active transportation, walking or 
cycling, to work, to the gym, to the store, etc.    

8. Injury prevention 
When you increase the volume and intensity of 
exercise, the risk of developing an injury 
increases. Taking good care of your body will help 
you meet your performance goal while staying 
healthy. 

Support and Recovery 
• Increase intensity and volume very gradually. Give 

yourself more lead time than you think prior to your 
trip for this purpose.  

• Monitor your body for discomfort that could indicate a 
potential injury. Adjust your workout schedule by 
taking a day oI, reducing intensity, or switching to a 
diIerent activity. Return to your plan when discomfort 
improves. Don’t push through the pain.  

• Stretch gently most days, especially legs, hips, and 
back. 

• Get enough sleep. 
• Stay hydrated. 
• Eat a nutritious diet with plenty of fresh foods and 

some protein at every meal.  
• Get bodywork. Massage or myofascial release can 

prevent injuries, or help with recovery if an injury 
occurs. Contact me for sessions! 

9. Altitude 
Fitness training and altitude adaptation are two 
diIerent things. You can’t begin acclimating to 
altitude until you get to the mountains.  

Altitude  
• How well you adapt to altitude has more to do with 

genetics than fitness. 
• Recommended acclimatization protocol should be 

followed, especially ascending gradually. How slowly 
varies for each individual.  

• A high level of fitness does not prevent altitude 
sickness, but it is still important. As you ascend, you 
lose an increasing percentage of your fitness capacity. 
Therefore you need to be fit enough to be able to hike, 
even with this handicap. The more fitness you start 
with, the more reserves you will have. 

• Mild physical activity helps with acclimatization more 
than complete rest. Conversely, intense activity can 
worsen adverse reactions to altitude. Therefore 
suIicient fitness is required to be able to perform 
easy activities without causing over exertion.  

 
 


