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The prevalence of obesity in the pediatric population has become a major public health
issue. Indeed, the dramatic increase of this epidemic causes multiple and harmful
consequences, Physical activity, particularly physical exercise, remains to be the
cornerstone of interventions against childhood obesity. Given the conflicting findings
with reference to the relevant literature addressing the effects of exercise on adiposity
and physical fitness outcomes in obese children and adolescents, the effect of duration-
matched concurrent training (CT) [50% resistance (RT) and 50% high-intensity-interval-
training (HIIT)] on body composition and physical fitness in obese youth remains to be
elucidated. Thus, the purpose of this study was to examine the effects of 9-weeks of CT
compared to RT or HIIT alone, on body composition and selected physical fitness
components in healthy sedentary obese youth. Out of 73 participants, only 37; [14
males and 23 females; age 13.4 ± 0.9 years; body-mass-index (BMI): 31.2 ± 4.8 kg·m-
2] were eligible and randomized into three groups: HIIT (n = 12): 3-4 sets×12 runs at
80–110% peak velocity, with 10-s passive recovery between bouts; RT (n = 12): 6
exercises; 3–4 sets × 10 repetition maximum (RM) and CT (n = 13): 50% serial completion
of RT and HIIT. CT promoted significant greater gains compared to HIIT and RT on body
composition (p < 0.01, d = large), 6-min-walking test distance (6 MWT-distance) and on
6MWT-VO2max (p < 0.03, d = large). In addition, CT showed substantially greater
improvements than HIIT in the medicine ball throw test (20.2 vs. 13.6%, p < 0.04, d =
large). On the other hand, RT exhibited significantly greater gains in relative hand grip
strength (p < 0.03, d = large) and CMJ (p < 0.01, d = large) than HIIT and CT. CT promoted
greater benefits for fat, body mass loss and cardiorespiratory fitness than HIIT or RT
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modalities. This study provides important information for practitioners and therapists on
the application of effective exercise regimes with obese youth to induce significant and
beneficial body composition changes. The applied CT program and the respective
programming parameters in terms of exercise intensity and volume can be used by
practitioners as an effective exercise treatment to fight the pandemic overweight and
obesity in youth.

Keywords: weight loss, adolescents, high-intensity-interval training, resistance training, DXA, matched time

1 INTRODUCTION

The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends youth
aged 5–17 years to be physically active on average at least
60 min per day at moderate-to-vigorous intensities to improve
muscular fitness, bone health, and cardiovascular and metabolic
health biomarkers (Bull et al., 2020). More recent physical activity
(PA) guidelines have recommended aminimum dosage of 90 min
per day, which should include daily aerobic activities (Jamka
et al., 2021) and muscle strengthening exercises at least 3 times
per week. However, only 20% of youth follow the WHO PA
guidelines (Hardy et al., 2017). Low PA levels with excessive food
intake result in an energy imbalance that could lead to overweight
or obesity (Hsu et al., 2021). Data from 12 European countries
indicate prevalence rates of youth overweight (+1 SD from mean
body mass index (BMI) z score) and obesity (+2 SD from mean
BMI z score) ranging from 19.3 to 49.0% for overweight boys and
18.4–42.5% for girls as well as from 6.0 to 26.6% for obese boys
and 4.6–17.3% for girls respectively (Hruby and Hu, 2015).
Tunisia is a middle-income developing North African country
with high prevalence rates for overweight and obesity in youth.
Between 1996 and 2005, 1.5 to 5.0-fold increases in prevalence
rates for overweight were noted for girls and boys respectively (for
a review see Ammar et al. (2015). Currently, overweight and
obesity rates range between 11.6 to 48.9% and 2.7–10.0%,
respectively depending on age, sex, and region within Tunisia.
The increase in childhood and adolescent overweight and obesity
have been attributed to increased sedentarism, physical inactivity
factors, which are moderated by the individual’s socio-economic
family background (Maatoug et al., 2013) causing long-term
imbalances between energy intake and energy expenditure
(Maatoug et al., 2013). For Tunisia, there is evidence that the
risk of suffering from overweight or obesity is higher for youth
from families of high socio-economic status. There is evidence
that school-aged children in Tunisia suffer from poor diet,
physical inactivity, and increased screen time (Maatoug et al.,
2013; Cherif et al., 2018). For example, Gaha et al. (2002) reported
that the prevalence for overweight and obesity is particularly high
in physically inactive children. The same authors reported that
excessive weight is more prevalent (9%) in children who do not
practice sport at school and are a member of a sport club
compared with active children who adhere to WHO
recommendations of at least 60 min daily physical activity. Of
note, a meta-analysis revealed that physical inactivity, increased
screen time, and higher socio-economic status were risk factors
for childhood obesity in the Middle East and North Africa

(MENA) (Farrag et al., 2017). Therefore, obesity is
characterized as a global epidemic that affects all ages (Ghouili
et al., 2018) with childhood and adolescence being crucial periods
for prevention and intervention efforts (Monteiro et al., 2015).
Moreover, it is often coupled with impairments in cardiovascular
fitness, muscle strength, physical function, and the capacity to
perform daily activities (Pazzianotto-Forti et al., 2020). So, PA,
especially exercise training, remains to be a cornerstone of
pediatric obesity management (Schranz et al., 2013; Zouhal
et al., 2020). Some of the primary goals of exercise in the
treatment and prevention of obesity are to promote body fat
loss and improvements in functional capacity and
cardiorespiratory fitness. Better cardiorespiratory capacity
enhances cardiometabolic markers, optimizes cardiovascular
health, and decreases the risk of mortality in the long term
(Pazzianotto-Forti et al., 2020). Furthermore, an increase in
fat-free body mass mediated by PA could be favorable to
energy metabolism and the synthesis of anti-inflammatory
cytokines (Monteiro et al., 2015; Saeidi et al., 2020). Further,
obesity is well-known to decrease physical fitness and academic
performance (Ortega et al., 2008; Garber et al., 2011; Wu et al.,
2017). Several factors were suggested to explain the impact of
obesity on reduced physical fitness. These include a lower level of
PA in obese children compared to non-obese peers (Pazzianotto-
Forti et al., 2020), and therefore, less opportunity to develop
motor skills which might further restrict participation and
promote muscular deconditioning (Knöpfli et al., 2008; Thivel,
2011). In addition, compared to non-obese peers, obese youth
tend to abstain from weight-bearing actions (e.g., walking,
running) due to the substantial costs of energy associated with
such activities. This could lead to poor musculoskeletal and
cardiorespiratory fitness (Shultz et al., 2009). Finally, it has
been considered that obesity-related fitness impairments were
caused by neuromuscular dysfunction due to metabolic
imbalance (Wearing et al., 2006).

Accordingly, adequate intervention programs are needed to
counteract energy imbalance, promote energy expenditure, and
fight against youth overweight and obesity (Zouhal et al., 2020).
While aerobic exercise acutely increases energy expenditure,
strength training has the potential to increase the resting
energy metabolism through increased muscle mass in pubertal
youth and improved neural activation in pre- and pubertal youth
(Nakhostin-roohi and Branch, 2018). The higher body mass of
obese youth can be associated with greater muscle size and
thickness compared to non-obese youth. Therefore, the
combination of endurance and strength training
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(i.e., concurrent training) could be recommended to maintain or
increase muscle mass and improve neuromuscular function while
diminishing fat mass. However, until now, few studies on
concurrent training were conducted with obese youth.

A dosage of 60–90 min PA per day with primarily aerobic
exercises and at least 3 times per week of muscle-strengthening
exercises afford appropriate sequencing of endurance and
strength training to avoid interference effects (Silva, 2019).
Interference occurs when strength and endurance stimuli both
target peripheral (i.e., muscular) adaptations (e.g., hypertrophy
vs. muscle capillarization). From a physiological point of view,
interference effects are primarily encountered in adolescents and
adults but not in pre-pubertal children because biological
maturation during and after puberty enables the circulation of
anabolic hormones, which is a prerequisite for training-induced
muscle hypertrophy (Gäbler et al., 2018). Moreover, Vechin et al.
(2021) postulated that concurrent training using high-intensity
interval training (HIIT) to improve aerobic capacity minimizes
chances of producing interference effects of HIIT and resistance
training with regards to mitochondrial growth and muscle
hypertrophy. Recently, a systematic review and meta-analysis
aggregated findings of 15 studies on the effects of concurrent
strength and endurance training on physical fitness and athletic
performance in youth. The authors reported that concurrent
training is more effective than single-mode endurance or
strength training in improving components of physical fitness
and athletic performance in youth (Gäbler et al., 2018). In
addition, García-Hermoso et al. (2018) conducted a meta-
analysis with data from 12 studies on the effects of concurrent
training on body composition and metabolic markers in obese
and overweight youth aged 6–18 years. The authors specifically
included the results of studies that compared a concurrent
training group with an aerobic training group, and found that
additional strength training had small to intermediate effects on
body composition, low-density lipoprotein cholesterol, and
adiponectin concentrations, suggesting an improved metabolism.

On the other hand, physical fitness has proven to be an
important predictor of mortality risk independent of BMI
(Barry et al., 2014; Pazzianotto-Forti et al., 2020). A recent
meta-analysis carried out by Barry et al. (2014) indicated that
healthy weight people but with low physical fitness are two-fold
more at risk of mortality than people who are over-weight and
obese and have good physical fitness, which illustrate the paradox
of obesity. Good physical fitness minimizes the risk of morbidity
and death compared to poor physical fitness despite extra body
weight. This finding highlights the necessity not just of decreasing
weight but of designing programs to improve physical health
(Ortega et al., 2016, 2018). Furthermore, physical fitness can be
regarded as an integrated measure of most, if not all, of the body
functions involved in daily PA and/or physical exercise
(skeletomuscular, cardiorespiratory, hematocirculatory,
psychoneurological, and endocrine–metabolic). As a result,
when physical fitness is evaluated, the functional status of all
of these systems is also assessed. This is why physical fitness is
currently considered as one of the most important health
markers, as well as a predictor of mortality and morbidity for
cardiovascular disease (CVD) and all causes (Ortega et al., 2008).

Taken together, these findings indicate that concurrent
training could be more effective than single-mode aerobic
training in controlling body weight, body fat percentage, and
reducing the risks of cardiac and metabolic diseases. Currently, it
is unresolved in the literature if the additional benefits of
combined or multimodal exercise types such as concurrent
training are simply due to an increased exercise volume
compared with single-mode exercise regimes or whether
training contents (e.g., combined resistance and aerobic
training versus single-mode resistance training) are responsible
for the observed effects. In addition, there is a lack of studies
which examined this research question in obese youth (Schroeder
et al., 2019).

Therefore, the purpose of the present study was to compare
the effect of three training modalities matched for volume,
i.e., high-intensity intermittent training only (HIIT), resistance
training only (RT), and combined HIIT and RT (i.e., concurrent
training or CT), on body composition and selected components
of physical fitness in sedentary youth with obesity. Based on the
relevant literature (Sigal et al., 2014; Alberga et al., 2015; Racil
et al., 2016), we hypothesized that CT would lead to greater
improvements in body composition and physical fitness in obese
youth compared to single-mode RT or HIIT.

2 MATERIALS AND METHODS

2.1 Participants
A total of 73 sedentary adolescents classified as obese aged
12–14 years were recruited from four public secondary schools
of the same urban region. Participants were categorized as obese
according to the World Health Organization’s (WHO) child
growth standards for age, sex, and BMI (BMI >97th
percentile). Accordingly, youth aged 5–19 years are classified
as obese if the BMI was >97th percentile (McCarthy et al.,
2006; De Onis et al., 2007). This procedure was applied in the
current study. Over the course of this study, the participants
maintained their normal level of PA (e.g., physical education
classes) without any additional after-school physical activities.
None of the obese individuals participated in a specific dietary
program with the intention to lose body mass.

Prior to all activities, participants underwent comprehensive
medical screening, conducted by a sports medicine physician at
the National Center of Medicine and Science in Sports (NCMSS),
to determine their eligibility for this study. The medical screening
was done by the clinical physician, and included medical history,
physical examination, maturity status assessment, diet, eating
disorders, and socioeconomic status. Out of 73 participants, 42
were found eligible for randomization. Due to dropouts, only 37
(14 females and 23 males; HIIT, n = 12; RT, n = 12; and CT, n =
13) completed all phases of the intervention. The flow diagram of
the study program is displayed in Figure 1.

A minimum sample size of 36 was estimated from an a priori
statistical power analysis using G*Power (Version 3.1, University
of Düsseldorf, Germany) (Faul et al., 2007). The analysis revealed
that this sample size would be sufficient to achieve medium-sized
group-by-time interaction effects. The power analysis was
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computed with an assumed power of 0.90, an alpha level of 0.05,
and a moderate ES (Cohen’s d) based on the outcome (i.e., %
body fat) of a study with similar study design (Racil et al., 2015).

Participants of this study were of similar medium socio-economic
background. Participants’ anthropometric characteristics are
presented in Table 1. Over the course of this study the
participants maintained their normal level of PA (e.g., physical
education classes) without any additional after-school physical
activities. The International Physical Activity Questionnaire
(IPAQ) adapted for adolescents was used to identify the levels
of PA before and after the intervention and to determine whether
the participants had already engaged in other moderate/vigorous
physical activities before starting the program (Guedes et al.,
2005). None of the participants was enrolled in a specific dietary
program with the intention to lose body mass. Parents or legal
representatives read and signed an in-formed consent in which
the procedures, risks, and benefits of the study were explained. In

FIGURE 1 | Flow diagram of the study program. HIIT, High-intensity intermittent training group; RT, Resistance training group; CT, Concurrent training group; BMI,
Body mass index.

TABLE 1 | Baseline anthropometric characteristics of the study participants.

HIIT (n = 12) RT (n = 12) CT (n = 13)

Age (years) 12.8 ± 0.9 12.7 ± 0.9 13.2 ± 0.9
Body mass (kg) 75.7 ± 10.5 67.5 ± 11.3 96.7 ± 13.7a

Body Height (m) 1.60 ± 0.08 1.56 ± 0.11 1.63 ± 0.07
BMI (kg/m2) 29.7 ± 2.7 27.5 ± 2.5 36.2 ± 3.5a

Values are presented as mean ± SD. BMI, body mass index; HIIT, High-intensity
intermittent training; RT, Resistance training; CT, Concurrent training.
aSignificantly different from HIIT and RT (p < 0.01).
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addition, the participating adolescents gave their written assent
before any testing was conducted. This study was conducted in
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki and the protocol was
fully approved by the local ethics committee of the CNMSS of
Tunis (Number LR09SEP01) before the commencement of the
measurements.

2.2 Study Design
The present study was designed so that the participants were
randomly assigned to one of three training groups (allocation
ratio 1:1:1). Experimental group 1 underwent aerobic training,
i.e., high-intensity interval training (HIIT), group 2; Resistance
Training (RT) and group 3; a combination of HIIT and RT
(i.e., concurrent training or CT). Training volume was similar
between groups, with the duration of training being time-
matched for the three groups. Intra-session active work
duration and weekly training load were similar between
groups. We chose to match the training regimens based on
session time and session rating of perceived exertion (s-RPE)
(Foster et al., 2001), which was assessed at 10 min post-exercise,
given that participants were sedentary at the beginning of the
study (Donges et al., 2013). Mean session RPE score was obtained
for each group and a mean RPE score per week/group was
calculated. Training was conducted over 9 weeks at a
frequency of three sessions per week. Before and after training,
tests were applied to assess body com-position and physical
fitness. At post-training, testing was performed within 48–72 h
after the last training session to ensure optimal recovery
(Monteiro et al., 2015). A 2-week familiarization period was
included prior to the start of the study to allow participants to
become acquainted with exercise and test procedures.

2.3 Procedure
2.3.1 Dietary Counselling
All participants received the same dietary counselling at baseline
and after 1 month by a dietitian to minimize dietary variability
among groups and promote healthy eating. This counselling was
focused on changing the quality of the diet without changing the
total energy intake to avoid weight loss. Energy intake was
assessed at baseline and after the intervention through an
interview using a 3-days food record (two weekdays and one
weekend day). Dietary records were analysed for energy intake
(kcal) using the professional Nutri Pro 7 program (Nutri Pro 7
software, CERDEN, Brussels, Belgium).

2.3.2 Anthropometric Measures and Body
Composition
Pre- and post-training anthropometrics was recorded in a
climate-controlled temperature setting by an experienced
examiner on two consecutive days. The participants were
barefooted and lightly clothed. Anthropometrics such as
body height (BH), body mass (BM), BMI, and waist
circumference (WC) were taken on the first day. On day
two, body composition of the participants was measured
using dual energy X-ray absorptiometry (DEXA). BM was
measured using a digital scale (Seca Instruments Ltd.,
Hamburg, Germany). Body height (BH) was determined

with a wall-mounted stadiometer (Holtain Ltd., Crymych,
United Kingdom). WC was measured at the midpoint
between the lower rib and the iliac crest at the end of a
normal exhalation using a tape measure in accordance with
standard anthropometric protocols (Norton, 2018). Body
composition such as body fat (BF in kg), fat-free mass
(FFM in kg), percentage body fat (%BF) was assessed via
DEXA scanner (Lunar Prodigy Advance–IQ version 4.7e
pediatric software).

2.3.3 Physical Fitness Tests
2.3.3 1 Counter Movement Jump
The CMJ required the participants to flex the knees as quickly
as possible from an up-right standing position to a self-selected
depth, followed immediately by a vertical jump. Participants
were instructed to jump as high as possible. The CMJ
measurement was ac-quired using an Optojump® system
(Micro Gate Optojump Next, Italy). During CMJ
performance, participants were instructed to place their
hands on the hips to minimize lateral and horizontal
displacements during the task, to prevent any influence of
arm movements on the vertical jumps (Chaouachi et al., 2014).
Participants were educated at the take-off from the jump to
keep their knees fully extended and their ankles in a plantar
flexed position. They were instructed to land in the same
position and location to minimize horizontal displacement
and flight time. Three trials were performed with a 2-min rest
in between the trials and the best jump height was used for
further analysis.

2.3.3 2 Medicine Ball Throw
The medicine ball throw test was used to assess the upper-body
strength (Van Den Tillaar and Mário, 2013). The participant sat
on the ground with their legs in front of them while keeping both
hands on their chest and their back against a wall. They were then
in-structed to throw amedicine ball of 3 kg with maximal effort as
far as possible in front of them. The examiner verified the correct
throwing technique during the study. The distance from the wall
to where the ball landed was recorded and the best result of three
throws was used for statistical analysis.

2.3.3 3 Maximal Voluntary Isometric Contraction Handgrip
Test
Handgrip strength was measured using a calibrated hand
dynamometer (Takei, Tokyo, Japan). Participants stood
comfortably with the arm abducted at approximately 45°. The
dynamometer was held freely without support and did not touch
the subject’s trunk, with constant extension of the elbow. The grip
span of the dynamometer was adjusted to each participant’s hand
size so that the proximal inter-phalangeal joints of the four fingers
rested on one side of the handgrip and that of the thumb rested on
the other side (Makhlouf et al., 2018). Participants were required
to exert MVIC strength on the dynamometer. Three trials were
done for each hand. The handgrip score (kg) was calculated as the
average of the left and right and then expressed per kilogram of
body mass (hand-grip/body mass) (Agostinis-Sobrinho et al.,
2017).
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2.3.3 4 Maximal Voluntary Isometric Contraction of the Knee
Extensors
MVIC of the knee extensors was measured using a calibrated
hand-held dynamometer (Microfet 2, Hogan Health Industries
Inc., Draper, UT, United States). The dynamometer had a built-in
load cell with a digital display. The hand-held dynamometer was
placed perpendicular to the anterior aspect of the tibia, just
proximal of the medial malleolus. Participants were seated on
a leg extension machine, with both feet off the ground and hips
and knees flexed at 90°. The lever arm of the leg extension
machine was fixed at 100° with the dynamometer attached to
it (Makhlouf et al., 2018). Participants were instructed to exert the
highest force as fast and hard as possible against the
dynamometer for a period of 3–5 s. Three consecutive trials
separated by a 1-min rest were completed for both legs and
the highest values were recorded for further analysis.

2.3.3 5 Maximal Voluntary Isometric Contraction of the Back
Extensors
Maximal isometric back extensor strength was measured in
kilograms with a back and leg dynamometer (Takei, Tokyo,
Japan) in the same manner as previously described (Hammami
et al., 2016). Participants stood shoulder-width apart on the
dynamometer foot stand and gripped the handle bar positioned
across the thigh. The chain length on the dynamometer was adjusted
so that the legs were straight and the hips were flexed at a 30° angle to
position the bar at the level of the patella. Participants were then
asked to straighten their backs (i.e., stand upright) without bending
their knees and lifted the dynamometer chain, with the pulling force
applied on the handle, pulling upwards as strongly as possible.
Participants completed three trials; the highest score being recorded
as the measurement of maximal back force under isometric
conditions. A 30-s rest interval was provided between trials.

2.3.3 6 Speed
A 10-m sprint and a 30-mmaximal sprint test were used to assess
acceleration and maximal running speed as previously described
(Makhlouf et al., 2018). The 10-m sprint involved sprinting as fast
as possible from a stationary standing start position just behind
the first timing gate for 10-m. The 30-m maximal sprint involved
sprinting as fast as possible from amoving start. Participants were
placed 20 cm behind the starting line and in-structed to run as
fast as they could along a 30-m distance. Time was automatically
recorded using photocell gates 0.4 m above the ground (Brower
Timing Systems, Salt Lake City, Utah, USA, precision 0.01 s). The
fastest run for each test was selected for analysis.

2.3.3 7 Agility
Participants’ agility was evaluated with the 4 × 9-m shuttle run test.
The participant started from a standing position with their feet
behind the start line. To successfully complete each 9-m segment,
participants were required to cross the start and finish lines, with one
foot. The timer started as the participant passed the first timing gate
at the start line and stopped passing the same timing gate after the
final 9-m. The best time of two consecutive trials was recorded for
the statistical analysis. A 2-min rest was provided between trials.

2.3.3 8 Six-Minute Walking Test (6MWT-distance;
6MWT-VO2max)
To assess the submaximal aerobic functional capacities of the
participants, the 6-min walking test (6 MWT) was used. This
protocol has been validated for obese children (Elloumi et al.,
2011). This test was conducted on a flat surface in a 30-m long
covered corridor marked every 3-m according to the
recommendations of the American Thoracic Society (ATS,
2002). Participants were instructed to walk the longest
distance possible at their own pace during the allotted time.
Individuals were allowed to stop and rest during the test, but were
instructed to resume walking as soon as they felt capable of doing
so. Standardized encouragements (for example, “Keep going”,
“You are doing well”) and announcement of time remaining were
given to the participants. Walking performance was quantified by
using the 6 MWT-distance. A prediction equation was developed
to estimate VO2max, using the distance walked in 6 MWT and
BMI (Vanhelst et al., 2013). The prediction equation is the
following:

VO2max(ml.kg−1.min−1) � 26.9 + 0.014×6MWT(m)
− 0.38×BMI(kg/m2)

2.3.3 9 Spartacus Test
Participants completed an intermittent (15–15 s), progressive,
and maximal run test to evaluate the intermittent peak
velocity (Vpeak) in order to prescribe and monitor training
intensities. The Spartacus intermittent test is considered as a
relevant field test to indirectly assess the global level of aerobic
capacity of obese adolescents (Rey et al., 2013, 2016). A rectangle
of 750 m2 (75 × 10) was created with different marks set at regular
intervals, which represent the different speeds (from 1.94 to
5.0 m/s). Each stage lasts 3 minutes with 1 min 30 s of running
and 1 min 30 s of passive recovery. During the 3 minutes (for each
stage/speed), participants had 15 s to reach the corresponding
mark and then 15 s of passive rest. The first stage was set at
1.94 m/s and each following stage in-creasing by 0.3 m/s every
3 minutes. The participants were stopped by the examiner when
they were not able to keep up with the beeps at the stage marks
twice in succession. The adolescents ran in groups of no more
than five participants (Fillon et al., 2020). Rating of perceived
exertion was expressed by each participant immediately after
running test on a 6–20 scale (Groslambert et al., 2001). Running
performance was evaluated through the total run duration and
the peak velocity value (Vpeak), which considered the last fully
completed stage and additional run time.

2.4 Training Programs
After testing, volunteers were randomly assigned to three training
groups and began to exercise 3 days per week over 9-weeks in the
same sport facilities. All groups had the same overall exercise
duration (time-matched). Training groups consisted of HIIT (n =
12), RT (n = 12), and CT (n = 13). All training sessions (HIIT, RT
and CT) started with a standardized warm-up (e.g., 5 min of
jogging, 5 min of dynamic stretching, 5 min of balance exercises
and 5 sprints over 20-m) and ended with a cool-down for 5 min.
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High-Intensity Interval Training (HIIT). The HIIT program
consisted of 12 short-interval, intermittent high intensity
exercises bouts (10-s activity, 10-s passive rest). Intensity was
individualized ranging from 80 to 110% of the participant’s
Vpeak according to their Vpeak determined at the end of the
15-s/15-s Spartacus intermittent run test (Thivel et al., 2017). For
example, a subject with a Vpeak of 9 km/h had to run a 25-m
distance in 10-s at 100% of Vpeak. Afterwards, they had a 10-s
passive recovery followed by another 10-s run back to where they
had started. Participants performed 3 or 4 sets with an effective
work time of 6 or 8 min per session, respectively. A 3-min passive
recovery was allowed between each set. The programwas inspired
from Baquet et al. (2002). Running times were controlled using a
sport beeper producing a sound every 10-s. The training program
is outlined in Table 2.

Resistance Training. Resistance training was conducted
using elastic bands (Thera-band; The Hygenic, Co., Akron,
OH, USA). This method of resistance loading was selected for
its ease of use and its suitability for children due to its low cost,
efficacy for strength gains in different population profiles
(Lopes et al., 2019) and benefits for preventing obesity (Liao
et al., 2017). Each session consisted of six single and multiple-
joint resistance exercises including squats, chest presses,
shoulder presses, rowing exercise, straight leg hip extension,
and biceps curls against a Theraband. These exercises were
alternated each week with chest flyes or push-ups, shoulder
flyes, chin-ups, pull-ups either assisted or eccentric (jump up
and lower the body slowly), and overhead triceps extensions.
The participants started off with a band colour with which they
could perform the 10-repetition maximum (RM). The degree
of resistance load was manipulated using bands with varying
degrees of difficulty according to their colour code (e.g.,
yellow, red, green, and blue in order of increasing resistance
provided) once the participants were able to perform more
than 10 repetitions, the resistance of the exercise was
progressed by upgrading to the next colour of Theraband
according to the manufacturer’s guidelines. The training
commenced from the upper-body and progressed to the
lower-body, in which they completed compound multi-joint
exercises prior to isolation exercises (Donges et al., 2013). The
program followed the same periodized training design as HIIT
with youth initially completing 3 sets of 10 RM for all exercises.

Each exercise set took approximately 20-s to complete (1:1
tempo [1-s eccentric, 1-s concentric]) (Magnani Branco et al.,
2020) with a total work time of 60-s per exercise. An exercise
session was completed in 6 or 8 min based on the amount of
sets they had to execute (3 or 4 sets). All exercise sessions were
supervised with a maximum participant-to-staff ratio of 6:1.

Concurrent Training. CT consisted of a combination of HIIT
and RT that was time-matched by having half of HIIT and half of
the RT volume. Thus, participants in the CT group completed the
same work volume over the course of the study as HIIT and RT
participants. Participants performed similar exercises on the
same equipment, with identical relative intensity, and in the
same order as RT and HIIT. 1.5 to 2 sets × 10 maximum
repetitions of each RT exercise were completed, and was
followed by 1.5–2 sets × 12 bouts of HIIT exercise. The
second half set (5 repetitions for RT and 6 bouts for HIIT)
was completed at the same absolute resistance/intensity as the
first set (10 repetitions for RT/12 bouts for HIIT) (Donges et al.,
2013).

2.5 Statistical Analyses
Data are presented as means and standard deviations (SD) in
figures, text and tables. Test-retest reliability of the variables was
assessed using Cronbach’s model of intra-class-correlation
coefficients (ICC (3,1)). ICCs were presented with 95%
confidence intervals, SEMs and coefficient of variation (CV)
according to the method of Hopkins (Hopkins et al., 2009).
ICC can be classified as very small (<0.1), low (0.1–0.3),
moderate (0.3–0.5), high (0.5–0.7), very high (0.7–0.9), and
nearly perfect (>0.9). Normality was assessed and confirmed
using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test. Data were then analysed
using a 3 (groups: HIIT, RT, CT) × 2 (time: pre, post) ANOVA
with repeated measures. If group-by-time interactions reached
the level of significance, group-specific and Bonferroni adjusted
post-hoc tests (i.e., paired t-tests) were computed to identify the
comparisons that were statistically significant. Additionally, the
classification of effect sizes (ES) was determined from ANOVA
output by converting partial eta-squared to Cohen’s d (Cohen,
1988). Moreover, within-group Cohen’s d effect sizes were
computed using the following equation: effect size =
(mean_post–mean_pre)/pooled SD. According to Cohen, effect
sizes can be classified as small (0.00 ≤ d ≤ 0.49), medium (0.50 ≤ d
≤ 0.79), and large (d ≥ 0.80). For the varying groups, i.e., HIIT,
RT, and CT, contrast analyses (Williams and Abdi, 2010) were
carried out to specifically test the hypothesis that the CT-group
would lead to greater changes in the outcome measures than the
single-mode HIIT and RT groups (coded as -0.667, 0.333, and
0.333, respectively). This approach yields a comparison of one (or
more) condition(s) vs. the grand mean of the specified contrasts.
Indeed, post-hoc analyses, while useful, do not yield sufficient
insight into multiple levels or detailing patterns in response,
whereas contrast analyses allow researchers to test theory-
driven expectations directly against empirically derived group
or cell means (Williams and Abdi, 2010). The alpha level of
significance was set at p ≤ 0.05. All data analyses were performed
using the statistical package for social sciences (IBM SPSS Inc.,
Chicago, IL, version. 25.0).

TABLE 2 | High-intensity intermittent training (HIIT).

Week (n°) Sets × (repetitions
× duration)

%Vpeak Recovery
Between Sets (min)

1 3 × (12 × 10 s) 80 3
2 3 × (12 × 10 s) 90 3
3 4 × (12 × 10 s) 80 3
4 4 × (12 × 10 s) 90 3
5 3 × (12 × 10 s) 100 3
6 3 × (12 × 10 s) 110 3
7 4 × (12 × 10 s) 100 3
8 4 × (12 × 10 s) 110 3
9 3 × (12 × 10 s) 100 3

Vpeak: Intermittent peak velocity measured from the Spartacus test.
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3 RESULTS

Finally, out of 73 screened participants, 42 were found eligible for
randomization. Due to dropouts, only 37 (14 females and 23
males) completed the study according to the study design and
methodology. Thus, the final analyses were performed on 37
adolescents (12 HIIT, 12 RT, and 13 concurrent, respectively). All
participants received treatments as allocated.

3.1 Inquiry Data
Analysis of variance showed no significant time effect for the total
energy intake (EI) (F = 0.13; p > 0.72; d = 0.06) within HIIT, RT
and CT training groups after 9 weeks of training. In addition, no
significant group × time interaction effects were found for EI (F =
0.005, p > 0.99, d = 0).

3.2 Reliability Measures
Table 3 displays the test-retest reliability analyses for all
performed tests. ICCs showed excellent reliability for all
dependent variables. ICC-values ranged from 0.95 to 0.99,
with a standard error of measurement (SEM) from 0.02 to
2.36 and an acceptable coefficient of variation (CV< 5%).
Furthermore, paired t-tests showed no significant differences
(p > 0.05) between the scores recorded during the two trials
for all measured variables.

3.3 Anthropometric Characteristics and
Body Composition
Analyses of variance showed significant time effects for all
dependent variables (p < 0.001 for all, d = 0.70–1.62). The
results also revealed significant group × time interaction
effects for BM (F = 21.87, p = 0.001, d = 1.07), BF (F =
9.60, p = 0.002, d = 0.67), BMI (F = 10.40, p = 0.001, d = 0.72)
and WC (F = 6.72, p = 0.004, d = 0.63). BM, BF (kg) and BMI
decreased significantly more in the CT group (-4.5%, -9.0%
and -5.7%, respectively) compared to the HIIT group (-1.6%,
-6.7% and –2.6%, respectively) and the RT group (-1.8%,
-6.0% and -3.1%, respectively). In addition, WC decreased
significantly more in the CT and RT groups (-4.4 and -4.8%,
respectively) compared to the HIIT group (-1.3%) (see
Table 4).

3.4 Physical Fitness Outcomes
Analyses of variance showed significant time effects for all assessed
components of physical fitness (p < 0.001 for all, d = 0.99–2.94) (see
Tables 5–7). Significant group-by- time interaction effects were also
found for the MB throw-distance (F = 4.63, p = 0.03, d = 0.56),
handgrip strength/body mass (F = 3.98, p = 0.03, d = 0.49), CMJ (F =
5.38, p = 0.01, d = 0.56), 6MWT-VO2max (F = 7.81, p = 0.001, d =
0.68), and 6MWT-distance (F = 3.57, p = 0.004, d = 0.46). More
specifically, post-hoc tests showed greater improvements in the CT
group compared toHIIT group for theMB throw distance (+20.2%, d
= 0.80 vs. +13.6%, d = 0.68, respectively) and 6MWT-VO2max

(+12.0%, d = 1.12 vs. +7.5%, d = 1.15, respectively) and 6MWT-
distance (+20.1%, d = 1.36 vs. +17.3%, d = 1.50, respectively). In
addition, the CT group displayed significantly greater improvements
than the RT group in 6MWT-VO2max (+12.0%, d = 1.12 vs. +4.9%, d
= 0.76) and 6MWT-distance (+20.1%, d = 1.36 vs. +10.4%, d = 0.79).
On the other hand, the RT group obtained significantly greater
improvements than HIIT and CT groups in handgrip strength/
body mass (+28.6%, d = 0.90 vs. +10.2%, d = 0.43 and +17.1%, d
= 0.48, respectively) and CMJ (+42.8%, d = 0.89 vs. +23.3%, d = 0.76
and +20.8%, d = 0.76, respectively).

3.5 Contrast Analyses
Further analyses using themethod of contrasts (CT vs. HIIT+ andRT)
confirmed greater decrements in BM, BF (in kg), BMI, andWC in the
CT group compared to single-mode HIIT and RT groups (p < 0.036
to 0.001) (see Table 8). In addition, contrast analyses highlighted
significantly greater improvements for the MB throw distance,
6MWT-VO2max and 6MWT-distance in the CT group compared
toHIIT andRTgroups (p< 0.028 to 0.001). Conversely, we found that
HIIT and RT yielded significantly greater Improvements compared to
CT in CMJ (p < 0.028) (see Table 8).

4 DISCUSSION

To the best of authors’ knowledge, this is the first study that
investigated the effects of an equal volume of three training
modalities (endurance, strength and CT) on body composition
and performance-related responses to 9 weeks of training in a
sedentary, healthy, youth population with obesity. The most
important findings were that in subjects with a BMI ≥97th

TABLE 3 | Test-retest reliability of physical fitness tests.

Test mean ± SD Retest mean ± SD Mean difference
(±SD)

ICC [95%
CI]

SEM CV%

10-m sprint (s) 2.66 ± 0.29 2.65 ± 0.28 0.01 ± 0.08 0.95 [0.957–0.989] 0.02 2.2
30-m sprint (s) 6.81 ± 0.95 6.84 ± 0.97 −0.03 ± 0.15 0.98 [0.988–0.997] 0.03 1.5
Agility (s) 12.42 ± 1.03 12.43 ± 1.03 −0.01 ± 0.16 0.98 [0.988–0.997] 0.04 0.9
MVIC back extensor strength (kg) 68.1 ± 22.2 66.9 ± 22.2 1.3 ± 2.8 0.99 [0.993–0.998] 0.61 3.1
MVIC Right KE force (N) 291.0 ± 86.9 290.2 ± 84.8 0.7 ± 9.8 0.99 [0.994–0.998] 2.19 2.4
MVIC Left KE force (N) 279.6 ± 79.2 280.4 ± 82.6 −0.8 ± 10.6 0.99 [0.992–0.998] 2.36 2.6
CMJ (cm) 11.9 ± 4.4 11.8 ± 4.0 0.1 ± 0.7 0.98 [0.986–0.996] 0.16 4.3
MB throw distance (m) 2.9 ± 0.6 2.8 ± 0.7 0.03 ± 0.08 0.99 [0.993–0.998] 0.02 2.0
6MWT-distance (m) 621.6 ± 72.2 619.5 ± 72.6 2.1 ± 8.4 0.99 [0.993–0.998] 1.87 1.0

MVIC, maximum voluntary isometric contraction; KE, knee extensors; CMJ, Countermovement jump; MB, medicine ball; 6MWT, 6 minute walking test; ICC, Intra-class coefficient; CV,
Coefficient of variation; SEM, Standard error measurement.
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percentile for age and sex, exercising in general (resistance alone,
HIIT alone, CT) resulted in bodymass, BMI and body fat loss and
improved endurance (estimated 6 MWT-VO2max) but, with a
more pronounced effect with CT on these four parameters than
HIIT or RT, alone. Moreover, CT was found to be more efficient
in MBthrow when compared to RT and HIIT, respectively.
Further, the three modalities of training were also beneficial
for CMJ and handgrip strength normalized to body mass, but
with a lesser effect of CT. For the remaining physical fitness
components (speed, agility, muscular strength of the knee and
back extensors), the three modalities were found to be

advantageous but without domination of one of the
modalities. Consistent with our hypothesis, the present results
provide evidence that CT is a promising tool for management of
obesity compared to HIIT or RT training modalities.

4.1 Body Composition and Anthropometric
Parameters
It is well established that supervised exercise intervention or
regular PA induces significant reductions in body weight and
fat mass as well as increase fat-free mass in obese individuals

TABLE 4 | Effects of 9 weeks of training on participants’ anthropometric characteristics and body composition (mean ± SD).

Variables Group Pre Post Change % Cohen’s d ANOVA. p-value (Cohen’s d)

Time Group Interaction

Body mass (kg) HIIT 75.7 ± 10.5 74.5 ± 11.3** −1.6 0.11 0.001 (1.62) 0.001 (1.03) 0.001 (1.07)
RT 67.5 ± 11.3 66.3 ± 11.5** −1.8 0.11
CT 96.7 ± 13.7 92.4 ± 13.0**a,b −4.5 0.31

Body fat (%) HIIT 49.2 ± 5.4 47.1 ± 5.0** −4.2 0.39 0.001 (1.07) 0.001 (0.69) 0.472 (0.21)
RT 44.5 ± 5.1 42.3 ± 6.7** −4.9 0.43
CT 52.3 ± 2.3 49.2 ± 2.5** −6.1 1.38

Fat-free mass (kg) HIIT 37.0 ± 7.8 38.3 ± 8.1** 3.4 0.16 0.001 (0.70) 0.01 (0.55) 0.494 (0.21)
RT 35.8 ± 6.7 36.5 ± 6.5 1.9 0.10
CT 44.0 ± 7.0 45.5 ± 7.3** 3.4 0.21

Body fat (kg) HIIT 35.5 ± 5.0 33.1 ± 4.6** −6.7 0.48 0.001 (0.69) 0.001 (1.35) 0.002 (0.67)
RT 28.7 ± 5.9 27.0 ± 6.3** −6.0 0.29
CT 48.2 ± 7.0 43.9 ± 6.4**a,b −9.0 0.62

BMI (kg/m2) HIIT 29.7 ± 2.7 28.9 ± 2.9** −2.6 0.29 0.001 (1.49) 0.001 (1.27) 0.001 (0.72)
RT 27.5 ± 2.5 26.6 ± 2.5** −3.1 0.34
CT 36.2 ± 3.5 34.1 ± 2.8**a,b −5.7 0.58

WC (cm) HIIT 86.9 ± 6.8 85.8 ± 7.6 −1.3 0.16 0.001 (1.34) 0.001 (0.75) 0.004 (0.63)
RT 89.5 ± 7.3 85.2 ± 6.9**a −4.8 0.59
CT 99.9 ± 7.2 95.5 ± 7.8**a −4.4 0.60

** Significant difference from pre to post (p < 0.01). The bold values mean that Interaction Anova p-Value and Contrast p-Value are significant; given that the alpha level of significance was
set at p ≤ 0.05.
aSignificantly different from HIIT (p < 0.05).
bSignificantly different from RT (p < 0.05).
cSignificantly different from CT (p < 0.05); HIIT, High-intensity intermittent training group; RT, resistance training group; CT, concurrent training group; BMI, body mass index; WC, waist
circumference.

TABLE 5 | Effects of 9 weeks of training on sprint and agility tests (mean ± SD).

Variables Group Pre Post Change % Cohen’s d ANOVA p-value (Cohen’s d)

Time Group Interaction

10-m sprint (s) HIIT 2.58 ± 0.22 2.44 ± 0.24** −5.6 0.64 0.001 (1.22) 0.552 (0.22) 0.874 (0.10)
RT 2.64 ± 0.33 2.46 ± 0.28** −6.9 0.55
CT 2.66 ± 0.28 2.48 ± 0.27** −6.7 0.64

30-m sprint (s) HIIT 6.56 ± 0.85 6.31 ± 0.73** −3.7 0.29 0.001 (0.99) 0.437 (0.26) 0.637 (0.19)
RT 6.77 ± 0.93 6.36 ± 0.75** −6.1 0.44
CT 6.99 ± 1.05 6.63 ± 0.79** −5.1 0.34

Agility (s) HIIT 12.41 ± 1.12 11.67 ± 0.95** −6.0 0.66 0.001 (1.51) 0.462 (0.25) 0.995 (0.003)
RT 12.19 ± 1.02 11.41 ± 0.86** −6.4 0.76
CT 12.49 ± 0.93 11.70 ± 0.83** −6.3 0.84

** Significant difference from pre to post (p < 0.01).
aSignificantly different from HIIT (p < 0.05).
bSignificantly different from RT (p < 0.05).
cSignificantly different from CT (p < 0.05); HIIT, High-intensity intermittent training group; RT, resistance training group; CT, Concurrent training group.

Frontiers in Physiology | www.frontiersin.org May 2022 | Volume 13 | Article 8690639

Bouamra et al. Concurrent Training in Obese Youth

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/physiology
www.frontiersin.org
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/physiology#articles


(Zouhal et al., 2020). Aerobic endurance exercise is purported to
be the most effective strategy for improving anthropometric
measures (Donnelly et al., 2013; Zouhal et al., 2020) in a
variety of age groups (adolescents, adults and elderly) with
significant decreases in body weight, body mass index (BMI),
body fat and increases in free fat mass.

In the current study, the HIIT program resulted in a slight
body weight loss and a small body fat loss after 9 weeks of training
(ES: 0.11–0.48). These findings are consistent with previous HIIT
studies demonstrating beneficial effects of intermittent exercises
on body weight in overweight and obese adolescents (Racil et al.,
2013; Lau et al., 2015). The magnitude of body mass loss after

HIIT training alone in our study (-1.57%; ES = 0.11) was
comparable to that found by Ouerghi et al. (Ouerghi et al.,
2017) with obese male adolescents after 8 weeks of training
(-1.62%; ES = 0.11). The HIIT group did not reduce WC,
which is consistent with the meta-analysis of García-Hermoso
et al. (2016) where HIIT interventions between 4 and 12 weeks
were not efficient at reducing waist and hip circumferences in
children and adolescents. However, our results demonstrate a
significant decrease in body fat contrary to findings of the
aforementioned meta-analysis showing no decrease in BM and
BF after HIIT training. These last results are in accordance with
those reported in a recent meta-analysis (Türk et al., 2017)

TABLE 6 | Effects of 9 weeks of training on strength and jumping tests (mean ± SD).

Variables Group Pre Post Change % Cohen’s d ANOVA p-value (Cohen’s d)

Time Group Interaction

MVIC back extensor strength (kg) HIIT 67.8 ± 18.6 96.3 ± 24.0** 42.0 1.53 0.001 (1.67) 0.377 (0.24) 0.417 (0.21)
RT 60.3 ± 22.1 89.6 ± 25.0** 48.6 1.32
CT 77.1 ± 24.9 99.0 ± 30.5** 28.4 0.88

Medicine ball throw distance (m) HIIT 2.9 ± 0.6 3.3 ± 0.7** 13.6 0.68 0.001 (2.94) 0.046 (0.53) 0.035 (0.56)
RT 2.7 ± 0.5 3.2 ± 0.5** 17.4 0.95
CT 3.0 ± 0.8 3.7 ± 0.8**,a 20.2 0.80

Handgrip strength/body mass HIIT 0.7 ± 0.2 0.7 ± 0.2** 10.2 0.43 0.001 (1.24) 0.571 (0.18) 0.028 (0.49)
RT 0.6 ± 0.2 0.8 ± 0.3**, a, c 28.6 0.90
CT 0.6 ± 0.2 0.7 ± 0.2** 17.1 0.48

MVIC Right KE force (N) HIIT 301.8 ± 115.5 386.3 ± 130.4** 28.0 0.73 0.001 (2.29) 0.93 (0.07) 0.06 (0.48)
RT 274.1 ± 77.0 412.7 ± 96.3**, a 50.5 1.80
CT 278.2 ± 63.9 380.6 ± 108.5** 36.8 1.60

MVIC Left KE force (N) HIIT 285.9 ± 84.7 381.6 ± 134.6** 33.5 1.13 0.001 (1.24) 0.401 (0.23) 0.862 (0.10)
RT 246.3 ± 57.8 335.3 ± 91.2** 36.1 1.54
CT 287.5 ± 60.9 367.1 ± 97.5** 27.7 1.31

CMJ (cm) HIIT 12.5 ± 3.8 15.38 ± 3.92** 23.3 0.76 0.001 (1.72) 0.76 (0.27) 0.009 (0.56)
RT 12.0 ± 5.7 17.1 ± 5.6**, a, c 42.8 0.89
CT 12.0 ± 3.3 14.5 ± 3.0** 20.8 0.76

** Significant difference from pre to post (p < 0.01).
aSignificantly different from HIIT (p < 0.05).
bSignificantly different from RT (p < 0.05).
cSignificantly different from CT (p < 0.05); HIIT, High-intensity intermittent training group; RT, resistance training group; CT, concurrent training group; KE, knee extensors; N, newton;
MVIC, maximal voluntary isometric contraction; CMJ, countermovement jump. The bold values aremean that Interaction Anova p-Value and Contrast p-Value are significant; given that the
alpha level of significance was set at p ≤ 0.05.

TABLE 7 | Effects of 9 weeks of training on the six-minute walking test (mean ± SD).

Variables Group Pre Post Change % Cohen’s d ANOVA p-value (Cohen’s d)

Time Group Interaction

6MWT-VO2max (ml.kg−1 min−1) HIIT 24.2 ± 1.4 25.8 ± 1.3** 7.5 1.15 0.001 (2.27) 0.001 (0.75) 0.011 (0.68)
RT 24.9 ± 1.7 26.1 ± 1.7** 4.9 0.76
CT 21.7 ± 2.1 24.1 ± 1.4**a, b 12.0 1.12

6MWT-distance (m) HIIT 612.7 ± 60.9 704.2 ± 53.6** 17.3 1.50 0.001 (2.27) 0.447 (0.22) 0.004 (0.46)
RT 600.2 ± 85.5 667.3 ± 87.7** 10.4 0.79
CT 613.5 ± 81.7 724.8 ± 63.3**a, b 20.1 1.36

** Significant difference from pre to post (p < 0.01).
aSignificantly different from HIIT (p < 0.05).
bSignificantly different from RT (p < 0.05).
cSignificantly different from CT (p < 0.05); HIIT, High-intensity intermittent training group; RT, resistance training group; CT, concurrent training group; 6MWT, six minutes walking test.
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concluding that HIIT is a time-efficient alternative that induces
greater reductions in body fat percentage compared to traditional
exercise programs in adults with obesity. These HIIT-induced
body composition benefits could be partly attributed to the higher
concentration of the catecholamines, which increase lipolysis in
adipose tissues, and greater metabolic rate and fat expenditure
resulting from HIIT compared to moderate-intensity exercise
training (Zouhal et al., 2013; Zhang et al., 2017). Nevertheless, it
should also be noted that some studies reported no changes in
body composition after the HIIT program in sedentary people
(Sasaki et al., 2014). Differences in the participants’ age, health/
PA status, exercise intensity (i.e., parameters of the HIIT
program), and particularly the duration of intervention may
underlie the discrepancy. For example, a 4-weeks HIIT
program may not be sufficient to cause significant changes in
body composition in obese men in the studies by Alkahtani et al.
(2013) and Sasaki et al. (2014). Thus, as suggested by Zouhal et al.
(2020) in their recent review, HIIT may be an alternative to
conventional exercises such as continuous exercise to treat
overweight and obesity.

These findings are consistent with other studies (Schranz et al.,
2013; Nakhostin-roohi and Branch, 2018) that demonstrated
pronounced effect on body mass loss, BMI and body fat loss
with CT. These results can mainly be explained by the increased
energy expenditure from the CT, as during the 9-week period no
significant caloric intake variations were identified. In addition, a
meta-analysis of 12 studies by García-Hermoso et al. (2018)
found that additional strength training had small to
intermediate effects on body composition (ES: 0.14–0.47).
O’Donoghue et al. (2021) also performed a meta-analysis
comparing the efficacy of vigorous and moderate intensity
aerobic exercise, high and low-to-moderate load resistance
training, combined training (COM-HI and COM-LM)

showing a minimal overall weight loss. They also showed that
COM-HI had the highest likelihood of achieving body mass loss,
which is consistent with our results. The present study showed
that after 9 weeks of CT, obese youth had a greater increase in
FFM although RT alone did not indicate any substantial increase.
Thereby, it is possible that the training status of sedentary
children and adolescents played a part in this potentiating
effect. As seen by Coffey and Hawley (2017) “untrained
individuals have a greater capacity to activate the molecular
machinery in muscle in response to contractile activity,
because any overload stimulus induces large perturbations to
cellular homeostasis regardless of the mode of exercise”.

CT (HIIT and RT) mechanisms would suggest that HIIT
increases oxidative activity (Tang et al., 2006) and fat
oxidation (Nakhostin-roohi and Branch, 2018) due to the
increase of catecholamine concentrations (Zouhal et al., 2013).
Secondly, RT has the potential to raise basic energy metabolism in
pubertal children by increasing muscle mass (Konopka and
Harber, 2014) which could increase the amount of daily
caloric intake and hence reduce fat mass (Nouri et al., 2013).
Therefore, adding HIIT to RT could potentiate the effects of HIIT
and hence trigger additive effects in obese youth (Gäbler et al.,
2018). Based on these findings, it appears that combined training
is an optimal training mode to reduce body mass, BMI, and
body fat.

4.2 Aerobic Capacity and Musculoskeletal
Fitness
Cardiorespiratory fitness has been shown to be a strong predictor
of morbidity and mortality (Alberga et al., 2013). Regarding the
effect of different training modalities on physical fitness, the
present study reported a significant increase in estimated

TABLE 8 | Contrast analyses of groups for all dependent variables.

CT vs. HIIT and RT

Difference CT vs. HIIT
+ RT

t Standard error p-Value

Anthropometric variables Body mass (kg) −3.09 6.22 0.33 0.001
Body fat (%) −1.03 1.24 0.55 0.225
Body fat (kg) −2.27 3.82 0.39 0.001
FFM (kg) −0.50 0.80 0.39 0.431
BMI (kg/m2) −1.24 −3.70 0.22 0.002
WC (cm) −1.68 2.19 0.50 0.036

Physical fitness components 10 m sprint (s) −0.02 0.268 0.037 0.790
30 m sprint (s) −0.03 0.238 0.083 0.813
Agility (s) 0.02 0.11 0.12 0.914
MVIC back extensor strength (kg) 6.99 1.22 3.77 0.230
Medicine ball throw (m) 0.15 2.30 0.04 0.028
Handgrip strength/body mass) −0.03 0.88 0.02 0.386
MVIC Right KE force (N) 50.30 1.96 16.94 0.06
MVIC Left KE force (N) 12.78 0.50 16.88 0.621
CMJ (cm) −1.50 2.32 0.43 0.028
6MWT-VO2max (ml.kg−1. min−1) 0.92 3.79 0.16 0.001
6MWT-distance (m) 31.94 2.25 9.39 0.031

FFM, Fat-free mass; BMI, body mass index; WC, waist circumference; MVIC, maximal voluntary isometric contraction; KE, knee extensors; CMJ, countermovement jump; 6MWT, six
minutes walking test; VO2max, maximal O2 uptake. The bold values are mean that Interaction Anova p-Value and Contrast p-Value are significant; given that the alpha level of significance
was set at p ≤ 0.05.
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VO2max and 6 MWT-distance in the HIIT, RT and CT groups
from baseline to post-intervention; however, the CT group
displayed significantly greater improvements than the RT and
HIIT groups.

The observation that the HIIT program resulted in a significant
increase in indices of aerobic capacity is in agreement with the
available literature in adolescents with obesity that showed
increases in cardiorespiratory fitness following HIIT programs
(Racil et al., 2013; Ouerghi et al., 2014; Lau et al., 2015; Ouerghi
et al., 2017). Confirming the results of the current work, a meta-
analysis conducted by García-Hermoso et al. (2016) with overweight
and obese children, found that HIIT had a stronger favorable effect on
aerobic capacity than other forms of exercise (moderate-intensity
continuous training, moderate-intensity interval training and low-
intensity interval training). Several authors have described HIIT
programs as improving VO2max due to an increase in oxygen
availability as seen from central effects (such as maximal cardiac
output, total hemoglobin, and blood plasma volume) (Astorino et al.,
2012) and/or as a result of peripheral adaptive responses with an
enhanced ability to extract and use available oxygen due to higher
muscle oxidative potential (Burgomaster et al., 2008). Nevertheless,
changes in mitochondrial enzymes in muscles alone cannot justify
changes in VO2max since enzymatic changes are sometimes more
pronounced than improvements in this aerobic capacity variable
(Burgomaster et al., 2008). Alterations in aerobic capacity indices,
may be linked to body composition changes, particularly in obese
people (Drigny et al., 2014). However, weight loss, is not required for
exercise-induced improvements in aerobic and anaerobic capacity
(Mazurek et al., 2016). Regarding the CT program, our observation
was that the combination of HIIT and RT resulted in a significantly
greater increase in aerobic capacity than HIIT or RT alone, which is
consistent with other studies in youth with obesity (Ho et al., 2012;
Sigal et al., 2014).

There have been few studies that measured the effects of HIIT
on anaerobic metrics in obese people (Ouerghi et al., 2017). Our
study showed that a 9-week HIIT program was effective to
improve anaerobic performance among collegians with obesity.
These findings agree with Ouerghi et al. (2017) who
demonstrated significant enhancements in anaerobic markers
(vertical jump performance; 10-, 30-m sprint speed) after an
8-week HIIT program in obese adolescents. The improvement
could be attributed to enhanced muscle glycogenolytic and
anaerobic glycolytic enzyme activity following interval training
(Ouerghi et al., 2017). An increase in cardiorespiratory fitness
after RT in the present study, does not concur with Lee et al.’s
(2013) study, which evaluated performance indicators in 44 obese
adolescent girls who were randomly assigned to aerobic or RT. In
this study, cardiorespiratory fitness improved by 17% in the
aerobic-training group, while there were no changes in the RT
group. Differences in methodology, study duration, adherence,
sample characteristics, and supervision intensity could all have a
role in this difference of results.

According to our findings, all three types of exercise
training (HIIT, RT, and CT) increased upper and lower
body muscular strength. These improved lower body
muscular strength results with obese adolescents are in
agreement with overall increases with HIIT, RT and CT

found by Alberga et al. (2015) as well as with aerobic-
exercise interval-training (Tjønna et al., 2009). However,
the findings contradict Lee et al. (2012) who found no
significant changes in chest or leg strength following
aerobic-exercise training in obese male adolescents
compared to a non-exercising control group.

Moreover, in the present study, leg power (assessed from
the CMJ test) and handgrip strength were increased in a
greater extent following RT than HIIT and CT. Our
findings are consistent with those of the Alberga et al.’s
(2015) study showing a greater improvement in lower body
muscular strength (leg press) in the RT group. Our results are
also in agreement with those of the Lee et al.’s (2013) study,
reporting a 45% improvement in a muscular-strength index
(the sum of 1-RM chest and leg press scores expressed per
kilogram of body mass) in the RT group compared to the non-
exercising controls in obese adolescent girls. Conversely, the
results of the vertical jump test that Alberga et al. (2015) had
used to assess leg power did not change following exercise
training in any group. Whereas neural adaptations were not
evaluated, it has been suggested that RT programs of
4–12 weeks emphasize neural adaptations such as increases
in motor neuron activation (recruitment and rate coding) and
motor unit synchronization (Behm, 1995), which could have
contributed to the improvements in upper and lower body
muscular strength in our study.

From a physiological point of view, CT, combining aerobic
and resistance exercises, may have a greater effect on both
myofibrillar and mitochondrial protein synthesis and oxidative
capacity (Tang et al., 2006) compared to single bout of resistance
or endurance exercise, leading to a greater gain in muscle size/
strength and cardiovascular fitness. As a result, the findings of our
study may help to enhance the health and quality of life of young
obese collegians with exercise therapy alone, as well as provide
them with a viable solution to deal with the problem of obesity.
Potential health issues, such as cardiovascular or respiratory
difficulties, can also be prevented indirectly without affecting diet.

4.3 Strengths and Limitations
In contrast to previous research that have investigated RT,
endurance training (ET) and CT (Libardi et al., 2012; Alberga
et al., 2015; Racil et al., 2016), to our knowledge, this is the first
study that employed a design in which CT participants completed
50% of a RT and 50% of a HIIT at each session rather than a full
session of each modality (i.e., double the dose). In addition, the
present study is the first having investigated the effects of an equal
volume of three training modalities (endurance, strength and CT)
on body composition and performance-related responses for
9 weeks in sedentary healthy youth population with obesity.
The most commonly used CT regimens have been continuous
endurance and/or resistance training, rather than HIIT. Also, a
uniqueness of the current investigation is that it explored the
response of such CT modality in pediatric obesity.

Overall, several advantages could be noted in our study: 1) the
controlled interventions performed with trained personal at the
designated center CNMSS resulted in a considerable fat reduction
in obese teens receiving 3 modes of training; 2) Before and
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following the intervention, we did control, the caloric intake,
which is well acknowledged as a key factor in obesity
development. 3) Furthermore, the low cost of the training and
testing equipment will allow duplication in many contexts,
including schools, sports centers, clubs and basic health units.
This may provide an economic health promotion strategy.

Some limitations are however acknowledged in this study.
Firstly, cycling can be a more appropriate method of exercise
rather than running on a track in view of orthopedic problems in
obese populations. However, the running exercise can be done
without an ergometer and thus in everyday life. Secondly, we did
not use a control group; this is due on the one hand because the
scientific literature has clearly demonstrated the effectiveness of
each training modality (HIIT, RT or CT) for improving body
composition and physical performance when it is practiced
separately in such a population. Finally, BMI has known
limitations, such as failure to distinguish fat mass from lean
mass, even WHO uses the BMI though. The ability to correctly
identify obesity in a population is still debated (Frankenfield et al.,
2001). In our study, body fat was also assessed using DEXA and
the results indicated that the enrolled subjects all had a % body fat
>30% (Table 4).

5 CONCLUSION

Based on the results of the current study, all training modalities
proved to be beneficial for body mass loss, BMI and fat loss; CT
was more effective to improve a range of health-related
parameters, and provided greater benefits for fat loss, body
mass loss and cardiorespiratory fitness than HIIT or RT
modalities alone. Accordingly, concurrent training should be
recommended for sedentary obese youth in National Physical
Activity Guideline.
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