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ABSTRACT

Drop sets are an advanced resistance training strategy defined by performing a set to muscular

failure, followed immediately by one or more reductions in load and continuation to failure with

minimal or no rest. This systematic review synthesizes all available comparative research on

drop sets, originally included in the Brookbush Institute course Acute Variables: Set Strategies.

Evidence indicates that drop sets with multiple load reductions may result in the largest

improvements in muscular endurance and strength when compared with other set strategies

(e.g., conventional sets, pyramid sets, supersets). Although hypertrophy outcomes are generally

similar when comparing conventional and drop-set routines that have been volume-equated,

drop sets may consolidate the stimulus of multiple straight sets into a single extended set,

improving session efficiency. One multi-drop set may approximate the volume of two to three

conventional sets. However, drop sets also result in larger immediate post-exercise decreases in

power, requiring careful consideration when programming for athletes. This systematic review

further investigated blood chemistry, cardiovascular responses, electromyographic activity, body

composition, and force production, and concludes with evidence-based recommendations and a

sample program.
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Strength-stability supersets

are likely effective only

because they function as a

form of drop-set, but are

likely not an optimal design

for either supersets or drop

sets. ”

Dr. Brent Brookbush, CEO of

Brookbush Institute

Drop sets: Performing a set with repetitions-to-failure,

followed by an immediate reduction in load and a

continuation (without rest) of repetitions-to-failure, and

potentially 1 or 2 more decreases in load ("drops") with

repetitions-to-failure.

- Single-drop example: Reps to failure with 80% and 60% of

1 RM load and minimal rest between loads.

- Multiple-drops example: Reps to failure with 85, 65, and

45% of 1 RM load and minimal rest between loads.

SUMMARY OF RESEARCH FINDINGS

- Blood Chemistry and Cardiovascular Changes: Compared

to conventional set protocols, drop sets may result in larger increases in serum concentrations of

lactate, insulin-like growth factor 1 (IGF-1), growth hormone (GH), and testosterone in the hour

following exercise; however, these increases may be a result of increased exercise volume, and

not of the drop-set strategy itself. Additionally, immediately post-exercise, drop sets may result in

larger increases in serum monocyte concentrations and similar increases in lymphocyte

concentrations when compared to conventional set protocols. However, 1-day post-exercise

conventional sets may result in larger increases in monocytes, and two days post-exercise, both

protocols are likely to result in a return to pre-exercise values. Last, conventional sets and drop

set protocols result in similar increases in intra-exercise HR and tissue oxygen saturation;

however, the drop set protocol is likely to result in a larger increase in deoxygenated hemoglobin

and a larger shift in heart variability correlated with a shift toward sympathetic nervous system

activity.

- Strength and Endurance: Drop set protocols result 
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