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Practical Microcycle Monitoring Framework Using Firstbeat 

Created by Sport Scientist Dr James Malone, this guide provides a simple structure for 
how a team can use recovery monitoring (QRT), fitness testing (SMFT), and internal load 
management to guide decision-making during a 7-day microcycle. 

Why Internal Load Often Fails to Influence Planning 

In many environments, internal load is collected every session. Reports are generated 
automatically. Dashboards are reviewed briefly. 

But the training plan rarely changes because of it. 

The problem is not the technology. It is intent. 

External load tells you what the player did. Internal load tells you what it cost. Adaptation 
happens at the internal level, not the external one. 

One hard session does not tell the story. A single spike in TRIMP should not trigger panic. 
Instead, look at three to five day trends. Stability versus deviation is what matters. 

The key question after every session is this.  

What was the cardiovascular intent, and did the internal load match it? 

If MD-3 was designed to be a high intensity stimulus, did the data reflect that? If not, what 
changes tomorrow? 

Without anchoring metrics to intent, internal load is just information. Not direction. 

 

MD+1 and MD+2: Understanding Recovery Direction 
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The Quick Recovery Test (QRT) is often misunderstood. 

Suppression on MD+1 is normal. Match strain is high. A reduced score the following 
morning is expected and not a red flag by default. 

The more important question comes on MD+2. Is recovery moving in the right direction? 

If MD+1 is suppressed and MD+2 improves meaningfully, you can usually proceed with 
the planned intensity progression. 

If MD+1 is suppressed and MD+2 shows no meaningful improvement, that is where you 
control volume and protect intensity. 

QRT should be treated as a trend indicator, not a traffic light. 

It is the direction that matters, not the colour of a single score. 
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Starter vs Non-Starter Balance 

 

One of the biggest internal load gaps across a season is between starters and non-
starters. 

Compensatory sessions should aim to close the internal load gap, replicate match level 
cardiovascular strain, and maintain aerobic stimulus continuity. 

Too often, we focus purely on topping up high speed distance. That may address external 
load deficits but ignore the internal cost required to maintain aerobic conditioning. 
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If the match is your primary stimulus for starters, you must recreate something 
physiologically comparable for non-starters across the week. 

Otherwise, deconditioning is gradual and often unnoticed until performance drops. 

Are We Ready to Push on MD-4 and MD-3? 

 

These are typically your main loading days. 

The question is not simply can we push. It is can we expose players to meaningful high 
intensity stimulus without degrading quality. 

This requires combining match strain, cumulative TRIMP across the week, and QRT 
direction. 

If readiness is high, full exposure makes sense. For example, 3 x 3-minute-high intensity 
bouts with equal rest in a 6v6 plus two neutral formats. 

If readiness is moderate, maintain intensity but reduce volume. Two bouts instead of 
three. Increase rest if needed. 

Reduce training volume, not intent. 

This protects intensity quality, avoids stacking fatigue, and maintains the stimulus you 
are actually trying to create. 

Not every suppressed score requires intervention. Trust trends. Avoid overcorrection. 

 

Using SMFT to Distinguish Fatigue from Deconditioning 
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Submaximal fitness testing, SMFT, provides another layer of clarity. 

At a fixed workload, an upward heart rate drift often reflects fatigue. A gradual downward 
trend over time reflects positive adaptation. A persistent elevation with stable recovery 
scores may indicate deconditioning. 

The interaction between SMFT and QRT is powerful. 

Elevated SMFT and suppressed QRT usually points to acute fatigue. Manage short term 
volume. 

Elevated SMFT with stable QRT may indicate insufficient stimulus over time. Rebuild 
aerobic exposure. 

Reduced SMFT at the same workload is a sign of improved efficiency. Maintain or 
progress the stimulus. 

Consistency beats perfect timing. Test at the same point in the week, for example MD-1 
or at the start of MD-4, and always before training. 

From Insight to Microcycle Clarity 
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Every day in the microcycle should have a clear cardiovascular objective. 

For example: 

• MD+1 is recovery 
• MD-3 is intensity 
• MD-2 is controlled 
• MD-1 is priming 

Match day anchors the week. 

From there, group players into readiness buckets. Ready to push. Push but control 
volume. Monitor closely. Recovery priority. 

Adjust selectively, not universally. 

During congested fixture periods, track cumulative strain rather than single sessions. 
Protect intensity, cut volume, and prioritise freshness over fitness. 
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Final Take Home Points 

• Use match day as the starting point for microcycle planning. 
• Track recovery direction across the week, not isolated scores. 
• Protect intensity by adjusting exposure, not abandoning stimulus. 
• Use QRT and SMFT trends together to distinguish fatigue from adaptation. 
• Move from reactive monitoring to proactive design. 
• Internal load only becomes meaningful when it shapes tomorrow’s session. 

That is how you turn data into clarity. 

Watch Our Full Webinar Series with Jame Malone to Learn More: 

Turning Internal Load into Microcycle Clarity 

Beyond the Numbers: Heart Rate Insights for Smarter Recovery in Football 

Pre-Season Planning in Soccer: Why Heart Rate Still Matters 

Bridging the Gap: Supporting Youth-to-First Team Transition with Internal Load 
Monitoring 

Want to Learn More About Firstbeat? 

Get in touch here 

 

 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B59k0aHGIdg
https://www.firstbeat.com/en/webinars/beyond-the-numbers-heart-rate-insights-for-smarter-recovery-in-football/
https://www.firstbeat.com/en/webinars/pre-season-planning-in-soccer-why-heart-rate-still-matters/
https://www.firstbeat.com/en/webinars/bridging-the-gap-supporting-youth-to-first-team-transition-with-internal-load-monitoring/
https://www.firstbeat.com/en/webinars/bridging-the-gap-supporting-youth-to-first-team-transition-with-internal-load-monitoring/
https://content.firstbeat.com/book-a-demo?_gl=1*1tnxtcu*_gcl_au*NzkyNjg4NjQyLjE3NzE0MDQxMzI.*_ga*MTg1Nzk5Mzk2OC4xNzcxNDA0MTMy*_ga_75GMSL47SF*czE3NzMyNDQ4NzYkbzM5JGcxJHQxNzczMjQ1OTI2JGo2MCRsMCRoMA..

