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Athletic Development Training  (ADT) 
should be an integral part of any athlete’s 
physical preparation for competing in their 
sport, no matter the level of competition. The 
goal is to develop their athletic capabilities in 
order to enhance performance and reduce 
the incidence of injury or breakdown. Elite 
athletes have more time to dedicate to this 
type of training and have professionals 
that can help them by designing specific 
programmes that are tailored to their 
individual needs. Athletes competing at 
lower levels or recreationally should still 
make time to fit in some form of ADT work, 
although it will likely be more generic in 
nature and less frequently completed, due 
to other commitments and the importance 
of fitting in their key training sessions, in this 
case their swim, bike and run training.

The design of a sports-specific ADT 
programmes is often founded on opinion 
and conception of the kind of training and 
exercise selection that will result in an event 
specific benefit. The problem with opinions 
and conceptions is that they vary between 
coaches. This is particularly evident in the 
area of designing strength programmes for 
endurance sports, where coaches’ ideas  
on what strength qualities need developing 
are diverse. 

Some coaches favour high volume strength 
endurance or circuit training using light 
weights or exercises using bodyweight 
as resistance, believing that lifting heavy 
weights will lead to increases in muscle 
mass and be detrimental to performance in 
a sport where carrying extra weight in the 
form of muscle is undesirable. 

Some believe in high intensity strength 
and power training, as there is evidence 
to suggest that increases in strength and 
elasticity can lead to improvements in 
endurance performance by improving 
running economy and maximum speed.

Other coaches believe that strength training 
(ST), in its traditional form, is not required 
for endurance events, and that training 
to improve strength should be focused 
on event-specific methods, for example 
overgearing, hill reps or using methods to 
increase resistance or drag in the water.

The truth is that although these methods 
develop different qualities, they are all 
valid and could lead to improvements in 
endurance performance. However, the 
idea that high load ST will automatically 
lead to increased muscle mass is a 
myth that doesn’t seem to want to go 
away. In fact, beginners to ST often see 
significant increases in strength due to 
neural adaptations without any changes 
in body composition. It is also very difficult 
for an athlete who is completing large 
volumes of endurance training to increase 
muscle mass at all (even if this were the 
goal of ST, which it usually is not) as large 
volumes of endurance training will offset the 
mechanisms that cause muscles to grow 
in size. The hormonal environment created 
by completing large volumes of endurance 
work, particularly running, is not conducive 
to gains in muscle mass. Lastly, by utilizing 
set and rep schemes that emphasize 
maximal motor unit recruitment, the strength 
gains will be void of useless hypertrophy 
that is caused by higher rep, moderate 
intensity schemes.  

For triathlon, ADT addresses two key areas, 
these are:
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For those of us that have been plagued 
with injuries before and have had to spend 
time off from training and racing (often with 
regular visits to the physiotherapist and 
having to rehab the injury extensively) we 
know how important this first area, often 
known as prehabilitation, can be. In many 
cases it takes having to suffer an injury and 
endure the pain of not being able to train 
or compete to realise how important it is to 
keep on top of things in this area to avoid 
further injury and disappointment.  

Methods used for prehabilitation focus on 
developing mobility and stability throughout 
the body, a major focus being on the 
‘postural muscles’ that maintain alignment 
and maintenance of the body segments in 

With this in mind, I will not be referring 
to it as Strength and Conditioning, but 
rather as Athletic Development Training.

Athletic 
Development 
for Triathlon

I would like to start this article off with a quote, and a fairly 
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I am a Þrm believer that words 
create images and images create 
action. Strength and conditioning 
creates two images, heavy 
lifting all the time and running 
until you puke conditioning; the 
subsequent actions reinforce 
those images.

ÒAthletic development is a 
complete polar opposite of the 
above. Athletic development 
coaching builds better completely 
adaptable athletes. Athletic 
development addresses all 
components of the individual 
athletes and a teamÕs 
development based upon the 
needs of the sport, the position 
or the event and the qualities of 
the individual athlete. At the risk 
of offending people it is easy to 
get strong in the weight room 
and Þt for a running test, but the 
real art and science is to apply 
that strength to the sport and the 
Þtness to the game.Ó

Vern Gambetta
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English Institute of Sport
Strength & Conditioning Coach



31trinews october08www.britishtriathlon.org

certain positions. Considerable 
deviations from optimal posture, 
often caused by repetitive 
movements in certain positions 
such as during swimming and 
cycling, can cause certain 
muscles to become shortened 
and/or weakened, causing 
imbalances and losses of 
mobility or flexibility that can 
predispose an athlete to injury. 
To address these structural 
weaknesses, exercises are 
performed to challenge the 
deep intrinsic muscles that 
stabilise the shoulder, trunk, hip, 
lower limb and foot. These may 
be done in a simplified manner, 
for example isolating the 
shoulder stabilisers to develop 
strength and stability around 
the shoulder joint and scapula 
for swimming, or in a more 
specific and integrated manner, 
for example by performing drills 
to develop optimal posture and 
form for running.

The performance enhancing 
aspects of ADT aim to develop 
strength qualities that will 
translate into improvements in 
the three disciplines. ST aimed 
at increasing the strength of 
the upper body and trunk 

may increase the athlete’s 
power in the swim. To that 
end, triathletes should perform 
exercises that strengthen the 
muscles of the chest, back 
and shoulders, along with 
trunk exercises that promote 
stiffness for good rotation in the 
water. ST aimed at improving 
leg strength and power can 
lead to gains in both cycling 
and running performance, by 
improving the working capacity 
of the muscles and increasing 
the athlete’s ability to recruit 
muscle fibres. Triathletes should 
therefore perform exercises that 
stress the gluteals, hamstrings, 
quadriceps, and the lower limb. 
Exercises that will accomplish 
this in a functional and 
integrated manner are best,  
so no weights machines... 
(sorry everyone).

Arabesque

Stand on one leg, arms held out to the sides. 
Attempt to pivot around the hip whilst maintaining 
stability in the trunk, keeping a straight line from head 
to foot. Feel it working in the glute and hamstring of 
the standing leg. Try 8-10 reps each side. This is an 
exercise aimed at balance and stability.

  Backward lunge

Holding a barbell on the shoulders, stand with the 
feet together. Step backward and bend both knees 
to 90°. Making sure the knee of the back leg is 
behind the hip and the trunk is upright, push through 
the heel of the front leg to stand up. Try 6-8 reps 
each side. This exercise will develop leg strength.

 Chin up

With the palms facing forward, maintain a long  
body position and pull yourself up towards the bar to 
the level of your collarbone, then lower until the arms 
are fully straightened.  If this is too difficult, a large 
rubber band can be used for assistance. Try 6-8 
reps. This exercise will develop upper body strength.

Streamline hold
Hold a streamline 
position with 
the hips slightly 
off the end of 
a bench whilst 
a friend holds 
down your feet. 
Maintain a straight 
position for as 
long as possible, 

try starting with 30 seconds then building up. This 
exercise will tax the glutes and hamstrings and will 
develop trunk stiffness.

Mark Niemz works as a Strength and Conditioning Coach with the English Institute of Sport at their 
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Loughborough-based athletes and co-ordinating delivery of S&C services to athletes in other regions.
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is the progressive 
activation of a muscle by 
successive recruitment 
of contractile units (motor 
units) to accomplish 
increasing gradations of 
contractile strength.
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is a scientiÞc term for the 
growth and increase of the 
size of muscle cells.

Elasticity refers to 
the absorption and 
re-application of the 
mechanical propulsion 
energy resulting from the 
tendons during running, 
optimisation of which 
is proven to be very 
important for running 
economy.
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is a measure in distance 
running that has been 
shown to be a superior 
and valid predictor of 
performance. RE has been 
shown to be a stronger 
correlate of performance 
than maximal oxygen 
uptake (VO2 max).

EXERCISES TO TRY

Adding resistance training to a 
multi-sport training programme 
can help reduce the likelihood of 
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performance. The trick is to 
structure it in such a way that it 
does not detract from your key 
training sessions by leaving you 
too sore or fatigued.
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