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Strength training for female athletes:
A position paper: Part 1

he increasing use of resistance
exercise by women prompted
the National Strength and Condition-
ing Association to form a committee
in the fall of 1986 to investigate this
matter and to prepare a position
_ paper on it. It was this committee’s
“charge to search for and report on
factors that affect strength training for
women and that could necessitate dif-
ferent coaching methodologies and
approaches than those used for
males.

To this end, the committee under-
took the preparation of a comprehen-
sive survey and analysis of the scien-
tific literature dealing with strength
training for female athletes. In a num-
ber of meetings, the committee mem-
bers pooled their knowledge, their
professional experience and their em-
pirical observations relating to
women and strength training. The re-
sult is this position paper, which is
both a research review and a sum-
mary of the committee’s personal ob-
servations and recommendations re-
garding resistance training and the fe-
male athlete. As this position paper
makes clear, there are many areas re-
lating to the strength and condition-
ing of women that researchers have
yet to delineate or explore.

It is the committee’s hope that this
paper will serve not only to inform
athletes, coaches and other inter-
ested individuals as to what is now
known regarding the physiological
capabilities of female athletes, but
also to identify and propose new di-
rections for scientific research in this
field.

An Historical View

Female participation in resistance
training is a relatively recent develop-
ment, beginning in the 1950s with a
few female track and field athletes
(137). This humble beginning was ac-
tually a major step for female athletes
and the role of resistance training in
their athletic improvement. Previous
generations of female athletes were
often inhibited from training due to
social stigmas and lack of physiologi-
cal research. A few pioneers, how-
ever, paved the way for the eventual
acceptance of female athletes and the
use of resistance training.

The most popular writer on exer-
cise in the latter half of the nineteenth
century was Dr. Diocletian Lewis,
who included dumbbell, Indian club
and weighted “wand” exercises in his
enormously successful book, The
New Gymnastics for Men, Women
and Children, which was published
in 1863 (92). Lewis’ system was
adopted by most of the eastern
women’s colleges, and he established
a school in 1862 to train men and
women to teach his system. In the
late nineteenth century, Dr. Dudley
Allen Sargent of Harvard University
continued to popularize resistance
training for women. He also invented
numerous cable and pulley exercise
machines, as well as the earliest
known rowing machine. Sargent
recommended exercises of this sort
for women (54).

Although these physical educators
did encourage the use of resistance
apparatus, they advocated only
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“light” repetitive training for women.
However, Dr. George Barker Wind-
ship, a Harvard-educated physician
who opened a gymnasium for men
and women in the middle of the
nineteenth  century, advocated
“heawy” lifting for both genders.
Windship introduced at his gym-
nasium a partial movement he called
“The Health Lift” (a ‘“hand and
thigh” partial deadlift with the weight
suspended below), citing it as the
quickest means to strength and vigor.
Windship personally reached more
than 2,000 pounds in this lift at a
body weight of less than 150 pounds.
No records have been found of
women lifting weights on this appara-
tus, though advertisements for a par-
lor version of this machine depicted
women using it (54).

In the early twentieth century,
resistance training for women was
neither popular nor considered so-
cially acceptable. During the 1950s, a
few female track and field athletes,
primarily throwers, employed resist-
ance training techniques as a regular
part of their competitive preparation
for strength and power improvement
(137). Finally, after the passage of
Title IX in 1972, consistent efforts
were made to encourage strength
training by female athletes.

The growth of resistance training
for women further advanced when
the first competitive power lifting
competition for women was organ-
ized in 1977 and the first national
weightlifting championships were
held in 1981. It is not unreasonable
to expect that the disparity between
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the performance of trained strength
athletes of the genders will diminish.
This has happened in many other
sports in which women have partici-
pated over a number of decades, as
the number of women competing in
these activities increases and as their
desire for strength begins to more
closely parallel that of men.

Socio-psychological Aspects
of Strength Training in Fe-
males

Common barriers many female
athletes and coaches must overcome
when resistance training are the still-
present social norms regarding femi-
ninity and participation in sports,
particularly strength and power
sports. Western cultures have tradi-
tionally regarded strength as mascu-
line rather than feminine. There are
varying degrees of femininity at-
tached to sports, and those sports re-
quiring aggression and strength have
been found to be the least compat-
ible with traditional concepts of femi-
ninity (26, 101, 124, 125). Such atti-
tudes may be in flux, but do not
change rapidly. A 1986 survey of
readers of Women’s Sports and Fit-
ness magazine reports that although
94 percent of the respondents said
that sports participation does not
diminish femininity, 58 percent held
the contradictory notion that women
are often forced to choose between
athletics and being feminine (158).
Moreover, several researchers have
found that these attitudes restrict fe-
male athletic performance, and the
average female athlete falls far short
of her genetic potential when per-
forming (41, 56, 62, 67, 76, 131, 138,
146, 155).

The conlflict between desired image
and actuality may be exacerbated for
all female athletes, especially those in
strength and power sports, when con-
sidered in conjunction with prevalent
societal expectations about feminine
behavior. Athletes who hypertrophy
tend to violate the preferred feminine
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body image (42), and female strength
and power athletes additionally vio-
late cultural stereotypes for feminine
behavior with the performance of
their sports. This apparent conflict
may lead some female athletes to
question their participation in a sport
or how hard they should try to suc-
ceed.

Development of Belief Systems

Children learn concepts of mascu-
linity and femininity both from obser-
vation of models and from direct in-
struction, and they learn and under-
stand the social expectations for both
genders, not just their own. Recent
evidence reviewed by Huston (72)
suggests that children remember
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what they consider appropriate gen-
der-typed behavior better than behav-
jor judged to be atypical, and that
they will transform information that is
counter to their encoded stereotype
in order to fit the expected stereo-
type. Thus, their belief structure
begins to develop in infancy and has
a tendency to perpetuate itself by
editing and transforming incoming in-
formation. In relation to the female
athlete using resistance training, the
belief structures formed during child-
hood may be in conflict with her train-
ing program because the training pro-
gram may not match her belief struc-
ture of appropriate female behavior.
There is good evidence that from
infancy on boys are encouraged to
participate in gross motor play and



rough-and-tumble games, whereas
girls are discouraged from such activi-
ties (55, 108). Beliefs about a desira-
ble body image are formed as early
as two to four years of age and emu-
late the preferences of adults {40). In
the United States, chubby, endomor-
phic physiques are the least popular,
and broad-shouldered, mesomorphic
physiques are the most popular (40).
Thin, ectomorphic builds are more
acceptable to girls than boys, how-
ever, and girls also appear to be
more adamant about their rejection
of a fat image (110).

Although attitudes and beliefs
about what is acceptable or desirable
for a given gender are often resistant
to change, they may be changed
through long-term, continuous expo-
sure to counterstereotypes (78). For
example, researchers have noted that
the games of both genders have be-
come more similar since the begin-
ning of the twentieth century because
of changing preferences in girls (130).
Clearly, changes in beliefs about gen-
der-typed behavior can and do occur,
but not always with great rapidity. Al-
though female resistance training
might be more accepted now than
when it was first introduced, tradi-
tional societal beliefs still exist that
prevent it from becoming completely
accepted. With continued use and in-
creased popularity among coaches
and athletes, however, resistance
training for female athletes may
someday be as common and ac-
cepted as it is for male athletes.

Self-perceptions of Female
Strength and Power Athletes

To summarize work on the self-per-
ceptions of females who participate in
activities such as power lifting, track
and field and basketball, we are pre-
sented with a picture of women per-
forming in areas traditionally per-
ceived as masculine who nonetheless
have self-perceptions that are as
good as or better than women in less
stigmatized activities or those who do
not participate (77, 115, 124). Fe-
male bodybuilders, whose sport is in
essence the development of a muscu-
lar body image, find themselves mi-

nutely examined by an image-con-
scious, television-influenced society
(33), yet they present normal or
favorable psychological profiles on
traditional psychological instruments
(43, 44). Like other female partici-
pants in activities that emphasize
leanness, however, they may be more
vulnerable to eating disorders than
athletes whose sports do not empha-
size leanness (11).

Several studies have been done on
the relationship between strength and
resistance training and self-concept in
male athletes (29, 47, 139, 140, 141,
142), and recent studies have exam-
ined this relationship in females (14,
67, 138). The studies on male ath-
letes have concluded that a positive
relationship exists between the ath-
lete’s training and his self-concept.
The three female studies used un-
trained subjects and were 16 weeks
or less in duration. These studies
showed similarly positive results and
supported the notion that weight
training can result in positive changes
in self-concept and self-esteem for
women of varying ages and abilities.
Because women tend to be underde-
veloped in strength and because the
skills to develop strength are well
within the range of most people, a
well-planned weight program can
provide a satisfying opportunity for
physiological and psychological im-
provement for many women. Similar-
ly, weight training also deserves con-
sideration among other modalities of
therapy to improve the self-esteem of
those who suffer from a loss of per-
sonal empowerment, such as victims
of eating disorders, rape and physical
abuse.

Future Research and Practical Ap-
plications

In keeping with Carron’s (17)
recommendations for research classi-
fying subjects by gender and sport,
more work is needed dealing with the
self-perceptions of  experienced
strength-oriented and resistance-
trained female athletes; women who
need to train for strength, power or
size in order to increase their ability in
their chosen sport; and untrained
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subjects. More attention needs to be
given to the roles sports and social
situations play in the female athlete’s
self-concept of femininity. Research
reviewed by Duquin (35) has shown
that female athletes may see them-
selves as less traditionally feminine in
sport situations and more tradition-
ally feminine in social situations.
Lenney (90) also points out the im-
portance of tailoring research designs
to such specific situations and the im-
portance of psychological measuring
instruments designed for female sub-
jects.

Physiological Aspects of
Strength Training in Females

Absolute and Relative Strength of
Females

To fully understand the absolute
and relative maximum strength of fe-
male athletes, a comparison to their
male counterparts must be made.
The maximum strength of adult
males and females has been studied
using a variety of comparative tech-
niques and physiological parameters
(3, 21, 66, 88, 89, 154). Comparative
examinations of the maximum abso-
lute strength of men and women have
consistently found males to be
stronger than females (18, 63, 103,
146, 148, 154). In reviewing literature
on the topic in 1961, Hettinger con-
cluded that “general muscle strength
in women is about two thirds that of
men” (65). Fifteen years later, Lau-
bach reviewed nine studies of the
comparative strength of men and
women and found women’s total
body strength to be 63.5 percent of
men’s total body strength, with a
range from 35 percent to 86 percent
(89). Wells and Plowman concluded
in 1983 that the average man is 30
percent to 40 percent stronger than
the average woman but that the dif-
ference was not consistent for all
muscle groups (150). Wilmore cites
women as being 43 percent to 63
percent weaker than males in their
upper bodies but only 25 percent to
30 percent weaker than males in their
lower bodies (152).

When the difference in body di-
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mensions and lean body mass be-
tween genders is taken into consider-
ation, however, the relative strength
differences are less appreciable. In
the lower body, using a strength to
lean body weight ratio, Wilmore and
others (69, 91, 154) have found
women to possess approximately
equal lower body strength compared
to males. Hosler and Morrow, in a
1982 study involving 87 men and 115
women, found that “‘the impact of
gender is rather small when one con-
siders strength differences after allow-
ing for body size and composition”
(68). In this study, gender accounted
for a difference of only 2 percent in
leg strength and 1 percent in arm
strength.

As for the maximum absolute
strength differences between the gen-
ders, there are several explanations.
At maturity, males are nearly 13 cen-
timeters taller than females and 14 to
18 kilograms heavier in total weight
on the average. Males also possess,
on the average, 18 to 22 kilograms
more lean body mass and have 3to 6
kilograms less fat weight, giving them
at the age of 21 an average body fat
of 15 percent compared to a
woman’s 23 percent.

The fact that females appear to
have the same capacity for strength
as males when strength of both is
compared per cross-sectional area of
muscle (74, 120) reinforces the belief
that the greater strength of males is
primarily a function of their larger
size. Also, the distribution of lean
body weight is not the same for both
genders. Women have a higher per-
centage of their lean body mass in
their lower bodies. Likewise, the
broader shoulder structure of males
not only allows them to carry greater
muscle mass in their upper body but
gives them a biomechanical leverage
advantage in tests of upper body
strength (68, 126). Of perhaps equal
significance to the greater body size
of males is their higher androgen
level, particularly that of testosterone,
which will be discussed in a later sec-
tion of this paper.

It also is known that although the
distribution of muscle fiber types is
similar for both genders, males have
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larger muscle fibers and, apparently,
tend to reach a distribution of more
than 90 percent for either ‘“‘slow
twitch”” (Type I) or “fast twitch” (Type
1) fibers (112, 156). Another physio-
logical difference between men and
women is their neuromuscular re-
sponses. Karlsson and Jacobs (80)
found significant differences between
men and women in ‘‘force-time”
determinations. “Force time”’ was de-
fined in their study involving 38 males
and 22 females as “‘the time required
to develop 70 percent of maximal leg
force.” It took the female subjects
twice as long to develop the same
relative force, despite the fact that
tests indicated the females possessed
greater fast twitch fiber percentages.
Karlsson and Jacobs concluded that
“sexually mediated differences in
neuromotoric control may exist, af-
fecting muscle force production,
speed and the ‘accepted’ relation-
ships between muscle fiber type distri-
bution and exercise performance”
(80). Males can sustain much higher
stretch levels, but females can utilize
a greater portion of the elastic energy
stored in countermovement jumping
and static jumping (83, 84). Women
also have a longer electromechanical
delay than men, which may be re-
lated to a lower peak force produc-
tion and a slower rate of force pro-
duction (8).

Concerning upper body strength in
female athletes, research has indi-
cated they are weaker than their male
counterparts. In Laubach’s review,
the upper body strength of women
was found to range from 35 percent
to 79 percent of male values, with the
average at 55.8 percent (89). When
strength was expressed relative to
body weight, Bishop found that
women’s upper body strength aver-
aged 60 percent to 70 percent of
men’s (9). Even in studies using
trained subjects, upper body strength
differences are significant, often more
than 100 percent more for males
than females. In fact, when trained fe-
males were compared to untrained
males, females exhibited lower upper
body strength scores (37).

The percentage of difference be-
tween the two genders is consider-

46

ably lessened when expressed in rela-
tion to total lean body mass. Bishop
found that women’s upper extremity
strength was approximately 80 per-
cent to 90 percent that of men’s
when expressed in this manner (9).
Some studies that have examined
strength per unit of cross-sectional
area of muscle tissue, however, have
found no significant difference in
strength between men and women
(74, 120).

The greater maximum absolute
strength of males cannot be totally
explained by their larger size; they do
not, in other words, exceed women in
lean body mass as much as they ex-
ceed them in maximum absolute
strength. Another contributing factor
is that males tend to be stronger be-
cause young boys are more likely
than girls to engage in vigorous play
and perform tasks which require
heawy lifting (55, 72, 150).

Body Composition and Its Effects
upon Athletic Training

A heightened awareness of the
concept of body composition and its
implications for performance exists
among coaches and athletes. While a
substantial body of literature is avail-
able on the subject, a great deal of
misinformation has been dispersed
which can have serious consequences
on health and dietary practices. It is
important, therefore, that the assess-
ment and limitations of body compo-
sition be clearly understood before
attempting to alter an athlete’s weight
and body composition. The next sec-
tion of this paper will discuss some
general considerations of body com-
position analysis and will present
some specific data and considera-
tions for analyzing female athletes.

The need for body composition
analysis resulted from the apparent
inappropriateness of height/weight
tables in assessing health status for
athletes. According to the tables, a
person would be labeled “over-
weight” if his/her muscle mass was
significantly greater than the average
for the general population, even
though he/she may have been very
lean. Likewise, an individual might be



labeled *‘average weight” and still be
overly fat. The assessment of body
composition seemed a better indica-
tor of health status regardless of an
individual’s weight. Simply defined,
body composition is the relative
amounts of fat and lean tissue in the
body, generally expressed in terms of
percent body fat. The lean tissue
component consists of fat-free mus-
cle, bone and organs and should
comprise the greater portion of total
body weight. A number of methods
have been devised to determine the
ratio of fat to lean body mass (LBM)
in the body, among them hydrostatic
(underwater) weighing and anthropo-
metric measurement techniques (e.g.
skinfold assessment).

Because fat is low-metabolic tissue,
it might seem that it is an unneces-
sary impediment to human move-
ment. A certain amount of fat is
required, however, for normal physio-
logic functioning, and is stored in
bone marrow, internal organs and
the central nervous system. For men,

Behnke estimates this minimal level
of essential fat to be two to five per-
cent of total body weight (7). For
women, minimal fat levels have a
much greater variation. For example,
a male sprint runner should have a
relative body fat percent of 3 to 6 per-
cent, and for a female sprinter, the
body fat should be 9 to 11 percent. A
complete listing of male and female
athlete body fat percents relative to
their sport is seen in Table 1.

In women, essential fat also in-
cludes  gender-characteristic  fat
stored around the mammary glands
and the pelvic/thigh region. The
amount of fat and its distribution in a
given individual appears to depend
on both genetic and environmental
influences. Therefore, a certain
amount of variation in body fat per-
cent is expected in athletes who com-
pete in the same sport.

Non-essential fat is termed “stor-
age fat” and represents nutritional re-
serves that accumulate in adipose tis-
sue (82). It is this non-essential fat

Table 1. Relative Body Fat for Athletes in Various Sports

printed by permission.

Relative fat (%)
Sport Males Females

Sprint running 36 911
Distance running 411 6-15
Wrestling 48 -
‘Gymnastics 5-10 812
Swimming:

Sprinting 6-10 812

Distance 812 10-14
Basketball 812 12-16
Baseball/Softbalt 12-16 14-18
Bicycling 8 15
Orienteering 16 19
Rowing 11-14 9
Tennis 12-16 15-20
Track & Field:

Hurdles 56 16

Jumping 7 17

Discus 16-18 24

Shot Putting 16-20 28
Skiing:

Alpine 10-15 21

Cross-country 8-10 15-22

*Modified from Wells, C.L. 1985. Women, Sport and Performance.
Champaign, Illinois: Human Kinetics Publishers. P. 15, Table 1.2. Re-
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that can be safely reduced through
diet and exercise to alter body com-
position. It should be noted, however,
that loss of fat weight is often accom-
panied by lean tissue and water loss,
particularly in short-term rapid weight
loss diets. This is especially true if no
exercise is included in the reduction
program. In addition, repeated cycles
of weight loss and regain cause in-
creased food efficiency; the body be-
comes more efficient at saving calo-
ries (15). Therefore, as the number of
weight loss/regain cycles increases,
greater caloric restriction is required
to obtain similar weight losses. In-
creasing the period of weight loss, de-
creasing the number of weight
loss/regain cycles and increasing ex-
ercise will reduce the amount of lean
tissue and water lost, as well as mini-
mize changes in food efficiency (15).

A common misconception among
female athletes is that weight training
will cause them to become larger and
heavier to their disadvantage. A sub-
stantial amount of data demonstrate
the inaccuracy of this belief (13, 70,
81, 98, 107, 154, 157). Each of these
studies demonstrated a reduction in
fat weight, an increase in lean weight,
and either no change or only a slight
increase in total body weight. All
demonstrated significant increases in
strength, and in most cases these
changes were associated with no
change or a decrease in lower body
girths and only minimal increases in
upper body limb girth (70, 81, 98,
154, 157). Mayhew and Gross sug-
gest that these minimal changes in
girth are due to decreases in intra-
muscular adipose tissue accompa-
nied by muscular hypertrophy (98).
Conversely, some female athletes
have demonstrated substantial in-
creases in limb circumference (3.5
cm, 1.1 cm and 0.9 e¢m in shoulder,
upper arm and thigh respectively) fol-
lowing a six-month weight training re-
gime (13). This might reflect greater
genetic potential for hypertrophy
and/or increased training intensity in
these women.

Increases in functional muscle
mass with subsequent reductions in
storage fat would be advantageous
for a number of reasons. First, the
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