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 What defines how “strong” an athlete is and how strong does an athlete have to be 

in order to enhance sporting performance.  This is a question that strength and 

conditioning professionals face when programming to enhance athletic performance.  Since 

becoming a strength coach, I have often used a number of different training methods in 

order to increase athleticism.  The more time I spend coaching the more I see a clearer 

picture of what is necessary when training athletes.   

Recently my boss and one of my mentor’s Brady Holt, brought to my attention that 

many times people spend way too much time “worshiping at the altar of absolute strength”.  

Meaning most, if not all their training is focused on increasing that amount of weight they 

can lift in a particular motor pattern, the squat for example.  How much you can squat is an 

expression of maximum lower body strength.  It is well known that “maximum strength” 

(defined as the maximum load one can lift in a particular motor pattern, ex. The back squat) 

is an important quality in order to increase the amount of force someone can produce.  But 

should we be spending all our time and effort developing this quality?   

Let’s look at an example, if someone can back squat 400lbs. we can all agree that 

they have a high level of maximum strength but what if two people can achieve the same 

feat and one person weighs 200lbs. and the other weighs 300lbs.?  It’s all relative…The 

lighter person achieving the same strength feat as the heavier displays greater “relative 

Strength” (meaning how strong they are relative to their own body weight).  We can also 

agree that someone who has a high level of these types of strength will be able to apply 

more relative force into the ground while running, jumping, etc…  This is great, if only it 

was that simple.  We could then spend all our time under the bar training like a powerlifter 

in attempt to increase how much load we can move.  Unfortunately this only works until a 

point and then we start getting diminishing returns on our investment.  Ask yourself this 

question, will adding 10 more pounds on a 400lb. squat max really help your athlete when 

the desired sporting result is the enhancement of power and acceleration (speed).  These 

qualities are what separate the best athletes in their respective sports from everyone else.  

At a certain point other motor qualities such as rate of force development need to be 

developed.   

Without getting deep into a physics lecture, F=M x A.  In the pursuit of speed and 

power, the amount and the rate at which force can be produced will determine the levels of 

these sporting qualities.  So in order to put more force into the ground one must be able to 



accelerate their mass at a higher rate.  The strength component comes into play here 

because the greater the relative strength the greater the relative force they can produce, 

which can lead to increases in speed, power, etc…   

 The question now is how much strength does one need and what exactly determines 

how “strong” someone is.  Let’s use the 200 lb. athlete again as the example.  Who is 

stronger, the person that can back squat 400lbs. using two legs and cannot perform a single 

leg squat to parallel or the one that can only back squat 300lbs. but can also perform 3 

quality sets of  single leg squats with load.  “IT’S RELATIVE”…if you are a powerlifter the 

first choice may be the better option, but if you are an athlete that needs to apply force 

unilaterally both are important.  When training athletes more weight or working with 

higher loads is not always the smartest choice, especially when considering the risk -vs- 

reward.   

Back to F=M x A, what about the second half of the equation…ACCELERATION?  If 

you want to be fast or jump higher, you better be able produce force fast and accelerate 

your own body weight effectively.  For this to happen you also need to train your nervous 

system to develop this quality.  Once adequate levels of strength are acquired, training to 

increase rate of force development (RFD) becomes even more important.  This is where 

you traditional plyometric, Olympic lifting or dynamic effort work comes into play.  This 

type of training teaches your nervous system to increase motor abilities such as motor unit 

firing, synchronization and rate coding.  All of which allow you to accelerate a mass (I.E 

your own body weight) at a higher rate.  When increased sporting result is the objective, 

many times STRENGTH IS RELATIVE…!   

For most athletes the best way to increase your relative strength and your ability to 

apply forcee during competition is to get stronger, both bilaterally and unilaterally while 

maintaining your current body weight.  Using the lower body as an example, try a 

traditional squat or deadlift variation and train heavy (85% of your 1RM or higher) and 

keep the reps below 5, ideally 3 or less.  The rest periods should be long (2-5 min) and 

make sure to attack each set, attempting to move the bar as fast as possible on the way up.  

Remember the intent to move the bar fast under heavy load can be just as beneficial as 

actual bar speed, especially when trying to blast through a sticking point within a certain 

movement.   

Don’t forget about single leg strength.  Try using unilateral movements such as 

single leg squats, step ups and lunges, etc. as accessory work after heavy leg days. Later in 

the week, another option would be to try a rear foot elevated split squat with a barbell 

using a similar protocol as the bilateral example used above.  This will help increase 

maximum single leg strength capabilities.  Training both unilaterally and bilaterally can 

increase relative strength capabilities of an athlete and better prepare them for displaying 



force during a competition and not just under the bar like a powerlifter.  Remember to 

always keep in perspective how much strength and what type of strength is necessary for 

an athlete to be successful and that it is always RELATIVE.  
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