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Background
It is crucial for the military to implement 
physical training strategies to enhance 
the warfi ghter’s capacity to haul heavy 
loads in combat operations and prevent 
injuries that occur from carrying these 
loads. It has been recently reported that 
an increasing amount of soldiers are be-
ing sidelined with muscle and bone in-
juries caused by carrying combat loads 
weighing as much as 130 pounds (1). 
Th e number of soldiers being injured 
may increase as the operation tempo 
increases in Afghanistan where terrain, 
elevation and road conditions are more 
challenging than in Iraq. 

Factors contributing to these injuries 
may be from poor aerobic and anaero-
bic conditioning in soldiers prior to 
basic training. An injury may originate 
from basic combat training because a 
soldier wasn’t prepared for the demands 
of running and jumping; hence the in-
jury will deteriorate as a soldier carries 
heavy loads in combat operations. Th e 
number of non-deployable soldiers has 
increased since 2006. Statistics from 
2009 show that overall, the Army has 
20,000 non-deployable soldiers—half 
of which are due to injuries caused by 
hauling heavy loads (1). Essentially, if 
a soldier or marine isn’t able to handle 
these combat loads, they may not be 
able to track down a fast-moving enemy. 

Th us, jeopardizing their mission and en-
dangering their life or the lives of their 
fellow comrades. Th erefore, it is very 
important for a soldier or marine to be 
physically prepared to handle the loads 
that are commonly carried out during 
combat operations.

It is important for commanders to un-
derstand the optimum way to train sol-
diers in order to prepare them for the 
rigors of operating in austere environ-
ments while hauling signifi cant loads. In 
order to understand and implement an 
optimum training strategy, it is impor-
tant to understand the physical require-
ments of road marching and the energy 
systems that may be utilized during a 
road march.

Metabolic Aspects of

Load Carriage
As highlighted above, load carriage con-
stitutes an integral component of soldier 
mobility that incurs substantial physi-
cal costs. Loads carried and moved by 
a solider can exceed 100 pounds and 
several miles, respectively. Th e abil-
ity to meet the physical requirements 
imposed by load carriage requires con-
tributions from energy producing path-
ways, or systems, within the body. Th e 
fuel necessary for normal physiological 
functioning as well as physical activity 
comes from three major energy produc-
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ing systems termed the phosphagen, gly-
colytic, and oxidative pathways. Th ese 
pathways consist of a series of internal 
biochemical events that breakdown in-
gested foods (carbohydrates, fats, pro-
teins) to yield high-energy molecules 
such as adenosine triphosphate (ATP). 
Severing the phosphate bonds in ATP 
produces the energy that drives normal 
physiological function and performance 
of physical activity. 

Th e contribution of a given energy sys-
tem depends on both the intensity and 
duration of the task being performed. 
For instance, a short sprint performed at 
maximal intensity for less than 10 sec-
onds relies primarily on the phosphagen 
system. At the other end of the spec-
trum, low-intensity activities of extend-
ed duration, such as a marathon, will 
rely heavily on oxidative mechanisms of 
energy production. Activities performed 
at near maximal intensity for durations 
between 60 and 90 seconds such as a 
400-meter sprint will activate the glyco-
lytic pathway. It should be noted, how-
ever, that although a given system may 
predominate during a task, no singular 
pathway contributes exclusively to that 
activity. In other words, the phosphagen 
system will still provide contributions to 
energy availability at the onset of aero-
bic exercise. However, oxidative mecha-
nisms predominate.

Several studies have specifi cally docu-
mented the impact of load carriage on 
physiological and metabolic variables. 
Quesada et al. (7) investigated heart rate 
(HR) and oxygen consumption (VO2) 
following a simulated road march with 
loads of 0, 30, and 50% of body mass. 
Th ey found that these physiological pa-
rameters increased linearly with body 
mass, indicating a greater degree of stress 
on the body associated with marching 

with heavier loads. Similarly, Beekley 
et al. (3) evaluated HR, VO2, respira-
tory exchange ratio (RER); [indicative 
of fuel utilization; e.g., carbohydrates vs. 
fat as primary energy source], rating of 
perceived exertion, and ventilation (VE) 
following a 30-minute road march at 6 
km/h with loads of 30, 50, and 70% of 
lean body mass (LBM). 

VO2, RER, and VE increased during 
the load carriage task performed with a 
greater percentage of LBM. More spe-
cifi cally, marching with a load of 50% 
LBM signifi cantly increased VO2, HR, 
and VE compared to 30% LBM. Fur-
thermore, marching with a load of 70% 
LBM produced signifi cantly greater 
VO2, HR, and VE compared to the 
other two loading conditions. Th is in-
vestigation illustrates a linear relation-
ship between the physiological variables 
and load carried, similar to the fi ndings 
reported by Quesada et al. (7). Col-
lectively, these studies demonstrate the 
increased metabolic and physiological 
stress associated with load carriage tasks. 
From a practical standpoint, these stud-
ies indicate that a certain degree of phys-
ical readiness must be attained to suc-
cessfully perform load carriage activities. 
Th e large muscular forces required to 
sustain heavy loads, in conjunction with 
the extended durations a soldier may be 
performing this task, implicates both 
anaerobic (phosphagen, glycolytic) and 
aerobic (oxidative) pathways in pro-
viding the necessary energy for load 
carriage. Th e mere act of supporting a 
heavy load requires soldiers to have the 
requisite physical capabilities such as ad-
equate muscular force generation to sus-
tain work output. In the following sec-
tion, these metabolic and biomechanical 
aspects of load carriage, as well as ob-
servations from the existing literature, 
will serve as a basis for physical training 

strategies to improve soldier mobility 
with load carriage.

Training to Improve Load 

Carriage Ability
A number of studies have examined the 
infl uence of diff erent types of exercise 
training programs on load carriage per-
formance. Schiotz et al. (10) found that 
a 10-week full body resistance training 
program consisting of structural exer-
cises (squat, bench press) and assistance 
exercises (shoulder press, tricep exten-
sion, leg curl, seated row, biceps curl, 
crunches) signifi cantly improved 10km 
ruck run performance with a 15kg load. 
In similar fashion, an exercise train-
ing program (24 weeks) was shown to 
increase (33%) movement velocity dur-
ing a 2-mile hike while hauling a 75lbs 
pack (8). Th e training consisted of both 
full body resistance exercises and aerobic 
components that included running and 
hiking with load carriage. Most recently, 
Hendrickson et al. (4) reported that re-
sistance and aerobic training performed 
independently and in conjunction im-
proved performance on a 3.2km load 
carriage activity. Taken together, these 
studies indicate that the task of perform-
ing load carriage in combat will benefi t 
from a combination of training strate-
gies which incorporate strength, power, 
aerobic and task-specifi c training. 

Strength training is important for with-
standing the heavy loads hauled and dif-
fi cult terrain in which these soldiers op-
erate in and also to prevent injuries from 
occurring (2). Both upper and lower 
body strength training is important for 
this task. Lower body strength will en-
hance a soldier’s ability to carry heavy 
loads over diffi  cult terrain. Upper body 
strength will enhance the ability to carry 
the heavy load and prevent further un-
necessary strain on the body. Along with 
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this, core training is a fundamental part 
that should be included in a strength 
training program to enhance load car-
riage given the use of core muscles in 
stabilizing and assisting the heavy loads 
placed on the upper body.

Power and anaerobic training is crucial 
in enhancing a soldier’s ability to make 
quick and repeated movements. For 
example, if a soldier is taking fi re or 
is tracking an enemy, he may need to 
make quick, explosive moves in order to 
take cover or close in on the enemy (i.e., 
buddy rushes). Lastly, aerobic training 
will prevent a soldier from becoming 
fatigued during long, patrolling move-
ments. It will also enhance oxidative en-
zymes allowing a soldier to utilize more 
fat for a fuel source during these long-
range patrols (9). Below (Table 1) is an 
example of a program that commanders 
and military tactical trainers can imple-
ment in order to enhance load carriage 
performance in soldiers and marines.

Strength: Upper Body (Push)

• Bench press 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• Incline bench press 3 sets of
6 – 8 reps

• Military shoulder press 3 sets
of 6 – 8 reps

• Upright rows 3 sets of 8 – 10 reps

• Close-grip triceps press 3 sets
of 6 – 8 reps

• Tricep dips 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps 

Strength: Upper Body (Pull)

• Lat pulldowns 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• T-bar rows 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• Shrugs 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• Barbell curls 3 sets of 8 – 10 reps

• Hammer curls 2 sets of 8 – 10 reps

Strength: Lower Body & Core

• Squats 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• Leg press 3 sets of 6 – 8 reps

• Barbell lunge 2 sets of 8 – 10 reps

• Lying leg curls 3 sets of 8 – 10 reps

• Standing calf raise 3 sets of
8 – 10 reps

• Lower back extensions 4 sets
of 8 – 10 reps

• Incline sit-ups 3 sets of 20 – 50 reps

• Leg raises 3 sets of 15 – 20 reps

• Abdominal crunches 3 sets
of 30 – 50 reps

Power & Anaerobic Plyometrics:

• Depth jumps 4 sets of 5 reps, 5 – 10 
seconds inter-rep rest, 2 – 3 minutes 
inter-set rest

• Box jumps 4 sets of 5 reps, 5 – 10 
seconds rest between sets, 2 – 3 
minutes inter-set rest

• Single-leg hop 4 sets of 5 reps,
5 – 10 seconds inter-rep rest, 2 – 3 
minutes inter-set rest

• Lateral barrier hop 4 sets of 5 reps, 
5 –10 seconds inter-rep rest, 2 – 3 
minutes inter-set rest

• Interval sprints 10 – 15 second 
sprints followed by 1min rest (build 
up slowly)

Aerobic & Core

• lower back, abdominals

• 30 minutes of jogging (build up 
each week)

Ruck March Day

Perform a 3.2km road march with 35lbs 
and build up from there by slowly in-
creasing distance and load carried.

Each training session should be pre-
ceded by a general and specifi c warm-
up. A general warm-up consisting of 
low-intensity aerobic exercise (e.g., jog-
ging) should be performed to raise core 
body temperature and minimize the risk 
for injury. A specifi c warm-up consists 
of the activities making up the bulk of 
the training session, but is performed 
at a low intensity. Each training session 
should also conclude with a cool down 
consisting of low-intensity exercise to 
bring heart rate to pre-activity levels. 
Adherence to correct lifting technique is 
imperative if the desired results are to be 
achieved (correct movement patterns for 
many resistance exercises can be found 
at http://www.nsca-lift.org/videos/).  
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Table 1: Sample Monthly Training Program to Enhance Load Carriage Performance

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun

Week 1 Strength-

upper body-

push

Power & 

Anaerobic 

Strength-

upper body-

pull

Aerobic  Strength-lower 

body & Core

Rest Aerobic

Week 2 Ruck march Rest Strength-

combined 

upper body

Aerobic Strength-lower 

body & Core

Rest Power, 

Anaerobic & 

Aerobic

Week 3 Strength-

upper body-

push

Power & 

Anaerobic

Strength-

upper body-

pull

Aerobic Strength-lower 

body & Core

Rest Aerobic

Week 4 Ruck march Rest Strength-

combined 

upper body

Aerobic Strength-lower 

body & Core

Rest Power, 

Anaerobic & 

Aerobic
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Being able to maintain physical fi tness at such a high level takes 
a lot of hard work for the tactical athlete. Physical training is a 
vital part of being military personnel, law enforcement offi  cers, 
and fi refi ghters, but training alone may not be enough. With-
out proper nutrition around exercise or a mission could lead to 
slower results from training or even a mission. Nutrient timing 
can help with strength gains and fi ght against fatigue in intense 
activities. I believe that nutrient timing is the best supplement 
you can take. Th ere are thousands of sports nutrition supple-
ments on the market, and they all say something about how 
they are the best for gaining muscle, increasing endurance, and 
losing fat. Many of those pre-workout and post-workout sup-
plements have way too many ingredients in them, and some 
may be harmful or their side-eff ects are unknown. To keep it 
simple, carbohydrates and proteins are the most important of 
all the supplements. Th is could only be drinking a sports drink 
with peanut butter crackers or even a glass of chocolate milk. 
Th e reason you workout is to see improved performance and 
better body composition, right? Th en why not get the most 
out of a workout by consuming the proper nutrition at the 
right time. Th is could build greater amounts of lean muscle 
for better performance and decrease fat percentage. Th ere are 
three main phases of nutrient timing around exercise which 
are pre-workout, during exercise, and post-workout. Drinking 
a large glass of chocolate milk can help you lose weight, gain 
muscle mass, replenish lost nutrients, and ultimately improve 
performance.

Pre-Mission/Pre-Workout:
“Many experts recommend a low GI meal based on the idea 
that such a meal would supply sustained energy during exer-
cise,” (1). Your pre-workout snack can consist of fresh fruit, a 
meal replacement shake, or even some yogurt 1 – 2hrs before 
exercise (1). Low Glycemic Index (GI) foods are lower in sugar 
and do not spike blood sugar very high. Th ey last for more 
sustained energy so when taken before a workout, you can have 
the energy supply throughout. 

During Mission/During Workout:
“Th e muscles take up more and more glucose from the blood-
stream” during a long exercise lasting over an hour (1). Since 
this is the case, you need to replenish blood glucose as you 

workout. Drinking a high glycemic beverage such as a sports 
drink during a workout will help maintain blood glucose levels 
so that there is an immediate energy supply for your muscles. 
“Recent studies have suggested that consuming a drink con-
taining protein as well as carbohydrates during exercise may 
minimize protein breakdown following exercise, and improve 
recovery,” (1). Consuming a carbohydrate/protein combina-
tion during a resistance training program will result in greater 
increases in 1RM strength and a leaner body composition (4). 
Along with the addition of carbohydrates, protein too has a 
benefi t during a workout. During a workout, protein helps 
protect our muscles from being broken down as much and 
helps in recovery by activating protein synthesis. 

Post-Mission/Post-Workout:
“Th e best time to start refueling is as soon as possible after 
exercise, as glycogen storage is faster during this post-exercise 
window that at any other time. During the fi rst two hours, 
replenishment is most rapid at approximately 150% the nor-
mal rate,” (1). Th e sooner a carbohydrate/protein drink is con-
sumed, then the sooner your body can start recovering. You 
will be able to replenish your glycogen stores and rebuild your 
muscle fi bers from the protein. Consuming a carbohydrate/
protein drink also appears to enhance recovery following resis-
tance exercise (1). Consuming a high glycemic carbohydrate/
protein drink post-exercise will vastly increase protein synthesis 
due to the release of insulin into the body which allows for bet-
ter and faster absorption of the protein (3). “During prolonged 
resistance training, post-exercise consumption of carbohydrate 
and protein supplements in varying amounts have been shown 
to stimulate improvements in strength and body composition 
when compared to control, placebo, or carbohydrate-only con-
ditions,” (4). According to the Journal of the International So-
ciety of Sports Nutrition, “neuromuscular function following 
prolonged load carriage (2hr, 25kg) will be improved with the 
consumption of whey protein and carbohydrate beverages,” 
(2). Th is will help a tactical athlete with recovery and enable 
them to carry their packs for extended periods of time or more 
frequently. 

Helping the Tactical Athlete Perform Better

with Nutrient Timing 
Craig Hempel, CSCS
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When following the basic steps of consuming carbohydrate/
protein mixtures before, during, and after a mission, or work-
out, then you will begin to see results. Lean body mass will 
increase while fat decreases. Chocolate milk can be used as a 
supplement post-exercise to help build muscle and decrease 
body fat. Chocolate milk has the high glycemic carbohydrates 
needed to help replenish glycogen stores, and it has protein 
to stimulate protein synthesis. Th e proteins in milk are casein 
and whey. Milk is typically 80% casein and 20% whey (6). 
Both contribute to protein synthesis, but whey is a faster act-
ing, shorter duration protein, and casein is a slower acting, 
longer duration protein. Th is helps with an extended period of 
staying in an anabolic state. Milk also contains high amounts 
of calcium, which is vital in that it contributes to muscle con-
traction and bone growth. 

As an active participant in intense exercise, I consume a 20g 
protein drink and eat two slices of whole wheat bread 30 min-
utes prior to exercise. Th e bread has low glycemic carbohy-
drates that help with sustained energy. During my exercise 
I consume a sports drink with a ratio of 3:1 carbohydrates: 
protein (30g of carbohydrates and 10g of protein). After my 
workout, I drink another sports drink with 4g of BCAA’s and 
5g of creatine, and I also drink a glass of milk for its protein 
and calcium content. 

Simple Nutrition Tips for the

Tactical Athlete:
• Consume low-GI foods 30 min – 1hr prior to exercise 

(fruits or whole grains)

• Consume a mixture of around 3:1 carbohydrate/protein 
during exercise (20oz sports drink with 10g of whey 
protein)

• Consume high-GI foods with protein immediately after 
exercise (chocolate milk or a protein shake with added 
sugar)

• If a longer duration mission or workout is known, then 
consume more carbohydrates the day before (whole grain 
pasta, rice, or potatoes)

• “Water replacement recommendation is to drink 1 – 1.5L 
for every kilogram (16 – 24oz for every pound) of body 
weight lost during your event,” (5).
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Whether you’re a fi ghter jock checking 
“six” while pulling fi ve G’s or a grunt 
wearing night vision goggles (NVG’s), 
the modern battlefi eld places signifi cant 
stress on the neck musculature—and for 
good reason. Th e body will compensate 
in a variety of ways to maintain the head 
in an upright (and off  the ground) posi-
tion. Th e deep neck fl exors, or “DNF” 
(Figure 1) are the most important sta-
bilizers of the neck as well as the most 
consistently undertrained. Th ese mus-
cles attach along the front of the cervical 
and thoracic vertebrae and fl ex the neck 
(when acting bilaterally) and assist with 
neck rotation and side-bending (when 
acting unilaterally). Weakness of the 
DNF predisposes personnel to chronic 
neck pain, whiplash injuries, and head-
aches (1). Th irty-seven percent of people 
with neck pain will report persistent 
problems for at least 12 months (2). In 
fact, personnel who have a six month or 
longer history of on/off  neck pain most 
likely have weakness to their DNF. Th ese 
personnel will typically complain of pain 
in the upper back and shoulder blades as 
their body employs new muscle strate-
gies to compensate for DNF weakness. 
Th is article will focus on the assessment 
and the training of these important mus-
cles.

Part 1: DNF Assessment
Weakness of the DNF will typically 
result in compensation from the Ster-
nocleidomastoid (SCM) muscles. 
Knowledge of this compensatory pat-
tern makes the assessment of the DNF 
relatively easy. Th e DNF will tuck the 
chin—think of subtly nodding your 

head to say yes (Figure 2b). Th is action 
is performed by the DNF and you can 
observe a “fl attening” of the normal lor-
dotic curvature of the neck. Th e SCM, 
on the other hand, draws the entire head 
and neck forward which increases the 
normal lordotic curvature of the neck. 
Th is assessment method is a variation of 
the neck fl exor muscle endurance test re-
ported by Harris et al. (3). Th e authors 
reported that subjects with neck pain 
were able to maintain a chin tuck for an 
average of 24 ± 13 seconds while those 
without neck pain were able to maintain 
the position for an average of 39 ± 26 
seconds. Based on this data, a 60-second 
cut-off  score is used for this assessment. 
DNF assessment is performed as follows
(Figure 2c): 

• (A) Lay supine with your head and 
shoulders off  the end of a bed. 

• (B) Place a tennis ball (or similar 
sized ball) at the front of your neck 
and “tuck your chin.” You should 
be supporting the ball between your 
chin and the top of your sternum. 

• (C) Place one hand on your stomach 
to monitor your abdominal muscles. 
Th e back of your head should be 
parallel to the fl oor. 

• (D) Attempt to hold the ball in 
place for 60 seconds. Weakness 
of the DNF can be determined 
several ways. Decreased pressure 
between your chin and the ball 
is one sign. If this happens, your 
DNF are fatiguing and your SCM 
are compensating (Figure 2d). 
Contraction of your abdominal 

muscles is another sign. Th is 
indicates the back of your head is 
no longer parallel to the fl oor—
indicative of additional muscle 
compensation. 

Th is simple method allows for the 
strengthening professional to either 
teach self-assessment or perform a group 
assessment on their personnel.

Part 2: DNF Training
Th e easiest method for training the DNF 
is to mimic the test. Th is will improve 
static strength and provide a good foun-
dation to build from. You do not want 
to train the DNF to absolute fatigue so 
the utilization of a sub-maximal training 
method should be employed. Personnel 
who demonstrated fatigue prior to 30 
seconds of the assessment should use a 
“25% x 6” technique. For example, if a 
subject fatigued during their assessment 
at 20 seconds then 25% of 20 seconds is 
fi ve seconds. Th erefore, you would have 
the subject perform six repetitions for 
fi ve seconds each at a 1:3 – 1:4 work-rest 
ratio. Personnel who fatigued between 
30 – 60 seconds should use a “50% x 
3” technique. For example, a subject 
fatigued during their assessment at 50 
seconds then 50% of 50 seconds is 25 
seconds. Th erefore, the subject would 
train for three repetitions for 25 seconds 
each. A 1:1 – 1:2 work-rest ratio is best 
for these personnel. 

Once a person can maintain 60 seconds 
on the assessment it is time to begin dy-
namic strengthening. Th is is more func-
tional and can also be used to improve 
the DNF strength of your personnel 

Small Muscles, Big Impact: Assessment and Strengthening 

of the Deep Neck Flexors
Maj Eric Wilson, PT, DSc, OCS, SCS, CSCS, FAAOMPT
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that tested as normal (>60 seconds). Dy-
namic DNF training is performed with 
an elastic band that can be obtained 
from your physical therapy department. 
It can also be easily constructed out of 
two pieces of surgical tubing (approxi-
mately two feet in length) placed three 
inches apart and secured with duct tape. 
Th e duct tape will act as a pouch to sup-
port the back of the subject’s head, much 
like a slingshot and is the fi rst method of 
training in the seated chin-tuck method 
(Figure 3a). 

Th e subject places the “pouch” of the de-
vice along the back of their head (not the 
neck) and grasps each end in a hand and 
applies tension by straightening their 
arms to their front with their hands at 
head-level. Th e subject will then attempt 
to perform a chin-tuck and maintain for 
a 3-second count. Sets and repetitions 
should be established with endurance 
in mind. Th e next method requires the 
coordinated co-contraction of all the 
neck muscles (Figure 3b). Th e set-up 
is the same as above, but this time the 
subject moves their arms in an arc while 
attempting to maintain a proper chin 
tuck. Th e subject starts with their hands 
to their front and then moves to the far 
right, then to the far left, and then back 
to center. Care should be taken to ensure 
the subject does not move their head dur-
ing this exercise. A typical compensatory 
movement pattern will be rotation and/
or sidebending toward the elastic band. 
A 6 – 10 second count is typically suf-
fi cient time to complete each repetition. 
Again, sets and repetitions should be es-
tablished with endurance in mind. Th e 
fi nal method for training is a partner-
assisted method. Th e set-up is identical 
to the two methods above except the 
partner will hold the ends of the elastic 
band and walk in a random pattern with 
the subject following while maintaining 

a chin-tuck. All of the above exercises 
can be made more functional (and dif-
fi cult) by the subject wearing their hel-
met, NVG’s, etc.

Th e importance of proper neck strength 
cannot be overemphasized in the tacti-
cal community. Th e deep neck fl exors 
are not isolated by traditional training 
methods and should be assessed in all 
personnel—whether they complain of 
neck pain or not. Th e assessment and 
training methods outlined above are 
simple and require little in the way of 
specialized equipment or space and can 
be easily performed at the individual op-
erator level. 
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Figure 2a. Normal

Figure 2b. Chin-Tuck Figure 2c. DNF Assessment Demonstrating 

Proper Muscle Action

Figure 2d. DNF Assessment Demonstrating 

SCM Compensation

Figure 3a. Dynamic Neck Training—Seated 

Method

Figure 3b. Dynamic Neck Training—Co-

contraction Method

Figure 1a. Longus Colli Muscles Figure 1b. Longus Captitis Muscles

1a.
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Debriefing the Body: Unload 

to Reload Tactical Fitness
By Andrew Vontz

When NFL players have made it through the fi nal snap of the 
season and the crowds have gone home, they don’t wake up 
the next day and do maximum strength workouts in the gym. 
Th eir bodies need time to heal from the punishment a season 
on the gridiron has placed upon them before they begin to aim 
towards an even higher apex of fi tness for the following season 
and the challenges it will bring. Service members completing 
a tour of duty and leaving theater fi nd themselves in a similar 
situation. Th ey have endured some of the most physically and 
mentally taxing environments the human organism can face 
and need time to heal the aches, pains, and injuries that they 
have accrued from their time in theater. In order for service 
members to be even stronger and more battle fi t when they next 
deploy, they should fi rst debrief their bodies upon completing 
a tour. Suspension Training® bodyweight exercise provides ser-
vice members with the ability to unload their bodyweight and 
heal while maintaining the movement patterns critical to suc-
cess in operational environments, and then build a higher peak 
of fi tness on top of a rested, healed body.

Th e day-to-day rigors of today’s challenging operational envi-
ronments include carrying hefty rucks, diving, crawling, and 
sometimes dragging buddies out of harm’s way. Th is places a 
tremendous strain on service members’ necks, shoulders, knees, 
ankles, and other joints and connective tissue. Like NFL play-
ers who dial down their training following a long, hard season, 
service members exiting theater should dial back training in-
tensity if they seek to attain a higher level of performance and 
operational readiness during their next deployment. Achieving 
this worthy end requires unloading the body to reduce stress 
on joints, connective tissue, and musculature. Only then will 
the body heal, reload, and be ready for more. “You need to heal 
your body and make sure it’s in balance before increasing the 
intensity and duration of training bouts,” says Dr. Joe Martin, 
DC, director of military education for Fitness Anywhere and a 
former Navy SEAL operator.

Upon leaving theater, where training equipment may be at 
a minimum, service members can be tempted to jump right 
back into conventional weight training and “beach lifting” us-
ing free-weight or machine movements like bench pressing, lat 
pulldowns, skullcrushers, biceps curls, and machine leg exten-
sions. But these movements don’t successfully approximate 
the axial loading and transverse plane strength demands that 
service members face in theater. Instead, they tend to amplify 
stress on already over taxed joints and drive the body into a 
state of debt that will be more and more diffi  cult to fully recov-
er from unless a corrective course of action is taken. “Hitting 
the deck with an 80lbs ruck and then having to push yourself 
back up isn’t the same as doing a traditional bench press where 
your chest is isolated and the core, legs, and rest of the body 
aren’t engaged,” says Dr. Martin. “Service members returning 
from theater tend to do too much too soon and are so beaten 
down from traditional deployment that they’re not fi t to do 
conventional strength training.” Injured service members may 
be even more tempted to jump into the weight room and hit it 
hard thinking that it’s the best way to get stronger for the next 
deployment. However, it isn’t the best way.

“For the fi rst month, let the body heal. Use bodyweight-based 
training that mirrors the movements you did downrange and 
slowly build up your strength and fi tness,” says Dr. Martin. 
Suspension Training® bodyweight exercise allows users to mod-
ify the amount of resistance used during any exercises with a 
step towards or away from the anchor point. Exercise diffi  culty 
can be further modifi ed by increasing or decreasing the stabil-
ity challenge of movements by moving the feet closer together 
or farther apart or doing unilateral movements. During that 
critical fi rst month back from deployment, Suspension Train-
ing® allows service members to help their bodies remember, re-
hearse, and improve the movement patterns critical to success 
in theater without overtaxing their bodies or placing unneces-
sary strain on their tired, worn down bodies. “Bodyweight-
based training on the TRX allows tactical operators to unload 
the resistance and begin rehabilitative strength and condition-
ing at a very low level of intensity and eventually scale up to 
whatever level of fi tness they need for the activities they par-
ticipate in.” 
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Service members cherish getting to spend time away from the-
ater engaged in the athletic pursuits they enjoy whether those 
activities are weight training, playing on a softball team, run-
ning, or participating in triathlons. While the temptation to 
jump right into these activities post-deployment can be down-
right irresistible, Dr. Martin advises that service members fol-
low his suggestion of at least a month of lower intensity body-
weight-based training before taking up these activities again. 
“If you’re participating in a sport or want to lift weights, fi rst 

make sure you’re doing what needs to be done to rehabilitate 
yourself and maintain the operational strength and condition-
ing you need to succeed in theater. Heal your body, make sure 
it’s in balance, and maintain the movement patterns you devel-
oped to do your job successfully in theater. Only then should 
you cut loose and take up other activities.” Ultimately, follow-
ing this strategy builds service members who will be fi t for duty 
and less likely to get injured in theater when they re-deploy. 
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