
 
 
 

Cross-Training: A Key to Athleticism 
 

 Depending on whom you ask, the definition of athleticism may range from how 
high your vertical jump is to how many flips and twists you can do before hitting the 
ground.  In reality, the word athleticism encompasses many variables including strength, 
power, speed, flexibility, agility, body awareness and coordination.  There is a difference 
between being an athlete and athleticism.  For example, there are a lot of people in the 
world that can jump high enough to touch the basketball rim, but many of them can’s 
dribble the ball down the court.  Hundreds of track sprinters can run 40-yards in less 
than 4.5 seconds, but not many of them have the agility to run a simple pass route with 
any sort of speed or accuracy. 
 
 On the other hand, there always seems to be those people who can play any 
sport, learn new skills in no time at all and seem to have the natural ability to run fast, 
jump high and never get tired.  There are many ways to achieve this level of athleticism 
and cross-training is one of them.  The benefits of athleticism and cross-training range 
from injury prevention to performance enhancement, and the earlier you start cross-
training the more benefits you will reap.  Cross-training is simply participating in various 
sports or activities that differ from your primary go out and play a game of soccer.  If you 
are a cross-country runner, spend some time swimming laps. 
 
 How can cross-training help in injury prevention?  Once you find that one activity 
or sport you really like, you devote yourself to training for that sport’s skill day in an day 
out.  This means the same muscles and joints in your body are being worked over and 
over again, potentially leading to overuse injuries.  Many swimmers experience overuse 
injuries in their shoulders from the constant rotating movement and runners tend to get 
shin splints from the repetitive impact of every step.  An easy way to prevent overuse 
injury is to change one of your weekly workouts to a different activity that uses different 
muscles and movements.  For instance, make every Wednesday a swimming day 
instead of a running day, or vice versa.  You will still get a great workout while allowing 
certain parts of your body to rest. 
 
 Cross-training will also help you develop total body strength and flexibility.  It is 
important to remember that your body will respond and adapt very specifically to what 
you do on a daily basis.  If you exercise the same muscles, in the same way, over and 
over two things will occur.  First, those muscles will develop excess strength compared 



to the muscles you are not using.  Secondly, you will only develop enough flexibility to 
allow you to perform that one specific task. 
 
 When one muscle group over-develops compared to its antagonist, or opposite, it 
will apply more forces to one side of the join.  Over time this can cause the joint to 
become misaligned leading to many problems.  The most common example of this is 
the person who spends too much time doing bench presses or push-ups.  They will 
over-develop all the musculature on the front of their shoulders causing them to curl 
inward towards their chest.  This can easily be avoided by having a balanced weight 
program.  Similarly, cross-training can help you develop total body musculature and 
proper body alignment. 
 
 A lack of flexibility at a joint causes many similar problems.  If your body only has 
the flexibility for certain movements, when a situation arises where you are forced to  
perform in an awkward position, chances are you will suffer an injury.  For example, as 
a soccer player you may have to extend for the ball with your foot during the game.  You 
do this very quickly and without really thinking about it, as you just want to get to the 
ball.  However, if you do not have the flexibility it takes to get there and you force 
yourself, because you really want to stop the other team from scoring, you put yourself 
at risk of incurring a pulled muscle.  Stretching every time you finish a workout will help 
you tremendously, but adding a little cross-training (i.e. say one night a week of martial 
arts) will introduce you to a variety of movements requiring your body to develop a 
greater extent of flexibility. 
 
 How can cross-training enhance performance?  Cross-training can help you gain 
better body awareness, coordination or simply give you new ways of enhancing an old 
skill.  As we discussed above, your body adapts very specifically to activities that you do 
on a daily basis.  In fact, if you body has not experienced a certain situation before, it 
will not be able to react to it. 
 
 Cross-training is a great way to expose your body to numerous situations.  You 
then learn from each of those situations and can recall these past experiences when the 
time comes.  A great example would be a speed skater you plays ice hockey as part of 
his cross-training.  When playing hockey, he is required to duck, dodge and jump to stay 
on his feet or get away from a defender.  The whole time his body is learning how to 
save itself from falling and get back to skating.  Now imagine that same athlete in a 
speed skating race- an accidental bump occurs during the race and some of the skaters 
fall down but most are just knocked a little off balance.  Because of his previous cross-
training experience, this athlete was in a familiar position and could quickly regain his 
balance and begin skating again.  Of course, if you practice and compete long enough, 
you will probably encounter a multitude of situations to help prepare you.  Cross-training 
could help expose you to even more situations and you have a better chance of learning 
through practice than during the big competition. 
 
 An athlete with great athleticism seems to spend less time and energy learning 
new skills, and in turn, has more productive and higher intensity practices.  As an 



example, almost every sport considers strength and conditioning a critical part of 
training.  However, much time is spent teaching proper technique and execution for 
different exercises to athletes, often taking away from the true training goal.  It is the 
athletes with various gymnastics, dance and martial arts experience that know how to 
maneuver their body and find the appropriate positions to perform each lift effectively.  
Therefore, instead of spending two or three weeks learning how to do a proper back 
squat, they spend two or three days, the rest of time is spent on getting stronger. 
 
 The possible benefits from cross-training are nearly endless and the amount of 
benefit you receive is directly related to when you start.  An athlete between the ages of 
five and ten years old has a tendency to learn new information very quickly.  These are 
commonly referred to as the “golden years” of learning.  During this time, it is important 
to try as many different sports and activities as possible to enhance athleticism.  
Activities can range from playing catch, basketball, gymnastics, dancing and even 
skipping rope. 
 
 If you have athletes older than 10 years, do not worry.  Our bodies do not usually 
come into full maturity until our early twenties.  Therefore, there is still having plenty of 
time to challenge the athletes’ bodies in new ways and apply the benefits towards your 
sport.  In fact, learning a new skill and applying those experiences to other situations 
can happen at any age.  At the Olympic level many coaches use cross-training during 
their off-season to achieve these valuable benefits. 
 
 In summary, cross-training is a great way to develop all areas of athleticism.  The 
benefits of having increased flexibility, body awareness, total body strength 
coordination, speed, power and endurance will be an asset.  You will build a much 
better base for injury prevention, enhancing your performance and adding some fun and 
excitement to your weekly workouts.  So even if your heart is set on winning the Gold 
Medal as a member of the U.S. Basketball team, spending time on non-basketball 
activities will develop the skills and abilities that just might make the difference between 
losing the ball or making the game winning point. 
 


