
 

 

Sport Specific Training – Method? Myth? or Mistake? 

 I recently posted on social media about being leery of private trainers who use the term 

“sport specific” to describe their training. The results of that post were interesting. Most coaches, 

both sport and strength, seemed to agree with the post.  They liked it and/or shared it and moved 

on.  However, some of the feedback I received disagreed with my stance.  Because of that, I feel 

the need to clarify my position and elaborate on why I hold the beliefs I do. Hopefully, this will 

serve as a clarification of verbiage that is currently being thrown around in our industry. If we can 

all get on the same page, we can move our industry another step forward.  

 We currently live in the Golden Age of Social Media.  We are able to connect with the 

entire world with the touch of a button on a device that is on our person the majority of the day.  

We can document anything and everything and broadcast it for all to see within seconds.  

Information, both bad and good, is literally at our fingertips all day long.  While this has been 

highly beneficial in so many ways, this ease of access has also created the illusion of credibility 

for sources that are anything but credible.  Anyone with a smart phone can now advertise 

themselves and their products to the world and sell themselves to potential consumers without any 

type of accountability. These individuals are utilizing terminology from the Strength and 

Conditioning industry to describe their “training” so as to sell themselves and their product to 

athletes and their parents who legitimately do not know any better. The hot button topic I see so 

much of right now is the use of the term “Sport Specific Training.” 

First, let’s look at the term Sport Specific Training.  To understand this term, we need to 

understand the three words that comprise it.  For ease and general access’s sake, I will use the 

Dictionary.com definitions for these words that best describes them in this context. 

Sport – an athletic activity requiring skill or physical prowess and often of a competitive nature. 

Specific – peculiar or proper to somebody or something, as qualities, characteristics, effects, etc. 

Training - the education, instruction, or discipline of a person. 

Using only the definition of the words, it would seem that sport specific training is: The 

education, instruction, or discipline of a person using qualities, characteristics, and effects that are 

synonymous with an athletic activity requiring skill or physical prowess.  As strength and 

conditioning coaches, we understand that it is our job to build the athlete.  It is the position/sport 

coach’s job to build the player.  The training sessions we conduct as strength coaches should have 

one overarching goal: Transfer to the field.  In that respect, everything that we do is “sport 

specific.”  However, certain aspects of every strength program, regardless of the sport in question, 

should look basically the same.  The base from which we progress our athletes through training is 



 
 

the same across all sports.  All athletes need to develop strength.  All athletes need to be balanced 

in terms of that strength.  All athletes need to develop mobility.  All athletes need to be fast.  We 

take those base ideas and progress from there.   

 Let’s say I am training two high school athletes.  Both are 14 years old.  One is a male who 

plays football.  The other is a female who runs cross country.  Two vastly different sports, correct?  

I will begin their training the same.  They both will build a base of strength, mobility, and speed.  

As they progress from that base to more complex movements, their training will deviate to reflect 

the needs that their individual sports will put on their bodies. That is where the training becomes 

“Sport Specific.”  We tailor the programming to fit the individual needs of the athlete.  This makes 

them better athletes and makes them better able to perform their sport by default.   

 Now, I’d like to share a moment about what sport specific training is NOT.  Sport Specific 

training is not taking movements from the field of play and loading them.  That is not how we 

create adaptations.  Let me give an example.  I recently saw a video of an offensive lineman 

performing a kick slide just as he would during pass protection during a game.  His coach had him 

holding a loaded bar to his chest. This was inappropriate.  It was dangerous to the player 

performing the movement as well as anyone in proximity to him. Should the clamps on the bar fail 

(which has happened to all of us before at some point) multiple plates would have been sent flying 

across the weightroom.  In addition to the danger of the motion, the lineman was not able to 

maintain proper posture through the movement. His technique was not what would be acceptable 

when performing the kick slide against a defender during a live rep. Why?  Because he was entirely 

too focused on the bar of weight against his chest.  This is one small example that can be pulled 

from countless illustrations that are popping up on social media.  Athletes and their parents are 

seeing these videos.  They are being led to believe that taking part in this type of training will give 

them an edge over those who do not. 

 The vast majority of parents do not know the difference between sound training principles 

and the eye wash that so many of these con-men are using.  They believe that action equals 

achievement.  This cannot be more wrong.  Movement just for the sake of movement will 

eventually yield diminishing returns.  I do not think that all of these guys who are selling 

themselves to athletes and parents are doing so with malicious intent.  I truly believe many of them 

believe in their process and have the best of intentions.  Maybe they had a coach who put them 

through similar movements.  Maybe they saw it on social media and thought, “Hey, I can do 

something like that with my clients to help give them an edge.”  Maybe they honestly do not know 

any better. It is our job as strength and conditioning professionals to help educate, equip, and 

empower.  Invite these guys in to talk shop.  Ask questions.  Share information.  Do these things 

not with the intent to embarrass or discourage, but with the goal of unifying our profession and 

helping our athletes become the best they can be.  Be a mentor.  Would it not be phenomenal if 

every private sector trainer had the same level of understanding about programming and training 

that people like Mike Boyle and Travis Mash do?  Will all of these private trainers be willing to 

come in to listen and grow?  Sadly, no.  Some will completely avoid it because they know what 

they are doing is not in line with sound principles.  Some will react badly and look for an argument.  

Do not participate in that.  You are the educated professional.  Act like an educated professional.  



 
 

 Am I against private sector trainers?  Absolutely not.  In many cases, a private sector trainer 

is going to be the better alternative because the coach who is leading the team lifts in the weight 

room at school has no clue what he is doing or how to correctly do it.  This has created a unique 

issue.  Athletes who have the benefit of a qualified strength and conditioning coach at their high 

school probably do not need to invest in a private sector trainer.  They will get all they need at 

school.  More time can be spent maximizing results by practicing their sport skill with the sport 

coach, teammates, or even a private skills coach (completely different than a private strength/speed 

coach).  The athletes can also give the proper time and attention to recovery. However, athletes 

who do not have a competent and qualified coach programming and running their training session 

with their team are put at risk for injury every day.  Going to a private sector trainer may be their 

only exposure to sound programming and coaching.  This dynamic has created a rift between high 

school coaches and private trainers. Athletes are telling their high school coaches that they are 

going to attend these private training sessions instead of coming to team lifts.  The high school 

coaches are not liking that.  We are always preaching the promotion of team over individual. The 

aforementioned line of thinking is in direct opposition to “we over me.”  

 How can we fix it?  Simple answer: education and communication.  If I have an athlete that 

wants to go get some outside training, the best thing I can do is be in communication with the 

private sector trainer to make sure our programs are complimenting each other and not opposing.  

At the end of the day, we want what is best for our athletes.  We have to educate our athletes and 

their parents on what strength training is and what it is not.  We have to communicate with anyone 

who is involved in the development of our greatest assets: the kids. At the end of the day, it just 

simply isn’t about who is right and who is wrong.  It is about bringing out the best in the kids we 

coach. Period.   
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