
American Council on Exercise® is a nonprofit organization dedicated to empowering people to live their most fit lives. In addition to offering quality 
certifications and education for fitness professionals, ACE also protects the public against ineffective products, programs and trends by arming them with 
unbiased, science-based health and fitness information. To learn more about ACE, or how you can use or purchase Fit Facts, visit ACEfitness.org/FitFacts.

©2013 American Council on Exercise®
FF 124

®

Steering Clear of Strength Plateaus
CONSIDER THIS: IT’S BEEN A FEW MONTHS SINCE YOU FIRST STARTED WEIGHT TRAINING 
AND YOU’RE NOT SEEING THE SAME KIND OF RESULTS AS YOU DID AT THE BEGINNING. 
SOUND FAMILIAR? YOU MAY HAVE HIT A PLATEAU IN YOUR STRENGTH-TRAINING PROGRAM. 
IN FACT, UNLESS YOU CONTINUALLY UPDATE YOUR PROGRAM TO REFLECT THE CHANGES 
YOUR BODY HAS ALREADY EXPERIENCED, YOU ARE ALMOST GUARANTEED TO PLATEAU AT 
SOME POINT ALONG YOUR JOURNEY TOWARD REACHING YOUR STRENGTH-TRAINING GOALS.

For each exercise, look at the joint action(s) and muscle group(s) being 
utilized and then replace the exercise with one that targets the same group(s). 
For example, the bench press can be replaced by push-ups, dumbbell presses 
or incline and decline presses. You might consider scheduling a session or two 
with a personal trainer who can provide you with alternatives to the exercises 
you are currently using in your program.

Cross-training can help keep you motivated and interested in continuing 
your program, as well as stimulate greater strength gains. For optimal 
muscular development, variety is the name of the game. 

DON’T LET A PLATEAU BECOME A PITFALL
If you’ve stopped gaining strength, the key to getting off the plateau is to vary 

your program. The human body is an amazing piece of machinery, capable of 
adapting to just about any circumstance or stimulus. By shaking things up a bit 
and varying your program by introducing some new elements, you’ll likely find 
yourself off the plateau and back on the road to progress in no time.
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STRUGGLING TO GAIN STRENGTH
Strength-training plateaus usually occur after about six months of training. 

They are especially noticeable at this time since the dramatic gains in 
strength that many people experience during the first few months of their 
programs begin to level off. These changes are often the result of continuously 
using one training approach. 

The solution to the plateau is generally an easy one that involves varying your 
routine. The following approaches can help you steer clear of a strength plateau.

TURN UP THE INTENSITY
If you have been training two to three times per week for more than six 

months, performing 10 to 20 exercises per session, and are looking for 
additional size and/or strength gains, you should look closely at one factor: 
intensity. It seems that the best stimulus for increasing strength gains is to 
make the muscles work harder, as opposed to longer. High-intensity training 
may be the edge you need to get yourself off of a strength plateau.

If you’re considering using lighter weights and more repetitions to get 
stronger or improve the appearance of your muscles, think again. High-
repetition, low-resistance training is usually not sufficient to stimulate 
significant strength gains. 

ADD VARIETY BY USING CROSS-TRAINING
If the reason you’ve hit a plateau is because you’re bored, disinterested or 

lack motivation, add cross-training to your muscle strength and endurance 
workouts. Cross-training keeps your program interesting by utilizing a variety 
of different exercises and equipment. 

Initially, try cross-training without changing intensity, then progress to 
changing the movement pattern of an exercise to stimulate a different pattern 
of motor unit recruitment.

Another alternative is to change the sequence of exercises you are already 
doing to create variety and a new overload. Because the muscles are being 
fatigued in a different order or pattern, they must adapt to this change in 
stimulus. The next step might be to replace some or all of the exercises in 
your routine.
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