
The term ‘cross-training’ refers to a train-
ing routine that incorporates different 
forms of exercise than do not involve 

running. While it is necessary for a runner to 
train specifically for their sport, cross-training 
is a beneficial training method for maintaining 
a high level of overall fitness. 

Cross-training was primarily developed as a 
method of injury rehabilitation and is now also 
used as a key technique in injury prevention. 
When a runner sus-
tains an injury in the 
legs or feet that keeps 
them from running, 
other activities can be 
substituted so the ath-
lete can maintain their 
aerobic and muscular 
conditioning. 

Cross-training is 
extremely helpful in 
reducing the risk of injury that often results 
from the repetitive strain associated with run-
ning. It limits or varies the stress that occurs on 
specific muscle groups because there are differ-
ent activities performed. Cycling or swimming 
for example use muscles in slightly different 
ways and therefore aid in the prevention of inju-
ries. For instance, an individual may include 
cycling and swimming in their training regime 
to improve their overall aerobic capacity and 
increase muscle strength, while reducing the 
chance of an overuse injury. In addition, cross-
training is a great way to develop a new set of 
skills and reduce boredom that creeps in after 
months of the same exercise routines. 

Not only does cross-training enhance your 
cardiovascular system, strengthen muscles, 
bones and joints, but it also helps to reduce 
body fat and improve flexibility, balance and 
coordination. After months of the same move-
ments your body becomes extremely efficient 
at performing those movements, and while that 
is great for competition, it limits the amount of 
overall fitness you possess and reduces the con-
ditioning you get while training. Rather than 
continuing to improve, you simply maintain a 
certain level of fitness.

Many runners aren’t sure which alternative 
forms of exercise are best for their running. 
Listed below are some of the types of cross-
training that can be performed to help improve 
performance or maintain fitness when recover-
ing from an injury.

Cycling

Scientifically, cycling has proven to be the 
number one form of cross-training exercise to 
benefit running. As a repetitive-motion activity 
in which the legs do all the work, it develops a 
form of fitness that is highly transferable to run-
ning. Studies and research suggest that cycling 
can improve 10km race times by as much as 9% 
as well as boost VO2max values by up to 15%.

Cycling exercises related muscle groups 
such as the quadriceps and shins, both of which 
don’t develop as rapidly as the calf muscles and 
hamstrings. It also strengthens the connective 
tissue of the knee, hip, and ankle regions, thus 
reducing the risk of injury. After a stressful run, 
cycling is useful in loosening those fatigued leg 
muscles.

Cycling is a non-impact activity, so it can 
serve runners well as a recovery or rehabili-
tation workout. It allows runners to achieve 
goals such as heightened workout intensities, 
improved leanness and greater strength.

Pool Running

Also called deep-water running, pool 
running is the most ‘running-specific’ form 
of endurance based cross training. It involves 
more or less the same action as land running 
but with greater resistance and virtually no 
impact. This fact puts it at the top of the list for 
many injured runners. 

The major plus of pool running is the fact 
that fitness levels are able to be maintained. In a 
recent study, deep-water runners who abstained 
entirely from regular running for six weeks 
were able to perfectly preserve their racing 
ability. This is because an individual’s normal 
training load and intensity can be performed in 
deep-water running sessions. 

Pool running can be performed with a wide 
variety of injuries and is most commonly used 

for individuals suffer-
ing from any lower 
leg injury. Runners 
who have used pool 
running for extended 
periods for rehabili-
tation find making 
the adjustment back 
to land running is 
surprisingly easy. 
However, there are 

some slight side-effects from pool running, 
such as a minor loss in timing, though this 
returns quickly as your body readjusts to the 
impact involved in conventional running. 

Some might consider it a strange and boring 
activity, but slipping into a life preserver and 
running in the water can actually help your 
performance, especially if your injury prevents 
you from running on firm surfaces. Deep-water 
running actually mimics real running more 
closely than cycling, but the tediousness of 
spending time in the pool often leads to run-
ners selecting other forms of cross-training for 
supplementary workouts.

Elliptical Trainer

These machines provide a great total-
body cardiovascular workout. Their oval-like 
(ellipse) motion provides the user with the feel 
of classic cross-country skiing, stair climbing, 
and walking, all in combination. The elliptical 
trainer can be programmed to operate in either 
a forward or backward motion, providing a 
low-impact workout for all the major muscles 
of the legs. The backward motion emphasises 
the gluteal muscles (buttocks). A great upper 
body workout can be achieved by utilising the 
two poles located on each side of the machine, 
in conjunction with the leg motion.

An elliptical trainer offers a method of 
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Over the past few years runners of all 
abilities have discovered the many benefits 
of cross-training as a means to enhance their 
conditioning and running performance, in 
addition to preventing injury. 

Not only does cross-training enhance your 
cardiovascular system, strengthen muscles, bones and 
joints, but it also helps to reduce body fat and improve 

flexibility, balance and coordination



cross-training that provides cardiovascular 
activity that is more similar to jogging than 
pool running, however, 
there is a key difference. 
While elliptical train-
ing involves no impact, 
it is a form of weight-
bearing activity. Thus, 
pool running is a better 
choice for runners who 
have injuries that make it 
impossible or inadvisable 
to perform any weight-
bearing exercise, but 
elliptical training is bet-
ter for helping maintain 
your body’s impact-
absorbing capacity.

Swimming

In swimming, the arms produce far more force 
than the legs. For this reason, swimming has less 
crossover fitness benefits for runners than other 
forms of cross-training activities. However, it still 
remains one of the best forms of cross-training.

Swimming enables runners to build muscular 
strength and endurance while improving flex-
ibility. It is especially recommended for those 
who want to prevent injury, or are pregnant, 
recovering from an injury, suffering from joint 
or bone conditions, or overweight and want to 
exercise in a weightless environment. For the 
compulsive runner who has a hard time taking a 
rest day, swimming gives those fatigued leg mus-
cles a breather while at the same time, provides 
an excellent upper body workout. 

Compared to other cross-training activities, 
your heart-rate may not reach as high a level 
while swimming (typically 10 to 20 beats per 
minute less than what it is for dry land activities), 
but it does give the cardiovascular, metabolic, and 
endocrine systems a proper workout - without 
stressing the tissues of the legs. Nevertheless, what 
truly counts is that the heart, lungs, and muscles 
are still processing oxygen.  

Additionally, water is considered a healing 
medium and provides a therapeutic effect for all 
muscle groups. Swimming as a form of cross-
training is recommended to runners who have 

serious injuries that make 
it inadvisable or impossi-
ble to perform leg-reliant 
activities, or simply those 
who enjoy it more than 
other forms of endurance 
cross-training exercises. 
Runners without injuries 
would do best to choose a 
different activity for cross-
training workouts.

Resistance 

Training
 
This form of cross-

training involves the use of bands, tubes, weights 
and weight machines as resistance to create 
strength, power and endurance gains within the 
body. By strengthening muscles, bones and con-

nective tissue, resistance training not only helps 
to prevent injury but also acts to reduce the 
severity of injuries when they do occur.  Studies 
have shown that as little as six weeks of resistance 
training can significantly reduced or completely 
relieve many common running related injuries, 
most particularly kneecap pain or ‘runner’s knee’. 
Also, resistance training performed in a circuit 
type manner can provide a decent cardiovascular 
workout that helps to maintain aerobic fitness.

In addition to injury prevention, resistance 
training improves performance. Many scientific 
papers have linked resistance training with a 4% 
improvement in running economy, reduced heart 
rates while running and improved race times at 
distances ranging from 5km through to mara-
thon. By improving running economy, a runner 
should be able to run faster over the same dis-
tance due to a decrease in oxygen consumption. 
Improved running economy also increases a run-
ner’s time to exhaustion.

In Summary

Cross-training programs are most effective 
when they are tailored to meet the needs and 
interests of the individual. By no means are the 
exercises listed in this article the only forms of 
cross-training methods available to runners. 

To receive the maximum benefit while mini-
mising your chances of incurring injury, it is also 
very important that you perform these activities 
utilizing proper technique. Before commencing 
your workout it would best to seek the advice of 
an experienced user, coach or a certified fitness 
instructor.�

In the next issue of R4YL we will examine varied 
training sessions that you can easily include into 
your training regime or use when recovering from 
injury.

Studies have shown  
that as little as six weeks 
of resistance training can 
significantly reduced or 

completely relieve  
many common running 

related injuries
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