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Muscle Strengthening 
Exercises

From Human Kinetics, Active Living Every Day Facilitator Training, 3rd ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 2021). Re-
printed from S.N. Blair, A.L. Dunn, B.H. Marcus, R.A. Carpenter, and P. Jaret, Active Living Every Day, 3rd ed. (Champaign, 
IL: Human Kinetics, 2021).

Flexing Your Muscles
Activities such as walking and bicycling make your heart and lungs work more effi-
ciently. But what about the muscles in your legs, arms, and back? Research shows 
that strengthening all the muscle groups through resistance training is also impor-
tant to health. One reason is obvious: We use our muscles for all kinds of everyday 
activities, from getting out of chairs to lifting bags of groceries. Another reason may 
surprise you: Maintaining strong muscles helps bones stay strong. And it may help 
you better control your weight because muscle tissue burns calories even when you 
are sleeping. The more calories you burn, of course, the easier it is to keep weight off.

Maintaining muscular fitness can also help prevent falls, which are a leading cause 
of disability as we age (Paterson et al. 2007). In addition, recent studies show that 
people with low muscular strength are more likely to die prematurely than people 
who are stronger—and that older people who start exercising can lower their risk of 
dying prematurely (Portgjis et al. 2007). The health benefits of muscular strength are 
in addition to the health benefits of aerobic exercises, such as walking and biking. 
That’s why the 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans recommend at least 
two days of resistance training each week (USDHHS 2018).

We encourage you to begin trying out some muscle-strengthening exercises. 
Don’t panic. Get started with these simple ways to give the major muscles groups 
in your body a workout. Don’t worry if you don’t have any dumbbells on hand for 
the upper-body exercises. Simply use a soup can, book, or other weighty object.

Upper-Body Exercises
Three simple exercises for upper-body resistance training are the seated biceps curl, 
the triceps kickback, and the chest press from the supine position.
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Seated Biceps Curl 
Adapted, by permission, from National Strength and Conditioning Association, 2008, Exercise technique manual for resis-
tance training, 2nd Ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), 138-39.

Following are the steps for the seated biceps curl.

Starting Position

• Grasp two equal-weight dumbbells with a closed, neutral grip.

• Lift the dumbbells off the floor, and sit on a chair or bench.

• Keep the upper body erect, shoulders held back, and eyes focused ahead.

• Allow the dumbbells to hang.

Upward Movement

• Begin the exercise by raising one dumbbell upward by flexing the arm 
at the elbow. The nonexercising arm should be kept stationary at the 
side (only one arm is involved at a time).

• Keep the wrist stiff and the upper arm stationary against the side of 
the upper body as the dumbbell is raised; do not let it move forward 
or outward. No movement should occur at the shoulder; movement 
should occur only at the elbow joint.

• Flex the elbow with a neutral hand position as the little-finger half of 
the dumbbell passes by the thigh and moves to the front of the body. 
When this occurs, begin to rotate the forearm and wrist by turning the 
hand outward.

• Continue flexing the elbow and rotating the forearm and wrist until 
the dumbbell is near the shoulder in a palms-up hand position (see 
photo). If the elbow moves forward at the highest dumbbell position, 
then the elbow has flexed too far.

Downward Movement

• Lower the dumbbell slowly and under control to the starting position by 
gradually rotating the forearm and wrist by turning the hand inward.

• Keep the wrist stiff, the upper arm stationary against the side of the 
upper body, and the feet flat on the floor.

• Continue to lower the dumbbell until the elbow is fully extended but 
not locked.

• Repeat the upward and downward movement phases with the other 
arm. Continue to alternate the arms to complete the set.

• At the completion of the set, return the dumbbells to the floor in a 
controlled manner.

Triceps Kickback
Following are the steps for the triceps kickback.

Starting Position

• Stand on the right side of a flat bench with a dumbbell on the floor 
next to the right foot.

Seated biceps curl.
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Triceps kickback.

• Kneel on the bench with the left leg, and lean for-
ward to place the left hand on the bench in front of 
the left knee. Place the hand far enough ahead of 
the knee on the bench so that the left arm and left 
thigh are parallel to each other.

• The inside of the right thigh or knee should be very 
close to the right side of the bench, with the toes 
pointing ahead.

• Reach down with the right hand and grasp the 
dumbbell with a closed, neutral grip.

• Move the right arm to position the upper arm next 
to the upper body and parallel to the floor.

• Allow the dumbbell to hang.

• Slightly flex the right knee and maintain this flexed 
position during the exercise.

Chest press from the supine position.

Upward Movement

• Extend the right elbow to lift the dumbbell until the whole arm is 
parallel to the floor (see photo).

• The upper right arm and elbow should be kept near the side of the body.

• Do not swing or jerk the upper body upward to help raise the dumbbell.

Downward Movement

• Lower the dumbbell slowly and under control to the starting position; 
do not allow the dumbbell to jerk the arm down.

• After completing a set with the right arm, set the dumbbell on the 
floor, stand on the left side of the bench, and repeat the exercise using 
the left arm.

Chest Press From Supine Position
Adapted, by permission, from National Strength and Conditioning Associa-
tion, 2008, Exercise technique manual for resistance training, 2nd Ed. (Champaign, 
IL: Human Kinetics), 72-74.

Following are the steps for the chest press from the 
supine position.

Starting Position

From Human Kinetics, Active Living Every Day Facilitator Training, 3rd ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics, 2021). Re-
printed from S.N. Blair, A.L. Dunn, B.H. Marcus, R.A. Carpenter, and P. Jaret, Active Living Every Day, 3rd ed. (Champaign, 
IL: Human Kinetics, 2021).

• Grasp two equal-weight dumbbells with a closed 
grip. Position the outside surface of the little-finger 
half of the dumbbells against the front of the thighs 
(the dumbbell handles will be parallel to each other).

• Sit on one end of a flat bench with the dumbbells 
resting on the thighs.

• Lie back so the head rests on the other end of the 
bench. Move the dumbbells to the chest (armpit) 
area and then to an extended-elbow position above 
the chest with the forearms parallel to each other. 
Reposition the head, shoulders, buttocks, and feet to 
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achieve a five-point body-contact position: 1. Head is placed firmly on 
the bench. 2. Shoulders and upper back are placed firmly and evenly 
on the bench. 3. Buttocks are placed evenly on the bench. 4. Right foot 
is flat on the floor. 5. Left foot is flat on the floor.

• The most common dumbbell position is with the dumbbell handles in 
line with each other with the palms facing toward the feet. Another 
option is to hold the dumbbells in a neutral position (parallel to each 
other with the palms facing each other).

Downward Movement

• Begin the exercise by lowering the dumbbells slowly and under control 
toward the chest. To maintain a stable body position on the bench, 
lower the dumbbells at the same rate.

• Keep the wrists stiff, the forearms at a right angle to the floor, and the 
dumbbell handles in line with each other. Minimize all forward-to-
backward and side-to-side movement.

• Guide the dumbbells down and slightly out to the sides of the chest, 
near the armpits. Visualize a bar passing through both dumbbell handles: 
the lowest position of the dumbbells is where the imaginary bar would 
touch the chest at nipple level.

• Do not arch the low back to raise the chest.

• Keep the head, upper body, hips, and feet in a five-point body-contact 
position.

Upward Movement

• Press the dumbbells upward at the same rate and very slightly toward 
each other to keep them under control.

• Maintain the same stationary five-point body-contact position; do not 
arch the low back or lift the buttocks or feet.

• Keep the wrists stiff, the forearms at a right angle to the floor, and the 
dumbbell handles in line with each other; do not allow the dumbbells 
to sway as they are raised.

• Continue pressing the dumbbells up until the elbows are fully extended 
(see photo). Keep the forearms nearly parallel to each other; the dumb-
bells can move toward each other over the chest, but do not clank 
them together.

• At the completion of the set, first slowly lower the dumbbells to the 
chest (armpit) area and then, one at a time, return the dumbbells to 
the floor in a controlled manner.

Back and Core Exercise
Two simple exercises for back and core resistance training are the back extension 
and the simple crunch or pelvic tilt.

Back Extension
Following are the steps for the back extension.
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Starting Position

• Lie facedown on a floor mat.

• Place the toes on the floor 6 to 12 inches (15-30 cm) apart with the 
knees fully extended.

• Place the palms of the hands on the mat, rest the face on the back of 
the hands, and point the elbows out to the sides.

Upward Movement

• Begin the exercise by lifting the upper body slowly and under control.

• Keep the face in contact with the back of the hands; do not lift the 

Starting Position

Simple crunch or pelvic tilt.

Back extension.

Downward Movement

• Allow the upper body to lower slowly and under control back to the 
starting position.

• Maintain the same lower-body position with the back of the hands in 
contact with the face.

Simple Crunch or Pelvic Tilt
Adapted, by permission, from National Strength and Conditioning Association, 2008, Exercise technique manual for resis-
tance training, 2nd Ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), 165.

Following are the steps for the simple crunch or pelvic tilt.

upper body or head with the 
hands or arms.

• Keep the toes in contact with 
the floor. The legs and hips 
do not move. Minimize all 
forward-to-backward and 
side-to-side movement.

• Lift the upper body to extend 
(arch) the low back until the 
upper chest is off of the mat 
(see photo).
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• Lie on your back on a floor mat.

• Flex the knees and hips to place the feet flat on the mat 
with the heels close to the buttocks.

• The thighs, knees, and feet should be next to each other.

• Fold the arms across the chest or abdomen.

Upward Movement

• Begin the exercise by flexing the neck to move the chin 
nearer to (but not touching) the upper chest and then 
curl the upper body to lift the upper back off the mat 
(see photo).
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• Maintain the same lower-body position with the arms folded across 
the chest; do not lift the feet off the mat as the upper body is raised.

• Continue to curl the upper body toward the thighs until the upper back 
is off the mat and the elbows point toward the thighs. Be sure to use 
your abdominal muscles to curl your body upward.

Downward Movement

• Uncurl the upper body, then extend the neck slowly and under control 
back to the starting position; do not lift the buttocks off the floor.

• Maintain the same lower-body position, with the arms folded across 
the chest.

Lower-Body Exercises
Two simple exercises for upper and lower legs training are the lunge and the calf raise.

Lunge
Adapted, by permission, from National Strength and Conditioning Association, 2008, Exercise technique manual for resis-
tance training, 2nd Ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), 41-44.

Following are the steps for the lunge.

Starting Position
Place the feet hip-width apart with the toes pointing forward and hands on the hips.

Forward Movement

Lunge.

• Begin the exercise by taking one large step directly 
forward with one leg; this leg is called the lead leg.

• Keep the upper body erect and arms tight as the lead 
foot moves forward and contacts the floor. The trail-
ing foot remains in its starting position, but as the 
lead leg steps forward, balance shifts to the ball of 
the trailing foot and the trailing knee flexes slightly.

• Plant the lead foot flat on the floor with the toes 
pointing forward.

• Once balance has shifted to both feet, flex the lead 
knee to lower the trailing knee toward the floor.

• The upper body must stay erect with the shoulders 
held back and the head facing forward. Sit back on 
the trailing leg; do not lean forward or look down.

• The lowest ideal body position is with the trailing 
knee 1 to 2 inches (3 to 5 cm) away from the floor, 
the lead knee flexed at a right angle, the lead lower 
leg at a right angle to the floor, and the lead foot flat 
on the floor (see photo). The lead knee must not 
extend past the toes of the lead foot.
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Backward Movement

• Shift the balance forward to the lead foot and forcefully push off the 
floor with the lead foot. Do not jerk the upper body back; maintain its 
erect position.

• As the lead foot moves back toward the trailing foot, balance will shift 
back to the trailing foot. This will cause the heel of the trailing foot to 
regain contact with the floor.

• Carry the lead foot back to place it next to the trailing foot.

• As the lead foot is placed flat on the floor in its starting position, evenly 
divide the body’s weight over both feet.

• Stand in the starting position, pause to gain full balance, then alternate 
lead legs and repeat the movement.

Calf Raise
Adapted, by permission, from National Strength and Conditioning Association, 2008, Exercise technique manual for resis-
tance training, 2nd Ed. (Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics), 60-61.

Following are the steps for the calf raise:

Calf raise.

Starting Position

• Place the balls of the feet on the nearest 
edge of the step with the legs and feet 
hip-width apart and parallel to each other. 
Reposition the body so the hips are under 
the shoulders and the knees are fully 
extended but not locked.

• Slowly allow the heels to lower fully 
under control to a comfortable, stretched 
position.

Upward Movement

• Begin the exercise by flexing the ankles 
slowly and under control.

• Keep the torso straight and the legs and 
feet parallel to each other.

• Apply even pressure on all toes; do not 
rise up only on the big or little toes.

• Do not push or swing the hips forward 
to help raise the weight.

• Continue the upward movement phase 
until the calf muscles are fully tightened 
(that is, the ankles are fully flexed; see 
photo).
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Downward Movement

• Allow the heels to lower slowly and under control back to the starting 
position.

• At the bottom of the movement, do not bounce.

Resistance bands are an easy and completely portable option for strength training. 
So are everyday activities that involve carrying heavy loads, such as heavy garden-
ing or carrying bags of groceries upstairs. Some aerobics classes use hand weights, 
which help give muscles an additional workout.

A few simple tips can help you get the most out of muscle-strengthening activities:

• Gradually increase the amount of resistance activity over a few weeks. 
Begin doing muscle-strengthening activities just one day a week. When 
you’re comfortable with that amount, progress to two days a week. 
Over time, also increase the level of intensity until it becomes moder-
ate to high.

• Effective muscle-strengthening activities should make muscles do more 
work than they are used to doing. Exercises should be repeated until 
it’s difficult to do another repetition.

• Try to exercise all the major muscle groups of the body: the legs, hips, 
back, chest, abdomen, shoulders, and arms.

• Set a goal of doing muscle-strengthening activities at least twice a week.
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