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Note: 
The Army is broken up into Combat Military Occupational Specialties (MOSs) and Noncombat 

MOSs. Not all MOSs are fitness driven MOSs. Since MOSs range in such a wide variety of 

physical fitness needs, I have taken the liberty of narrowing the topic of discussion to Combat 

MOSs (ex. infantry, scout), mostly Special Forces. Although Special Forces is like a branch of 

its own, realistically it falls under the branch of the Army. I must also note that some of the 

information provided hereafter is information that I’ve acquired through my time in the active 

duty Army, where I was part of a support element for the Special Forces at Fort Campbell, KY. I 

had to add personal knowledge to the document where information would not be found in a 

scholarly, peer-reviewed journal article. I explain some of the paths a soldier can take to become 

a Special Forces soldier to help the reader understand and to drive my points. 
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Director of Physical Fitness and Conditioning of the US Army Special Forces 

Part 1 

Special Forces soldiers are force multipliers. This means that they infiltrate countries and teach 

host nation militaries how to fight effectively enough to where they’re no longer needed, so that 

the host nation militaries can fight their own battles. They conduct several other types of 

missions, but they do it all in twelve-man teams. This requires men of the highest caliber, both 

mentally and physically, to conduct these missions. They are the elite of the elite. 

Special Forces soldiers come in all shapes and sizes, but physiologically they mark 

extraordinarily well in four of the five components of fitness. Their job is going to require an 

incredibly efficient cardiovascular system to travel long distances on foot. Cardiorespiratory 

fitness refers to the heart and lungs’ ability to supply skeletal muscles with oxygenated blood. 

The primary measure for cardiorespiratory fitness is VO2max. Next, high amounts of muscular 

strength and muscular endurance to lift heavy objects and be able to move them long distances 

are going to be vital for this profession. Muscular strength is a muscle’s ability to lift the highest 

amount of weight that it can, one time. The primary measure for this component is a 1 Repetition 

Max (1RM). Muscular endurance is a muscle’s ability to perform a movement for as many 

repetitions as possible. The Army has a test of Push Ups and Sit Ups to gauge the muscular 

endurance of the soldier’s upper body and core, respectively. Body composition is going to be 

vital, as well as their body’s efficiency in burning substrates. It’s going to be most beneficial for 

these soldiers to have lean body mass and little excess fat. This is not a profession where excess 

body weight is useful to the service member. The Army has body composition regulations that a 

soldier must adhere to based on their age. Flexibility is not unimportant, but out of the five 

components of fitness, it’s my opinion that it’s the least important of the five. As long as Special 
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Forces soldiers can go through much of their range of motion without inflammation, they can 

still do their job effectively. But most importantly, Special Forces soldiers need to possess the 

ability to ignore pain while enduring the harshest of circumstances. A strong mind is of the 

utmost importance.  

Gross motor skills usually involve larger muscles, while fine motor skills involve smaller 

muscles. Gross motor skills include lifting one's head, rolling over, sitting up, balancing, 

crawling, and walking (Pelligrino, p. vii). These soldiers need to have highly-developed gross 

motor skills for the many situations that they could find themselves in, whether that be rappelling 

down a rope to infiltrate a building, running down a high value target for interrogation, or 

climbing up a rope to get over an obstacle. Fine motor skills may involve the use of very precise 

motor movement in order to achieve an especially delicate task (Pelligrino, p. vii). A Special 

Forces soldier must also have a high level of fine motor skills, whether they are shooting a target 

with their rifle 1,000 meters away, plotting points on a map to get to a destination, or laser 

designating a target for aircraft to see from the sky. They must have the capacity for steady hands 

and great brain to muscle connection.  

The possibilities necessary to list how a soldier’s core and limbs might move in a firefight or a 

one on one struggle are endless. Examining an activity that a combat soldier might perform often 

is running. From a biomechanical standpoint, that individual is going to conduct flexion and 

extension at the shoulders, knees, and hips; flexion at the elbow; dorsiflexion and plantarflexion 

at the ankle (Harman, p. 90). All of these movements occur in the sagittal plane. The sagittal 

plane divides the body into left and right halves. 

In the realm of fitness, to qualify to try out for the U.S. Army Special Forces, a soldier must be 

able to complete: 49 Push Ups in two minutes, 59 Sit Ups in two minutes, run 2 miles in 15:12, 
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and perform 6 Pull Ups. This is the bare minimum for a soldier who is interested in becoming a 

Green Beret. There are other requirements disassociated with fitness. I’ll just focus on the fitness 

requirements. With the exclusion of the Pull Ups, this is a benchmark test for the regular army. 

The scoring standards for the Army Physical Fitness Test (APFT) differ for gender and all 

soldiers are placed in an age category and must meet the standards delegated to their age.  

In my opinion, it’s a good test in terms of cost-efficiency because the only equipment needed is a 

stopwatch. The test displays the soldier’s muscular endurance and cardiorespiratory fitness of 

their own body weight. My issue with the APFT is it doesn’t simulate the needs of combat. How 

important is it to know how many Push Ups someone can do? I would be much more interested 

in how fast someone can run a shorter distance. I believe a portion of the test should include a 6-

mile ruck march with 45 pounds and a 5RM deadlift test would be beneficial. The deadlift is a 

great exercise that involves recruitment of the gluteus maximus, semimembranosus, 

semitendinosus, biceps femoris, vastus lateralis, vastus intermedius, vastus medialis, and rectus 

femoris muscles (Earle and Baechle, p. 359). Unfortunately, as stated earlier those things cost 

money, so they’re less practical. As far as practicality goes, the current APFT is a good standard 

for the masses to adhere to. Soldiers coming into Basic Combat Training (BCT) will perform 

these same movements and their drill sergeants will administer the test. 

As a soldier progresses through BCT and onto their assigned unit, that soldier will train with 

their unit (long term). The problem with conducting Physical Training (PT) at a regular unit, is 

the people in charge are often uneducated about the most effective ways to go about physical 

fitness. Far too often in the regular Army, people are put in charge of PT that are ineffective, 

uninspiring, and monotonous, while they themselves are out of shape or disinterested in 

improving their own physical fitness. This lack of motivation transfers to their subordinates and 
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soon there’s a real issue. Fortunately, in the combat MOSs this is a rarely seen issue, and in the 

realm of Special Forces, this is virtually nonexistent. 

When a soldier finds themselves at Special Forces Assessment and Selection (SFAS), they will 

be tested with higher standards and more tests. Fitness tests at SFAS consist of Push Ups, Sit 

Ups, a 2-mile run, Pull Ups, a 100-meter swim in full uniform, a 5-mile run that must be 

completed in 40 minutes, a 12-mile ruck march that must be completed in 3 hours (the soldier 

wears a rucksack that weighs 45 pounds), and the completion of the obstacle course. SFAS is a 

grueling three-week course. Also known as “Selection,” the course gets its nickname because a 

Special Forces candidate can complete the three-week course and still not be selected. It is a 

selection process. The cadre that run the course are current and retired Green Berets. It’s highly 

probable that the candidates going through the course will become team members with the cadre 

at a Special Forces unit. So, if the cadre don’t like what they see, they can choose to not select 

someone to move onto the next phase of the course, which is Special Forces Qualification 

Course (SFQC or more commonly known as The Q Course).  

The Q Course is where candidates learn how to become Green Berets. This course can take 

anywhere from two to three years. The Q Course does not relax when it comes to standards of 

fitness. There are random benchmark tests that are conducted during SFQC. Those tests are 

classified. If candidates are fortunate enough to pass SFQC, then they are privileged to be able to 

don the green beret on graduation day. Then, they will be given orders to report to the team that 

they have been assigned. When a soldier reports to a team, their fitness will once again be tested 

by their command and their new teammates.  

The Army’s physical fitness program is Army Physical Readiness Training (APRT). This is an 

entire training program the Army uses to get soldiers ready for the stresses of combat. FM 7-22 
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of the Army’s field manual explains the APRT in its entirety. The Army’s philosophy for the 

APRT can be found in chapter 1 of FM 7-22. The APRT’s three phases consist of: the Initial 

Conditioning Phase designed to be performed prior to enlisting in the military, the Toughening 

Phase which is designed for the soldier to get used to performing basic bodyweight exercises to 

strengthen muscles, tendons, and ligaments so they don’t rip or tear, and the Sustaining Phase. In 

the Sustaining Phase, activities become more demanding alongside intensity and duration. There 

is also a Reconditioning Phase designed to recondition the soldier if they are returning from an 

illness or injury, extended deployment, or block leave. 

Researchers found success in a study resulting in 25.2% less occurrences of lower extremity 

stress fractures when compared to a group who performed the APRT program for 6 months 

versus a group who did not perform the APRT program (Chalupa, Aberle, Johnson, 2016). The 

researchers requested access from a medical hall on Fort Sam Houston and were granted access 

to the prior six months (APR 2010 – SEP 2010) of lower extremity stress fractures. They found 

234 reported instances of stress fractures (pelvis, femoral neck, femoral shaft, tibia/fibula, 

tarsals, and metatarsals were examined). The instances reported in this prior six months were 

used as Group 1. Then, the researchers got permission from the commanding officer of Fort Sam 

Houston to conduct 6 months (OCT 2010 – MAR 2011) of the APRT for everyone on post. The 

researchers used the following 6 months (OCT 2010 – MAR 2011) as Group 2. In this time 

period, there were 174 reported instances of lower extremity stress fractures after the APRT was 

implemented. In another study, the APRT program recorded similar results to a weight-based 

training program where subjects were randomly put into the two groups and trained 1.5 hours a 

day, 5 days a week for 8 weeks (Harman, Gutekunst, Frykman, Nindl, Alemany, Mello, & Sharp, 

2008). 17 men were placed in an APRT group and 15 men were placed in a weight-training 
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group. The two groups conducted a pretest and a posttest of a 3.2 km Run/Walk with a 32 kg 

load, an obstacle course, an 80 kg casualty recovery test, 30 meter rushes, an APFT, a max 

vertical jump test, and a max horizontal jump test. The weight training group overall 

outperformed the APRT group. However, for most of the tests, the two groups’ results were very 

similar. The issues with this study were, the program lasted only 8 weeks and the sample of test 

subjects were essentially untrained, so while the APRT saw short-term results, it doesn’t answer 

the question of, “Is the APRT program eliciting continual positive muscular adaptations long 

term?” I would argue it does not. In another study, researchers sampled 67 Army soldiers that 

had been active duty for an average of 5.5 years. The authors found that an 8-week program with 

two training groups (APRT group vs weight-resistance group) saw much better results with the 

weight-resistance group compared to the APRT group in the APFT in all three events of the test, 

as well as other markers of fitness (Heinrich, Spencer, Fehi, Poston, 2012). This study is 

important because the subjects were preexisting soldiers conducting the APRT daily and the 

soldiers who were randomly placed into the APRT group saw minimal adaptations in their pre- 

and post- APFT while the soldiers who were placed in the weight-resistance group saw higher 

rates of improvements in the APFT, among other markers of fitness. 

In my opinion, the Army’s Physical Readiness Program is missing a stage. If I were to critique 

the APRT, I would implement a resistance-training stage that utilized free-weights. For example, 

I would incorporate exercises that required dumbbells, barbells, kettlebells, resistance bands, 

sleds and other equipment. I believe the Sustaining Phase will only get the service member so 

far. That’s why it’s called the Sustaining Phase! An individual is only going to maintain in this 

phase. The Sustaining Phase is missing a key principle to physical fitness; progressive overload. 

Without progressive overload, neuromuscular adaptations will cease to increase, and plateaus 
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will become the norm, while still losing vital manpower to overuse injuries and stress fractures. 

Adding weight training to a training program like the APRT that is mostly bodyweight exercises 

would be an effective way to break through plateaus and add variety to PT. In my opinion, the 

APRT is missing the Weight Training Phase. This phase would include exercises that require 

barbells, free weights, dumbbells, kettlebells, resistance bands, and sleds to increase 

neuromuscular and skeletomuscular adaptations made in the Sustaining Phase. Without this 

Weight Training Phase soldiers’ fitness will ascend to a certain level and peak without 

continuing to increase in physical adaptations that the soldier should seek.  

If I was in charge of a unit for a year, I would implement a program that used compound 

movements like squats, deadlifts, Romanian deadlifts, bench press, pull ups, and muscle ups, 

followed by accessory movements. Accessory movements are single-joint exercises like bicep 

curls or leg extensions. I would start by recording 1RMs for everyone and put everyone through 

4-week cycles. I’d start with an endurance phase of 15-20 reps of light weight 65-75% of their 

1RMs. Then, I would graduate them to a hypertrophy phase for four weeks of 8-12 repetitions of 

heavier weight 75-85% of their 1RMs. Then, I’d graduate them to four weeks of a strength phase 

utilizing 3-6 repetitions of 85-95% of their 1RMs. After this 3 month cycle, I would record 

1RMs again and start the cycle over. Mondays would exhaust the lower body in the weight room. 

Wednesdays would exhaust the upper body in the weight room. Fridays would tax the whole 

body in the weight room. Tuesdays would be run days. Thursdays would be ruck days. Tuesdays 

and Thursdays would progressively get more intense over the cycles. 

Part 2 

The Army enlists a wide array of people in its ranks; men and women, individuals who are new 

to fitness to individuals who train every day, as well as the young and the older (17-35 years of 
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age). It’s important to understand the differences between these categories of people when 

talking about resistance training and motor learning. Men and women usually differ in size, but 

relatively they are quite similar.  

When boys and girls are in the preadolescent stage they are similar in athletic abilities. However, 

it is when they undergo puberty that the gap in athletic prowess tends to form. Before puberty 

there are essentially no differences in height, weight, and body size between boys and girls. As 

puberty begins and progresses, differences in these measurements become more evident, 

primarily because of hormonal changes (Faigenbaum, p. 151). It’s important to define two terms 

relevant to this topic of discussion. Absolute strength; which is the total force measured in 

pounds or kilograms (Faigenbaum, p. 142). Relative strength; which is the ratio of absolute 

strength to total body mass, fat-free mass, or muscle cross-sectional area (Faigenbaum, p. 142). 

These terms help identify progress in muscular strength from training between sexes. In terms of 

absolute strength, women generally have about two-thirds the strength of men (Lauback, 1976), 

this is mainly because men are generally larger in stature and have larger cross-sectional muscle 

fibers. However, if comparisons are made relative to fat-free mass, differences in strength 

between men and women tend to disappear (Holloway, 1998). In fact, in absolute terms there is a 

wide range of strength abilities and that in some cases, differences between two women may, in 

fact, be greater than differences between a man and a woman (Faigenbaum, p. 151). Women can 

ultimately adhere to the same workout program as men and can expect to see relatively similar 

results.  Since the physiological characteristics of muscle in the sexes are the same, there is no 

sensible reason why resistance training programs for women need to be different from those for 

men (Faigenbaum, p. 152). Most notable differences when it comes to men and women is 

untrained women tend to have relatively weaker upper bodies compared to men. Since the upper 
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body strength of women tends to be less than that of men, emphasizing development of the upper 

body is important for female athletes who play sports that require upper body strength and power 

(Faigenbaum, p. 152).  

Individuals who are new to physical training should safely ease into a steady workout regimen. 

Individuals that have been training for six months to a year can handle longer, more frequent, 

and more intense workouts. Things like fatigue, muscle soreness, and muscle recruitment are 

going to negatively impact untrained individuals in performance compared to trained individuals. 

A study examined 15 trained (at least one year of training) and 15 untrained (at least one year of 

no training) subjects that performed ten sets of six max repetition eccentric bicep curls. Trained 

individuals showed faster recovery from the protocol compared to the untrained group. The 

untrained group reported greater change in upper arm circumference compared to the trained 

group (Newton, Morgan, Sacco, Chapman, Nosaka, 2008). The reason trained individuals will 

see less gains compared to an untrained individual is because the trained individual is 

experiencing the ceiling effect. The human body can only get so strong. When a trained person is 

highly trained that person’s genetics are reaching the end of its rope and soon they will struggle 

to see large gains in training. The untrained individual has not found this ceiling effect yet, and 

therefore will see quick initial adaptations due to more efficient muscle recruitment, which is a 

Central Nervous System (CNS) adaptation. The neuromuscular connection between the brain, 

and skeletal muscle tissue becomes more efficient and swift increases in strength are observed. 

A common misconception about getting older is that once you get to a certain age, resistance 

training is bad for you. This couldn’t be further from the truth and when it comes to combat, age 

is just a number and you’re going to be expected to perform regardless of how old you are. The 

body naturally starts to atrophy as it gets older and is said to fall under the “use it or lose it 
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principle.” Muscular atrophy is the phenomenon where muscles tend to waste away the older 

someone gets, so it’s important to combat this phenomenon with regular bouts of resistance 

training. In a study where 9 young (22-31) and 9 old (62-72) adults completed a 3-month 

workout program, results reported whole body protein turnover approximately 10% in the young 

group, where the old group saw none. The data suggest that the slower myofibrillar synthesis rate 

in older subjects cannot be explained by disuse (Welle, Thornton, Statt, 1995). In this study, both 

groups underwent pretests and posttests of weighted exercises. The younger group recorded 

greater numbers in all exercises in the pretest compared to the old group. After the 3-month 

training protocol both groups saw improvements in weight-based exercises in the posttest, 

however the young group saw increases in hypertrophy while the old group recorded essentially 

none. So, it can be concluded that the training program elicited strength results for the old group, 

but 3 months may not have been long enough to report increases in hypertrophy since the old 

group is battling muscle atrophy at a much higher rate compared to the younger group. In 

another study, 8 young men (25-35 years) and 10 old men (57-65 years) participated in a 10-

week resistance program of various exercises. The results showed the young men recorded 

higher squat strength compared to the old men and greater increases in strength over the 10-week 

program. Even though the data confirm age-related reductions in muscle strength and power, the 

older men demonstrated similar capacity to young men for increases in these variables via an 

appropriate periodized resistance-training program that includes rapid, high-power exercises 

(Newton, Hakkinen, Hakkinen, McCormick, Volek, &, Kraemer, 2002). 
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Acronyms 

Army Physical Fitness Test…………………………………………………………………..APFT 

Army Physical Readiness Training………………………………………………………….APRT 

Basic Combat Training………………………………………………………………………..BCT 

Central Nervous System……………………………………………………………………….CNS 

Military Occupational Specialty………………………………………………………………MOS 

Physical Training… ……………………………………………………………………………..PT 

Special Forces Assessment and Selection……………………………………………………SFAS 

Special Forces Qualification Course…………………………………………………………SFQC 

 


