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Do pushups make you hit harder in football? 

By Mark Kaelin 

 

Introduction 

Former Cincinnati Bengals coach Sam Wyche described football as a game of "inches and seconds." 

Earning inches at the line of scrimmage requires hard hits, the result of, "a lot of talent, good 

coaching, and explosive strength," says Timothy Gay, author of the book "The Physics of Football." 

While you can't control genetics and coaching, you can always improve your explosive strength. 

 

 

Force Basics 

Look at any physics textbook and you'll see the formula for force is mass times acceleration. In 

football, this means large players who can change speed explosively are better at hitting than either 

big, slow players or lighter, faster, players. But you don't need to be the biggest player on the field to 

hit hard since mass is only half of the formula. Great hitters come in all sizes. Troy Polamalu of the 

Pittsburgh Steelers is 5-feet-10' and 207 pounds but is always on the highlight reels for the big hits he 

dishes out in games. The key is working hard to maximize both your mass and your acceleration 

speed. 

 

 

Upper Body 

Pushing opponents out of the way requires a strong chest and triceps. Standard pushups are one 

way to develop these muscles. But once you can crank out two to three sets of 15 to 20 repetitions, 

it’s time to up the intensity. “Performing high repetitions of an exercise only targets muscle 

endurance," says Joe Berning, director of the exercise physiology lab at New Mexico State University. 

To continue to improve, you need to challenge your muscles in different ways. Remember, your goal 

is to increase mass and explosive strength. 

 

 

Explosive Strength 

Marquette University professor William Ebben, Ph.D., former strength coach at the University of 

Wisconsin, says “plyometrics are primary tools for developing athletic power and speed." They can 

teach you how to react quickly and produce a great deal of force in a very short period of time, traits 

that come in handy when trying to take down an opponent. Medicine ball pushups, clapping pushups, 

or drop-and-catch pushups are just some of the variations you can try. Besides increasing your 

explosive strength, plyometrics also put a great deal of stress on your muscles, joints and connective 

tissues. To stay injury free, the National Strength and Conditioning Association suggests the 

following: 1) Be sure to thoroughly warm up before training; 2) Perform drills early in a workout before 

fatigue sets in; 3) Give yourself plenty of time to recover between exercises and workouts; 4) Don’t 

perform the same drills on consecutive days; 5) Master less complex drills and exercises before 

attempting complex, higher-intensity ones. 
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Conclusion 

Pushups are a good training tool for football. They can increase your size and improve your 

acceleration the two components in the formula for force. The key is to constantly challenge yourself 

to continue to improve. But don’t go overboard. Always use perfect form and pay attention to how 

your body feels. Bad technique and overtraining only set you up for an injury, and you can’t hit 

anybody when you’re standing on the sidelines. 
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