
Sample Strength Activity Plan for Beginners 
 

About Strength Exercise 
To do most of the following strength exercises, you need to lift or push weights (or 
your own body weight), and gradually increase the amount of weight you use.  You 
can use the hand and ankle weights sold in sporting-goods stores, or you can use 
things like milk or water jugs filled with sand or water or socks filled with beans and 
tied shut at the ends. 
 
There are many alternatives to the exercises shown here.  For example you can buy a 
resistance band (it looks like a giant rubber band, and stretching it helps builds 
muscle) at a sporting-goods store to do other types of strength exercises.  You can 
also use the special strength-training equipment at a gym or fitness center.  

How Much, How Often 
• Do strength exercises for all of your major muscle groups at least twice a week, but 

no more than 3 times per week.  Don’t do strength exercises of the same muscle 
group on any 2 days in a row.   

• Depending on your condition, you might need to start out using as little as 1 or 2 
pounds of weight or no weight at all. Sometimes, the weight of your arms or legs 
alone is enough to get you started.  

• Use a minimum of weight the first week, then gradually add weight.  Starting out 
with weights that are too heavy can cause injuries. 

• Gradually add a challenging amount of weight in order to benefit from strength 
exercises.  If you don’t challenge your muscles, you won’t benefit from strength 
exercises. 

How to do Strength Exercises 
• Do 8-15 repetitions in a row.  Wait a minute, then do another “set” of 8-15 

repetitions of the same exercise. 

• Take 3 seconds to lift or push a weight into place; hold the position for 1 second, 
and take another 3 seconds to lower the weight.  Don’t let the weight drop or let 
your arms or legs fall in an uncontrolled way; lowering them slowly is very 
important.   
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• It should feel somewhere between hard and very hard (Level 15 to 17 on the Borg 
Scale; review the MOVE! handout, “How Hard Should I Exercise”, for more 
information on how to self-monitor the intensity of your activity) for you to lift or 
push the weight of your limb.  It should not feel very, very hard.  If you can’t lift or  
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push at least 8 times in a row, it’s too heavy for you.  Reduce the amount of weight 
or lift your limb a lower amount.  If you can lift more than 15 times in a row without 
much difficulty, then it’s too light for you.  You can try increasing the amount of 
weight or the height to which you are lifting your limb to make the activity more 
difficult. 

• Stretch after strength exercises, as this is when your muscles are warmed up.  If 
you stretch before strength exercises, be sure to warm up your muscles first by 
light walking and arm pumping.  

Safety 
• Don’t hold your breath or strain during strength exercises.  Breathe out as you lift or 

push, and breathe in as you relax; this may not feel natural at first. 

• If you have had your hip or knee joint replaced, check with your doctor before doing 
the lower body exercises. 

• Avoid jerking or thrusting weights into position or “locking” the joints in your arms 
and legs in a tightly straightened position. This can cause injuries.  Use smooth, 
steady movements. 

• Muscle soreness lasting up to a few days and slight fatigue are normal after 
muscle-building exercises, but exhaustion, sore joints, and unpleasant muscle 
pulling are not.  The latter symptoms mean you are overdoing it. 

• None of the exercises you do should cause pain.  The range within which you move 
your arms and legs should never hurt. 

 

Progressing 
• Gradually increasing the amount of weight you use is crucial for building strength. 

• When you are able to lift a weight between 8 to 15 times, increase the amount of 
weight you use at your next session 

Here is an example of how to progress gradually start out with a weight that you can 
lift only 8 times.  Keep using that weight until you become strong enough to lift 12 to 15 
times.  Add more weight so that, again, you can lift it only 8 times.  Use this weight 
until you can lift it 12 to 15 times, then add more weight.  Keep repeating.  
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Sample Schedule 
Perform the following exercises, in order, at the recommended frequency. 
Detailed instructions for each exercise are provided at the end of this handout and are 
taken from Exercise: A Guide from the National Institute on Aging.  

  

  
Remember the sequence for each repetition of an exercise: Remember the sequence for each repetition of an exercise: 

LIFT  to a count of three… LIFT  to a count of three… 
PAUSE to a count of one PAUSE to a count of one 
LOWER to a count of three LOWER to a count of three 

• Decrease the weight or lower how far you are lifting your limb or body if you cannot 
do at least 8 repetitions in row. 

• Decrease the weight or lower how far you are lifting your limb or body if you cannot 
do at least 8 repetitions in row. 

• Increase the weight or raise how far you are lifting your limb or body if you can 
easily do more than 15 repetitions in a row. 

• Increase the weight or raise how far you are lifting your limb or body if you can 
easily do more than 15 repetitions in a row. 

• For this program, proper form is more important than quantity or speed.  Make sure 
you do each exercise safely and properly with the full range of motion. 

• For this program, proper form is more important than quantity or speed.  Make sure 
you do each exercise safely and properly with the full range of motion. 

Strength and 
Balance Exercises 

# of repetitions 
per set 

# of sets per 
session 

# of sessions 
per week 

Arm Raise 8-15 2 2-3 
Chair Stand 8-15 2 2-3 
Biceps Curl 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 

Plantar Flexion 8-15 2 2-3 
Triceps Extension 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 

Alternative Dip 8-15 2 2-3 
Knee Flexion 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 
Hip Flexion 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 

Shoulder Flexion 8-15 2 2-3 
Knee Extension 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 
Hip Extension 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 

Side Leg Raise 8-15 per side 2 per side 2-3 
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Finding the Right Intensity 
 
As you stick with the program, the exercises will become too easy and you will need to 
increase your efforts to continue gaining strength.  It is important to find the right 
balance between being careful when exercising to prevent injury and always 
progressing to increase strength.  The table below will help you find the right intensity 
for your workout. 

s 
progressing to increase strength.  The table below will help you find the right intensity 
for your workout. 

  
  

  
Exercise Intensity Indicator* 

Ask yourself these questions after each exercise: 
 
Were you able to complete 2 sets of 8 repetitions in good form? 
 
No   Reduce the weight so you can lift 8 times in good form; then repeat for a 2nd set    
        For exercises that don’t use weights, decrease height to which you are raising 
           your limb or body. 
Yes  Please continue to the next question.  
 
 
Could you have done a few more than 15 repetitions in good form without a break? 
 
Yes  You feel that you can do only a few more repetitions-but not the entire next set 
            of 8-15 without a break.  At your next workout, do the first set of repetitions  
           with the  current weight you have been using.  Then do the second set with a  
           slightly heavier weight.  To increase the intensity of exercises that do not use  
           weights, hold for a slightly longer count or lift limb to a higher level. 
 
 
Could you have done the entire 2nd set of 15 repetitions in good form without a break? 
 
Yes  Use heavier weights for both sets of repetitions the next time you workout. For 
            exercises without weight, hold each repetition for a slightly longer count. 
 
The usual recommended count is:   “LIFT One-Two-Three” 
                                                         “PAUSE One” 
                                                         “LOWER One-Two-Three”  
 
To increase intensity try:                 “LIFT One-Two-Three” 
                                                        “Pause One-Two-Three” 
                                                        “LOWER One-Two-Three-Four” 

 
*Excerpted and slightly adapted with permission from: Growing Stronger: Strength Training for 
Older Adults by RA Sequin et al. Published by CDC and Tufts University 
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About Strength/  
Balance Exercises  
Any of the lower-body exercises for 
strength shown in the previous strength 
section also are balance exercises. They 
include plantar flexion, hip flexion, hip 
extension, knee flexion, and side leg 
raise. Just do your regularly scheduled 
strength exercises, and they will improve 
your balance at the same time. Also do 
the knee-extension exercise, which helps 
you keep your balance by increasing 
muscle strength in your upper thighs. 

Progressing 
These exercises can improve your 
balance even more if you add the 
following modifications: Note that 
these exercises instruct you to hold 
onto a table or chair for balance. Hold 
onto the table with only one hand. As 
you progress, try holding on with only 
one fingertip. Next, try these exercises 
without holding on at all. If you are 
very steady on your feet, move on to 
doing the exercises using no hands, 
with your eyes closed. Have someone 
stand close by if you are unsteady 

Safety 
• Don’t do more than your regularly 

scheduled strength-exercise sessions 
to incorporate these balance 
modifications. 

• Remember that doing strength 
exercises too often can do more 
harm than good.  

• Simply do your strength exercises, 
and incorporate these balance 
techniques as you progress. 

Each year, U.S. hospitals have 300,000 
admissions for broken hips, and falling  
is often the cause of those fractures. 
Balance exercises can help you stay 
independent by helping you avoid the 
disability — often permanent — that may 
result from falling.  

As you will see, there is a lot of overlap 
between strength and balance exercises; 
very often, one exercise serves both 
purposes.  
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