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SWIM	STRETCH	CORDS;	A	VERSATILE,	UNDERRATED	TOOL	TO	USE	FOR	
DEVELOPING	STRENGTH	AND	TECHNIQUE	IN	THE	WATER.	

In swimming, speed depends on stroke rate (number of strokes per minute), and 
distance per stroke (the distance the body travels per stroke). Swimming speed can be 
increased by Increasing strength. 

A method used by many swimmers as a way to improve strength and conditioning and 
therefore stroke efficiency, is dry land exercises. These techniques help athletes remain 
injury-free while also focusing on the basics for swimming. It is also a great way to make 
up for time lost from not being able to swim quite as often as we would like, or to top up your 
swimming by gaining a little extra free speed without having to get wet.  

Although common sense tells us the only way to swim faster is by training in the water, 
science tells another story. Swimming in water doesn’t provide a stable enough surface to 
build muscular strength, hence the use of paddles, swim bands, dragging towels and all 
manner of other odd techniques that high performance swimmers have used over the years.  

WHY	DO	WE	NEED	TO	PERFORM	LAND	TRAINING?		

The principle behind land training is to add an element of strength training we don’t normally 
get in the pool. Land training should therefore be seen as complementary to pool sessions, 
with multiple benefits: helping to develop a better-balanced physique and in the avoidance of 
injuries. 

Competency in activities such as agility, balance and co-ordination, throwing and catching 
are just as easily developed out of the water; and help swimmers to improve skills which 
ultimately impact on:  

• stroke technique  
• speed  
• strength  
• endurance  

Exercising on dry land in addition to your water time will make you a faster swimmer and for 
time crunched triathletes it also means we can do 2-3 additional sessions on the swim 
specific muscles groups in a shorter time frame than it takes to drive to the pool and get in 
the water. One form of dry land training uses swim cords. These are a great way to replicate 
an entire swim practice if you don’t have access to a pool or if you missed a swim after a 
busy day of work. 

SO	WHAT	ARE	SWIM	STRETCH	CORDS?		

Swim stretch cords are long bands of hollow surgical tubing, approximately eight to 10 feet 
long. They are tied at the ends with either round handles, plastic handles or paddles. You 
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can attach these long pieces of elastic to door handles, 
pipes and other immovable objects around the house, 
hotel or race venues. Then use them to work on your 
strength and also your control over the underwater phase 
of the stroke.		

GETTING	THE	MOST	FROM	SWIM	STRETCH	CORD	
TRAINING. 

Swim stretch cords are a great way to simulate 
swimming motions and gain experience of swim activities 
out of the water, without ever getting in the wet. Many 
elite athletes carry their cords with them while traveling to 
facilitate an entire swim workout if a pool is not readily available, or to use for a race warm-
up when not allowed in the water before an event. They're lightweight and take up very 
little space in your bag. 

They can also help to prevent and rehabilitate shoulder injuries. Bands can help you slowly 
build strength in your shoulders, arms, and back without overexerting yourself. Stretch cords 
are a great way to strengthen many of the tiny connector muscles, ligaments and 
tendons that can become overused or overlooked while training in the pool. The beauty 
of using stretch swim cords is that you can concentrate on utilising the full length of your 
stroke. It then makes for a really good return investment on your valuable time.  

When the correct technique is applied, 15mins of swim bands is nearly 30min in the pool. If 
using Swim Stretch Cords for the first time, keep your movement slow and controlled with 
very light resistance. You might be a bit sore. Slow Band exercises can help tremendously 
with shoulder strength. Just remember to take it slow. Don’t overdo it. If your shoulders begin 
to hurt, speak with a doctor or physical therapist. Stick with the exercises and the next time 
you're in the pool, you'll notice the results.  

Use swim stretch cords consistently and stick with a similar routine two to three days a 
week to receive the greatest benefit from these exercises. Every few weeks, attempt to 
increase the number of strokes by one or two per interval.  

PRE-RACE ROUTINES 

Remember to be prepared, not 
all races allow you to get into 
the water before the start. No 
matter what the conditions 
dictate, add a swim stretch 
cord to your kit for a simple but 
effective 10-minute routine.  

You’re doing your body and your swim a disservice if you skip warming-up.  
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SWIM	CORD	EXCERCISES	
	

WORKING OUT WITH THE SWIM STRETCH CORDS 

The exercises outlined here are just a few of the many available that may be best to fit into 
the time starved age group triathlete. The advantage of dry land routines is that the exercises 
can be performed anywhere. So now there are no excuses for not making time to work on 
your swim! I have seen athletes I coach still swim extremely well of limited water time while 
travelling with work but maintaining a regime of these 2-3 times per week.  

The easiest and most effective way to perform these exercises is with intervals. Start with 
three sets of 10 repetitions. To ensure you don’t overdo when starting these routines, 
gradually increase the number of reps over the weeks to three sets of 30 to 45 seconds. By 
performing these swimming specific exercises on dry land, we can develop a strong foundation 
on which to build endurance, technique and speed. 

Warm up with a few minutes of light muscle activation followed by 5-7 of the drills described 
below to emphasise good technique.  

For each exercise, put the cords around something sturdy, like the ladder of a pool or a 
heavy table leg, making sure the object is strong and will not move or fall on 
you. Remember, start slowly to nail your technique before moving on to faster reps. Your long-
term goal should be to train the muscles so you can bring the quickness of the catch into your 
swim stroke. Grab the band further up (towards anchor point) to increase resistance. If there 
is too much resistance, move closer to the attachment point to increase your range of motion. 

After 15-20 minutes of these exercises, you’ll leave with a bit of sweat and a lot of fatigue 
in your major muscles! 

 

EXERCISE	#1:	SHOULDER	SHRUGS		

Stand on your band with your feet 
shoulder width apart. Ensure your posture 
is set. Shrug your shoulders and pull the 
band up. Return to starting position, 
allowing the band to pull your shoulders 
down 
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EXERCISE	#2:	ELBOWS	AWAY	FROM	THE	BODY		

Ensure that your band is attached to a solid 
object at the same level as your elbow and 
hold the band with your thumb upwards. 
Make sure that your elbow remains by your 
side at all times– you may find it helpful to 
hold a piece of paper to check you are doing 
this properly (see picture). Begin with your 
fist out in front of your body. Slowly move 
your fist away from the body. Slowly return to 
starting position and repeat.  

 

EXERCISE	#3:	ELBOWS	TO	THE	BODY		

Ensure that your band is attached to a solid 
object at the same level as your elbow and 
hold the band with your thumb upwards. 
Make sure that your elbow remains by your 
side at all times– again, you may find it helpful 
to hold a piece of paper to check you are 
doing this properly. Begin with your fist away 
from your body. Slowly move your fist 
towards the body. Slowly return to starting 
position and repeat  
 

EXERCISE	#4:	SHOULDER	RAISE	

Face towards the attachment point. Hold the 
band in your right hand. Lift your arm 
laterally above shoulder height, switch arms 
and repeat. 
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EXERCISE	#5:	FRONT	SCULL	

Face the attachment point, 
bending at the waist. Extend the 
arms forward. With a light 
pressure on the cord maintain a 
high elbow position and press 
palms towards the rear. Slowly 
release to the starting position 
for an eccentric exercise. 

EXERCISE	#6:	CATCH	SCULL	

Position yourself just like the scull 
drill. With a light pressure on the 
cords and while maintaining a high-
elbow position, pull your hands and 
forearms down and back until they 
are directly underneath your 
elbows. Slowly release to the 
starting position. 

 

EXERCISE	#7:	FINISH	SCULL	

Face the attachment point and 
bend at the waist. Position 
elbows against the side of your 
body with forearms and hands 
pointing straight down. Extend 
both hands backward to engage 
the triceps and mimic the finish 
movement.  
 

EXERCISE	#8:	STROKE	RECOVERY	

Face away from the 
attachment point and bend 
slightly at the waist. Simulate 
a freestyle stroke where the 
cords will assist with the 
pulling phase but be under 
load during the recovery 
motion.  
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EXERCISE	#9:	SINGLE-ARM	PULL	

Position yourself just like the 
scull drill. Slowly pull one arm 
all the way back to your thigh 
focusing on each phase of the 
stroke (catch, pull, finish). 
Release that arm to the front 
and pull with the other arm.  

 

EXERCISE	#10:	DOUBLE-ARM	PULL	

Same as the single-arm pull but 
performed with both arms 
simultaneously. The focus is on 
a constant acceleration of the 
hands from the catch to the 
finish. 

 
 

EXERCISE	#11:	ROWS	

Stand with your feet shoulder-width 
apart and arms extended toward the 
attachment point. With palms facing 
each other, bring your elbows back 
and squeeze your shoulder blades.  

 
 

EXERCISE	#12:	TRICEPS	EXTENSION	

Face away from the attachment point, stand tall 
and extend arms overhead for an alternative 
triceps extension exercise. 
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EXERCISE	#13:	CHEST	FLY	

Face away from the attachment and stand tall. 
Raise arms into a “T” position at chest height. 
With a slight bend in the elbow, pull arms 
together to meet in the front. Control the speed 
of the release for an additional eccentric 
exercise. 

 
 
 

EXERCISE	#14:	REVERSE	FLY	

Perform the same as the Chest Fly, but done 
while facing the attachment. Focus on the 
eccentric loading by resisting and controlling the 
speed of the cords as they retract. 

 

 

 
 

EXERCISE	#15:	FREESTYLE	PULLBACK	

Hold the bands, face the 
attachment point, bend at 
your waist, extend arms 
above your head and move 
forward or back to apply light 
pressure on the bands in this 
position. Pull your arm back to 
your thigh like a swim stroke. 
Release your arm and let it return to the starting position as you pull back with your other arm.  

 


