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THE CABLE-MACHINE  

CORDS HOLD THE POWER 

TO TONE IT ALL—MASTER 

’EM WITH OUR GUIDE  

TO THIS HIDDEN GYM GEM.

Betsey Johnson Performance bra, 

$38, betseyjohnson.com; Old Navy 

leggings, $33, oldnavy.com

Pull 
Ahead  
of the  
Pack

By Kristin Canning

Photographed by Ben Ritter
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You are confident with dumbbells, 

know how to swing a kettlebell, 

and pump a barbell like a champ…

but when was the last time you 

gave the cable machine some love? If you’re 

avoiding the pulleys, you’re missing out. Un-

like most machines, this one doesn’t lock you 

into a fixed motion, and it comes with a host 

of power-building benefits. Yet it’s been over-

looked with the rise of free weights. “Both 

are great for strength, but certain movement 

patterns can be done only with cables,” says 

Rachel Cosgrove, CSCS. We’ve got four fab 

reasons to make this total-body blaster your 

new workout bud.

You’ll Get Stronger 
Faster (Yes, Please!) 
Imagine doing a biceps curl with 

a dumbbell: It’s tough on the way 

up and easier on the way down. 

That second part—what experts 

call eccentric movement—is harder 

with cables. “The cable machine is 

unique in that it provides continu-

ous tension on the muscle through-

out the exercise,” says Joe Dowdell, 

CSCS, creator of Dowdell Fitness 

Systems. You have to keep flexing 

throughout the movement to stop 

the cables from pulling you in the 

opposite direction. Two-way resis-

tance means muscle fibers experi-

ence more stress during strength 

exercises, leading to quicker muscle 

growth, says Cosgrove.

You’ll Tighten Your 
Core From Every Angle 
Cable towers force you to counter 

instability as you move because 

you’re not seated in position as 

you are with other machines. That 

means cable exercises recruit more 

of your core to keep you steady, says 

Cosgrove, building solid ab and 

back muscles as you work out. Even 

exercises that aren’t specifically 

for your core will help; it’ll be fired 

up as you stabilize or fight rotation 

throughout the motion. In other 

words, you pull, the rest will come. 

You’ll Slash Those  
Pesky Aches and Pains 
The pulley system means you’re not 

working against the force of grav-

ity as you work out, which takes 

stress off your joints. For example, 

“being able to stand upright while 

performing a row or chest press 

relieves pressure on your back,” 

says Cosgrove. And swapping free 

weights for cables allows you to 

practice controlled, fluid form dur-

ing tough exercises—in a safe envi-

ronment. Note: 90 percent of gym 

injuries come from dumbbells and 

barbells, according to The Ameri-

can Journal of Sports Medicine. 

(You can’t drop a cable on your toe.) 

You’ll Boost Your Burn 
Full-body workout without leaving 

your station? You can thank the 

cable machine. All you need are a 

few quick weight and pulley adjust-

ments to hit every muscle group. 

That versatility makes for a fast, 

efficient workout, and with speedier 

transitions between moves, you’ll 

save time and increase your over-

all calorie burn and fat loss, says 

Cosgrove. Consider us convinced! 

Beat the New Year’s

rush in a packed gym with

this one-stop shop. 

TLA by Morgan 

Stewart bra, $78, 

touchelosangeles 

.com; Victoria’s 

Secret Pink leggings, 

$50, victoriassecret 

.com/pink
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Set It Up
If you’re new to  

pulleys, start with these  
three simple steps.  
(Still feeling stuck? 

Trainers hanging around 
the gym love helping 
out! Don’t be afraid  

to flag one down and  
ask a question.)

1

CHOOSE YOUR  

ATTACHMENT 

Most gyms have options—
stirrup handles, split 

ropes, pull-down bars. 
You can clip each one 
onto the cable. Start  

with a few basic moves 
(like ours, at right!) until  

you’re familiar with  
which attachments go 
with certain exercises. 
(Triceps moves tend to 
call for split ropes, and 
back exercises often  

call for bars, but there  
are tons of different  

combos to try.)

2

ADJUST THE PULLEY 

After taking the pin  
out of the weight stack so 

there’s no resistance, 
move the height of the 
pulley up or down (it  

usually has a pin or re-
lease handle that holds it 

in place, but machines 
vary) to suit the exercise 

you’ll be doing. For upper-
body moves, like a chest 
press or chop, make sure 
the height is set so that 
you can complete the  

exercises without having 
to raise your shoulders, 

which should always  
be down and back,  

according to Cosgrove. 

3

PICK YOUR NUMBER 

Place the pin in the  
appropriate weight plate. 

The load should make  
it challenging to finish the 
sets and reps, but not so 
much that you lose your 

form. That middle ground 
is your sweet spot.

ON MODEL: Alala bra, $65, alalastyle 

.com; Under Armour shorts, $25, and 

sneakers, $120, ua.com
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Split Squat With  
Front Foot Elevated
Place a low box a few feet in front 
of a low pulley; facing tower, place 
left foot on box and step right foot 
back two feet. Grab handle with 
right hand, right arm fully extend-
ed and legs straight (a). Bend 
knees to lower body toward floor, 
keeping chest upright and right 
knee in line with shoulders (b). 
Push through feet to return to 
standing. That’s 1 rep. Do all reps, 
then switch sides and repeat. 

Cable  
Pull-Through
Stand a few feet in 
front of low pulley 
with rope or handle 
attached, facing 
away from tower. 
Place feet more 
than shoulder-
width apart and 
hold rope between 
legs with both 
hands, then hinge 
forward to lower 
torso toward floor, 
keeping chest up 
and shoulders 
down (a). Squeeze 
glutes and drive 
hips forward to 
stand (b). Pause, 
then slowly reverse 
to return to start. 
That’s 1 rep. 

Mix these staple cable exercises into any workout routine.  
(Try completing three or four sets of 10 to 12 reps each.) 

Power Moves
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Meet your 
booty BFF. 

This is one of 
our favorite 

butt builders.

Keep your 
chest up,  

back flat, and 
core tight.

Stand tall to 
sculpt your 

legs and back 
with each rep.

Hellllo, 
obliques!  

Your abs (and 
chest and 

arms) will feel 
this one. 

Single-Arm Chest Press 
Set cable to shoulder height; grab handle 
with left hand and face away from tower. 
Place right foot a few feet in front of left, 
knees slightly bent, and raise handle  
to shoulder, elbow bent and in line with  
wrist (a). Brace core and push handle  
forward until arm is fully extended (b). 
Pause, then slowly reverse to return to 
start. That’s 1 rep. Do all reps, then  
switch sides and repeat. 


