
The Best Training Equipment to Use 
 

Do Your Muscles Know The Difference Between Barbells, Dumbbells, Machines, and 
Bands? (According to 102 Studies) 

If you’ve ever walked into a gym and wondered, “Should I use machines, dumbbells, bands, 
or just stick with bodyweight?” today is the day that you can stop worrying. 

A new mega-analysis offers clarity and some good news: All forms of resistance training 
appear to build significant strength, especially as you age, and the best option is the one 
you’ll actually do consistently. Researchers combined data from 102 randomized 
controlled trials involving 4,754 adults (average age 70) to compare five types of strength 
training: machine-based, free weights, elastic bands, mixed programs, and bodyweight 
exercises. All produced moderate-to-large strength gains, meaning real, functional 
improvements that help with lifting groceries, climbing stairs, and staying independent. 

 

If you had to crown a winner, machines came out slightly ahead, but all training variations 
were nearly equivalent. The researchers believe machines win by making progression 
easier and requiring less stabilization skill, which is a big deal for newer lifters or anyone 
rebuilding confidence. Still, the headline isn’t “machines are king.” It’s this: The differences 
between all methods were much smaller than people assume. Even bodyweight training 
produced meaningful improvements, and bands — one of the cheapest tools available — 
delivered nearly the same benefits as free weights. 

 

At the end of the day, your muscles respond to challenges. If you gradually make an 
exercise a little harder — more reps, more resistance, slower tempo — your body adapts. 
The modality matters far less than consistently training at an intensity that’s high enough 
and progressing your workouts. 
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