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The Story Behind MX4
A few years back, I decided to experiment with a completely new training
program.

At the time, I was burned out from constantly lifting heavy weights. My
knees, shoulders and elbows were paying the price for various activities I’d
been doing outside the gym. As a result, there were certain exercises,
particularly compound lifts like the squat and bench press, that caused me
a lot of pain.

I’ve always liked the idea of pushing myself to lift more weight. It gave me a
sense of purpose, helping to inject some excitement into my workouts. But
it also had some downsides that were becoming more of a problem.

I got to the point where I was able to deadlift around 2.5 times my
bodyweight, as well as press my own bodyweight over my head. I wasn’t
breaking any records, but I was strong enough to deal with most of what life
could throw in my direction.

There didn’t seem much point in pushing myself to lift more just for the
sake of it. If my deadlift went up by a few pounds, so what? The juice just
didn’t seem worth the squeeze anymore. With the injuries I’d accumulated,
pushing heavy weights was no longer as attractive as it once was.

I could handle the fact that some exercises hurt. The pain wasn’t bad
enough to stop me training, and I could push through it. But I didn’t like the
idea that I was wrecking my joints and causing long-term damage.

I needed a change, but didn’t know what to do for the best. So I carried on
doing what I was doing, hoping that things would work themselves out and
gradually improve over time. Which, unfortunately, they didn’t.
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After a particularly painful workout, I decided that enough was enough, and
sat down with a pen and paper to map out a new training program.

The first step was to ditch the exercises that caused my joints to flare up.
That meant culling the squat, bench press and heavy pulling exercises
(weighted pull-ups and heavy single arm rows), and replacing them with
similar movements that caused little or no pain.

In some cases, that meant doing bodyweight exercises. Sometimes it
meant doing the same exercise, but with lighter weights and higher reps.
Other times, it would involve machines. As long as an exercise didn’t cause
me pain, and allowed me to fatigue a muscle within a certain number of
reps, it was an option.

The result?

I was enjoying my workouts again, and gaining some muscle. My joints felt
better than they had done in years. With the exception of a long-standing
knee injury, joint aches and pains had all but vanished. Gone were the days
of hobbling down the stairs the morning after a day of heavy squats or
deadlifts.

A couple of techniques I’d been using to “compress” my training volume
meant that I was in and out of the gym in less than an hour – sometimes
closer to 45 minutes – and I loved it.

That program formed the foundation of MX4. The M is short for muscle, as
that’s what the program is designed to give you more of. Four refers to the
number of workouts, which can be spread across three or four weekly
training days.
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To begin, I want to give you a quick overview of the principles on which the
program is based. Next, I expand on a few of the key principles and talk in
more detail about each one. Then, I show you what the workouts look like,
so you can see exactly how those principles are applied.

Finally, I run you through how to structure the workouts, explain the
importance of experimentation, and tell you how to tweak and adjust the
program so that it’s a good fit for you.

Let’s get started.
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MX4: An Overview

The following is a general outline of the principles on which the MX4
training program is based, which I’ll expand on in the pages to follow.

You will train each muscle group twice every 7 days. Training a muscle
once a week can and will make that muscle bigger. But for a lot of people,
it’s probably the least effective way to train.

The days on which you train are up to you. As long as you’re training
3-4 times a week, possible training schedules can include:

● Monday/Wednesday/Friday
● Monday/Tuesday/Wednesday
● Monday/Tuesday/Thursday/Friday
● Monday/Tuesday/Wednesday/Thursday
● Monday/Wednesday/Friday/Sunday
● Tuesday/Wednesday/Friday/Saturday

You’ll do 8-16 sets for the major muscle groups each week. The “sweet
spot” for muscle growth lies somewhere between 8-16 sets per muscle
group per week. In some cases, more muscle will be built with a higher
volume of training. And it’s certainly possible to gain muscle with less. But
for most people most of the time, 8-16 sets per week for the major muscle
groups is about right.

You’ll use rest-pause training to shorten your workouts. Rest-pause
training allows you to compress several sets worth of work into a much
shorter time frame. It’s a highly effective way to reduce the length of your
workouts while still delivering similar gains in muscle mass.
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You’ll train with lighter weights and higher reps. Muscles can be made
to grow with a variety of rep ranges and weights, from light to medium to
heavy. Although they don’t increase your strength to the same extent as
heavy weights, lighter weights and higher reps are a lot easier on your
joints.

You’ll focus on improving your repetition strength over time. You’re
going to use a progression method that involves adding sets, reps and
weight in a very specific and planned way. Most of the time, your focus will
be on increasing your repetition strength - doing more reps with the same
amount of weight - rather than simply lifting more weight.

You will be flexible with your choice of exercises. This is not a program
that hangs its hat on the idea that you need to get strong at bench
pressing, squatting or deadlifting in order to build muscle. An exercise is a
means to an end, rather than an end in itself, and there are no “must do”
exercises that can’t be replaced with something else.

You’ll take 2-3 minutes of rest between each set. Short rest periods
generally produce less muscle growth than longer rest periods.

Your main focus will be on making your muscles bigger, rather than
getting stronger. It’s true that size and strength are linked, up to a point
anyway. But stronger does not always mean bigger, and bigger does not
always mean stronger. The fact that a training routine makes you stronger
doesn’t necessarily make it the best way to gain muscle.

You’ll use a variety of exercises. Maximizing the development of a
muscle requires the use of several exercises, rather than just one. This
ensures that all available fibers in a given muscle get a piece of the action,
leading to more complete development of a muscle group. It also means
less repetitive stress on your joints.
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You’ll leave a rep or two in the tank in every work set. Building muscle
takes hard work and effort, and you may end up failing on some of your
work sets whether you planned to or not. Doing so, however, will give you
no better gains than finishing each set feeling like you could grind out
another rep or two. Intentionally training to failure doesn’t need to be the
focus of your workouts, and is not necessary for building bigger muscles.
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MX4: Key Principles

Next, I want to expand on some of the key principles outlined earlier, and
explain why MX4 is set up the way it is.

1. Exercise Selection

Many training programs hang their hat on the idea that certain exercises,
such as the squat, deadlift, bench press and so on, are “essential” for
building muscle.

These exercises do work large numbers of muscles, making them a very
efficient use of your training time, and I like them a lot. However, they’re a
long way from being the only meal on the menu, and you can build muscle
just as well without them.

A common argument is that compound exercises create a more anabolic
environment in the body, speeding up muscle growth by “increasing the
release of muscle building hormones like testosterone and growth
hormone.”

This, for the most part at least, is a myth. Exercises like squats and
deadlifts do lead to a small and temporary increase in various hormones.
But the size and duration of this increase isn’t sufficient to have much of an
impact on muscle growth.

What’s more, the popular compound lifts are not always the most “joint
friendly” exercises available. The last thing you want is to feel constantly
nagged by various aches and pains in your knees, elbows, shoulders or
back.
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Truth is, the muscles worked by these exercises can be stimulated just as
well with alternatives that don’t cause the same level of pain or discomfort.

Example:

At one point, shoulder problems meant that the bench press was no longer
an option for me. So, I experimented with various different exercises, and
the only one I could do without any pain was the push-up.

The humble push-up is often seen as an inferior choice to the bench press
when it comes to training the chest. However, there’s plenty of research out
there to show that the push-up does the job just as well.

In one study, four weeks of push-ups delivered gains in muscle size that
were no different to those seen with the bench press. The pecs grew to a
similar extent in both the bench press and push-up groups.

Japanese researchers report very similar results. Eight weeks of training
with the bench press or push-up delivered similar gains in muscle thickness
in both the chest and triceps.

In another trial, the push-up (performed with an elastic band to add
resistance) required the muscles in the chest and shoulders to work just as
hard as the bench press.

During the push-up, the shoulder blade is able to move a lot more freely
than it does during the bench press, making it a much more “shoulder
friendly” way to train the chest.

If you’ve got a dodgy shoulder that hurts when you bench press, switching
to push-ups may well allow you to continue training your chest without a
problem.
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To make the push-up harder, and put more of an emphasis on the upper
chest, you can raise the legs and do decline push-ups. You can also use a
weighted vest or elastic band to make the standard push-up more of a
challenge.

The squat is another exercise that’s often touted as “essential” for building
muscle. While it is a highly effective exercise for your lower body, there are
other exercises out there that work just as well.

Take the Bulgarian split squat for example. It works many of the same
muscles as the squat, but takes some of the load off your lower back. And it
can make you stronger at squatting too.

In one study, both the squat and Bulgarian squat were equally effective at
improving lower body strength. Not only did the split squat make people
stronger in the split squat, it made them stronger in the squat as well.

The bent-over-row is another good example. While it does hit various
muscles in the upper back, the bent-over-row can aggravate lower back
pain.

Enter the inverted row. It’s been shown to impose less load on the spine
while activating many of the exact same muscles worked during the
bent-over-row.

Over the years, I’ve seen plenty of guys who can deadlift or bench press a
lot of weight, but they’re not particularly muscular. Getting very strong in the
various compound lifts doesn’t automatically translate into bigger muscles
as is often claimed.

MX4 gives you the freedom and flexibility to choose joint-friendly exercises
that target a particular set of muscles without your joints playing up. But if
there’s an exercise you’re not able to do, just replace it with something
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else. And if you’re not sure what to replace it with, just let me know and I’ll
do what I can to help. Here’s how to get in touch:

1. E-mail: christian@muscleevo.net
2. Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/muscleevo
3. Online: https://muscleevo.net/contact

I get a lot of email each day, so please mention that you’re an MX4 user, so
I can make sure that you get priority over everyone else.

2. Treat The Gym as Your Laboratory

Back when I started lifting weights, it seemed like no one could ever agree
on the type of training program that worked best for muscle growth.

Everyone seemed to have a completely different opinion. The evidence
they presented seemed compelling. All were adamant that their “way” was
the best way. Surely they couldn’t all be right. Or could they?

In fact, research tells us that some folks respond a lot better to certain
types of training than others.

We know, for example, that people with a specific variant of the ACE gene
gain just as much strength with single versus multiple-set training
programs, while people with another variant make faster progress with
multiple sets.

In another study, roughly 3 out of 10 subjects showed greater gains in
muscle mass when they trained a muscle five times per week.
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Another 4 out of 10 saw faster results when they trained that same muscle
2-3 times each week. The others made similar progress irrespective of how
often they trained.

In other words, two people can respond very differently to the same training
program. The “best way” for one person to train may be very different to
someone else’s “best way.” And the only way you’re going to find out your
own “best way” is to experiment.

Of course, everyone tosses around the “experiment to find out what works
best for you” line. But knowing that you should experiment doesn’t tell you
how to go about doing so. How do you run that experiment? What should
you experiment with? And how do you tell if your experiment is working?

In MX4, the main variable you’re going to experiment with is training
volume, which I’m defining here as the number of weekly sets for a given
muscle group.

Let’s say that you do two hard sets of dumbbell curls once a week. This
gives you a total training volume for your biceps of two sets per week. Add
a second identical workout, and you’re now doing four sets per muscle
group per week. You’ve increased frequency as well as volume.

However, it is possible to adjust them independently of each other. Using
the example above, if you carried on training once a week, and did four
sets of curls instead of two, your volume has doubled but your frequency
has stayed the same.

You need some volume for muscle growth. Too much volume is going to
hinder your progress. But too little will have the same effect.
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In other words, there’s a theoretical “optimal” number of weekly sets per
muscle group, above and below which gains in size will be slower than they
otherwise would be.

But working out exactly what constitutes “too much” and “too little” isn’t
easy, and there’s no single number that will apply to all people all the time.

Higher training volumes lead to diminishing returns, where you end up
expending a lot of extra time and effort, as well as exposing yourself to a
greater risk of injury, for a relatively small benefit.

Ten sets per muscle group per week may be twice as effective as five sets.
But it doesn’t necessarily follow that 20 sets will work twice as well as 10.

Too little volume, on the other hand, is also going to impair your results. If
you spent two minutes sitting in the sun every day, you wouldn’t expect to
get a tan. The stimulus wasn’t strong enough. Likewise, if your training
volume is below the threshold required to stimulate growth, no new muscle
will be gained.

The optimal number of weekly sets is affected by a number of things,
including your genetics, the length of time you’ve been training, your age,
the exercises you’re doing, the muscle group in question, your diet, how
much effort you’re putting into each set, as well as other sources of stress,
be they physical or psychological, that you have going on in your life.

I can’t tell you exactly how many sets to do. Nor can anyone else.
Research can guide your decisions, but it only tells you the average
response in a group of people. That’s why it’s important to experiment.
Think of yourself as a scientist and the gym as your laboratory.

For best results, you’ll need to adjust your weekly training volume up or
down based on how you respond to it, which I’ll explain how to do later on.
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3. Rest-Pause Training

One of the big problems with increasing the number of sets you do is the
length of time it adds to your workouts. However, there is a way of
“compressing” your training volume, allowing you to stimulate just as much
muscle growth, but with less time spent in the gym.

Here’s how.

Let’s say you want to train your biceps. You pick up a dumbbell and start
curling. The first 3-4 reps feel relatively easy. As the set continues, the reps
get progressively more difficult, with those last few being the hardest to
complete. After cranking out rep twelve, you put the weight down and take
a couple of minutes of rest. Then, you repeat the process twice more.

In total, you’ve done three sets. Each set took around 40 seconds to
complete. And you took two minutes of rest between set one and set two,
and another two minutes between set two and set three.

In other words, it’s taken you six minutes to do three sets. And it was the
final few reps of each set that made the largest contribution to muscle
growth. Norwegian trainer Borge Fagerli calls those last few reps “effective
reps,” as you get an effective training stimulus from each one.

What if there was a way to squeeze all those growth-promoting reps into a
shorter time frame? Instead of taking six minutes to get those reps in, you
could get the job done in a lot less time.

Enter rest-pause training.
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With rest-pause training, a single set is followed by multiple mini-sets. Each
mini-set is separated by very short rest periods. Let’s go back to the
dumbbell curl again to see how it's done.

As before, do as many reps as you can in your first set. Then you rest, but
only for 20 seconds or so. Then, pick up the weight and crank out another
3-4 reps. Rest 20-25 seconds. Do another mini-set of 3-4 reps. Rest 20-25
seconds. Grind out a final mini-set of 3-4 reps, and you’re done.

In both cases, the number of “effective reps” is about the same. But with
rest-pause training, you get the job done in less than three minutes, rather
than six.

It all sounds great in theory, but where’s the science?

In recent years, researchers have put rest-pause training to the test. And
while the research is still in its infancy, early results are extremely
promising.

In one study, a team of Brazilian researchers found that muscle was built
just as quickly with rest-pause training as it was with three normal sets.

For the study, lifters were assigned to one of two groups: traditional or
rest-pause training. The traditional group completed 3 sets of 6 reps with a
weight that was 80 percent of their maximum, resting for two minutes
between each set.

Lifters in the rest-pause group did the same exercises, also using a weight
that was 80 percent of their maximum. However, after completing the first
set, they rested for 20 seconds, did a few more reps, rested 20 seconds,
and so on. Once they’d completed a total of 18 reps, they stopped.
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After six weeks, the researchers found “no significant differences” in
strength gains and body composition changes between the two groups.
The results from rest-pause training were equal to those achieved with
traditional sets and reps.

Crucially, the rest-pause group made their gains with less gym time. In fact,
their workouts lasted just 35 minutes, roughly half the length of the
hour-long workouts performed by the traditional group.

The rest-pause method is shown in the MX4 workouts as +3 RP:

3 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP

In this example, you’d do a set of 10-15 reps… rest for a couple of minutes
or so… then you do another set… rest for a couple of minutes… then
another set. Once you’ve performed that final set, put the weight down and
rest for 20-25 seconds.

Pick the weight up again, and crank out some more reps until you hit the
point where you don’t think you can do another one. You’ll probably only
manage around one-third of the reps you did in your main sets. For
example, if you did a set of 12 reps, you’ll get maybe 4 reps in your first
rest-pause set. Then, rest for another 20-25 seconds.

Again, do another set until you hit the point where you don’t think you can
do another rep. Rest for 20-25 seconds. Then, after your final rest-pause
set, put the weight down and have a rest. Remember, you’re using
rest-pause training only on the final set of an exercise, rather than on every
set.

When you’re counting up your total weekly training volume, how are the
rest-pause sets counted?
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Some say that three rest-pause sets is the equivalent of three regular sets.
Personally, I wouldn’t go that far. While it’s going to be more than one, it’s
probably less than three. So I’m going to settle on a figure of two. Three
rest-pause sets are the equivalent of two regular sets.

Those are the key principles behind the program. Next, I want to lay out a
training template that represents one way of putting those principles into
practice.

However, none of it is set in stone. Do you need to do the exact exercises
listed? No. Do you need to use the same rep ranges? No. Do you need to
do all the rest-pause sets? No.

The program can be modified and tweaked based on the equipment you
have available, the exercises you’re able to do, how much time you have,
and so on.
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MX4: THE PROGRAM
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WORKOUT A
Leg Extension 3 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Bulgarian Split Squat 2 sets x 10-15 reps
Push-up 3 sets x 20-25 reps + 3RP
Incline (30°) Dumbbell Press 3 sets x 10-15 reps
Neutral Grip Dumbbell Press 3 sets x 10-15 reps
Triceps Pressdown 2 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Crunch OR Reverse Crunch OR Incline Crunch 3 sets x 15-25 reps

WORKOUT B
Lying Leg Curl 3 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Romanian Deadlift 2 sets x 10-15 reps
Wide Grip Front Lat Pulldown 3 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Inverted Row 2 sets x 15-20 reps
Face Pulls 3 sets x 15-20 reps
Incline Dumbbell Curl 2 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP

WORKOUT C
Leg Extension 2 sets x 20-25 reps
Leg Press 3 sets x 15-20 reps + 3RP
Decline Push-up 3 sets x 20-25 reps + 3RP
Dumbbell Bench Press (decline or flat) 2 sets x 10-15 reps
Lateral Raise 3 sets x 10-15 reps
Lying Triceps Extension 2 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP

WORKOUT D
Lying Leg Curl 3 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Romanian Deadlift 2 sets x 10-15 reps
Close Grip Reverse Lat Pulldown 3 sets x 10-15 reps
Seated Cable Row 2 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Bent Over Lateral Raise 3 sets x 15-20 reps
Hammer Curl 2 sets x 10-15 reps + 3RP
Fallouts OR Rollouts OR Body Saw 3 sets x 5-15 reps
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The idea is that you rotate through the workouts, from A to B to C to D, and
train three or four days per week. For example, if you want to three days a
week, this is how it would look:

WEEK 1
Monday: Workout A
Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout B
Thursday: Off
Friday: Workout C
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Off

WEEK 2
Monday: Workout D
Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout A
Thursday: Off
Friday: Workout B
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Off

WEEK 3
Monday: Workout C
Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout D
Thursday: Off
Friday: Workout A
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Off

WEEK 4
Monday: Workout B
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Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout C
Thursday: Off
Friday: Workout D
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Off

Then in the fifth week, you go back to workout A and start the process
again. Training four days a week might look like this:

Monday: Workout A
Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout B
Thursday: Off
Friday: Workout C
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Workout D

Or like this:

Monday: Workout A
Tuesday: Workout B
Wednesday: Off
Thursday: Workout C
Friday: Workout D
Saturday: Off
Sunday: Off

Or this:

Monday: Workout A
Tuesday: Off
Wednesday: Workout B

Page 20



Thursday: Workout C
Friday: Off
Saturday: Workout D
Sunday: Off

In an ideal world, I’d recommend taking a day off for every two days of hard
training. However, I don’t live in an ideal world, and neither do you.

So if your schedule dictates that you need to train three or four days in a
row before taking a day off, you don’t need to worry that doing so will stunt
your gains.

In fact, research shows that your muscles can recover a lot more quickly
than was once believed.

Training on three consecutive days (e.g. Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday)
has been shown to build just as much muscle as inserting a day of
recovery between each workout (e.g. Monday, Wednesday, Friday).

In other words, training three days in a row then taking four days off
produced much the same results as training every other day.

Given the choice, I’d still recommend taking a day of rest for every day or
two of hard training. But if you occasionally need to train 3-4 days in a row
without a day off, then go ahead and do so.

There’s no rule that says you have to stick to the same training frequency
from week to week either.

You might start out with the intention of training four days a week, but life
gets in the way and you only do three. Maybe you manage four workouts
this week, two workouts next week, and three the week after.
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That’s fine as well. You’re still averaging three weekly training sessions.

Just keep on rotating through the workouts, from A to B to C to D, and
making sure to average 3-4 training sessions each week.
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Alternative Exercises

Injuries can be a real pain in the arse, especially when you enjoy training
as much as I do. But they don’t have to keep you out of the gym
completely. In many cases, there are ways of working around an injury that
let you hit your muscles just as hard without causing further pain or
discomfort.

In fact, a lot of the people who use MX4 have various joint problems,
whether it’s their knees, hips, shoulders or elbows, that stop them doing
certain exercises.

Rather than giving up altogether, or stubbornly refusing to change, they
made the decision to “bend with the wind” and modify their training
accordingly.

This can be hard to do if you love doing certain exercises, and not
everyone can make the switch. But unless you want to be constantly in
pain, because you’re still trying to do the same stuff you were doing years
ago, it’s a switch you’ll need to make sooner or later.

You adapt, you improvise and you keep on training.

To help you do exactly that, I’ve come up with a list of exercises that can
help you work around various injuries to your knees, wrists, shoulders, or
elbows. You can find that list at the link below:

Exercises That Save You From Injury Hell

And if those exercises don’t do the job, please let me know, and I’ll do what
I can to help.
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How to Structure Your Workouts

Start each workout with around 10 minutes of low-intensity cycling on an
exercise bike. This will help to raise your body temperature, and get your
body prepared for what’s to come. A rowing machine will also work just as
well.

The amount of time you spend warming up will depend on the environment
you’re training in. If it’s very warm, you might be able to get away with five
minutes or so on the bike or rowing machine. If you’re training in a cold
environment, you’ll need around 10-15 minutes to get the job done.

Next, move straight to your first exercise.

With some exercises, such as heavy squats or deadlifts, performing
multiple warm-up sets is a very good idea.

However, when you’re doing sets of 15 reps and above, particularly if the
exercises you’re doing require little skill to perform, you won’t need to do as
many warm-up sets. The initial reps of each work set serve as their own
warm up for the harder reps to come.

I recommend that you do at least one warm-up set. Use around 50% of the
weight you’ll be using in your work sets, and do 5-8 reps. If you want to err
on the side of caution and do another warm-up set 30-60 seconds later, go
ahead. Then, you’re ready for your work sets.

You’ll be resting for 2-3 minutes between each work set, which does have
the potential to drag out your workout time. One way to get around this is to
use paired sets, which involve exercises that target opposing muscle
groups performed back-to-back.
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Example:

Leg Extension
Rest for 45-60 seconds
Leg Curl
Rest for 45-60 seconds
Leg Extension
Rest for 45-60 seconds
Leg Curl

This way, you’re making better use of your inter-set rest periods by doing
another exercise.

As well as saving time, paired sets have the potential to increase your
repetition strength. In one study, a group of trained men was able to do
significantly more reps on the leg extension when they did the leg curl
beforehand.

In fact, the men were able to crank out, on average, three additional reps
on the leg extension machine when they did leg curls immediately, 30
seconds or 60 seconds earlier.

However, it was a different story with longer rest periods. There was no
significant improvement in performance with the 3- and 5-minute rest
protocols.

Some examples of paired sets include:

● Chest and back (e.g. push-ups and inverted row)
● Shoulders and back (e.g. lat pulldown and overhead press)
● Biceps and triceps (e.g. dumbbell curl and tricep pressdown)
● Quadriceps and hamstrings (e.g. leg extension and leg curl)
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Using paired sets for unrelated muscle groups like shoulders and legs will
help you save time, but isn’t going to improve your performance.

And doing paired sets on exercises like the chest press and shoulder
press, where there's an overlap in the muscles being worked, isn't a great
idea. The fatigue from the first exercise will bleed into the second, which
will hurt rather than help your performance.
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How to Get Started

The first week is going to be spent choosing exercises, working out how
much weight you’ll be using in each one, and the rep range you’ll be
working in. You can select any rep range from the list below:

10-15 reps
15-20 reps
20-25 reps
25-30 reps
30-35 reps
35-40 reps

The rep range you choose is entirely up to you, and will depend on the
equipment you have available, how strong you are, and so on.

With push-ups, for example, a rep range of 10-15 may not be enough to
challenge your chest, shoulders and triceps. If not, you’ll need to choose a
higher rep range, or modify the exercise in such a way that it causes
fatigue in 10-15 reps.

Conversely, there’s not much point in doing dumbbell curls for 30-45 reps, if
you have dumbbells available that allow you to fatigue your biceps with
10-15 reps.

You’re aiming to find a weight that allows you to complete the prescribed
number of reps in each set. But the weight shouldn’t be so light that you
could still carry on and do 3-4 more reps. At the end of a set, you want to
feel like you could have done 1 or 2 more reps, but no more.

Each rep should take around 3-4 seconds – 1-2 seconds to lift the weight,
and another couple of seconds to lower it.
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To repeat, treat the first week as a test week. All you’re going to do is find
the right exercises, weights and rep ranges. Leave out the rest-pause sets
for now. Just focus on laying the groundwork.

Once that’s done, you’re set and ready to go.
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The Triple Progression Method

Within certain limits, a muscle will grow in direct proportion to the amount of
work it’s required to do. Once it’s adapted to that work, it’ll stop growing.

While there are many ways to increase the amount of work your muscles
do, you’re going to use a modified version of something called The Triple
Progression Method.

The standard version of the Triple Progression Method requires that you:

1. Add reps
2. Add sets
3. Add weight
4. Rinse and repeat

The modified version in MX4 does involve doing things a little differently, so
let me talk you through exactly how it works.

Think of it like a multi-storey building. You have three floors or levels, and a
ladder that goes from one floor to the next. In each workout, your aim is to
move up another rung of the ladder.

You’re going to start out by adding reps while the sets and weight are held
constant. Once a predefined number of reps has been reached, you add
weight and start the process all over again.

There will come a point where you add sets, but only when you’re no longer
able to add reps or weight.

Here’s how it works in practice.
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Floor One: Climbing the Rep Ladder
Let’s say that a particular exercise calls for 3 sets of 10-15 reps. In this
instance, your goal is to do 3 sets of 15 reps before increasing the weight.
The workouts you use to get there might look something like this:

Workout 1
Set 1: 100 pounds x 13 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 13 reps
Set 3: 100 pounds x 12 reps

Workout 2
Set 1: 100 pounds x 14 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 13 reps
Set 3: 100 pounds x 13 reps

Workout 3
Set 1: 100 pounds x 14 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 14 reps
Set 3: 100 pounds x 13 reps

Workout 4
Set 1: 100 pounds x 15 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 14 reps
Set 3: 100 pounds x 14 reps

Workout 5
Set 1: 100 pounds x 15 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 15 reps
Set 3: 100 pounds x 14 reps

Workout 6
Set 1: 100 pounds x 15 reps
Set 2: 100 pounds x 15 reps
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Set 3: 100 pounds x 15 reps

The exact number of workouts it takes to reach this point will vary from
person to person, and from exercise to exercise. It might take 10 workouts
or it might take 5. But don’t continue to the next floor until you’re able to do
3 sets of 15 reps.

If you only just managed to crank out that final rep by shortening your
range of motion or cheating excessively, then don’t move up to the next
floor. You want to be able to complete the prescribed number of reps in all
three sets using good form.

Once that’s done, you can move to the second floor.

Floor Two: Add Weight
Now it’s time to add weight. Doing 15 reps in all three sets serves as the
trigger for adding weight. When you hit 15 reps, the weight goes up. If you
can’t manage 15 reps in all three sets, carry on using the same weight until
you can.

As a rule of thumb, you’re better off adding weight in the smallest increment
possible. In some cases, particularly if you’re using machines, the jump in
weight may be too big, and can end up pushing you out of the rep range
you want to work in.

This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. If you’re doing sets of 20-25 reps on a
machine-based exercise, adding weight may push you into the 15-20 rep
range. Which is fine. But it’s definitely not fine if adding weight and shifting
to a lower rep range means that your joints start playing up.

What you can do instead is position a small plate on top of the weight
stack. This lets you add a small amount of resistance, but not so much that
it pushes you out of your target rep range.

Page 31



To help with this, it’s worth getting some fractional plates. These are tiny
plates that allow you to increase the weight you’re lifting by a very small
amount – two pounds, one pound, or even fractions of a pound. You can
get them from Amazon, and they do come in very handy.

When you add weight, I want you to drop down to the lower end of your
chosen rep range. So if you’re training in the 10-15 rep range, do 10 reps in
all of your sets. Even if you’re able to do more, don’t.

Set 1: 105 pounds x 10 reps
Set 2: 105 pounds x 10 reps
Set 3: 105 pounds x 10 reps

Once again, your next goal is to add reps until you’re able to do 3 sets of
15 again.

If you find that adding weight means you're unable to do more than 10 reps
in a given set, then the weight is too heavy, and you'll need to make it
lighter in the next workout.

Once your body has become accustomed to a particular exercise and rep
range, the main driver of repetition strength is an increase in the size of the
muscles involved in performing that exercise.

Muscle size and strength are not 100% correlated, and there are other
factors that contribute to gains in strength. But for our purposes, the link is
strong enough. If you’re able to do more reps with the same weight, or lift
more weight while still working within a particular rep range, you’re on the
right track.

What happens when your progress stalls?
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Sooner or later you’ll hit a point where you’re no longer able to add reps or
weight. You’re not going backwards, but you’re not moving forwards either.
That’s despite the fact that all the diet and recovery boxes are being ticked.
You’re sleeping well and eating right.

That’s when it’s time to start increasing your training volume by adding
sets. This way, you’re asking your muscles to do more work, which should -
assuming the extra volume is something your body can handle - stimulate
more muscle growth.

Make sure to add volume gradually. And by gradually, I mean one set per
muscle group per week. Don’t go crazy and start doubling your training
volume overnight. Do it slowly, notice the way your body responds to the
increase in volume, and make adjustments based on that response (which
I’ll tell you how to do in a moment).

There are various ways to increase your weekly training volume. Perhaps
the most obvious method is to do more sets per exercise. Instead of two
sets, do three. Or go from three sets to four. You could also add another
workout day, going from three workouts to four, or four workouts to five.

However, it’s not a good idea to keep adding sets forever. If there were a
perfect linear relationship between the number of sets per workout and
subsequent muscular gains, then adding strength and size would simply be
a case of increasing the number of sets you do.

But this isn’t the case. You can’t just keep adding sets ad infinitum and
expect to keep growing.

How do you know when it’s time to stop adding sets?

I suggest capping your training volume at 20 sets per muscle group per
week. That’s not to say higher volumes won’t lead to faster gains. But there
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is a point of diminishing returns, where you end up expending a lot of extra
time and effort, as well as exposing yourself to a greater risk of injury, for a
relatively small benefit.

You’re going to use your performance in the gym as a way of determining
how many sets to do. And by performance, I’m talking about your repetition
strength - the number of reps you’re able to do with a given weight.

If your repetition strength is going up each week, that’s a good sign you’re
recovering and growing, and that your overall training volume isn’t
excessive. In this case, keep on doing what you’re doing.

However, if your repetition strength starts getting worse rather than better,
and your performance in the gym takes a dive, it’s a sign that something’s
wrong.

Don’t worry too much about what happens in one workout. You might have
just been having a bad day. A lack of sleep, a spike in stress levels, or a
day of crappy eating can do that.

Sometimes your performance can take a dip for reasons that have nothing
to do with your training. But a bad couple of weeks, or just one very bad
week, is a sign that you’ve overcooked it and need to pull back.

You also need to factor in how you’re feeling. Do you actually want to train?
Or is your energy and motivation lower than normal?

How are your joints feeling? Your joints are often the limiting factor when it
comes to the number of sets your body can handle. The benefit of any
increase in training volume has to be weighed against the potential
negative effect it can have on connective tissue.
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If your desire and enthusiasm to train is low, your performance is tanking,
despite the fact that you’re ticking all the boxes in terms of diet, sleep,
stress and so on, then your volume is too high and you need to cut back.

How do you go about doing that?

Let’s say you’re training four days a week, and you’re doing a total of 14
sets per muscle group per week. However, your repetition strength has
started to drop, and you’ve established it’s not just a one off.

In this instance, you’re going to drop back to one set per exercise for the
muscle group in question. Don’t cut volume for every muscle group, just the
one that’s regressing. If everything’s regressing, do it for everything.

Then, start climbing the progression ladder again by adding sets, then reps,
then weight. However, you’re going to stop adding sets before you reach
the point that led to regression, and then hold them there.

So, if doing 14 sets for a particular muscle group led to regression, you’d
stop at somewhere between 10-12 sets. If you did want to take another
shot at a higher training volume, you’d do so slowly.

That is, rather than adding a set every week, you’d do so every other week,
or even every three weeks. A more gradual increase in volume might be
necessary to give your body more time to adapt.
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Notes

1. To keep the workouts relatively short, there is no calf work. Unless you’re
a bodybuilder, nobody cares too much about calves anyway. They’re
usually a lot of work for very little reward. If you want to add some calf
work, alternate between standing calf raises in one workout and seated calf
raises the next.

2. The direct arm work is optional, as the arms are getting a degree of
stimulation from the pressing and pulling exercises.

3. To add make bodyweight exercises like push-ups or inverted rows more
difficult, you’ve got a few options:

● The first option is to go up a rep range. So if you’ve been working in
the 20-25 rep range, move up to the 25-30 rep range.

● Change the position of your feet. You can try elevating your feet, or
bringing them closer together, both of which will make the exercise
harder.

● Use bands, chains or weighted vests to add resistance.

4. For the abs, you’ll choose an isometric ab exercise from the following
list:

Standing Fallouts (Easyish)
Push-up Fallouts (Hard)
Four-Point Swiss Ball Rollouts (Easy)
Two-Point Swiss Ball Rollout (Harder)
Ab Wheel Rollouts (A Lot Harder)
Body Saw
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Exercise two is a crunch or reverse crunch variation. Because the crunch is
a relatively easy exercise, you’re going to add weight (as shown in the
video below):

Plate Crunch

You’ll notice that this is a slow, controlled movement, with a pause at the
top. The same principle applies for the Reverse Crunch, shown in the video
below:

Reverse Crunch

If you find the Reverse Crunch too easy, you can do it on an incline bench,
like so:

Incline Reverse Crunch

5. If you need to switch out some of the leg exercises, Squats can be used
to replace the Leg Extension and Leg Press. The other option would be a
Bulgarian Split Squat, Reverse Lunge or Step Up (which can be done with
dumbbells, a barbell or weighted vest).

Bulgarian Split Squat

Step Up

Reverse Lunge

These exercises do require a lot of balance and some practice to get them
right. So I’d recommend going with a lower rep range (such as 10-15 or
even 8-12), as your technique can quickly go down the pan towards the
end of a set when fatigue kicks in.
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Split Squats, Reverse Lunges and Step Ups are all quad-dominant
exercises, which means they mainly hit the quadriceps. However, the
hamstrings are being worked to a degree, albeit not to the same extent as
the quads.

For complete hamstring development, it’s a good idea to train them directly.
So you’d need a hamstring-dominant exercise, such as Romanian
Deadlifts.

The other option would be a Sliding Leg Curl, Swiss Ball Leg Curl or
Suspension Trainer Hamstring Curl. Alternating between Romanian
Deadlifts and Sliding Leg Curls from workout to workout would do a solid
job of training your hamstrings.
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Q&A

Q. As a former soccer player, I’m satisfied with my leg size. I’m happy
to do some legs to stay strong and to help burn calories to stay
leaner, but I prefer to handle my legs with a shorter time investment
(and allowing a greater energy investment for upper body exercises).
Also, I do some low volume running for cardio. I’d like to do the
minimum amount of leg work you’d suggest.

A. As a rule, it takes less training to maintain muscle size/strength than it
does to build it. So you can cut back on the volume and still hold on to most
of the muscle you have right now.

The minimum would be to do one quad-dominant exercise (e.g. split squats
or leg press), and one hamstring-dominant exercise (e.g. Romanian
deadlifts or leg curls), once per week, for 3-4 sets per exercise.

Q. I have a bad back, and the bottom of my back is stiff and sore most
days. It doesn’t stop me doing day to day tasks, but I can’t run much
anymore and generally have to be really careful lifting, carrying etc.

Secondly, I don’t have access to a gym. I have a bench, some
dumbbells and a bar in the garage - no facility to do lat pulldowns or
chin ups or anything like that.

I want to build some muscle, strengthen my upper body generally and
get a stronger core without placing too much strain on my back.

I don’t have huge amounts of time - young family, work, blah blah -
usual problems, but can find maybe 3 sessions a week in the garage
with the minimal equipment I have.
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A. Here’s the sort of thing I suggest you do:

Bulgarian Split Squat OR Reverse Lunge
Single-Leg Glute Bridge
Single-Arm Dumbbell Bench Press OR Push-up
Single-Arm Dumbbell Row
Lateral Raise OR Single-Arm Neutral Grip Dumbbell Press
OPTIONAL:
Incline Dumbbell Curl
Overhead Triceps Extension

This program involves a few “lower-back” friendly exercises for your lower
body (the split squat, reverse lunge and single-leg glute bridge).

Training the hamstrings can be tricky if you don’t have access to some kind
of leg curl machine. The single-leg glute bridge, with the feet placed further
away from the body than the standard glute bridge, is one option. You can
also do leg curls on the floor, a Swiss ball, suspension trainer (shown here)
or glute ham roller.

As an alternative to the dumbbell row, you also have the option of the
inverted row. In this video, I do the inverted row using a tow rope that I got
from a local DIY store, which I threw over the beams in my garage. You can
also get some gymnastic rings from Amazon, which do a similar job and
can also be adjusted in length.

Because of the shape your back is in, you need to be careful about how
you train your abs.

With the single-arm exercises (single-arm dumbbell bench press,
single-arm dumbbell row and single-arm dumbbell press), all the resistance
comes from one side. As a result, the muscles in your “core” have to work
harder than normal to keep your body stable. Push-ups will also work the
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abs to a degree. So you are getting some work for your abs as a side effect
of doing those exercises.

However, if you want to do some more direct ab work, the basic plank
would be a good “lower-back friendly” way to do it. And if that’s too easy,
you can ramp up the difficulty level and try the shoulder tap plank.

Q. There are times when I can only fit in a workout lasting 20 or 30
minutes. Should I skip the workout completely and push it back to the
next day?

A. You don’t need to skip the workout completely. There have been
occasions when I’ve needed to be in and out of the gym relatively quickly,
and this is the type of thing I normally do:

Chest Press 1 set + 3RP
Lat Pulldown 1 set + 3RP
Leg Press 1 set + 3RP
Leg Curl 1 set + 3RP
Face Pulls 1 set + 3RP

This way, you do just one exercise for each of the main muscle groups, and
use rest-pause sets as a time-efficient way to get some extra volume in.

Q. Where does stretching fit into the program?

A. Simply lifting weights through a full range of motion is a highly effective
way to improve your flexibility. In some cases, it’s been shown to work just
as well as static stretching. So if you don’t want to do any stretching at all,
it’s not going to do you any harm.

But if you do want to stretch, I’d suggest doing so either at the end of your
workout, or between sets.
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If you choose to stretch between sets, the first option is to do so for the
muscles you’re working. If you’re training your chest, for example, you’d
stretch for 20-30 seconds between each set.

You also have the option of stretching opposing muscle groups.

For example, let’s say you do the leg extension, followed by the leg curl.
Between sets of the leg curl (which works your hamstrings), you’d stretch
out your quads.

There’s some interesting research to show that this sequence of stretching
and lifting - known as antagonist passive static stretching - can improve
performance during the set that’s done after you stretch.

In one study, a group of trained men performed two different workouts. In
workout one, they did three sets on the seated row machine, resting for two
minutes between each set. In workout two, they did exactly the same thing,
but stretched their pecs for 40 seconds while resting between sets.

During each set, muscle activity in the lats and biceps was greater when
the men stretched compared to resting passively. There was also a
significant increase in the number of reps the men were able to perform
when they stretched between sets.

We’re not talking about a massive difference - it was just an extra rep or
two here or there. But, even a small benefit is worth having when the cost
is so little in terms of time or effort.

Q. Lately I have been struggling with pain that I associate with
damage done to my body from playing sports from an extremely
young age. Too many broken bones, torn ligaments/tendons and
surgeries are causing me stiffness and pain. I refuse to quit and think
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maybe a joint supplement may be beneficial. I take creatine on the
days I lift but could something else be helpful? There is too much
information out there and I have no idea where to start. Your input
would be greatly appreciated.

A. There are two supplements I think are worth using for joint health. These
are good “all rounders” with the potential to help you feel better.

The first is collagen (or gelatin, which is very similar).

Supplementing with collagen appears to stimulate the production of your
body’s own collagen - the building blocks for connective tissue. This may
make your joints more resilient to injury, as well as helping them recover
more quickly from an existing one. Your body produces less collagen as
you age, so it’s important to take every opportunity to give it a helping hand.

The optimal dose or timing of collagen supplementation has yet to be
established. However, Professor Keith Baar, one of the world’s leading
experts on tendon repair, recommends taking around 15 grams of collagen
one hour prior to working out. The idea behind pre-training collagen is to
enhance nutrient delivery to the injured tendon and take advantage of
cellular processes activated by exercise to maximize collagen synthesis.

It may take a while for the effects to kick in - some studies only show a
benefit after six months or longer.

The second is curcumin, which is derived from turmeric. There’s a decent
body of research to show that curcumin can reduce inflammation without
the side effects associated with anti-inflammatory drugs. Curcumin isn’t
particularly bioavailable by itself, which means your body doesn’t absorb it
very well. Normally it’s combined with something else to help your body to
absorb it.
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Personally, I use a product called NovaSOL Liquid Curcumin and take 1000
milligrams per day, usually with my last meal of the day.

Q. Do you subscribe to the idea of programming in regular deloads? If
so, how and when?

A. A deload refers to a planned reduction in training volume and/or
intensity, with the aim of encouraging recovery and improving performance
during the next training cycle.

You lighten up on the weights, maybe train a little less, and generally just
take your foot off the gas.

In general, I think it’s good practice to have a light week, or give yourself a
complete week off, for every 12 weeks of hard training. Some people like to
do it more frequently, having a break every 6-8 weeks.

Often, a deload week will happen naturally. Maybe you go away on
vacation. Perhaps you have an unusually busy week, and you can’t get to
the gym.

In other words, life will throw a “light week” your way, either in the form of a
week off training, or a week where you only get 1-2 workouts in. It might be
the case that you don’t need to plan a deload week, because it happens by
itself.

However, it’s also important to pay attention to what your body is telling
you. Just because you start out with the intention of doing 12 weeks of hard
training doesn’t mean that you can’t change that plan if your body tells you
otherwise.

For example, if you find that progress is stalling across the board, you’re
feeling a bit frazzled, and your joints are giving you grief, that’s a good time
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for a deload. On the flip side, if you’re feeling good and motoring along
nicely, there’s no reason why you can’t just keep going.

Think of it as the “play it by ear” deload – you have a light or easy week
only when you feel like your body really needs it.

Q. I’m intrigued by blood flow restriction training. Do you think it’s
worth getting a BFR device? The BStrong kit looks good to me.

A. With blood flow restriction training, you wrap some kind of tourniquet, be
it an inflatable cuff, a velcro strap or knee wraps, around the top of your
arms when you’re training biceps or triceps, or the top of your legs when
you’re working quads or hamstrings.

The aim is to wrap the limbs tightly enough to restrict the flow of blood
away from your muscles, but not so tight that you stop it getting in. You
want blood to be flowing in, but not to get out.

This has a number of effects.

For one, you’re going to get a massive pump. Blood is coming into a
muscle faster than it can leave. As a result, there’s a temporary pooling of
blood in the occluded limbs, which is what gives you that “pumped”
sensation.

Because the flow of blood away from that muscle is restricted, there’s a
buildup of metabolites that would normally be cleared away, a phenomenon
known as metabolic stress. Your muscles are going to start burning a lot
sooner than they otherwise would do.

Although it involves lifting very light weights, blood flow restriction training
has been shown to trigger faster gains in muscle size compared to the
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same amount of training done using heavier weights and without the use of
a tourniquet.

Let’s say you train your biceps.

You wrap a tourniquet around the top of one arm, pick up a dumbbell that’s
around 50% of your maximum, and start curling. You keep going until you
can’t do another rep. Then you do the same number of reps with the same
amount of weight on the other side, this time without the tourniquet.

After several months of training, the arm with the tourniquet will end up
bigger than the arm that was trained without blood flow restriction.

In fact, when Japanese researchers ran a study along the lines of what I’ve
just described, the cross-sectional area of the biceps trained with blood
flow restriction increased by 20%. The arm trained without the use of a
tourniquet grew by just 7%.

Same amount of weight. Same number of sets and reps. Same number of
workouts. But the arm where blood flow was restricted grew three times
faster.

How does blood flow restriction training work?

One of the main theories centers on the idea that slow-twitch muscle fibers,
which are normally recruited when you train with lighter weights and higher
reps, are fatigued more quickly than normal.

As a result, the fast-twitch muscle fibers, typically reserved for heavier
efforts, are called into action that much sooner.
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In other words, a greater number of muscle fibers are being recruited and
stimulated, which ultimately leads to those fibers (and your muscles)
getting bigger.

In fact, blood flow restriction training has been shown to increase anabolic
signaling and muscle protein synthesis to a similar extent as heavier
training.

At this point, I should make it clear that blood flow restriction training hasn’t
been shown to work any better than simply training with heavier weights,
but not restricting blood flow.

In one trial, Japanese researchers looked at how blood flow restriction
training compared to lifting heavier weights. After six weeks of training, it
was the group using the heavier weights (75% of their one-rep max) that
gained the most muscle.

Even subjects who combined two days a week of blood flow restriction
training with one day a week of heavy training didn’t see faster gains than
the group who trained only with heavy weights.

And by “heavy” I’m not talking about a weight that limits you to 3-5 reps. At
75% of your one-rep max, you’ll be able to do around 10-12 reps.

What’s more, many studies compare blood flow restriction training to
volume-matched training without restriction.

Why does that matter?

Because blood flow restriction training leads to muscle fatigue being
reached earlier in a set, you won’t be able to do as many reps.
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So when you do the same amount of training – same number of sets and
reps with the same amount of weight – but without the tourniquet, the level
of metabolic stress is going to be that much lower. As a result, there’s less
stimulus for growth.

Blood-flow restriction training gets a lot of love these days, with claims that
it’s going to grow your arms like crazy, give you amazing pumps, reduce
the wear and tear on your joints, send your growth hormone levels through
the roof and generally turn you into an enhanced and more amazing
version of your current self.

And it certainly has its benefits.

Blood flow restriction training is useful for working around knee or elbow
pain. You can train your arms and legs using very light weights, while giving
your joints a break from heavy lifting.

However, blood flow restriction training isn’t the only way to stimulate
metabolic stress. There are some effective alternatives that work in a very
similar way, but don’t require the use of specialized (and expensive)
pressure cuffs, bands or wraps.

For one, you can get similar benefits to blood flow restriction simply by
training with lighter weights and higher reps in the 20-30 range.

The weight is still light enough to ease the strain on the joints, but not so
light that you have to do endless reps to get a training effect.

Studies to compare blood flow restriction training with light weight, high rep
training taken to failure, but without any restriction, show that both methods
lead to the same amount of muscle being built.
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You can also shorten the rest period between sets to 30 seconds or so,
rather than a couple of minutes. Just like blood flow restriction training, this
is an effective way to stimulate muscle growth with the use of relatively light
weights.

What’s more, wrapping a tourniquet around your arms or legs isn’t the only
way to restrict blood flow. You can get a similar effect by not allowing the
muscle to relax during a set.

How do you go about doing so?

One option is the constant tension method, which involves slowing your
lifting speed, minimizing any pause at the top and bottom of each rep, and
trying to keep your muscles under tension the whole time.

In one study, subjects did leg extensions with a light weight (50% of their
one-rep max), but slowed each rep so that it took three seconds to lift the
weight and another three seconds to lower it.

In the top position, they paused for approximately one second. They didn’t
pause at the bottom of the movement, and moved straight from the
lowering to the lifting phase of each rep.

This “constant tension” protocol worked just as well for building muscle as
heavier weights and faster lifting speeds. It seems to work in a similar way
to blood flow restriction training by increasing the buildup of metabolites
and ramping up metabolic stress.

Something else that works well is the no-lockout method. This involves
doing partial reps in the mid-range of an exercise. Essentially, you’re
stopping a movement just short of full ROM, not locking out each rep, and
staying in that middle range.
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There was an interesting study I came across in the Journal of Strength
and Conditioning Research, where the skull crusher exercise, performed
only through the middle range of motion, led to a faster rate of muscle
growth than the same exercise done through a full range of motion.

The researchers think that the constant tension restricted blood flow by
compressing tiny blood vessels, known as capillaries, inside the working
muscle.

This partial range-of-motion “constant tension” method is best-suited to
exercises like skull crushers, dumbbell flyes or preacher curls, where it’s
difficult to keep tension on the target muscle through the full range of
motion.

If you still want to give blood flow restriction training a try, here’s how to go
about it.

First, you need to decide what to use as a tourniquet. Most research on the
subject has used specialized pressure cuffs placed at the top of a limb,
which are then inflated to a set pressure But this level of precision comes at
a price, and these cuffs aren’t cheap.

A set of four KAATSU Air Bands, for example, will set you back somewhere
in the region of €600 euros, while a BStrong training package costs
upwards of $400.

However, you may do just as well with some elastic knee wraps, which you
can pick up for less than $30. In fact, elastic knee wraps have been shown
in a number of studies (such as this one, this one and this one) to restrict
blood flow, but at a fraction of the price of pressure cuffs.
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Used by powerlifters and strength athletes to help them squat heavier
weights, the elastic knee wraps used in these trials are typically around 3
inches wide and 66 inches long.

The wraps should be positioned as high as possible on the limb being
trained. For the arms, wrap them as high on the biceps as possible. For the
thighs, wrap just below the gluteal fold.

When you’re putting the wraps on, they should overlap, so the covered
area is no wider than the wrap itself. In other words, the wraps should be
applied in layers one over the other, rather than in a spiral manner down
your arm or leg.

Apply the wrap with just enough tightness so that it stays in place. Then,
when you’re about to start your set, pull the wrap tight. On a scale from
1-10, with 10 being as tight as possible, the pressure should be about a 7
out of 10.

That’s tight enough to restrict blood flow away from the muscle, but not so
tight that you stop blood getting in. With a tightness level of 10 out of 10,
chances are you’ll experience complete arterial restriction.

The extent to which the wrap requires tightening will vary from person to
person. However, pulling the wrap so that it overlaps by around 3 inches
has been shown in a few studies (such as this one and this one) to do the
job.

If you end up with any numbness or tingling in the occluded limb, you’ve
wrapped too tightly. This increases the risk of complete arterial occlusion,
which restricts the flow of blood into the muscle. You’re better off being a
little on the loose side, rather than too tight.
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When you’re deciding how much to lift, choose a weight that’s light enough
to allow between 15 and 40 reps with good form.

As with a regular set, push yourself to within a rep or two of muscular
failure - that point where you’re unable to do another rep using good form.
The increase in fatigue with blood flow restriction training means that you
won’t be able to do as many reps with a tourniquet on compared to not
wearing one.

Keep the wraps on between sets, and only take them off once you’re
finished with that particular exercise.
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How to Keep a Training Log

You’ll find the training logs themselves, which you can print off and take to
the gym, at the bottom of this document.

To begin, I want to explain what to record in your training logs, show you
what a completed training log looks like, and explain exactly what to do
when your repetition strength improves, stays the same or takes a dip.

First, here’s an example of a completed training log.

Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

LEG PRESS 3 10-15 200 12 13 12 12 11 11 4 3 3 ↑

In the example above, the leg press will be done for three sets of 10-15
reps, with a weight of 200, be it kilograms or pounds.

In the columns marked set 1, set 2 and set 3, there are two numbers in
each column. The big number is the number of reps you did in the current
workout. The small number is what you did in the previous workout. Having
both numbers in the box serves a couple of important purposes.

First, it lets you see how many reps you did in your previous training
session, so you can aim to beat it this time around. This is a very simple
way to add an element of competition to your workout. Having a clear,
concrete target to aim for is a highly effective way to give your gym
performance a boost.

Second, it lets you see if what you’re doing is working. Is your repetition
strength going up, going down or staying the same? Monitoring your
performance will let you know you’re on the right track, or if you’ve veered
off course and need to make a correction.
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The column on the far right shows you how your repetition strength has
changed compared to the previous workout.

- If your repetition strength has gone up, you put an arrow pointing up.
- If your repetition strength has gone down, you put an arrow pointing
down.
- If your repetition strength hasn’t changed, you put an equals sign.

When you’re assessing changes in repetition strength, you’re focusing
solely on what happens during the three work sets, rather than any of the
rest-pause sets.

When you sit down and review your training logs, a quick look at the arrows
will give you a snapshot of your performance that week.

If there are lots of arrows pointing up, your repetition strength is improving,
and you’re on the right track. If you see lots of equals signs, your repetition
strength has plateaued. A log full of arrows pointing down means that your
repetition strength has got worse, and something needs to change.

Here’s an example where your repetition strength has stayed the same.
The number of reps completed in both workouts was identical.

Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

LEG PRESS 3 10-15 200 12 12 12 12 11 11 4 3 3 =

It’s the same story in the example below. But this time, you’ve improved in
one set, but regressed in another. As a result, your total repetition strength
across all three sets has stayed the same, and you put an equals sign in
the repetition strength column.
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Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

LEG PRESS 3 10-15 200 12 13 12 11 11 11 4 3 3 =

Here’s an example where your repetition strength has taken a dip.

Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

LEG PRESS 3 10-15 200 12 11 12 11 11 10 3 3 2 ↓

If you’ve had a training week where most of the arrows for a particular
muscle group are pointing down, but you’re feeling fine, give it another
week before changing anything. Things do sometimes pick up the following
week.

But if your repetition strength drops for two weeks in a row, it’s time to
reduce your training volume, irrespective of how you’re feeling. The way to
do so is to drop back to one set per exercise per workout for the muscle
group in question.

If there are lots of down arrows paired with tiredness, fatigue and low
motivation, don’t wait another week before dropping your volume. Cut back
straight away, or even give yourself a complete week off.

Here’s an example where your performance has really tanked. A week like
this, and you’ll want to drop the volume straight away, rather than waiting to
see what happens in week two.

Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

LEG PRESS 3 10-15 200 12 8 12 8 11 7 2 2 2 ↓

This can happen if you’ve had a stressful day, lack of sleep or a few days of
poor eating. But if you’re ticking all the right boxes in terms of diet and
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recovery, seeing your performance drop like this is a sign that you’re doing
too much and need to cut back.

You don’t have to use the training logs I’ve provided here. They just give
you an idea of the information you need to capture. Personally, I take a
small A6 size notebook (4-1/8 x 5-7/8 inch) with me to the gym, and write
down my workouts while I’m sitting on the bike warming up, using the
previous one as a reference. The whole thing usually takes less than four
minutes, which is time I would have spent on the bike anyway.

Something else I highly recommend is a weekly review. This involves sitting
down at the end of the week with your completed training logs in front of
you, assessing your progress and mapping out what you’ll be doing in the
week to come.

I usually sit down on a Sunday night to look at what I’ve done the previous
week, review my performance, and make any changes I think are
necessary (if any) to keep moving forward. This is important for making
informed decisions about how your training program adapts and evolves
over time. The weekly review doesn’t take more than 20 minutes, and is a
solid investment of your time.

Planning your workouts in advance means that all your thinking for the
week is done. You just turn up at the gym, follow the plan and focus on
training as hard as you can.
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Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

QUADS A

QUADS B

CHEST A

CHEST B

SHOULDERS

TRICEPS

ABS

Exercise Sets Reps Weight Set
1

Set
2

Set
3

RP
1

RP
2

RP
3

RS

HAMSTRINGS
A

HAMSTRINGS
B

BACK A

BACK B

SHOULDERS

BICEPS
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