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			Introduction: You Aren’t Who You Used to Be

			DANA SMITH REMEMBERS THE FIRST TIME. It was late summer 2009. “The arthritis in my knees was getting so bad my doctor was ready to put me on constant pain meds,” she told me recently. “I told him I’d think about it and get back to him.”

			Thinking about it meant research. Research convinced her that it was time to take action. Specifically, to strengthen her muscles with a serious training program. That led her to The New Rules of Lifting for Women, a book my coauthors and I had published the year before. We wrote it for a simple reason: Readers asked us for it. They asked because the guidance women received from the media, from their peers, and even from fitness professionals in health clubs was the opposite of what we provided for men.

			This was despite the fact there was no reason to give different advice to men and women. Exercise science had concluded long before that the muscles of men and women are exactly the same. Your muscles and my muscles perform the same actions and produce the same movements. Pound for pound, they generate the same amount of force. When trained, they respond equally well. But here’s the worst part: This wasn’t secret information. Everyone who wrote about strength training or trained female athletes or worked with female clients either knew or should have known.

			The exercises in NROL for Women weren’t the ones readers like Dana were used to seeing in books and magazines. She’d never done a push-up before, or a deadlift, or a squat with a barbell on her back. And the advice to focus on strength and muscle development, rather than “toning” and “shaping,” was a paradigm shift for women who’d developed an irrational fear of “bulking up” if they lifted anything bigger than their forearms or heavier than a purse.

			So on September 9, 2009, Dana tried it. Arthritic joints and all. She could barely bend her knees on the squat and had to do her push-ups against a kitchen counter. But by the end of the program, she could do eight push-ups. Traditional push-ups, with her hands and toes on the floor. She could lift a 135-pound barbell off the ground and squat with 100 pounds on her back. And those pain meds her doctor was about to prescribe? Turns out, she didn’t need them. She just needed to get strong.

			“Anyone who actually finishes the program comes out a changed person,” she told me. “Most of us never knew how strong we could be. It opened doors we didn’t even know were there.”

			OUR GREATEST MISTAKE

			Here’s the irony of Dana’s transformation: We never thought readers like her would pick up the book. The original title, Lift Like a Man, Look Like a Goddess, signaled our goal of reaching women who were already working out but not getting the results they wanted. I saw countless women like that in the gym. They were healthy and appeared able and willing to work hard toward their goals, but did so with workouts that were unlikely to help them accomplish anything useful. Those are the readers who contacted Alwyn and me when we published The New Rules of Lifting, our first book together, in 2006.

			To our delight, NROL for Women (the title we very wisely switched to after the book was already written and photographed) reached that target audience. We heard from readers who’d lost fat, improved their physiques in noticeable ways, and found they enjoyed doing the type of workouts we provided for guys in the original NROL.

			But we also heard from readers like Dana, who was so excited by her progress that she started a Facebook group for her fellow lifters. Beyond their gender and the fact that they love lifting heavy things, they have little in common. In fact, these days I rarely hear from anyone who fits my original concept. Our universe of lifters includes women from their twenties to their seventies. From competitive athletes to complete beginners. From underweight to severely obese. From healthy to anything but.

			You’d think it would be the ultimate ego trip for an author. Who doesn’t want to see his book take on a life of its own, with readers he never thought would be interested in the topic he writes about? And on a good day, sure, it’s flattering. More often, the readers I hear from remind me of all the things I could’ve done better. (I won’t bother listing them here, but if you’re curious, you can check out our online reviews.) The success of NROL for Women allowed us to expand the series to five books, each one reflecting the evolution of Alwyn’s training strategy and workout design, developed with his wife, Rachel, and their staff at Results Fitness in Santa Clarita, California. When their philosophy shifted to include more mobility and core training, we wrote NROL for Abs. When readers asked us for programs targeted to older, heavier, or otherwise nontraditional lifters, we wrote NROL for Life. And then we put together Alwyn’s entire system—including 10 total-body programs—for our fifth book, Supercharged.

			With each book, the breadth of our readership expanded in every direction. We hear from beginners who have more challenges to overcome than typical newbies. We hear from serious athletes who need to get stronger for their sport. And more and more, we hear from readers of our previous books who ask the toughest question of all: “Now that I’m no longer what I used to be, what’s my next step?”

			Why is it so tough to answer? Because it’s one Alwyn and I struggle with every single day.

			THE PEOPLE WE USED TO BE

			I’ve been writing about exercise, nutrition, and health since 1992, when I started at Men’s Fitness magazine in Los Angeles. After six years at MF I moved across the country with my pregnant wife and two-year-old son to take a job at Men’s Health. Six years (and two daughters) later, I went out on my own, writing the NROL series with Alwyn and contributing to a long list of magazines and websites.

			Writing about strength training was a lucky break, a rare chance to merge my skills and interests. I started working out when I was 13, when I was usually the skinniest, weakest, and slowest kid who was actually interested in playing sports and chasing girls (most of whom could outrun me). I loved lifting almost from the start, but I was never especially good at it. Even at my strongest I was never actually strong. Not by meathead standards, anyway. In my youth I struggled to get bigger, and in middle age I fought to stay lean. Now, in my fifties, I see it as a war on three fronts, with body fat on the attack and strength and muscle mass in full retreat.

			But that’s nothing compared to what Alwyn has been through. Unlike me, Alwyn was an elite competitive athlete during his formative years in Scotland. He was a seven-time British champion in tae kwon do, and won two bronze medals as the UK’s representative in the European championships. He moved to the United States, built a reputation as a personal trainer, and opened Results Fitness with Rachel. Then came cancer. Stage 4 lymphoma. He was told he was in remission after the first bout, but the cancer returned just 12 months later, right about the time we began work on NROL for Women. In real-estate terms, the stem-cell transplant that saved his life was a teardown. The procedure demolished his immune system, right down to the foundation, and then started over with healthy white blood cells.

			That was in 2006, but he feels the effects to this day, and until recently he berated himself in almost every workout. “This is shit,” he’d say after struggling through a set of squats or deadlifts. “When I was fighting, I wouldn’t even warm up with this.”

			Then one day he had an epiphany. He told me about it when we got together to plan this book:

			“If you ask a woman how much she weighs, you get a story, right? She’ll tell you, ‘When I was in high school, I weighed 135.’ If you ask a guy how much he can deadlift, he’ll tell you, ‘When I was in college, I deadlifted 400.’”

			In both situations, Alwyn would redirect the client: How much do you weigh now? How much can you deadlift now? So what would he say to a 41-year-old client who focused relentlessly on what he could do two decades, one continent, and two cancer diagnoses ago? He’d say something like this:

			“Let’s start over. Pretend you’ve never lifted before. Give yourself a clean scorecard. Every workout, every lift, is a new record. Five squats with good form? It’s a new record. Well done. You got six on the next set? Same weight, same technique? Outstanding. That’s another record, your second one today. Let’s move on.”

			Moving on, in fact, is essential to your success in Strong.

			
				If You’re a Beginner . . .

				You may already feel as if you’re lost, like you jumped into the middle of someone else’s conversation. Even if you’re not a beginner, but this is your first structured training program, you may wonder if this is all going to be over your head. Trust me, it’s not. Alwyn and I worked hard to make sure anyone can use his program, as long as you’re willing to work hard and accept the fact that serious training requires a learning curve. You’ll sometimes feel a little awkward as you learn new movements and get used to the equipment.

				Appendix A walks you through some of the basic terminology we’ll use in Strong. Appendix B explains the equipment you’ll need to do the workouts. And Appendix C explains why there’s never a good answer to one of the most frequently asked questions: How much weight should I use?

			

			HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

			Strong is divided into four sections:

			Part One describes why it’s so important to build strength and improve muscle quality, which means developing muscles that are bigger than they are now. I’ll also look at weight management vs. weight loss, the importance of protein, and why so many of us (including some people who should know better) are still confused about health, fitness, and nutrition.

			Part Two is Alwyn’s new program, which I’ll talk about in a moment.

			Part Three describes and illustrates all the exercises you’ll use, along with alternatives and options for many of them, concluding with a chapter on how (and whether) to incorporate other types of exercise.

			Part Four attempts to anticipate your lingering questions.

			

			—

			Some of you will skip right over the opening chapters in Part One, and I promise I won’t be offended. Those chapters, by necessity, include basic information about strength, muscle development, and weight control. But because the science of human performance continually expands, our understanding of the best way to apply it evolves. Over time, even the basics don’t seem quite so basic anymore.

			Speaking of science, the final section of the book, Notes, explains where I got the information I used in each chapter. So if you see a reference to “a recent study in the Journal of Things You Try Not to Think About” or what “researchers at the University of Clickbait” discovered, and you’d like to know more, that’s where you’ll find it.

			THE STRONG CHALLENGE

			The core of this book is Alwyn’s training program. The program has three phases. Each phase includes three stages. Each stage includes about a month’s worth of workouts, if you do the recommended three workouts a week (each of which should take 50 to 60 minutes). On paper, that’s nine months of training programs. But for most readers, it’ll be at least a year’s worth of actual training, which I’ll explain in a moment. First, let’s look at the three phases.

			Phase One: Develop

			In keeping with the theme of this introduction, Alwyn wants everyone to start with Phase One. For many of you, this goes without saying. But for the more experienced readers, especially veterans of one or more NROL programs, it doesn’t make as much sense. If you aren’t a beginner, why would you start at the beginning?

			I answer this question in more detail in Chapters 6 and 7, but this is the short version: The more advanced you are, the more challenging the Phase One workouts will be. That’s because you’ll be able to use heavier weights and push yourself to a deeper level of fatigue. Remember, you’re setting records each time.

			If you are a beginner, don’t be intimidated by phrases like deeper level of fatigue or all the talk about deadlifts and squats and other exercises you don’t yet know how to do. You will. We’re not throwing you into the deep end. You have plenty of time to get the hang of it.

			As written, each stage in Phase One will take four weeks. (There’s also a Special Workout in between Stage 1 and Stage 2, which you’ll see in Chapter 7.) But it’s okay to spend more time in each stage, especially if you’re still getting stronger from one workout to the next. More advanced lifters, on the other hand, will adapt faster and will probably do better with just three weeks per stage.

			Phase Two: Demand

			Each of the three stages in Phase Two offers four weeks’ worth of workouts that will be challenging to readers at all levels of experience. Alwyn describes them as “the badass stuff.” For those who are new to the iron game, you’ll improve your lifting skills while building strength and stamina. For those with more experience, you’ll push yourselves with higher-volume workouts and techniques that challenge your perceived limits.

			Phase Three: Display

			Now, in Phase Three, you’ll train for pure strength and performance. The goal is to establish new personal records (PRs). These benchmarks could be true PRs—that is, the most you’ve ever pressed, squatted, or deadlifted. Or they could be the best you can do now, at your current age and in your present circumstances. Whatever they are, they’re real, and we hope you’ll celebrate . . . for a week or two.

			Then it’s time to get back to work. Most readers should be able to repeat the program at least once, and get better results the second time through. Some of you may do even better the third time. Thus, for newer lifters, the Strong program can keep you busy for the foreseeable future.

			HOW TO SUCCEED

			Let’s return to Dana Smith for a moment. In her years of moderating a lively Facebook group, she’s noticed a trend: Those who follow Alwyn’s NROL for Women program as written have the most success. Those who get frustrated and quit, she told me, have a common trait: They focus on the parts they don’t like. They want to go back to whatever they were doing before, even if it wasn’t working for them. I’ve noticed a parallel trend in some of the more critical feedback I receive: The readers who like the program the least try to modify it the most and achieve the fewest benefits.

			This isn’t to imply there’s any such thing as a perfect program. Alwyn will be the first to tell you he’s never written a program he didn’t eventually figure out how to improve. But he’d also tell you this: Most of the time, you’ll get better results if you commit to any program, however imperfect, and work your tail off on it, versus hopping from one system to the next in hopes of finding one that clicks. Persistence is what makes the magic happen.

			But it’s not really magic. It’s just what you get when you push yourself from where you are now toward whatever your potential might be. That potential is a moving target through life. It’s very different when you’re young and unencumbered, and have the time and energy to train as long as you want and as hard as you want, compared to your potential after giving birth. Or when you have a demanding job. Or you’re dealing with stressful life events or recovering from an injury, or when you’re finally ready to describe yourself as middle-aged (which, trust me, is about the time others start to describe you as old).

			That’s why the best gift you can give yourself is a clean slate. Starting with the first workout of Phase One, every weight you lift on every exercise is a new personal record, because it’s the most you can do now. No, you aren’t who you used to be. But with time, effort, and the occasional callus on your palms, you’ll ensure that who you are now is stronger than the person you were when you started the program.
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			1

			Why Strength Matters

			FOR AS LONG AS I CAN remember, I wanted to be big and strong. And for good reason: Among men, there’s a pecking order based on upper-body size. Men who appear more formidable are thought to be more dangerous, and the seemingly dangerous dude gets a lot of advantages. As a kid he’s the first one picked in sports and the last one messed with by bullies. Men and women are more likely to see him as a leader. The bigger his upper body, the more romantic partners he’ll have, and the earlier he’ll start having them.

			But for women, there’s no such evolutionary logic behind the quest for strength. There are still plenty of health-related reasons to train for it. (I’ll get to those in a moment.) But for most women, the decision to get stronger is based on something else, something that’s impossible to quantify but easy to describe.

			Take my friend Jeannine Trimboli, a personal trainer in New York. Jeannine introduced herself to me on Facebook in March 2010, telling me she was “seeing terrific gains in strength” from Alwyn’s program in NROL for Women, and “loving” the change in focus. But it wasn’t until a year later that she told me what was going on in her life at the time she started lifting heavy. And it was, for lack of a better word, heavy.

			Before I read your book, I was a personal trainer who never picked up a weight heavier than 15 pounds. My life at the time was about as low as it could get. I was in the middle of a very messy separation from a very controlling husband, who was fighting me in court. I lost custody of my kids because I was let go from my job. I was alone and scared, a shell of a person.

			But something happened as I began lifting heavier weights. I not only got stronger, I grew a pair of balls. I fought back. I got custody. I started my own business. I’ve stopped thinking in terms of what I can or can’t do. Now I think about what I want to do. And then I do it.

			—Jeannine Trimboli, personal trainer, Schenectady, New York

			Jeannine is a single mother with four kids. I can say without reservation that she’s one of the most sincere individuals I’ve met in the fitness industry over the past two decades. She wants, more than anything, to help people reach their goals. But first she had to discover a fundamental truth: To help others, she also had to help herself. Pure strength, for her, is empowering. The stronger she got in the gym, the stronger she felt outside of it.

			One of the boldest things Jeannine did was post a picture of herself, wearing a bikini at a swimming pool with her kids. Her daughter took the picture when she wasn’t looking. The picture showed a strong, athletic physique, with just a hint, if you stared hard enough, of residual mummy tummy. It was about as flat as a human stomach will ever get after giving birth to four children. But it violated an unwritten rule of the fitness industry: You only show skin when you’re sure you’ll win.

			Win what, you ask?

			You probably have to spend a lot of time with fitness pros to understand that you’re always in competition. With everybody. Whether you want to be or not. Unless you have athletic accomplishments or irrefutable proof of your success with clients, your physique is your business card, your résumé, and your reputation, all rolled into one. (In case you’re wondering, I get a pass because of my typing skills.)

			The picture brought out the customary trolls, but it sent an even bigger message to women both inside and outside the fitness world: This is what winning looks like. It’s not just being fit, being healthy, and being strong. It’s being comfortable in your own skin. With a big middle finger extended to those with opposing views.

			That would be a great place to end the story, except it’s not the end.

			A year later, while training for her first powerlifting meet, that tiny layer of flesh disappeared. She wasn’t trying to get rid of it. It just happened while she focused on something completely different, with higher-intensity workouts and the extra muscle they produced.

			Which gives us a convenient opening to talk about the many surprising benefits of training for strength.

			MUSCLE DOESN’T WEIGH MORE THAN FAT. BUT IT CAN SURE BEAT THE CRAP OUT OF IT.

			When I started writing about fitness, “muscular fitness” and “cardiovascular fitness” were considered two completely separate categories. Separate, and not remotely equal. Cardio fitness, we were told, was the key to health and longevity. You improve cardio fitness by doing endurance exercise, like running, cycling, or rowing. As a bonus, endurance training was also the key to weight loss. The more you do, the thinner you get.

			That, as everyone reading this knows, was a powerful incentive for women, then and now. You’re bombarded with exhortations to eat less and move more, along with relentless pressure to be thin. And not just thin, but skinny. Like a coat hanger, but with straight teeth and blond highlights. Cardio was the only road to that destination.

			Lifting? Well, sure, if you want bigger muscles, go ahead and lift. But if you don’t also spend hours running or taking aerobics classes, you’re SOL, because you’ve trained your skeletal muscles—your arms and shoulders and abs—at the expense of your cardiac muscle. Which, we were told, would wither away if it wasn’t regularly pumped up with steady-pace endurance exercise. At best you’ll leave a well-proportioned corpse, but even that depends on a disciplined, low-fat diet.

			And you’ll still be dead.

			All this seemed so self-evidently obvious that for my first few years in the business, I never heard anyone question it. If you asked which type of exercise burns the most calories, cardio always won. And if you looked around for social proof, again, it was no contest: Runners were sleek and slender. Lifters were thick and lumpy.

			Even I believed it, and I had every reason not to. I tried running multiple times (high school, college, late 30s), and with each attempt the same three things happened:

			
					Saw some improvements

					Stalled out

					Felt worse

			

			Lifting, on the other hand, always made me feel better. The stronger I was, the healthier I felt. And I was, objectively, healthy. I stayed lean and felt great without doing any traditional cardio. So while conceding the argument that endurance training does all it’s purported to do—burn calories, improve cardiovascular fitness, increase longevity—I always suspected that strength training was undervalued.

			And it was. We now know, from a variety of studies, that higher strength is associated with:

			
					Less body fat

					Less abdominal fat

					Less weight gain over time

					Less risk of diabetes

					Less risk of heart disease

					Less risk of chronic inflammation

					Better outcomes in cancer recovery

			

			Even among teenagers, the strongest girls have less risk of the problems that lead to diabetes and heart disease—high cholesterol, triglycerides, and blood sugar. For older women, strength training preserves the musculoskeletal system—the muscles and bones—that aging whittles away. Put it all together and you get the boss of all benefits:

			The strongest women are healthier and live longer, with fewer disabilities.

			None of this should be true, based on the conventional understanding of what skeletal muscles are and what they do. They push things. They pull things. They help you pick things up and put them down. They make all human movement possible, and on select individuals they’re interesting to look at. But they’re basically a lever system, best understood in purely mechanical terms: The biceps pulls on the forearm, which bends the elbow. And that’s what little curls are made of.

			But if strength training is linked to all the other benefits mentioned, then you have to think there’s something else going on. Indeed, there is, and we’ll get into that in Chapter 2. First, though, let’s define some terms.

			WHAT WE MEAN WHEN WE TALK ABOUT STRENGTH

			Most of the time, what people call strength training doesn’t aim to increase strength. The goal is to develop individual muscles, using exercises that allow you to feel those muscles working. So if you do a crunch, you feel a squeeze in your midsection. That squeeze reassures you that you’re targeting a problem area. Same with a triceps extension. When you straighten your elbows, you feel a contraction in your triceps, and once again, you think you’ve done something to improve the appearance of muscles you can see in the mirror, and that others can see when you wear a sleeveless top.

			Our approach is different. When Alwyn talks about strength training, he means training with the goal of getting stronger. More than that, he means getting stronger by objective standards of strength. There’s no objective way to measure your strength on a cable or machine exercise, for example, because there are so many different machines out there. Even the same machine can be calibrated differently in two different gyms.

			So when we talk about getting stronger, we look at a handful of basic movement patterns, performed with free weights.

			Squat

			What it is: For a baby learning to stand upright, the squat is the most natural movement in the world. (It helps not to have bony kneecaps, which typically develop around three years old.) It should be natural for us as well, but becomes less so the older we get and the more time we spend sitting.

			Why it matters: Alwyn would never say one exercise is more important than any other. But the squat comes close. Lifting yourself from the bottom position involves all your major lower-body joints and muscles, with active support from your core and torso.

			The squat also has the longest paper trail. It’s one of three events in the sport of powerlifting, along with the deadlift and bench press, and it’s been used for decades in academic research. So while it’s hard to link any exercise to direct improvement in any sport, the squat has been correlated with acceleration—takeoff speed—and jumping ability. If all else is equal, the stronger, more explosive athlete should do better in sports like volleyball, softball, basketball, and who knows how many others. Athletes in all sports work to get stronger, and squat strength is almost always one of the ways coaches measure improvements.

			The gold-standard measure of strength is the barbell back squat—or, as powerlifters refer to it, the squat. In NROL for Women, Alwyn used it in the first workout of the program’s first stage. Since then, he’s come to see that the barbell squat, with its complex coordination challenges, is a more advanced movement, one that works best when it’s preceded by simpler variations like the goblet squat. (I’ll get into all this in much more detail in Chapter 13.) You can build meaningful strength in any version, and if this is your first serious training program, you’ll amaze yourself when you see what you’re capable of lifting.

			Deadlift

			What it is: You bend forward from the hips and lift a heavy weight off the floor, with most of the force generated by your glutes, your body’s biggest and strongest muscles, and your hamstrings. But like the squat, it’s really a total-body movement because it starts with the gripping muscles in your hands and forearms and requires strength and stability from almost everything else.

			Why it matters: We all have to lift things off the floor. Being able to do it safely will always be useful. But there’s more to the deadlift than its practical applications. It has a long and rich history. One of the first recorded feats of strength by a woman was Ivy Russell’s 410-pound deadlift in 1930, at a body weight of 134 pounds.

			In some ways it’s a simpler and better test of strength than the squat. You rarely see anyone in the gym do a competition-depth squat, in which the thighs are slightly below parallel to the floor. More often, lifters shorten their range of motion as they add weight to the bar. But we all have the same idea of what a completed deadlift looks like: You’re standing upright, with the weight against your thighs. It’s hard to deceive yourself into thinking you lifted something you didn’t actually lift.

			Pushing Exercises

			What they are: You push something away from your body or push your body away from something. We call the latter movement a push-up. The former movement has multiple names, depending on the angle. If you push a weight overhead, we call it a shoulder press. If you’re lying on a bench and push a barbell or dumbbells off from your chest, we call it a bench press. If you do that same movement while standing, using a cable machine or elastic band for resistance, we call it a chest press. All these variations use a combination of chest, shoulder, and arm muscles, while the rest of the torso provides stability.

			Why they matter: Most of us go into a lifting program with thoughts of how we want specific muscles to look. And as I mentioned at the start
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