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Max Whitlock is Britain’s greatest ever gymnast. He is ranked number one
in the world and became a double Olympic champion, earning gold on the men’s floor and the pommel horse events within hours of each other, at the 2016 Olympics. From his first major competition, where he picked up three medals at the Commonwealth Games in Delhi to becoming the first British gymnast to defend a world title in the 2017 World Gymnastics Championships, Max has always sought to find a balance between his workouts and his lifestyle, with his unique style focusing on core strength, endurance and fitness rather than gym-heavy regimes.

Follow Max on Instagram: @maxwhitlock
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About the Book




Transform your body with Britain’s greatest ever gymnast

The Whitlock Workout gathers together all of Max’s user-friendly exercises and quick workout routines that anybody can try. Including simple stretches on your sofa, plus more advanced total body exercises which can be taken outside to your local park.

QUICK WORKOUTS
HEALTHY RECIPES
TOTAL FITNESS

Along with nutritional tips and his favourite quick and healthy recipes to help fuel your body, Max shares the secrets of his success and teaches you how to be fit for life.

Whether it’s a spare 15 minutes in the morning before work, or half an hour at the weekend, the joy of Max’s workouts is that you will reap the benefits, no matter your age or ability.
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I want to dedicate this book to everyone who has followed my journey,
my family who have been amazing support throughout and to
everyone who wants to achieve their health and fitness goals.

I wish you all the best!
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Working on the ‘mushroom’, which
is a piece of training equipment for
the pommel horse, when I was nine.




Ten years old and proudly
wearing my regional team kit.




Holding a shield we won for a
team competition when I was
eight. It was my first competition!
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INTRODUCTION

MY LIFE SO FAR

When I get the chance to sit down and take a breath, I realise just how crazy my life has turned out.
Olympic golds, world titles, an MBE, getting married to my amazing wife Leah, the birth of my beautiful
daughter Willow – and writing this book! Looking back, I can see that it all stems from having been
lucky enough to have found a sport I love and putting a lot of hard work and dedication into it.

EARLY YEARS

I was born in Hemel Hempstead in 1993 and I enjoyed all sports when I was young but I gravitated
towards swimming, following in the wake of my brother, and was a member of my local club. I still
really enjoy being in the water when I go on holidays but it’s definitely more about leisurely floating
and splashing about in the sun rather than ploughing out lengths these days. At the age of seven,
though, a mate of mine at the swimming club, who was also doing gymnastics, persuaded me and my
older brother to come and have a go. I fell in love with it immediately. I seemed to have a build that
suited it and, two years later at the age of nine, I was selected for the GB squad. At that time, with my
hours in the gym ramping up, I had to make a decision to commit to either gymnastics or swimming.
It wasn’t a hard choice as gymnastics was going so well and I was really enjoying it, but I did miss the
pool and my mates at the club.

Along with having to make that choice between swimming and gymnastics, I also needed to fit in
school somewhere. It was tricky sometimes, especially as I got older and the amount of both my
homework and training started ramping up. I made the decision to study BTEC Sport, which taught
me the importance of time management and I learned some valuable lessons about gym/life balance.
I’ve also been incredibly lucky in having a really supportive family.

My parents have been amazing. I hate to think of the amount of miles they’ve driven taking me to
training and competitions, but their support has been so much more than just ferrying me about.
They have always struck the perfect balance between being supportive but never pushy. I always felt
sure that, if I stopped enjoying my gymnastics and wanted to try something else, they would have
supported my decision 100 per cent. Knowing this made a massive difference; it seemed to take some
of the pressure off when I was competing because it was more about enjoyment than winning. I think
this has played a huge part in my developing a fairly relaxed and chilled attitude to competition,
which I feel has contributed greatly to my success. My parents have also been brilliant in managing
my expectations throughout my career. I’m sure that coaches told them that I had talent but they
never passed this on to me and just let me have fun. This has really helped to shape my mindset
and I always try to just focus on enjoying the process, not fixating on expectations, letting the results
take care of themselves.
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SLOVENIAN ADVENTURE

When I was twelve, I had to make a massive decision. My coach Klemen Bedenik was planning to
return home to Slovenia and he wanted me to go with him and train at the gym he was going to be
coaching at. I remember sitting down with my parents and talking it through. I was really young, very
shy and lacking in confidence and so it was a scary prospect. They were so supportive, though, didn’t
push me at all and I came to the decision that I had to give it a go or I might regret it for ever.

I flew out on my own, lived with Klemen and his family and, although I was only there for three months,
it felt like a lifetime. I got really homesick, would call home every day and, although I definitely learned
a lot, it eventually all got too much and I decided to come home. I didn’t have any regrets about
going to Slovenia or coming back; it was something I had to try and, again, I’m immensely grateful
to my parents for giving me the space to make those decisions. While I was out in Slovenia, I met my
current coach, Scott Hann. He was there with a group of boys from South Essex Gymnastics Club on a
training camp and I got to know them all quite well. When I returned home, I got in touch with Scott
straight away, asked if I could join and he told me to come in the very next day. South Essex has been
my club ever since.

DELHI 2010 COMMONWEALTH GAMES

The 2010 Commonwealth Games in Delhi was my first big international competition and, at just
seventeen, going to India and taking part in a massive multi-country and multi-sport event was pretty
overwhelming. It fell really close to the World Championships where all the top British gymnasts were
competing, and this gave me and some other juniors a chance at the Commonwealths. It was a huge
opportunity. Although I came back with two silvers and a bronze, which I was delighted with, I knew
I’d made mistakes that had cost me better medals, and that certainly fired me up. Looking back, it was
the first time that I thought I might be able to really achieve something in the sport. I was never one
of those kids who always dreamed of going to the Olympics, as I just enjoyed my gymnastics and took
things one step at a time. Even after the Commonwealths, I was only really thinking about my next step up
in terms of competition, maybe going to the senior European Champs but not much beyond that. I think
this attitude helped me stay grounded, to keep enjoying the sport. For me it’s still my fun ‘hobby’.

LONDON 2012

Going into 2011, though, I couldn’t ignore the growing sense of expectation in the country of a home
Olympics and obviously I wanted to be on the team. The 2011 World Champs were in Tokyo and
I was in a real scrap for a place on the team. I flew out and it was only with four days to go before
competition that I got the devastating news that I hadn’t made the team and had been picked as a
reserve. It was a real blow at the time but actually it turned into a bit of a blessing in disguise as it
pushed me to work even harder in the gym. I got my chance at the London 2012 demonstration event
at the O2 – the team’s final chance to qualify. We had a brilliant event, and the whole team qualified
but I still wasn’t a certainty for the Olympics. I had to prove myself in competition, and so I embarked
on a gruelling and really stressful year. It seemed like one competition after another and they didn’t all
go well. I fell off, three competitions in a row, but eventually – and just in time – it all came right and I
made the team. It had been a real fight, both with my own doubts and with my rivals, and I’d pushed
myself harder than ever before, but I learned so much in terms of determination and resilience.
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The actual lead-up to the Games was a bit weird because we were in a real bubble and missed out
on all the hype. In the Olympic Village you got a sense that the nation was coming together and really
getting behind Team GB but we were so focused before our events that we had no idea quite how
great the excitement was. It was only when I stepped out into the competition arena that it really hit
me. It was during the team final and we’d put ourselves in a position where we might be able to scrape
a medal. I never like to know what the previous gymnasts have scored or the position I’m in, but the
roar of the crowd left me with no doubt. I was so young, had never even competed in a senior World
Champs but here I was in a medal scrap at a home Olympics. The rest of the guys and I held it together,
nailed our routines and we won the first team medal in gymnastics for over 100 years!

With an Olympic medal in the bank, it really took the pressure off, and when I made the final of the
pommel horse, I was able to just enjoy it. When I was walking out for my routine, the score of the guy
before me popped up on the screen and I couldn’t avoid seeing it. It was a huge score and all I could
do was laugh and think that I might as well just go for it. I managed the best routine I’d ever performed
up to that point in my career and, unbelievably, managed to win another bronze medal. Looking back,
London 2012 stands out so much for me because it was such a battle just getting there and then the
actual Games were like a fairytale.

BETWEEN THE GAMES

In hindsight it was almost inevitable that there was going to be a bit of a comedown after the incredible
high of 2012, but it was a tough few years. 2013 and 2014 went well, with more international medals,
but then I had a really bad competition at the Worlds in 2014. Gymnastics is so tough in this regard
because you’ve got to hit every move perfectly on the day. You might have nailed a routine loads of
times in training but all it takes is one small mistake on a competition day, which is obviously frustrating
for any athlete, yet that is what competition is all about.

I think, though, that I’ve learned more from the competitions that haven’t gone quite to plan and,
once you accept that you can’t be perfect all of the time and that mistakes are normal, it makes you
a far more robust competitor. No matter how badly an event goes, I find that I’m always able to take
some positives from it and know that I’ll get another chance. This isn’t just mindless optimism; having
this sort of mindset has been crucial to me having a long career for a gymnast and not burning out.

Going into 2015 I really felt as though the bad results were behind me, especially after a fantastic
Commonwealth Games in Glasgow, and that I was hitting peak fitness and form at the perfect time
in the build-up to Rio. I remember coming home from training one day absolutely buzzing and
telling Mum and Dad how strong I felt and that I was performing all of my routines better and more
consistently than ever. Literally within a week, it all fell apart and I barely had the stamina to get
through a single routine. Then, when I was working on the parallel bars, I got completely disoriented in
the air and landed badly on my head. Scott said enough was enough, that it was getting dangerous
and, rather than trying to push on and keep getting frustrated, we took our foot off the gas. I went
for blood tests and it turned out I had glandular fever. It wasn’t great timing being so close to Rio but
getting the diagnosis was a real relief. I now knew why my fitness had slumped and, although there
was nothing I could do but rest, at least it was an explicable rut that I should be able to get out of.
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Resting up was all well and good in theory but there’s always a battle between your rational brain and
your competitive brain and they don’t always agree. The European Champs were looming and I really
wanted to take part. To qualify I had to take part in the British Champs, which I limped through with
a substandard routine and very little training and just about managed to get a spot on the team. I was
running on fumes and, because my preparation and fitness were woefully inadequate, I made a load
of mistakes and really shouldn’t have been there. All it did was prolong the illness but it finally got the
message through to me that I had to take some time out.

I went on holiday and, as well as giving me the time I needed to recover physically, it also gave me an
invaluable opportunity to assess how I trained and competed. I’d seen so many gymnasts burn out by
trying to train the same way later on in their career as when they were fresh juniors and I had been doing
the same. If I wanted to get well, back to full fitness and have a long career, I had to start training smarter
and avoid overtraining. I had to accept that my body could no longer cope with the huge volume of
training that I used to do and I had to make the time I spent in the gym far more efficient. The emphasis
really had to switch to quality rather than quantity and I had to start making my recovery as much of
a priority.

Sometimes you just get days when you feel sluggish, your arms and body feel heavy and everything
is a struggle. In the past, on those days, I probably would have pushed on through, trained just for the
sake of logging the hours and simply gone through the motions. The problem with that, though, is,
when you’re training in the gym, if you’re not feeling strong and focused, you’re not going to be safe
and are more likely to get injured. So now, if I’m feeling like it’s not happening, I’ll tell Scott and we’ll
either lighten the intensity that day or even give it a miss. Looking back, although the time when I was
struggling with glandular fever was really tough, it was undoubtedly a blessing in disguise. It forced
me to really start listening to my body and, in doing this, I’m hoping to lengthen my career.

THE ROAD TO RIO

By taking time off and allowing my body to reboot, I came back fresh, strong and full of fight. In the
build-up to Rio, I had loads of great routines and quality training in the bag and my confidence was
really high. Going into the World Championships, I felt great and made British gymnastics history
by becoming champion on the pommel and the first British male world champion. I still had to be
aware of not pushing too hard, as at that time I was still doing all six pieces of kit, whereas now I just
specialise on the pommel and floor. So I had to be really smart in my preparation and take days off
when I needed them.

In the final build-up to Rio there was no avoiding ramping things up, though, and I did loads of what
we call ‘control competitions’. This basically involves simulating the demands of a major competition.
It’s really gruelling but is an essential part of preparation and I needed to know that I could cope with
the schedule. During the Olympics, after the team final, I had two days before the all-round final. In
the past I would have trained on those days but I felt absolutely shattered and said to Scott that I
needed a day off. It was the first time I’d ever done this a day before a competition but my experience
with glandular fever and the lessons I’d learned gave me the confidence to know that it was 100 per
cent the right thing to do. It really paid off and I still have to pinch myself that I won those two gold
medals and a bronze. I also believe that they had such a positive impact on the country, and there are
plenty of great young gymnasts that I’ve met who were inspired by what I achieved and that makes
me feel as proud as the medals do.
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BACK TO NORMALITY (SORT OF)

Coming back to the UK was just surreal and I couldn’t get over how fired up people were by the Olympics;
the reception I got was just amazing. I took three months off from training, which was by far the longest
amount of time I’d ever been away from the gym. I used the time to really appreciate what I’d achieved
and to let it sink in. Scott and I had come up with a four-year plan to put me in a position to maybe
win one gold medal, so to come home with two and a bronze took a bit of adjusting to. The time off
also allowed me to go on holiday with Leah and to thank all the friends, family and sponsors who’d
supported me.

Getting an MBE was a real surprise and going to Buckingham Palace to collect it was an amazing
experience. I was really lucky that I received mine from the Queen herself, as she doesn’t do it that
often any more. She was either very well briefed or is a real gymnastics fan because she talked incredibly
knowledgeably about the sport and how excited she was about how many people, especially children,
had been inspired by our Olympic success. I must confess, I often forget I have the MBE but, when
I think about it, having those three letters after my name is pretty cool and a huge honour.

I also squeezed in getting married. Leah and I met when I moved to South Essex when I was thirteen
and we became an item when I was fourteen. She was a gymnast too and I think her having that
understanding and first-hand experience of the sport really helps. She’s been by my side for this whole
mad journey and I know that without her there I would have really struggled, especially when things
haven’t gone quite to plan, which is an inevitability in sport. It makes us both laugh that it took ten
years for us to get around to getting married but that’s the reality of the constant cycle of training
and competition; finding that window is really tough! Our wedding day was incredible. I thought I’d
experienced some amazing highs at both London and Rio but, sitting on that top table with Leah
looking so beautiful next to me and all of our friends and family there, it was a whole new level.
If we could do it all again tomorrow, we definitely would!

BACK TO THE GYM

By the end of the three months I was itching to get back to the gym. Going into 2017, the plan was,
despite being back in hard training, to take six months out from competition. The reasoning behind
this was that Scott and I had set ourselves the massive target of not coming back to competition with
any of the same routines that I’d performed in Rio. It was a really long time to not compete but it was
necessary to allow me to make, practise and refine those upgrades. I wanted to have the hardest routine
possible among my competitors so the result would simply be down to me executing it as cleanly as
I could. Eventually, though, we had to unveil those routines and that was at the 2017 World Champs,
where I’d be attempting to retain my title. I’ve never felt pressure like it, mostly from myself and because
I was out of the routine of competition. There’s also no doubt that with each year, and as routines get
more challenging, competition gets harder on my body. However, this is balanced by experience, a
more mature and efficient approach to training and the amazing people I have supporting me. It was
a great feeling retaining that title and I felt a massive sense of relief. The signs were all good for 2018
and going into the lead-up to Tokyo, but I then suffered another dip.
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UNDER THE GLARE OF THE PUBLIC EYE

Looking back to the four years between London and Rio, the first two years were tough and I suffered
a drop in my competition performances. The fact that a similar thing happened, although slightly
delayed by my time off, after Rio shouldn’t have been a surprise. Upgrading my routines was such
a huge risk that mistakes were inevitable. A silver medal at the 2018 Europeans and the same at the
Worlds shouldn’t have felt like a disappointment – and if you’d offered me those results ten years ago
I would have bitten your hand off – but, as an athlete, it did. I guess the big difference between post-
London and post-Rio was that I was much more in the public eye. In the eyes of the media the Rio
Golden Boy had failed, and those sorts of comments hurt. I’d try to explain it in interviews but going
backwards short term to move forwards in the long term can be quite a hard concept to get across.

It actually spurred me on, especially when people started suggesting the possibility of retirement.
There were a lot of people who said that, in my place, they would have gone out on a high after
Rio but I felt, and still feel, that I’ve got loads more to get out of gymnastics and a lot more to give.
There’s no way I’m ready to stop and I feel like I’m improving each year. More than anything else,
I still love what I’m doing and feel excited every day I go to the gym. I know that I can still deliver
the results and give more back to the sport that has been so good to me. By training smart and
staying fit and injury free, I’d like to do two more Olympics.

BACK TO MY BEST AND A NEW ADDITION

Coming into 2019, I felt like I had to back up what I’d been saying the previous year and deliver on the
plan. I also felt like I had to put in a big performance at the Europeans. When I won the title comfortably
it was a massive relief. I’m aware it sounds as though this is the case with every title, and it’s true to an
extent, but winning is usually combined with equal joy and disbelief. But this title was empowerment
for me, as it put that year of publicly perceived failure and disappointment behind me.

What was pure, undiluted joy, though, was the birth of my daughter, Willow. I know it sounds like a
horrendous cliché, but when I first held Willow it was the proudest moment of my life, along with my
wedding day. Forget winning Olympic and world titles! Parenthood has been pretty mad and full-on.
Leah and I are both fairly young and it still feels surreal to think that we’re parents. Every small milestone
in Willow’s development – her rolling over, smiling or laughing – seems like the biggest thing in the world
to us. It’s given us both perspective about what’s really important and that has actually had a hugely
beneficial effect on my gymnastics. It has sort of taken the pressure off and I know, even if a session at
the gym doesn’t quite go according to plan, Leah and Willow are at home to make it all better. Less
pressure means I’m more relaxed and I’m performing better, so it’s win-win! I was a bit concerned before
Willow was born about my sleep: I’ve always been used to getting 10–11 hours each night because
that amount of good-quality sleep is crucial to my recovery from workouts. Fortunately, though, she
seems to have inherited my love of sleep and, touch wood, she’s super easy-going. As I’m writing this,
she’s eight months old and the time is just flying by. I had three competitions and a major event within
her first month but she’s been here, there and everywhere with us and taken it all in her stride.

I’m so excited about showing her the world and what I do, and I really want her to see and remember
me competing live and not just on YouTube. I was so proud to regain the world title on the pommel
at the 2019 World Championships in October and bring my medal back home to show Willow and Leah.
The prospect of having Willow in the crowd at Tokyo 2020 is an amazing thought and a real added
incentive to be at those Games.
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WRITING A BOOK

For a while now I’ve wanted to pass on some of the knowledge about health and fitness that I’ve acquired
throughout my career so far, making it relevant for the general population. I find it staggering and really
scary that so many people get out of breath climbing the stairs, or can’t jump up on a bench in the
park or play a game of football with their kids. People just aren’t making the most of the incredible
potential of their bodies and, although I’m not for one moment suggesting that everyone can or
should be an Olympic gymnast, I really believe that anyone can benefit from gymnastic-style training.
It provides such a brilliant foundation in terms of mobility, body control and strength and, as it’s largely
based around bodyweight exercises, it can be done practically anywhere.

WORKOUTS

I was lucky enough to test the water with some of my ideas and routines with a DFS campaign supporting
the British Heart Foundation. They went down really well, and I got some great feedback that spurred
me on with my idea for a book. Having had my own experience of illness through overtraining, I want
to encourage sustainable lifestyle changes through manageable and progressive workouts, rather than
through an exercise binge that promises results within an unrealistic timescale. This isn’t a ‘get fit quick’
book. However, my 15–30 minute workouts are easy to integrate into your life, require no expensive
kit or gym membership and will address all aspects of your fitness using exercises that I’ve been doing
myself from the age of seven – and still do now.

RECIPES

Similarly, when it comes to nutrition, I have steered clear of faddy diets and complicated recipes.
I really don’t like the word ‘diet’ as it implies a short-term fix rather than a permanent change. Small and
sustainable changes towards healthier eating will always trump short-term and overly drastic dietary
interventions. Healthy eating doesn’t have to be boring and you don’t have to feel as though you’re
missing out on treats. Many of my recipes are healthy twists on junk-food favourites and are all super
easy to cook.

By combining my no-frills and fad-free approach to nutrition with my fun and effective workouts, you’ll
unlock your body’s true potential – and maybe even discover your inner gymnast.
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GIVING
GYMNASTICS
A GO




The workouts in this book are 100 per cent based on the exercises I’ve been doing
from the age of seven and they are still a part of my workout routines. They have given
me the conditioning foundations that have allowed me to develop and perfect the
advanced skills and routines I now perform. I still do them because they keep my
joints strong and mobile, protecting me against injury, especially as I get older.

If you’re already involved in gymnastics, you’ll soon realise how beneficial my workouts
are for your performance. However, I’m also hoping that, along with noticing the benefits
to your overall health and appearance, some of you might be inspired to give gymnastics
a go. It doesn’t matter what age you are, anyone can try it. Leah and I are very proud
to have created Max Whitlock Gymnastics classes to provide more opportunities for
young people to enjoy, in my view, the best sport in the world. Many clubs offer classes
for all age groups and abilities. Get in touch with a club in your area for more information.

Many people are put off by gymnastics because they see what top-level gymnasts do
and are scared or intimidated. The key thing to know is you’ll learn gymnastic skills in
an incredibly safe environment with soft crash mats, foam pits and, most importantly,
great coaches. No one goes straight into attempting a somersault. There are probably
ten stages and progressions to work through before you’re ready for one.

There’s a great social side to gymnastics, too. At my training sessions, I obviously train
hard but I always have a laugh with the group of guys I train with. We’ll joke, kick a
football about and encourage each other. It makes the hard work seem easier and is
definitely one of the main reasons why I love my sport.

I genuinely believe that gymnastics gives kids a brilliant foundation, whether they carry
it on as they get older or gravitate towards other sports. It develops all-round strength,
mobility and body awareness. The latter is especially useful in all sports because it
teaches you how to fall and land safely. Willow is already in a baby gymnastics class
so that she can start to develop these foundations but I’m keen for her to be involved
in as many sports as possible.
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‘IT DOESN’T
MATTER WHAT
AGE YOU ARE,
ANYONE CAN
TRY IT.’
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