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Most of us recognize that doing 5 sets of 5 reps – 5 x 5 – is an incredibly powerful method of
getting big and strong. The method is an absolute staple of many of the programs laid out in Practical
Programming for Strength Training, 3rd edition. The 5-rep set is right in the “metabolic middle,” the
perfect combination for both size and strength. And a whole bunch of 5-rep sets is a powerful stimulus.
But this article isn’t about physiology. It’s about training. I want you to walk away from this article
today with a piece of information you can train with tomorrow.
That being said, there are multiple ways to employ the 5x5 method into your program. Each
method has its own set of pros and cons.
So let’s get to it.

1. Sets Across
This is probably the most commonly used method of doing 5x5, and will be familiar to a large majority
of those reading this article. But for those unfamiliar, “sets across” basically means that all 25 reps are
done with the same amount of weight. An example session:
135 x 5
225 x 5
315 x 5
365 x 5
385 x 5
405 x 5 x 5 sets (8-10 minutes between sets)
This is by far the hardest method – especially if work sets are approaching that of a 5RM. The benefit
of this approach is that it has the potential to create the most stress. The downside is that it has the
potential to create the most stress. So going all out on 5x5 across on an exercise like the squat has a
tremendous capacity to trigger gains in both size and strength, but it also has the capacity to lead to
overtraining. It is also an excellent method for early intermediate lifters to accumulate volume. For a
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late-stage intermediate, 5x5 across may need to be cycled in with other rep schemes to avoid burnout,
or used in conjunction with one of the other 5x5 approaches from this article. For advanced lifters,
heavy sets across at this volume will likely be limited to short periods of time (4-8 weeks) before
volume must be reduced; otherwise a brush with overtraining can be expected.
No matter the level of training advancement, 5x5 across must be used cautiously by older
lifters. If 5 rep sets are to be done heavy, a 40+ lifter might just get the same training effect from 3-4
sets and not run the risk of overtraining. Or he might be better served by using a less stressful variation
of the 5x5 protocol.

2. Ascending Sets
Ascending sets of 5 involve starting with a light weight set of 5 and progressing up through 5 sets until
a limit set of 5 is reached. This method was made most famous by Bill Starr in his classic work The
Strongest Shall Survive. There are several key advantages to using this method as opposed to a sets-across
approach. First, it’s faster. My guess is that this was the primary reason Starr used this method with his
football teams. When going all out with 5x5 across, 8-10 minute rest times between sets are the norm.
This often means 40 minutes of rest time alone in a training session, not including warm up sets. For
a trainee who wants to get 3-4 exercises in during a training session, this type of drain on his/her time
may not be feasible. Using ascending sets, the trainee can usually get through the first three sets on just
a couple minutes rest. Prior to his fourth set, he may take 3-5 minutes, and then rest completely (510) prior to his limit 5th set. This makes for a much shorter session. For strength coaches or personal
trainers who generally have around an hour to work with their clients or athletes, this is can be an ideal
approach.
As both pro and con, this method is much less stressful than sets across. For a trainee with
limited recuperative abilities (athletes and older trainees) this is a good way to accumulate volume.
Additionally these two demographics often require a better warm up than just a general strength
trainee. Athletes may be chronically sore and stiff from practice and conditioning, while older folks are
generally stiff and sore from being, well, old. The first 2-3 sets at lower weights are a good opportunity
for a thorough warm up without wasting a lot of time.
The downside to this method is that it may not generate enough stress to drive adaptation. If
this is the case, there are a few “tweaks” you can make. First, simply try adding a set or two. This may
mean doing 6 or 7 actual sets instead of just 5. This will “cluster” more work at a higher percentage of
your top set. Below is a comparison:
Ascending:

After tweaking:

A hybrid ascending sets/sets across approach:

135 x 5

135 x 5

135 x 5

185 x 5

185 x 5

185 x 5

225 x 5

225 x 5

225 x 5

275 x 5

265 x 5

275 x 5

315 x 5

295 x 5

315 x 5 x 2 sets

315 x 5
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Another way to make an ascending rep scheme more stressful is to add speed to the light weight sets.
So in the rep schemes listed above, make your sets at 135, 185, 225, and 275 move more explosively.
Accelerating moderate loads at a high velocity is more stressful to the nervous system than moving that
same load slowly. For a sport athlete this is absolutely the recommended approach.

3. Descending Sets
Descending sets allow the lifter to work up to his top set of 5 reps faster and with less accumulated
fatigue than with ascending sets. Let’s use an example rep scheme of a lifter using 6 ascending sets of
5 to get to a top set of 405x5:
135 x 5
225 x 5
315 x 5
365 x 5
385 x 5
405 x 5
The problem with a setup like this is that the lifter could be handicapping himself on his top set each
day. The sets at 365 and 385 are fatiguing enough that they cut into his performance on his top set
each day. This will become more pronounced as the lifter grows in strength over time. A simple
alternative might be to implement descending sets:
135 x 5
225 x 3
315 x 1
365 x 1
385 x 1
405 x 5
395 x 5
385 x 5
375 x 5
365 x 5
This is much much closer to the stress that a sets across approach would create. But because the weight
is dropping each set, the rest time between sets could be greatly reduced, making for a much shorter
training session than 5x5 across, but still much longer and more stressful than just doing 5 ascending
sets. If the lifter attempts to keep rest times short and do each descending set in a state of incomplete
recovery this can be an excellent way to improve work capacity and promote hypertrophy.
© 2014 The Aasgaard Company

3

StartingStrength.com

5 Ways to 5 x 5

4. Top Set + Back Offs for Sets Across
Many very strong lifters tend to fall under the category of “one and done” performers. For various
reasons, these lifters may be very good at producing one solid set of 5 at the target weight, but just don’t
have the work capacity, the time, or the mental focus to put together 4 more sets at the same intensity.
Descending sets might be a good option for a one and done lifter, but it may not be necessary to reduce
the weight on every single back off. Often a simple reduction of about 5% will allow the lifter to get
4 more sets of 5 across. This keeps the aggregate intensity slightly higher than if the lifter were to use
descending sets. An example of Back Off Sets Across:
135 x 5
225 x 3
275 x 1
315 x 1
365 x 1
405 x 5
385 x 5 x 4 sets
The following week, the lifter would attempt this:
410 x 5
390 x 5 x 4 sets

5. Independent Sets
This is probably the most complex method of employing the 5x5 method. I have just started putting
this method into practice within the last year or so. This approach can solve the riddle for the lifter
whose 5x5 attempts often look like this:
405 x 5
405 x 5
405 x 4
405 x 4
405 x 3
In the past, my blanket prescription would have been to reduce the weight on all the sets so that the
lifter could have completed all 25 reps in a nice uniform manner. However, after a discussion with one
of my consulting clients we tried experimenting with a different approach. To be honest, I wasn’t
sure it would work. We said that for every set that was made for 5, we would bump up the following
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week. For sets that didn’t make 5, we would hold steady. So using the above example, the next week’s
attempts would look like this:
410
410
405
405
405
Amazingly enough, the protocol actually worked pretty well. As the front-end sets went up, the lifter
got stronger, which brought up his back end sets the following week. The other major factor was the
real and perceived offload when we would go down in weight for the back end sets. I don’t think that
factor can be overlooked – it was huge.
Here is a hypothetical example of several weeks’ worth of this type of programming:
Week 1: 405 x 5, 405 x 5, 405 x 4, 405 x 4, 405 x 3
Week 2: 410 x 5, 410 x 5, 405 x 5, 405 x 4, 405 x 4
Week 3: 415 x 5, 415 x 4, 410 x 4, 405 x 5, 405 x 5
Week 4: 420 x 5, 415 x 5, 410 x 5, 410 x 4, 410 x 4
Week 5: 425 x 4, 420 x 4, 415 x 5, 410 x 5, 410 x 5
Week 6: 425 x 5, 420 x 5, 420 x 5, 415 x 4, 415 x 4
The most important point to understand about this method is that each set is progressed independently
of the sets around it. So set 2 is only measured against last week’s set 2; set 5 is only measured against
last week’s set 5. This is a very, very difficult way to train, but it has worked where it has been applied.
Admittedly I do not have a huge database to pull from regarding the effectiveness of the method. I
have only applied this to a handful of trainees, and I have only used it with the squat.
Lastly, yes, I recognize that this method is not a true “5x5.” The method tends to produce a
high frequency of 4 rep sets. But hey, we use 5s and 3s all the time – what’s wrong with 4s?
There is no uniform prescription on when to utilize one particular method over another. The answer
will vary from lifter to lifter, but in general most lifters should start with 5x5 across. This is the simplest
method to follow in terms of weight selection each day. There is less to think about and therefore
less to screw up. An early intermediate trainee is still fairly inexperienced with the complexities of
programming, and is not as in-tune with his body’s performance and recovery capabilities as a more
advanced lifter will be. After several weeks or months using a sets-across approach, the lifter will have
learned a little more about what he can or cannot tolerate.
If it is decided that there must be some reduction in training stress for continued improvement
then ascending sets, descending sets, and back-off sets across are all less stressful variations of the basic
5x5 across method. The independent sets method is a way to force more weight onto the bar. Because
the lifter will be dabbling in some heavy sets of 3 and 4 on a regular basis, this is arguably the most
stressful method.
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In any case, all of these methods can be used as a way to avoid a reset. Many trainees get caught
in an endless cycle of resetting weights every time they hit a plateau or sticking point. Sometimes
a slight reset in training weights is a necessary and unavoidable action that must be taken to avoid
overtraining. But constant resets every time a rep is missed will keep you spinning your wheels in
the gym. Both lifters and coaches could stand to be a little more creative in finding new ways to keep
adding weight to the bar each and every week. Perhaps one of these 5x5 alternatives can help you.
Andy Baker is a Starting Strength Coach and the owner of Kingwood Strength & Conditioning
in Kingwood, TX. Visit www.KingwoodStrength.com for more information on full time personal
training or barbell coaching sessions. For more free strength & conditioning articles please visit
Andy’s own personal strength training blog at www.BakerStrengthCoaching.com.
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