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Incremental Increases
by

Mark Rippetoe
Most of the people that join this gym get very little accomplished. I am surprised they pay me. And
my gym is better than most in terms of new members using the facilities, because anybody that makes
it through the maze of big commercial gyms with professional sales closers and two-year contracts,
smaller physical therapist-run “fitness” clubs, and the YMCAs are pretty determined to be here. The
typical new gym member comes three of four times on schedule, misses the next two workouts, comes
one more time, and then never comes back. You other gym owners reading this will back me up here:
most people only think they want to work out in a real gym, and that’s fine because we make money
this way. The majority of the human race is composed of lazy slobs that are prodded through their
miserable existences by the media, preconceived notions and prejudices, rumor/hearsay/innuendo,
bad advice from fools, and the hope for an easy way to do everything. So it’s okay if they pay us our
enrollment fees and some dues, come a few times and then disappear. It’s not our fault. Right?
Maybe. It’s true that most people are lazy slobs, but if that lazy slob comes to your gym and you put
him on a program that either doesn’t make anything about his fat lazy body change – or you put her
on no program at all (“Here are the treadmills and the TV controls. Aerobics is at 6. Hope you come!”) –
you can hardly expect them to come back. Perhaps if selling them 24-month paper is your only interest
in the situation, this is fine. I don’t write contracts, so my interest has always been having them come
back and bring a friend. I have always tried to do my best at making something about their lazy slob
bodies change in a positive way as quickly as possible, to catch their interest within that four-workout
window of attention.
Now this doesn’t mean that most of my new members don’t quit too. After all, the majority of the
human race is composed of lazy slobs, as I said. But I have a better shot at them if I get their attention
by making it obvious that the time they spend in my gym will not be wasted. In other words, I know
that have about 4 workouts in which to change something – preferably something they can see in the
mirror – to even have a chance to keep them paying dues. And I need the money.
As a practical matter, I figured out a long time ago that the easiest way to make the human body look
different in the shortest period of time possible was to make it stronger, and that the easiest way to
guarantee that this happened was to add weight to the bar every time the member shows up. I would
teach them the basic barbell exercises in the first workout, because I found that they worked faster.
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I developed a way to teach them quickly and simply to almost everybody that wanted to learn them.
Virtually all young guys could squat somewhere between 85 and 145 lbs. for five reps with just a little
effort after learning the movement, and I found that three sets of five with that weight worked best. I
wrote this down in the training book I had them bring to the workout. Next time they came in, they’d
go up 10, or perhaps even 20, pounds for those three sets of five. The same was proportionately true
for the other basic exercises. After four workouts I could show the kid an increase in his squat numbers
of between 40 and 60 pounds, a bodyweight gain of 5-10 pounds, and a definite improvement in his
appearance; it doesn’t take much time for the quads to change shape.
I trained women the same way. If they could squat, we squatted; if they couldn’t we leg pressed until
they were strong enough to squat. The program was the same: I titrated the weight up during the
teaching of the movement until I found what seemed like a good place to stop – a weight that was
heavy enough that it was a little slower, but not so heavy that two more sets couldn’t be done – and
then had her do two more sets with that weight. With few exceptions, three sets of five squats across
(or three sets of ten leg presses), three sets of presses or bench presses across, and one set of deadlifts
(virtually all women can deadlift the first day, even if they can’t squat) worked just fine for everybody.
There were exceptions for older women that were exceptionally weak. But the key to everybody’s
progress – male or female, young or old, weak or strong, stupid or smart, scared or tough – was the
incremental increase provided by starting at a reasonable weight and going up every time they showed
up at the gym.
Doing it this way, with just a few simple exercises, allowed me to show them a completely different
approach to exercise than they had ever seen, one that focused attention not on the exercises per se,
but on the weights being used on them. Virtually every other gym program, then as now, focuses on
the use of as many different exercises as the floor has machines, at least eight and maybe twelve in one
workout, while I used at most four basic barbell exercises. I had all the standard machines in the old
version of the gym, but I stopped using them because they didn’t contribute to my plan for member
retention, which was based entirely on making the member look and feel as different as possible in the
four-workout window of attention.
This disturbed many people who, driven by the media, preconceived notions and prejudices, rumor/
hearsay/innuendo, bad advice from fools, and the hope for an easy way to do everything, expected
machines in their workout. But had I added the machines, the workout would have been too long
for most people’s schedule, and they were absolutely unnecessary anyway. This because selectorized
machines fitted with a stack of plates on rails in 10 lb. increments that work a small, isolated group of
muscles do not lend themselves well to continued incremental increases the way barbell exercises that
work large groups of muscles at one time do. My goal was to show new members a linear improvement
in the numbers in their training books and a change in their appearance within four workouts; barbells
do this and machines do not. So I quit using the damn things, and later got rid of most of them
entirely since they weren’t pulling their weight, so to speak.
By setting up my new members programs this way I had an actual product to sell that was palpably
valuable in a very short period of time. Even fat people that couldn’t see their thigh muscles could see
the linear increase in strength on paper and feel it when they got up off of the toilet. The key was the
© 2009 The Aasgaard Company

2

StartingStrength.com

Incremental Increases
use of exercises that lent themselves to a linear increase from workout to workout, and the rule that
everybody goes up in weight every time they train. The fact that everybody, without exception, showed
improvement in important physical parameters within four workouts removed the didn’t-get-anyresults objection to continued participation in the program.
This is wonderful, of course, but after many years of doing things this way it became clear that most
people really didn’t give a shit whether it worked or not. Squats, presses, and deadlifts are harder
than leg extensions and watching TV on the treadmill, and most people still quit. Lazy slobs, etc.
But those that stayed all showed the same pattern in following their linear increases up through the
basic exercises: they made rapid progress every workout at first which finally slowed to a stop as they
got very strong. These people who had stuck with the simple program for the months it had been
productive had gotten strong enough that they were able to produce enough stress during a workout
that an adaptation to the stress could not occur within the time between one workout and the next.
Conversely, they had gotten so adapted to the stress that the work being done during their simple
beginner workout was no longer enough to continue producing a long-term adaptation.
This means that the use of our relatively large incremental increases at first (and then the relatively
smaller ones later) produced a stress to which the new member could adapt between Monday’s first
workout and the second one on Wednesday, and then again between Wednesday and Friday. It means
that the more adapted the member gets, the smaller the increase has to be, but that at first we’re
wasting time and attention span if we don’t use bigger increases. Most importantly, it means that if we
don’t ask for an adaptation we’re not going to get one; if we use exercises that don’t provide a way to
ask for incremental increases and then to obtain them, nothing about the member’s body will change.
Barbell exercise places a stress on the body that machine exercise does not, and enough has been
written about that elsewhere that there is no need to preach to this particular choir. The overlooked
(by some lifters who should know better) component is the crucial nature of the incremental increase.
I see lots of indications all over the place that the old 10-8-6-5-4-3-2-1 bench press “routine” (quite
the appropriate term) has not died the death it so richly deserves. The gist of the thing is that you do
a set of ten with a weight that is approximately a 10RM, followed by eight, then six, and so on down
to a single. Nothing about this workout has ever made any sense for anyone except a rank beginner
– a trainee for whom anything at all will act as an adaptive stimulus, and for whom almost anything
else would be more productive. It completely lacks the numerical logic of an increase in weight, and
in fact makes such an increase impossible since failure was achieved in the first set and fatigue was
present during all subsequent sets. Its appeal lies in the physical sensation of fatigue and the “pump” it
produces, not in its ability to generate a predictable, programmable increase in strength. It shares this
failing in common with the vast majority of non-productive programs that make you sweaty, tired,
sore, “pumped,” and no stronger the next workout. The expression is now trite that “any program
is better than no program at all,” and this is absolutely true for unadapted rank novices. It remains
true for a short while, but soon more effective programming must be utilized if gains are to continue.
Even if physical appearance is your main goal, keep in mind that a guy with a 300 bench has a betterlooking chest than a guy with a 150 bench, so the best way to a better looking chest is the program
that produces the 300 bench. Duh.
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Most productive, of course, would be a program that plans a small incremental increase from the
previous workout to be done after a warmup that effectively prepares for these work sets, a program
that will always produce progress over time because, if it is done properly, no other outcome is possible.
The completion of each subsequent workout is predicated on an increase in weight from the previous
workout. And notice that the first workout we did with my new member didn’t go to absolute failure;
this is because I have found that you have to leave a little on the bar in order to facilitate the early
adaptations. The few times I tried it the wrong way and took the new member to failure, the result
was a level of soreness that made the next 3 workouts impossible. The difference in weight between
going to failure the first time and the weight on the bar the third workout was always essentially zero,
without the carnage, misery, discouragement, and a lost membership attendant to being stupid about
a new member’s first workout. By the fourth workout everybody was in legitimate personal record
territory, with positive growth momentum and a realistic expectation of continued progress.
The way the incremental increases are programmed is critical to progress. It varies with athlete, but not
as much as you might think. It is rare to find a young completely untrained male of average bodyweight
that needs to squat more than 145 x 5 x 3 his first workout. Even those with a training history of some
sort that does not include an exposure to linear progressive programming will be unlikely to squat
more than about 185 below parallel the first day. Bigger individuals at normal bodyfat levels can use
heavier weights, but I have seen very few even exceptionally big guys start with more than 225. It is
rare to find an untrained individual capable of squatting their own bodyweight on the bar for five.
The second workout for either of these guys might take a 20 lb. jump, maybe, but the next five to ten
workouts will be 10 lbs. After this the 10 lb. increase will get very hard, and last workout of the 10 lb.
jumps will be heavy to the point of near-failure; this will likely be the trainee’s first experience with a
weight that presents an actual challenge to his ability to lift. The jumps after this will be 5 lb.
The increments must reflect a realistic assessment of the lifter’s ability to actually do them in a sustained
progression. The pressing movements may take an initial 10 lb. jump, but then immediately drop to 5
lb. jumps, and analogous to the 10--> 5 lb. drop in the squat they drop to 2.5 lb. jumps. Some older
women have to start on the leg press in order to develop the strength to squat their own bodyweight
the full range of motion, extremely detrained older men likewise. If this is the case, the increments on
the 45-degree leg press will be 10-20 lbs. for sets of ten until enough hip and leg strength is developed
to enable the squat to be a useful exercise. I have found that when a person can do their approximate
bodyweight for 10 reps, the leg press is no longer necessary, but until then it is an important tool
for incrementally developing the strength to squat. So we use the tools we must use to enable small
increments to accumulate into meaningful strength gains.
This means that for women almost immediately and for every lifter eventually, plates smaller than
the standard 1.25 kg/2.5 lb. must be available if progress is to continue to accumulate. The athlete
must have the ability to match training loads with the ability to lift them, and with the ability to
recover from lifting them. It doesn’t take but one workout where all five reps of all three sets are not
completed to get stuck. And getting stuck means that you either have to get un-stuck or you stop
making progress. Many big men have scoffed at the use of plates smaller than even 5s: “Not in my
fucking weight room!” Well, okay, that’s just fine if your fucking weight room only caters to a certain
clientele. But mine has always had to cater to enough people to get the bills paid, and in this market
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that has always meant pretty much everybody I could get through the door. Which meant that I had
to have the ability to apply the principles of progressive linear increase to everybody, regardless of
genetic endowment, sex, age, or degree of chemical enhancement, in order that my business plan –
the one where I got all my bills paid – remained viable. That is why I have a pair of 1 lb. plates and a
pair of 1.75 lbs. so that I can load the bench press to 40, 42, 43.5, 45, 47, 48.5, and 50, for instance,
to provide a smooth upward flow of resistance for my female trainees, and so that I can load my own
presses to 155, 157. 158.5, and 160 on my way up to 200 lbs.
Without an appreciation for the importance of continued, sustainable incremental increases in training
loads, there is no appreciation for the most fundamental form of programming. Novices are the easiest
people in the world to train, and that is the reason there are so many programs that are regarded as
effective. But if you don’t understand the incremental nature of physical adaptation, you can’t make
them do so for more than a short time. If your knowledge of the acquisition of strength is based on the
hope that it just happens because you spent some time working out in the weight room, and you have
no personal experience with making it happen a little at a time until either you or one of your trainees
is a lot stronger, you have no concept of the effectiveness of the most logical way to make it happen.
I stumbled upon this method accidentally, essentially out of necessity. Benefit from my experience,
please.
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