Jim Wendler's 5/3/1 is the latest routine to come from the former Westside Barbell member. It originated in his e-book titled "Training 3 Days a Week", where the 5/3/1 program was included as one of about a dozen routines that one could train on only three days out of the week. However, the response to the program from lifters was so enthusiastic that he put out an entire book on the program itself. It is purported to be the most simple, yet effective way to gain strength as a raw lifter, and it's proponents will have you believe nothing less than that.

On the surface, the program seems simple enough: You do three (Or four) workouts a week, with the entirety of the focus being on the big four movements; the military press, squat, deadlift, and bench press. Gain big in those movements, and you'll be strong for life, or so the theory goes.

SO HOW DOES THIS poo poo WORK?
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Pretty good, if you ask this guy

The program is broken up into cycles of 4 weeks, with each week called a "wave" for the purposes of the program. Each wave has you doing all the main exercises at least once each wave (Or dropping one exercise if doing 3 days a week). Each wave utilizes a different set and repetition scheme than the last, and basically truncates a complete periodization cycle into 4 weeks.

It looks something like this

Wave 1: 75%x5, 80%x5, 85%x5 or more
Wave 2: 80%x3, 85%x3, 90%x3 or more
Wave 3: 75%x5, 85%x3, 95%x1 or more
Wave 4: 60%x5, 65%x5, 70%x5

Or, you can use this method, which reduces the volume for the first two working sets and leaves you fresher for the final set. Wendler reccomends this for most everyone, and I would agree that its probably more effective. You will probably see better gains with this.

Wave 1: 65%x5, 75%x5, 85%x5 or more
Wave 2: 70%x3, 80%x3, 90%x3 or more
Wave 3: 75%x5, 85%x3, 95%x1 or more
Wave 4: 40%x5, 50%x5, 60%x5

Notice how the cycle starts out with sets of 5 for the first wave, shifts to sets of 3 for the second wave, and finally has you getting up to a single at 95% of your one-rep max. If you look closely, you'll see where the name of the program came from. Also of note, wave 4 is a deload week, and utilizes much lower training percentages than the previous weeks.

One unique facet of the program is that the final set of the day shouldn't necessarily be for just the prescribed reps. Wendler describes the final set of the day as being the set that "puts hair on your balls", and as such, should be done for as many reps as possibly without going to failure. Thats right, you want to go hard, but not too hard. That means even your sets on the 3rd wave, when you're doing reps at 95%, will be done for as many reps as possible. However, one of the things Wendler constantly preaches in his books is leaving the ego at the gym door. I know we all think that we do this when we hit the power rack, but its really easy to get carried away. This is another part of the program that is kind of unique, your training max is based on 90% of your 1RM. Thats right, you dont go off your true 1RM, but rather 90% of that. Wendler claims that his best gains came from training with this method.


5/3/1, it no longer equals 1.66666666666666666666667

After hitting the prescribed reps and doing as much as you can for the final set, its time to hit the accessory work. You have several options:

OPTION 1: I'm Not Doing Jack poo poo

This is just hitting the main sets and getting out of there. You choose this either because, A) You're too tired (Which you shouldnt be since you're training off of 90% of your true 1RM), of B) You dont have enough time. Either way, you shouldnt need to be doing this.

OPTION 2: Boring, but big

Wendler claims that, while this isnt the most interesting accessory option in the world, it will probably net you the most gains. What it basically amounts to is doing the main movement again, only at 50-60% of your working max, for 5 sets of 10. Afterwards, you will do an isolation movement for 5 sets of 10 to hit those muscles that the main movement doesnt affect.

Here's some examples:

Squat - 3 sets of 5 (Or whatever wave you're on)
Squat - 5 sets of 10 at 50%
Leg curl - 5 sets of 10

Military Press - 3 sets of 5 (Or whatever wave you're on)
Military Press - 5 sets of 10 at 50%
Chin-ups - 5 sets of 10 at bodyweight

Deadlift - 3 sets of 5 (Or whatever wave you're on)
Deadlift - 5 sets of 10 at 55%
Hanging Leg Raise - 5 sets of 15

Bench - 3 sets of 5 (Or whatever wave you're on)
Bench - 5 sets of 10 at 60%
Dumbbell Row - 5 sets of 10

And there you have it. That poo poo looks boring as hell.

OPTION 3: The Triumvirate

This option is somewhat similar to Boring But Big, but drops the 5 sets of 10 in favor of adding another accessory movement of your choosing. As long as they vaguely relate to the main movement, you can do pretty much whatever accessory you want.

OPTION 4: The Periodization Bible

This option is based on an article written by Dave Tate called "The Periodization Bible, Part 1". If you havent read it yet, go do so now.

Basically, it takes the Westside approach to lifting, throws out everything about max effort and conjugate method and all that, and just leaves the method for doing accessory work. It says that you should determine your accessory work based on the most frequently-taxed muscles that are used during that exercise. It looks something like this:

Military Press (5/3/1)
• Shoulders or Chest – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (DB bench, DB Incline, DB Military, Incline press, Dips, Pushups)
• Lats or Upper Back – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (DB rows, Bent Over Rows, Chins, T-bar Rows, Lat Pulldowns, Face Pulls, Shrugs)
• Triceps – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Triceps Pushdowns or Triceps Extensions)

Deadlift (5/3/1)
• Hamstrings – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Leg Curls, Glute-Ham Raise)
• Quads – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Leg Press, Lunges, Hack Squats)
• Abs – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Sit-ups, Hanging Leg Raises, Ab Wheel, DB Side Bend)

Bench Press (5/3/1)
• Shoulders or Chest – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (DB bench, DB Incline, DB Military, Incline press, Dips, Pushups)
• Lats or Upper Back – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (DB rows, Bent Over Rows, Chins, T-bar Rows, Lat Pulldowns, Face Pulls, Shrugs)
• Triceps – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Triceps Pushdowns or Triceps Extensions)

Squat (5/3/1)
• Low Back – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Reverse Hyper, Back Raise, Good Morning)
• Quads – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Leg Press, Lunges, Hack Squats)
• Abs – 5 sets of 10-20 reps (Sit-ups, Hanging Leg Raises, Ab Wheel, DB Side Bend)

You can change exercises however you see fit, but note that this won’t make or break your program. One thing that you need to remember is that the accessory work it meant to supplement and strengthen the main movement, not detract from it. If you're continually increasing your weight on shoulder presses, but your military press or bench press arent going up, it might be prudent to consider tapering back on the accessory work, or consider changing your accessory routine entirely.

OPTION 5: Bodyweight

This option is as simple as it sounds. Use bodyweight exercises to supplement the main lift. Wendler reccomends at least 75 reps per exercise, and at least 2 BW exercises per lifting day. Note that you can use most of the BW exercises to supplement military press to supplement the bench. Same with deadlifts and squats. If you want, you can add some weight to these in order to continue loading without needing to increase reps. Bands or chains will also help, especially with things like pushups.

PROGRESS

Just as you keep your ego in check during your gym sessions, Wendler says to keep your ego in check during the many months that you follow the 5/3/1 with regards to progress. Make no bones about it, 5/3/1 isnt the fastest gainer out there, but what it will do is give you consistent gains month after month after month. With this in mind, expect to gain no more than 10 pounds a month on the squat and deadlift, and 5 pounds on your bench and press. That may be a bit of a bitter pill to swallow for some if you're used to increasing your working weights by 5lbs every week, but after a certain level, that just doesnt work any more. For those of us that have reached that level, 10lbs a month is plenty. I would love to add 120lbs a year to my squat and dead, same with 60lbs to my press. 

Anyway, for progression purposes, after each cycle add 10lbs to the previous 90% figure that you had been working with (For SQ/DL) and 5lbs to your 90% bench and military press. Calculate your working sets and start lifting.
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You too can become a fat man today!

A FINAL WORD

5/3/1 is not just for powerlifters, and its not just a grown-up version of 5x5. Its for anyone with a little bit of experience under their belts that want a consistent, methodical, simple and logical approach to lifting. Its an effective way to increase not only your one-rep max, but your rep maxes as well, which lends itself to all-around strength in addition to top-end strength. And really, who doesnt want that? Most of all, it makes training simple and fun again. Its a thrill just to see how many reps you can get on the last set of the day. It makes you feel like progression happens on a daily basis, not just every time you do a max attempt.

I would reccomend this program only if you've got at least 2 years of lifting, squat or deadlift at least 2x bodyweight, and if you know your own body. That last part is probably the most important. You dont want to be starting this program if your form isnt perfect, and if you dont know your ability for recovery, both physically and mentally. Also, you dont want to start on this program if you're not going to stick around with it for a while. This isnt like Smolov where you do it for 3 months, take your gains and never touch the program again. Its an all-around program that is meant to deliver consistent, methodical gains. Trust in the program, put your time in the gym, and you will get the most out of it.

For more information and to order the full ebook, head on over to Elitefts.com and feed 20$ into the cavernous slot that is Dave Tate's face.
