The squat: from back to front

By Gubernatrix

Squatting is a very natural movement for humans; we all did it as toddlers instinctively
when we wanted to reach something on the ground. However our sedentary lifestyles
and lack of practise of this movement as we get older means that the movement can
become more difficult. Sitting in a chair for hours on end, as many of us do for work, is

one of the worst things you can do for your squatting ability.

Many people therefore find they have to re-learn how to squat and it can seem
daunting. People are afraid to put weights on their back because they are not
confident in their ability to execute the movement properly. However it is not a difficult
movement and this article will take you through it step by step. It is well worth the effort
to build the requisite strength and flexibility in order to squat. It will stand you in good

stead for the whole of your life.

Along with the deadlift, the squat is the most effective all-around strength builder, used
by almost every type of athlete these days to build power and strength. It develops all
the leg muscles, particularly the powerhouse muscles of the hamstrings, quads and
glutes. It builds core strength and stability through the need to keep the torso solid

throughout the lift. And it stimulates the entire body to get stronger and more powerful.

The back squat is an event in its own right in the sport of powerlifting and also in
sfrongman. The front squat is an essential component of Olympic weightlifting. This

article deals with the back squat in detail first and then looks at the front squat.

Click here to see a video demonstration of the back squat and the front squat.

Squatting safely

Before getting into the detail of squat fechnique, a note about safety. Like the bench

press, you need to have somewayto* f ai |l > the | ift safely. At the
squat there is no safe way to dump a heavy bar on your own so you need to ensure that

you are squatting with people to spot you or with safety bars either side to take the
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weight of the bar if necessary. If you have neither available and want to squat heavy,

use the front squat as this can be dumped forward reasonably safely.

Back squat
The first —and very important — part of the back squat is getting the bar on your back
and getting into your stance ready to squat. In a heavy squat situation, the set up is

crucial to the success of the lift.

Hands

Take a grip on the bar, ideally just outside the shoulders.
This is dependent on shoulder flexibility but the closer you
can get to your shoulders, the easier you will find it to

I make a shelf for the bar to sit across your back.

w i - The bar should rest across your shoulders, not on your
neck. If you can move your head backwards, the bar is
in the right place. Make sure that you have placed
yourself directly in the centre of the bar so that it sits
evenly across your back. Bring your shoulders down and

back and raise your elbows up to make a shelf for the

bar to rest on. The bar should feel secure, you's h o u | ltbme to grasp it with aniron grip

to hold it on!

High bar or low bar?

People talk about a ‘“high bar’ or a
position is with the bar across the traps (top of shoulders). This is a very
secure position, easier to hold and makes it easier to squat low —hence
is favoured by Olympic lifters. The low bar position is lower on the back,
with the bar across the rear delt s.
guite as secure as the high bar posi
but is favoured by powerlifters as they can squat more weight. For the
functionalornonsports-s peci fi ¢ trainee, it doe
baris, so long as it is not on your neck. Use whichever position feels
comfortable for you.
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Head
Look straight ahead or, if you prefer, at a spot a metre or so in front of you. Try to avoid
looking directly downwards; where the head goes, the body tends to follow so looking

downwards will pull your torso forward.

Unracking the bar

Get your hips underneath the bar so that you can lift the

bar off the racks (unrack it) wusi |
your neck out and try to unrack the bar with just your

head and shoulders. When the weigl

either hurt yourself or J{ftatu si mpl

Take a couple of steps back —no need to go on a hike

with the bar, just get clear of the rack.

Your foot position should be wider than shoulder width,
1 with toes turned slightly outwards, not pointed straight
ahead. You want to be squatting your body between
your legs, so make enough room to get your torso in
between your knees at the bottom of the squat. If you
have trouble getting to the right depth, widening your

stance can often help.

If you can get your feet into position without looking
down, this is very useful. However if you do have to look down to find the right position,
remember to take a moment to look ahead again and get yourself set before you start

the squat.

Prepare to squat

So you've put the bar on your baclkotintoyouacked it,
stance. But don’t rush straight into your squat!
Look straight ahead, chest proud, shoulders back and elbows high to keep the bar in

position.

The squat: from back to front 3



Take a big breath, sucking air into the diaphragm. The idea is to fill your torso with air to
create pressure that stabilises your spine while you squat. Some people take several

breaths for a heavy squat.

Squat down

You are now ready to start your squat.

Hips back

The squat movement starts at the hips. The hips go
backwards as if you were sitting downona chair.Do n ' t

" let knees shoot forward as if you were doing the hokey-

Tight arch in lower back, chest up
Keep your chest up, and maintain a fight arch in your lower back as you descend. Go
as low as you can while keeping a tight arch. If you start to lose the arch, you should not

go any lower.

Knees out

il Your knees should stay over your toes as you squat
down, not collapsing inwards. Most people benefit from
thinking actively about forcing the knees out. This

actually keeps them in the right position.

You should also make sure that

out past the end of your toes, like an overhanging rock.
If this is happening, try to keep your weight back on your heels and think about forcing

the knees out.
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Weight on heels

Your weight should be on your heels as you descer
check whether your weight is in the right place: you should be able to wiggle your toes

at any point in the swaightistoolfdr forword. Indhe pitttre y o u

above, our glamorous model has removed his shoes so you can see that he is able to lift

his toes up while in the squat position.

Chest up

The lower you descend, the more you need to think
about keeping your chest up as many people tend to
lean forward. Keep your shoulders back, helping to keep

the chest proud.

In this picture our squatter is keeping his chest nice and
proud, with the weight on his heels (note the wiggly

toes).

If he was squatting in front of a mirror, he would still be
able to read the leftering on the front of his tshirt in this position, which is a sign that he is

keeping his chest up.

Squat depth
Range of motion - the depth of your squat - can be improved over time. You should aim
to descend at least to below parallel, that is, where the underside of your thighs is below

parallel with the floor.

This position removes a lot of the shearing force that would otherwise be on the knee. It
also allows your hamstrings and glutes (back of thigh) to be worked as well as the
quadriceps (front of thigh), since these muscles play a different role depending on how

far you have descended.
I f you can’'t get below parallel without rounding
attempt it, but instead work on improving your flexibility. Flexibility can improve in a few

weeks. The main limiting factor for many people is tight hamstrings.
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_ Squat above parallel § not low enough

- Squat at parallel

Squat below parallel

Drive up

If the descent is slow and conftrolled, the ascent should be explosive and fast as possible.

A heavy squat, at your maximum or close to it, will often feel like it fakes forever but the

intention should be to move the bar as fast as possible.

Here are some of the most popularme nt al cues (or verbal, if
shout them at you) that squatters use to maintain good form on the ascent and push

past their sticking point.

Push the floor away
Many people find it helpful to think about pushing the floor away or driving through the

heels.
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Drive up against the bar

Equally, other people find it helpful to think about pushing their shoulders up against the

bar. Try both of these mental cues and see which is better for you.

Knees out

‘“Knees out’' i s a geteheyegsiesgofadlin doving uptwards, and of

course to guard against the knees collapsing inward. Knees out engages the glutes and

hamstrings more.

Chest up

Keep your chest up so that you d-owhichwilgettextttoo muct

pressure on your lower back.

Look ahead/look up

Keep looking ahead as you drive up, do not look down. For very heavy squats, you may

have to look slightly upwards —not at the ceiling, but at a spot on the wall at a 45-

degree (or less) angle with the floor.

Do not relax!

Don't relax at the bottom of a squat; you

need tocC

tension so that you can get out of ‘thehole’ (what | ifters call .fhe bot

anything rel axes, vy o ungdafticufomakeep ocotight aratrirt yoy lowar s e | f .

back. Do not breathe out at the bottom of a squat. Breathe out either once you are

back at the top, or at | east after you are

Hips in
Once you are out of the hole and past parallel, drive your hips forward until you are

standing up straight. It often helps to squeeze your glutes (bum muscles).
Racking the bar

Once you are standing up with hips extended, you can rack the bar. Take one or two

steps forward until the bar is touching the rack and then drop it into position.
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Front squat

Many of the same principles and techniques described in the back squat also apply to
the front squat. Having the weight in front of you will naturally put your body in a more
upright position and, compared to the back squat, involves more work from the quads
and | ess from the glutes and hamstrings. But

work the whole leg if done properly, i.e. to below parallel.

Bar position

As with the back squat, take a grip on the bar just wider
than shoulder width. However, instead of making a shelf
for the bar on your back, you need to make a shelf for
the bar in front. The bar should rest across the front of the

shoulders, held in place by keeping your elbows up.

The bar rests towards the ends of the fingers; they are not trying to hold it in place. If you
find you are gripping the bar and holding it up with your hands then your elbows are
likely to be too low. This position may be difficult at first if you are lacking wrist flexibility,
so may need some practise and very gentle weight increments over a few weeks until

you have developed the requisite flexibility.

The bar should not be up against your neck choking you. If it is foo close to the neck, try
shrugging your shoulders slightly to bring the bar up off your throat and of course, make

sure your elbows are nice and high.

Squat down
In the front squat, the same technique as the back squat applies. The movement starts

at the hips, everything stays tight, go as low as you can.

Chest up, elbows high

Because the weight is in front of you, it will tend to pull
your torso forward and your elbows down as you
descend. So think about actively pushing your elbows up
as you descend —which will actually just keep them in

the same position.
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Keep your chest high. It helps to look at a spot high on the wall —say, at a 45-degree

angle with the floor. As mentioned above, where the head goes, the body follows.

Squat depth

squat as the back squat. Many people find they can go

lower in the front squat than they can in the back squat.

Summary
It may seem like there is a lot to think about in the squat. And in some ways, there is. It
therefore helps to focus on one thing at a time and get that particular aspect

embedded into your movement.

It can be hard to detect what is happening in your back squat while you are performing
the movement yourself, so it is recommended that you get someone to watch you and

look out for particular errors or film yourself squatting and analyse the film.

Most people benefit from improving their flexibility so that they can go deeper; this takes
time,so be patient, and don’'t be put off from squat

you can’'t dmeckbetionh. Thedest way to improve your squat is to squat!

Gubernatrix is online editor of FK.UK and has built a reputation as one of the foremost
female strength bloggers on the planet. She loves strength sports, being a competitive
powerlifter, Olympic weightlifter and strongwoman. Gubernatrix is passionate about

sharing the best ideas in strength training. Her website is at gubernatrix.co.uk.
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