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Short Description

Descripción: The ultimate upper chest building manual. Build an ACRO-ATHLETIC physique... even if you are a sullen skinn...



Description


A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



Preface Chest-proportion woes plagued my adolescent life. In 9th grade, a female told me I had boobs. Girl boobs. The wonderful world of skinny-fat syndrome stuck again, and utter disdain for my physical stature grew more than the Grinch’s heart upon hearing singing in Whoville on Christmas Day. A wise man once told me that the insults that hurt the most are the ones that are true. This was true that day. Being dealt the skinny-fat epigenetic hand endowed me with a big lower chest, only to be accented with a next-to-nothing upper chest. It was a fate I accepted, even after getting into training. “I’m just built this way… I can’t change it.” That was my thought process; you probably think the same way. We’re often told chest shape and size are genetic, and there’s some truth to that, but it’s mostly a lie. It’s not that we can’t change for the better, but that we build a self-fulfilling prophecy. We don’t think there’s anything we can do, so we don’t do anything. We train on without hope for our upper chests, digging a moob grave. It’s like a smoker trying to reap the health benefits of quitting without actually quitting. You need to quit. You need to restructure your philosophy. You need to play by different rules. And you’ll know the new rules soon enough. Keep in mind: I’m not a bodybuilder. In fact, most of my training isn’t for the sole purpose of physique. I train largely for
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a more athletically capable (and looking, I suppose) body. Nevertheless, if there was a time when I could skew my training in the direction of the upper chest, I went for it. Compounded on all of this is that I train at home in my garage. Where most people have cable machines and whatnot, I just have a barbell, dumbbells, cinder blocks, and rings. Don’t worry if you don’t have all of this stuff. You just need some. There are plenty of exercises out there you probably never knew existed with the stuff you have. All in all, I’m just a regular dude that suffered from skinny-fat syndrome, and the out-of-proportion chest that entailed. This resource is a culmination of what I know on motor repatterning and things I found useful for the upper chest. Besides, from my experience, those of us with lackluster genetics don’t respond well to the ultra body-part training splits—with a billion cutesy isolation exercises—that most bodybuilders use anyway. So I found a way to merge upper chest training ideas into a program better suited for mere mortals like us. I’m not promising you that this will be your ticket to a Franco Columu chest. But, hey, if you’re anywhere near the mindset that I used to have, simply putting on a shirt without worrying about how it “fits your chest” is a great start.
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Chapter I



DECONSTRUCTING EXISTING MINDSETS
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Abstain & Attack The underlying question of my entire philosophy is this: are you plagued by upper chest woes, or are you a victim of dogma? Many of us cooped up in this wonderful world of barbell strength training grow up on a steady diet of flat barbell bench pressing. If we incline press, we do it sometime after flat barbell pressing, but probably not before flat dumbbell pressing. Then parallel bar dips are sandwiched in there somewhere, too. This is typical of a bodybuilding chest workout. Two beefs here: I’m not a typical bodybuilder, and the routine is skewed in favor of the lower chest. You’ll know why soon enough. Let’s play with hypotheticals in the meantime. Say you recognize that your usual routine works the lower chest more than the upper chest. You decide to put more emphasis on the upper chest, so you “alter” your program. Maybe you start with flat bench pressing, then do two incline pressing exercises, and then finish with dips. Congratulations, you’re still preferentially leveling up the lower chest. First mistake: You’re flat pressing first in the workout. The first exercises always get the most attention and effort. Second mistake: You’re doing two lower-chest dominated exercises per every two upper chest dominated exercises. So even though you’re doing more upper chest work, it’s still equal to the lower chest work.
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You need to shift the balance through abstinence & attack. • Abstain from that which doesn’t get you closer to the end goal. • Attack that which gets you closer to the end goal. It’s the only way to erase your lower-chest-skewed genetics and training history.



Exceptions to the Rules I’m going to assume that you have a relatively normal chest, and by that I mean that you don’t have pectus excavatum or gynecomastia. Pectus excavatum is a hollowing of the chest from abnormal bone formation. The picture below is defined by Wikipedia as a “severe” case, so keep that in mind. Gynecomastia is an enlargement of the tissues around the nipples in men.



Pectus Excavatum



Gynecomastia
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Gynecomastia isn’t to be confused with “puffy nipples.” A lot of males carry—for whatever reason—a bit of fat around their nipple. Even some hardcore athletes have “puffy nipples,” although this is a symptom of steroid use, which can also factor into things. (Believe what you will about Mr. Georges St-Pierre.) Most people that think they have “gyno” (the shorthand way to write gynecomastia), don’t really have gyno. With gyno, you’re looking at a bit of deformation and not just a small puff around the nipples. Unfortunately, most people have to resort to surgery to fix gyno. It’s one of those whacky things that seem to persist even if you aren’t all that fat. It’s just the genetic and hormonal hand that was dealt.



Rewiring Motor Patterns I’ve spent a lot of time learning and experimenting with fundamentally rewiring movement patterns for performance. There’s a nifty three-step process I usually follow: activation, absorption, and propulsion. You’re hardwired to a certain cascade of muscle activation for any given movement. This cascade is born of familiarity,
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which comes from repetition. We can keep taking steps backwards, but it boils down to this simple concept: whatever your unconscious mind deemed an efficient pattern of muscular recruitment for any given movement is your current “activation pattern.” You’re going to have to trust me on this, but it will make sense soon enough: pick up a pencil. Write something on a piece of paper. Maybe one letter. Perhaps one sentence. Note how your fingers contort to support the pencil. Note how your wrist flows synchronously with the lead. Now smile for a second. Go ahead. You deserve it, because the simple act of writing with a pencil is going to teach you about motor patterning, and how to rewire your body for total athletic control.



More Dirt on Motor Patterns Motor pattern: a particular sequence of muscle movements directed to accomplishing an external purpose. In a performance context, the external purpose is a skill. “Skill” is used loosely here, as just about everything is a skill. Bench pressing, sprinting, iron crossing – it’s all in the name of motor learning. The act of building a motor pattern (or learning a skill) gradually progresses from “a lot of thought and a little understanding”to “a little thought and a lot of understanding.” Every single inch of every single repetition builds a motor pattern.
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There was a time when you didn’t know how to hold a pencil. Mrs. Leroy, oversized ruler-of-punishment in hand, scolded you when you held the pencil wrong. She probably even moved your hand into the right position for you so that you could feel the right position. Feel is important at the beginning. Motor patterns are easily forgotten because we often get caught up in just doing things. We forget to feel. Instead it becomes just throwing weight on the bar, just leaning into the handstand, just jumping, just everything. This is great . . . sort of. You never get anywhere unless you practice. Most of our handwriting is a result of “just doing” after mild instruction. But that’s also why your handwriting is far from perfect. I have a cousin named Pat. Pat can’t write well. Pat needs help. He needs to relearn how to write. He needs to reprogram the motor pattern—one that’s been ingrained for over twenty years. When people recognize improper motor patterns in the performance world, they try reprogramming them with “activation” exercises. Any exercise can qualify as an activation exercise, but they are usually lower-intensity bodyweight exercises that “wake up” muscles that are hitting the snooze button in a movement. The glutes are a popular candidate for activation, especially before complex movements like squats and deadlifts. The theory is that the “woken up” muscles fire better during the real move-
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ments, but the reality is that activation exercises are easily forgotten: five minutes a week with Mrs. Leroy isn’t going to help Pat relearn how to write. Half-hearted rehearsals don’t cut it. Change has to be focused and meaningful. In this respect, most activation exercises fail for their purposes.



Specific Patterning Every movement has its own intricacies, just as cursive is distinct from print. I mentioned the glutes being a common reprogramming candidate, and for good reason. I found glute function to be a big variable in chronic knee pain. A grand lower-body reprogramming endeavor in 2009 ended my lifelong chronic knee pain. I taught myself how to use the muscles of my hip and lower leg to take stress away from the knee. The finished product: total elimination of chronic knee pain. This prompted me to write An Athlete’s Guide to Chronic Knee Pain. Here are three important things I learned from the reprogramming: Learning requires frequency. Relearning requires even more frequency. Here’s what Buddy Morris has to say about this: it takes 500 hours invoking a motor pattern before it becomes unconscious. It takes 25,000-30,000 reps to break a bad motor pattern. Sorry to say, but there are no quick fixes. It’s difficult,
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diligent work. Learning takes consciousness. Think of a bodybuilder and the mental connection they have with their muscles. Remember, learning a skill initially requires a lot of conscious thought. So start simple. You learn how to hold a pencil before you learn how to write with it. Learning simple things doesn’t guarantee the learning of complex things. Sure, teaching Pat how to hold a pencil may help his horrid handwriting. But it’s really only the first step in the process. You need to have a goal in mind, and then gradually incorporate proper activation into more complex motor patterns. The plan changes if the final goal is calligraphy instead of cursive.



The Beginning of Learning To teach Pat how write correctly, he needs frequent and conscious practice. It has to start simple. Beyond simple: “where to put your fingers on the pencil” simple. Once that’s down, skills then build on each other to transition into actual writing. Activation exercises are like learning how to hold the pencil—important, but not enough to finish the job. You have to solidify the activation patterns within a complex motor skill. This is the beauty of the three step process: activation, absorption, and propulsion. You learn how to activate muscles in certain positions. They
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you learn how to absorb force while maintaining said activation patterns in said positions. Then you learn how to output the absorbed force. This three-step process works wonders in the performance and explosive movement context. But the upper chest isn’t really a performance pursuit, it’s a plumage pursuit. So, although the rules are similar, the cascade changes to feel, feel-grind, grindfeel, grind.
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Lackluster muscles usually have a common denominator: no feel. Can you contract your upper chest? And if I asked you to contract it, what would you do? Do you know the position you need to get it? Do you know the mechanics? What about your biceps? Oh, yeah, sorry. You know your biceps, that’s an easy one. But the upper chest? Not so much. Our upper chest sucks because we have no feel. And to make it worse, we don’t know anything about it. What does the upper chest do? It’s tougher to answer than “What do the biceps do?” because the upper chest is just one piece of the entire chest muscle. So the first step becomes understanding feel. Feeling is more than tactile, it’s also mechanical. You want to be able to flex your upper chest as if it were your bicep. If you can’t hold solid activation patterns without a load, you can’t hold them under a load.



Feeling and Neural Goodies Now’s about the time where people strike back (are you the Empire... ?) with cries of physiological horror. “But you can’t isolate the upper chest!” “It’s the all or none rule! The all or none ruleeeeee!” “THE WORLLDD ISSSS ENDDDININGGGG!!!!” “Luke, I am your father!” “IT’S OVER 9000!!!” But it’s true. You can’t truly isolate the upper chest. This is
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why you must choose pressing exercises wisely: any given chest exercise will activate the entire chest. In other words, any chest exercise has the potential to destroy our upper chest repatterning efforts. There’s an even better chance your lower chest is so dominant from the get go, it will always rule chest exercises unless you put it in its place. But about this all or none hoopla... “The all-or-none law is the principle that the strength by which a nerve or muscle fiber responds to a stimulus is not dependent on the strength of the stimulus. If the stimulus is any strength above threshold, the nerve or muscle fiber will give a complete response or otherwise no response at all.” ~ Wikipedia Without the fancy pants: Nerves control muscle contractions. If a nerve gets an impulse that says, “Contract ze muscle!” (nerves sound like Arnold), muscles fibers under control of the nerve that fall within the signal strength threshold will contract. Being that the pectoralis major is one gigantic muscle – made of both upper and lower “pieces”– it seems we’re rather screwed. By the all-or-none logic, anytime the pectoralis major receives a signal to contract, the entire muscle will contract. The upper and lower chest then grow in direct proportion to their original size. The size imbalance is then determined by genetics,
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and our efforts are in vain. Not so fast! The pectoralis major has two nerve innervations. One just so happens to conveniently control the upper chest. Just so we’re on the same page here, let’s talk some anatomy and biomechanics.



Anatomy and Biomechanics: Get It Through Your Chest-Head The chest muscle we see in the mirror is anatomically called the pectoralis major. There are two ‘pieces’ to the pectoralis major: the clavicular head and the sternocostal head. The clavicular head is the upper chest, the sternocostal head is the lower chest. In mere mortals, any kind of visual line between these two muscles is non-existent. But in some top-tier bodybuilders, there’s a deep groove that separates the upper chest (clavicular) from the lower chest (sternocostal). A simple Google search for Franco Columbu will show you what I mean. You’ll soon be able to feel how the upper chest activation patterns differ from the rest of the chest, so don’t get too confused right now. All in good time, Padawan. The upper chest has two primary functions: humeral elevation, and humeral adduction. What in the what? Alright, alright. Let’s try again.
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The upper chest does two things: it raises our arm in the air as if we are asking a question, and it claps our arm together as if we are giving applause. All better?



Notice the use of arm. The upper chest controls the top portion of the arm (where the bicep and tricep are), not the lower arm (commonly known as the forearm), hence the bent elbow in the pictures above. Knowing these biomechanical snippets, we got a few rules for upper chest activation best practices: • The closer your elbow is to your torso, the better. • Enable any motion or artifact that enables the elbow to be closer to the torso, like wrist supination. To explain the second bullet a bit, wrist supination is a rotation of the wrist. Most pair the word and the action with the “sup” and “soup” relationship. Wrist supination is the position your hand is in if
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you were carrying a bowl of soup with one hand. Wrist supination goes hand in hand (I’ll be here all week) with external rotation of the shoulder and adduction of the humerus and blah, blah, blah. Just know what wrist supination makes it easier to keep the elbow close to the torso on pressing exercises.



Competing for Muscle Activation I mentioned this earlier: whatever your unconscious mind deemed an efficient pattern of muscular recruitment for any given movement is your current “activation pattern.” Efficient patterns share a major commonality: the strongest muscles end up being used for any given movement in most cases. This makes patterning tricky, because complex movement draws on a team of varied muscles. Consider the functions of the upper chest: • Humeral elevation – raising the arm • Humeral adduction – clapping the arms together None of these actions are controlled solely by the upper chest. The shoulder raises the arm. The lower chest claps the arms together. Each of these muscles does said job like a champion and both are bigger and stronger than the upper chest. So what we got going on here is the little ol’ upper chest being sandwiched between two large, greedy muscles that end up taking most of the
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work and responsibility away from the upper chest. This is the often-overlooked crux of upper chest training. When you try working on the upper chest, you’re almost always using the shoulder for the humeral elevation and using the lower chest for the humeral adduction. There is no upper chest activation “sweet spot.” The surrounding muscles are always sticking their big noses into the equation, so the rich get richer, the poor get poorer.



The Downside of Most Exercises Working our witchcraft, we now have a decent list of biomechanical criteria for upper chest activation: • Humeral adduction = elbows closer to the midline of the body • Wrist supinated • Humeral elevation = raising your hand in the air All well and good, but words on a computer screen don’t do you any good; you have to feel what this is like for yourself. You have to feel how simple tweaks have profound impacts on upper chest activation. Stand (or sit) upright, arms at your side. Place your left hand on your right upper chest. Raise your right arm to eye level, keeping your palm facing the ground and elbow locked. Feel your upper chest activation in this position. You prob-
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ably feel a mediocre response, but here’s where the small tweaks make a big difference. Get back into the position you were last in. Adduct the raised arm—bring it closer to the midline of your body.



More upper chest activation, right? So now, elevate your arm further than eye level. If holding your hand straight out was 0 degrees, and totally overhead was 90 degrees, shoot for 30-45 degrees above horizontal.



Even more activation, right? Now for the coup de grâce: supinate your wrist as much as you can.
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Even morer... morest... the most activation, right? This is the ‘money’ position. It includes every element of optimal upper chest activation. It’ll herein be referred to as the playboy position, because it makes our upper boobies pop out.



Scapular Position The playboy position makes upper chest activation easy. But it’s only easy because there’s no external load. You have time, conscious thought, and tactile feedback. Things change when you throw a heavy weight into the chain of events—it does funky things to your shoulder blade. These ‘funky’ things are all about confinement. Heavy weights like stable structures: throw a heavy weight in your hand, support that weight at lockout over your face, and the shoulder stabilizes accordingly. It’s no longer the loose-moving, carefree joint it is in the playboy position. This stabilization isn’t friendly to upper chest activation. Being forced into stability is different than feeling for optimal activation; you don’t have time to think about the good of man-
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kind and upper chest sexiness. Your only concern is not getting crushed by the external load, so the strong and familiar structures turn into their heroic selves. Before you have time to argue otherwise, the shoulder and lower chest are doing the deed. From my experience, the lack of upper chest involvement in pressing exercises is what causes shoulder and pectoral injuries. The upper chest isn’t contributing a significant amount of effort, so where’s the stress going to go? Above (shoulders) and below (lower chest). Perhaps if the upper chest manned up to the task at hand, all would be well in the world According to Frédéric Delavier, author of Strength Training Anatomy: “With bilateral work, both shoulders are driven backward supporting the weight, putting them on stretch and causing greater delt recruitment. Working one side at a time means using less weight, therefore the shoulder stays in place and doesn’t get as involved.” When you own up to improving the upper chest, your shoulders won’t be driven backwards. You assume a stable position with great upper chest activation. The only reason the shoulders are driven back is because people don’t know any better. It’s time to know better.
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Scapular Position & Upper Chest Activation The playboy position eliminates scapular dissonance, which is why it’s so good for upper chest activation. The shoulders don’t have the chance to be “pushed back,” or “put on stretch.” We want the upper chest to be the muscle being put on stretch. It often doesn’t happen because the common cue for proper shoulder position is “down and back.” Down and back is stable. If you’re a powerlifter handling 600 pounds above your throat, stable is good, and those 600 pounds are going to push things down and back anyway. But we aren’t powerlifters. Our goal of having sweet man-cleavage is a world away from gearing up in a skin-tight suit to better lift a metric ton. We need to be strong. Can’t argue that. But being strong is different than lifting more weight. Strong is relative to the movements that best stress the upper chest. More specifically, we need to be strong in the movements while also holding upper chest activation firing patterns. The scapula—synonymous with ‘shoulder blade,’ if you’re confused—influences upper chest activation. Feel this for yourself by getting into the playboy position, and then moving your scapula around. Protract it, retract it, shrug it, depress it. Note how the upper chest responds with each movement.
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Finding Solid Scapular Position Your upper chest exercises—activation or strength-based—will always suck, unless you establish an understanding of solid scapular position. The majority of people only concern themselves with scapular position in the midst of some kind of pressing exercise, but this is a mistake. Remember, gravity isn’t your friend, and heavy weights drive your shoulders back. We don’t want that. But we also don’t want to be so lax in the shoulder that we risk injury. You won’t find the right feeling when probing the shoulder from a pressing position. You’ve got so many years of ‘wrong’ that you’ll never be right. The surefire way? Flip it. The best way to ‘feel’ scapular stability is to set up in an inverted row with your feet wide . . . Now, ditch one hand. Viola.



The hand connected to the bar is forced to stabilize the scapula (as will the rest of your body). It’s your job to feel what this feels like. Close your eyes. Unconsciously understand it. Note that the shoulder isn’t really ‘down and back.’ It’s in a
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pseudo-retracted, slightly shrugged position. The magic? Put your free hand on your upper chest of the hand gripping the bar. It will be contracting. Even from a rowing position. Why? How can this rowing position get the upper chest moving even more than most pressing? The shoulder isn’t being driven all the way back. They’re back, sure, but not as far back as they would be if gravity was working synergistically with a heavy weight in a lockout position. The rowing position teaches you how to stabilize without driving the shoulders down and back. Meet the ‘secret sauce position.’ This is the shoulder position you need on all of your pressing exercises in order to fully stress the upper chest, and this is the magic of a strong scapular position. Imagine if you applied this position to a worthwhile upper chest movement. Behold the power of cheese, no?



Lower Back Influences on Scapula So, focus on the shoulder blades, rule the world of upper chesticles. Isn’t that how it goes? Well, yes and no. While scapular position is big time important, the lower back can bring even the greatest scapular wizard to man-boob ruin. This is turning into an up the river, down the river game, but one we have to play to respect the body’s interconnectedness.
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The lower back in itself has no direct influence on upper chest activation, but it does impact scapular position which impacts upper chest activation. Doing that old ex post facto trick, lower back position, then, has the potential to influence upper chest activation.



Lower Back Positions The lower back has three potential positions:



Anterior Pelvic Tilt (Extension & Arching)



Neutral Pelvic Position



Posterior Pelvic Tilt (Flexion & Rounding)



Get familiar with each position. Stand upright. Think of having a string attached to the crown of your head, and someone pulling it to the sky. Give a slight contraction to the butt and abs. This should bring your posture together to neutral. Want extension? Act like someone touched an ice cube to your back. Want flexion? Walk like grandpa. If you acted out the last two positions, you’d notice that the shoulders come along for the ride.



The Pressing Continuum There’s a neat relationship with the pressing muscles and the subsequent angle of pressing.
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For our purposes, we’re concerned with the Sternal Pectorals (Lower Chest), Clavicular Pectorals (Upper Chest) and Deltoids (Shoulders) Certain muscles take the brunt of the responsibility depending on the angle of pressing. Assuming a neutral and upright position, we’re left with this arc continuum: • Straight down = Sternal • Straight out in front (arms parallel to the ground) = Sternal and Clavicular • 30-45 degrees above straight out = Clavicular and Deltoids • Straight up in the air (arms perpendicular to the ground) = Deltoids • Remember that each muscle is involved in every angle, so don’t think they ‘shut off.’ This is just a generalization of which muscles will be put under the most stress given a certain angle. The upper chest is sandwiched between the lower chest and the shoulders, so it shares similar functions, and it’s no coincidence that its peak angle is also sandwiched in the middle. You should remember this from probing the playboy position. If the angle is too low, it’s too lower chest. If it’s too high, it’s too shoulder.
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What this Means for Angles There are exercises that perfectly overlap the pressing angles. • Straight down: parallel bar dip, decline press • Straight out: bench press • 30-45 degrees above straight out: incline press • Straight up in the air: overhead press The caveat is that this crude overlap neglects lower back influence on shoulder position. We established these relationships assuming a neutral spine. But a neutral spine during bench pressing is like a unicorn. So although the 45 degree incline press seems like the best choice (it splits the pressing angle between lower chest dominated and shoulder dominated in half), it’s not. The vast majority of people use some kind of lower back arch to solidify their “back and down” shoulder position. This arch changes the scapular position, which then funks up pressing angle, when then funks up upper chest activation. We have to assume an angular deficit of sorts to account for a lower back arch in the pressing position. A theoretical “neutral” bench press is the same thing as pressing straight out, but when you factor in the lower back arch that most people have when they press, the angle shifts closer to straight down. Slap this logic on the incline bench press. The 45 degree in-
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cline press is actually more like a 70 degree incline press. The 30 degree incline press is more of a 45 degree incline press. So to get the scapula in ideal position—while also accounting for the lower back position—you’re better off training with a 30 degree incline. Higher than 30, and you’re looking at an unfavorable pressing angle. More stress goes to the shoulders, making them more likely to get pinned back, making it an inferior exercise for the upper chest.
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RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN FEEL & ACTIVATION EBBING AND FLOWING ...or just ebbing
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We’ve come a long way already. We know best practices for upper chest activation during exercises. We know the playboy position. We know pressing angles. And we know the influence of lower back on said angles. Yet here’s where people diverge in the yellow wood. The people on the first trail do a meager amount of activation work. The people on the second trail do an overabundance of activation work. Either way, they both expect miracles, and they’re both wrong. The theory of activation exercises—as most people see them—is that a quick set or two will wake up sleeping muscles. And then once awake, the muscles will charge through the workout as if they just smoked cocaine. But that’s just not true. You have to teach them how to work in complex movement. Neither of these two trails respects sequential development. While the latter group might develop some fine upper chest awareness, they won’t be able to incorporate it into complex movement. Without complex movements, your upper chest won’t grow. Activation exercises aren’t what spur growth. As with any muscle, they need a considerable overload with worthy exercises to make that happen. You need to start fresh; assume everything you have done is wrong. Assume your motor patterns are completely whacked out. You don’t have a choice. Motor patterns are like roads frequently



27



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



traveled. You have your preferred routes, and these are the ones you default to. But sometimes the route isn’t all that efficient. If your parents drove a route when you were kid, you’ll probably take that same route as an adult. Patterning is about familiarity first and foremost. The efficiency is something you have to work into it. The way you press is wrong. The way you activate your muscles—the unique cascade in which they flicker with force—is wrong. Your familiar path is wrong, and a faster car won’t help. You have to identify a new, better path, then drive it over and over, until you know every inch of it. Until it’s part of your mortal man instincts.



Avoiding the Problem There’s a program and all of that hoopla below, but remember: you’re broken. If you want to fix yourself, you can’t have one foot in. You need to follow what’s below. Don’t cherry pick ideas and ‘merge’ them into your current program. You’re either all in or you’re all out. Bad motor patterns are about habit, and habits have to be overwritten with new ones. Buddy Morris, a famous physical preparation coach and former mentor previously mentioned, always told horror stories about time investment with patterning movement. It takes 500 hours to invoke a motor pattern before it
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becomes unconscious. It takes 25-30 thousand reps to break a bad motor pattern. The idea of ‘activation’ exercises is backwards. It’s not about waking up a muscle, it’s about repatterning a movement. To do so, you have to develop feel. While activation exercises do help with feel, they aren’t done with enough frequency. It has to be a daily endeavor. It’s the only way to accumulate the amount of time needed to change the body’s wiring. The good news is that you can develop feel without leaving your desk.



Worthy Activation Exercises There are endless activation exercises for the upper chest. Endless. All of them work to some degree. But it’s not my job or intention to drown you in possibilities, it’s to provide a sequential path. There are two activation exercises worth your time. That’s all: just two exercises. It’s better to master two, rather than drown in a sea of many. Both require full conscious effort, because they teach you how to silence the shoulders in favor of the upper chest, and that’s critical. Think back to the inverted row shoulder position. Burn that feeling into your mind. You adopted it for life as your default
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shoulder position on all exercises. I’ll continue to remind you, but don’t lose sight of it. For ease, I’ll refer to it as ‘rower shoulder.’



Down & Back



Recommended Stable Position



Note the difference in upper chest recruitment between the pictures above. Reaching this position depends on the original position of your scapula. Everyone’s scapula ‘sits’ differently, so experiment. You might be saying, “But I thought ‘down and back’ kept the shoulder healthy?” In my opinion, the position I teach gives the shoulder the mobility it needs. For powerlifters in suits supporting 500+ pounds during the flat bench press, the ‘down and back’ stable position makes more sense. But for us, on an incline, probing for upper chest activation, it’s a bit different. We need scapular freedom.
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Playboy Flies The first activation exercise to learn is something I call playboy flies. We already did these earlier when probing for optimal activation. Get into the playboy position. Place your free hand on the upper chest of the working arm. From here, do tiny one inch pulsations that bring your arm closer to the midline of your body. The range of motion is small. You’re only hitting adduction here.



Do ten of them. Hold each repetition in the contracted position for two seconds. There’s a good chance you’ll feel your shoulder work just as much as your upper chest (if not more). This is because you’ve yet to solidify proper scapular position. Half of this exercise is mental. It’s the beginning of preferentially activating the upper chest, so we want to calm the shoulder down. Start by relaxing the working hand (the actual hand). Keep it supinated, but rid it of unnecessary tension.
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Carry that relaxation up the arm and into the shoulder. You can’t actually relax the shoulder, but you want to think of it as being fully relaxed. Envision your entire body as blackness, except for your upper chest. That bad boy’s burning red. Close your eyes if you have to, really dig into sensory perception here. Convince yourself that the upper chest is the only working muscle. Everything else is sound asleep. Use your free hand to your advantage. Feel the upper chest working. Tactile feedback is important: it ensures your adjustments, body position, and mental tricks are delivering the desired effect.



Playboy Prayer The biggest advantage of the playboy fly is the tactile feedback. You can feel the upper chest working. What happens when you eliminate the tactile feedback? You can’t say for sure that your upper chest is working unless you have a considerable amount of feel. And let’s not kid ourselves, if that was the case, you wouldn’t be here. So the next step is to develop feel without actually feeling. This is the purpose of the playboy prayer. The playboy prayer is the bilateral version of playboy flies. To do it, get into the playboy position with both arms. Touch pinky fingers together. Be sure to keep the elbows in close—keep the elbow cavity facing the ceiling.
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Slowly lower your hands until they’re parallel with the ground, then return them to the starting position. That’s one repetition. Hold each repetition at the top for two seconds. Keep the pinky fingers in light contact with each other throughout the movement. Tell the spirits to rise from the earth! Once again, silence the shoulders. Envision blackness, save for your upper chest, and make sure your keeping your spine in a neutral position. Don’t do the ice-cube-back arch. Give your lower abs and glutes some tension. If have a good shoulder position, with good upper chest involvement and with a stable spine, your arms will get stuck at some point between horizontal (pressing straight out from a standing position) and vertical (pressing straight up from a standing position). If you don’t hit this sticking point, you aren’t using the solid and stable rowing position. Rower shoulder prevents the arm from going overhead.



Short Term Plan You don’t move to the playboy prayer exercise until you master playboy flies. Flies are all about feel, because you have tactile
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feedback. This is very important. As far as programming either exercise: do them as often as possible. Do one set of twenty repetitions every morning. Do one set during every commercial break of your favorite TV show. Do one set when you’re on the toilet. I don’t care when they get done. The key is repetition and frequency. The more, the better. The more frequently, the morer betterer. These two exercises serve three purposes: 1. Repattern the upper chest—taking a new route. 2. Teaching the upper chest that it’s worthy of being used in the pressing continuum. 3. Gorging the upper chest with blood. So be sure to catch a pump, bro. Blood flow boosts the neural-mental connection with the muscle.
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Developing a Relationship Feeling is philosophical. But as with most matters of the mind, experience is a loyal companion. You can’t get lost in feely movement without an end goal. You can do the playboy exercises until your head explodes and your upper chest won’t grow. Your activation potential will increase, but not your muscle size. You need to put the activation potential to use under a load—stress the muscles beyond their strength capacity. But you can’t dive into any old exercise. Exercise selection is calculated, it has to be. You have to maintain that feel in the new pattern. Doing a few sets of activation exercises and sticking to your normal pressing routine is suicide. You’re going to pin the shoulders and keep them in that habit, destroying your progress day by day. This is why this phase is called feel-grind. Feel is still the primary initiative, but a steady grind is introduced to solidify things.



Wonders of Weight Something wonderfully magical happens under a heavy external load: your mind blacks out. Even if something is on the tippy tip top of your mind, it’s liable to disappear as soon as you get under a heavy weight. Using any bilateral exercise at this point is a mistake. You won’t really know if you’re holding solid activation patterns. And knowing is oh-so very important in this stage. Trusting your in-
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stinct isn’t worth it, your instinct’s still broken. The base exercise for bridging the gap between feel and grind is the unilateral dumbbell floor press (UFP). It’s effective for the very same reason the playboy fly was effective. We used the playboy fly to override instinct. Our free hand ensured upper chest activation. The UFP gives you a free hand. You can palpate the upper chest as it works against external resistance.



Why No Incline? If you were paying attention earlier, you’re probably wondering why we aren’t doing some sort of unilateral press on a shallow incline. It’s a good question, so let me explain why the UFP is the best option. First, you need a free hand to palpate the upper chest of the hand at work. Second, when you do a unilateral press on a bench, you heavily tax your midsection. The offset load encourages your body to rotate, so your midsection goes like gangbusters to keep you in place. Worrying about stabilizing yourself takes concentration away from the upper chest. Third, your shoulder position isn’t solidified. Incline pressing (even with dumbbells), at this point, interferes with the preferential activation of the upper chest. With the UFP you can . . .
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• have a wider base, meaning it’s not as taxing to the midsection • palpate the upper chest • get into a more neutral spinal position, which makes it better for the upper chest • really solidify shoulder position and upper chest activation with that position • keep the elbow pinned to the side—virtually sliding up and down the torso The UFP teaches you everything you need to know about pressing for optimal upper chest activation. When you master this ‘everything,’ all other pressing just makes sense. The same can’t be said for any other exercise.



Unilateral DB Floor Press Form



Pressing against the floor, instead of a bench, is actually insanely useful at this stage of learning. The floor is stable and vast. You
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don’t have to balance, like on a bench. You don’t have to make sure your shoulder is properly positioned, like on a narrow cushioned pad. That’s all taken care of for you, letting you focus on the upper chest. As you’ll soon learn, every exercise starts and ends with shoulder position, the rower shoulder. But even before that, you have to get the dumbbell into position. There are two ways to do this. I prefer the rolling technique, but I’ll let you experiment. Pick a weight in between light and heavy. Too light neglects the grind. Too heavy neglects the feel. If you can knock out ten or fifteen reps with the weight on a standard dumbbell bench press, you’re on the right track. The heave ho method – watch the video.
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The rolling method – watch the video. You don’t need to be a contortion champion to do this, so don’t get discouraged. You just need a few principles so you don’t twist your spine like a Twizzler.



Lie on your side and cuddle the dumbbell as close to your body as possible with your knees bent. This is going to reduce the lever arm, lowering the torque throughout your spine. Both hands are important, but the top hand is the one that grips the handle. The bottom hand supports.



Next, extend your top leg to the ground. The bottom leg stays tucked.
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Begin the roll by looking over your top shoulder. Where the head goes, the body follows, so the head always leads.



Once you feel a pull in the dumbbell, use your hands to roll it onto your chest and abs. It should be able to rest comfortably here. Extend both legs, and use both arms to press the dumbbell to a desired side. After a set? Reverse the directions. Lower the dumbbell to the chest. Bend the leg. Look to the side. Roll. Guide the dumbbell to the floor.



Once in Position... After you get the dumbbell to one arm, you’re going to discover the wonders of the floor. You can use your legs, arms, and shoulders against the ground to wiggle your shoulder into perfect position. (Rower shoulder! You’ll get tired of reading that, by the way.) This is impossible on a bench. So now you’re hanging out, admiring the vastness and utility of the floor beneath you, with the dumbbell in one hand at lock-
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out over your face. Great. Your first job is to bring the dumbbell to a neutral hand position. (Think of giving someone a thumbs up. That position.) Then, think playboy position. Put the non-working hand on the working upper chest. Play around with shoulder position. Find the rower shoulder position. I don’t know if you read that right: Find it! It won’t find you. Move your shoulder. Envision hanging there in that inverted row position. Envision what the chest felt like. Use your free hand to feel the upper chest lock into position. This all done with the arm straight—the weight is still at lockout. If you find the right position, everything is going to feel tight. Your upper chest is going to feel engaged. Probably even more so than the rest of the chest. But don’t forget about the lower back. Another good thing about the floor—as opposed to the bench—is that it enables an easier neutral spinal position. For whatever reason, we like to arch the lower back when we’re on a bench. So when you’re on the ground, squeeze your butt cheeks. Keep your abs tight. Don’t let your lower back change your shoul-
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der angle. Don’t do the ice-cube arch. This is really the last mechanical piece to the full body lock-down puzzle. Now it’s time to play the black-out game. Just as we did before, black out your body in your mind. But keep your upper chest burning red. Make it your sole focus, as if no other muscles existed. Start the movement by sliding the elbow down the side of the torso. (Remember, keeping tucked elbows helps activate the upper chest.) Keep the wrist neutral. Palpate your upper chest with your free hand. Descend until your moving arm contacts the floor. Stop at the bottom for a second, but don’t relax the chain. Keep everything tight. Drive the weight back up to lockout with the mental connection to the upper chest. Think about no other muscle. When the UFP is done correctly, it feels surprisingly like the playboy prayer exercise. Your upper chest will be remarkably contracted. You might even think that this single exercise is the answer to your upper chest woes.



Pumping Up the Volume There are two tweaks to the UFP that I highly recommend experimenting with. First: press at a downward angle, just slightly. See the picture for this. Pressing at a slight downward angle will greatly increase upper chest activation because you’re jacking up the in-
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tensity of humeral elevation. And that’s one of the upper chest’s responsibility.



Second: let the weight sink the shoulder into the socket while maintaining rowers shoulder at the end of every set. If you do this right, you’ll even feel this in your upper chest. At the top of your last repetition, let gravity push the arm back down into the socket. Don’t retract your shoulder blade or anything silly. Just let gravity do the work. This is a great exercise for shoulder health, too.



Beyond the UFP I wouldn’t argue if you said the UFP is a fine exercise. But it’s a small range-of-motion exercise, and when you miss out on range of motion, you hinder growth potential. So we march ahead. 
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Nail the UFP, and you nail just about every dumbbell exercise in existence. You can just feel the position your shoulders need to be in. You can just feel the upper chest powering the movement. The UFP is transferable to every other exercise, and that’s why we use it. So whenever you get on a bench with dumbbells, keep the UFP in mind. Don’t overarch the lower back, focus on the initial rower shoulder position, and just feel the movement the same way. This opens up a new world of dumbbell exercises. (I have useful exercises in the index at the end of the book for those of you interested.) But dumbbell exercises are forgiving. They don’t pin the shoulder blades back. So it’s easy to adjust the shoulders because your arms have movement freedom. Movement freedom is important. The upper chest doesn’t like confinement, and our propensity to confine the shoulder is likely what causes our upper chest woes. Barbells confine. They force your hands to work in unison. They are tougher to adjust. They are heavier and more life threatening. They make it tougher to feel by robbing you of tactile feedback. There’s only one barbell exercise that allows for preferential upper chest growth. You might be wondering why any barbell exercise is included, especially considering their downsides. But some of their downsides are also some of their upsides.
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They have a higher loading potential. They are more threatening. Both of these create a more powerful stress response inside of the body. A powerful stress response gives you more potential for adaptation. But that’s assuming you do it correctly. You should be able to guess the worthy exercise given the criteria thrown out to this point. Since this isn’t a game show, I’ll cut the suspense. The exercise is the thirty degree incline, close grip, elbows tucked bench press. Mouthful, isn’t it? The important part of the grind-feel stage is learning this exercise, not necessarily loading it heavily. The feel part of this stage is all mental. Your days of having a free hand for tactile feedback are over. That’s why developing the mental connection was so important to this point. The UFP was nice in that we could palpate the upper chest. Not anymore: it’s all about mental feel from here on out, something you laid the foundation of with the UFP. This is oh-so important because the barbell actually forces you out of good position. Your grip on a barbell is unnatural: your wrist is put into a position that deactivates the upper chest. And this is why most people that centralize their pressing around a barbell without taking considerations for the upper chest are left with an out of whack chest. Are you given a bad genetic card for your chest proportions, or do you simply dig your own grave?



48



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



Learning the Incline Press: Mechanical Goodies Knowing what we know about the upper chest, we have a few mechanical considerations from the start:



Good Mechanics: Bench Angle The first thing you can do to increase upper chest activation: put yourself in good mechanical position. I make sure this happens by using the thirty degree incline press. Remember how we discussed the effect of lower-back arching on bench-pressing angles? Further inclined than this starts to shift the load to the shoulders. So, building a better upper chest is really a two step process: • Making sure it’s in ideal mechanical position • Making sure it’s contracting maximally The angle of the bench is only one aspect of mechanics, so let’s move up the chain: close grip.
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Use a close grip, preferably with the index finger around the smooth of the barbell. If you’re taller (6+ feet), go with the finger just around the outside of the smooth. if you’re Shorter, your index finger should be just inside the knurl wrapped around the smooth. The close grip has three positions: index finger on the smooth, index finger on top of the smooth and knurl, index finger on the knurl just outside of the smooth. You can play around with either, but your height generally determines which best. If you’re tall, go with the knurl. If you’re short, go with the smooth. If you’re average, go in the middle.



Good Mechanics: Elbow & Hand Position The angle of the bench solidifies the back and shoulder (even though we will discuss shoulder position best practices in a bit). The elbow and wrist are the two remaining connections to the bar. The upper chest has two main functions as we’ve discussed: flexion (think of raising your hand to answer a question) and horizontal adduction (think of clapping your hands together). Translated into actionable advice: • Close grip pressing is better for upper chest activation • The closer your elbows are kept to the torso, the better upper
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chest activation will be in any pressing movement.



• Any other movement that encourages close elbows is always beneficial, the most notable one being wrist supination (think of turning your wrist to hold a bowl of soup) So now we take our drab thirty degree incline press and soup it up. (Get it? Soup . . . supination . . . Nobel Prize caliber prose, am I right?) Note: You can’t supinate your wrists when they are gripping the barbell. But you can mimic the effect of supination by applying a supination-like pressure against the bar. This is what’s often needed to keep the elbows tight to the torso. To get a better idea of how to do this, check out the pictures on the following page. When you grip the bar, actively apply a supination resistance (your hands won’t move, but this pressure then affects the rest of the links in the system in the elbow and shoulder). This



51



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



brings the elbows close to the torso, and the elbow cavity faces the ceiling. You may find it simpler just to think about not letting the elbows flare out.



Elbows Pinned to Sides



Pin your elbows to your side during the entire movement. Keep them tucked. Left: this is a bad set-up. Notice the elbow flaring. You should always be driving your elbows into your torso, so that the crook of the elbow faces the ceiling. In the UFP, the elbows rode down the side of the torso. This was easy to do because of the neutral gripping of the dumbbell. But you can’t have a neutral grip on a barbell. Remember, wrist supination helps upper chest activation. But our wrist is pronated when gripping a barbell—it’s opposite of what we want. The rotation of the elbows into your sides causes the rest of your arms to supinate where your wrists can’t.
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Bar Path In most barbell exercises, the bar path will be as close to vertical as possible. Excess movement is just that: excessive. But when employing upper chest tactics—elbows pinned, etc.—the bar path will be arced. Don’t fight it. Touch the barbell lower on the chest (right above the nipple line) along that arc, then reverse it on the way back up. Because of the arched path, absolute strength potential is limited. As mentioned, heavy things like straight lines—or, at least, as-straight-as-possible lines. Adding in a bit of an arc forces you to handle less weight than you would with less of an arc. That’s fine, though. Keep your eyes on the prize: an upper chest that swells with pride . . . and muscle.
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Even the flat bench press has a minor arc. But the incline press— when using the form I teach—will have an even greater arc. It’s a necessary artifact. Otherwise, the elbows flare, and shoulder health is compromised. The good news is that the arc doesn’t matter to us. To a powerlifter looking to lift as much weight as possible, sure. But for us, as long as we get overload where we need it, numbers aren’t so important. I don’t care that you incline press 165 lbs with flared elbows and shitty upper chest activation. But I do care that you incline press 95 lbs with the form I teach. Because if you hold the 135 lb pattern and take it to 225 lbs over the course of a few months, your upper chest will be much better off than if you started with the 165 lb shit form. Pure “mass” overload is a myth. Within each movement, there are subtleties among activation patterns and mechanical positions that can put certain muscles under more stress, or activate different nerve bundles preferentially. There’s more to it than slapping weight on the bar. Any pressing done for the chest shouldn’t be attacked for ‘absolute’ strength. Don’t worry about numbers in these movements at all. Worry about overloading the activation patterns. Chip away gradually, hold the activation pattern over time. Save your bragging for the overhead press.



54



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



Learning the Incline Press: Top Down Approach There are a lot of subtleties with the incline press. Going gung-ho from the get-go is a mistake. Approach it sequentially. The incline press is introduced in the late phases of UFP training. This way, they complement each other. Don’t rush into the incline press or feel the need to do too much too soon. Put your physical effort in the UFP. Put your mental effort into the incline press. From the start—as with any loaded exercise—we have rower shoulder. Maintain solid shoulder position. You need to feel the upper chest working at all times during the incline press. Even when you’re just hanging out at the top at lockout. The lockout is an important position. It’s where every repetition ends. If you know where every rep ends—and what it feels like—you know how and where to drive the weight. You know what every rep should feel like at the finish. Master the lockout, master the movement. Developing solid upper chest activation at the lockout shows that the upper chest isn’t being overshadowed by the lower chest or the shoulder. And if you develop a lockout position with mega upper chest activation, you’ll probably hold the activation pattern during the entire rep. So that means the upper chest remains at the forefront of the muscles being used. Everything starts with the set-up. If your set-up sucks, you
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suck. • Gauge your grip on the bar. Squeeze. • Apply mild upward pressure for resistance, but don’t lift the bar. • Rotate your wrists so that your elbow cavity points to the sky. • Settle into ideal shoulder position. • Lift the bar out of the rack. • Make sure shoulders and elbows are still good. • You should be in a solid lockout position. • You should feel your upper chest contributing to the lockout. That’s how every rep goes. Check, double-check. To get a feel for this top position without moving into the entire exercise, we start with pressouts. Pressouts were popularized by Dan John, and are mini-reps in which the bar is only lowered a few inches.



Keep the elbows in, lower the bar a few inches, and then gently force each repetition to the same solid lockout position. As long
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as you have good upper chest activation in the lockout, your upper chest will be working hard despite not moving through a huge range of motion. Stop the set if you ever lose this all-important feel.



Learning the Incline Press: Integration After mastering the lockout position and feeling, it’s time to integrate every aspect of the incline press into one comprehensive movement. You need meat. You need enough clay. Your goal should be to continually push the boundaries of your current level of adaptation. Commonly stated: get stronger. The progression included will do that. Don’t veer from it. You know to do incline presses. That’s great, but how do you know your upper chest is doing the job? The goal is to transfer the playboy feeling to the incline barbell press. Don’t take any rep for granted. Your mind needs to be there. The golden rule: if you lose control of your upper chest, you’re either letting your mind wander, or you’re using too much weight. When you get under the bar, solidify the shoulder position. Each rep counts, and overload only works if you’re holding true with muscle activation. If you aren’t, stress follows the path of least resistance, and your upper chest is not on that path.
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Remind yourself before every set to feel the upper chest. Even better, do a little pump work before every set. Hit up those miniflies referenced above. It doesn’t have to fatigue. Just twenty to thirty pulses before each set. On your upper chest quest, you might come across a bajillion exercises. I’ve used them all, but none are as simple or resourceful as the playboy exercises and unilateral floor press mentioned above. The most important part of these exercises is the feel and contraction of the upper chest. Do whatever gives you the best of both. For me, the simpler exercise always lets me concentrate on the muscle more.
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Into a Program How does it all connect? How do you go about training with all of this in mind? First, do some playboy exercises every day, multiple times per day. Do it for months. You’ll know when to stop: when you have great control over your upper chest. It’s not inconveniencing. You can do it anywhere. Keep your mind in the movement and start with the playboy fly. When you get good at feeling, move to the playboy prayer. Set up post-it notes that say “Playboy” around the house to remind you. Won’t throw anyone off guard. Promise. Do them when you’re watching TV. On the toilet. Before hitting the snooze button. Eating dinner. Whenever. Just fit them in. Second, reconsider your pressing routine. For just about everyone, I recommend ditching the flat bench press. Base your pressing around the incline press and unilateral floor press. Third, if your upper chest is really bad, ditch the incline press for now. Do the unilateral floor press for a while to developing feeling and solid shoulder positioning. Fourth, if ditching the incline press isn’t in the cards, do the unilateral floor press every training session. Do one or two easy sets during your warm-up. The goal isn’t to fatigue. The goal is to learn. You’re trying to develop a feel of rowers shoulder in a pressing position. Fifth, do a playboy exercise before every set of your chest
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presses. Don’t completely exhaust yourself, just try to gorge the upper chest with blood flow and increase your feel. A slow set of 10-20 does the trick. Sixth, do five-or-so pressouts before every set of incline presses. Go right into the set after the pressouts: do not rerack the bar. Seventh, once you’ve done all of the above, start loading the incline press. Don’t go gung-ho from the start, pick a weight where you can easily maintain the pattern and build up gradually. Remember, if you lose feel, you’re doing it wrong.



The Fate of Other Pressing Exercises What about the regular bench press? For the most part, I don’t think you need to be flat benching unless you’re a powerlifter or some competitive athlete that needs to hugely overload the pressing muscles. The incline press is a worthy substitute and is more in line with your goals. If you ever want to reintroduce the bench press, I’d start by training the barbell floor press. Apply the unilateral floor press and incline bench press skills to the exercise. It’s a smaller range of motion (kind of like a pressout, only a bit more), so it’s easier to hold the pattern with. Once you’re nailing floor pressing with great upper chest activation, you’re ready for the flat bench . . . if you want to be!
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The floor press is a much safer exercise for the shoulder over all. From being in this space for a little while now, I’ve seen benching to do little other than boost ego (for those that need an ego boost), play to conformity (bench press is every gym rat’s favorite Monday exercise), and cause injuries. Up to you. Other exercises...? I think parallel bar dips are one of the worthiest exercises in the bag of tricks a strength trainer has. The downside is that they grow the lower chest like a weed. I suggest keeping the reps below six to get their benefit and limit any ‘pump’ growth effects if you’re interested in doing them. I’m not a huge fan of doing a myriad of exercises, but I know there are many out there that are. I compiled a list of what I feel are good upper chest exercises. Just remember: the upper chest hates being confined. Anytime a scapula is pinned backwards, the upper chest kills a puppy. Save the puppies. The only exercise that we do that confines is the incline bench press. But even then, we make so many modifications, twists, and turns, that it turns into an OK exercise. If there was
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a better way to absolutely overload the upper chest, we wouldn’t even use the exercise. Alas, there isn’t. So we use it. This is important for all the extra tid bit exercises we sprinkle atop our delicious ice cream. Choose wisely.



Worthy Dumbbell Exercises You’ll find that dumbbells provide the broadest array of exercises for the upper chest because of the scapular freedom. No matter what exercise you choose, keep the right shoulder position. I told you you’d get sick of reading that.



There are the usual candidates, like incline dumbbell press in itself, I want to show you two of the more unconventional ones. Before that though, you should know that the 45 degree dumbbell incline press is totally game. Unlike the 45 degree incline barbell press, the shoulders aren’t forced back as severely (more chest stretch, less shoulder stretch), and the dumbbell version can hit the upper chest quite effectively once you’ve done ample work with the UFP and have the patterning down for dumbbell press-
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ing. The exercise below aren’t my creations, but I think are worth your attention. Hyght Flies A common supplemental exercise for the chest are an exercise known as flies. Hold two dumbbells at arm’s length over your face, lower them down to your side, and then bring them back up. You won’t enter a gym without someone lying on a bench doing these. Not you though. Ditch ‘em. The first reason why: people arch their backs on flies. This changes the scapular angle. If you’re doing an incline fly, your angle will still be subpar. This arch also usually throws off stable shoulder positioning. The second reason why: they completely neglect one function of the upper chest in humeral adduction. The third reason why: it usually messes with peoples shoulders. We can overload the upper chest in safer ways. Dr. Clay Hyght created a fly variation that mimics the function of the upper chest, because Dr. Clay Hyght is baller. It was only after reading an article of his that I decided to explore the upper chest a bit more, so I owe a lot of thanks to him.
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Start on a high incline bench—45 degrees works. If you can go a bit higher, go a bit higher. Hold two light dumbbells at arm’s length with your wrists supinated.. Keep them out by your sides, but not dangling to the ground. This is tough to describe in words, but you should feel the stretch in the upper chest, not the shoulders. Squeeze your upper chest to arc the dumbbells in the air over your face, while simultaneously supinating the wrists so that your pinky fingers are closest to each other at the top of the movement—touch the dumbbells together and hold for two seconds. When done correctly, this feels a lot like the playboy prayer position. Slowly lower the dumbbells back to the starting position. Again, feel the stretch in the chest. Keep the tempo on this exercise slow. Two seconds up, two seconds down. Drive everything from the upper chest. Just as we did earlier, envision blackness in every muscle but your upper chest. Eliminate tension from the elbows and shoulders. Don’t take my word that this is the exact way Dr. Hyght
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would have you do the exercise, it’s simply the way I found most effective for me. Incline Squeeze Press



This exercise, quite frankly, just makes sense. You have the right bench angle (30 degrees). You have extra adduction by squeezing the dumbbells. You can do everything right on this exercise insofar as the upper chest is concerned. Treat this like a regular incline dumbbell press, only squeeze the dumbbells together from the get-go. Keep the elbows tucked; ride them down the torso. This will feel a bit weird at first, and force the dumbbells to come down lower on the chest, so you won’t use as much weight as you would on a regular incline press. You can also try these at a 45 degree angle. Others We touched on the regular incline press (30 and 45 degree), the hyght fly, and the squeeze press. Adding onto the mayhem, we can also include the bilateral dumbbell floor press, and, yes, even
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the bilateral dumbbell floor squeeze press. Things are getting wild, I know. As I mentioned before, there are a lot of exercises out there. It’s your job to pick the ones that do the job needed done, and the ones you enjoy doing most. Moving On Truth be told, I don’t do many dumbbell exercises. I’m a much bigger fan of bodyweight exercises to compliment barbell work. Below is one of my old bodyweight secrets. When my upper chest was in its prime (before I got obsessed with gymnastics ring skills and doing endless dips), this was one of my secret weapons.



Worthwhile Bodyweight Exercises The last push-up variation you’ll need.



Pushing Your Way to New Heights The standard push-up is a dead end. Once you can do thirty repetitions, you need to up your game. Feet elevated push-ups are good for the upper chest. They’re even better if you have two ele-
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vated supports for your hands, so that you can get a fuller range of motion. But there’s a secret exercise. One that’s not-so talked about. It will be your salvation...the only push-up variation you’ll ever need. So once you consistently hit twenty or thirty repetitions in the standard push-up, this exercise is your answer. Personally, I don’t like using equipment other than a barbell and my own body weight. So while dumbbell exercises are great, here’s my secret body weight alternative. The Mortal Planche Push-Up The planche is one of those super-ultra difficult gymnastics exercises that takes years to master. You’ve seen it before, no doubt: holding the top of a push-up position with the feet suspended in the air. No, I’m not saying the planche is my secret exercise. (Although you should try it sometime. Learning gymnastics exercises are fun.) But some of the exercises used to train for it are great upper chest exercise, namely something I call the mortal planche push-up. And I call it the mortal planche push-up because the “planche push-up” itself is the actual planche push-up. (Think doing a push-up with your feet suspended in mid-air the entire time.) The mortal planche push-up looks exactly like a regular push-up, only with the hands turned in the wrong direction.
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There are a few things to note: elbows are pinned to the side, and the hands are supinated. These two things, as established before, are good for the upper chest. But what makes the planche push-up special is that you can lean forward during the execution. Leaning forward adds the element of flexion—an upper chest controlled motion. It looks and feels similar to the hyght fly, only you can create crazy tension. To do the mortal planche push-up, warm-up with some wrist rotations. Also play around with the hands backwards position before doing any push-ups. Stretch out adequately. Get into the regular push-up position with your hands backwards. This might funk your wrists at first, so ease into it. It will also probably be a light bulb that you need to work on wrist flexibility and mobility, so don’t ignore it. From there, keep the elbows pinned and simply go down until your chest touches the ground. Return to the start. To take it to another level, when you’re at the bottom position, use your toes to push your body forward. This increases the difficulty. Your upper chest and biceps will thank for you this. To make it even tougher, you can put less weight on the feet. Almost to the point of them just dragging on the ground, giving only a modicum of support to keep the body in the push-up position. This is something that’s hard to understand via text. But a key aspect of the advanced variation is leaning forward, which
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takes a lot of pressure off of the feet and shifts it to the hands. So your feet end up supporting little weight, and are only there to keep balance. Want to make it tougher? Elevate the feet and hands. Cinder blocks come in handy at times. Don’t have anything to elevate yourself with? Don’t worry. Just mess with the amount of forward lean. You won’t need any further equipment if you do this. Standard



Rotate your hands. Keep the elbows pinned. Do a push-up. Easy. Two-Parter
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Rotate your hands. Keep the elbows pinned. Descend into the push-up and hold the bottom position. At the bottom position, lean your shoulders forward—further away from your hands—by using your toes. Return from the lean before pushing back up. This exercise is best thought of as having two parts. The regular push-up, then the lean. So go with segments: descend, lean forward, push back, then finish with the push up. Your feet will move with you during the lean forward. The pictures below show what I mean. This lean forward also hits your biceps. The difference between the second and third pictures above are slight, but as you’ll discover, slight is, well, not.



Lean
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As you get good at the two parter, merge them into one movement. This is much less of a push-up and much more of a forward lean. Notice the angle of the arm in the first picture above. In most push-up variations, the shoulder is only slightly forward of the hand. But here, it’s much further. Progress comes from keeping the elbows straighter and leaning further each time. Initiate the movement with the cue “shoulders forward” rather than bending the elbows. Let the feet come along for the ride, as with the two parter. ELEVATION



You can use any of the above variations with the feet elevated, on top of two supports, or both. Two dollar cinder blocks carry more uses than you’d imagine. Tuck Planche Rockers Planche rockers (my own name, they could very well go by another name, just don’t know of one) seem easy. But if there’s one thing you should realize about the planche, and training the
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planche in general: if you underestimate, you lose.



The planche rocker starts with your hands on an elevated surface; I use the handy $2 cinder blocks. You don’t need elevation, but it helps. Most won’t have the abdominal strength to tuck their knees to the chest enough without some clearance. Raise your body off of the ground and tuck your knees to your chest. All that’s left is leaning forward ever so slightly. You want to keep your elbows as straight as possible, although this will be difficult unless you’re a planche master. Try your best to get your hips in the air. I like to hold the leaned forward position for a pause— enough to stop the momentum. Shoot for eight to ten repetitions. The good thing about this exercise is that all you need to do to increase the difficult is lean forward just a little bit more. Tuck Planche Push-Ups If you’re feeling saucy with the planche rockers, throw in a push-
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up after the one second pause in the leaned forward position. You won’t be able to catch a pump with this exercise because it’s one of the more difficult ones. I say, who cares? The tension this exercise produces is immense. You might churn out five reps per set or something, but I’d rather see you level this baby up over the zillions of fluff isolation exercises out there. Feel free to take your shirt off and watch your upper boobies do their magic during this exercise. After, feel free to send me an email. I’ll be waiting. While you’re down there, you might as well even play around with pressing into handstands!



Worthwhile Ring Exercises I love my gymnastics rings. They are the absolute best investment I’ve ever made. If you have any kind of TRX straps or Blast Straps, you can probably do a few of these exercises below, too. The reason rings are great for the upper chest is because you can move the rings in a non-linear plane of motion to increase muscle activation. (You’ll see what I mean soon.) Also, remember the bit about the upper chest hating confinement and being
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trapped down and back? On the rings, there is no confinement. In fact, I haven’t done any dedicated upper chest work save for gymnastics pursuits—this includes doing dips on rings just about daily, and other dip related work only on rings—and I’m terribly happy with how my chest has turned out. Yes, I’d even say dips on rings are a great exercise to include in your pressing if you have upper chest reservations. It’s just different than on parallel bars. Above is a picture of some ring antics, and you can see that the upper chest is heavily activated. Beware that before you get on rings, you have to prepare your connective tissue. I recommend spending a few weeks doing nothing but accumulating time hanging out in the push-up and dip support position.



Lock the elbows out and turn the wrists out so that the palms face forward. Amass one minute in each position. Strive to work your
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way up to holding the minute in one set. You can even play around when training for this to see how powerful the rings can be. For instance, simply leaning forward in either of these positions will light the upper chest up more than most free weight exercises. The upper chest is a huge piece of stabilizing the shoulder, and it’s simply not needed on most bench exercises or exercises that are “grounded.” Get on rings though, with your momentum wobbling everywhere, and they’ll come out to play. Ring Push-Ups There are billions of variations of ring push-ups you can do. The standard version replicates the planche push-up variations.



Notice that from the second to third picture, I’m actively pulling my arms back like in the photos below. If you’re new to this exercise, even the slightest bit of pull back will be intense. You’ll also discover that your biceps will be screaming for help, too.
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Also note that the rings are actively turned out during the entire exercise. Keeping with the same theme, you can elevate the feet and get into more of a dive bomb push-up position. You’ll be able to achieve a great range of motion with this exercise.



And the secondary bonus is that you can also move the rings away from your body making any exercise infinitely tougher. You can also bring them closer together to mimic the adduction function of the upper chest.
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Ring Dips



Outside of regular dips on rings (note the wrists supinated once again), you can mimic the planche work on the ground. Get in the support position, tuck your knees to your chest, and lean forward. This is a tough one, so prepare yourself. You can then bend and the elbows and go into the dive bomber position, just like we did on the cinder blocks.
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How you arrange all of this into a program is daunting enough, but you have to consider your level of adaptation before you think about doing any of these exercises. If you’re a rank beginner, there’s no need to do more than one pressing exercise per training session, so let’s configure this from the ground up. If you have never pressed, or can’t incline press 0.5 times your bodyweight in pounds, I consider you a beginner, in which case you need to do two things: train daily to increase your activation and neuromuscular “feel,” and do the unilateral floor press in place of any bench pressing in your program. With the latter, it’s also preferable to eliminate all other chest dominant pressing. Take a common beginner routine in which a press is trained every training session for three sets of five reps, usually alternating between overhead pressing and bench pressing. Since the overhead press isn’t a dominant chest press, it can stay without issue—it won’t interfere with the patterning and rewiring. In place of the benching, though, go with the unilateral floor press. Your session would look like this: Session A: Overhead Press - 3x5 Session B: Playboy - 2x20 // Unilateral Floor Press - 3x5 Your homework on something like this would be to remember to do your playboy exercises as often as possible throughout the day, and especially one or two sets right before your chest-dominant
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pressing. Once you got comfortable with the feel, you could begin learning the incline press by training it on the same day as the unilateral floor press, not foregoing the latter. An important part of learning the incline press is starting light and piecing together the entire movement. There’s a good chance if you ditched the UFP, your macho self would take over and you’d be more likely to ramp up the weight prematurely. Instead, on your chest dominant pressing days, do the incline press first. Use a light weight and learn the movement. Treat it as if you were learning how to play the violin. Pick the light weight and use it until you own it. Once you’re comfortable, you can then slowly fade out the UFP in favor of the incline.



Rate of Progress & Repetitions For reasons beyond the scope of this book, most of your reps should fall between 5-10 if you’re in it for strict hypertrophy. Most of us will see the best growth in this range. Of course, advanced tactics say that improving your power or nervous system can make you stronger, which can they improve hypertrophy and blah blah blah. I’d rather see you gradually get strong in the 5-10 repetition range over time before worrying about anything more advanced. Another important part of the repetition zone talk is pat-
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terning as it relates to fatigue. The more reps you do, the harder it will be to maintain the firing pattern because you’ll be progressively more tired with each rep. Because of this, I like keeping the “big” exercises (whichever are your focal lifts) to five or six repetitions. Smaller exercises (as you advance in programming) can be done for higher reps. Rate of progress is a touchy topic because most people are brainwashed into thinking that weight on the bar is the only thing that matters. But anytime you’re trying to alter the firing pattern of certain muscle fibers apart of a larger muscle complex, you can’t go by weight on the bar; you have to go by feel. Progress then depends on more weight as long as you’re holding the patterning. If you lose feel, you’re using a weight that’s too heavy— even if you can complete the number of programmed reps. This means that slow and steady progress works best. All too often, people try to add five pounds to the bar every time they train their pressing movements, only to hit a huge wall. For most mortals with subpar genetics and bone girth, pressing will be one of the most challenging movements to get strong with. In order to keep the patterning and sustain best progress, it’s best to chip away at a smaller clip. Perhaps 2.5 pounds per week if you have fractional plates. (If you don’t, you can always buy 2” washers from McMaster-Carr
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here; they’re a cheap and equally effective alternative. Two washers per side usually total about 2.5 pounds.) Alternatively, you can do something as simple as starting with that weight you owned and adding one repetition every time you train the movement. So say you’re doing three work sets with five repetitions. Every time you trained, you went in an added one rep to one of these sets. So the first day, you do 3x5. The second day, 6, 5, 5. The third, 6, 6, 5. The fourth, 6, 6, 6. When you get there, you’d then add five pounds to the bar and start over at 3x5. To summarize, for a beginner: • Do only one primary pressing movement per training session. If you were “learning” incline presses (doing them at the start of your training session, like I suggested), the UFP would be your primary press until you’re comfortable enough with the incline press, at which point you’d ditch the UFP and the incline would become your primary press. • Keep the reps around the 5-6 range in order to minimize fatigue breakdown. • Do no harm; don’t do any fatigued reps. • Progress slowly. • Do some playboy pump work before any pressing to get the blood flowing and to develop feel within the muscle. • Do your homework every day by accumulating playboy repetitions by the dozens at every odd moment possible.
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The Intermediate Level At the intermediate level, you move from focusing on one primary pressing movement to focusing on one primary press and one secondary press to help hypertrophy. I think that for most mere mortals, you need to hit a muscle group or movement pattern or however you want to categorize things more than once per week. Yes, this means I’d rather you do two pressing workouts per week with two exercise per, rather than one pressing workout per week with four exercises per. Part of getting a muscle group to build is sending frequent signals, and we aren’t quite at the level where training creates such a devastating hole in our recovery that we can’t train a muscle more than once per week. This suits most strength training folk though, as they usually already have two pressing sessions per week: one for the bench press, one for the overhead press. These are usually the two primary barbell presses of focus, and so we can already have some structure to this after we replace flat pressing with incline pressing. Day one: Incline Barbell Pressing Day two: Overhead Barbell Pressing Day two would go down three or four days after day one. If you don’t overhead press, you should probably start. Pressing with our backs against a bench tends to eliminate much of the
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stress on the posterior shoulder capsule and the muscles associated with it (posterior deltoids and upper back). It’s best if we keep the entire shoulder nice and strong, and the overhead press helps us do that. If you absolutely can’t overhead press, I recommend substituting it with either a high incline barbell press (45 degrees works) or simply light 30 degree incline pressing, keeping in mind neither are ideal. You can also use a dumbbell overhead press, but I like substituting barbell movements for barbell movements, as they’re generally loaded more and generally cause a greater stress to flow throughout the muscles at work. Since we’re a bit more advanced, we can throw in another pressing exercise on each day to help progress. These exercises, although just as important as the barbell exercises, will likely be referred to as accessory exercises by others. For our purposes, they’re all useful for our goal at hand, so putting an accessory tag on it—something that might make us put less energy into it—is stupid. It’s simply the second press in the training session. I prefer the second press on the incline press day to be a worthy dumbbell pressing exercise. You can stick to your favorite or rotate through as the training blocks pass. So the UFP, standard incline press, and squeeze press are at your disposal here. For the second press on the overhead press day, the push-up variations and planche work do well. If you’re turned on more by iron, then use a dumbbell press—one that differs from the one chosen above.
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Keeping with the ethos outlined in the beginner program, stick to 5-6 reps for your barbell pressing movements. For dumbbell and bodyweight movements, go up to 8-10.



The Fate of the Playboy At this stage, the playboy exercises will be of little use. You can still use them to pump a little bit of blood to the area, but they won’t be as effective as they were when we began our journey. You can use a more advanced activation exercise before your barbell incline press as a better form of a “wake-up.” The hyght fly works here, as does the svend press.



The svend press amounts to pancaking 5 or 10 pound plates in front of your chest, as if you were praying. As with the playboy exercises, every muscle in the body goes black except for your upper chest burning red. Using the upper chest, raise the pancaked plates in the air as far as range of motion allows. This won’t be fully overhead if you’re fully using the upper chest. You’ll hit a sticking point before that.



86



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



One or two sets of 10-20 reps will do the trick. The key isn’t really to stress the muscles, but rather to wake them up from any slumber they might be taking. Go until they open their eyes, and stop before they get annoyed; that’s why there’s such a large variance in the number of reps. Putting it all together, we get a routine like this: Day 1 Svend Press -or- Hyght Flies (2x20)



Day 2 Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline DB Press (2-3x8-10)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)







Or like this: Day 1 Svend Press -or- Hyght Flies (2x20)



Day 2 Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Planche Push-up Progression (2-3x8-10)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)



As you can see, I don’t recommend going above three sets of ten reps on the second press.



Taking It Further The program above is the meat and potato program that just about everyone should rocking. I don’t think many of us mortals can divide our attention across more exercises. Instead, we should be focused on a select few exercises that get the job done,



87



A Mortal Man’s Guide to Manufacturing A Masterful Upper Chest



and our mission should be to level up those exercises over time. Your upper chest will be happy for having taken an incline barbell press to 225 pounds from 95 pounds, a unilateral floor press to 100 pounds from 30 pounds, and you can fill in the gaps with the rest here. Your upper chest would not be happy if you dabbled around in exercises so much that you never really grooved your strength in any specific exercise, and you sit, six months down the line, with just about the same strength level you had when you first started. Strength will always be the best anecdote—more weight, more reps—provided you’re maintaining good upper chest activation patterns. If you aren’t happy with your chest, and you’re weak with solid activation patterns, you’re elixir is easy: get stronger.



The Last Template: 3 Exercises Per If you’re itching about the last program I made because you have this other press that you really want to do, yet doesn’t quite fit into the mix, then I suggest ditching one dumbbell press and doing bodyweight exercises on each day.
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Day 1 Svend Press -or- Hyght Flies (2x20)



Day 2 Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



(2-3x8-10)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)



Planche Rocker to Tuck Planche Push-up (2x8-10)



Planche Push-up Progression (2-3x8-10)



This is the maximum amount of work I’d do, and fits those that, perhaps, want to re-add dips into the program (for dips though, I recommend sticking to the 3-5x4-6 scheme) or do a second press that’s overhead oriented (like an overhead dumbbell press or unilateral overhead dumbbell press). Note: in the above programs, the gymnastics-isometric skills are placed last. All “rules” generally recommend putting isometrics first because they require a lot of focus, effort, and energy. Since they’re not a focal meat-and-potato exercise for us, we put them last. If you’d like to put them first, give it a try. It might help increase activation for the future exercises.



I will say, however, that if you’re making a push at actually learning the planche, you should do any planche related work first.



Altering for Ring Work
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If you wanted to use the rings, go with the increasing support isometric holds at the beginning of the training session. Start with the push-up version, and then move to the dip version. When you can hold the push-up support for one minute, substitute any normal push-ups (or any exercise, really) with the ring variation. They are powerful enough to take the place of any exercise. Once you’re into the push-ups, begin training the dip support position at the beginning of your training sessions. When you work up to one minute there, you have the world at your fingertips. Most people that get rings going won’t even need a tremendous amount of barbell upper body training to see decent size gains. Push-Up Level Day 1 Pushup Support Position (amass one minute)



Day 2 Pushup Support Position (amass one minute)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)



Planche Rocker to Tuck Planche Pushups (2-3x8-10)



Dip Level Day 1 Dip Support Position (amass one minute)



Day 2 Dip Support Position (amass one minute)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Planche Rocker (3x6 @ 3 sec hold)



Ring Pushup with Forward Lean (2-3x8-10)



Overhead Press (3-5x4-6) Feet Elevated Ring Pushup (3-4x6-8)
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Tricky Tactic: The Rep Out For reasons beyond my explanation, those that do heavy barbell work tend to get a noteworthy boost out of well placed really high repetition exercises. This is a strategy commonly used by Joe DeFranco in his WS4SB programs: pick one day and rep out an exercise after the first press. Let’s hop back to the main intermediate program: Day 1 Svend Press -or- Hyght Flies (2x20)



Day 2 Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Planche Pushup Progression (2-3x8-10)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)



On either of these days, instead of sticking to the standard template for the second press, you can go to failure with a light(er) weight, focusing on getting as many reps as possible. I recommend doing three total sets. Your first set is about half of the weight you’d use for the final set. Stick to ten repetitions. This shouldn’t be tough. The second set should be about 75% of the weight you’d use for the final set. Stick to five reps The third set, go for broke. So if you wanted to do this for the unilateral floor press in the program above, and you’re shooting for using the 50 pound dumbbells for your final set, your workout would go something
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like: 25x10, 40x5, 50xAMAP. (AMAP = As many as possible.) You’d want to get around 20-30 repetitions, but I wouldn’t be afraid of going even higher if you’re using an incline push-up variation or something. Feel the burn on these and engorge the upper chest with blood and fluid.



Greasing the Groove If you know me, you’d know I’m a huge fan of high frequency training. I recommend doing the playboy exercise as much as possible, but you can also do what’s known as greasing the groove. Greasing the groove is a method popularized by Pavel Tsatsouline, under the premise that you get good at things you do often. Those that use this method often see strength as a skill— something that’s to be practiced frequently, with perfect form. If you wanted to grease the groove in the name of upper chest growth, you can do incline push-ups or planche push-ups multiple times per day. It doesn’t have to be structured. Put a note on your bedroom door that reads, “Push-ups.” Every time you see the note, drop down and do ten planche push-ups. Your goal isn’t to fatigue yourself, but rather to avoid fatigue. Do crisp and clean repetitions. PLP
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Chad Waterbuy released a program a few years ago he called “PLP.” The premise was simple: start with ten pull-ups, ten pushups, and ten lunges (per leg). Every day, add one repetition. Do this until you reach sixty reps. Doesn’t matter how many sets it takes you, and it can be broken down any way. What matters is getting all of the reps in one session, preferably a session done at an opposite time of your normal training session (when days overlap). For instance, if you train at night, try to do this in the morning. If I remember correctly, Waterbury recommends six hours in between, but just do the best you can. I’ve done my PLP sessions post-workout and it worked fine. Day One: 10 push-ups, 10 pull-ups, 10 lunges (per leg) Day Two: 11 Day Three: 12 Day Four: 13 . . . And you do this all the way up to sixty. There are no off days, just as there are no “maybe I’ll do a little more today” days. Start at ten and slowly build your way into things. When you’re finally doing 40-60 repetitions on PLP just about every day, you’ll appreciate building into the program instead of being overzealous. This is to be done on top of any current training you’re doing, so I recommend running this program:
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Day 1 Svend Press -or- Hyght Flies (2x20)



Day 2 Overhead Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline Barbell Press (3-5x4-6)



Incline DB Press (2-3x8-10)



Unilateral Floor Press (2-3x8-10)



If you’re not an intermediate, then you don’t need PLP quite yet. And since PLP includes so many push-ups, I think it’s best to leave them out of the program. To boost upper chest growth out of PLP, it’s best to pick an upper chest dominated push-up variation. A closer grip feet elevated push-up works. Whatever variation you choose, I think it’s a good idea to be able to do around 8-12 reps with it. Anything less, and you’re going to crash and burn. Anything more, and you won’t find it much of a challenge. Because of this, planche push-up variations might be your best friend, as increasing the difficulty is as easy as leaning forward a bit. But with that comes a warning. You want to keep the exercise as standard as possible throughout. Don’t do feet elevated push-ups one day and regular push-ups the next. So if you choose a planche variation, try to remember the relative amount of forward lean you’re working with.
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All of this is upper chest talk is wonderful, but you shouldn’t neglect the backside of the body. In my opinion, the back should get more work than the chest and pressing muscles. Keep this in mind as you do any of the programs above. Chin-ups, pull-ups, inverted rows, barbell rows, Olympic style pulls from the floor— all of these things go a long way in developing the body to its fullest potential. Don’t neglect everything for your boobies. The body is a smart cookie, and often doesn’t grow too out of proportion. In most cases, weak posterior shoulder musculature can limit pressing strength. In just about every facet of life, the body knows more about itself than you think you know about the body. It’s an intricate system of synergistic (working together) muscles and antagonistic (working in opposition) muscles. More often than not, the body won’t overdevelop one group of muscles ad infinitum because it knows the power it gives to one group might have to potentially be combated by another group; what gets accelerated needs decelerated. Don’t be stupid. Don’t be a meathead bro. Train your entire body. If you’re at the gym, you might as well be squatting and deadlifting anyway. Parting Words This resource isn’t written by a bodybuilder, just a regular guy
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that wanted a better chest. I’m someone that knows what it’s like to live with a lackluster upper chest, and I hope this helps you as much as it’s helped me. I wanted to leave you with a few words. Your body is yours. You want to build an upper chest, likely because you feel self-conscious. I know, I know. Some shirts don’t fit quite right. Some, you’re afraid to wear in public. Don’t be embarrassed by what you got. All things considered, if you’re reading this, you’re pretty well off. Enjoy the ride. Since I wrote the original version of this guide, my I really haven’t gave second thought to the upper chest. Why? Because I fell in love with gymnastics rings. I’m doing dips and above the ring work every day. It’s a sacrifice I made in the name of enjoyment. See, I love playing with gymnastics rings. So much that I couldn’t give two figs about my upper chest. So I understand why you want to fix your chest. I’ve been there. But never forget to have fun. That’s what it’s all about.
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