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Has your ability to effortlessly negotiate obstacles or
perform pull-ups been hindered due to injury, lack of
strength, gear requirements or an increase in your
own gravitational pull?  Regardless of the cause, I
would like to share time-efficient training strategies
that will help you overcome gravity and master
weighted pull-ups.  

Now, some of you may be thinking; weighted pull-
ups?  I haven’t done a pull-up since I left the academy.
I can’t even do one body-weight pull-up! If that’s you,
than your in good company. Most people are normally
weak at pull-ups. Unless you are a former gymnast,
wrestler, or served in a military unit that demands a
high degree of pull-up strength, then you probably
had no reason to practice them.  That’s why you are
weak.  You get good at what you practice.  Let’s be
honest with ourselves; being weak is a choice.  So, let’s
re-set our focus on getting strong.

Strength is foundational to the total functioning of
the human body.  Without strength, other factors such
as endurance, speed, agility and skill cannot be used
effectively. The goal of every officer should be to get
as strong as possible while staying at the lightest
possible bodyweight.  Why? For two reasons: 1) being
strong makes you harder to kill and 2) a high strength-
to-body-weight ratio is the key to preventing joint and
muscle injuries in training and in real life competition.  

I have taught countless men, women, and teenagers
who weren’t even close to perform a single body-

weight pull-up to performing 1-2 perfect pull-ups in
little as one training session. Within a month most
were effortlessly performing multiple sets of 3-5 body
weight pull-ups and are ready to start adding weight.
For those who are already proficient at pull-ups, the
information below will take you to a new 1 rep max.
The difference is in the details.

The standard: grip the pull-up bar with your
palms facing away, thumb less or conventional grip,
and pull from a dead hang until the front your neck
touches the bar (not your chin).  No swinging, kipping
or other use of momentum is allowed when
performing weighted pull-ups.

The setup: Following the procedures below will
dramatically and safely increase your pull-up strength.

1. Grip… the pull-up bar, palms forward, elbows
straight, look straight ahead, not up. (Photo 1)

2. Take all the slack out of you arms and shoulders by
“flexing” the bar and establish the “active”
shoulder.  (i.e. actively pull your shoulders down and
back, lean slightly forward, and open up your chest
by pinching your shoulder blades together.  Feel the
lats, traps, and rhomboids contract)  

3. Tip… your pelvis and flex/shorten your abs,
establishing the gymnast “hollow” position.   

4. Take the slack out of your lower body by keeping
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your legs straight, knee-caps pulled up, feet press
tightly together (crossing your feet is acceptable)
and strongly contracting your glutes. (Photo 2)

5. Inhale sharply through your nose, filling your lower
abs with air, and apply the sphincter lock (i.e.
contracting muscles of pelvic floor).

6. Rip…Initiate movement by forcefully exhaling a
tiny stream of air through your clenched teeth,
pressing your tongue to the roof of your mouth.
This will increase your intra-abdominal pressure
(IAP) forcing your abs to contract harder and assist
in lifting the weight

7. “Corkscrew” your arms until your elbows are pointing
forward then drive them straight down towards the
ground.  Don’t try to “Pull” yourself up. Instead, just
drive your elbow towards the ground.  (Photo 3)

8. The front of the neck or chest must touch the bar.
(Photo 4)

9. Return to the starting position and pause on the
bottom with the arms fully extended for at least a
second before attempting another rep. 

10. Keep the tension high and limit the repetitions to
five or less.  It is better to do multiple sets of fewer
reps. Train for success and a high degree of
neuromuscular coordination. Terminate all sets
before going to muscle failure.

From Zero to Hero
If you followed the procedures above and still

cannot complete one pull-up with your body weight,
do not despair.  View your pull-up as you would your
PR (personal record) for the dead lift.  If you had a
barbell loaded with too much weight that you could
not lift off the floor, you’d simply keep removing
plates until you lightened the load to the point where
you can lift it.  The same holds true with bodyweight
pull-ups.  We’re going to reduce the load by using pull-
up assistance bands. These bands are thick and strong,
40” long, and come in widths of 21/2”, 13/4”, 1” and !”.
I highly recommend picking one of each width size. 

• Attach the appropriate sized band to the pull-up
bar.  Step into the band and secure your grip. 

• Follow the proper pull-up procedures as 
outlined above.  As long as you can 
perform 1-2 pull-ups in good form, then 
you have the correct band size.  

• Perform 3-5 sets with a 3-5 minute rest in 
between.  

• Continue to use the same size band until you 
can perform 3-5 sets of 5 reps.

• Drop down 1 band size and repeat the process.
Note: Allow approx. 2-3 weeks on each band size.
Train pull-ups 3 times a week. 

• Once you get to the point where you’re to perform
3-5 sets of 5 reps with the !” band, then you’re
ready for full body-weight pull-ups!

• When you get to this point, warm up one set of 5
reps with the 1” band then do a second warm up
set with the !” band, then perform 3 working sets
with your body-weight only. 

• Again, once you can perform 3-5 sets of 5 reps with
no bands, it’s time to start adding weight!  It’s really
that simple.   

It’s been said that practice makes perfect.  Actually,
practice makes permanent.  Whatever you practice,
good or bad, will eventually become a permanent
movement pattern.  Never sacrifice perfect form for
more weight or reps. Treat your strength training as a
practice session, pay attention to detail, be consistent,
and you’ll begin to make remarkable strength gains. 

I don’t think it’s possible to get to strong at pull-ups.
The bigger the reserve of strength you can build the
better. My recommendation for the tactical community
is working towards a 1 rep max goal of your body-
weight plus 90 pounds.  It’s not unreasonable.  Without
strength, other factors such as endurance, flexibility,
agility and skill cannot be used effectively.  I can think of
several instances where an officer’s safety and the
success of a mission directly hinged on the ability to pull
his gear-laden body up, over or through an obstacle.
Zero to hero, triumph or tragedy… being strong is a
choice and the choice is yours.
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