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Programming with Emphasis 

Programming components in personal training 

often require more knowledge and adaptability 

than the traditional programming approach of 

three sets of ten repetitions. Programming starts 

with a laundry list of client needs that often limit 

program aggressiveness due to low levels of 

fitness, inhibitory dysfunction from 

musculoskeletal imbalance, and lack of 

flexibility; this is compounded by a lack of 

training frequency. The standard 120-180 

minutes of contact per week makes it difficult to 

provide effective results, particularly when the 

client’s exercise tolerance, whether 

psychological or physiological, is low. Most 

clients are driven by vanity-based goals; they 

want to lose weight and look better, both of 

which indicate a need for greater training 

volume. 

This presents quite a conundrum: how can a 

low-frequency program be manipulated to 

address the demands of health and fitness when 

faced with the client’s physical limitations? 

When a program calls for two or three scheduled 

meetings per week, each exercise bout should 

encompass the total body. This allows for the 

appropriate volume of stress for adaptations and 

creates the potential for a higher caloric 

expenditure. To ensure each area receives full 

exposure to adequate stress, it makes sense to 

emphasize a particular focal point during each 

session. The “total body with emphasis” 

program can be accomplished using a push/pull, 

lateral/rotate model that targets specific planes, 

selecting exercises that focus on the kinetic 

chain, or incorporating complex exercises for 

multiple muscle groups. The idea is to increase 

the volume in a particular area, while accounting 

for other requisite activities to promote all the 

desired outcomes of the training cycle at the 

same time.  

The use of program training systems can aid in 

this endeavor. Supersets, circuits, combination 

exercises, and strip sets all promote volume, 

enabling the trainer to increase overload as the 

client’s muscles adapt. When using this 

programming technique, the idea is to emphasize 

a group of muscles or movements at specific 

joints and ensure each muscle group is addressed 

twice per week, both for balance and to promote 

maximal adaptation. Some common rules of 

thumb help with programming. First, the 

exercises should assume a 50% effort toward the 

daily emphasis and 50% toward the rest of the 

body. It is important to cover key aspects of the 

needs analysis, particularly where limitations 

exist. A dynamic warm-up and appropriate cool 

down should incorporate functional-based 

activities or corrective strategies and be included 

in the program. Some other sound considerations 

include:  

1) Ensure each joint movement is 

incorporated 

Muscle imbalances are common when certain 

muscles are overactive and others are 

underactive. This often occurs due to 

preferential movement attention. Personal 

trainers should balance muscular activation 

through thoughtful programming. In most cases, 

more pulling is warranted; many clients 

demonstrate tendencies toward forward flexion.   

2) Work in all three planes 

The sagittal plane dominates most exercise 

programs and selected life movements. The 

reality is the maintenance of function calls for 

rotation at the shoulder, hip, and trunk, as well 

as balance between abduction and adduction. 

Lack of range of motion is common among 

individuals who live in the sagittal plane, 



Programming with Emphasis 2 

 

National Council on Strength & Fitness 

 

supporting the need for adjunct work in the 

frontal and tranverse planes.    

3) Use split stances and unilateral exercises 

for clients with shoulder and pelvic instability 

Neutral, bilateral stances are subject to poor 

skeletal control during movements. Tight hip 

flexors and extensors cause a posterior or 

exaggerated anterior tilt during exercises such as 

squats and deadlifts. The majority of clients 

should start an exercise program using split 

stance or unilateral-based training. Unilateral 

exercises encourage joint stabilization and local 

activation through a fuller range of motion than 

can be accomplished using a similar bilateral 

exercise. 

4) Be cautious of low back overuse  

Squats, deadlifts, and rows all place stress on the 

back extensors. The constant pull of gravity 

creates a natural imbalance between the front 

and back necessitating program decisions that 

de-emphasize back extension. The flexion-

extension relationship at the trunk should be 1:1, 

but most people are 1:3. Therefore, purposely 

placing stress on the back extensors adds to the 

imbalance. Trainers should stop performing 

back extension and place more emphasis on 

flexion and rotation. Be cautious, though, to 

ensure that the trunk flexors and stabilizers are 

activated. All too often, clients use the erector 

spinae and hip flexors instead of the spinal 

stabilizers, leading to inhibitory tendencies on 

the abdominals.  

5) Place more emphasis on closed-chain trunk 

flexion and rotation    

A strong recommendation for functional 

improvements is to get off the ground. Unless 

you are bodybuilding, ground activities are best 

used to initiate activation techniques. Once the 

client is able to stabilize the spine using the 

proper musculature, they should be encouraged 

to use closed-chain exercises. One caveat: if the 

hip flexors and low back continue to dominate 

exercises such as roll-outs and knee raises, the 

activities will be ineffective at optimizing the 

desired trunk balance.      

6) Avoid overuse of segment stabilizers 

during supersets and circuits 

When writing supersets and sequence systems 

like circuits, be sure to order the exercises from 

heaviest and hardest to most stable and isolated. 

Secondly, be sure the same stabilizers are not 

being overemphasized in sequenced activities. 

The stabilizers are the weakest link; therefore, 

they will inhibit functional overload if the 

demands on them are extended from one lift or 

movement to another. Much like the low back, 

the shoulder is subject to fatigue from local joint 

stabilizers. Mix upper- and lower-body exercises 

or lower/upper and middle body exercises to 

avoid this problem.  

The following sample programs exemplify the 

basic “emphasis” idea. While warm-ups and 

cool downs, as well as the set-rep schematics, 

are excluded, the core exercise activities identify 

the focal element of the program. Certainly there 

are many correct combinations, but these present 

a conceptual starting point from which to work. 

The easiest way to begin is to create a client-

specific needs analysis: identify and list the best 

solutions to the problem and then create 

combinations and supersets that address these 

problems. For instance, if the client has tightness 

in the gluteus maximus and tends toward upper 

cross syndrome, it makes sense to combine a 

reverse lunge with a cable or band row. If they 

need to work on trunk rotation and pelvic 

stability, a split-stance rotation drill would be 

effective. If they have central activation 

problems and struggle with stability, the use of a 

single-arm overhead Bulgarian (split) squat 
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would promote the desired outcome. These 

exercises make quality combinations because 

they complement each other. Avoid forcing 

combinations as they tend to be awkward and 

often promote sloppy movement patterns. When 

constructing supersets, the trainer should 

consider the logistics of time and space. Select 

actions that can be readily performed in close 

proximity to each other and require similar 

equipment. For instance, an overhead lateral 

squat with a medicine ball blends well with 

another medicine ball activity such as a chop 

rebound or wall rebound.  Above all, the 

exercises just have to make sense and take into 

account the client’s capabilities and 

proficiencies.  

 

Sample Programs with Emphasis 

Upper    Middle    Lower 

Back squat   Squat to press   Deadlift 

Bench press   Lateral swings   Front squat 

Bent over row   SA Bulgarian   Axial-loaded lateral lunge 

DB Shoulder press  Reverse lunge w/rotation DB chest press s/s mod pull-ups 

Push-up s/s mod chin up DB RDL s/s MB skaters  Plate raise s/s medicine ball chops  

Hanging knee raise s/s leg curls  Dips s/s v-situps  Leg curls on ball s/s calf raise  

Step-ups with biceps curl Alternating row s/s knee raise Cable trunk rotation s/s rear delt pulls  

Push     Lateral/Rotate    Pull 

Front squat to press    Lateral squat   Deadlift 

Bulgarian Squat    Romanian deadlift  Pull-ups 

Bench press    Standing military press  Step-ups  

Modified pull-up   Lunge w/rotation  Seated row  

Dips     Cable high row   Reverse lunge to band row 

Lateral lunge w/MB reach Standing bar rotation   Bench push-up s/s rear delt pull                                             

MB push-ups s/s MB pullover  Slide board adductions s/s  Biceps curl s/s tricep pushdown 

                             slide board pikes 

 




