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Last month I discussed the bench squat.  This time out the focus shifts to the squat variation known as the front squat.  


Bodybuilders, recreational trainees, Olympic lifters, powerlifters and other athletes have used the front squat for decades.  It’s an exercise that serves many different purposes.  Bodybuilders usually use it because it emphasizes the quadriceps more that the traditional back squat does.  That’s because the front squat changes the leverage on the back and shifts the posture.  It requires a more erect posture than the traditional back squat, which shifts the load more to the quads.  Consequently, bodybuilders do front squats when they’re looking to add quad mass. 



To perform front squats, place the bar across the top of your shoulders so that it’s caught on your clavicles (collarbones) and the front deltoids and either place your hands across it, or you can hook your thumbs under it.  If you’re planning to perform cleans or power cleans and/or push presses or jerks, you may want to leave your hands under the bar.  This bar placement won’t let you lean too forward, as you’d lose the bar in front of you. 


Lower yourself to a comfortable position, which for most people is thighs parallel to the floor.  If you need to go deeper and you don’t have knee pain, you may do so.  Once you reach the squat position, stand upright again.  That’s one rep. 


There are a couple of performance or coaching cues for this.  Olympic weightlifting coach, Mike Burgener, often tells his lifters, “Lead with your elbows.”  This keeps an upright posture.  I like to add another cue with this and that is to “Push the floor down with your heels”.  These two cues can make an athlete or trainee instantly correct poor technique in the front squat.  


As discussed in the July ’89 installment of this column (see softtissuecenter.com for other articles), which was titled “Low-Back Pain and Squats,” many people who experience lower-back pain when they squat can do front squats without a problem.  Judging by the number of letters I received, that was one of the most popular Sportsmedicine columns.  Much of the lower-back pain that occurs when people squat can be attributed to the small joints of the spine that guide its movement, which are called facet joints.  If those joints do too much weight bearing, wear-and-tear changes occur.  These are known as a degenerative joint disease, or osteoarthritis, a common form of arthritis that most of us will encounter to some degree. 


Many trainees have found that they can perform the front squat but not the back squat.  The usual comment is, “My back can’t take squats anymore, so I just do front squats.  They don’t bother it.”  The fact is, the spine is loaded when you do either movement.  There are, however, several ways to reduce the load on the facet joints.  One is to do front squats, on which your lower back isn’t arched in the same way as it is on back squats.  


As mentioned above, the posture you must assume when you do a front squat allows your back to be more upright, and as the back fatigues, it’s actually pulled forward into a slight flexion.  The facet joints are unloaded during that movement, which explains why the front squat causes less back pain than the back squat.  


Thirty years ago, World champion Kal Szkalak and Mike Mentzer were the top competitors and rivals in the Heavyweight class.  Kal did front squats with 315 pounds for three sets of 10 reps.  He couldn’t perform the back squat due to lower-back pain.  I never examined Kal, but his story is typical:  He couldn’t do back squats, but he could do heavy front squats.  


The second thing you can do to reduce lower-back pain while performing back squats is to look slightly downward.  Do not look up no matter how many times trainers and gym veterans tell you in an authoritative voice, “Pick a spot up on the wall and don’t take your eyes off it!”  When you look up, you activate reflexes in your eyes, head and neck that cause the neck to arch, or extend.  The lower back follows, and it extends, or arches, too.  That causes the small joints to take on more of the load, which jams them together, a scenario that will cause pain in an arthritic joint.  


To avoid the problem, look slightly down while you squat.  A good method is to look at the spot where the wall joins the floor.  That will help you unload your facet joints and reduce your lower-back pain. 


The front squat requires you to use a lighter weight than you can use on a back squat, and that, again, is due to the leverage.  When you begin to include front squats in your training routine, you’ll need to use a light barbell until your collarbones get used to the weight.  There may be some initial discomfort, but you’ll acclimate to it.  In addition, using the lighter weight initially will enable your quadriceps tendons to get used to the load.  


On the other hand, if you’ve had an injury to the acromioclavicular (AC) joint, which is where the collarbone meets the front of the scapula (shoulder blade), it may be difficult or painful for you to perform front squats.  If that’s your situation, you probably shouldn’t use the movement.  


Another problem that can occur with the front squat is midback muscle spasms.  The back muscles must fire to prevent you from falling forward from the weight of the front squats.  If you’re unaccustomed to this and are performing too many reps and sets or if you’ve pushed the weight too soon, you may experience such spasms.  In that case reduce the volume of front squats you’re performing.  You can also strengthen your back with deadlifts, Romanian deadlifts, stiff-legged deadlifts, weighted hyperextensions, good mornings or power cleans.  I have addressed all of those lifts in past installments of this column. 


I always like to point out people who have excelled in the lift I’m discussing.  With the front squat those athletes are for the most part Olympic weightlifters.  When you watch Olympic weightlifting on television during the Olympic Games or World Championships, you must realize that when the athletes pull the bar off the floor and drop into full, rock-bottom clean position, they must perform a full front squat to stand up.  Naim Suleymanoglu, the Pocket Hercules, was the first lifter to put triple bodyweight overhead in the clean and jerk.  He weighed 123 pounds and performed a clean and jerk with 369 pounds.  That means he’s capable of close to a 400-pound front squat!  Many years ago, Olympic lifter-turned-pro wrestler, Ken Patera performed a clean with 600 pounds in training. He weighed about 300 pounds.  More recently, the lifts have become even more phenomenal.  Dr. Mike Reed of Grover City, California, who is the Chair of Sports Medicine for USA Weightlifting, had the opportunity to observe many training sessions prior to the Atlanta Olympics.  At one he observed American superheavyweight Mark Henry performing front squats with 320 kilos (704 pounds) for three reps at a bodyweight of 400-plus pounds.  The Russian superheavyweight was lifting a few platforms away, and he was performing front squats with “only” 250 kilos (550 pounds).  He weighed a little less than 300 pounds.  Typically, the Russian lifters have better lifting technique, and he subsequently won the gold medal  


Heed the warnings as they apply to you.  The front squat is a common lift that’s been used for a very long time.  Give it a try.
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