
THE SQUAT

BREAKDOWN & PROGRESSIONS



BODYWEIGHT SQUAT
The baseline movement is the Bodyweight Squat and is considered the general  
starting point for the average person. From here, we will either progress or regress. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
SET-UP
• Feet should be approximately shoulder width apart

• Feet should point straight or be slightly turned out

• The stance may widen to ensure full range of motion if mobility is an issue

• Chest should be up tall with spine in a tight neutral position. 

DESCENT

• Look to inhale and brace the stomach maintaining tension throughout the squat

• Concentrate on sitting back, much like onto a chair in order to encourage maintaining a tall torso position

• Descend under control until the tops of the thighs are parallel to the floor

ASCENT

• Drive the floor away keeping the chest tall and upright

• Drive the hips through at the top squeezing the glutes and forcefully exhale

• If the movement is still a struggle to master with relevant cues being given,  

then the regression would be an assisted squat taking some of the load out of the equation



GOBLET SQUAT
If the bodyweight squat is performed correctly with good form, our first progression is to add 
some load to the movement in the goblet position. The same principle applies to  
the goblet squat as they do in the bodyweight squat, however,  
we are now adding a dumbbell in the goblet position,  
much like holding a ‘goblet’ or bowl of soup. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• The top of the dumbbell should be touching the top of the sternum with the 

 bottom of the dumbbell in contact with the bottom of the sternum. 

• Contact points must be kept unless having the weight here will promote  

a forward lean when descending into the squat. 

• The goblet benefits by adding more load to the exercise, but also holding  

the load in this position will promote to keep the chest tall and core engaged. 



UNILATERALLY LOADED SQUAT
Once the goblet is comfortable and can be performed well under increased load, 
a progression from here is to distribute the load unevenly. 

This is where the hierarchy can have some side panels,  
and the progression of exercises doesn’t necessarily 
have to be in a straight line. 

Someone may find they can goblet squat well,  
but once the load is placed on the one side,  
technique may waver. Having the uneven  
load may be slightly too advanced and therefore 
a more suitable progression may be 
a Back Squat where the load
 is still distributed equally. 

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• The same principle applies as with all squat patterns.

• However, here the core is under more strain having to fight  

the rotational force of the weight being on the one side

• This can be a great exercise to highlight areas of weakness within  

the squat, testing core stability and ability to maintain tension.  

If this movement shows weakness and technique starts to falter,  
regressing back to the goblet squat or moving onto the Back Squat may be more suitable.



BACK SQUAT
From the goblet squat another progression that may be suitable is moving into the Back 
Squat. Using the barbell provides an opportunity to add more resistance to the exercise, 
with the weight now being placed across the shoulders rather than in front of the chest.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• When approaching the bar, the bar should sit at chest height within the rack

• Grab the bar firmly with both hands just outside shoulder width  

(this may be slightly wider if shoulder mobility is an issue)

• From here drop underneath the bar and rest the bar across the top of the shoulders

• Create tension by trying to bend the bar down across your shoulders

• From here perform a partial squat to unrack the bar and take two small steps back maintaining tension

• From here the same principles stated previously are applied when performing the squat pattern with an  

emphasis on keeping a tension with the core, a tall chest and full range of motion through the squat pattern

RE-RACKING THE BAR

When re-racking the bar, step back into the rack until the bar is in contact and level at both sides above  

the J hooks. From here maintain tension and perform an eccentric squat under control,  

until the weight of the bar is taken fully by the rack. 



FRONT SQUAT
Another variation that will increase the complexity of the exercise is a Front Squat.  
This exercise when performed with a clean grip, requires a large amount of shoulder,  
wrist and upper back mobility in order to maintain a high elbow  
and tall torso during the movement. 

Therefore, if mobility is an issue and the position can not be maintained, a front squat is not 
suitable. But if mobility in this position is sufficient, the clean grip is a great variation with a 
large carry over into other exercises such as cleans, thruster and overhead presses. 

There is also the option of performing the Front Squat with a cross grip. This takes the mobili-
ty element out of the equation by allowing arms to cross while the bar sits across the front of 
the shoulders. This grip may be a suitable variation for some but has little carry over to other 
exercises and may not feel as stable as when using a clean grip. 

Here we are focusing on the clean grip.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• The bar height in the rack should be chest height

• Grab the bar just outside shoulder width and with a loose grip  

drive both elbows underneath the bar to horizontal 

• The bar should sit across the front of the shoulders and close to the neck.  

This may seem uncomfortable at first but over time mobility  

will increase and the front rack position will feel more natural

• A good test to see if the bar is in the correct position is to perform a zombie squat.  

This is where the arms are straight in front being horizontal with the bar resting  

on the tops of the shoulders. The bar is in the correct position if it stays in place

• Unrack the bar as you would a Back Squat taking two steps back into the start position 

• On the descent maintain tension with a tall torso and elbow height,  

resisting the temptation to collapse forwards during the squat

• With the weight now being in front of the shoulders, the core is having  

to work harder to maintain a tall position when compared to the Back Squat

• This is why the Front Squat is considered a more advanced exercise due  

to the demands and mobility requirements

• Rerack the bar as you would a Back Squat



OVERHEAD SQUAT
Considered by many as the most advanced variation is the Overhead Squat.  
A large amount of overhead mobility, stability and strength is required to perform  
this exercise effectively and safely. Therefore, for many this exercise is simply not suitable 
and more positive benefits would be seen from a less complex version of the squat. 

However, where possible this exercise has massive bang for its buck, reinforcing strong 
shoulder and trunk stability to maintain shape under load. Similar to Front Squats, there is a 
large carry over to overhead pressing as well as snatches.

KEY CONSIDERATIONS
• In order to get into the start position, the first steps are similar to a Back Squat

• Hand placement is much wider and is dictated mostly by overhead mobility

• A good estimate is to hold the bar at the waist with straight arms and widen  

your hands evenly until the bar is inline with your hip crease  

(approximately an inch below your hip bones)

• This is considered a good hand width when going into the overhead squat

• Once hand placement has been established, follow the same steps  

as you would a Back Squat to the start position

• From here grip the bar tightly inhaling and creating tension

• Perform a Push Press by partially squatting explosively to then drive  

the bar up overhead, stabilising and staying controlled in the top position

• From here maintain tension and a strong overhead position with 

 the bar above the crown of the head

• Perform a squat as you would with all previous variations while maintaining the overhead position

• When looking to re-rack the bar, perform a controlled eccentric Push Press, softening at the knee,  

as you bring the bar back down to shoulder height

• Then re rack the bar as you would with a Back Squat.



SUMMARY
There are many variations of the squat, increasing and decreasing in complexity and demand. 
Some of which are in this hierarchy, but all provide the common theme of reinforcing cor-
rect mechanics in and out of the movement. The hierarchy provided is not set in stone and 
shouldn’t be interpreted that way. This is simply a guild in which you could progress the squat 
pattern and how one exercise feeds to the next. 

 1. BODYWEIGHT SQUAT
 2. GOBLET SQUAT
 3. UNILATERALLY LOADED SQUAT
 4. BACK SQUAT
 5. FRONT SQUAT
 6. OVERHEAD SQUAT

The most appropriate variation is dependent on the individual’s needs and goal within their 
training. There is no fixed approach to choosing the correct variation, as long as the justifi-
cation meets the needs and wants of the individual. It is key to have an open mind towards 
which options to take in order to provide an effective and suitable training programme. 
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