
 
 

 

THE 
POWERLIFTING 

PRIMER 
Curious about the Big Three lifts? 

Hone your squat, bench press, and deadlift 
with this well-rounded, all-ages workout. 
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The Workout 
Perform the following moves in order, choosing 

challenging weights for the primary lifts. 
Remember: The focus isn’t on exhausting your 

muscles but on moving big weights safely. 

Lifting heavy weights 
“isn’t just about the 

transformation of our bodies 
but about empowering our 

minds and spirits. We’re not 
just shaping our bodies — 
we’re shaping our future.” 

– Sylvia Atkinson, 
certifed trainer and 

Life Time Alpha 
Strength coach 



Primary Lifts 

To see the 
moves in 

action, 
check out 
the online 
version of 

this article. 

Deadlift: 5x5 

Back Squat: 5x5 

Paused Bench Press: 
3x4 

https://experiencelife.lifetime.life/article/a-powerlifting-workout-for-all-ages/


 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 
Deadlift: 5x5 

•Stand behind a loaded barbell with the bar against your 
shins, feet about shoulder width apart. 

•Keeping your back in a neutral position and your chest 
up, bend at your hips and knees as much as possible 
(pretend you’re a superhero trying to keep the logo on 
your chest visible from the front). 

•Drive your shoulders downward, toward your hips, and 
keep them there throughout the move. 

•Grab the bar with a shoulder-width, overhand grip. Think, 
Hips down, chest up. 

•Without bending your arms, dropping your chest, or rounding 
your back, push through your feet slowly, increasing the 
power gradually until the bar starts to rise from the floor. 

•Keep the bar close to your legs at all times, until you are 
standing fully upright, knees and hips fully extended. 

•Pause for a moment. 

•Reverse the move. If you’re lifting close to your maximum 
weight, it will be difficult to lower the barbell slowly and 
with control, but do your best. Dropping a barbell from 
this position — or lowering it fast — isn’t dangerous, but if 
it slams down and rattles the rafters a bit, you might draw 
a little unwanted attention from your fellow gym-goers.  

•Repeat to complete five sets of five reps. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

•Set up a barbell in a bench-press rack and lie on your 

Paused Bench Press: 3x4 

back with the bar roughly above the top of your head. 

•Take an overhand grip on the bar, hands slightly wider 
than shoulder width. If using a spotter, have them grab the 
bar with a narrower, mixed grip (one hand overhand, one 
hand underhand). Keeping your feet flat on the floor, your 
lower back strongly arched, and your glutes and upper 
back firmly on the bench, lift the bar off the rack (with the 
help of your spotter, if using one). 

•Once you feel you can support the weight safely, 
have your spotter release their hands so you are 
holding the bar over your chest unassisted. This is your 
starting position. 

•Lower the barbell slowly, until it touches your mid-chest, 
keeping your elbows close to your torso. 

•Pause for a slow one-count with the bar on your chest. 
The bar should remain completely still. 

•On an exhale, smoothly press the bar back to your 
starting position. That’s one rep. 

•Repeat to complete three sets of four paused reps. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Back Squat: 5x5 

•Place a barbell in a squat rack at shoulder height. Load 
the bar with an appropriate weight for you (or, if you’re a 
beginner, use a bar without weights) and stand facing it. 

•Take an overhand grip on the bar, slightly wider than 
shoulder width. 

•Duck your head underneath the bar so that it rests on the 
muscles of your upper back (but not on your spine). 

•Pull down on the bar as if trying to break it over your back. 

•Walk your feet directly underneath the bar, stand up, and 
walk back a couple of steps. 

•With your feet parallel and slightly wider than shoulder 
width, slowly bend your knees and hips, sitting back as 
low as possible, aiming to lower down until your thighs are 
parallel to the floor. Keep your lower back in a natural arch 
and feet planted. 

•Pause briefly at the bottom of the movement, long 
enough that the barbell visibly stops moving. 

•Reverse the move, slowly standing back up. 

•Repeat to complete five sets of five squats. 



 

Accessory Moves 

Rear-Foot-Elevated Landmine Row: 3x10 
Split Squat: 3x10/Side 

To see the 
moves in 

action, 
check out 
the online 
version of 

this article. 

Strict Press: 3x6 

Pallof Press: 3x15/Side 

Feet-Elevated 
Glute Bridge: 3x10 

https://experiencelife.lifetime.life/article/a-powerlifting-workout-for-all-ages/


 

 

 

 
  Rear-Foot-Elevated 

Split Squat: 3x10/Side 

•Holding a pair of dumbbells, stand with one foot 2 to 3 
feet in front of a bench or box, and prop the other foot on 
top of the bench or box. 

•Bend at your hips and knees until your front thigh is about 
parallel to the floor. 

•Reverse the movement. Complete three sets of 10 reps 
per side. 



 

 

 

 
Landmine Row: 3x10 

•Anchor a barbell in a landmine base with a wide-grip or 
T-bar attachment. Straddle the bar and grasp the handle. 

•Hinge forward at the waist and row the weight toward 
your chest. 

•Reverse the movement. Complete three sets of 10 reps. 



 

 

 

 
Strict Press: 3x6 

•Stand holding a barbell at chest height. 

•Brace your core and press the weight overhead. 

•Reverse the movement. Complete three sets of six reps. 



  

 

  

 

 
Feet-Elevated Glute Bridge: 3x10 

•Lie on your back with your knees bent and feet up 
on a bench or box. 

•Engage your glutes to press your hips up. 

•Hold for one breath, taking care not to overextend 
and arch your back. 

•Reverse the movement. Complete three sets of 10 reps. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Pallof Press: 3x15/Side 

•Anchor a resistance band at shoulder height and stand 
with your left shoulder pointed toward the anchor point. 

•Grasping the band, step away from the anchor point until 
there is tension on the band. 

•Brace your core and press the band away from your chest 
until your arms are fully extended. 

•Reverse the movement. Complete three sets of 15 reps 
per side. 

ANDREW HEFFERNAN, CSCS, is an Experience Life contributing editor. 
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