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Abdominal Intensity

Lon Kilgore, Ph.D. and Mark Rippetoe CSCS

You, like thousands of your peers,
want a six-pack. Every day you do hundreds
of crunches, twists, and sit-ups, but that
desired definition just never pops up. You
can feel the muscles under your skin and
you’re even pretty lean, but your abs just
don’t show. What’s the problem? It’s in
your programming. It lacks intensity.

Compare the physiques of a distance
runner, a sprinter, and a pro bodybuilder.
Of the three, which has the most defined
muscularity? Low speed activity with
bodyweight begets no rip. High speed
activity with bodyweight improves the
amount of rip. Weighted exercise maximizes
rip. The problem with your abs is that
you’re training them for a marathon when
you actually should be training them to look
big and strong. The endless repetitions of
crunches and sit-ups that most people believe
will deliver a six pack will only deliver
muscular endurance. Why strength-train the
rest of your body and endurance-train your
abs?

To fix this problem you only need
make a few modifications to what you
already do. First, add resistance. The rectus
abdominis is a muscle, just like the quads,
just like the pecs. What do we do if we want
a bigger and more defined chest and thighs?
First, we add weight to the bar. So instead of
the standard crunch, get a barbell plate, get
in your crunch start position, hold the plate
at arms length over the upper chest and chin,
then do your crunch movement, as high up
as you can, while maintaining the plate’s

position over your chest and chin. (Shove
your toes under a plate rack or have a buddy
hold your feet down). Think of it as
punching the weight straight up in the air.
Now you have a weighted crunch that adds
intensity to your abdominal training, a
resistance that can and should be increased as
you get stronger. Start with a weight that is
heavy enough to make you work. Don’t
pick a weight you can do easily, any
program that says it’s an easy way to fitness
is an easy way fail.

Second, we do the correct number of
reps, around 10-12 for multiple sets. Dr.
Mike Stone, former head of Sport
Physiology for the United States Olympic
Committee, proposes that maximal muscle
growth is stimulated via 5 sets of 12
repetitions. That means a maximum of 60
repetitions in a multiple-set weighted crunch
workout will deliver big results! Start with 3
sets of 12 repetitions. Add repetitions in a
new set EVERY workout and when you can
do 5 sets of 12 repetitions, add 5-10 pounds
to your plate weight, drop back to 3 sets of
12 repetitions, and then work back up to 5
sets of 12.

In short order you will be able to
crunch the big 45’s with no problem. At
that point you do not want to start
crunching a stack of plates. That can be a
little risky, rather you need to get an easy-
curl bar and begin to add your weight to a
bar.

Cutting the bodyweight reps and
progressively adding weight to your



crunches will rapidly develop the rectus sure that everyone gets to see the results of

abdominis and will deliver the six-pack your hard work by making sure that you
muscles. You can build awesome abs with don’t bury the evidence under the results of
intense training but it’s up to you to make high intensity eating.
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