By far the mast popular lift at
any gym is the bench press. Even
the non-power competitor most
likely has a bigger bench as his top
lifting goal. However, too many
lifters are unknowingly helding
their progress back by using too
narrow a bench grip width with the
mast common grip somewhere
around shoulder width. Mostof the
time the reason for using a narrow
gripis lack of proper coachingand
knowledge. Many lifters started
using such a grip because their first
barbell set came with instructions
to basic exercises that told
them to bench with a "shoul-
der width grip” and they
never looked any farther.
With time, even this grip pro-
duced results and lifter grew
comfortable with it and saw
no need to change. But,
there eventually comes atime
when progress in the bench
suddenly halts or slows down.
All too often the lifter looks
far a new routine or supple-
ment when potentially the
solution may be a technigue
change invo gripwidth.

Most powerlifting organi-
zations allow the width a
lifter's hands ta be up to 81
centimeters apart. This is
usually indicated on power
bars by the twe rings on the
knurling. Alifter should try to
use every bit of that limit he
can to maximize his results,
Howtoget there is the chal-
lenge.

Simply put, by benching
with such a narrow width
grip. the lifter is not using the

full potential of his pec muscles,
instead relying on the much smaller
and weaker triceps to carry the
load, | say potential, because if the
lifter doesn't approach widening
his bench grip correctly, hisbench
will actually drop. Generally the
wider the grip, the more involve-
ment of the chest or pectorals. lfa
lifter has trained for an extended
length of time with a shoulderwidth
grip. he has not placed enough
demand on his pecs to develop
them to a high strength level. Sev-
eral elite benchers | have known
over the years have told me they
used a narrower grip early in their
careers. Later they caught on and
moved their grip out and became
some of the greatest benchers in
history. They stopped relying on
their tricep power and made use of
more of their upper body muscula-
ture, with mast of the contribution
coming from the pectorals. Bui
there is still anather advantage to
using a wider grip that I will explain
shairtly

The best way to strengthen the
pecs is to gradually increase your
bench grip over a period of time.
Evena sma]IchiE:]ge inwidth, such
as one finger'swidth farther out on
each side, could alter the involve-
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ment of the pecs and change the
mechanics of thelift. Don'texpect
to immediately take your grip out
from shoulder width ta the 81 cen-
timeter competition limit and pack
50% on vour bench. This would
raise your chances of injury as your
shoulders, chest, wrists, tendons
and ligaments need to be slowly
introduced to the different stresses
a wider grip will produce.
Let'suse a 12-week off-season
training cycle to show how alifter
could work on widening his grip.
Onweek 1-3, take your grip out 1
finger's width worth more than
normal on each side. Youmay nol
be able to get the same number of
reps you would normally get with
vour usual grip because of the
reasons | explained earlier, but
stickwithit. lfyouget at least 90%
of your reps on weeks 1 - 3, take
your grip out an additional finger's
width for weeks 4 - 6. If not, stay
at that width for 1-2 more weeks
thenmove out. Two finger's width
may not sound like much, but re-
member it sactually 4 finger widths
as youwent out 2 fingers on each
side. Depending on vour finger
width, that can be 2-4 inches. In-
crease another finger width for the
next 3 weeks. Continue up to the
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12th weel.

Now it's time for evaluate vour
status. lfyou'reatorclose to your
usual strength level with an in-
creased aripwidth, continue touse
that grip. If vou're lower, take it
back in 1 or 2 fingers and stari
again. [If you're still down after
another 3 6 weeks, go back to
normal grip. You should be stron-
ger using your old grip than before
because of stronger pecs. Don't
continue te bench wider and lift
less just because that Daniels guy
said you're supposedto. If vouget
vour grip out even 2 to 3 fingersin
those 12 weeks, consider this ven-
ture asmashing success. Be careful
not to go out loo far because the
wider you go, the mare stress on
vaurshoulders, etc. Obviously, a5-
foot tall lifter would be extremely
hard pressed to go to the 81 cen-
timeter-inch limit; size does matter
in his case. Bigger lifters should try
to get wide enough so vour index
is straddling the knurling to fully
stretch the limit.

If you are already using a legal
81 centimeter grip, vou cannot go
any wider than the legal width in
competition, but training with a
wider grip can strengthen the pecs
which can add up to a biager bench

with the max legal width grip. Some
lifters may be meant to be close
grip benchers but [ think they're in
the small minority. Even those
lifters can benefit froma 12 weeks
of benching with a wider
than normal grip. A more
powerful chest is a plus no
malter what width grip or
style vou choose and using a
wider grip in training is a
great method to develop it.
Train the hench with your
normal grip width the last 4-
6 weeks in preparation for
the meet. You can include
one down set with a wider
grip to build and maintain
pec power,

| mentioned earlier that
there is another benefit of
using a wider grip; vou will
now have ta push the bar up
a shorter distance. [It's just
pure physics and common
sense. The less distance you
have lo press the weight, the
more you can lift even with
the same amount of strength.

Using a wider grip will
workyour triceps hard, You
caninclude a fewsets of close
grips after your benches for
additional tricep work. Close
grips, shouldergrip width {no
narrower). are the exercise of pref-
erence for many big benchers for
triceps power, Even if you have no
intenition or desire to widen your
gerip. a few sats of wider grip

nches in your training cycle will
add variety and hopefully new
pounds on your bench, The off-
season is tha best time to try widan-
ing vour grip out, but at the meet,
use the method that will vield the
best results,

When looking for ways to in-
crease your strength, look farther
than just a new routine or supple-
ment, look at your technique too.
Widening out your bench grip ei-
ther for competition or as assis-
tance work may help you get past
sticking paints in your training, If
you still have room to go out, re-
sume the same method on your
next cycle. Combine more upper
body power dedicated to the lift
anda reduced distance to press the
bar tolockout and you have a lifting
scenario thal is easy to get a grip
on
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