[image: image1.png]


[image: image2.jpg]


GRCI Power Fit – PAF2OYB

Saving Face: Effective Spotting of The Bench Press
By Dave Tate, The Angry Coach and Jim Wendler

The recent bench press accident at USC has sparked loads of interest online and in the press with regard to the bench press. While I’ll admit I'm not much of a news follower, this one, in particular, caught my attention. My first reaction was to ask the same battery of questions I'm sure many others have asked:

Who was spotting?
Why was the player even doing the bench press?
Was this a single or a rep max?
Then I read statements such as these in The Daily Trojan: 

“It was scary,” (Trojans Coach Pete) Carroll said. “That happens sometimes when you’re doing (the) bench press…but this one just hit him wrong.”

“I’ve seen players have the bar slip and fall on their chest, but never in my 25 years of coaching have I heard of someone dropping a bar on their throat,” (Trojans S/C Coach Chris) Carlisle said.

It’s always easy to call the shots from the back end or be the Monday morning quarterback, but the reality is one hurt player and a lot of people making excuses and placing blame within the context of something they really know nothing about.

What I haven't seen is what can and should be done to avoid this in the future. Just this morning, I did a Google search on how to spot the bench press, and was shocked at what I saw in the first four pages.

There is zero debate that the bench press in the most popular weight training movement in the United States. It’s as American as apple pie. Everyone knows the bench press. Just ask around. Actually, there’s no need to because I'm willing to bet at some point in your life you’ve been asked how much you bench press. Everyone has. So you would think with all this movement’s popularity, a simple Google search would provide you with valid and effective information on how to spot it.

While I am by no means the authority on the bench press, spotting or coaching, I have paid my dues and spent enough time in the gym to know what needs to be done to keep a lifter safe. This is not to say pulled muscles, tears and other injuries won't occur. What I'm saying is that specific things need to be in place in case these things do happen.

I’m going to present these tips based on advice from pro and elite level powerlifters and their spotters and coaches because I've always felt you should learn from the top down, and who better to learn spotting from than those who are spotting these extraordinary lifters?

1. Personal Responsibility: As the lifter, you need to know what your limits are and take responsibility for ensuring your own safety, as well as the safety of your spotter(s). This means trying what you think you can do. Just because you "feel good" doesn't mean you can go for a 50 pound record. This also means your spotters aren’t there to do shrug workouts on your last three reps. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, is communication. Your spotter needs to know what your cue is if you need help. However, I've never read this in one single bench press article on spotting. In the world of powerlifting, we have the unspoken law of the words "take it." If the lifter needs help, he will say it, if the spotters see trouble they will say it, and if the judges see a problem they will say it. This is our "safe word," and it’s what prevents small issues from becoming giant issues. Funny how simple basic communication can make such a big difference.

One other point is to make sure your hands are not sweating (use chalk), as this can lead to the bar slipping around in your hands.

2. The Set-Up:  I don't want to turn this into a bench press technique article, as you can see all this information here:

Dave Tate's Six Week Bench Press Cure (http://www.t-nation.com/free_online_article/sports_body_training_performance/dave_tates_sixweek_bench_press_cure)
I would, however, like to make a few comments that can ensure the safety of the lifter.

First, make sure your body is tight and braced. If someone was to come up alongside you and try to push you to one side or the other, they should not be able to move you.

Second, your grip should be tight and even. Even if you use a false grip, you need to make sure your thumb is jammed into the bar as hard as you can, and that you have as much tension as you can on the bar. While this is known as the “suicide grip,” and for good reason, it can be used safely if you know what you're doing. In most cases this is not true. In the future I will try to write about the pros and cons of this grip, but for this article let's just agree that it’s too advanced for 99.9% of the readers and should not be used. When I write “tight grip,” I'm saying it should be tight from start to finish, and NOT what I see time and time again (mostly with athletes outside of powerlifting and bodybuilding). They will grab the bar, and then after unracking, you will see something I call a "top bob" (where they do little pumps - I guess to get the bar ready), or the "wave" (they decide to open their hands in a wavelike motion). Both of these are far more common than you think, and if it were me personally, I would never let them bench over 50% until these habits were stopped. As lifters, you need to grab the bar tight for the entire set.

3. Informed Spotters:  Before each set, it’s important that all the spotters know how many reps the lifter expects to achieve.  It would help (even if it’s not quite realistic) if each spotter knows the capabilities of the lifter. We’ve all spotted “that guy” that says he’s going to do five reps, but can’t get one on his own - and then continues the set Jimmy “The Bull” style. If someone tries to pull this with you, immediately Grab-n-Rack that barbell and delegate your spotting duties. 

With each spotter knowing the expectations of the set, they can help better coach the lifter, count reps and give encouragement.  The best spotters are always the most informed and involved.  It is a win/win situation for both parties.

In most gyms, the lift-off spotter is the main guy. At a meet, he has to step back so the judge can see. He is the one who has the control, and in many cases, he’s maybe the only one there to spot. If you are this guy, there is some information you need to know before you even get to the bar. You need to know what the lifter’s max is, how many reps they’re going to do, and, if possible, where their sticking point is. You also need to know what type of lift off they want and require. Some will want to count. Others will use a nod or tell you on what breath they will go on. Lifters use various signals, and you need to know what your lifter’s signal is. If they don't have one, then provide then with one. Tell them you will lift it out to them on 3, then count 1, 2, 3, and then lift out. After lifting the bar out, keep your hands on the bar - don't use the forearm Zercher lift off - until you feel the lifter has taken all the weight and is ready to lower it.

At this point, stay close and AWARE of what is going on. If you are the only guy, and you’re not AWARE, then who is? Injuries can happen in an instant, so you have to be ready. If it is a max weight and you’re the only one, stay close. If it’s a set of reps, you can stay back some, but watch the bar speed to see when it starts to slow down. When it slows down, be more AWARE.

I will say this, and I’m being brutally honest. Nobody wants your shorts in their face, and nobody wants to be able to smell what you had for lunch. Also, wipe your damned sweat off BEFORE you step up to lift off, and make sure any excess chalk is off your hands. What you don't want to do is get up to help lift off and drop sweat and chalk all over the lifter’s face. If you do need a spot, don’t ask someone right after they squatted a 10-rep PR. Give the guy some time to catch his breath.

It’s also your job to double check the grip to make sure it’s tight and even, and to make sure your lifter is focused on the task as hand.

Finally, listen and use your best judgment. If the lifter says "take it," then grab the bar. If they look like they’re going to miss, then take the bar. It’s far better to be safe than sorry.

The back spotter must have both hands on the bar to give a lift off. You are not earning any Strong Points by lifting a barbell with one hand. Not only does this give the lifter a sub-par hand off, it will be crooked.

This leads me to another point. The spotter must also have his hands wide enough to give a smooth lift off and be sure his hands are even. Also, once you’ve lifted the bar out to the lifter, the back 
spotter must take his hands off the bar. There is a difference between being an active spotter and an annoying spotter. Having your hands on the bar THE WHOLE TIME is just as bad as not having a spotter at all. The lifter can’t see, and he can’t focus on the task at hand. Furthermore, 100% of the time, the spotter is helping the lifter lift the barbell. So if you do this, not only do you want the lifter to get hurt, you want them to get weak. Hence, you are the worst training partner or spotter ever.

99% of the time, the back spot is the only one you will receive, so be sure that you pick this person carefully. Too often, we will grab anyone to give us a spot – any Tom, Richard or Hairy will do, right? If you pick a 100 pound spotter for a 500 pound attempt, don’t expect to be shocked when the barbell starts to cave your chest.

Having a good spot is mostly the lifter’s responsibility. 

4. The Side Spotters: The role of the side spotters is simple. They’re to watch the lift and the bar and make sure they’re ready in case something happens. Keep your hands very close to the end of the bar. If the plates leave little room at the end of the bar, then two side spotters per side will be required, and their arms and hands should be very close (but not touching) to the plates. With one spotter on each side, you need to remember that if the weight is this big, there is very little the lift off guy can do except direct the path the bar will go after you take it. Finally, unless something major happens, do not touch the bar unless you’re told. The worst thing that can happen is one side spotter grabbing the bar while the other does nothing. Once again, awareness is key.
Questions:

a. Who is responsible for your safety when completing any lift?

b. What is the safe word that we will use in the weight room? What does it mean?
c. When doing a bench press what do you need to do with your body to help perform a successful lift?
d. Describe the conversation you would have with a spotter before attempting a lift.
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