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Introduction

Hi everyone,

First off, if you are receiving this, I’d like to thank you for supporting Physionic – my life’s mission it 
to increase my reach and influence in hopes of bringing a new style of education on the human body 
to the public. It has been small steps, but I deeply appreciate your support so I can continue to feel as 
if I have a voice in science. That said, I’d like to take a moment and explain the rationale for this tem-
plate and then we will dive into a beginner’s lifting routine to build muscle. 

This template is designed so you can understand how to mix and match exercises depending on your 
weekly schedule. We begin by considering the most important variable for muscle hypertrophy/
growth: volume. Volume is the total amount of weight (in lbs or kg) lifted, per muscle group, in a de-
termined amount of time. Our self-determined amount of time will be one week. So, by the end of the 
week, how much weight have you lifted for that muscle group. 
 

With this in mind, let us begin.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



To determine your volume for the week, you will need to know another variable – that variable is 
intensity. Intensity is the amount of weight you are lifting with every single repetition of the exercise. 
So, intensity feeds into volume by allowing you to fill in volume over time. Volume is the goal (total 
weight lifted) and intensity (weight lifted per attempt) is how you will reach that goal – much like if 
you wanted to write an essay, your goal is to write a 1000 word essay and the pencil is how you will do 
it, word by word. 

So, what is your appropriate intensity?

You will need to run a test on yourself – this is called a Repetition Maximum Test. Typically, most 
people use a one repetition maximum test; meaning, they build up to doing the exercise for one rep-
etition, with good form, at a nearly impossible to accomplish weight. However, since you are a begin-
ner, this could require coaching, and because it is not necessary, we will not use this method. So, then, 
what will we use?

We will use an 8 repetition maximum test. 
 
The reason I prefer this style is because it simulates the exercising you will be using, as well as low-
ering the risk of injury. It has its drawbacks, but those are outweighed by its positives. So, all you will 
do is, for each exercise we will go over, to try different weights and see if you can accomplish 8 repeti-
tions of that exercise. If you can finish all 8 repetitions without much trouble, you need to try a higher 
weight until you reach a point at which doing the exercise for 8 repetitions is a struggle (the weight 
should have slowed around repetitions 7 and 8 from its initial speed in repetitions 1 and 2). If you 
screw this up, don’t worry about it too much – it’ll even out in the end, but its always nice to get an 
accurate head start. 

Okay, now you will have some idea of your appropriate intensity for each exercise (we’ll go over those 
exercises soon). Now, because we have intensity, we can figure out our total weekly goal for volume. 
As a beginner, you likely have not spent much time in the gym, and even if you have, you may not 
have had focused, weekly goals to achieve. That is going to change from here on out. 

Let us assume you did your 8 repetition maximum test on the barbell squat (again, we’ll cover exercis-
es coming up), and you were able to finish 8 repetitions, with good form, but the lift was much harder 
and moved slower in the final 2-3 repetitions compared to the first few (this is called fatigue). The 
weight you accomplished this with was 135 lbs (61 kg).  

Often, people think they are performing their repetitions with perfect form, but in the final few rep-
etitions, especially, their form breaks down substantially. So, what I generally do is tell people to cut 
20% of the weight off their established maximum (135 lbs/61 kg in our example). This will have little 
impact on overall muscle gained in the long run and ensures you are performing each repetition with 
silky smooth, full range of motion. So, in our example, we would lift approximately 110 lbs (49 kg). 

To calculate this, simply take your established 8 repetition maximum and multiply by .8 – voila!
 

Determining Volume & Intensity



135 lbs x 0.8 = ~110 lbs (yes, technically it is 108 lbs, but those weights are 
rarely found in gyms, so we round to the nearest 5 or 10).

Example



Now, onto programming and exercise selection. 

If we group your muscles, as many people do, we come out with 6 groups: Chest, shoulders, legs, back, 
abdominals, and arms.

Since we want the most bang for our buck, we choose mostly compound exercises that add mass to the 
greatest number of muscles in that group. Our previous example, the squat, is a complete leg exercise 
as it adds mass to your quadriceps (the front of your legs), your hamstrings (the back of your legs), 
your calves (the lower part of your legs), and your gluteus muscles (your butt!). This does not mean 
it is the best exercise for every muscle that make up your legs, but it stimulates them all adequately 
enough to be a great complete leg workout for a beginner and a staple exercise most people should im-
plement in their programming. So, I will not get into the rationale of each exercise, but rest assured, 
it follows a similar principle – complete exercises will dominate your programming. I will offer two 
exercises – the first will be the preferred, and the second will be an adequate alternate, if you cannot 
or will not perform the first.  

Effective Programming

For Legs:
(Primary) Barbell Back Squat

(Alternate) Leg Press

For Chest:
(Primary) Barbell Chest Press

(Alternate) Dumbbell Chest Press

For Shoulders:
(Primary) Barbell Overhead Press

(Alternate) Dumbbell Shoulder Press

For Back:
(Primary) Barbell Back Row

(Alternate) Seated Cable Row

For Abdominals:
(Primary) Dumbbell Ab Crunch

(Alternate) Cable Ab Crunch

For Arms:
(Primary) Barbell Bicep Curl

(Alternate) Dumbbell Bicep Curl
(Primary) Tricep Push Down

(Alternate) Lying Tricep Extensions



A big mistake beginners make is the assumption that you need to enter the gym and lift everything in 
sight – this is counterproductive as your musculature is more prone to damaging. You want to stim-
ulate, but not annihilate. So, with this in mind, let us revisit our volume, because we need volume for 
the week by which we can program according to what our week looks like.  

If, for example, we go back to our squat example (110 lbs/49 kg), and we understand we are not trying 
to spend an exorbitant amount of time in the gym (stimulate, don’t annihilate), we will have a scenar-
io along the lines of this:

Squat: 110 lbs x 3 Sets x 8 Repetitions = 2640 lbs / 1200 kg

This 2640 lbs is the volume for that day’s workout, but as we are defining volume based on the week, 
we need to know how many times this workout is performed in the week. If you do it once, the volume 
for the week is equal to the volume of the day. If you do it twice, the volume for the week is 2640 lbs 
x 2 (5280 lbs / 2400 kg). We need to aim for a low amount of volume that is still sufficient to induce 
muscle growth, and this will apply to all exercises. 

Now we have our volume, for each exercise representing each muscle group, for one workout of the 
week. 

If all you can do, due to schedule, health, or any other reason, is one workout per week – then your 
volume for the week is already calculated (one workout = week’s volume). I would recommend start-
ing with double this volume for the week, so double the numbers above for our example: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Squat: 110 lbs x 3S x 8R = 2640 lbs / 1200 kg 

Chest Press: 95 lbs x 3S x 8R = 2280 lbs / 1036 kg 
 

Overhead Press: 60 lbs x 3S x 8R = 1440 lbs / 654 kg 

Back Row: 90 lbs x 3S x 8R = 2160 lbs / 982 kg 

Ab Crunch: Bodyweight + 10 lbs x 3S x 8R = BW + 240 lbs / BW + 109 kg 

Bicep Curl: 30 lbs x 2S x 8R = 480 lbs / 218 kg 

Tricep Pushdown: 35 lbs x 2S x 8R = 560 lbs / 255 kg

Example



If you are feeling especially daring and just feel great working out this often, you can do triple our 
original numbers (in our example; the numbers will be different for you, based on what your 8 repeti-
tion maximum minus 20% is for you).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Squat: 5280 lbs / 2400 kg 

Chest Press: 4560 lbs / 2072 kg 
 

Overhead Press: 2880 lbs / 1308 kg 

Back Row: 4320 lbs / 1964 kg 

Ab Crunch: BW + 480 lbs / BW + 218 kg 
 

Bicep Curl: 960 lbs / 436 kg 
 

Tricep Pushdown: 1120 lbs / 510 kg

Example



At this point, you have a baseline volume – you know your weekly volume, the total amount should be 
determined by how you feel and how much time you have to dedicate to your goal. In the end, you will 
grow muscle as the program advances, but the program isn’t advancing, at this point. We know our 
baseline volume, based on our baseline intensity (determined by 8 repetition maximum), but do we 
continuously do the same resistance/weight and expect to continue to grow? The answer is a resound-
ing “no”. We need to implement the principle of progressive overload to see continual muscle growth 
over our program – how do we accomplish this?

Simply, we need to increase the weekly volume, incrementally. 

Since volume is specific to the muscle group, if we take our squat example, again, and we decide we 
can fit double the volume (5280 lbs /2400 kg) for our weekly volume, then we can increase from 
our baseline. We can take 5280 lbs and just toss on 100 lbs, and that would technically qualify as an 
increase in volume, but that is difficult to measure, so it would be better to look at the three variables 
you can manipulate to increase volume. 

Remember, it is 110 lbs x 3 Sets x 8 Repetitions, twice a week = 5280 lbs is our baseline weekly vol-
ume. 

So, the three variables we can change are Intensity/Resistance (110 lbs), Sets (3), and/or Repetitions 
(8). We can consider them as 3 stages of increase – small, moderate, and large increases. Increasing 
intensity is a small increase, because if you add 5 lbs (115 lbs x 3S x 8R), you will increase the total 
weight lifted to 2760 lbs, per day (5520 lbs for the week – a 240 lb increase from baseline). For a 
moderate increase, you can add one repetition (110 lbs x 3S x 9R) and you will increase total weight 
lifted to 2970 lbs, per day (5940 lbs for the week – a 660 lb increase from baseline). Finally, if you are 
feeling bold, you can add a set (110 lbs x 4S x 8R) and you will increase total weight lifted to 3520 lbs, 
per day (7040 lbs for the week – a whopping 1760 lb increase from baseline!). You can also mix these 
increases, like adding a repetition, as well as increasing intensity, or increasing it more gradually by 
adding 5 lbs to just the first set, then reverting back to the old numbers after the first set is finished. 
There are many possibilities, but the overall goal is to increase your weekly volume – if this goal is 
accomplished, you are implementing progressive overload, and you will grow more muscle. 

Is there a limit to how much we can increase one of these variables?

Technically, no, you can keep increasing, for example, your repetitions, indefinitely, but for the goal 
of muscle growth, there are limits to stay within for particular variables. If you are getting to a point 
in which you are doing over, say, 20 repetitions of the same weight, you are starting to get into anoth-
er category of goal (endurance over muscle size). So, in that respect, you should aim for repetitions 
between 5 and 20 (you can do less repetitions, but for beginners, I generally err on doing more repe-
titions). The same limitation does not apply for intensity or sets; the more you do, generally, the more 
muscle growth is seen. 

At this point, you have a baseline weekly volume and you know you need to progressively overload – 
either in a small (intensity), moderate (repetition), or large (sets) way, every week. This is how you 
will stimulate your muscles to continuously grow. 

Progressive Overload



Programming Flexibility

Finally, let us discuss the flexibility of the program. 

The way we have it written above is set up for a full body workout between 1 and 3 times a week. How-
ever, since we know our target volume for the week (with each week seeing a small, medium, or large 
increase in that volume) – we can create a program that fits our lifestyle. 

It should follow one rule, although there are a few other notes that could make programming more ef-
ficient, but for the sake of simplicity, we will use only this one rule – you must give each muscle group 
48 hours of rest. 

This certainly is not a hard line, but it is simple for people to follow in the beginning of their training 
lifestyle. So, if you use a full body routine, you are training all muscle groups on the same day – mean-
ing, the following day needs to be a rest day. You can even take 72 hours between training bouts. For 
example, you could do a full body workout on Tuesday and do it again on Friday. You could also do it 
on Monday and do it again on Wednesday. There is immense flexibility, that is the point.

What if you would like to do two days worth of volume (Squat: 110 lbs x 6S x 8R), (your entire week’s 
worth of volume) in one day?

Go for it. You will be in the gym longer and there are some general fatigue issues that may impede a 
good workout later in the session, but by all means, it is possible. Eventually, as volume continues to 
increase, be it 6 months down the road, or 3 years down the road, the volume will have accumulated 
to such a degree that you cannot fit it into one workout. So, you could do 30% of your volume for a 
muscle group or series of muscle groups on one day, then wait 48-72 hours, and knockout the remain-
ing 70% - or, split it 50/50, or train that muscle three times a week, splitting it 33/33/33 (Monday, 
Wednesday, Friday, for example). The most important variable, for a beginner, is to hit your total 
weekly volume with adequate intensity – adequate intensity. 

Adequate intensity means that instead of continuing to pile on repetitions for sets of 18 repetitions, 
you eventually move your intensity up. For our squat example, we should not be squatting 110 lbs 
for 8 sets of 20 repetitions a year into your program – volume is king, but intensity is a key player. 
You should be increasing intensity (moving from 110 lbs lifted to 140 lbs lifted over time, for exam-
ple), and in doing so, initially, your repetitions will either stay the same or decrease for a time; that is 
alright, because as your legs adapt (in this exercise – the squat), you will begin to increase your repeti-
tions back up, and the cycle continues. 

 
 
 
 
 
 



1. You must reach your total weekly volume.  
 
2. You must add to that weekly volume every week or every second week.  

3. You should not be using the same intensity/weight/resistance, but try and 
increase it over time (when you feel you can with good form). 

4. You can split your training days in any way you would like, so long as a 
muscle group is given at least 48 hours rest before being trained again. 

To recap the key takeaways



Here are these principles in action, for a single muscle group – legs.

You have decided that your baseline volume is 5280 lbs /2400 kg for squats (110 lbs x 6S x 8R).

You can do the traditional 2 workouts that would look and progress something like this:

Week 1:
Tuesday: 110 lbs x 3S x 8R

Thursday: 110 lbs x 3S x 8R
Weekly Volume: 5280 lbs (Baseline)

Week 2:
Tuesday: 115 lbs x 3S x 8R

Thursday: 115 lbs x 3S x 8R
Weekly Volume: 5520 lbs (Baseline + 240 lbs)

Week 3:
Tuesday: 115 lbs x 3S x 9R

Thursday: 115 lbs x 3S x 9R
Weekly Volume: 6210 lbs (Baseline + 930 lbs)

Alternatively, you could have 3 workouts, using the same volume, that would look and progress like 
this: 

Week 1:
Monday: 110 lbs x 2S x 8R

Wednesday: 110 lbs x 2S x 8R
Friday: 110 lbs x 2S x 8R

Weekly Volume: 5280 lbs (Baseline)

Week 2:
Monday: 115 lbs x 2S x 8R

Wednesday: 115 lbs x 2S x 8R
Friday: 115 lbs x 2S x 8R

Weekly Volume: 5520 lbs (Baseline + 240 lbs)

Week 3:
Monday: 115 lbs x 2S x 9R

Wednesday: 115 lbs x 2S x 9R
Friday: 115 lbs x 2S x 9R

Weekly Volume: 6210 lbs (Baseline + 930 lbs)



The combinations are nearly endless, as long as you stick to the outlined principles. 

Clearly, as you begin your training, the work load will seem trivial, but you can hopefully see that the 
workload continues to grow until it feels substantial, and even overwhelming. At points at which it 
gets extremely high, you have likely been progressing for a year or more and that would require more 
intelligent, less straight forward programming that I am not detailing here. Still, do you ever get to 
take a break? Absolutely. 

One common thought among beginners is that if you stop lifting weights for a short time, your mus-
cles will degrade quickly, but that is not at all the case. While, in the long term, muscles need to be 
stimulated to be maintained, that does not mean that short breaks aren’t helpful and sometimes nec-
essary. Taking a one week break from the gym will not lead to your regression, for example. So, there 
are two ways of doing this: Deload and Time Off. 

A deload is when you continue to lift weights, but you take your volume by decreasing intensity you 
have built up half. If you have gotten up to a point of squatting 130 lbs (59 kg), from our previous 110 
lbs, then you would end up squatting 65 lbs (29.5 kg). The weight seems incredibly trivial after you 
have built up your strength, but the idea is to continue the motor patterns and to get the muscles mov-
ing in the familiar movement pattern. 

Alternatively, you can just take time off – I could make this more complicated with fancy science talk, 
but honestly, you can just not go to the gym. It is likely better to maintain some form of activity, if 
that’s sports, jogging, or anything else that requires movement, but beyond that, having time off from 
the gym, directly, is perfectly acceptable.  

Admittedly, deloading has slight benefits not seen when just taking time off, but those benefits are mi-
nor and are unlikely to make a noticeable difference, so choose the one that fits your life best. Usually, 
a deload/time off is taken every 8-12 weeks of lifting, and lasts about one week (sometimes less, some-
times more, depending on your feeling and ability). Anything beyond two weeks is likely too much 
time off, deloading or otherwise, without some consequences (less coordination during lifts, and with 
months off – muscle loss/atrophy). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In Conclusion

So, with all of that in mind, you now have a base knowledge on where to begin, how to create a pro-
gram for yourself, a few exercises to get you started, and understanding various ways of progressing. 
As a last offering, if you are still lost, there is a free, self-calculating template, based on the principles 
outlined in this guide, for you to use. I certainly hope that the information provided in this short 
guide is helpful to you, and if it is, I would deeply appreciate you spreading the word on Physionic – 
I would like to reach more people and every share and endorsement from the community (you) helps 
tremendously. If you have questions, you can always reach out to me and I will answer to the best of 
my ability.


