
how to do push ups

how to do push ups, the fundamental bodyweight exercise, offers a powerful way to build upper body

strength, improve core stability, and enhance overall fitness. Whether you're a beginner aiming to

master the basics or an intermediate looking to refine your technique, understanding the proper form is

paramount to prevent injury and maximize results. This comprehensive guide will walk you through

each step, covering common variations, the benefits of this exercise, and how to progress safely and

effectively. We'll explore everything from hand placement and body alignment to breathing techniques

and how to increase your push-up count.
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Understanding the Benefits of Push Ups

Push ups are more than just an upper body exercise; they are a compound movement engaging

multiple muscle groups simultaneously. This full-body engagement makes them incredibly efficient for

building strength and improving muscular endurance. The primary muscles targeted include the

pectorals (chest muscles), deltoids (shoulders), and triceps (back of the upper arm). However, the

benefits extend far beyond these areas.

A strong core is essential for maintaining proper form during a push up, which in turn strengthens your

abdominal muscles, obliques, and lower back. This core engagement contributes to better posture and

can help alleviate back pain. Furthermore, consistently performing push ups can improve shoulder

stability, reducing the risk of injury in other activities. The rhythmic nature of the exercise can also

contribute to improved cardiovascular health, especially when performed in circuits or with minimal

rest.

The versatility of push ups is another significant advantage. They require no equipment, making them

accessible to anyone, anywhere. This allows for consistent training regardless of your location or

access to a gym. As you get stronger, you can introduce variations to continue challenging your

muscles and prevent plateaus in your progress. Overall, incorporating push ups into your fitness

routine is a strategic way to build a strong, functional, and resilient physique.

The Proper Push Up Form: A Step-by-Step Guide

Mastering the correct form is crucial for both effectiveness and injury prevention when learning how to

do push ups. Incorrect form not only reduces the benefits but can also lead to strain in the wrists,

shoulders, or back.



Starting Position

Begin by getting into a plank position on the floor. Your hands should be placed slightly wider than

shoulder-width apart, with your fingers pointing forward or slightly outward. Ensure your wrists are

directly beneath your shoulders. Your body should form a straight line from your head to your heels,

engaging your core and glutes. Avoid letting your hips sag or rise too high.

Lowering Phase (Eccentric)

As you inhale, slowly lower your chest towards the floor. Keep your elbows tucked close to your body,

forming about a 45-degree angle with your torso. Imagine pulling yourself down to the floor rather than

just letting gravity take over. Continue lowering until your chest is a few inches from the ground, or as

low as you can comfortably go while maintaining a straight back.

Pushing Phase (Concentric)

As you exhale, powerfully push through your hands to return to the starting plank position. Extend your

arms fully but avoid locking your elbows. Keep your core engaged throughout the movement to

maintain a stable, straight line. Focus on using your chest and triceps to drive the movement.

Body Alignment

Throughout the entire movement, your body should remain rigid and straight. This means keeping your

neck in a neutral position, looking slightly ahead of your hands. Your back should be flat, without any

arching or rounding. Your glutes should be squeezed to help maintain this rigid structure and prevent

your hips from dropping.



Common Push Up Mistakes to Avoid

Even with a clear understanding of the steps, it's easy to fall into common pitfalls that diminish the

effectiveness of push ups and increase the risk of injury. Being aware of these mistakes allows for

self-correction and ensures you're getting the most out of your effort.

Sagging Hips

A very common error is allowing the hips to drop towards the floor. This happens when the core is not

sufficiently engaged. Sagging hips place excessive stress on the lower back and reduce the activation

of the chest and triceps. To correct this, consciously tighten your abdominal muscles and squeeze

your glutes throughout the entire range of motion.

Arching the Lower Back

Conversely, arching the lower back is another sign of a weak core or improper positioning. This can

lead to discomfort or pain in the lumbar spine. Maintaining a straight line from head to heels, as

mentioned in the proper form, prevents this. Imagine bracing yourself as if you were about to be

punched in the stomach.

Elbows Flaring Out

Allowing your elbows to flare out to the sides at a 90-degree angle can put unnecessary strain on your

shoulder joints. This wide elbow position shifts the emphasis away from the chest and puts more

stress on the rotator cuff muscles. Keeping your elbows tucked at a 45-degree angle to your body is

the recommended posture.



Incomplete Range of Motion

Not lowering your chest close enough to the floor or not fully extending your arms at the top are

common ways to cheat the exercise. While it's important to work within your current strength level,

striving for a full range of motion is key to maximizing muscle engagement and strength gains. If you

can't achieve full depth, consider using knee push ups or incline push ups.

Push Up Variations for Every Fitness Level

The beauty of push ups lies in their adaptability. As you build strength, you can introduce variations to

increase the challenge or make the exercise more accessible if you're just starting out.

Knee Push Ups

For beginners, knee push ups are an excellent starting point. Perform the exercise on your knees

instead of your toes. Maintain the same straight line from your knees to your head, keeping your core

engaged. This modification reduces the body weight you need to lift, allowing you to focus on proper

form and building initial strength in the chest, shoulders, and triceps.

Incline Push Ups

Another beginner-friendly variation is the incline push up. Place your hands on an elevated surface,

such as a sturdy table, bench, or wall. The higher the surface, the easier the exercise. As you get

stronger, gradually decrease the height of the elevated surface. This variation also allows for a focus

on form without the full load of a standard push up.



Decline Push Ups

Once you can comfortably perform standard push ups, decline push ups offer a greater challenge.

Elevate your feet on a bench or step, placing your hands on the floor. This shifts more of your body

weight onto your upper body, particularly targeting the upper chest and shoulders more intensely. Start

with a slight elevation and gradually increase it as you get stronger.

Wide-Grip Push Ups

Widening your hand placement beyond shoulder-width increases the emphasis on the pectoral

muscles. This variation requires more chest activation. Ensure you maintain proper form and a

controlled descent to avoid shoulder strain.

Close-Grip (Diamond) Push Ups

Bringing your hands closer together, so that your thumbs and index fingers form a diamond shape,

significantly increases the involvement of the triceps. This variation is excellent for building arm

strength. Be mindful of your wrist and elbow positioning to prevent injury.

Building Your Push Up Strength: Progression Strategies

Increasing your push-up capacity requires a strategic approach to training. Simply repeating the same

number of push ups week after week will eventually lead to a plateau. Implementing progressive

overload is key to continued improvement.

Increase Repetitions

The most straightforward method of progression is to gradually increase the number of repetitions you



perform in each set. If you can do 10 push ups, aim for 11 or 12 in your next workout. Once you can

consistently complete a target number of reps, aim to add another.

Increase Sets

Another effective strategy is to increase the number of sets you perform. If you're doing 3 sets of 10

push ups, try increasing to 4 sets of 10. This adds volume to your workout without requiring you to

increase the intensity of each individual set.

Decrease Rest Time

Reducing the rest periods between sets can also serve as a progression. As your muscular endurance

improves, you'll be able to recover faster. Shortening rest times from 60 seconds to 45 seconds, for

example, increases the metabolic demand and can lead to greater strength gains.

Introduce More Challenging Variations

As your strength increases, transition to more difficult push-up variations. Moving from knee push ups

to standard push ups, then to decline or diamond push ups, is a clear progression path. This constant

challenge ensures your muscles are continually adapting and growing stronger.

Add Tempo Variations

Manipulating the speed of your repetitions can also be a form of progression. Performing slower,

controlled negatives (lowering phase) can increase time under tension, which is beneficial for muscle

hypertrophy. For example, try taking 3-5 seconds to lower yourself to the floor.



Breathing Techniques for Effective Push Ups

Proper breathing is an often-overlooked but vital component of performing push ups effectively.

Synchronizing your breath with the movement can enhance performance, improve endurance, and

help maintain core stability.

The general rule for most strength exercises, including push ups, is to exhale during the exertion

phase and inhale during the relaxation or lowering phase. When performing a push up, you should

exhale as you push yourself up from the bottom position. This helps to stabilize your core and power

the movement. Conversely, you should inhale as you lower your chest towards the floor.

Focusing on deep, diaphragmatic breathing can further enhance your push-up performance. This type

of breathing involves engaging your diaphragm, allowing your belly to expand as you inhale. This

promotes better oxygenation and can help you push through challenging repetitions. Avoid shallow

chest breathing, which can lead to fatigue more quickly.

How Many Push Ups Should You Do?

Determining the optimal number of push ups to perform depends on your current fitness level, your

goals, and how often you train. There isn't a one-size-fits-all answer, but rather a personalized

approach is recommended.

For beginners who are just learning how to do push ups, the focus should be on form. Aim to

complete as many repetitions as you can with good form, even if that means doing only a few. Once

you can comfortably perform 8-12 repetitions with perfect technique, you can consider increasing the

volume. For individuals looking to build strength and muscle endurance, performing 3-4 sets of 8-15

repetitions is a common recommendation. Rest periods of 60-90 seconds between sets are generally

suitable.



If your goal is primarily muscular hypertrophy (muscle growth), you might aim for slightly lower

repetitions (6-10) with more challenging variations and slightly longer rest periods. For improved

muscular endurance, higher repetitions (15-20+) with shorter rest periods would be more appropriate.

It's also beneficial to vary your rep ranges and exercise variations over time to continue challenging

your muscles and preventing adaptation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the most common mistake people make when doing push-ups?

The most common mistake is letting the hips sag or arching the lower back. This puts unnecessary

strain on the spine and reduces the effectiveness of the chest and triceps engagement. Maintaining a

straight line from head to heels is key.

How can I do a push-up if I can't do a full one yet?

Start with knee push-ups. Perform the push-up motion while keeping your knees on the ground. As

you get stronger, you can gradually lift your knees off the ground for a moment at the bottom of the

movement, or move to incline push-ups with your hands on a raised surface like a counter or bench.

What are the benefits of doing push-ups regularly?

Push-ups are a fantastic compound exercise that strengthens multiple muscle groups simultaneously.

They primarily target the chest, shoulders, and triceps, but also engage the core, back, and even

glutes. This leads to improved upper body strength, posture, and core stability.

How many push-ups should I aim for?

The 'right' number varies greatly depending on your current fitness level. A good starting point for

beginners might be 3 sets of as many as you can do with good form. For more advanced individuals,

focusing on quality over quantity and incorporating variations is more beneficial. Aim for progressive

overload, meaning you gradually increase the number or difficulty over time.



Are there different types of push-ups to try?

Absolutely! Variations like wide-grip push-ups (targeting the chest more), close-grip or diamond push-

ups (targeting the triceps more), decline push-ups (with feet elevated, increasing difficulty), and

plyometric push-ups (explosive movements) can challenge your muscles in different ways and prevent

plateaus.

How can I improve my push-up form and avoid shoulder pain?

Focus on a controlled descent and ascent. Keep your elbows tucked in slightly, at about a 45-degree

angle to your body, rather than flaring them out wide. Ensure your hands are positioned directly under

your shoulders. Engaging your core and glutes helps stabilize your body and protect your shoulders. If

you experience pain, stop and reassess your form or consult a professional.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to doing push-ups, each with a short description:

1. The Perfect Push-Up: Master the Most Effective Bodyweight Exercise

This comprehensive guide delves into the biomechanics and proper form for executing a flawless

push-up. It breaks down the exercise into manageable steps, offering variations for all fitness levels,

from absolute beginners to advanced athletes. Learn how to build strength, improve posture, and

unlock your full pushing potential with expert advice and detailed illustrations.

2. Push-Up Progression: From Zero to Hero with Your Bodyweight

This book is designed for anyone who struggles to perform even a single push-up and aims to guide

them through a structured progression. It provides a step-by-step plan with achievable milestones,

focusing on building foundational strength and technique. Discover how to overcome limitations and

systematically increase your push-up capacity.

3. The Push-Up Bible: Secrets to Building Upper Body Power



Unlock the secrets to developing incredible upper body strength and power through the versatile push-

up. This book explores advanced push-up techniques, including explosive reps, isometric holds, and

decline variations, to challenge your muscles in new ways. It also offers insights into programming

push-ups into your overall fitness routine for maximum results.

4. Bodyweight Blueprint: The Art of the Push-Up and Beyond

While focusing on the push-up as a cornerstone, this guide expands to encompass a broader

bodyweight training philosophy. It teaches you how to harness your own weight for resistance, with the

push-up serving as a primary example of efficient strength development. Learn to build a balanced

physique and functional strength through intelligent bodyweight exercises.

5. Unleash Your Push-Up: A Practical Guide to Chest, Shoulder, and Triceps Strength

This practical guide zeroes in on the specific muscle groups targeted by the push-up, offering targeted

strategies for improvement. It provides actionable advice on pre-habilitation exercises, proper warm-

ups, and recovery techniques to prevent injury and maximize gains. Master the push-up and build

impressive strength in your chest, shoulders, and triceps.

6. The Push-Up Revolution: Redefining Strength with Your Own Body

This book champions the push-up as a fundamental and accessible tool for building true strength and

resilience. It challenges conventional gym-centric approaches, highlighting the efficiency and

effectiveness of bodyweight training. Learn to master various push-up forms and integrate them into a

powerful, self-sufficient fitness regimen.

7. Push-Up Powerhouse: A Complete Training Manual

Consider this your ultimate manual for becoming a push-up powerhouse, capable of performing a

multitude of repetitions with excellent form. It covers everything from basic push-up techniques to more

challenging variations like plyometric and weighted push-ups. The manual provides detailed workout

plans and motivational strategies to help you reach your peak push-up performance.

8. The Push-Up Advantage: Building Functional Strength and Core Stability

This book emphasizes how mastering the push-up contributes to overall functional strength and robust



core stability. It explains the synergistic muscle engagement required for a strong push-up and how

this translates to improved performance in daily activities and other sports. Discover the holistic

benefits of dedicating yourself to push-up mastery.

9. Push-Up Mastery: A Journey of Strength and Self-Discovery

Embark on a transformative journey of strength and self-discovery through the art of the push-up. This

book offers more than just technical instruction; it explores the mental fortitude required to push your

limits and achieve your fitness goals. Learn to connect with your body, build discipline, and uncover a

deeper sense of accomplishment.
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