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About the Author

Coach Joe is an accomplished coach and athlete with 
experiences in multiple areas of athletics. His journey 
started in 2000 at Western Maryland College. During his 
four years at WMC Joe played football, studied exercise 
science and sports coaching, and met his wife Eliza. 
After graduating Joe taught physical education and 
coached multiple sports at the middle, high school and 
college levels. 

In 2010, Joe and his Wife Eliza moved to Hawaii and he 
began to pursue a career in strength and conditioning. 
As an intern within the University of Hawaii’s S&C 
department Joe worked with a variety of sports. Two 
semesters into his internship he put his coaching 
ambitions at UH on hold to raise his son Mason. While 
the commitment to his family took precedence, Joe 
began to focus on Weightlifting and functional fitness as 
a place where he could juggle the rolls of full time father, 
coach and athlete. Most notably Joe qualified for the 
2012 American Open, competed in the 2013 CrossFit 
Games with CrossFit 808, totaled in the 2014 and 2015 
USAW National Championship, and placed 2nd at  2016 
Masters.   

Currently Joe’s focus is on Weightlifting, the 
development of Joe’s Barbell and the Doc and Jock 
Podcast.  Joe also enjoys spending time with his family. 
If you’re motivated by the pursuit of a goal, ready to 
implement Weightlifting as part of your adventure, and 
understand the difference between exercising and 
training, Joe would love to help.
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5 Steps Toward 

Establishing the Perfect 

Setup for YOU!  
A minute to learn and a lifetime to master!  I think of this idea often in regards to 
the Sport of Weightlifting.  Truth be told it is not a complicated sport to 
understand.  It has clear rules and the objectives are straightforward.  However, 
the technique is rarely mastered.           

A crucial step toward mastery is starting with and refining the fundamentals.   

Setting up is as critical a fundamental as you can find in the Sport of 
Weightlifting. Paying attention to details during this stage can result in good 
habits that WILL lead to increased performance.   

Regarding both the snatch and clean the setup principles are the same, grip 
width being the only difference. Also, the goal in Weightlifting is to go overhead, 
not just to pick the barbell up.  That intention makes setting up for a snatch 
and/or clean slightly different than setting up for a conventional deadlift.       

Below is a five step approach to finding a setup that works for you.  The goal is 
not simply introducing the five steps, but also providing effective points of 
performance to practice in order to establish a routine.  A routine 
that will take the thinking out of your Weightlifting equation.     



STEP 1 

FOCUS  ON  
WHAT  YOU  
MUST  DO   

NOT  WHAT  YOU  CAN 'T  

OR  HAVEN 'T  DONE
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SET YOUR MIND

The sport of weightlifting requires a high level 

of focus and consistency.  One of the 

reasons my six year old son Mason is a 

terrible Weightlifter is that he can’t establish 

enough focus to consistently duplicate his 

movement.  Sure, he picks up random stuff, 

goes over head, and makes all the mommies 

say “Aww,” but that’s not Weightlifting.  The 

Sport of Weightlifting requires you to be 

mentally present. 

If you want to successfully go over head you 

need to focus on the task at hand and step 

onto the platform with a mindset and 

approach that facilitates making lifts. Setting 

your mind is all about establishing confidence 

and laying the mental groundwork for 

consistent habits that will ultimately lead to 

consistent technique.   

Coaches, teammates, and music can help 

zero in focus.  However, in my mind this first 

step must begin with the athlete.   

You have to ask yourself “Why 

Weightlifting?” 

“Why am I picking up this bar?”   

“Is this rep important?”   

  

Connecting with your why will ultimately 

block out inevitable distractions like the 

judges, the crowd, or the fact that if you don’t 

hit this 3rd snatch attempt you will bomb out! 

  

Equally important is rehearsing the cues your 

coach uses to correct the faults in your 

technique.  Those cues should be simple, 

direct, and effective.  As I coach my athletes 

I use a lot of verbiage, searching for what 

works for them.  As I do this I am also asking 

them what makes sense and how they feel 

about the lift. 

How could you have made that better? 

Did that cues make sense to you?   

Setting your mind with effective cues that 

supply purpose and direction to your 

movement will get you focused on what you 

must do - not what you can’t or haven’t done. 

  

The take away here is to identify the simple 

phrases that connect you with motivational 

thoughts and quality movement.  As you 

address the bar for your attempts focus on 

these phrases and nothing else.  



STEP 2 

ESTABLISH  
STRONG  
AND  STABLE  
FOOTING     

BEFORE  GENERATING    

MOVEMENT  
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SET YOUR FEET
To effectively set your feet you must do two 

things: be aware of where they are, and actively 

engage them before the lift.   

Being aware of your feet is a simple task.  Step 

up to the bar, look down, and cover a portion of 

your feet with that bar.  I allow three options for 

new lifters.   

1 - The base of the toes at your straight 

shoelace. 

2 - The midfoot. 

3 - The top knot close to the base of the 

ankles.   

I have found that athletes with shorter legs and 

those with good hip mobility have success 

setting up closer to the barbell.   

Longer athletes and those with poor hip mobility 

generally have to set up a little further away from 

the bar.   

It is my opinion that closer is better, but don’t be 

creepy.  If, each time you pick up the barbell you 

drag it against your shins and it looks as if they 

have been through a brier patch you should 

make an adjustment. 

Friction is not your friend in Weightlifting.  This is 

especially true as we break the barbell from the 

platform.   

          

Being aware of your feet is also a matter of 

stance width and toe position. 

To find this initial width bounce around moving 

your feet in and out.  The place you can jump 

highest is where you should start.  For the large 

majority of athletes hip width is best.   

There are a few reasons to make adjustments.  A 

wider foot position will allow for a little more 

stability off of the floor.  A more narrow foot 

position will place the bar slightly higher at full 

extension of your body.   

If you do tinker with foot width do so consistently. 

 Stick with one adjustment for a few weeks and 

be sure to measure your performance and take 

note of how you feel.       

With your foot width set you must now actively 

engage them as well.  To do this you must re- 

create the arch that evolution built and the 

running shoe destroyed.   

I ask my athletes to establish three points of 

contact with the ground and screw their feet into 

the floor. 

The three points of contact are your big toe, 

anterior side of the foot, and heel.  Think of 

anchoring these points into the platform with your 

toes forward.  Then, screw your feet into the 

platform.  Done correctly you should feel 

tightness, torque, or best put - power - 

accumulate in your hips. 

This step is crucial, and in my mind, often 

overlooked.  Without strong and stable footing 

you cannot use the floor correctly to generate 

movement on the barbell.    



STEP 3 

FINDING  THE  
CORRECT  
FOCAL  POINT
PROMOTES  A  NEUTRAL  

SPINE  AND  BETTER  

MOVEMENT  
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SET YOUR GAZE
While competing at Nationals I received a 

great piece of advice from Rob Blackwell of 

California Strength.  He said, “competing at 

Nationals is no different than lifting at your 

home gym: the room is just a little bigger, so 

find something to look at.”   

With that in mind, each time I jump on the 

platform I set my gaze 

  

I do, and ask my lifters to look at something 

fixed and slightly above the horizon.  Doing 

so helps to promote a neutral spine and 

moving straight up and down.  

If excessive head movement is an issue, one 

interesting drill is to have athletes go through 

some empty bar work with a tennis ball 

tucked under their chin.   

I don’t want my athletes feeling stiff but I do 

want their necks straight up and down.  A 

neutral neck means open lines of 

communications between the brain and body. 

  

Combine this with the active feet I described 

in step two, and your neurological pathway to 

making lifts is wide open. 

  

Alternatively, dropping your chin can promote 

pushing attempts forward and a weak finish 

under the barbell.   

Also, whipping your head back usually 

results in creating a large loop at the top of 

the bar path. This loop is the bane of many 

lifters training existence and becomes hard to 

wrangle in as load increases. 

Finding the correct focal point promotes 

neutral positioning of the spine and leads to 

better communication between the nervous 

system and musculature.   

It also promotes more vertical movement and 

a tighter bar path. 

Look to your garden hose as a great 

example.  If you had to put out a fire, or 

torture you kids, you’d want to limit kinks so 

water could flow freely. 

Finding a proper focal point give you access 

to the best neck position possible.  

      



ESTABLISH  A  
CONNECTION  
WITH  THE  
BARBELL     

THIS  ISN 'T  GRIP  IT  

AND  RIP  IT
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SET YOUR GRIP
It’s time to grab the bar.   

Make sure new lifters are adopting the hook 

grip and grabbing the bar in the same place. 

 A strong hookgrip keeps the bar from 

spinning out of the back of your hand.  It will 

be uncomfortable at first.  However, a few 

weeks in and you will be driving your car 

with a hookgrip.   

Simply wrap your thumb under the bar, and 

then your pointer and middle finger around 

your thumb. 

The knurl is also on the bar for a reason.   

Please, use it as a reference to know where 

you grab the bar with each attempt. When I 

clean I am a half-inch inside the knurl. 

 When I snatch I am a thumb outside the 

knurl. 

I find myself consistently coaching new 

lifters to move their hands out regarding 

both the snatch and clean. 

You need to tinker and figure out what 

works best for you and understand that 

there are a few of reasons to make 

adjustments.   

For both, the snatch and the clean, the wider 

your grip the higher the bar should kick off 

your hip — and the more vertical your bar 

path will be.  These are qualities to strive for.  

Regarding the snatch you want to adopt a 

grip that places the bar at the top of your 

pockets but also allows for stability in the 

overhead position. 

Regarding the clean start with adopting the 

widest grip that you can comfortably front 

rack the barbell with high elbows and triceps 

that are parallel to the ground.  If these 

positions are hard to come by get to work 

before practicing full cleans.   

Hooking up with consistency is not usually an 

issue when Weightlifting for heavy singles, 

doubles or triples.  This problem comes into 

play when athletes perform multiple reps for 

time.   

Whether you are chasing a PR snatch or 

gutting out Isabel (it's a CrossFit reference 

silly - get your mind out of the gutter), setting 

your grip is your first chance to establish a 

consistent connection with the bar.   

Set your grip earnestly, and refrain from just 

gripping and ripping.  



YOUR  BACK  
SHOULD  BE  
RIGID     

AND  THE  BARBELL  

SHOULD  HAVE  

NOWHERE  TO  GO  BUT  

UP  
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SET YOUR BACK
The final step to establish your setup is 

setting your back.   

Do do this properly we will use your hips and 

shoulders to anchor the top and bottom of 

your back and breath.  Once established you 

must maintain this position and rigidity as 

you break the barbell off of the floor.   

First, set your your hips slightly higher than 

your knees.  You can get to this place by 

starting with straight legs, a la the butt pump. 

 Or, starting low low low and rising to the 

occasion.   

Next, set your shoulders forward of the bar 

and higher than your hips.  Then, pull your 

shoulders back and down opening your 

chest.   

Think of where picking up 400 pounds would 

put your shoulders and start there.  This 

gives the barbell and your body nowhere to 

go but up as you begin pressing your feet 

though the floor. 

With your chest open, your shoulders active, 

and hips set, your back should be straight, 

rigid and angled slightly up. 

Combine with the previous steps, your legs 

should also feel very powerful and your body 

ready for action. 

There will be slight variations in how this 

looks from athlete to athlete, and 

adjustments can be made based on body 

type and performance.  

With your back positioning set the final 

step is to take a deep breath and set the 

back to do work.  

There is an optimal sequence so pay close 

attention because this step is the most 

important and can be used in all 

movement.  

  

1 - Engage your glutes and your pelvic 

floor (squeeze your butt). 

2 - Inhale focusing on taking air into 

your abdomen.  This sets the spine. 

3 - Exhale blowing all the air out, 

reinforcing the trunk.   Pull your ribs 

down and flat with your abdominal 

muscles. 

4 - Maintain that tension and breath into 

it.   

Work toward limiting any up and down of 

the ribs, in and out of the belly button, and 

flexion and extension of the spine. 

With your back set and stabilized your 

ready to break the barbell from the floor.     



WITH  
CONSISTENCY  
COMES  
PROCRESS     
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PUTTING IT ALL TOG

There are a lot of great characteristics about the sport of Weightlifting.  One 

being that it is the same in practice as it is on game day.  This makes 

practice really pay off.   

Before taking these steps and practicing that dynamic start you saw that 

guy from Kazakhstan do at the World Championships, take a moment, and 

practice a consistent static start.  That world record holder may have come 

out of the womb with a 200kg front squat, but he did not come out of the 

womb with a dynamic setup.  He earned it through years of consistent 

practice and thoughtful attention to detail. 

With consistency comes progress.  You can find examples of this across all 

sport and Weightlifting is certainly no different.    

  

Weightlifters who pay attention to their setup and operate with a consistent 

approach hit more consistent numbers. Weightlifters with a grip it and rip it 

mentality will be anything but consistent.   

Weightlifting Coach Mike Burgener puts it plainly and honestly when he 

says, "Practice does not make perfect, perfect practice makes perfect."   

I run athletes through this setup sequence, practicing it until we establish 

consistent patterns.  In my mind, the first rep is always the setup, and 

attention needs to be given to coaching and practicing it.  Be mentally 

present regarding your set up, develop a pattern that establishes purpose, 

and practice the parts like you would any other drill.   

Putting It All Together
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THANKS FOR FOLLOWING ALONG. 

IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS SHOOT 

JOE AN EMAIL ANYTIME. 

JOE@JOESBARELL.COM 

ALSO, CHECK OUT HIS PODCAST 

 DOC AND JOCK AT 

WWW.DOCANDJOCK.COM 


