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THE DEFINITIVE GUIDE TO
WENDLER 531 2ND EDITION:
BUILDING STRENGTH THE SMART
WAY

In  the  crowded  landscape  of  strength
training programs,  few have stood the
test of time quite like the Wendler 5/3/1
methodology.  Created  by  e l i te
powerlifter and coach Jim Wendler, this
program  first  emerged  in  2009  and
quickly  became  a  staple  for  lifters
seeking consistent, sustainable progress.
However,  it  was  the  release  of  the
Wendler  531 2nd Edition  that  truly
refined the system into a powerhouse of
practical  strength  development.  If  you
have  been  searching  for  a  training
philosophy that balances intensity with
longevity,  this  updated  edition  offers
exact ly  that.  Whether  you  are  a
seasoned  lifter  hitting  a  plateau  or  a
relative  newcomer  wanting  a  clear
roadmap,  the  2nd  edition  provides  a
framework  that  is  both  simple  and
profoundly  effective.

What is Wendler
531 2nd Edition?
At  its  core,  the  Wendler  531  2nd
Edition is a periodized strength training
program  built  around  four  primary,
compound  lifts:  the  squat,  the  bench
press,  the  deadlift,  and  the  overhead
press.  The  name  itself  reveals  the

structure of each training wave. Over a
four-week cycle,  you  perform each lift
using sets and reps that follow a pattern
of  5  reps,  then 3  reps,  and finally  1  rep
for  the  heaviest  week,  with  a  deload
week  to  cap  it  off.  The  genius  of  this
edition  lies  in  its  use  of  percentages.
Rather than maxing out every session,
you work with calculated percentages of
your training max, which is typically 90
percent of your actual one-rep max. This
built-in buffer reduces fatigue, minimizes
injury  risk,  and  allows  for  long-term
progress without burnout.
The  2nd  edition  refined  many  of  the
concepts  from  the  original  book.  Jim
Wendler  listened  to  feedback  from
thousands of  lifters  and added clearer
gu idance  on  ass i s tance  work ,
progression,  and  how  to  adjust  the
program when life or training gets tough.
It moved away from being just a set of
numbers on a page and became a full-
fledged  training  philosophy  that
emphasizes hard work, consistency, and
honesty with yourself.

Core Principles of
the 2nd Edition
The Wendler 531 2nd Edition  is not
merely a set of workouts; it is built on
foundational principles that guide every
dec is ion  you  make  in  the  gym.
Understanding these principles is crucial
for success.
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THE TRAINING MAX

This  is  arguably  the  most  important
concept. Your training max is 90 percent
of your current one-rep max. By using
this lower number, you allow your body
to  accumulate  volume  and  intensity
without  constantly  flirting with failure.  It
keeps you fresh and ensures that even
during the heaviest  weeks,  the weight
feels  manageable.  This  approach  also
allows for steady, incremental progress
over many cycles.

PROGRESSIVE OVERLOAD

The  2nd  edition  is  meticulous  about
progression. After each four-week cycle,
you add five pounds to your training max
for the upper body lifts and ten pounds
for  the  lower  body  lifts.  This  steady,
small increase might seem conservative,
but over the course of a year, it leads to
significant  strength gains.  This  slow and
steady  philosophy  is  what  separates
5/3/1  from  programs  that  encourage
reckless pushing to failure.

THE FOUR MAIN LIFTS

All of your training energy is focused on
getting  stronger  at  the  squat,  bench
press,  deadlift,  and  overhead  press.
These  are  the  lifts  that  build  real,
functional  strength.  The  program does
not waste time on exotic exercises that
offer  little  return.  Every  workout  is
centered  around  one  of  these  four
movements.

How a Typical 4-
Week Cycle

Works
The structure of the Wendler 531 2nd
Edition  is  beautifully  straightforward.
Each  week,  you  train  four  days,  with
each day dedicated to one of the four
main lifts.  You perform the main work
first,  followed  by  assistance  exercises.
The rep scheme across the four weeks is
as follows:

Week 1: 3 sets of 5 reps at 65%,
75%, and 85% of your training
max. This is a volume week.
Week 2: 3 sets of 3 reps at 70%,
80%, and 90% of your training
max. This is a heavier, more
intense week.
Week 3: 3 sets of 5, 3, and 1 reps
at 75%, 85%, and 95% of your
training max. This is the peak
intensity week.
Week 4: Deload week. You
perform 3 sets of 5 reps at 40%,
50%, and 60% of your training
max. This is a recovery week.

One  of  the  best  features  of  the  2nd
edition is that the final set of each day is
an  "any  rep"  set.  Once  you  hit  the
prescribed number, you are encouraged
to do as many quality reps as possible.
This is where you truly test yourself and
earn your progress. It adds a competitive
element  within  yourself  and helps  you
gauge  when  it  is  time  to  adjust  your
training max.

The Role of
Assistance Work
The  main  lifts  are  the  focus,  but  the
Wendler  531  2nd  Edition  does  not
ignore  the  importance  of  assistance
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work. In fact,  the 2nd edition provides
much clearer guidelines for this than the
original. Assistance exercises are chosen
to  support  the  main  lifts  and  build
muscular  balance.  The  recommended
approach is the "Push, Pull,  and Single
Leg/Core" template.

Push: Exercises like dumbbell
bench press, dips, or overhead
triceps work.
Pull: Rows, pull-ups, chin-ups, and
lat pulldowns.
Single Leg or Core: Lunges,
step-ups, glute-ham raises, or ab
wheel work.

For each category, you do 25 to 50 reps
per  day,  broken up  however  you  like.
You are not trying to set records here.
The  goal  is  to  build  work  capacity,
strengthen weak points, and add muscle
without  interfering  with  recovery  from
the main lifts.  This  balanced approach
ensures that you are not just strong in
the bench press but also have a strong
back  and  stable  core  to  support  that
strength.

Key
Modifications in
the 2nd Edition
If you are familiar with the original 5/3/1,
you  will  notice  several  thoughtful
updates in the 2nd edition. Jim Wendler
clarified  the  deload  protocol,
emphasizing that  it  is  a  true recovery
week and not a time to test your max.
He also introduced the concept of "Joker
Sets" for advanced lifters who want to
push beyond the prescribed weights on
good days, but with strict guidelines on
when to stop.

Another important addition was the 5/3/1
for  Beginners  template.  While  the
original program assumed a certain level
of  training experience,  the 2nd edition
acknowledged  that  newer  lifters  could
benefit  from  the  structure  with  some
modifications.  This  made  the  program
more  accessible  while  still  remaining
challenging for advanced athletes.

Why Choose This
Program?
The Wendler 531 2nd Edition stands
out because it  respects your time and
your body. It does not require three-hour
gym  sessions.  Each  workout  can  be
completed  in  45  to  60  minutes.  The
focus  on  sub-maximal  training  means
you  rarely  feel  completely  beat  up,
which makes it easier to stay consistent.
Consistency,  as  any  experienced  lifter
will tell you, is the real secret to getting
stronger.
Furthermore,  the  program  is  highly
customizable. While the core framework
remains the same, you can adjust  the
assistance work to focus on your specific
weaknesses.  If  your  deadlift  is  stalling
because your back is weak, you can add
more pulling work. If your bench press is
lagging,  you  can  add  more  pressing
volume. The program gives you a solid
foundation  and  then  trusts  you  to  fill  in
the details.

Common
Mistakes to
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Avoid
Even  with  a  well-designed  program,
mistakes can derail your progress. Here
are some pitfalls to avoid when running
the Wendler 531 2nd Edition.

Using a Training Max That Is
Too High: This is the most
common error. If you are grinding
on the first set, your training max
is too high. The first set should feel
light and smooth. Egos have no
place here.
Skipping the Deload Week:
Many lifters feel that deloading is a
waste of time. It is not. It is
essential for long-term progress.
Skipping it leads to accumulated
fatigue and eventually, injury or
burnout.
Doing Too Much Assistance
Work: The main lifts are the
priority. If you exhaust yourself on
assistance work, you will not
recover properly for the next
session. Stick to the recommended
25 to 50 reps per category.
Not Tracking Your Progress:
This program is built on
incremental progression. If you do
not log your weights and reps, you
lose the ability to make informed
decisions about when to adjust
your training max.

Who Is Wendler
531 2nd Edition
For?
This program is incredibly versatile, but
it  tends to  work  best  for  intermediate

lifters  who  have  outgrown  l inear
progression.  If  you have been training
consistently for at least six months to a
year and your gains have slowed down,
this system will help you break through
plateaus. It is also excellent for athletes
who need to get stronger for their sport
without accumulating excessive fatigue
that  would  interfere  with  practice  or
competition.
Advanced  lifters  can  also  benefit,
especially by using the more aggressive
progression templates and incorporating
Joker Sets. For beginners, the "5/3/1 for
Beginners"  template  provides  a  solid
introduction.  Essentially,  if  you  are
willing to check your ego at the door and
commit to the long game, this program
can work for you.

Getting Started
with the 2nd
Edition
Starting the Wendler 531 2nd Edition
is not complicated. First, determine your
one-rep max for the squat, bench press,
deadlift, and overhead press. If you are
not  confident  in  your  max,  estimate  it
using a rep-max calculator based on a
weight you can handle for 3 to 5 reps.
Then,  calculate  your  training  max  by
multiplying that number by 0.9. Set up a
four-day training schedule, assigning one
lift to each day. Choose your assistance
exercises from the push, pull, and single
leg/core categories. Then, simply follow
the rep and percentage scheme for the
four-week cycle. After the deload week,
add  the  prescribed  weight  to  your
training  max  and  start  all  over  again.
The  beauty  of  this  program is  that  it
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removes  the  guesswork.  You  know
exactly what you need to do each day.
This clarity allows you to focus on what
matters  most:  lifting  the  weight  with
perfect form and giving maximum effort
on that final all-out set.

Conclusion
The Wendler 531 2nd Edition is more
than  just  a  training  program;  it  is  a
sustainable  philosophy  for  building
strength that lasts.  By prioritizing sub-
max ima l  t r a i n i ng ,  cons i s ten t
progression,  and  balanced  assistance

work, Jim Wendler has created a system
that  produces  real  results  without
destroying your body. If you are tired of
programs  that  leave  you  constantly
exhausted or  that  promise rapid gains
only to lead to injury, this edition offers a
welcome  alternative.  It  is  honest,
effective, and designed for the long haul.
Whether  your  goal  is  to  increase your
bench press, build a stronger deadlift, or
simply become a more resilient athlete,
the 2nd edition of Wendler 5/3/1 gives
you the tools to succeed. Pick a starting
weight,  trust  the  process,  and  watch
your strength grow month after month
and year after year.


