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I’d like to take a second to thank you for taking the time to download and read 
this book. I’d also like to pass along a thank you to all the Trainers and Physical 
Therapists that contributed to this book. In no particular order, 

 
● Dr. John Rusin 
● Brandon Richey 
● Chris Proper 
● Dani Singer 
● Muhammad Waliid Roojee 
● Scott Emanual 
● Angus Fairban 
● Jess Mather 

 

 

To create this book, I polled some of the top fitness professionals in the field and 

asked them “What are the biggest mistakes made by beginner to intermediate 

lifters?” 

 

I’ve compiled there answers along with a couple of my own in this book. At the 

end, we’ll take a look back and recap the themes and most common mistakes. Let 

this list inspire you to choose at least one thing to take action on the next time 

you are in the gym. 

 

Josh Nordwick, CPT, Pn1 
josh@joshnordwick.com 
www.joshnordwick.com 
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1. Failing to distinguish between wants and needs - Many guys and girls want to 

go to the gym and work on the very thing they don't need instead of taking the time to 

address their issues and correct their movement problems.  

 

Case in point...after sitting for 8 straight hours at work a bad decision would be to 

go and make the focus of your training revolve around bench pressing and doing 

crunches. You're already in flexion for 8 hours during the day so why go to the 

gym to train to be in more flexion? Let's use some common sense here. 

 

2. Omitting foundational strength – I rarely frequent health clubs, but I 

recently stumbled into one to find the majority of people spending time on every 

accessory machine available. The squat rack, power rack, and dumbbell rack were 

virtually untouched. All the emphasis was being placed on single joint 

movements (arm curls, tricep extensions, etc.) rather than multi-joint movements 

such as squats, deadlifts, and presses. I witnessed an approach to fitness that is 

the opposite of what it should be. I felt like I was in the Twilight Zone. 

 

3. Lack of follow through – This one applies to people both inside and outside 

the gym. The one trait that drives me crazy with people is the lack of persistence 

and follow-through. Whether it's training or another major life pursuit, so many 

people just want to do it for a little while and then quit. The excuses roll in and 

they move on to something else. 

  

This is the problem with much of society these days. It's a sign of laziness and 

mental weakness. Where in the hell have the trailblazers and mavericks gone? 

 

4. Adopting a victim mindset – The mindset and attitudes of people towards 

training and life in many cases is completely wrong. Too many people view 

themselves as victims instead of problem solvers. Their mindset towards life and 

training is one of dependency rather than independence.  

      Some General Examples:  
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       Victim: I can't train because I don't have a gym membership.  

       Problem Solver: I don’t need a gym membership to train. I will do bodyweight exercises 

and use whatever weights that I can find.  

       Victim: Life shouldn't be this hard so I'm only doing enough to get by.  

       Problem Solver: Life is full of challenges. Like hitting a new PR,                     

overcoming challenges is what makes us stronger. 

       Victim: Society should take care of me.  

  Problem Solver: I'm responsible for taking care of myself.  

  Victim: Failure is fatal.  

  Problem Solver: Failure is a stepping stone to success. 

Brandon Richey 
http://www.brandonricheyfitness.com/ 

 

5. Not Being Accountable – The average gym member comes in every day the 

first week and works their butt off and then they never come back.  We are 

creatures of habit and once the excitement wears off, it’s easy to fall back into 

your old routine. 

      Find ways to hold yourself accountable. Make a gym date with yourself by scheduling 

the gym into your Google Calendar and show up every time you get a reminder. This 

seems trivial but it has proven to be extremely effective.   

Another option is to find a training partner or trainer. Sometimes it’s nice to have 

someone else to hold us accountable. 

 

6. Lack of Training Intensity – This is a huge one.  You have to put some effort 

into your workouts. So many people in the gym have never broken a sweat and 

then complain about not seeing results.  You get out what you put into it.  If 

you’re never breathing hard and sweating, you should be asking yourself why 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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not.  If you have been doing the same weight on a lift for 3 months, it is time to 

go up. 

 

7. Using bad form – This applies mostly to the guys in the gym love to move 

heavy weight.  Before you move heavy weights, you need to learn to move and 

breathe properly.  

 

As guys we hate asking for advice on how to lift.  A lot of us played sports in high 

school and/or college.  We don’t want to look like we don’t know what we are 

doing or feel weak.  I trained in my garage for years because I was sick of 

commercial gyms.  One of the best things I ever did was get other trainers to 

watch me lift and correct my form. Find a trainer and pick their brain, most of us 

love to talk about lifting and want to help. 

 

8. Training for “functional” strength – Functional strength is an overused 

term that most people equate to doing random movements in the gym that don’t 

really make you stronger at all. I don’t care how many shitty power cleans you 

can do with 65lbs or about your ability to do weighted squats while standing on a 

bosu ball. All strength is functional and the best way to develop strength is with 

compound exercises 

       Chris Proper, NSCA-CPT 
 

9. Asking the wrong questions –One of the most common questions I get 

asked (and one of the most common searches on Google) is “What’s the best 

_____ for _______?” Fill in the first blank with “exercise”, “diet”, or “program”, 

and the second blank with “building muscle”, “losing weight”, or “getting a 6-

pack”.  

 

There is no one approach that is “the best” for everyone because everyone’s 

body is different. And no, I don’t mean this in the way your mom told you that 

you’re special. I’m talking from a physiological and biomechanical standpoint. 

Every body is different and will respond somewhat differently to a given stimulus. 

Ask instead, “What is the best ______ for ME?” That’s a question that is much 

more likely to evoke a personalized, rather than canned one-size-fits-all, answer. 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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10. Not being realistic – Even if someone could scientifically prove to you 

that they have THE program that will give your body the best results, that still 

isn’t actually the best program for you. Why? Because the best program can 

quickly become the worst program if you can’t realistically stick to it.  

 

Let’s clarify. You obviously want to make sure your program is one that is 

scientifically based. However, instead of looking for the best program, look for 

the best program that you can realistically stick to. I guarantee you that 

consistently adhering to a mediocre nutrition & exercise program will provide you 

with significantly better results than using “the best” program on and off. 

 

11. Getting stuck in your comfort zone – I think this is probably the 

most common mistake that the average gym member makes. Tell me if this 

describes you more or less:  

 

You learned a workout routine from a friend or trainer. You stopped working out 

with that friend or trainer. It is months, or even years, later and you’re still 

following the exact same routine. 

 

Big mistake. Don’t get me wrong, following that routine is infinitely better than 

doing nothing. You just shouldn’t expect to see any new progress from it. If you 

do what you’ve always done, you’ll get what you’ve always gotten. Changes in 

body composition occur as a result of the body’s adaptation to a new or different 

stimulus. So, perhaps it’s time to switch things up? 

 

12. Asking the big guy in the gym for advice – This may come as a 

shock to you, but chances are that ripped guy who lives in the gym probably 

doesn’t know all that much about exercise science. People tend to reason, “Who 

cares about science? If this guy is jacked, I’ll just do the same thing as him and get 

the same results”. Refer back to “Asking The Wrong Questions.”  

Everybody is different, so what worked for him may do very little for you. 

Furthermore, this person may not even know what worked for him. There are a 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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plethora of variables that go into fitness. Jacked Joe may tell you, “I did A and 

that’s why I’m in great shape”. Yet the truth may be that it was really B, C, or D 

that caused his results, and he may not even know it. Variable A might have been 

completely irrelevant! 

 

13. Thinking hard work will get you someone else’s body – Sorry 

to end this off on a slightly depressing note, but I’ve always been someone who 

valued hard truth over fake lies. So here’s the hard truth of fitness -- genetics play 

a huge role. If you’re born with uneven abs, nothing you do in this life will make 

them even. 

 

This used to eat me up as an obsessed teenager, but I eventually came to terms with it. 

Because here’s another hard truth -- regardless of your genetics, you can still achieve an 

awesome and desirable physique. Don’t compare yourself to others. Compare yourself 

today to how you were yesterday, and make progress each and every day. 

 

Dani Singer, CPT, FNS 
www.fit-2go.com 

 

14. Doing too much too soon – Your body needs a certain amount of 

calories to function at a high level. It is a mistake to go from not exercising and 

eating a standard American diet to exercising twice a day and cutting calories 

very low. Your body will not be able to cope. There are a couple possible results: 

 

- It’s too difficult and you quit and go back to your old habits. 

- You get injured. 

 

It is important with any exercise pursuit to start at an appropriate level and build 

up. For those just getting started, 3 sessions a week is a great target.  The same 

applies to diet, it is important to eat sufficiently to recover and perform normal 

daily functions. Start slow and make steady progressions each week. 

  

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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15. The classic “warm up set” – The warm up is the perfect time to 

practice a new skill, correct mobility issues and prime your muscles for the 

session ahead. A good warm up is an ideal time to transition from work mode to 

gym mode.  

 
Unfortunately, most miss this opportunity. They opt for a five minute stint on the cross-
trainer followed by a 'warm up set' before their first exercise.  

 
The length and make-up of a warm should be specific to the session and the 

individual. For example, if the session is focused on squats and the individual 

struggles to reach good squat depth, a good warm up could include some hip and 

ankle mobility drills. A warm up will usually take 5-15 minutes. 

 

16. Not planning ahead – A coach once said to me, 'if you ever walk into 

the gym without already knowing what your session consists of, it’s a wasted 

session.' There is some truth in this. It’s like walking into a supermarket without a 

shopping list, you'll always forget things. And let’s be honest, it’s not the pizza or 

chocolate that gets forgotten. It’s the broccoli.  

The same applies with your training. You’ll do the exercises you like and neglect the 
ones that you need. By planning ahead, you can make sure that everything you need to 
keep progressing is included.  

Give this a go: Log your training for the next few weeks and then review how you are 
doing, is there anything you routinely skip? You may be surprised that you ‘forget’ the 
things you hate. 

 

Scott Emanuel BSc, CSCS 
www.sestrength.com  

 

17. Not properly balancing volume – Volume is how much work is done 

in a given time frame. This may be indicated by your reps, sets, or even a formula 

(weights x reps x sets). Volume of training is dependent on goals, recovery ability, 

and time constraints.  

 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
http://www.sestrength.com/


 
 
 
 

JoshNordwick.com – Individualized Fitness Coaching + Consulting. Free fitness information. 
 

For example, doing 50 sets per workout is unreasonable for most people. It would take 
too long to complete and recover from. If you're too toasted to get back in and train, 
what's the point? Exhaustion is not an appropriate indicator of a good workout. 
  

On the flip side, too little volume can also be ineffective. People who go in the 

gym and do a couple lunges, play around on a medicine ball and do a few push-

ups are not going to have an appropriate level of volume for progress. A good 

place to start is with 20-25 sets per workout. 

 

18. Using the wrong amount of variety – The right amount of variety in 

your programming is crucial.  Most people do too much or too little variety. We 

need a balanced, moderate dose of variety that builds strength and efficiency in 

the basic movements, but also provides us with some new moves to help work 

on our weak points.  

Aim to change up your program every 6-12 weeks. 
 
 Jess Mather CPT, LPTA  

www.indulgentfitness.com 
 

 

19. Not stretching – Most of us spend way too much time sitting 

throughout the day due to our jobs and lifestyle. This leads to specific 

structural changes throughout the body, such as tight hip flexors, tight 

pecs, and tight neck/traps. As a bare minimum, you should spend time 

stretching these muscle groups to help restore proper range of motion 

around joints. 

 

Forgetting these problem areas will almost inevitably lead to pain in your 

back, shoulders and neck. A great place to start is 2 minutes of posterior 

chain foam rolling before every workout, and 5 minutes of general all over 

body stretching at some point in your day to ensure you don't turn into a 

rigid stiff grandpa. 

 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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20.  Rocking out cardio before you lift – As a warm-up, traditional 

“cardio” work (what I call conditioning) is minimally beneficial as it doesn’t 

increase range of motion or neural drive to muscles. As a fat-loss strategy, 

you should do it after you lift.  

For your warmup, focus on dynamic stretches and getting blood flow going to the 

target muscle group. Cardio will wear you out and limit the intensity that you can 

bring to your training session.  
 

On the other hand, conditioning is all about working hard. If your muscles are 

fatigued, you can still work hard, elevate your heart rate and burn a ton of 

calories. Simply put: lifting is performance-based, conditioning is effort-based so 

priorities the performance-based first then rock out the conditioning. 

Angus Fairbairn 
www.bossfitness.net 

 

21.  Misinterpreting the different types of pain – Physical activity has always 

been mingled with Pain and Gain. The quote “No pain, No gain” has connected painful 

workouts with greater results. However, not all pain results with gain. There exists good 

and bad pain and it is very important to understand the differences between the two. 

One leads to gain whereas the other can lead to injury. Pain is the body’s NATURAL 

response to an injury, or to prevent an imminent injury – but answering what makes a 

pain good or bad is key to progress in your fitness goals. 

Good Pain 

To increase muscular strength, a muscle should be put under stress. This stress will be 

felt as a “burn” and might be followed by a “pump.” This type of good pain should be 

short-lived and resolve as soon as the exercise is over. Good pain creates muscle 

damage [the good type of damage – microscopic tears in muscle tissue]. 

Muscles will not develop unless that they are “damaged”. The body will adapt by 

repairing these microscopic tears and growing stronger. 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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Bad Pain 

A “Bad” pain during or after an exercise signifies that there is something wrong.  Pain 

will be felt and muscles will go into “guarding mode” to protect the area and prevent it 

from being damaged further.  

Muscular cramps are an example. Cramps are horrible and will have a very big impact on 

the continuation of the exercise. A muscular cramp which is a sudden, strong and 

painful contraction of the muscle might be due to: 

● Being dehydrated 

● Prologue awkward posture (or form) during workout 

● Muscular Strain 

Hence, to prevent more damage to the body, a “bad” pain is felt. 

Likewise, any pain apart from the normal “burn” feeling mentioned before might be an 

indicator that an injury has happened and that you should STOP whatever you are doing 

and address the problem. Listening to the information your body sends you is very 

important as it will help to prevent injury. 

 

Muscle Soreness (The Ugly) 

There is a common misconception that muscle soreness is necessary in order to get 

results. A little bit is good, but excessive muscle soreness that last for days, preventing 

you from sitting, going up stairs or doing daily activities is definitely bad pain! 

Why is it important to avoid excessive muscle soreness? 

1. Too much soreness may be demotivating causing a fear of doing sports 

(particularly for beginners). 

2. Risk of developing overuse injuries. 

3. Defeats the purpose of doing sports for health improvement. If you need to take 

pain medications to relieve soreness, you are certainly doing it wrong! 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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4. May lead to muscle stiffness and reduction in range of motion. 

A recap on pain: 

● Good pain is needed for muscular development. It is short-lived and resolved 

immediately after exercise is completed. 

● Bad pain will hurt really badly! [Think muscular cramps, sprains, muscle strains] 

● Listen to Body feedback – If exercise is painful, STOP!!!! 

● Have a lingering pain? – STOP. See a doctor or physiotherapist ASAP. 

● A little soreness is good.  

● Excessive muscle soreness for days is bad. 

Muhammad Waliid Roojee, PT, CPT, CES 
www.rehabkinetix.com 

 

22. Thinking that all stretching is the same – There is a big difference 

between static stretching and dynamic stretching. Static stretching kills 

explosiveness, has been associated with increasing risk of injury and does not 

elongate tissues. Dynamic stretching on the other hand is the perfect way to 

prime tissues and joints for performance. 

The dynamic warm up should always target the shoulder and hip, as mobility in these 

two ball and socket joints and the key to preventing injuries to the spine and improving 

performance in the gym and field of play. 

 

23. Not screwing in the shoulder to create stability –   The shoulder 

screw home mechanism (also known as shoulder packing) can position the 

shoulder in optimal position for functional exercise, even if your posture is less 

than stellar. The same setup position using shoulder packing can be used in every 

movement involving the upper body. 

Here’s how it works:  

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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● Externally rotate your shoulder. This is the motion that happens when you 

rotate your arm so that your palm points toward the sky. 

● Retract the scapula. Imagine pinching a quarter between your shoulder 

blades. 

● Depress and downwardly rotate the scapula. Think about putting your 

shoulder blades in your opposite back pocket. 

Click here for a video demonstration. 

 

24. Learning how to deadlift with a barbell instead of a trap bar – 

The strongest argument against straight barbell deadlifting is the extreme forces 

that are exerted through the lower back. When compared to the straight barbell 

deadlift, the trap bar deadlift seems like a no brainer as a safe and effective 

alternative.   

       Some of the most important advantages to the trap bar deadlift are: 

● Decreased Shear Forces on the Lower Back 

● Ability to Lift Heavier Loads 

● Ability to Maintain Neutral Shoulder Position 

● Simple to Setup and Learn Proper Form 

 

Dr. John S. Rusin, PT, DPT, CSCS, ART, FMS1-2, SFMA 
www.DrJohnRusin.com 

 

25. Making superficial goals – Many people start going to the gym with 

results based goals like losing 20 pounds, adding 10 pound of muscle, or benching 225 

pounds. These are important to have to objectively test results but most people will find 

motivation by probing deeper. Ask ‘why’ at least three times for each goal. 

 

For example: I want to lose 20 pounds.  

 

Why? Because I feel unattractive when I look in the mirror. 

 

http://www.joshnordwick.com/
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Why do you feel unattractive? Because I hold myself to a higher standard. I want the 

world to see that when they look at me. 

 

Why is the world seeing you in a different light important? Because if I can be confident 

with the first impression that I give with my body, I can use the confidence in other 

areas of my life. I will be able to get a job that I love, build great relationships and find a 

spouse. 

 

In this case, the real goal isn’t to lose 20 pounds. It’s to build confidence that can be 

used in every avenue of life. This is important because there will be times in your 

journey where the measurable goal doesn’t seem that important, but the emotional 

reason will motivate you on a deeper level. 

 

26. Thinking they need to be perfect –This mistake causes many people to 

give up on their fitness and lifestyle goals. They think they need to make extreme goals 

and stick to them 100% of the time. This couldn’t be farther from the truth. 

 

Before beginning a goal, ask yourself “On a scale of 1-10, how confident am I that I can 

stick to this goal?” If the answer is anything besides 9 or 10, downsize the goal and try 

again. This will leave you with a manageable goal that you are confident that you can 

adhere to. 

 

While pursuing this goal, you are bound to have slip ups. You’ll eat pizza or have a few 

extra drinks. Don’t beat yourself up over this. Recognize the mistake and give yourself a 

blank slate. If you can achieve 90% adherence to behavioral goals, you will make 

progress. Don’t beat yourself up by feeling guilty – it leads to quitting. 

Josh Nordwick, CPT, Pn1  

www.joshnordwick.com 
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3 Takeaways 

1. Don’t forget your dynamic warm up. Almost every trainer included this at some 
point in their list of common mistake. Click here for a free dynamic warm up. 
 
2. Focus on mastering the compound movements and getting strong. Investing in 
a qualified professional to instruct you on the basics is a good idea. 
 
3. State of Mind - Know your goals, have a plan for holding yourself accountable, 

push yourself, and be a problem solver. 

 

 

Take Action 

I hope these tips provided actionable steps that you can apply immediately on 

your fitness journey. Chances are they also raised a lot of questions.  

If you have any questions you’d like answered, or if you’d like more individualized 

attention contact me at josh@joshnordwick.com or message me on Facebook at 

www.facebook.com/josh.nordwick/. 
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