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Programming

Now that you’re thoroughly convinced my claims are 
sound, you’re likely ready for the practical aspects. 
There are three basic situations to consider:

Pure CrossFitter: The individual is a pure CrossFitter; that 
is, he or she is interested in nothing more than excelling 
at the prescribed workout of the day, which will often 
include Olympic lifts.

Weightlifting CrossFitter: The individual is primarily a 
CrossFitter, but is motivated to improve his or her lifting 
to a degree that exceeds the requirements of the 
WOD. 

CrossFitting Weightlifter: The individual is interested in 
being a competitive weightlifter at a level that allows 
continued CrossFitting at some reasonable level.

Each of these situations has distinct demands and 
consequently requires a unique approach. 

The Pure CrossFitter

The Pure CrossFitter situation is the simplest with the 
simplest integration solution. In this case, the lifts can 
be treated no differently than any other skill CrossFit 
encourages such as gymnastics elements. In this 
case, the technique of the lifts—or lack thereof, more 
accurately—is the limiting factor. The Olympic lifts 
appearing in the prescribed WODs do not demand 
remarkable strength, and as a consequence, strength 
development is no more a priority than any other 
element of fitness as defined by CrossFit and should be 
covered sufficiently with the standard programming.

What is required here is simply quality repetition. Skill 
sessions are best performed prior to any CrossFit training 
to ensure neurological and psychological freshness; 
the whole idea is to avoid attempting to learn skills in a 
fatigued state in preparation for performing them while 
fatigued further along in the athlete’s development.

Every CrossFitter is likely familiar with the Burgener Warm-
up, at least by name. This is a simple, convenient and 
potentially effective approach to initial skill practice. 
I use the term potentially because its effectiveness 
is related directly to how correctly the Warm-up is 
performed, and I’ve witnessed some staggeringly 
horrific interpretations. Fortunately Coach Burgener is 
a generous guy and has made an excellent video on 
the BWU available for free on his site. For those not well 
acquainted with the Warm-up, this is a great reference 
from which to learn it and with which to compare your 
own performance.

Once the Burgener Warm-up can be performed 
consistently well with PVC, the athlete can transition 
to a light bar and continue his or her practice. Adding 
even this small weight will expose problems unnoticed 
to this point by providing some feedback to the lifter 
regarding positioning. Over time, the athlete can 
progress until able to handle a regulation bar, at 
which time more focus can be given to the whole lifts 
and somewhat less to the BWU. As the name implies, 
however, the Burgener Warm-up will remain helpful 
indefinitely as part of the CrossFitter’s regular warm-up 
irrespective of the Olympic lift’s presence or absence 
in the day’s workout. 

The fundamental principles of skill development 
apply here—invest practice time according to need 
at all scales. That is, if the lifts overall are in need of 
much improvement, practice of all lift components 
or segments in equal doses is appropriate. If certain 
segments—such as the turnover of the snatch or the 
rack position of the clean—are lagging behind, they 
deserve a greater portion of the time committed 
to practicing the lifts. This is nothing remarkably 
revolutionary, but I’m continually surprised at how well 
it’s ignored. We all prefer doing what we’re best at; 
no one wants to stand in the corner of his or her local 
CrossFit affiliate gym muscle snatching the little girl’s 
bar for twenty minutes while attractive and possibly 
available members of the opposite sex observe. Too 
bad.  

Practice of the above-described nature is not physically 
taxing in any significant way, and consequently it can 
be performed with great frequency, such as every 
training day, without interfering with the athlete’s 
performance in a subsequent WOD or recovery for 
next one. Burgener Warm-up practice can even be 
included in active recovery work on non-training days 
as long as the loading remains light and the volume is 
not excessive. 

All that remains is the decision of when to begin 
performing the lifts when they arise in the WOD. 
Unfortunately I can’t provide a clear set of objective 
criteria since this is a technique issue. What I suggest 
is comparison to what may be considered CrossFit 
“standards”—the performance of the lifts by the leading 
CF athletes featured regularly in CrossFit.com videos—
although I hesitate to make this recommendation 
considering the gap between such technique and that 
of a weightlifter. Once the athlete’s lifts are reasonably 
similar, he or she can attempt their performance in 
WODs. Of course, similarity is going to be determined 
individually and most athletes will be prone to rushing 
this progression; be patient and don’t fool yourself. 
Anytime you’re feeling itchy, compare a few videos of 
actual weightlifters to your own and recognize you still 
have plenty to work on. A little more commitment to 

http://www.mikesgym.org/gallery/video/burgWarmupSage.swf
http://www.mikesgym.org/gallery/video/burgWarmupSage.swf
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isolated technique work in the beginning will result in 
much quicker improvement and far greater long-term 
progress despite any temporary frustration arising from 
not performing the WODs as prescribed. It’s OK to be 
your own person.

Until reaching the point at which the barbell lifts are 
performed in the WODs, the dumbbell variations will 
serve well as substitutes.

The Weightlifting CrossFitter

The Weightlifting CrossFitter is an individual who is a 
CrossFitter in practice but has developed a particular 
interest in the lifts and would like to get his or her numbers 
up either to help in a specific training goal, such as 
improving vertical jump, or simply out of the pleasure 
of feeling a nice snatch. Unlike the Pure CrossFitter, the 
need for specific strength improvement will now be 
an issue in addition to technique and modifications 
to the CrossFit training will most likely be necessary to 
accommodate this. 

Everything regarding the Pure CrossFitter applies here 
in terms of learning the lifts initially. The Weightlifting 
CrossFitter moniker and the following suggestions 
assume reasonable proficiency already exists. If not, 
again, start with the Pure CrossFitter section first.

In a recent conversation, first-generation CrossFit 
monster Josh Everett (no relation—I’m the other 
white Everett) told me some CrossFitters asking him 
for advice on improving their snatches were surprised 
by his suggestion they consider snatching more than 
once every two weeks. Whether this reaction arose 
from their being so accustomed to the constant 
variation of CrossFit or their adherence to the mythical 
notion that heavy things cannot be lifted often, I’m 
not sure. Regardless, countless similar interactions I’ve 
had have made it clear programming for the Olympic 
lifts remains a complete mystery to the wider world, 
even among those with extensive strength training 
experience. Interesting complications in planning arise 
due to the random nature of the CrossFit program.

Each individual in this category will fall onto a 
different place on the continuum of the CrossFit and 
weightlifting balance depending on how much he 
or she is interested in focusing on the lifts relative to 
CrossFit. I’ll present a few sample approaches that can 
be modified according to each athlete’s needs.

The primary issue in this instance is that of recovery. 
Our bodies can unfortunately handle a limited volume 
and intensity of training in any given period of time, 
although our work capacities can be increased 

significantly over time with smart programming. Anyone 
who is able to handle the CrossFit WOD as prescribed 
and scheduled has a pretty high capacity. Those still 
needing to scale the training volume down will have 
a more difficult time making the balance work and 
will need to be much more conscious of what they’re 
doing and when.

The first thing we need to do is identify the athlete’s 
weaknesses. If he or she has a huge squat, for example, 
we probably don’t need to commit much time or 
energy to squatting. If the athlete is greatly lacking in 
strength all around, he or she is advised to consider 
Mark Rippetoe’s programming suggestions to bring 
up the base strength level before worrying too much 
about getting jiggy with the Olympic lifts. Snatching 
a broomstick—no matter how well—will not bring out 
any dramatic changes in athletic ability. 

The generally strength-less aside, the most common 
situation at the beginning end of the spectrum will 
be a need primarily to spend more time progressively 
increasing the loading on the lifts themselves. Technique 
sessions can still be placed before CrossFit workouts on 
all training days—these will be restricted to very light 
snatching, clean & jerking—i.e. 50-60% or so—and any 
drills to improve specific lift segments. A session might 
look something like:

Warm-up and any drills for problem segments1.	
Snatch: work gradually up from very light triples 2.	
to 3-10 sets of doubles at the maximum weight 
for the day.
Clean & Jerk: Work gradually up from light 3.	
doubles, focusing on the weaker part of the lift, 
to 3-10 sets of doubles at the maximum weight 
for the day. For example, if the jerk is weaker 
than the clean, perform 1 clean + 2 jerks for 
each rep.

This is very basic and can be modified extensively 
according to each individual’s needs. If time is an 
issue, the athlete may choose to focus on only one lift 
each training session and alternate lifts each day. Or 
he or she may simply keep the volume of one lift very 
low and spend more time on the other. 

In addition to these technique sessions, we need to 
drop in some heavier training. The most basic option 
would be to simply insert a weightlifting day to the 
CrossFit schedule in a manner similar to Michael 
Rutherford’s ME Blackbox template:

Day 1: CrossFit
Day 2: Weightlifting
Day 3: CrossFit
Day 4: Rest

http://www.cathletics.com/zen/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=1_11&products_id=61
http://www.cathletics.com/zen/index.php?main_page=product_info&cPath=1_11&products_id=61
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The content of that weightlifting day can vary 
immensely. If sticking to the MEBB principles, the 
athlete may choose to perform only a single lift 
that day, taking it up to a max effort. My suggested 
modification to this would be a little Bulgarian flavor—
after hitting the day’s max lift, drop to 90% of that 
lift and perform 1-2 singles, then drop to 80-85% and 
perform 2-3 more singles. This allows the athlete to get 
in the max effort as well as some more heavy reps, but 
keeps “heavy” appropriately relative according to 
how the athlete is feeling that particular day. This kind 
of intuitive “periodization” is much more appropriate in 
conjunction with something as varied and random as 
CrossFit than any attempts at long-term programming. 
It will allow the athlete to take advantage of the days 
on which he or she is recovered, fresh and spitting fire 
to reach for new records, and to back off on the days 
he or she is worn down and clearly in need of a little 
more rest.

With this same schedule, we can add some more work 
on the weightlifting day if the athlete determines he 
or she can manage it. If we remain with a single-lift 
focus on the weightlifting day, we can add lift-specific 
strength and technique work beyond the lift itself. For 
example, on a snatch-focus day, our athlete may 
snatch as described above. Following this, he or she 
may move on to a few more related exercises. If the 
overhead position is weak, we may choose to perform 
snatch push press + overhead squats. If the weakness 
is more pronounced at the bottom of the squat, as is 
common, a single “rep” may be one snatch push press 
+ 3 overhead squats. Depending on what the athlete 
responds to best and his or her recovery abilities, we 
may work up to a heavy single in this exercise, or 
we may instead perform a few sets at a medium-
heavy weight. This choice may be made on the spot 
depending on what the athlete feels he or she can 
handle that day. The following snatch-focus day, we 
may replace the snatch push press + overhead squat 
with snatch balances to keep the work focused on the 
athlete’s weakness but add a little variety.

This schedule can be repeated ad infinitum if 
satisfactory to the athlete. If not, we can modify the 
schedule somewhat:

Day 1: CrossFit
Day 2: Weightlifting – Snatch focus
Day 3: CrossFit
Day 4: Rest
Day 5: CrossFit
Day 6: Weightlifting – Clean & Jerk focus
Day 7: CrossFit
Day 8: Rest
Day 9: CrossFit
Day 10: Weightlifting – Snatch and Clean & Jerk
Day 11: CrossFit

Day 12: Rest

This 12-day cycle keeps the lifting frequency about the 
same but allows us some more options. Our single-lift 
focus days, for example, may shift from max efforts to 
high volume training, whether with more reps of the 
lifts themselves or with the addition of more exercises. 
The third lifting day in the cycle may then be treated 
as a day to attempt records in the snatch and clean & 
jerk, making it a high-intensity but low-volume session. 

Strength work can be added into this schedule easily. 
We may choose to add some kind of squat, deadlift 
or press as tolerated by the athlete. For example, we 
may deadlift for 3-5 sets of 3 on the snatch focus day, 
back squat for 5 sets of 3 on the clean & jerk focus day, 
and push press for 5 sets of 3 on the snatch and clean 
& jerk record day. These numbers can be modified 
depending on the athlete’s individual objectives 
to produce a little more size increase in addition to 
strength.

A decision will have to be made regarding interference 
of each type of training with the other. That is, it will be 
common for an athlete to come into a clean & jerk 
training day following a day of CrossFitting that has 
annihilated the legs. Obviously this will have a negative 
impact on the weightlifting session. 

The athlete can choose to accept this and simply train 
accordingly, not worrying about the inability to lift as 
heavy as he or she may have wanted to on a particular 
day. This approach leaves improvement to chance, 
but this, of course, is one of the defining characteristics 
of CrossFit. The contrasting approach is to modify 
the CrossFit training to better accommodate the 
weightlifting training plans. This is fairly easily done—if a 
WOD calls for an obscene amount of squatting-based 
movements the day before record day, the athlete 
may simply substitute other exercises that will tax parts 
of the body less critical for whatever is planned. Or the 
entire workout can be pushed to another day and a 
more appropriate one created. 

Another approach is some kind of training split. This 
can allow a little more flexibility with scheduling or can 
increase the total workload. An example for an athlete 
who needs to work on both strength and technique 
and has excellent work capacity might be:

Day 1
-Snatch 5-10 doubles – load according to how feeling
-Deadlift 3 x 3
-Press 5 x 3

Day 2
CrossFit



THE PERFORMANCE MENU    6

Day 3
Rest

Day 4
-Clean & jerk doubles – load according to how 
feeling
-Front squat to heavy double
-Push press 5 x 3
-CrossFit

Day 5
CrossFit

Day 6
-Snatch to max for day
-Clean & Jerk to max for day
-CrossFit

Day 7
Rest

With this schedule, the CrossFit training can be 
programmed daily according to how well the athlete 
is recovered, what is destroyed and what is fresh, and 
what will need to be fresh the following session. 

If the athlete has remarkably high work capacity, he or 
she may simply be able to add a weightlifting session 
right alongside the CrossFit training without modification. 
These creatures are extremely rare, although I know 
of many folks who’ve mistakenly believed they met 
the criteria and were quickly reduced to smoldering 
piles of rubble on the horse-stall mats. A somewhat less 
ambitious version may simply look like:

Day 1 
-Snatch
-CrossFit

Day 2 
-Clean & Jerk
-CrossFit

Day 3 
-Supplemental / assistance lifts
-CrossFit

Day 4
Rest

Each lifting session can be varied greatly according 
to how the athlete is feeling on that particular day. 
On one 4-day cycle, the snatch training day may be 
nothing more than snatching up to 50% for a few singles 
to work the movement and keep the motor patterns 
fresh. The next cycle, the athlete might be feeling 
saucy and work up to a record snatch attempt. 

The bottom line for the Weightlifting CrossFitter is that the 
more time spent with the lifts, the more improvement 
will be seen. Snatching once every three weeks will 
simply not cut it. There is no single schedule or program 
that will work across the board, and experimentation 
based on sound reason will be the key to success. 

The CrossFitting Weightlifter

The CrossFitting Weightlifter has decided to give 
competitive weightlifting a run—or at least desires 
bigger lifts than can be achieved as a Weightlifting 
CrossFitter—but is only willing to compromise fitness 
to a degree short of what is required to reach a 
more advanced level of competition. This would be 
someone who greatly values the ability to roll over in 
bed without becoming short of breath. 

This situation, like that of the Pure CrossFitter, is much 
simpler than the Weightlifting CrossFitter. Here we 
can start with weightlifting programming and drop in 
CrossFit instead of the other way around. 

Before proceeding, I want to strongly encourage any 
athlete falling into this category to find a qualified 
weightlifting coach with whom to train at least 
occasionally. Granted, truly qualified coaches are hard 
to come by despite the abundance of those claiming 
to be such. Make the effort—it will be well worth it. 
If unable to find a local coach, consider attending 
quality seminars (I know of some) to at least get a dose 
of personal interaction to supplement whatever other 
resources on which you’re relying. 

There will be varying degrees of commitment to the 
Olympic lifts among athletes in this group. For those 
most committed, I recommend a cycling approach 
instead of an attempt to balance everything at once. 
That is, I encourage the athlete to dedicate a period 
of time exclusively to weightlifting. Yes, fitness will slip 
during this period. But this is an issue of priorities as well 
as ease of attainment. If you’re in this category, you’ve 
declared the lifts your priority and need to treat them 
accordingly. Also, metabolic conditioning returns very 
quickly after a layoff, so there will be no devastating 
long-term effects to worry about. 

With this approach, the athlete can make significant 
gains in the lifts in much less time and programming is 
far easier. A good place to start is Coach Burgener’s 
generic program. This is appropriate for an athlete 
who doesn’t have any particular deficiencies requiring 
special attention and will produce excellent results. 
As the athlete progresses, the template can be 
modified as necessary to suit the athlete’s needs more 
personally. 

http://mikesgym.org/programs/index.php?show=program&programID=10
http://mikesgym.org/programs/index.php?show=program&programID=10
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This program can be followed as prescribed for as long 
as the athlete can make weekly gains. When a week 
is reached during which the athlete stalls, the volume 
and loading can be reduced to allow recovery and 
the process can be restarted the following week. 
This can be repeated for as long a period of time as 
desired. 

Once this lifting-specific cycle is over, the athlete can 
switch gears and move into a cycle that will attempt 
to maintain the strength gained while bringing 
metabolic conditioning back up to the desired level. 
This programming of this cycle may resemble what 
was presented for the Weightlifting CrossFitter. The 
frequency of the lifts can be reduced quite a bit without 
regressing much if at all, which will allow more time 
and energy for CrossFit training. Snatching and clean 
& jerking once weekly each may be adequate. 

The return to CrossFit training after a layoff will have 
a high DOS (Degree of Suck), but invariably athletes 
find the strength gained in the previous cycle will 
dramatically elevate their CrossFit performances 
after the initial break-in period has passed and that 
they have a much greater AKP (Ass-Kicking Potential) 
rating.

The CrossFit cycle can be drawn out as long as possible 
without significant drops in the snatch and clean & jerk 
numbers. Expect a small decrease in lift performance 
during this time, but don’t make the mistake of letting 
them slip so far you make no net progress. 

If the athlete is unwilling to drop CrossFit training entirely 
for any period of time, schedules similar to those shown 
for the Weightlifting CrossFitter can be employed, but 
with the emphasis on weightlifting instead of CrossFit. 

A simple approach would be to drop in quick CrossFit 
workouts after lifting sessions. This will prove taxing and 
will only be appropriate for the few genetic mutants 
with appropriately excellent recovery ability. For those 
less gifted, the frequency of the post-lifting CrossFit 
workouts can be reduced to 1-3 per week or so. The 
previous discussions of modifying individual CrossFit 
workouts to reduce interference with lifting applies 
here.

If the athlete using this approach intends to compete, 
the CrossFit training should be dropped at least a 
few weeks out from the meet as the earliest stage of 
tapering for the event. 

Irrespective of how the CrossFit training is folded into 
the mix (Yes, I just used a terminologically-correct 
baking metaphor without shame), the fundamental 
principles of program design for weightlifting will 
remain unchanged. Some of these have been alluded 

to or discussed in a limited fashion earlier. The most 
fundamental of the fundamentals is to focus on the 
athlete’s weaknesses and take advantage of his or 
her strengths—this applies to both the strength and 
technique aspects of weightlifting. 

This of course will mean each athlete’s programming 
will look different to varying degrees—and this is why 
I’ve so obnoxiously avoided providing complete 
specific programs. I’ll throw you all a bone, though, 
and outline two sample training cycles.

The primary goal of the first cycle is strength and 
consequently the focus will be on basic strength 
movements with the classic lifts taking a back seat 
but still present to keep the motor patterns firing. Listed 
are only the key exercises—to this can be added 
assistance work as needed. 

Day 1
Back squat 5 x 3
Snatch push press 5 x 3

Day 2
Snatch 60-70% x 2 x 5 sets
Rack jerk – 5 x 2

Day 3
Deadlift 3 x 3
Overhead squat 3 x 1-2 / snatch balance heavy 
single
Push press 5 x 3

Day 4
Clean & jerk 60-70% x 1+2 or 2+1 x 5 sets
Rack jerk behind the neck – heavy single

Day 5
Rest

Day 6
Snatch – conservative max single
Clean & jerk – conservative max single
Front squat – 3 x 3

Day 7
Rest

This is just one example of an infinite number of 
variations. The following cycle focuses entirely on the 
classic lifts and the ability to lift heavy frequently—it 
was created by Mike Burgener based on the Bulgarian 
training approach. It will take time for an athlete to 
become conditioned to this type of training, and the 
break-in period will be rough, to say the least. Once 
the joints have adapted and the neurological fatigue 
has abated, lift consistency at heavy loads will improve 
considerably. 
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Day 1
Snatch – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Front squat – work up to 85% x 2 x 3 sets

Day 2
Snatch – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets

Day 3
Snatch – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Front squat – work up to 85% x 2 x 3 sets

Day 4
Snatch – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets

Day 5
Snatch – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 85% x 1 x 4 sets
Front squat – work up to 85% x 2 x 3 sets

Day 6
Snatch – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets
Clean & Jerk – work up to 80% x 1 x 5 sets

Day 7
Rest

The following week, the 85% days would change to 
90% x 1 x 3 sets, then week 3 would return to the same 
percentages as week 1. On week 4, day 2 will take 
the snatch up to 90% x 1 x 1 set and the CJ up to 100% 
x 1 x 1 set. Day 3 will do the inverse—take the snatch 
up to 100% for one single and the C&J to 90% for one 
single. Front squats will be 90% for 2 doubles. Week 5 
will be another 80/85% week and can be tapered the 
last couple days in preparation for competition at the 
end of the week.

As I mentioned, this is an extremely demanding cycle 
and anyone without experience lifting so heavily so 
frequently is advised to break into it gradually. I would 
not expect any human to be capable of managing 

any considerable doses CrossFit training during this 
time period. 

An effective approach to training in general is an 
alternation of strength-focused cycles with classic-lift-
focused cycles like the above. This allows continued 
progress of both elements without neglect of either 
over the long term. Attempts to balance both at all 
times will prove difficult and will typically limit progress 
in both, although if aggressive increases in the lifts are 
not a requirement, a more balanced approach may 
be satisfactory.

Again, the bottom line for the Weightlifting CrossFitter is 
focus on the weaknesses in terms of both strength and 
technique, as well as prioritizing training goals during a 
given period of time. As always, experimentation will 
play an important role in determining what works for 
each individual, and this of course will be continually 
changing as the athlete progresses. 

This is What We Call a Dome-Scratcher

The previous is a likely overwhelming dose of 
information, and despite its epic proportions, is only a 
cautious step into the shallow edges of a remarkably 
deep topic. It should be clear at this point that there are 
no straightforward answers in regards to programming 
considering the infinite combination of factors. That 
notwithstanding, the principles guiding the decisions 
of how to structure your training should be clearer. 
When in doubt, always return to the fundamentals for 
guidance. And, of course, always consider seeking 
individual attention from a qualified coach to further 
your own training. 

For those of you who prefer simply being told what to 
do each day, the Catalyst Athletics Workout of the 
Day combines weightlifting and baseline CrossFit-
style metabolic conditioning. It has already produced 
dramatic gains for many athletes. 

http://www.cathletics.com
http://www.cathletics.com
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