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The power clean is a survivor. For 

many years this BFS core exercise 

has been attacked by those who 

thought it had little value for an athlete, 

by those who thought it was dangerous 

and by those who thought it was too 

difficult to teach. They were wrong, and 

the survival of the exercise has benefited 

those who want to run faster, jump 

higher and be overall more powerful. 

So, why the resistance? Perhaps, as with 

many other aspects of life, you have to 

follow the money.

Much of the criticism about the 
power clean came from companies that 
sold exercise machines, such as that of the 

late Arthur Jones, inventor of the popular 
Nautilus machines. Although machines 
have their place in strength and condi-
tioning programs, especially in the area of 
injury rehabilitation, many manufactur-
ers of machines aggressively campaigned 
against power cleans as a marketing tool 
to sell more machines. After all, if you’re 
outfitting a gym with platforms and free 
weights, these companies won’t be able to 
sell you as many machines!

A recent survey involving 137 
Division I coaches found that 85 percent 
used Olympic lifting movements such 
as the power clean to train their athletes. 
In the NFL, that percentage was 88 
percent. High school football programs 
are also catching on, especially the ones 

A Closer Look at the 

   POWER CLEAN
Why BFS considers this lift a must for serious athletes

Averin Collier power cleaned 310 pounds when he was a senior at Churchville-Chili High School in Rochester, New York. 
His explosiveness and football skills earned him a scholarship at Syracuse University. Greg Robinson, who has been the 
head football coach since 2005, said that Collier “is the top recruit that we have landed in my tenure at Syracuse.”
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that enjoy a tradition of victory. I know 
this from my personal experience as a 
strength coach.

When I was a strength coach for 
the Air Force Academy (1987-1994), I 
enlisted the help of the university’s math 
department to conduct my own experi-
ment to determine which strength train-
ing exercises had the highest correlation 
to the ability to play football. I compiled 
the results of the top three athletes on 
the depth chart for each position, and 
their maxes on our core and auxiliary 
exercises, for a three-year period. For 
defensive and offensive linemen, and in 
fact for almost all positions, the exer-
cise that had the highest correlation to 
playing ability was the power clean. The 
reason is simple.

Linemen need to be able to express 
a high level of strength quickly. Because 
the power clean allows you to accelerate 

your limbs over a large range of motion, 
it’s one of the best exercises for improv-
ing what sport scientists call the rate of 
force development. This is in contrast 
to conventional power lifts such as 
squats, which for safety reasons require 
more time to decelerate the weight – in 
fact, the only time maximum force can 
be exerted is at the beginning of those 
exercises. And there is practical evidence 
in peer-reviewed journals supporting 
the idea that power cleans are a superior 
exercise for developing power.

For example, in 2004, researchers at 
the Department of Health and Exercise 
Science at the College of New Jersey 

conducted a 15-week study on weight-
lifting exercises involving 20 Division 
III college players. One group focused 
on powerlifting exercises such as the 
squat, while the other group focused 
on Olympic lifting exercises such as 
the power clean. Although both groups 
showed improvements in the vertical 
jump, a standard test for athletic power, 
the authors said, “Results suggest that 
OL can provide a significant advantage 
over PL in vertical jump performance 
changes.”

For those athletes seeking to 
improve muscle mass, the power clean is 
also an effective exercise. Let me explain. 

Innocent Upkong (right)  was a member of the US Weightlifting Team that compet-
ed in the 2006 World Championships. Upkong shows the type of muscle develop-
ment that can occur with Olympic lifting exercises such as the power clean.
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There are essentially two types of fast-
twitch muscles fibers that can increase in 
size: the Type IIa and the more powerful 
Type IIb. The Type IIb fibers respond 
better to explosive lifts such as the power 
clean; and much of the massive devel-
opment of the traps, lower back and 
hamstring muscles on Olympic lifters 
is due to the development of Type IIb 
fibers. So if you want as much functional 
muscle mass as possible for sports, you 
need to perform the power clean.

But what about the idea that 
the power clean is dangerous? Again 
going back to my days at the Air Force 
Academy, I found that data collected 
from our athletic trainers showed that 
the total number of injuries for the first 
five years I coached there had decreased 
by 60 percent! I was the person solely 
responsible for designing the workouts 
for the football team, and one of the 
features of my workout programs was 
extensive use of the power clean. If 
this lift was so dangerous, how can one 
account for such results? I have a theory 
about this – and a story.

I was talking to a friend of mine, 
a bouncer who also competed interna-
tionally in judo, and he said that in a 
bar fight between a boxer and a martial 
artist, a boxer would almost always win. 
The reason, he explained, is that a mar-
tial artist could not take a punch, at least 
not to the extent that a boxer could. In 
effect, the nature of their sport was such 
that the boxer learned how to minimize 
the force of a punch – they had to, as in 
training they are continually receiving 
blows to the head. In contrast, martial 
artists seldom strike each other hard 
enough in the head to develop this skill. 

Likewise, during a power clean the 
athlete not only must explosively lift the 
weight but also must catch it. In effect, 
doing power cleans teaches the athlete 
to rapidly control the impact, a.k.a. 
disrupted forces, that occur during the 

lift. When you consider the ever-increas-
ing numbers of athletes suffering ACL 
injuries, you can see how valuable it is to 
be able to handle the dynamic, disrupted
forces that occur to the ankle and knee 
during athletic competition. Further, 
the faster an athlete can handle these 
disrupted forces, the quicker they will be 
able to move on the court or in the field.

 Finally, the Olympic lifts are “eco-
nomical” exercises, meaning that they 
work many muscle groups simultane-
ously. To achieve a similar training effect 
with conventional exercises, an athlete 
would have to perform a leg press, back 
extension, calf raise, shoulder shrug, 
upright row, and biceps curl – and 
even then they would be neglecting a 
few muscles. Time is a major limiting 
factor in many athletic programs, so it’s 
important to use exercises such as the 
power clean that give you the most bang 
for your buck.

Is the power clean difficult to teach? 
Certainly not, if you have the proper 
educational materials and coaches who 
know how to teach it. BFS currently 
gives more than 400 clinics a year to 
young athletes, and has been doing so 
for over 30 years. The power clean is 

taught in all these clinics, and we often 
see athletes who have never performed 
this exercise come away with sound 
technique that will quickly lead to gains 
in athletic performance. Further, at our 
certification clinics, we ensure qual-
ity instruction, because coaches must 
show not only that they can perform the 
power clean at these clinics but also that 
they can teach it.

Despite its critics, the power clean 
has proven to be an exercise that can be 
safe, easy to teach and is one of the single 
most important exercises for achieving 
physical superiority.  

Want to see many of the nation’s best 
high school athletes compete in a power 
clean contest? If so, then be in Las Vegas 
on May 17, 2008, when Bonanza High 
School hosts the 4th Annual National 
High School Power Clean Champion-
ships. For more information contact Val 
Balison at vjbalison@cox.net.

Because it’s diffi cult to understand correct form in the parallel squat from just a 
few photos, we have downloaded the complete power clean portion of our ex-
ercise DVD onto our website using the Maxcast format as shown. It will remain 
there until the publication of our July/August 2008 issue.
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The best lifting platform with the 
PERFECT SURFACE

Protect-All is a rigid, durable all-vinyl product designed for enduring protection of your 
existing flooring. Our Rubber Mat is a 100% solid rubber flooring mat that reduces noise and 
absorbs shock. Your perfect platform surface will never rot, warp, splinter, peel or separate.

Shown in Custom
Call BFS for  

Custom Pricing

1-800-628-9737

Elite Power Clean Platform $799

Color logo                                     $279
• Call for details

• Stock platform, no logo with black paint

Fax (801) 975-1159 • biggerfasterstronger.com • 843 West 2400 South • SLC, UT 84119
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McPherson College, KS

SHOW YOUR SCHOOL PRIDE WITH
CUSTOM PLATFORMS!
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