
The Pull-Up Programme for 
Women and Beginners

This guide offers a structured approach to mastering the pull-up, 
one of fitness's most challenging yet rewarding bodyweight 
exercises. Through a strategic three-phase programme spanning 
12+ weeks, you'll build the necessary strength and technique while 
optimising your body composition for success. Whether you've 
never attempted a pull-up or have been struggling to achieve one, 
this methodical approach will help you conquer the bar and 
transform both your physical capabilities and self-confidence.



The Hidden Truth: Why Your Body Weight is Your 
Secret Weapon

Many fitness enthusiasts, particularly women, mistakenly 
believe that pull-ups are purely about upper body strength. 
Whilst building powerful back and arm muscles is certainly 
essential, there's a crucial factor that's often overlooked: 
your body's overall mass. Every additional kilogram creates 
resistance that your muscles must overcome, making the 
exercise exponentially more difficult.

By modestly reducing your body weight whilst building 
strength, you can dramatically improve your strength-to-
weight ratio: the true determinant of pull-up success. 
Consider this: reducing your weight by just 2-3 kilograms 
whilst maintaining muscle mass can transform what once 
seemed impossible into an achievable goal.

Creating a Strategic Calorie Deficit

To optimise your strength-to-weight ratio, aim for a modest calorie deficit of 300-500 kcal daily. This 
ensures fat loss without sacrificing the muscle mass you're working so diligently to build. Focus on 
nutrient-dense whole foods and maintain adequate protein intake (1.6-2.2g per kg of body weight) to 
preserve muscle whilst in a deficit.

Prioritise Protein

High-quality protein 
sources like lean meats, 
eggs, dairy, legumes and 
plant-based alternatives 
should form the cornerstone 
of your nutritional strategy.

Track Consistently

Use a food diary or tracking 
app for at least the first few 
weeks to understand your 
consumption patterns and 
ensure your deficit is 
appropriate.

Increase Daily Activity

Begin with a daily step goal 
of 10,000 and increase by 
1,000 weekly for a simple, 
sustainable approach to 
creating your caloric deficit.

Remember, this isn't about dramatic weight loss or restrictive dieting, it's about strategic body 
composition optimisation that complements your strength training. When combined with the 
progressive training phases outlined in this guide, this approach creates the perfect environment for 
pull-up success.



Phase 1: Forging the Foundation (Weeks 1-4)

The initial phase of your pull-up journey focuses on building the foundational upper back and lateral 
strength necessary for the primary pulling motion. During these four weeks, you'll train twice weekly, 
establishing the muscular architecture that will eventually power your pull-ups.

Your Phase 1 Programme

Complete this workout twice per week with at least 48 hours between sessions. Focus on controlled, 
full-range movements rather than momentum-driven repetitions. As your strength improves, 
gradually increase weight or difficulty to maintain challenge.

Exercise Sets Repetitions Rest Notes

Inverted Rows 3 8-12 60-90s Adjust body 
angle to find 
appropriate 
challenge

Dumbbell Rows 3 10-15 per arm 60s Pull towards hip 
pocket, focus on 
scapular 
retraction

Lat Pulldowns 3 8-12 60-90s If equipment 
available; focus 
on engaging 
lats. Use a wide 
bar.

Planks 3 30-60s hold 45s Increase 
duration by 5s 
weekly

Dead Hangs 3 Max duration 60s Record times 
and aim to 
improve weekly

Form Tips for Key Exercises

Inverted Rows

Set up using a Smith 
machine, a barbell 
secured into a rack, or 
TRX. Position your body so 
that when you hang with 
arms extended, your body 
forms a straight line from 
head to heels. Pull your 
chest toward the bar by 
driving your elbows down 
and back. Maintain a rigid 
plank position throughout 
the movement.

Pro tip: The closer your 
feet are to the bar, the 
easier the exercise; move 
feet further away to 
increase difficulty.

Dumbbell Rows

With one knee and hand 
on a bench, hold a 
dumbbell with your free 
hand. Start with arm 
extended, then pull the 
weight up by driving your 
elbow toward the ceiling. 
Focus on squeezing your 
shoulder blade at the top 
of the movement.

Visualise pulling your 
elbow to your back 
pocket rather than 
straight up to maximise 
lat engagement.

Dead Hangs

Grip a pull-up bar with 
hands shoulder-width 
apart. Hang with arms 
fully extended but 
shoulders engaged (not 
shrugged up to ears). 
Hold for as long as 
possible while 
maintaining proper 
breathing.

Focus on creating tension 
through your upper back 
rather than passively 
hanging from your joints.

By the end of Phase 1, you should notice significant improvements in your upper back strength, grip 
endurance, and overall body awareness - all crucial foundations for the more advanced training to 
come.



Phase 2: Mastering the Movement (Weeks 5-8)

Having established your foundational strength in Phase 1, you'll now transition to more specific pull-up 
mechanics. Phase 2 introduces dynamic movements that directly translate to the pull-up motion, with 
particular focus on the eccentric (lowering) phase4a scientifically proven method for developing the 
concentric (pulling) strength you'll need.

Your Phase 2 Programme

Continue training twice weekly, allowing adequate recovery between sessions. As you progress 
through these four weeks, you'll develop the neuromuscular pathways and specific strength patterns 
required for pull-ups.

Exercise Sets Repetitions Rest Notes

Jump Negatives 3 3-5 reps 60-90s Aim for a 3-5 
second 
descend.

Scapular Pull-
ups

3 12-15 reps 60s Pull scapula 
back together 
and down. You 
should raise an 
inch or two and 
hold.

Lat Pulldowns 3 8-12 60-90s If equipment 
available; focus 
on engaging 
lats. Use a wide 
bar.

Planks 3 30-60s hold 45s Increase 
duration by 5s 
weekly

Dead Hangs 3 Max duration 60s Record times 
and aim to 
improve weekly

Technique Focus: Jump Negatives

The jump negative is your most direct path to pull-up mastery. Use a box or bench to reach the top 
position, then focus entirely on the lowering phase. As you progress, try to slow down the descent 
further: aim for 5+ seconds by Week 8. This builds enormous eccentric strength while teaching your 
nervous system the precise movement pattern needed for the concentric pull-up.

By the end of Phase 2, you should feel significantly more comfortable on the bar and notice improved 
control in the descent phase of the movement. Signs that you're ready for the final phase of your pull-
up journey.



Phase 3: The Unassisted Ascent (Weeks 9+)

Having built foundational strength and mastered the eccentric phase, you're now ready for the 
culminating stage of your pull-up journey. Phase 3 focuses on progressively reducing assistance until 
you achieve the ultimate goal: your first unassisted pull-up. This phase may last 4-8 weeks depending 
on your progress, but patience and persistence will yield remarkable results.

Your Phase 3 Programme

Continue training twice weekly, focusing on quality over quantity. Each session should include careful 
warm-ups to prepare your shoulders, elbows, and wrists for the intense work ahead.

The hallmark of this phase is the progressive reduction of assistance4whether through thinner bands 
or improved technique4until you can perform the movement entirely on your own strength.

Exercise Sets Repetitions Rest Notes

Jump Negatives 3 3-5 reps 60-90s Aim for a 3-5 
second 
descend.

Banded Pull-
ups

4 6-8 reps 60s Begin with a 
thicker band 
and aim to 
increase 
difficulty

Lat Pulldowns 3 8-12 60-90s If equipment 
available; focus 
on engaging 
lats. Use a wide 
bar.

Planks 3 30-60s hold 45s Increase 
duration by 5s 
weekly

Dead Hangs 3 Max duration 60s Record times 
and aim to 
improve weekly

Banded Pull-ups (3-4 sets of 5-8 reps)

The centrepiece of Phase 3. Loop resistance 
bands over the bar and under your feet or 

knees to provide assistance. Begin with 
thicker bands offering more support, then 
systematically progress to thinner bands 

as strength increases. Focus on pulling 
your chest to the bar, not just your chin, 

and engage your lats throughout the 
movement.

Progression strategy: When you can 
perform 3 sets of 8 reps with a given band, 

move to a lighter band or remove it 
entirely.

Unassisted Attempts (1-2 reps between 

sets)

The moment of truth! Every session, 
attempt one or two unassisted pull-ups 

when your energy is highest (typically early 
in the workout). Position your hands at 
shoulder width4this is generally easier 

than a wider grip. Don't be discouraged by 
initial failure; celebrate incremental 

progress, even if it's just pulling yourself an 
inch higher than before.

Band Selection and Progression

Resistance bands come in various tensions, typically color-coded (though systems vary between 
manufacturers). Begin with a band that allows you to complete 5-8 controlled repetitions with proper 
form. As you progress, gradually transition to lighter bands:

Heavy Band

Provides significant assistance; use until you 
can perform 3 sets of 8 reps with controlled 
form

Medium Band

Moderate assistance; may combine with 
heavy band initially, then use alone

Light Band

Minimal assistance; final stepping stone before 
unassisted attempts

Unassisted

Your ultimate goal; initially attempt after 
warm-up when fresh

The Moment of Achievement

When attempting your unassisted pull-up, focus on these key technique points:

Grip position: Hands at shoulder width, palms facing away
Initiation: Begin by engaging your lats, not by pulling with your arms
Core tension: Maintain a slight hollow body position with engaged abdominals
Breathing: Exhale as you pull upward, avoid holding your breath
Full range: Aim to get your chin over the bar, but any improvement counts as progress

Remember that achieving your first pull-up may happen suddenly after weeks of seemingly minimal 
progress. Trust the process, celebrate small victories, and persistence will ultimately lead to success.



Beyond the Bar: Your Transformative Victory

Achieving your first unassisted pull-up represents far more than just a physical milestone, it's a 
transformative victory that demonstrates your dedication, persistence, and willingness to embrace a 
systematic approach to overcoming challenges. This achievement stands as tangible proof of your 
capability to master complex skills through consistent effort and strategic progression.

"The real value of achieving a pull-up isn't just the physical strength gained, but 

the unshakeable knowledge that with proper training, patience, and 

persistence, you can accomplish what once seemed impossible."

Continuing Your Progress

1Build Endurance (2-4 Weeks)

Focus on increasing repetitions with your 
newly acquired skill. Aim for 3-5 sets of 

single repetitions with full recovery 
between sets, gradually reducing rest 

periods. Celebrate when you can perform 
your first set of two consecutive pull-ups!

2 Explore Variations (4-8 Weeks)

Experiment with different grips and 
styles: chin-ups (palms facing you), 
neutral-grip pull-ups (palms facing 
each other), and wide-grip pull-ups. 
Each variation emphasises different 
muscles and adds new challenges.

3Add Volume (8-12 Weeks)

Implement "grease the groove" training 
by performing single pull-ups multiple 
times throughout the day (if you have 

home access to a bar). This technique, 
pioneered by strength coach Pavel 

Tsatsouline, builds neural efficiency 
without fatigue.

4 Advanced Progressions (12+ Weeks)

Once you can perform 8-10 consecutive 
pull-ups, consider advanced variations 
like L-sit pull-ups, archer pull-ups, or 
weighted pull-ups to continue 
challenging yourself.

Sharing Your Journey

Consider documenting and sharing your pull-up journey—through social media, with friends, or in 
fitness communities. Your experience can inspire others facing similar challenges and contribute to 
changing perceptions about women's strength capabilities. The systematic approach that brought 
you success can serve as a blueprint for others, demonstrating that with proper progression, this 
impressive feat is accessible to a much wider population than commonly believed.

Remember that your first pull-up isn't the end of a journey but rather a gateway to exploring new 
dimensions of strength, body awareness, and physical capability. The disciplined approach to training 
and nutrition that brought you to this milestone provides a framework for achieving countless other 
fitness goals in the future.

Most importantly, carry the confidence gained from this achievement into every aspect of your life. 
The pull-up may be a physical exercise, but its greatest value lies in proving that with the right 
approach, consistent effort, and unwavering belief, you can overcome seemingly insurmountable 
challenges—in fitness and beyond.


