
GETTING STARTED 
In this article, I’ll show you the four different progressions you 
need to work through to successfully perform a pistol squat. 
Remember that as with anything in life, take your time, master 
each movement, and only then move on to the next exercise in the 
progression. Each one is designed to build upon the last. 

THE PISTOL SQUAT
>> By Peter Carvell, founder of www.sixpackfactory.com

 THE PISTOL SQUAT IS, WITHOUT A DOUBT 
ONE OF THE BEST, IF NOT THE BEST LOWER 
BODY BODYWEIGHT EXERCISE THAT YOU CAN 
INCLUDE IN YOUR PLAN. IT’LL STRENGTHEN 
YOUR QUADS, HAMSTRINGS, GLUTES, CALVES,  
AS WELL AS YOUR CORE, ALL IN A  
SINGLE MOVEMENT. 
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BEFORE WE GET STARTED, HERE  
ARE A FEW TIPS TO HELP EASE 
NATURAL PROGRESSION:
■  Keep your head looking forward, not down, to maintain good balance.
■  Never let the knee move towards the outside or inside of the toes as 

this could lead to knee pain.
■  When on one leg, always find your balance first before starting the 

movement pattern.

But, make no mistake, 
just because it’s a 
bodyweight exercise 
does not mean it’s one 
you can dive right in to 
performing. You need to 
work your way through a 
sequence of steps first, 

gaining the strength and 
skills required of each one 
before you can graduate  
to performing the full 
pistol squat. 

What’s unique about the 
pistol squat compared to 
other exercises you may 

have done is that it doesn’t 
just require pure strength 
to master. Instead, 
you’ll need to build 
your mobility, flexibility, 
and balance along with 
developing great lower 
body strength. 



THERE YOU HAVE IT – FOUR STEPS YOU NEED TO WORK THROUGH TO BE ABLE TO  
COMPLETE A PISTOL SQUAT, ONE OF THE GREATEST TESTS OF STRENGTH, MOBILITY, 
FLEXIBILITY, AND BALANCE. WITH ENOUGH DETERMINATION, HARD WORK,  
AND PRACTICE, YOU CAN MASTER THIS MOVE.  ■ 

1. BODYWEIGHT SQUAT 
The bodyweight squat will help build muscle strength and endurance 
and prepare you for what’s to come. Make sure that you can perform 
30-40 full range bodyweight squats before moving on. 

2. ONE LEG BOX SQUAT
Once you have mastered the full squat, next you’ll need to get the one leg 
box squat right. This exercise transitions you to a single leg and helps 
build muscle memory and balance, which will then transfer over when 
performing the pistol squat. 
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3. ASSISTED PISTOL SQUAT
Once you’re able to successfully complete a box squat, you’ll then want to 
progress to the assisted pistol squat. This move is going to help you develop 
the full range of motion needed for the pistol squat, which will help your 
muscles and mind become accustomed to the movement pattern. The 
assisted pistol squat allows you to control the level of assistance you get as 
you see your strength level progressing. Start with enough assistance to 
help you complete the movement and then decrease it from there. 

4. PISTOL SQUAT
After mastering the assisted pistol squat, you are now ready to move on 
to the real thing. You should now be feeling confident that you’ve gained 
sufficient strength to master this move. 

THE FOUR PROGRESSIONS YOU WILL MOVE THROUGH INCLUDE:
(full range  
of motion)

HOW TO DO IT: Stand upright with your arms straight in front of your 
body at shoulder height. Breath in, hinge at the hips and bend your 
knees as you slowly lower yourself down until you are as close to the 
ground as possible. Your knees should be completely flexed in this 
position with the body still upright. Pause and then press directly back 
up, driving through your heels until you’re back in the standing position 
to complete the rep. 

HOW TO DO IT: Stand in front of a box that’s just at or slightly above knee 
height. Lift one leg up off the ground and then bring the arms to parallel. 
Bend the supporting knee as you lower yourself down until your bum is 
resting lightly against the box. Pause and then press up again to complete 
the rep. Repeat on the other leg.

HOW TO DO IT: Stand in an upright position with your arms raised, 
straight out in front of you in the parallel position. Bend your supportive 
leg as you lower yourself down into the full squat position. Keep your body 
upright at all times. Pause and then press yourself back up until the knee 
is straight. Repeat on the other side. 

HOW TO DO IT: Stand so that you are about one foot away from a pole. 
Lift one leg up off the ground and hold onto the pole with both hands. 
Using your hands for support, slowly lower yourself down by bending 
the supporting leg until you are in the full squat position. Hold onto the 
pole for balance. Press back up into the upright position again. Repeat 
on the other leg. 


