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Abstract: There is substantial evidence indicating that increased maximum strength as a result
of training with squats, particularly full and parallel squats, is associated with superior athletic
capabilities, such as sprinting, jumping and agility. Although full and parallel squats have been
strongly associated with sport performance, there is also some evidence that the use of partial squats
may provide angle specific adaptations that are likely advantageous for specific sporting activities.
Partial squats may be particularly advantageous when trained in conjunction with full or parallel
squats, as this practice results in a greater training effect. There is a paucity of evidence that squatting
is associated with excessive injuries to the knees, lower back, or other structures. Evidence does
indicate that squatting, including full squats, can be undertaken safely, provided an appropriate
training methodology is applied. Indeed, based on scientific data, the cost/benefit ratio indicates that
squats should be recommended and should be a central strength training exercise for the preparation
of athletes in most sports, particularly those requiring strong and powerful whole body and lower
body movements.

Keywords: strength; specificity; resistance training; lower body strength

1. Introduction

In the past and presently, most strength and conditioning coaches and sport scientists
have considered the squat to be an essential and primary tool for the complete development
of athletic potential [1-7]. The overall importance that the squat plays in strength and
conditioning programs can be ascertained from the fact that this category of exercise is
commonly identified as one of the most important and frequently prescribed exercises used
by strength and conditioning coaches in many sports, reflecting its importance in strength
and conditioning programs. For example, the squat and weightlifting movements have
been reported to be the most commonly used exercises in professional sports including
Major League Baseball (MLB) [8], the National Basketball Association (NBA) [9], the
National Football League (NFL) [10], the National Hockey League (NHL) [11] and Major
League Soccer (MLS) [12,13].

Additionally, the squat exercise has been considered to be a very important train-
ing exercise used in United States high school strength and conditioning programs [14].
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Outside of the United States, the squat is one of the most frequently used exercises in the
preparation of athletes in Spanish handball, basketball, volleyball, and football [15], Argen-
tinian rugby [16], and for rowers in the United Kingdom [3]. Ultimately, when examining
coaching and scientific literature, squats are widely regarded as a critical exercise group for
developing lower body strength in athletic populations [17].

While the squat is often considered a primary exercise in the development of
athletes [1,2,4,5], several authors have suggested that squats, especially deep squatting,
may increase the risk of knee injury [18-21]. Deep squats are those in which during the
descent, the top of the thigh reaches parallel or a below parallel position, i.e., parallel and
full squats. Typical rationales for the avoidance of squatting movements primarily deal
with degenerative changes within the tendofemoral complex and increased potential for
the occurrence of chondromalacia, osteoarthritis, and osteochondritis when deep squats are
performed [18,22]. However, based upon the existing body of evidence, deep squatting per-
formed with the correct technique has been shown to actually stimulate training-induced
adaptations that can provide a protective effect for the knee joint [22-24]. Indeed, a re-
view by Hartmann et al. [22] presented compelling evidence that deep squatting does not
place the knee, hip, or vertebral column at an increased risk for injury. In fact, the review
suggested that deep squatting may actually create a protective adaptive scenario for the
lower extremity. In support of Hartmann et al., a more recent work by Case et al. [25]
revealed that examined athletes who had a higher relative maximum parallel back squat
strength displayed a substantially lower injury risk. In fact, based on these data, male
athletes who squat >2.2 x body mass and female athletes who squat >1.6 x body mass had
a significantly lower injury risk [25].

The squat is a closed kinetic chain, large muscle mass, multi-joint exercise that stresses
the upper body and mid-section musculature, particularly the erector spinae (primarily
isometric) and the leg and hip extensors (dynamically). From the performance perspective,
evidence indicates that squatting movements, particularly deeper squats, have a substan-
tial potential to increase performance capacity [23,26-28]. This perspective is supported
by improvements in traditional performance-based tests such as the vertical jump and
sprinting assessments, as well as in sport performance. For example, Speranza et al. [29,30]
noted that alterations in absolute and relative 1RM squat strength were statistically related
to changes in tackling ability in rugby players. Additionally, based on several studies and
reviews [23,27,31], deeper squats stimulate greater improvements in muscle cross-sectional
area (CSA) and produce superior improvements in vertical jumping performance when
compared to partial squats.

Several review papers [17,22,27,32,33] have been published in the scientific literature
that explore various aspects of squatting motions. Since the publication of these reviews on
squatting, there has been a large volume of research and critical analysis of existing research
published exploring the physiological, biomechanical, and performance effects of squatting
movements. Additionally, some of this newer research has examined contraindications and
risks associated with squatting movements.

Although scientific inquiry in this area has increased, a primary factor limiting research
and its interpretation relates to common terminology use. A principle purpose of this
review is to establish common terminology related to the different variants of the back
and front squat, particularly concerning depth and foot placement. The authors strongly
believe that establishment of a common vernacular is critical for setting the foundation
for the development of a better understanding of squatting movements. The second area
of emphasis will center on the basic biomechanics of the squat in order to establish an
understanding of the kinetic and kinematic aspects of the movement. Collectively, these
key areas of inquiry can provide a strong foundation for a comprehensive understanding
of squatting movements.
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2. Methods

Literature, for this narrative, was gathered from Google Scholar, ResearchGate, and
PubMed. With few exceptions, literature was confined primarily to those studies using free
weights. Literature cited was limited to back squats and front squats and their derivatives
(e.g., partial and speed squats). Other squat exercises such as barbell overhead squats,
squat exercises using different types of bars/devices, and squat jumps are not included in
this review paper.

The primary focus of this review paper is to create a standardization of squat-related
terminology as well as gathering enough evidence-based data for the back and front
squat to justify this terminology. Some squat exercises have not been used for training
studies, and as a result, there is not enough well-defined evidence to include in this review
paper. Free weights and the back/front squat types were chosen for consideration as
these are commonly used in the training of athletes worldwide. Key words and phrases
(English) used in the search included “squats”, “strength”, “strength-endurance”, “power
endurance”, and “high intensity exercise”.

3. Basic Terminology Related to Squatting Movements

In a discussion dealing with the efficacy and safety of the squat for sport, it is essential
that basic terminology can be used to describe the different variants of the squat, squat-
ting depth, and foot placements. Establishment of common terms and descriptors sets a
recognizable foundation that allows for a more complete understanding of how various
squatting positions and techniques impact both kinetic and kinematic variables and how
these variables might relate to various sports performance factors.

Defining the Barbell Squat: Squatting movements can be classified into several types
or categories that can either be performed bilaterally or unilaterally depending upon which
variant of the exercise is being implemented. Typically, the bilateral variants of the squatting
movement include the back squat [2,4,6,34], front squat [17,35], and jump squat [36]. While
the unilateral variant (one-legged squat) has been less well defined, it is often used in
training [37-39]. Although these various squat types are commonly discussed in coaching
and scientific literature, there is often confusion about the basic concepts related to the
performance of these exercises. Therefore, it is essential to establish clear definitions and
descriptions of the various squatting motions, which can be applied in either practical or
scientific settings. Consequently, this review will use the following terminology as the
framework for describing each of the various squatting movements:

Back squat: The free weight back squat is the most commonly performed squatting
movement [40,41] and is considered to have the greatest potential to increase lower body
strength [27,42]. Because of its ability to impact overall strength, the back squat and its variants
have been considered to be one of the cornerstones of sports performance-based strength training
interventions used by both professional and amateur athletes [9,10,13-15,43]. As a whole, there
are two basic back squatting techniques, the high bar and low bar squat [4,16,33,44], that are
often used in sports performance-based strength and conditioning programs. The high
bar squat, sometimes termed the Olympic-style squat, is performed with the bar centered
across the shoulders, just below the spinous process of the seventh cervical vertebrae (C7),
while the low bar squat, or powerlifting squat, is performed with the bar approximately
5-6 cm further down the back, across the top of the scapula [33,45]. The low bar squat is
most commonly associated with the sport of powerlifting, while the high bar squat is more
typically associated with the sport of weightlifting [35,45]. Generally, the low bar squat is
characterized by a larger degree of hip flexion and a hip movement that may be greater
than the knee movement [44—46]. Conversely, the high bar squat is performed in a more
upright position resulting in a more equal distribution of joint movement forces between
the knee and the hip joints [44,45]. It should also be noted that squats, particularly high bar
full and partial back squats, can be performed explosively, using plantar flexion, and rising
on the balls of the feet [47].



Appl. Sci. 2024, 14,1977

4 of 28

An additional derivative of the free weight back squat that is often performed by
powerlifters is the box squat [41,48]. The box squat requires the athlete to perform an
eccentric phase (i.e., descent) followed by sitting on a box, typically for a minimum of 1's,
prior to executing the concentric phase (i.e., ascent) of the movement [41,48]. The box squat
can be performed in a full movement, in parallel movements, or in partial movements. By
sitting on the box, the athlete removes much of the effect of the stretch shortening cycle [48].
Generally, when athletes perform the box squat, a wider foot stance is selected compared to
traditional back squats [41,48], resulting in different muscle activation patterns [49]. It has
been advised that box squats should only be used to improve low bar squat performance,
specifically for those competing in powerlifting [41]. However, more scientific inquiry into
the efficacy of box squats is necessary.

Another back or front squat derivative, with full, parallel, and partial variants, is
the speed squat [50], where the velocity of movement throughout the concentric phase is
intentionally maximized to create a ballistic or semi-ballistic high power movement [51-53].
Speed squats are often timed for a specific number of repetitions and load; the lifter tries to
decrease the exercise time with training, thus raising the average power of the movements.
Often this squat variant is performed in a manner in which the athlete plantar flexes and
rises onto the balls of their feet [47].

Front squat: The front squat is a derivation that is not as frequently used in training
as the traditional back squat exercise [32,52,54,55]. However, the importance of the front
squat cannot be underestimated because of its relationship to the clean and power clean
movements [13,48], which are commonly part of comprehensive strength and conditioning
programs [9,10,14,15,53]. The front squat exercise is typically performed with a pronated
grip with the barbell held across the anterior portion of the deltoids and clavicles [35,54,55].
For athletes who lack wrist and shoulder flexibility, the grip can be modified by either
using a cross-armed grip [35,40,54] or by using lifting straps to help hold the barbell [35].
The load that can be lifted during a front squat is typically less than in a back squat [27,55].

Jump squat: The jump squat is a derivative of the high bar back squat, as the bar
placement is typically centered across the shoulders just below the spinous process of the
C7 vertebra [56]. However, it is sometimes classified as a different exercise group because of
its unique power attributes and the various levels of depth that can be used. Typically, the
jump squat is considered a ballistic or explosive exercise, as the object of the exercise is to
physically jump into the air while under load, thus removing the braking phase that occurs
towards the end of the ascent in traditional squatting exercises [57]. Alternative methods
for the performance of the jump squat can include movements with either dumbbells or on
a restricted lifting device such as a Smith machine, although task specific adaptations may
be different [12,17]. Jump squats can be performed as a countermovement exercise or from
a static start.

One-leg squat: The one-leg squat, unilateral squat, fore-aft split squat, or “Bulgarian”
split squat is performed with one leg designated as the stance leg, while the support leg
is often placed at knee height on an adjustable bench located behind the athlete [55,58].
The stance leg’s distance from the bench is adjusted in order to allow the athlete to be able to
descend to a position in which the posterior portion of the thigh is parallel to the ground [55,59]
or to where the top of thigh is parallel to the ground [58]. An alternative approach would
be to not elevate the support leg, keeping both feet in contact with the floor [60]. One-leg
squats can also be performed with the stance leg elevated to the side and the support leg
on the ground beside the lifter. Step-ups, although typically viewed as auxiliary exercises,
are essentially a type of one-leg squats, where the athlete steps up on an adjustable box
or bench to vary hip or knee range of motion (RoM). Regardless of which variant of the
one-leg squat is used, a barbell can be held in a high bar position [58], or dumbbells can be
held in one or each hand [60]. Interestingly, these types of unilateral squats are not typically
considered a primary training exercise, as they are often programmed based on the athlete’s
maximum back squat strength or in relation to body mass [51,61]. The maximal lifting



Appl. Sci. 2024, 14,1977

50f 28

capacity using these exercises is substantially less than what can be accomplished in a back
or front squat.

Other leg and hip exercises: Exercises such as the leg press, knee extension, deadlift
variations, and hamstring curl are all typically thought of as auxiliary leg exercises and are
not classified as part of the squatting exercise group. All of these exercises use some of the
same muscle groups and can be programmed based on maximal bilateral squatting capabil-
ities [43,62]. These exercises should not be used as replacements for squatting movements
as they do not affect exactly the same results [56,63]. However, these exercises can be useful
as auxiliary exercises and as an alternative to squatting due to mitigating circumstances such
as injuries that prevent the performance of appropriate squatting movements.

4. Defining Squat Depth by Knee Angle

When examining any of the various squatting techniques, one of the key areas of
discussion revolves around the depth at which squats are performed [1]. This is often a
difficult concept because the term depth suggests that a vertical displacement of the barbell
is being quantified, when in reality the depth of the squat is a function of the knee and hip
angle achieved during the squatting motion and the movement of the bar and body as a
system [27,57,64]. Therefore, simply measuring or quantifying barbell displacement as a
means of determining depth can be misleading [65] in that this type of measurement does
not account for trunk lean or the actual knee and hip angles achieved during the squatting
motion. Based upon this idea, a reasonable determination of the depth of any squatting
movement should be quantified in relation to a specified knee angle achieved [43,66]
and not the vertical displacement of the bar (Table 1). The authors realize that tissue
strain is a function of various knee, hip, and ankle angles and is covered elsewhere in
this paper; however, it should be noted here that the knee angle and relation of the thigh
to the floor offer easily discernable landmarks for standardization of depth. Although
hip angle can affect tissue strain, it is quite difficult to measure/estimate during a squat
performance. However, reasonable quantification of knee angle is possible both before and
during a squatting movement using appropriate measurement tools [43,66]. Furthermore,
the authors’ observations and that of other researchers indicate that when squatting to
a specific knee angle, the change in hip angle during the movement remains relatively
constant in comparison to the change in knee angle throughout the movement(s) [27,57,64].
Additionally, the terminal point of the squat movement can be more easily estimated
through observation—for example, for a parallel squat in which the top of the thigh is
parallel (or slightly below) with the floor.

Table 1. Defining the squat variants and common depths.

Type

Common Variant Internal Angle of Knee Description of Bottom Position References

Back squat

Full squat 40-45°

Parallel squat 60-70°

Half squat 80-100°

Quarter squat 110-140°

Box squat 60-70°

Tops of the thighs are positioned so that they
are below parallel when compared to the floor.
In this position the top of the thigh is slightly
below parallel to the floor. Additionally, a
straight horizontal line can be drawn from the
top of the knee to the inguinal fold.

In this position the bottom of the thigh is
approximately parallel to the floor.
Often categorized as halfway between a full
squat and an upright standing position. Often
used as part of
strength—power—potentiating complexes.
During the box squat, the box height should be
selected so that the bottom position of the squat
is achieved when the top of the thigh is parallel
to the floor.

[45,66,67]

[45,67,68]

[66,67,69]

[2,66,70]
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Table 1. Cont.

Type

Common Variant Internal Angle of Knee Description of Bottom Position References

Jump Squat

Half squat 80-100°

The tops of the thighs are positioned so that
they are below parallel when compared to the

Parallel squat 60-70° floor. Additionally, a straight horizontal line [71]

can be drawn from the top of the knee to the
inguinal fold.
In this position the bottom of the thigh is

approximately parallel to the floor. [72,73]

Front Squat

Full squat 40-45°

Half squat 80-100°

Quarter squat 110-140°

Tops of the thighs are positioned so that they
are below parallel when compared to the floor.
Tops of the thighs are positioned so that they
are slightly below parallel when compared to

[22]

Parallel squat 60-70° the floor. Additionally, a straight horizontal [35]

line can be drawn from the top of the knee to
the inguinal fold.

In this position the bottom of the thigh is
approximately parallel to the floor.
Often categorized as halfway between a full
squat and an upright standing position. Often
used as part of
strength—power—potentiating complexes.

[27,35]

[70]

One-leg Squat

Full squat 60-70°

In this position the top of the thigh is slightly
below parallel to the floor. Additionally, a
straight horizontal line can be drawn from the
top of the knee to the inguinal fold.

[38,58,59]

A point of confusion in the literature is how to clearly define joint angles. For example,
some authors define squat depth in the context of the external knee angle [17,22,74], while
others relate squatting depth to an internal knee angle [27,43,64,66,68,70,75]. In order to
clearly present and define the various squatting depths, this review will reference the
internal knee angle for the quantification of the various squatting depths that have been
reported in the scientific literature or used in practical settings. Based upon these knee
angles, four generalized squat depths can be established for bilateral movements, which
include the full, parallel, half, and quarter squat [1,2,27].

Full squat: A full squat, or deep squat as it is sometimes termed, is classified as being
performed until a depth where a 40-45° internal knee angle is achieved [2,45,66,74]. Full
squats can be performed with either the high bar back squat or the front squat. Typically,
the front squat requires the athlete to go into a deeper squat position and will result in a
substantially smaller knee angle and a more upright trunk position when compared to the
high bar back squat [2]. Conversely, the low bar back squat typically does not allow for as
great a depth to be performed as in the front squat; because of the posterior shifting of the
hip and forward trunk lean typically noted in this movement, only a ~68° internal knee
angle can be achieved [41]. As such, the low bar squat typically cannot be performed to a
full squat position.

Parallel squat: A parallel squat is performed to an internal knee angle between
60 and 70°, where a straight horizontal line can be drawn between in the inguinal fold
and the top of the knee musculature, just proximal to the patella [2,45,67-69]. The parallel
squat can be performed with either variant of the back squat or the front squat. This depth
(parallel) is commonly associated with the low bar or powerlifting squat [41]. While the
high bar squat can be performed to parallel, it is often performed to a full squat position.
Overall, the parallel squat is one of the most common exercises performed when targeting
the development of lower body strength [2,76].

Half squat: A half squat is generally performed to a depth in which an 80-100° internal
knee angle is achieved [2,40,66,67,77-79]. Half squats can be performed using the back,
front, or Smith machine squats [12]. Because of the lesser degree of knee flexion associated
with the half squat, substantially higher training loads can be used than loads in either
the parallel or full back squat. The ability to handle higher loads in this range of knee
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angles is related to the higher force production capacities that occur closer to the apex of
the ascending strength curve for this movement pattern [80].

Quarter squat: A quarter squat is typically performed at a knee angle between
110-140° [66]. The quarter squat is often performed from a dead stop and would rep-
resent a concentric squat movement [70]. This type of squat is commonly used in the
creation of strength-power-potentiating complexes (SPPCs) [70]. Because this movement
pattern occurs at knee angles that are even closer to the apex of the ascending strength
curve, higher forces can be generated allowing for higher training loads compared to the
full, parallel, or half squats [80].

Additional measurement considerations: When examining the depth of fore-aft uni-
lateral movements, the knee angles used to describe these types of movements can be
slightly different than those used for the bilateral squatting movements [39,58,59]. Due
to biomechanical limitations, such as less torso lean or elevated support leg during the
one-leg squat, the full movement is typically marked by an internal knee angle of 60-70°,
while the parallel squat has a bottom position in which an internal knee angle of 80-100° is
achieved [39,58,59].

5. Defining the Foot Position in Squatting

One factor that must always be considered when examining the scientific and practical
literature on squatting is how foot placement is defined. Specifically, it is important to
establish a description of both the stance width and foot angle used [17,20,81-86], as these
two characteristics may have an impact on the kinematics and muscle activation patterns
associated with the squatting movement [17,83].

Squat stance width: Careful examination of the scientific literature reveals little con-
sensus on how foot placement is described or quantified [17,20,81-86]. However, three
common squat stances including the (1) narrow, (2) medium or shoulder-width, and
(3) wide stance are generally referenced in the scientific and applied literature [20,84]. See
Table 2 for a more detailed explanation.

Table 2. Squat stance terminology.

Stance Width Measurement

Author Squatting Movement Narrow Stance Medium Stance Wide Stance
. 409 +£3.8cm* 59.7 +£ 6.6 cm * 69.6 £9.5cm*
Escamilla et al. [20,61] Low bar back squat 87-118% shoulder width 121-153% shoulder width 158-196% shoulder width
McCaw et al. [84] High bar back squat 75% of shoulder width Shoulder width 120% shoulder width
Paoli et al. [49] High bar back squat 100% GTd 150% GTd 200% GTd

Note: * Measurement of stance width was established as the linear distance between the left and right ankle joint
centers. GTd = distance between R and L greater trochanter.

Traditionally, an athlete’s squat stance has been established by using the shoulders
as a reference point [20,83,85]. Specifically, the narrow stance has been defined as being
between 87 and 118% of shoulder width for the low bar squat [20] or 75% of shoulder width
for the high bar squat [84]. The medium stance is typically equal to the athlete’s shoulder
width for a high bar squat [84] or between 121 and 153% of shoulder width for the low bar
squat [20]. A stance width of 120% of shoulder width is often used to define a wide stance
with the high bar squat [84], while a wide stance with a low bar squat would be equal to
158-196% of shoulder width [20].

An alternative method for determining the stance width during a low bar squat is to
measure the distance anteriorly between the lateral aspect of the left and right acromion
process [85]. Using this method, a narrow stance would have a distance of 40.9 & 3.8 cm
between the left and right ankle centers, while the medium stance would have a distance
59.7 £ 6.6 cm, and the wide stance a distance of 69.6 + 9.5 cm. When using a high bar squat,
the stance can be established in relation to the greater trochanter distance (GTd) with the
narrow, medium, and wide stances being 100%, 150%, and 200% of GTd respectively [49].
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Squat stance foot angle: The stance utilized in the squat also requires reference to the
angle of foot placement [20,81,83,85]. The foot placement is of particular interest because it
has been reported to impact muscle activation patterns [83,85]. Typically, in the applied
literature, the angle of foot placement is related to a position in which the foot is directly
pointing forward, often referred to as the center position. Often, an outward rotation of
25-30° from center is recommended when using a high bar back squat [87]. For example,
Escamilla et al. [81] reported that the angle of rotation of the feet during a narrow, medium,
or wide stance is 20 + 5°, 23 £ 3°, and 26 £ 4°, respectively, during a low bar back
squat. However, Lorenzetti et al. [83] suggested that a moderate foot placement angle
(approximately 20°) in combination with a moderate stance width (with feet approximately
shoulder width apart) should be used. The moderate stance and foot rotation would reduce
rotational RoMs in the hip and knee, abduction/adduction RoMs in the hip, and flexion
RoMs in the knee [83]. Overall, there is limited research on the optimal foot angle from the
center position and how these positions impact performance and muscle activation.

6. Basic Squat Biomechanics

In an effort to better understand the underlying mechanisms associated with the
squat, the biomechanics of the barbell back squat were originally investigated in elite level
athletes nearly five decades ago [88,89]. A major reason for this approach was to obtain
normative data on elite strength athletes. At that time (the 1970s), the primary available
resource for performing a biomechanical analysis of any human motion was to employ
techniques limited to the examination of only one plane of movement. Shortly after the
initial video analyses, the integration of force plates in the biomechanical assessments of
the squat began to be used [90]. Typically, this approach was undertaken to determine
kinetic and kinematic information about the squat. Inverse dynamics were employed when
examining joint kinematics [91]. With these approaches, investigators established a baseline
of biomechanical characteristics for the barbell back squat.

Although motion capture technology has advanced well over the last forty years,
squat mechanics are still being analyzed largely in the sagittal plane because of the anterior-
posterior movement that primarily occurs at the trunk and the joints of the lower extrem-
ities [19,92,93]. In the back squat, a typical RoM for an experienced lifter would require
ankle dorsiflexion of about 20 to 25°, knee flexion to an internal angle of 95° in a half squat
and approximately 60° in a parallel squat, and flexing the hip to a range of 85 to 110° as a
lifter reaches the peak descent position [34,43,46,66,68,88].

Of importance from both practical and analytical standpoints is squat symmetry.
Observation suggests that both sides of the kinematic squat sequence are similar [34,46,88].
Salem et al. [94] examined the squat 30 £ 12 weeks after ACL reconstruction and indicated
that during a high bar squat, lower extremity RoM on both legs was relatively similar with
less than a 3° difference between each side of the body for the three joints (ankle, knee,
and hip) examined. It is possible that a difference of >3° in RoM between the right and
left sides of the lower extremity joints could be indicative of a potential asymmetry that
could be a cause for some concern. However, from a practical performance analytical point
of view, a <3° difference in RoM between the right and left sides of the body would be
difficult to visually capture and is usually considered to be of limited importance during
the analytical process.

Another measurement approach is to collect kinetic measures using individual or
multiple force plates in order to examine force production and power output during squat-
ting [39,62,95,96]. More detailed analyses of the squatting movement can be performed
when synchronizing video (2D or 3D) cameras with a force plate [97,98]. Researchers have
used this technique in order to analyze lower extremity joint kinetics and kinematics [19,97].
Indeed, joint kinetics analyses have been undertaken to understand the mechanical loads in
the lower extremity joints as well as the lower back region [39,46,82,89,95,97,98]. Typically,
the greatest lower extremity joint torque, but least external applied force, occurs shortly
after the initiation of the ascent phase of the squat at what has been termed the “sticking
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point” or “sticking region” [19,34,80,99,100]. Other kinetic variables such as compression
and shear forces at the knee have been reported in scientific literature because of their
clinical relevance [19,39,81,101]. Obviously, a loaded barbell back squat creates a greater
amount of compressive force (and shear force) on the spine as compared to a body weight
squat. As a result of placing the loaded barbell on the upper back, the joint force at the
lumbar region becomes the largest among the joints in the lower half of the body [102].

Finally, electromyography (EMG) analysis is a necessary approach for examining
neural activation of the muscles associated with variations of load, foot position, and stance
width that can be used during various types of squatting movements [32,66,82,86]. In recent
years, comprehensive studies using various combinations of motion capture videography,
force plates, and EMG for squat analysis have increased in number. The increased interest
in exploring the biomechanical aspects of the squat suggest that to truly understand the
intricacies of squatting movements, a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms
associated with the neuromuscular components of squat performance is required.

The primary focus of these studies has dealt with understanding the nature of the
mechanistic contributor(s) during a squat. At the same time, there has been a more recent
trend of investigation dealing with the prediction of injuries based on the biomechanical
findings. In the following section of this paper, further biomechanical reports dealing with
a more detailed discussion of kinematics, kinetics, and EMG are discussed.

Kinematics: Kinematics deals with the characteristics that result from force application
(kinetics), such as displacement and velocity. From a human factor standpoint, both joint
and segmental kinematics are commonly reported variables in research directly exploring
the squat (Figure 1). Typically, the sagittal plane is used as the plane of reference when
performing a kinematic evaluation of squatting movements. This type of analysis is
typically used to determine joint angles, joint and segmental displacement, and velocity.

(e)

! (£)

Figure 1. Diagram of kinematic variables measured during squat. (a) Trunk, (b) hip, (c) thigh, (d) knee,
(e) shank, and (f) ankle.

Squatting characteristics (e.g., depth, trunk lean etc.) can be markedly affected by
differences in anthropometrics and tissue structure. These include characteristics such
as sex differences. Examinations of various types of squats have clearly indicated that
sex-specific kinematic differences are present [103,104]. Both male and female subjects
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displayed marked hip, knee, and ankle deviations. However, in the back squat, males,
compared to females, displayed smaller hip and knee flexion angles with all external loads
(ranging from zero to body mass + 50%) [105]. Furthermore, increasing external loading
resulted in ankle joint dorsiflexion to a greater degree in males in order to compensate for
the lost RoM from the hip and knee [103]. Additionally, knee displacement was forward
and shin angle was diagonal rather than vertical, which ultimately relates to greater ankle
dorsiflexion, assuming the entire soles of the feet remain in contact with the floor [103]. An
interesting finding from the same study was that females displayed somewhat different
squat kinematics demonstrating less knee forward displacement. This may indicate that
they were using a marked forward trunk lean, or possibly exhibited greater flexibility in
the hip and knee joints, resulting in a minimization of the forward movement of the knee
without having a greater degree of dorsiflexion. Additionally, there were sex specific timing
differences, with the males reaching maximum forward knee displacement at 84% of their
maximum descent, while females achieved maximum knee displacement at 93% of their
maximum descent [103]. These differences in joint flexion and extension likely affect the
ability to generate forces and subsequent velocity of movement.

When focusing specifically on the lower extremity joints, knee and hip angular ve-
locities influence vertical concentric velocity [20]. If the focus of training is to generate
high rates of force development (RFD) and power output during the concentric action,
faster knee and hip extension velocities are required in order to create these characteristics.
For example, Escamilla et al. [20], using a low bar squat and three different foot stances
(107 4+ 10, 142 + 12, and 169 + 12% of shoulder width), studied concentric velocities at
the knee and hip. At near maximum loading, peak knee angular velocity occurred in the
range of 110 to 130°-s~! and the peak hip angular velocity occurred in the range of 102
to 122°:s71 [20]. Importantly, the athletes studied (N = 39) were national powerlifting
competitors typically using a low bar technique and compressive gear and represented a
“specific” population [100,106]. However, Donnelly et al. [34], using American Football
players (N = 10) as the study focus, investigated lower body kinematics during a high bar
squat using much lighter loads (25% of 1RM). They reported a similar angular velocity
of the knee and hip, ranging from 113 to 120°-s~! at the knee and 114 to 117°-s~! at the
hip. It is important to note that peak ankle, knee, and hip angular velocities or power
outputs do not necessarily occur at the same absolute or relative bar load, particularly
in ballistic movements such as loaded jumps [107,108]. This observation has important
variation ramifications for training loads, suggesting a spectrum of loads be used to ensure
“optimum” velocity and power training of all three joints.

The vertical velocity of a system (lifter plus barbell) is often calculated using the center
of mass (CoM) displacement. Although concentric velocity (and power) calculated from
CoM and the bar are similar, depending upon the sport, velocity (and power) may be
more appropriately calculated from the bar, particularly for strength power athletes using
implements (e.g., throwers, weightlifters, powerlifters) [109,110]. Indeed, the bar velocity is
easier to quantify compared to tracking the movement of CoM of the system for a number
of reasons. Typically, the location of the CoM is established with the use of video motion
(kinematic) analysis and requires the use of a full-body marker set. While this process
is well established, it is time consuming and requires specialized laboratory equipment.
However, placing a marker on the barbell during squatting movements allows for sagittal
plane analysis of barbell displacement and velocity in a more time-efficient and effective
manner, particularly when frequent measurements are necessary. This method of analysis
has been used in several studies investigating bar velocity to analyze explosive effort
during the concentric phase of the back squat [96,111]. More recently, methods of analyzing
bar velocity (and displacement) have included the use of linear position transducers [112],
accelerometers, or inertial movement sensors [72,111,113,114] that are attached to the bar or
a combination of linear potentiometers, and force plates that can be used to analyze a variety
of kinetic and kinematic characteristics and derivations including power output [72,95].
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During the ascent phase, average bar velocity typically ranges from approximately
0.97 to 0.54 m s~! using 20% to 90% of 1RM back squat [96]. Obviously, compared to
lighter loads, heavy loads, particularly near maximum loads, can substantially reduce
the bar velocity and power output [71,73]. Indeed, a faster bar velocity can markedly
influence the average and peak power output of the lift. Additionally, bar velocity can
be affected by fatigue and the loss of bar velocity may represent a method of quantifying
acute or chronic fatigue [95]. Furthermore, it is important to produce a high RFD in
the concentric (ascent) phase to emphasize “explosiveness” during the squat. From this
perspective, the importance of analyzing bar velocity and RFD specifically for explosiveness
becomes apparent.

Although there is a specific emphasis on pushing the bar as hard as possible during
the concentric phase, for heavy loads, relatively constant and relatively slow bar velocity
indicates the “control” aspect of the lift in the eccentric (descent) phase. Typically, during
the eccentric phase, it is important to produce relatively slow and constant negative bar
velocity (negative because the bar moves downward) in order to keep the body position and
movement in control, rather than creating a rapid and potentially deleterious descent. This
is important especially when instructing novice level lifters that are learning appropriate
techniques. However, it should be noted that in some cases, lifters may use a somewhat
faster descent or partial descent (near the bottom of the descent) which may augment the
eccentric maximum force levels and produce a subsequent higher concentric force and
power output [115]. Higher descent velocities may also be used in “speed squats”, in which
lighter weight squats are to be completed as fast as possible with good technique. Higher
eccentric velocities may offer a task-specific or greater stretch shortening cycle/plyometric
training adaptation [115,116].

From both a performance and clinical perspective, frontal/transverse planes of hip
and knee movements during squatting have been studied [117-119]. Typically, total medial-
lateral knee displacement (frontal plane) up to ~23 cm can be expected in a back squat [117].
Excessive hip adduction and knee valgus characteristics are not considered an optimal
movement pattern in the squat and may increase long-term injury potential, particularly
of the knee joint [120,121]. Additionally, it is unclear as to how hip adduction alters the
typical muscle activation patterns. Although hip adductors show considerable activation,
some studies have indicated substantially greater activation of the vastus medialis and
gluteus medius [28,122], while others have not [79,123]. However, the degree to which
knee valgus motions are related to the bi-lateral squat maximum strength as a result of hip
adduction is unclear [77,124]. Valgus motion could be a result of multiple factors such as
(1) sub-optimal maximum hip muscle strength, (2) technique preferences, (3) habits from
years of training, and (4) abnormal anatomical structure (e.g., excessive Q-angle) [73,77].
There is conflicting information available regarding the relationship between hip muscle
strength and lower extremity valgus. A meta-analysis has indicated that lower extremity
dynamic valgus was positively, but weakly, associated with hip strength (external rotation)
in single leg ballistic tasks among women [124]. While it is reasonable and important to
understand the mechanisms producing undesirable mechanics, additional investigation
is necessary to understand the impact of these mechanisms on the hip and knee joints,
particularly as it effects long-term injury potential.

Focusing specifically on bar kinematics of the squat, an excessive amount of multi-
planar bar displacements such as tilting, uneven extension, rotation, and excessive anterior
displacement are considered undesirable actions, as this creates an inefficient squat move-
ment pattern. Among trained powerlifters, total anterior displacement of the bar (shoulder),
knee, and system CoM has been shown to be somewhat greater during a high bar squat
compared to a low bar back squat, while posterior displacement of the hip was larger for
the low bar squat, particularly during the eccentric phase [41]. Trunk forward tilt was
clearly greater in the low bar squat [41]. Additionally, the peak joint movements during
extension of the knee and ankle tended to be higher for the high bar squat, while the peak
hip movement is larger during the low bar squat [41].
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From a coaching perspective, minimizing the forward lean of the trunk is recom-
mended, particularly during the initial phase of learning how to squat [105,125]. If there
is no excessive posterior hip displacement, the forward lean of the trunk leads to anterior
displacement of the bar [126]. Aberrant mechanics can limit performance of most “verti-
cal” resistance training exercises. For example, analogies can be made from the sport of
weightlifting, in which excessive frontal and transverse plane movements during a pull
are considered faulty mechanics [127-129]. Several researchers [129,130] have stated that
these faulty motions can lead to unsuccessful life attempts, and less barbell displacement
asymmetry between the left and right sides increases the chance of a successful lift in
weightlifting competitions. Although the movements are different between the squat and
weightlifting, minimizing unwanted lateral tilt and rotation of the barbell has been noted
as an effective way to improve squat performance [131-133].

It should be, again, noted that during powerlifting or the low bar squat, in which the
bar is lower on the shoulders/back, there is more anterior lean of the trunk, particularly if
the foot stance is relatively narrow [41,46]. This position can place considerably more stress
on the lower back compared to the high bar squat [46]. However, lower back stress can be
reduced by two factors. Firstly, the bar is lower on the back, which shortens the moment
of the arm relative to the lower back, and thus hip torque can be reduced compared to
a high bar squat at the same load and degree of trunk tilt. However, lower back stress
can be higher in a low bar squat when the two squats are performed in actual training,
because many athletes are able to use heavier absolute loads with a low bar squat and there
is typically a greater degree of trunk forward tilt with a low bar squat. Secondly, a wider
stance can provide a mechanism which would allow the hips to move forward, allowing
the lifter to “sit up” and thus creating a more erect trunk and consequently reducing the
moment arm and lower back strain [41].

Kinetics: Linear kinetics deals with the causes of change in the state of linear mo-
tion. When measuring kinetic values during squatting tasks, ground reaction forces (GRF)
are typically measured using a single force plate that allows examination of both legs,
or dual force plates allowing examination of forces produced by each side of the body
independently [96,110,134]. The ability to assess vertical GRF allows for a more compre-
hensive examination of the force-time characteristics associated with squatting movements.
Logically, GRF (and impulse) will increase with higher loads. Although it is clear that
higher loads increase the GREF, few investigators have specifically examined the relationship
between the peak or average GRF and various loads [96,110].

System CoM acceleration is reflected by the pattern of concentric GRF during the
squat. For example, Zink et al. [96] reported that a double peaked GRF occurred (1) during
the initial phase of concentric action and (2) immediately after passing the sticking region
during back squats performed with high bar squat loads ranging from 20-90% of 1RM
squat. These peaks in force correspond to brief periods of acceleration; an initial acceleration
occurs during the transition from the descent (eccentric action) into the ascent (concentric
action) phase of the movement, and another acceleration occurs in the latter part of the
ascent phase near the finish of the lift. This later acceleration possibly occurs as a result of
the hips and knees moving forward, placing the lifter at a stronger mechanical advantage.
Both McLaughlin et al. [88] and Escamilla [20] demonstrated a double peak in the same
phase of ascent velocity for powerlifters using a low bar squat. Because the barbell velocity
is related to GRF and acceleration, it is expected that there would be two velocity peaks
during the concentric phase. This appears to be particularly evident when heavy loads
are used [96]. Thus, it appears that two GRF peaks occurring during the ascent phase is a
normal characteristic of full or parallel squat kinetics.

Understanding the load-power relationship during squatting movements is essential
for establishing an understanding of potential optimal load(s) for peak power production, as
well as potential injury reduction [135]. As would be expected, the load-power relationship
is different between front, back, and partial squats [67]. Although peak power during the
concentric phase of back squats at various loads (20-90% of 1RM) have not been shown
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to be statistically different, the optimal load for peak power output appears to be at loads
of about 40-60% of 1RM [96,136,137]. In a few studies [109,137,138], the optimal load was
shown to be at ~30% of 1RM, perhaps depending upon the type of athlete. However, peak
and mean power output in these studies varied depending upon whether the power output
was calculated for the load (bar + plates) [107,136], the system mass [73,96], or relative to
the depth of the squat [137]. Additionally, in young women, measured leg press power
may be similar or slightly greater than power calculations using the squat bar mass [139]. It
seems logical that peak bar or system power production would occur at loads that are under
50-60% of 1RM, because these loads allow generation of greater velocities. However, when
examining athletic populations, the optimal load for the bar mass has been shown to range
between approximately 40% and 70% of 1RM for bar peak power [136,137], with similar
values for system mass [96,110]. Strength-power athletes consistently produced optimum
power outputs with higher relative loads [137]. This suggests that the optimum load
range may differ with the method of training and level of strength development [110,137].
However, as previously noted, the optimum load for force/velocity and therefore power
production may be different at different joints [107,108]. Thus, optimum production of
force, velocity, and power appear to be best trained using a variety of loads and with a
variety of conditions (non-ballistic versus ballistic).

Linear kinetics, including joint reaction force through the knee (tibio-femoral and
patello-femoral), can be a valuable method for analyzing force application in the lower
extremities. Investigations concerning the magnitude (and rate) of force directed through
anatomical structures may be critical to understanding movement and the potential for
injury. Based on limited research, early reviews [19] indicated that greater knee flexion
(deeper squat) increases stress in the knee ligaments and is potentially injurious. Although
ligament stress does rise with greater knee flexion [140,141], the tension that occurs dur-
ing a full squat does not necessarily lead to damaged ligaments, such as the anterior
cruciate ligament (ACL) and posterior cruciate ligament (PCL), even with high external
loads [17,142,143]. More details can be found in Section 7: Safety and Injury factors. Indeed,
recent evidence indicates that it is possible that the stress of squatting on the knee, including
parallel and full squats, could lead to beneficial alterations. Although the combination of
partial and full squats may be advantageous [78], evidence indicates that full squats can
result in greater structural and strength adaptations compared to partial squats [23,31,138].
Furthermore, it appears that the stimulus increases with movement velocity [75]. In their
review, Hartmann et al. [22] indicated that “concerns about degenerative changes of the
tendofemoral complex and the apparent higher risk for chondromalacia, osteoarthritis,
and osteochondritis in deep squats are unfounded”. As a final analysis, correct squatting
technique, appropriate progression, and properly periodized/programmed training can
minimize the risk of knee injury and may strengthen connective tissue including ligaments.

Kinetics (Angular kinetics): Angular kinetics deals with the causes of changes in the
state of rotational motion (torques or moments of force). Inverse dynamics is a method
for computing force or moments of force (torques), using a rigid body model. Calculation
methods using such a model are based on the motion (kinematics) of a body and the body’s
inertial properties (mass and moment of inertia). Although 2D approaches, often synchro-
nized with a force plate, have been the norm, recent advances in 3D motion technology
have enhanced the accuracy of inverse dynamic calculations. Using 3D video analysis
combined with synchronized force plate(s) has resulted in lower extremity joint torques
being a more commonly reported variable in the quantification of squatting movements.
For example, Flanagan and Salem [99] reported hip and knee joint torque as a main contrib-
utor to concentric action during the squat. Depending on the bar position (e.g., high- or
low-bar position) and different squat techniques, the contribution of the hip and knee also
change as the body position changes. The magnitude of the forward lean of the trunk or
the posterior displacement of the hip can all impact the knee and hip joint torques [98,99].
For example, performing a high bar squat (21 kg) during which restricted forward knee
movement caused a forward trunk tilt resulted in 302 N-m of hip torque and 117.3 N-m of
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knee torque [46]. Conversely, when the trunk angle was relatively vertical, and the knee
was allowed to freely move forward, there was a hip torque of 28.2 N-m and a knee torque
of 15.1 N-m. Fortenbaugh et al. [126] also reported that forward trunk lean is associated
with a posterior hip shift during the descent of the squat. This pattern of movement is
particularly evident during low bar squats, when restricting forward knee displacement.
This technique can result in a larger moment arm for the weight relative to the hip, and
greater hip torque at the initiation of the concentric action and results in substantial low
back loading [144].

Investigating angular kinetics in different squat tasks and examining bilateral asym-
metry between a healthy knee and a repaired or reconstructed knee can provide im-
portant insights into injury mechanisms as well as rehabilitation aspects. For example,
Salem et al. [94] investigated the bilateral differences in the high bar back squat performed
by participants who had reconstructive knee surgery. Peak hip joint moment was markedly
greater on the surgery side compared to the healthy side (1.67 Nm-kg ! vs. 1.12 Nm-kg !,
p = 0.06). Additionally, there was a statistically significant difference in the peak knee joint
moment for the surgery side compared to the non-injured side (surgery side: 1.02 Nm-kg !
vs. non-injured side: 1.28 Nm-kg~!, p = 0.003). Furthermore, the ratio of average peak hip
extensor and knee extensor torque was greater on the surgery side by 46.5% (p = 0.02) as
compared to the non-injured side. Collectively [94,145-147], the effort level at the knee and
hip was different between the surgery side and healthy side. Importantly, this asymmetry
may persist for several years [145,146]. Conversely, for non-injured athletes, there is no
supportive evidence that these types of asymmetries exist in the lower extremities. The
general assumption is that non-injured athletes are fairly symmetrical, indicating that
asymmetries occur as a result of injury, or post-surgery. Based on current data, from the
rehabilitative standpoint, a goal would be to minimize the difference between the two sides
during squatting and likely other tasks such as jumping.

Electromyography (EMG): EMG is a method of evaluating the neural activation of
muscles by measuring the muscles’ electrical activity. Using EMG for the evaluation of
squatting movements and other resistance training exercises has a relatively long his-
tory [148]. In previous EMG studies, investigators often targeted the superficial lower
extremity muscles [68,86,149-151], and have included both “global and local” musculature
of the mid-section [152]. However, it is common to measure electrical activity from large
superficial muscles instead of using indwelling fine-wired EMG to examine deeper muscles.
It is also logical to assume that larger muscles contribute substantially to force production
in the squat. In examining the activity of muscles engaged in the squat, regional surface
electrodes are typically placed on medial/lateral sides of flexor/extensor muscles of the
lower extremity [147].

Based upon the available evidence, squatting depth can play a role in muscle activation.
Deeper squats produce greater activity in the quadriceps and gluteus maximus [32,153].
Studies of the back squat, using surface electrodes, indicate that two quadriceps muscles
(vastus lateralis and medialis) are not markedly different in activation level and there is a
lower activation of the rectus femoris in both the descent and ascent phases of the high bar
full back squat [91,151,154]. Some data suggest that a low bar back squat, when performed
by powerlifters, may produce somewhat more activation of the quadriceps compared to
a high bar squat among weightlifters at 65% of 1 RM [45]. However, these results may
have occurred as a result of differences in body mass and training level compared to the
weightlifting group [45]. The two antagonist hamstring muscles (lateral and medial) are
much less activated than quadriceps muscles in both front and back squats [42]. However,
the lateral hamstring (biceps femoris) typically shows a higher activation than the medial
hamstring (semitendinosus) [81,151,154]. During the concentric phase, the quadriceps
muscles typically show activation of around 50-80% of peak isometric values, while the
hamstring group only activates up to about 20% of the maximum voluntary contraction
(MVC) [93,154]. Relative activation of the gluteus maximus tends to be somewhat greater
in the low bar squat, both eccentrically and concentrically [155], and the quadriceps shows
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greater activation in the high bar squat [33,44]. The eccentric/concentric action of the
squat primarily results from hip (gluteus maximus) and knee extensor (quadriceps) ac-
tivation, and it is clear that hamstring muscles are not primary contributors for squat
tasks [82,119,149,151].

Data indicate that the gluteus maximus activation level is dependent upon the squat
depth [66]. Increasing the strength of the gluteus maximus can be paramount for improving
performance in many sport activities. For example, in sprinting, major functions of the
gluteus maximus include control of trunk flexion on the stance-side and deceleration of
the swing leg. Contractions of the stance-side gluteus maximus may also help to control
flexion of the hip and to extend the thigh [156]. As such, performing deeper squatting,
perhaps periodically including front squats, may be of benefit to those sports in which
gluteus maximus’ maximum strength is of particular importance. Examining the EMG
of the gluteus maximus is a technique necessary to understand the activation of such a
strong hip extensor muscle. However, caution is necessary to minimize measurement error
associated with electrode placement and electrical activity readings, which can be related to
the muscle’s fiber alignment (diagonal) and the density of adipose tissue surrounding the
gluteus maximus. Without proper precautions taken in electrode placement, conductivity
factors, etc., high variance between and within subjects is typically reported, and all
investigators should be aware of these problems in future studies [18,139]. It is also
important to note that the degree of intra-muscular activation may not be consistent
throughout a muscle [157,158], and this could influence inhomogeneous adaptions [45,159].

It is apparent that a biomechanical approach to understanding the underlying mech-
anisms of the squat can be a vital resource for coaches and practitioners. The following
sections further elaborate on biomechanical findings to help understand the safety and
benefits of performing squat exercises.

7. Safety and Injury Factors

Concerns have arisen that squat exercises are injurious, particularly to the knee and
lower back [21,23,160,161]. For example, the knees and lower back appear to be common
injury sites among lifters who regularly perform various squat exercises as a part of their
training [162,163]. These injuries are believed to be a result of excessive forces on the
tissues or repetitive overload without sufficient recovery. Generally, tissues—particularly
bone—are regularly exposed to three force types: compression, shear, and angular torque.
Compressive forces deal with those directed axially, shear forces are directed transversely
and typically cut across the axis of the tissue, and angular forces are those causing a twisting
motion around the tissue axis. Even though it was not the primary aim of many past studies,
it is logical to believe that compression force as well as shear force in the knee increase with
additional external resistance for squatting exercises [82].

Excessive force projected through the joint is believed to be a factor related to greater
injury potential. However, researchers question the degree to which squat exercises are
actually contributing to acute/chronic pain in, and injuries to, the knee and lower back [22,23].
Although some investigators and clinicians believe that injuries in the knee and lower
back may result from performing squat exercises, there is little evidence that the exercise
itself is the primary cause of the injury [23,160,164]. Moreover, these types of injuries may
be due to overuse often associated with progressing training volume too fast as well as
technique errors rather than an inherent problem with the exercise itself. In other words,
this suggests that many, perhaps most, squat-related injuries can be prevented if lifters
are properly instructed and perform and train the squat correctly. It should also be noted
that among athletes, squats are rarely the only exercises being performed impacting the
hip and knee joints, thus making it difficult to ascertain the impact of a single exercise on
injury potential. In this section, studies and reviews are discussed in order to evaluate the
speculation and concerns about pain and injuries in the spine (especially the lower back)
and knee potentially resulting from squat exercises, particularly full squats.
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Spine: During axial compression of the spine, the vertebral body is typically the
first structure to show damage and/or fracture [22,165]. Squatting can place considerable
compressive force on the vertebrae, particularly along the lumbar spine. When considering
the lumbar spine (L-spine) region, it is logical to believe that as the external load increases
during a squat, there will be higher axial compressive forces placed upon the body of the
vertebrae, and if the weight is lifted faster, the magnitude of the compressive force increases
due to higher acceleration of the CoM [144,166]. In typical training scenarios, it is common
to increase the squatting load during a session (or from session to session), which can
increase spinal compression.

For example, half and quarter squat exercises using loads of 0.8-1.6 x body weight
can result in vertebral compressive forces (L3—4) of 6-10 times body weight at the initiation
of the concentric phase (76), so the compression force magnitude likely increases as external
load increases [79,167]. While compressive force magnitudes during squatting movements
appear to be relatively high, it is important to note, based on cadavers, that the maximal
compressive forces that the vertebral body can handle can be as high as 7800 N —10,000 N
for typical untrained middle-aged males [23,168]. Although it seems unrealistic to believe
that the general population commonly experience compression forces this high, among
well-trained male strength-power athletes, compression forces may reach as much as
37,000 N [57,169]. Among females, vertebral CSA and compressive strength is lower
than males [22]. Thus, at equivalent external loads, female vertebrae are exposed to a
relatively higher compressive force. However, during full squats, females demonstrated
a lower range of lumbar flexion and a greater anterior tilt of the sacrum compared to
males [22]. Females have also demonstrated a lower stiffness and greater RoM between
lumbar spinal segments and may be more capable of developing muscular stabilization of
the spine and thus maintaining a lordotic curve during deep squats [80]. Importantly, high
compression forces observed among strength-power athletes, including females, especially
those engaged in squatting for many years without spinal compression injury, suggests a
positive training adaptation [169-171].

Axial compression force is not the only concern for lower back issues; loading and
body position can create other forces, such as shear force (transverse) and angular torque,
that could be associated with lower back issues [21]. From a mechanical perspective,
changing the CoM position toward the anterior or posterior can increase or decrease the
amount of shear and compressive forces within the lumbar spine. Early research indicated
that with spinal flexion, there are greater trunk extensor and lumbar shear force demands,
but a reduction in compressive forces [172]. It should be noted that back muscle activation
brings about resultant shear forces on the joint that can be maintained at a relatively
constant and safe level [90,135]. This indicates that the musculature represents a safety
mechanism that is particularly useful for maintaining a lordotic posture during lifting, when
the muscles must provide the majority of the support moment [135]. These observations
suggest that to minimize shear force in the spine, a relatively erect neutral to lordotic trunk
position is recommended. Conversely, when a natural curvature of the lumbar area is
maintained, the magnitude of the compressive force in the area can stay the same, but as the
magnitude of lordotic curvature increases, the compression force also increases [165,167].
Furthermore, McKean et al., [103] employing real-time collection at 120 Hz using a 3D
Magnetic Tracking Device, indicated that during lifting the spine becomes slightly flexed at
50% of body mass (even though the spinal muscles are contracting), particularly in men,
partly due to structural differences between men and women. They indicated that the
subtle alterations in spinal position would be quite difficult to see visually [103]. Thus, a
more neutral spine may be the actual case during lifting, although the lifter should attempt
to maintain a lordotic posture. Interestingly, Aasa et al. [173] used IMUs affixed at the
spinous processes at T11, L2, and at the sacrum (5S2), and these authors reported that
when experienced powerlifters and weightlifters performed three repetitions of the squat
at approximately 70% 1RM, lumbar spinal alignments were adjusted in all three planes.
The three-dimensional spinal alignment adjustments showed low variability and did not
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reach the outer ranges of lumbar spinal flexion or extension for the squat. It should also be
mentioned that the capacity of the human movement system to adapt to tissue loading in
order to maintain tissue homoeostasis and function is quite large [174]. Thus, to a point, the
more the tissues are loaded, the stronger they become, and it is possible that subtle degrees
of spinal flexion-extension may enhance tissue adaptation, making tissues stronger [175].
In any case, the development of good squat technique and the need for qualified instructors
and coaches is paramount.

A traditional method believed to help maintain a neutral or lordotic curvature in the
spine when performing squat exercises is the use of a belt [161,176]. However, some evidence
indicates that wearing a belt has little or no effect [161]. For example, Walsh et al. [161],
using 3D motion analysis, studied experienced lifters, and showed little influence on
spinal movements from a kinematic perspective when using a belt with increased load-
ing; hyperextension occurs with or without a belt [161]. However, other studies showed
contradictory results: a belt may provide some support to back position by increasing
the activation of supporting muscles, increasing intra-abdominal pressure, and stiffening
the trunk, which may enhance squat performance [177-179]. It is well-documented that
increased intra-abdominal pressure created by a Valsalva or semi-Valsalva technique can
serve as a significant support mechanism for the spine [61,178,180-182]. A potentially ben-
eficial function of belts may be to assist in raising intra-abdominal pressure and lowering
compression forces on the lumbar vertebrae [178,180]. This is related to the importance
of using mid-section musculature to assist in maintaining an appropriate stable spinal
alignment in a normal curvature, or in a lordotic position independent of belts, to help min-
imize anterior-posterior shifts of the trunk during the squat. Although specific mid-section
exercises can be beneficial for trunk/spine stabilization, data indicates that large muscle
mass, multi-joint exercises transmitting forces through the mid-section, such as squats,
likely play an important role in improving the stability of the mid-section [152,164,183].
For example, evidence indicates that large muscle mass, multi-joint exercises can activate
a number of mid-section muscles to a greater degree than typically performed isolated
or unstable mid-section exercises, such as the superman and pelvic thrust on a stability
ball [152,183]. Furthermore, as previously noted, an erect (stable) spine is advantageous for
squatting, as excessive trunk flexion creates greater shear forces, and excessive hyperexten-
sion or flexion creates an uneven load on the vertebral body in multiple directions [102].
Compression and simultaneous extension or rotation of the spine, particularly the lumbar
spine, can cause increased compression in the posterior annulus compared with neutral
loading [161]. However, injury potential can be greatly reduced through changes in hip
joint angle during the squat [22]. Forward leaning during squatting increases the potential
for flexion of the lumber spine [22]. Because of the combination of high axial compression
plus shear forces, ventral (forward) flexion can increase the risk of disk herniation [53]. The
effects of ventral flexion can be minimized by creating a strong lumbar extension during
motion reversal (initiating concentric action). Lumbar extension is created and maintained
by increased lumbar erector spinae muscle activity and results in closing of the apophyseal
joints and reducing shear force on the discs [22].

Although analyzing cervical spine (C-spine) compression would be valuable, a solid
body of literature regarding this topic has not been established. Specifically, when con-
sidering the bar placement for a high bar squat, the bar is centered across the shoulders
just below the spinous process of the C-7 vertebrae [52,105]. For a low bar squat, the bar
sits further down the back, often on the superior portion of the scapula across the middle
trapezius and rhomboid muscles regions. Currently, neither placement has been identified
as a cause of substantial injury among individuals performing squats regularly.

Considering this discussion, along with proper loading progression, (1) performing
squat exercises with correct technique specifically by maintaining a stable spinal position
throughout the squat, and (2) appropriate use of a Valsalva or partial Valsalva technique to
help maintain appropriate intra-abdominal pressure may assist in preventing back injuries
that potentially result from squat exercises. Practitioners should be aware that if one of
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these factors is deficient or lacking, the risk of developing a lower back injury and pain
may increase.

Knee: In the past, the squat was believed to be quite injurious to the knee [184].
Unfortunately, many, particularly in the medical profession, still believe that squatting
is injurious to the knee (and other structures). Indeed, excessive tibio-femoral shear and
compressive forces are a concern for many clinical professionals when considering the use
of squat exercises as a part of a rehabilitative process with their patients. Because of this
concern, investigators are often interested in analyzing forces transferred through the knee
(i.e., tibio-femoral joint), as well as patella-femoral joints [22,101].

Compression and shear force: Compression forces are those axially directed forces
from the “top and bottom” of a structure. Knee compressive forces can be generally divided
into tibio-femoral and patello-femoral [22,101]. Shear forces are perpendicular to the axial
direction. Several factors can affect knee compressive and shear forces. Increased velocity
of movement, squat depth, and loading are related to increases in forces applied to the
tissues [75]. Indeed, increased acceleration can increase compression and shear forces
to a greater extent than loading alone, particularly in the transition from the descent to
the ascent phase of the squat [22,27]. Additionally, lack of proper control of the descent
phase can result in ballistic contact between the hamstrings and calf muscles, potentially
increasing the stress on knee ligaments [17,34,179]. However, it should be noted that
weightlifters routinely use semi-ballistic descents in the catch phase of the snatch and clean
and jerk but have not shown excessive knee ligament problems [53,160,163]. Nevertheless,
there is a potential for injury with rapid descents or bouncing out at the bottom; therefore,
it is logical to perform squat exercises with a controlled speed, particularly in the eccentric
phase. For advanced speed-strength training, the squat can be performed explosively with
high velocity to maximize the training adaptation, provided bouncing is avoided. However,
for novice level and very young lifters, certified /licensed strength and conditioning coaches
and personal trainers should teach those lifters to perform a descent that is controlled to a
degree that allows maintenance of body control and appropriate positions (e.g., neutral or
lordotic spine). As long as reasonable control is maintained, especially in the descent phase
of the squat, concerns for damage such as osteoarthritis, ligament tears, and meniscus tears
in the knee joint can be minimized. Following is a summary of literature addressing the
shear and compressive force issues at the knee joint.

Shear force: Shear force is the result of forces created in opposite directions to one
another; during squatting, the greatest forces are projected posteriorly [35,185]. Shear
forces can be particularly injurious to knee cartilage and cruciate ligaments, particularly
the ACL. Tibio-femoral compression forces stabilize the knee joint and help to reduce shear
forces [27,186]. For the knee joint during squatting, shear force is generally calculated in
a plane with respect to the alignment of tibia and femur. Shear force reduction depends
upon appropriate technique application and proper alignment of body segments during
squatting [27,170].

Based on cadavers, tensile strength (load at failure) of the PCL for young men is about
4000 N. The tensile strength is about 2000 N for the ACL and decreases with age [187,188].
Mean posterior shear force (MPSF) creates a tensile load on the PCL when performing a
squat. Load values for MPSF range widely depending on external loads and specific joint
angles. With similar external loads and similar populations tested, studies have reported
similar MPSF load values of 1783 to 1868 N at an internal knee angle of 117° (at a quarter
squat depth) and 90° (at a half squat depth) [81,118]. Mean anterior shear force (MASF)
creates a tensile load in the ACL when performing a squat. MASF values were found to
be up to 500 N at 160° of internal knee flexion with a heavy external load (250 kg) [189].
While shear forces are influenced by squat speed, none of the previous studies reported
extensively regarding the relationship between angular knee flexion velocity and the
magnitude of shear forces. Specifically for MPSE, knee joint angular velocity seems to be an
important factor for predicting load force as previous studies showed different magnitudes
of MPSF with a range of external loads (147-250 kg) and internal knee flexion angles
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from 117° up to 50°, representing approximately 45% of limit tensile strength [81,151,190].
Calculated shear forces on the ACL were found to be considerably lower, typically less
than 1000 N and less than 30% limit tensile strength [27,187]. Thus, shear forces developed
in the cruciate ligaments are well within tensile strength tolerance. Note that based on
evidence from recreational trained subjects, anterior-posterior shear forces may be less in
males compared to females, resulting from greater co-activation among males (hamstrings
and quadriceps) [104]. Additionally, some evidence suggests that squat training increases
co-activation, thus reducing shear forces [76].

Compressive force: Knee compressive forces occur where the femur and tibia (i.e., tibio-
femoral joint), and patella and femur (i.e., patello-femoral joint), are in contact. Compressive
forces for both joints generally increase as the knee flexes during a low bar squat motion and
reach a maximum at the peak knee flexion angle [39]. Escamilla et al. [39], describing the low
bar squat, also reported differences in patello-femoral forces at different internal knee angles
(120° p = 0.001; 110° p = 0.001; 100° p = 0.002; and 90° p = 0.002), indicating that as the knee
flexes, greater forces at the patello-femoral joint are created. However, it is important to note
that increases in force at this joint are largely due to alterations in mechanical advantage
at the knee joint. As documented by Escamilla et al. [39], underpinning mechanisms of
knee pain associated with patello-femoral pain syndrome are poorly understood. Thus, the
greater force application at the patello-femoral joint cannot be clearly defined as a primary
reason for the pain.

Past studies have indicated that knee compression forces of a powerlifter squatting
can be greater than twice body mass. The tibio-femoral compressive force at the internal
knee flexion of 50° was approximately 8000 N, at 120° was 5500 N, and at 150° was
3500 N [151,161]. Although these values seem very high, especially at an internal knee
flexion of 50° (i.e., equivalent to near a full squat position), it appears that these values are
well below the threshold for patellar ligament or tendon failure, indicating a substantial
reserve before acute failure occurs. Indeed, the patellar ligament (untrained) can handle up
to 15,000 N before failure. Although information is lacking, the quadriceps tendon has a
much larger CSA than the patellar ligament and potentially could withstand even greater
forces [189,191,192]. Interestingly, an internal knee flexion of approximately 130° seems to
be a threshold for compressive and shear forces in the tibio-femoral and patello-femoral
joints. After 130°, forces markedly rise with continued flexion, as occurs in deeper squats
(or leg presses) [82]. The recommendation was to limit the internal knee flexion angle to
130° for selected cases in rehabilitation [82]. However, this does not mean that internal knee
flexion >130° is injurious. Considering the data from these studies [189,191,192], proper
technique and a reasonable training process still seem to be key factors for minimizing the
risk of pain and injury.

As noted, if a lifter squats more than twice body weight, tibio-femoral compressive
forces can be quite large (i.e., up to 8000 N) [85]. With the same load, patellar ligament
tension can increase up to 6000 N, but patellar ligament tensile strengths (untrained) have
been measured at over 10,000 N [34]. The ultimate structural strength for the healthy
knee appears to be capable of handling the forces encountered during heavy squatting.
Therefore, those forces projecting through the joint are not necessarily a critical element for
creating pain and injuries. As previously noted, injury could be due to ineffective lifting
technique and improper training progression, such as adding loads too quickly. However,
these same forces may be critical stimuli for adaptive mechanisms [27,50].

Menisci and cartilage are also susceptible to mechanical influences, particularly com-
pressive and shear forces. Concerns about degenerative changes of cartilage and the
apparent increased risk for chondromalacia, osteoarthritis, and osteochondritis resulting
from deep squats are apparently unfounded [27]. Although compressive and shear forces
could induce cellular trauma, there are two protective mechanisms that must be considered.
First, for articular cartilage (as in the tibio-femoral joint), load is transmitted not by elastic
deformation (as might occur with severe impact), but rather through hydrostatic compres-
sion [193], which markedly reduces the potential for cellular trauma [194]. Secondly, in
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deep squats, such as the catch in weightlifting movements or during deep front squats, in
which internal knee angles can be >40°, posterior thigh and calf contact can diminish knee-
joint forces markedly [179,195]. Calculations of forces at deep squat knee angles have not
considered soft tissue contact [27,196] and must be examined critically [27]. Additionally,
depending upon the CSA of hamstring and calf muscles, thigh-calf contact could begin
at larger knee angles, from approximately 60° [23], reducing tibiofemoral [74,113] and
patellofemoral joint forces [24,197]. Thus, the belief that deep squats increase the potential
for injury and degenerative changes of the knee joint [18,125] appears unsupported by ob-
jective evidence [22,30]. As previously noted, knee forces are altered by a number of factors
including knee angle. For example, partial squats (80°-100° internal knee angle) should be
used with caution because, at the initiation of the concentric phase, these knee joint angles
result in the highest patella-femoral [163,198] and compressive stresses [168,193] and occur
with only a small tendo-femoral support surface [197,198]. Thus, clinical recommendations
for half or quarter squats in order to reduce the potential for degenerative changes in the
knee joint may be counterproductive from an adaptive perspective [22,97]. However, with
a pre-existing injury or previous reconstruction of the PCL, it may be best to restrict knee
flexion to ~130°, which can minimize posterior shear [17,21].

Changes in forces with alternative squat exercises: It has been previously established
that knee angles can influence the magnitude of knee compressive and shear forces in
squatting. Studying squat variants, Escamilla et al. [39] showed that single-leg squats
(knees translated beyond toes at maximum knee flexion) generally produced smaller
patello-femoral compressive/shear forces compared to two different types of dynamic
wall squats, long (knees over ankles at maximum knee flexion) and short (knees translate
beyond toes at maximum knee flexion). It is important to mention that the squatting
tasks used in this study (one-leg squat and wall squat) are often used in clinical settings,
while more traditional strength and conditioning exercises, such as the back squat, can
produce higher patello-femoral compressive and shear forces, often due to greater loading.
Compressive forces reached approximately 3100 N in one-leg and wall squats, whereas
barbell back squats can result in around 4500 N of patello-femoral compressive force with
lifts greater than 140 kg [81]. Escamilla et al. [82] reported that the chosen exercises (i.e., leg
press of high and low foot positions and back squat) altered the magnitude of tibio-femoral
and patello-femoral compressive forces, and the squat produced higher forces than the leg
press. Additionally, it was reported that wide stance low bar squats resulted in higher tibio-
femoral and patello-femoral compressive forces compared to narrow stance squats [82].
Based on these findings, it is understandable that the leg press is often used in training and
occasionally used to replace the squat during rehabilitation. However, it should be noted
that there are marked differences in muscle activation when comparing squats, leg presses,
or leg extensions. Clearly the larger muscle mass activated by squats provides advantages
in training for sport or daily living activities [93,151]. Thus, if an athlete is training for a
better squat performance or in terms of transfer of training to other activities, squats may
be an excellent choice [36,93,151].

8. Conclusions and Summary

In the current narrative review, we have offered a common terminology that describes
various types of squats. The standardization of terminology is of paramount importance
as it provides the foundation for a coherent discussion surrounding the effects of squats.
Additionally, it is important to understand the forces and loads that joints are exposed
to during squatting movements, especially in the spine and knee, as these forces could
be a mechanism for injury. However, based upon the contemporary body of evidence on
performing squat-based exercises, even at the highest levels of training or competition,
squats result in only a small potential for injury to the structures of the knee, including liga-
ments and tendons. It is possible and even likely that injuries from squatting are commonly
caused by overuse and technique flaws which can be mitigated by sound programming
and coaching. Therefore, it is important that athletes focus on the attainment of proper
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technique under the supervision of certified /accredited/licensed personnel. These factors,
as well as following proper training progressions, are considered key components in further
reducing the already small injury risk associated with squat exercises.
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