The Basics of Building a Balanced Back
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Often times, when thinking about a developed back, the first thing that comes to mind is a huge v-taper that ties into a tiny waistline.  While the v-taper is a dominant factor in building a fit, sexy back, it’s important to place equal emphasis on all the other muscles, which not only build a balanced look, but also work to protect the spine and stabilize the core during any exercise.  Before hitting the gym to train your back, consider different training techniques for all the major muscles in your back – the trapezius or “traps”, the erector spinae, the rhomboids, and of course the latissimus dorsi or “lats”.  If your goal is to compete, width isn’t enough to impress the judges.  You need an even balance of width, thickness and detail.

The Traps

The trapezius muscles are attached to the shoulders and to the vertebrae in the neck.  The primary function of the traps is to lift the shoulders up towards the ears.  They act as stabilizers and secondary movers in many other shoulder exercises as well.   Many people train traps with back and shoulders, and either is appropriate, as this muscle group ties into both areas.  

Shrugs

The foundation of most trap workouts is the shrug.  It can be done in a variety of different ways, using barbells, dumbbells, shrug machines and even cables.  Ultimately, this exercise is about forcing the traps through their primary function of lifting the shoulders to the ears, only now, to build size; the movement is performed under a heavy load.  The shrug starts by allowing the weights to stretch your shoulders down towards the floor – you’ll feel a stretch from your neck all the way into your shoulder caps.  From here, regardless of what equipment you’re using to load the motion, lift your shoulders straight up to your ears and hold it for 1 to 3 seconds.  Then slowly release the contraction back to a full stretch position, holding for a second before repeating the movement.

Upright rows

As with the shrugs, upright rows can be executed using anything from cables to smith machines to dumbbells or barbells.  The upright row begins with the hands placed about one to two fists apart and the weight pulling down against traps.  Initiate the movement allowing the elbows to lead the way.  Protect your wrists by keeping them in alignment with your forearms.  Lift the weight straight up the front of your body, keeping the elbows high, and stopping when your fists are between your upper chest and your chin.  Hold the contraction for 1 to 3 seconds and then control the movement back to the starting position.  Try to avoid leaning back or using momentum during this movement in order to reap maximum benefits from your effort.

