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CHAPTER 01

Read This First

Pain changes behavior before it changes the program.

When something hurts, most lifters do not simply modify the lift and move on. They start checking every inch
of their setup, filming every set, changing exercises constantly, and skipping sessions because training
stops feeling predictable.

That is the real issue this guide is built around. The problem is not that you care about form. The problem is
that pain can turn form into a never-ending investigation. The training week disappears while you are still
trying to decide whether you are allowed to train.

The reset is simple: stop asking whether the day is perfect enough to count. Ask what version of the session
you can repeat, recover from, and progress.

THE RULE

Do not use pain as a reason to guess. Use it as a reason to make the next training decision smaller, clearer, and
easier to repeat.
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CHAPTER 02

What The Evidence Lets Us Say

The research does not support panic, and it does not support recklessness.

Exercise is commonly recommended for many chronic musculoskeletal pain contexts, including chronic low
back pain. Broad physical activity guidelines also recommend adults include regular muscle-strengthening
work.

At the same time, pain is not a green light to force through anything. It is information. The useful question is
whether the symptom is tolerable, stable, and recovering normally, or whether it is escalating, spreading,
changing strength or sensation, or showing red flags.

A systematic review on painful versus pain-free exercise found that painful exercise protocols were not
clearly worse and showed a small short-term benefit in some chronic musculoskeletal pain contexts. That
does not mean pain is always safe. It means monitored discomfort is not automatically failure.

EVIDENCE NOTE: PAIN AND EXERCISE

Smith et al. reviewed painful versus pain-free exercise for chronic musculoskeletal pain. The practical takeaway
is not 'ignore pain.' It is 'monitored discomfort can be compatible with progress in some contexts.'

EVIDENCE NOTE: EXERCISE AS A BASELINE

WHO guidelines support regular physical activity and muscle-strengthening activity for adults. ACP guidance
includes exercise among non-drug options for chronic low back pain.
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CHAPTER 03

The Pain Traffic Light

You need a repeatable decision rule before you need a new program.

Use this as a coaching framework, not a diagnosis. The numbers are not magic. They are a way to stop
treating every ache like a full program emergency.

The best training modification is usually the smallest change that makes the movement repeatable again.

0-3/10 4-5/10 6+ /10

Green zone. Continue with control if Yellow zone. Modify one variable: Red zone. Stop that version. Regress
symptoms are familiar, stable, and do  load, range, tempo, grip, machine, hard, switch patterns, or get

not worsen after the session. stance, or total sets. evaluated if symptoms escalate.

AFTER-SESSION CHECK

If the symptom calms back down and does not punish the next day, the adjustment was probably tolerable. If it
spikes, spreads, or changes function, the session taught you to regress further.
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CHAPTER 04

Stop Worshipping The Perfect Rep

Perfect form is not the same thing as a tolerable entry point.

Form matters, but form obsession can become avoidance with a technical vocabulary. If every rep feels
dangerous until it is perfect, the nervous system never gets enough calm, repeated exposure to rebuild
confidence.

Fear of pain and movement avoidance are associated with worse disability in chronic pain models. That
does not mean the pain is fake. It means the strategy of avoiding every uncertain movement can become
part of the problem.

Your job is to find the version of the movement that your body can tolerate today, then repeat it long enough
to collect useful feedback.

Do not film every warm-up set unless it changes the decision.

Do not change five variables at once.

Do not treat one bad-feeling rep as proof that the whole lift is banned.

Do not chase failure when the goal is rebuilding trust.
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CHAPTER 05

The Five Regression Levers

When a lift feels bad, you have more options than push through or quit.

The goal is to keep the training pattern alive while lowering threat, fatigue, or joint irritation. Change one
lever, test it, and log the result.

Because muscle can be trained across a wide range of loads when effort is high enough, you are not
wasting the session just because you use lighter loading for a reset week. Because failure is not mandatory
for progress, you can leave reps in reserve while symptoms calm down.

01 REDUCE LOAD
Drop 10-30 percent and keep the same pattern if the movement becomes tolerable.

02 SHORTEN RANGE
Use the pain-free or lower-symptom range, then rebuild range gradually.

03 CHANGE TEMPO
Slow the rep or pause where you can control position without bracing against pain.

04 SWAP VARIATION
Use dumbbells, cables, machines, chest support, or a different stance when the pattern needs a friendlier entry.

05 CUT VOLUME
Keep the movement, but reduce sets so the symptom does not accumulate faster than you can recover.
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CHAPTER 06

The Reset Session Template

A pain-aware session should be boring enough to repeat.

For one week, stop trying to prove your old numbers are still there. Your target is a session you can
complete, recover from, and trust enough to repeat.

Use two to four working sets per main pattern. Stay around 2-4 reps in reserve. Choose loads that let you
maintain control without chasing a max effort. If the symptom enters yellow, change one regression lever
and continue only if the movement becomes tolerable.

LOWER BODY EXAMPLE

Leg press or squat variation: 3 sets of 8-12 at 2-4 reps in reserve. If hips or back complain, reduce depth, lower
load, or use a supported machine variation.

UPPER BODY EXAMPLE

Press variation: 2-3 sets of 8-15 at 2-4 reps in reserve. If shoulders complain, use neutral grip dumbbells, cables,
machine pressing, reduced range, or a slight incline change.

BACK EXAMPLE

Row or pulldown: 3 sets of 10-15 with clean control. If neck or low back tension takes over, use chest support,
cables, or straps to reduce unnecessary guarding.
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CHAPTER 07

How To Know It Is Working

The first win is not a PR. The first win is predictable feedback.

You are looking for three signs: symptoms stay tolerable during the session, they settle back to baseline
afterward, and you are able to repeat the pattern later in the week.

If those three things happen, you have a trainable entry point. From there, progression can be modest: add
one rep, add a small amount of load, add range, or add a set only when the prior version stays predictable.

If symptoms climb every session, linger longer than usual, spread, or change strength or sensation, the
signal is not 'try harder.' The signal is to regress further or get help.

Log symptom level before, during, and the next morning.

Log the exact variation, range, load, sets, reps, and reps in reserve.

Progress only one thing at a time.

Keep the movement you can repeat before chasing the movement you miss.
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APPLICATION

THE 7-DAY RESET

Run this for one week. The goal is not to solve every ache in seven days. The goal is to rebuild a
training week that pain does not immediately derail.

DAY 1: MAP THE PROBLEM DAY 2: FIND THE GREEN VERSION
Write the 2-3 movements that most often trigger overthinking. For Choose one problem movement and test the easiest tolerable
each one, list the symptom, where it shows up, and what usually version. Lower load, shorten range, or use a supported machine.
makes you abandon the session. Stop at the first version you can repeat calmly.
DAY 3: TRAIN WITHOUT PROVING DAY 4: CHECK THE NEXT MORNING
Perform the reset version for 2-3 sets with 2-4 reps in reserve. If symptoms returned to baseline, keep the same version. If
Log symptom level during and after. No max effort sets. symptoms escalated, regress one more lever. If red flags appear,
seek medical evaluation.

DAY 5: REPEAT THE PATTERN DAY 6: ADD ONE SMALL WIN
Repeat the same movement version. Do not change load and If the movement stayed predictable twice, add one rep per set or
range at the same time. Your goal is comparable feedback. a very small load increase. If it did not, keep the same version.
DAY 7: BUILD THE RULE
Write your personal rule: 'When this hurts, my first adjustment is

.' That rule becomes your next training week, not another
restart.
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NEXT STEP

If pain keeps making you restart, stop chasing the perfect version of the plan. Start with the version you can
repeat. For coaching, apply through Costa Fitness and bring this worksheet to the first call.

SAFETY NOTE

This guide is educational and is not medical advice, diagnosis, or physical therapy. Seek medical evaluation for
severe or progressive symptoms, trauma, unexplained weight loss, fever, night pain, numbness, weakness,
symptoms down the leg or arm that worsen, loss of bowel or bladder control, or anything that feels unusual or
concerning.
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