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Your glutes are your primary engine
for movement, balance, and power.
Here’s how to train them for the
long haul.

If your social algorithms feed you fitness content, then you know butts are the new

biceps, with both men and women working to strengthen their glutes.

But this isn’t just an aesthetic moment.

Your glutes are important for long-term fitness and aging because they’re the

foundation of your core strength.

The gluteal muscles are the body’s primary engine for movement. They drive walking,

climbing, lifting, standing up, and stabilizing your pelvis with every step. When they

work well, movement is efficient and resilient. When they don’t, the body

compensates in ways that quietly increase pain, instability, and injury risk over time.

There’s emerging evidence that glute strength is also linked to brain health as we

age, adding a neurological dimension to what has long been understood

biomechanically. Strong glutes support better balance, more confident movement, and

greater independence. All of which matter far more than visible muscle tone.

From a structural standpoint, underperforming glutes create a cascade of problems.

Because when your butt’s main muscle, the gluteus maximus, isn’t performing, it

creates movement problems and pain in all the other joints of your lower body, says

Christopher Powers, Ph.D., DPT, co-director of the Musculoskeletal

Biomechanics Research Laboratory at the University of Southern

California. Powers has studied glute recruitment, and designed a system of

exercises doctors can use to help them work better.

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6239135/
https://sites.usc.edu/mbrl/
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“If your butt’s not doing its job, your knee collapses inward. So your hip will

internally rotate and that motion creates a lot of problems,” he adds. Those

dysfunctions at the hip and knee can result in knee pain, iliotibial (IT) band syndrome,

where there’s pain on the outside of the knee and hip, and even increase the risk of a

torn ACL.

In this article, Powers and other experts explain why glute function matters so much

for , how to tell whether your glutes are actually doing their job, and how to

train them effectively so they keep supporting you as you age.
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Use It or Lose It
If you’re at a desk or in a chair at work, in the car on your way to and from that desk,

and on the couch in the evening, you’re sitting on your butt a lot, but you’re not using

it.

“The gluteus maximus evolved for us to be able to climb and run and chase food,”

Powers declares. “The activities that this muscle evolved for, people don’t really

engage in anymore on a daily basis, unless they force themselves to exercise and use

it.”

When you don’t use it, your brain sort of “forgets about it,” he cautions: “That neural

pathway will be abolished, because it’s not being utilized.”

The result has been called “dead butt syndrome” or “gluteal amnesia,” and it’s a

situation where your glutes don’t contract and fire during the activities that should

recruit the booty.

When they don’t fire, it’s not just that you can’t chase food, adds Brendan Murray,



director of sports medicine at Canyon Ranch.

“It’s a big part of your gait, as your glutes are the main part of locomotion going

forward.” If your glutes aren’t firing, your hips might rotate you forward instead of

extending to push you forward. “If I’m rotating when I’m walking, my tendency will

be a little more unsteady. We look at higher instances of falls.”

It may also just cause pain, he says. When your glutes don’t work, some other part of

your body takes over: Your low back may take on some of the pressure and work, or

your hips may get overused, resulting in pain in one or both areas. Powers tells us that

in his practice, dysfunction in the glutes is very common in people with knee or hip

pain.

At the risk of scare-mongering, let’s be clear: Powers and Murray both see patients

about pain and in clinical settings. For most people, dead butt isn’t a problem,

according to Neil Gibson, Ph.D., who has studied how effectively different

exercises work the glutes.

“Presuming they can still sit-to-stand, walk, run, and sprint to a degree, their glutes are

working … could they work more effectively in coordination with the muscles around

them? Probably,” he says. If your glutes are sore after running, squatting, climbing

lots of stairs in a day, or doing glute exercises in the gym, chances are, your gluteus is

functioning.

But even weak glutes can impair your ability to live well as you age, he cautions. One

simple, key test for longevity is being able to stand up on your own. In a 2024 study

from the European Journal of Preventive Cardiology, scientists found that

the ability to get up off the floor without using your hands makes you six times less

likely to die from  in the next decade. And passing that test of getting up

off your butt requires the very muscles inside it.

heart disease

“That is not exclusively the glutes, but they play a huge part in that movement

pattern,” Gibson adds. “So the stronger you are in the lower body musculature, the
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more you’ll be able to perform those everyday tasks that allow you to live

independently for longer, and enjoy your quality of life.”

How to Tell if Your Glutes Are
Working 
Being able to tell if your glutes are working is simple: If your butt’s sore after a hard

run or a butt-focused workout, they’re engaging. But if they’re not, they may not be

working right. And before you can strengthen them, Powers says, you’ll need to

reactivate them. And the sooner you can resurrect a dead or dying butt, the better.

“If you’re 70 years old and you’ve never really had a butt your entire life, it’s a

monumental struggle to get it going again. It’s been seven decades of disuse, and that

neural connectivity has been lost,” he puts in. “A lot of times for older adults, just

getting them to turn on could take a month or two.”

Two Techniques to Fire Up Inactive Glutes

To keep them firing, or to re-stoke the fire, try these two techniques. Both connect

your mind to your muscles through touch. By touching your butt with your hands, you

can actively feel when the glutes are flexing, so you start to connect with what it feels

like to use your behind to make these moves.

“Later, if I go to do a variation of a squat or deadlift [where I can’t touch it with my

hands], I now know what those muscles are, and I can focus on feeling the glutes from

the very beginning all the way through the movement,” he clarifies.

Here’s how to employ this “touch and go” technique:

1. LYING BUTT SQUEEZE TO GLUTE BRIDGE

Starting with this maneuver, Murray says, lets you make the mind-muscle connection

while taking your low back out of the picture.



To do it, you’ll lie faceup on your back with your feet flat on the floor, just like the

bottom of a situp position. Cup your hands under your lower glutes, where they meet

your hamstrings. 

Now squeeze your butt so that you can feel them flexing in your hands… but without

moving your low back. When you can, Murray tells us this means that you know your

glutes, not your low back, are doing the work.

Once you’ve mastered that, turn it into a glute bridge: Continuing to cup your lower

glutes, squeeze your butt to straighten your hips so that your body forms a straight line

from knees to shoulders. Hold for 20-30 seconds, really focusing on feeling it in your

butt. This type of isometric move, where you hold a contraction, can create the

prolonged focus and attention that drives muscle memory, Powers says.

2. SIT-TO-STAND WITH GLUTE TOUCH

Now that you’ve learned to touch your butt to sense it engaging, Murray suggests

applying it to standing up out of a chair… one of the key daily moves involving your

glutes.

Sitting in a chair, place your hands under the sides of your legs so you can feel where

your glutes meet your hamstrings. Squeeze your butt to feel it flexing without moving

your low back. Relax, then squeeze it again to stand up out of the chair, feeling the

contraction in your glutes as you stand.

Return to a seated position, and repeat 3-4 times. Do this 4-5 times per day, Murray

recommends.

The Best Moves to Strengthen Your
Glutes
The most effective exercise for the gluteus maximus may be the barbell hip thrust (see

instructions in the exercise section below). In a 2023 study, participants were able to

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10593473/


grow their lower glutes by 20 percent in just nine weeks of training with this move.

And in a study co-authored by Gibson, the hip thrust had the highest correlation

to the musculature needed for sprinting—one of the most glute-taxing things you can

do.

“That doesn’t mean just do barbell hip thrusts,” Gibson says. “They are part of a well-

balanced routine. One of the advantages of the move is there’s no axial loading, so the

weight of the bar isn’t going through your back. So most people can load [the hip

thrust] to a much greater degree than they can with a back squat.”

A “well-balanced” routine of glute exercises should include training them at least once

per week, but more often is better, Murray adds. 

“The more often I put load to the muscle, the faster it learns [to keep contracting],” he

informs us. Studies also indicate that you’ll build more muscle and strength with more

sessions: In an analysis of 10 different studies on training frequency, scientists

found that people who trained a muscle group twice per week were able to increase its

size by 6.8 percent in 3 months. Those who trained it just once per week only

experienced 3.7 percent growth—just over half.

The Glute Protocol

You’ll want to perform at least four sets of glute exercises per week, but you’ll get

better strength and muscle growth results with 10-20 total sets, according to a 2024

research review of 67 different studies. So if in each workout you do two glute

moves for 4 sets each, you’re golden. In each set, aim to be near failure, continuing to

lift until you could only do one or two more repetitions.

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33332802/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/27102172/
https://sportrxiv.org/index.php/server/preprint/view/460/967
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Choose your four weekly moves from this list of seven.  In research studies on

muscle activation using electrodes attached to the muscles (EMG), six of these ranked

among the highest for glute activation. The seventh, monster walks, is a more

calisthenic-type move that’s common with high-level athletes, Gibson says.

“In terms of quality of life, we want to improve strength, range of motion, and moving

our own body weight,” he summarizes. This kind of calisthenic glute band exercise,

he says, can help with the range of motion part of the equation.

Don’t necessarily worry about which exercises scored best; EMG studies can be

finicky, and the differences between moves can vary depending on study subjects.

Instead, try them all out and find which ones you feel the most in your glutes; those

ones are effective for your body.

Exercise 1: Stepup

1. Stand with a bench or box in front of you, and optional dumbbells at your sides.

2. Keep your torso upright as you place your right foot on the bench and press through

your heel to bring your left foot up so you’re standing on the bench

3. Return to the ground, and repeat with the other leg.

Exercise 2: Barbell Hip Thrust

1. Start seated on the ground, perpendicular to a low bench behind you, a loaded

barbell over your hips. Your upper back and shoulders should rest on the bench.

2. Drive through your feet and extend your hips by contracting your glutes, raising the

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32132843/
https://strathprints.strath.ac.uk/79016/1/Williams_etal_JSCR_2018_Activation_of_the_gluteus_maximus_during_performance_of_the_back_squat_split_squat_and_barbell_hip_thrust.pdf


bar until your body forms a straight line from shoulders to knees.

3. Return to the start position, and repeat.

Exercise 3: Bulgarian Split Squat

1. With dumbbells in your hands, place one foot behind you on the bench, place your

other foot in front so you’re in a position similar to a lunge.

2. Keeping your torso upright, push your hips back and bend your front knee to

descend into a split squat.

3. Press through your front heel to return to the starting position.

Exercise 4: Barbell Back Squat

1. Stand in a normal back squat position, barbell across your shoulders, feet between

shoulder- and hip-width apart, toes slightly out.

2. Push your hips back to initiate the squat.

3. Bend your knees to descend until your thighs are at least parallel to the floor,

keeping your chest up and your weight on your heels.

4. Keep the weight of your body in your heels and press back to standing.

Exercise 5: Split Squat

1. Stand with your feet shoulder-width apart. Hold dumbbells at your sides, or cup the



end of a dumbbell or the ball of a kettlebell in both hands in front of your chest with

your elbows pointing down and the handle pointing up—in this position, the weight

and your arms will look like a goblet.

2. Take a large lunge step forward with your right foot so that your feet are about three

feet apart, with your feet still parallel.

3. Bend your knees to descend until your knees both form 90-degree angles. Your

front shin should be perpendicular to the floor, with your knee directly above your

ankle.

4. From this position, press back to the start position. Repeat for half of the prescribed

reps, then switch legs and repeat for the other half.

Exercise 6: Hex Bar Deadlift

1. Stand inside a loaded hex bar.

2. Bend at your hips and knees to grab the bar by the neutral grip handles.

3. Keeping your weight in your heels and maintaining the natural curve of your spine,

pull the bar up as you thrust your hips forward and stand.

4. Reverse the maneuver to return to start. Repeat.

Note: Or choose conventional deadlifts. Or Romanian deadlifts! Choose the variation

that works best for your body.

Exercise 7: Resistance Band Monster Walks



Note: These can also make for a great dynamic warmup in lower rep ranges.

1. Wrap a short resistance band around your ankles. Stand with feet around shoulder-

width apart so there’s slight tension in the band. Soften your knees so you’re in an

athletic position.

2. Keeping your toes pointed forward, take a step forward with your right foot,

maintaining the tension in the band. Then step forward with your left foot.

3. Keep going for the desired number of steps, then reverse the move, walking

backwards to where you started.
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