
USMC – Fingerboard Sessions 

 
Introduction 
Finger strength is pretty important for climbing, and for most people, stronger fingers 

means climbing harder stuff. To get stronger fingers you need to stress them in a relevant 

way. The most obvious way to do this would be to find a hold that you find difficult to 

hold, and hang off it for as long as you can. Next time you would try to hang longer. 

However, you’ll make more progress if you repeatedly get up to the ragged edge, instead 

of just doing one single all out hang.  

 

So, you might be wondering how long you should hang for? And how many times? And 

how much rest to have between hangs? And how much rest to have between blocks of 

hangs? And what kind of hold should you hang off? And how hard should it be? And when 

should you make it harder? And how many times a week should you do this? Well, here 

are the answers you’re searching for. 

 

It doesn’t matter how long you hang for, or how many times or how much rest you have 

between them. Those things are just a way to adjust the intensity – for example, if you do 

a short hang, then you should make it brick hard, so you’ll need more rest to be able to do 

it again. Then just make it gradually and progressively harder each session. So keep it 

simple – pick your routine, start out at a manageable level, and build from there.  

 

I suggest doing it a couple times a week to supplement your bouldering/enduro training. 

Alternatively, you could focus only on fingerboarding for a month or so (e.g. 4 fingerboard 

sessions/week and one other session), but this is liable to result in death by boredom or 

injury.  

 

The following are simply suggested sessions that have mostly worked well for me. The first 

one is less intense but highish volume, and the last ones are very intense but low volume. I 

encourage you to tweak the sessions or make new ones to make the intensity right for you. 

In all of them, you should be trying really flippin hard. 

 

Standard safety spiel… 
Fingerboarding puts a lot of strain on the shoulders, elbows and fingers. It’s arguably the 

safest and most effective way to get stronger fingers, but some caution is required. Warm 

up thoroughly before doing the sessions below – if you’re not warm enough to hang the 

hardest hold you can, then you’re not warm enough.  

 

 A word on form: keep your shoulders engaged at all times. Sagging shoulders make you 

look weak and are at risk of injury. Keep a slight bend at your elbow, or your elbows might 

explode.  

 



Some terminology… 

Grip or grip type: the hold you are 

using 

 

Front 3: index, middle, ring 

Back 3: middle, ring, pinky 

Front 2: index, middle 

Mid 2: middle, ring 

Back 2: ring, pinky 

 

 

 

Repeaters 
The bread and butter of fingerboarding 

 

Overview: pick 6 grips that you want to be stronger on – these make up your blocks, have 

~10 mins rest between blocks. You will do a minute long set for each, with 2 – 3 minutes 

rest between sets. Each set is comprised of 6 reps, lasting 10 seconds each. Reps are 

typically 7 seconds hanging (7 on) and 3 seconds rest (3 off). 

 

Example session 
Grip type Set structure Block 1 Block 2 

4 finger half 

crimp 

(7 on, 3 off) x 6 Use this space to 

make notes 

e.g. ‘on slots’,  

Front 3 drag (7 on, 3 off) x 6  ‘failed on last hang 

after 5 seconds’ 

Back 3 drag (6 on, 4 off) x 6  ‘too easy, 7 on 3 off 

next time!’ 

4 finger crimp (7 on, 3 off) x 6  ‘plus 3 kg, hard’ 

4 finger sloper (6 on, 4 off) x 6   

Mid 2 drag (5 on, 5 off) x 6  ‘big pocket’ 

 

It’s up to you what grips you choose. The session above is fairly well rounded and will be 

a good starting point for many of you, but feel free to tailor the grip types, order and set 

structure to target any weaknesses or goals you may have. True beasts may wish to do a 3rd 

block, and/or to do each hang locked off at various angles to get beastly arms too. 

 

Tips and additional info 
1. To make this a bit more pumpy, do 9 reps per set.  

2. To make it easier do 6 on 4 off (even just for a few reps per set) or remove weight 

(use a pulley) 

3. To make it harder 

a. Remove fingers 

b. Remove arms (yes, this can be done on one arm – usually with assistance) 

c. Add weight – in a rucksack or hung off a harness 

________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

Crimp: thumb over index 

Half crimp: fingers bent at 90 degrees 

Drag/open: fingers extended as much as 

possible 

 

A ‘rep’: one hang + one rest 

A ‘set’: a group of hangs, usually all done 

on the same hold 

A ‘block’: a group of sets, usually using a 

mixture of holds 



5 on 10 off a.k.a The Davison Protocol 
The lazy man’s alternative to repeaters. Less hanging, less fingers, more weight. More 

pain?  

 

Overview: pick 5 grips to make up your block. 2 blocks should be plenty, ~10 mins rest 

between blocks. Each set lasts 75 seconds, with 3 – 4 minutes rest between sets. Each set 

is made of just 5 reps, lasting 15 seconds each. Each rep is typically 5 on 10 off. 

 

Example session 
Grip type Set structure Block 1 Block 2 

4 finger half crimp (5 on 10 off) x 5 ‘on 1 pad edge, 

desperate!’ 

 

Mid 2 drag (5 on 10 off) x 5 ‘medium pocket’  

Front 2 drag (5 on 10 off) x 5   

Back 3 drag (5 on 10 off) x 5 ‘plus 8 kg’  

Front 3 crimp (5 on 10 off) x 5 ‘1 pad edge, failed 

on last hang’ 

 

 

 

This session is intense, and is not recommended if you’re just starting off on your 

fingerboard mission. It’s best done after getting a good base in repeaters. If your fingers 

feel like they’ve been hit with a hammer after this, then give yourself a pat on the back. 

 

Tips and additional info 
1. It’s quite easy to cheat and miss a second at the start of end of the hang – try and 

avoid this 

2. Doing 10 on 20 off also works quite well. 

3. This session is great for doing on one arm with assistance – if you go down to one 

arm, I suggest sticking to 3 fingers open, 4 fingers half crimp and 4 fingers 

crimped. 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Max hangs 
a.k.a. the ultimate lazy man’s fingerboard session. Great to do just before you get stuck in 

to a proper bouldering or route session, or to squeeze in if you’re short of time.   

 

Overview: short but sweet. A couple ways to do this:  

1. Pick a really bad hold, hang it for 10 seconds. Rest for a minute or two. Repeat on 

that hold 3 times. Repeat the lot on 3 – 5 different holds.  

2. Pick a bad hold. Hang it for as long as possible. Get out your gurns! Rest a few 

minutes. Repeat on a different hold. This is useful for breaking in new holds or for 

benchmarking progress – record you hang times! 

 

Can be done on one or two arms. For one arm hangs, assistance can be from a pulley 

(ideally), or use a bad hold for the assisting arm.  

 

Example session (type 1) 
Grip type Hang 1 Hang 2 Hang 3 

3 finger sloper Success Just finished 9 seconds… 

Back 2 big pocket    

3 finger half crimp    

 

Some tips 
1. You’ll progress very fast at first, then it’ll be slower but steady for a while, then you’ll 

need to mix things up by changing your session structure to keep improving. 

2. Progress can be made every session. Adjust things incrementally – add 1 kg, shove a 

bit of cardboard in the hold to make it smaller, hang for 1 second more. 

3. Don’t do if you’re feeling ill or tweaky. It’s fine to do if you climbed yesterday.  

4. You can climb after if you’ve got the beans, but be careful!  


