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In the landscape of athletic performance literature, few texts have altered the trajectory of a sport as significantly as 

Dave MacLeod’s 9 Out of 10 Climbers Make the Same Mistakes. While traditional climbing manuals often focus 

on the mechanics of knots, the specifics of gear placement, or generic strength training programs, MacLeod—

leveraging a background in BSc Physiology and Sports Science—identifies a more profound systemic failure

within the climbing community. The central premise is not a lack of physical capacity, but a pervasive inability to

identify and address the specific bottlenecks that prevent progression.

The Theoretical Framework: The Bottleneck Principle

At the core of MacLeod’s philosophy lies the Bottleneck Principle. In the context of climbing, a bottleneck is the

single limiting factor that prevents an athlete from reaching the next grade. For 90% of climbers, this bottleneck is

rarely absolute finger strength or pulling power. Instead, it is typically rooted in technical inefficiency, psychological

barriers, or tactical mismanagement.

To understand this, one must view climbing through the lens of Integrated Athletic Performance. This model 

suggests that performance (P) is a function of four primary variables: Technical Skill (T), Physical Capacity (Ph), 

Psychological State (Ps), and Tactical Execution (Tx) . MacLeod argues that climbers tend to over-invest in

Physical Capacity (Ph) because it is the easiest to measure and train (e.g., hangboard scores, pull-up counts),

while neglecting the other three variables, which often offer a higher return on investment (ROI) for progression.

The Pareto Distribution in Climbing Failure

The title of the work suggests a Pareto-style distribution of errors. If ten climbers fail to send a project, nine of 

them likely failed due to a repeated set of common errors rather than a unique lack of strength. These errors 

include over-gripping, poor foot placement (lack of precision), inability to rest effectively on the wall, and the "fear of 

falling" which inhibits movement fluidity. By shifting focus from volume-based training to weakness-based 

training, the athlete can break through plateaus that have persisted for years.

Technical Analysis of Movement and Efficiency

MacLeod posits that movement efficiency is the primary differentiator between the elite and the intermediate. From 

a biomechanical perspective, climbing efficiency can be defined as the minimization of unnecessary energy 

expenditure relative to upward progress. This involves several key technical components:

•  Center of Gravity (CoG) Management: Maintaining the CoG as close to the rock surface as possible to reduce 

the outward pull on the finger flexors.

•  Proprioceptive Precision: The ability to place feet on holds with millimeter accuracy on the first attempt, 

reducing the metabolic cost of "readjusting."

•  Active vs. Passive Resting: The physiological ability to recover at sub-maximal heart rates while maintaining a 

static position on the wall.



The Neuromuscular Component

Training for climbing is often mistaken for training for hypertrophy or raw power. However, MacLeod emphasizes 

neuromuscular adaptation. The ability to recruit specific motor units under high stress is a skill. When a climber is 

gripped by fear, the sympathetic nervous system triggers a "fight or flight" response, leading to antagonistic 

muscle co-contraction. This causes the climber to feel heavy and sluggish, not because they are weak, but

because their muscles are working against each other.

Comparison of Training Methodologies

The following table illustrates the divergence between traditional climbing training mindsets and the evidence-based

approach advocated by MacLeod.



Feature Traditional Training Approach MacLeod’s Evidence-Based 
Approach

Primary Focus Increasing maximum finger strength 
and pull-up volume.

Identifying and removing the specific 
"Bottleneck."

Problem Solving Trying harder or getting stronger to 
"power through."

Analyzing movement patterns and 
sequence optimization.

Psychology Viewed as an innate trait (you are 
either brave or you aren't).

Viewed as a trainable skill through 
habituation (falling practice).

Training Structure High volume, repetitive exercises 
(Circuit training).

Low volume, high intensity, and 
specific weakness targeting.

Rest &amp; Recovery Often neglected or viewed as "lazy." Fundamental for CNS recovery and 
injury prevention.

The Science of Fear and Performance

One of the most revolutionary aspects of MacLeod's work is the treatment of fear as a technical flaw rather than a 

personality trait. The Amygdala Hijack occurs when the brain perceives a threat (a fall), shutting down the 

prefrontal cortex—the area responsible for complex movement planning. To counteract this, MacLeod suggests 

Systematic Desensitization. This involves a rigorous, incremental falling practice designed to rewire the brain’s

response to air time, transitioning the fall from a "threat" to a "consequence-free event."

Practical Implementation: A Technical Field Guide

Transitioning from a plateaued climber to an evolving athlete requires a shift in how sessions are structured. 

MacLeod advocates for a Diagnostic Training Log . Instead of recording how many V-points were climbed, the

athlete should record *why* they fell. 

Step-by-Step Diagnostic Workflow

1.  Video Analysis: Record attempts on limit-level projects. Analyze the frame-by-frame movement of the hips 

and the precision of foot placements.

2.  Weakness Identification: Categorize every fall into one of the four pillars (Technical, Physical, Psychological, 

Tactical).

3.  Specific Intervention: If the fall was due to a foot slip, the intervention is not more hangboarding, but 

dedicated footwork drills (e.g., "Silent Feet") on lower-grade terrain.

4.  The 80/20 Rule: Spend 80% of training time on the identified weakness and only 20% on maintaining current 

strengths.

Mathematical Modeling of Climbing Effort

We can model the probability of success on a route ($P_s$) as: $P_s = (E_t \cdot E_p \cdot E_{tx}) / D$Where:

$E_t$ = Technical Efficiency (0 to 1)$E_p$ = Physical Capacity (Power-to-weight ratio)$E_{tx}$ = Tactical

Execution (Sequence knowledge)$D$ = Difficulty of the route

If $E_t$ (Technical Efficiency) is 0.5 because the climber has poor footwork, no amount of increase in $E_p$

(Physical Capacity) can compensate for the exponential drag that inefficiency places on the total success

probability. This mathematical reality reinforces why the "9 out of 10" fail.



Case Studies: Common Failure Modes and Solutions

Case Study 1: The "Strong but Stuck" Climber

Profile: A climber who can do 20 pull-ups and hang on 10mm edges but cannot break into the 7a/V6 grade.

Diagnosis: Over-reliance on upper body strength leads to neglected lower-body drive. The climber uses "square-

on" positioning for every move, maximizing stress on the fingers.Solution: Implementation of outside-edge drills 

and drop-knee techniques to shift the load from the fingers to the skeletal structure and larger leg muscles.

Case Study 2: The "Onsight Specialist" Failure

Profile: A climber who is excellent at reading routes but fails on long-term projects.Diagnosis: Lack of Tactical 

Persistence and a failure to understand Redpoint Dynamics. The climber tries to climb the route the same way 

every time instead of micro-optimizing sequences.Solution:Learning the "work" phase of projecting. Breaking the

route into sections and finding "micro-betas" (e.g., a specific thumb catch or a slight shift in heel position).

The Long-Term Athletic Development (LTAD) Perspective

Progression in climbing is non-linear. MacLeod notes that many climbers experience "The Plateau of Despair" 

because they expect linear gains from linear training. However, biological systems require periods of 

Supercompensation and Consolidation. 

Technical skills take years to master, whereas physiological gains (like hypertrophy) can be seen in weeks. The trap 

most climbers fall into is chasing the "quick wins" of physical training while the foundation of their technical skill 

remains hollow. To achieve elite status, one must embrace the Slow Growthof technical mastery. This requires a

shift in mindset: seeing a failed attempt not as a sign of weakness, but as data for the next technical adjustment.

Ultimately, the broad implications of MacLeod’s work extend beyond the crag. The principles of critical self-

analysis, objective diagnosis of failure, and specific targeting of bottlenecksare applicable to any high-

performance endeavor. By identifying the "same mistakes" that 9 out of 10 people make, an individual can exit the

cycle of stagnation and enter a phase of deliberate, scientific improvement. The path to climbing harder is not

necessarily paved with more training—it is paved with more awareness.
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