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What The Plank? 
How Long Should You Hold a Plank - What Science Actually Says  

 

Planks have become one of the most popular exercises for strengthening the core. They require 

no equipment, can be performed almost anywhere, and are frequently recommended by fitness 

professionals, social media influencers, and health websites. Many articles even suggest age-

based plank hold times, implying that your fitness can be measured by how long you can 

maintain the position. 

  

While these recommendations may seem logical, they don't tell the whole story. Although 

muscular strength and endurance naturally change with age, research shows that the 

effectiveness of a plank depends far more on proper technique, muscle recruitment, breathing, 

and spinal alignment than simply holding the position for a longer time. At the Exercise Safety 

Association (ESA), we believe exercise should be Safe, Effective, and Efficient (S.E.E.) - and 

when it comes to planks, quality always outweighs quantity. 

 

Looking at what exercise science actually tells us provides a much clearer picture of how planks 

work, how long most people benefit from holding them, and why proper technique is far more 

important than trying to achieve the longest hold time. The goal of a plank is not to win an 

endurance contest - it is to develop core stability, muscular endurance, and postural control 

while protecting the spine and joints. 

  
  

 

 



2 

What the Plank? How Long Should You Hold a Plank – What Science Actually Says 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What Does a Plank Really Train? 

Although often referred to as an "ab exercise," a plank is a total core stabilization exercise. Its 

primary purpose is to train the body to resist unwanted movement of the spine while 

maintaining proper alignment. During a correctly performed plank, the muscles of the abdomen, 

lower back, sides of the trunk, hips, shoulders, and even the legs work together to stabilize the 

body against gravity. 

 

This coordinated muscle activity helps maintain a neutral spine, improves postural control, and 

creates the stable foundation needed for everyday activities, sports, and virtually all forms of 

exercise. Rather than producing movement, the muscles work together to prevent excessive 

movement, making the plank one of the body's most effective anti-movement exercises. 
  

 

Research has shown that planks activate numerous muscles throughout the trunk at the same 

time rather than isolating a single muscle group. Instead of focusing only on the abdominal 

muscles, a properly performed plank requires the abdominals, obliques, spinal stabilizers, 

shoulders, hips, and gluteal muscles to work together as one coordinated system. This integrated 

muscle recruitment is what makes the plank such an effective core stabilization exercise. 
 

The ability to stabilize the spine is essential for everyday movement. Whether standing, 

walking, lifting, carrying groceries, reaching overhead, or maintaining good posture while 

sitting, the core serves as the body's natural support system. By teaching the muscles to 

maintain a stable, neutral spine under load, planks improve movement efficiency and help 

reduce unnecessary stress on the joints and supporting structures. 

 

For this reason, planks are widely used in athletic conditioning, fitness training, and 

rehabilitation programs. Their value lies not in creating the longest hold time, but in developing 

the coordinated muscle control needed for safe, efficient movement throughout daily life. 
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Why Holding a Plank Longer Isn't Always Better 

Many people treat the plank as a test of endurance or mental toughness. While determination 

has its place, holding a plank for longer periods does not necessarily produce greater benefits. 

Once fatigue begins to affect posture and muscle control, the exercise gradually becomes less 

effective. 

 

As the stabilizing muscles tires, the nervous system becomes less able to coordinate the muscles 

responsible for maintaining a neutral spine. The hips may begin to sag or lift, the shoulders may 

shift out of alignment, and the abdominal muscles may no longer provide the support needed to 

stabilize the trunk. Even subtle changes in technique can increase stress on the spine, ligaments, 

and other supporting structures while reducing the training effect on the muscles the exercise is 

intended to strengthen. 
 

From the Exercise Safety Association (ESA) perspective, the purpose of a plank is not to see 

how long you can tolerate discomfort. The goal is to develop core stability, postural control, and 

muscular endurance using proper techniques. Once good alignment can no longer be 

maintained, the quality of the exercise declines, and the potential benefits begin to diminish. 

Ending the plank while you can still maintain excellent form is both safer and more effective 

than continuing simply to set a personal time record. 
 

Research on core stability consistently supports this principle. Studies have shown that core 

stabilization exercises are most effective when they are performed with proper spinal alignment, 

controlled muscle activation, and good breathing mechanics - not simply by holding the position 

for the longest possible time. Maintaining quality movement patterns helps reduce unnecessary 

stress on the spine while reinforcing the muscles responsible for providing stability. 

 

In practical terms, a 20- to 30-second plank performed with excellent technique often provides 

greater training value than a two- or three-minute plank performed with sagging hips, poor 

posture, or compromised muscle control. Holding a plank longer is not inherently harmful for 

healthy individuals, but additional time only provides a benefit if proper alignment and muscle 

control are maintained throughout the entire exercise. 

 

At the Exercise Safety Association (ESA), we encourage participants to focus on quality over 

quantity. A well-executed plank that reinforces proper posture, breathing, and core stability is 

far more beneficial than simply chasing a longer hold time. 
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What Does Research Really Show About Plank Training? 

One of the most important findings from plank research is that consistent training produces 

results - not simply holding a plank for the longest possible time.Studies following 

participants through structured plank training programs have shown improvements in core 

endurance, balance, and dynamic stability after just a few weeks of regular practice. 

 

Interestingly, research comparing traditional planks with more advanced variations, such as the 

body saw plank, has found that both can be effective when performed consistently. More 

challenging exercises do not automatically produce better results. What matters most is 

selecting an exercise that matches your current fitness level and performing it with proper 

technique while gradually increasing the challenge over time. 

 

This reflects one of the fundamental principles of exercise science: progressive overload. As 

the body adapts, the exercise should become slightly more challenging—whether by improving 

technique, adding a new variation, increasing resistance, or performing additional sets. Progress 

comes from consistent, progressive training rather than attempting to hold a single plank for 

several minutes. 

  

For most people, mastering a technically sound standard plank provides an excellent foundation 

before progressing to more advanced variations. The best plank is not necessarily the hardest 

one-it's the one that can be performed safely, effectively, and with excellent control. 

 

It is also important to recognize the limitations of individual studies. No single research project 

can answer every question. In this case, the participants were recreationally active adults, the 

training program lasted only six weeks, and the researchers measured improvements in core 

endurance and dynamic stability - not long-term injury prevention or athletic performance. 

  

The practical takeaway is both simple and valuable. A well-designed plank program performed 

consistently can improve core stability and muscular endurance, even when using the standard 

plank. More advanced variations are not always necessary, especially for beginners or 

individuals building a foundation of strength and proper movement. Mastering the basics before 

progressing to more challenging exercises remains one of the safest and most effective 

approaches to long-term success.  
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How Long Should You Hold a Plank? 

The research does not identify one perfect plank duration that applies to everyone. Instead, 

exercise science supports using time as a way to develop control and endurance - not as a 

competition to see who can hold the longest plank. 

  

The purpose of a plank is to maintain a stable trunk while the body works against gravity. The 

most beneficial hold is the amount of time that proper alignment, breathing, and muscle control 

can be maintained. Once technique begins to decline, continuing to hold the position provides 

fewer benefits and may encourage compensations that reduce the effectiveness of the exercise. 

  

For most individuals, effective plank training can be performed using relatively short, controlled 

holds that allow quality movement to be repeated consistently.  

  

Practical training ranges often include: 

Beginners: 20–30 seconds per set 

Intermediate: 30–60 seconds per set 

Advanced: Approximately 60 seconds per set while increasing difficulty through exercise 

progression rather than simply adding more time 

  

These ranges are not strict rules or a measure of fitness. They are general guidelines designed to 

help individuals train with proper form and appropriate challenge. 

Age-based plank benchmarks are often promoted in popular fitness media, but age alone does 

not determine plank ability. A person's strength, training history, mobility, body awareness, and 

ability to maintain proper alignment are much more important factors. An older adult with 

excellent movement control may perform a high-quality plank longer than a younger individual 

who loses proper form quickly. 

  

At the Exercise Safety Association (ESA), we encourage individuals to view plank duration as 

a training limit - not a finish line. The goal is not simply to hold longer; the goal is to build 

strength, stability, and movement control through exercises performed Safely, Effectively, and 

Efficiently. 

  

Practical Progression: When to Increase Difficulty and When to Modify 

A successful plank program should progress gradually and intentionally. The goal is not to 

accumulate the longest possible hold time, but to develop the ability to maintain controlled 

tension, proper alignment, and efficient breathing through repeated practice. 

Beginning with a manageable challenge allows the muscles responsible for spinal stability to 

adapt while reducing the likelihood of compensatory movement patterns.  
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A practical progression may include: 

Sets and duration: 2–3 sets of 20–30 seconds 

Rest periods: Approximately 30–60 seconds between sets 

Progression: Increase hold time only when proper alignment and muscle control can be 

maintained 

Challenge progression: Rather than continually adding time, advance by improving technique, 

adding variations, or increasing the exercise difficulty 

  

This approach reflects how core stabilization is commonly trained in both fitness and 

rehabilitation settings, where consistent, high-quality movement is more valuable than 

occasional maximum-effort attempts. 

  

Although planks are considered a safe and effective exercise for many individuals, the 

traditional plank position is not appropriate for everyone. Individuals experiencing active low 

back pain, recovering from abdominal or spinal surgery, or experiencing increased discomfort in 

the shoulders or wrists should use caution and consider professional guidance. 

  

In these situations, modified plank positions or alternative core stabilization exercises may 

provide similar training benefits while reducing unnecessary stress on sensitive joints or tissues. 

The safest and most effective exercise is the one that matches the individual's current ability 

while allowing proper control and progression.  
  

 

The Real Measure of a Good Plank 

The key takeaway from exercise science is that a plank should be viewed as a skill to develop-

not simply a test to complete. The true value of the exercise comes from teaching the body to 

maintain spinal stability underload through coordinated muscle activation, controlled breathing, 

and proper alignment. 

 Time alone does not determine whether a plank is effective. A longer hold is not automatically 

a better hold. The most beneficial plank is the one that continues to challenge the stabilizing 

muscles while maintaining the quality of movement the exercise is designed to develop. 

 For most individuals, performing planks within a controlled time range and repeating them with 

excellent technique provides the benefits supported by research. Once a person can maintain a 

strong, well-aligned plank for approximately 30–60 seconds, continued progress is often better 

achieved by improving control, increasing challenge, or incorporating more advanced variations 

rather than simply adding more time. 

 

The plank is not measured by how long someone can endure the position. It is measured by how 

well the body can maintain strength, stability, and control throughout the movement. At 

the Exercise Safety Association (ESA), we believe the goal of exercise is not to do more—it is 

to do what is Safe, Effective, and Efficient (S.E.E.).  
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Article: 109 

“What the Plank? How Long Should You Be Able to Hold a Plank?  

What Science Actually Says” 

True or False 
1. A plank is primarily an abdominal exercise that isolates the rectus abdominis muscle. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

2. The primary purpose of a plank is to train the body to resist unwanted movement while 

maintaining spinal stability and alignment. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

3. Research suggests that holding a plank for the longest possible time is the best way to improve 

core strength and stability. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

4. Proper breathing, muscle activation, and alignment are more important factors in plank 

effectiveness than simply increasing hold time. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

5. When fatigue causes the hips to sag, posture to change, or muscle control to decrease, the 

training benefit of the plank may be reduced. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

6. A plank performed for 30 seconds with excellent form may provide more benefit than a longer 

plank performed with poor technique. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

7. Research comparing different plank variations shows that more advanced plank exercises 

always produce better results than a standard plank. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

8. Progressive overload for plank training can include improving technique, increasing difficulty, 

or adding variations rather than only increasing the length of time held. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

9. Age alone determines how long an individual should be able to hold a plank. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 

10. Individuals experiencing active low back pain, recent spinal or abdominal surgery, or increased 

joint discomfort should consider modifying planks or seeking professional guidance. 

☐ True 

 ☐ False 
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