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Measuring your effort  
during activity

»� Carotid pulse. 

›› Put your index 
and middle 
fingers on your 
neck below your 
ear and under 
your jaw bone. 

>

Rating of Perceived Exertion (RPE) scales. 
This is an easy way to measure your level of effort without using any equipment. You can use the verbal 
rating or the numbers to rate yourself. The shaded area is where your body is using oxygen most efficiently. 

NUMBER 
RATING

VERBAL  
RATING

EXAMPLES

6 No effort at all. Sitting and doing nothing.
7 Very, very light Your effort is just noticeable.
8
9 Very light Walking slowly at your own pace.
10 Light effort.
11 Fairly light Still feels like you have enough energy to continue exercising.
12
13 Somewhat hard
14 Strong effort needed.
15 Hard 

»� Radial pulse. 

›› Put your index 
and middle 
fingers on the 
inside of your 
wrist below your 
thumb.

During activity, count the number of times 
your heart beats in 10 seconds. Multiply 
that number by 6 to see if you’re working 
in your target heart rate zone (see How 
to calculate your training heart rate sheet, 
listed below). You can take your heart rate 
before, during and after activity and com-
pare the numbers. Your heart rate goes 
up during activity and returns close to the 
resting heart rate after a short break.

»� Talk test. 

›› Make sure you can talk while 
you’re doing an activity. If you 
can talk, your body is taking 
in enough oxygen. If you 
can’t carry on a conversation, 
consider decreasing your level 
of effort. If you can sing a song, 
try working a bit harder. 
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Measuring your effort  
during activity

The health information provided on this sheet is only a guide. You also need to rely on your common sense and 

good judgment. If you receive advice from a doctor or health professional that doesn’t agree with the information 

provided here, follow the advice of your doctor or health professional since it’s based on your specific history and needs.

☚☚ Here’s the number to call if you have 
questions or want more information: 
 
Physical Activity Line   1-877-725-1149

Here’s where to get any  
or all of these sheets: 
tel:  1-877-725-1149    
email:  info@physicalactivityline.com 
web:  www.physicalactivityline.com

Here are some other sheets related 
to this topic:

▫▫ Target heart rate zones.

▫▫ Rating of Perceived Exertion scale.

▫▫ How to calculate your training 
heart rate.

▫▫ Exercise as preventive therapy.

▫▫ Motivational and monitoring 
tools.

▫▫ Energy expenditure.

▫▫ Definitions.

▫▫ How much activity is enough?

16 Very strong effort needed.
17 Very hard You can still go on but you really have to push yourself. It 

feels very heavy and you’re very tired.
18
19 Very, very hard For most people, this is the most strenuous exercise they 

have ever done. Almost maximal effort.
20 Absolute maximal effort (highest possible). Exhaustion. 

NUMBER  
RATING

VERBAL  
RATING

EXAMPLES (continued)

Heart rate monitor. These electronic in-
struments make it simple to measure your 
heart rate during activity. They range in 
price from $50-$500 and are lightweight 
and easy to use. Heart rate monitors are 
accurate and reliable, but they do have 
some limitations. For instance, caffeine, 
medications and dehydration can affect 
your heart rate and influence readings. 

This information was summarized in part  
from Warburton, D., Whitney Nicol, C., & Bredin, 
S. (2006). Prescribing exercise as preventive therapy. 
Canadian Medical Association Journal.  
174(7), 961-974.


