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Borg Scale For Rating Perceived
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UNDERSTANDING THE BORG SCALE FOR RATING
PERCEIVED EXERTION

If you have ever pushed yourself through a tough workout or
guided someone through cardiac rehabilitation, you have likely
encountered the challenge of measuring effort in a meaningful
way. Heart rate monitors and fitness trackers provide objective
data, but they do not always capture how a person actually feels
during physical activity. This is where the Borg Scale for rating
perceived exertion comes into play. Developed by Swedish
researcher Gunnar Borg in the 1960s, this simple yet powerful
tool has become a cornerstone in exercise science, sports
coaching, and clinical medicine. It offers a reliable method for
individuals to self-assess their level of physical effort, bridging
the gap between subjective experience and objective
performance.

The beauty of the Borg Scale lies in its accessibility. It does not
require expensive equipment or advanced training to use
effectively. Whether you are an elite athlete fine-tuning your
training zones or someone recovering from a heart condition, the

Borg Scale provides a common language for describing how hard
your body is working. This article will explore everything you
need to know about the Borg Scale for rating perceived exertion,
including its origins, practical applications, and how you can use
it to optimize your own fitness journey.

WHAT IS THE BORG SCALE FOR RATING PERCEIVED
EXERTION?

At its core, the Borg Scale for rating perceived exertion is a
numerical chart that helps individuals quantify their subjective
feelings of physical strain during exercise or physical work.
Perceived exertion refers to how heavy and strenuous a task
feels to you personally. It considers not only physical sensations
like muscle fatigue and shortness of breath but also psychological
factors such as motivation and mental focus. The scale translates
these complex sensations into a single number that can be
tracked over time and compared between different activities.

Gunnar Borg introduced the concept to address a fundamental
limitation of physiological measurements. Two people performing
the same exercise at the same heart rate may experience vastly
different levels of effort. The Borg Scale empowers the individual
to be the expert on their own body. By learning to associate
specific sensations with specific numbers on the scale, users can
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accurately gauge their exertion without relying solely on external
monitors.

The Original Borg Scale:
RPE 6-20

The original and most widely recognized version of the Borg Scale
is the RPE 6-20 scale. You might wonder why it starts at 6 instead
of 0 or 1. The reason is intentional: this range was designed to
roughly correspond to heart rate levels in healthy adults. If you
multiply a given RPE value by 10, you get an approximate heart
rate for that intensity. For example, an RPE of 12 would
correspond to a heart rate of roughly 120 beats per minute. This
clever design helps clinicians and athletes estimate exercise
intensity even without a heart rate monitor.

The scale ranges from 6, which represents no exertion at all, to
20, which represents maximal exertion. Along the way, specific
descriptors guide the user. An RPE of 7 is considered extremely
light, 9 is very light, 11 is fairly light, 13 is somewhat hard, 15 is
hard, 17 is very hard, and 19 is extremely hard. These descriptive
anchors are carefully placed to help users map their subjective
feelings to the correct numerical value.

The Borg CR10 Scale

In addition to the 6-20 scale, Borg later developed the Category-
Ratio scale, commonly called the CR10 scale. This version ranges

from 0 to 10, with O representing nothing at all and 10
representing extremely strong, almost maximal effort. The CR10
scale is often preferred for use in clinical settings or with specific
pain assessments because it offers greater sensitivity at the
lower end of the intensity spectrum. It also includes verbal
anchors like weak, moderate, strong, and very strong, making it
intuitive for people who may be less familiar with numerical
rating systems.

While both scales serve a similar purpose, the choice between
them often depends on the context. Exercise physiologists tend
to favor the original 6-20 scale for aerobic training, while the
CR10 scale is popular in rehabilitation and pain management.
Understanding both versions allows you to choose the most
appropriate tool for your specific situation.

HOW DOES THE BORG SCALE WORK?

Using the Borg Scale for rating perceived exertion is a skill that
improves with practice. The process involves paying close
attention to physical cues during exercise and then selecting the
number that best represents your overall feeling of effort. These
cues include your breathing rate, heart rate, muscle fatigue,
sweating, and any feelings of discomfort or strain. The goal is not
to focus on any single sensation but to integrate all of them into a
global assessment of how hard you are working.

To get an accurate reading, it is important to be honest with
yourself. There is no right or wrong answer, and the scale is not a
test of your fitness level. It is a tool for self-awareness. Over time,
as you become more familiar with the scale, your ratings will
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become more consistent and reliable. Many athletes use the Borg
Scale to stay within specific training zones, ensuring they are
working hard enough to improve but not so hard that they risk
injury or overtraining.

Physiological Correlates of
Perceived Exertion

The sensations you experience during exercise are not random.
They are driven by real physiological processes. When you
exercise, your muscles consume oxygen and produce waste
products like carbon dioxide and lactic acid. Your heart pumps
faster to deliver oxygen and remove waste. Your lungs work
harder to exchange gases. These changes are detected by your
nervous system, which sends signals to your brain. The Borg
Scale captures your conscious awareness of these signals.

Heart rate is the most direct physiological correlate of RPE, which
is why the original scale was designed to align with heart rate.
However, other factors also contribute. Blood lactate levels,
breathing rate, and even body temperature can influence how
hard an exercise feels. By paying attention to all these cues, you
can use the Borg Scale to make real-time adjustments to your
exercise intensity, keeping your effort within a safe and effective
range.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF THE BORG SCALE

The versatility of the Borg Scale for rating perceived exertion has

made it an essential tool in many fields. Its applications extend
far beyond the gym, reaching into hospitals, research
laboratories, and even workplace ergonomics. Here are some of
the most common and impactful uses of this remarkable scale.

Exercise Prescription and
Training

For fitness professionals and coaches, the Borg Scale is a
valuable complement to heart rate monitoring. It allows clients to
train by feel, which is especially useful when a heart rate monitor
is not available or when environmental conditions like heat or
altitude alter heart rate response. For example, a runner training
for a marathon might aim to maintain an RPE of 12 to 14 during a
long run, which corresponds to a comfortable but challenging
conversational pace. This approach encourages intuitive training
and helps athletes develop a deeper connection with their bodies.

In group exercise settings, instructors often use the Borg Scale to
help participants gauge their effort. A spin class might include
cues like "you should be at about a 13 to 14 on the Borg Scale
right now," allowing everyone to modulate their intensity based
on their personal fitness level. This makes workouts more
inclusive and effective for people of varying abilities.



Clinical Rehabilitation and
Cardiac Care

Perhaps no setting values the Borg Scale more than cardiac
rehabilitation. Patients recovering from heart attacks, bypass
surgery, or heart failure need to exercise at carefully controlled
intensities. Overexertion can be dangerous, while underexertion
may not provide therapeutic benefits. The Borg Scale offers a
simple, non-invasive way to monitor exertion without relying
solely on heart rate, which can be affected by medications like
beta-blockers.

In these settings, patients are trained to recognize what an RPE
of 11 to 13 feels like, which is typically the target range for safe
aerobic exercise. They learn to slow down if their RPE creeps
above 13 and to push slightly harder if it falls below 11. This
empowers patients to take an active role in their recovery and
builds confidence in their ability to exercise safely.

Research and Ergonomics

In scientific research, the Borg Scale is a standard tool for
quantifying subjective effort. Studies investigating the effects of
supplements, training programs, or environmental conditions on
performance often include RPE measurements. The scale
provides a reliable, reproducible metric that can be compared
across different studies and populations.

Ergonomists also use the Borg Scale to assess physical strain in
workplace tasks. By having workers rate their perceived exertion
during specific job activities, researchers can identify tasks that
may be excessively demanding and recommend modifications to
reduce injury risk. This application of the Borg Scale contributes
to safer and more humane working conditions.

HOW TO USE THE BORG SCALE EFFECTIVELY

Getting the most out of the Borg Scale for rating perceived
exertion requires a systematic approach. Here are practical steps
to ensure your ratings are accurate and meaningful.

1. Familiarize Yourself with the Scale: Before you start,
take a few minutes to study the scale. Read the verbal
anchors and understand what each number represents.
Notice that the scale is not linear in terms of effort,
meaning the jump from 11 to 13 is larger than from 7 to 9.

2. Focus on Global Effort: Do not base your rating on a
single sensation like leg fatigue or breathing alone. Try to
integrate all the signals your body is sending you. Ask
yourself, "How hard is this overall?"

3. Rate Honestly: It is easy to inflate or deflate your rating
based on how you think you should feel. Be honest. The
scale is for you, not for anyone else. An honest rating is the
most useful one.

4. Practice Regularly: Like any skill, rating perceived
exertion improves with practice. The more you use the
scale, the more intuitive it becomes. Try rating your effort
several times during each workout to see how it changes
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with intensity.

5. Use It in Context: Consider external factors that may
affect your perception. Fatigue from a previous workout,
lack of sleep, or even stress can make a given intensity feel
harder than usual. Acknowledge these factors but still rate
based on how you feel right now.

Common Mistakes to Avoid

Even experienced users can fall into traps when using the Borg
Scale. One common error is anchoring on a previous rating
instead of assessing the current moment. You might think, "I was
at a 13 five minutes ago, so | must still be at 13." Instead, re-
evaluate with each check. Another mistake is overthinking. If you
spend too much time analyzing, you may miss the natural flow of
your workout. A quick, instinctive rating is often the most
accurate.

Finally, remember that the Borg Scale is a subjective tool. It does
not replace medical advice or objective measurements when
those are needed. Use it as a guide, not as an absolute rule. With
consistent practice, you will develop a reliable internal sense of
effort that serves you well in any physical activity.

BENEFITS OF USING THE BORG SCALE FOR RATING
PERCEIVED EXERTION

The widespread adoption of the Borg Scale is no accident. It
offers numerous benefits that make it a valuable addition to any

fitness or rehabilitation program. Perhaps the most significant
advantage is its simplicity. Anyone can learn to use it in a few
minutes, yet it provides insights that can take years of
experience to develop otherwise.

Using the Borg Scale also promotes body awareness. In our
technology-driven world, it is easy to outsource our perception to
devices. The Borg Scale encourages you to tune into your own
internal signals, fostering a deeper connection with your body.
This awareness can help you detect early signs of fatigue,
overtraining, or even illness before they become serious.

Another key benefit is flexibility. The Borg Scale works across a
wide range of activities, from walking and cycling to weightlifting
and swimming. It is not tied to any specific exercise modality,
making it a universal tool for effort assessment. Whether you are
in @ gym, on a trail, or in a hospital, the scale provides consistent,
actionable information.

LIMITATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

While the Borg Scale for rating perceived exertion is remarkably
useful, it has limitations that users should recognize. Accuracy
can vary based on individual differences. Some people are
naturally better at sensing and interpreting internal bodily
signals, a trait known as interoceptive awareness. Others may
find it more challenging to provide consistent ratings.

Age, fitness level, and experience with the scale also influence
reliability. Older adults and individuals



