
EXERCISE INTENSITY LEVELS
Use this information to determine the appropriate level for you.

There are three levels of exercise intensity: low intensity, medium intensity, and high intensity.
The intensity level of exercise determines your stage of exercise, and the amount of calories 
you burn each time. Identifying the appropriate exercise intensity level will help you determine
the type of exercises you should perform. 

Low Intensity:
For: beginners; those with a heart condition; or those weighing over 250 pounds

To exercise at a low intensity level, your target heart rate should be 50–65 percent of your 
maximum heart rate. To calculate your maximum heart rate, subtract your age from 220. For 
example, if you are 30 years old, your maximum heart rate is 190 (220 – 30 = 190). If you 
choose to exercise at 50 percent of your maximum heart rate, your target heart rate would be
95 heartbeats per minute (0.50 x 190 = 95). If you choose to exercise at 65 percent of your 
maximum heart rate, your target heart rate would be 124 heartbeats per minute (0.65 x 190 =
124). 

Depending on your weight, low-intensity exercise will burn an average of 2.5 calories per
minute. Use the following chart to determine the amount of calories you will burn while 
exercising at a low intensity level: 

Your Weight (in pounds) Calories per Minute 

100-125 1

126-150 1

151-200 2

201-250 2

251-300 3

301-400 4

Over 400 5

Begin incorporating low-intensity exercises for at least 20 minutes a day, 3–4 days a week. 
Gradually work your way up to the next exercise level (medium-intensity). There are many low-
intensity exercise options, including: 

• Gardening (raking leaves, pulling weeds, light shoveling, etc.)
• Housework (vacuuming, sweeping/mopping, cleaning windows, etc.)
• Walking
• Painting
• Washing the car



Medium Intensity:
For individuals comfortable with beginning a more active exercise program

Exercising at a medium-intensity level requires the use of large muscle groups (such as the 
back, chest, legs, and buttocks). At a medium-intensity level, exercisers work at 65–75 percent
of their maximum heart rate.  

To calculate your maximum heart rate, subtract your age from 220. For example, if you are 30 
years old, your maximum heart rate is 190 (220 – 30 = 190). At a medium-intensity level, you 
should exercise anywhere between 124–143 beats per minute (0.65 x 190 = 124; 0.75 x 190 = 
143). Medium-intensity exercise burns an average of 7.5 calories per minute depending on your
weight.  

Use the following chart to determine the number of calories you will burn using medium-
intensity level exercises: 

Your Weight (in pounds) Calories per Minute 

100-125 3

126-150 5

151-200 7

201-250 8

251-300 9

301-400 10

Over 400 11

There are a wide variety of medium-intensity exercises you can do on a regular basis. These 
exercises are not only beneficial for losing weight – they also help prevent heart disease, lower
blood pressure, reduce the risk of developing diabetes, and improve psychological well-being.  

Once you have become comfortable working out at a low-intensity level, incorporate medium-
intensity exercises at least 3–4 days per week. Begin with a comfortable time frame of 15–20 
minutes per day, and gradually work your way up to at least 45 minutes a day, 4–5 days per 
week. 

Examples of medium-intensity exercises include:
• Brisk walking
• Bicycling
• Sports (tennis, basketball, swimming, etc.)
• Dancing (square dancing, salsa, swing, etc.)
• Hiking



High Intensity:
For regular exercisers looking to step things up

High-intensity exercise is not for beginners. These exercises are recommended for individuals 
who exercise daily, and have either hit a plateau or are looking for something more intense to
incorporate into their exercise routine. At a high intensity exercise level, you are exercising at 
75–85 percent of your maximum heart rate.  

To calculate your maximum heart rate, subtract your age from 220. For example, if you are 30 
years old, your maximum heart rate is 190 (220 – 30 = 190). At a high-intensity level, you should
exercise anywhere between 143–162 beats per minute (0.75 x 190 = 143; 0.85 x 190 = 162). 
High-intensity exercise burns an average of 14.3 calories per minute depending on your weight. 

Use the following chart to determine the number of calories you will burn using high-intensity
level exercises: 

Your Weight (in pounds) Calories per Minute 

100-125 7 

126-150 9 

151-200 12 

201-250 14 

251-300 16 

301-400 20 

Over 400 22 

Many exercisers will alternate high-intensity workouts into their weekly schedule. These 
exercises are also helpful to those who have hit plateaus in their exercise routine and have 
stopped losing weight. If you exercise at a medium-intensity level 4–5 days a week, you may
want to try including small amounts of high-intensity exercises. 

Examples of high-intensity exercises include:
• Running
• Briskly climbing stairs
• High-level aerobics class
• Indoor cycling (or spinning)
• Jumping rope
• Strength/Weight training

WARM UP AND COOL DOWN
Intense exercises should include a warm-up and a cool-down period. Warm-up and cool-down 
should be 5–10 minutes each, and include a low-level activity such as walking. After warming up
and cooling down, it is important to incorporate a series of stretches. Each stretch should be 
held slowly for 20–30 seconds (without bouncing), and include each major muscle group 
challenged during the workout. 


