
A P P E N D I X  B ACE Personal Trainer

Certification
Examination 

Content Outline

For the most up-to-date version of the
Exam Content Outline please go to 
www.acefitness.org/PTexamcontent 

and download a free PDF.

         



A C E  P e r s o n a l  T r a i n e r  C e r t i f i c a t i o n  E x a m  C o n t e n t  O u t l i n e 499APPENDIX B

PURPOSE

In July 2005, the American Council on
Exercise® (ACE®) and CASTLE Worldwide,
Inc. conducted a role delineation study to
identify the primary tasks performed by
personal trainers. The fundamental pur-
pose of this study was to establish and vali-
date appropriate content areas for the
ACE Personal Trainer Certification
Examination. The result of this process
includes this exam content outline, which
sets forth the tasks, knowledge, and skills
necessary for a personal trainer to perform
job responsibilities at a minimum profes-
sional level. It is the position of ACE that
the recommendations outlined here are
not exhaustive to the qualifications of a
personal trainer but represent a minimum
level of proficiency and theoretical knowl-
edge. Please note that not all knowledge
and skill statements listed in the exam con-
tent outline will be addressed on each
exam administration.

DESCRIPTION

An ACE-certified Personal Trainer works
in a health/fitness facility or in another
appropriate setting administering individ-
ualized physical activity programs to
asymptomatic individuals or those who
have been cleared by a physician. ACE-cer-
tified Personal Trainers will be competent
to assess a client’s health/medical/fitness
status effectively; design safe and effective
physical activity programs utilizing goal set-
ting, exercise science principles, and safety
guidelines; implement the exercise pro-
gram safely and effectively; modify the pro-
gram as necessary to achieve reasonable
goals; and adhere to all codes, laws, and
procedures applicable within the recog-
nized scope of practice for personal train-
ers. The ACE Personal Trainer
Certification will be granted to those can-
didates who possess current adult CPR, are
at least 18 years of age, and obtain the
minimum passing score on an entry-level
examination measuring ACE-identified
competencies. This certification is appro-
priate for individuals working one-on-one,
with small groups, or as floor staff, etc. The
certification will be valid for a two-year
period, at which time it may be renewed.
Requirements for renewal will be obtain-
ing a pre-determined number of continu-
ing education credits (CECs) and paying
the applicable fee.

Attention Exam Candidates!
When preparing for an ACE certification exam, be aware that the material presented in this manual, or any
text, may become outdated due to the evolving nature of the fitness industry, as well as new developments
in current and ongoing research. These exams are based on an in-depth job analysis and an industry-wide
validation survey. By design, these exams assess a candidate’s knowledge and application of the most
current scientifically based professional standards and guidelines. The dynamic nature of this field requires
that ACE certification exams be regularly updated to ensure that they reflect the latest industry findings and
research. Therefore, the knowledge and skills required to pass these exams are not solely represented in
this or any industry text. In addition to learning the material presented in this manual, ACE strongly
encourages all exam candidates and fitness professionals to keep abreast of new developments, guidelines,
and standards from a variety of valid industry sources.

The ACE Personal Trainer Exam includes a
Written Simulation portion that is designed to
test the decision-making ability of the candidate.
The problems in the exam are intended to
simulate, as closely as possible, the types of
situations that an actual certified personal
trainer may encounter in a professional setting.
Please visit www.acefitness.org to learn more.
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Table 1: Exam Content Outline: Personal Trainer Certification

Applied Exercise Science

Performance Domain Total Items Anatomy and Physiology (33) Nutrition (20) Psychology (22)
Biomechanics (40)

Client Interview 40 14 11 7 8
and Assessment

Program Design 41 14 12 7 8
and Implementation

Program Progression, 34 12 10 6 6
Modification and Maintenance

Professional Role 10 0 0 0 0
and Responsibility

Total: 125 40 33 20 22

The Examination Content Outline is
essentially a blueprint for the exam. All
exam questions are based on this outline,
which may also be found in the appendix
in the ACE manual. 

DOMAINS, TASKS AND KNOWLEDGE 
AND SKILL STATEMENTS

A Role Delineation Study completed for
the Personal Trainer certification first
identified the major categories of respon-
sibility for the professional. These cate-
gories are defined as Domains and it was
determined that the profession could be
divided into four Performance domains,
or major areas of responsibility. These per-
formance domains are: 

• Domain I: Client Interview and
Assessment

• Domain II: Program Design and
Implementation

• Domain III: Program Progression,
Modification and Maintenance

• Domain IV: Professional Role and
Responsibility

The Personal Trainer, in performing
their job, draws upon knowledge from
four foundational sciences called Content

domains. The content domains include all
exercise science topics important to the
competence of the Personal Trainer in ful-
filling the performance domains. These
foundational sciences are:

• Anatomy and Biomechanics
• Physiology
• Nutrition
• Psychology
Within each performance domain are

Task Statements that detail the job-related
functions under the specific domain. Each
task statement is further divided into
Knowledge and Skill Statements to further
detail the scope of information required
and how that information is applied in a
practical setting for task statement.

The domains are presented in two
dimensions:

• Performance domains that exist verti-
cally for client interview and assess-
ment; program design and
implementation; program progression,
modification and maintenance; and
professional role and responsibility

• Content domains that exist horizontal-
ly for  anatomy and biomechanics;
physiology; nutrition; and  psychology



A C E  P e r s o n a l  T r a i n e r  C e r t i f i c a t i o n  E x a m  C o n t e n t  O u t l i n e 501APPENDIX B

DOMAIN I – CLIENT INTERVIEW 
AND ASSESSMENT 32%

Task 1 - Establish rapport and program value using
effective communication and listening tech-
niques to build trust, confidence, and enthusi-
asm and to maximize program participation.
(Chapters 13–15)

Knowledge of:
Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Communication techniques (e.g.,
active listening, appropriate eye con-
tact, reflecting and other attending
behaviors, nonverbal and verbal com-
munication)

2. Effective interviewing techniques
(e.g., open-ended questioning, clari-
fying, paraphrasing, probing, sum-
marizing)

3. Factors that build and enhance rap-
port (e.g., empathy, genuineness,
nonjudgmental responses, client
confidentiality)

4. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect communication,
lifestyle, dietary habits, and personal
and interpersonal behavior (e.g., com-
mon assumptions, misconceptions,
complicating factors)

5. Environmental factors that affect com-
munication (e.g., location, noise, tem-
perature, distractions, sense of privacy)

6. Psychological factors that influence an
individual’s self-image and their
impact on the communication process

7. Each interaction as an opportunity to
enhance or improve an individual’s
lifestyle

8. Communication technology (e.g., soft-
ware, email, Website, telephone)

Skill in:
Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Selecting an appropriate environ-
ment for consultation sessions

2. Applying interviewing and commu-
nication techniques (e.g., active lis-
tening)

3. Respecting the client’s personal
characteristics (e.g., gender, age,
cultural/ethnic background) in all
communication

4. Building rapport
5. Avoiding behaviors that are detri-

mental to building rapport (e.g.,
prejudicial statements, negative
body language, and unproductive
assumptions with regard to the
client’s body size, eating habits, past
successes/failures with weight man-
agement)

6. Interpreting body language and rec-
ognizing incongruities between ver-
bal and nonverbal behaviors

7. Identifying stage of behavioral
change

8. Enhancing the perceived value of
lifestyle modification for the client 

9. Using technology as a communica-
tion tool

Task 2 - Assess client attitudes, preferences,
motivations, and readiness for behavior
change using questionnaires and interviews to
set appropriate program goals and to identify
potential barriers and unrealistic expectations.
(Chapter 13)

Knowledge of:
Nutrition (Chapter 4)

1. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect dietary habits

2. Potential barriers to healthful
dietary choices and weight manage-
ment

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Communication techniques (e.g.,

active listening, appropriate eye
contact, reflecting and other attend-
ing behaviors, nonverbal and verbal
communication)



2. Effective interviewing techniques
(e.g., open-ended questioning, clari-
fying, paraphrasing, probing, sum-
marizing)

3. Factors that build and enhance rap-
port (e.g., empathy, genuineness,
nonjudgmental responses, client
confidentiality)

4. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect communication,
lifestyle, dietary habits, and personal
and interpersonal behavior (e.g.,
common assumptions, misconcep-
tions, complicating factors)

5. Environmental factors that affect com-
munication (e.g., location, noise, tem-
perature, distractions, sense of
privacy)

6. Psychological factors that influence an
individual’s self-image and their
impact on the communication
process

7. Factors that indicate a client’s readi-
ness to change

8. Appropriate forms and assessment
tools

Skill in:
Nutrition (Chapter 4)

1. Identifying potential barriers to
healthful dietary choices and weight
management

Psychology (Chapter 15)
2. Applying interviewing and communi-

cation techniques (e.g., active listen-
ing, empathy)

3. Respecting the client’s personal char-
acteristics (e.g., gender, age, cultur-
al/ethnic background) in all
communication

4. Interpreting body language and recog-
nizing incongruities between verbal
and nonverbal behaviors

5. Avoiding behaviors that are detrimen-
tal to building trust (e.g., prejudicial
statements, body language, assump-
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tions with regard to body size, eating
habits, past successes and failures
with weight management, activity his-
tory, and ability)

6. Identifying stage of behavioral
change

7. Using stage-specific strategies for
facilitating behavior change

8. Administering appropriate forms and
assessment tools

Task 3 - Obtain health and exercise history and
lifestyle information (e.g., nutrition habits, activ-
ity) using questionnaires, interviews, and avail-
able documents to determine risk stratification,
to identify the need for medical clearance and
referrals, and to facilitate program design
(Chapters 5, 6 & 11)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)

5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and
muscle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g., cen-
ter of gravity, base of support, propri-
oception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)



3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Cardiovascular risk factors, risk strati-
fication, and industry guidelines

5. Appropriate precautions with respect
to prescription and nonprescription
drugs

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Appropriate allied health profession-

als to use as referrals (e.g., registered
dietitians, physicians)

2. Physical and psychological signs and
symptoms that might indicate the
need for referral

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Communication techniques (e.g.,

active listening, appropriate eye con-
tact, reflecting and other attending
behaviors, nonverbal and verbal com-
munication)

2. Effective interviewing techniques
(e.g., open-ended questioning, clari-
fying, paraphrasing, probing, , sum-
marizing)

3. Factors that build and enhance rap-
port (e.g., empathy, genuineness,
nonjudgmental responses, client
confidentiality)

4. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect communication,
lifestyle, dietary habits, and personal
and interpersonal behavior (e.g.,
common assumptions, misconcep-
tions, complicating factors)

5. Environmental factors that affect
communication (e.g., location, noise,
temperature, distractions, sense of
privacy)

6. Psychological factors that influence
an individual’s self esteem and body
image (e.g., anorexia, bulimia, body
dysmorphia) and their impact on the
communication process

7. Appropriate data collection forms
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Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Applying knowledge of anatomy and
biomechanics to the interpretation of
health history data

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Identifying and taking appropriate

precautions with respect to prescrip-
tion and nonprescription drugs

2. Identifying conditions based on
observation and those addressed 
on the health history and lifestyle
questionnaires

3. Stratifying risk and identifying the
need for referral

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Recognizing physical and psychologi-

cal conditions that might indicate the
need for referral

2. Recognizing the need to refer clients to
appropriate allied health professionals

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Applying interviewing and commu-

nication techniques (e.g., active lis-
tening)

2. Respecting the client’s personal char-
acteristics (e.g., gender, age, cultur-
al/ethnic background) in all
communication

3. Avoiding behaviors that are detrimen-
tal to building trust (e.g., prejudicial
statements, body language, assump-
tions with regard to body size, eating
habits, past successes and failures with
weight management, activity history,
and ability)

4. Identifying stage of behavioral change
5. Managing time during the interview

and data collection processes

Task 4 - Conduct appropriate baseline assess-
ments (e.g., posture, function, cardiores-
piratory fitness, muscular strength and
endurance, flexibility, body composition,



heart rate, blood pressure, diet,
lifestyle) based on the client interview,
questionnaire information, and stan-
dardized protocols to establish a safe,
effective exercise program and to track
changes over time.
(Chapters 5 & 6)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact and
reaction forces, lever classes, muscle
and force production)

5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and mus-
cle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g., cen-
ter of gravity, base of support, proprio-
ception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromuscu-

lar, musculoskeletal, cardiorespiratory,
cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal dis-
eases and conditions (e.g., diabetes,
osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Acute physiological responses to exer-
cise testing with consideration for
individual differences (e.g., age, gen-
der, disease, environmental condi-
tions)

5. Normal and abnormal responses dur-
ing physiological assessment

6. Effects of medications on physiologi-
cal responses during testing
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7. Factors that affect body composition
8. Standardized testing protocols, their

intended use and limitations
9. Signs indicating the need for test ter-

mination

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Appropriate dietary assessment proto-

cols and their uses (e.g., 24-hour diet
recall, food logs, food frequency
questionnaires)

2. Limitations of dietary data (e.g.,
inaccurate reporting, inaccurate
recording)

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Communication techniques (e.g.,

active listening, appropriate eye con-
tact, reflecting and other attending
behaviors, nonverbal and verbal com-
munication)

2. Factors that build and enhance rap-
port (e.g., empathy, genuineness,
nonjudgmental responses, client con-
fidentiality)

3. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect communication,
lifestyle, dietary habits, and personal
and interpersonal behavior (e.g.,
common assumptions, misconcep-
tions, complicating factors)

4. Motivating and demotivating factors
of fitness testing

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Assessing posture and movement
2. Assessing static and dynamic balance
3. Monitoring movement patterns dur-

ing fitness testing

Physiology (Chapter 1)
1. Selecting and administering a variety

of physiological assessments (e.g.,
cardiorespiratory, muscular strength
and endurance, body composition,
flexibility)
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2. Monitoring client responses during test
administration (e.g., blood pressure,
heart rate, RPE)

3. Measuring and recording exercise test-
ing data accurately

4. Recognizing responses that indicate the
need for test termination 

5. Terminating exercise tests safely

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Administering appropriate dietary

assessment protocols
2. Collecting nutrition data

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Empathizing with the client’s lack of

experience, knowledge, or expertise in
exercise methods and techniques

2. Modifying communication style and
content appropriate to the client
(e.g., learning style, sensory limita-
tions, educational background, pri-
mary language)

DOMAIN II - PROGRAM 
DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION 33%

Task 1 - Interpret the results of the client interview
and assessment by evaluating responses and data
to facilitate goal setting and the design of a safe
and effective exercise and lifestyle program.
(Chapters 5 & 6)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscular,
musculoskeletal, cardiovascular, respi-
ratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)
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5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and
muscle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespi-
ratory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Data interpretation using standard-
ized norms

5. Relationship between BMI, waist-to-
hip ratio, and circumference mea-
sures to body weight and
determination of appropriate body
weight

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Methods for interpreting client

assessment data in relation to estab-
lished guidelines

2. Limitations of dietary assessment
data

3. Applicable guidelines and standards
published by accepted organizations
(e.g., American Dietetic Association,
US Department of Agriculture,
American Heart Association)

Psychology (Chapter 15)
1. Factors that indicate a client’s readi-

ness to change
2. Underlying motives that initiate pro-

gram participation

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)



1. Evaluating musculoskeletal assess-
ment data

Physiology (Chapter 1)
1. Interpreting physiological data rela-

tive to standardized norms

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Evaluating the client’s diet history,

interview, and observations relative
to accepted guidelines

2. Applying relevant standards and
guidelines published by accepted
organizations

3. Accounting for the limitations of
dietary data

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Identifying stage of behavioral
change

2. Identifying client goals, perceived
and unperceived needs, and expecta-
tions for change

3. Helping the client to clarify and
refine needs and motivations

Task 2 - Establish specific client goals using the
interpretation of interview and assessment
results and current standards to provide pro-
gram direction.
(Chapters 13 & 14)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 &

3)
1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-

lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)
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5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and
muscle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g., cen-
ter of gravity, base of support, propri-
oception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Expected physiological adaptations to
exercise

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Principles of nutrition and weight

management for goal setting

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Principles of goal setting
2. Potential obstacles and challenges

that may interfere with goal setting
and goal attainment

3. Psychological and social factors that
impact goal setting in the develop-
ment of safe and effective programs

4. Communication styles and presenta-
tion techniques that assure collabo-
rative goal setting based on the
client’s needs, preferences, and
expectations

5. Behavior change principles in goal
setting

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Using musculoskeletal assessment
results for goal setting and reinforce-
ment



Physiology (Chapter 1)
1. Setting appropriate timeframes for

goal attainment in accordance with
industry standards

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Applying the principles of nutrition and

weight management to goal setting

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Assisting the client in setting personal
goals based on the SMART framework

2. Guiding the goal setting process to
address short- and long-term goals

3. Helping the client identify potential
barriers to goal attainment

4. Using communication styles and pre-
sentation techniques that assure col-
laborative goal setting based on the
client’s needs, preferences, and
expectations

Task 3 - Apply appropriate exercise principles
(e.g., frequency, intensity, duration, type) for
cardiorespiratory fitness, muscular strength
and endurance, and flexibility using current
standards and appropriate techniques to devel-
op a safe and effective exercise program.
(Chapters 7–12)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes
of motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact and
reaction forces, lever classes, muscle
and force production)

5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and mus-
cle imbalances)
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6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapter 1)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromuscu-

lar, musculoskeletal, cardiorespiratory,
cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal dis-
eases and conditions (e.g., diabetes,
osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. ACSM guidelines for frequency, inten-
sity, duration, and type for cardiores-
piratory, muscular strength and
endurance, and flexibility programs

5. Principles of fitness (e.g., overload,
specificity, diminishing returns, recov-
ery, progression

6. Techniques for measuring and moni-
toring cardiorespiratory intensity

7. Techniques for developing resistance
training programs (e.g., periodiza-
tion, progression)

8. Techniques for aerobic and anaerobic
training programs (e.g., intervals,
steady state, tempo, low-intensity long-
duration programs)

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Recognizing muscle functions, weak-
nesses, and imbalances

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Designing individualized programs in

accordance with clients’ goals for aer-
obic and anaerobic fitness, muscular
strength and endurance, flexibility,
and posture consistent recognized
standards (e.g., ACSM, ACE, NSCA)

2. Applying principles of fitness to indi-
vidualized exercise programs



3. Measuring intensity and calculating
target training zones for cardiorespi-
ratory fitness

Task 4 - Implement appropriate lifestyle modifi-
cation strategies (e.g., stress management,
nutrition, smoking cessation) using industry
standards and best practices to improve quality
of life and goal attainment.
(Chapters 11, 12 & 18)

Knowledge of:
Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)

1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-
cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Physiology of cardiorespiratory and
digestive systems

5. Physiological responses to lifestyle
changes

6. Physiological changes with age

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Appropriate application, safety, and

effectiveness of various weight man-
agement techniques

2. Safe and effective weight loss methods
and quantities

3. Different approaches to weight loss 

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Communication techniques (e.g.,
active listening, appropriate eye con-
tact, reflecting and other attending
behaviors, nonverbal and verbal com-
munication)

2. Factors that build and enhance rap-
port (e.g., empathy, genuineness,
nonjudgmental responses, client con-
fidentiality)
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3. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-
ences as they affect communication,
lifestyle, dietary habits, and personal
and interpersonal behavior (e.g.,
common assumptions, misconcep-
tions, complicating factors)

4. Motivating and demotivating factors of
exercise and exercise environments

5. Stress management techniques

Skill in:
Physiology (Chapter 1)

1. Educating and communicating about
physiological improvements with
lifestyle changes

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Helping clients identify sources of stress
2. Helping clients identify their reac-

tions to stress
3. Recognizing the motivating and

demotivating factors of exercise and
exercise environments

Task 5 - Incorporate functional exercise (e.g., bal-
ance, agility, and core) in accordance with sci-
entific research to improve movement
efficiency, activities of daily living, and overall
physical performance.
(Chapters 8, 9 & 12)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes
of motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact and
reaction forces, lever classes, muscle
and force production)

5. Posture and movement (e.g., postural
and muscle imbalances)



6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromuscu-

lar, musculoskeletal, cardiorespiratory,
cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespiratory,
metabolic, and musculoskeletal dis-
eases and conditions (e.g., diabetes,
osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease)

3. Population-specific considerations (e.g.,
youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Neuromuscular adaptations to func-
tional exercise

5. Physiological demands of activities of
daily living

6. Differences in neuromuscular adapta-
tions to functional training across the
lifespan and in chronic disease

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Selecting and integrating appropriate
methods for functional exercise (e.g.,
balance, agility, core) based on the
client’s needs

2. Implementing safe and effective exer-
cise programs to address muscle weak-
ness and imbalance

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Adapting functional exercises to the

individual based on current neuromus-
cular ability and/or limitations

Task 6 - Teach safe and effective techniques
using a variety of methods and resources to
attain desired results and to promote lifestyle
modification.
(Chapter 11)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)
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1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes
of motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)

5. Posture and movement (e.g., postur-
al and muscle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapter 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromuscu-

lar, musculoskeletal, cardiorespiratory,
cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal dis-
eases and conditions (e.g., diabetes,
osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Musculoskeletal injury prevention
5. Physiological effects of overtraining

and undertraining
6. Reliable resources to promote desired

results and promote lifestyle modifica-
tion (e.g., authoritative websites, train-
ing manuals from respected
organizations, textbooks)

7. Physiological effects of lifestyle modifi-
cation (e.g., smoking cessation, stress
management, nutritious eating plan)

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Healthful food and beverage selec-

tions at home, in restaurants, and at
the grocery store based on food
guidelines, food labels, methods of
preparation, and key words on menus



2. Nutritional requirements during
physical activity (e.g., hydration,
energy needs)

3. Supplements, weight loss products,
and fad diets and the associated
risks of each

4. Concepts of energy balance, includ-
ing dietary intake and expenditure

5. Different approaches to weight man-
agement and/or body composition
change

6. Dietary guidelines emphasizing bal-
ance, variety, and moderation

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Learning styles (e.g., visual, verbal,
kinesthetic)

2. Verbal and nonverbal communica-
tion

3. Learning theories

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Teaching proper use of a variety of
equipment and offering appropriate
feedback

2. Teaching safe and effective exercise
techniques and offering appropriate
feedback

Physiology (Chapter 1)
1. Designing safe and effective exercise

and lifestyle modification programs
that improve physiological systems

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
2. Approximating caloric intake and

expenditure
3. Explaining concepts related to nutri-

tion and weight management
4. Selecting healthful foods and bever-

ages at home, in restaurants, and at
the grocery store based on food
guidelines, food labels, methods of
preparation, and key words on
menus
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5. Implementing appropriate nutritional
strategies during physical activity
(e.g., hydration, energy needs)

6. Educating clients to supplements,
weight loss products, and fad diets
and the associated risks of each

7. Applying the concepts of energy bal-
ance, including dietary intake and
expenditure

8. Applying dietary guidelines emphasiz-
ing balance, variety, and moderation

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Empathizing with the client’s lack of
experience, knowledge, or expertise
in exercise methods and techniques

2. Modifying teaching style and content
appropriate to the client’s personal
characteristics

Task 7 - Promote program adherence by apply-
ing the principles of motivation to maintain
interest in physical activity and achievement
of program goals.
(Chapters 13 & 14)

Knowledge of:
Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)

1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-
cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Client education about physiology as a
tool for motivating clients to work at
appropriate levels

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Self efficacy as it relates to exercise
participation

2. Common barriers to program com-
pliance (e.g., time, energy, money)



3. Psychological effect of exercise pro-
gram participation

4. Locus of control as it relates to pro-
gram adherence and motivation

5. Principles of reinforcement and
punishment

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Accepted industry standards and

weight management planning to
educate and motivate clients

Skill in:
Physiology (Chapter 1)

1. Educating clients on the response of
physiological systems to various lev-
els of training

Nutrition (Chapter 4)

1. Using accepted industry standards
and weight management planning
to educate and motivate clients

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Recognizing the client’s needs,
expectations, fears

2. Identifying barriers that influence
program adherence

3. Manipulating factors to maximize
adherence

4. Recognizing the personal trainer’s
influence on the client’s adherence

5. Providing appropriate reinforcement

DOMAIN III - PROGRAM 
PROGRESSION, MODIFICATION, 
AND MAINTENANCE                       27%

Task 1 - Evaluate ongoing progress using assess-
ments, current standards, observation, and
client feedback and performance to provide
program direction and to optimize program
adherence.
(Chapters 6 & 14)
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Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes
of motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)

5. Static postural assessment and move-
ment analysis (e.g., postural and
muscle imbalances)

6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespi-
ratory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Physiological responses to chronic
training

5. Principles of progression as it relates
to cardiorespiratory, muscular fitness,
and flexibility training programs

6. Appropriate frequency for reassessment
7. Standardized testing protocols, their

intended use and limitations
8. Signs indicating the need for test 

termination
9. Current standards for training pro-

gression and weight loss

Nutrition (Chapter 4)

1. Appropriate dietary assessment proto-
cols, purposes, inherent risks, and ben-



efits (e.g., 24-hour diet recall, food
logs, food frequency questionnaires)

2. Methods for interpreting client
assessment data as it relates to estab-
lished guidelines

3. Applicable guidelines and standards
published by accepted organizations
(e.g., ADA, USDA, AHA, Institute of
Medicine)

4. Relationship between BMI, waist-to-
hip ratio, and circumference mea-
sures to body weight and
determination of appropriate 
body weight

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Self efficacy and locus of control as
they relate to program adherence

2. Communication and listening tech-
niques

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Assessing posture and movement in
comparison to baseline data

2. Assessing static and dynamic balance
in comparison to baseline data

3. Determining appropriate tests for
reassessment to compare with base-
line results

4. Evaluating data from musculoskele-
tal reassessment

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Identifying physiological responses

based on observation and feedback
during exercise

2. Selecting and administering a variety
of physiological assessments (e.g.,
cardiorespiratory, muscular strength
and endurance, body composition,
flexibility)

3. Monitoring client responses during
test administration (e.g., blood pres-
sure, heart rate, RPE)

4. Measuring and recording exercise
testing data accurately
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5. Recognizing responses that indicate
the need for test termination 

6. Terminating exercise tests safely
7. Determining whether rate of

progress is appropriate for the indi-
vidual based on the expected physi-
ological responses and current
standards

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Administering appropriate dietary

assessment protocols
2. Interviewing and collecting nutrition

data
3. Processing the client’s diet history,

evaluations, and observations, rela-
tive to accepted guidelines

4. Gathering, applying, and interpret-
ing applicable standards and guide-
lines published by accepted
organizations

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Recognizing the personal trainer’s
influence on the client’s adherence

2. Recognizing client misconceptions
about program progress

3. Communicating the results of the
reassessments to effectively promote
adherence 

4. Managing time in the data collection
process

Task 2 - Identify lapses and barriers to success
by reassessing baseline measures and evaluat-
ing compliance to redefine goals and to mod-
ify the program.
(Chapter 6, 11 & 14)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion



3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact and
reaction forces, lever classes, muscle
and force production)

5. Posture and movement 
6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g., cen-

ter of gravity, base of support, propri-
oception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespirato-
ry, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Principles of fitness (e.g., overload,
specificity, diminishing returns, recov-
ery, reversibility, progression)

5. How to modify the program based on
changes in fitness and health status

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Cultural, ethnic, and personal differ-

ences as they affect dietary habits
2. Potential barriers to healthful dietary

choices and weight management
3. Accepted industry standards and

weight management planning 

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Common barriers to program compli-
ance (e.g., time, energy, money)

2. Self efficacy and locus of control as
they relate to program participation
and adherence

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Identifying inappropriate movement
patterns that may impede progress or
adherence

2. Modifying exercise techniques as needed 
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Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Modifying program components to

accommodate fitness and/or health
status 

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Using accepted industry standards and

weight management planning
2. Avoiding prejudicial statements, nega-

tive and/or unproductive assump-
tions with regard to client body size,
eating habits, past successes and fail-
ures with weight management.

3. Identifying potential barriers to
healthful dietary choices and weight
management

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Identifying barriers and enhancers
that influence program adherence

2. Recognizing the client’s needs, desires,
expectations, and fears

3. Recognizing the personal trainer’s
influence on the client’s adherence

4. Providing appropriate reinforcement

Task 3 - Modify program goals using appropri-
ate educational and motivational techniques
to improve compliance and awareness of the
benefits of physical activity and a healthful
lifestyle.
(Chapters 11–14)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes of
motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact and
reaction forces, lever classes, muscle
and force production)

5. Posture and movement 



6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g., cen-
ter of gravity, base of support, propri-
oception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespira-
tory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnancy)

4. Physiological plateaus in cardiorespi-
ratory, resistance, and weight loss
programs

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Complexity of issues related to obesi-

ty, body size, eating disorders, and
related lifestyle factors

2. Safe and effective weight loss and
lifestyle change in regard to nutrition

3. Role of nutrition, supplements,
weight loss products, and fad diets,
their effect on weight management
and performance, and the associated
risks

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Strategies that facilitate behavior
change

2. Self efficacy and locus of control as
they relate to exercise participation

3. Principles of reinforcement and pun-
ishment

4. Principles of goal setting
5. Potential obstacles and challenges

that may interfere with goal setting
and attainment

6. Biological, psychological, and social fac-
tors that impact program compliance

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)
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1. Modifying exercise techniques to
promote goal attainment

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Identifying program components

that can be modified to promote a
positive training effect

2. Educating clients about the physio-
logical benefits of continued training

Nutrition (Chapter 4)
1. Communicating the benefits of

healthful nutrition to weight man-
agement and performance

2. Applying principles of nutrition to
redefine short- and long-term goals

Psychology (Chapter 15)

1. Assisting the client in reevaluating
and modifying goals

2. Helping the client recognize poten-
tial and actual barriers to adherence 

3. Assisting the client in developing cop-
ing strategies to overcome barriers

4. Enhancing the client’s self efficacy
through challenging yet manage-
able tasks

Task 4 - Implement progressions to the client’s
program as appropriate using established
methods and techniques to facilitate goal
achievement and long-term compliance.
(Chapters 7–10)

Knowledge of:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. General anatomy (e.g., neuromuscu-
lar, musculoskeletal, cardiovascular,
respiratory)

2. Anatomical position, muscle actions,
functional movements, and planes
of motion

3. Normal joint range of motion
4. Physical laws of motion (e.g., inertia,

acceleration, momentum, impact
and reaction forces, lever classes,
muscle and force production)

5. Posture and movement 



6. Static and dynamic balance (e.g.,
center of gravity, base of support,
proprioception)

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. General physiology (e.g., neuromus-

cular, musculoskeletal, cardiorespi-
ratory, cardiovascular, endocrine)

2. General physiology of cardiorespira-
tory, metabolic, and musculoskeletal
diseases and conditions (e.g., dia-
betes, osteoporosis, cardiovascular
disease)

3. Population-specific considerations
(e.g., youth, older adults, pregnan-
cy)

4. Appropriate rate of progression
according to established methods
and guidelines

5. Various methods of progression 
for aerobic, anaerobic, muscular
strength and endurance, and flexi-
bility training

Skill in:
Anatomy and Biomechanics (Chapters 2 & 3)

1. Implementing appropriate exercise
technique progressions

Physiology (Chapters 1 & 12)
1. Implementing appropriate exercise

progressions to facilitate long term
success

DOMAIN IV -  PROFESSIONAL 
ROLE AND RESPONSIBILITIES 8%

Task 1 - Maintain a professional trainer-client
relationship by adhering to legal require-
ments, professional boundaries, and stan-
dards of care and by operating within the
scope of practice, as defined in the ACE
Code of Ethics, to protect the client and to
limit liability.
(Chapter 18 & Appendices A & F)
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Knowledge of:
1. Professional boundaries pertaining

to the client-trainer relationship
2. American Council on Exercise Code

of Ethics
3. Accepted standards of care
4. Liability issues associated with acting

outside the appropriate standard of
care, scope of practice, and the
American Council on Exercise Code
of Ethics

5. Scope of practice
6. Professional ethics regarding tech-

nology and communication

Skill in:
1. Assessing areas of risk (e.g., client,

facilities, use of technology)
2. Identifying professional boundaries

based on professional and ethical
obligations

Task 2 - Treat all individuals with respect,
empathy, and equality regardless of weight,
appearance, ethnicity, nationality, sexual ori-
entation, gender, age, disability, religion,
marital status, socioeconomic status, and
health status to maintain integrity in all pro-
fessional relationships.
(Chapters 12, 13 & 18)

Knowledge of:
1. Abilities and limitations of various 

disabilities
2. Cultural differences related to pro-

fessional relationships
3. Acceptable and unacceptable behav-

ior related to individual differences
4. Personal issues and biases 
5. Qualities of respect, empathy, and

equality

Skill in:
1. Demonstrating compassion, empa-

thy, and respect for all individuals
2. Maintaining appropriate behavior

patterns regardless of personal
issues and biases



Task 3 - Maintain competence and professional
growth by staying current with scientifically
based research, theories, and practices to pro-
vide safe and effective services for clients, the
public, and other health professionals.
(Chapter 18 & Appendix A)

Knowledge of:
1. Available and credible continuing

education programs (e.g., confer-
ences, workshops, college/university
courses, teleseminars, online cours-
es, in-home study courses) and
providers

2. Appropriate and relevant scientifi-
cally based consumer and profes-
sional publications (e.g., journals,
books, texts, videos, DVDs, CDs,
online publications and resources)

3. Appropriate agencies and organiza-
tions that establish and publish sci-
entifically based lifestyle
modification standards and guide-
lines for the general public and spe-
cial populations (e.g., ACSM,
ACOG, USDA, OSHA, NIH, ADA,
NSCA, CDC)

4. American Council on Exercise con-
tinuing education requirements and
procedures

Skill in:
1. Recognizing credible resources

Task 4 - Exercise leadership by providing direc-
tion, motivation, and education and by mod-
eling exemplary behavior to establish an
environment for client success and to pro-
mote wellness in the community.
(Chapters 17 & 18)

Knowledge of:
1. General professional and business

practices (e.g., time management,
organizational skills, appropriate
attire, integrity)

2. Educational strategies to promote
client safety, program success, and
wellness in the community
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Skill in:
1. Demonstrating professional business

practices
2. Using appropriate educational

strategies to promote client safety,
program success, and wellness with-
in the community.

Task 5 - Maintain an environment of continual
safety by upholding industry standards to
reduce the risk of injury and liability.
(Chapters 16, 17, 18 & Appendix C)

Knowledge of:
1. Cardiopulmonary resuscitation

(CPR) and Automated External
Defibrillator (AED) procedures

2. Worksite emergency plan
3. Appropriate Emergency Medical

Service system activation
4. Basic first aid
5. Occupational Health and Safety

Administration guidelines regarding
blood borne pathogens

6. Procedures for safe equipment 
operation (e.g., sizing, usage,
inspection)

7. Industry standards for reducing risk
of injury

8. Factors that affect liability
9. How to communicate a sense of

security and safety to clients

Skill in:
1. Identifying and responding to emer-

gency situations
2. Identifying and responding to haz-

ards in training situations
3. Implementing the emergency plan

in a professional manner 
4. Communicating the rationale for

various techniques that limit the 
risk of injury 

5. Using equipment properly and safely

Task 6 - Develop risk management strategies in
accordance with recognized guidelines (e.g.,



IHRSA, ACE, ACSM, OSHA, NSCA, state
laws) to protect the client, personal trainer,
and other relevant parties.
(Chapter 18)

Knowledge of:
1. Negligence (comparative and con-

tributory) and liability laws as they
pertain to personal trainers

2. Intellectual property laws as they
apply to video, DVD, written materi-
als, Internet, music, copyright, and
trademark

3. Sources for and limitations of
waivers and informed consents

4. Appropriate professional and gener-
al liability insurance

5. Sexual harassment and discrimina-
tion laws

6. Components of a comprehensive
risk management program

7. Credible resources for risk manage-
ment strategies (e.g., McGraw,
Wong, ACSM, NSCA, OSHA,
IHRSA, ACE, IDEA, Fitness
Management, Athletic Business)

Skill in:
1. Complying with business laws and

regulations
2. Completing appropriate reports

(e.g., incident reports, accident
reports, equipment and facility
inspection forms, waivers, informed
consents)

3. Developing and maintaining an
appropriate risk management pro-
gram for a facility or business

4. Monitoring the client when exercise
or fitness assessments have been ter-
minated due to abnormal physiolog-
ical responses 

Task 7 - Document client-related data, communi-
cations, and progress using a secure record
keeping system in accordance with legal
requirements (e.g., HIPAA, FERPA) to main-
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tain continuity of care and to minimize liability.
(Chapter 16 & Appendix A)

Knowledge of:
1. Effective and confidential record

keeping
2. Confidentiality guidelines
3. Importance of maintaining and

implications of breaching client
confidentiality

4. All required paperwork and 
documentation (e.g., waivers,
informed consent, medical history,
health risk appraisal, client 
contracts)

Skill in: 
1. Maintaining confidentiality
2. Differentiating between confidential

and non-confidential documents
and information

Task 8 - Participate as a member of a referral
network by identifying professional contacts
and community resources to ensure the high-
est quality of service for clients.
(Chapter 18 & Appendix A)

Knowledge of:
1. Appropriate health and allied health

professions for outside referral
2. Appropriate forms and documents

required when communicating with
other health professionals in order
to maintain continuity of client care

Skill in: 
1. Identifying and networking with

appropriate health and allied health
professionals

2. Establishing a method for referrals
3. Creating a means of ongoing com-

munication and follow up with
appropriate professionals


