Training with Repetitions in Reserve (RIR)
Have you heard of RIR? Most people haven’t, but it is increasingly being used as a way to gauge training intensity and loading. Primarily used in resistance training, Repetitions in Reserve (RIR) helps ensure that you are training at the appropriate intensity while still maintaining proper form and technique.
Why is RIR important? Resistance training is commonly used to improve one or more of four primary characteristics: muscular endurance, hypertrophy, strength, and power. RIR provides a practical way to regulate training load, especially for hypertrophy and strength-focused programs.
When training for muscle hypertrophy, a target RIR of approximately 2–3 is commonly recommended. This means you finish the set feeling like you could still complete 2–3 additional repetitions before failure. When training for maximal strength, a lower RIR of around 1–2 is often used, meaning the set is taken closer to muscular failure while still maintaining proper technique.
So how should you use RIR? Let’s look at an example.
Your goal is to improve strength, and you are preparing to perform the barbell back squat. You plan to complete sets of 5 repetitions, which is a common repetition range for strength development.
You select an initial weight and complete 5 repetitions with relative ease. You feel as though you could have completed 8–10 total repetitions if necessary. Based on this result, the load is likely too light, so you increase the weight by 10–15 pounds.
On your next set of 5, the weight feels more challenging, but you still believe you could have completed 6–8 total repetitions. Again, the load is probably still slightly below your target intensity.
You then increase the weight by another 5 pounds. This time, the set of 5 feels challenging, but your technique remains solid. You finish the set feeling like you may have been able to complete 1–2 additional repetitions. Based on an RIR of 1–2, this would represent the “sweet spot” for strength-focused training.
Ideally, RIR should be applied primarily to compound barbell and dumbbell exercises such as squats, presses, deadlifts, and rows. However, in theory, it can be used with almost any resistance-training movement.
As you gain experience using RIR across different exercises, you will begin to develop a better understanding of appropriate loading and progression. Typically, 4–5 total sets are performed for major exercises. The first 1–2 sets are usually considered warm-up or preparatory sets and may have an RIR of 3 or greater. The remaining 2–3 sets are considered the primary “working sets,” where the load should align closely with the targeted RIR range.
Using RIR effectively allows you to train hard enough to stimulate adaptation while also managing fatigue and maintaining quality movement patterns. Over time, this can lead to more consistent progress in both strength and muscle development.


Table 1: RIR and RPE relationship to effort and training goals.
	RIR (Reps in Reserve)
	Rating of Perceived Exertion (1–10 Scale)
	Description of Effort
	Typical Training Goal

	5+ RIR
	RPE 5 or below
	Very light effort; many repetitions left in the tank
	Warm-up, recovery work, technique practice

	4 RIR
	RPE 6
	Comfortable working set; could perform ~4 more reps
	Endurance, movement quality

	3 RIR
	RPE 7
	Moderately challenging but controlled
	Hypertrophy, volume training

	2 RIR
	RPE 8
	Hard effort; only ~2 reps left
	Hypertrophy, strength development

	1 RIR
	RPE 9
	Very hard effort; maybe 1 more rep possible
	Maximal strength training

	0 RIR
	RPE 10
	Max effort; no additional reps possible
	Testing, near-max effort, failure training



