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SOURCE NOTE

This guide was rebuilt from a coaching explanation about rep targets, RPE, RIR, fatigue control,
double progression, and progressive overload. Client-specific context was removed. The result
is a standalone educational system.
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READ THIS FIRST
Before the reps, before the load jumps, before the logbook, understand what
you are trying to control.

Most lifters think progression means adding weight every week. That is one version of progression,
but it is not the whole system. A productive mesocycle is repeated exposure to a stimulus that is
hard enough to create adaptation, organized in a way that fatigue remains understandable.

The goal of this guide is not to create a fake-perfect model. Exercise science supports broad
principles, but it cannot perfectly predict how one person will respond to one exact program.
Research gives the starting framework. The logbook individualizes it.

THE EVIDENCE STANDARD

A claim belongs here only if it is supported by resistance-training research, follows from basic
physiology and repeatable logbook observation, or works as a coaching rule that manages
uncertainty rather than pretending to eliminate it.

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL DO
It will explain how to interpret rep ranges, use RPE and RIR, understand why reps often fall across
sets, run double progression, manage fatigue accumulation, and apply progressive overload without
treating it like a magic phrase.

WHAT THIS BOOK WILL NOT DO
It will not promise a universal perfect rep range, a guaranteed weekly load jump, or one progression
rate for every lifter. The better model is less dramatic and more useful: apply a repeatable stimulus,
measure the response, and adjust one variable at a time.
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WHAT A MESOCYCLE
ACTUALLY IS
A mesocycle is a training block long enough to create a trend, but short enough
to manage fatigue.

A mesocycle is usually a multi-week phase of training built around a specific goal. In hypertrophy
training, the goal is to accumulate enough high-quality work to stimulate muscle growth while
keeping fatigue from outrunning recovery.

The useful way to think about it is not calendar time. The useful way to think about it is signal and
fatigue. Every hard set sends a training signal. Every hard set also creates some fatigue. A good
mesocycle lets the signal repeat long enough to matter while keeping fatigue manageable.

THE BLOCK HAS A JOB
A hypertrophy mesocycle establishes repeatable exercises, gives the lifter a progression target, and
creates enough consistency that week-to-week comparisons are meaningful. When exercises, rest
periods, rep ranges, and technique change constantly, the logbook becomes hard to interpret.

WHY THE FIRST WEEKS SHOULD NOT BE THE HARDEST
Starting a block at maximum effort makes the rest of the block harder to read. If week one is
already failure on every set, fatigue accumulates early and performance may stagnate before the
block creates a useful trend. A better approach is to start with reps in reserve and move closer to
failure across the block.

COACHING LOGIC

Early weeks should create practice and stimulus without immediately spending all recovery
resources. Later weeks can move closer to failure once exercise selection, technique, and
loading are established.

Week Effort Target Practical Meaning

1 About 3 to 4 RIR Learn the movements, choose loads, leave room to progress.

2 About 2 to 3 RIR Add reps or load where the logbook justifies it.

3 About 1 to 2 RIR Hard work begins. Rep drop across sets may become clearer.
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Week Effort Target Practical Meaning

4 About 0 to 1 RIR Highest effort week for most movements, especially safer isolation work.

5 optional 0 to 1 RIR or deload decision Continue only if performance and joints are holding up.
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THE TRAINING SIGNAL
Hypertrophy training works when the muscle experiences enough hard tension
repeatedly enough to adapt.

Reps, load, RPE, and RIR are not magic numbers. They are proxies. They help estimate whether the
muscle is receiving a sufficiently challenging stimulus and whether fatigue is changing the output.

Research does not support the idea that one narrow rep range is uniquely hypertrophic. Low,
moderate, and high loads can all build muscle when sets are taken sufficiently close to failure,
although heavier loads are more specific to maximal strength and very high-rep work can become
limited by discomfort or cardiovascular fatigue.

LOAD
How heavy the
external resistance is.

REPS
How much output was
produced before the
set ended.

RIR
How close the set was
to failure.

REST
Whether comparisons
are actually fair.

WHY PROXIMITY TO FAILURE MATTERS
As a set gets closer to failure, the body has to recruit more available motor units to continue
producing force. This is one reason training close to failure is useful for hypertrophy. But close does
not always mean absolute failure. Meta-analytic research has not consistently shown that failure is
superior to non-failure training when volume is equated, and failure can add fatigue and discomfort.

THE MINIMUM USEFUL STANDARD

A set is probably useful if it lands within the planned rep range, uses consistent technique, and
reaches the planned proximity to failure. A set is probably too easy if the lifter could have
performed many more clean reps and there is no meaningful local fatigue.
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REPS ARE NOT THE TARGET
The rep range tells you how heavy the load should be. It does not replace effort.

A common mistake is treating the rep range as the actual goal. If the program says 12 to 15 reps,
the goal is not simply to stop at 15. The goal is to choose a load that places the set in that range at
the intended effort level.

A 6 to 8 rep range usually points to heavier loading. A 12 to 15 range usually points to moderate
loading. A 15 to 20 range usually points to lighter loading. The rep range is a loading bracket, not
proof that the set was hard enough.

THE PROBLEM WITH PERFECT REPS ACROSS EVERY SET
If a lifter performs 15, 15, and 15 with the same load, the same rest period, and the same
technique, it often suggests the first sets were not close to the intended effort target. That does not
automatically make the work useless. It means the set may have had more reps in reserve than
planned.

When a load is appropriately challenging and rest periods are consistent, reps often fall across sets
because fatigue from the first set reduces output on later sets. The exact drop varies, but the
direction makes physiological sense.

Rep Range What It Usually Means Progression Bias

6 to 8 Heavier loading, more strength-specific practice. Small load jumps matter more.

8 to 12 Moderate loading, broad hypertrophy utility. Reps and load both work well.

12 to 15 Moderate-light loading, useful for many machine
and isolation movements.

Add reps before load.

15 to 20+ Lighter loading, often useful for safer isolation
work.

Avoid stopping early just because the range is
high.

PRACTICAL RULE

If you hit the top of the range across all planned sets with clean technique and the planned
effort, increase load next time. If the next load jump is too large, keep the load and progress
reps first.
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RPE, RIR, AND FAILURE
RPE measures perceived exertion. RIR estimates how many clean reps were
left.

RPE stands for rating of perceived exertion. In resistance training, it is usually anchored to proximity
to failure. A 10 RPE means no more clean reps were available. A 9 RPE means roughly one rep was
left. An 8 RPE means roughly two reps were left.

RIR stands for reps in reserve. It asks the same question from the opposite direction: how many
more clean reps could you have performed before failure? Because of that, RIR is often more
concrete for lifters than a general effort rating.

RPE and RIR describe the same effort from opposite directions

RPE 6
~4 RIR

RPE 7
~3 RIR

RPE 8
~2 RIR

RPE 9
~1 RIR

RPE 10
0 RIRUse either scale consistently. RIR is often easier because it asks: how many clean reps were left?

WHY THEY ARE NOT IDENTICAL IN PRACTICE
RPE is a subjective rating. RIR is also subjective, but it forces the lifter to estimate a specific rep
count. Both become more accurate with experience, especially when a lifter occasionally trains
close enough to failure to calibrate what failure actually feels like.

FAILURE IS A TOOL, NOT THE WHOLE PROGRAM
Training to failure can be useful, especially on stable isolation movements where technique
breakdown has lower cost. It is less useful as a default for every compound lift, every set, every
week. Failure increases fatigue, may degrade technique, and can make later work worse.

THE STANDARD

Use RPE or RIR to control the distance from failure. Use failure selectively, not automatically.
The goal is not to prove effort. The goal is to create recoverable, repeatable, hard training.
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WHY REPS SHOULD FALL
Rep drop across sets is one of the simplest signs that fatigue is behaving
normally.

Imagine a lifter performs a true hard set of 12 reps with a consistent two-minute rest period. If they
use the same load again and take the next set equally close to failure, it is normal for performance
to drop. The first set creates local fatigue. The second set starts from a less recovered state.

The exact rep drop is not universal. Exercise selection, muscle group, training status, rest duration,
load, cardiovascular demand, sleep, and nutrition all influence it. The principle is what matters:
under similar conditions, hard sets tend to reduce output on later sets.

WHEN REP DROP IS USEFUL INFORMATION
A small, predictable drop often tells you the set was hard enough and fatigue is accumulating in a
manageable way. For example, 12, 10, and 9 may be a reasonable pattern when the first set was
genuinely hard.

WHEN REP DROP BECOMES A PROBLEM
A massive drop can mean the first set was too close to failure for that phase, the load was too
heavy, rest was too short, or the exercise is creating more fatigue than the rest of the workout can
absorb.

Pattern Likely Meaning First Adjustment

12, 12, 12 Early sets may be too far from failure, or load may be
too light.

Check RIR honesty. Add load if all sets
are at the top.

12, 10, 9 Normal fatigue pattern for hard, comparable sets. Keep progressing if technique is stable.

12, 7, 5 Fatigue may be too high, rest too short, or load too
aggressive.

Increase rest or reduce load slightly.

WHY THIS MATTERS

Rep fall is not something to fear. It is a readout. If the rep fall is predictable, you can manage it.
If it is random, the program needs more standardization.
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DOUBLE PROGRESSION
Double progression solves the problem of load jumps that are too big to force
every week.

Double progression means you progress across two variables. First, you add reps within a
prescribed range. Once you can perform the top of the range with clean technique and the planned
effort, you increase load. After the load increase, reps usually fall back toward the lower end of the
range. Then the process repeats.

Double progression decision path

1 Pick a load that lands in the range

2 Add reps while technique and effort stay honest

3 Reach the top of the range across target sets

4 Increase load by the smallest practical jump

5 Let reps fall, then rebuild again

WHY THIS WORKS ESPECIALLY WELL WITH DUMBBELLS AND
MACHINES
Some exercises have large load jumps relative to the lifter. Going from 15-pound dumbbells to
20-pound dumbbells is a 33 percent jump. That is too large to force just because the calendar
changed. In that scenario, adding reps first is more rational than forcing the heavier dumbbell and
losing the target stimulus.

EXAMPLE

Week Load Reps Decision

1 15 lb 12, 11, 10 Keep load and build reps.

2 15 lb 14, 13, 12 Keep load. Progress is happening.

3 15 lb 15, 15, 14 One more rep needed on final set.

4 15 lb 15, 15, 15 Increase load next week.
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Week Load Reps Decision

5 20 lb 10, 9, 8 Rep drop is expected after the load jump. Rebuild.

THE LOGIC

Do not add load because you want the spreadsheet to look aggressive. Add load when the
current load no longer places you in the target range at the target effort.



COSTA FITNESS LLC | THE MESOCYCLE PROGRESSION BLUEPRINT 12

C H A P T E R 07

PROGRESSIVE OVERLOAD
Progressive overload is the relationship between adaptation and the stimulus
needed to keep adapting.

Progressive overload is often described as the cause of hypertrophy. That wording can be
misleading. A more precise model is that progressive overload is both a programming strategy and
a visible product of adaptation. As the body adapts, the same work becomes less disruptive and less
stimulative. To keep the stimulus high enough, training must progress over time.

If a lifter repeats the exact same load, reps, technique, range of motion, and effort forever, the body
eventually has less reason to adapt. The stimulus that once challenged the system becomes
normal.

WHAT CAN PROGRESS
● More load for the same reps and effort.
● More reps with the same load and similar effort.
● More high-quality sets when recovery supports it.
● Better technique or range of motion with the same load.
● The same output with lower RPE, showing improved efficiency or adaptation.

THE COMPARISON HAS TO BE FAIR
A bigger number is only meaningful if the variables are comparable. If rest periods changed,
technique shortened, range of motion changed, or effort was lower, the apparent progression may
not represent a better training stimulus.

PRACTICAL STANDARD

Progress when you can. Hold when you should. Reduce when fatigue or technique says the
cost is too high. Good progression is not aggressive for its own sake. It is the smallest useful
increase that keeps the stimulus effective.
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FATIGUE ACCUMULATION
Fatigue is not failure. Fatigue is the cost of the stimulus.

Fatigue accumulation is the gradual build-up of training stress across sessions and weeks. Some
fatigue is necessary because hard training creates disruption. The problem is not fatigue by itself.
The problem is fatigue rising faster than the lifter can recover from it.

Mesocycle dynamics: stimulus rises, fatigue rises, performance becomes the readout

Week 1 Week 3 Week 5
Stimulus target Accumulated fatigue Performance expression

LOCAL FATIGUE VS SYSTEMIC FATIGUE
Local fatigue is specific to the trained muscle or movement. Systemic fatigue is broader: sleep feels
worse, motivation drops, joints ache, and multiple lifts decline. Local fatigue can often be managed
by exercise order, rest, or volume. Systemic fatigue may require a broader reduction in training
stress.

WHY STANDARDIZATION MATTERS
If one week you take sets to failure, the next week you stop five reps short, and the next week you
change rest periods, the logbook becomes hard to interpret. You cannot tell whether a change came
from adaptation, effort, rest, or fatigue.

THE DELOAD DECISION

Do not deload because one workout was bad. Deload because the trend says fatigue is now
interfering with the goal of the block: performance is declining across multiple lifts, joints are
irritated, sleep and motivation are worsening, or technique is breaking down.
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VOLUME, SETS, AND LOAD
More work can build more muscle, but only when it is recoverable and specific
enough to count.

Training volume is one of the strongest programming levers for hypertrophy. Research generally
supports a dose-response relationship where more weekly sets can produce more growth, at least
up to a point. But this does not mean endless volume is better. Volume has a cost.

Every added set increases both stimulus and fatigue. If the added set is high-quality and
recoverable, it may help. If it reduces performance, irritates joints, or makes the next session worse,
it may be more cost than benefit.

SETS ARE NOT ALL EQUAL
A hard set close to failure is not the same as a warm-up set. A set with clean technique is not the
same as a set where the target muscle stops being the limiting factor. A direct set for a muscle is
not the same as an indirect set that only involves it secondarily.

WHEN TO ADD OR REDUCE SETS

Signal Likely Move

Performance climbing, soreness manageable, joints
fine.

Hold volume or progress slowly.

Performance flat but effort inconsistent. Fix execution before adding volume.

Performance flat, effort consistent, recovery good. Consider a small volume increase.

Performance falling, joints irritated, motivation low. Reduce volume or deload.

LOAD SELECTION

Load should be heavy enough that the set reaches the planned rep range near the planned
RIR. If 12 to 15 reps are assigned and the lifter can do 22, the load is too light. If they can only
do 7 clean reps, the load is too heavy for that prescription.
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RUNNING THE BLOCK
The simplest system is usually the one that gets followed correctly.

A progression system should remove decisions, not create more of them. The lifter should know
what to do before the set starts and what the result means after the set ends.

STEP 1: LOG THE VARIABLES THAT MATTER
Track exercise, load, reps, sets, RIR or RPE, and any major notes about technique, pain, or rest
period changes. You do not need a novel. You need enough information to compare next week
honestly.

STEP 2: USE THE REP RANGE AS THE LOADING BRACKET
Choose a load that lands in the assigned range at the target effort. If the target is 8 to 12 reps at 2
RIR, the correct load gets you roughly in that range while leaving about two clean reps available.

STEP 3: PROGRESS REPS BEFORE LOAD
On most exercises, keep the load until you can reach the top of the rep range with the planned
effort and clean technique. Then increase load by the smallest practical jump.

STEP 4: WATCH THE FATIGUE PATTERN
Across the block, the same load may produce fewer reps at the same RIR because fatigue is
accumulating, or more reps because adaptation is outpacing fatigue. Neither single result tells the
whole story. The trend across exercises and weeks does.

Weekly Review Question Why It Matters

Did load or reps improve under comparable
conditions?

This is the clearest sign that the current stimulus is productive.

Did RPE rise faster than performance improved? Fatigue may be masking adaptation.

Did any exercise create joint irritation? The exercise may need a swap, load change, or volume
reduction.

Did fatigue make later sessions worse? The block may be accumulating too quickly.
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TROUBLESHOOTING
Most progression problems are loading, effort, fatigue, recovery, or comparison
problems.

I HIT THE SAME REPS EVERY SET
You may be too far from failure on the early sets, resting much longer than expected, or using a
load that is too light. Keep technique and rest consistent, then increase load if all sets are at the top
of the range.

MY REPS FALL TOO MUCH
The load may be too heavy, the first set may be too close to failure, rest may be too short, or the
exercise may be placed too late in the session. Fix rest and loading before assuming you are
under-recovered.

I CANNOT ADD WEIGHT
Add reps. If the available load jump is too large, forcing the jump can push you out of the target
range. This is why double progression exists.

MY VOLUME LOAD DROPPED
Do not panic. Volume load only means something in context. If technique improved, range of motion
increased, the exercise changed, or the rep range changed, the raw number is not a clean
comparison.

I FEEL STRONGER BUT THE LOGBOOK IS FLAT
Check whether fatigue is masking performance. Late in a mesocycle, strength may not express
cleanly until fatigue drops. Also check whether sleep, food, stress, or soreness changed.

I DO NOT KNOW WHETHER TO DELOAD
Use trends. One bad workout is noise. Multiple bad workouts across different movements, paired
with joint irritation or poor recovery, is a signal.

THE RULE

Adjust the smallest variable that explains the problem. Do not rewrite the whole program when
a load selection issue would fix it.
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EDUCATIONAL DISCLAIMER
This guide is educational and is not medical advice. People with injuries, pain, medical conditions, or unusual
symptoms should work with a qualified professional.
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RUN THE BLOCK.
READ THE LOG.
ADJUST THE VARIABLES.
Progression is not guessing. It is controlled exposure, honest tracking, and small
adjustments made from real data.

AUTHOR ONLINE COACHING

Bernardo Costa - Costa Fitness LLC @costafitnessllc In-person and online coaching in Allen,
TX and worldwide


