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INTRODUCTION
________________

The National Federation of Professional Trainers (NFPT) would like to welcome you to the world 
of personal training! Interestingly enough, the personal training industry is only about 40 years 
old. Personal training started with only a small number of people who were either preparing for 
a serious bodybuilding competition, or employed by wealthy elite; obviously, a lot has changed 
since the introduction of personal training into mainstream fitness – personal training is now a 
booming multi-billion dollar business. You can hardly step foot into a gym, at any hour of the 
day or night, and not see someone working with a personal trainer. You’ll also see trainer’s 
clients in all types of shapes and sizes, with vastly different goals and needs. This isn’t a one size 
fits all business. As a personal trainer, you will need to use a variety of exercises, motivational 
techniques, and business logic to be successful in this profession.  

About NFPT
NFPT was founded in 1988 with a mission, in part, to provide foundational, comprehensive and 
applicable education to aspiring personal fitness trainers. This NFPT Study and Reference Manual 
has been designed around fundamental exercise science concepts and independent research 
that will complement current trainer knowledge at any level of fitness experience or academic 
background. NFPT education strives to equip personal trainers with tools and resources that 
add to the development of individual trainer skill sets. Successful completion of the NFPT 
certification program will provide you with an industry recognized credential that supports your 
ability to offer safe and effective fitness training services to apparently healthy individuals.

Since 2005, NFPT’s personal trainer certification program has been accredited by the National 
Commission for Certifying Agencies (NCCA). Accreditation of the NFPT personal trainer 
certification program assures highly esteemed recognition, authority and reliability of the NFPT 
certification credential in the fitness industry. NFPT policies and processes for examination 
development and delivery, organizational governance, certification maintenance and more have 
been reviewed and approved by third party standard setting organizations. NFPT will continue to 
support industry wide efforts that further public and government respect, trust and confidence 
in fitness trainer certification.

Manual Scope and Organization
This manual is designed to provide you the tools that are essential to being a personal trainer. 
It is not meant to be a complete scientific study, but rather a tool for learning the fundamental 
elements and methodologies of personal fitness training. We’ll cover the aspects of health, 
fitness and the human body that will make for a well-rounded and comprehensive experience 
through this learning material. NFPT does offer various continuing education courses so that you 
can go deeper into the learning of specific subject areas, but, with this manual, we will strive 
to give you the step-by-step learning of the concepts that will  keep your personal training safe, 
effective and successful. 

The NFPT Study and Reference Manual is a recommended tool for exam preparedness because it 
provides a foundation for learning and a reinforcement of necessary trainer skill sets. We highly 
recommend that you are familiar with the exercise principles and concepts that are provided 
in this text because they are important to successful job performance; however, understand  
that the NFPT Certified Personal Trainer (CPT) exam is an all-encompassing assessment that is 
derived from industry research and on-the-job expectations of personal fitness trainers, it is not 
constructed from one textbook exclusively; therefore, NFPT encourages a variety of educational 
resources for developing and growing in your profession. 
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The NFPT – CPT exam, and respective credential, acts as a measurable demonstration of your 
fitness training knowledge, skills and abilities (KSAs). This NFPT Study and Reference Manual will 
try to keep things simple and focused on what will aid you in being a successful personal trainer. 
It has not been designed specifically for the purpose of passing the certification exam. The focus 
of this manual is personal trainer responsibilities, or a scope of practice, that includes the 
following:

•	 enhancement of overall health and well being to the apparently healthy population that is 	
	 appropriate for the individual
•	 identification of potential risk factors associated with exercise, using protocols for medical 	
	 release or referral when needed
•	 implementation of appropriate fitness program based on physical screening, health 		
	 consultation, consistent evaluation and reasonable goals of the client
•	 promotion of the safe and effective use of fitness equipment, techniques and program 	
	 design 
•	 application of fundamental exercise science and fitness program design principles in a 
	 one on one or small group setting
•	 motivation, support and teaching of clients and fitness enthusiasts in an effort to improve 	
	 levels of fitness and maintain an enhanced health and well-being 

What is a personal trainer?
Before we get started on the knowledge and concepts that you should be familiar with as a NFPT 
Certified Personal Trainer (CPT), we want to discuss what it means to be a NFPT – CPT , “what is 
the role of a personal trainer”? 

Let’s start here… 

A personal fitness trainer is a health and fitness professional possessing the knowledge, skills and 
abilities for safe and effective exercise and fitness program design, instruction and assistance for 
the purpose of training his or her client to reach personal health and fitness goals. 

Now, thanks to television shows and celebrities who hire personal trainers, the career of 
the personal trainer has a high profile in today’s culture. Unfortunately, the depiction of this 
profession is often distorted and/or misunderstood. For example, some people judge a trainer 
only by how he or she looks when, in actuality, things like passion, purpose, caring and coaching 
are key qualities, above most others, in fitness professionals. A focus and work ethic, driven 
by the qualities that motivate you, and coupled with the right credentials, education and 
experience, will have the biggest positive impact to long-term success in the fitness industry. To 
help you recognize your future role as a personal trainer, be familiar with your scope of practice 
and follow the procedures that are permitted as standard for the certified personal fitness 
trainer. As the result of your learning and growth in the fitness profession, through education 
and training, you should be able to successfully and consistently demonstrate the following:

1.	 Knowledge of human anatomy and the concepts of functional exercise, basic nutrition and 	
	 basic exercise science
2.	 An ability to design individual and group exercise programs tailored to the needs 	
	 of specific clients
3.	 An ability to conduct and understand the need and importance of screening and 
	 client assessment, initially and progressively
4.	 An ability to execute individual fitness program design in a safe and effective way
5.	 A desire to help clients reach their health and fitness goals through appropriate 
	 cardiovascular, flexibility and resistance exercise
6.	 An ability to motivate others to improve their overall fitness and health
7.	 A dedication to maintaining integrity and your own personal health and fitness
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A good personal trainer delivers safe, effective, fun and interesting workouts (in that order) to 
all fitness training clients. The training programs you develop should be varied and progressive, 
and geared toward improving your clients’ health and wellness. As a trainer, you should be 
enthusiastic and supportive, so that your clients remain interested and stimulated, which helps 
ensure they stick with the program – and with you. While personal trainers often assume 
multiple roles with their clients, including being a coach, cheerleader and sometimes confidant, 
there are some things that personal trainers should avoid. For example, it is NOT expected or 
appropriate for a personal trainer to:

1.	 Give medical advice, physical therapy advice or attempt to make a medical 
	 diagnosis
2. 	 Provide more than general nutritional advice 
3.	 Provide body massage to clients
4.	 Serve as a psychological counselor to clients
5.	 Have a romantic relationship with a client
6.	 Push personal preferences for fitness goals on clients who do not seek out
	 those same goals
7. 	 Push product or extended services for financial gain that is not in the overall best interest or 	
	 demonstrable benefit to the client

Avoiding these areas mentioned will help you to stay within your scope and maintain a high 
degree of professionalism as a personal trainer. 

After Certification: Continuing Education
As a certified fitness professional, you will need to meet certain continuing education 
requirements after the initial certification process in an area that you take interest in; this will 
help you to stay current in the fitness industry, advance your skills and knowledge base, and 
learn new approaches to fitness training. 

Continuing education (CE) acts to evaluate and validate the continued competency of a 
trainer’s current, applicable knowledge; it is a necessary part of personal and professional 
development. Many times, this may simply mean attending educational workshops, conferences 
and/or courses. Giving attention and consistency to your professional development will keep 
you current, refreshed and is extremely beneficial to your career. CE is more than just a 
recertification requirement - it means going beyond the initial CPT credential to serve your 
clients in the best way possible. At NFPT, we do offer our own in-house CE programs and 
processes that will keep your certification on track and current. 
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Whether you take a NFPT CE course, or not, we encourage you to stay within your personal 
training scope of practice at all times. While you may know some tips and tricks in one specialty 
area or another, without the proper education and/or credential for dispensing such advice, you 
will put yourself and your clients at risk. Remember, a certified personal trainer is an expert on 
the “healthy side” of the equation; you are not a nutritionist, massage therapist or guidance 
counselor unless you have taken the proper courses and earned the respective title for your 
specialty area. Continuing to learn is an essential element to ensure that you make the safest 
and most effective programming choices, and for your long-term success as a personal trainer.

The Evolution of Personal Training Education
There will always be new ways of looking at the same subject, especially as new knowledge 
and technology is discovered. The field of exercise goes through these perspective shifts as 
well; but, a lot of times, we notice that these shifts involve a ‘going back to basics’ philosophy. 
For example, the term “functional training” or “functional exercise” is being applied to many 
areas now. Some of these “functional” programs are really just complex, destabilized training 
that is not truly functional; yet there are other programs that do address the human system in 
a logical, stepwise manner and can be considered truly “functional”. By definition, functional 
training focuses on movements or exercises that improve a person’s ability to complete their 
daily activities or to achieve a specific goal. Therefore, success with this type of training is best 
established by first going back to basics, as is the case in all specialty areas.

As a personal trainer, you need to build your fitness knowledge on foundational properties that 
keep your “house” firm and grounded. Avoid jumping into a rush to train someone using the 
techniques of the latest popular trend without first being fully comfortable with basic principles. 
Listen and understand the individual needs of the client, you will most often find that it is the 
foundational fitness principles that will best assist him or her in reaching their goals. Just like in 
the nutrition field, where more and more attention is being focused on the individuality of the 
client/patient and how they respond to a given nutrient, exercise or lifestyle change, personal 
training is also about the individual. It is this careful attention to the individual client that 
warrants the term “personal” training. 

The fitness industry has transitioned back to basic training equipment and apparatus as well, 
and for good reason. Free weights, heavy ropes, suspension and body weight training devices, 
dumbbells, balls, tubes and bands are all simple but effective ways to develop functional 
movement and promote weight loss as well as tone muscles. But, as you know, or will learn in 
this course, no matter what equipment you use, the client must first be assessed. The “personal” 
aspect of training should come before the actual training; you have to start by getting to know 
the needs, limitations and realistic goals of your client. We will provide you with the tools and 
the information that you need to properly assess your clients - but, remember, as a personal 
trainer, you have a very high level of responsibility, and liability, that must be taken into account 
every time that you take on a new client. You are working with a very complex “machine”, the 
human body, and the more that you know about how it “runs” for your client, the better off you 
and your client will be. 

To be sure that your clients are ready and able to begin a training program, use professional 
assessment documents like the “Cardiovascular Risk Profile” and the “PAR-Q & You” forms 
as a starting place for uncovering any areas of concern with your clients. These assessment 
documents, and others, will be covered in the Consultation Guidelines section of this manual. It 
is often these simple client assessments that will detect weakness and imbalances, and that will 
keep you and your clients safe. After a general health assessment is done, and you’re given the 
“good to go” from the assessments, the physician’s release and the client waiver of liability, it’s 
time for a fitness assessment using the basic training elements that will guide you in establishing 
a sound baseline for where your client is currently, and where you want to take them in the 
future. 
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After you have completed your thorough assessments of health and readiness, and after you 
have developed a fitness activity plan/program, it will then be time to start addressing the basic 
issues of postural alignment and how to get the most out of the movements by using the proper 
form. You may even want to consider specialty areas of training for techniques like myofacial 
release and corrective exercise that may be beneficial for your clients. There are also specialty 
areas for heavy lifting programs that include core training, balance training, and multi-joint 
muscular endurance training that would be good for you to know when working with a specific 
client base. 

This manual addresses the areas that we consider to be fitness fundamentals; we will keep 
a focus on the skills and knowledge areas that will assist you in being a better trainer, above 
all else. Of course, there is a revolution of sorts in the fitness industry, given the amount of 
available technology at our fingertips. Fitness consumers have all kinds of product available to 
them that will do everything short of shrinking down their trainer to miniature size to put in 
their pocket and take everywhere they go – there’s probably an app for that! Then there are 
videos and video games, offering the convenience of an at-home fitness atmosphere to appeal 
to the video age that we now live in; though fitness videos have been available to consumers 
for decades, they are an entirely different animal now and more available in an instant. Just 
remember this: the evolution of this industry through technology will never replace a person - 
hence, the “personal” trainer. It will no doubt make fitness programming and tracking a much 
more convenient thing to do for the consumer, and for you as well – so you would do well to 
learn and embrace the tools that new technologies have afforded us – but no matter the fancy 
gadgetry, you will always be able to better determine what a client needs individually and 
how to motivate them to get it; an app can’t stream inspirational consciousness and personal 
accountability. 

Remember, the job of a good trainer is to deliver a safe, effective, fun, and interesting workout 
(in that order). So, very basically, your job is to keep your clients from injury and to give them 
a workout that actually improves their health and performance, is fun for them to do, and 
stimulates their interest to keep coming back and trying new things and exploring new areas or 
activities. 

If you are reading this education manual so that you may better prepare for the NFPT 
personal trainer certification exam, we recommend the additional reading of the ‘NFPT Exam 
Content Outline’ as a checklist for your studies. This document is an outline of the specific 
subject matter that you can expect to find on the NFPT - CPT exam; it is located within the 
supplemental NFPT Study Guide for your convenience. Please note that this manual will cover 
some of the many intricacies of the make-up, systems and functions of the human body so 
that you may have a more well-rounded understanding of how our bodies work. This does 
not mean that memorizing the higher level science concepts or fine prints of the provided 
charts and tables will benefit you directly on the exam; but we do believe that a deeper 
level approach to some of the more science-based subjects will give you a greater cognitive 
understanding and appreciation for health, the human body and the respective successes of 
your fitness conscious clients. 

We can’t teach all of the qualities that will make you a successful personal trainer, some of these 
are inherently you – like enthusiasm, leadership, dependability and trustworthiness. If these 
characteristics describe you and who you strive to be, and you have the desire to keep learning 
and growing, then you are already on your way to being a great personal fitness trainer - now 
let’s get started!
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