
BACKPACK RATING WORKSHEET

We use backpack ratings to give participants an indication of the degree of difficulty inherent in each backpack 
trip. There are many ways to calculate a backpack rating, and you must keep in mind that these ratings are 
somewhat subjective. They must be explained and then understood by trip participants in a manner with which 
they can blearly identify. It’s helpful to have a rating system that gives everyone the same context from which to 
view a trip. What means “strenuous” to one person can mean “easy” for another.

The overall difficulty of the trip is rated on a scale from 1 to 5, where 1 denotes the least difficult and 5 the most 
difficult trips.

Instructions:
Consider the following six factors for each day of the trip.
 1. Mileage: on-trail
 2. Mileage: Cross-country
 3. Ascent
 4. Descent
 5. Major pass crossing
 6. Campsite elevations

Use as many columns on the worksheet as there are days on the trip. Leave a blank column for each layover day

Mileages (Categories 1 and 2 below):
 
 On-trail miles are defined as: 
 a. mileage from days spent traveling only on-trail
 b. If the terrain is mixed (both on-trail and cross-country), only include the trail portion.

 Cross-country (off-trail) miles are defined as:
 a. Mileage from days spent only traveling cross country, or
 b. If the terrain is mixed, only include the cross country portion of that day.

The sum of on-trail and off-trail miles on a given day should be the total distance traveled for that day.

Ascent and Descent (Categories 3 and 4 below):
If the trip starts and ends at the same roadhead, the ascent and descent must be equal. Also, if the starting and 
ending roadheads are not at the same elevation, the difference in climb and descent should equal the difference 
in roadhead elevation.

When calculating ascent and descent, round up or down to the nearest 100 feet.

1. MIleage: On-Trail Note: If there is a mix of on-trail and cross-country travel for the same day, divide and 
record them separately (see category 2 below)

Points per day:  Under 5 miles=1 5 to 8 miles=3  8.1 to 12=6  over 12=12

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

MILES

POINTS



2. Mileage: Cross-Country

Points per day:  Under 3 miles=2 3 to 5 miles=5  5.1 to 8 miles=10 over 8 miles=18

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

MILES

POINTS

3. Ascent

Points per day: Under 1,000’=2 1,000’ to 2,000’=4 2,100’ to 3,000’=8 over 3,000’=16

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

FEET

POINTS

4. Descent

Points per day: Under 1,000’=1 1,000’ to 2,000’=2 2,100’ to 3,000’=3 over 3,000’=4

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

FEET

POINTS

5. Major passes to be crossed (Cross-country. Do not include minor saddles and ridge crossings.)

Points per day:  Use 4 points for each pass

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

POINTS



6. Campsite Elevations: Score campsite elevation each moving day and include ending trailhead elevation.

Points per day: Under 7,500’=1 7,500’ to 9,000’=2 9,100 to 10,000’=3 over 10,000’=4

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

FEET

POINTS

Summary Totals

Daily Point Score
Points for any single day should not exceed average daily points by more than 6. Exceptions to this would be a 
first day with a packer assist or a last day out with light loads.

DAY 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 TOTAL

POINTS

Total Points Score
Total Points divided by Number of “moving” days = Average Daily Rating Points
(sum of items 1-6)  (exclude layover days)  

––––––––––––––––          / ––––––––––––––––    =    ––––––––––––––––

Convert: Average Daily Rating Points to Trip Difficulty Rating

 Less than 8   1 (formerly “Light” or L)
 8 –10   2 (formerly “Light/Moderate” or LM)
 10.1–12   3 (formerly “Moderate” or M)
 12.1–14   4 (formerly “Moderate/Strenuous” or MS)
 More than 14   5 (formerly “Strenuous” or S)

Note: Borderline ratings may be raised to the next higher level if heavier pack wights are called for, or if snow, 
humidity, or special terrain conditions make a trip more difficult for the participants.


