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You're not feeling great. You have a sore throat, stuffy head, and runny nose. But you 

feel like you could maybe log a few road miles. Should you? Whether you're a low-key 

exerciser or a competitive athlete, knowing when to work out if you don't feel well can be 

difficult. When you have an infection such as a cold, "stomach flu," or contagious skin 

condition, you (and, often, your doctor) need to decide how exercise might affect your 

health, your performance, and the health of others. Of course, it's also good to avoid 

infection in the first place. 

The first question to ask your infected body is if you need to push it. When your body is 

fighting an infection, your performance and fitness benefits will likely be less than 

optimal, so why bother? Missing a few days of training is not the end of the world - and 

it may even be a better option. And if you're a competitive athlete, taking yourself out 

may be the best thing for the team. Sometimes, though, physical activity helps you feel 

better. For example, working out can sometimes temporarily clear a stuffed-up head 

when you have a cold. 

So if you think exercise might help, or if you can't bear to miss a workout, do a "neck 

check" of your symptoms. If your symptoms are located "above the neck"--a stuffy or 

runny nose, sneezing, or a sore throat, for example-then exercise is probably safe. But 

start at half speed. If you feel better after 10 minutes, you can increase your speed and 

finish the workout or game. If you feel miserable, though, stop. 

On the other hand, your "neck check" may reveal "below-the-neck" symptoms. Avoid 

intense physical activity if you have any of these symptoms: muscle aches, hacking 

cough, fever of 100°F or higher, chills, diarrhea, or vomiting. Exercising when you have 

below-the-neck symptoms may mean, at best, that you'll feel weak and dehydrated. 

Worse, you may risk such dangerous conditions as heatstroke (dangerously high body 

temperature) and heart failure. 

You can resume exercising when "below-the-neck" symptoms subside. However, when 

recovering from an illness that prevented you from working out, it's important to ease 

back into activity gradually. A good rule of thumb is to exercise for 2 days at a lower-

than-normal intensity for each day you were sick. 

 


