
 

ACSM Fellows David Nieman, Dr.P.H., and Keri Denay, M.D., share 
insights in this article that discusses when to resume exercise after you 
have COVID-19. 
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For Adam Harmon, Covid-19 began with a bad headache. Then came the 

fever and muscle pains. “I felt really achy for a day or two,” says the 31-year-

old Park City, Utah–based endurance athlete. Harmon has been a triathlete, 

“semicompetitive” bike racer, and runner for years, but in the months before 

he caught Covid-19 in November 2020, he’d been mostly running and 

cycling to stay in shape and get outside. The virus knocked him out, and for 
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about a month he experienced a cough and a diminished ability to smell and 

taste. He also noticed symptoms of “Covid toes,” a problem linked to 

impaired circulation that made his fingers and toes feel cold, “almost like I 

had frostbite,” Harmon says. He waited a month after his symptoms 

subsided before resuming exercise. But even then, he felt residual effects of 

Covid toes, which caused discomfort when he ran and was bad enough for 

him to cut short a ski outing because he couldn’t keep his toes and fingers 

warm. 

Giving the body time to repair 

As researchers are learning more about the novel coronavirus, important 

questions about resuming exercise after Covid-19 — and how to do it safely 

— remain unanswered. “This is a new disease,” says Philip Skiba, MD, a 

sports physician and physiologist at Advocate Aurora Health System in 

Illinois. “As physicians, we have had to sort of make it up as we go along.” 

“What worries us is that this is indicative of permanent damage to the lungs, 

like there’s actually been scarring.” 

Despite missing data, experts agree that before returning to normal exercise 

after Covid-19, it’s crucial that the body has enough time to repair. Research 

has shown that SARS-CoV-2 wreaks havoc on many organs, but particularly 

on the heart and lungs — organs that are crucial during exercise. Returning 

to high-intensity activities too soon could potentially worsen tissue damage 

in these organs, doctors fear. 



Avoiding heart and lung damage 

Myocarditis, an inflammation of the heart, is one potential consequence of 

Covid-19 that experts have described in the past few months. “You can get 

myocarditis from any viral infection, but because [Covid-19] is so new and 

widespread, we’re being extra cautious with it,” says Keri Denay, MD, a 

family and sports physician at the University of Michigan. Straining the 

heart with exercise while it’s fighting an infection could make matters a lot 

worse. 

For a study published in JAMA Cardiology in September, researchers from 

Ohio State University imaged the hearts of 26 college athletes (from track, 

football, soccer, lacrosse, and basketball) who had tested positive for Covid-

19. They found evidence of myocarditis in 15% of the athletes — a result that 

worried the study authors. Myocarditis is “a significant cause of sudden 

cardiac death in competitive athletes,” the study’s authors wrote. 

 
Coronavirus May Be a Blood Vessel Disease, Which Explains Everything 
Many of the infection’s bizarre symptoms have one thing in common 
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Lung damage after Covid-19 is another concern. Stressing the lungs with 

exercise could make it harder for the body to repair the Covid-19 injury. 

According to experts, the challenge is that the persistent lung problems that 

appear after Covid-19 seem different from other inflammatory lung 

problems and don’t respond to the standard medications. “What worries us 
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is that this is indicative of permanent damage to the lungs, like there’s 

actually been scarring,” Skiba says. 

One unanswered question is whether the heart and lung damage doctors are 

seeing with Covid-19 will be permanent or whether the body will heal and be 

over it, says David Nieman, director of Appalachian State University’s 

Human Performance Lab. Another open question is whether people who 

test positive but never get sick can still develop heart or lung damage. 

Anyone with a fever of 100.5 degrees Fahrenheit or higher should not 

participate in sports or engage in vigorous exercise. 

Right now, the safest advice is to use caution, Skiba says. “There’s no harm 

in going slow and taking more time off. We know that’s probably not going 

to make things worse for you.” 

How to return to exercise safely 

Anyone with a fever of 100.5 degrees Fahrenheit or higher should not 

participate in sports or engage in vigorous exercise, Denay says. “That goes 

for Covid-19 and any other viral infection.” She advises patients who have 

tested positive for Covid-19 to abstain from exercise if they have any 

symptoms. 

But even if you tested positive for Covid-19 and don’t experience symptoms, 

it’s wise to take it slow. One concern is that you could have some mild, 
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unnoticed damage to your lungs or heart, and your body needs all its 

resources to repair this before you go taxing it with exercise. 

Last October, a panel of experts published a guidance document in 

the British Journal of Sports Medicine on returning to play sports after 

Covid-19. This guidance advises waiting a minimum of 10 days after the 

onset of symptoms (or a positive test in asymptomatic cases) before 

engaging in any exercise. 

From there, you should slowly return to normal activity over the course of 

another week, beginning with just 15 minutes of activity at no more than 

70% of maximum heart rate for at least two days. If that goes well, then the 

guidelines say it’s okay to start increasing activity, but never by more than 

15 minutes per day. 

“It’s a reasonable, step-wise way to return,” Skiba says. 

Anyone with underlying medical conditions that affect the heart or lungs, 

like high blood pressure or asthma, should work with their doctors to make 

an individualized plan for returning to exercise after being ill with Covid-19, 

Denay says. Even if you were previously healthy, it’s still a good idea to 

discuss your return-to-play plan with your doctor. 

Devastating consequences 

Skiba has worked with numerous college and professional athletes who are 

trying to return to play sports after a bout of Covid-19. He says that getting 
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back to where they were can be challenging, especially for endurance 

athletes, whether they’re elite or not. “It’s not a small struggle,” Skiba says. 

“I’ve seen college runners who were 17-minute five-kilometer runners now 

running 30 minutes [for the same distance].” 

“That little downturn in fitness can be regained, but if it’s myocarditis or 

lung damage, it may never be regained. It’s better to be safe.” 

Returning to activity before the body has fully fought off any viral infection 

can potentially have devastating consequences. Nieman has worked with 

approximately 50 people over the past few decades who were once very good 

athletes and then developed a chronic fatigue–like syndrome that made 

them feel as if they’d fallen off a cliff. “It’s an overtraining state that’s 

prolonged, and they can’t shake it,” Nieman says, and he suspects that it 

often starts with a viral infection. “Covid-19 reminds me of those cases. If 

you get any systemic virus with a fever, whether the flu or Covid-19, no 

exercise should be done at that time — you should just rest.” 

 
The Emerging Links Between Covid-19 and Chronic Fatigue Syndrome 
Chronic fatigue syndrome may hold keys to understanding post-Covid 
syndrome 
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That little downturn in fitness can be regained 

After reading accounts of college athletes developing myocarditis from 

Covid-19, Harmon, the Park City runner, decided to take extra precautions 
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while returning to his normal activities. He waited a month after his 

symptoms subsided before slowly returning to exercise. He began with easy 

jogging on a treadmill and has been gradually working his way back to his 

normal workouts. “I haven’t done any high-intensity training, and I don’t 

plan to for a while,” he says. With the pandemic still putting a damper on 

most racing, Harmon doesn’t have a near-term event he’s training for, so 

he’s taking it slowly. 

Harmon’s approach mirrors the one Nieman advocates. “I understand how 

painful it is to take a week off from training, but right now it’s all about 

health,” Nieman says. “That little downturn in fitness can be regained, but if 

it’s myocarditis or lung damage, it may never be regained. It’s better to be 

safe.” 
 


