During COVID-19 Pandemic
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OUTDOOR EXERCISE GUIDELINES
•

Limit outdoor group exercise meet-ups to less than
10 people.

•

Practice social distancing as much as possible by
maintaining a 6 ft (2 m) distance from others.

•

Bring a face covering; wear it if you cannot maintain
at least a 6 ft (2 m) distance from others (a good
option is to wear a buff/bandana around your neck,
making it easily deployable if necessary).
Please follow local guidelines for specific
mask wearing regulations in your area.

Lowest risk: Virtual-only activities, events,
and gatherings
More risk: Smaller outdoor and in-person
gatherings in which individuals from different
households remain spaced at least 6 feet
apart, wear cloth face coverings, do not share
objects, and come from same local area (e.g.,
community, town, city, or county).
Higher risk: Medium-sized in-person
gatherings that are adapted to allow
individuals to remain spaced at least 6 feet
apart and with attendees coming from outside
and the local area.

•

After exercise, wash hands or use hand sanitizer
with at least 60% alcohol.

•

Avoid drafting or running directly behind someone
else for more than a few minutes.

•

When exercising with others, run or ride side by
side (if possible) instead of single file. Avoid drafting
directly behind someone for more than a few
minutes.

•

In pools/open water, practice social distancing by
maintaining a 6 ft (2 m) distance from others.

•

Avoid crowded parks/trails/swimming areas.
Please refer to guidelines in your area for gathering in groups.

•

Avoid touching high-contact surfaces such as bathroom door handles, traffic stoplight buttons, gates,
etc. If you must touch high-contact surfaces, try to use your sleeve, elbow, or a glove, and wash your
hands or use sanitizer afterward.

•

Avoid touching your face, rubbing your eyes, or adjusting face coverings.

•

The virus can be spread easily by coughing, sneezing, and even talking. So, avoid the urge
to shout at your running/cycling partners as this can eject respiratory droplets and aerosols
containing the virus.

•

“Act as if…” it’s possible for people to spread COVID-19 while pre-symptomatic or asymptomatic,
meaning they show no noticeable signs or symptoms of the disease.

•

So even if you think you and your friends are healthy, use precautions to avoid spreading the virus:
give plenty of space, don’t touch your face, wear a mask in public places, wash your hands often.

•

Very strenuous or prolonged exercise can temporarily dampen your immune system, so decide
whether it’s really necessary to push yourself. If you do go hard, consider isolating yourself from
anyone outside your immediate household for a day or two after.

•

Avoid live races and events, unless they provide adequate physical distancing and/or offer
staggered starts with small numbers of local participants. In-person races that do not provide this
are not advisable at present and are considered “higher risk” according to the CDC.

Highest risk: Large in-person gatherings
where it is difficult for individuals to remain
spaced at least 6 feet apart and attendees
travel from outside the local area.
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EXERCISE & COVID-19 PANDEMIC
An uptick in the number of COVID-19 cases in the U.S. has led to renewed emphasis on
social distancing, hand hygiene, and wearing masks in public. On July 20, the U.S.
Surgeon General urged all Americans to wear masks while in public to help slow the
spread of SARS-CoV-2, the virus that causes the COVID-19 disease.
At the same time, an update from the World Health Organization on the routes of infection of
COVID-19 expanded to include airborne transmission, in contrast with earlier reports that did not
consider airborne transmission a primary route of infection. This raises the concern that exercising
and breathing heavily could produce infectious airborne particles (aerosols) that disperse rapidly
and come into contact with the eyes, nose, or mouth of those nearby. While airborne transmission
is more likely to occur in an enclosed or poorly ventilated environment, it does not eliminate the
possibility of transmission during outdoor exercise or, more probably, while exercising in a fitness
center or gym. Due to rapidly changes nature of the COVID-19 pandemic, always refer to
guidelines in your area.

DO CLOTH FACE COVERINGS REALLY WORK?
The short answer is yes.
In an editorial published July 14 in the Journal of the American Medical Association, Robert
Redfield, director of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, recommended that masks
be worn universally to control the spread of COVID-19. The article highlights a case in Missouri
where two hairstylists, unknowingly COVID-19 positive, saw nearly 140 clients before realizing
they were ill. However, because the stylists and clients wore face coverings during their
encounters, none of the clients contracted the disease.
But, it’s important to note that how you wear your
face mask matters almost as much as whether
you wear one at all. Gaps, not covering both the
nose and mouth (for some reason this is very
common), wearing a wet mask, and even the type
of material it’s made of all play a role in how
effective your face covering is as a protective
barrier. According to one study, having a gap
between the mask material and one’s facial
contours decreased it’s effectiveness by ~50% at
filtering out airborne particles. To that end, the
World Health Organization issued a statement on
how to properly select and wear facial coverings to
limit the spread of COVID-19. In it, they suggest a
multi-layer fabric mask that fits closely over the
cheeks, nose, and chin. Masks should not be
shared with others, and should be washed
regularly and stored dry in a clean plastic bag
between uses.

Cloth face covering do's and don'ts:

3

Instead, wash your hands before putting the mask on, only handle it from the ear loops/ties, and
promptly wash your hands after removing your mask.

SHOULD YOU WEAR A MASK WHEN
EXERCISING OUTDOORS?
When it comes to wearing a mask during exercise, The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention made the following statement:
“People who are engaged in high intensity activities, like running, may not be
able to wear a cloth face covering if it causes difficulty breathing. If unable to
wear a cloth face covering, consider conducting the activity in a location with
greater ventilation and air exchange (for instance, outdoors versus indoors)
and where it is possible to maintain physical distance from others.”
If you’re not wearing a mask while exercising outdoors, be sure keep your distance. A recent white paper
(non-peer-reviewed document based on engineering simulations) recommended staying 16 feet behind
someone who’s walking, 33 feet behind someone who’s running or biking slowly, and 65 feet behind
someone who’s exercising intensely. The report caused a reasonable stir in the public, who took it to
mean that exercising without a mask was a
threat to others’ health. However, these
simulation models do not take into account
factors such as headwind, tailwind, crosswind,
and environmental factors such
as temperature, humidity, and solar radiation,
which greatly influence the fate of a respiratory
droplet. Regardless, it’s good practice to stay at
least 6 feet (2 m) from others outside your
household, whether exercising or not.
A study published in June of this year
highlighted the airborne transmission route of
COVID-19. The authors suggest that the virus is
easily transmissible through an infected person
coughing, sneezing, or even talking in the
vicinity of others. They contend that social
distancing is not enough to prevent the spread
of the virus, and recommend the use of facial
coverings in addition to other preventive
measures.
While this strategy might be simple enough to
follow when in public, there has been
understandable backlash from the athletic community regarding wearing facial coverings when
exercising.
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EXERCISE & IMMUNE FUNCTION
How Much Is Too Much?

Nearly 20 years ago, Dr. David Nieman
introduced the “J-Curve” model of exerciserelated immunity. As the name suggests, there
is a curvilinear, J-shaped response to the
amount and intensity of exercise
and the risk of contracting an upper respiratory
tract infection (URTI). Those who do not engage
in any exercise are at a higher risk than those
who moderately exercise, say 30-60 minutes a
few times a week. However, more isn’t
necessarily better. Nieman suggests that
athletes undergoing heavy training have a
higher risk of URTI than moderate exercisers.

Why is that? Well, when you exercise intensely
or for a very long time (more than 2 or 3 hours in
a session), your white blood cells, which are
responsible for fighting off invading pathogens,
are suppressed for hours, or even days in the
case of marathon racing. Do heavy or prolonged
exercise long enough and your immune system
can take a dive, leaving you open to illness and
infection, which is one reason researchers
believe that endurance athletes are more prone
to URTI’s than others. It’s important to recognize
that exercise is one type of stress on the body,
but that other stressors, such as poor nutrition,
lack of sleep, and psychological stress
compound the total amount of strain perceived by the body and can suppress one’s immune system
even further. Hence, it is important to practice good nutrition, exercise, and sleep habits and to keep life
stress in check, especially during a pandemic.
A recent review suggests that regular, moderate exercise at home could be immuno-protective against
COVID-19, and that healthy individuals ought to engage in physical activity such as brisk walking most
days of the week at a rating of
perceived exertion of 11-13 for
novices and 13-15 for
experienced exercisers, based
on the Borg scale (6-20, with 20
being maximal exertion, and 6
being sedentary/ resting).
However, the authors do not
mention the precautions that
should be undertaken when
exercising outside the home to
avoid contracting the virus.
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Others have claimed that exercising at a moderate to intense level with a facemask can negatively
affect health, by restricting airflow and increasing strain on the cardiovascular system to deliver
enough oxygen to working muscles. While low to moderate intensity exercise with a facemask might
not be much of an issue, those activities requiring heavy breathing put exercisers at a disadvantage
when it comes to exchanging oxygen and carbon dioxide, and can create a mini hypoxic environment
(similar to high altitude), increase the accumulation of lactate, and cause fatigue, dizziness,
and shortness of breath. Again, the athlete must determine whether intense exercise is a necessary
component of his or her training, and calculate the associated risks that come with this level of activity,
including a transient suppression of immune function and the likelihood that wearing a mask
will not be practical.
Finally, anyone with certain underlying conditions that make them more susceptible to experiencing
a more severe COVID-19 illness should practice an abundance of caution when deciding whether to
exercise around others. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention updated this list of conditions
that warrant extra caution, including obesity, heart disease, kidney disease and sickle cell disease.
It should also go without saying, if you don’t feel well or have any symptoms of an upper respiratory
illness, stay home.
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THE TAKE-HOME MESSAGE
•

Do continue to exercise, moderately, most days of the week, if you are healthy
and have no signs or symptoms of illness. Moderate exercise reduces stress and
anxiety, and improves cardiometabolic health. Practice social distancing during
outdoor exercise, when possible, by maintaining at least a 6-ft distance from others
outside your immediate household.

•

When maintaining social distance is impractical, wear a face covering (mask,
buff/neck gaiter, etc.) and possibly even sunglasses to protect your eyes from
airborne viral particles.

•

Avoid exercising in large groups; when exercising with others, avoid running/riding
directly behind someone else for a prolonged time.

•

Don’t touch anyone or anything, including your face, if you can avoid it. Use a
sleeve, elbow, or glove if necessary and wash your hands or use hand sanitizer
as soon as possible after exercise.

•

Try to exercise in less-crowded locales, or exercise during non-peak hours/days.

•

Stay local. Don’t travel long distances to visit parks or other venues, as every time
you stop for gas, food, or lodging increases your risk of exposure to the virus.

•

Make sure you are taking care of other aspects of your health, such as proper
nutrition, adequate sleep and recovery, and managing life stress. All of these
stressors add up and can weaken your immune system if not kept in balance.

•

If you have access to a nearby park, forest, or other outdoor natural environment,
try to visit it weekly to soak in the phytoncides and boost your immune system.
Hiking is a great way to achieve moderate physical activity while also reaping the
health benefits of forest bathing. It’s cost effective, requires no special equipment,
and you can wear a mask, if necessary. If you can smell the forest for the trees,
you’re doing it right!

•

If you feel ill, do yourself and everyone else a favor, and take a day (or more)
off from training.

•

If you have more questions, please consult with your physician.
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Resources
•

CDC guidelines for practicing safe outdoor recreation during COVID-19 can be found here.

•

CDC guidelines for visiting pools and public beaches can be found here.

•

Return to play considerations for high school and collegiate athletes endorsed by the American
College of Sports Medicine can be found here.

•

A resource on how to safely manage sporting events/gatherings during COVID-19 from the World
Health Organization can be found here.

•

US Olympic and Paralympic Committee guidelines on planning sporting events can be found here.
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