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Exercising Safely 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
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About This Kit 
 

Exercise is very safe for nearly everybody.  It will not cause any serious medical problem 
in the majority of healthy people, especially the kind of exercise recommended by the 
Heart Institute Prevention and Rehabilitation (HIPRC).  This kit will help you ensure your 
exercise program is as safe as possible.  Most exercise injuries can be prevented.  But, if 
problems occur, you need to know what to do.  In this kit you will: 
 
Step 1. Weigh the benefits and risks of exercise 
Step 2. Know how to prevent exercise injuries 
Step 3. Learn to treat minor injuries 
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Step 1 
 

Weigh the Benefits and Risks of Exercise 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
For most people, the benefits of exercise far outweigh the risks of being inactive.  
Inactivity is a major cause of serious health problems.  You are more likely to have a heart 
attack or stroke, develop diabetes, or get some kinds of cancer if you are inactive. 
 
Exercise is not totally risk free.  The key to a safe exercise program is to consider three 
factors: 
 Your current health 
 The type, frequency, intensity, and duration (time) of exercise you do 
 Where you exercise 
 
Your Health 
 
People with known serious diseases, major physical limitations or symptoms of heart 
problems are most likely to have problems during exercise.  The risk for having a heart 
attack is slightly higher when exercising.  But the major risk for having a heart attack is not 
exercising at all.  It’s a lifetime of inactivity – not exercising regularly – that causes 
problems.  Most people who die suddenly while exercising have advanced heart disease.  
Their disease kills them, not their exercise. 
 
When you entered the program, you completed a thorough screening and assessment to 
ensure it is safe for you to participate in an exercise program.  If necessary, you were asked 
to get permission from your doctor before starting to exercise.  Unless something changes, 
you are cleared to exercise.  You will have frequent assessments and progress checks over 
the course of this program.  You can feel confident that every reasonable effort is being 
made to keep you safe. 
 
It is your responsibility to inform your mentor if anything changes in your health at any 
time.  Inform your mentor before continuing with your exercise program if you: 
 Experience any unusual symptoms when exercising 
 Become pregnant 
 Have to go the hospital for any reason 
 Develop a new medical condition or if an existing condition gets worse 
 Start a new medication or change the dose of a medicine you are currently taking 
 Experience an injury to a muscle, bone, or joint 
 Know any reason why you should not continue to exercise 
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Type, Frequency, Intensity, and Duration of Exercise 
 
Your mentor will give you an exercise program that is safe for you.  Your program will 
allow you to progress gradually and safely to more vigorous exercise if you desire.  Keep 
in mind that the most common cause of injuries is doing too much, too soon.  And, always 
remember to warm-up and cool-down for 10 to 15 minutes at the beginning and at the end 
of your exercise session. 
 
Where You Exercise 
  
It is important to find a safe place to exercise.  Keep these tips in mind if you exercise 
outdoors. 
 Stay alert to potential hazards (traffic, dogs, violence). 
 If allergies or pollution are a problem for you, exercise early in the morning or late in 

the evening when air quality is best. 
 Avoid carbon monoxide by staying away from heavy traffic areas. 
 Be aware of ozone levels and exercise indoors, if necessary. 
 If it is extremely hot or extremely cold, exercise indoors in an air-conditioned space. 
 If you do weight-bearing exercise (walking, jogging, aerobic dance, jumping rope), 

select a cushioned surface that is smooth and even.  
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Step 2 
 

Know How to Prevent Exercise Injuries 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
If You Are Sick 
 
It’s not a good idea to exercise or do any strenuous physical activity if you have an acute 
illness.  An acute illness is one that comes on suddenly and usually ends in a few days or a 
few weeks.   It is cured when the illness is over.  The most common types of acute illnesses 
are infections.  These can range from simple illnesses, such as flu, to more serious 
infections, such as kidney infection, bronchitis or pneumonia, requiring antibiotic treatment 
or even hospitalization. 
 
If you’ve got nothing more serious than a slight cold, you can go ahead with your exercise 
provided you don’t have a fever and your symptoms are above the neck (sneezing, runny 
nose, scratchy throat), and, of course, you feel like exercising. 
 
But, if you have a fever, your body needs to direct its energy to fighting the illness and to 
healing itself.  Don’t exercise if you have a fever.   Allow your body to rest and heal.  
Once the illness is over, you may start your exercise again.  Wait until you have been free 
of fever for at least 48 hours before starting to exercise again.   Never try to “sweat out” a 
fever.  Fever and exercise are a bad combination.  They can make the infection worse and 
even cause a potentially fatal condition of the heart muscle called myocarditis.   You will 
need to reduce the amount and intensity of your exercise when you start again after an 
illness. 
 
Your mentor can help you make adjustments to your exercise program if you have an 
illness.  For each day you miss due to illness, take at least two additional days to build up 
to where you were before your illness.  The goal is to get back to a normal level of activity 
as quickly and safely as possible. 
 
If You Have Unusual Symptoms 
 
It is important to know what is normal and what is not normal during exercise.  Pain is not 
normal.  It is your body’s way of telling you something is wrong.  Listen to your body.  
Learn and remember what is normal for you.  When something is different or if things 
aren’t normal, stop.  If you think you have a problem, get help.     
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What’s Normal What’s Not Normal 
Faster heart rate Chest pain or discomfort, pain down your 

arm, heaviness in your chest, irregular 
pulse 

Breathing deeply Extreme breathlessness with light to 
moderate activity 

Breathing faster Wheezing, inability to catch your breath 
Sweating Lightheadedness, nausea, extreme fatigue, 

numbness, pain of any kind 
 
If You Get Overheated 
 
When you exercise, your body produces heat.  Normally, sweating serves to remove the 
heat from the body during exercise and prevents the body temperature from rising too high.  
Overheating should be avoided.  It limits your ability to exercise and can lead to heat 
stroke, a dangerous and even fatal condition. 
 
Symptoms of Overheating 
 Headache 
 Light-headedness 
 Dizziness 
 Confusion 
 Disorientation 
 Clumsiness 
 Nausea 
 Muscle cramps 
 Hallucinations 
 Excessive sweating or no sweating at all 

 
Drinking plenty of water helps prevent dehydration and overheating.  Several factors 
influence the amount of water you need. 
 
Intensity of the activity – The harder you are working or exercising, the more you will 
sweat and the more water you need. 
 
Air temperature – The higher the temperature, the more water you need. 
 
Humidity – You need more water at any temperature if the humidity is very high. 
 
Altitude – The higher the altitude, the more water you need. 
 
Alcohol and caffeine consumption – Alcohol and caffeine take water out of cells and 
dehydrate the body.  It is not a good idea to drink alcohol before or during exercise.  If you 
do drink alcohol or caffeine, you need to drink extra water. 
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Drugs – Some medicines such as diuretics, antihistamines, and antidepressants, can 
increase the risk for overheating.  Tell your mentor all of the medicines you are taking, 
including over-the-counter medications.  
 
Drink water before, during and after exercising.  Drink one cup (eight ounces) of cold 
water about every 15 minutes before you start to exercise.  Cold water is absorbed more 
quickly than lukewarm water.  If you exercise for more than 30 minutes, drink another cup 
of water every 15 to 20 minutes during exercise.  Remember, thirst is not a good way to 
know when you need water.  
 
The best source of fluid for workouts of less than one hour is plain cold water.  There are a 
variety of sports drinks for sale that replace minerals lost through sweating.  For most 
people, these drinks don’t offer any benefit over plain water.  In addition to minerals, they 
contain sugar (calories) you don’t need.  And, they are expensive.  If you plan to exercise 
for more than one hour, ask your mentor for more specific guidelines on fluid replacement. 
 
Other Tips to Prevent Overheating 
 Give your body time to adjust to exercising in hot and humid weather.  Gradually 

increase the time and intensity of your exercise in these conditions over a period of 10 
to 14 days. 

 Wear clothing that promotes heat loss.  Dress in loose fitting, comfortable clothes made 
of light weight, light colored material.  Don’t think wearing heavy clothing promotes 
weight loss.  Any weight lost through sweating will be re-gained quickly. 
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Step 3 
 

Learn to Treat Minor Injuries 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Although exercise is very safe, you could have a minor injury, such as a strained muscle or 
sprained ankle.  If you get injured, follow this common sense approach – the RICE method 
– to treat minor injuries.  Keep in mind the treatment you get in the first 24 to 36 hours is 
key. 
 
R – Rest.  Rest the injured area.  The amount of rest depends on how badly you are hurt.  
With most minor injuries, it is safe and actually helpful to continue a low level of activity. 
 
I – Ice.  Apply ice to the injured area.  Cold reduces swelling, bleeding, and pain.  Don’t 
apply ice directly to your skin.  Wrap the ice or ice pack in a wet cloth.  A general rule is to 
apply ice for 10 to 15 minutes followed by 40 minutes without ice packs.  Repeat this 
process for the first three hours after the injury.  After that, two 10- to 15-minute ice 
treatments each day will be enough.  Don’t apply heat during the first 24 to 36 hours.  Heat 
tends to increase swelling.  Avoid taking a hot bath during this time. 
 
C – Compression.  Gentle pressure used with ice helps to limit swelling.  Apply 
compression evenly by wrapping an elastic bandage around the injured part.  Do not wrap 
the bandage too tightly.  You don’t want to cut off the blood flow.  The bandage is too tight 
if you experience numbness, cramping, or pain.  If the swelling is severe, loosen the wrap 
every half hour, then re-apply it. 
 
E – Elevation.  At first, elevate the injured part above the level of your heart, even while 
sleeping, until the swelling stops.  Gravity prevents pooling of blood and other fluids, 
improves blood flow, and reduces swelling. 
 
In addition to following the RICE method, check with your pharmacist before using over-
the-counter anti-inflammatory or pain medicines to improve comfort.  Read and follow the 
directions on the label.  Increase exercise gradually as the injury or pain improves. 
 
See a doctor immediately if: 
 The pain or swelling is severe 
 You can’t move the injured part 
 The injury does not seem to get better after reasonable home treatment  
 
If in any doubt, play it safe and see a doctor. 
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Exercising Safely 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Before Your Next Visit 
 

In the time between your visits with your mentor, you should read and complete your 
educational kits.  Use this sheet to record your work.  Think of this as “homework.”   
 
 Complete the statements in “Check Yourself” to be sure you understand the key 

concepts in this kit. 
 
Check Yourself 
1. Exercise is very safe for nearly _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
2. A major risk for having a heart attack is a lifetime of _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
3. It is your responsibility to inform your mentor if anything changes in your _ _ _ _ _ _. 
4. Always remember to warm-up and cool-down for at least _ minutes at the beginning 

and at the end of your exercise session. 
5. If air quality is poor or the weather is poor, exercise _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
6. If you have a fever, don’t _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _. 
7. You need to reduce the amount and _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ of your exercise after an illness. 
8. _ _ _ _ is not normal during exercise. 
9. Drinking plenty of _ _ _ _ _ helps prevent dehydration and overheating. 
10. Follow the _ _ _ _ method to treat minor injuries. 
 
Answers:  1) everybody; 2) inactivity; 3) health; 4) 10 to 15; 5) indoors; 6) exercise; 7) intensity; 8) Pain; 9) 
water; 10) RICE 
 
Write any questions for your mentor here. 
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