
 

Getting fit after COVID? Why you should
be strength training—and how to do it
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Knowing when to return to exercise after COVID depends on your symptoms. Credit: 
antoniodiaz/Shutterstock

After recovering from COVID, you might be eager to get out and do some exercise,
particularly if you'd previously enjoyed keeping fit. While a bit of light cardiovascular
training can be a good option, strength training has some particular advantages when it
comes to getting over COVID. 
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When our immune system mobilizes to fight a COVID infection, this response, called
inflammation, can take a toll on various parts of the body, including the muscles. So
regaining muscle strength is one benefit of strength training after COVID. 

We also know COVID can affect our energy levels and capacity to perform aerobic
exercise. Research suggests that during rehabilitation for respiratory problems,
strength training—performed either alone or alongside cardio—improves our ability to
carry out activities of daily living requiring sustained breathing (functional capacity).

Similarly, a recent review of exercise programs specifically for COVID patients after
hospital discharge showed that strength training alongside a small amount of moderate-
intensity cardio was linked to improvements in functional capacity and quality of life,
such as through reduced stress. 

If you've only just recovered from COVID, it's important to take things slowly. Knowing
exactly when to return to exercise depends on several factors, including the type and
severity of your symptoms. 

People who had heart or lung-related symptoms such as myocarditis (inflammation of
the heart muscle), an irregular heartbeat or severe difficulty breathing, during or after
COVID, should talk with a doctor before exercising again.

Those still experiencing severe body aches, sore throat, shortness of breath, chest pain
, general fatigue, cough or fever should avoid exercises for two to three weeks after
these symptoms have resolved.

Guidance for athletes with minimal or no symptoms has ranged from continuing to
exercise during the infection to waiting 14 days after any symptoms subside. However,
as most of us aren't professional athletes, it may be wiser to err on the side of caution. 

Due to the stress COVID places on multiple systems of our body, particularly our cardio-
respiratory system, controlling the demand on our heart and lungs is crucial when
deciding how to exercise after infection.

One advantage of strength training over cardio is that it doesn't require the same level
of oxygen consumption. This means we're not forced to breathe increasingly harder
and faster when doing it. 

We can also change multiple aspects of a strength training program to reduce our
body's need for oxygen. Increased duration of exercise, shorter rest periods between
sets, faster repetitions and higher numbers of repetitions all increase our need for
oxygen. So training with fewer repetitions and more rest between sets may be a good
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idea to start off with.

Exercises to try

Many strength-training programs involve dedicated training days for specific muscles
such as the back, chest or legs. Over a week this approach may result in too much
overall work when recovering from COVID. 

The good news is that compound exercises can work multiple muscles
simultaneously—and some research suggests there's no additional benefit in including
single-joint exercises in a workout. 

Examples of compound exercises include push-ups, squats, rows, pull-ups, deadlifts,
shoulder press, bench press and dips.

The authors of a study I mentioned earlier suggest that training for post-COVID patients
could comprise one to two sets of eight to ten repetitions at 30%–80% of the 1RM (the
maximum weight you can usually perform one repetition of the exercise with),
alongside five to 30 minutes of moderate cardio.

When you're ready to increase the intensity of your strength training, if using weights,
increase the weight first rather than the number of sets or repetitions. If you're doing
bodyweight exercises, try adding an extra set rather than more repetitions (to still allow
yourself regular rest periods), or consider using equipment like resistance bands to
increase the challenge.

Listen to your body

Although you may be tempted to start where you left off, evidence suggests a gradual
return to pre-infection activity levels may be best. 

While people recovering from a serious infection should consult with their doctor, those
returning from a mild to moderate infection are advised to start at about 50% of the
intensity of their pre-COVID training regime.

When you do return to training, or if you don't normally do strength training but are
trying it as part of your COVID recovery, watch out for if you start to feel very tired. It's
essential to listen to your body and adjust your workouts based on how well your body
copes with them.

If your workouts feel manageable, you could try the 50/30/20/10 approach which
strength and conditioning coaches use to help athletes return to training after an

                               3 / 4

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphys.2017.01105/full
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8871540/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33746777/
https://www.jacc.org/doi/10.1016/j.jacc.2022.02.003
https://www.jacc.org/doi/10.1016/j.jacc.2022.02.003
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9170595/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9170595/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/strength+training/
https://journals.lww.com/nsca-scj/Fulltext/2019/06000/CSCCa_and_NSCA_Joint_Consensus_Guidelines_for.1.aspx


 

extended period of inactivity.

So start by reducing your overall training volume (the combined total of sets, repetitions
and weight) by 50% compared to what you did before catching COVID. The week after,
progress to 30% less, then 20%, then 10%. If your body tolerates the training well, at
the end of these four weeks, you'll be back to completing the same routine you were
doing pre-infection. 

However, it's important to remember that progress isn't linear. You may be able to
increase the volume each week, but you may also need time to build up more
gradually. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative Commons license.
Read the original article.
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