September 22, 2009 - Running through Sickness

I have a cold.   It isn’t pretty.   I’m coughing up phlegm, blowing my nose and am noticeably tired.   So should I go for a run?   That is the ‘million dollar question’ which doesn’t have easy or definite answers.   Some runners readily take a day off, get extra sleep and let their bodies recuperate.   Others cut back on their running, but still lace up their shoes and do some light jogging.   I’m typically a member of the latter group.
If you do decide to run while sick, the first thing to do is to see if you have a fever.   An elevated temperature is a sign that your body is fighting off a more serious infection or disease, so rest is more important than light exercise.   And you should check with your doctor to rule out more severe health issues.   If your temperature is normal, then some light running may help you feel better.   Running buddies and I usually do short runs at slower paces.   For example, if we were planning an eight mile run at 8:00 pace per mile, we may only run four miles at 9:00 – 10:00 pace.
Dr. Michael Joyner, an exercise researcher at the Mayo Clinic who is a swimmer and runner, notes, “I can tell you that unless I am really wiped out, I still work out but maybe scale back a bit.   I think that would be the answer from most relatively hard-core, old-school types.”   Dr. Bill Schaffner, chairman of the department of preventive medicine at Vanderbilt University and a member of the board of directors of the Infectious Diseases Society, describes himself as a jogger who runs a few miles most days and goes to a gym for resistance training.   And, he said, he continues his workouts when he has a cold.   Exercise, he noted, makes him feel better.   He speculates that perhaps it is because his blood vessels are dilated when he exercises.   “Of course, I recognize that I might have been on a route to recovery anyway.   But I can’t think of a reason why exercise would affect you adversely.”

 

Two little-known studies that were published a decade ago in the journal Medicine & Science in Sports & Exercise were in favor of exercising while sick with a cold.    In the first study, conducted by Dr. Leonard Kaminsky at Ball State University, 45 men and women ages 18 to 29 agreed to be deliberately infected with a rhinovirus, which is responsible for about a third of all colds. Another group of 10 young men and women served as controls; they were not infected.   At the start of the study, the investigators tested all of the subjects, assessing their lung functions and exercise capacity. Two days later, when their cold symptoms were at their worst, the subjects exercised by running on treadmills at moderate and intense levels. The researchers reported that having a cold had no effect on either lung function or exercise capacity.

 

In the second study, Dr. Kaminsky’s team assessed whether exercising when you have a cold affects your symptoms and recovery time?   The investigators found no difference in symptoms between the group that exercised and the one that rested. And there was no difference in the time it took to recover from the colds.  But when the exercisers assessed their symptoms, Dr. Kaminsky said, “People said they felt O.K. and, in some cases, they actually felt better.”
I hope this gave you some valuable information on the topic of exercising while sick.   As long as you don’t have a fever, it appears that running can be continued without negative consequences.   So, if you are sick, drink plenty of fluids, eat healthy, get lots of sleep and go for a run!
