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HEALTH BASICS

Exercise and immunity

Exercise affects how immune cells circulate and may support immune health over time.

WHATITIS
The relationship between physical activity and immune function

WHERE IT COMES UP
Exercise planning, infections, vaccination, and recovery

WHY IT MATTERS
Activity habits can influence inflammation and infection risk

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or guaranteed immune boost

WHO TO ASK
A primary care clinician or qualified exercise professional

HOW IT IS CHECKED
No single test measures exercise-related immunity

Overview

Exercise and immunity describes how physical activity interacts with the immune system. It is
not a disease or diagnosis.

Your immune system is a network of cells, tissues, and organs. It identifies germs, responds to
injuries, and remembers some past infections. It also controls inflammation, which is part of
the body's response to infection or damage.

A single exercise session causes short-term changes in immune cell activity. Regular physical
activity may also support immune regulation over time. These effects do not mean that
exercise "boosts" every part of immunity or prevents all infections.

The relationship is shaped by more than exercise. Sleep, age, stress, nutrition, vaccination,
long-term health conditions, medicines, and exposure to germs all matter. An active person
can still develop an infection, while resting more does not automatically mean that a person's
immune system is weak.

How it works

General health information from sofidex. Not medical advice, and not a substitute for your own clinician. lof6



SOﬂdeX sofidex.com
iz 23

During exercise, your heart pumps faster and blood flow increases. Stress hormones such as
adrenaline also rise for a short time. These changes move certain immune cells into the
bloodstream, including natural killer cells and T cells. These cells help detect infected or
abnormal cells.

After exercise, some immune cell levels in the blood may briefly fall below their starting level.
This is often called "immune suppression,” but the term can be misleading. Many of the cells
have moved from the blood into tissues where they continue to carry out immune surveillance.
A lower blood count at that moment does not necessarily mean the whole immune system has
stopped working well.

Regular exercise can affect inflammation and metabolism. For example, it can help reduce
excess body fat and improve how the body responds to insulin. These changes may help limit
long-lasting, low-level inflammation. This type of inflammation is different from the short,
useful inflammatory response that helps the body deal with an injury or infection.

Physical activity may also support immunity indirectly by improving sleep, mood,
cardiovascular health, and control of some long-term conditions. Each of these can influence
how well the body responds to physical stress and infection.

Research suggests that regular activity may be linked with a lower risk of some respiratory
infections and may modestly improve responses to certain vaccines. However, the size of
these effects differs among people and studies. Exercise is not a substitute for vaccination or
other measures used to reduce infection risk.

Why it matters for your health

For most people, regular moderate activity is compatible with healthy immune function.
"Moderate" means your breathing and heart rate increase, but you can still speak in sentences.
Brisk walking is one example, although the same activity may feel easier or harder to different
people.

Public health guidance recommends combining aerobic activity with muscle-strengthening
activity. You do not have to complete all activity at once. Shorter sessions still count, and
building up gradually can reduce soreness and injury risk.

More exercise is not always better. Long, demanding training sessions require enough
recovery, food, fluids, and sleep. Athletes and people doing heavy physical work may have
different needs from someone exercising for general health.

Claims that one workout, supplement, or training plan can "supercharge" immunity should be
treated cautiously. Immune activity must stay balanced. Too little response can leave the body
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less able to handle infection, while an excessive or misdirected response can damage healthy
tissue.

Exercise also cannot show whether you are protected from a particular infection. Antibody
tests and other immune tests answer specific questions, but there is no routine blood test that
gives an overall "immune strength" score.

What can go wrong

Several health situations can become confused with the effects of exercise on immunity.

Exercising during an acute infection: Fever, marked fatigue, body aches, vomiting, or chest
symptoms may mean your body needs rest. Hard exercise can worsen dehydration and place
extra demand on the heart and lungs. It can also expose other people if the illness is
contagious.

Very heavy training with poor recovery: Repeated intense training without enough rest may be
associated with persistent fatigue, reduced performance, sleep problems, or frequent minor
illnesses. This situation may involve overtraining syndrome, but similar problems can come
from iron deficiency, thyroid disease, infection, low mood, or another condition. It needs
assessment rather than self-diagnosis.

Low energy availability: This occurs when food intake does not meet the energy used for
exercise and basic body functions. It can affect hormones, bones, recovery, and immune
function. It can happen at any body size and may be part of relative energy deficiency in sport,
often called REDs.

Exposure to infection: Crowded indoor classes, shared equipment, close contact, and poorly
ventilated changing rooms can increase exposure to respiratory or skin infections. This is an
exposure issue, not evidence that exercise itself has weakened immunity.

An underlying immune problem: Some cancers, immune disorders, organ transplants, and
medicines such as chemotherapy or immune-suppressing drugs change infection risk.
Exercise may still be helpful, but the safest type and intensity should reflect the condition,
treatment, blood counts, and clinical advice.

Arrange routine follow-up if you have repeated infections, unusual difficulty recovering from
exercise, ongoing fatigue, unexplained weight change, or a lasting drop in performance. These
concerns have many possible causes and cannot be explained by immunity alone.

Seek urgent medical advice for a fever if your care team has told you that treatment or low
white blood cell counts place you at high risk. Follow any infection instructions provided with
chemotherapy, transplant care, or immune-suppressing treatment.
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Call emergency services for severe difficulty breathing, blue or grey lips, collapse, new
confusion, or persistent chest pressure during or after exercise. These are not routine effects
of immune adjustment.

What you can do

There is no home test that measures whether exercise has "boosted" your immunity. Focus
instead on activity you can repeat safely and recover from.

Useful steps include:

If you are starting after a long period of inactivity, choose manageable activities such as
walking, cycling, swimming, or basic strength exercises. The best starting point depends on
your current ability, not on what someone else can do.

Ask a clinician about exercise planning if you have heart or lung disease, an immune disorder,
active cancer treatment, a recent organ transplant, or symptoms triggered by activity. A
physiotherapist or qualified clinical exercise professional may also help adapt activity around
disability, pain, or treatment.

If you are well and recovering normally, you usually do not need immune blood tests because
you exercise. Testing should answer a specific medical question rather than attempt to rate
immunity as a whole.

- Keep asimple record of activity, sleep, recovery, and any illness

- Increase duration or intensity gradually rather than changing everything at once
- Usethe talk test to judge moderate versus vigorous effort

- Allow recovery after unusually long or demanding sessions

- Avoid group exercise while you may be contagious

- Clean shared equipment and cover open cuts or skin infections

- Ask whether a health condition or medicine changes your exercise plan

Common questions

Can exercise stop me from catching colds or flu?

No. Regular activity may be associated with fewer or less severe respiratory infections in some
groups, but it cannot prevent every infection. Vaccination, ventilation, hand hygiene, and
avoiding close contact when ill address risks that exercise does not.
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Does intense exercise create an "open window" for infection?

Older explanations suggested that the hours after hard exercise were a period of broad
immune suppression. Current evidence gives a more complex picture. Immune cells move
between the blood and tissues, and this movement may support surveillance rather than leave
the body unprotected. Heavy training combined with poor sleep, inadequate food, stress,
travel, and close contact may still increase illness risk.

Should | exercise when | have a cold?

A mild illness may not always require complete inactivity, but there is no reliable rule based
only on whether symptoms are "above the neck." Rest if you have fever, significant fatigue,
body aches, dehydration, chest pain, or breathing problems. Resume gradually as you recover
and avoid exposing other people.

Can exercise improve a vaccine response?

Some studies suggest that regular activity, or exercise near the time of vaccination, may
modestly affect antibody responses. Results are not consistent enough to guarantee a benefit.
Follow the usual vaccination schedule rather than delaying a vaccine to change your exercise
routine.

Do | need supplements to support immunity after exercise?

Most people do not need a product marketed as an immune booster. Adequate food, fluids,
and sleep support recovery. A supplement may be appropriate for a confirmed deficiency or
another specific reason, but more is not necessarily better.
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