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HEALTH BASICS

Physical fithess

Physical fitness is your ability to perform physical activity and everyday tasks.

WHATITIS
Capacity to perform physical activity and recover

WHERE IT COMES UP
Exercise plans, health assessments, sports, work, and rehabilitation

WHY IT MATTERS
Supports daily function and heart, lung, and muscle capacity

WHAT ITISNOT
Not a disease or diagnosis

WHO TO ASK
Primary care clinician, physiotherapist, or qualified exercise professional

HOW IT IS CHECKED
Activity-specific strength, endurance, mobility, and exercise tests

Overview

Physical fitness describes how well your body can meet the demands of physical activity. This
includes everyday tasks, such as climbing stairs or carrying groceries, as well as exercise, work,
and sport.

Fitness is not a disease or a diagnosis. It is also not one fixed trait. You may have strong
muscles but limited endurance, or good balance but reduced flexibility.

The main parts of health-related fitness are:

Physical activity and physical fitness are related but not identical. Physical activity is
movement that uses energy. Fitness is your capacity to perform that movement. Regular
activity often improves fitness, but fitness is also influenced by age, genes, health conditions,
medicines, sleep, nutrition, and previous training.

Fitness is not defined by appearance or body weight. People with similar body sizes can have
very different levels of strength, mobility, and endurance.

- Cardiorespiratory fitness: how well your heart, lungs, blood vessels, and muscles support
sustained activity

- Muscular strength: how much force your muscles can produce
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- Muscular endurance: how long your muscles can continue working
- Flexibility and mobility: how freely your joints and surrounding tissues can move
- Balance: how well you control your body's position

- Body composition: the relative amounts of fat, muscle, bone, and other tissues

How it works

When you repeatedly place a manageable demand on your body, it adapts. The type of
adaptation reflects the activity you do.

Aerobic activities, such as brisk walking, cycling, or swimming, challenge the heart, lungs,
circulation, and working muscles. Over time, the body may become better at transporting and
using oxygen. This can allow you to perform the same task with less effort.

Resistance exercise makes muscles work against a load. The load might come from weights,
resistance bands, machines, or your own body weight. With appropriate recovery, muscles and
the nervous system adapt so that movements become stronger or more controlled.

Mobility and flexibility activities move joints through their available range. Balance exercises
challenge your ability to stay steady during standing or movement. These areas are particularly
relevant when daily activities, a health condition, or a previous injury affect movement.

Adaptation requires both activity and recovery. Training that increases too quickly may exceed
what muscles, tendons, bones, or joints can tolerate. On the other hand, long periods of
inactivity can lead to deconditioning , meaning a loss of strength, endurance, or function.

Fitness is specific. Cycling may improve cycling endurance without producing the same
changes in upper-body strength. A test should therefore match the ability or activity being
assessed.

Why it matters for your health

Fitness affects what you can do comfortably and independently. Strength can help with lifting
and rising from a chair. Balance and mobility support safe movement. Cardiorespiratory fitness
affects how well you tolerate sustained tasks such as walking uphill.

Higher levels of physical activity and cardiorespiratory fitness are associated with lower risks
of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, and premature death. Strength and balance also
support physical function across adulthood. These links apply across populations, but a fitness
score cannot predict exactly what will happen to one person.
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Fitness can provide useful information during rehabilitation, sports preparation, occupational
assessments, or evaluation of a change in physical ability. Cardiorespiratory fitness may also
add information about heart and circulatory health.

There is no single ideal fithess level for everyone. Useful goals depend on your age, current
ability, health, disability status, daily demands, and chosen activities. A small improvement that
makes a daily task easier can be meaningful even if it does not produce an athletic result.

What can go wrong

A lower-than-expected fitness result does not identify a cause by itself. It may reflect
inactivity, recent illness, recovery from surgery, pain, poor sleep, or unfamiliarity with the test.
It can also occur with conditions such as anemia, heart disease, lung disease, nerve or muscle
disorders, and arthritis. Further assessment may be needed when the result is unexplained or
has changed noticeably.

Exercise-related problems can occur when the activity, load, environment, or recovery period
does not suit your current capacity. Named examples include muscle strains, tendon injuries,
stress fractures, dehydration, heat exhaustion, and, less commonly, exertional heat stroke or
exercise-associated rhabdomyolysis. Rhabdomyolysis is severe muscle breakdown that can
damage the kidneys.

Arrange routine follow-up if your ability to manage normal activities is gradually declining, if
pain repeatedly limits activity, or if an exercise plan needs to account for a health condition,
disability, pregnancy, recent surgery, or previous injury.

Stop exercising and seek prompt medical advice if activity repeatedly causes unusual
breathlessness, racing or irregular heartbeats, dizziness, or pain that does not settle.

Call emergency services for chest pressure or pain, fainting, severe difficulty breathing,
sudden weakness on one side, or sudden trouble speaking. Confusion, collapse, or very hot
skin during exercise in a hot environment may indicate exertional heat stroke and also requires
emergency help.

What you can do

You do not need a formal fitness test simply to understand your general activity level. A record
of what you can do is often more useful than a single number.

You can:
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For adults, major public health guidelines recommend a weekly combination of aerobic and
muscle-strengthening activity. The recommended amount and type differ for children, older
adults, pregnancy, disability, and some medical conditions. Activity can be divided into smaller
sessions, and some activity is generally better than none.

Most people can begin with light or moderate activity that matches their current ability. Formal
medical clearance is not automatically required for everyone. Ask a healthcare professional
before a major increase in intensity if you have a known heart, lung, metabolic, kidney, or
movement-related condition, or if activity causes concerning symptoms.

Fitness can be measured in several ways. A clinician or exercise professional might use a
walking test, step test, timed chair-rise test, grip-strength measurement, joint movement
assessment, or supervised exercise test. A cardiopulmonary exercise test measures breathing,
oxygen use, heart response, and exercise capacity in detail.

Wearable devices can estimate heart rate, distance, pace, or aerobic fitness. Their estimates
can be useful for tracking trends, but they are not interchangeable with clinical testing and may
be less accurate during some activities or with poor sensor contact.

- Record the activity, duration, effort, and how you recovered

- Track practical tasks, such as walking time or repeated chair rises

- Note pain, dizziness, unusual breathlessness, or palpitations during activity
- Increase only one feature at a time, such as duration, frequency, or load

- Ask what a proposed fitness test measures and how its result will be used

Common questions

Is physical fitness the same as being athletic?

No. Athletic performance often includes sport-specific skills, speed, coordination, and
competition. Physical fitness also covers the ability to handle ordinary tasks and maintain
function.

Can someone be fit at a higher body weight?

Yes. Body size does not directly show a person's endurance, strength, mobility, or balance.
Weight and body composition may affect some activities and health risks, but they are not
complete measures of fithess.

Does sweating mean an exercise is improving fitness?

Not by itself. Sweating mainly helps cool the body. It is affected by temperature, clothing,
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humidity, genetics, and acclimatization. Improvement is better judged by changes in
performance, effort, recovery, or an appropriate test.

Is muscle soreness required for progress?

No. Mild soreness can occur after an unfamiliar activity, but it is not necessary for fitness gains.
Severe pain, major swelling, weakness, or dark urine after strenuous exercise needs prompt
medical assessment.

How often should fithess be tested?

There is no universal testing schedule. Testing is most useful when it answers a specific
question, such as whether rehabilitation is helping or whether an exercise plan needs
adjustment. Use the same method and similar conditions when comparing results over time.
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