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EXERCISE PROGRAMS +  
FACE MASKS

The latest guidelines from the Centers for 
Disease Control (CDC) strongly encourage 
the use of face masks in public to slow the 
spread of COVID-19, the disease caused by 
the coronavirus³. 

In an effort to protect patients and staff, many hospitals and 
medical offices now require all visitors to wear a face mask. 
Anyone who has donned a face mask for any reason knows 
the cloth barrier makes everyday activities slightly harder 
due to the decreased air flow. Now, imagine following a 
regimented exercise program while wearing a face mask. 

It is well documented that patients with cardiovascular 
risk factors, known cardiovascular disease, or COPD are at 
higher risk for contracting COVID-19 so it should come as no 
surprise that patients in a cardiopulmonary rehab program 
may be required to wear a face mask during visits. Since 
many of these patients already have difficulty breathing, it is 
imperative that staff set proper expectations.  

1    THE NOSE & MOUTH SHOULD BE COVERED COMPLETELY

2    THE FACE MASK OR FACE COVERING SHOULD HAVE 
MULTIPLE LAYERS OF MATERIAL

3    THE FACE MASK SHOULD BE COMFORTABLE AND 
SECURE ON THE FACE; NOT TIGHT 

4    IT IS IMPORTANT TO WASH AND CLEAN FACE MASKS OR 
FACE COVERINGS REGULARLY

5    THE FACE MASK IS NOT A SUBSTITUTE FOR SOCIAL 
DISTANCING

HOW TO WEAR A FACE MASK4:
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EXERCISING WITH A FACE MASK
Face masks decrease air flow resulting in decreased 
blood oxygen levels². Side effects of this may include 
headache, dizziness, fatigue, and hypoxia. Over time, the body 
will become accustomed to the decreased supply of oxygen, 
making exercising with a face mask more tolerable². 

Initially, staff should check oxygen saturation levels 
for all patients wearing a face mask during exercise. 
Patients should complete a functional exercise assessment 
while wearing a face mask to ensure the prescribed exercise 
prescription (ExRx) is appropriate. Breathing restrictions 
imposed by the face covering can lead to a higher heart rate 
response1,2. Therefore, alternative methods to determine 
exercise intensity, such as Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE), 
should be employed. 

The initial ExRx may need to begin with light to moderate 
intensity (RPE of 11-12) to confirm the patent’s tolerance. 
As patients adjust to wearing a face mask during exercise, 
intensity and duration should be acclimate accordingly. 

During exercise, make sure to regularly assess how 
patients are feeling. If a patient becomes symptomatic, have 
them stop, sit down, and speak with a Cardiopulmonary Rehab 
staff member to determine if it is safe to continue exercise.

Although exercising with a face mask may not be ideal, it 
is necessary to ensure the health and safety of patients 
and staff.  By understanding the physiological effects of 
wearing a face covering and adjusting exercise prescriptions 
accordingly, cardiopulmonary rehab programs can continue to 
provide safe and compassionate care to patients. 


