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We know that regular exercise is one of the 4 Pillars of Healthy Living (along with nutrition, good sleep habits 
and reduced stress levels).  On one level, exercise contributes to general good health and thereby a healthy 
immune system.  Studies suggest that exercise may contribute even more directly by promoting good circulation, 
which allows the cells and substances of the immune system to move through the body freely and do their job 
more efficiently.   

According to a compilation of studies published in the Exercise and Sport Sciences Review, moderate-intensity 
exercise improves immune function and potentially reduces risk and severity of respiratory viral infections.   Data 
suggests that individuals who regularly engage in moderate physical activity maintain a reduced risk of respiratory 
symptoms.  Additionally, test performed on laboratory mice demonstrates that moderate-activity exercise 
performed prior to infection or symptoms, reduces respiratory virus-related mortality in laboratory animals.   

One such study cited in the article examined the effect of 15-week moderate intensity exercise on the symptoms 
of Upper Respiratory Infections (UPTI).  In this study, exercising subjects all showed shorter infectious episodes 
compared with the sedentary controls.  “Based on our data, our current hypothesis maintains that moderate 
exercise causes a subtle shift [toward] enhancing recovery and improving survival rates in cases where viral load 
and morbidity/mortality risk are high.”1 

One of the barriers to proving conclusively why exercise promotes 
immunity is a matter of available controls.  In order to accurately study 
human health, scientists must be able to study a control group.  Such a 
study would require unhealthy, untreated subjects, which ethically limits 
the ability to study humans.   The studies that have been performed 
without specific control groups suggest numerous theories, including: 

• Physical activity may help flush bacteria out of the lungs and 
airways. This may reduce your chance of getting a cold, flu, or 
other illness. 

• Exercise causes change in antibodies and white blood cells (WBC). 
WBCs are the body's immune system cells that fight disease. These 
antibodies or WBCs circulate more rapidly, so they could detect 
illnesses earlier than they might have before.  

• The brief rise in body temperature during and right after exercise 
may prevent bacteria from growing. This temperature rise may 
help the body fight infection better. (This is similar to what 
happens when you have a fever.) 

• Exercise slows down the release of stress hormones. Some stress 
increases the chance of illness. Lower stress hormones may 
protect against illness. 

Studies have shown that people who follow a moderately energetic 
lifestyle, benefit most from starting (and sticking to) an exercise program. 
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