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Session 2: Safe Exercise 

Symptoms During Exercise 

Symptoms are warning signs that tell you that you’re working too hard during exercise. 
To make sure that you’re exercising safely you need to pay attention to all of the 
following warning signs: shortness of breath, dizziness, palpitations, angina, 
muscle or joint pain. If you notice any of these symptoms while you’re exercising, then 
slow down or stop your exercise immediately.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Look at the following table. If you notice any of the symptoms while you exercise, slow 
down or stop your exercise immediately. 

 

Symptom How it feels 

Shortness of Breath 
 Tightening in the chest 
 Difficulty breathing 
 Feeling like you can’t get enough air 

Dizziness 
 Feeling confused, weak, or unsteady 
 Feeling like things around you are moving 
 Feeling like you might faint 

Palpitations 
 Your heart is skipping beats or flip flopping 
 Your heart feels like it’s going too fast or too slow 

Angina 

 Pain, tightness, pressure, or heaviness in the chest, 
arms, back, neck, or jaw 

 Shortness of breath 
 Extreme tiredness 
 Nausea 

Muscle or Joint Pain  Feeling more pain than what is normal for you 



SLMHC Cardiac Education & Rehabilitation Patient Education Workbook 

Cardiac Education & Rehabilitation | Sioux Lookout Meno Ya Win Health Centre 11 

 

How to Avoid Symptoms 

Becoming physically active is an important step in your lifestyle change; you’re 
encouraged to make the most out of each exercise session. You should do your best to 
avoid any symptoms that could cut your exercise sessions short.  

The following table includes a list of ways that can help you to avoid symptoms 
during your exercise. 

How to Avoid 
Symptoms 

Suggestions 

Follow your 
exercise 
prescription 

The exercise prescription that you’ve been given is personalized 
for you based on your exercise stress test results. Your 
prescription is designed to provide you with safe and comfortable 
parameters for you to work within. 

 If you feel that you can work harder than what your 
exercise prescription suggests, first speak with your 
Kinesiologist before progressing 

Warm up Don’t jump right into your aerobic or resistance exercise without a 
proper warm up. 

 5 to 10 minutes of slower activity prepares your heart, 
lungs, muscles, and blood vessels for more strenuous 
activity. A warm up with some stretches helps to 
prevent muscle strain 

Cool down Don’t stop right away after completing your aerobic or resistance 
exercise. This causes pooling of blood in your legs and less blood 
flow to the heart and head, which can increase your chance of 
having symptoms. 

 5 to 10 minutes of slower activity allows your heart rate, 
breathing, and blood pressure to return to rest 
gradually. Complete 5-10 minutes of stretching after 
your cool down 

Stretch Stretching your muscles helps to improve your flexibility and 
reduce your chance of getting injured during your exercise.  

 You should stretch at the end of your exercise session, 
after your cool down, when your muscles are warm 

 If you want to stretch on a day that you won’t be doing 
either aerobic or resistance training, then warm up for 
5-10 minutes before you begin stretching 

Take your 
medications 

Continue taking your medications as prescribed by your doctor. If 
you don’t, then you may get symptoms while you exercise. 

 If you begin to notice new or unusual symptoms as you 
progress through the program, then advise your 
Kinesiologist. You should make an appointment to see 
your doctor. Your Kinesiologist will provide you with a 
blood pressure and heart rate progress report to take 
with you. Your doctor may decide to adjust your 
medications accordingly 
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Keep hydrated Make sure to drink enough water unless your doctor has told you 
otherwise. So bring water with you to your exercise sessions. 

 You should be drinking 4 – 8 ounces of water (100 – 
250ml) for every 10 – 25 minutes of exercise 

Eat at the right 
time  

You must give your body enough time after eating to allow 
yourself to digest. If you eat too soon before exercise then your 
sessions may feel more difficult and you may experience 
symptoms such as tiredness, shortness of breath and even 
angina.  

 You should give yourself at least 2 hours after eating a 
large meal before doing exercise 

Avoid smoking, 
caffeine, and 
alcohol before 
exercise 

Cigarette smoke, caffeine, and alcohol may increase your heart 
rate and blood pressure and can cause palpitations or angina. 
Caffeine and alcohol are diuretics, which mean that they cause 
your body to lose water (dehydration). Exercising soon after 
consuming caffeine or alcohol can make this dehydration worse 
because you sweat as your body temperature rises.    

 Don’t smoke or consume caffeine or alcohol right 
before you exercise 

Avoid exercising 
when you’re sick 

Don’t exercise when you’re sick with a cold or flu. Your body 
needs time to rest and recover. It’s harder for your body to fight 
the illness if you exercise during this time. 

Dress comfortably Wear loose, comfortable clothing such as sweat suits, shorts, T-
shirt, and appropriate footwear (i.e., running shoes with proper 
support) to reduce your chance of getting injured during your 
exercise. 

Track your pulse  
Refer to page 14 for 
instructions on how 
to track your pulse 
 

Your pulse is your heart rate, or the number of times your heart 
beats in one minute. Your pulse is lower when you’re at rest and 
increases when you exercise 

 Keep track of your pulse to make sure that you won’t 
experience symptoms during exercise  

 Keep track of your pulse to show if you’re working 
within your prescribed target heart rate range 

 You should take your pulse before, during, and after 
your exercise session  

Track your effort 
Refer to page 15 for 
instructions on how 
to track your effort 
 
 

In order to track your effort, you’ll be using the BORG Rate of 
Perceived Exertion (RPE) Scale and the METs Chart. These 
charts will help you to determine how hard you’re working during 
exercise.  
 

*Adapted from the Cardiac College of the Toronto Rehabilitation Institute 
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Monitoring Exercise 

While exercising, it’s important that you continue to monitor your exertion and 
symptoms. The three most common ways to monitor how hard you’re working are: 

 Pulse/Heart Rate 
o Take your pulse during your exercise to determine if it falls within your 

prescribed heart rate range. 
 RPE (Rating of Perceived Exertion) 

o Use the RPE scale to make sure you’re working within your prescribed 
effort levels. 

 METs (Metabolic Equivalents) 
o Review your METS chart to make sure that your activity matches your 

prescribed METs level. 

Instructions for these monitoring techniques are on the following pages. 

Continue to watch for any symptoms. You shouldn’t notice symptoms if you’re following 
your exercise prescription. If you notice any symptoms while you’re exercising then slow 
down or stop your exercise immediately. See page 10 for more information. 

How to Track Your Pulse  

 

1) Place the tips of your index and middle, or middle 

and ring fingers on the palm side of your other 

wrist below the base of the thumb. Or, place the 

tips of two fingers on your lower neck on either 

side of your windpipe.  

2) Press lightly with your fingers until you feel the blood 

pulsing beneath your fingers. You may need to move your 

fingers around slightly up or down until you feel the 

pulsing.  

3) Use a watch with a second hand, or look at a clock with a 

second hand.  

4) Count the beats you feel for 10 seconds. Multiply this 

number by six to get your heart rate (pulse) per minute.  

Count your pulse: _____ beats in 10 seconds x 6 = _____ beats/minute 
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How to Track your Effort 
 

In order to track your effort, you’ll be using the BORG Rate of Perceived Exertion (RPE) 
Scale and the METs Chart. The RPE Scale and METs Chart will help you to determine 
how hard you’re working during exercise.  

How to use the RPE Scale 
1) The RPE scale is listed from 6 – 20 according to the difficulty of the exercise 

you’re currently completing (6 being the lightest and 20 being the hardest). 
2) You’ll notice that some of the numbers have descriptions beside them. Find the 

description that best matches how hard you think that you’re working then look at 
the number that matches the description. 

 

 

Example 

 The RPE range that you’ll be asked to 
work within will vary depending on your 
personalized exercise prescription. However, 
during aerobic exercise, you’ll normally be 
asked to work between 11 – 16 
(11 being your warm up & cool down) 
 

 If you’ve rated yourself higher than 16, you 
should slow down your exercise 
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How to use the METs Chart 
1) The METs Chart is listed from 1 

– 10 or More according to the 
difficulty of the activity you’re 
currently completing (1 being 
the lightest and 10 or more 
being the hardest). 

2) You’ll notice that there are 
examples of activities under 
each of the numbers. Find the 
activity that best matches what 
you’re currently doing then look 
at the number that matches the 
activity. 

Example 

 The MET Level range that you’ll 
be asked to work within will vary 
depending on your personalized 
exercise prescription. However, 
during aerobic exercise, you’ll 
normally be asked to work 
between 3 – 7 
 

 If you’ve rated yourself higher 
than 7, you should slow down 
your exercise 
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Session 2: What Have I Learned So Far? 

1. What is a symptom? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

2. What are the symptoms that tell you that you’re working too hard during exercise? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

3. What should you do if you notice any of these symptoms while you’re exercising? 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

4. Name 6 ways that you can avoid symptoms while you exercise: 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

___________________________________________________________________ 

  


