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The importance of pre-participation health screening and how to pre-screen your clients   

Have you ever watched the start of a group exercise session where the exercise professional asked her group 

‘Does anyone have any health issues?’ or words to that effect? Can you imagine a hypothetical 52 year old 

participant putting up her hand up and publicly volunteering (to the exercise professional, the whole class 

and anyone else within earshot) that she is recovering from breast cancer and she is suffering from severe 

depression and anxiety! Unfortunately this example is not far from what can and does happen. We have all 

heard something similar at our local gym or pool. This is not to criticise the exercise professional who was 

simply following the procedures imposed by her employer or the situation. Of course this approach is useless 

in most instances because people want their privacy respected and are not going to divulge sensitive and 

serious health information publicly.  

There is a slightly increased risk of sudden cardiac death during exercise for most individuals1, but this is 

counterbalanced by a very significant fall in the risk of early death for fit individuals, compared to sedentary 

individuals.1, 2 This slightly increased risk of sudden death during say an hour of exercise together with 

greatly reduced risk for the rest of the day is sometimes called the ‘exercise paradox’. Not surprisingly, the 

media and the public sometimes get this concept completely wrong and blame running for the death of a 

runner when the reality is that the runner’s life was probably extended and improved by his fitness. Of 

course we cannot prove that for an individual, but the population data strongly supports the health benefits 

of exercise.2   

Taking death as the very extreme end of adverse events related to exercise, what are some of the things we 

can do to minimise this?  

1. Pre-participation health screening with appropriate follow up: see below for how to use guidelines 

and tools as recommended by leading authorities, the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM)3 

and Exercise & Sports Science Australia (ESSA)4. There are a number of pre-participation health 

screening tools and forms available online and the important thing is to use one of these; it doesn’t 

matter so much which one!  

2. Fitness itself may help to reduce adverse events because more events occur in less fit individuals 

when they perform unaccustomed physical activity or exercise.1 

The rate of sudden death during exercise is incredibly low1, but you do not want to be the unfortunate 

exercise professional to be present or leading a group of clients in the event of a sudden death or collapse 

during or immediately following exercise. Conducting pre-participation health screening will help greatly in 

reducing not only the odds of sudden death related to exercise, but also other risks to health and injuries. 

Just on the issue of sudden death related to exercise: in the vast majority of these tragic events, exercise is a 

trigger rather than a cause of death. By trigger I mean that in most cases, the person who has collapsed will 

either have a serious underlying cardiovascular condition or have a congenital heart condition. In either case, 

these may have been diagnosed or undiagnosed, and in the case of undiagnosed, the condition will not have 

been treated or managed. The extra cardiovascular stress or other stress on a body part (e.g. heart) during 

exercise tips the person ‘over the edge’, whilst the same exercise for a healthy person will cause nothing but 

good. However, even people with very significant cardiovascular disease can exercise safely and gain both 

health and fitness from exercise by staying at exercise intensities and volumes that do not trigger these 

adverse events. A registered or accredited exercise physiologist is the best professional to help with this. 

This is why it is so important to (i) provide pre-participation health screening and (ii) measure or estimate 
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aerobic fitness (VO2peak) which then produces safe ranges of exercise intensities for exercise programming. I 

have written other articles in this series on the importance of these points.   

So how can we include pre-participation health screening without severely disrupting our services?  

1. First, people need privacy. There are paper-based tools that can be completed by your clients in 

private or with the help of their usual medical practitioner. A side benefit of clients filling out their 

own screening forms is that it saves time for the exercise professional. So long as there is some 

system for ensuring that this information is accounted for before clients commence or resume an 

exercise program, this should lift the safety and comfort of participation for most people.  

2. Second, no one including health authorities expects you to perform outside (i.e. above) your 

professional competencies or your accreditation / registration criteria. Remember that you are an 

accredited or registered exercise professional and just work within your scope of practice.  

3. Third, there are guidelines and easy to use tools available online that can support your decision 

making in terms of pre-participation health screening. I have provided information on these below.  

Recently, ACSM updated their recommendations for exercise pre-participation health screening.3 One of the 

big advancements was the move away from counting ‘risk factors’ (e.g. number of risk factors such as 

cholesterol level, blood pressure), and instead ACSM now recommends collecting information related more 

to exercise itself. The ACSM decision making framework is now based on each individual’s:    

1. current level of physical activity  

2. desired exercise intensities for programming 

3. presence of signs or symptoms (especially related to exercise) and/or known cardiovascular, 

metabolic (e.g. diabetes) or renal (kidney) disease  

There are two other really pleasing developments with the updated ACSM guidelines.  

1. There is less need now for (unnecessary) medical consultations and requests for medical clearance 

prior to exercise participation. This has had the effect of reducing barriers to participation for new 

clients.  

2. The updated ACSM guidelines, the Australian guidelines, and other guidelines such as the Canadian 

par-Q (https://www.verywellfit.com/physical-activity-readiness-questionnaire-3120277 ) have now 

moved significantly closer together which has ‘internationalised’ the guidelines and tools better than 

ever before. Most of them are now based on focusing on exercise-related signs or symptoms, 

current exercise patterns and known cardiovascular disease.  
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Riebe D, Franklin BA, Thompson PD, Garber CE, Whitfield GP, Magal M and Pescatello LS. Updating ACSM's 
Recommendations for Exercise Preparticipation Health Screening. Med Sci Sports Exerc. 2015;47:2473-9. 

Key: CV = cardiovascular; medical clearance = approval from a health care professional to engage in exercise.  
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Key = GP = general practitioner; AEP = ESSA Accredited Exercise Physiologist; AES = ESSA Accredited Exercise 

Scientist; APSS = Adult Pre-Exercise Screening System5; APSS is a joint venture and publication of Exercise & 

Sports Science Australia (ESSA), Sports Medicine Australia (SMA) and Fitness Australia (FA) (information and 

the form itself are available here https://fitness.org.au/articles/policies-guidelines/adult-pre-exercise-

screening-system/4/18/20 ); Canadian par Q+ = Physical Activity Readiness Questionnaire (information and 

the questions are available here https://www.verywellfit.com/physical-activity-readiness-questionnaire-

3120277 ).  

Adapted from Maiorana AJ, Williams AD, Askew CD, Levinger I, Coombes J, Vicenzino B, Davison K, Smart NA 

and Selig SE. Exercise Professionals with Advanced Clinical Training Should be Afforded Greater 

Responsibility in Pre-Participation Exercise Screening: A New Collaborative Model between Exercise 

Professionals and Physicians. Sports Med. 2018;48:1293-1302.4 
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Key Points  

 The vast majority of clients will benefit from exercise and do not need medical clearance before 

commencing exercise 

 But it is important that exercise professionals are aware of any medical conditions or injuries that 

could impact on the safety and comfort of their clients’ exercise 

 Pre-participation health screening using online tools is simple and should be undertaken before a 

client commences training 

 There are many screening tools available and most of them focus on exercise-related signs or 

symptoms, current exercise patterns and known cardiovascular disease; it doesn’t matter so much 

which one you use;  just use one!! 
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