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Tests to measure your  
exercise capacity

Medical problems can affect our ability to exercise. When we’re physically active, we need to breathe 
more. To check your breathing and to show how able you are to do everyday things, your tester will ask 
you to do some exercise and take measurements when you’re exercising and afterwards. These might 
include your blood pressure, heart rate and oxygen levels. 

Tests to see how your body and breathing responds to exercise include:

• walking tests

• treadmill tests

• cycle tests

Walk tests 
A common and simple test is the six-minute walk test. The aim of the test is to walk as far as you possibly 
can in 6 minutes – remembering you can rest when needed. Your oxygen levels and heart rate may be 
monitored during the test using a pulse oximeter. You may wear a pulse oximeter like a wrist watch or 
have one strapped to your forehead

In a shuttle walking test you will walk between 2 points 10 metres apart. You’ll be asked to walk between 
2 points until you hear a bleep. The time before the next bleep gets shorter, so you’ll have less time to get 
to the next point. The time will get shorter as the test goes on, so you’ll need to walk quicker and quicker. 
When you can’t keep up with the bleeps, the test ends.

With these tests you need to have two goes and the results from the best one is taken.

Treadmill test 
This exercise looks at your breathing and heart rate during exercise. You walk on a treadmill – a running 
machine often seen in gyms – while you breathe through a special mouthpiece. To monitor your heart 
rate during the test, you may have small sticky patches put on your chest.

Cycle test 
Sometimes you might be asked to use an exercise bike. Usually you will be asked to breathe through a 
mouthpiece while you cycle and your heart rate will be measured too. The pedals will get harder to push 
round with each minute of the test. 
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More information on having tests
Breathing keeps us alive. It provides the oxygen that our bodies need and removes carbon dioxide,  
the waste gas that we produce. If you have problems with your breathing, your health care professional 
may suggest taking one or more tests. These can help to work out:

• if your lungs are working normally, or if there is a problem 

• if there is a problem, what type of problem it is

• if there is a problem, how severe is it

Highly-trained health care professionals will run your tests. They will make sure the equipment 
gives an accurate result and that it is hygienic to use, for example by using a separate, disposable 
mouthpiece for each person.

Remember:

• The results of tests can be used together with your medical history, symptoms and examination results 
as well as X-rays and scans to help guide your treatment.

• Different people may need more or less complicated tests. Sometimes the tests need to be done 
only once to see what the problem is. Sometimes they are repeated to monitor changes over time or 
response to treatment.

• When you get your results, ask your health care professional to explain them to you. Keep asking 
questions until you understand what your results mean.

Preparing for your test
When you’re going for a test, you may get a leaflet or an appointment letter with specific instructions. 
Read them carefully before your test. For some tests, you may be asked:

• to wear loose-fitting clothing, or suitable shoes for a walking test

• to stop smoking for 24 hours before the test (if you smoke, this can alter the results of some tests)

• to avoid eating for some hours before

• to avoid drinking alcohol and caffeinated drinks (like coffee, tea, cola or energy drinks)  
for some hours before

• not to take your medication for some hours before

• to bring along your medication, such as inhalers

If you’re unsure how to prepare, get in touch with the person who made the appointment for you.

If you’ve had a chest infection or a flare-up of symptoms and taken drugs such as steroids or 
antibiotics to treat it, this may affect your test results. If your test appointment is within 4–6 weeks  
of this, check with your health care professional about going ahead. Remember to tell whoever does 
your test about your recent chest infection and the drugs used to treat it.
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Questions about your test 
This information gives general information about breathing and other tests. But you may have more 
detailed questions. We’ve suggested some questions you could ask when your health care professional 
suggests you have some tests done or at the test appointment itself:

• What is the test for?

• Who will carry out the test, and where?

• What will happen during the test and how long does it take?

• Do I need to prepare for the test?

• Will there be any side effects and how long will they last?

• How and when will I get the results?


