
 
 
 
 
1.  What is Clinical Exercise Physiology? 
 
Clinical Exercise Physiology is a relatively 
new career  field that has only been around 
since the late 1960s.  It is found within the 
healthcare realm, primarily in medical 
settings, where exercise is used to help 
clients manage or reduce their risk of 
chronic disease. It is an exciting and 
growing profession that has recently been 
organized on the national level, recognized 
by the federal government and defined as an 
occupation.  It is a unique and vital 
profession – and with the upcoming changes 
in the field of healthcare, it’s an exciting time to be a clinical exercise physiologist! 
 
 
2.  What is a clinical exercise physiologist (CEP)? 
 
A CEP is a certified health professional that utilizes scientific rationale to design, implement and 
supervise exercise programming for those with chronic diseases, conditions and/or physical 
shortcomings.  They also assess the results of outcomes related to exercise services provided to 
those individuals. Clinical Exercise Physiology services focus on the improvement of physical 
capabilities for the purpose of: (1) chronic disease management; (2) reducing risks for early 
development or recurrence of chronic diseases; (3) creating lifestyle habits that promote 
enhancement of health;  (4) facilitating the elimination of barriers to habitual lifestyle changes 
through goal-setting and prioritizing; (5) improving the ease of daily living activities; (6) and 
increasing the likelihood of long-term physical, social and economic independence 
 
 
.  
3.  What does a CEP do? 
 
A CEP typically obtains a medical history on a client, prior to administering exercise-related 
tests. From the test results, the CEP would then be able to design an individualized exercise 
prescription that meets the specific needs of each client. Along with each client, the CEP will 
determine short and long term goals. The CEP will use his/her expertise to assist clients to 
lose/gain weight, improve aerobic capacity, decrease heart disease risk factors such as high body 
fat and high blood pressure, poor cholesterol levels or high blood glucose levels. Heart disease is 
a very serious disease—the number one killer in the United States today, and the CEP can work 



with high-risk clients to decrease risk, taking the road to a much healthier future. Many factors 
go into risk reduction, and the CEP will creatively counsel clients to set goals necessary to meet 
risk reduction objectives. CEPs will work with clients to prioritize exercise as an enjoyable 
habitual lifestyle practice. 
 
 
 4.   Where do CEPs work?   
 
CEPs work in a variety of settings:  hospitals, outpatient clinics, physician offices, university 
laboratories or hospital-based research facilities. 
CEPs may work independently, but many times work as a team with other health professionals 
including dietitians, social workers, physicians and nurses. 
 
 
 
5. How can a CEP make a direct impact on their clients’ lives? 
 
A CEP leads clients through a comprehensive program of health education and exercise as a 
means in managing risk factors for chronic disease. If high blood pressure or high cholesterol is a 
problem area, the CEP knows the tools of the trade to assist clients to meet program goals. The 
CEP will encourage and support clients to stay on track with an exercise regimen and lifestyle 
changes, resulting in risk factor modification, ease in performing activities of daily living, and 
making exercise an enjoyable as well as a permanent lifestyle practice.   
 
 
 
6. How does a CEP differ from a physical therapist or a personal trainer? 
 
CEPs have a broad focus of improving aerobic endurance, and whole body strength in order to 
enable those with a chronic disease (diabetes, heart disease, renal disease, pulmonary disease) to 
live life to the fullest and to achieve the most effective management of their disease.  
 
In contrast, physical therapists treat patients who have acute or chronic pain due to injury and 
disability (an example is rehabilitation after knee or shoulder surgery). They use exercise and 
other therapeutic modalities (like ultrasound, traction, electrical stimulation) to focus on 
improving the area of injury. 
 
Personal trainers work with clients who are healthy, and, like CEPs, use different types of 
exercise to enable their clients to reach their physical potential. Personal trainers are not required 
to have any formal training in exercise science:  the minimum educational level for certification 
as a personal trainer is a high school diploma. 
 
 
 
 
 



7.          Where can I find a CEP? 
 
CEPs are most commonly found in doctor’s offices, hospitals and 
medical (or other) fitness facilities.  They may work in cardiac and 
pulmonary rehabilitation, industrial rehabilitation, stress testing 
departments or health education settings (such as employee or 
community wellness programs, or diabetes centers, etc.)  Cancer 
rehabilitation programs and bariatric clinics (or exercise programs 
dealing with other chronic diseases) may also employ CEPs.  In 
most cases, those individuals working with CEPs have been 
referred by their physician. 
 
If you are interested in locating a CEP in your area, you may 
choose to use the American College of Sports Medicine’s 
“Profinder” service at:   
http://forms.acsm.org/_frm/crt/online_locator.asp.  Under 
“certification/registry level” choose:  ACSM Registered Clinical 
Exercise Physiologist or ACSM Certified Clinical Exercise Specialist”. 
 
 
8.          What type of training is required for a CEP? 
 
Most CEPs have a master’s degree or higher in Exercise Science, Exercise Physiology, or 
Kinesiology and hold either the Clinical Exercise Specialist or the Registered Clinical Exercise 
Physiologist certification by the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM). To compliment 
a formal education, CEPs log many hours working with clients and patients in clinical settings 
such as hospitals, cardiac, pulmonary and bariatric rehab centers, senior centers and commercial 
or corporate fitness and wellness centers. Clients and patients come to the table with a host of 
chronic diseases and disorders, giving CEPs-in-training a variety of settings in which to gain 
experience.  With the anticipated number of baby-boomers set to retire in the near future, and 
with heart disease as the number one killer in the US, the CEP will fulfill an important role in the 
promotion of risk factor reduction and lifestyle modification. These are exciting times for the 
CEP! If you strive to make a positive impact and help others reach their goals for a healthier 
lifestyle, consider the career path of a CEP!  
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