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Helplines
Alcoholics Anonymous  
0846 769 7555

Asthma    
0845 701 0203

Bereavement - Cruise  
01292 571411

Counselling - Relate  
01292 265270

Samaritans    
01563 531313

Debt     
0121 3598501

Drugs    
0800 776600

Elderly - Age Concern  
01292 265304

Help the Aged   
0131 5564666

Epilepsy    
0141 4275225

Family - Mediation  
01563 572429

Heart disease   
0131 2263705

Head injuries   
01292 618090

Lung disease   
0141 2044110

Smoking    
0800 848484

Maureen Rawlings 
ICU Follow-up Nurse, Ayr 
01292 617261

Introduction
After a period of being ill, 
it may take you a while to 
get back to normal.

Exactly how long this 
will take depends on the 
length of time you have 
been ill, if you have lost a 
lot of weight and if your 
illness means that you have 
to change some aspects of 
your lifestyle.

This booklet describes 
some of the common 
problems that can occur 
and simple ways to 
resolve them. You will not 
necessarily experience all 
of these problems, but if 
you do suffer from any of 
them we hope that you 
will find the advice helpful.

Leaving intensive 
care
This is a big step on the 
way to getting better 
and going home, and it 
is quite normal to feel 

apprehensive. You will 
have become familiar with 
the staff and routine in the 
intensive care unit (ICU) 
and high dependency 
unit (HDU). The thought 
of meeting new people, 
especially at this time, can 
be worrying. The ward 
staff understand this, so 
feel free to ask them about 
anything that concerns 
you.

You will notice that there 
are fewer nurses for each 
patient compared to the 
ICU and HDU. This reflects 
the fact that you are 
now able to do more for 
yourself. You will have a 
call button if you need any 
help, and the nurses will 
answer as quickly as they 
can.

You will be going home 
soon, so you will have to 
work with staff to prepare 
for your discharge.



Sitting straight – straighten 
your right knee and pull 
your toes towards you. 
Return your foot to the 
floor and straighten your 
left leg.

Standing:

You may wish to rest your 
hands on a solid surface 
to help your balance 
when carrying out the leg 
exercises.

Standing – hold a towel as 
though you were drying 
your back, with your right 
hand over your head and 
left hand behind your back 
move the towel up and 
down. Repeat.

Standing – bend your 
right knee moving your 
foot towards your buttock. 
Repeat with your left leg.

Standing – lift your right 
leg straight out to the side 
about four inches off the 
floor. Return to the centre 
and lift your left leg.

Standing – lift yourself 
onto your toes – slowly 
lower.

Initially, you may feel 
uncomfortable as you 
stretch. But this should get 
easier. If you experience 
pain during any of these 
exercises you should stop. 
If the pain continues you 
may wish to contact your 
family doctor (GP).

To progress the exercises 
for your arms and legs you 
can increase the resistance 
by holding a light weight 
- for example, a tin of 
beans or an orange - or by 
resting sand bags on your 
ankles.

You can also progress to 
fast walking, cycling or 
swimming.

If you require further 
advice on exercise you can 
contact your family doctor 
(GP) who may give your 
more advice or refer you 
for physiotherapy.
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Exercise and 
mobility
You may feel exhausted 
at first, when the slightest 
activity takes tremendous 
effort. This tiredness is 
normal and will improve 
with time. Your muscles 
have not had to do any 
work for a while and 
they need to rebuild their 
strength again. As a result 
of this you may find:

•	 You feel tired very 
quickly even when you 
are just pottering about

•	 You have difficulty 
climbing stairs or have 
to take a break 

•	 Your balance is not as 
good as it used to be

Take it slowly at first and 
gradually increase your 
activity over the weeks 
after you go home by 
following the instructions 
in this booklet.

It may take some months 
until you feel that you are 
back to normal. Everyone is 
different so it is impossible 
to give an exact timescale 
for your recovery. It also 
depends on a number of 
factors such as your age, 
your previous level of 
fitness, how ill you have 
been and how long you 
have been ill.

During your stay in ICU 
you will probably have lost 
some weight and muscle 
strength, and your joints 
may be stiff as you have 
been immobile for some 
time. This stiffness will 
ease as you use your joints 
more.

The ward physiotherapist 
will assess your problems 
and come up with an 
exercise programme that is 
suitable for you.

Please read the simple 
exercise at the back of this 
booklet to aid recovery.



Sleeping
You may find that your 
sleeping pattern has 
changed. It may be more 
difficult to fall asleep or 
you may wake up during 
the night. When your 
body is not active it does 
not need as much sleep 
as normal. As you recover 
and become more active 
you should find your sleep 
pattern returns to normal.

You may find a warm bath 
or shower shortly before 
going to bed will help you 
feel more relaxed, making 
it easier to sleep. If you find 
you are napping during 
the day, make a conscious 
effort to stay awake and 
your sleep at night should 
start to improve. Also try 
to get up at a regular time 
each morning to try to 
establish a healthy sleep 
pattern.

Many people find a 
bedtime drink is helpful 
but you should avoid tea, 
coffee and large amounts 
of alcohol. Reading just 
before going to sleep 
is also a good way of 
relaxing.

Being awake at night 
can be worrying. Things 
can easily get out of 
proportion, when small 
problems seem impossible 
to solve. This is quite 
normal when you have 
been ill. It is often harder 
to cope with things like 
this. If you are awake at 
night, you may find it 
helpful to read or listen to 
the radio. 

Finally, the most important 
thing is not to worry about 
a lack of sleep as it will 
not do you any harm, and 
as you recover things will 
return to normal.

Take a slow deep breath 
in through your nose and 
sigh out gently through 
your mouth.

Repeat three times.

Lying on your bed or 
floor:

Lie on your back, knees 
bent and feet flat. Pull in 
your stomach muscles and 
count to five – relax.

Lie on your back, knees 
bent and feet flat. Roll your 
legs to the right, keeping 
your shoulders on the 
floor, return to the centre 
and then roll to the left.

Lie on your back, knees 
bent and feet flat. Tighten 
your buttocks and stomach 
muscles and lift your 
bottom off the bed and 
slowly lower.

Lie on your side – bend 
your bottom leg. Lift your 
top leg up about one foot 
off the floor then slowly 
lower it.

Lie on your back, stretch 
your right arm up to the 
ceiling and then carry the 
movement on over your 
head. Return your arm 
to your side. Now stretch 
your left arm.

Lie on your back – place 
your hands behind your 
ears and stretch your 
elbows back to the pillow.

Sitting:

Sit straight. Slowly look 
over your right shoulder, 
return to the centre, then 
slowly look to the left. This 
exercise should be carried 
out slowly and you should 
stop if you feel light-
headed or dizzy.

Sit straight – stretch your 
arms forward and up to 
the ceiling then circle them 
out and back to your sides.

Sit straight – with your 
arms at your sides, slowly 
bend your elbows taking 
your hands to your 
shoulders then straighten.
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normal relationship, but 
recognise that this will take 
time and patience from 
both of you.

Going home
By now you may feel as 
if you are almost back to 
normal. Or, you may feel 
that you are still far from 
100 per cent better. This 
is expected so don’t let 
it get you down. In fact, 
we would anticipate that 
the majority of people 
who have been critically ill 
would not be fully fit for 
some months. You will find 
that you feel stronger week 
by week. As time goes 
on, the rate at which you 
improve gradually slows 
down. It hasn’t stopped, 
but it’s harder to see it 
happening. Just think back 
over the weeks since your 
illness and you will see 
how much improvement 
you have made.

However, if you feel that 
you are not making any 
progress, you may wish 
to take the advice offered 
through the ICU follow-up 
clinic, your family doctor 
(GP) or one of the self 
help groups listed in this 
booklet.

Simple exercises to 
help your recovery
Following your stay in 
hospital you may feel that 
your muscles are weak and 
your joints are stiff. The 
following exercises will 
help to loosen your joints 
and build up your strength.

You should do the exercises 
once a day and start with 
five repetitions of each and 
gradually build up to ten 
repetitions.

Lying or sitting:

Place your hands on your 
stomach.

Some patients are 
bothered by nightmares 
when they first leave the 
ICU - you may also have 
experienced them while 
in the unit. They may be 
very vivid and frightening. 
These usually subside over 
a few days or weeks and 
again, it is quite normal to 
experience this. Similarly 
some patients experience 
hallucinations while they 
are in intensive care. These 
are very common and are 
caused by a combination 
of being ill and the drugs 
that we give to keep you 
comfortable. If you have 
had or are having problems 
with nightmares, you may 
find it useful to talk to a 
sympathetic person or to 
write them down.

Eating
You may find you have lost 
your appetite since being ill 
or you find that your food 

does not taste the same. 
Common changes include 
an unusual metallic taste 
and foods tasting saltier or 
sweeter than usual. These 
taste changes are only 
temporary and it is best to 
concentrate on foods that 
you do like and leave those 
that don’t appeal to you. 
Try them again after a few 
weeks when your taste has 
returned to normal. Many 
people find that sharp 
tasting foods, such as fresh 
fruit, fruit juices and boiled 
sweets, are refreshing and 
leave a pleasant taste.

If your appetite is 
poor, small meals with 
nourishing snacks in 
between are often easier to 
take. Eating will be more 
enjoyable if you take your 
time, avoid heavy fatty 
foods and relax for a while 
afterwards.
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You may have lost a lot of 
weight but time, exercise 
and sensible diet will get 
you back to normal.

You may find that your 
voice has changed. It 
may have become husky 
or may be so weak that 
you are unable to raise 
your voice or shout. This 
is probably the result of 
being intubated or having 
a tracheostomy. Again this 
should return to normal 
over time.

Family and 
relationships
This has also been a 
worrying time for your 
relatives. They may find it 
hard to understand how 
you feel and expect you 
to be as happy as they are 
that you are now getting 
better. They may also feel 
as frustrated as you do, as 
your progress may be slow.

You may find that their 
attitude to you has 
changed - seeing someone 
you love in intensive care 
can leave relatives feeling 
helpless and frightened. 
They will have been 
concerned and worried 
for you. Sometimes as 
result of this, they become 
overprotective and will not 
let you do as much as you 
feel that you are able to do. 
It has been a difficult time 
for them too, so talking 
over what has happened 
and sharing your concerns 
will help you to work 
together towards your 
recovery.

Your illness may have 
reduced your sex drive and 
you or your partner may be 
concerned that sex could 
be harmful for you. This is 
rarely the case, but as with 
other forms of exercise 
you should do as much as 
feels comfortable. You will 
be able to return to your 

Changes
Many patients complain 
of fluctuating moods 
- one day up, the next 
feeling very down. You 
may feel irritable for no 
reason at times. This is a 
normal reaction to illness 
and will fade with time. 
If you have been very 
seriously ill or ill for a long 
time, you may find that 
you are quite low for a 
while. Sometimes it may 
seem that any progress 
you make is unbearably 
slow. The ‘up and down’ 
struggle to recover your 
physical strength itself 
can be discouraging. Like 
other problems we have 
described this will improve 
with time and only rarely 
does it require special 
treatment.

It is important for you to 
be realistic about what 
you can do for yourself. 
Recovery from a serious 
illness will leave you very 

weak and your body has 
a lot of work to do to get 
back to being fit. 

Gradually take on the 
activities that you did 
before you became ill. 
Set yourself attainable 
goals to help you build 
your confidence. Do not 
set targets that are too 
difficult to reach. Ask 
the nurses, doctors, and 
physiotherapists to tell you 
what you can reasonably 
expect to be able to do.

Your appearance may have 
changed as a result of 
being ill, but these changes 
are usually temporary. 
You may suffer hair loss or 
change in quality of your 
hair. Similarly the texture of 
you skin may have changed 
and be much drier than 
before. You may also have 
some scars that you feel are 
unsightly. These will fade in 
time. As your skin returns 
to normal they will not 
seem as obvious.


