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Why should I exercise before my operation?
There is evidence to show that better fitness levels 
reduce complications when having an operation. 
This is because your body is able to cope better 
with the stresses put on it as a result of surgery. This 
helps you return to your normal quality of life more 
quickly. People who have low activity levels can 
improve their fitness within as little as four weeks by 
taking regular exercise. This provides an opportunity 
for you to get fitter before your operation and 
improve your chances of a better and quicker 
recovery after surgery.  Taking regular exercise can 
also help you feel good and lose weight.

What if I have concerns about exercising 
before my operation?
We understand that you may have concerns about 
exercising before your surgery. The exercise levels 
we are recommending are very safe.  We would 
recommend that if you have any particular concerns 
about exercising, you should discuss this with your 
surgeon or your GP. If you experience any symptoms 
such as pain or severe breathlessness or feel unwell 
whilst exercising, you should stop immediately and 
seek medical advice from your GP or by telephoning 
NHS 24 on 111.

What if I already exercise regularly?
If you already take regular exercise, it is important to 
continue your usual level of activity before surgery. 
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Fitness levels can drop quickly if you stop exercising.  
You may get further ideas for exercising from the 
following suggestions.

What do I need to do?
We recommend that you build up your activity levels 
starting as soon as possible following your hospital 
visit today.  The recommended amount of physical 
activity that leads to health benefits is 30 minutes, 
five times a week that leaves you breathless but not 
speechless. Exercising at a continuous moderate 
level for this time is recommended so that you feel 
like your heart is beating faster and your body feels 
warm.  You can do any form of activity to achieve 
this, however our suggestions include:

•	 brisk walking
•	 swimming
•	 cycling
•	 gardening
•	 dancing
•	 taking part in an exercise class

To begin with, you can build up your 30 minutes by 
exercising for shorter periods more frequently.  For 
example, 10 minutes of housework, 10 minutes of 
walking and 10 minutes of gardening.

Exercise should be enjoyable, so pick something you 
think you will like or vary your activities between 
sessions. Doing activities with a friend or in a group 
can also make it more fun.
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Exercises Daily activities

•	Swimming
•	Running
•	Fast cycling

•	Moving furniture 
or carrying  
heavy objects

•	Walking up hill 
•	Moderate cycling

•	Washing car
•	Heavy gardening 

(weeding or 
mowing lawn)

•	Heavy 
housework 
(vacuuming/
mopping floor)

•	Carrying 
shopping

•	Walking on  
the flat

•	Dancing
•	Golf
•	Slow cycling

•	Walking the dog 
on the flat

•	Slow walking
•	Darts
•	Bowling

•	Light housework 
(dusting/ironing/
making beds)

•	Bathing
•	Dressing
•	Brushing  

hair/teeth
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Suggestions of exercises and daily activities include:
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Your exercise sessions should include a five minute 
warm up, 30 minutes of continuous activity and a 
five minute cool down. To guide you, the main 30 
minutes should be done at a level of 3 – 6 on the 
activity scale shown in the diagram, (moderate level 
of activity box). If you are already doing exercises at 
a moderate level on the scale, please aim to increase 
your level of activity.

Day Activity Minutes Total 
minutes

Monday Walking dog
Hoovering/Mopping

10
15 25

Tuesday Booklet exercises
Walk to shops

15
15 30

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

Weekly total:

Notes:

Activity diary
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Exercise Programme
You can make the following exercise programme 
part of your physical activity diary. It consists of: 

•	 Warm-up
•	 Circuit training (individual exercises that can be 

adjusted to a level that suits you)
•	 Cool-down.

Warm Up

The purpose of warming up is to gently prepare 
your body before doing physical activity. 

For the first five minutes you want to be gradually 
increasing the amount effort from ‘no effort’ to 
‘fairly light’ (2 – 3 on the scale of exertion).

If doing the exercises at home, a good way to warm 
up is to choose a selection of exercises at level one 
for one minute each.

Listen to your body and do what feels right for you. 
Do not push through any major pain or discomfort. 
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Main workout (aerobic circuit)

The exercises in this section are designed to 
challenge your stamina. Remember that other 
things like walking, dancing, vacuuming, mopping, 
gardening, and DIY will also help build your stamina.

Please repeat each exercise for one to one and a 
half minutes, building up to a total of ten to thirty 
minutes where able.

Keep going until you are working ‘somewhat hard’ 
in relation to effort (3-6 on the scale of exertion).

If your breathing becomes out of control at any 
point please adopt a position of ease, keep your feet 
tapping and continue when you feel able. 

Turn the page for individual exercises
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Marching on the spot
Level One Level Two

Heel lifts only March with arms

Toe taps to the side
Level One Level Two

Alternate side taps With arm swing
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Heel digs
Level One Level Two

Alternate heel dig With elbow bend

Toe taps to front
Level One Level Two

Alternate toe taps With arms
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Toe taps behind
Level One Level Two

Alternate step-backs With arms 
pushing back

Knee bends
Level One Level Two

Knee bends With arm swing
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Knee lifts
Level One Level Two

Alternate knee lift Hand to opposite 
knee or ankle

Wall Press
Level One Level Two

Stand Close to wall Stand further away 
from wall
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Sit to Stand
Level One Level Two

Using arms of chair Using legs only

Hamstring curl
Level One Level Two

Leg lift behind Leg lift behind with 
double arm lifts
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Cool Down

The purpose of cooling down is to slowly allow your 
breathing, blood pressure and heart rate to return to 
a resting level. 

You should be aiming to slowly reduce your effort 
working down to a ‘very light’ (1 – 2 on the scale of 
exertion).

For the last five minutes choose a selection of the 
exercises but do them at level one for 30 seconds to 
a minute each. 

Listen to your body and do what feels right for you.

Walking

Walking is an ideal way of adding time to your total 
weekly exercise and it can be a relaxing way to clear 
your mind.  There are lots of simple ways you can 
make walking part of your daily routine.

Why not start by;

•	 Getting off the bus a stop earlier and walking the 
rest of the way

•	 Walking up stairs instead of using the lift
•	 Sitting down less – take regular breaks from sitting 

in front of the television or computer by getting 
up and moving around
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Then try to;

•	 Plan a time each day for you to walk – use a diary 
or calender if it’s helpful

•	 Build walking into your daily commute
•	 Walk to the shop instead of driving or getting the 

bus
•	 Make walking part of your social life
•	 Involve the whole family so you can support each 

other
•	 Walk your children/grandchildren to school
•	 Walk in an indoor area such as a shopping centre 

if bad weather puts you off
You can use a diary to help gradually build up your 
walking.  If you are walking briskly every day and 
your total time is more than 150 minutes a week, 
well done.  You are already doing a great job.  
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Continuing with exercise after your 
operation.
Improving your general health and fitness before 
your operation can not only help you get back on 
your feet and out of hospital more quickly, but if 
you continue, can help you stay healthy after your 
operation and give you long term health benefits:

•	 Reduces your risk of heart disease, stroke and 
diabetes 

•	 Helps control blood pressure and resting heart rate
•	 Improves cholesterol levels
•	 Lowers risk of osteoporosis (thinning bones)
•	 Helps weight control
•	 Reduces anxiety and stress
•	 Helps manage fatigue and feel more energetic
•	 Improves breathlessness
•	 Lowers risk of falls
•	 Improves independence and self-confidence
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Tell us what you think...
If you would like to comment on any issues raised by this document, please complete this 
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