
 

   

 

Exercise and Physiotherapy                 

Advice Before and            

after Surgery 

 

 



Introduction 

• Improved fitness has been proven to benefit patients 
undergoing surgery. Patients who increase their level of 
physical activity before surgery are less likely to suffer 
complications during and after surgery and will likely 
recover quicker 

 
• You should be active at a moderate level for at least 30 

minutes a day on at least 5 days a week 
 

• You should exercise to a level where you work up a sweat 
and you are slightly breathless but still able to speak. Aim 
for 11-13 on the breathing scale on the next page 

 
• This can include walking, cycling, running, swimming etc. 

 
• Physical activity should be performed in bouts of at least 

10 minutes duration 
 

• During the Covid-19 pandemic, it is important to ensure 
appropriate social distancing and public health advice is 
followed at all times when exercising 

 

 

 
 



 

 
 

 



Benefits of Exercise Before 
Surgery 

 

It is important to exercise and keep active. Some of the benefits 

include: 

• Strengthening your muscles, joints and bones 
• Reducing tiredness and increasing energy levels, 

improving sleep quality 
• Reducing anxiety and depression 
• Improving mood and quality of life 
• Reducing the risk of other health problems 
• Increasing your confidence 

 

- Research tells us that exercising during treatment and 

before surgery is safe and can have many benefits. Regular 

contact with your physiotherapist during your treatment 

will help support your progress. 

 

- There may be days when you feel too tired to achieve the 

recommended amount of exercise. It is important to listen 

to your body and to rest on the days you don’t feel able to 

exercise 

 

 



Strengthening Exercises 
(do these exercises 2-3 per week) 

Sit to Stand 

 
 

• Stand up and sit down from a chair without using your hands as 

support if possible 

• Try to do this exercise 30 times 

• You can do this exercise at any time of the day, whenever you 

think of it.  

Stepping/ Stairs 

  

• Stepping or doing the stairs is a great way to improve your 

fitness 

• Do this stepping exercise for 3 minutes at a time, if able 

• Rest if needed 

• Hold on to the stair rail or other support if needed 
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Shoulder blade squeeze 

 

• Hold the theraband with a straight elbow in both hands 
• Slowly pull your arms across your body, squeeze your shoulder 

blades together 
• Slowly return to starting position 
• Do this 15 times, for 2 sets 

Lateral Raise 

 
• Place one end of the theraband under your foot and one in hand 
• Keeping your elbow straight, raise the arm out to the side 
• Do this 15 times, for 2 sets 

• Repeat on the other side 



Role of the Physiotherapist 
after Surgery 

• Prevent post-operative lung complications such as lung 

collapse and infection 

• Maximise your lung function as soon as possible after your 

surgery  

• Give advice regarding exercise to help you return to pre-

surgery functional levels 

 

 



Breathing Exercises 

• On the first day after your surgery your physiotherapist 
will instruct you in breathing exercises and supported 
coughing techniques 

 
• The Active Cycle of Breathing Technique (ACBT) is a 

technique which uses breathing exercises to remove 
phlegm from the lungs 
 

• It should be performed in sitting or standing, in a 
comfortable position 
 

• Try to breathe in through your nose and out through your 
mouth. Breathing out should be slow, like “sighing out”.  
 

• A “huff” is a sharp breath out like fogging up a mirror but 
much stronger with your mouth in an O shape. 
 

• Support the area where you had your surgery with your 
hands or a small pillow when you cough 
 

• It is important to remember that your incision area cannot 
be damaged by any post-operative exertions such as 
coughing. 

 
 
 
 
 



A typical cycle of the Active Cycle of Breathing 
Technique (ACBT) consists of: 
 

 
 
 

RELAXED BREATHING 
 

 

 

3-4 DEEP BREATHS (with 3 second hold) 
 
 
 

RELAXED BREATHING 
 
 
 
 

3-4 DEEP BREATHS 
 
 
 

RELAXED BREATHING 
 
 
 

1 - 2 LOW VOLUMES HUFFS  
 
 
 

1 - 2 HIGH VOLUME HUFFS  
AND A COUGH 

 
 

RELAXED BREATHING 
 

 

 

 

 
 



Mobilising 

• On the morning after your surgery, your physiotherapist 
and the nursing staff will help you to sit out of bed. You 
will begin to walk short distances as soon as possible 

 
• The distance you walk will then be increased every day by 

your physiotherapist at a pace appropriate to your 
recovery 
 

• If you use any mobilising aid such as a walking stick prior 
to surgery you should bring this with you into hospital as 
you will require it to assist your walking after surgery 

 

Pain Control 

 
• After your surgery, pain relieving medications will be 

given to you frequently. It is extremely important that 
after your surgery your pain is well controlled in order for 
you to carry out your breathing exercises and be able to 
walk 
 

• If you are in pain after your surgery please let the staff 
know and they will address this problem. Do not wait until 
it gets very bad or out of control as it may inhibit your 
recovery 

 

 

 



Clothing 

• Please bring comfortable everyday clothing (e.g. loose 
fitting t-shirt, button up shirt or blouse), and a pair of 
runners or shoes into hospital 
 

• We will be encouraging you to get out of bed, get dressed 
in your own clothes and get active. This is because being 
active will help you recover quicker and you will feel 
better dressed in your day clothes 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Contact Details: 

Sarah Moore, Clinical Specialist Physiotherapist, Prehabilitation  

Phone: 0874001157 

Email: prehab@stjames.ie 
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