
 

Go slow and accept your limitations—how to
exercise if you're recovering from long
COVID
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A significant proportion of people who contract COVID are left with
ongoing symptoms, commonly termed "long COVID." The nature of
these symptoms and the duration of the illness differ between people.
While some people are still suffering more than two years after their
initial infection, others have recovered, or at least improved. 
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As you're recovering from long COVID, you may begin to feel
motivated to get back to the physical activity you once enjoyed. While
this might be possible at some stage, it's important that you take your
time with your recovery, accept your limitations, and make a slow return
to exercise. 

So if you were an active person before who, for example, ran half
marathons or attended high-intensity interval training (HIIT) classes,
don't go straight back to these things. This is likely to exacerbate your
symptoms and could set you back in your recovery. 

A good first step is to speak with your GP or healthcare professional to
see what's available to help you with your recovery. For example, they
might be able to direct you to community-supported programs like
exercise rehabilitation or walking and talking groups. 

Slow and steady

The UK's National Institute for Health Research recommends a 
symptom-led approach to exercise during your recovery. This is where
you structure your exercise plan based on the severity of your symptoms,
rather than following a typical exercise program that gradually increases
intensity and volume over time. 

It's important to recognize that your progress is unlikely to consistently
improve each week, and sometimes you may need to pull back on the
amount of exercise you're attempting to complete. 

The key is to pace yourself by tailoring the volume and intensity of the
exercise you do and prioritizing rest in between sessions. 

Make sure you only expend the amount of energy you think you have in
your tank and don't power through grueling workouts with the view that
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https://www.bmj.com/content/373/bmj.n1559
https://evidence.nihr.ac.uk/themedreview/living-with-covid19-second-review/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/symptom/
https://www.bmj.com/content/373/bmj.n1559.abstract
https://www.unboundmedicine.com/medline/citation/22181560/Pacing_as_a_strategy_to_improve_energy_management_in_myalgic_encephalomyelitis/chronic_fatigue_syndrome:_a_consensus_document_
https://world.physio/sites/default/files/2021-06/Briefing-Paper-9-Long-Covid-FINAL-2021.pdf


 

it will be good for you afterwards. 

During and after exercise, take note of your symptoms and particularly
your level of fatigue or post-exertional malaise. Post-exertional malaise
is when your chronic symptoms worsen after exertion (in this case,
exercise). 

This should be a cue to pull back on the amount or intensity of exercise
you're doing. If your levels of post-exertional malaise become moderate
to severe and occur about half of the times you exercise, you should rest
and speak with your doctor. 

Types of exercise

Exercise doesn't need to be something very difficult. You could begin
with some simple chair-based exercises, such as standing leg curls or
overhead punches (using the chair for support or sitting). You could then
move towards sit-to-stand exercises or squats, and gradually build up to
walking and light household tasks. 

Once you're further along in your recovery, try a combination of 
endurance and strength training. Strength training is useful as it avoids
large increases in breathing rate and improves muscle strength. We know
the latter can decline during a COVID infection and recovery. 

Though evidence is still emerging, some studies have found exercise can
offer benefits for long COVID patients. One study found that a six-week
pulmonary rehabilitation program (education and exercise) improved
respiratory and cardiovascular fitness, reduced shortness of breath and
boosted quality of life. 

This agrees with a similar, more recent study where long COVID
patients completed an eight-week program of three exercise sessions per
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https://www.thelancet.com/journals/eclinm/article/PIIS2589-5370(21)00299-6/fulltext
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6165517/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/36111386/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/34836219/
https://www.karger.com/Article/FullText/522118
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week (including both strength and endurance training). They reported
significant improvements in quality of life, fatigue, muscle strength and
cardio fitness compared with a control group who didn't take part in the
exercise program. 

Notably, the exercise sessions in this study were supervised and
individualized to each patient. Qualified practitioners made amendments
throughout to manage symptoms. 

Where possible, it's a good idea to seek support from an appropriate
rehabilitation service in your area that can assist with creating your
exercise plan or supervising your exercise sessions. If this isn't possible,
the World Health Organization offers useful information on how to
safely return to exercise while recovering from COVID symptoms. 

Other benefits

Exercise, along with a healthy lifestyle, can boost immunity and
therefore offer some protection against future COVID infections and
other pathogens. In particular, physical activity and good nutrition
provide our bodies with more anti-inflammatory proteins, which reduce
the storm of inflammation that can ensue from a COVID infection and
make us very sick. 

A new study, meanwhile, has found that regular physical activity is
linked to COVID vaccines being more effective against severe disease. 

It's worth thinking about what sports you enjoy and attempting to join a
community of people, such as a walking and talking group. This has been
shown to improve adherence to exercise. 

Regardless of the exercise you choose, don't overdo it or attempt to rush
back to what you could do before COVID. 
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https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/WHO-EURO-2021-855-40590-59892
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/healthy+lifestyle/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41387-021-00165-0
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32446778/
https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/early/2022/09/27/bjsports-2022-105734
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/physical+activity/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/12352776/
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Finally, it's important to recognize how unpredictable this condition is,
and that long COVID can appear in many forms, from mild to very
severe. Exercise will not be suitable for those who have more severe
symptoms. It's more appropriate, and indeed could be beneficial, for
people with mild symptoms or who are recovering. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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