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COVID – 19: Advice for your recovery
As you continue with your recovery it is important that you 
gradually increase your activity levels even though you may feel 
tired and experience breathlessness. This leaflet includes a guide 
to help you manage symptoms of breathlessness however if you 
believe your normal levels of breathlessness have changed and you 
are noticing you are more breathless when carrying out everyday 
tasks, are suffering from chest pain, or feeling confused it is 
important for you to call 111 for further advice.

Breathlessness
People are often breathless on activity and if this is worse than 
normal this may cause anxiety. Knowing how to control your 
breathing can help you remain calm. The following techniques          
may help:

Nose Tummy Breathing 

Nose Tummy Breathing is a very efficient way to breathe.

Rest a hand on your tummy and feel your tummy rise as you breathe 
in, then breathe out slowly. Pause and let the next breath come. 

As you become more comfortable with this you will find that your 
breathing may slow and your breaths become deeper. 

You can use nose tummy breathing in any position. Practicing when 
you feel at your best will help you to do this more easily when your 
breathlessness increases.
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Positioning

There are a number of positions which you
may find helpful when you are breathless. 

Sit in a chair, or sit high up in the bed.
Drop your shoulders and let your arms
go heavy. Place your hands with your
palms facing upwards on your knees.
Think about your nose tummy breathing.

Sit in a chair with a table in front of you.
Keep your back straight and lean forward
with your forearms on the table. Rest on
your forearms and drop your shoulders.
Think about your nose tummy breathing.

Lie on your side whilst propped-up by pillows. Place your
top arm on a pillow in front of you and your top leg on another 
pillow. Think about dropping your shoulders and using nose 
tummy breathing. 
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Stand and lean forward resting your
forearms on a work surface or high
windowsill. Drop your shoulders and
think about nose tummy breathing.

Some people find lying on their tummy can help their breathlessness. 
Only try this if you are normally comfortable lying in this position 
and can move from lying on your back to lying on your tummy easily.

Quick Relaxation

If you feel stressed or panicked you can try this quick exercise:

STOP STOP the activity you are doing

DROP
DROP your shoulders
DROP your jaw slightly

FLOP
Think about letting your body FLOP
Carry out your nose tummy breathing
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Eating and Drinking

You may feel your breathlessness is worse when you eat or drink.

v	 It is important to keep yourself well hydrated. Drink small sips 
of fluid regularly throughout the day

v	 If possible sit at a table to eat your meals. This helps to keep 
your chest “open”

v	 If your find eating is making you short of breath or tired, eat 
small portions of food regularly throughout the day 

v	 Think about the type of food you eat. Avoid chewy food and try 
eating food with a soft texture or food with a sauce like soup, 
scrambled eggs or mince and potatoes
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Cough
Coughing is the body’s way of protecting our lungs and getting rid 
of things that irritate them. This is a normal and important function. 
However, following some infections we can be left with a dry cough 
because our lungs have been irritated. It can be difficult to control 
your cough, however there are a few techniques which may help.

v	 Keep yourself well hydrated by drinking small sips of water 
throughout the day and reducing caffeine and alcohol intake.

v	 Avoid things that make you cough, for example:

	 o Smoking and smoky atmospheres. 

	 o Use of air fresheners or strong smelling candles.

	 o Strong perfumes or deodorants.

v	 Carry out Nose Tummy Breathing if you are moving to an area 
with a different temperature.

v	 Carry out Nose Tummy breathing during gaps between coughs. 
Breathing through your mouth can be quite irritating for your 
lungs and may make you cough more. Gently blowing the 
breath out, as if you were whistling can also help.

v	 Keep a glass of water or a sugary drink handy. If you feel 
yourself starting to cough have a sip. This can soothe your 
throat. Sucking a sugary sweet may also help.

v	 If you have a runny nose, blow your nose if required.
	 Try not to sniff. 

v	 If you cough when you go to bed consider using some
	 of the positions discussed above to ease your breathing.

If you feel you need further advice regarding your cough please 
contact your GP. 
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Returning to your normal activity levels
Pacing

It is important to gradually return to activity after a period of illness. 
You should listen to your body, if an activity feels strenuous you may 
realise that this is too much for that day. 

It may be appropriate to try this activity again the next day if you 
feel better. It can be very frustrating as your mind may feel that you 
should be able to achieve more than your body is allowing you to. 

Remember, activity can be both physical and mental. 

Pacing lets you plan your activity over the course of a day. 
Spreading activity and rest evenly throughout the day will allow
you to gradually increase your activity. For example, having a 
shower at 10am, a walk at 2pm and reading a book or using your 
computer in the evening may feel easier than trying to fit everything 
in before lunch. 
Sleep is also a very important part of your recovery. Consider your 
sleep pattern and aim to go to bed and get up around the same 
time each day. Try to avoid caffeine in the evening as this may affect 
your sleep. 

This may all sound complicated but an activity diary can help with 
these routines. Simply add activities you have completed during the 
day and think about what you may wish to do tomorrow.
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Exercise
Exercise is an important part of your recovery and it can strengthen 
your muscles, making it easier to do your normal activities. 

Once you are managing everyday activities, you may feel ready to 
start exercising. 

Ensure you increase your activity and exercise levels gradually. You 
may feel tired at first, so keep listening to your body. If you get 
tired, stop and take a rest, then resume again once you feel better. 
You may benefit from a Home Walking and / or a Home Exercise 
Programme.  

Home Walking Programme

Remember to adhere to all guidelines that are in place with regards 
to social distancing and isolation. 

If your walking is very limited, do as much as you feel able to do. 
Walking short distances regularly in the house is better than sitting 
for long periods of time without moving.

If you can, start by walking for around five minutes at a comfortable 
pace and increase this by a couple of minutes each day. You should 
not feel too breathless to talk, or very tired. 

It is OK to feel slightly tired after you exercise, but you should not 
still feel tired the next day. 

If you are able to, build up your walking to around 30 minutes on 
five or more days of the week. This can be divided into 15 minutes 
twice or 10 minutes three times a day, if necessary.
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Home Exercise Programme 

Frequency

To start with it‘s better to exercise little and often. 
Short but frequent bouts of exercise maybe easier for you .

v 	 Repeat each exercise five times 

v 	 If this is too difficult, do three.

v 	 If it is too easy add two!

If any exercise causes you a problem, STOP.

if you are steady enough you can progress exercises 1-3 from sitting 
to standing.

3) Arm raises to the side - 

Sit or stand for this exercise. Hold 
a light weight, start with your 
hands by your side, lift away from 
your side up to shoulder level.

2) Bicep Curls - 

Do whilst sitting then progress to standing.
Hold a small bottle of water and slowly bend 
and straighten your elbows.

Exercises

1) Shoulder Circles - 

Roll your shoulders forward in a circle 
then roll your them backwards in a 
cirlce. Do whilst sitting, or you can 
progress to standing.
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4) Leg Extensions - 

In a sitting position.
Slowly straighten your knee, hold 
for a count of three and relax.

6) Sit to stand - 

Begin sitting towards the edge of your chair and lean forward:  
stand up slowly then sit back down carefully, keep your feet on       
the floor at all times.  

5) Mini Knee lifts - 

Sit up straight in your chair, feet 
flat on the floor and place your 
hands on your knees. Lift one foot 
½ inch off the floor then slowly 
replace it. Repeat with the other 
foot. This will work your back 
and tummy muscles.

½ inch
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Remember

v	 Wait at least one hour after a meal before exercising 

v	 Be aware of weather conditions. If winds and cold weather are 
unavoidable, wrap-up well with a scarf across your throat and 
mouth. If the weather is very warm, avoid exercising in the 
hottest part of the day and take a bottle of water with you

v	 Do not ignore any symptoms such as undue breathlessness
	 or excessive tiredness 

v	 You can continue to increase your walks as long as you build
	 up the time gradually 

v	 If you are walking a dog, you need to walk at your own pace
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Returning to work
If you are self-employed or work from home, resist the urge to start 
work too early in your recovery. Your GP may be able to advise you 
about your return to work. 

The length of time you need to remain off work will depend on 
your progress over the next few weeks and  any isolation restrictions 
advised by your GP. 

If you have a physically demanding or stressful job you may need to 
stay off work for a longer period. Where possible, leave the decision 
until you feel able to cope with weighing up all your options. 

A phased return to work may be recommended. This means that 
you gradually build up your hours and days, with lighter duties as 
appropriate. This would be discussed with your manager and /or 
Occupational Health. 

Do not be surprised if you find yourself tired when you return to work.



COVID – 19 Advice for Your Recovery      13

M
on

da
y

Tu
es

da
y

W
ed

ne
sd

ay
Th

ur
sd

ay
Fr

id
ay

Sa
tu

rd
ay

Su
nd

ay

M
or

ni
ng

Lu
nc

h

A
ft

er
no

on

Ev
en

in
g

A
ct

iv
it

y 
D

ia
ry

K
ey

 P
oi

n
ts

 o
f P

ac
in

g

v
	

Li
st

en
 to

 y
ou

r 
bo

dy
 a

nd
 le

t t
ha

t g
ui

de
 y

ou
r 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 th
at

 d
ay

v
	

Sp
re

ad
 r

es
t a

nd
 a

ct
iv

ity
 e

ve
nl

y 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
e 

da
y 

v
	

Br
ea

k 
do

w
n 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 in
to

 a
ch

ie
va

bl
e 

ch
un

ks

v
	

In
cl

ud
e 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 y
ou

 e
nj

oy

v
	

Tr
y 

to
 d

o 
fe

w
er

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
ct

iv
iti

es
 in

 th
e 

ev
en

in
g



14    COVID – 19 Advice for Your Recovery

M
on

da
y

Tu
es

da
y

W
ed

ne
sd

ay
Th

ur
sd

ay
Fr

id
ay

Sa
tu

rd
ay

Su
nd

ay

M
or

ni
ng

Lu
nc

h

A
ft

er
no

on

Ev
en

in
g

A
ct

iv
it

y 
D

ia
ry

K
ey

 P
oi

n
ts

 o
f P

ac
in

g

v
	

Li
st

en
 to

 y
ou

r 
bo

dy
 a

nd
 le

t t
ha

t g
ui

de
 y

ou
r 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 th
at

 d
ay

v
	

Sp
re

ad
 r

es
t a

nd
 a

ct
iv

ity
 e

ve
nl

y 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
e 

da
y 

v
	

Br
ea

k 
do

w
n 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 in
to

 a
ch

ie
va

bl
e 

ch
un

ks

v
	

In
cl

ud
e 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 y
ou

 e
nj

oy

v
	

Tr
y 

to
 d

o 
fe

w
er

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
ct

iv
iti

es
 in

 th
e 

ev
en

in
g



COVID – 19 Advice for Your Recovery      15

M
on

da
y

Tu
es

da
y

W
ed

ne
sd

ay
Th

ur
sd

ay
Fr

id
ay

Sa
tu

rd
ay

Su
nd

ay

M
or

ni
ng

Lu
nc

h

A
ft

er
no

on

Ev
en

in
g

A
ct

iv
it

y 
D

ia
ry

K
ey

 P
oi

n
ts

 o
f P

ac
in

g

v
	

Li
st

en
 to

 y
ou

r 
bo

dy
 a

nd
 le

t t
ha

t g
ui

de
 y

ou
r 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 th
at

 d
ay

v
	

Sp
re

ad
 r

es
t a

nd
 a

ct
iv

ity
 e

ve
nl

y 
th

ro
ug

ho
ut

 th
e 

da
y 

v
	

Br
ea

k 
do

w
n 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 in
to

 a
ch

ie
va

bl
e 

ch
un

ks

v
	

In
cl

ud
e 

ac
tiv

iti
es

 y
ou

 e
nj

oy

v
	

Tr
y 

to
 d

o 
fe

w
er

 p
hy

si
ca

l a
ct

iv
iti

es
 in

 th
e 

ev
en

in
g



16    COVID – 19 Advice for Your Recovery

D
es

ig
n 

- M
ed

ic
al

 Il
lu

st
ra

tio
n,

 N
H

S 
La

na
rk

sh
ire

Pub. date:	 February 2021

Review date:	 February 2023

Issue No:	 02

Department:	 Physiotherapy	

PIL.COVREC.20_08009.L 
21_02868

If you need this information          
in another language or format, 
please contact the NHS 
Lanarkshire General Enquiry 
Line on 0300 3030 243 or e-mail       
info@lanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk

Confidentiality and the
use of patient information
NHS Lanarkshire take care to ensure your personal information 
is only accessible to authorised people.  Our staff have a legal 
and contractual duty to keep personal health information secure, 
and confidential.  In order to find out more about current data 
protection legislation and how we process your information, 
please visit the Data Protection Notice on our website at                          
www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk or ask a member of staff for a copy 
of our Data Protection Notice.

NHS Lanarkshire - for local services 
and the latest health news visit
www.nhslanarkshire.scot.nhs.uk

NHS Lanarkshire General        
Enquiry Line: 0300 30 30 243

NHS inform - The national health 
information service for Scotland.
www.nhsinform.scot
Tel No: 0800 22 44 88

www.careopinion.org.uk


