
 

 

PHYSIOTHERAPY DEPARTMENT 

Post-COVID Pulmonary Rehabilitation 

 

MANAGING BREATHLESSNESS: There are different positions shown below that will relieve you from 

shortness of breath. Try all and follow whichever helps you in managing breathlessness. 

Positions to ease Breathlessness- 

1. High side-lying: Lying on either side propped up by pillows, supporting your head & neck and your 

knees slightly bent 

  

2. Forward lean sitting: Sitting at a table, lean forwards from the waist with your head and neck resting 

on the pillow, and your arms resting on the table. You can try this without the pillows 

 

3. Forward lean sitting (no table in front): Sitting on a chair, lean forwards to rest your arms on your lap 

or the armrests of the chair 

 



4. Forward lean standing: when standing lean forwards onto a windowsill or hold onto the stable 

surface 

 

 

5. Standing with back support: Lean your back against a wall and your hands by your side. Placed your 

foot slightly apart and away from the wall 

      

           

6. Prone lying- lay down on your chest and abdomen and place one pillow on your chest and one pillow 

on your pelvis.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



BREATHING CONTROL EXERCISE: This exercise will help you to breathe comfortably and control your 

breathing if you feel shortness of breath. 

➢ Sit in a comfortable position with your back supported 

➢ Put one hand on your chest and the other on your abdomen/tummy 

➢ Close your eyes if it helps you to relax otherwise open your eyes and focus on your breathing 

➢ Slowly breathe in through your nose and then out through your mouth 

➢ As you breathe, you will feel the hand on your abdomen/tummy rise more than the hand on 

your chest 

➢ Do this exercise as little effort as possible and breathe slow relaxed and smooth and this will 

ease you from breathlessness 

➢ Do this exercise as and when you feel breathlessness 

 

 

 

RESPIRATORY MUSCLE STRENGTHENING AND LUNG EXPANSION EXERCISES: 

When you are bedridden for a prolonged time there is a possibility of getting your respiratory muscle 

weakness. As you recover from COVID infection your respiratory muscle has to be strengthened to move 

your chest wall more effectively so that you can breathe easily and comfortably. Follow these exercises 

to strengthen your respiratory muscle. 

1. Incentive Spirometer Exercise-  

➢ This is a device that will help you to expand and open air space inside your lungs and strengthen 

your respiratory muscles and help you to breathe effectively 

➢ Sit upright in a chair with back support and hold incentive spirometer in an upright position and 

place the mouthpiece in your mouth and seal your lips tightly around it 

➢ Take a long slow deep breath as much as possible. Notice the ball rising toward the top of the 

column and try to hold it for 2-3 seconds and exhale slowly and allow the ball to fall on the 

bottom 

➢ In an incentive spirometer, there is an indicator of 3 balls. Use the indicator as a target to reach 

your goal 

➢ During this exercise, if you experience cough and the presence of mucus, remove the mucus by 

coughing. Make sure that cover your mouth while coughing 



➢ Rest for few seconds and repeat the steps 10 times 

➢ Do this exercise every 1-2 hourly 

 

                                  

 

2. Diaphragmatic Breathing Exercise-  

 

➢ Lie on your back with your head on a pillow and a pillow under the knees, or your knees may be 

bent. Put one hand on your chest and one hand on your belly. Breathe deeply through your 

nose, allowing your chest and belly to expand, and out through your mouth. Repeat it 10 times.  

➢ Take short rest for 20-30 sec in each repetition of exercises 

 

 

                                         

 

 

 

 

 



 

WARM-UP & COOL DOWN EXERCISES: Warming up before exercises helps you to prevent 

musculoskeletal injury and prepare your body to perform exercises well and cooling down after intense 

exercises allow the body to gradually adapt to its normal resting state. Both warm-up & cool-down 

exercises can be performed in a sitting or standing position. If you have to do exercises in standing, 

make sure that you are doing on a stable surface and free from slippery floor to avoid fall. Both warm-up 

& cool-down is done for 5 minutes each. In the cool-down, phase add walking and do it at a slower pace 

or do spot marching for 2 minutes.  Perform all the exercises 10 repetitions each. 

1. Shoulder shrugs: Slowly lift your shoulders towards your ears and then down again 

 

2. Shoulder circles: Keeping your arms relaxed by your side or resting on your lap, slowly move your 

shoulders round in a circle forwards, and then backward 

 

 

3. Side bends: Start with your body straight and your arms by your sides. Slide one arm, then the other, 

a short way towards the floor, bending sideways 

 

 

 

 



 

4. Knee lifts: Lift your knee-ups & down slowly, no higher than your hip, one at a time 

 

5. Ankle taps: Using one foot tap your toes followed by the heel on the floor, repeat with other foot 

 

6.Ankle circles: Using one foot, draw circles with your toes, repeat with the other foot 

 

       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



FITNESS EXERCISE: COVID individuals tend to develop ICU-acquired muscle weakness due to 

prolonged stay in the hospital and deteriorate their lung functions due to severe covid 

infections. Post-COVID recovery, Fitness exercise plays an important role for COVID individuals to 

restore their strength and exercise tolerance & capacity. Fitness exercise can be in a form of aerobic 

exercise and strengthening exercise.  

A. Aerobic exercise is a type of cardiovascular conditioning that helps to improve the exercise and 

activity tolerance level and lead you to stay active and healthy. It can be in a form of dancing, jogging, 

running, cycling, swimming, etc and these exercises are high-intensity aerobic exercises. In COVID 

person, High-intensity exercise is not advised initially due to their low level of exercise tolerance, it can 

be performed at the later stage based on the recovery of the person. However, for the initial phase of 

COVID recovery, a person should begin with mild to moderate-intensity aerobic exercises. Follow the 

FITT principle to do aerobic exercise. This is elaborated below. 

F= Frequency (How often)- Do aerobic exercises 5 days a week & take 2 days off 

I= Intensity (How Hard)- For aerobic exercise, you can use this simple tool to measure the intensity 

called the TALK test. TALK test is the easiest way to monitor how hard you are doing the exercises. 

Generally, while you are doing the moderate level of aerobic exercises you should be able to talk 

without shortness of breath, which indicates you are doing at the right pace of intensity. If you are not 

able to talk during the exercises that indicate you are doing the exercises beyond your capacity. Use the 

TALK test to understand your level of intensity 

T= Time/Duration- Initial 1 week do for 30 minutes, first 5 minutes warm-up phase and last 5 minutes 

cool-down phase. Then progress to 40 Minutes, first 5 minutes warm-up phase and last 5 minutes cool-

down phase 

T= Type of exercises (Which exercises)- Spot marching, step up, and walking 

* Follow Aerobic exercises instructions below     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   



1. Marching on the spot-  

➢ Hold on to the stable chair or surface for support and have a chair nearby to take a rest. 

➢ Lift your knees one at a time 

➢ Progress to lift your knee aiming to reach the level of hip   

➢ Do this exercise if you are not able to go out and walk far and you need rest in between 

 

 

2. Step-ups- 

➢ Use a wooden block or bottom step of your stairs  

➢ If require hold on the handrail for support and have a chair nearby to take a rest 

➢ Start by step up and down, changing the leg you start with every 10 steps 

➢ Progress by increasing the height of the step or speed of stepping up and down 

➢ Do this exercise if you are not able to go out and walk far and you need rest in between 

 

3. Walking- 

➢ For walking, if needed you can use a walking frame, stick, or crutch  

➢ Walk on a flat and even surface 

➢ Progress the exercise by increasing the speed or distance you walk 

➢ Do this exercise if you can walk outdoors without needing frequent rest 

 



 

B. Strengthening exercise: Strengthening exercises help to improve weak muscles that develop as a 

result of prolonged illness and immobility. Follow the FITT principle to do strengthening exercises. 

F= Frequency (How often)- Do strengthening exercises 2-3 days a week 

I= Intensity (How Hard)- The amount of load/weight required to complete 1 set of 10 repetitions 

T= Time/Duration- Begin with 3 sets of 10 repetitions  

T= Type (Which exercises)- Weight cuff, Dumbbell, & resisting tubing 

Instructions:  

➢ Aim to complete 3 sets of 10 repetitions 

➢ Take rest for 1-2 minutes after each set of exercise 

➢ Do not worry if you find these exercises hard. Keep trying and as you build up in achieving 3 sets 

of 10 repetitions you can progress to heavier weights to make your muscle stronger.  

➢ Remember to hold you're breathing as you prepare to lift weights and breathe out as soon as 

you make the effort to lift weights. Never hold your breath when lifting the weights 

* Follow strengthening exercises below  

 

1. Bicep curl- 

➢ With your arms by your side, hold a weight in hand with your palm facing forwards 

➢ Gently bend your elbow bringing the weights up and gradually release it 

➢ You can do this exercise in sitting or standing 

➢ Progress by increasing the weights 

 

 

 

 

 



2. Wall push-off- 

➢ Place both your hands flat against the wall at shoulder level, fingers facing upwards and your 

foot slightly away from the wall 

➢ Keeping your body straight at all times, gradually lower your upper body towards the wall by 

bending the elbows, then gently push away from the wall again until your arms are straight 

➢ Progress by standing further away from the wall 

 

3. Sit to sand- 

➢ Sit with your feet wide apart with your arm by your side or crossed over your chest, slowly stand 

up and hold the position for the count of 3 and slowly sit back down onto the chair 

➢ If you find it difficult to stand from the chair, try a higher chair, if this is still too hard then you 

can use the chair armrest to push up 

➢ Progress the exercise using a lower chair 

 



4. Knee strengthening- 

➢ Sit in a chair with feet together. Straighten one knee and hold for the count of 5 and slowly 

lower it. Repeat with your other leg 

➢ Progress the exercise by increasing the count of 10 

 

5. Squats- 

➢ Stand with your back against a wall or other stable surface and your feet slightly apart and away 

from the wall. Arms at the side of the body 

➢ Keeping your body against the wall gradually bend your hip and knees at a short distance, your 

back will slide down the wall. Remember to keep your hips higher than your knees as shown in 

the picture 

➢ Hold for 2-3 sec and gradually straighten your hips and knees 

➢ Progress by increasing the count from 2-3 sec to 5 sec 

 

* NOTE: 

➢ A home-based exercise program can be as effective as a Hospital-based exercise program 

 

➢ Exercise precautions: If you develop fever or happen to experience chest pain & tightness, 

severe shortness of breath, dizziness or lightheadedness, nausea, palpitation in the chest, and 

exhaustion then stop exercising immediately and seek your healthcare professionals 

 

➢ First 6 weeks after hospital discharge: As you start with the exercise program self-monitor to 

minimize the risk of desaturation and fatigue. Measure & log your oxygen saturation (Spo2) 

and heart rate (HR) Before, During, and After the exercise program  

 

➢ Normal O2 saturation is 96-100 %, During rest, the lower limit should be 90% and during 

exercise, the lower limit should be 88 %. DO NOT STRESS BELOW THE LOWER LIMIT WHICH IS 

88% 

 

➢ The normal Heart rate in adults (above 18 years) is 60-100 beats per minute. Do exercise 

within your target heart rate zone. Target heart rate is calculated on percentage and it is 

defined as the level of maximum exertion one can do, Don’t do exercise beyond your target 



heart rate zone. Target heart rate is the safe zone to do exercise. Target heart rate during 

moderate-intensity activities is about 65-80 % of your maximum heart rate. Target heart rate 

is calculated based on a person's age. 

 

 

[Image Source: Penn Medicine (Adopted from the American College of Sports Medicine Guidelines)] 

     

➢ After 6-weeks of hospital discharge: In the first 2 weeks if you don't show any sign of 

desaturation during exercise or day to day activities then intensive monitoring of O2 level is 

not required 

 

➢ If you have any query related to the exercise program, please contact Physiotherapy 

Department CIHSR (Referral Hospital) between Monday to Friday (9 am-4 pm) and Saturday (9 

am-12 pm), Contact Number 03862-242555, Extension No. 2507  



*MAINTAIN THE LOGBOOK FOR YOUR REFERENCE ON THE EXERCISE AND YOUR HEALTH OUTCOMES 

AS SHOWN IN THE TABLE BELOW: 

 

 

GET WELL SOON AND STAY SAFE & HEALTHY!!! 

 

************************************************************************************* 

EXERCISE LOG 

Dates Oxygen level 

Before 

Heart rate 

Before  

Oxygen level 

During  

Target 

Heart rate 

During 

Oxygen level 

         After 

Heart rate 

After 

       

       

       

       


