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Recovery after COVID-19  

Common problems during and after respiratory illness:  

Individuals are likely to have different problems due to the impact of 

COVID-19 . Listed below are some of the commmon problems you may 

experience during or after the illness. Some people recovery quickly and 

do not require much support. However, some will require more time to 

help with their recovery, this booklet is designed to help support you.   

If you would like further information on any of these topics or guidance for 

how you can work through these problems please use the contents page 

to find the relevant section in this manual. If you  feel you  require further 

support there is a list of contacts and resources at the back of the booklet  

- page  43. 

Physical: 

¶ Muscle weakness ï being unwell often means your staying in bed 

or resting more, this can lead to muscle weakness.  

¶ Reduced mobility: -this can put you at risk of deconditioning and or 

muscle weakness  

¶ Breathlessness - Breathlessness is a key feature for many people 

with this condition. If you have been admitted to hospital it is likely 

that you may become short of breath as your lungs work harder to 

provide oxygen to your body. This may mean that you breathe faster 

and shallower. Some people feel anxious as simple daily tasks 

become harder. Being breathless can make you panic or feel 

frightened. 

¶ Phlegm ï Most people cough and clear phlegm throughout the day 

without noticing. With COVID-19 you may have a dry cough, but 

some people develop phlegm as the course of their illness 

progresses. This can depend on your underlying health conditions, 

or it may just be how you are being affected by the virus. Clearing 

this phlegm is important as it will improve your oxygen levels and 

help make breathing easier. 
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¶ Fatigue ï Being unwell and recovering from this illness may leave 

you feeling very tired. You may feel you need to sleep more or feel 

completely exhausted after only taking a short walk. 

¶ Reduced physical fitness ï all of the problems listed above can 

have an impact on; your daily actvities, the distance you are able to 

walk and the amount you can achieve each day. 

Psychological: 

¶ Delirum  

Delirium is a sign that someone is physically unwell. 

People may feel suddenly óconfusedô at times and then seem their normal 
selves at other times.  

People who are delirious may not know where they are or believe they 
are somewhere else, e.g. on holiday.   

Sometimes people see things that other people canôt see, or believe 
things that arenôt true. 

IT DOES NOT MEAN THAT YOU ARE GOING MAD OR THAT YOU 

WILL BE SO CONFUSED FOREVER. 

 

¶ Feeling frightened or anxious 

Some people who have been very confused with delirium may feel very 

frightened or embarrassed afterwards.  It may help to talk to a member of 

staff or one of your loved ones to help you make sense of why you feel 

like this. 

¶ Thinking and memory  

Some people after being unwell have problems wth memory and 

attention.  You might find yourself forgetting things that previously you 

would have remembered.  This is common and will often get better over 

time. 
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What is this handbook for? 
 
This handbook has been created to give you a framework that you can 

use with your team of health care professionals and your loved ones to 

support your recovery after COVID-19. 

Today is the day that you need to set your personal goals for recovery, 

and start working towards your future.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Life after severe illness can be challenging and it can feel like a series of 

stepping stones to feel ñnormalò again. This process will take time, effort 

and energy for you and your family.  Remember to give yourself time to 

adapt, recharge and support yourself or your loved ones through this 

process. 
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Setting goals for recovery  
 

 

 

It is important to be patient and stay positive! Setting realistic goals can 

help you to feel a sense of achievement and see your progress. 

You may like to set yourself small goals to reach by the end of each 

week.  

These can be physical or mental or both. Reflecting back on these can be 

quite encouraging, as long as you do not set yourself goals that are too 

difficult and unrealistic. 
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Rehabilitation Goals  
When setting goals for your future it is important to split your goals into 

manageable chunks. 

 

My main goal is to: 

 

 

To get to my main goal I need to:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Remember you need to be mindful of pacing yourself and think about 

your levels of tiredness and breathlessness.  Sometimes it can be 

The 
Physiotherapist 
will talk to you 

and/or your famly 
about:  

Your 
Rehab 
Plan  

Your 
Rehab 
Goals  
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useful to record these before and after your exercises to show your 

progress.  

Your rehabilitation goal might be:  

To improve your breathing  
Every day our lungs produce 100mls of fluid called sputum. Sputum traps 

the dirt particles that we breathe in. This is normally coughed and cleared 

during the day to clear the lungs. Patients who are unwell and weak 

sometimes find it difficult to cough and clear the daily sputum load. 

This is made worse if patients have pneumonia or a chest infection, as 

more sputum is produced.  

One of the best ways to help clear sputum is,  

¶ Early activity such as getting into the chair or walking. This 

encourages deep breathing and coughing. 

Relief of  breathlessness : tips for patients 

After an illness which effects the lungs, many people often feel short of 

breath. Every day activites such as getting dressed, walking or doing jobs 

around the house can make you feel breathless. This can cause fear and 

panic.  

¶ Stop (speaking and moving). Give yourself time to recover your 

breath. 

¶ Positioning: choose a position which will make it easier for you to 

breathe (examples below) 

¶ Relax or distract (It may help to focus on a picture, a view from the 

window). 

¶ Breathing techniques (these can be taught to you by your nurse of 

physiotherapist ï ask for a guidance leaflet). 
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Breathing control  - Relaxed breathing with minimum effort. 

¶ The aim is to move from fast, upper chest breathing to relaxed, slow 

tummy breathing. 

¶ Place one hand gently on the stomach.  You should feel your 

stomach should rise and fall with each breath in and out. 

¶ Take slower breaths, in through your nose down into your tummy, 

then gentle breathe out through pursed lips to create more room for 

the next breath in. Do not force your lungs to empty. 

¶ Remember 3 Rs: Rise the tummy as you breathe in, Relax the 

breath out, Rest and wait for the next breath to come  

Try counting ñin, 2, out 2,3,4 etc  ñ or "Square Breathingò : Look at a 

square picture, window or screen. Focus on the corner as you breathe in, 

then breathe out as your eye moves along the square to the next corner 

 

 

 

Closing your eyes may help you focus on breathing and relax.Relax the 

shoulders and neck muscles and try not to hold the stomach in. Let  your 

hands and arms feel loose or heavy as you breathe out. 
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Breathlessness Scale   

 

This is a scale that asks you to rate the difficulty of your breathing. 

Please use the breathlessness scale below to help with monitoring your 
breathlessness. You could use this to score how well your lungs are 
recovering 

Aim:  to help you monitor and guide you as you exercise.  Itôs important 

to take regular rests and stop before you get too short of breath. 
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Positions to ease breathlessness  
 

Try out some of the supportive position below to work out which works 

best for you.  

 

With thanks to Chest Heart and Stroke Scotland  
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2) Physical ability  
Whilst in hospital most people move about less than normal. A lot of bed 

rest or sitting can lead to muscle loss. This can result in experiencing 

weakness, joint stiffness, muscle tightness, sometimes feeling more 

unsteady on their feet and reduced fitness. This is normal, however it is 

important to rebuild muscles as soon as possible after illness and being 

active helps people recover both physically and mentally.  

Getting out of bed is very important  
Even when you donôt feel well or are feeling tired, getting up can help 
your:  
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Things that can help you to get stronger:                                             

¶ Whilst in hospital you will may require some help with your daily 

needs but you will be encouraged to do what you can for yourself ï 

for example, washing or feeding yourself or brushing your teeth 

(these are called functional activities)  

¶ Getting into a daily routine, including times of rest and times of 

activity. The team looking after you will help you this.   

¶ You are encouraged to complete exercises that you can do by 

yourself.  

Exercises  
Exercise is important after being ill and helps you to recover from your 

time in intensive care. While you were ill your body took some of the 

energy needed to survive from its stores in your muscles, meaning they 

may be smaller and weaker. It takes time to get your strength back.  

Some of the benefits of exercises are:  

¶ Help to strengthen your heart and lungs  

¶ Help to rebuild the muscle you lost during your illness 

¶ Help to reduce stress  

¶ Help you to get good refreshing sleep  

¶ Improve movement in your joints 

¶ Improve your confidence. 

The exercises are divided into three sections:  

Bed exercises: These are a good starting point and can be started whilst 

you are still a patient on intensive care.  

Chair exercises: As soon as you start sitting out in a chair you can begin 

to do these exercises. They can be done alongside the bed exercises as 

well as on their own.  

Advanced exercises: These are designed to be a progression of the first 

two sets of exercises. Once you are discharged home and can walk 
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without any help then you can start this section.  

Repetitions: Start with 6 - 8 repetitions of each activity, increase as able. 

We recommend that you start an exercise diary, this is an example of 

what you could record to help highlight and track your progress. 

 
My Rehab Diary 
 
Date:                                               Goal today:  
 
Exercises Completed 
 
 
 
 
 
How I felt before ( breathlessness score)  
 
 
 
 
 
How I felt After ( breathlessness score)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
What I am going to do tomorrow 
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Bed Exercises  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
aƻǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŀƴƪƭŜǎ ǳǇ ŀƴŘ Řƻǿƴ 

 
tǳǎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ƪƴŜŜ Řƻǿƴ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ōŜŘ 

 {ƭƛŘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŜƭ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘ 
ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ȅƻǳǊ ōƻǘǘƻƳ  

 tǳǎƘ ƪƴŜŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƻǿŜƭ ŀƴŘ ƭƛŦǘ 
ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŜƭ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘ 

 tǳƭƭ ǳǇ ȅƻǳǊ ǘƻŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƭƛŘŜ ȅƻǳǊ 
ƭŜƎ ƻǳǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎƛŘŜΦ 

 .ŜƴŘ ȅƻǳǊ ƪƴŜŜǎ ϧ ƭƛŦǘ ȅƻǳǊ 
ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜŘΦ 
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Chair Exercises  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 /Ǌƻǎǎ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊƳǎ ŀƴŘ ǘǳǊƴ 
ȅƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ōƻŘȅ ƭŜŦǘ ŀƴŘ 

ǊƛƎƘǘΦ 

 {ǘŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳǊ Ŝƭōƻǿ 
ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜƴ ōŜƴŘ ǘƻ ǘƻǳŎƘ 

ȅƻǳǊ ǎƘƻǳƭŘŜǊΦ 

 [ƛŦǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊƳ ǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ȅƻǳǊ 
Ŝƭōƻǿ ƛǎ ōŜǎƛŘŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŜŀǊ ŀƴŘ 

ǘƘŜƴ ƭƻǿŜǊΦ 

 YŜŜǇ ȅƻǳǊ Ŝƭōƻǿǎ ǘǳŎƪŜŘ ƛƴΣ 
ƳƻǾŜ ȅƻǳǊ ŀǊƳǎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ƻǳǘΦ 

 aŀǊŎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ƭŜƎǎ ǿƘƛƭŜ 
ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎΦ 

 {ǘǊŀƛƎƘǘŜƴ ƻƴŜ ƪƴŜŜ ŀǘ ŀ 
ǘƛƳŜ ŀƴŘ ƘƻƭŘΦ 
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Lift the leg out to the side, 
and back to the centre. 

Stand up on your toes and 
gently back down. 

Lift the leg out behind you, 
and back to the centre. 

Squat down as able then 
stand up tall. 

Advanced Exercises 
 

Only try these exercises once you have discussed them through with 
your nurse or physiotherapist or if you can walk independently. 
 

¶ Wear loose, comfortable clothing and keep a glass of water handy. 

¶ Try doing these exercises at least twice a week; this will help to 
improve muscle strength, balance and co-ordination. 

¶ Build up slowly and aim to increase the repetitions of each exercise 
over time. 

¶ Hold on to a firm surface for all standing exercises e.g kitchen sink. 
Keep the body upright and toes pointed forward.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
















































