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Living with a lung condition: 
how exercise and eating well can make  
a difference to your life

This information is for people living with a lung condition in the UK and your family and carers. It will 
help you to take care of your health. A healthy lifestyle includes being as active as you can and taking 
regular exercise at the right level for you, as well as eating a balanced diet to maintain a healthy weight. 
It is very important to help you manage your symptoms and get the most out of life.

The information explains: how pulmonary rehabilitation (PR) can help you to learn how to exercise 
and cope better with a lung condition.

If you would like more information on exercise, pulmonary rehabilitation or healthy eating, there is a list 
of useful contact details on page 5. 

If you smoke, the most important treatment for your lung condition is to quit.  
For more information and advice on giving up smoking, go to www.blf.org.uk/smoking  
or call one of the helplines on page 5.

Section 1: Exercise
Part 2: Pulmonary Rehabilitation (PR)
PR is a programme of exercise and education for people with long-term lung conditions provided by 
the NHS and, in some areas, privately. It combines physical exercise sessions with discussion and advice 
on lung health and is designed to help you to manage the symptoms of your condition, including 
getting out of breath. 

A course of PR lasts about six to eight weeks, with two sessions a week. Each session usually lasts between 
one-and-a-half and two hours. You will be part of a group, commonly between eight and 16 people. 

PR will:

•	 help to improve your muscle strength, so you can use the oxygen you breathe more efficiently.
•	  improve your general fitness and help you to cope better with feeling out of breath.
•	  help you to feel to stronger and fitter, and able to do more.
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Please bear in mind, however, your lung function is not likely to change, so you might not see a 
difference when you take the simple ‘blowing test’. This is also called a spirometry test.

“Pulmonary rehabilitation is the most beneficial treatment I have received…not only for the exercise 
provided but more importantly for the education given.”   Colin

Who should go to pulmonary rehabilitation?
PR is aimed at people who have breathing difficulties caused by a lung condition that affects their 
ability to do normal activities. A lot of these people have chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 
(COPD). Some studies have shown that people with asthma and other long-term lung diseases such as 
bronchiectasis or idiopathic pulmonary fibrosis (IPF) also benefit. 

Your age and the severity of your condition will not stop you from taking part in PR, or from seeing an 
improvement. Completing a course of PR is a good way to learn how to exercise at the right level for 
you. Research tells us that PR leads to improvements in your ability to walk further and in your quality 
of life. PR should help you to feel less breathless doing day-to-day activities, such as walking up stairs, 
shopping and dressing. You should feel less tired too. 

“When I started the course, I could barely walk 500 metres before becoming too breathless to continue. By 
the end of six weeks, I could walk 1500 metres. It’s not about getting better; it’s about living better with my 

condition.”   John

Taking part will help you learn how to exercise in a safe and sociable environment. Most people enjoy 
the programme, gain confidence and benefit from meeting others in a similar situation and sharing 
their experiences. Some PR courses are held in a hospital, but often they take place in community halls, 
leisure centres or health centres.

“Thank you for giving me my life back.”   Val 
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How do I get pulmonary rehabilitation?
The first step is to ask your GP to be referred to your local programme. You can also ask your practice 
nurse, your respiratory team or chest clinic. Pulmonary rehabilitation should be available across the UK, 
but some programmes will have waiting lists, so the sooner you act, the sooner you start.

While you are waiting you can get in touch with your local respiratory team or PR team for advice. They 
should be able to give you some general information over the telephone or as part of your care. You 
can also ask your GP for an assessment of your fitness to exercise and for a referral to an activity you 
want to take part in. You can also find your nearest BLF Active class at www.blf.org.uk/active or call 
the BLF Helpline on 03000 030 555.

What happens in a pulmonary rehabilitation course?
During your course, your PR team will teach you how to increase your activity safely and effectively, 
and manage breathlessness and feelings of anxiety or panic. Your team will be made up of trained 
health care professionals such as physiotherapists, nurses and occupational therapists. 

A typical PR course will always start with an assessment of your health and abilities. Ideally, this 
assessment will take place a week or two before you start your course.

The health care professionals taking you through the course will ask questions to understand you and 
your body, and help you get the best out of the course. They will want to find out:

•	what you can and cannot do;
•	 how activity affects you; and
•	 how you are feeling and coping with your condition. 

At each session, you will spend about half the time on physical exercise. This will be carefully designed 
according to your needs, so that it provides just the right level of activity for you. The rest of the time 
will be spent providing information and tips about living with a lung condition and getting the best 
out of life. These discussions will take place in a friendly, supportive atmosphere. Topics might include:

•	 breathing techniques to use when recovering your breath, or during physical activity or if 
you feel anxious 

•	why exercise is so important for people with lung conditions
•	 how to manage stress 
•	 healthy eating 
•	 how to use your inhalers and other medicines
•	what to do when you are unwell 

Being with other people who have similar problems to you can also be very helpful, as well as making 
sessions enjoyable and fun. Group members often share useful tips with one another. 

You will get out of breath when you take part in a PR course, but this is part of the therapy. You will 
always be monitored and you will never be asked to do more than you can do safely.
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PR is about helping you manage your condition better. It is not a cure, but you will feel better and 
more confident and in control. PR requires your commitment to really work. You need to attend 
sessions regularly and follow the advice given by your team.

After you have completed your course, it is important to carry on exercising regularly, stay active and 
use the techniques you have learned. 

Tip: Ask your PR team about ways you can continue to exercise after the course.

Important points to remember:
PR is designed for people who have breathing difficulties caused by a lung condition and should be 
available across the UK. Ask for a referral from your doctor, nurse, respiratory team or chest clinic.

•	 PR combines a physical exercise programme with advice on lung health to enable you to 
find the right level of exercise for you and help you understand and better manage your 
condition.

•	 You will get out of breath during the course; this is part of the therapy. 
•	 PR is not a cure, but you will feel better and more in control.
•	 After you have completed your course, it is important to carry on exercising regularly, stay 

active and use the techniques you have learned. 
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Further help and support
Go to www.gov.uk to fi nd details of your local council and ask about gyms, community 
exercise facilities or food delivery services near you.

Walk England has a lot of information on how to get active through walking, plus links 
to lots of diff erent local opportunities. www.walkengland.org.uk

The Ramblers Association provides details of many local organised walking groups, 
catering for all levels of fi tness. www.ramblers.org.uk

Walking For Health aims to encourage people with diff erent levels of fi tness to do regular 
short walks in their local community. www.walkingforhealth.org.uk

For more information on healthy eating go to www.nhs.uk or the British Dietetics 
Association food facts website. www.bda.uk.com/foodfacts/index.html 

For help to stop smoking call
• England 0800 022 4332  www.nhs.uk/smokefree
• Scotland 0800 084 8484  www.canstopsmoking.com
• Wales 0800 085 2219 www.stopsmokingwales.com
• Northern Ireland  0808 812 8008 www.spacetobreathe.org.uk

For more information on exercise, pulmonary rehabilitation or healthy eating, you can call the 
BLF Helpline on 03000 030 555. The specialist nurses and advisors on our helpline can help 
you to fi nd pulmonary rehabilitation services or exercise classes in your area, off er advice on 
healthy eating and exercise or answer any questions you may have on any aspect of lung 
disease or living with a lung condition. 


