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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.

This information explains: why it is important to exercise for people living 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 6. 

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 6.

Section 1: Exercise
Part 1: Exercise
Why is exercise important for people with living with a lung condition?

If you have a lung condition, being active and exercising can help you to improve your breathing, your 
fitness and your quality of life. Exercise may even allow you to re-discover activities you thought you 
could no longer do.

“I knew the exercise was working when I went to Cornwall and walked to the beach  
without stopping as usual”   Colin
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Be as active as you can and learn how to exercise at the right level for you, and you will feel the 
benefits throughout your life. As well as increasing your overall fitness, strengthening your muscles  
and helping you cope with breathlessness, regular exercise improves:

•	 your ability to resist infections
•	 your ability to do daily activities
•	 the strength of your bones
•	 the strength of the muscles that you 

breathe with 

•	 .the strength of your heart muscles 
and your circulation

•	 your energy levels
•	 your well-being and confidence

“I feel able to tackle things now. I have good days and bad days still, but I can now go out shopping  
with my sister or on my own.”   Frances

“I feel better in my body and mind, I am much more confident about what I can do. Exercise has saved 
my life!”   Roy

Exercise also helps reduce :

•	 feelings of anxiety or depression
•	 blood pressure
•	 risk of falling (by improving  

your balance)

•	 risk of diabetes
•	 risk of arthritis 
•	 risk of heart disease and stroke
•	 stress levels

If you have a lung condition, taking part in a pulmonary rehabilitation (PR) programme is the  
best way to learn how to exercise at the right level for you, see page 13.

What do we mean by exercise?
It’s important to know the difference between exercise and physical activity. 

Physical activity is ordinary, everyday movement and activity, such as walking to the shops, housework 
or light gardening.

Exercise is specific, targeted activity, with the aim of making a particular change. For example, going 
for a brisk walk or taking part in an exercise class are types of exercise. Certain exercises can make 
your thigh muscles stronger, making it easier for you to stand up and sit down. Others will make you 
generally fitter, or your walking muscles stronger, so you can walk further, faster or both.

Being physically active brings benefits, especially if you move more and sit less. If you exercise as well 
you can achieve bigger improvements to your fitness and strength, which will improve your breathing 
and your general well-being. You will get most benefit by gradually increasing the time you are active 
and you exercise. 

“Before I was diagnosed I didn’t exercise as such, but once I realised the benefits that physical activity  
can have on my condition, my outlook completely changed and I have become far more motivated. 

Through activity I have learnt to live with my condition.”   Hazel
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Fact or fiction? Feeling out of breath can be good for you

Many people may find it surprising, but getting breathless when you exercise is good for you. 
Exercising will help you to increase fitness and strengthen your muscles so you feel less breathless 
during everyday tasks.

Exercising regularly will make your muscles stronger, including your breathing muscles, so they 
need less oxygen to do the same amount of work. Weaker muscles require more oxygen to work. 
If you avoid physical activity that makes you breathless, your muscles will become weaker and you 
will become more breathless. 

Regular exercise will help you to manage feeling out of breath, and break the vicious  
cycle of inactivity. 

What if I get breathless? 
Getting breathless when you exercise is normal, whether you have a lung condition or not. It is 
recommended for all people on a regular basis for general health improvement. If you get breathless 
during everyday activities, exercise will help reduce how breathless you feel during daily tasks such as 
getting dressed or walking to the bus stop.

There are several breathing techniques that you can use when you exercise to help you control your 
breathing. You might be taught different techniques depending on your condition. You can ask your 
specialist respiratory physiotherapist about these. Here are some examples:

Blow as you go:  breathe out when you are making a big effort, such as standing up,  
stretching or bending.

Pursed-lips breathing: breathe out with your lips pursed as if you were whistling.

You feel 
breathless

You become fearful of 
activity that makes 

you breathless

You avoid those 
activities  which make 

you breathless

You do less 
activity

Your muscles 
become weaker

Weak muscles use 
more oxygen and 

are less e�cient

The vicious cycle 
of inactivity
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Tip: It’s important to remember to relax. 

Try to be as calm and relaxed as you can, so you don’t waste energy. This will also help to keep the 
small muscles in your airways relaxed, keeping them as open as possible.

You need to support your shoulders and arms in a relaxed way without gripping on to things, to allow 
the muscles in your shoulders and neck to work more efficiently as extra ‘breathing’ muscles. Tensing 
these muscles will use more oxygen and may increase your breathlessness.

“Being breathless is normal. When you exercise and push yourself, you become breathless. The important 
thing is to pace yourself and be able to understand and identify your limits”   Ron

If you get so short of breath when you are physically active or exercising that you need a breather, 
there are certain positions that you might find helpful to reduce breathlessness (see diagrams below). 
For example:

1. Standing leaning forward: Lean forwards resting your elbows onto a wall, a windowsill, a railing 
or the back of a chair. 

2. and 3. Sitting leaning forward: Sit leaning forward with your elbows resting on your knees. Make 
your wrists and hands go limp. You can rest your head and arms on pillow on a table when you are 
really short of breath.

Standing leaning back or sideways: Lean back or sideways against a wall, with your feet slightly 
apart and about one foot (30cm) away from the wall. Let your hands hang loosely by your sides, or rest 
them in your pockets. You may prefer to rest your hands or thumbs on your belt loops or waistband, or 
across the shoulder strap of your handbag.

The Association of Chartered Physiotherapists in Respiratory Care publishes  
patient leaflets on breathing exercises and positions to reduce breathlessness.  
You can access these at www.acprc.org.uk/publications or by calling the BLF Helpline.
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Important points to remember:
•	 Before you start any form of exercise, you should speak to your doctor, nurse or another 

health care professional to ensure it is safe for you to exercise. They can refer you to a local 
service.

•	 For most people with a lung condition, the best way to learn how to exercise at the right 
level for them is to take part in a pulmonary rehabilitation (PR) programme. 

•	 Pace yourself. Try doing a variety of exercises to prevent tiring out one set of muscles too 
quickly or getting unpleasantly breathless. Work at a pace that allows you to exercise for 
longer. For example, you could do some exercise in the morning and some later in the day.

•	 It is not dangerous to feel out of breath when exercising. This is a normal response to 
exercise, you will recover. See the talk test below to check how to find the correct level of 
breathlessness for you. Breathing techniques can help you control your breathing.

•	 For a small number of patients whose oxygen levels drop when exercising, portable 
oxygen treatment may increase how much exercise you are able to do. However, 
not everyone can benefit, so it is very important to be assessed by your health care 
professional before receiving oxygen treatment. 

The talk test
When you are exercising, try saying out loud:  
 
“This exercise programme is going to do me good!”

You should be able to say the sentence with two or three stops for breath. 

•	 If you can say the whole sentence without stopping, you are not working hard 
enough!

•	 If you can’t speak, or say more than one word at a time, you are working too hard.
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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. 


