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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 to continue to exercise after pulmonary rehabilitation (PR).

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 3: Ways to keep exercising
After your course, it is important to continue to exercise regularly at the right level for you. There are 
several ways to do this:

•	 your PR team might refer you to a follow-up programme of exercise
•	 your physiotherapist, doctor, nurse or respiratory health care professional might refer you 

onto further exercise under an exercise referral scheme
•	 you could join a group exercise class run by a specialist respiratory fitness instructor
•	 you could join in with community activity in your area
•	 you could exercise at home

Before you start any form of exercise, you should speak to your doctor, nurse or respiratory health care 
professional, who can provide a referral to show that you are fit to attend. Make sure the organisers of 
your activity know about your condition.
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‘“Before starting the exercise class three months ago I was too breathless to even wash my hair. 
Now I can do it on my own.”   George

Exercise referral schemes
Exercise referral schemes are run by a local authority, health service or a charity. Most are run in 
partnership with the NHS. Under these schemes, health care professionals can refer their patients to 
fitness instructors who are trained to provide exercise to people with long-term health conditions. You 
can find more information about these schemes at www.blf.org.uk/exercising

Specialist respiratory fitness instructors
There are specialist fitness instructors who provide safe and appropriate exercise to people with lung 
disease. They may also be called:

• a (specialist) respiratory fitness instructor
• a CRDE (chronic respiratory disease exercise) instructor
• a pulmonary fitness instructor
• a BLF Active fitness instructor

Most respiratory instructors provide group exercise classes in a community venue, such as a local gym. 
They also often work for exercise referral schemes.

You can contact a fitness instructor directly to find out about privately run classes in your area. You can 
search the BLF list of instructors and find more information about specialist fitness instructors online at 
www.blf.org.uk/exercising or call the BLF Helpline.

Lita Freegard, specialist instructor gives the key to her success: 

“I have a passion: the key is to be patient but persistent, and the message is the same every week:  
do as much as you can and keep coming to the sessions. I also believe that little and often is achievable. 

All journeys start with the first step.”
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BLF Active
BLF Active enables people with lung conditions to access exercise tailored for them.

It provides people finishing pulmonary rehabilitation with the opportunity to continue exercising 
safely. It does this by:

•	 signposting people to exercise classes and respiratory instructors in their area
•	 providing information about ways to get active with a lung condition
•	 researching and documenting other ways to stay active with a lung condition, such as 

dancing, walking and singing
•	 providing tools for instructors to set up classes

There are about 145 BLF Active instructors around the UK qualified to run exercise classes for people 
with lung conditions.

You can find out more at www.blf.org.uk/active or call the BLF Helpline.

“Instead of antibiotics every seven to eight weeks I have gone 18 months without needing  
any since starting BLF Active exercise.”   Mary

“I start with a group warm up using Zumba music for a feel-good factor. We then have a session with 
strengthening and aerobic stations to make it easier to accommodate individual needs and monitor  

their progress. I am always on hand to help each client.”   Barbara, BLF Active instructor

What should I expect from an exercise class? 
Exercise classes will usually:

•	 last for one hour;
•	 include exercises that are tailored to each person’s abilities and goals;
•	 be designed to improve walking and help manage breathlessness;
•	 be held in safe, accessible venues; and
•	 provide a fun and social environment. 

When you take part in an exercise class, it should include:

Warm up: simple, gentle body movements to get your muscles, joints and heart warmed up,  
ready for activity

Aerobic work: a workout for the whole body that raises your heart rate and makes you a  
bit breathless, such as exercises that get you moving your legs. These include walking, cycling  
or climbing stairs

Resistance work: using weights or resistance bands to strengthen your muscles

Cool down: as with warm up, this involves slower, gentler activity that allows your body  
to gradually return to normal after exercise

Stretching: stretching your muscles after they have worked will reduce any soreness from exercise 
and helps keep them in better shape to work next time
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Carol: specialist fitness instructor 

“All participants have a programme card and they’re all progressed individually depending on the 
number of visits per week. They do their thing with a range of simple equipment. Everyone seems totally 

focussed on their exercise…they all get breathless and make progress.”

Community activity
You might be surprised at the number of different activities available in your area that are suitable for 
people with a lung condition. You could go with friends or make new friends – exercising in a group is 
fun, sociable and motivating.

Walking: Walking can be a great way to keep fit and socialise. Your health care professional may 
know about appropriate walks in your area, and can refer you directly or through an exercise referral 
scheme. Local councils should have information on walks in your area, or you could try some of the 
organisations listed on page 6.

Activities in your community: Local authority and private gyms have many opportunities to try 
out exercise classes or to use their facilities. Activities can include swimming, yoga, tai chi, dance and 
tennis. 

Some people with a lung condition find that singing is helpful for breathing and general well-being. 
You don’t need a lot of breath and can build up you stamina through vocal exercises and songs. 
Recent research has suggested that the way we sing helps us to breathe in a deeper and controlled 
way.

If you are interested in joining a singing group visit blf.org/singing

Exercising at home
It is important for everyone, including people with lung conditions, to be regularly physically active. 
But before you look to increase the amount you exercise or take on new activities, you should speak to 
your doctor, nurse or other health care professional to ensure it is safe for you to exercise.

If you have already been assessed by a respiratory physiotherapist, or are taking part in PR, or have 
completed a PR course, you will know what level of exercise is right for you to maintain or improve 
your fitness levels. You can find exercises and advice in exercise handbook to help you. 

You should bear in mind these safety considerations:
•	warm up before exercising and cool down afterwards
•	 carry your inhaler while exercising, if you use one
•	wear loose, comfortable clothing and supportive, non-slip shoes
•	wait for at least an hour after eating before exercising and drink plenty of water
•	 stop exercising if you get chest pains or tightness; if you feel dizzy or nauseous, clammy or 

cold; or if you feel increasingly wheezy or if your joints or muscles hurt.
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You can order an exercise handbook at shop.blf.org.uk/exercise or by calling  
the BLF Helpline on 03000 030 555 

Important points to remember:
•	 To maintain the benefits of PR, you should keep exercising the way you were shown.
•	 You can ask to be referred to more exercise, or you can find your own.
•	 A good starting point is to find a specialist respiratory fitness instructor.
•	 Always tell the organiser of your chosen activity about your condition.
•	 Feeling out of breath while exercising is a normal response. Use the talk test on page 11  

to make sure you are working at the right level for you.

If your doctor says physical activity is not suitable for you, you can call the BLF Helpline  
on 03000 030 555 or ask your health care professional about other things that might help  
improve your quality of life. For example:

•	 Join a BLF Breathe Easy support group
•	 Join our web community at www. blf.org.uk/forum
•	 Become a BLF PenPal to talk to others in a similar situation
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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. 


