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Being active before surgery 
or cancer treatment 
This leaflet provides information to support people to be more physically active, to 
help them prepare for the intensive treatment they are about to undergo. If you have 
any further questions or concerns, please speak to the staff member in charge of 
your care. 

This guide will help you to be active on 5 days each week, 
building up to 150 minutes of activity each week. 

 

What is physical activity and why is it important?  
Physical activity is any body movement that works your muscles and enhances your health. 
There are many examples; walking, running, dancing, gardening, yoga, strengthening 
exercises, balance exercises, the list is endless. 
  
It is recommended that adults do some form of physical activity every day, building up to 
being able to do 150 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity each week. Being 
active can help your wellbeing, both physically and mentally and can help you to prepare for 
your upcoming treatment. If you think of your surgery or SACT (systemic anti-cancer 
therapy) like a marathon, this guide will help you to train and prepare for it. This advice will 
also help you to build activity into your normal routine for ongoing health benefits and help 
you to cope with your cancer treatment.  
 
Please note that there may be some activity restrictions after your surgical procedure, so 
please follow the guidance of your team to help you continue to be active after your 
treatment. 
 

How do I start to be active? 
It can be daunting to start being active and it can be difficult to know where to start. 
Everyone starts from a different level. You may be someone who 

- already exercises regularly 
- is active but doesn’t do any exercise that makes them feel out of breath 
- isn’t very active or doesn’t leave the home very often 

We would like you to start exercising at a level that feels comfortable to you now. Then you 
can gradually build up your activity over the 8-week programme. It is important that you 
start slowly and progress gradually, this will reduce your risk of having an injury.  
 
Keep hydrated whilst you are being active and remember to wear supportive shoes, or 
trainers that are comfortable. Sun protection is also important, particularly if you are 
undergoing chemotherapy, as that can make your skin more sensitive. 
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Before starting a physical activity programme. 
If you get any of the following problems, then seek medical help before exercising. This can 
be from your GP, or from A&E if it is an emergency.  

• Shortness of breath at rest or with minimal activity 
• Shortness of breath while lying flat 
• Ankle swelling 
• Fast heart rate 
• Chest pain 
• Dizziness or collapse 

How hard should I work when I am being active? 
We recommend you work at a ‘moderate intensity’. You will feel a bit warmer and will feel 
that your breathing is a bit deeper and faster, but you should still be able to talk to someone 
next to you. If you are struggling to talk, or gasping for breath, you are working too hard, 
slow down. If it feels very easy and you are able to sing all the words to a song, you can 
work a bit harder. 
 

What if I don’t have very long until my operation or treatment? 
Many people don’t have much notice of their surgery or cancer treatment starting. Don’t 
worry if you don’t have enough time to complete the 8-week plan before your treatment 
starts. Doing as many sessions as you are able will still be beneficial.  
 

How to use this information. 
If you have an established physical activity programme, please continue with that and try to 
build up what you are able to do.  
For people new to activity, you might find this guide helpful to understand where to start. 
 
Each week, the programme will recommend how many sessions to do but you can 
choose how long each session lasts, depending on what is comfortable for you. You can 
choose when you would like to do the exercise; pick a time that suits you. Initially you may 
only be able to do very short sessions, but try to gradually build this up each week.  
 
For each of your sessions choose either: 

 
Try to do a variety of different activities before your treatment starts. 
 
*Please see information at the end of the booklet to explain how to access QR Codes 
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Brisk walking – a type of aerobic exercise 
Aerobic exercise is any activity that gets your heart pumping a little faster. 
Walking is a simple and free example of this, and it is an easy way to help you 

to become more active. 
 
For a walking session, aim to walk at a brisk pace. This is slightly faster than normal 
(approximately 3 miles per hour), your breathing will be a bit deeper than usual, but you’re 
still able to talk to someone next to you. You may not be able to go as far as you can when 
you’re walking at your normal pace, so start off with short sessions, perhaps 5 to 10 
minutes and build up gradually each week aiming for 30 minutes, 5 days a week.  
 
 The NHS Active 10 app will allow you to track how much and how fast you 
have walked. 
Download Active 10 from the NHS Better Health website 
 
 

Home exercise videos (aerobic, strength and balance) 
 
We are sharing a series of videos created by ‘We Are 

Undefeatable’. They are a community that helps people with a range of 
health conditions to find ways to be active. Each video demonstrates the 
exercises in standing, assisted standing, and sitting positions so you can 
choose the version that feels most comfortable for you. 
 
Aerobic 
exercise 
 

Aerobic exercise should make up the majority of your 
weekly activity.  
 

 

 Energy/Activity video: Energy with Alex 
(approximately 15 mins).  
 

Strength 
exercises 
 

Long term goal: Aim to do strengthening exercises 
twice per week. 

 

 Strength video: Strength with Alex (approximately 
15mins).  
 

Balance 
exercises 
 

Long term goal: Aim to do balance exercises twice per 
week.  
  

 

Balance video: Balance with Sandra (approximately 15 
mins - seated, supported and unsupported exercises 
according to your experience and ability). 
 
 

 

https://www.nhs.uk/oneyou/active10/home
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jPfUjp3YTgo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90Khz0gNmug
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HiDpYePaUHg
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If you are new to physical activity, tips for the length of each session: 
At the start of the programme the sessions can be any length of time that feels comfortable to you, this may just be 5-10 
minutes each. Every week, try to increase the length of your sessions by 5 minutes, until your sessions are 30 minutes long. 
 
Try and complete the recommended number of sessions each week, with a mix of aerobic, strength and balance activities. 
 
If you have an established physical activity programme, please continue with that and try to progress it if you can. 
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Other activities that might be helpful 
 

Climbing stairs or stepping up and down on the bottom step 
 
To make this harder: Perform the exercise without the support of the banister/rail 

 
Sit to stand 
Sitting on a sturdy chair, stand up straight from the chair, then slowly sit back 
down. Repeat. 

To make this easier: Use your arms to help you push up or sit on a higher chair whilst doing 
the exercise. 
To make this harder: Don’t use your arms to help you stand, cross them over your chest whilst 
you complete the exercise. Hold a weight in each hand whilst you stand and sit down. 

 
Squats 
Slowly bend your knees as far as is comfortable, keeping your knees pointing 
forwards and your back straight. Gently come back up into standing, squeezing 
your buttocks as you stand up. 

To make this easier: Hold onto a wall or sturdy chair whilst doing the exercise. 
To make this harder: Perform the exercise without support 

 
Wall push ups 
Stand at arm’s length from the wall with your feet pointing forward. Place your 
hands flat on the wall at the level of your chest. Slowly bend your arms, aiming to 
close the gap between you and the wall as much as you can. Slowly return to your 

starting position with your arms straight. Repeat. 
 

Heel raises 
Stand tall, holding onto a wall or sturdy chair. Lift both heels off the floor so that 
you take your weight onto your toes. Hold for 4 seconds and then lower your 
heels. Repeat. 

To make this harder: Perform the exercise without support 
 
Standing on one leg 
Stand close to a wall or a sturdy support. Lift one leg so that you are balancing on 
one leg. Hold this position for 10 seconds and then repeat on the other side. 

To make this harder: Perform the exercise without support 
 

Bicep curls 
Holding a bottle or can/tin in each hand, one arm at a time, bend each elbow so 
that you are bringing your hand towards your shoulder. Gently lower the arm to a 
straight position and then repeat on the other side 
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Finding physical activity services near you 
Cancer Care Map is an online resource that can help you to find cancer support 
service in your local area. You can use this to find local and online physical 
activity services. 

 
www.cancercaremap.org  
 

Using QR codes on a mobile phone 

To use a QR code on your phone to access the resources in this leaflet please follow these 
steps: 

1. Open your camera app: Most smartphones can scan QR codes directly with the 
camera. Open the camera like you normally would for taking a photo. 

2. Point the camera at the QR code: Hold your phone steady and aim the camera at 
the QR code. Make sure the code is in the centre of the screen. 

3. Wait for a link or notification: The phone will automatically recognise the QR code 
and show a notification or a link. 

4. Tap the notification: Once you see the link, tap on it to open the website or content 
associated with the QR code. 

For more information leaflets on conditions, procedures, treatments and services 
offered at our hospitals, please visit www.stgeorges.nhs.uk  
 
Additional services 
 
Patient Advice and Liaison Service (PALS) 
PALS can offer you advice and information when you have comments or concerns about 
our services or care. You can contact the PALS team on the advisory telephone line and a 
Walk-in service is available. 
Please contact PALS in advance to check if there are any changes to opening times. 
PALS is based within the hospital in the ground floor main corridor between Grosvenor and 
Lanesborough Wing. 
 
Tel: 020 8725 2453   Email: pals@stgeorges.nhs.uk  
 
NHS UK 
The NHS provides online information and guidance on all aspects of health and healthcare, 
to help you make decisions about your health. 
Web: www.nhs.uk 
 
NHS 111 
You can call 111 when you need medical help fast but it’s not a 999 emergency. NHS 111 
is available 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. Calls are free from landlines and mobiles.  
 
 

http://www.cancercaremap.org/
http://www.stgeorges.nhs.uk/
mailto:pals@stgeorges.nhs.uk
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