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Advice leaflet to regain fitness prior to surgery 

 

There is increasing evidence regarding the benefits of exercise for 
people with cancer when combined with a healthy diet. For cancer 
patients, physical activity can help overcome some of the side  

effects of treatment, it can reduce the risk of cancer recurrence with 
certain cancers and  can help reduce the risk of long term side  

effects of treatment which can include diabetes and heart disease. 
(www.macmillan.com) 

 

Even during treatment you should try to minimise the time that you 
are inactive and try to return to normal daily activities and physical 
activity. This is especially important after surgery and during all oth-
er treatments.  You should be encouraged to work towards the rec-
ommended level of physical activity (The Department of Health) 
which is  adults undertaking at least 150 minutes of moderate phys-
ical activity per week. The emphasis is on exercise being  

enjoyable and the 150 minutes of activity can be broken down to 
three 10 minute sessions per day, five days a week.  

 

Adults should also seek to improve muscle strength at least 2 days 
per week. Remember that even small amounts of activity can be 
beneficial and will continue to build your exercise tolerance too. 
(Chartered Society of Physiotherapy) 

 

This exercise leaflet is a guide as to how you can improve your 
general fitness in the build up to surgery, including a range of  

exercises from simple bed and chair exercises to resuming gym 
type fitness. These exercises can be modified to suit your needs as 
any activity is better than nothing. Consider your activity now and 
from today do a little more every day steadily progressing to  

becoming more active. Continue this new active life style providing 
you have no problems, or adverse effects. Please seek medical  

attention if you should do so.  

Lower limb strength training exercises (Complete 20-
30 repetitions of each) 

 
Sitting supported, push the back of your knee into 
the bed by tightening your thigh muscles. Pull your 
toes towards your nose at the same time. 
 
 

 
Repeat the exercise above and then lift your leg 
up and hold for 5 seconds. This can be made 
more difficult by wearing a heavy shoe or by  
attaching a weight to the ankle.  

 
 
In a lying position, place a rolled up towel under 
your knee and lift your foot to straighten your 
knee. This can be made difficult by wearing a 
heavy shoe or by attaching weights to the ankle. 

 
 

In a sitting position, practice swinging and kicking 
your leg. Hold your leg straight for 5 seconds. 
This can be made difficult by wearing a shoe or 
attaching weights to the ankle. 

 
 

Practice ‘Sit to Stand’ in a slow and controlled     
manner. If you have good balance, try not to use 
your arms to push yourself up. 
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Slowly lift your leg up out to the side and hold it as 
high as you can for 5 seconds, keeping your upper 
body straight at all times. Then lift your leg backwards  
behind you keeping your body still and straight. You 
may hold onto a supporting surface if you have poor 
balance. 

 
 

In a standing position, practice going up on to your  
tiptoes to strengthen your calf muscles. Progress this 
by standing on the edge of a step with your heel  
hanging over the edge and then push up onto your  
tiptoes.  
 

 

Upper limb stretching and strength training exercises 
(Complete 20-30 repetitions of each) 
 

In a lying or standing position link both hands and 
slowly lift and stretch your arms over your head as 
far as you can go and hold this for 5 seconds in full 
stretch. 
 

 
 
In a standing position, lift your arm up sideways 
above your head. This can be made harder by 
holding a small weight in your hand. 
 
 

 
 
Press ups against the wall. 

Generalised fitness training 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Try to use the car less and aim to have a daily brisk walk for about 
half an hour so that at the end you feel you have exerted  
yourself, feeling warm and just a little out of breath. Use the stairs 
whenever possible rather than a lift.  An exercise bike is a simple 
way of exercising too.  
 
If you are familiar with using weights and going to the gym then  
resume this activity at a slow pace aiming to improve your stamina 
and endurance rather than power. Research has shown that the 
fitter you are before surgery the fewer problems you will have after 
your operation. 
 

 

Exercise in the future 

 

Hertfordshire residents with a cancer experience (and a buddy) are 

invited to join an exercise scheme with the YMCA and Macmillan 

called “Move More West Herts”. The scheme entitles you to have 

12 free exercise sessions at the YMCA and then to continue  

exercising there at a subsidised rate. For more information please 

ask at the Macmillan Information Office in the main entrance of  

Watford General Hospital on Level 2 or speak to your clinical nurse 

specialists or ward physiotherapists. Alternatively email the YMCA 

directly information.macmillan@oneymca.org or visit  

macmillancancer.oneymca.org.  
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