Physiotherapy: treatment and
rehabilitation for viral infections
(including COVID-19)
Information for patients with COVID-19 (coronavirus) or
another viral infection

This leaflet is designed to provide you with guidance and advice on self-management of
COVID-19 (coronavirus) symptoms during both the active phase of your illness and during
your recovery. It explains physiotherapy treatment which you may find helpful. People who
contract COVID-19 will have different symptoms and a different recovery rate. If you would
like further information, or have any particular worries, please do not hesitate to ask a
healthcare professional.

Government advice
Government advice is rapidly changing. Please check the government website for correct
and up to date information regarding self-isolation and other information:
www.gov.uk/coronavirus

General management of symptoms
For up to date advice on managing your symptoms please see the NHS website:
www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/
If you feel that you are unable to manage your symptoms please call NHS 111.

Managing a cough
Having a cough after a virus is normal and the cough can be ongoing for up to eight weeks.
If you are still coughing after eight weeks or coughing up blood then please seek medical
advice from your GP. The following tips may help you to manage your cough:
 Avoid caffeinated drinks (tea, coffee, cola, energy drinks)
 Stay hydrated with water
 Avoid sudden changes in air temperature, wear a scarf if going outdoors
 If you normally take medication for stomach acid (reflux) make sure you are taking
this as prescribed
 Try using a nasal douche (such as NeilMed) which is available from pharmacies
over-the-counter
 Speak to your pharmacist to discuss over-the-counter medications that might help
 Try sleeping with extra pillows to prop yourself up at night time

Managing phlegm
Coughing up phlegm is a normal part of viral infections. If your cough is dry and you are not
coughing up phlegm these exercises probably will not be of benefit to you. The breathing
exercises below have been reproduced from the Association of Chartered Physiotherapists
in Respiratory Care (ACPRC) and can help to clear the phlegm from your chest.

Breathlessness
Shortness of breath is a normal viral symptom. The advice and positions below have been
reproduced from the Association of Chartered Physiotherapists in Respiratory Care
(ACPRC) and can help you to cope with the feelings of shortness of breath.

Energy conservation
Fatigue and tiredness are a common symptom of any viral infection. You should expect to
feel more tired than normal. The tips and techniques below have been reproduced from the
Association of Chartered Physiotherapists in Respiratory Care (ACPRC) and can help you
to manage your day-to-day tasks during your illness and recovery.

Sleep
You may find that your sleep pattern is disrupted and you may be sleeping during the day
throughout your illness.
During your recovery you should aim to get back into a regular sleeping pattern. The
following tips might help:







Set an alarm and get up at the same time every day
Go to bed at the same time every day
Avoid screens such as phones, TV and tablets for an hour before bed
Avoid caffeine such as tea, coffee, cola and energy drinks
Try and get some sunlight if possible but adhere to the guidance on self-isolation
Ensure that the place you sleep in is clutter free and the correct temperature 16180C is recommended,

Mental wellbeing
Feeling anxious, stressed, worried or depressed is a normal response in these difficult and
extraordinary times. Please find a link to NHS guidance on managing your mental
wellbeing: www.nhs.uk/conditions/stress-anxiety-depression/improve-mental-wellbeing/.
If you are concerned about your mental wellbeing or your symptoms persist then please
consider self-referring to your local Improving Access to Psychological Therapies (IAPT)
service.

Exercise and keeping active
Our muscles start to get weaker after just 24 hours in bed. You should try to keep moving
as much as possible during your illness.
The exercises below have been designed to help you regain your strength and can be
started as soon as you feel well enough. How long it takes you to recover will depend on
how unwell you were. You should return to your normal levels of activity gradually over four
to six weeks. The following tips might help you during your illness and recovery:







Do some exercises daily, you may want to split them up throughout the day so you
don’t get too tired.
If these exercises feel too easy add an additional set every couple of days. If they
feel too hard reduce to five times the exercise rather than ten.
Try and sit out of bed in a comfortable chair.
Try to do your normal daily routine if you are able eg brushing your teeth, having a
wash, getting dressed.
Try to keep moving by taking short walks around your living space or outdoors if you
are able to.
There are plenty of high quality and free online options for regaining your physical
fitness after your illness. Pick one that you enjoy. Listen to your body and build up to
any new exercise gradually. If you have an underlying health condition, please seek
advice from a healthcare professional before starting a new exercise regime. Some
examples we suggest are:
o www.blf.org.uk/exercise-video
o lifeofbreath.org/2020/03/dance-easy-breathe-better-and-feel-good/

Exercise booklet – low impact
exercises for people with
reduced or limited mobility
Trunk and spine stretch in supine
Position yourself lying on your back with your shoulders and your
knees bent. Let your knees rock from side to side to give your
back a small stretch.
Repeat 10 times.

Ankle strengthening lying on your back (in supine)
Position yourself lying on your back. Move your foot up and
down. Start with your toes pointing down and finish with your
toes pointing up.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip and knee flexion in supine
Position yourself lying on your back. Start with your hip straight.
Slide your heel along the bed towards your bottom as far as
possible and slowly lower back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Straight leg raise with other knee bent
Position yourself lying on your back with one leg straight and
your other leg bent. Lift your straight leg off the bed and then
slowly lower it back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip external rotator strengthening lying on your side without weights
Position yourself lying on your side with your hips and knees
bent. Lift your top knee upwards keeping your feet together and
lower slowly back down
Repeat 10 times.

Hip flexor strengthening in supine
Position yourself lying on your back with your legs straight. Lift
your knee towards your shoulder and lower slowly back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Knee extension sitting down
Position yourself sitting in a chair. Straighten your leg feeling
your thigh muscle work. Hold for five seconds and lower slowly
back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip flexor strengthening sitting down using weights
Position yourself sitting with both feet on the floor. March your
feet up and down.
Repeat 20 times.

Sitting forward
Position yourself sitting in a chair with a sloping back with your
hips forward and upper-back resting against the backrest.
Practice sitting forward and up straight and slowly relax back.
Repeat 10 times.

Spinal rotation stretch siting down with the arms crossed
Position yourself sitting with your hands folded across your chest.
Rotate your head and trunk to one side and then the other.
Repeat 10 times.

Exercise booklet – higher
impact exercises for those
without impaired mobility
Bridging
Position yourself lying on your back with your knees bent.
Tighten the muscles in your bottom and tummy and lift your
bottom off the bed. Slowly lower back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip abduction while lying on your side
Position yourself lying on your side. Start with your top leg resting
on the bed. Lift your leg away from the bed leading with your
heel. Ensure that your hip and knee are kept straight and your
foot points forwards. Slowly lower your leg back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Stand up and sit down with extra weight
Sitting in the chair use the arms of the chair to help you stand up
and slowly sit back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Heel raise
Position yourself standing. Start with your heels on the ground.
Push up on your toes and lower slowly back down. To make it
harder, do it without holding on.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip extensor strengthening standing up
Position yourself standing with your hands resting on a table in
front of you. Take your leg back with your knee straight and body
upright. Hold for five seconds and lower slowly back down.
Repeat 10 times.

Hamstring strengthening standing up
Position yourself standing up and holding onto the back of a
chair. Start with your knee straight. Lift your heel towards your
bottom. Finish with your knee bent. Ensure that you keep your
thigh straight. Slowly lower your leg back down. To make it
harder wear an ankle weight.
Repeat 10 times.

Hip flexor strengthening standing up
Hold onto something if you need to. March on the spot lifting your
hip as high as you can.
Repeat 20 times.

Squatting
To squat bend your knees, stick your bottom out as if to sit down,
then slowly straighten up. To make it harder, do it without holding
onto a chair in front and deepen the squat. You can also
increase how long you hold it for.
Repeat 10 times.

Ceiling punch with weight
Position yourself sitting or standing up with a weight in your hand
(if you are in hospital, ask a nurse for a bag of fluids). Start with
your elbow bent and your fist facing towards the ceiling. Punch to
the ceiling with your elbow straight. Finish with the weight above
your head.
Repeat 10 times.

Wall push ups
Face a wall and put your hands on it flat. Move your body
forward and backward, bending your elbows like a press up.
Repeat 10 times.

Punch to the side with a TheraBand
Position yourself with your arm beside your body and a
TheraBand in your hand. Squeeze your shoulder blades together
and lift your arm out to the side, keeping your wrist stiff. Slowly
relax it back in.
Repeat 10 times.

Punch to the ceiling with a TheraBand
Position yourself with your arm beside your body and
TheraBand in your hand. Squeeze your shoulder blades
together and punch your arm towards the ceiling, keeping your
wrist stiff. Slowly lower your arm.
Repeat 10 times.

Useful contacts





British Lung Foundation: www.blf.org.uk
Chartered Society of Physiotherapy: www.csp.org.uk/public-patient/keeping-activehealthy
European Lung Foundation: www.europeanlung.org/en
Samaritans: www.samaritans.org
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