
Regular exercise has many known benefits to the overall 
health of people of all ages and also those with many 
differing medical conditions. 

It can benefit your:
l  cardiovascular system l  weight loss

(lungs and heart) l  fitness levels 
l  muscle strength l  balance 
l  flexibility l  sleep 
l  immune system l  blood pressure 
l  body/joint pain l  bone density 
l  blood sugar regulation l  anxiety, stress and depression 
l  mood l  body image and confidence
l    cognitive function l  social contact.

(memory and concentration) 

Regardless of whether you have a pre-existing illness or are healthy 
and attempting to prevent a primary illness, physical activity is 
beneficial across all ages.

WHAT IS GRADED EXERCISE THERAPY 
(GET) AND HOW WILL IT HELP ME?
GET is the use of regular physical exercise to aid recovery from 
post-viral fatigue syndrome (PVFS) or chronic fatigue syndrome 
(CFS). With regular low level activity, the body begins to adapt and 
gradually increase your ability to carry out that activity.

GET works directly with your level of current ability, and is 
directed by your own goals and objectives. For example, if you 
want to walk your children to school or get back to playing an 
enjoyable sport, GET will gradually build up your strength and 
fitness so you can achieve your goal.

CAN EXERCISE MAKE ME WORSE?
Any activity carried out to excess and beyond your current physical 
capacity has the potential to increase symptoms and make you feel 
worse. To ensure that this doesn’t happen, it is essential to start 
activities at a low level that you can easily manage (even on ‘bad’ 
days), and to build up gradually.

WHAT IS THE RIGHT LEVEL 
OF EXERCISE FOR ME?
The body adapts gradually to what is being asked of it. If you 
do less, you will become less fit. If you continue to do about the 
same, your fitness will remain constant. To get fitter, you need to 
be regularly doing just a bit more than you normally do. Doing too 
much will exacerbate your symptoms and discourage you from 
trying again. The most difficult aspect of getting fitter after PVFS/
CFS may be coming to terms with a very low starting amount of 
exercise and being patient about increasing this slowly. A small 
amount extra, done regularly, will be the most effective way of 
getting fitter.

WHAT SHOULD MY GET PROGRAMME 
CONSIST OF?
1.  Realistic goals. Set realistic goals that are important and 

meaningful to you.
2.  Stable physical activity. Stabilising your activity levels will 

provide the foundations for GET. This means working out a 
consistent pattern of physical activity before increasing exercise.

3.  Gentle stretches. These are a good way to prepare your 
muscles for activity. You may wish to plan a stretching
programme with your physical therapist to do before you add 
any activity.

4.  Realistic activity. Plan an initial activity that you enjoy or is 
necessary in your life. This should be in addition to your normal,
everyday activity to challenge your body slightly and strengthen
it.

5.  Baseline activity level. Start the activity at a level you know you 
can do on at least 5 days out of 7, even on your bad days. If it 
can’t be done every day, then the starting level is too high!

6.  Very small increases in length of activity. After a while of 
comfortably doing your baseline activity, the time you do this 
activity for can be increased slightly. The increases are very small: 
eg. a 5-minute walk becomes 6 minutes. An increase from 5 to 
10 minutes would not be advisable as this is an enormous 100% 
increase; our bodies tend only to be 
happy with increases of around 20%.
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7.  Keeping at it. Understanding and managing feelings of stiffness 
or fatigue as a normal physiological response to activity is crucial.  
After a few days of maintaining the new activity level, these 
responses subside as the body strengthens. Gentle stretches  
can help minimise any stiffness and keep you supple.

8.  Patience. Keep to this level of activity until you are used to it  
and it feels OK.

9.  Small increases in intensity. When you can do an activity for 
a good length of time at a comfortable pace, eg. 30 minutes, 
it is then helpful to start increasing the intensity of the activity. 
This might mean walking slightly faster for part of the time, for 
example.
 

HOW GET WORKS
This process may take anywhere from weeks to months – the 
process is slow and steady; patience and keeping your brakes on 
may be just as important as increasing activity.
WHAT ACTIVITY SHOULD I CHOOSE?

The key to this decision is to choose a realistic, regular and 
enjoyable activity. Many people start with walking because it is 
one of the main physical activities we undertake. Depending 
on how people are affected by PVFS/CFS and what they wish 
to achieve, one person might start by doing things around 
the home, whereas others might go for a daily walk. Those 
interested in sports may be more inclined to use cycling or 
swimming, for example.

Do what you have planned to do, not what you feel you 
can do. Even if you are feeling good and think you could do 
more, stick to your plan so you don’t over-extend yourself and 
cause a setback. It is important that your activity is undertaken 
at an easy and gentle pace. Increases in exercise duration and 
intensity will come later.

You should take a short rest after exercise to allow your 
muscles and cardiovascular system to recover. However, you 
should avoid resting for longer than 30 minutes and try to 
avoid falling asleep.

GUIDELINES FOR CHOOSING  
EXERCISE AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
The activities you undertake should be:
1. Relevant. Exercise should relate to an activity you enjoy 
(eg. visiting museums/enjoying social outings) or an activity 
you need to do in your daily life (eg. housework, walking to 
the bus).
2. Regular. Exercise needs to be done regularly and fit into 
your everyday life; it is a long-term lifestyle change – not a 
‘quick fix’.
3. Realistic. Be sure not to aim too high and attempt exercise 
that is beyond your current capacity. However, you should 
be able to work up to your target (eg. joining a fitness class/
playing football with friends) if you follow the concepts of GET 
carefully.
4. Enjoyable. What do you really enjoy doing? Sometimes 
exercising in a group/with your friends/family can be more 
enjoyable.

Exercise can be about ‘sporting activities’:
l  walking or cycling for pleasure
l  sport, eg. football, swimming, cycling
l  home-based exercise programmes or going to the gym.

Exercise can also include:
l  housework
l  gardening/home maintenance
l  climbing stairs
l  playing with children/grandchildren
l  yoga, Pilates, tai chi.

The information contained in this article is intended as general guidance and information only and should not be relied upon as a basis for 
planning individual medical care or as a substitute for specialist medical advice in each individual case. ©Co-Kinetic 2021
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For example:
For: 5 minutes
Do:   A light stroll 

5–6 times a 
week

For example:
5 minutes,
Then 6, 7, 8, 9, 10 … 
30 minutes
  
Do:  A light stroll 

5–6 times a week
Do not progress to the 
next stage until you 
have done all the steps 
at this level.

For example:
For: 30 minutes
Do:  A faster and 

faster walk to 
gradually 
become a jog 
5–6 times a week
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