
Keeping active

The benefits of regular movement
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Keeping active has lots of benefits for people living with  
a terminal illness. It can help to reduce some of the effects 
of being ill or having treatment, such as stress, pain and 
feeling tired. Even gentle movement might improve your 
mood and quality of life, and make you feel more in control. 

This leaflet includes information about:
• why we need to keep active
• types of activity
• activity for wheelchair users
• how much activity is needed
• staying safe 
• how we can help
• useful organisations
• about this information.

Why we need to keep active
We all need to keep active for our bodies to work well. It helps us  
feel better physically and mentally. Exercise and activity can help  
you physically by:
• strengthening your body and giving you energy 
• improving your circulation and blood pressure
•  reducing symptoms like constipation, fatigue and breathlessness.

And it can benefit your mind by:
• helping you to relax 
• helping you sleep better 
• improving your overall sense of wellbeing
• reducing anxiety, stress and depression
• improving your concentration and making you more alert.

Why we need to keep active
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Other activity ideas
The NHS website (nhs.uk) has lots of simple exercises and activities 
that you can try at home, with clear instructions. These will help you 
build on your strength, balance and flexibility. Many of the exercises 
can be done sitting down. 

Types of activity

You can adapt the amount and type of activity you do to suit  
your ability and energy levels. Talk to your doctor, nurse, hospice or 
physiotherapist about an activity or exercise programme that’s right 
for you.

Types of activity
Exercise doesn’t have to cost you money – and you don’t necessarily 
need to go to the gym. 

Choose a type of activity you enjoy. This will help you to keep doing 
it regularly. Think about doing a group exercise class or activity, as 
company can make activity feel easier, too. Keeping active can have 
more benefits in the long term, if it’s done regularly.

Climbing stairs, gardening, housework and even playing with children 
are all ways to stay active. Gentle movements can help to keep your 
muscles strong and prevent limbs from getting tight or stiff. 

Other suggestions include:
• swimming or aqua aerobics
•  chairobics (exercise that you can do while sitting in a chair  

or wheelchair)
•  gentle yoga or chair yoga if you have limited mobility 
•  special exercise programmes provided by your hospice or  

health centre
•  tai chi or chi kung – gentle movements that can help to calm  

the mind and prevent falls by improving your balance.

The benefits of walking
Walking around the park or your neighbourhood can help you feel 
better. It can also help you build up your activity levels gently.

Keeping active
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If you feel pain at any time, you should stop. It’s normal to feel tired 
after physical activity, but if you feel exhausted or it impacts on 
other activities, you should consider reducing the amount you’re 
doing. Speak to your healthcare professionals for advice on what 
would be best for you.

Staying safe
Always make sure you drink plenty of water when you’re physically 
active to avoid getting dehydrated. It can help to keep a bottle of 
water with you.

Stop what you’re doing if you feel dizzy, faint, sick, or experience any 
new pain. Rest and try again when you feel able to. If the symptoms 
continue, stop and ask your doctor or nurse for advice.

If you have a disease that affects the heart, brain or bones, you 
should speak to your doctor, nurse or physiotherapist before being 
physically active. If in doubt, always talk to your nurse or doctor.

Staying safe

Activity for wheelchair users
Being a wheelchair user doesn’t need to stop you from keeping 
active. You could try: 
• swimming 
• chairobics
• using a rowing or cycling machine adapted for wheelchair use. 

Accessible swimming pools will have a ramp area to guide your 
chair to the edge of the water, so that you can slide in. If there isn’t 
built-in access, lift and stair systems should be available. You’re 
likely to need someone around who can assist you with using these. 

How much activity is needed?
Your doctor, nurse, physiotherapist or an occupational therapist can 
help you plan your exercise or physical activity programme. They 
will be able to consider any health problems or symptoms you have 
and suggest activities that work for you.

If you haven’t done physical activity or exercise for a while, or aren’t 
very fit, you’ll need to allow your body some time to adapt. Try 
doing activities little and often at the beginning. This may help to 
reduce any muscle pain and stiffness. It’s better to start off doing a 
small amount of activity and build it up. If you start by doing a large 
amount of activity, you may become very tired which could put you 
off doing any more.

On some days you may have more energy than others, so you may 
need to vary how much time you spend doing physical activity. Try 
to find a balance and focus on doing the amount of activity that’s 
right for you. Listen to your body and stop when you need to.

Keeping active
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Marie Curie Hospices
Our hospices offer the reassurance of specialist care and support, in 
a friendly, welcoming environment, for people living with a terminal 
illness and their loved ones – whether you’re staying in the hospice, 
or just coming in for the day.
mariecurie.org.uk/hospices
 
Marie Curie Helper Service
We know the little things can make a big difference when you’re 
living with a terminal illness. That’s where our trained Helper 
volunteers come in. They can visit you regularly to have a chat over 
a cup of tea, help you get to an appointment or just listen when you 
need a friendly ear.
mariecurie.org.uk/helper

Useful organisations
Age UK
0800 055 6112
ageuk.org.uk
A charity that aims to help older people make the most out of life. 
Their website includes health and fitness information. Along with 
a network of local branches, there are national divisions for the 
charity.

Useful organisations
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How we can help
We help everyone affected by a terminal illness get the information 
and support they need, whether you have an illness yourself  
or you’re a family member or friend.

Marie Curie Support Line 
0800 090 2309* 
Ask questions and find support.  
Open 8am to 6pm Monday to Friday, 11am to 5pm Saturday.  

Marie Curie Community 
community.mariecurie.org.uk 
For anyone affected by terminal illness to share experiences and 
support each other. Available 24 hours a day.

Marie Curie Information
We also have an extensive range of information materials available 
to view online or in print. Visit mariecurie.org.uk/support where 
you can also find practical videos, details about our services, and 
links to further support.

Marie Curie Nurses
Marie Curie Nurses work night and day, in people’s homes across  
the UK, providing hands-on care and vital emotional support. 
If you’re living with a terminal illness, they can help you stay 
surrounded by the people you care about most, in the place where 
you’re most comfortable.
mariecurie.org.uk/nurses
 

Keeping active

*Calls to the Marie Curie Support Line are free from landlines and mobiles. Your call may be recorded for 
quality and training purposes.

Age Scotland 
0800 12 44 222 
ageuk.org.uk/scotland

Age Cymru (Wales)
08000 223 444 
ageuk.org.uk/cymru 

Age NI
0808 808 7575 
ageuk.org.uk/northern-ireland
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About this information
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Carers UK
0808 808 7777 (England, Wales and Scotland)
028 9043 9843 (Northern Ireland)
carersuk.org
Provides expert advice, information and support to carers. There  
are links to its national services from the website homepage.

Macmillan Cancer Support
0808 808 00 00
macmillan.org.uk 
Provides practical, medical and financial support for people 
affected by cancer. Macmillan Cancer Support offers a lot of useful 
information about getting active after cancer treatment.

Patient
patient.info
A free health site which contains over 4,000 health information 
leaflets, a wellbeing centre, free health check and forums where you 
can discuss your experiences with others.

Keeping active

About this information 
This booklet was produced by Marie Curie’s Information and Support 
team. It has been reviewed by health and social care professionals 
and people affected by terminal illness. 

If you would like to provide feedback about this booklet or would 
like the list of sources used to create this information, please email 
review@mariecurie.org.uk or call the Marie Curie Support Line on 
0800 090 2309*. 

Notice
The information in this publication is provided for the benefit  
and personal use of people with a terminal illness, their families  
and carers. 

This information is provided as general guidance for information 
purposes only. It should not be considered as medical or clinical 
advice, or used as a substitute for personalised or specific advice from 
a qualified medical practitioner. In respect of legal, financial or other 
matters covered by this information, you should also consider seeking 
specific professional advice about your personal circumstances. 

While we try to ensure that this information is accurate, we do not 
accept any liability arising from its use. Please refer to our website  
for our full terms and conditions.

*Calls to the Marie Curie Support Line are free from landlines and mobiles. Your call may be recorded for 
quality and training purposes.
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Notes Tell us what you think about this booklet
We’d like to hear what you think about this information. Your comments will  
help us make sure we’re providing useful and accessible content. We won’t share 
any responses that could identify you outside of Marie Curie. Read more at 
mariecurie.org.uk/privacy 

We’d be very grateful if you could complete this form and email it to  
review@mariecurie.org.uk or post it to:

Information and Support Content Team 
Marie Curie
89 Albert Embankment 
London 
SE1 7TP

Which sentence best describes your situation?
o	I have a terminal illness 
o	I am a carer, family member or friend of someone with a terminal illness
o	I was a carer, family member or friend of someone who has died
o	I am a health or social care professional using this resource to support 

someone affected by a terminal illness  
o	Other (please specify) 

Where did you get this booklet from?
o Ordered through the Marie Curie website
o Ordered through the Marie Curie website after calling the Support Line
o Downloaded from the Marie Curie website  
o A Marie Curie Nurse, volunteer or hospice staff member
o A healthcare professional (eg GP, district nurse)
o	Other (please specify) 

How likely are you to recommend this information to friends and family if they 
were in a similar situation to you?
o Extremely likely o  Likely o  Neither likely nor unlikely   
o Unlikely  o  Extremely unlikely o  Don’t know / not applicable

Please tell us the main reason for the answer you’ve given.
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Chapter heading abcKeeping active

Was there any information you couldn’t find that would have been helpful for you?

How easy or difficult to understand was the information? 
o Very easy o  Quite easy o  Neither easy nor difficult     
o Quite difficult o  Very difficult o  Don’t know / not applicable

Please tell us why.

How did you feel about the amount of information?
o  Too much   o  The right amount   o  Too little   o  Don’t know / not applicable

Please tell us why.

Would you have preferred to access this information in another format?
o Audio      o  Braille      o  Large print  
o	Another language (please specify) 
o	Other (please specify) 
o Don’t know / not applicable

Do you have any other comments?

We’re looking for volunteers to join our Readers’ Panel and help us improve our 
information for people affected by terminal illness.

We’re also looking for volunteers to share their experiences publicly about how our 
information has helped them.  

If you would like to help, please email us at review@mariecurie.org.uk and we’ll 
tell you more about these volunteering opportunities.
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Marie Curie – who we’re here for
We’re here for people living with any terminal illness, and their 
families and friends. We offer expert care, guidance and support  
to help them get the most from the time they have left. 

Marie Curie Support Line 
0800 090 2309*
Ask questions and find support.  
Open 8am to 6pm Monday to Friday, 11am to 5pm Saturday. 
mariecurie.org.uk/support

You can also visit community.mariecurie.org.uk to share 
experiences and find support by talking to people in a similar 
situation.

*Calls to the Marie Curie Support Line are free from landlines and mobiles. Your call may be recorded 
for quality and training purposes.


