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Exercise after Cardiac Event  
Always be sure to speak to your cardiologist/physiotherapist/cardiac rehabilitation team 

if you have any specific concerns while in or prior to discharge from hospital. They will 

be happy to discuss an individualised plan for you. Make sure you know your follow up 

plan for cardiac rehabilitation before leaving the hospital. 

Regular structured exercise will help to reduce your risk of developing further 

cardiovascular disease. It is an integral part of your recovery post cardiac event and 

has been scientifically proven to improve quality of life, functional capacity, promote 

early return to work as well as lessen your chances of needing to be hospitalised again 

in the future. A small improvement in your exercise capacity (1 MET) can reduce your 

premature mortality risk by 12 %. 

In spite of this it can feel quite daunting returning to exercise after a cardiac event, 

particularly in the early stages. Always remember to ask a member of your team if you 

have any specific queries. It is important to listen to your body in this time frame and 

‘start low and go slow’, you should always be able to talk while you are exercising but not 

be able to whistle or sing. Try to build up your aerobic exercise again slowly, walking is 

the easiest way to start for most and the table below sets out some goals to aim for:

 
Week 1 5-10 minutes at a time

Week 2 10-15 minutes at a time

Week 3 15-20 minutes at a time

Week 4 20-30 minutes at a time

Week 5 Aim for 30-45 minutes most days of the week
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For those with a higher level of fitness before your event you might choose a different 

form of aerobic exercise (cycling, swimming etc), but always try and keep it at a 

moderate intensity- this is where you are able to talk while exercising but not able to 

whistle or sing. Try to pick an exercise you enjoy as this will increase your chances of 

sticking with it. Include a 5-10 minute period at a gentler pace before and after you 

exercise- this will allow your body a warm up and cool down period. 

Depending on the specifics of your event there may be different time frames & 

precautions prior to a return to exercise. The above table is a general guideline to start 

with. You should aim to get back to the general physical activity recommendations of 

150 minutes of moderate intensity activity per week once you are sufficiently healed. 

Different events/procedures can have different healing times, once this time is passed  

in general it is safe to resume structured exercise: 

• Stenting only (no heart attack):      10-12 days post

• Myocardial Infarction  or ‘heart attack’ with or without stenting:  4 weeks post

• Open Heart Surgery with a sternotomy     4-6 weeks*
 

*Sternal Healing can take up to 3 months so some exercises may need to be avoided 

until the breast bone is totally consolidated eg breast stroke or arm/chest weight 

training Remember if you experience any chest pain or unusual symptoms while 

exercising stop immediately, rest and consult your doctor if necessary.
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Some Tips 
1. If you have a wound, always take care of it after surgery. Ensure it is fully  

healed before submerging yourself in water. Use highest factor sunscream  

on the scar when in the sun. Don’t forget to massage your scar (when no  

longer scabbed) to promote healing- Vitamin E or silicone based creams  

can be beneficial, speak to your pharmacist in relation to same.

2. Never Exercise when you are feeling unwell.

3. Allow appx 60 mins after eating before exercising.

4. Have food in your system in the 3 hour window before exercise.

5. Wear comfortable clothes & supportive footwear when exercising.

6. Avoid caffeine in the hour before exercise.

7. Try to increase your daily activity if you can. Take the stairs, get off the  

train or bus a stop early, build in a lunchtime stroll.

8. Most importantly you need to enjoy your exercise so try to pick  

something that suits you.

 Further information on exercise recommendations and ideas are available in our 

aerobic exercise and strength training exercise documents.

Disclaimer
The content on this page is provided for general information purposes only and is not 

meant to replace a physiotherapy or medical consultation. 


