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Who is this leaflet for? 
This leaflet aims to help you prepare for your treatment. It explains what 
prehabilitation is and provides advice on how to improve your physical fitness, 
nutritional status and emotional wellbeing before your operation or treatment.

If you have any questions or concerns from the information provided here, feel free 
to raise these with the prehabilitation team

What is prehabilitation? 
Prehabilitation (prehab) supports people to prepare for treatment by promoting 
healthy behaviours and advising on nutrition, exercise, and mental wellbeing. You 
should aim to be as fit as you possibly can before treatment.
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What are the benefits?

Some of the benefits of prehab include:

•	 improved nutritional status

•	 improved cardiorespiratory fitness

•	 reduced complications following treatment

•	 less time in hospital

•	 improved recovery following treatment

•	 improved overall quality of life.

Prehabilitation is a series of measures you can take to help prepare your body and mind 
for treatment. The three main areas of prehabilitation are:

Emotional 
Wellbeing

ExerciseNutrition
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Improving Cancer Care before treatment even starts
Diagnosis Treatment Recovery Living with and beyond cancer
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This chart is reproduced courtesy of Macmillan’s  
Principles and guidance for prehabilitation within the management and support of people with cancer

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between prehabilitation and rehbilitiation and the proposed difference in outcomes.

Physiotherapy prehabilitation 

Get fit for treatment 

The fitter you are nutritionally, physically and mentally, the better prepared your 
body is for treatment. Try to start exercising as soon as you know you are having 
treatment. Making small changes to your everyday routine and increasing your 
activity levels can help. 

•	 Try to do 30 minutes of physical activity most days (such as brisk walking, five times 
a week) and build this into your routine. 

•	 When thinking about increasing activity it can be useful to plan ahead. Consider 
inviting a friend or a family member to make things more social! 

https://www.macmillan.org.uk/dfsmedia/1a6f23537f7f4519bb0cf14c45b2a629/13225-source/prehabilitation-for-people-with-cancer
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Examples of physical activity include: 

•	 walking to the shops instead of driving
•	 taking the stairs instead of a lift or escalator
•	 carrying your heavy shopping bags
•	 gardening 
•	 housework such as ironing, cooking, vacuuming, washing up and 

laundry 
•	 playing with your children or grandchildren
•	 dancing
•	 cycling on an exercise bike or outside
•	 sports such as golf, bowling, badminton, swimming
•	 a gym session or exercise class such as Yoga, Pilates or Zumba.

Have a look at the NHS Fitness studio – a collection of great exercise 
videos.  Remember to start gently and progress slowly!

•	 nhs.uk/conditions/nhs-fitness-studio

Please scan this QR code using the camera on your phone 
to access this link
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Starting to exercise – what to expect   
It is normal to feel breathless when starting a new activity or exercise. As a general 
rule, you should aim to be a little breathless, but still be able to hold a conversation. 
If you are too puffed out, stop, settle your breathing, and then carry on. You can 
follow this traffic light system: 

Stop and seek appropriate medical attention if you have:

•	 Dizziness or nausea 
•	 Chest pain 
•	 Significant pain or discomfort 
•	 Extreme breathlessness and are struggling to get your breathing back 

Reduce intensity if you feel:

•	 Uncomfortably hot or sweaty 
•	 Unable to talk or hold conversation 
•	 Excessively tired or out of breath 

Normal feelings whilst exercising:

•	 Warm and slightly red in the face 
•	 A little sweaty 
•	 Faster breathing and heart rate, but still able to talk 
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Nutrition and prehabilitation  
Making positive changes to your diet before treatment can have a big impact on 
your overall health before, during and after treatment. It is important to look at the 
quality of your diet, your weight and how strong you are.

Food and drink should be enjoyed whilst also ensuring you are providing your 
body with the nutrients it needs to function properly. You should aim to maintain a 
healthy weight before and during cancer treatment.

Hydration

Staying hydrated is essential for almost all functions within the body. A good 
indicator of hydration is urine colour. A pale straw colour usually suggests that you 
are well hydrated. Aim for 8-10 glasses or cups per day. This can include water, milk, 
tea, coffee, non-alcoholic and sugar-free drinks. 

Fruit juices and smoothies also count towards total fluid intake, but due to the sugar 
content they should be limited to 150mls a day.
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A balanced diet

A balanced diet contains all the main food groups and provides a variety of nutrients 
to support optimal health and wellbeing. The Eatwell Guide provides a visual 
representation of a balanced diet.
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Food groups:

•	 fruit and vegetables
•	 starchy carbohydrates (potatoes, bread, rice, pasta, cereals)
•	 protein (beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat)
•	 dairy and alternatives
•	 oils and spreads – use in small amounts
•	 snacks high in calories, fat and sugar (such as crisps, biscuits and 

chocolate) – eat less frequently and in smaller amounts.

It is recommended to eat regular meals to make sure you get all the 
nutrients your body needs.

Nutritional supplements

Nutritional supplement drinks are high in calories and protein and might be needed 
if you are unable to eat and drink enough to meet your nutritional needs, or if you 
need to gain weight. They are available in milkshake and fruit juice style and are 
available in a variety of flavours. These may be suggested by the dietitian and are 
prescribed by your GP. 

Some are available in bottles, and others in powder form which are made up with 
milk or water. Some brands of powder supplements are available to buy over the 
counter, such as Complan™.
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Nutrition before treatment

Using the Eatwell Guide, try to make your diet as balanced as possible. Eating 
enough protein (alongside increasing physical activity levels) is especially important 
for increasing muscle mass and strength before treatment.

As part of the prehab programme, your nutritional status will be assessed. If you are 
underweight, have recently lost a lot of weight unintentionally or lost muscle mass 
you may need to change your eating habits and may need support from a dietitian. 
If you struggle to do this, then you may need to take nutritional supplement drinks 
in addition to your usual diet.

Nutrition during treatment

Continue to eat a balanced diet, focussing on all the different food groups.

If you experience any side effects which affect your appetite or ability to eat 
enough, then you may need dietitian support to ensure that you are still able to 
meet your nutritional needs.

Follow these tips if you have a small appetite:

•	 eat little and often - have regular meals and snacks. Eating regularly 
helps to regulate your appetite

•	 avoid drinking lots of liquid before meals, as this can fill you up
•	 include a source of protein at every meal
•	 try to get outside in the fresh air and keep active, as this helps to 

stimulate your appetite 
•	 if you are trying to gain weight, you can add extra calories and protein 

to food by:

•	 choosing full fat dairy products

•	 adding cream, grated cheese, or butter to savoury dishes

•	 adding custard, ice cream, yoghurt or cream to sweet dishes
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Nutrition after treatment

Continue to eat a balanced diet, unless you are advised of any specific dietary 
restrictions following your treatment.

If you have had surgery, your surgical team will advise you how to build up your diet 
in the early days after your operation. It may take some time before your eating 
is back to normal. Meeting your nutritional needs is essential to support wound 
healing, minimise muscle loss and support recovery. Prioritise getting enough 
protein in your diet to promote recovery.

Aim to achieve and maintain a healthy weight. If you are trying to gain weight, 
having high calorie foods and nourishing drinks will be important, and you may 
need nutritional supplement drinks after treatment.

Other things to consider:

•	 you may find it helpful to make daily or weekly meal plans and 
prepare shopping lists in advance

•	 stock up the cupboards and freezer with foods that are easy to 
prepare

•	 batch cook meals if possible, so that you have something ready in 
the fridge or freezer if you don’t feel like cooking that day

Helpful online resources

British Dietetic Association

•	 ‘Food Facts’ covers a variety of topics including different nutrients and medical 
conditions - https://www.bda.uk.com/food-health/food-facts.html

Macmillan Cancer Support

•	 ‘Building-up diet’ – macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/impacts-of-
cancer/building-up-diet

•	 ‘Eating well and keeping active’ – macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-
support/treatment/preparing-for-treatment/eating-well-and-keeping-active

Please reach out to a member of your healthcare team if you are concerned about 
your nutrition.

https://www.bda.uk.com/food-health/food-facts.html
http://macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/impacts-of-cancer/building-up-diet
http://macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/impacts-of-cancer/building-up-diet
http://macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/treatment/preparing-for-treatment/eating-well-and-ke
http://macmillan.org.uk/cancer-information-and-support/treatment/preparing-for-treatment/eating-well-and-ke
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Diabetes

If you are diabetic, it is important to keep your blood sugars well controlled.  
Poor blood sugar control can increase the risk of complications, such as poor wound 
healing and infection. Eating a balanced diet and exercising can help to improve 
blood sugar control.

Alcohol

Being mindful of your alcohol intake is a recommended part of a healthy lifestyle.  
Drinking to excess can increase the risks of post-treatment complications. 
To reduce your risk of complications, it is recommended to stop drinking in the 
weeks before treatment.

Smoking

Smoking can increase the risk of post-treatment complications and delay your 
recovery. It is recommended to try and stop smoking in the weeks before treatment, 
as doing so will reduce the risk of developing complications. For free help, visit 
Healthy Cornwall or scan the QR code below.

•	 healthycornwall.org.uk/smokefree

Please scan this QR code using the camera on your phone 
to access this link
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Occupational therapy and wellbeing  
How can we help you? 

Occupational therapy will help you function at home, work, in the community and 
participate in life.

Three pillars of prehabilitation:

Three pillars of 
prehabilitation:

1.	 reduce postoperative 
complications

2.	 enhance and accelerate 
recovery

3.	 improve overall quality 
of life.

Our aim:

To provide advice to help 
get you back to full health 
as quickly as possible after 
your operation.

Research shows getting out 
of bed, eating, drinking 
and exercising early in your 
recovery is better. This will 
reduce the likelihood of 
complications.

An operation or cancer treatment, planned or unplanned, is a major event in 
someone’s life and it’s normal to feel anxious about it. There is a lot you can do to 
help yourself while you wait for your treatment.

Managing or acknowledging your anxiety, encouraging positive thinking and 
developing your coping skills may have a positive effect on your recovery and 
outcome from the treatment.

How to relax and stay calm on the day of your treatment

It is useful to plan ahead, thinking about what to take with you to the hospital to 
keep your mind occupied whilst waiting. You may want to read a book or magazine, 
listen to music or a podcast, do a crossword or even mindful colouring in. 
Maybe even plan a special reward to look forward to when you get home. 
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Mindfulness

It’s OK to feel anxious, worried and afraid as well as worried about the treatment 
itself. Uncertainty about the future or concerns about how you will manage when 
you go home can also be challenging.

Mindfulness can help you to cope with some of those feelings. It helps you to pay 
close attention to your mind, body and your surroundings.

By consciously paying attention to the present moment and our own thoughts 
and feelings it can improve our mental wellbeing. It’s important to reconnect with 
our bodies and the sensations we may experience. Awareness of our thoughts and 
feelings may help us notice signs of stress or anxiety and how we can acknowledge, 
manage and deal with them better.

For more information on mindfulness, please follow 
the QR code.

Sleep hygiene 

Our bedroom environment and our activities of daily living all play a role in how 
well we sleep. The term ‘sleep hygiene’ is used to describe healthy habits that can be 
practiced throughout the day in order to maintain a good night’s sleep.

Healthy sleep is an important part of our routine. It is important for our physical and 
mental health. Struggling to fall asleep, failing to stay asleep or feeling frequently 
fatigued throughout the day could be a sign of poor sleep hygiene. Maintaining 
good sleep hygiene is important for our physical and mental wellbeing. It enables 
our body to recharge and our mind to process information. If we do not get enough 
quality sleep, our brains find it difficult to function properly. 
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Practising good sleep hygiene will help sleep quality, which in turn 
may:

•	 improve mood

•	 improve concentration and memory

•	 prevent development of sleep disorders

•	 help maintain a healthy weight

•	 reduce risk of developing serious health conditions

•	 help your body fight off diseases.

Tips for improving sleep hygiene: 

•	 stick to a routine

•	 improve your bedroom environment

•	 relax and unwind in the hour before going to sleep

•	 reduce input from electronic devices before going to bed

•	 emptying your mind by writing down your thoughts

•	 try meditation or mindfulness.

For more information on sleep hygiene, please follow 
the QR code.
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Managing stress

Knowing how to manage our wellbeing and being prepared for periods of stress can 
aid our recovery following a stressful event. 

Stress management is about taking charge and being aware of our thoughts, 
emotions, schedule, environment and the way we deal with our problems and 
worries. We should aim for a balanced life, ensuring we have time for work, 
relationships, relaxation and fun. 

‘Stress management’ is a phrase used to describe the use of tools, techniques and 
coping strategies to manage our reaction to stressful stimulants and how to build 
resilience. It starts with identifying the sources of stress, which in this instance, may 
be the uncertainty of planned surgery or treatment.

We all have different ways of managing stress and dealing with uncertainties, 
therefore it’s important to experiment and find out what works best for you. 

Deep breathing or breathing techniques can help with managing stress or 
stress-related conditions. It activates the vagus nerve, which is responsible for various 
internal organ functions, including: 

•	 digestion
•	 mood
•	 heart rate
•	 breathing
•	 cardiovascular activity 

•	 reflex actions such as coughing, sneezing, swallowing and vomiting.

If you think breathing exercises may help you, it’s important to check in with 
yourself before starting to see how you feel and compare this with how you feel 
afterwards.
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Benefits of breathing techniques are:

•	 increased oxygen supply to the brain

•	 feeling connected to your body

•	 promoting a sense of calm

•	 reducing stress response and easing anxiety. 

Breathing techniques:

•	 Box breathing
•	 3-4-5
•	 Pursed lip breathing

Please scan the QR codes using the camera 
on your phone to access the links

Following surgery 

If required, an assessment from the occupational therapist and physiotherapist 
team will take place following your surgery. We will support you with your 
post-op recovery to increase your independence and confidence. We will take into 
consideration your activities of daily living, pre-admission function and if you have 
any support from family and friends. 

Routine assessments on the ward will be carried out to establish your care needs and 
to maintain your independence at home. Any necessary interventions will be put in 
place before you are sent home to ensure you are able to safely and comfortably 
manage upon discharge.
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Any questions?  

If there is anything else you would like to ask before your surgery, or if you would 
like further information on reducing worries and anxiety, please contact us using the 
email address below before your admission so that we can help you.

Email: rcht.therapiesprehab@nhs.net.

Alternatively, if you have been to pre-operative assessment, you can also contact 
them for help.

Notes

mailto:rcht.therapiesprehab%40nhs.net%20?subject=
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Notes
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