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Department of Cardiology 
 

Cardiac rehabilitation home 

exercise guidelines 

Please read this leaflet through before starting your exercises. If there is anything 

you do not understand seek advice from the cardiac rehabilitation team before 

starting the exercises.  

 

Exercise safety 
You should not start exercise and should contact your GP or cardiac rehabilitation 

team if: 

 Your heart beat feels irregular and this is new to you. 

 You feel unwell, have a fever or any other temporary illness.  

 Your heart rate is much faster or slower than is normal for you. 

 You have new or recurrent symptoms of breathlessness or angina. 

 You feel very tired/ fatigued.  

 

You should stop exercise immediately if: 

 You feel light headed, dizzy or faint. 

 You feel chest pain (angina). 

 Your breathing becomes uncomfortable.  

 Your heart beat becomes irregular. 

 

Effort rating  
When participating in any activity it is important that you are able to rate how 

demanding or strenuous that particular activity is for you. This is called ‘Rating your 

Perceived Exertion (RPE)’ and is a very good tool for keeping the intensity of your 

activities safe. 

 

When rating your exertion you should think of how the entire body is feeling at that 

moment in time. Think of the strain and fatigue in both your muscles and your 

breathing. If your muscles are aching and feel very heavy, you are likely to be 

working at a hard intensity and should ease off slightly. If you find your breathing 

becomes uncomfortable and you cannot continue to talk, you are probably over 

exerting yourself and should slow down.  

 

The ideal range to work at to encourage cardiovascular benefits is between the ‘light’ 

to ‘somewhat hard’ range. If you perceive your exertion as ‘hard’ or any further 

down the scale from this, you should reduce the intensity of the activity i.e. reduce 

your speed or resistance.  
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RPE scale 
  

6 

7 

8 

9 
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14 

15 

16 

17 

18 

19 

20 

No exertion at all 

Extremely light 

 

Very Light 

 

Light 

 

Somewhat hard 

 

Hard (heavy) 

 

Very Hard 

Extremely hard  

Maximal 

 

At a ‘light’ to ‘somewhat hard’ intensity you should feel warm, possibly slightly 

sweaty and your breathing should be deeper and faster. You should still be able to 

talk. If you are struggling to talk during activity, you are likely to be working too hard 

and should reduce the intensity. 

 
Goal setting 
Goal setting is a very effective way of improving your health, function and activity 

status. When setting personal goals you should always consider the SMART principle 

(table shown below). This will help to ensure that the goals you set are realistic and 

appropriate for you. Once you have achieved your goal you may need to review and 

set new goals to keep motivating. If you have a long term goal, setting shorter term 

and more manageable goals may also help to keep you motivated or to see that 

progress is occurring.  

 

SMART principle 
 

Specific  

 

Be specific not general, you are more likely to succeed. A 

general goal would be, ‘get fit.’ But a specific goal would say, 

‘complete my walking programme three days a week.’ 

Measurable 

 

Establish criteria for measuring progress towards the 

achievement of each goal you set. Measuring your progress 

enables you stay on track, reach your target dates, and 

experience the exhilaration of achievement that spurs you on 

to reach your goal.  

 

How many days per week do you walk? How far or for how 
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long do you walk? Recording this information on a home 

activity record may help. 

Achievable 

 

Set goals that are important to you, not just something that 

sounds good. This will enable you to adapt your attitude, 

ability and motivation to reach these goals. 

 

Walking five days a week may sound good, however three 

days a week may be more easily achieved as a starting goal.  

Realistic 

 

A realistic goal is one that you are both willing and able to 

work towards. Ask yourself, do I truly believe this goal can be 

accomplished? 

 

You may feel that walking five days a week is too much for 

you, in which case a goal of three days a week may be more 

realistic at this stage.   

Time-based 

 

Every goal should have a time frame. For example, “I want to 

lose 5lb - when do you want to lose it by? You may set 

yourself a time period of several weeks to reach the point 

where you are able to complete your walking programme 

three times a week.  

 

The F.I.T.T. principle 
When setting exercise/activity goals or targets it is advisable to consider the F.I.T.T 

principle, a basic philosophy of what is necessary to gain the best benefits from your 

activities.  Below would be the recommendations for a cardiac patient, however you 

may need to start at a lower level if you are new to exercising, I.E  start with a Time 

of 10 minutes.         

 

F Frequency 

Three to five days a week 

I Intensity 

Perceived exertion rating of 12 – 13 

(light to somewhat hard). 

55 – 70% heart rate max. 

T Time 

20 to 30 minutes not including 

warming up and cooling down. 

T Type 

Aerobic endurance (cardiovascular) 

training, for example, walking or 

cycling.  
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Warm-up (15 minutes) 
The aim of the warm-up is to gradually raise your heart rate whilst gently loosening 

up your main joints and muscles. You should start slow and gradually increase the 

size and speed of your movements.  

 
The warm-up is essential before all exercise sessions and comprises of four essentials: 

circulation booster, mobility component, pulse raiser and stretching.   
 

Circulation booster  
Key safety points: 

 Repeat each exercise for 30 to 45 seconds. 

 Keep movements small and close to the body at a slow speed. 

 

     

1. Marching  2. Toe taps 

in front. 

3. Toe taps to 

the side 

4. Heel digs 

in front 

5. Toe taps 

behind 

 

Mobility component  
 

1. Ankle activators 

Key safety points: 

 Maintain good posture throughout. 

 If balance is compromised, use wall for support. 

 Repeat five to eight times on each side. 

 

Step 1 

Take a small half 

step in front leading 

with the heel. 

 

Step 2 

Now attempt to 

place the toe as 

close as possible to 

the same spot that 

the heel has left. 
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2. Hip activator (repeat steps 2 and 3 for 30 to 45 seconds) 

Key safety points: 

 Gradually raise the hands up towards hip height. 

 Maintain good posture throughout. 

 

 

Step 1. 

Place your 

hands out 

in front.  

 

Step 2.  

Slowly 

raise one 

knee up to 

meet your 

hands. 

Now lower 

this leg 

back down 

to the 

floor. 

 

Step 3.  

Raise the 

opposite 

knee up to 

meet the 

hands. 

Now lower 

this leg 

back to the 

floor.  

 

3. Shoulder rolls (repeat five to eight times) 

Key safety points: 

 Keep the head position natural throughout. 

 Maintain good posture throughout. 

 Make bigger circles each time. 

 Keep your breathing regular and comfortable. 

 Try to keep your feet marching while completing this exercise 

 

Step 1: Glide your shoulders forwards and raise up. 

Step 2: Roll the shoulders back. 

Step 3: Bring the shoulders back to a resting position. 

 
Pulse raiser  
Repeat the exercises used during the ‘circulation booster’, this time gradually 

introducing the arm movements seen below:  

Complete two circuits: 

 Circuit one – introduce one arm  

 Circuit two – introduce both arms. 

 Toes in front = arms up in front. 

 Toes to the side = Arms up at the sides. 

 Heels in front = biceps curl. 

 

Key safety points: 

 Repeat each exercise for 30 to 45 seconds. 

 Increase the range of movement. 

 Increase the speed gradually towards a light intensity (RPE 11).  

 Keep arms below shoulder height. 
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 Stretching    
All stretches during the warm-up should be held for a minimum of eight seconds. If 

the stretch is performed correctly, one stretch on each muscle is sufficient. Between 

each stretch, march the feet for 10-15 seconds. This helps to keep the heart rate 

raised and maintain adequate circulation.  

 

Calf stretch 
1. Starting with a comfortable base, take one step forward. 

2. Place your hands on the front leg at thigh height. Now check that your toes 

are pointing forwards. 

3. Gently lean forwards keeping your back leg straight and your heels flat on the 

floor. 

4. When you feel the stretch in the calf muscle, hold for eight seconds. 

5. Gently relax the stretch and repeat on the opposite side. 

 

                

 

 

 

 

 

 

You should  

feel the  

stretch here. 

 

 

Key safety points: 

 Avoid bouncing the stretch. 

 Keep the chest behind the front knee. 

 Breathe comfortably throughout. 

 

 

Shoulder stretch 
1. Extend one arm out in front. 

2. Use the opposing arm to guide the stretching arm across the body. 

3. When you feel the stretch in the muscle at the front of your arm or in the 

back of the shoulder, hold for eight seconds. 

4. Gently relax the arm down and repeat on the opposite side. 
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You should feel 

the stretch 

here. 

 

Key safety points: 

 Keep the trunk of the body facing 

forwards  

 Breathe comfortably throughout. 

 Try to relax the arm being 

stretched. 

 

   

Hamstrings (back of thigh) stretch 
1. Starting with a comfortable base, bend the knees. 

2. Place one leg out in front with the heel on the ground. 

3. Place your hands on the opposite thigh. 

4. Allow your bottom to sit down as if sitting on an imaginary seat.  

5. Feel the stretch in the hamstrings and hold for eight seconds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

You should feel the  

stretch here. 

 

 

Key safety points: 

 If balance is compromised, use wall or safety bar for support. 

 Breathe comfortably throughout. 

 Try to relax the thigh muscle of the stretching leg. 

    

Quadriceps stretch 
1. Use the wall or a chair for support. 

2. Flex one leg, then using your hand, guide the foot up to your bottom. 

3. When you feel the stretch in the thigh hold for eight seconds. 

 

Key safety points: 

 If balance is compromised, use wall or safety bar for support. 

 Breathe comfortably throughout. 

 Keep the knees together and your posture tall. 
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 If you cannot hold the front of your foot, hold the back of a trouser.  

 

 

 

You should 

feel the 

stretch here.             

       

 

Conditioning phase (20 to 30 minutes) 

 

What type of exercise should I do? 

 

The conditioning phase should consist predominantly of cardiovascular / endurance 

based exercises 

These exercises generally involve the use of the larger muscle groups such as those in 

the legs. When arm movements are incorporated the exercise demands tend to be 

slightly higher, therefore we can use the arms to alter the intensity of many exercises. 

You can look to introduce arm movements to activities like walking if the intensity 

feels too easy, on the other hand if the intensity is getting too hard you should look to 

reduce the amount of arm work, this should help to reduce the intensity of the 

exercise. 

Below are just a few examples of exercises which can be used to improve your health 

and cardiovascular fitness. 

 

o Walking 

o Jogging 

o Marching 

o Cycling 

o Stepping 

o Swimming 

o Golf  

o Going to the gym 

 

o Aquaerobics  

o Rowing 

o Dancing  

o Tennis  

o Bowling  

o Badminton   

o Nordic walking  

o Horse riding  
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Walking 
Walking is a fundamental activity that can provide a good base level of activity. 

Walking speed will vary from one individual to the next. The important thing to 

consider is how hard the body is working. Set the speed of your walking at a level 

where you feel you are exerting yourself to a light to somewhat hard intensity (see 

effort rating).  

 

Key points  

 Remember to incorporate both a warm- up and cool-down phase into your 

walks 

 Walk at a speed you would describe as a moderate intensity 

 Initially try to increase the duration of your walks as apposed to the intensity 

 Aim to walk 30min per day, 5 days per week.  

 You may find it easier to accumulate several shorter (10 or 15min) duration 

bouts throughout the day.  

 

 

Pedometers  

Pedometers can be a useful tool for monitoring you activity levels.  

o On average people take between 3,000 – 5,000 steps per day  

o 10,000 steps per day is advised by the American college of sports medicine 

(ACSM), to maintain cardiovascular fitness and control weight   

o Office based employees generally accumulate 4,000 – 6,000 steps per day 

o 18 hole golf course (walking) ~ 10,000 – 13,000 steps 

 
 
Cycling  
Cycling is a fantastic non weight bearing activity that can be used to improve our 

cardiovascular systems. Before using a cycle you should consider the following points: 

 Seat height   

Stand by the side of the bike and adjust the seat height to be level with your 

hip bone. Once on the bike push one peddle down to the lowest point. At this 

point your leg should be slightly bent (at a two degree to five degree angle). 

 Gripping the handlebars  

Be sure not to grip the handlebars too tightly. This will result in greater increase 

in your heart rate and blood pressure.  

 Gears  

Keep the gears low to start. The added resistance from the gears will also raise 

your heart rate and blood pressure.  

 Effort rating  

Keep your effort rating at a light to somewhat hard intensity. Adjust the gears 

and/or the cycling speed to help you remain in this range. 
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Stepping  
Stepping is again an activity that involves the use of those large muscles in the legs 

and is therefore cardiovascular in nature. Some people like to use a self erecting step 

like those used in the cardiac rehabilitation classes. However, most houses will have 

some form of step which can be utilized for this activity.  

 

For safety reasons try to place as much of the foot on the step as possible. When 

descending, avoid stepping too far away from the step.  

 

Taking regular counts of the number of complete steps you achieve over a specific 

time period can be used to monitor your progress on the step.  

 

Rowing, jogging and swimming 
These activities, when performed at a moderate intensity over a continued period of 

time, will promote improvements to the cardiovascular system. However, they often 

demand a greater amount of energy than those activities already mentioned. You 

should therefore be confident that your endurance capacity is sufficient to compete 

with this greater demand before attempting these exercises.  

 

If you have any concerns with regards to what activities you can and cannot do, 

please contact the cardiac rehabilitation team.   

   

 

Exercise duration 

The duration of the conditioning phase will vary depending on the individual; the 

exercise mode; and the stage of recovery you are at. When starting a new activity, 

begin with a duration that you feel you will be comfortable with (this may be five to 

ten minutes for some). You can then begin to increase the duration over time, 

working towards a total duration of 30 minutes.  

If losing weight is one of your goals you should over time try to increase the duration 

of you exercise bouts towards 60min.  

 

How hard should I exercise? 

 

The optimal intensity for cardiovascular exercise is between 50 and 80% of an 

individual’s maximum heart rate. Depending on the individual and stage of recovery 

you may be advised to exercise at more specific areas of this range. If you would like 

further advice regarding HR targets please liaise with your cardiac rehabilitation team.   

 

We would simply advise that you exercise to an intensity you would describe as ‘Light 

to Somewhat Hard’ according to your individual RPE (effort rating scale on page 1).  
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Cool down (10 to 15 minutes) 

 Using many of the activities involved in the warm-up. 

 Starting at an intensity slightly lower than that worked at during the 

conditioning phase, with both arms involved. 

 Gradually reduce the intensity by steadily lowering the arms and decreasing the 

speed. 

 

Caution 
Never stop exercising suddenly, gradually reduce your intensity. 

 

 The final stages should consist of just leg work at a very slow speed. 

 Finish the cool down by repeating the gentle stretches used in the warm–up, 

holding each stretch for a minimum of ten seconds during this phase. 

 

 

Points to Remember  
 

 A ‘light’ to ‘somewhat hard’ (moderate) intensity is sufficient to 

encourage health benefits. 

 Ensure you always perform a warm-up and cool-down. These should 

be below a ‘Light’ intensity. 

 Avoid holding your breath whilst performing stretches.  

 Arm work will increase the intensity of activities. (Reduce your arm 

work if you are finding the activities difficult). 

 Fluid intake at regular intervals during exercise is advised.  

 Exercise is not advised immediately after a heavy meal. (Leave two 

hours for digestion). 

 Avoid stopping exercise abruptly. (Keep the legs marching or 

complete the cool-down)  

 Always have your GTN available during exercise. 

 

Good luck with your activities. Don’t hesitate to call should you require any further 

advice.  Addenbrooke’s Cardiac Rehabilitation Service - 01223 216985 
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Addenbrooke’s is smoke-free. You cannot smoke on site. For advice on 
quitting, contact your GP or the NHS smoking helpline free, 0800 169 0 169 

 

 
Please ask if you require this information in other languages, large print or audio 

format: 01223 216032 or patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk 
 
Informacje te można otrzymać w innych językach, w wersji dużym drukiem lub audio. 

Zamówienia prosimy składać pod numerem: 01223 216032 lub wysyłając e-mail: 
patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk 

Polish 
 
Se precisar desta informação num outro idioma, em impressão 

de letras grandes ou formato áudio por favor telefone para o 01223 216032 ou envie 
uma mensagem para: patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk 

Portuguese 
 

Если вам требуется эта информация на другом языке, крупным шрифтом или в 
аудиоформате, пожалуйста, обращайтесь по телефону 01223 216032 или на 
вебсайт patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk 

Russian 
 

若你需要此信息的其他語言版本、大字體版或音頻格式，請致電 01223 216032 

或發郵件到：patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk  

Cantonese  
 

Bu bilgiyi diger dillerde veya büyük baskılı ya da sesli formatta 
isterseniz lütfen su numaradan kontak kurun: 01223 216032 

veya asagıdaki adrese e-posta gönderin: patient.information@addenbrookes.nhs.uk  
Turkish 

 

 
Bengali  
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