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After your gynaecological surgery: 
physiotherapy advice 
Simple breathing and movement exercises can help you recover after your 
gynaecological surgery. 

Breathing exercise 
Try to do the active cycle of breathing (ACBT) exercise once an hour for the first two days 
after your surgery:

Active cycle of breathing (ACBT)
The active cycle of breathing (ACBT) is a breathing technique to clear secretions (mucus or 
‘sputum’) in the chest.

Firstly, find a comfortable, well-supported position. Some people find that leaning forward in a 
chair or sitting upright in a chair is helpful. Relax your neck, upper chest, shoulders and arms. 

Follow the ACBT exercise diagram below: 

Each step of the ACBT exercise is explained on the next page. 

Breathing control exercise
(20 to 30 seconds)

Deep breaths exercise
(3 to 4 breaths)

Breathing control exercise
(20 to 30 seconds)

Deep breaths exercise
(3 to 4 breaths)

Huff, followed by a cough if 
needed

Breathing control exercise
(20 to 30 seconds)
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Breathing control exercise (relaxed breathing)
Rest your hand lightly on your stomach.

Breathe in and out quietly and gently through your nose if you can. As you breathe in your 
stomach should rise.

You should do breathing control for as long as you need to. If you are quite breathless you 
may need to do breathing control for longer until your breathing settles again.

Deep breaths exercise
Deep breaths help to get air behind the secretions that are stuck in your airways.

Take a long, slow, deep breath in through your nose if you can. Breathe out gently through 
your mouth.

Try to breathe right down to the bottom of your lungs, expanding your ribcage.

Aim to do three to five deep breaths before returning to breathing control.

You may need to do a few cycles of deep breathing and breathing control before doing a huff 
if your secretions are sticky.

Huff
A huff is similar to a cough but you aim to keep your mouth and throat open. 

Take a breath in and then exhale the air out forcefully through an open mouth. Imagine you 
are trying to steam a mirror right in front of you.

If you wheeze as you exhale, you are huffing too hard.

Cough
After doing a huff, you may need to do a good strong cough and bring your secretions out into 
a pot or tissue. 

If you find coughing is causing you pain, place a towel under your arms. Squeeze the towel 
tight with your elbows when you cough, so that you can brace yourself.

If you are having difficulty clearing your chest, we may arrange an individual physiotherapy 
appointment for you.
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Movement exercises
In the days after having gynaecological surgery, there is an increased risk of deep vein 
thrombosis (DVT). This is because you are moving less and your blood can clot more easily. 

To reduce this risk, try to do the following six movement exercises two or three times a day 
while you are recovering from your surgery.

Bed exercises
• Exercise 1: Lying on your back, move your feet up and down (toe pumps), while keeping 

your leg flat on the bed. Repeat 10 times.

• Exercise 2: With your leg out straight on the bed, push the back of your knee into the bed 
and tighten the thigh muscle. Repeat this 5 times on both legs.

• Exercise 3: Squeeze your bottom muscles. Hold for 10 seconds. Relax. Repeat  10  times.

Chair Exercises:
• Exercise 4: Sit in a chair. Squeeze your bottom muscles together. Hold for 10 seconds. 

Relax. Repeat 10 times. 

• Exercise 5: Sit in a chair. Keep your knees bent. Lift one knee towards the ceiling, then the 
other, as though you are marching. Repeat 10 times on each leg.

• Exercise 6: Sit in a chair. With your knees bent at 90 degrees, straighten the leg out in 
front of you and then lower it slowly. Complete on other leg. Repeat 10 times on each leg.

Avoid crossing your legs.

We recommend starting these exercises as soon as you can, to work the muscles in your leg 
and reduce your risk of DVT.

If your mobility (ability to move around) has changed since you came into hospital, we may 
arrange an individual physiotherapy appointment for you. The physiotherapist will help you to 
make progress with your mobility and make sure that it is safe for you to go home.

Contact us
If you have any questions or worries, please contact Bramshaw women’s unit on telephone: 
023 8120 6035


