
Living with lung cancer 

Healthy living & relaxation 

Keeping active, healthy eating, lifestyle choices 

 

I want to keep active but I’m not sure if I should be exercising - 

would it help me?  

It’s natural to feel a little nervous about being too active and getting out of breath.  

However, light exercise can have real benefits to your well being. It can increase  

appetite, confidence and general wellbeing. It can also help to manage side-effects  

such as depression and fatigue. You should try to exercise at least twice a week.  

Here are some ideas for light exercise which you can fit into your everyday life:  

• Go for a walk.  

• Do some gardening.  

• Take your children or grandchildren to the park.  

• Walk up stairs instead of taking the lift.  

• Stroll around a museum or gallery.  
 

Are there any exercise programs that I could do? 

Yes, there are exercise programmes available which may help you to build muscle 

strength and endurance. It can also help you to be active for longer and reduce shortness 

of breath. Speak to your lung cancer nurse specialist or physiotherapist about whether 

this would be suitable for you and how to access it in your local area. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I’ve not got much of an appetite just now – is this normal?  

Loss of appetite and weight loss are both very common in people with lung cancer.  

However, making some changes to your diet can help to slow down or stop weight loss.  

Start to concentrate on eating foods that will give you more energy (calories) and protein. 

Smaller meals can be less of a challenge, so try three smaller meals with extra snacks and 

nourishing drinks in between. You are more likely to get the energy you need if you eat 

little and often.  
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What kind of things should I be eating?  

You can hide extra calories in foods by adding butter, grated cheese or cream to savoury 

foods. Puddings and fruit can be improved with cream, evaporated milk, ice cream, dried 

fruit, honey, jam or syrup.  
 

For snacks, try some biscuits or cake with a cup of tea, cheese and biscuits, crisps or  

nuts, a bowl of cereal or a creamy yoghurt.  
 

I can’t face eating at all just now – what should I do?  

If you aren’t able to eat at all, try a nourishing drink. Fortified milk is good for this. Just 

add three or four tablespoons of skimmed milk powder to a pint of full fat milk. You can 

then use this in hot drinks or blended with milkshake powder, fruit or ice cream. Keep  

it in the fridge and use within 24 hours. 
 

Can I drink alcohol while getting treatment?  

If you are undergoing cancer treatment and you are considering having some alcohol,  

talk to your doctor about it first. A glass, a couple times a week, may not be a problem.  

However, alcohol can irritate your mouth and your throat, so if your mouth or throat  

are at all sore you should completely avoid drinking alcohol.  
 

I am a smoker, is it worthwhile trying to quit before I start my 

treatment?  

Although most health care professionals will advise you to quit, they will recognise that 

this is a very individual choice. If you do stop smoking, you will improve your circulation 

and reduce the amount of poisonous chemicals in your body. Research evidence shows 

that having cleaner lungs may also help speed up your recovery from treatments, reduce 

the risk of the cancer returning and increase your chance of survival. Contact details of 

Stop Smoking Support and Helplines can be found at the back of the Living with lung cancer 

booklet (visit our website—www.roycastle.org/ayqpack or call our free helpline on 

0333 323 7200 (option 2).  Ask your doctor or lung cancer nurse specialist for advice 

on giving up smoking.  
 

Please note that if you are going to have surgery for lung cancer, you will be expected to 

stop smoking before your surgery.  

 

www.roycastle.org Page 2 



Living with lung cancer 

Healthy living & relaxation 

Relaxation 

 

I sometimes find it difficult to relax – is there anything that can help 

this?  

It’s normal to find it difficult to relax or have feelings of stress, anxiety or depression.  

Being affected emotionally is normal. It may help to talk about how you feel with a  

member of your family, a friend, or your lung cancer nurse specialist. Sometimes your 

friends and family need to talk things over as well.  
 

Relaxation may be helpful as you train the mind to relax the body. This may help to  

reduce any stress or anxiety you feel. The following are relaxation techniques which  

may help you.  

• Learning to relax – progressive muscular relaxation.  

• Guided imagery.  

• Visualisation.  
 

Learning to relax The first stage in learning relaxation is becoming more aware of 

which particular parts of your body tense up when you feel uptight. The most commonly 

affected areas are the neck, shoulders and back. Below are exercises that are intended  

to help you learn how to relax.  
 

Progressive muscular relaxation These simple exercises take about 20 minutes to 

complete. Learning to relax takes practice. To begin with, start by practising these  

exercises at least once a day. Either do these exercises in a comfortable armchair, which 

provides good support for your head and shoulders, or propped up in bed. To begin with, 

do the exercises somewhere where you know you will not be disturbed and you can  

concentrate fully. It might be helpful to get someone to read out these exercises to you 

at first. 
 

Deep relaxation involves tensing and relaxing muscle groups throughout your body. You 

should tense the muscle group for a few seconds before relaxing it. Try to concentrate 

on the difference between feeling tense and relaxed. For maximum benefit, tense and  

relax each muscle group twice before moving on to the next one. Before starting the  

exercise, shut your eyes and establish a slow, steady pattern of breathing. Begin to notice 

how every time you breathe out, you start to feel more relaxed.  

Hands and wrists – tense your hands by squeezing your hands into fists.  

Feel the tension and – relax. Notice the difference between tension and  

relaxation. Repeat. 
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Arms – bend your arms, bringing your hands up towards your shoulders and 

again, notice the tension. Try to make the muscles tight for a few seconds and 

– relax. Repeat.  

Shoulders – bring your shoulders up as high as you can. Hold the tension and 

then – relax. Allow your shoulders to drop back down and feel the difference 

between the tension and the feeling of relaxation. Concentrate on how your 

hands, wrists, arms and shoulders now feel relaxed and heavy. Repeat. 

Neck - press your head backwards, either against the bed or chair and feel     

the tension. Hold that tension for a couple of seconds and – relax. Repeat. 

Face - pull your eyebrows tightly together and close your eyes, as if making a 

frown, and hold that tension for a few seconds, then – relax. Now try clamping 

your teeth together, feeling the tension in your mouth and jaw. Push your 

tongue against the roof of your mouth and hold that tension for a couple of 

seconds and – relax. Repeat.  

Chest and stomach - push your chest out arching your back and hold that position for a 

couple of seconds. Notice how the muscles in your chest feel relaxed. Continue to breathe 

regularly and evenly. Next, pull your stomach in tightly and hold the tension for a couple of 

seconds and – relax. Repeat.  

Legs - point your toes away from your head and stretch your legs. Feel the tension for  

a couple of seconds and – relax. Repeat.  

For a few moments, continue to breathe gently and regularly, enjoying the feeling of  

relaxation. Try to imagine a pleasant image in your mind’s eye. Once you are ready to 

move, count backwards from three to one and open your eyes. Get up slowly and try  

to keep that state of relaxation for as long as possible. 

Guided Imagery  

Before imagining or listening to this scene, close your eyes and take three deep breaths… 

Breathe slowly and easily, in through your nose and out through your mouth…  

Now picture a happy, pleasant time, a time when you have had little or no problems or 

worries about your health… Fill in the details of that time… look at the surroundings – is it 

indoors?... outdoors?... who is there?... what are you doing?... listen to the noises… even 

those in the background… are there any pleasant smells?… feel the temperature… now 

just enjoy the surroundings… you are happy… your body feels good… enjoy the  

surroundings… fix this feeling in your mind, you can return any time you like by just  

picturing this happy time… When you are ready take three deep breaths… with each 

breath say the word “relax”… imagine the word written in warm sand… now open your 

eyes –remain quiet for a few minutes before slowly returning to your activities. 
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Visualisation  

One way to use visualisation is to think 

about pleasant scenes from your past or 

create new scenes in the mind. It allows 

you to create more of your own images 

than the guided imagery technique does. 

For example, try to remember every detail 

of a party that made you happy. Who was there? What happened? What did you talk 

about? You can do the same sort of thing by remembering a special holiday.  
 

Another form of visualisation involves using the mind to think of symbols that represent 

the discomfort of pain felt in different parts of the body. For example, the tightness in 

your chest may be red or have a constricting band around it. After forming these images 

you can then try to change them. The red colour may fade until there is no more colour, 

or the constricting band will stretch and stretch until it falls off.  
 

Visualisation is a useful technique to help you set and accomplish your personal goals.  

After you have set these goals take a minute to imagine doing your exercises, taking your 

medications, or taking a walk. Here you are mentally rehearsing the steps you need to 

take in order to achieve your goals successfully. 

 

 

 

 

GIVING HELP AND HOPE 
The charity has two aims:  

Supporting people living with lung cancer  - Working closely with lung cancer nurses, we provide 

information, run lung cancer support groups and offer telephone and online support. Our patient grants 

offer some financial help to people affected by lung cancer.  

Saving lives - We fund lung cancer research, campaign for better  treatment and care for people who 

have lung cancer, and raise awareness of the importance of early diagnosis. Our lung cancer prevention 

work helps people to quit smoking and  encourages young people not to start smoking.  

Call us on 0333 323 7200 (option 2)  

www.roycastle.org 
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