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Building Muscle During Long COVID: The
Advantages of Seated Exercises

Yes, people with long COVID and chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) can often perform seated
exercises more easily and safely than standing or walking exercises. This is primarily due to
the orthostatic intolerance and post-exertional malaise commonly experienced in these

conditions, making seated, recumbent, or supine positions more tolerable and effective for
muscle building and rehabilitation. 11 (21 [3]

Why Seated Exercises Are Preferred

Orthostatic Intolerance Considerations

Long COVID patients frequently experience orthostatic intolerance, where symptoms worsen
when standing or sitting upright. Research shows that up to 86% of ME/CFS patients have
symptoms of orthostatic intolerance in daily life. Even sitting can trigger significant physiological
changes in severe cases - studies found that sitting provoked a mean cerebral blood flow
reduction of 24.5% in severe ME/CFS patients compared to only 0.4% in healthy controls. {2

However, seated exercises are generally better tolerated than standing exercises because
they:
» Reduce gravitational load on the cardiovascular systeml4l

e Minimize orthostatic challenges that exacerbate symptoms in patients with orthostatic
intolerance 4l

e Allow for better energy conservation and symptom managementl

Post-Exertional Malaise Management

Post-exertional malaise (PEM) is a hallmark symptom where physical or cognitive exertion leads
to a worsening of symptoms. Seated exercises help manage PEM by:

e Allowing patients to use only 40-50% of their energy capacity 3l

e Providing the ability to stop immediately when symptoms worsen

 Enabling better pacing and energy conservation strategies !l



Evidence-Based Exercise Approaches

Seated Strength Training Programs

Multiple studies demonstrate the effectiveness of seated exercise programs for long COVID and
CFS patients:

Chair-Based Programs: Research shows that chair yoga and seated strengthening exercises
can be performed safely without triggering post-exertional malaise. These programs typically
include: 13l

e Breathing exercises and gentle movements

e Seated core strengthening

« Upper body resistance exercises using light weights or resistance bandslél

Successful Seated Exercise Components:

e Sijt-to-stand exercises (when tolerated)
e Seated leg extensions and calf raises
e Upper body exercises with resistance bands

e Core strengthening while seated [Z1 16

Superior Options: Recumbent and Supine Exercises

Even more advantageous than seated exercises are recumbent (semi-lying) and supine (fully
lying) positions, which research shows to be optimal for long COVID patients. 31 (8]

Supine Exercise Benefits:
e A 12-week supine strengthening program showed significant improvements in fatigue and
body composition in long COVID women 3l
e 95% of exercises were performed in supine position with excellent tolerability [31
e Reduces orthostatic stress to near zero while still allowing muscle activation
Recumbent Exercise Recommendations:
e Recumbent cycling is specifically recommended as a first-line exercise for POTS and
orthostatic intolerance 81 191

e Swimming (horizontal position) provides excellent full-body exercise without orthostatic
stress 8l

e Recumbent rowing machines offer both cardio and strength benefits[8l



Research-Backed Exercise Modifications

Studies demonstrate that structured exercise programs can be safe and effective when properly
modified. Key findings include: 101 111

e Patients with long COVID showed no difference in fatigue exacerbation compared to healthy
controls when exercise was appropriately dosed 12

¢ Resistance training has proven effective for preventing muscle deterioration in post-
COVID recovery, with improvements in muscle cross-sectional area of 5-10% when properly
implemented[21

¢ Isometric exercises (muscle contraction without movement) are particularly well-tolerated
and can be performed lying downl®l

Specific Exercise Recommendations

Progressive Exercise Hierarchy (Easiest to Most Challenging):

1. Supine (lying down) exercises: Isometric contractions, gentle Pilates movements 141 [13]
2. Recumbent exercises: Semi-reclined cycling, supported strengthening 131 181
3. Seated exercises: Chair-based movements, seated resistance training (81111

4. Standing exercises: Only when lower levels are well-tolerated 41

Safety Guidelines

Exercise programs should follow these evidence-based principles:

e Start with 5-10 minutes and progress very gradually[§l
3

[

e Use symptom-titrated approaches (adjusting based on daily symptoms)
e Focus on 40-50% of maximum effort to prevent symptom exacerbation{3l
e Prioritize consistency over intensityIll

¢ Include rest periods and avoid consecutive training daysIgl

Clinical Recommendations

Healthcare providers increasingly recognize that avoiding exercise entirely may worsen
deconditioning in long COVID patients. The key is finding the right exercise modality and
intensity. Research suggests that: 1151 [10]

e Seated and supine exercises can improve muscle strength without triggering post-exertional
malaise 1 13l

¢ Recumbent positions are optimal for cardiovascular exercise in patients with orthostatic
intolerancel4l [8]

e Multi-disciplinary approaches involving physiotherapists experienced with chronic
conditions are essentiall16l



The evidence strongly supports that people with long COVID and CFS can safely engage in
muscle-building activities, with seated exercises being significantly more tolerable than standing
or walking exercises, and recumbent/supine positions being even more advantageous for both
safety and effectiveness.
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