
How to get started
Regular exercise has been shown to help manage the symptoms 
of arthritis, improve joint pain, swelling and overall joint 
function. It has also been shown to help maintain a healthy 
weight, which can alleviate joint problems. Exercise also helps 
improve posture, reduce disability, relieve depression and 
reduce the risk of developing osteoporosis. 

Cardiovascular and strength exercises reduce the risk of 
heart disease, diabetes, stroke and atrial fibrillation, all of 
which may be associated with arthritis.

Plan your exercise activity to ensure you get maximum 
benefit from each type of exercise. If you have had back or 
hip surgery, have arthritis in your feet, diabetes or are at risk 
of osteoporosis, speak to your doctor or healthcare provider 
about ways you can safely and effectively exercise, especially 
with regard to balance exercises.
Take all medicines as recommended by your doctor or 
pharmacist.

Warm up and cool down
Always start your exercise session with a 10–15-minute 
warm up to loosen up the muscles and raise the heart 
rate safely. Warm-up exercises include simple stretches, 
range-of-motion activities and beginning the activity at a 
low intensity. They can be done standing up, walking around, 
marching on the spot or seated. 

Always end your exercise session with a 10–15-minute cool 
down to ensure your heart rate and breathing return to 
normal safely. Cool-down exercises include simple stretches 
and slowly decreasing the intensity of your activity. You should 
feel relaxed but energised after exercise!

The exercises! 

Cardiovascular/stamina 
exercises—get your heart rate up! 

How often: Aim for at least 30 minutes a day, 5 days a week, 
or 150 minutes a week in total. If you are new 
to exercise, start with 2–3 days a week and add 
additional sessions as your strength and stamina 
increase. Alternate day exercise may be a useful 
starting point.

How hard: Moderate intensity—aim to get slightly breathless. 
Take frequent breaks, if necessary. Expect some 
discomfort but not pain after your workout. Be 
prepared to modify your exercise plan to suit your 
health needs.

How long: Aim for 30–60 minutes. If you haven’t exercised 
before, start with 5–10-minute sessions and add 
10-minute intervals until you can comfortably 
exercise for 30 minutes. To aid motivation, set time 
rather than distance goals.

Type: Try low- and non-impact activities on softer surfaces 
such as walking, Nordic walking, golf, swimming, 
dancing, cycling and aqua aerobics. Avoid vigorous, 
highly repetitive exercises, particularly if your joints 
are unstable.

What will it do for me? 
Cardiovascular exercise significantly reduces the risks of long-term 
health conditions and helps with maintaining a healthy weight. 
Improved aerobic f itness and weight control results in pain 

reduction and less joint deterioration, thereby helping you enjoy 
the activities of daily living.

Strength exercises—use your 
muscles!

How often: Aim for 2–3 times a week, unless severe pain or 
swelling is present.

How hard: Start with gravity, light weights or resistance 
exercises. Increase how hard you exercise gradually 
over time. Ensure correct technique to avoid muscle 
tears, further pain and joint swelling. 

How many: Choose a variety of 8–10 exercises targeting the 
upper and lower body, and repeat each exercise 2–3, 
building up to 10–15 repetitions. Do 1 set of each 
exercise.

Type: Try strength exercises in your home, at a gym or 
community centre using resistance machines, 
dumbbells or weight cuffs. Consider working with 
resistance bands or your own body as resistance, or 
undertake home activities such as gardening. Bicep 
curls, triceps pushdowns, seated row, leg press, leg 
extension, leg curl and standing calf raises are good 
strength exercises.

What will it do for me? 
Strength exercises decrease stiffness and increase or maintain 
pain-free movement. They also improve mobility and help reduce 
disabling symptoms such as muscle weakness and joint instability.

Flexibility exercises—stretch!
How often: Aim for several times a day. 

How hard: Increase the range of exercises as you feel more 
comfortable. Avoid over-stretching. Acutely inflamed 
joints should be moved gently without causing 
increased pain in order to increase their range of 
movement. 

How many: Choose 8–10 stretch exercises and repeat 10 times. 
Hold each stretch for 10–30 seconds. 

Type: Start with hands, fingers, wrist, neck, shoulder, 
shoulder, upper arm, upper body, back, chest, hips, 
knee and ankle stretches. Yoga, Tai Chi, Pilates, 
gentle aqua aerobics and swimming are also good 
activities that involve stretching.

What will it do for me? 
Flexibility exercises decrease stiffness and increase or maintain a 
pain-free range of movement.

Balance exercises—move with 
confidence!

How often: Twice a week.

How many: Choose 2–3 balance exercises.

How long: 1–3 sets of each exercise. 

Type: Consider Tai Chi, chair-based exercises or home 
balance exercises. Choose specific balance exercises 
that avoid any risk of falling or injury. Progress to 
balance exercises with movement when you have 
gained confidence.
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What will it do for me? 
Practising balance exercises helps to train your body to react more 
quickly to impending balance loss, thereby reducing the risk of 
falls, fractures and injuries. These are common in older adults and 
arthritis patients and can lead to significant health problems such 
as loss of independent mobility. Balance exercises also improve your 
posture.

Your exercise, your way!
Choose fun activities that are easy to start with, and that you 
enjoy. Exercise with friends and family or join a group class. 
Try exercising both indoors and outdoors and see which you 
prefer! 

Exercise safety
Exercise in light shoes and insoles for maximum shock 
attenuation. 

Avoid early morning exercise if joint stiffness and pain is 
worse at that time. 

Ensure all exercises are controlled and avoid ‘rapid’ 
movement that could cause joint problems.

Start with shorter sessions (e.g. 10–15 minutes) and slowly 
build up to the recommended level.

Aim to get slightly out of breath, but exercise sensibly and 
stop the activity if you feel unwell.

Always wear comfortable clothing and shoes that give good 
support. Take frequent breaks if necessary and drink water 
before, during and after exercise.

Ask for assistance with any exercises or equipment.




