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Does a four-week exercise intervention improve physical 
functioning, fatigue and quality of life in patients with 

advanced cancer under a specialist palliative care 
team? 

A mixed-methods pilot study.
Beth Carr

Senior Physiotherapist
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Background
• Exercise rehabilitation is a beneficial component in the 

management of symptoms for patients with advanced cancer, in 
particular fatigue and reduced physical functioning. 

• Optimum type and duration of exercise remains unclear. 

• Shorter interventions may suit patients with high symptom and 
appointment burdens. 

• Aim: Investigate the effect of a four-week physiotherapy-led 
exercise programme ‘Energise’ on physical performance, fatigue and 
QoL in patients with advanced cancer.
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Energise

• Patients with self-reported functional impairment and 
fatigue. 

• 4-week programme: physio-led, twice weekly, circuit-
based exercise programme.

• Focus: Aerobic and strength exercises
• Post-programme focus groups to gather the patient 

experience of Energise.
• Attendance at Energise was recorded.
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Outcome Measures
• Outcome measures were 

taken:
- pre-Energise
- mid-way (2 weeks)
- Post (within 2 weeks of 

completion)

• Physical outcome measures:
- Grip dynamometry
- 5 x Sit to stand
- 1 minute Sit to stand
- Timed up and Go

• Fatigue:
- Multi-Dimensional Fatigue 

Inventory

• Quality of Life:
- EORTC-QLQ-C15-PAL
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Recruitment
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Results
Outcome Measure Results
• Improvements (mean) were found:
- 5 x Sit To Stand (1.8 secs)
- 1 minute Sit To Stand (2.8 reps)
- Timed Up and Go (1.4 secs) 
- Grip strength (3.92 kg)
- Fatigue (total = 21.8) 
- QoL (+13.34)

• Average attendance was 65% with barriers noted to be hospital 
appointments and ill health.
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Focus Group
Themes

 
Concerns in Engaging in 

Energise 
Positive Experience of 

Energise 

Appointment Burden Physical and Psychological 
Improvements 

Symptom Burden 

Transport 

Benefits of Supervised 
Exercise 

Peer Support 

Environment 
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‘Since I’ve been 
coming here my 
level of falling is 
minimalised and 

is practically 
zero’

‘I used to hold onto my 
chair and when I sat 

down, I’d plonk onto my 
chair. . . since doing the 
exercising I have found 
such a difference. I can 
actually sit on my chair’ 
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‘I had a lot of 
fatigue and was 

sleeping a lot, 
but it really gave 

me a boost 
coming to the 

class’

‘I definitely have 
a boost of 

energy……100%’
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Conclusion / Implications for Practice

• Reductions in fatigue and improvements in physical performance 
and QoL seen in 4 weeks.

• Shorter interventions may suit patients with a high symptom or 
appointment burden who struggle to attend longer programmes.

• Easily replicable in various settings

• Suitable for a range of advanced cancers, likely suitable for all 
conditions
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Thank You

Beth Carr
bcarr@sfh.ie
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