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Why you should exercise 

You have recently had a stroke. It is very
important that you begin to exercise 
as soon as possible. This is because 
most of the recovery takes place within
the first 12 weeks. The idea that you 
should start exercising when you are still
not feeling well and are very tired may 
seem strange, but scientific research 
has proved that it does work. Starting 
to exercise immediately helps you to
recover and to be able to do everyday
activities again quickly. Exercise is
important in order to be able to function
as independently as possible again.

Do what you can do

By exercising you are working on the
recovery of your body and your brain.
Even if you are not yet able to do that
many exercises, it is really useful to do
what you can. At the start you may find
the exercises difficult.  Don’t let this
discourage you; try anyway.  It is even
useful to do an exercise in your mind.  

What is a stroke?

A stroke is a condition in which the 
brain cells suddenly die because of a 
lack of oxygen. This can be caused by 
an obstruction in the blood flow, or the
rupture of an artery that feeds the brain. 
The consequences of this are different 
for everyone. There can be physical
consequences (paralysis on one side,

difficulty with walking, not being able 
to use an arm properly, or a drooping
mouth). However, it can also have
consequences that are not visible such 
as difficulty in remembering things,
difficulty in planning and speech 
problems (aphasia). Sometimes changes
in behaviour or emotions may occur
(becoming impulsive, crying more easily).
Also people very often feel tired.
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Exercise independently

Your therapist will explain the exercises.
Then you can do the exercises either on
your own or with help from your family 
or other people around you. Exercising
independently is not a replacement for
therapy, but an addition to it. 

The family can help you

Your partner, family members or other
people close to you can stimulate you to
start exercising. They can also help you to
carry out the exercises as good as possible.
(See Tips for the Family on page 9). When
we talk about ‘family’ in this guide, we
mean your partner, members of the family
or other people around you who can
support you.

Exercise at home and at the
weekend

These exercises are not only to be done in
hospital, rehabilitation centre or nursing
home. You can exercise at home too.
People who exercise at home stay fitter
and more mobile.  

How to use the Exercise Guide

Blue, purple and orange 

The exercises are divided into three groups
which are indicated by colour. You will do
the exercises that are most suitable for 
you. Your therapist will tell you which 
colour this is. The colour is indicated at 
the side of the page. 

BLUE EXERCISES for people with
complete, or almost complete, paralysis 
of arm/leg 

PURPLE EXERCISES for people with
some function in their arm/leg 

ORANGE EXERCISES for people with
nearly normal function of arm/leg 

Repetitions 

Next to every exercise we tell you how
often to repeat it. You can make an
exercise easier by repeating it less often. 
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We recommend that during the first 
3 weeks you exercise 3 times a day for 
10 - 20 minutes. At first you may not 
be able to do this. That is not a problem.
Every little helps.

When (at a later stage) you start on a busy
rehabilitation programme, you should
discuss with your physiotherapist or
occupational therapist how often you
should also exercise independently. 

How often should you exercise? 

‘Get regular exercise after a stroke’

‘It is important to start exercising as soon as possible after a stroke and to continue to
do so at home. This is possible with the exercises in this guide. You can also do this 
by taking part in Physio Fitness, joining a special exercise course for older people, or 
by finding a suitable sport. Look around and see what is available in your area.’ 

Dr. A. Visser-Meily, rehabilitation physician

Do not exercise too intensively for the 
first few weeks. In order to recover, it is
important to get enough rest. This is
because after a stroke the brain needs
more time to process stimuli. 

It is important that you also continue to
exercise at home and at the weekends.

10 to 20 minutes 3 times a day
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Practicing every day activities

Every day activities give you a good
opportunity to exercise. After all you have
to brush your teeth every day - so you
might as well make it an exercise! We
recommend that you use your affected
side as much as possible. This is how you
stimulate recovery.

Certainly at the beginning you will find that
you really need to be persistent because
often it will be much more difficult than it
used to be. However, it is really important
to do it. Research has shown that exercises
combined with practical activities have
more effect than other exercises.
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Three years ago Bep had a stroke. She was visiting her daughter and her speech was
very slow. The following morning she collapsed. Her husband Roel took her to hospital
where it soon became clear that Bep had had a stroke. Roel’s story: ‘It is important that
a partner really understands what is happening. A lot of information can be found on
internet. Bep has changed and I have had to accept it. And it isn’t always easy. For
example, Bep’s arm often hurts her. She says so a lot, but I can’t do anything to change
it. I am patient but sometimes I just lose my temper. Then I say to her: ‘I know and I do
give consideration to it. Try to accept it and concentrate on the things that you can do.’
Roel thinks that if you do this it makes life easier. ‘We love walking and are starting to
walk more and more. We began with 100 metres, then 1000 metres and recently in the
Belgian Ardennes we walked 6 kilometres. It was wonderful for both of us. I think it is
really positive that we are relying on each other more. I have always loved her, and that
has not changed.’ 

‘Concentrate on what you can do’

Roel Sterenborg, member of the Dutch Stroke Association
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1 Take the time to exercise. We
recommend that during the first 3
weeks you exercise 3 times a day for
10 - 20 minutes. Make sure you don’t
exercise too much in the beginning. 

2 Read the instructions step by step and
look at the pictures together. First
demonstrate the exercise so that the
other person can copy you. Then do
the exercise together. 

3 Don’t do all the exercises at first - just
do 2 or 3. Try different exercises each
time until you have done them all.

4 Do not help too much: let the person
who is doing the exercises do them as
much as possible on their own.

5 Pay attention to the correct starting
position; make sure the person who is
exercising is sitting up straight. Make
sure that he or she is not unconsciously
tensing up another part of the body
(e.g. raising the shoulders while doing
a leg exercise). 

6 Make sure that the person doing the
exercises is not in pain. You can tell if
they are in pain if they pull a face or
make a sound.

10 Tips for the Family

TIP Seeing = Doing 
Seeing how someone else does an exercise often makes it easier to do that exercise
yourself. Imitation works differently compared to carrying out a written instruction.
This is because it takes place in a different area of the brain.  

7 Be stimulating, compliment them and
show understanding of the fact that
keeping up the exercises is difficult.
When you see progress, say so. If you
frequently repeat the same exercises,
you sometimes don’t notice that you 
are improving. So, for example say
something like: ‘Last week you could
only do this exercise twice in a row and
now you can do it five times.’ Or:
‘Yesterday you didn’t get anywhere 
near as far as this!’ 

8 Together, choose regular times during
the day that are convenient for both of
you. For example, in the morning before
coffee time, in the afternoon after a nap
and in the evening before bedtime.

9 See if there is anyone else with whom
you can do the exercises, e.g. another
person in the room at the hospital,
rehabilitation centre or nursing home. 

10 Discuss the day’s events every day. This
helps to train the brain. Ask “Where are
you?” and “Why are you here?” “What
has happened today?” “What day of 
the week is it?” “What normally happens
on this day?” (e.g. on Wednesday
afternoons children don’t go to school).
“What is in the paper?” Regular
repetition is good exercise for the brain. 
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TIP Your brain guides your movements. 
If you haven’t made a certain movement
for some time, the brain will forget this
movement. It has been proved that just
imagining you are making a movement
really helps you. You are making the
movement in your mind, without really
moving. In this way the pattern of
movement remains in your brain. If you
are initially unable to make a movement,
imagine you are making it. Even by doing
exercises in your mind you are working 
on your recovery.

‘Do it now!’ 

‘If I had known how
important it is to begin
exercising so early, I would
certainly have exercised
more. I advise everyone 
to do it because exercising
now will make a difference 
to the rest of your life!’ 

Petra Oudshoorn, 
Dutch Stroke Association 

Strange but true: carrying out an exercise in your head also works! 
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For people with a complete, or almost complete, paralysis 
of arm/leg

TIP Nearly all these exercises can be done in bed, in a
wheelchair or in a chair. In order not to make the instructions
too long, we have alternated bed and wheelchair. 

Shoulders and neck
1. Raising the shoulders 13
2. Turning the head to left and right 14

Trunk
3. Lower back round/extra straight 15
4. Bridging 16

Arm and hand
5. Rubbing the arm 17
6. Bringing the hand to the chest 18
7. Moving with a towel 19
8. Raising outstretched arms 20
9. Bending and stretching the fingers 21
10. Washing the hands 22
11. Opening and closing the cap of a tube 23

Legs
12. Stretching the lower legs 24

Face 
13. Mouth and lips 25
14. Tongue 26

Blue exercises

Questions?

If you are in any doubt about the suitability of an exercise
or wonder if you perform the exercise in the right way,
please ask for help and advice. It is important that you
exercise independently but your nurse, therapist or doctor
is there to support you.
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‘Don’t worry about it, just do it!’ 

Jacques had a stroke in January. Since then things no longer happen automatically. For
example, when he walks he has to think about it. Jacques says that he can do something
eight times and then the ninth time he no longer knows how to do it. He finds this very
difficult: ‘There is so much I cannot do.’ And to other people who are going through the
same thing he would like to say: ‘Rest really well, don’t worry about why you have to 
do it - just do it!’ After his stroke he exercised a lot. Jacques is not giving up. He looks
at what he can do: ‘I can walk, cycle and laugh. Jacques begins the day with a laugh 
and tries to enjoy the here and now. What he enjoys has changed now, but on a scale of
1 -10 he gives life a 7+. And that is the same mark as before his stroke. He still enjoys
gardening although he works more slowly that he used to. He planted some plants in
November and now they are in bloom. And that pleases him. After a day spent working
in the garden he feels satisfied and happy and says to himself. ‘Well done.’ 

Exercising after a stroke 

Jacques Bertens, member of the Dutch Stroke Association 
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1. Raising the shoulders 

Aim: to keep the shoulders mobile and to stimulate
movement in the affected shoulder. 

Rest both arms on a tray 
or table in front of you. 

1

2

3

Slowly lift your shoulders.
Don’t forget the shoulder 
on the affected side! 

Slowly let your shoulders
relax again. 

Repeat 5 times

TIP Do this exercise even
if you can only raise the
affected shoulder a little
bit. In this way you
stimulate your brain to
recover. 

1

2

3
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2. Turning the head to left and right

Aim: to stretch the neck muscles and to keep the neck
mobile. 

Sit up straight and pull in
your chin slightly. 

NB don’t push your chin
out as this is not good for
your neck. 

1

2

3

4

Turn your head slowly as 
far as you can to the left.
Count to 3. 

Turn the head back to the
starting position. 

Turn your head slowly as 
far as you can to the right.
Count to 3. 
Bring your head back to 
the starting position. 

Repeat 3 times 

1

2

3

4
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3. Lower back round/extra straight

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the back and to
improve posture. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the floor. 
Put your arms on the table. 

1

2

3

Make your lower back round
(let the navel go backwards)

NB Do not slide your
buttocks forwards.

Now sit up extra straight
(bring the navel forwards)
so that your lower back
curves inwards. 
Keep looking straight 
ahead

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

TIP Keep your arms lying
relaxed in front of you. 
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4. Bridging

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the tummy, back,
buttocks and thighs. 

Pull both knees up. 
Put your feet flat on the
bed. 

1

2Lift your buttocks off 
the bed. 
And lower your buttocks
back onto the bed. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

TIP If you can’t do this,
get someone to help you
lift the affected leg. While
you lift up your buttocks,
your helper should
stablize the leg so it
doesn’t slip away.

NB Keep breathing
normally. 
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5. Rubbing the arm

Aim: to stimulate the affected hand and arm, and to pay
more attention to the arm.

Place your good hand 
on the affected arm. 
Look at your arm. 

1

2Now rub your hand over 
the arm to the shoulder. 

Repeat 5 times

VARIATION To stimulate
the arm even more you can
pinch it gently. 

1

2
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6. Bringing the hand to the chest

Aim: to keep the elbow mobile and to stimulate
movement in the arm.

Sit up straight with a table
or tray in front of you.

1

2

3

Rest your elbows on the
table. 

Move the hand towards
your chest and back again.

Repeat 5 times

NB Keep your elbows on
the table in front of you. Do
not let your arms fall down.

Hold the 
affected hand
(using the 
special grip,
see page 64)

TIP Let your affected arm
make the movement with
help of the good hand.
This can stimulate
recovery in the brain.

1

2

3
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7. Moving with a towel

Spread out the towel on the
tray or table in front of you.
Place your arms on the
towel. 

1

2Slide your arms forward
over the surface (stretching
the elbows). Slide your 
arms back towards you. 
The towel will make your
arms slide over the surface. 

Repeat 5 times  

Hold the
affected hand
with the good
hand. 

NB Do not lift your arms
off the tray or table. 

VARIATION Move your
arms from side to side 
(as if you were cleaning 
the surface). 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

Aim: to strengthen the arm muscles and to keep the
shoulder mobile. 

Requirements: a towel. 
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8. Raising outstretched arms 

Aim: to keep the shoulder mobile and to stimulate arm
movement. 

Sit up straight with your
arms relaxed.

1

2

3

Hold your affected had
using the special grip 
(see page 64).

Raise your arms and keep
them straight until they are
pointing forward. Lower 
the arms again.
NB Do not let the arms 
fall down. 

Repeat 5 times 

NB Do not raise your arms
above shoulder level. Stop
the exercise if you feel any
pain. 

1

2

3
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9. Bending and stretching the fingers 

Aim: to stimulate movement in the fingers. 

Place the affected arm and
hand flat on the surface in
front of you. Turn your
hands over so that the
palms are facing upwards. 

1

2

3

Try to make a fist. Stretch
the fingers again. 

Repeat 5 times 

TIP This exercise is
effective even if you can’t
make these movements
very well. It works also 
if you only make these
movements in your mind.

If you need to, help with 
the good hand. 

1

2

3
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10. Washing your hands 

In bed
Wet the affected arm and
hand. 
Place the face-cloth in 
the affected hand. 
Soap it with the good 
hand.

1

2

3

4

Wrap the good hand in 
the face-cloth. 
Wash the affected arm,
hand and fingers. 
Rinse the face-cloth 
with the good hand. 
Wash the soap off the
affected hand. 

At the washbasin 
Wet both hands. 
Soap the affected hand.
Wash the good hand by
rubbing it under and 
over the affected hand.

Drying 
Dry the affected hand 
with the good hand. 
Dry the good hand by
rubbing it over the towel. 

1

2

3

4

NB Use your 
good hand to 
check that the 
water is not 
too hot.

Aim: to stimulate the affected hand as much as possible. 

Requirements: towel and soap, 
face-cloth and basin.
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11. Opening and closing a tube 

Opening the tube 
Put a towel on your lap and
place the tube on the towel. 
Put the affected hand on 
the tube to steady it. 
Twist the cap off with your
good hand. 

1

2

3

4

Squeezing toothpaste 
or cream out of the tube 
Press down on the tube 
with the affected hand 
and squeeze out some
cream or toothpaste.

Cleaning your teeth 
or putting on cream 
Clean your teeth with your
good hand or put on the
cream with your good hand. 

Closing the tube 
Place the tube on your lap.
Put your affected hand on
the tube to steady it. 
Put the cap back on using
your good hand. 

3

4

2

1

TIP Use a full tube. 
So you need not apply
so much pressure.

VARIATION This can
also be done on a 
table or the edge of 
the washbasin.

Aim: to use the affected hand as much as possible.

Requirements: towel, tube with a screw cap 
(e.g. toothpaste or cream). 
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12. Stretching the lower legs 

Aim: to strengthen the thigh muscles and to keep the
knee mobile. 

Hook your good foot round
the back of the foot of the
affected leg. 

1

2

Stretch both legs as far 
up as possible. 
The good leg should be
helping the affected leg.
Slowly bring your feet 
down again.

Repeat 5 times

1

2

TIP Use the affected leg
as much as possible to
make the movement.
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13. Mouth and lips 

Aim: to improve movement of the lips. 

Grin broadly and show 
your teeth. 

Repeat 5 times 

1

2

3

Purse your lips 
(like kissing). 

Repeat 5 times 

Blow air into your cheeks
and count to 10. 

Repeat 5 times 

Say strongly: 
pa- pa- pa- pa- pa- pa. 

Repeat 5 times 

1

2

3

4TIP Do these exercises
in front of the mirror. 

TIP Try to move the
affected side as much
as you can.

4



26

4TIP Do this exercise 
in front of the mirror.

14. Tongue

Aim: to improve movement in the tongue. 

Stick your tongue out as 
far as it will go and put it
back in. 

Repeat 5 times 

1

2

3

Try to touch your chin and
then the end of your nose
with the tip of your tongue. 

Repeat 5 times 

Touch the corners of your
mouth with the tip of your
tongue - left then right. 

Repeat 5 times 

Say strongly:  
la- la- la- la- la- la. 

Repeat 5 times 

1

2

3

4
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If you are in any doubt
about the suitability of an
exercise or wonder if you
can perform the exercise in
the right way, please ask 
for help and advice. It is
important that you exercise
independently but your
nurse, therapist or doctor
are there to support you. 

Head and neck
1. Turning your head to the left and to the right 29
2. Head to one side (ear to shoulder) 30

Trunk
3. Lower back round and extra straight 31
4. Lifting the buttocks 32
5. Bridging 33

Arm and shoulder
6. Moving over a table 34
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8. Raising and extending the arms 36
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9. Lifting the hand 37
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19. Raising the knee 44
20. Stretching the lower leg 45
21. Pulling up toes and heels 46

Face
22. Mouth and lips 47
23. Tongue 48

Purple exercises
For people with some function in their arm/leg 

27
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‘Surround yourself with people who care’ 

Ten years ago Annelies had an infarction and a bleed into the brain and was very ill
indeed. In spite of this she has recovered marvellously well. Annelies has surrounded
herself with people who are positive and who care about her and understand her. She
says: ‘It is so true to say that you learn who your real friends are when you become ill.’
Annelies has found the Dutch Stroke Association to be invaluable. ‘People in the same
situation understand one another. Those who haven’t experienced it often don’t
understand. Ten years on, Annelies is enjoying life again and feels strong. However, the
stroke is still affecting her life: ‘The thing that I find most difficult is that I am not as
independent as I used to be. Also my energy level is not what it used to be. I have had 
to change my life. I no longer plan anything in the mornings and I sleep in.’ Sometimes
Annelies gets upset about her limitations: ‘But that’s OK isn’t it? I spent a lot of time
feeling angry. One of the reasons was that I could only use one hand properly which
really makes me fed up sometimes. But my advice is to keep on trying. Again and again.’ 

Exercising after a stroke

Annelies Laurier, member of the Dutch Stroke Association 
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NB Do not push your 
chin out; instead pull it 
in slightly. This is better 
for your neck.

1. Turning your head to the left and to the
right 

Aim: to stretch the neck muscles and to keep the neck
mobile. 

Turn your head slowly as 
far as possible to the left.
Count to 3.

1

2

3

Bring your head back again. 

Turn your head slowly as 
far as possible to the right.
Count to 3 and bring your
head back again. 

Repeat 3 times

1

2

3
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2. Head to one side (ear to shoulder)

Aim: to stretch the neck muscles and to keep the neck
mobile.

Bring your right ear 
slowly down to your 
right shoulder. 
Count to 3. 

1

2

3

Bring your head back again. 

Bring your left ear slowly
down to your left shoulder.
Count to 3 and bring your
head back again. 

Repeat 3 times

1

2

3

NB Do not push your 
chin out; instead pull it in
slightly. This is better for
your neck. 
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3. Lower back round and extra straight 

Aim: to strengthen the back muscles and to improve
posture. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground.
Place your arms on the
table. 

1

2

3

Make your lower back 
round (let the navel go
backwards).

NB Do not slide your
buttocks forwards. 

Now sit up extra straight
(bring the navel forwards)
so that your lower back
curves inwards. 
Keep looking straight 
ahead. 

Repeat 5 times  

1

2

3

TIP Keep your arms lying
relaxed in front of you.
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4. Lifting the buttocks 

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the waist and to
improve posture. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground.
Place your arms on the
table. 

1

2

3

Lift up your right buttock 
by tensing the muscles 
of the waist. 
Keep sitting up straight. 
Put the buttock 
down again. 

Repeat 5 times

Lift up your left buttock 
by tensing the muscles 
of the waist. 
Keep sitting up straight. 
Put the buttock 
down again. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

TIP Keep your arms
relaxed and keep 
looking straight ahead.
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NB Keep breathing
normally. 

5. Bridging

Aim: to improve the muscle strength in the tummy, back,
buttocks and thighs. 

Pull up both knees. 
Put your feet flat on 
the bed. 

1

2Lift your buttocks off 
the bed. 
And lower buttocks back 
on to the bed. 
Stay in this position for 
5 seconds. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

TIP If you can’t do this,
get someone to help you
by lifting the affected leg.
While you are lifting your
buttocks, your helper
should stabilize the leg 
so that it doesn’t slip.
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6. Moving over a table

Put a towel on the table in
front of you and place your
fore-arms on it. Hands 
next to each other but not
touching. 

1

2Push the towel forwards 
by stretching your elbows.
Pull your arms back 
towards you by bending
your elbows. 

Repeat 5 times

VARIATION Move your
arms from side tot side as 
if you were cleaning the
table. 

1

2

TIP If necessary guide 
the affected hand with the
good hand.

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the arm and shoulder
and to keep the shoulder mobile. 

Requirements: towel. 
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7. Bending the elbows 

Aim: to strengthen the arm muscles and to improve the
mobility of the elbow.

Place your hands next to
each other on the table.
Keep your elbows on 
the table.

1

2Bend your arms and move
your hands towards your
face. Place your arms back
on the table. 

Repeat 5 times

TIP If you find this
difficult, you can support
the affected arm. 
Hold the affected hand
using the
special grip
(see page 64).

1

2

NB Don’t allow your arms
to fall back onto the table.
Put them back slowly.
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8. Raising and extending the arms

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the arm and shoulder.

Place your hands next to
each other on the table.

1

2Lift both arms, keeping
them straight. 
All the time keeping 
your back straight. 
Place your arms back 
on the table. 

Repeat 5 times

NB Don’t raise your arms
above your shoulders, in
order to avoid shoulder
problems. 
If you feel pain, do not 
raise your arms any higher!

VARIATION Put a tube of
toothpaste on the table at
arm’s length. Reach out and
touch the tube. Move your
arms back again. Pick up 
the tube and lift it a little
way off the table. Put it
down again. 

TIP If you find this
difficult, you can
support the affected
arm. Hold the affected 

hand using 
the special 
grip (see 
page 64).

1

2
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9. Lifting the hand 

Aim: to increase the muscle strength in the for-arm and to
improve the mobility of the wrist.

Place both hands and 
fore-arms flat on the table.
Ensure that your elbows 
are lying on the table.  

1

2Lift both hands as far as
possible off the table. 
Keep your fore-arms on 
the table. 
Put your hands back on 
the table. 

Repeat 5 times

NB Do not grasp your
fingers and pull them back.
You could damage your
joints.

1

2

VARIATION Lift the
affected hand by grasping
the palm and lifting it off
the table. In your mind, do
this exercise without the
help of your good hand! 

TIP It is helpful if you 
do this exercise using
both hands. Look at 
your good hand.
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NB Keep your 
wrist as straight 
as possible.

10. Picking up a mug

Place the affected arm and
hand flat on the table. 

1

2Take hold of the mug. 
Let it go again and put 
your hand back on the 
table. 

Repeat 5 times

VARIATION Shake hands
with someone. Use the
affected hand. If your left
hand is affected, then 
shake hands with your left
hand. 

VARIATION Do this
exercise using other 
objects such as a tube 
or a bottle.

1

2

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the hand and 
improve the use of the affected hand.

Requirements: plastic mug.

3 Take hold of the mug. 
Lift it off the table. 
Keep your elbow on 
the table. 
Put the mug back on 
the table. 

Repeat 5 times

3
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11. Crumpling paper

Place the affected hand 
on the paper. 

1

2

3

Crumple the paper into a
ball, using the affected
hand.

Smooth out the paper, 
using the affected hand.

Repeat 5 times 

TIP If you can’t smooth
out the paper with one
hand then use both
hands.

1

2

3

Aim: to train the hand muscles (fine motor skills). 

Requirements: tissue or sheet of paper. 
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TIP Try to use the
affected hand, even 
if this isn’t your
dominant hand. 
It is a good exercise.

12. Buttering bread 

Aim: to use the affected hand and arm as much as possible. 

Requirements: plate with slice of bread (you can use a 
non-slip plate), knife, fork, one-portion pack of butter
(closed), individually packed slice of cheese (closed). 

Opening the package 
Hold the package with the
affected hand. If you can’t 
do this, put the package 
on the table and place the
affected hand on top of it.
Open it with your good
hand. 

1

2

3

4

Buttering
Spread the butter on the
bread, using the affected
hand. 
You may need to steady 
the bread with your good
hand so that it doesn’t
move. 

Cutting
Put the cheese on the 
bread. 
Steady the bread with 
your good hand. 
Cut the bread with the
affected hand. 

Bringing the fork to the
mouth 
Hold the fork with your
affected hand and prick 
a piece of bread. 
Bring the fork to your
mouth. If necessary, use
your good hand to help. 

1

2

3

4
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Aim: to use the affected hand and arm as much as
possible. 

Using the telephone 

Hold the telephone in 
the affected hand. 
Press the keys with 
your good hand. 

13.

14.

15.

16.

Folding a towel 

Fold the towel in half, 
using two hands. 
Then fold it in half again.
You could also do this 
with a pair of trousers or 
a T shirt. 

Toilet bag  

Unzip it using the 
affected hand. 
Unpack the 
toilet bag then 
re-pack it. 
Close the zip. 

Reading a magazine 

Turn the pages with the
affected hand. 

13. Folding a towel

14. Using the telephone 

15. Toilet bag

16. Reading a magazine 



42

17. Pointing to nose, forehead, ear and
shoulder 

Aim: to improve the coordination of the arm and hand. 

Use the affected hand to do these exercises.

Touch the tip of your nose
with your index finger. 
Put your hand back on 
your lap or the table. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4

Touch your forehead 
with your index finger. 
Put your hand down. 

Repeat 5 times

Touch your shoulder 
with your index finger. 
Bring your hand back. 

Repeat 5 times

Touch your ear with your
index finger. Bring your
hand back. 
Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4

VARIATION Repeat the
exercise using your other
fingers. 
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18. Making a circle with thumb and fingers 

Aim: to improve finger coordination. 

Use the affected hand to do these exercises.

Put the elbow of the
affected arm on the table.
Bring the index finger to 
the thumb and make a
circle. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2Bring the middle finger 
to the thumb and make 
a circle. 
Repeat the exercise using
your ring finger and little
finger. 

Repeat 5 times

TIP Do these exercises
with both hands. Seeing
this movement being
made with the good hand
stimulates the brain to
make this movement with
the affected hand as well.

1

2

VARIATION Do the same
exercises with your eyes
closed. 
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19. Raising the knee 

Aim: to strengthen the thigh muscles and to improve the
mobility of the hip. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground. 

1

2

3

Raise your right knee as
high as you can. 
Your foot will leave the
floor. 
Put your foot down again. 

Repeat 5 times

Raise your left knee as 
high as you can. 
Your foot will leave the
floor. 
Put your foot down again. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

VARIATION 1 Stamp your
feet on the floor.

VARIATION 2 Cross and
uncross your legs. 



45

20. Stretching the lower leg 

Aim: to strengthen the thigh muscles and to improve the
mobility of the knee. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground. 

1

2

3

Stretch your right leg 
as far as you can 
(kicking movement). 
Slowly put your foot 
down again. 

Repeat 5 times

Stretch your left leg 
as far as you can 
(kicking movement). 
Slowly put your foot 
down again. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3
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21. Pulling up toes and heels 

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the foot and lower leg
and to improve the mobility of the ankle (in order to walk
better). 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground.

1

2

3

Pull up your toes as far 
as you can. 
Also raise your forefoot 
off the ground. 
Keep your heel on the
ground. 

Put your feet down again. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4Lift your heels off the
ground while keeping 
your forefoot on the 
ground. 

Repeat 5 times

4
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TIP Do these exercises
in front of the mirror.

TIP Concentrate on
moving the affected
side.

22. Mouth and lips 

Aim: to improve the movement of the lips. 

Smile as widely as you can,
keeping your lips closed. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4

Alternate between smiling
widely and pouting your 
lips.  

Repeat 5 times

Press your lips strongly
together hard. 

Repeat 5 times

Say strongly: 
ma- pa- ma- pa- ma- pa. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4
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TIP Do these exercises
in front of the mirror.

23. Tongue 

Aim: to improve the movement of the tongue. 

Stick out the tongue.
Alternate between making
the tip wide and pointed. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

Lick the upper lip and 
lower lip alternately. 

Repeat 5 times

Push the tongue into the 
left and then into the 
right cheek. 
Apply counter-pressure to
the outside of the cheek
with the index finger. 

Repeat 5 times

Say strongly: 
ta- la- ta- la- ta- la. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4 4
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Arm and shoulder
1. Combing hair 51
2. Caring for plants 51
3. Making a bed 51
4. Using the telephone 51

Hand and arm
5. Moving sugar bags 52
6. Wringing out a face-cloth 53
7. Playing cards 54
8. Writing 55
9. Using the computer 56

Legs
10. Making circles 57
11. Pulling up toes and heels 58
12. Putting on shoes 59

Face
13. Mouth and lips 60
14. Tongue 61

Orange exercises
For people with nearly normal function of arm/leg 

Questions?

If you are in any doubt about the suitability of an exercise
or wonder if you perform the exercise in the right way,
please ask for help and advice. It is important that you
exercise independently but your nurse, therapist or doctor
are there to support you. 
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‘Search for a new balance’ 

Even after having had a stroke 3 years ago, Bep remains active and would advise
everyone to do the same. ‘I always feel tired and nothing can be done about it. Often
you just want to give into it, but I try not to. I set myself goals and reward myself when 
I have achieved them. With swimming for example. Every week I swim 2 more lengths. 
I began swimming 6 lengths and now I can swim 24.’ The consequences of her stroke
have hit her hard. ‘I always used to play tennis with my friends. I can’t do that any more
which means that I have lost quite a number of my social contacts. I find it very difficult
to accept. Acceptation has taken quite some time. Bep has looked for alternatives. She
does volunteer work, swims, walks and reads a lot. Bep: ‘It is important to keep busy so
that you are not continually being confronted with your limitations. Now I have realised
that life is finite; seize the day and try to see things in perspective. I try to concentrate 
on what I can do, and actually it is quite a lot. Bird watching for example. That is my
hobby and I can still do it. If I see a harrier out in the polder it makes my day.’ 

Exercising after a stroke

Bep van den Brand, member of the Dutch Stroke Association
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TIP At first only put 
a little water in the
watering-can.
If necessary, use your
good hand to help. 

1. Combing hair

2. Caring for plants

3. Making a bed

4. Using the telephone 

Aim: to use the affected arm and hand in carrying out
everyday activities. 

1.

2.

3.

4.

Making a bed

Make the bed. 
Use the affected hand 
and arm as much as
possible. 

Using the telephone

Hold the telephone 
in the good hand. 
Use the affected hand 
to press the keys.

Caring for plants  

Water the plants. 
Hold the watering-can 
in the affected hand.

Combing hair 

Comb your hair with the
affected hand.



52

Pick up a bag between
thumb and index finger.

1

2Put the bag from one 
bowl into the other. 

Repeat 5 times

VARIATION 3 Use other
objects such as: 
- clothes-pegs
- pens
- coins
- paper clips

VARIATION 1 Pick up the
bags between the thumb 
and middle finger, ring 
finger or little finger. 
VARIATION 2 Pick up 
3 bags one at a time and 
hold them in your hand. 
Put them back one by one. 

1

2

5. Moving sugar bags 

Aim: to improve the fine motor skills in the
hand.

Requirements: sugar bags, two bowls.
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6. Wringing out a face-cloth 

Take the face-cloth out 
of the water using the
affected hand. 

1

2

3

Squeeze as much water 
as possible out of the 
face-cloth. 

1

2

3 Put the face-cloth back 
into the water. 

Repeat 5 times

Aim: to improve the fine motor skills in the hand.

Requirements: bowl of water and a 
face-cloth. 
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7. Playing cards 

Spread out a number 
of cards on the table.

2Pick up 1 card, using 
the affected hand. 
Turn the card over. 
Put the card 
on a pack.

Repeat 5 times

1

2

VARIATION Hold a pack 
of cards in the good hand.
Take one card at the time
using the affected hand.
Turn it over and lay it on 
the table (deal). 

1

Aim: to improve fine motor skills of the hand. 

Requirements: playing cards. 
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8. Writing  

Sit straight up at the table.
Make sure that the arm is
properly supported by the
table. 
While you are writing sit
straight at the table, don’t
sit sideways. 

1

Draw stripes or lines on 
the paper. 

1

2

3

4 Write words and sentences. 

Draw loops and curls on 
the paper. 

Aim: to improve writing movement. 

Requirements: pen and paper. 

2

3

4

TIP Do this exercise
with the hand you
write with. 
You only need to do
this exercise if the 
hand you use to write
with is the affected
hand.
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TIP Ask an occupational
therapist for advice on
the correct position.

9. Using the computer

Aim: to improve fine motor skills of the hand.

Requirements: computer, laptop or tablet. 

Sit up straight at the
computer. Partially support
your lower arms on the
table. The fingers of both
hands should be touching
the keys. Your feet should
be next to each other on 
the floor. 

2

3

4

Use the mouse as normal.
Use the affected hand if it 
is your dominant hand. 

Use both hands to type. 
Do not type too fast. 
First practice the correct
positioning of the fingers 
on the keys. 
Only then start to type
faster. 

Websites to view:
www.stroke.org.uk
www.strokeassociation.org

1

2

3

4

1
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10. Making circles

Aim: to strengthen the leg muscles. 

Sit up straight with your 
feet flat on the ground. 

1

2

3

Stretch your right leg as 
far forwards as you can. 
Make circles with the foot.
Keep your lower leg as 
high as possible. 

Repeat 5 times

Stretch your left leg as 
far forwards as you can.
Make circles with the foot.
Keep your lower leg as 
high as possible. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

VARIATION Write the
numbers 1 to 10 in the air
with your outstretched leg.

NB  If you start
feeling pain stop 
the exercise.
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11. Pulling up toes and heels

Aim: to strengthen the muscles of the foot and lower leg
and to improve the mobility of the ankle (to walk better). 

Pull up your toes as far 
as you can and put them 
back again. 

1

2Lift both heels as far as
possible and put them 
back again. 

Repeat 5 times

VARIATION  Lift the toes 
of the left foot and the heel
of the right foot, then lift 
the toes of the right foot 
and the heel of the left foot. 
Keep alternating this.

Repeat 5 times

1

2



59

TIP If you aren’t able
to bend forward or
cross one leg over the
other then support 
your foot on a raised
surface. 

12. Putting on shoes 

Putting on shoes 
Sit on a chair.
Put each foot in turn into 
a shoe.

1

2

3

Tying the shoes while
bending forwards. 
Bend forwards. 
Tie the shoes or close them
with the Velcro fastenings, 
using both hands.

Tying shoes (one leg
across the other) 
Put one leg across the other.
Tie the shoes or close the
Velcro fastenings, using
both hands 

1

2

3

TIP Use a shoe horn.
Extra-long shoe horns are
also available.

NB  Don’t bend 
over for too long.

Aim: to use the affected arm and hand when putting 
on shoes.

Requirements: shoes, shoe horn.
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13. Mouth and lips 

Aim: to improve the movement of the lips. 

Blow air into your cheeks.
Push the air alternately 
into the left cheek and 
into the right cheek. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4

Close your lips. 
Count to 25. 

Repeat 5 times

Blow up a balloon.

Say strongly: 
pa- ta- ka- pa- ta- ka-
pa- ta- ka. 

Repeat 3 times 

1

2

3

4TIP Do these exercises
in front of the mirror.

TIP Concentrate on
moving the affected
side.
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TIP Do these exercises
in front of the mirror.

14. Tongue 

Aim: to improve the movement of the tongue. 

Stick out your tongue 
and press your index 
finger against it. 

Repeat 5 times

1

2

3

4

Make clacking noises 
with your tongue. 

Repeat 5 times

‘Brush your teeth’ with 
your tongue. 

Repeat 5 times

Say strongly: 
na- ta- la- na- ta- la-
na- ta- la. 

Repeat 3 times 

1

2

3

4
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Safety 

Bumping or trapping of the 
affected arm or leg

You have less or no feeling in the affected
side. This means that you can easily bump
your arm or leg without noticing it. It is
also possible that, without you feeling it,
your arm could get trapped against the
arm of the chair or that you could lie on it
in bed. Make sure that the arm is always
on the tray or on your lap.

Having a stroke changes your body. It is
possible that you find it less easy to move
or that your are perhaps less able to keep
your balance. This can have a number of
consequences for your safety. By being
aware of the affected side you can prevent
your body from unnecessary damage.
Look after your affected side!  

Falling out of the wheelchair 

After a stroke it can be difficult to sit up
straight without any support. And if you
lose your balance it can be difficult to
regain it. A wheelchair with a tray will 
give you the support you need. The tray
prevents you from falling out or slipping
out of the chair. This is why it is important
to leave the tray on the chair and not to
remove it unless the therapist or nurse 
has told you it is safe to do so. 

NB You should not feel any pain
while you are doing the exercises.
Stop if you feel any pain! 

Good sitting position

1 Back against the seat back. 
2 Buttocks in the back of the chair. 
3 Both arms on the tray or on your lap.
4 Elbows well supported. 
5 Feet on the foot-rests or next to each 

other flat on the ground.
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Prevent problems with fingers
and shoulders

After a stroke, problems with the joints of
the fingers and shoulders can sometimes
arise earlier than normal. Once these joint
problems have started it is difficult to solve
them. This is why it is of the greatest
importance to prevent these problems.
They can be prevented by making sure
that the affected hand and arm are always
properly supported. 

Your therapist will tell you which exercises
are the most suitable for you. In deciding
this, he or she will take into account how
much movement you have in your arm
and the risk of shoulder pain. 

Tips

1 Use the special grip to support your
affected arm and hand well 
(see page 64).

2 After you have done the exercise, don’t
let your arm drop onto the tray but guide
it back with your good hand. 

3 Do not let the arm hang down without
support; always rest it on a table or tray.
(the weight of the arm hanging down
may cause problems in the shoulder). 

4 When doing exercises that require you to
stretch your arm straight out in front of
you, you should not raise the arm too
high (not above shoulder level). 

5 It is important to carry out these exercises
calmly and steadily. Do not exercise too
quickly and avoid sudden and jerky
movements. 



How to hold your hand safely - the Special Grip

It is important that the affected hand and arm are 
well supported. This limits the risk of developing 
joint problems. This special grip will help you.

Hold the wrist of the
affected arm, using 
your good hand. 

1

2

3

The thumb of the good 
hand should be placed in
the palm of the affected
hand. 

The fingers of the good
hand should be placed
around the wrist. 

1

2

3

NB Never grasp the 
hand by the fingers! 
You could damage your
joints. 
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