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Fatigue, not tiredness  

As you will be aware, fatigue is far more than ‘just being tired’, it is unrelenting          
exhaustion and it affects every aspect of daily living. It can be very distressing when 
you may look fine, but feel far from it. People around you might be saying “come on, 
pull yourself together, you look ok”, but this can be quite frustrating when you’re feeling 
fatigued and physically unable to participate in daily life.  

 
Fatigue and acute illness  

During acute illness fatigue is extremely common. It encourages the body to rest and 
recover. Sometimes following the acute phase of an illness fatigue can continue, this is 
often called post viral fatigue and can have a significant effect on your daily life. 

 

Fatigue and Long COVID 

Your fatigue levels will fluctuate. At times you may feel that you have a little more      
energy, during this period you may try to achieve more while you can, but you may find 
this leads to increased fatigue and longer periods of inactivity. This is called a ‘boom 
and bust’ cycle.   
 
As your fatigue level will fluctuate day to day it can be difficult to find a level of activity 
which does not reinforce the boom and bust cycle.  It is important to try to find a level 
of activity you can manage that does not cause excessive levels of fatigue. As over 
time, a boom and bust cycle often leads to less activity. There is no quick fix to take 
away fatigue immediately, but there are strategies to help adapt and manage it until it 
subsides.  
 



Post Exertional Malaise (PEM) 
 

PEM is a disabling and often delayed exhaustion disproportionate to the effort made. It is 

sometimes described as a “crash”. The activity that can trigger this worsening of symptoms 

can be something that was easily tolerated before, such as: 

• a daily activity - a shower, reading, writing or working at a desk 

• a social activity - including emotionally charged conversations 

• walking (or other exercise) 

• being in a sensory rich environment – loud, busy or bright environments 

 

Symptoms typically worsen 24-48hrs after activity and can last hours, days, or weeks. PEM 

is worsened by the boom and bust cycle, and the delay in worsening of symptoms can 

make it confusing to understand the symptoms. It is important to manage fatigue and     

recognise triggers to help manage the symptoms.  



 

Pacing 

Pacing is an important strategy in managing fatigue. It allows you to avoid the boom 

and bust cycle and have better control over your symptoms. 

 

By pacing your activities you are ensuring that:  

 You are controlling the demands you place on yourself  

 These demands are in line with your current capabilities  

 You are exposing your body and mind to these demands in a regular controlled 

way  

 

Learning to plan, prioritise and pace your daily activities: 

 Planning - Plan your day  

 Prioritising - Consider all of the activities you do in a typical day and decide the 

jobs that must be done, things you enjoy doing / want to be able to do, jobs that 

could be given to someone else 

 Pacing - Ensure you are taking rests to enable your body to recover 

 

Activity diary  

Using an activity diary can be very helpful to establish your baseline and also begin to 

recognise your triggers. Often you may feel you are doing very little activity, but when 

completing an activity diary you are able to acknowledge different activities. There are 

lots of different ways you could do this, with varying levels of information about your 

activity.  

If you would like some further help, discuss with your Health Care Professional. 

 



Recognising triggers 

Understanding how fatigue affects you is very important to help you manage it. Learning 

about your triggers will help you to account for these in daily life and routines. Triggers will 

be different for everyone but may include: 

 Lack or change in routine  

 Too much or too little activity – cognitive, emotional or physical 

 Work or life stressors  

 Low mood, anxiety or worry  

 Diet  

 Medication  

 Physical illness  



Further Resources  

 www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk 

 Using a ‘fatigue diary’ may help: https://www.rcot.co.uk/conserving-energy 

 

Sleep resources 

 https://www.nhs.conditions/insomnia 

 https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/sleep-and-tiredness 

 https://www.nhs.uk/oneyou/every-mind-matters/sleep 
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