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POST-EXERTIONAL MALAISE AND COVID-19 
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

Increased physical activity (including exercise) is not 
recommended for people with PEM. Instead, focus on 
managing the symptoms and maintaining your quality 
of life using pacing and body awareness strategies.

WHAT IT IS?
Some people who are recovering from COVID-19 
experience times where they feel exhausted and have 
difficulty thinking, and have other symptoms after a 
minimal amount of activity.

This can be brought on by a physical, mental, or 
emotional effort, however minor. This is known as  
post-exertional malaise (PEM), an abnormal, 
disproportionate response to effort. This extreme 
exhaustion can occur 24-72 hours after the activity that 
triggered it and can last for days or weeks.

People with PEM become caught up in a cycle of “push 
and crash” (periods of overactivity followed by forced 
rest). When their symptoms are mild, they push to get 
as much done as they can, which triggers extreme 
exhaustion. This makes their symptoms worse, which in 
turn leads to forced rest or a crash. The push-crash cycle 
leads to discouragement and frustration in these people, 
who feel like they have no control over their situation.

If this sounds familiar, rest assured that there are pacing 
strategies that can help. Basically, you need to break 
the cycle by resting and not pushing your limits. To 
help with your recovery, you need to do light activities 
for a while. You can also divide your energy-intensive 
activities (things that take a lot of energy) into smaller 
tasks, with rest periods in between. It’s very important 
that you not wait until you feel tired before resting. 
By applying these strategies, you can decrease the 
frequency and severity of episodes of PEM.

By staying within your energy envelope—meaning 
knowing what you can and can’t do—you can gain 
some control over your symptoms. This offers the 
possibility of a more stable and predictable life. And 
by living your life according to a plan, based on pacing 
strategies, you can limit your episodes of PEM and be 
more aware of what triggers your symptoms. This is 
the key to stabilizing your condition and improving 
your quality of life.

THE BENEFITS OF A PLAN BASED ON PACING 
STRATEGIES
• Less frequent and intense symptoms

• Less mental and physical suffering

• More stable and predictable life

• Sense of control

• Less forced rest time

• More time for doing what you enjoy

• Better chance for improvement

PUTTING YOUR PLAN IN PLACE
1. Finding your energy envelope  

(what you can and can’t do) 
To find your energy envelope, you can track what 
you do each day and your energy levels. This will 
help you see when you’re overdoing it and where 
there’s a risk of triggering PEM. It will also help you 
see patterns in the “push and crash” cycle.

2. Adapting to your energy envelope 
You need to adapt your life so you live within your 
envelope. This is a gradual process, usually involving 
the use of multiple strategies. You’ll need to keep an 
open mind about new ways of doing things.

 



FOR MORE INFORMATION ABOUT LONG COVID,  
VISIT THE CIUSSS DE L’ESTRIE – CHUS WEBSITE:  
SANTEESTRIE.QC.CA/LONG-COVID

REMEMBER THAT  
PRACTICING DILIGENT PACING STRATEGIES 
AND STAYING WITHIN YOUR ENERGY 
ENVELOPE ARE EFFECTIVE WAYS OF 
MANAGING PEM.
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Here are a few suggestions:
• Rank your priorities in order of importance.

• Plan your activities around a realistic schedule and based on your 
priorities.

• Spread out or pare down your activities. 

• Share the workload with family and friends.

• Rest before AND after any activity. 

• Alternate mental activities with more physical activities. 

• Get used to taking total rest periods during the day (no screens, 
phone and conversations). 

• Adapt your environment and postures to make your tasks easier to 
perform. 

• Monitor your heart rate during effort, for example, with a smart 
watch. 

These self-management strategies will help improve your quality of 
life and give you more control over your symptoms. By applying these 
strategies and consistently pacing yourself, over time you may be able to 
do more without aggravating your symptoms.

Most symptoms of long COVID improve over time. Be patient and kind 
to yourself. Most importantly, if you’re worried about your symptoms 
or need more support and advice, don’t hesitate to speak to a health 
professional, whether it be your family doctor, an occupational therapist, 
or a physiotherapist.

https://www.santeestrie.qc.ca/en/care-services/health-advice/infectious-and-communicable-diseases/coronavirus-covid-19/long-covid

