
Exercise After Bariatric Surgery

Dr. Faezeh Maleklou, MD

Sports and Exercise Medicine
1



Importance of Physical Activity and Exercise Intervention After 
Bariatric Surgery

• Increases total energy expenditure

• Greater BMI reduction

• Prevents weight regain within the first 2 years

• Improves body composition

• Greater physical fitness

• Increases quality of life

• Increases BMD

• Lower risk for premature death, complications, need for 
hospitalization

2

Hansen D, Decroix L, Devos Y, Nocca D, Cornelissen V, Dillemans B, et al. Towards Optimized Care After Bariatric Surgery by Physical 
Activity and Exercise Intervention: a Review. Obesity surgery. 2020;30(3):1118-25.



As result of bariatric surgery, 10–28%of the total body

weight loss is attributed to decrements in muscle mass.

Moreover, a study found that the prevalence of

sarcopenia rose from 8% up to 32% within 1 year after

sleeve gastrectomy.
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A muscle strength decline independently translates into

a greater risk for premature death and loss of

independence.

Significant reductions in muscle strength are observed

in association with significant reductions in functional

capacity/exercise capacity.
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Before recommending any exercise program to surgery

candidates, the patient’s current physical activity level,

mobility level, functional capacity, body composition,

and potential needs for medical assessments should be

assessed.
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A pre-operative start-up of exercise training could lead

to a greater adherence to post-operative exercise

intervention and post-operative clinical benefits.
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Bariatric patients should be well guided to set realistic

goals and consider their healing process to prevent any

damages or injuries.

They should simultaneously be encouraged to avoid

longtime rest and immobilization.
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Exercise Prescription

• There is no specific guideline for physical activity prescription before and/or 

after bariatric surgery. Based on general guidelines:

• At least 150 min/week moderate to vigorous physical activity (equivalent 3–6 

METs) or 10,000 steps/day for improving the general health, 

• 150–250 min/week equivalent to 1200– 2000 kcal/week for preventing weight 

regain,

• More than 300 min/week for weight maintenance after weight loss.
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Pedometer:

- < 5000 steps/day: ‘sedentary lifestyle’

- 5000–7499 steps/day: ‘low active’

- 7500–9999 steps/day: ‘somewhat active’

- > or = 10,000 steps/day: ‘active’

- >12,500 steps/day: ‘highly active’
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It is noticed that exercise or physical activity with

smaller total exercise volumes actually fail to maximize

weight loss after surgery.
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Intensity:
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It is advised to permanently increase daily physical

activity (non-structured physical activity) next to

supervised exercise training (structured physical

activity) to minimize body weight regain.
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Combination of aerobic exercises with resistance

training, besides diet restrictions before and after

bariatric surgery, leads to better weight loss results.
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To stimulate muscle mass gain or acquire a better

preservation of lean tissue mass, it can also be advised

to combine strength training with sufficient intake of

proteins and amino acids.
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When to Start the Physical Activity After Bariatric
Surgery?

• Individuals should be encouraged to start physical

activity from the day of the surgery by leaving the

bed and walking short distances. Then, they should

increase their physical activity gradually by walking

further on the next days.
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• Two weeks after laparoscopic surgery, patients can

start daily exercise up to pain threshold under the

surgeon’s permission. This time may be longer in

open surgery.
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Exercise intervention should best be designed to

specifically affect fat mass, muscle mass, endurance

exercise capacity and bone mineral density in patients

who have underwent bariatric surgery.
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• During the first 4 weeks, recommended physical

activity programs include walking around, taking

deep breaths, and doing normal daily activities.

20



• During 4–6 weeks, patients can gradually increase

their activity with the surgeon’s permission and

supervision. Lifting weights more than 15 lbs during

the first 6 weeks after surgery and abdominal exercise

during the first 8–12 weeks should be avoided.
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• During the first few months after surgery, the patients

should increase their activity level gradually under

supervision in a pain-free range and avoid high-

intensity exercise.
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• There is no precise advice for starting core exercises after

bariatric surgery. However, according to general

guidelines, patients can start taking deep breaths the day

after surgery and continue with doing simple exercises

such as abdominal draw in. Core exercises should be done

in a pain free range and increase gradually.
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• Return to sport and sport-specific exercises are not

determined as well and may take a long time based on

the surgical method and patient’s condition.
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Exercise recommendation:
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The long-term adherence to physical activity guidelines

may be problematic in a significant proportion of

patients after bariatric surgery.
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Although it remains to be studied in patients who

underwent bariatric surgery, telemonitoring and exercise

followed up by telemonitoring systems in

cardiovascular disease is highly effective to preserve the

physical activity
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Current clinical guidelines stipulate that patients

undergoing bariatric surgery should be treated/followed

in a multidisciplinary setting.
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