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Functional abilities are the activities you 
do every day, like reaching into cupboards, 
carrying groceries, comfortably getting 
up out of a chair, and walking up stairs 
without getting out of breath. Here are 
some simple exercises you can do in a 
chair at home that help increase your 
functional fitness. By regularly doing 
exercises like these, you may be able to do 
more activities for yourself so you can be 
more independent.

☚☚ TIP: Use an upright chair 
without arms (for example, ☚
a kitchen chair).

Arm circles
1.	 Start with your arms straight up 

above your head.

2.	 Make a circle with your arms by 
moving them clockwise from 
straight up to straight down and 
back to straight up again. When 
your arms are at the top again, 
make another circle in the opposite 
direction.

An important part of being healthy is 
exercising regularly and staying active.  
PAL (Physical Activity Line) is a phone 
line, website and physical activity 
resource designed to help you make 
wise choices about physical activity 
so you can enjoy life to its fullest. PAL 
is brought to you by the CSEP Health 
and Fitness Program of BC and the 
Public Health Agency of Canada. PAL is 
operated by university/college-trained 
exercise professionals.

Functional 
ability chair 
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3.	 Do this EIGHT times.

4.	 Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT times.

5.	 For even more exercise: Hold a ball 
in each hand while doing this.

Twists
1.	 	Hold your arms by your side and 

bend your elbows so that your arms 
are bent at a right angle.

2.	 	Turn to the left and then turn to the 
right.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a 
ball, soup can, water bottle or hand 
weight in each hand while doing 
this.

☚☚ TIP: Be sure to rest for a minute 
between each set of exercises so 
your body has time to recover.

Toe tapping
1.	 	Hold your legs straight out in front 

of you with knees slightly bent and 
heels on the floor.

2.	 	Point your toes up, then point them 
down.

3.	 	Do this TEN to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
TEN to FIFTEEN times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Put an 
exercise band under the bottom of 

your feet and hold the ends of the 
band with your hands. When you 
point your toes down, the band 
will get tighter, and when you point 
your toes up, the tension will be 
released.

Heel raises
1.	 	Start with your feet flat on the floor.

2.	 	Raise your heels up off the floor so 
you’re resting on the balls of your 
feet. Hold for a second, then drop 
your heels so your feet are flat on 
the floor again.

3.	 	Do this TEN to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
TEN to FIFTEEN times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Do this 
while standing. Be sure to hold 
onto the back of the chair for 
support.

Knee extensions
1.	 	Start with your knees bent and both 

feet flat on the floor.

2.	 	Slowly straighten one leg so it’s 
straight out in front of you with 
heel off the floor and toes pointing 
up. This should take about two 
seconds.

›› 	While holding your leg out 
straight, tighten the muscles 
above your knee (your 
quadriceps) for about three 
seconds.

›› 	Then slowly lower your leg 
back to the bent position. >
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This should take another two 
seconds.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times on 
one leg, then EIGHT to TEN times 
on the other leg.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to TEN times on each leg.

5.	 	For even more exercise:

›› 	Tie an exercise band into a 
loop and put it around your 
ankle and the chair leg (or 
hold it against the floor with 
your other foot). When you 
straighten your leg, the band 
will get tighter, and when you 
lower your leg, the tension will 
be released.

›› 	Keep your leg straight (with 
knee slightly bent) while you 
lift and lower your heel off the 
floor. Lift the leg only as high as 
you can do comfortably. Repeat 
with the other leg.

Bicep curls
1.	 	Hold one arm straight down by 

your side with the palm of your 
hand facing forward. Keep your 
elbow close to your body.

2.	 	Bend your elbow to bring your hand 
up toward your shoulder. Keep your 
palm facing up.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times with 
one arm, then EIGHT to TEN times 
with the other arm.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 

EIGHT to TEN times with each arm.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a 
soup can, water bottle or hand 
weight while doing this. Or hold 
one end of an exercise band with 
the other end held firmly against 
the floor under your foot.

Overhead arm extensions
1.	 	Straighten your arms out in front of 

you, then raise them straight up so 
that your elbows are near your ears.

2.	 	Slowly bend your elbows so your 
hands are lowered toward the back 
of your neck. This should take 
about two seconds. Then straighten 
your elbows so your arms are 
straight up again. This should take 
another two seconds.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to TEN times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a ball, 
soup can, water bottle or hand weight 
in each hand while doing this.

Arm extensions
1.	 	Hold one arm out in front of you.

2.	 	Bend your elbow so your hand 
comes up to your shoulder then 
lower it again.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times with 
one arm, then EIGHT to TEN times 
with the other arm.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to TEN times with each arm. >
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5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a 
ball, soup can, water bottle or hand 
weight in each hand while doing 
this. Or hold one end of an exercise 
band with the other end held firmly 
against the floor under your foot.

Leg pulls
1.	 	Slide your right foot forward and 

keep it flat on the floor.

2.	 	Bend your left knee and slide your 
left heel back underneath the chair. 
Then slide it forward so it’s beside 
the right heel again.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times on 
your left leg, then EIGHT to TEN 
times on your right leg.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to TEN times on each leg.

5.	 	For even more exercise:

›› 	Tie an exercise band into a loop 
and put it around your ankles 
so it creates tension when you 
slide one heel back.

›› 	Stand with both feet together 
and hold onto the back of your 
chair for support. Put your 
weight on the right foot, then 
bend the left leg back so your 
heel moves toward your bottom. 
Repeat with your right leg.

Chest press
1.	 	Bend both elbows and have your 

palms facing toward each other.

2.	 	Slowly push your arms forward so 
they’re straight out. This should 

take about two seconds. Then 
squeeze your shoulder blades 
together as you pull your arms back 
to the starting position.

3.	 	Do this TEN to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
TEN to FIFTEEN times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a ball 
between your hands. It should be 
about the size of a soccer ball or a 
beach ball.

Seated rowing
1.	 	Straighten your arms and reach 

them out in front of you so that 
your hands are resting on the 
outside of your thighs.

2.	 	Bend your elbows and slide your 
hands along your thighs back 
towards your waist. As you do 
this, squeeze your shoulder blades 
together and make sure your 
elbows pull back and not out to the 
sides. Then slide your hands back 
to the starting position.

3.	 	Do this TEN to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
TEN to FIFTEEN times.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Hold the 
ends of an exercise band in each 
hand and loop the band around the 
back of the chair. This will create 
tension as you slide your hands 
forward.

Arm raises
1.	 	Start with your arms bent at the >
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elbows and have your palms facing 
each other.

›› 	Straighten your arms out in 
front of your body.

›› 	Slowly lower your arms toward 
your knees. This should take 
two or three seconds.

›› 	Then slowly raise your arms 
to shoulder level again. This 
should take another two or 
three seconds.

›› 	Lower your arms back to the 
starting position.

2.	 	Do this TEN to FIFTEEN times.

3.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
TEN to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	For even more exercise: Hold a 
ball, soup can, water bottle or hand 
weight in each hand while doing 
this.

☚☚ TIP: Even when your arms 
are straight, always keep your 
elbows slightly bent. (Never lock 
your elbows.)

Chair stands
1.	 	Start in a sitting position with your 

arms crossed over your chest. Keep 
your weight evenly distributed on 
your feet (on heels and toes).

2.	 	Stand up using your hands as little 
as possible or not at all. As you bend 
slightly forward to stand up, keep 
your back and shoulders straight. 
Then slowly sit back down, taking at 
least three seconds to move.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT to FIFTEEN times.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to FIFTEEN times 

5.	 	For even more exercise: Instead of 
crossing your arms, hold your arms 
straight out at chest level with a ball 
in each hand.

Elbow to knee
1.	 	Start with your right arm straight 

up over your head.

›› 	Slowly lift your left knee up 
as you lower your right elbow 
down toward your left knee. It 
should take about two seconds 
to lower your elbow. Try not to 
bend over at the waist.

›› 	Go back to the starting position 
and repeat using the opposite 
arm and knee.

2.	 	Do this EIGHT to TEN times on 
one side, then EIGHT to TEN times 
on the other side.

3.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT to TEN times on each side.

4.	 	For even more exercise: Try this 
activity while standing, but make 
sure you hold onto the back of the 
chair for support.
 
Abdominal strengthener

1.	 	Start with your knees bent and feet 
flat on the floor.

2.	 	Lift your right knee so that your foot 
comes off the floor. Tighten your >
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stomach muscles and press down 
on your right knee with the palm 
of your left hand. Breathe out while 
you do this. Then repeat with your 
left leg and right hand.

3.	 	Do this for FIVE seconds on one knee, 
then FIVE seconds on the other knee.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
FIVE seconds on each side.

Balance
1.	 	Stand and hold onto the back of 

your chair for support.

2.	 	Lift your left heel and bend your left 
leg so your foot comes off the floor. 
Then lower your foot back to the 
floor.

3.	 	Do this EIGHT times on your left 
leg, then EIGHT times on your right 
leg.

4.	 	Rest for a minute then do another 
EIGHT times on each leg.

5.	 	For even more exercise: Let go of 
the back of the chair and lift the 
opposite arm so it’s parallel to the 
ground while you lift your leg. Make 
sure you’re close to the chair so you 
can grab it if you lose your balance.

☚☚ Here’s the number to call if you have 
questions or want more information:☚
☚
Physical Activity Line   1-877-725-1149

Here’s where to get any  
or all of these sheets: 
tel:  1-877-725-1149    
email:  info@physicalactivityline.com 
web:  www.physicalactivityline.com

Here are some other sheets 
related to this topic:

▫▫ Functional ability chair 
exercises—before you start.

▫▫ Functional ability chair 
exercises—accessories.

▫▫ Functional ability chair 
exercises—next steps.

▫▫ Functional ability chair 
exercises—why be active.

▫▫ Warming up.

▫▫ Cooling down.

The health information provided on this sheet is only a guide. You also need to rely on your common sense and 

good judgment. If you receive advice from a doctor or health professional that doesn’t agree with the information 

provided here, follow the advice of your doctor or health professional since it’s based on your specific history and needs.


