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Physical activity and stroke – Associations and patient experiences 
Malin Reinholdsson 
Rehabilitation Medicine, Inst. of Neuroscience and Physiology, Sahlgrenska 
Academy, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden.  

Abstract 
Background: Insufficient physical activity is a global problem and a risk factor for 
stroke. Furthermore, physical activity is often reduced after stroke, and many patients 
are physically inactive in stroke units. 
 
Aim: To explore the association between pre-stroke physical activity and stroke sever-
ity, cognition, and health-related quality of life, as well as patient experiences of phys-
ical activity and inactivity in the stroke unit.  
 
Methods: One qualitative interview study and three register-based quantitative studies 
were conducted. The register-based studies included between 925─2,044 patients with 
first stroke treated at three stroke units in one Swedish hospital, between the years 2014 
and 2018. In the qualitative study, 16 patients from eight Västra Götaland Region hos-
pitals were interviewed. Statistics were mostly regression analyses, while interviews 
were analysed using thematic analysis. 
 
Results and conclusions: Higher levels of pre-stroke physical activity were associated 
with less acute stroke severity, a higher odds ratio for intact cognition during hospital 
stay, and better health-related quality of life 3 months after stroke than pre-stroke inac-
tivity. Light physical activities, including walking for at least 4 h/week and moderate 
physical activities for at least 2–3 h/week were associated with positive stroke out-
comes. In the in-depth interviews, patients with stroke said that physical activity in the 
stroke unit help them regain independence, be seen, and choose between solitude and 
social connection. The interviewees wanted to explore familiar activities in new ways 
and for the stroke unit staff to focus on patients with stroke rather than their daily rou-
tines.  
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