
Why am  
I so tired?   

What is fatigue? 
Fatigue is more than just feeling tired or having a bad day. 
It is a distressing and persistent tiredness, not related 
to activity. It is unresolved by sleep and interferes with 
normal living 2.

What can I do?
Exercise 
Research shows that mild to moderate exercise 
is the best thing you can do to reduce fatigue. 
Rest alone doesn’t fix fatigue and can make it 
worse. Left unmanaged, fatigue will result in a 
decline in physical ability3. Any exercise may 
reduce fatigue and improve mobility and sleep 
quality in people with advanced disease.
Exercise may mean a gentle or brisk walk.  
It could mean using light weights or resistance 
bands at home for gentle strengthening4. It could 
even simply involve household tasks or other 
activities you enjoy. 
Try asking your doctor for a referral to a 
physiotherapist; they can work out a program  
of exercise that’s right for you.  
Set realistic goals for what you can do each day. 
Balance activity with rest.

Why is it happening to me?
It’s common for illness and its treatments to leave you 
feeling drained. In health, feeling tired is our body and 
mind telling us to rest and sleep, and this normally resolves 
our tiredness. In ill-health, it’s different. Having symptoms 
such as pain, shortness of breath, poor appetite, or low 
mood are just a few examples of common causes of both 
physical and mental fatigue. Here are some others:

Dealing with illness or disease can be hard work. Studies show that fatigue and exhaustion 
are common when people are managing an illness. This factsheet provides practical advice 
to help you understand and manage your fatigue.

Phone: 1800 772 273 
Email: info@palassist.org.au 

Website: www.palassist.org.au

Accessible 7am-7pm, 7 days a week,
through online and telephone support

Palliative care support & advice 

Accessible 7am-7pm, 7 days a week,
through online and telephone support

Causes  
of  

fatigue

Disease/illness

Treatments e.g.  
chemotherapy

Medications

Pain

Anaemia

Poor appetite

Insomnia/poor sleep

Anxiety, worries  
and depression

Over page...

Information for people with a life-limiting illness.



1800 772 273 
9am – 5pm,  
Monday to Friday

Call back service 
7am – 7pm, 7 days

Webchat 
www.palassist.org.au 
7am – 7pm, 7 days
info@palassist.org.au

www.palassist.org.au

Fatigue Diary 
Get to know your fatigue. Keep a simple diary for a week  
or two4. 
Using a scale can help. For example, each morning and 
afternoon, rate your level of fatigue and write down what 
made it better or worse. This helps you, and your care 
team, work out what suits you best and how to plan your 
days to use your energy well.
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Food and drink 
Try to eat higher energy and protein-rich food and enjoy 
your favourite treats as you are able. Maintain fluid intake 
as recommended by your doctor. 

Accept help 
Tell friends and family that you may need some help.  
This will help you manage your energy reserves efficiently. 
People like to help, so if someone offers to cook you a meal 
– accept! Accepting help with some tasks may assist in 
preserving energy that can be spent doing things you enjoy. 

Talk to someone 
Talking in confidence about how things are going can 
also help. It is comforting and empowering to know that 
someone understands what you’re dealing with and can 
work through options with you. If you need to talk, you can:
• Call PalAssist on 1800 772 273 7-days a week,  

7am – 7pm. 
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• Tell your lead clinician (e.g. hospital doctor or GP) 
and ask for help. They will be able to refer you 
to a counsellor, psychologist or other health care 
professional.

Remember, as your condition changes, the ways you 
manage your fatigue will need to change too1.

What about sleep? 
It can be difficult to sleep well when you’re dealing with  
a lot of things. Try the following:
• Aim to go to bed and get up around the same time 

each day.
• Nap during the day to help restore energy levels. 
• Avoid alcohol before bed (it reduces sleep quality)  

and avoid caffeine drinks after lunch.
• Implement relaxation techniques such as conscious 

breathing, meditation, and calm music or nature 
sounds to reduce stress.

• If you cannot sleep at night, get up and read or watch 
some TV. 

• Eat a light snack before bed.

Can my doctor help? 
It is possible to reverse some of the causes of fatigue. 
For example, by treating anaemia, or adjusting your 
treatments. Aids or support can make life easier at 
home. Some medications can help, but these are not a 
longer-term solution. Be sure to tell your doctor of any 
new symptoms, especially bowel problems, nausea,  
or vomiting. 
Talk to your doctor about a palliative review. Palliative  
care is all about supporting you. It’s about managing  
your symptoms and your fatigue, regardless of your  
illness or disease. 

Use your energy for the things you enjoy  
and find rewarding – leave the rest!
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