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ME/CFS & Long COVID Service

Recognising Triggers and Warning Signs



Symptoms can change for many reasons, and sometimes there is no clear trigger. Learning what tends to affect you can help you plan, adapt and respond earlier. The purpose is to understand patterns - not to blame yourself or try to control every part of daily life.

Activity and cumulative demand

A symptom increase does not always follow one large activity. Several smaller physical, cognitive, emotional or social demands close together can also exceed your available energy, particularly if there has been limited opportunity to recover.


Sleep and rest

Poor or disrupted sleep can affect how manageable the following day feels. Notice whether changes in sleep alter your symptoms or energy, while remembering that unrefreshing or disturbed sleep can itself be part of ME/CFS and Long COVID.

Stress and emotional demand

Stressful events, worry, conflict, caring responsibilities and other emotional demands can use energy and may coincide with increased symptoms. This does not mean symptoms are psychological; emotional activity is one of many demands the body may need to manage.

Infection, illness and medical procedures

Infections, other illnesses, surgery or medical procedures can place additional demands on the body. You may need to temporarily reduce other activities and allow more time for recovery.

Sensory and environmental demands

Noise, bright light, busy environments, heat, travel and prolonged screen use can be demanding for some people. If you notice a pattern, consider whether the environment, duration or timing can be adapted.

Your early warning signs

Look for changes that tend to happen before a more significant flare, such as increasing fatigue, pain, cognitive difficulty, dizziness, sensory sensitivity, poorer sleep or needing longer to recover. Your signs may be different from somebody else's.

Use patterns, not perfection

A diary can help you compare activity, rest, sleep and symptoms over several days. Look for repeated patterns rather than assuming one activity caused a symptom change. Some fluctuations happen without an identifiable reason.

Respond with flexibility

When you notice warning signs, consider reducing or adapting non-essential activity, creating more opportunity for rest and asking for help. You do not need to wait until symptoms become severe before changing your plan.
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