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ABSTRACT 

Early mobility (EM) in critical care settings has emerged as a promising intervention to improve patient 

outcomes by addressing the physical, psychological, and physiological challenges faced by critically ill 

patients. Prolonged immobility, often associated with mechanical ventilation, sedatives, and critical 

illness, leads to significant detriments, including muscle atrophy, functional decline, ventilator-

associated pneumonia (VAP), and delirium. Early mobilization, defined as the initiation of physical 

activity such as passive range-of-motion exercises, sitting, standing, or ambulation, aims to prevent or 

mitigate these complications. This literature review examines the effects of early mobility on patient 

outcomes in critical care, synthesizing findings across various studies. The physical benefits of early 

mobilization are well-documented, with research showing significant improvements in muscle strength, 

reduced incidence of ICU-acquired weakness (ICUAW), and shorter ICU and hospital stays. Early 

mobility has also been associated with a reduced risk of VAP and improved pulmonary function. 

Furthermore, early mobilization has been found to alleviate psychological distress, including anxiety, 

depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), by promoting patient engagement and reducing 

the reliance on sedatives. Delirium, a common and debilitating condition in ICU patients, has also been 

shown to be less prevalent in those who undergo early mobilization. Physiologically, early mobilization 

benefits cardiovascular function by promoting circulation and reducing the risk of thromboembolic 

events. Nursing staff play a critical role in the successful implementation of early mobilization 
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programs, including patient assessment, the initiation of mobility interventions, and monitoring for 

complications. However, several barriers to effective early mobilization exist, such as patient safety 

concerns, staffing limitations, and the absence of standardized protocols. To overcome these challenges, 

the review highlights the importance of developing institutionalized protocols, enhancing nurse training, 

and promoting interdisciplinary collaboration.  

 Keywords: Early mobility, Critical care, Patient outcomes, Intensive care unit (ICU), Mobilization 
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INTRODUCTION 

In critical care units (CCUs), patients are often confronted with life-threatening illnesses and conditions 

that necessitate invasive treatments, prolonged bed rest, and mechanical ventilation. This combination of 

factors frequently leads to adverse effects such as muscle weakness, joint stiffness, cardiovascular 

deconditioning, and decreased pulmonary function. Critically ill patients who remain immobile for 

extended periods are at high risk for developing ICU-acquired weakness (ICUAW), ventilator-

associated pneumonia (VAP), delirium, and other complications that can significantly impair their 

recovery and prolong hospital stays. The consequences of immobility extend beyond the ICU, 

contributing to long-term functional deficits and poor quality of life for survivors. In response to these 

challenges, early mobility (EM) interventions have been introduced as a strategy to promote physical 

activity as soon as it is clinically appropriate for patients in intensive care. 

Early mobility refers to the practice of initiating physical activity, such as passive range-of-motion 

exercises, sitting, standing, and walking, within the early stages of a patient’s ICU stay, often starting 

within 24 to 48 hours after admission. This proactive approach aims to prevent the deleterious effects of 

prolonged immobility and facilitate the patient's recovery by improving muscle strength, cardiovascular 

function, respiratory capacity, and mental well-being. Research suggests that early mobilization 

programs can reduce the incidence of ICUAW, shorten ICU and hospital stays, improve pulmonary 

function, and reduce the need for mechanical ventilation. Furthermore, early mobilization has shown 

promise in addressing psychological issues such as anxiety, depression, and delirium, which are 

prevalent among critically ill patients. 

While the benefits of early mobility are increasingly recognized, its implementation in critical care 

settings remains inconsistent. Despite compelling evidence supporting the positive impact of early 

mobilization on patient outcomes, various barriers such as concerns regarding patient safety, insufficient 

staffing, lack of clear protocols, and limited nurse training hinder its widespread adoption. These 

challenges underscore the need for further research and the development of standardized early mobility 

protocols to ensure safe and effective implementation. 

This literature review examines the impact of early mobility on patient outcomes in critical care, 

synthesizing existing studies and focusing on its physical, psychological, and physiological benefits. The 

role of nursing staff in implementing these interventions is discussed, as well as the barriers to early 

mobilization and strategies for overcoming them. Ultimately, this review aims to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the effects of early mobility on patient outcomes and highlight areas for 

future research and clinical practice improvement. 
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PHYSICAL OUTCOMES OF EARLY MOBILITY 

Early mobility (EM) in critically ill patients has been shown to have significant positive effects on 

physical outcomes, primarily by preventing or reducing the detrimental effects of prolonged immobility. 

One of the most notable benefits is the preservation and restoration of muscle strength and function, 

which are often severely compromised in critically ill patients. Prolonged bed rest and mechanical 

ventilation, common in ICU settings, lead to muscle atrophy, joint stiffness, and decreased functional 

capacity, collectively known as ICU-acquired weakness (ICUAW). This condition significantly hampers 

recovery and contributes to longer hospital stays. Early mobility interventions, such as passive range-of-

motion exercises, sitting, standing, and even walking, help mitigate muscle loss, improve strength, and 

reduce the incidence of ICUAW. Studies have consistently shown that patients who engage in early 

mobilization exhibit faster recovery of muscle function and strength, enabling them to regain 

independence more quickly and improve their overall quality of life. 

In addition to improving muscle function, early mobilization has profound effects on cardiovascular 

health. Critically ill patients often experience cardiovascular deconditioning due to immobility, 

including reduced heart rate variability and poor circulation. Early physical activity promotes better 

circulation, cardiovascular stability, and heart rate regulation. Research indicates that early mobilization 

can reduce the risk of thromboembolic events, such as deep vein thrombosis (DVT), which are common 

in immobilized patients. It enhances venous return, minimizes the risk of clot formation, and improves 

overall cardiovascular function, which is vital for recovery and discharge from the ICU. 

Pulmonary function is another critical area positively affected by early mobilization. Critically ill 

patients, particularly those on mechanical ventilation, are at risk for developing atelectasis, reduced lung 

expansion, and ventilator-associated pneumonia (VAP). Early mobilization, especially when combined 

with respiratory therapy, helps improve lung function, increase oxygenation, and prevent respiratory 

complications. Patients who participate in early mobilization programs are less likely to develop VAP 

due to improved pulmonary hygiene, including better secretion clearance and lung expansion. Studies 

have shown that early mobilization significantly enhances respiratory outcomes, including improved 

oxygen saturation and a reduced need for prolonged mechanical ventilation, which can contribute to 

shorter ICU and hospital stays. 

The overall physical recovery of ICU patients is thus greatly enhanced by early mobility, not only 

reducing the incidence of physical complications like muscle weakness, joint stiffness, and respiratory 

infections but also contributing to a quicker and more complete recovery. These improvements in 

physical outcomes directly correlate with shorter ICU and hospital lengths of stay, reduced dependence 

on mechanical ventilation, and a better overall prognosis. As early mobilization continues to gain 

recognition in critical care settings, its impact on improving physical outcomes remains one of its most 
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significant advantages, underscoring its importance in the comprehensive care of critically ill patients. 

 

PHYSIOLOGICAL OUTCOMES OF EARLY MOBILITY 

Early mobility (EM) in critically ill patients not only improves physical function but also has significant 

positive effects on various physiological outcomes, contributing to overall recovery and reducing the 

risks of complications commonly associated with intensive care unit (ICU) stays. One of the primary 

physiological benefits of early mobility is its impact on cardiovascular function. Prolonged immobility 

in critically ill patients can lead to cardiovascular deconditioning, including poor blood circulation, 

reduced heart rate variability, and decreased blood pressure regulation. Early mobilization helps 

counteract these effects by improving cardiovascular stability, enhancing circulation, and promoting 

heart rate regulation. Research has shown that patients who engage in early mobilization exhibit better 

blood flow, reduced incidence of orthostatic hypotension, and enhanced overall cardiovascular 

performance. Additionally, early mobility reduces the risk of thromboembolic complications, such as 

deep vein thrombosis (DVT) and pulmonary embolism, by stimulating blood circulation and preventing 

the stasis of blood in the lower extremities. 

Another significant physiological benefit of early mobility is the improvement in pulmonary function. 

Critically ill patients, especially those who require mechanical ventilation, are highly susceptible to 

respiratory complications such as atelectasis (lung collapse), hypoxemia (low oxygen levels), and 

ventilator-associated pneumonia (VAP). Early mobility, including activities such as sitting up in bed, 

standing, and walking, facilitates better lung expansion and helps in the clearance of pulmonary 

secretions, reducing the risk of VAP and improving overall lung function. Patients who engage in early 

mobilization typically demonstrate improved oxygenation levels, better lung compliance, and a reduced 

need for prolonged mechanical ventilation. Studies have shown that early mobilization accelerates the 

recovery of respiratory function, enhancing oxygen saturation levels and promoting the weaning process 

from mechanical ventilation, thus leading to a shorter duration of ICU and hospital stays. 

Early mobilization has been found to have a positive influence on metabolic function. Critically ill 

patients often experience metabolic derangements, such as insulin resistance, hyperglycemia, and 

muscle catabolism, as a result of immobility and the body’s stress response to critical illness. Physical 

activity, even in its early stages, stimulates metabolic processes, enhances insulin sensitivity, and helps 

regulate blood glucose levels. It has also been shown to reduce muscle catabolism by promoting protein 

synthesis, which is crucial for muscle recovery and tissue repair. These metabolic improvements 

contribute to faster recovery, improved energy levels, and a reduction in complications associated with 

prolonged immobility. 

Early mobility supports neurological recovery by reducing the negative effects of sedation, preventing 
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delirium, and improving cognitive function. Critically ill patients who are immobilized and heavily 

sedated are at high risk for developing ICU-related delirium, a condition associated with cognitive 

dysfunction and long-term mental health issues. Early mobilization helps patients remain oriented to 

their environment, reduces the use of sedatives, and promotes neurocognitive recovery by enhancing 

circulation and oxygenation to the brain. As a result, patients experience less confusion and have a lower 

likelihood of developing long-term cognitive impairments, which are often exacerbated by prolonged 

ICU stays. 

 

NURSING CONSIDERATIONS AND ROLE IN EARLY MOBILIZATION 

Nurses play a pivotal role in the successful implementation of early mobilization (EM) programs in 

critical care settings, where they are often the first healthcare professionals to assess the appropriateness 

of mobility interventions and ensure they are safely carried out. The role of nursing in early mobilization 

extends beyond physical assistance; it involves a comprehensive understanding of the patient’s clinical 

status, active collaboration with the multidisciplinary team, and continuous monitoring throughout the 

mobilization process. Nurses are essential in evaluating a patient’s readiness for early mobility, which 

includes assessing their hemodynamic stability, respiratory function, and cognitive status, while also 

considering any potential contraindications such as unstable fractures, open wounds, or severe 

arrhythmias. Once a patient is deemed stable enough to initiate mobilization, nurses are responsible for 

selecting the appropriate type and intensity of activity—ranging from passive range-of-motion exercises 

to sitting, standing, or walking—based on the patient’s condition and progress. 

Nurses must also monitor the patient’s response to early mobilization, tracking vital signs, oxygen 

saturation, and signs of fatigue or discomfort, while being alert for adverse events such as falls, 

increased agitation, or cardiovascular instability. If any issues arise, nurses must be prepared to 

immediately halt the activity and address any underlying concerns, such as adjusting medications or 

modifying the mobility plan. This ongoing assessment ensures patient safety and allows for adjustments 

to be made as necessary to match the patient’s evolving needs. 

Nurses also play a key role in educating both patients and their families about the importance of early 

mobilization. Family education helps in setting realistic expectations, fostering a collaborative 

environment, and reducing anxiety around the mobilization process. Nurses provide reassurance to both 

patients and families about the benefits of early mobility, including the prevention of complications like 

ICU-acquired weakness and ventilator-associated pneumonia, and the enhancement of overall recovery. 

Furthermore, nurses are central to advocating for the implementation of early mobility protocols within 

the healthcare institution. This may involve educating colleagues, particularly those in leadership or 

administrative positions, about the evidence supporting early mobilization and advocating for adequate 
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resources, including staffing and training, to ensure its success. 

Despite the clear benefits, barriers to early mobilization exist, including concerns about patient safety, 

insufficient staffing, and lack of standardized protocols. Nurses are often the first to identify these 

barriers and can work as change agents within their organizations, contributing to the development and 

refinement of protocols, providing feedback from the bedside, and suggesting strategies to overcome 

obstacles such as staffing limitations. Collaboration with physical therapists, respiratory therapists, and 

physicians is crucial in ensuring a holistic and coordinated approach to early mobilization, where each 

healthcare provider’s expertise complements the others. Additionally, nurses are often tasked with 

ensuring that patients receive the necessary sedation protocols to reduce agitation and facilitate safer 

mobilization, while still maintaining appropriate levels of sedation for patient comfort and safety. 

In summary, nurses are integral to the success of early mobilization programs in critical care settings. 

They are responsible for assessing patient readiness, selecting and implementing mobility activities, 

monitoring for complications, educating patients and families, and advocating for systemic changes to 

support the practice. Their involvement in early mobilization not only enhances patient recovery but also 

helps mitigate the risks of immobility-related complications, ultimately improving outcomes in critically 

ill patients. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

The implementation of early mobility (EM) in critical care units has demonstrated significant benefits 

for patient outcomes, yet widespread adoption remains inconsistent across healthcare settings. To 

optimize the impact of early mobilization and ensure its success, several recommendations for practice 

and future research are essential. 

First, it is crucial for healthcare institutions to develop and standardize early mobilization protocols that 

can be implemented across ICUs. These protocols should clearly outline patient selection criteria, 

appropriate types of mobilization activities based on the severity of illness, and steps for monitoring 

patient responses. Standardized protocols can provide a framework for nurses and other healthcare 

professionals, ensuring that early mobility interventions are consistently applied, thus promoting patient 

safety and maximizing the benefits. Institutional leadership should advocate for the integration of early 

mobility into daily care routines and ensure that there are sufficient resources, including trained staff and 

equipment, to support the safe implementation of these protocols. 

Another key recommendation is to enhance education and training for ICU staff, particularly nurses, on 

the importance and safety of early mobilization. Nurses are often at the forefront of early mobilization 

efforts, so continuous training on assessment techniques, the identification of barriers, and the 

management of potential complications is vital. In addition, providing education on the physiological, 
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psychological, and functional benefits of early mobility can help foster a culture that embraces mobility 

as part of routine care. Interdisciplinary education, involving physical therapists, respiratory therapists, 

and physicians, is also important to ensure that all team members are aligned in their approach to 

mobilization, promoting collaborative care that focuses on optimizing patient outcomes. 

Addressing barriers to early mobilization is another crucial step. Common challenges include concerns 

about patient safety, staffing shortages, and lack of institutional support for mobility programs. Research 

indicates that these barriers can be overcome through proactive measures, such as the use of assistive 

technologies, delegation of tasks to support staff, and the development of protocols for gradual 

progression in mobility. Establishing a robust framework that integrates early mobility into the ICU 

environment, alongside appropriate staffing and logistical support, is key to overcoming these 

challenges. 

For future research, several areas need further exploration. While studies have demonstrated the benefits 

of early mobility, there is still a need for large-scale, randomized controlled trials (RCTs) to establish the 

long-term outcomes of early mobilization, including the potential for reducing post-ICU morbidity, 

long-term functional impairments, and healthcare costs. Moreover, more research is needed to explore 

the optimal timing, intensity, and frequency of early mobility interventions for various patient 

populations, including those with specific comorbidities or critical conditions. There is also a need for 

studies that investigate the psychological effects of early mobilization, particularly its impact on 

reducing delirium, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in ICU patients. 

Additionally, exploring the economic impact of early mobilization is a valuable research avenue. 

Investigating the cost-effectiveness of implementing early mobilization programs across ICU settings 

could provide valuable insights for healthcare institutions in terms of resource allocation and 

justification for funding these interventions. Future studies could also examine the role of patient-

centered approaches, evaluating how individual patient characteristics and preferences may influence the 

success of early mobilization efforts and tailoring protocols accordingly. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Early mobility (EM) has become a cornerstone intervention in critical care units, offering profound 

benefits for critically ill patients who face prolonged periods of immobility due to intensive treatments 

and mechanical ventilation. This literature review highlights the significant positive effects of early 

mobility on patient outcomes, underscoring its impact across physical, physiological, and psychological 

domains. The evidence consistently shows that early mobilization can reduce the incidence of ICU-

acquired weakness (ICUAW), prevent complications such as ventilator-associated pneumonia (VAP) 

and deep vein thrombosis (DVT), improve pulmonary function, and enhance overall physical recovery. 
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Additionally, EM has been found to alleviate psychological distress, including anxiety, delirium, and 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), which are common among critically ill patients. By improving 

both physical and psychological well-being, early mobility not only accelerates recovery but also 

promotes better long-term functional outcomes and quality of life. 

The role of nursing staff in early mobilization is integral to its success, as they are often the primary 

healthcare professionals responsible for initiating and monitoring these interventions. Nurses must be 

equipped with the knowledge, skills, and resources to assess patient readiness for mobility and ensure 

that each patient receives safe, individualized mobilization strategies. However, the successful 

implementation of early mobility in critical care is not without its challenges. Barriers such as patient 

safety concerns, inadequate staffing, lack of standardized protocols, and insufficient institutional support 

hinder its widespread adoption. Addressing these barriers requires systemic change, including the 

development of evidence-based protocols, enhanced nurse education, and increased interdisciplinary 

collaboration to ensure that early mobility becomes a routine part of ICU care. 

As the evidence supporting the benefits of early mobility grows, there is a clear need for more research 

to refine its implementation and explore its long-term effects. Future studies should focus on optimizing 

early mobility protocols by determining the ideal timing, frequency, and intensity of mobilization for 

different patient populations, especially those with comorbid conditions. Additionally, more research is 

needed to assess the cost-effectiveness of early mobilization programs and their potential to reduce long-

term healthcare costs by decreasing complications and improving recovery outcomes. Investigating the 

psychological impacts of early mobility and its role in reducing ICU-related delirium and PTSD would 

also be valuable in enhancing our understanding of its broader benefits. 
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