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We know that regular exercise is important for maintaining a healthy 
body and for reducing the risk of developing chronic diseases, like 
heart disease and diabetes. Interestingly, the importance of exercise 
in maintaining a healthy mind is also becoming more and more clear. 
Exercise is now being prescribed by doctors as a part of treatment for 
a range of mental illnesses, including depression and anxiety. While 
scientists do not fully understand how exercise can help improve our 
mood, we know enough about the positive benefits of exercise to 
suggest that everyone living with mental illness should have access 
to tailored exercise programs as part of their recovery.

EXERCISE

You have heard it all before; get off your phone, stop watching TV, 
and go play outside, you couch potato! Are your parents and teach-
ers just wasting their breath, or is there actually some science behind  
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this advice? Let us take a look at some of the exciting research on how 
exercise can improve both physical and mental health.

How do you feel when you exercise regularly? Do you feel stronger? 
Fitter? More flexible? Exercise is known to help improve your cardio-
vascular system (your heart and lungs), to help you develop healthy 
bones, muscles, and joints, and help you maintain a healthy weight. 
Exercise has also been shown to help prevent and manage several 
chronic diseases, such as diabetes and heart disease.

Those are the benefits of exercise that you have probably already  
heard of. But how does your mind feel after you exercise? Do you feel 
happier? Can you think more clearly? Do you find it easier to fall asleep? 
Have a think about it and we will come back to this.

WHAT IS MENTAL ILLNESS?

Just like our bodies can get sick from time to time (like when we have 
a sore throat), so too can parts of our brain that control how we feel. 
This type of illness is called mental illness. Just like the phrase “cardio-
vascular disease” is used to describe a group of diseases that affect the 
heart, you can think of mental illness as broad term used to describe 
diseases that affect the mind. Mental illness includes a range of condi-
tions you might have heard of, including depression and anxiety.

Everybody experiences a range of feelings that come and go; nervous, 
happy, lonely, excited, or angry. Sometimes the bad feelings do not go 
away and can start to impact important parts of our lives, such as the 
ability to perform at school or at work. Because we cannot see mental 
illness in quite the same way that we see physical illness or injury (like a 
broken leg), people sometimes find mental illness difficult to talk about. 
Even though we cannot “see” mental illness in the same way we can 
see a broken leg, it is important to remember that, just like a broken 
bone, with the right treatment and support, people can recover from 
a mental illness and live happy, healthy lives.

Mental illness is common and in Australia and affects around one in five 
people in any 1 year and ~45% of the population at some point dur-
ing their lifetime. Unlike many other health conditions, such as heart 
disease or arthritis, the risk of developing a mental illness does not 
increase with age. In fact, the first onset of a mental illness typically 
occurs in childhood or adolescence, with half of all cases of mental 
illness starting by the age of 14 and three quarters by age 24 [1]. It is esti-
mated that 13.9% of children aged 4–17 experience a mental illness [2].  

EXERCISE

Structured subset of 
physical activity that is 
planned and deliberate.

MENTAL HEALTH

Someones 
psychological and 
emotional wellbeing.

MENTAL ILLNESS

A group of illnesses that 
affects the mind for 
example, depression 
and anxiety.
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Given how many people experience mental illness, finding new ways 
of treating and preventing mental illness is extremely important.

It is also important to understand the difference between mental health 
and mental illness. You do not have to have a diagnosed mental illness 
to experience poor mental health. For example, the diagram below 
shows how mental health and mental illness can be separate.

Just like physical illnesses, people experiencing mental illness often 
find it harder to engage in exercise and, on average, spend more time 
sedentary (sitting or lying down), which we know is bad for our health. 
Think about when you have felt upset or down. Did you find it harder to 
find the motivation to do things like socialize or walk the dog? Even in 
the general population, motivation to exercise is low, with only 35% of 
the population getting the recommended amount of physical activity. 
So, it is not surprising that people with mental illness often even less 
likely to be active.

Think of it like this, our mental health and our physical health are con-
nected. It can be difficult to have one without the other. Often, some-
one experiencing mental illness will also experience poor physical 
health, and poor physical health can in turn be associated with poor  
mental health.

EXERCISE AS A TREATMENT FOR MENTAL ILLNESS

We now know that exercise can be a really important part of care for 
people living with short- and long-term mental illness [3]. Exercise 
can improve mood and reduce symptoms of mental illness, includ-
ing depression and anxiety. Exercise can also improve sleep quality, 
increase energy levels and reduce stress. Exercise has also been shown 
to increase self-confidence and improve both memory and concentra-
tion. Plus, exercise offers all these benefits without the risk of serious 
side-effects. It has been said that, if exercise were a pill, it would be 
prescribed to every patient by every doctor.

The benefits of exercise are “transdiagnostic,” meaning that regardless 
of which mental illness someone may be experiencing, everyone can 
still gain some benefits from exercise. The benefits may differ a little 
depending on the symptoms experienced. For example, for some-
one with depression, exercise may help to improve sleep quality or 
help provide motivation to get out of bed, while for someone expe-
riencing anxiety symptoms, exercise may act as a distraction from  
constant worry.

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 

Any bodily movement 
produced by skeletal 
muscles that requires 
energy expenditure.
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HOW CAN EXERCISE HELP?

The mechanisms by which exercise reduces the symptoms of men-
tal illness are not fully understood. We do know that exercise may 
provide a sense of enjoyment and fulfillment. Exercise can enhance 
self-efficacy (belief in our own abilities) and self-esteem (how we feel 
about ourselves) by helping us master new skills. Exercise can also be 
a great opportunity to make friends, whether it is in a dance class or 
on a soccer team.

In terms of the biological mechanisms, exercise has been shown to 
cause changes in certain chemicals called endorphins. Endorphins are 
the “feel good” chemical messengers that help relieve pain and stress 
during exercise. Exercise also stimulates the release of other chemi-
cals called dopamine, norepinephrine, and serotonin. Sounds fancy but 
what does that mean? Well, these brain chemicals play an important 
part in regulating your mood. In fact, they are the same chemicals that 
are targeted by medications for mental illness. Exercise also helps to 
reduce the levels of a stress hormone called cortisol, so that we feel 
less stressed out.

Another important chemical is brain-derived neurotrophic factor, or 
BDNF. Think of it like “a fertilizer for your brain.” BDNF is a protein 
in your brain that helps to maintain the life of your brain cells and 
helps you to grow new ones. Low levels of BDNF have been seen in  
people with mental illness like depression and anxiety. What is the 
good news? Exercise can also increase the brain’s BDNF levels, which 
helps improve brain function, mood stability and general well-being [4].  
Is there anything exercise cannot do?

Finally, exercise can also be used as a form of exposure therapy. Think 
about the feelings you experience when you feel stressed. Your body 
tenses, your heart races, you sweat, you become short of breath. 
Interestingly, these are the same feelings you can experience when 
you work up a sweat exercising. Exercise is therefore another way to 
expose people to anxiety symptoms, but in a safe and controlled man-
ner that can help people become less sensitive to these symptoms and 
help with recovery from anxiety.

SO, WHAT NOW?

Knowing all these benefits is good, but if we do not change the way 
we treat mental illness to ensure that exercise is included as a part 
of treatment, and then the science alone is unlikely to help anyone. 
While many countries now include exercise as part of mental illness  
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treatment, we still have a long way to go in terms of breaking down the 
divide between physical and mental health care. While exercise is not 
a replacement for medication or other treatments, it can clearly be an 
important and useful part of the treatment of mental illness.

We have spoken a lot about the benefits of exercise for people expe-
riencing mental illness, but the thing about exercise is it can make you 
feel better even if you are already feeling okay. Think back to Figure 1. 
Everyone finds themselves somewhere on the mental health–mental 
illness continuum, and it is important to know you do not need to have 
a mental illness to experience the benefits of exercise. One large study 
combining data from all around the world showed that exercising can 
reduce your chances of developing depression by up to 17% [5]!

That being said, how much exercise should you be doing and what 
type is best? The Australian guidelines recommend that 5–12 years-old  
need 60 min of moderate to vigorous physical activity every day. 
Unfortunately, only one third of children meet these recommenda-
tions and it is even worse for adults. If you are not currently meeting 
these guidelines, increasing your activity gradually is the most achiev-
able way. Even one exercise session a week can have great benefits 
for your mental and physical health. As we have said above, there are 
many types of exercise that can provide mental health benefits, not 
just running on a treadmill or lifting weights. You might prefer chasing 
friends, riding a bike, shooting basketball hoops, or dancing. Finding a 
type of exercise that you enjoy is critical. The benefits of exercise can 
occur regardless of the type of exercise.

Childhood through young adulthood is a really important time for our 
development and it lays the foundation for the rest of our lives, both physi-
cally and mentally. Think for a moment about your school PE classes. Is 
the thought enough to make you shudder? A new study found that the 
way we feel during gym classes at school can shape the way we feel about 

Figure 1

Figure 1

Mental health 
continuum. Mental 
health and mental illness 
are two distinct things. 
For example, someone 
with a diagnosed mental 
illness may be 
recovering well and 
experiencing positive 
mental health, while 
someone with no 
diagnosable mental 
illness may be 
experiencing poor 
mental health at any 
one point in time.
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exercise in the future and whether we choose to be physically active [6].  
There are many reasons why so many people are inactive, but most 
behavioral scientists agree that our attitudes about exercise play a defining 
role in whether or not we are physically active. If we expect exercise to 
be fun and enjoyable, often we will exercise. If we do not think exercise 
will be enjoyable, we would not. Simple as that. Therefore, establishing 
healthy habits and positive attitudes toward exercise at a young age is 
important. So, if you do not like PE class, it is about finding what you do 
enjoy and doing it regularly. Remember, our bodies are made to move. So, 
go on! Stop reading this boring old paper, grab a friend, and get moving.
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