
You may have heard that regular exercise can help prevent chronic diseases
like heart disease and diabetes, but did you know there are proven mental
health benefits as well? Regular exercise can reduce feelings of stress,
anxiety and depression, as well as improving sleep. And it seems that every
little bit counts. So instead of reaching for a glass of wine or junk food when
you’re feeling stressed, why not think healthy and do some physical activity
instead?

The importance of managing stress
Your body reacts to stressful situations by triggering the
‘fight or flight’ response. This releases stress hormones that
increase your heart rate, breathing, blood pressure and
energy supplies. These are all appropriate physical
responses when you feel threatened, and can be a helpful
when you need an extra push to meet a deadline or
overcome a challenge.

However, when you’re chronically stressed, your fight or
flight system is switched on too often. It overexposes your
body to stress hormones, and instead of feeling energised
and alert, you may start to feel anxious, down, moody or
overwhelmed. As a result, you may get headaches or be
unable to sleep, and you might find your existing problems
even harder to manage. In the longer term, chronic stress
can progress to mental illnesses like depression or an
anxiety disorder if you don’t address it.

How exercise can help
Research has found that regular exercise can help reduce
stress and improve your mood, although it’s not yet known
exactly how this occurs. Possible reasons are that regular
exercise:

Can boost production of serotonin and endorphins in
your brain, which can lift your mood.

Helps distract your mind by focusing it on the activity at
hand – whether you’re kicking a soccer ball or perfecting
a yoga posture, you’re focused on the activity, rather than
how you’re feeling.

Helps improve sleep, as a lack of sleep contributes to
stress. Research also suggests that people with insomnia
were almost ten times more likely to develop depression
than those who sleep well.

Increases your energy levels. Increasing your fitness may
help you feel energised and more positive.

Helps reduce feelings of loneliness and provides social
interaction when done with other people.

Can increase self-esteem and feelings of being in control.

May help normalise high pulse rates in people who
experience anxiety.

Any regular physical activity can help
Physical health benefits seem to depend on doing a certain
amount of aerobic exercise – the recommendation for
healthy adults (aged 18-64 years) is to accumulate at least
150 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity every
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week, and to be active on most days. If you’re looking to
improve your mood, the good news is doing less than this
minimum may still make a difference.

Research suggests that no matter how much activity you do
or what intensity you exercise at, every little bit can help
towards improving your overall sense of wellbeing. The type
of physical activity you do doesn’t seem to matter either –
both aerobic activities (such as jogging, cycling and
swimming) and resistance exercises (such as weight training
and Pilates) seem to be effective.

Prolonged sitting appears to affect your mental health too,
with research linking it to an increased risk of depression. So
be mindful of how long you spend sitting during your day,
and find ways to get up and move around. It can benefit
your physical health too.

Tips for making exercise a regular habit
Choose an activity yChoose an activity you enjoou enjoy and thay and that fits intt fits into yo yourour
liflifesestyletyle.. Don’t pick something that could potentially add
more stress to your life.

Schedule rSchedule regular eegular exxerercise intcise into yo your calendarour calendar.. Treat it just
like any other commitment.

ExExerercise with a friend or in a grcise with a friend or in a groupoup.. This turns exercise
into a social activity and can help keep you motivated.

Mix it upMix it up.. Doing a variety of physical activities makes
exercising more enjoyable and helps combat boredom.
Even a bout of gardening or walking to the shops may
help you feel more positive and motivated.

TThink in 10s.hink in 10s. While you don’t necessarily need to do as
much as 30 minutes of aerobic exercise on most days to
help relieve stress and improve your mood, you’ll get the
physical health benefits of exercise if you do. Doing three
10-minute bursts of activity can be just as beneficial as
doing one 30-minute block, but may be much easier to fit
into your day.
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