
Physical Activity and Mental Health 
Physical activity can play a supportive role in mental health, but its benefits depend on how it 
is approached and how it fits into a person’s overall circumstances. This leaflet provides 
general information about the relationship between physical activity and mental wellbeing. 

 

How Physical Activity Can Support Mental Health 
Regular physical activity may help: 

●​ Improve mood and emotional regulation 
●​ Reduce symptoms of anxiety and stress 
●​ Improve sleep quality 
●​ Increase energy and concentration 
●​ Support overall physical health 

These effects are usually modest but meaningful, and build over time. 

 

Physical Activity Is Not a Cure 
Physical activity: 

●​ Is not a replacement for psychiatric treatment 
●​ Does not work the same way for everyone 
●​ May not be possible during periods of significant illness 

It is one supportive strategy among many, not a cure on its own. 

 

How Physical Activity Affects the Brain 
Physical activity can influence: 

●​ Stress-response systems 
●​ Sleep–wake regulation 
●​ Neurochemical systems involved in mood 

These effects are gradual and vary between individuals. 
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Mental Health Symptoms and Motivation 
During depression, anxiety, or trauma-related conditions: 

●​ Motivation may be very low 
●​ Fatigue may be significant 
●​ Physical activity may feel overwhelming 

Difficulty engaging in activity is a symptom, not a lack of effort. 

 

What Counts as Physical Activity? 
Physical activity does not need to be intense or structured. 

Examples include: 

●​ Walking 
●​ Gentle stretching 
●​ Household tasks 
●​ Gardening 
●​ Light recreational activity 

Consistency matters more than intensity. 

 

Starting Gently 
Helpful approaches often include: 

●​ Starting with small, achievable steps 
●​ Choosing activities that feel manageable 
●​ Avoiding rigid or perfectionistic goals 

Overdoing activity can worsen fatigue and discourage continuation. 

 

Physical Activity and Anxiety 
For some people, physical sensations during activity: 

●​ Increase anxiety 
●​ Mimic panic symptoms 
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If this occurs, pacing and gradual exposure are important and can be discussed during 
treatment. 

 

Physical Activity and Trauma 
After trauma, the body may: 

●​ Feel unsafe during exertion 
●​ React strongly to increased heart rate or breathlessness 

Trauma-informed approaches emphasise: 

●​ Choice 
●​ Control 
●​ Gentle progression 

Safety and predictability are important. 

 

Physical Activity and Sleep 
Regular daytime activity can: 

●​ Support sleep–wake rhythms 
●​ Improve sleep quality over time 

Strenuous activity late in the evening may worsen sleep for some people. 

 

Barriers to Physical Activity 
Common barriers include: 

●​ Pain or physical illness 
●​ Fatigue 
●​ Low mood or anxiety 
●​ Time constraints 

Barriers are real and should be approached with flexibility rather than pressure. 

 

Integrating Activity Into Treatment 
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Physical activity works best when: 

●​ Aligned with current capacity 
●​ Combined with psychological and medical treatment 
●​ Reviewed over time 

Activity levels may change as mental health improves or fluctuates. 

 

When to Seek Advice 
Discuss physical activity with your clinician if: 

●​ Symptoms worsen with activity 
●​ You have medical conditions affecting exercise 
●​ You feel unsure how to start safely 

Guidance can help tailor activity to your needs. 

 

Summary 
Physical activity can support mental health when approached gently, flexibly, and without 
pressure.​
Small, consistent movement that respects individual limits is often more helpful than 
ambitious goals. 
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