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Learning Objectives

• Review evidence for exercise as treatment for 
mental health conditions 

• Learn tips for writing an exercise prescription

• Review motivational interviewing principles

• Get inspired to get more active!  



HHS exercise guidelines

• Adults should perform 150-300 minutes of 
• moderate physical activity weekly
• Any increase is beneficial to health, especially for 

people under target range
• Evidence for health benefits of physical activity on 

weight gain, adiposity, bone health, even for children 
as young as 3

• Increasing activity in older adults helps maintain 
independence by reducing falls and improving 
cognition

• Physical activity reduces symptoms of depression and 
anxiety and improves sleep quality



Some is better than nothing

• Sedentary people who begin light activity 
reduce risk of all cause mortality, CV disease 
and mortality, and T2DM

• If people are below 150-300 minutes per 
week, even small increases in moderate-
intensity physical exercise provides health 
benefits—No threshold that must be 
exceeded to achieve benefits



Does exercise help depression?

• YES! (But of course more research is needed) 
– Meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials 

(Schuch, et al, 9/2015)

– Exercise interventions vs. control conditions for 
diagnosed MDD or based on depression scale

– 25 RCTs

– Significant and large effect on depression, prior 
meta-analyses thought to underestimate effect

– Supervised better than unsupervised

– Moderate to high intensity aerobic appears best





Does exercise help anxiety? 

• Maybe

– Meta-analysis 6 RCTs

– Statistically significant decrease in symptoms 
compared to controls

– Moderate effect size

– Need more data



Does exercise help other mental 
illnesses? 

• Schizophrenia: Evidence that aerobic physical 
activity can reduce psychiatric symptoms, 
improve cognition

• Bipolar: paucity of data, concern for 
hypomania/mania with exercise, but 
unproven (more evidence for unipolar 
depression)

• PTSD: Some evidence of benefit



Specific activity effects

• Yoga: 
– In MDD, yoga vs exercise and yoga vs medication had similar 

benefit
– Less effective than ECT
– Effective in perinatal period (if focus on meditation and breath 

control)

• Resistance training: 
– Improves anxiety symptoms in healthy participants and those 

with physical and mental illness 

• Tai Chi: 
– studies have shown reduces anxiety in older adults with anxiety 

disorders who are already on medication, but conflicting 
data/mixed results



Exercise in nature 
might be EVEN better

- Greater sense of wellbeing 
when walking in urban vs. 
rural setting

- Green spaces seem to 
promote better attention 
span in adults and children 
compared to concrete

- Nature seems to lessen the 
impact of stressful life 
events



How do you write an exercise 
prescription?

• Meet patients where they are
– Motivational interviewing as a starting place for discussing 

barriers, prior benefits and individual attitudes
– Start with what people already enjoy, activity can take 

many forms. Focus on enjoyment, fun, social engagement

• Be specific
– Write down specific goal after discussion 

• Start with manageable goal (starting dose)
• Consider small walks throughout the day, parking farther from 

work, etc.  

• Follow-up on progress
– Ask about activity at every visit
– Slowly push toward longer duration and higher intensity



Motivational Interviewing for Behavior 
Change: 5 Principles

1. Empathy through reflective listening

2. Develop personal discrepancy between goals 
and current behavior

3. Avoid argument and direct confrontation 

4. Adjust to resistance to change

5. Support self-efficacy and optimism



Motivational interviewing: OARS

• Open-ended questions (how, what, tell me 
about)

• Affirmations (sincere)

• Reflective listening (check to confirm 
understanding)

• Summarize (underscore ambivalence)



Key Points

• Exercise is a safe and effective treatment for 
many mental health disorders

• Secondary health benefits are vast
• Write exercise prescriptions early and often
• More research is needed into the specific type 

and amount of exercise that is most beneficial for 
mental health disorders

• Get outside for exercise when possible 
• Motivational interviewing techniques are useful 

for behavior change



Selected References

• Schuch FB, et al. Exercise as a treatment for depression: A meta-analysis adjusting 
for publication bias. Journal of Psychiatric Research.  (2016) 42-51. 

• Saeed, SA, et al. Depression and Anxiety Disorders: Benefits of Exercise, Yoga and 
Meditation. Am Fam Physician. 2019;99(10):620-627. 

• Gordon, BR, et al. The Effects of Resistance Exercise Training on Anxiety: A Meta-
analysis and Meta-Regression Analysis of Randomized Controlled Trials. Sports 
Med. Online 17 August 2017. 

• Schuch FB, et al. A critical review of exercise as a treatment for clinically depressed 
adults: time to get pragmatic. Acta Neuropsychiatrica 2017

• Stubbs, B, et al.  An examination of the anxiolytic effects of exercise on people with 
anxiety and stress-related disorders: A meta-analysis. Psychiatry Research. 249 
(2017) 102-108

• Physical activity: Updated Recommendations from the HHS. Am Fam Physician. 
2019 Jul 1;100(1):58-59

• Additional references available upon request


