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ABSTRACT

Scientists have researched different aspects of physical exercise and sports and their impact
on the health of a person. However, the impact of physical activity and sport on mental health
has not been looked into extensively. This study reviews the literature on the effect of physical
exercises and other sporting activities on mental health. The results indicate the presence of a
positive link between participation in physical activities and the mental health of an
individual.
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Background

The number of people suffering from mental health issues like anxiety, depression,
stress, and suicidal thoughts has increased considerably over the last few years. Reports from
various health organizations such as the CDC (2020) have shown that more than 5% of adults
suffer from a particular form of mental health condition every year. This indicates that over
43.8 million people experience a mental health disorder in a year globally. While some people
suffer from only one condition, others suffer from a range of mental conditions that have
detrimental implications on their health (Pascoe & Parker, 2019). The risk of mental health
disorders is also rife in children. Statistics show that over 10% of children aged between 5 and
16 years are diagnosed with various forms of mental disorders annually (Harris, 2018).
Mental health conditions begin at an early age and may persist through adulthood. The
National Alliance on Mental Health (2020) reported that more than half of all people with
mental health conditions started experiencing these problems during their teenage. These
people end up dropping out of school due to the overwhelming nature of the symptoms.
Mental health disorders also contribute to the death of many people (Harris, 2018). These
deaths are mostly associated with suicidal thoughts.
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It is unfortunate that even though standard treatment interventions are effective for mental
disorders, they do not produce the desired holistic results for all patients. Some people may
develop complications when given medications that are not suitable for their age and health
(Harris, 2018). Studies have shown that participation in physical exercise can potentially
impact a person's mental health (Jetzke & Mutz, 2019). Physical activities and sports can,
thus, be integrated into the treatment plan for persons at risk of developing mental health
disorders.
Statement of the Problem

The increased prevalence of mental health disorders has necessitated the use of
potentially effective solutions to address this growing problem. Young people, as well as
adults, need to be provided with a treatment plan that holds the promise of improving their
mental status. Unfortunately, some of the solutions are inconsistent and potentially risky, thus,
making them unsuitable for younger people. Mostly, persons with mental health conditions
are given medications that may predispose them to adverse effects. Psychotherapy is also
administered since it is a potentially effective treatment technique for mental health disorders.
However, not all people have access to psychotherapists. Therefore, unavoidable
circumstances force many people to live without treatment for these conditions. People are
not aware that simple physical activities can improve their mental health. When individuals
experience mental health challenges, they only seek costly treatments without considering the
potential benefits of physical and sporting activities.
Research Question

The question that will guide this research is, "can the participation in physical and
sporting activities among people with mental disorders improve their health?”
Purpose Statement

The current research’s purpose is to conduct a synthesis of existing literature to find
out the impact of physical activity and sport on mental health.

Methodology
Literature Search

The research articles used in the review of literature were obtained from electronic
databases. An electronic search was chosen, considering it helps to save time besides enabling
the researcher to generate a large number of articles with little effort. The databases utilized
include google scholar, Cochrane, and PubMed. These databases were preferred due to their
reliability as sources of peer-reviewed research articles addressing different health issues.
Furthermore, these databases contain up to date research articles relevant to the health
problem being addressed.
Search Terms

Specific search terms were applied to generate reliable literature materials that could
help to generate a valid answer to the research question. The search terms used were physical
activity, sporting activities, and the impact on mental health. The selection of these terms was
based on the fact that they addressed the main components of the research question. The
search generated over 35,000 articles with information related to the search terms.
Exclusion/Inclusion Criteria

The exclusion/inclusion criteria were applied to obtain the most relevant articles from
those generated in the search. The articles published in the English language were considered
for review while those published in other languages were excluded. Moreover, only full-text
articles less than five years old since the date of publishing were reviewed. The articles were
thus reduced to 21 from which the review articles were selected randomly.
Review of Literature

The central claim, concerning the impact of physical activities and sports on mental
health, is that the integration of these activities into the treatment and prevention plan for
psychological disorders can achieve better results with time than medications (Pascoe &
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Parker, 2019). Physical activities are presumed to have a profound positive impact on stress,
depression, anxiety, ADHD, and other psychological disorders. Individuals who engage in
physical exercise not only benefit from improved physical health, but also from improved
memory, mood, better sleep, and general psychological health. This indicates that physical
activities have an indisputable potential to enhance the physical and mental health of an
individual. Evidence supporting these claims can be obtained from different literature sources.

Al-Qahtani, Shaikh, and Shaikh (2018), for instance, noted that depression, which has
become a health burden, can be resolved with physical exercise and sporting activities.
Mental disorders, according to Al-Qahtani et al. (2018), are treated using a combination of
medications and psychotherapy. However, these interventions do not always vyield the
anticipated results. The limitations of pharmacotherapy have, thus, necessitated the search for
more potent and less risky interventions. Research has led to the identification of exercise as
one of the alternative therapies for mental health disorders.

Liddle, Deane, and Vella (2017) noted that while only 65% of young people have
access to psychotherapy and other mental healthcare services, over 70% of this population has
access to physical and sporting activities. Distressed people should, therefore, be encouraged
to take part in simple physical activities to improve their mental health. The CDC (2020)
noted that adults with chronic mental conditions need to take part in physical activities more
regularly as compared to healthy people to enable them to cope with the distress associated
with their health. Below is a chart indicating the percentage of physical inactivity among
adults with as well as those without chronic behavioral and mental conditions. This chart
reveals that individuals with chronic mental conditions have a high level of inactivity than
healthy people.
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Figure 1. Percentage of physical inactivity among adults (CDC, 2020)

A study by Woods, Breslin, and Hassan (2017) on the impact of sports on the mental
health and wellbeing of prisoners revealed that physical activities enabled many people to
deal effectively with psychologically distressing issues. Sporting activities were shown to
increase social interactions between prisoners, consequently allowing them to forget their
prison problems temporarily. Physical activities are not only enjoyable but also tend to
increase the confidence of a person, thus making it easy to regain internal self-control (Woods
et al., 2017). An individual’s desire to exercise is an intrinsic force that triggers interaction
with like-minded peers. In turn, it promotes the creation of a social setting that supports social
and mental wellbeing as well as a sense of achievement.

Wood et al. (2007), on the other hand, conducted a study to determine the impact of
green spaces and recreational facilities on individuals' mental health. This study revealed that
individuals with access to recreational facilities that supported sporting activities had better
mental health than those from neighborhoods where these facilities were unavailable. The
results of this study indicate that sufficient provision of public green spaces within walking
distances plays a vital role in improving the mental health of the people.
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Jetzke and Mutz (2019) noted that goals and motivations associated with sporting and
physical activities moderate the positive impact of these activities on the subjective wellbeing
of a person. Sporting activities comprise intrinsic motivational factors such as enjoyment,
relaxation, and sociality that positively enhance a person's mental health. People usually
engage in physical activities to achieve specific goals, such as reduce weight, compete, or
spend social time. Sporting activities, thus, generate a sense of fulfillment and satisfaction of
an individual (Jetzke & Mutz, 2019).

Jetzke and Mutz (2019) found out that individuals, who engaged in physical activities
had a higher level of satisfaction with life than those who spent a sedentary lifestyle. The
other psychological aspects that are enhanced by physical activity, as highlighted by Lubans
et al. (2016), include resilience, cognitive function, quality of life, self-connectedness, and
improved sleep, as highlighted in the chart below.
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Figure 2. Effects of physical activity on mental health (Lubans et al., 2016)

Studies have shown that the integration of physical exercise into the treatment plan
can tackle psychological health conditions like medications. Importantly, physical activities
do not predispose individuals to the risk of side effects. Clough et al. (2016) argued that
taking part in physical activities for 15 minutes per day lowers the risk of depression and
anxiety by 26%. Maintaining a physical exercise schedule further reduces the risk of
relapsing. Physical exercise is a reliable intervention for psychological disorders since it
promotes several positive changes in the brain (Clough et al., 2016). It enhances a feeling of
relaxation and wellbeing through the release of endorphins. These activities also create a
distraction from negative thoughts and other activities that feed depression and anxiety.

In line with the use of physical activities in the treatment of depression and other
mental disorders, Malm, Jakobsson, and Isaksson (2019) pointed out that the use of these
activities as primary and secondary interventions have a profound impact on the prevention
and alleviation of depressive symptoms. Malm et al. (2019) supported the allegations by
Clough et al. (2016) that physical activities have an antidepressant effect in those presenting
with neurological symptoms. Importantly, training and exercise strengthen people's social
skills and self-esteem, subsequently improving their quality of life and coping mechanisms
for depressive symptoms. The study by Harris (2018) revealed that individuals who
participate in physical exercise regularly report a higher mental wellbeing score, as indicated
in the chart below.
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Figure 3. Mental health score (Harris, 2018)
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Recommendations

The finding of the current research led to the recommendation that exercise and
physical activities should be considered as effective interventions for mental health
conditions. The beneficial role of physical exercise has been confirmed from the results of
different research studies. These benefits are evidenced by improvement in the quality of life,
alleviation of mental symptoms, and decreased risk of relapse. Therefore, all people
experiencing psychological health disorders such as depression, anxiety, insomnia, fatigue,
and hopelessness should be enrolled in physical activity programs to resolve their problems
(Lubans et al., 2016).
Target Audience

The target audience for this research is young people as well as adults, who are at risk
of developing mental health problems. These people can use this evidence to change their
lifestyles, thereby setting their mental status on the path of recovery and improved health.
Individuals, who have been diagnosed with mental health conditions, as well as those who
suffer from mild forms of these disorders, can integrate physical and sporting activities into
their daily lives to improve their mental health and prevent incidences of mental disorders.
Mental health care practitioners can also use this information. These professionals can use this
evidence to guide the integration of physical activities into the treatment plans for clients with
mental health disorders.
Further Research

However, further research is needed to determine if all physical activities produce
similar results in reducing and alleviating mental symptoms. Individuals at risk of mental
disorders are encouraged to partake in various aerobic exercises such as swimming, walking,
swimming, jogging, and cycling. However, it is not clear if all these activities would generate
the same impact concerning the prevention of depressive symptoms and other mental
conditions. Further, studies need to be carried out to ascertain if all psychological conditions
can be treated with physical exercise interventions.

Conclusion

The increase in numbers of people suffering from mental health issues like anxiety,
depression, stress, and suicidal thoughts over the last few years, despite the application of
standard methods of care, has necessitated the implementation of physical exercise programs
that offer a more potent but less risky intervention. Standard treatment interventions are
effective for mental disorders, but they do not produce the desired holistic results for all
patients. Evidence has shown that physical activities have a profound positive impact on
stress, depression, anxiety, ADHD, and other psychological disorders. Individuals who
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engage in physical exercise benefit from improved physical health and improved memory,
mood, sleep, and general psychological health. Sporting activities increase social interactions
between people, subsequently enabling them to forget the problems. These activities are not
only enjoyable but also increase the confidence of a person, thus making it easy to regain
internal self-control. Physical activities achieve the intended outcomes by promoting a feeling
of relaxation and wellbeing through the release of endorphins. These activities also create a
distraction from negative thoughts and other actions that feed depression and anxiety, thus
improving the quality of life of an individual.
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