
Anxiety and Exercise: Harnessing Physical

Activity for Mental Health Benefits
With over 40 million American adults suffering from anxiety disorder, it has undoubtedly become a

public health concern, leading many to seek effective coping strategies.

Beyond therapy and medication, exercise is another valuable tool for managing anxiety. Exercise does

wonders for the body, but its impact extends beyond toning muscles and improving cardiovascular

health. Physical activity offers many benefits for those grappling with mental health issues, greatly

enhancing one's quality of life.

So, the next time you contemplate hitting the gym or taking that morning jog, remember that it’s not

just a workout for your body; it’s a way to brighten your mind as well. If you want to see how this works,

this blog explores the role of exercise in managing anxiety and provides practical advice on integrating

movement into your mental wellness routine.

https://www.nami.org/About-Mental-Illness/Mental-Health-Conditions/Anxiety-Disorders#:~:text=Anxiety%20disorders%20are%20the%20most,develop%20symptoms%20before%20age%2021.


The Science Behind Anxiety and Exercise
Understanding the relationship between exercise and anxiety from a scientific standpoint enables us to

manage the condition more effectively. Let’s take a microscopic view and learn the inner workings of our

mind and body.

The Release of Happy Hormones
Exercise stimulates the production of endorphins, serotonin, and dopamine – the so-called “happy

hormones.” These three vital neurotransmitters influence our mood, motivation, and overall well-being.

Endorphins, in particular, act as natural mood enhancers and pain relievers. When you exercise, your

body releases higher levels of these compounds. They bind to receptors in the brain, diminishing your

perception of pain and generating positive feelings, commonly called the "runner's high."

This short-term mood boost gives you a break from ongoing feelings of anxiety. And it gets better—when

consistent physical activity becomes a part of your routine, you’re much more likely to achieve long-term

enhancement in overall mood and well-being.

Meanwhile, serotonin functions as a neurotransmitter in the brain and a chemical messenger in the

body. It plays a crucial role in regulating mood, emotions, and various physiological functions, including

sleep and appetite.

Low serotonin levels contribute to depression and anxiety. Research indicates that exercise boosts the

release and synthesis of serotonin, leading to a better mental state.

Lastly, dopamine acts as a reward and pleasure mechanism in the brain. A deficiency in dopamine leads

to feelings of apathy, lack of interest in life, low motivation, and low enthusiasm, which are all

components of anxiety disorders. Exercise stimulates the release of dopamine, enhancing feelings of

pleasure and satisfaction.

Exercise also affects several other neurotransmitters vital to regulating anxiety and mood, such as:

● GABA (Gamma-Aminobutyric Acid): People with anxiety disorders lack this neurotransmitter

that facilitates relaxation. Exercise, particularly yoga, increases GABA levels, contributing to

stress relief and relaxation.

● Norepinephrine: Physical activity also impacts levels of norepinephrine, a neurotransmitter that

regulates stress responses and mood. Increasing norepinephrine through exercise appears to

improve mood and reduce anxiety.

Strengthens the Brain Structure and Function
Studies also reveal how staying active helps maintain optimal cognitive function. There are a number of

ways exercise optimizes our brains, such as:

● Neuroplasticity: Exercise promotes neuroplasticity, allowing the brain to form new neural

connections. Essentially, it makes your brain more adaptable, offering significant benefits for

managing anxiety and other mental health disorders.

● Hippocampal Growth: The hippocampus, a brain region vital for memory and learning, suffers if

you have chronic anxiety and stress. Fitness activities promote neurogenesis (the birth of new

neurons) in the hippocampus, potentially offsetting anxiety's harmful effects.

https://www.health.harvard.edu/staying-healthy/exercising-to-relax#:~:text=The%20mental%20benefits%20of%20aerobic%20exercise%20have%20a%20neurochemical%20basis.%20Exercise%20reduces%20levels%20of%20the%20body%27s%20stress%20hormones%2C%20such%20as%20adrenaline%20and%20cortisol.
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2077351/#:~:text=A%20third%20strategy%20that%20may%20raise%20brain%20serotonin%20is%20exercise.
https://www.pwpsychiatry.com/depression
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8301978/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5934999/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7752270/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fphys.2017.00085/full#:~:text=Research%20involving%20animals%20and%20humans,and%20upregulation%20of%20growth%20factors.


● Reduction in Inflammation: Chronic inflammation has been implicated in developing anxiety and

depression. Physical activity is a known anti-inflammatory, ultimately benefiting physical and

mental health.

Mental Benefits of Exercise
Numerous studies highlight the positive effects of physical activity on mental health. Below, we’ve

rounded up some of the key benefits of exercise, especially in reducing anxiety symptoms.

A. Reduces Stress Hormones
Physical activity lowers stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline. High levels of these hormones

cause tension, nervousness, and anxiety. Exercise provides immediate relief from acute anxiety

symptoms and contributes to long-term stress resilience by acting as a natural regulator of stress

hormones.

B. Enhances Relaxation and Sleep
It's common for those with anxiety disorders to experience sleep problems. Here’s how exercise helps

reduce anxiety symptoms:

● Boosting Sleep Quality: Physical activity, especially aerobic exercise, has been shown to increase

the duration of Rapid Eye Movement (REM) sleep, the stage of sleep where the mind

rejuvenates.

● Promoting Relaxation: Yoga and Pilates incorporate breathing techniques that promote

relaxation and facilitate better sleep.

● Regulating Circadian Rhythm: Regular physical activity, especially when done at the same time

every day, helps regulate the body's internal clock, making it easier to fall asleep and wake up.

C. Fosters Self-Esteem and Self-Confidence
Exercise can improve physical health and appearance, which in turn can boost self-esteem and

self-confidence. Achieving fitness goals gives a sense of accomplishment and control, elements often

lacking in those suffering from anxiety disorders.

D. Reduces Anxious Thoughts
Physical activities often require a certain level of concentration and focus, which serves as an effective

and healthy distraction from anxious thoughts and concerns. Moreover, mind-body exercises like yoga

encourage mindfulness, a state of being fully present in the moment, which can benefit people with

anxiety.

E. Fosters Social Interaction
Group exercises, whether a team sport, a cycling group, or a fitness class, provide opportunities for social

engagement, which can positively affect one's mental well-being. The support and sense of community

from group activities benefit individuals dealing with anxiety.

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9902068/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5385214/


F. Improves Cognitive Function
Since physical activity promotes neuroplasticity, it improves cognitive functions such as attention,

executive function, memory, and problem-solving. These mental improvements help you better cope

with stressors that trigger anxiety.

G. Reinforces Positive Coping Mechanisms
Regular exercise is a positive coping strategy, providing a healthy alternative to potentially harmful

behaviors like alcohol or drug abuse, which people sometimes resort to for managing stress and anxiety.

Best Types of Exercise for Mental Health
The ideal exercise routine for mental well-being varies from person to person. Though physical activities

largely depend on individual preferences, physical limitations, and specific anxiety symptoms, some

exercises are generally considered beneficial to most people. Here are some of the best workouts for

anxiety management:

1. Aerobic Exercises
Activities such as walking, running, dancing, cycling, and swimming are examples of aerobic exercise.

These exercises have immediate and long-term benefits for mental health. Aerobic exercises are

particularly effective at triggering the release of endorphins, the body's natural mood lifters.

2. Mind-Body Exercises
Mind-body exercises focus on physical movement, breath control, and mindfulness, particularly

benefiting people with anxiety disorders.

https://www.pwpsychiatry.com/understanding-ptsd-causes-symptoms-and-prevalence


● Yoga: With its combination of breathing exercises, physical postures, and meditation, yoga is an

excellent exercise for stress relief and mental clarity.

● Tai Chi: Often known as "meditation in motion," Tai Chi involves slow, deliberate movements,

deep breathing, and focusing on the present moment.

● Pilates: While it primarily targets core strength, Pilates also incorporates elements of

mindfulness, which can help alleviate stress and anxiety.

3. Strength Training
Channeling your energy through exercises like weightlifting helps divert your attention from anxious

thoughts. Furthermore, exceeding personal lifting milestones triggers a sense of satisfaction, mastery,

and control over one's environment, proving beneficial for those suffering from anxiety.

8 Tips to Optimize Your Exercise Routine
Remember, the best exercise for mental health is the one that you stick with. However, starting and

maintaining an exercise routine can be daunting, especially for those with anxiety. Follow these tips to

keep you on track:

1. Individualize your workout.
Create a fitness routine that suits your needs. You may tailor your approach to the following factors:

● Preference: Choose activities you enjoy to ensure you stick to them.

● Intensity: You should align the level of intensity with your fitness level and medical advice.

● Consistency: More than intensity or duration, consistency is vital to enjoying the mental health

benefits of exercise.

● Mix and Match: Feel free to combine different types of exercise. For example, you could mix

aerobic movements with strength training or incorporate mind-body exercises into your routine.

2. Set SMART Goals
Use the SMART framework for goal-setting: Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Based.

Instead of a vague goal like "I want to get fit," aim for something more specific: "I will walk for 30

minutes a day, four days a week."

3. Be Patient
Remember, change doesn't happen overnight. It may take a few weeks before you start noticing the

benefits of regular exercise, both physical and mental.

4. Celebrate Small Wins
Each time you hit a milestone, take a moment to acknowledge your achievement. This step will boost

your motivation and confidence.

5. Find a Partner
Sticking to a routine is often easier when someone else is counting on you. Having an accountability

partner can be very motivating, whether it's a personal trainer, a friend, or a family member.



6. Track Your Progress
Use an app or a journal to track your exercise routine, noting how you feel after each session. Over time,

you will likely notice a correlation between exercise and improved mood.

7. Prevent Burnout
Listen to your body to avoid burnout. If you feel exhausted, it might be a sign that you should take a day

off. Consistency is vital, but so are rest and recovery.

8. Find Enjoyment
Exercise shouldn't feel like a chore. If you're not enjoying one type of exercise, feel free to try another.

The best exercise for you is one that you'll keep doing.

Reap the Mental Health Benefits of Exercise!

Exercise extends beyond just physical benefits—it plays a pivotal role in mental wellness. Incorporating

physical activity alongside other treatments like therapy and medication can pave a holistic path to

anxiety management.

While exercise is a valuable supplementary tool, professional guidance remains critical in navigating the

complexities of anxiety. Our psychiatric nurse practitioners are always ready to help you create a

comprehensive anxiety treatment plan.

https://www.pwpsychiatry.com/anxiety-and-sleep-tips-for-improving-rest-and-reducing-nighttime-worries
https://www.pwpsychiatry.com/find-a-provider


If anxiety is challenging you or a loved one, please contact us at Peak Wellness Psychiatry. Schedule a

session using our easy online booking system, or for immediate support, call us directly at 888-909-8676.

https://www.pwpsychiatry.com/location-schedule-appointment-now

