
INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL SOCIAL AND MOVEMENT SCIENCES 

(ISSN: 2277-7547) 

Vol.13 JUL-SEP 

2024,Issue01 

  30 
 

 
 
 

  30 

The Role of Physical Activity in Mental Health: Bridging 

the Gap between Movement Sciences and Psychological 

Well-Being 

Dr. Arvind Gupta 

Senior Consultant 

Department of Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences 

National Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences (NIMHANS), Bangalore 
 

 

Abstract 

Physical activity has long been associated with improved physical health, but its 

impact on mental health is increasingly being recognized as equally significant. 

From reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression to improving mood and 

cognitive function, physical activity plays a crucial role in psychological well-

being. This paper explores the relationship between physical activity and 

mental health, with a focus on how movement sciences can contribute to 

psychological well-being. Through a combination of neurobiological, 

psychological, and behavioral perspectives, the paper investigates the 

mechanisms through which physical activity influences mental health. The study 

uses both qualitative and quantitative methods, including surveys and case 

studies, to analyze the benefits of physical activity on mental health across 

various populations. Results suggest that physical activity, particularly when 

performed regularly, significantly reduces stress and anxiety, enhances mood, 

and improves overall cognitive function. The paper concludes by emphasizing 

the importance of integrating physical activity into mental health treatment 

plans and advocating for policies that encourage regular movement as a 

preventive measure for mental health disorders. 
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1. Introduction 

The connection between physical activity and mental health has been 

recognized for centuries, but the scientific exploration of this relationship has 

gained momentum in recent years. With increasing levels of sedentary lifestyles 

and rising concerns about mental health disorders such as anxiety, depression, 

and stress, the need to explore effective and accessible treatments has never 

been more urgent. Physical activity is not only beneficial for improving 

cardiovascular health and strength but is also a powerful tool for enhancing 

psychological well-being. 

Recent studies in movement sciences have highlighted the importance of 

physical activity in mitigating the effects of psychological stress and promoting 

emotional resilience. Exercise stimulates the release of endorphins, reduces 

cortisol levels, and enhances the functioning of neurotransmitters involved in 

mood regulation. Furthermore, physical activity can improve cognitive function, 

boost self-esteem, and provide a sense of accomplishment, all of which 

contribute to better mental health. Despite this growing body of research, there 

remains a gap between movement sciences and psychological well-being, with 

mental health treatments often neglecting the role of physical activity in their 

interventions. 

This paper aims to bridge that gap by exploring how physical activity 

influences mental health, the underlying mechanisms involved, and the benefits 

of incorporating movement practices into psychological health frameworks. By 

examining various studies and integrating perspectives from both movement 

sciences and psychology, this research seeks to provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the critical role of physical activity in mental health. 
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2. Methodology 

This study adopted a mixed-methods research design to explore the impact of 

physical activity on mental health, combining both quantitative surveys and 

qualitative case studies. The mixed approach allowed for a comprehensive 

understanding of the benefits of physical activity on mental health by 

integrating both broad statistical trends and in-depth, personal experiences. The 

quantitative aspect of the study provided a wide-ranging perspective on how 

physical activity influences mental health in various population groups, while 

the qualitative component allowed for a deeper exploration of individual 

experiences and the nuanced effects of different exercise forms on 

psychological well-being. 

The quantitative component involved a survey that was administered to 500 

individuals across multiple age groups, including adolescents, adults, and older 

adults, to assess their physical activity levels, mental health status, and 

subjective well-being. The survey consisted of questions related to the 

frequency and intensity of exercise, as well as perceived changes in mood, 

stress levels, and emotional well-being. Participants were also asked to self-

report on their experiences with anxiety, depression, and cognitive function, 

which helped to capture the mental health outcomes linked to physical activity. 

The survey responses were then subjected to statistical analysis to identify 

correlations and patterns between physical activity and various psychological 

factors. This allowed the study to quantify the overall impact of physical 

activity on mental health and assess its potential benefits in different 

demographic groups. 

The qualitative component consisted of in-depth case studies with 20 

participants who were selected based on their diverse engagement with physical 

activity. These participants were interviewed to explore their personal 

experiences with physical activity and its effects on their mental health. The 

interviews provided detailed insights into how individuals perceive the role of 
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exercise in regulating emotions, managing stress, and fostering social 

connections. They also offered a platform for participants to discuss the 

challenges they face in maintaining consistent exercise routines, such as time 

constraints, lack of motivation, or physical limitations. The qualitative data 

were analyzed using thematic analysis, which helped identify key themes such 

as emotional regulation, social support, and behavioral barriers, which were 

then compared with the quantitative survey results. The combination of both 

data types provided a more holistic understanding of how physical activity 

influences mental health, highlighting both its broad benefits and the personal 

experiences that shape these outcomes. 

3. Case Study 

A fundamental aspect of this research was the incorporation of case studies to 

provide in-depth insights into individual experiences with physical activity and 

its effects on mental health. One of the key case studies involved a 35-year-old 

individual who had been grappling with high levels of stress and anxiety due to 

the pressures of their demanding job. The participant had difficulty managing 

the emotional strain, which negatively impacted their mental health and overall 

well-being. In an effort to mitigate the psychological effects, the individual 

began incorporating regular aerobic exercise, including running and cycling, 

into their weekly routine. Over the course of several weeks, the participant 

reported a significant reduction in anxiety levels, with a marked improvement in 

their mood. The exercise regimen not only helped alleviate the stress caused by 

work pressures but also enhanced their overall physical energy. The sense of 

accomplishment achieved from sticking to the exercise routine further boosted 

their self-esteem, which contributed to a greater sense of control over their life. 

This case study highlights the mental health benefits of aerobic exercises in 

reducing stress and improving psychological resilience, particularly for 

individuals experiencing work-related anxiety. 
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Another compelling case study focused on an elderly participant who had 

been struggling with depression following the death of their spouse. The loss 

had left them feeling isolated, emotionally drained, and overwhelmed by grief. 

In an attempt to cope with the emotional turmoil, the participant turned to yoga 

as a form of physical and emotional healing. They started attending weekly 

yoga sessions with the goal of managing their grief and improving their mental 

health. Over time, the participant noticed a significant shift in their emotional 

state. They reported greater emotional balance, feeling less overwhelmed by 

negative thoughts and emotions. Additionally, the participant expressed reduced 

feelings of social isolation and an increasing sense of inner peace. This case 

study illustrates how mindful movement practices like yoga can foster 

emotional healing and mental resilience, especially in individuals coping with 

loss or grief. Yoga, with its emphasis on breath control, meditation, and mindful 

movement, proved to be a powerful tool for improving emotional well-being, 

offering the participant a sense of peace and emotional clarity that contributed 

to their overall mental health recovery. 

These case studies serve to emphasize the diverse effects of physical activity 

on mental health. They reveal that different forms of exercise, whether aerobic 

activities like running and cycling or mind-body practices like yoga, can offer 

significant psychological benefits depending on the individual’s needs, 

preferences, and life circumstances. In the case of the 35-year-old, aerobic 

exercise helped to manage stress and improve mood, while in the elderly 

participant’s case, yoga facilitated emotional healing and a sense of connection 

to the present moment. These findings suggest that personalized approaches to 

exercise are essential in promoting mental health, as individuals with distinct 

emotional and psychological challenges may benefit from tailored movement 

practices that address both their physical and emotional needs. By integrating 

physical activity into mental health treatment, these case studies demonstrate 
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the potential for holistic well-being—a synergy of physical, emotional, and 

mental health improvements achieved through tailored movement practices. 

4. Data Analysis 

The data collected through surveys and case studies were analyzed to examine 

the correlation between physical activity levels and mental health outcomes. 

The survey responses provided valuable insights into how different types of 

physical activity impacted participants' mental health, particularly in terms of 

stress, anxiety, and depression. The results indicated a clear trend: individuals 

who engaged in physical activity for at least 30 minutes per day experienced 

significantly lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depression when compared to 

those who engaged in less frequent or less intense physical activity. These 

findings suggest that regular physical activity can play a crucial role in 

mitigating common mental health issues, supporting the notion that exercise can 

serve as a protective factor against emotional distress. Among the different 

types of physical activity, aerobic exercises such as running, swimming, and 

cycling were found to produce the most significant improvements in mood and 

stress levels. These activities promote the release of endorphins and serotonin, 

chemicals in the brain associated with happiness and stress relief, which likely 

contribute to the observed benefits. 

In addition to the positive effects of aerobic exercises, the survey revealed 

that individuals who participated in social forms of exercise, such as group 

fitness classes or team sports, experienced enhanced psychological well-being 

through the sense of social connection and support. Participants in these 

activities reported feeling more motivated and less isolated, as the group setting 

encouraged interpersonal engagement and camaraderie. This sense of belonging 

was particularly important for individuals who had previously struggled with 

social isolation or loneliness. The emotional benefits of participating in team-

based activities were attributed to the social support networks that were 

naturally formed within the group environment, offering emotional 
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reinforcement and positive reinforcement. These findings emphasize that social 

interaction, when coupled with physical activity, significantly improves 

emotional well-being and can act as an effective intervention for combating 

mental health issues such as depression and anxiety. 

Moreover, the analysis highlighted the significant emotional benefits of 

mind-body exercises like yoga and tai chi, which were shown to promote the 

highest levels of emotional regulation and mindfulness among participants. 

These exercises not only improve physical flexibility and strength but also 

encourage deep breathing, meditation, and a focus on mental clarity. 

Participants who practiced yoga and tai chi reported improved emotional 

balance, reduced stress, and greater resilience in handling everyday challenges. 

The meditative aspect of these exercises enhances mindfulness, which is 

associated with better emotional control, increased self-awareness, and a more 

positive outlook on life. These practices also help reduce negative thinking 

patterns and promote relaxation, which contributed to the overall mental health 

benefits observed in the study. The findings suggest that mind-body practices 

play an important role in promoting psychological health and should be 

considered as valuable components of mental health treatment plans. By 

integrating aerobic, social, and mind-body exercises into daily routines, 

individuals can experience more balanced emotional and psychological well-

being. 



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF BEHAVIORAL SOCIAL AND MOVEMENT SCIENCES 

(ISSN: 2277-7547) 

Vol.13 JUL-SEP 

2024,Issue01 

  37 
 

 
 
 

  37 

 

Figure 1: Bar Graph – Impact of Physical Activity on Stress Reduction 

 

Table 1: Relationship between Physical Activity and Psychological Health 

Physical Activity 

Type 

Anxiety 

Reduction (%) 

Mood 

Improvement (%) 

Overall Well-

being (%) 

Aerobic Exercise 72% 75% 80% 

Strength Training 60% 65% 70% 

Yoga & 

Mindfulness 
80% 85% 90% 

No Exercise 35% 40% 45% 

 

Interpretation: 

The table summarizes the psychological health benefits of different types of 

physical activity, indicating that yoga and mindfulness practices offer the 

highest improvements in mood and overall well-being. 
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5. Questionnaire 

The survey used in this study asked participants to assess their physical activity 

habits and mental health outcomes. The questionnaire included questions such 

as: 

1. How many hours per week do you engage in physical activity? 

2. What type of exercise do you prefer? (Aerobic, strength training, yoga, etc.) 

3. On a scale of 1–5, how much do you think exercise helps reduce stress and 

anxiety? 

4. Have you noticed any changes in your mood or emotional well-being since 

starting your exercise routine? 

5. How satisfied are you with your overall health and fitness? (1 = Very 

Unsatisfied, 5 = Very Satisfied) 

6. Conclusion 

The study confirms that physical activity plays a critical role in improving 

mental health, particularly in reducing stress, anxiety, and depression. Different 

types of exercise, including aerobic activities, strength training, and mind-body 

practices, have varying effects on psychological well-being. While modern 

exercise forms like running or swimming significantly reduce stress and 

anxiety, more holistic practices like yoga contribute to emotional balance and 

mindfulness. Additionally, group-based activities promote social interaction and 

support, which further enhance mental health outcomes. Overall, the research 

highlights the importance of incorporating regular physical activity into mental 

health treatment plans to achieve better emotional regulation and overall well-

being. Future research should explore long-term effects and investigate how 

different types of exercise can be tailored to individual needs for optimal 

psychological and physical health. 
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