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but knows it will all pay off  down the 

road. Exercise is not a part of his life. As 

an undergraduate, he played basketball 

with his friends but never on a regular 

basis. Now, there just is not time for it. 

And, he does not really need to anyway. 

He is young, healthy, average weight, 

and blessed with good genes. His family 

and friends tell him he should exercise 

but he just can not justify sacrifi cing 

work time to exercise. Is Quincy mak-

ing the sacrifi ces all young professionals 

need to make or is he ill-informed?

Isabel has three fi nal exams in the next 

two days plus a term paper that is only 

partially complete. She has never felt 

such anxiety about her school work. 

She needs to keep her grades up to be 

considered for the graduate assistantship. 

Th e night before two of her exams, she 

puts down her books, laces up her run-

ning shoes, and goes for a 30 minute jog 

around campus. For years she has been a 

habitual exerciser, now is not the time to 

change her ways. Is she acting irrespon-

sibly or actually helping herself out?

In these two scenarios, we see one indi-

vidual deciding that he does not need 

the physical benefi ts associated with 

exercise as he appears fairly healthy. So, 

In the fi eld of sport psychology, 

there are two general objectives. A 

fi rst objective is to better under-

stand the eff ects of psychological factors 

on performance. Most of the articles 

in this Mindgames column focus on 

this objective. For instance, we have 

discussed the infl uence of psychological 

factors such as confi dence, self-talk, pre-

competition anxiety and goals on per-

formance. In doing so, we have looked 

in detail at  how to develop and use 

these skills to facilitate performance.

 

A second objective, and one we have not 

talked much about in this column, is to 

better understand how participation in 

sport and exercise aff ects psychological 

factors. For instance, does participation 

in youth sport infl uence psychologi-

cal development? Does participation in 

sports increase aggressive behavior? And, 

a question we are going to address in the 

present article, what is the infl uence (or 

lack of infl uence) of exercise on psycho-

logical well-being?

Let’s Begin by Looking at 
Two Common Scenarios:
Quincy is a young professional trying to 

make a name for himself. He works 12 

hour days in a very stressful environment 

based on this, he makes the decision to 

not make exercise a part of his life. Th e 

other individual  has made exercise a 

priority as she recognized the multitude 

of benefi ts. What are all these benefi ts?

Exercise has benefi ts beyond the physi-

cal. When thinking of the benefi ts of 

exercise, we often think only of the 

physical and physiological benefi ts such 

as increased muscle mass, decreased 

fat, decreased resting heartrate and/ or 

decrease blood pressure. In most cases, 

these benefi ts are enough to get people 

started on an exercise program and to 

keep them involved in regular exer-

cise. But, for some individuals, such as 

Quincy, these benefi ts do not have an 

impact on behavior; the benefi ts do not 

compel one to exercise. However, it is 

just as important to recognize that in 

addition to the numerous physical and 

physiological benefi ts of exercise, there 

are many psychological benefi ts that 

can be realized from engaging in regular 

exercise. 

Th ink about yourself and your own exer-

cise, what have you experienced? How 

do you feel after exercising? Have you 

experienced any psychological benefi ts 

from exercising on a regular basis? An 

awareness of these benefi ts may help 

Quincy start exercising or may get you 
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to the gym on those days you don’t want 

to be there.

Exercise can reduce anxiety. Both Quincy 

and Isabel are experiencing elevated 

anxiety. What impact can exercise have 

on anxiety? Exercise can play a role in 

decreasing anxiety, both short term and 

long term. More specifi cally, anxiety lev-

els are decreased for up to 24 hours after 

an exercise session (something Isabel 

realized and used purposefully to help 

her manage test anxiety). Additionally, 

regular exercise at moderate levels has 

been found to decrease anxiety long-

term (1). So, even though Quincy may 

not see the physical need to exercise it 

may help him psychologically to help 

with his stress and anxiety. What about 

you? 

Exercise has been found to relate to 

more positive mood states. Exercisers, as 

compared to non-exercisers, have more 

positive moods and exercising is tied 

to changes (for the better) in mood (1). 

And, contrary to what you might think, 

exercise does not have to be defi ned as 

working out for hours at a time every 

day or being a specimen of physical fi t-

ness. Even low intensity activities can 

have a marked impact on mood. 

Exercise has been linked to a reduction 

in depression. Did you know that exer-

cise is sometimes used in therapy to help 

individuals with clinical depression? Th e 

benefi ts of exercise are not limited to 

those with clinical depression as aerobic 

and anaerobic exercises are tied to a 

reduction in depression —period. Th is 

eff ect is both immediate and long-term 

in that the longer someone has been 

exercising regularly, the less likely he or 

she is to exhibit symptoms or feelings of 

depression.    

So, exercise really is not just about the 

physical. While the physical benefi ts 

of exercise or sport participation are 

important and a source of motivation 

for many individuals, these benefi ts 

cross over to the psychological as well. 

And, for some individuals, this knowl-

edge can serve as a source of motivation 

as they look to reap these benefi ts. As 

has been highlighted above, exercise can 

play a role in one’s mental well-being via 

the reduction of anxiety, enhancement 

of mood, and a reduction of depression.  
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