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MANAGING MOOD WITH EXERCISE

Formanyt he word fAexerciseodo conjures up
long uphill jog, trying to keep coordinated in an exhausting aerobics

class, or getting to grips with awkward gym equipment, and coping with

sore muscles and excessive sweating

But exerci se lobepansuhoddomehrdarge doses to be

beneficial for your mental health.
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Small amounts of exercise daily have been shown to be useful in
alleviating anxiety and depression. Even as little as 10 minutes of low-
intensity walking helps. Y o u  dhave t be able to run five miles non-

stop, or hit the gym at 6 a.m. five days a week for a heavy workout.

The idea is just to @et activedto trigger the mechanisms that reduce

negative moods and promote positive moods. When you are feeling low




or anxious this can feel daunting, but including exercise in your daily
activities is easily done with a little planning. Making just a few changes
to incorporate exercise into your daily routine will enable you to manage

your anxiety and/or depression more effectively.

But how does exercise help? Because exercise triggers mechanisms in
the body which increase levels of mood-enhancing neurotransmitters in
the brain - such as endorphins. Endorphins make us feel better, improve

our mood, increase pleasure, and minimize pain.

Exercise also helps to release tension in our muscles, increase body
temperature, improve sleep, and reduce levels of the stress hormone

cortisol. All of these actions have calming effects on the body.




Psychological Benefits of Exercise

Psychologically, exercise can work in a number of ways:

- Positive distraction. When you have depression or anxiety, it's easy to
repeatedly focus your attention negatively on yourself, your symptoms
and the consequences of your symptoms. This kind of negative thinking
often only serves to increase your anxiety and/or depression, and

prevents you from actively developing better coping strategies.

Physical activity can help you to shift your attention away from
unpleasant or unhelpful thoughts, and instead help you to focus on

neutral or pleasant thoughts and activities.




- Positive pairing for panic. The physical experience of exercise,
such as more rapid breathing, sweating, increased pulse, can feel for
some people very much like the physical experience of heightened
anxiety or panic disorder. However, in the case of physical activity,
these symptoms occur without the emotional distress. In this way,
exercise can help to break the associate of these physical symptoms
with panic or heightened anxiety. For people with panic disorder, it's
often the symptoms themselves that come to be feared. Associating
something positive with these symptoms, instead of a panic attack, can
help you learn how to manage them, rather than living in fear of them.

- Improving coping skills. Doing something constructive like
going for a walk or gardening every day is a positive and active coping
strategy. Trying to control your moods through excessive smoking,
alcohol consumption or just staying in bed are unhelpful coping
strategies. Rather than just bearing your anxiety and depression and
feeling at the mercy of your moods, taking active steps, such as
increasing physical activity, can help you gain confidence in your ability
to cope with day to day life.

- Improved self-esteem. When we are anxious or depressed
our self-esteem can often be badly affected. Getting exercise, even small
amounts, can change the way you think about your appearance and
increase your own self-worth. Doing something for yourself means
valuing yourself. Achieving physical activity goals, no matter how small,
can also create a sense of achievement which in turn boosts self-
confidence. This will make it easier to make further positive changes and
to take the next positive step.




Creating an Exercise plan

Most people don't engage in any regular physical activity or often quit
shortly after starting an exercise programme. Depression and anxiety
can make it even more difficult to get active. One of the more frequent
symptoms of depression is feeling very tired, which means that you often
just don't feel like it, that you lack motivation, or that you don't stick to

treatment regimens very well.

You will probably be finding it difficult enough to get out of bed, shower,
get to work, or clean the house. The idea of actually finding the energy to

do some exercise as well seems too much to ask.

Overcoming that feeling and maintaining, or adhering to, an activity
programme can be difficult. However, by setting realistic goals sticking
with an exercise plan will become easier. You also need to constantly
remind yourself that exercise can play a very important role in managing
your anxiety and /or depression. It is no less important than your
medication or counselling sessions, and will also assist in improving your

overall health and well-being.




- If you have a mental health worker, therapist or
counsellor, talk to them. Although not all mental health professionals
will address exercise as part of your treatment, it does not mean that
you can not seek their support and guidance in developing and sticking
with an exercise plan. Together you can discuss any issues or

concerns you have about an exercise programme.

- Identify what activities you enjoy. Consider what type of
exercise or activities you're more likely and less likely to do. For
example, would you rather go for a long walk in the evenings, jog in the
morning, go for a brief walk to the shops twice a day, or play tennis or
swim in the afternoons?Ify ou candt think of any
then start with one you feel will be the least difficult for you to do.

- Set realisticgoals.St art s mal | and build up,
exercised much before. You d o nhéave to walk for an hour five days a
week. Even just a 10-minute walk can help to lift your mood. Build up
your activity plan, tailoring it to your own needs and abilities. Don't start
with the ideal exercise plan and work backwards. Start with a realistic
plan and work forwards. Initially break your programme down into
smaller parts. Be aware that focusing on the perfect plan rather than
what's realistic for you can damage your exercise efforts, and possibly
leave you feeling as if you have failed. This is not good for your self-
esteem. Soifyouf eel y o u fa anrhéut, whatald yiou feel is
possible? Fifteen minutes? Five minutes? Start from where you feel

comfortable and build on that foundation.

- Have immediate activity strategies. Your structured exercise plan
may consist of a few sessions a week playing squash or football, or
working out at the local gym. However, you can also plan for active

ways to cope immediately and quickly with unexpected low moods,
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anger, or anxiety. For example, even if it's your day off from exercise,
taking a brisk 10-minute walk or doing a few yoga poses may quickly

help to manage your mood.

- Exercise mu s t n @tburde. If exercise is just another "should" in
your life that you don't think you can live up to, you'll quickly associate
it with failure and negativity. Try to see your exercise schedule as an
important part of your treatment or self-help regimen. It is just one of
the tools to help you to feel more positive. Exercise is something you
can do now to help you meet your goals, including feeling better

physically and emotionally.

- Address your barriers to exercise. Identify your personal barriers to
adhering to an exercise programme. If you're self-conscious, for

instance, you might not want to exercise in public.




