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Abstract 

Physical activity is recognized as one of the most effective non-
pharmacological approaches for improving mental health and psychological 
well-being. Regular participation in physical activity has been associated with 
reduced symptoms of depression, anxiety, stress, and emotional disorders while 
enhancing self-esteem, cognitive function, resilience, and overall quality of 
life. The purpose of this review paper is to examine the relationship between 
physical activity and mental health by reviewing previous research findings. 
The review discusses the physiological and psychological mechanisms through 
which physical activity improves mental well-being, including the release of 
endorphins, regulation of neurotransmitters, improved sleep quality, and 
enhanced social interaction. Furthermore, the paper explores the role of 
different forms of exercise such as aerobic exercise, resistance training, yoga, 
and recreational sports in promoting mental health among children, 
adolescents, adults, and older adults. Evidence from previous studies 
consistently indicates that regular physical activity significantly improves 
psychological well-being and reduces the prevalence of common mental 
disorders. The review concludes that physical activity should be considered an 
essential component of public health strategies and mental health 
interventions. 
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Introduction 

ental health is an essential 
component of overall health and 
well-being. According to the World 

Health Organization (WHO), mental health 
is a state of well-being in which individuals 
realize their abilities, cope effectively with 
normal life stresses, work productively, and 
contribute to their communities. In recent 
decades, mental health disorders such as 
depression, anxiety, stress, and emotional 
burnout have increased significantly across 
all age groups due to changing lifestyles, 
academic pressure, occupational stress, 
technological dependence, and reduced 
physical activity. 

Physical activity has emerged as one of the 
most effective strategies for preventing and 
managing mental health problems. Scientific 
evidence indicates that regular exercise not 
only improves physical fitness but also 

enhances mood, emotional stability, cognitive 
performance, and social well-being. Exercise 
stimulates the release of endorphins, 
serotonin, dopamine, and other 
neurotransmitters that regulate emotions and 
promote feelings of happiness and relaxation. 

Participation in sports, recreational 
activities, walking, jogging, cycling, 
swimming, yoga, and resistance training has 
been shown to reduce symptoms of depression 
and anxiety while improving self-confidence, 
resilience, and life satisfaction. Consequently, 
health professionals increasingly recommend 
physical activity as an adjunct therapy for 
mental health disorders. 

The growing burden of mental illness 
worldwide highlights the importance of 
understanding the relationship between 
physical activity and mental health. This 
review synthesizes current scientific evidence 
regarding the psychological benefits of 
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regular physical activity and provides 
practical recommendations for promoting 
mental well-being through exercise. 

Objectives of the Review 

The present review aims to: 

• To examine the relationship between 
physical activity and mental health. 

• To identify the psychological benefits of 
regular physical activity. 

• To review different forms of exercise that 

improve mental well-being. 

• To summarize findings from previous 
research. 

• To suggest future research directions. 

Methodology 

This review paper is based on secondary data 
collected from peer-reviewed journals, books, 
systematic reviews, meta-analyses, Google 
Scholar, PubMed, Scopus, and Web of Science 
published mainly between 2015 and 2024. 
Relevant studies focusing on physical activity 
and mental health were critically reviewed 
and synthesized. 

Importance of Physical Activity for Mental 
Health 

Physical activity is widely recognized as one 
of the most effective and affordable methods 
for promoting mental health and 
psychological well-being. Regular 
participation in exercise helps individuals 
maintain emotional balance, improve 
cognitive functioning, and reduce the risk of 
developing mental disorders. In today's fast-
paced world, where stress, anxiety, and 
depression have become increasingly common, 
physical activity serves as a natural and non-
pharmacological intervention. Unlike 
medication, exercise has minimal side effects 
and provides long-term physical as well as 
psychological benefits. 

Scientific research has shown that 
individuals who engage in regular physical 
activity experience better emotional stability 
and life satisfaction than those with sedentary 
lifestyles. Exercise stimulates the release of 
neurotransmitters such as serotonin, 
dopamine, and endorphins, commonly known 
as "feel-good hormones." These chemicals 
improve mood, reduce stress, and create a 

sense of relaxation and happiness. Regular 
exercise also lowers cortisol levels, the 
hormone associated with stress, thereby 
improving emotional resilience. 

In addition to its biological effects, physical 
activity improves social interaction and self-
confidence. Participation in sports, fitness 
programs, and recreational activities allows 
individuals to develop friendships, teamwork, 
communication skills, and social support, all 
of which contribute positively to mental well-
being. Therefore, physical activity should be 
considered an essential component of mental 
health promotion across all age groups. 

Major Psychological Benefits of Physical 
Activity 

Reduction of Depression 

Depression is one of the leading causes of 
disability worldwide and significantly affects 
quality of life. Research has consistently 
shown that regular physical activity is an 
effective strategy for reducing depressive 
symptoms. Exercise stimulates the production 
of endorphins, serotonin, and dopamine, 
which enhance mood and reduce feelings of 
sadness and hopelessness. Aerobic activities 
such as walking, jogging, swimming, and 
cycling have been particularly effective in 
reducing mild to moderate depression. 

Furthermore, physical activity improves self-
esteem, provides a sense of achievement, and 
encourages positive thinking. Regular 
participation in exercise also promotes better 
sleep and increases energy levels, both of 
which contribute to reducing depressive 
symptoms. Many healthcare professionals 
now recommend exercise as an adjunct 
therapy alongside psychological counselling 
and medication. 

Anxiety Management 

Anxiety disorders affect millions of people 
and often interfere with daily functioning 
and quality of life. Physical activity helps 
reduce anxiety by decreasing muscle tension, 
lowering stress hormone levels, and promoting 
relaxation. Exercise increases 
parasympathetic nervous system activity, 
allowing the body to recover more efficiently 
after stressful situations. 
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Mind-body exercises such as yoga, tai chi, and 
meditation-based physical activities are 
particularly effective in reducing anxiety 
because they combine physical movement with 
breathing control and mindfulness. Regular 
exercise also improves confidence and 
emotional regulation, enabling individuals to 
cope more effectively with stressful situations. 

 Stress Reduction 

Stress has become an unavoidable aspect of 
modern life due to academic, occupational, 
financial, and social pressures. Chronic stress 
negatively affects both physical and mental 
health, increasing the risk of anxiety, 
depression, cardiovascular disease, and 
weakened immunity. Physical activity serves 
as an effective stress-management strategy by 
regulating hormonal responses and improving 
emotional control. 

Exercise reduces cortisol and adrenaline 
levels while increasing endorphin secretion, 
resulting in feelings of relaxation and 
psychological comfort. It also improves sleep 
quality, which further enhances stress 
recovery. Individuals who participate in 
regular physical activity generally report 
lower stress levels and greater emotional 
resilience.  

Self-Esteem and Self-Confidence 

Self-esteem refers to an individual's overall 
evaluation of self-worth, while self-
confidence reflects belief in one's abilities. 
Regular participation in sports and exercise 
significantly improves both. Achieving fitness 
goals, learning new skills, and experiencing 
improvements in physical appearance 
enhance confidence and create a positive self-
image. 

Athletes often demonstrate higher levels of 
confidence because regular training develops 
discipline, perseverance, and competence. 
Increased self-confidence enables individuals 
to face challenges more effectively and 
contributes to better academic, professional, 
and social performance. 

Major Components of Sports Nutrition 

Carbohydrates  

Carbohydrates are considered the primary 
source of energy during moderate- and high-
intensity exercise. They are stored in the body 

as glycogen in the muscles and liver. During 
exercise, glycogen is broken down to produce 
glucose, which fuels muscle contractions. 
Athletes with sufficient glycogen stores can 
sustain exercise for longer periods and 
maintain higher levels of performance. 

Numerous studies have demonstrated that 
carbohydrate loading before endurance 
competitions increases glycogen storage and 
delays the onset of fatigue. During prolonged 
exercise lasting more than one-hour, 
consuming carbohydrate-rich sports drinks or 
gels helps maintain blood glucose levels and 
improves endurance capacity. After exercise, 
carbohydrate intake accelerates glycogen 
replenishment and supports recovery. 

The quantity of carbohydrates required 
depends on the type, duration, and intensity of 
training. Endurance athletes generally 
require higher carbohydrate intake than 
athletes participating in strength or skill-
based sports. Therefore, nutrition plans 
should be individualized according to the 
athlete's training demands and competition 
schedule. 

Protein  

Protein is essential for muscle growth, tissue 
repair, enzyme production, hormone 
synthesis, and immune function. Exercise 
causes microscopic damage to muscle fibers, 
and dietary protein provides the amino acids 
necessary for muscle repair and adaptation. 
Athletes involved in resistance training 
require higher protein intake than sedentary 
individuals 

Research indicates that consuming high-
quality protein within two hours after 
exercise enhances muscle protein synthesis 
and accelerates recovery. Protein intake 
should be distributed evenly throughout the 
day to maximize muscle adaptation. Common 
sources include lean meat, fish, eggs, milk, 
yogurt, legumes, soy products, and nuts. 

Adequate protein intake not only improves 
muscle strength but also reduces muscle 
soreness and supports long-term athletic 
development. Recent evidence suggests that 
combining carbohydrates and protein after 
exercise further enhances glycogen restoration 
and recovery. 
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Fats 

Healthy fats provide energy during prolonged 
exercise, support hormone production, and 
facilitate the absorption of fat-soluble 
vitamins. Athletes should emphasize 
unsaturated fats while limiting excessive 
saturated fat intake. 

Vitamins and Minerals 

Micronutrients such as iron, calcium, vitamin 
D, magnesium, zinc, and B-complex vitamins 
are essential for oxygen transport, bone 
health, energy metabolism, and muscle 
function. 

Hydration 

Proper hydration is essential for maintaining 
body temperature, cardiovascular function, 
and exercise performance. Even mild 
dehydration can impair endurance, cognitive 
function, and skill execution. 

Nutrient Timing 

Nutrient timing refers to consuming 
appropriate foods before, during, and after 
exercise. 

Before Exercise 

• Consume carbohydrate-rich meals. 

• Maintain hydration. 

During Exercise 

• Water for shorter activities. 

• Electrolyte and carbohydrate drinks for 
prolonged events. 

After Exercise 

• Carbohydrates replenish glycogen. 

• Protein stimulates muscle repair. 

• Fluids restore hydration. 

Dietary Supplements 

Evidence supports selected supplements such 
as: 

• Creatine 

• Caffeine 

• Sports drinks 

• Protein supplements 

• Beta-alanine (for selected events) 

Review of Previous Studies 

 

Table 1 Review of previous studies 

Author Year Major Findings 

Thomas 
et al. 

2016 

Evidence-based 
nutrition improves 
performance and 
recovery. 

Spriet 2019 
Individualized 
nutrition plans optimize 
athletic performance. 

Burke et 
al. 

2019 

Proper carbohydrate 
and protein intake 
enhances training 
adaptation. 

Kerksick 
et al. 

2018 

Sports supplements 
improve performance 
when appropriately 
used. 

Close et 
al. 

2018 
Nutrition should be 
integrated with training 
programs. 

Discussion 

The reviewed literature demonstrates that 
sports nutrition is fundamental to athletic 
success. Adequate intake of carbohydrates, 
proteins, healthy fats, vitamins, minerals, and 
fluids enhances exercise capacity, supports 
recovery, and promotes long-term athlete 
health. Research consistently emphasizes 
individualized nutrition plans based on sport-
specific demands rather than one-size-fits-all 
recommendations. Recent evidence also 
highlights the importance of nutrient timing 
and scientifically validated supplementation 
as complementary strategies for improving 
performance. 

Conclusion 

Sports nutrition is an essential component of 
athletic preparation and performance 
enhancement. Appropriate dietary strategies 
improve endurance, strength, recovery, and 
overall health while reducing fatigue and 
injury risk. Coaches, sports nutritionists, and 
athletes should adopt evidence-based 
nutritional practices tailored to the specific 
requirements of each sport. Future research 
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should continue to investigate personalized 
nutrition approaches and the long-term 
effects of dietary interventions on athletic 
performance. 
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