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REGULAR phys ical activ ity can improve adoles cents’ men tal health and help with beha vi oural di�  -
culties, new research has shown.
Enga ging in reg u lar mod er ate to vig or ous exer cise at age 11 was found to be asso ci ated with bet ter
men tal health between the ages of 11 and 13.
Phys ical activ ity was also linked to reduced hyper activ ity and beha vi oural prob lems in young people,
such as loss of tem per, �ght ing with other chil dren, lying and steal ing.
The study was car ried out by research ers from the uni versit ies of Bris tol, Edin burgh, Strath clyde and
Geor gia in the United States.
They claim their paper is the �rst to o�er such a com pre hens ive approach to examin ing men tal health
and exer cise in young people.
The research ers explored data from the Chil dren of the 90s study – also known as the Avon Lon git ud -
inal Study of Par ents and Chil dren – which looked at the levels of exer cise in 4,755 11-year-olds.
The Chil dren of the 90s study is a long-term health research project that enrolled more than 14,000
preg nant women in 1991 and 1992. It has been fol low ing the health and devel op ment of the par ents
and their chil dren in detail and is recruit ing the chil dren and the sib lings of the ori ginal chil dren into
the study.
The young sters’ move ments were meas ured using devices which recor ded levels of mod er ate phys ical
activ ity – typ ic ally de�ned as brisk walk ing or cyc ling – as well as vig or ous activ ity which boosts
heart rate and breath ing, such as aer obic dan cing, jog ging or swim ming.
The young people and their par ents also repor ted on their levels of depress ive symp toms at age 11 and
13, and par ents and teach ers were ques tioned about the chil dren’s gen eral beha viour and emo tional
di�  culties.
In ana lys ing the impact of mod er ate to vig or ous exer cise on the young people’s men tal health and
beha viour, the team also con sidered factors such as age, sex and socio-eco nomic status.
They found higher levels of mod er ate or intense phys ical activ ity had a small but detect able asso ci -
ation with decreases in depress ive symp toms and emo tional di�  culties.
Reg u lar exer cise was also linked to reduced beha vi oural prob lems, the study found.
Research ers said the �nd ings sug gest reg u lar mod er ate and intense phys ical activ ity may have a small
pro tect ive in�u ence on men tal health in early adoles cence.
Pro fessor John Reilly, of the Uni versity of Strath clyde, said the res ults are import ant because the level
of exer cise among adoles cents today is con cern ing.
“The levels of mod er ate to vig or ous intens ity activ ity glob ally are so low in pre-teens glob ally. Less
than a third achieve the 60 minutes per day recom men ded by the WHO and UK health depart ments,”
he said.
“While it might seem obvi ous that phys ical activ ity improves men tal health the evid ence for such a
bene �t in chil dren and young people has been scarce, so the study �nd ings are import ant.”
Dr Josie Booth, of the Uni versity of Edin burgh’s Moray House School of Edu ca tion and Sport, said:
“This study adds to the increas ing evid ence base about how import ant phys ical activ ity is for all
aspects of young people’s devel op ment; it can help them feel bet ter, and do bet ter at school. Sup port -
ing young people to lead healthy act ive lives should be pri or it ised.”
The study is pub lished in
Health and Phys ical Activ ity.
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