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EXERCISE should be a “core treat ment” for people with depres sion, aca dem ics have said,
after a new study sug ges ted some forms of exer cise were just as good as ther apy and even
bet ter than anti de press ants.

Walk ing, jog ging, yoga and strength train ing appeared to be more e�ect ive than other
types of exer cises, accord ing to a major new ana lysis.
And the more vig or ous the exer cise, the bet ter, accord ing to a research team led by aca -
dem ics in Aus tralia.
But even low intens ity exer cises such as walk ing and yoga had mean ing ful bene �t.
The e�ect of exer cise appeared super ior to anti de press ants, accord ing to the study which
has been pub lished in The BMJ.
But when exer cise was com bined with anti de press ants, this improved the e�ect of the
drugs.
They also found the bene �t of exer cise was com par able with that of cog nit ive beha vi oural
ther apy, but the qual ity of evid ence sup port ing ther apy was higher.
Research ers drew their �nd ings from 218 clin ical tri als involving more than 14,000 people
from mul tiple coun tries.
“Exer cise is an e�ect ive treat ment for depres sion, with walk ing or jog ging, yoga and
strength train ing more e�ect ive than other exer cises, par tic u larly when intense.
“Yoga and strength train ing were well tol er ated com pared with other treat ments.
“Exer cise appeared equally e�ect ive for people with and without comor bid it ies and with
di� er ent baseline levels of depres sion.”
They added: “These forms of exer cise could be con sidered along side psy cho ther apy and
anti de press ants as core treat ments for depres sion.”
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In a linked edit or ial, Pro fessor Juan Angel Bel lon from the Uni versity of Malaga, Spain,
wrote: “Primary care clini cians can now recom mend exer cise, psy cho ther apy or anti de -
press ants as stan dalone altern at ives for adults with mild or mod er ate depres sion.
“The �nal choice depends on patient pref er ence and other con sid er a tions, includ ing any
bar ri ers to access.
“For adults with severe or treat ment-res ist ant depres sion, the avail able evid ence cur rently
favours com bined psy cho lo gical and drug treat ment.”
Dr Paul Keed well, con sult ant psy chi at rist and fel low of the Royal Col lege of Psy chi at rists,
said: “This is a wel come review of the evid ence sup port ing exer cise as part of a hol istic
pro gramme of treat ment for depres sion. The power of exer cise to lift mood is often over -
looked.
“Social inter ac tion might be almost as import ant as the physiolo gical e�ects of exer cise
(with group activ it ies such as yoga, dance and walk ing groups being par tic u larly help ful),
and con text is prob ably import ant too, with addi tional bene �ts to be gained in green and
nat ural envir on ments.
“Many depressed indi vidu als �nd exer cise very chal len ging. But, taken together, the evid -
ence sup ports exer cise being an import ant part of a pack age of treat ments for depres sion,
and it will help with phys ical health too.”
Prof David Curtis, hon or ary pro fessor at Uni versity Col lege Lon don (UCL), added: “Even
mod er ate forms of exer cise, such as walk ing, pro duced bene �ts, although the e�ects do
seem to be stronger with more vig or ous exer cise.
“Over all, the e�ects of exer cise seem as strong or stronger than for anti de press ants or
stand ard psy cho lo gical treat ments. Thus, the authors’ sug ges tion that exer cise should
always be recom men ded as part of the treat ment pack age seems sens ible.”
But Prof Michael Bloom �eld, con sult ant psy chi at rist at UCL, added: “Whilst this paper
adds to the evid ence that exer cise is good for you, it is not pos sible to say at this stage that
exer cise on its own is bet ter than exist ing treat ments, includ ing med ic a tion and psy cho lo -
gical ther apies.
“When people exper i ence more severe forms of depres sion simply o�er ing exer cise may
not be com pletely help ful, for example, when someone is strug gling to get out of bed let
alone get to the gym.
“Depres sion is often caused by a range of factors and it is more help ful to think about the
pros and cons of a range of treat ments includ ing med ic a tion, talk ing ther apy and exer cise,
that can be o�ered to patients, rather than an unhelp ful divi sion of med ic a tion vs. talk ing
ther apy vs. exer cise.”


