
A para dox at the heart of cur rent think ing on health is that we’re all aware, per haps agon isingly so, that
exer cise is good for us and can be espe cially bene � cial to men tal health. As the num ber of people present -
ing to their doc tors with mood dis orders con tin ues to climb, more GPs are urging us to exer cise more. It
has even been avail able on the NHS as treat ment for mild men tal health issues since 2019. But for many
people, doing more exer cise remains a hard ask.

We all know we should do more exer cise and argu ments for its bene �ts hardly need repeat ing: improved
blood pres sure, bet ter sleep, strength, mobil ity, con �d ence, mood and pos ture, per haps even a bet ter
re�ec tion when we look in the mir ror.
If we are look ing at ways to exer cise for psy cho lo gical bene �ts, we should be hon est: exer cise hurts, even if
you do it reg u larly. It’s bor ing, repet it ive and hard to stick to.
Images of sleek bod ies tele graphed by sportswear brands often set unreal istic ideas of what’s attain able.
Mean while, the over-mirrored gym exper i ence can be ali en at ing – per haps even anxi ety-indu cing.
So one of the �rst switches to make if you’re look ing for the men tal bene �ts of exer cise is the motive for it.
Why are you mak ing your self do this? And what do you hope to get out of it? That way, hope fully, exer cise
becomes internal and psy cho lo gical, instead of external and aes thetic.
Many bene �ts of exer cise have been clin ic ally proven. There’s the release of endorphins (the famed “run -
ner’s high”) and increased cir cu la tion of good-mood sero tonin. Achiev ing one or 101 press-ups also deliv -
ers a dopam ine reward. Then there are myokines or “hope molecules”, pro teins released in the blood -
stream by mus cu lar con trac tions which improve meta bol ism, reduce in�am ma tion and improve mood.
All of these may count towards whatever “men tal health” might mean to you, but since humans are more
than bio chem ical for mu lae, it’s import ant for train ers to also o�er psy cho lo gical cues to make these
move ments into oppor tun it ies for re�ec tion.
Fit ness cul ture – the realm of phys ical health – tends to over-priv ilege the body, while talk ing ther apy –
the realm of men tal health – can over em phas ise the mind. Today more research shows that what works
bet ter is bring ing these dis cip lines together: pro gram ming spe ci�c exer cises that build strength as well as
prompt intro spec tion and sel faware ness.
After using these tech niques, par ti cipants often report greater energy, sur prise at new found cap ab il it ies,
anxi ety dis solv ing into calmness, a keener sense of embod i ment, and the motiv a tion for more.
They are robust addi tions to an idea of men tal health, which also includes social health – espe cially as
friend ships and train ing alli ances are often formed. The mood improve ments that can come with 30-45
minutes of exer cise are more attain able than the six packs and beach bod ies advert ised by many gym
chains.
Stick with it, and long-term changes in body com pos i tion – improved strength and mobil ity, muscle gain,
fat loss – are likely to be byproducts any way.
This pro gramme which we’ve developed at our stu dio The Soma Space cov ers �ve basic exer cises, using
what are known as “atomic move ments”. In the con text of strength train ing, these are small, con sist ent
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move ments that, over time, lead to phys ical well being. The move ments also re�ect some of the fun da -
mental ways the human body moves.
These can be done with no or some equip ment, in isol a tion or com bined as part of a workout, and we also
make sug ges tions for ways to evolve them, “plus something else”.
As basic ground rules, you should always stretch and warm up before you start exer cising, and above all,
begin where you’re at: if you can only man age one repe ti tion, it’s still one rep. Go gently at �rst.
Use the re�ect ive cues to notice how you respond in the move ment: as a coun sel lor might ask, what do you
notice? Struggle and frus tra tion for sure – but what else? Try 10 minutes every day, ideally early on in the
day, and do it with oth ers where pos sible.
Try these move ments in their raw state and, if your budget per mits, con sider invest ing in a basic set up:
some dumb bells, a ket tle bell, a slam ball and a res ist ance band.
All gyms have these and if you’re already prac tising strength train ing with bar bells and heav ier loads, try
switch ing the focus from volume and repe ti tions to intero cept ive exper i ence – how they make you feel
emo tion ally as well as phys ic ally.
1 Squat: get ting com fort able with dis com fort
Body weight squat: stand with your feet shoulder-width apart, hands together in front of you, bend the
knees, push your hips back and sink, keep ing the feet �at to the �oor. Avoid hunch ing for ward. Push down
through the heels to rise back up.
Gob let squat: as above plus hold ing a ket tle bell or dumb bell with both hands at chest height.
The bar bell back squat: often per ceived as an advanced move ment, this is nev er the less achiev able by most
people with assist ance at a gym.
Re�ect on: Get ting com fort able with dis com fort, which is how any exer cise habit begins. Do you notice
sen sa tions of awk ward ness (squat ting involves push ing your bum out, after all) strain, or shift ing bal ance,
or equally, strength or light ness?
Explore the lim its of your mobil ity as you sink and the feel ing of over com ing as you rise. After 10 reps,
con grat u late your self: you’ve star ted. New neural con nec tions have been made.
Go fur ther: Prac tise sit ting deeper into the squat by hold ing on to and pulling against something, like a
door frame, or adding load. Con sider try ing a mar tial arts class, where move ments are often per formed in a
semi-squat ted pos i tion, or a yoga class.
2 Lunge: over come stuck ness and fear of move ment
From a stand ing pos i tion, take a step dir ectly for ward with one foot, drop ping the back knee towards the
�oor, then push ing back to stand ing. Try a shorter range at �rst, since the return move ment can be hard
work. Next try side lunges (think of clock hands: 3 o’clock and 9 o’clock), then reverse lunges (6 o’clock),
or work all the way round the clock face. Keep the torso raised and add a dumb bell in each hand or deepen
the lunge to pro gress the move ment.
Re�ect on: break ing out of the stuck state which anxi et ies and low mood can hold us in – lit er ally and �g -
ur at ively a lunge is a step for wards, out and bey ond. Addi tion ally, observe your ground ing (where your feet
land) and slow the move ment to con tem plate your exper i ence of con trol and bal ance. Begin with 10 on
each side, altern at ing left and right.
Go fur ther: Walk ing and run ning are e�ect ively con trolled lunging move ments, so con sider the couch to
5k chal lenge.
3 Twist: �nd �uid ity and �ow
Learn box ing’s �rst four punches: jab-cross-hook-hook/1-2-3-4. The jab extends the lead arm for wards
toward the oppon ent, the cross extends the rear arm for wards as you turn the torso into the strike, and
rotate at the hips and waist for the hooks. Shad ow box the combo for one- to two-minute inter vals. Or try
tai chi’s “swinging arms” exer cise: with your feet shoulder-width apart, turn 90 degrees left and right at
the waist, allow ing your arms to be ten sion less, as �oppy as noodles. Evolve it by lift ing the left heel as you
twist right wards and vice versa, tap ping on your lower back with one hand and front shoulder with the
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other, for three- to �ve-minute inter vals. Soften the knees and sink while twist ing to work the move ment
fur ther.
Re�ect on: �nd ing �uid ity and �ow in the move ment and adapt ing to changes in bal ance.
Go fur ther: Try box er cise or a tai chi class for dynamic twist ing, or yoga for static/held twists such as the
tri angle pose/trikonas ana. Or ask: when was the last time you went dan cing?
4 Hinge: own ing your upright self
Hinge ing for wards at the hip is the basis of the bar bell dead lift – a centrepiece in strength train ing prac tice
– which can be tricky to learn because in daily life it’s a rel at ively rare move ment. We go from gor illa-like
pos ture with the hips pushed back wards, the knees slightly bent and shoulders pulled back, to a full stand -
ing pos i tion.
Under load, the move ment recruits both leg strength and the “pos terior chain” (the muscles on the back of
the body): try it with a loaded bag or a heavy book �rst, then a dumb bell in each hand if you have them, or a
bar bell. Take the oppor tun ity to fully stand up, pulling the shoulders back against the weight of the load.
Re�ect on: self-asser tion, self-own er ship, and relearn ing to stand straight up like a moun tain, plus the
oppos ites: prac tising against slump ing, slouch ing, self-min im ising and other bod ily encod ings of low
self-esteem. Or ask: what do you want to stand up against?
Go fur ther: learn the ket tle bell swing, or grasp the mettle and try a strength-train ing gym ses sion to
develop your dead lift.
5 Push and pull
Almost all strength train ing move ments involve push ing or pulling against res ist ance, so con sider doing
any of these:
Push: the humble press-up on the �oor, or with knees to the ground if you struggle to main tain the pos i -
tion, or against a counter. The yoga down ward facing dog pose requires push ing away from the ground
through hands and feet. The bar bell bench press engages the whole mus cu lature with an emphasis on the
upper body. Then there’s the mighty slam ball: drive it down to the ground from shoulder height or above
the head. Power the move ment with your frus tra tion.
Pull: try the supine Super man: lie �at on your front, arms exten ded in front of you. Lift the chest slightly
from the �oor and draw the elbows to your sides, mak ing a W shape. Or the upright row: stand tall and
using a res ist ance band hooked under your feet or dumb bells, pull upwards and return.
Re�ect on: if things are get ting on top of you, what do you need to push away? And when something is
miss ing or lack ing, what do you wish to pull closer?
Go fur ther: visit a climb ing wall (pulling the body sky wards), go swim ming (pulling through liquid) or try
the rower. In a gym, try the sled push, leg press or chest press machine.
The Soma Space o�ers an online 12-ses sion course Intro duc tion to Move ment for Men tal Health which
coveres basic exer cises and ideas that can bene �t men tal health
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