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Exercise Benefits Body and Mind

Everyone knows that exercise benefits the body. We exercise to stay in shape, lose weight
and maintain overall health. Exercise also is associated with decreased rates of diabetes,
cardiovascular disease, high blood pressure, stroke and even cancer. But did you know
there are many other benefits to exercise that are not directly related to your physical health?

Most Americans live fast-paced lives packed with work, kids’ activities, appointments,
household chores and other commitments that may cause us to lose sight of our health. An
inability to focus on your physical and mental health may cause you stress and lead to
depression/anxiety, sleep disturbances, lack of energy and cognitive/memory issues.

Luckily, exercise increases a hormone called serotonin, which can help to reduce stress and
anxiety and counteract the hormones in the brain that can lead to depression. Research has
shown that even light forms of exercise can aid in increasing mood within 10-30 minutes
following exercise. To prove these effects, one study showed that individuals who regularly
exercised had an increase in negative mood when they withdrew from exercise for two
weeks.

Also, as winter approaches, the rate of seasonal affective disorder (SAD) increases due to
limited sunlight and a decrease in outdoor activities. Aerobic exercise, even in small
amounts, can alter body chemistries to decrease the rate of SAD.

If you are looking to increase memory capacity, aerobic exercise can help with that, too.
Exercise stimulates the release of growth factors and chemicals in the brain that improve the
health of brain cells, decrease inflammation in the brain and improve blood flow. Studies
have shown increased brain size in people who exercise verses those who don’t. Research
also has shown an increase in the size of the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex, which are
part of the brain’s memory and learning centers. This is especially important as we age and
the risk of dementia increases.

Regular exercise also can help improve sleep quality. When you exercise, your core
temperature increases, which in turn decreases your body temperature during sleep and
improves sleep quality. About 150 minutes of moderate to vigorous activity per week can
significantly improve sleep quality. The activity causes energy depletion, which contributes to
the body entering a recuperation state during sleep. If you reach deeper stages of sleep at
night you are more likely to have increased energy levels during the day.

Chronic fatigue and tiredness during the day can affect your overall mental health and
physical wellbeing. Athletes feel fatigued and unmotivated when they take a few days off
from exercising. On the other hand, you may notice that on the days that you do exercise
your motivation and ability to complete tasks improves. This is not your mind playing tricks
on you, but it is due to chemical alternations in your body due to inactivity.

As you can see, in addition to the physical gains, there are significant advantages to
exercise. The benefits in relation to mood, energy, sleep and memory only come about with
aerobic exercise, which includes walking, running, biking, elliptical and swimming. So, if you
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have been thinking of starting an exercise program, know that you'll get physical, mental and
emotional rewards.

If you have any questions or concerns about starting an exercise program or are
experiencing pain from exercise or an injury, do not hesitate to reach out to the experienced
sports medicine physicians at Corewell Health Orthopedics at (616) 267-8860. You can also
find more information on our website.
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