
 

Lifting your spirits doesn't require many
reps
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You don't have to spend hours at the gym or work up a dripping sweat to
improve your mood and feel better about yourself, researchers at the
University of Connecticut say in a new study.

If you lead a sedentary lifestyle—spending large parts of your day sitting
at home or at work - simply getting out of your chair and moving around

1/5



 

can reduce depression and lift your spirits.

"We hope this research helps people realize the important public health
message that simply going from doing no physical activity to performing
some physical activity can improve their subjective well-being," says
Gregory Panza, a graduate student in UConn's Department of
Kinesiology and the study's lead author.

"What is even more promising for the physically inactive person is that
they do not need to exercise vigorously to see these improvements,"
Panza continues. "Instead, our results indicate you will get the best 'bang
for your buck' with light or moderate intensity physical activity."

For those keeping score, light physical activity is the equivalent of taking
a leisurely walk around the mall with no noticeable increase in breathing,
heart rate, or sweating, says Distinguished Kinesiology Professor Linda
Pescatello, senior researcher on the project. Moderate intensity activity
is equivalent to walking a 15-20-minute mile with an increase in
breathing, heart rate, and sweating, yet still being able to carry on a
conversation. Vigorous activity is equivalent to a very brisk walk or
jogging a 13-minute mile with a very noticeable increase in breathing, 
heart rate, and sweating to the point of being unable to maintain a
conversation.

The study looked at 419 generally healthy middle-aged adults who wore
accelerometers on their hips to track physical activity over four days.
Participants also completed a series of questionnaires asking them to
describe their daily exercise habits, psychological well-being, depression
level, pain severity, and extent to which pain interfered with their daily
activities.

Here's what the researchers learned:
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People who reported higher levels of sedentary behavior also
reported lower levels of subjective well-being, meaning those
who sat around a lot were the least happiest. Subjective well-
being is defined as the positive and negative evaluations that
people make of their own lives. These results confirmed previous
studies.
In general, physical activity improved people's sense of well-
being. Yet, different intensities of physical activity were more
beneficial to some people than others. For instance, people who
participated in light-intensity physical activity reported higher
levels of psychological well-being and lower levels of depression.
People who participated in moderate-ntensity physical activity
reported higher levels of psychological well-being and lower
levels of pain severity.
People who led sedentary lives and engaged in light or moderate
physical activity showed the greatest improvement in overall
sense of well-being. "The 'more is better' mindset may not be
true when it comes to physical activity intensity and subjective
well-being," says Panza. "In fact, an 'anything is better' attitude
may be more appropriate if your goal is a higher level of
subjective well-being."
While light and moderate physical activity clearly made some
people feel better about themselves, when it came to vigorous
activity, the results were neutral. There was no positive or
negative association found between high intensity physical
activity and subjective well-being.

The last finding is actually good news for folks who enjoy hard, calorie-
burning workouts, as it doesn't support a widely reported recent study
that found high intensity workouts significantly lowered some people's
sense of well-being.

"Recent studies had suggested a slightly unsettling link between vigorous
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activity and subjective well-being," says Beth Taylor, associate professor
of kinesiology and another member of the research team. "We did not
find this in the current study, which is reassuring to individuals who
enjoy vigorous activity and may be worried about negative effects."

Many previous studies have attempted to identify the best exercise
regimen to improve people's sense of well-being. Yet no clear consensus
has emerged. Some studies say moderate or vigorous activity is best.
Others say low intensity exercise is better. The differences, the UConn
researchers say, may be due to the way the studies were designed and
possible limitations in how people's well-being and levels of physical
activity were measured.

The UConn study is believed to be the first of its kind to use both
objective (accelerometers) and subjective (questionnaires)
measurements within a single group to examine the relationship between
physical activity intensity and well-being.

Yet the UConn research also has its limits, Panza says.

All of the individuals who participated in the UConn study had a
generally positive sense of well-being going into the project and were
generally physically active. So their answers in the questionnaires need to
be framed in that context. Whether the same results would hold true for
people with lower subjective well-being or lower levels of physical
activity is unknown, Panza says.

Also, the conclusions formed in the UConn study are based on
information gathered at a single point in time. A longitudinal study that
tracks people's feelings and physical activity over time would go a long
way toward helping determine what exercise regimen might be best for
different populations, Panza said.
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"If it doesn't make us feel good, we don't want to do it," says Taylor.
"Establishing the link between different types, doses, and intensities of 
physical activity on well-being is a very important step in encouraging
more people to exercise."

The study was published in the Journal of Health Psychology in
February.
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