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Physical activity benefits

• Physical activity has significant health benefits for hearts, bodies and 
minds

• Physical activity contributes to preventing and managing 
noncommunicable diseases such as cardiovascular diseases, cancer and 
diabetes

• Physical activity reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety

• Physical activity enhances thinking, learning, and judgment skills

• Physical activity ensures healthy growth and development in young 
people

• Physical activity improves overall well-being
World Health Organisation
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Why is Physical Activity important for  Mental Health?

• Mental health disorders

• 20 year lower life expectancy

• 80% of the gap in life expectancy is attributable 

to CVD, respiratory diseases, and cancer. 

• Physical activity guidelines 

• Complimentary behaviour 





W H A T  D O  W E  K N O W  ?

T H A T  P H Y S I C A L  
A C T I V I T Y  I S  G O O D  
F O R  M E N T A L  
H E A L T H  A N D  
W E L L B E I N G .
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Domain-specific Physical Activity

White, R. L., Babic, M. J., Parker, P. D., Lubans, D. R., Astell-Burt, T., & Lonsdale, C. (2017). Domain-specific 
physical activity and mental health: a meta-analysis. American journal of preventive medicine, 52(5), 653-666.
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The context

• Outdoors

• Nature

• Social environments

• Group settings / team sports

• Yoga 

• High intensity



The context of physical activity

Vella, S. A., Aidman, E., Teychenne, M., Smith, J. J., Swann, C., Rosenbaum, S., ... & Lubans, D. R. (2023). 

Optimising the effects of physical activity on mental health and wellbeing: a joint consensus statement from sports 
medicine Australia and the Australian Psychological Society. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport.

“any bodily movement produced by skeletal 
muscles that results in energy expenditure” 

(Caspersen, 1985)

“Physical activity involves people moving, acting and performing within 
culturally specific spaces and contexts, and influenced by a unique array of 

interests, emotions, ideas, instructions and relationships” (Piggins, 2020)
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medicine Australia and the Australian Psychological Society. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport.
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Optimising the effects of physical activity on mental health and wellbeing: a joint consensus statement from sports 
medicine Australia and the Australian Psychological Society. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport.





Why does this matter? 

Teychenne, M., White, R. L., Richards, J., Schuch, F. B., Rosenbaum, S., & Bennie, J. A. (2020). Do we need physical 
activity guidelines for mental health: What does the evidence tell us?. Mental health and physical activity, 18, 100315.



How does the context of physical activity 
influence mental health? 

• During Covid-Lockdown in 2020

• Open-ended questionnaire

• 234 active adults over 18 years 
in NSW

• Reflexive thematic analysis 
(Braun and Clarke, 2021)

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.



Exercise provides opportunities to feel 
accomplished, leading to positive 
internal rewards.

Theme 1

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.



Exercise alone promotes thinking, while exercise with others 
generates happiness.

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 2



Judgement and unrealistic expectations contribute to poorer 
outcomes if competence is perceived as insufficient.

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 3



Morning exercise enhances confidence and vitality; afternoon 
exercise facilitates detachment.

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 4



The action of walking, and pleasant outdoor environments, provide 
an escape.

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 5



Activities with high attentional requirement provide a deeper 
distraction.

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 6



The purpose of the activity - enjoyment, self-care, or physical 
pursuits?

White, R. L., Ryan, D., Young, C., Elston, R., & Rossi, T. (2023). How does the context of physical activity influence 
perceived mood and wellbeing after exercise?. Mental Health and Physical Activity, 24, 100504.

Theme 7







How do we optimise effects? 

Systematic review of moderators and mediators

Physical activity Mental health

Mediator

Physical activity Mental health

Moderator



Mediators

• depressive symptoms

• affect

• wellbeing

• self-esteem

• self-efficacy

• physical self-worth

• body image esteem

• physical/sports competence

• Mastery

• sense of control

• emotional regulation

• loneliness

• resilience

• social support

• sense of belonging



Moderators

• Social support was the only moderator



Developing intrinsic motivation

Basic Needs 
Fulfillment

High Quality
Motivation

Positive 
Consequences

Autonomy Competence Relatedness

Social 
Factors

Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2017). 

Self-determination theory: Basic 

psychological needs in motivation, 

development, and wellness. 

Guilford Publications. 



Motivation: Why are we active?

White, R. L., Parker, P. D., Lubans, D. R., MacMillan, F., Olson, R., Astell-Burt, T., & Lonsdale, C. (2018). Domain-

specific physical activity and affective wellbeing among adolescents: An observational study of the moderating roles 
of autonomous and controlled motivation. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 15, 1-13.
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Motivation: Why are we active?

White, R. L., Parker, P. D., Lubans, D. R., MacMillan, F., Olson, R., Astell-Burt, T., & Lonsdale, C. (2018). Domain-
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+1SD: β = .05
Mean: β = -.03
-1SD: β = -.11



Motivation: Why are we active?

White, R. L., Parker, P. D., Lubans, D. R., MacMillan, F., Olson, R., Astell-Burt, T., & Lonsdale, C. (2018). Domain-

specific physical activity and affective wellbeing among adolescents: An observational study of the moderating roles 
of autonomous and controlled motivation. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity, 15, 1-13.
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-1SD: β = -.10



Basic Psychological Needs

Autonomy

Competence

Relatedness

 Increase in affect 
after exercise
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