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Psychological Benefits of Physical Activity
In the last two health journals, we discussed on the physiological benefits of  Physical Activity (PA).  Yet, engaging in 
moderate amount of  PA will also positively enhance our mood and emotional status. In this issue, our focus is turn to 
how PA promotes psychological well-being, as well as improve our quality of life. 
Often we hear people saying how  they feel ‘clear-minded‘ or ‘satisfied‘ after a run? or having a ‘runner’s high’? but 
how? This is to do with the chemical being release during exercise, such as dopamine, norepinephrine, endorphins 
and serotonin. They are known to have strong effects on our Central Nervous System (CNS), helping in reduction of 
anxiety, stress and depression, while also helping to strengthen the immune system.

Clarifying the following terms allows us to understand the benefits of PA on our psychological health
Mood the way a person feels inside, the experience of emotion, sustained and predominant internal 

emotional experience

Anxiety facing uncertain, existential threat i.e. fear of failure, fear of negative social evaluation

Stress the body's reaction to a change that requires a physical, mental or emotional adjustment or 
response

Depression a mental disorder that presents with loss of interest or pleasure, feelings of guilt or low  self-worth, 
disturbed sleep or appetite, low energy, and poor concentration

Frustration the prevention or hindering of a potentially satisfying activity and the emotional reaction to such 
prevention that may involve aggression

Exercise for the abdominals are essential to 
build a strong core and a flat stomach (for 
ladies) or six pack (for guys) for the summer. 
Amongst our participants, undoubtedly  we 
have some amazingly  strong abs! Between 
Week 1 to Week 4, we have 6 ladies and 5 
gents got into the ʻExcellentʼ category.  

Male Reps. Female Reps.

Nicolas 
Chalmeau

555 Alexandre Lai 150

Paul Calder 400 Fiona Shum 150

Anthony 
Thompson

302 Alice Kai 145Anthony 
Thompson

302

Estelle Xiang 140

David Allardice 255 Janice Tsui 130

Kitman Wu 250 Christina Chew 110



Endorphine 胺多芬
There are different forms of 
endorphin and the one that 
has found to have the most 
powerful effect on exercise is 
the beta-endorph ins or 
s o m e t i m e s k n o w n a s 
'runners high'. The release of 
beta-endorphins reduces pain, acts like a ‘natural 
painkiller’. This is the reason why running becomes 
easier after about 20 minutes. Endorphins are also 
able to disregard or even not notice pain i.e blisters on 
your feet, until after the run or game. 
Endorphins stimulates feelings of euphoria, that is why 

many people feel invigorated and 
enthusiastic after exercise. The 
endorphin response to exercise 
increases as exercise increases. 
Everyone would have experience 
a rise in endorphin with exercise 
of any kind.

Serotonin 血清素
Serotonin is found in three main 
areas of  the body: the intestinal 
wall, large constricted blood 
vessels and the most studied 
CNS. The functions of  serotonin 
are to involve control of  appetite, 
sleep, memory and learning, 
temperature regulation, mood, 
behavior (including sexual and 
h a l l u c i n o g e n i c b e h a v i o r ) , 

cardiovascular function, muscle contraction, endocrine 
regulation, and depression.
We have all experienced a rise in serotonin at some 
point. It is that satisfied feeling we have after a long 
run, or a bowl of  rice.  It is also that feeling of  comfort 
we get from spending time with close friends and 
family. Serotonin can become depleted with chronic 
stress or anxiety, starvation or a 
low  carbohydrate diet, and 
inactivity, leaving you feeling 
depressed, irritable, moody and 
e x h a u s t e d . C o n v e r s e l y, 
serotonin is strongly elevated 
after a long run or workout, at 
moderate intensity levels.

Norepinephrine 正腎上腺素 
Norepinephrine, also known as 
adrenaline, is a hormone and 
neurotransmitter. It is responsible 
for the “fight or flight” response that 
occurs when we get scared, or feel 
stressed.

In our fast-paced community, we 
all probably experience the effect of  epinephrine on a 
daily basis.  Rushing to get things done, being late, 
driving in rush hour traffic, handling too many tasks at 
once, and starvation can all stimulate epinephrine.  
Epinephrine can become depleted with chronic stress 
or anxiety, leaving you feeling worn out, exhausted, 
mentally drained, and often 
depressed. Epinephrine is 
temporarily elevated when we 
exercise at very high intensity 
levels.  Exercising at lower 
intensity levels, or performing 
intervals, [alternating intense 
exertion and rest] can lower 
epinephrine levels.

Dopamine 多巴胺

Dopamine makes us feeling 
pleasant and well motivated, and 
i s k n o w n a s t h e ‘ h a p p y 
hormone’. It is also responsible 
for our sleeping cycle.  We may 
not know  when dopamine is 
correctly balanced, but we 
ce r t a i n l y know  when ou r 
sleeping and waking cycles have 
been disrupted, which is commonly described as “jet 
lag”, and is caused by an imbalance in the dopamine 
level.  Dopamine stores can become depleted with 

chronic stress, or anxiety, and 
intense trauma, starvation or low 
carbohydrate diets.  Serotonin can 
b o t h i n c r e a s e a n d d e p l e t e 
dopamine, therefore performing 
long duration exercise at moderate 
intensity can elevate serotonin and 
dopamine levels, beneficial to 
cognitive function.
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Many studies have shown that regular PA is associated with a number of important 
psychological benefits for all ages.

Children and Young People
For children and young people, physical activity includes play, games, sports, transportation, recreation, physical 
education, or planned exercise, in the context of family, school, and community activities. 
Simple task or playing in the park already involves different components of fitness and these are actually 
embedded in children’s daily life, for example:

• Run away from the kid who's "it" (endurance)
• Cross the monkey bars (strength)
• Bend down to tie their shoes (flexibility) 

Regular exercise helps children:
• Feel less stressed 
• Feel better about themselves
• Feel more ready to learn in school 
• Keep a healthy weight 
• Build and keep healthy bones, muscles and joints 
• Sleep better at night

Similarly, participation in PA can assist in the social development of young people by providing opportunities for 
self-expression, building self-confidence, social interaction and integration. It has also been suggested that 
physically active young people more readily adopt other healthy behaviours (e.g. avoidance of tobacco, alcohol 
and drug use) and demonstrate higher academic performance at school.

Adults
Leisure time PA including walking, dancing, gardening, hiking, swimming, transportation (e.g. walking or cycling), 
occupational (i.e. work), housework, play, games, sports or planned exercise, in the context of daily, family, and 
community activities. In order to reduce risk of psychological illness.
Movement and exercise increase breathing and heart rate so that more blood flows to the brain, enhancing energy 
production and waste removal. Studies show  that in response to exercise, 
cerebral blood vessels can grow, even in middle-aged sedentary 
individuals.
Walking is especially good for your brain, because it increases blood 
circulation and the oxygen and glucose that reach your brain. This is why 
maybe walking can "clear your head" and help you to think better. 
Hence some hormones i.e Epinephrine is released when PA is at a higher 
intensity, therefore other than walking, we should also engage in PA 
involves large muscles group and exercise in higher intensity such as 
resistance training, dancing, aerobics and kick-boxing etc. This will trigger 
the release of hormones aids in reduction of stress and depression, better 
quality of sleep and feeling energetic. 



Elderly
Similar to adults, any leisure time PA, transport (e.g. walking or cycling), occupational (if  the individual is still 
engaged in work), household work, play, games, sports or planned exercise are psychologically beneficial to the 
elderly.
Elderly often experience musculoskeleto discomfort or disability as a reason for not exercising. Decreasing 
exercise intensity and using a range of  exercises can aid musculoskeleto discomfort. Aquatic exercises limit the 
weight-bearing load while providing assistance to proprioception (sense of self). Cross-training, using a 

combination of  activities with various equipment i.e fitball, bosu, elastic band and 
dumbbell can involves wider range of muscle groups, decreases the risk of  overuse 
injury and is less boring.
Studies of senior citizens who walk regularly showed significant improvement in 
memory skills compared to sedentary elderly people.
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Psychological benefits of PA are just as important as physiological. Especially in Hong Kong, this hectic and over-
crowded community, pressure from work, family and relationship are unavoidable. We shall engage in any kind and 
form of  PA in any way, to further enhance the release of  these four vital hormones: Norepinephrine, Dopamine, 
Endorphine and Serotonin. Whether it is a long walk in the park, get off the bus a stop earlier, a sweaty long run or 
an intense work out, everyone will definitely benefits more than one of the below from PA. 

• Feeling energized
• Reduced stress as well as an improved ability to cope with stress
• Reduced frustration, result in a more constructed response to disappointment and failure
• More relax
• Better sleep quality and pattern
• Reduced frustration
• Reduced anxiety and depression
• Improved self confidence, self reliance and positive esteem
• Improved body image
• Improved mental alertness and perception
• Improved memory and concentration

Depending on individuals, some of these benefits come in several months of regular PA, 
while others are apparent after one workout. 

Most importantly, both long and short term benefits reinforce the value of regular PA.


