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What happens to the brain when you exercise?

Your brain loves physical exercise  

When you exercise….

Norepinephrine is released, 
which improves motivation and 

attention 
 

Brain-derived neurotrophic 
factor (BDNF) is released, which 

protects and repairs the brain 
from degeneration 

 
Hormones combine to grow brain 

cells and regulate mood 
 

The hippocampus, a part of the 
brain concerned with learning 

and memory, grows in size with 
regular exercise over time

Endorphins are produced, which 
can reduce the sensation of pain 
 
Serotonin is released,  
which can enhance mood 
 
Blood flow to the brain increases, 
which removes waste from the 
brain and delivers more oxygen 
and nutrients 
 
Dopamine is released, which 
improves motivation and focus 
and learning

Mental Health & Exercise 

Setting goals to engage in physical activity 
 
Firstly, consider what stage of behavioural change you are currently at, as this will shape your goal 
setting approach.

Maintenance stage - Engaging in exercise and meaningful activity >3 months = SMART goal

Action stage - Currently engaging in regular activity for <3 months = SMART goal 

Preparation stage - Poor confidence in new environments, but motivated to start = Stepped or SMART 
goal

Contemplation stage - Not physically active & unsure whether to start = Stepped goal 

Pre-contemplation stage - Poor exercise history and no intention to commence in near future = 
Stepped goal 



Lifestyle modifications to 
enhance your mental health  

Sleep

 � We need 8 hours of sleep per night

 � Sleep improves emotional, mental & 
physical health

 � Boosts memory, develops creativity & 
problem solving

Mindfulness

 � Type of meditation in which you focus 
on being intensely aware of what you're 
sensing and feeling in the moment

 � Practicing mindfulness involves breathing 
methods, guided imagery, and other 
practices to relax the body and mind and 
help reduce stress

Food and mood

 � Individuals with depression are 3 x more 
likely to be obese

 � Eating a healthy diet (Mediterranean) 
for 12 weeks was shown to significantly 
reduce levels of depression in 32.5% of 
participants

 � Similar effectiveness to common 
antidepressant medications (SSRIs)

 � Healthy diet has protective mechanisms 
to mental health

How to use exercise to  
enhance your mental health  

Exercise recommendations – how much?

 � Guidelines suggest 30 minutes of 
moderate intensity exercise on most 
days

 � However, a little bit is better than nothing

 � Use 10-minute bouts of exercise 
throughout the day to reach 30 minutes 

What type?

 � Research supports both aerobic and 
resistance training

 � Consider exercise outdoors and as part 
of social group 

 � The best exercise is the one that you will 
do – keep it meaningful and enjoyable! 

How to get started

 � Find a type of physical activity that you 
enjoy or used to enjoy 

 � A little bit of something is better than a 
lot of nothing 

 � Set goals and gradually build in a 
progressive but realistic way 

 � Reward yourself when you achieve your 
goals 

 � Seek assistance from exercise 
professionals, family & friends
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SMART goal = Specific, Measurable, 
Achievable, Realistic, Time-based

Stepped goal = When you are not yet engaged 
in exercise, the idea of starting can be 
daunting. Additionally, setting specific and 
time-based goals can be overwhelming and 
pose a further barrier to starting. Therefore, 
breaking a goal down in to “steps” can be 
more achievable to help you to achievable 
sustainable engagement in exercise. This 
image shows you how you can write down and 
break up your goals in a stepped manner. 

Stepped Goal Setting 
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