
Mental Health &  
Exercise Guidebook

Empowering people to enhance their 
mental health through sustainable and 
meaningful engagement in physical 
activity and lifestyle modification.
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Purpose

At Guardian Exercise Rehabilitation, we passionately believe in achieving sustainable and long-lasting health outcomes 
for our clients. In order for these outcomes to come to fruition, we work towards self-management in a graded and 
supportive manner. It is important that this process is underpinned by improved health knowledge and self-efficacy. 

In this guidebook, we explore mental health and exercise – and more specifically, how engaging in exercise and physical 
activity can potentially improve mental health.  Initially setting the foundations by helping you to understand the 
sometimes complex and multidimensional nature of what happens in our bodies when we exercise, the overarching 
purpose for this guidebook is to provide you with the confidence and practical skills needed to make tangible lifestyle 
modifications and engage in physical activity in order to improve your mental health, into the long term. 

How to use this guidebook: 
While you can use this guidebook on your own, it’s best to use collaboratively with your Exercise Physiologist. The reason 
for this is that sometimes the messages within this guidebook may not make complete sense to you, or you may not 
totally understand how they relate to your situation. Your Exercise Physiologist will be able to discuss these messages in 
a way that relates to you and your own unique experience!

Simon Rosenbaum - Scientia Associate Professor in the School of 
Psychiatry, UNSW Sydney, and an honorary fellow at the Black Dog Institute

Guardian Exercise Rehabilitation are national leaders in the provision of 

exercise interventions for people living with mental illness and psychological 

injury. They have pioneered novel models of care and developed resources 

that have informed practice both nationally in Australia and overseas. I 

applaud Guardian Exercise Rehabilitation for addressing a clear gap in the 

care of injured workers and look forward to continuing to work alongside 

them in the future.
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What happens in  
the brain when you  
exercise?   
The benefits of exercise for our mental health are plentiful, thanks to a multitude of different psychological, psychosocial 
and physical factors – however, understanding the changes that occur in the brain when we exercise is valuable in 
helping us to understand why we feel our mood improve when we exercise, and why physical activity is so beneficial for 
our overall mental health. 

Research continues to evolve and develop, but researchers are beginning to understand the neuropsychological 
mechanisms that underpin exercise more than ever before. The changes that occur in the brain when we exercise remain 
highly complex and multi-faceted, and the way the brain responds is individual to the person and a combination of 
many different mechanisms. 

Current research outlines various changes in the brain when we exercise, which can contribute to improved mental 
health. When we exercise, our body releases chemicals such as dopamine and endorphins that, simply put, make you 
feel happy. Not only is your brain dumping out these feel-good chemicals, but exercise also helps your brain get rid of 
chemicals that make you feel stressed and anxious. The below graphic helps to explain in more detail what happens in 
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
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Connection between  
mental health  
& physical health  
A strong link has been found between mental and physical health, with poorer physical health increasing the likelihood 
of developing mental illness. Similarly, mental illness increases the risk of having poorer physical health. A widely 
recognised study found that those with severe mental illness are up to 2 times more likely to have diagnoses like obesity, 
diabetes, or cardiovascular disease than the general population. Exactly what drives these associations continues to be 
researched, due to multiple factors that are likely contributing to, and feeding into, each other. 

Did you know that lifestyle factors explain up to 70% of the burden of disease? (WHO, 2009)

There are a number of factors that are linked to positive or negative effects on both physical and mental health. 

Looking at the above graphic, try to identify some factors that you can begin to change that may impact 
positively on both physical and mental health.

However, it is important to understand that not all factors in your life can be changed to positively impact 
your wellbeing, and modifying all lifestyle factors at once is often not sustainable in the long-term.

References:

Fengqin D, Xueyang T, Lu Chen & Xiaofang, W. (2020) The relationship between physical health and fear of death in rural residents: The mediation effect 

of meaning in life and mental health. Death Studies. 

Firth, J et al. (2019). The Lancet Psychiatry Commission: a blueprint for protecting physical health in people with mental illness. The Lancet Psychiatry. 

Social 
- Social interactions 

- Loneliness 

- Social isolation

Physical and  
Mental Health 

Socio-economical 
- Wages/ finacial security 

- Job conditions 

- Work injury

Lifestyle Choices 
- Physical  

- Diet 

- Smoking 

- Drinking 

- Sleep

- 
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Using exercise to  
manage stress  
Stress is a normal human response that plays a very 
important role in keeping us alive. Stress allows for our 
body to adapt to external factors such as threats or 
pressures, which can be a vital survival instinct. Stress 
can be helpful in increasing alertness and energy levels, 
but it can also be unhelpful when it occurs for prolonged 
periods of time. Often prolonged stress will lead to being 
unable to switch off, reduced ability to cope, feeling an 
increase in aches and pains, change in dietary habits 
and withdrawal from specific activities. In fact, it is 
estimated that between 75% and 90% of visits to the 
GP are caused by stress-related illness! Some of these 
illnesses are related to cardiovascular disease, 
obesity, immune suppression, pain, diabetes and 
sleep problems. 

There are a number of practical ways 
to manage stress and  
look after your health.  
One of these is exercise.  

 
How Does  
Exercise Help? 
 � Being active can improve the 

way in which your body handles 
stress. It can do this through 
a change in hormone responses 
and release specific neurotransmitters 
called dopamine and serotonin (“the happy 
hormones”). 

 � Exercise can act as a circuit breaker – meaning  
your brain has a distraction to focus on rather than 
stressful thoughts and emotions. It can take a holiday 
and focus on what exercise you are doing, the change 
in your heart rate and breathing and ensuring your 
muscles are working optimally. 

 � Unfortunately, prolonged stress can have negative  
side effects on our body’s cardiovascular system, 
immune system and more. However, we know through 
an abundance of research that exercise can increase 
our immune system and is instrumental in protecting 
our cardiovascular health. In fact, exercise has a 
positive influence on all our bodily systems.

References: 
Jackson, E (2013). STRESS RELIEF: The Role of Exercise in Stress Management. ACSM Health & Fitness. 17(3). 

Where to Begin?   

 � Some exercise is better than none, and 
more is better than some. Engaging in 
exercise can be a challenge, but start small 
and keep building.

 � An Accredited Exercise Physiologist (AEP) 
can be a useful resource in providing 
guidance and reassurance. 
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Using exercise to  
manage depression 
The benefits of exercise
Exercise is commonly recommended by healthcare 
providers for those affected by depression. These 
recommendations are backed by numerous studies, 
showing that those who exercise regularly experience 
fewer depressive symptoms than those who do not. 
In fact, studies have shown that 16 weeks of regular 
exercise can be as effective as commonly prescribed 
anti-depressant medications (SSRI’s) for treating mild to 
moderate depression in older adults who are inactive. 

 

Understanding how exercise 
helps with depression
Understanding exactly how exercise can help individuals 
with depression continues to be investigated and isn’t yet 
clearly understood. While most agree that not one single 
hormone or chemical in your brain can be attributed to 
the benefits of exercise, research has suggested that 
regular exercise can increase levels of serotonin and 
endorphins in the brain. This is important due to their 
involvement in mood, sleep, libido, appetite, and other 
functions linked with depression. In addition, these 
chemicals in your brain can be increased with exercise.

Regular exercise has also been shown to assist in 
addressing psychosocial factors for those suffering with 
depression. Some examples of these factors include: 
increased self-esteem and sense of control with recovery; 
reduced loneliness due to more community engagement; 
increased energy levels, and distraction from worries and 
rumination.

References: 
Schuch, F. B., & Stubbs, B. (2019). The Role of Exercise in Preventing and 
Treating Depression. Current sports medicine reports.  

Schuch, F. B., et al (2016). Exercise for depression in older adults: a meta-
analysis of randomized controlled trials adjusting for publication bias. 
Revista brasileira de psiquiatria. 

Exercise 
Recommendations
How much?

The National Physical Activity Guidelines 
for Australians recommend a minimum of 
30 minutes of moderate intensity exercise 
on most days. However, understanding the 
complexities that come with depression, in 
particular reduced motivation and feeling 
tired, achieving these recommendations can 
be daunting and seem unachievable. As such, 
it is important to know that a little activity is 
better than none, and more is better than a 
little. Using small 10-minute bouts of exercise 
throughout the day can help make the total 
of 30 minutes more achievable and lead to 
increased motivation and exercise tolerance.

What type?

Research supports the benefits for 
depression in both aerobic (cardio) and 
resistance (strength) training. While 
intensity of the exercise can play a role in 
these improvements, maintaining a regular 
routine with exercise is one of, if not the 
most, important factors when it comes to 
choosing the type of exercise. Therefore, we 
suggest starting with the most appealing 
and meaningful form of exercise to you - be 
it walking, lifting weights, bike riding, rock 
climbing or swimming. 
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Using exercise to 
manage PTSD  
There is significant evidence around the benefits of 
exercise for both physical and mental health. As Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) is becoming more 
openly accepted and diagnosed, the positive effect that 
exercise can have on those with PTSD is also gaining 
increased recognition.

How exactly can exercise 
help with my PTSD?
We know that PTSD affects everyone in different ways, 
and similarly, people respond differently to medications 
and psychology treatments. When it comes to exercise, 
exactly what promotes the positive benefits for PTSD 
can be best described as multi-modal - meaning several 
positive aspects are likely contributing together. Below 
is a list of some of the benefits of exercise, that can then 
positively impact PTSD symptoms; 

 � Improve mood in the short and long term

 � Reduce symptoms of depression and anxiety

 � Improve sleep quality

 � Maintain routine and structure

 � Reduce alcohol dependence 

 � Improve cognitive function

 � Reduce avoidance behaviours

 � Reduce the likelihood of developing secondary 
physical health conditions

 � Increase community connectedness

 � Improvements in outcomes when couple with other 
treatments

References: 
Saraceni, N et al. (2019). To Flex or Not to Flex? Is There a Relationship 
Between Lumbar Spine Flexion During Lifting and Low Back Pain? A 
Systematic Review With Meta-Analysis. Journal of Orthopaedic & Sports 
Physical Therapy. 

Villumsen, M et al. (2015). Are forward bending of the trunk and low back 
pain associated among Danish blue-collar workers? A cross-sectional 
field study based on objective measures. Journal of Ergonomics.

How do you start with 
exercising?

If we account for the reductions in motivation, 
increased tendency to self-isolate, and low 
energy levels that are often experienced with 
PTSD, exercising can understandably seem like 
a daunting task. Here are a few pieces of advice 
that can help to make those first few steps or 
reps a bit easier. 

 � Try to find a type of physical activity that 
you enjoy, or used to enjoy. Lots of research 
has gone into finding the most effective form 
of exercise for mental health and pleasingly, 
by doing this, we now know that something 
as light as yoga or as intense as running can 
all result in positive responses. 

 � A little is better than none and more is 
better than less. Developing the habit of 
exercising regularly takes time and while the 
general guidelines suggest 150 minutes per 
week, it may take some time to build up to 
this level. Starting with 10 minutes on every 
other day is better than nothing and can help 
get the ball rolling. 

 � Seek assistance from exercise professionals, 
family and friends. Research has shown 
exercise is completed more regularly and is 
more effective in improving psychological 
symptoms when a qualified exercise 
professional is providing support, assisting 
with setting goals, and delivering supervised 
exercise programs. Friends and family can 
also play an important role in increasing 
motivation and enjoyment with exercise.
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References:
Saeri, A. et al. (2018). Social connectedness improves public mental health: 
Investigating bidirectional relationships in the New Zealand attitudes and 
values survey. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Psychiatry.  

McKeon G et al. (2021). A Mental Health–Informed Physical Activity 
Intervention for First Responders and Their Partners Delivered Using 
Facebook: Mixed Methods Pilot Study. JMIR Form Res. 

How exercise can  
improve social  
connectedness 
 
 
Being socially connected plays a large role in our general health. It has been strongly linked with mental 
health and is sometimes compared to the chicken or the egg analogy – with the question being 
whether reduced social engagement leads to the development of mental illness, or rather is a direct 
consequence of mental illness. Regardless of the answer, reduced social connectedness is proven 
to be an early sign of a decline in our mental wellbeing.

On a positive note, being engaged in regular social interactions and social groups 
can foster a protective response to mental illness, with an increased feeling of 
connectedness, a sense of belonging and an accessible resource at times of 
adversity.  

We can reflect on what our current social life looks like and how we 
think it could improve or change by asking ourselves the following 
questions:

- How often are we currently meeting with friends of family?

- Am I a part of a social group that meets regularly?

We can improve our social connectedness with 
friends, family, and coworkers by simply talking, 
meeting for coffee or lunches, playing cards or 
other games, or meeting at community events.

Exercise can also be a useful tool in improving our 
social wellbeing, and it doesn’t always require exercising 
in a group or with other people. 

- Some forms of mental illness include feelings of low mood 
and motivation, which can result in self-isolation and remaining 
homebound - particularly if your ability to work is impacted by 
your mental health. Engaging in physical activity is a great way to get 
outside, develop some structure and add purpose to your day 

- Exercise has been shown to improve feelings of self-worth and confidence

- Exercise can improve your motivation and energy levels 
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References:
Hirshkowitz, M et al. (2015). National Sleep Foundation’s sleep time 
duration recommendations: methodology and results summary. Sleep 
Health Journal.

Sleep hygiene tips  
and tricks
 
Sleep hygiene is a term used to describe good sleeping habits, which are a vital part of our general 
health and wellbeing. Good quality sleep has a significant impact on our recovery, both physically 
and mentally, and is essential in preparing us for the day ahead. In this factsheet, you will find some 
tips on how to improve your sleep quality, as well as some educational and interactive resources to 
help along the way. Seek assistance from your GP if you continue to experience insomnia.

Top tips for good sleep
1. Exercise! There is so much research demonstrating 

the positive effects of regular exercise on sleep 
quality. Keep higher intensity exercise towards the 
start of the day and lower intensity exercise such 
as walking and yoga towards the end of the day; to 
enable the body to wind down at bedtime.

2. Avoid the following substances for at least 4-6 hours 
before bed: Alcohol, Caffeine, Nicotine.

3. Routine:
 � Train the body to go to sleep and wake at similar 

times each day.
 � Have a sleep ritual that trains your brain to 

sleep at a particular time e.g. after a 5-minute 
stretch routine or listening to relaxing music.

 � Keep your daily routine the same and don’t 
avoid activities because of tiredness as this 
reinforces negative patterns.

4. Good Nutrition. A healthy, balanced diet has a big 
impact on sleep quality. Avoid eating too much 
processed food and foods with high sugar content, as 
well as heavy meals before bed.

5. Minimise Screen Time before Bed
 � Switch off electronic devices at least 30 minutes 

before bed
 � The blue light from screens can stop your 

brain from producing melatonin which assists 
with sleep.

6. Sleeping Environment
 � Sleep at a comfortable temperature
 � Block out any light sources by using blinds or an 

eye mask
 � Keep the area you sleep in clean and use for 

sleeping and intimacy only, not for working or 
other tasks

 � Control noise by using earplugs if necessary

7. Avoid Napping
 � This can inhibit your ability to fall asleep 

at night
 � If necessary, keep naps to 20-30 minutes long 

and before 3pm

Sleep facts:
 � Most healthy adults require 7-9 hours of 

sleep per night

 � 33-45% of Australians have poor sleep 
patterns that lead to fatigue and 
irritability

 � For every hour of sleep missed at night, 
there is a 14% increase in the risk of 
unpleasant emotions or feelings that affect 
day to day function

 � Those that regularly sleep for less than 
5 hours each night are more likely to 
experience long-term mental health issues

Recommended Apps 
1. 1. Headspace

2. 2. Slumber

3. 3. Pzizz

4. 4. Sleep cycle

5. 5. Calm

6. 6. Noisli
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Fillable sleep diary  

Date / 
Day

Bed 
Time

Wake 
Up Time 

My Sleep was 
disturbed by…
(noise, lights, 
temperature, 

stress, dreams)

When I woke 
up for the day I 
felt (Refreshed, 

Somewhat 
Refreshed, 
Fatigued)

Sleep Quality (0-10)   
0 Poor sleep 

quality,  
10 best sleep 

quality) 

Comments/ 
Notes(shift work, 
meals, caffeine, 

medication, mood)
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Mindfulness
 
 
 
 
We can often experience moments where we ‘lose track of time’ and our lives become 
mundane and almost automatic. However, the method of mindfulness – which has been 
adapted from old traditional Buddhist meditation - is when one is actively focused on the 
present moment. Mindfulness is described as a conscious state or form of self-awareness 
that is now commonly used in cognitive-therapy treatment for psychological conditions. 
There is strong evidence to suggest that mindfulness has a significant impact on human 
functioning including physical and mental health, self-regulation and our behaviour. 

How to practice 
mindfulness
Anyone can practice mindfulness - we 
have countless opportunities in our day to 
experience and exercise a mindful state, 
as an important part of the practice 
is to be non-judgmental and aim to 
engage wholeheartedly. There are many 
characteristics of mindfulness; most notably 
our receptive awareness, processing of 
information and a present consciousness which 
allows us to focus on and accept our feelings, 
thoughts and body sensations. One of the key 
techniques in becoming mindful is meditation, 
which can be practiced through guided 
podcasts, online courses and meditation 
classes. Mindfulness meditation focuses on 
becoming more aware of moment-to-moment 
changes within our mind and body, and then 
being able to change how we view these 
changes in a positive and non-judgemental 
light. We can also practice mindfulness 
through many other techniques, including but 
not limited to the following;

 � Connected Breathing;

 � Physical activity or Yoga;

 � Mindful eating.

What are the benefits?
As busy humans we can experience feelings 
of stress, anxiety and depression in our day 
to day lives; some more frequently than 
others. Mindfulness has been shown to have a 
positive impact on these common emotions 
and is associated with reduction in depression, 
providing assistance with maintaining 
other associated symptoms. The benefits 
of mindfulness have a significant impact on 
various aspects of life, including our overall 
mood, energy and quality of sleep, as well 
as job satisfaction within our work role. We 
know mindfulness-based cognitive therapy is 
now frequently used in the treatment of many 
mental health conditions – including bipolar 
disorders - to assist with emotional regulation 
and self-compassion for a positive outcome 
long-term.

Suggested apps 
and courses 
 � Insight Timer

 � Headspace

 � Calm

 � Mindfulness in Australia - 
mindfulnessinaustralia.com

 � Mindfulness Exercises - 
mindfulnessexercises.com/free-online-
mindfulness-courses

References:
Hofmann, S. G., Asmundson, G. J., & Beck, A. T. (2013). The Science of 
Cognitive Therapy. Behavior Therapy. 

Hülsheger, U., Alberts, H., Feinholdt, A., & Lang, J. (2013). Benefits of 
mindfulness at work: The role of mindfulness in emotion regulation, 
emotional exhaustion, and job satisfaction. Journal Of Applied Psychology. 

Langer, E. (2014). Mindfulness, 25th anniversary edition (2nd ed). New York: 
Da Capo Press.

Williams, J., Kuyken, W. (2012). Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy: a 
promising new approach to preventing depressive relapse. British Journal 
of Psychiatry. 
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Food and mood:  
the connection 
While the traditional primary management of mental 
ill-health is commonly associated with psychotherapies 
and pharmacotherapies, there is a growing body of 
evidence to support adjunct treatment modalities. As an 
adjunct with exercise, health professionals are urging 
individuals with depression, anxiety and other 
mental health diagnoses to become more  
aware of their diet.

Studies involving diet and mental health 
have focused on two primary areas of 
research including:

1) Improving the physical health 
status in those diagnosed with 
mental illness   

Research has identified individuals diagnosed 
with mental health ill-being are:

 � Subject to adverse cardio-metabolic drug 
reactions, such as weight gain, increased 
lethargy, increased appetite and poor  
gut health;

 � Around 40% more likely to develop cardiac 
disease, hypertension, stroke, metabolic 
syndrome, obesity

2) Improving the psychological 
wellbeing in those diagnosed with 
mental illness   

Gut health/gut microbiome has gained 
increased attention with researchers 
identifying a strong relationship between 
the gut and brain.  This relationship has 
been termed the ‘gut-brain-axis’, with 
multiple neurotransmitters and other stress 
related signal pathways having been directly 
related to the bacteria residing in the 
intestines.  Inflammation; the dysregulation 
of inflammation throughout those with 
depression has been well established, with 
higher rates of pro-inflammatory biomarkers 
identified in individuals with major depressive 
disorder.

So… What is the best diet?   

While many will argue “what is the ideal diet for mental health?”, it is commonly 
accepted that consuming a large variety of fresh fruit, vegetables and wholegrains 
will aid in improving one’s overall health. Having said that, there is an ever-growing 
body of literature supporting the Mediterranean diet for those with mental illness. 
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What is the 
Mediterranean 
Diet? 
A noteworthy paper known as the ‘SMILES Trial’ 
(published in Australia in 2017) found that 
participants in a controlled group who 
engaged in a 12-week Mediterranean 
diet with ongoing dietician support 
reported significant improvement 
in depression and anxiety 
scores.

The SMILES TRIAL focused on the promotion 
of 12 key food groups including

1.  Whole grains; 5-8 servings per day

2. Vegetables; 6 servings per day

3. Fruit; 3 servings per day

4. Legumes 3-4 servings per day

5.   Low-fat and unsweetened dairy 
foods 1 serve per day

6. Fish >2 servings per week

7.   Raw and unsalted nuts  
1 serve per day

8.   Lean red meats  
3-4 servings per week

9. Chicken; 2-3 servings per week

10. Eggs up to 6 per week

11. Olive oil 3 tablespoons per day

12. Extras <3 serves

References: 
Sarris J, Logan AC, Akbaraly TS, Amminger GP, Balanzá-Martínez 
V, Freeman MP, et al. (2015) Nutritional medicine as mainstream in 
psychiatry. Lancet Psychiatry.;2:271

Firth, J, Siddiqi, N, et al. (2019) The Lancet Psychiatry Commission: a 
blueprint for protecting physical health in people with mental illness. 
Lancet Psychiatry.; 6: 675-712

Jacka, FN, O’Neil, A, et al. (2017) A randomised controlled trial of dietary 
improvement for adults with major depression (the ‘SMILES’ trial) BMC 
Medicine; 15:27

In summary, combining a well-
balanced diet with physical 
activity in addition to primary 
treatment modalities for mental 
illness can positively contribute 
to your overall mental wellbeing. 
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Healthy eating
 
 
 
A healthy diet supports a healthy body and mind. It 
is filled with a wide range of foods from the five food 
groups, including: 

1. Vegetables and legumes

2. Fruit

3. Grains and cereals

4. Lean meat and poultry, fish, eggs, tofu, nuts 
and seeds

5. Dairy products and alternatives 

Further to consuming foods within these five groups, we 
may also choose to eat foods for enjoyment or social 
reasons on occasion too. A heathy diet will look different 
for everyone, but the basic structure will be similar. 

The healthy plate model
A practical way to help you achieve this is by adopting the 
healthy plate model. In this model, half of the plate is made up of 
vegetables, which can be raw, cooked, fresh or frozen; one quarter 
of the plate is made up of protein-rich foods, which can be animal 
based (fish, chicken, beef, pork, lamb, eggs etc.) or plant based 
foods (lentils, chickpeas, beans, tofu, tempeh); the last quarter 
of the plate is made up of carbohydrate-rich foods (rice, pasta, 
bread, potato etc.), and then a small amount of healthy fats 
(extra virgin olive oil, avocado, nuts or seeds). This model can 
be applied to the meals we cook at home - for example, a beef 
stir-fry with lots of veggies and rice, or adding a salad or veggies 
if we order takeaway such as pizza or a pasta dish. 

Our body requires a range of nutrients to function optimally. 
Through the consumption of a wide range of foods from the food 
groups, we can increase the chance that our body is getting all 
the vitamins and minerals it needs to support good health and 
optimal wellness, as well as prevent against future lifestyle related 
diseases. Having variety in the foods we eat not only ensures that 
we are able to meet our body’s needs for different nutrients, but 
also means that our meals are more interesting and we don’t get 
bored of the food we are eating.

Written by Casuarina Forsyth,  

Accredited Practicing Dietitian and  

Accredited Nutritionist 

www.casuarinaforsyth.com.au 
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Why resuming  
meaningful activities 
is so important 
 
When you have a mental illness - or simply experience mental health symptoms such as low mood 
and a lack of motivation - it can be normal to stop exercising and doing the things that you 
usually enjoy doing! This can then lead to the idea of recommencing physical activity as scary, 
overwhelming and even ‘out of reach’. 

While there is a common narrative that exercise must look a certain way – such as 
going to a gym, running fast or lifting heavy weights – the research actually tells us 
that to improve mental health, the type of exercise undertaken is not actually too 
important. This is both promising and exciting, in that it allows us to focus on the 
types of exercise or physical activity that we find most appealing and meaningful - be 
it walking, lifting weights, bike riding, rock climbing, swimming or even dancing.  

While intensity of the chosen exercise can play a role in improving mental health, maintaining 
a regular exercise routine is one of, if not the most, important factors - simply put, the best 
exercise is the one that you will do. So, keep it enjoyable and choose something that either 
interests you or intrigues you. 

If you find a meaningful form of physical activity that can be done outdoors, this can also promote a sense 
of mindfulness and reduce stress -  and if you are comfortable exercising as part of a group setting, this can 
promote a feeling of self-accomplishment and enhance social interactions. 

Let’s answer a few questions

What makes you, you?

What do you wish you could do tomorrow?

What do you enjoy, or used to enjoy?

Write down one meaningful activity that you would like to resume: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can also speak to your Exercise Physiologist and figure out a collaborative plan to help you recommence the things 
you love.

Once you have established what this activity is…what do you think needs to happen for you to make a start? 
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Self-managing  
your exercise routine 
 
A large focus of a structured exercise program is developing a routine that promotes regular physical activity. As we 
have previously spoken about, you should select a type of exercise that you find enjoyable and meaningful, in order to 
encourage long-term engagement in your exercise program. Another aspect of the program routine is how often you 
intend on exercising. 

Frequency
While the guidelines for exercise suggest exercising five times per week for 30 minutes each time, this may not be 
achievable or desirable for some. Additionally, are you able to regularly commit to exercising five times a week? 

In order to try and develop some routine we suggest planning what days you are able to exercise and scheduling these 
days in ahead of time. The start of the week is usually best, and remember -  some is always better than none!

Have a ‘fall back exercise day’
Now that we have scheduled in days that we intend on exercising, it can help to have a ‘plan B’ for those 
instances where we experience low motivation or energy levels. Remembering that developing routine 
doesn’t happen overnight and our mood can change from day to day, it is okay if we don’t feel like 
completing a more intensive exercise session. Rather, on these days, you might want to take a walk at the 
local park or complete a short program at home instead. We refer to this option as a ‘fall back exercise 
day’ and while the intensity or duration of the exercise session may be shorter, we can still experience many 
benefits from moving our body instead of just avoiding exercising all together. Planning your fall back 
exercise day ahead of time can remove a barrier in completing exercise on your low days.

Exercise to complete

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday 

Sunday
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The importance  
of goal setting   
 
 
 
The ability to set goals that resonate with our intrinsic motivations, desires and needs is a fundamental part of human 
behaviour. It is imperative that any goal that is set is driven by the client themselves, not dictated by the health care 
provider.  
 
The establishment of goals, if done well, can provide positive direction and motivation for any individual. Traditional 
principles of goal setting for exercise have consisted of ‘SMART’ goals, which implement specific and time measurable 
parameters. However, leading researchers and exercise professionals have identified a gap with SMART goals, 
suggesting that setting specific, challenging goals may be problematic for inactive populations, particularly those 
experiencing poor mental health – as these rigid goals can appear to be too far out of reach, and therefore present a 
barrier to engaging in exercise in the first place. 

However, for those who are a little unsure about starting to engage in exercise, Stepped Goals can also be utilised to 
help get the ball rolling by commencing just a little bit of exercise before gradually progressing to a bigger and more 
meaningful goal. If we make the goal too lofty during the initial stages, then it can seem unachievable and potentially 
put you off exercise altogether. 

If we use the example of achieving 10,000 steps per day, the Stepped Goal approach would encourage gradually 
increasing your step count, with messages such as “a little is better than nothing” that would reinforce positive changes 
and responses to any increases in physical activity, be it 2000, 5000 or even, eventually, 10,000 steps. Each step of your 
goal is rewarded, with your one big goal being broken down into smaller bite-sized chunks. 

In order to ensure that your goals are centred around you, we must first identify what stage of behavioural change you 
are at. In order to do this in a meaningful and reliable manner, we recommend that you discuss this with your Exercise 
Physiologist, as it will shape what type of goal will be set.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Our experienced clinicians will discuss your goals at the beginning of your exercise program and throughout your time 
together, ensuring they are meaningful and functional for both your personal and working life. It is important to have 
a think about some things you may like to achieve within your recovery. However, if you feel uncertain about what is 
achievable or what you want to work towards, we will sit down and start at day one. You may also be provided with a 
goal setting sheet that you can write on and visualise your exercise plan.

Pre-Contemplation Stage 
Stepped Goal Approach /
Education focus

Contemplation 
Stepped Goal Approach

Preparation 
Stepped OR SMART Goal Approach

 

Action 
SMART Goal Approach 

Maintenance
SMART Goal Approach 

Stages of behavioural change  
& goal setting approach 

Stages of behavioural change 
& goal setting approach
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Stepped Goal Setting 

Name:

Date:   

Immediate

Week

Week

Week

Week

1

1

1

1

Fillable goal  
setting sheet  
 
After discussion with your Exercise Physiologist and after determining your stage of behavioural change, please now 
write down your goal(s) relating to exercise. 

 
Option 1: SMART Goal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Option 2: Stepped Goal 

Exercise Goal One

Est. Timeframe:

Exercise Goal Two

Est. Timeframe:
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Fillable exercise plan 
and activity diary 

Take a moment to plan out your physical activity over the next 4 weeks, using the tips and tricks you 
learnt from the previous page by using pacing strategies.  

Week 1

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun

Week 3

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun

Week 2

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun

Week 4

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri Sat Sun
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Takeaway messages  

21

1. Exercise has lots and lots of physical, psychological and social benefits

2. Stress is unavoidable and while it can be beneficial in certain 

situations, chronic stress has multiple health ramifications 

3. Utilise healthy lifestyle modifications to help manage stress 

4. A little exercise is better than none and more is better than a little

5. Meaningful & enjoyable exercise is more sustainable 

6. Goal setting is important

7. Set yourself an exercise and physical activity plan 
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