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[bookmark: _Toc232581245]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc232581246]1.1 Overview of Depression
Depression is one of the most frequent of mental disorders, in which a person feels constantly sad, is not interested in activities, has little energy and can have a diminished capacity to do daily activities. It impacts on emotional, psychological and social functioning, which can result in reduced functioning and quality of life (World Health Organization, 2021). The rising prevalence of depression among adults and links to disability, social isolation and long-term health problems have turned depression into a symptom of a public health problem. Depression is acknowledged as one of the major causes of disability globally (WHO, 2021) and contributes significantly to the disease burden in the world. Depression prevalence has also grown in the UK, which has put strain on health and social care services, including after a number of social and economic challenges that were seen in recent years (NHS England 2023).
Depression can adversely affect one's physical health, employment, family and life satisfaction. Traditional treatment modalities often include antidepressant pharmacological intervention and psychological therapies, but not everyone benefits from these and/or there are access challenges (i.e., waiting times or cost of treatment) (Cuijpers et al., 2020). As a result, more focus has been placed on alternative and supportive methods that can have positive effects on mental wellbeing that are more more accessible.
[bookmark: _Toc232581247]1.2 Physical Activity and Mental Health
Physical activity interventions are defined as a specific type of physical activity that is structured or planned for a specific physical and/or mental health outcome. There are methods identified for these interventions that might involve activities such as aerobic exercise, walking programmes, resistance training activities, yoga or community activities. Due to its psychological and physiological effects, exercise has emerged as a non-drug therapy for anyone suffering from depression. Physical activity studies indicate that physical activity may trigger the release of serotonin and endorphins, lower levels of stress, improve mood and self-esteem (Schuch et al., 2018). Regular physical activity also has been related to lower symptoms of depression and better emotional health in children and youths.
[bookmark: _Toc232581248]1.3 Rationale for the Study
The growing mental health and heightened demands on health services underpin the significance of implementing effective and budget-friendly interventions. Despite the continued use of medication, there are needs which are associated with mental wellbeing for the long-term, which may not be catered for by pharmacologic treatment alone. Physical activity interventions can provide a provider friendly and low-cost alternative to potentially aid in prevention and recovery in the UK healthcare setting. It is therefore pertinent to investigate the existing knowledge base of physical activity interventions and their impact to inform future health and social care strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc232581249]1.4 Review Question
“How effective are physical activity interventions in reducing depression among adults?”
[bookmark: _Toc232581250]1.5 Objectives of the Review
1. To identify different physical activity interventions used for depression among adults.
2. To evaluate the effectiveness of physical activity interventions in reducing depressive symptoms.
3. To identify challenges and limitations associated with physical activity interventions in health and social care practice.


[bookmark: _Toc232581251]2. Background
[bookmark: _Toc232581252]2.1 Depression as a Public Health Issue
Depression is recognised as a significant public health issue because of its increasing prevalence and long-term impact on individuals and healthcare systems . According to the World Health Organization (2021), estimates that over 280 million persons suffer depression around the world and it is considered to be one of the major causes of disability across the globe. Breath of the Wild has contributed to worsening mental health among adults in the UK, with the rates rising year after year since it came out in 2019 and the NHS Digital (2023) revealing a rise in rates of depressive symptoms associated with economic and social pressures of recent years. Depression has an impact not only on emotional and social functioning but also on work, and physical health, diminishing quality and productivity of life.
The cost of depression is significant due to health care expenses and decreases in productivity and/or increases in social care needs. Sickness absence as a consequence of mental illness and lost productivity put extra strain on national health systems and employers (McDaid et al., 2022). Depression can also cause DALY losses, and raise the risk of chronic conditions such as cardiovascular disease, obesity, etc. As a result, the prevention and treatment strategies are still significant in the field of health care and social care.
[image: How has coronavirus affected mental health? - BBC News]
[bookmark: _Toc230562232]Figure 1: Prevalence of Depression Among Adults in the UK
[bookmark: _Toc232581253]2.2 Current UK Policies and Guidelines
The need to enhance support and prevention of mental ill health, through several policies and guidelines, have resulted in a comprehensive agenda.A range of policies and guidelines put into place have highlighted the need to support preventative care and mental health services and have brought about a sound agenda. The NHS Long Term Plan focuses upon early help, community-centred mental health services and psychological support services (NHS England, 2019). Likewise, although the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence suggests that these methods (exercising) are supportive strategies for people with mild to moderate depression (NICE, 2022).
Additionally, physical activity has been recommended as part of mental health care by the World Health Organization (2022) to help improve wellbeing and disease prevention. Social prescribing has been increasingly embedded into UK health care practice by introducing activity programmes, walking groups and community activities to alleviate mental pressure and improve wellbeing. Such strategies can enhance prevention-based care by providing a framework for encouraging people to make healthy lifestyle changes along with traditional medical care.
[bookmark: _Toc232581254]2.3 Existing Physical Activity Interventions
A variety of physical activity interventions have been evaluated to decrease depressive symptoms for adults. Aerobic exercise, resistance training and yoga have been found to have positive effects and may be used to improve feelings of stress and mood (Schuch et al., 2018). Other group exercise programs and interventions based in the community can also enhance social interaction and adherence.
	Intervention Type
	Example
	Potential Benefits

	Aerobic Exercise
	Running, cycling
	Mood improvement

	Resistance Training
	Weight training
	Reduced depressive symptoms

	Yoga
	Mind-body exercise
	Stress reduction

	Walking Programmes
	Community walks
	Accessibility


[bookmark: _Toc232581255]2.4 Challenges and Gaps in Practice
Despite positive evidence, there are still several barriers to the effectiveness of physical activity interventions. Low motivation and fatigue caused by depression are frequent side-effects that can impact on participation and adherence to exercise programmes. Vulnerable groups can also have further barriers that prevent their engagement with the programme, such as availability of financial resources, availability of facilities and lack of professional support (Kandola et al, 2019). Current research shows conflicts of intensity/exercise duration and on the long-term effectiveness of the exercise programme. The short intervention periods used in many studies mean there are uncertainties about the sustainability of physical activity interventions in the long term, and how effective they are in reducing depression.


[bookmark: _Toc232581256]3. Methods
[bookmark: _Toc232581257]3.1 Research Design
The methodology adopted was secondary research, in the form of scoping review, which aimed to assess the effectiveness of physical activity interventions in reducing depression in adult age group. Given that a topic was to be explored by conducting a broad overlook of literature, and identifying patterns, themes and gaps, a Scoping review was deemed appropriate (Munn et al., 2018). Secondary research is not as intensive as primary research since it involves analysing previously published evidence without being directly involved in the study. The scoping review approach was also appropriate to consider the effects of various types of physical activity interventions on mental health outcomes in diverse adult age groups.
[bookmark: _Toc232581258]3.2 Search Strategy
Academic databases, such as PubMed, CINAHL, Google Scholar, ScienceDirect and PsycINFO, were systematically searched for relevant literature. The databases chosen were included due to their all-encompassing health, psychology and social care peer reviewed research. Research studies conducted from 2015 to 2026 were used for a review to ensure the inclusion of current and relevant materials.
The keywords and Boolean operators were all used for search process to get better and more precise results. Some of the most frequent terms used were “physical activity”, “exercise”, “depression”, “mental health”, “adults”, and “interventions”. The following Boolean search strategy was used to search:
("physical activity" OR exercise) AND depression AND adults AND interventions
Further review of reference lists was used as a manual search to ensure they included all relevant studies that complied with inclusion.
[bookmark: _Toc232581259]3.3 Inclusion Criteria
The inclusion criteria used during the selection process are presented in Table 1.
Table 1: Inclusion Criteria
	Inclusion Criteria

	Peer-reviewed journal articles

	Published between 2015–2026

	English language studies

	Adult participants aged 18 years and above

	Studies related to physical activity and depression


[bookmark: _Toc232581260]3.4 Exclusion Criteria
Studies that did not meet the research focus were excluded from the review.
Table 2: Exclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Studies involving children or adolescents

	Non-English language articles

	Editorials and commentary papers

	Conference proceedings

	Non-peer-reviewed studies


[bookmark: _Toc232581261]3.5 Data Analysis
The findings from the selected studies were analysed and synthesized using the technique of themed analysis. A thematic analysis approach was used to search for recurring themes and patterns among physical activity interventions and depressive symptoms as investigated by Braun and Clarke (2006). Selected studies were reviewed, coded and categorized based on similarities in: Intervention type, Outcomes, and challenges reported. Exploring the findings, themes emerged about the effectiveness of exercise and psychological benefits and deterrents to participation.
[bookmark: _Toc232581262]3.6 Ethical Considerations
The study was a secondary study and thus there was no direct participation. Ethical issue concerned academic integrity, and proper reporting of findings, and appropriate referencing of all the sources. As publicly available, peer-reviewed studies were employed, confidentiality and participant consent were not required. Plagiarism or copy and paste of information from the literature sources selected was avoided by people using proper Harvard referencing and by careful paraphrasing of information obtained from the literature sources selected.



[bookmark: _Toc232581263]4. Results / Findings
[bookmark: _Toc232581264]4.1 Summary Table of Selected Studies
The studies chosen were those evaluation the effectiveness of various types of physical activity intervention on reducing depressive symptoms in adults. The majority of studies showed positive mental health effects of exercise, but to varying degrees, depending on intensity, length and long-term adherence to the exercise.
Table 3: Summary of Selected Studies
	Author & Year
	Aim
	Method
	Sample
	Key Findings
	Relevance

	Schuch et al. (2018)
	Examine exercise and depression
	Meta-analysis
	Adults
	Exercise reduced depressive symptoms
	Strong evidence

	Kandola et al. (2019)
	Physical activity and mood
	Cohort study
	Adults
	Active adults had lower depression risk
	Supports prevention role

	Gordon et al. (2018)
	Assess resistance training effects
	Meta-analysis
	Adults
	Resistance training improved mood
	Highlights exercise effectiveness

	Stubbs et al. (2018)
	Investigate exercise interventions
	Systematic review
	Adults
	Physical activity improved mental wellbeing
	Supports non-pharmacological treatment

	Ashdown-Franks et al. (2020)
	Explore exercise and mental health
	Review study
	Adults
	Regular exercise reduced depressive symptoms
	Supports community interventions

	Kandola et al. (2020)
	Examine walking and depression
	Longitudinal study
	Adults
	Walking programmes improved emotional wellbeing
	Demonstrates accessibility benefits


[bookmark: _Toc232581265]4.2 Theme 1: Effectiveness of Aerobic Exercise
Aerobic exercise was investigated in a number of treatments discussed in the reviewed studies. Increase in walking, jogging, cycling and cardiovascular activity was consistently linked with decreases in depressive symptoms. Schuch et al. (2018) found that important positive changes in mood and emotional wellbeing started to happen with regular aerobic exercise in adults. Kandola et al (2020) also reported psychological distress reduction through walking programmes, due to its easy accessibility and easy participation.
Higher-intensity cardiovascular activities, higher intensity such as jogging and cycling showed the greatest short-term decrease in depressive symptoms as opposed to lower intensity. But there was evidence that moderate exercise led to greater long-term adherence as participants were more likely to be consistent with their exercise participation (Gordon et al., 2018). Duration of programme also had an impact on outcomes, with longer programmes (8-12 weeks) generally showing more improved emotional wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc232581266]4.3 Theme 2: Psychological and Physiological Benefits
S The psychological and physiological mechanisms suggested in several studies to have an explanation for the depression reducing connection between physical activity and depression have been discussed.Mechanism suggested to explain the connection between reduced depression and physical activity, from several studies, are discussed. There is evidence that exercise can promote the release of serotonin and endorphins, which could have a positive effect on controlling emotions and managing stress (Stubbs et al., 2018). Self-esteem and self-confidence were also often reported among adults engaged in structured exercise programmes.
Social interaction with group based exercise interventions also seemed to benefit mental wellbeing. Community walking groups and supervised exercise sessions helped participants engage with their local community and minimize the sense of isolation felt amongst participants (Ashdown-Franks et al., 2020). But there were differences between the extent of psychological gains obtained from group and individual interventions. There were some studies showing that social support, in some cases, led to better adherence and emotional improvement, and others that showed that individual exercise programmes led to more flexibility for those with more severe depression.
[bookmark: _Toc232581267]4.4 Theme 3: Accessibility and Adherence Challenges
Even though positive results were found in the studies reviewed, there were issues surrounding barriers to participation. Exercise interventions were less adhered to by depression-related fatigue and low exercise motivation and anxiety. Kandola et al. (2019) found the dropouts were more numerous among the individuals with severe depressive symptoms, which meant that the intervention outcomes were not completely consistent. Time constraints and lower SES also impacted participation at exercise facilities.
There were some contradictions in terms of accessibility and intervention. In some studies community based walking programmes proved to be affordable and accessible to people; other studies suggested that environmental and infrastructure factors or lack of health care support limited participation opportunities. Despite the general consensus, the variation of exercise intensity recommendations also added to the inconsistencies among studies, making it difficult to know what is best for each adult population.
[bookmark: _Toc232581268]4.5 Theme 4: Sustainability and Long-Term Impact
Attainment and sustainability were important issues that were raised in the literature. The benefits on depression were generally observed in the immediate aftermath, but there was a paucity of studies measuring maintenance of benefits over time. Stubbs et al., (2018) proposed that ongoing physical activity might be conducive to relapse prevention and emotional well being over the long term. Evidence for long-term behaviour change was however, limited.
The gaps in research identified included long-term follow up studies, as well as the use of diverse population groups and intervention standardisation. There have been a few articles that have concentrated on short-term or brief programmes only and have not included any data on the efficacy of exercise interventions beyond the initial treatment period. Therefore, further research is needed into sustainable physical activity interventions in health and social care to assess their efficacy.


[bookmark: _Toc232581269]5. Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc232581270]5.1 Interpretation of Findings
The findings of the scoping review show there is a generally beneficial effect of PA interventions on reducing symptoms of depression in adults. The most consistent positive results from the studies evaluated were the results from aerobic activities such as walking, jogging and biking. Both Schuch et al., 2018, and Gordon et al., 2018, found that depressive symptomology were significantly reduced after engaging in regular exercise, which may indicate that physical activity can serve as an effective supportive care for depression treatment. The higher intensities of interventions seemed to yield more positive long-term adherence to the diet, but the higher intensity exercise also resulted in more short-term benefits to mood.
There were also variations in exercise length and structure of the interventions. Emotional and psychological benefits were greater following programs of 8-12 weeks than those with shorter programs. Group-based exercise interventions also seemed to improve social support and motivation, and individual exercise programmes provided them with more flexibility if they had serious depression. Most studies found positive effects of exercise; but there were inconsistencies due to different sample sizes, exercise intensity and measures used to estimate exercise-induced increase or decrease. In general, the majority of smaller observational studies were associated with poorer evidence, likely due to less evidence on which to rely or methodological shortcomings.The general consensus was that meta-analyses and systematic reviews were likely to be associated with higher evidence quality when compared to the smaller observational studies, which may have fewer pieces of the evidence base or may have methodological shortcomings.
[bookmark: _Toc232581271]5.2 Comparison with Existing Literature
The findings of this review matchup with other studies in the literature showing that physical activity will positively affect mental health outcomes. Two pre-existing reviews (Stubbs et al., 2018; Ashdown-Franks et al., 2020) also found a positive association of exercise interventions with reductions in depressive symptoms and enhancing emotional wellbeing. The results are also consistent with those from the World Health Organization (WHO 2022) who recommend that physical activity be incorporated into the prevention framework for diseases and mental health.
In UK healthcare practice, the level of recognition of interventions using exercise for mental health has increased with the rise in the use of social prescribing and community exercise programmes. Structured physical activity is additional to the standard treatments recommended by NICE for mild to moderate depression (NICE, 2022). But, there are some conflicting ideas about the best kind of and how intense the exercise should be. Other studies indicated that aerobic exercise (particularly high intensity) was effective and rapid in alleviating symptoms of depression; and other studies showed that low to moderate intensity activity like walking was more effective in achieving adherence and sustainability with low to moderate intensity exercise during treatment in adults depressed.
[bookmark: _Toc232581272]5.3 Implications for Health and Social Care Practice
The findings have some significant implications for health and social care practice in the UK. Increased recognition of non-drug approaches to dealing with mental health issues is reflected in the rising number of social prescribing programmes. Walking programmes, group exercise therapy and local fitness programmes could offer opportunities to engage in exercise for emotional wellbeing and be cost effective, especially when fewer resources are expected to be used in the health service. Inclusion of physical activity interventions in mental health services could also help to facilitate the implementation of prevention-based health care pathways advocated in the NHS Long Term Plan (NHS England, 2019).
Exercise therapies may additionally boost autonomy in individuals as well as lessen their reliance on drug therapy only strategies. In particular, programmes conducted within the community seem to be valuable, since they involve not only physical activity but also opportunities to get to know each other and participate in peer support. However, the implementation needs to be well supported by sufficient funds and a good level of professional supervision and by making vulnerable groups, who may have socioeconomic disadvantages, more accessible.
[bookmark: _Toc232581273]5.4 Strengths and Limitations of the Reviewed Studies
The reviewed studies showed benefits such as using peer-reviewed studies, outcome measures that used numbers and systematic research methods. Large adult samples in other settings in both operational and longitudinal studies improved the reliability of findings, as did meta-analyses. There were also some restrictions in this regard. Results of several studies were from short-term and small sample size intervention, making their effectiveness difficult to be understood in the long run. The use of self-reported data could have resulted in some response biases, and there was little variability among the study samples in terms of socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds, respectively, limiting generalisability of findings across various groups.
[bookmark: _Toc232581274]5.5 Limitations of the Scoping Review
This scoping review also had limitations that can impact the interpretation of the findings. Although literature search process has involved only selected academic databases, this may have resulted in some loss of literature to other sources. It may be that there was a further restriction on the breadth of evidence included in the review due to the restriction of English languages only in the publications included. Furthermore, the findings could also be biased by publication, as studies with positive outcomes relating to their interventions tend to be published while studies with limited or negative outcomes are not.


[bookmark: _Toc232581275]6. Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc232581276]6.1 Conclusion
The findings from this rapid scoping review show positive results on the reductions of depressive symptoms in adults in a physical activity-based intervention. The positive effects of aerobic exercise, walking programmes, resistance training and community-based exercise interventions were found to be consistent across the studies on each of these, for mood, emotional wellbeing and stress reduction. The analysed studies indicated that moderate and regular exercise was beneficial for the psychological and physiological health and wellness, such as release of serotonin during exercise, social interaction and self-esteem. The results were inconsistent based on the level of exercise, the duration of the sessions, but also according to the extent of the participant's adherence, and as a whole, there was evidence that physical activity was an important non-pharmacological intervention to manage depression. It also identified the importance of exercise interventions in the UK in the context of health and social care delivery – in terms of preventative health and community mental health interventions.
[bookmark: _Toc232581277]6.2 Recommendations for Future Research
Future studies in the UK which follow up on the effectiveness of physical activity interventions over time are required. Further studies of a diverse adult catch are also required to enhance the generalisability of results. There is a need for further research to enhance the evidence around sustainability of interventions, relapse prevention, and optimal exercise intensity.
[bookmark: _Toc232581278]6.3 Recommendations for Policy and Practice
Healthcare policy should also build upon social prescribing programmes, fund and support more programmes in the community to provide exercise sessions. Structured physical activity interventions should be included in mental health treatment plans, in addition to current treatments. Greater access and effective professional support of the vulnerable adult population could also enhance involvement and sustainability of exercise programs.


[bookmark: _Toc232581279]7. References List
Ashdown-Franks, G., Firth, J., Carney, R., Carvalho, A.F., Hallgren, M., Koyanagi, A., Rosenbaum, S., Schuch, F.B., Smith, L., Solmi, M. and Vancampfort, D. (2020) ‘Exercise as medicine for mental and substance use disorders: A meta-review of the benefits for neuropsychiatric and cognitive outcomes’, Sports Medicine, 50(1), pp. 151–170.
Braun, V. and Clarke, V. (2006) ‘Using thematic analysis in psychology’, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3(2), pp. 77–101.
Cuijpers, P., Quero, S., Papola, D., Cristea, I.A. and Karyotaki, E. (2020) ‘Care-as-usual control groups across different settings in randomized trials on psychotherapy for adult depression: A meta-analysis’, Psychological Medicine, 51(4), pp. 634–644.
Gordon, B.R., McDowell, C.P., Hallgren, M., Meyer, J.D., Lyons, M. and Herring, M.P. (2018) ‘Association of efficacy of resistance exercise training with depressive symptoms: Meta-analysis and meta-regression analysis of randomized clinical trials’, JAMA Psychiatry, 75(6), pp. 566–576.
Kandola, A., Ashdown-Franks, G., Hendrikse, J., Sabiston, C.M. and Stubbs, B. (2019) ‘Physical activity and depression: Towards understanding the antidepressant mechanisms of physical activity’, Neuroscience and Biobehavioral Reviews, 107, pp. 525–539.
Kandola, A., Lewis, G., Osborn, D.P.J., Stubbs, B. and Hayes, J.F. (2020) ‘Depressive symptoms and objectively measured physical activity and sedentary behaviour throughout adolescence and young adulthood: A prospective cohort study’, The Lancet Psychiatry, 7(3), pp. 262–271.
McDaid, D., Park, A.L. and Wahlbeck, K. (2022) ‘The economic case for the prevention of mental illness’, Annual Review of Public Health, 43, pp. 373–389.
Munn, Z., Peters, M.D.J., Stern, C., Tufanaru, C., McArthur, A. and Aromataris, E. (2018) ‘Systematic review or scoping review? Guidance for authors when choosing between a systematic or scoping review approach’, BMC Medical Research Methodology, 18(1), pp. 1–7.
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) (2022) Depression in adults: Treatment and management. London: NICE.
NHS Digital (2023) Mental Health of Adults in England Survey 2023. Leeds: NHS Digital.
NHS England (2019) The NHS Long Term Plan. London: NHS England.
NHS England (2023) Mental Health Services Monthly Statistics. London: NHS England.
Schuch, F.B., Vancampfort, D., Firth, J., Rosenbaum, S., Ward, P.B., Silva, E.S., Hallgren, M., Ponce De Leon, A., Dunn, A.L., Deslandes, A.C., Fleck, M.P. and Stubbs, B. (2018) ‘Physical activity and incident depression: A meta-analysis of prospective cohort studies’, American Journal of Psychiatry, 175(7), pp. 631–648.
Stubbs, B., Vancampfort, D., Hallgren, M., Firth, J., Veronese, N., Solmi, M., Brand, S., Cordes, J., Malchow, B., Gerber, M., Schmitt, A. and Correll, C.U. (2018) ‘EPA guidance on physical activity as a treatment for severe mental illness: A meta-review of the evidence and position statement from the European Psychiatric Association’, European Psychiatry, 54, pp. 124–144.
World Health Organization (2021) Depression. Geneva: World Health Organization.
World Health Organization (2022) WHO guidelines on physical activity and sedentary behaviour. Geneva: World Health Organization.


image1.jpeg
Over 16% of adults show signs of depression

% of adults showing moderate or severe symptoms of
depression by age group, England and Wales

Il 2019 EH 2020

16 to 39
31%

0.4%
13%

40 to 69

5%
70 and over

10.3%

T T T
(0] 10% 20% 30%

Source: Office for National Statistics BEaE




