      The Benefits of Physical Activity for Mental Health and Wellbeing in Adolescents

Adolescence is a transformative phase in human development, characterised by rapid physical, emotional, and cognitive changes. While these changes are essential for growth, they also introduce heightened vulnerability to mental health challenges. According to the World Health Organization (WHO, 2024), one in seven adolescents experiences mental health disorders, such as depression, anxiety, or behavioural issues. Additionally, one in ten adolescents is classified as obese, which significantly increases both physical and psychological risks. These statistics underscore the critical need for evidence-based interventions to support adolescent well-being.
Physical activity is one such intervention that has consistently demonstrated its effectiveness. It not only improves physical health but also alleviates symptoms of depression and anxiety, enhances resilience, and fosters overall emotional stability. In addition to these individual benefits, physical activity promotes teamwork, social connection, and academic achievement while reducing the risk of chronic diseases. Biddle et al. (2019) emphasise that complex psychological, social, and biological mechanisms drive these outcomes. However, despite these advantages, 81% of adolescents globally fail to meet the recommended physical activity levels (WHO, 2019). This gap highlights the need to integrate physical activity into public health and educational systems to address adolescents' growing challenges.
The impact of physical activity on mental health is particularly significant during adolescence, a period when cognitive and emotional capacities are still developing. Research by Hillman et al. (2008) demonstrates that aerobic exercise significantly enhances cognitive functions such as memory, attention, and problem-solving. These improvements are particularly relevant in educational contexts, where physical activity has been linked to better academic performance and engagement.
Moreover, physical activity contributes to emotional well-being by boosting self-esteem and reducing symptoms of depression. Dishman et al. (2006) found that adolescents’ physical self-concept—how they perceive their physical abilities—mediates the relationship between physical activity and mental health outcomes, independent of their fitness levels. This finding suggests that the subjective experience of physical activity is as crucial as its physiological benefits, highlighting the need to focus on how adolescents engage with physical activity.
Outdoor activities provide additional unique benefits, especially by fostering connections with nature. Fromel et al. (2017) conducted a large-scale study involving over 10,000 adolescents from Czech and Polish schools. The study revealed that outdoor activities, such as cycling, swimming, and hiking, enhanced adherence to physical activity guidelines and significantly improved well-being. Furthermore, Roberts et al. (2019) demonstrated that green spaces amplify these benefits by offering opportunities for stress relief, emotional restoration, and reflection. These findings underline the importance of integrating nature-based activities into physical activity programs, as they can profoundly impact adolescent mental health.
The protective role of physical activity is particularly evident during crises. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, Lou et al. (2023) found that adolescents who maintained regular physical activity during lockdowns reported reduced stress and improved mood, particularly those motivated by health and fitness goals. These findings underscore the importance of prioritising physical activity during periods of uncertainty, ensuring that adolescents have the resources and opportunities to remain active in various settings.
Despite its well-documented benefits, several barriers limit adolescents’ participation in physical activity. Gender disparities are a notable issue, with girls participating less frequently than boys due to societal norms, fewer opportunities, and limited access to safe spaces. Socioeconomic inequalities exacerbate these challenges, as adolescents from low-income families often lack access to facilities, equipment, or secure neighbourhoods. Fromel et al. (2017) highlighted that adolescents who participated in their preferred activities, such as swimming or skating, demonstrated higher well-being and adherence to physical activity guidelines. However, many adolescents cannot engage in preferred activities due to financial constraints, time limitations, and inadequate infrastructure.
Bandura’s (1986) Social Cognitive Theory provides a valuable framework for addressing these barriers. The theory emphasises self-efficacy—adolescents’ belief in their ability to succeed—as a critical factor in sustaining engagement in physical activity. Programs that foster self-efficacy through goal-setting, skill-building, and supportive environments can empower adolescents to overcome barriers and participate consistently. Aligning physical activity programs with adolescents’ preferences further enhances their effectiveness, ensuring that engagement is both sustained and enjoyable.
The WHO’s Global Action Plan on Physical Activity 2018–2030 outlines a comprehensive strategy for addressing these challenges. It focuses on four key areas: developing active environments, promoting behaviour change campaigns, ensuring equitable access, and strengthening governance and partnerships. Active environments involve creating safe, accessible public spaces for walking, cycling, and recreation activities. Behaviour change campaigns aim to increase awareness of the benefits of physical activity, encouraging individuals to adopt active lifestyles. Equitable access ensures that programs are inclusive and accessible to all demographics, particularly those facing systemic barriers. Finally, strengthened governance involves building partnerships among schools, families, and policymakers to support coordinated initiatives.
Schools and families play pivotal roles in implementing these strategies. Schools can integrate physical activity into daily routines through physical education programs, extracurricular sports, and outdoor learning initiatives. These efforts normalise active lifestyles and provide structured opportunities for adolescents to engage in physical activity. Families, meanwhile, can encourage active habits by participating in activities together and fostering environments where physical activity is valued and supported. These efforts can create a culture where physical activity is encouraged and normalised as an integral part of life.
In conclusion, physical activity is more than a means to improve physical fitness; it is a cornerstone of mental and emotional well-being for adolescents. It reduces symptoms of depression and anxiety, enhances resilience, and fosters stronger social connections. However, to fully realise its benefits, systemic barriers must be addressed, and opportunities for engagement must be equitable and inclusive. The full potential of physical activity can be unlocked by fostering motivation, building supportive environments, and aligning activities with adolescents’ preferences. Schools, families, and communities must work collaboratively to ensure that every adolescent has the opportunity to lead a healthier, more active, and fulfilling life. Physical activity is a powerful, evidence-based strategy for improving mental health and well-being, and its integration into public health and education systems should remain a global priority.

