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The Psychological Benefits of Physical Activity to Teenagers

Being active in life has many benefits, both physical and psychological. The most noticeable benefits from being active to others tend to be the physical ones such as fat loss or muscle gain and the ones relating to physical health like blood pressure and reduced risks of heart disease, but the psychological benefits that people gain from being regularly active can be just as, if not more important in some cases, than the physical. In this essay I will focus on the teenage age group (13-18) and what benefits they can gain in both personal and academic settings, and ways get over certain barriers and encourage bringing daily physical activity into their lives.

When it comes to physical activity some may not think about the psychological benefits that can be gained, even from as little as 30 minutes a day can make a huge difference. Exercise releases chemicals called endorphins in your brain; these are powerful chemicals that energize your brain. These chemicals lift people’s mood, in turn reducing the symptoms of mental health issues such as depression. The National Health Service (NHS) stated that “One in eight (12.8% 5 to 19 year olds had at least one mental disorder when assessed in 2017”, and The World Health Organization (WHO, 2019) have said that “suicide is the third leading cause of death in 15-19 year olds.” when you look at statistics like that it’s obvious that it’s a concern, especially with teenagers who go through puberty and the huge changes that can be difficult to cope with emotionally. 

The benefits teenagers gain can greatly improve their emotional well-being, the positive effects include reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, reduced stress and more focus. The stress teenagers go through during school alone can be high, with the pressure from exams and trying to figure out what they want to do at such a young age, if more focus was put on giving them ways to deal with the changes and emotions they’re going through in can lower the stress the feel around it all. Doing daily activity can increase focus, in turn teenagers will be more focused in lessons, allowing them to increase their grades.

Self-esteem can decrease as puberty hits, and the pressure from social media becomes more apparent in teenagers’ lives, but with daily activity one of the psychological benefits is improved self-esteem. If someone has good self-esteem you can see this positively effect other areas in their life with the confidence that can come from it. If teenagers implement just as little as 30 minutes of moderate activity into their daily lives, especially ones going though difficulties with their mental health, we could see a positive improvement to the overall mental health of the nation’s teenagers.

Even though there are many benefits to daily activity, there is also barriers that can get in the way of it being achievable to many. Barriers such as not having enough opportunities in their schools and communities. As well as a financial barrier for parents/guardians to be able to support their children when it comes to sports clubs around the community. Another barrier can be time, teenagers can find it difficult to manage their time with their schoolwork, especially during their GCSE’s and A-Levels where the workload can become demanding. With multiple classes having homework, and revision that piles up coming up to exams it can be difficult for many to even think about finding a good time to fit as little as 30 minutes of moderate activity into their day.

The first approach that could be used to improve participation in daily exercise is a “zero-hour PE class”, this was an experiment done in the USA by Dr. John Ratey where a school in Naperville took a group of students and had them take part in a PE lesson before their other regular scheduled classes. This one change to their timetable showed that they were more focused in the classes that followed and got better results due to this. The Zero Hour students showed a 17 percent improvement in reading and comprehension, compared to the other literacy students who opted out of the experiment showing a slightly lower improvement of 10.7 percent (Ratey 2010, p.11) 

The “Zero-Hour” approach could be implemented in schools across the nation, with either having it start as optional for students an hour before regular timetabled lessons start or making lesson one on all timetables only involve physical activity of any kind, from a simple run, or simple indoor workouts that can be done in classrooms to different sports with teamed matches going on simultaneously if the school has the resources, allowing the student to choose which activity they want to take part in. That one hour in the morning can positively affect the rest of the school day for both students and teachers.

Another approach could be offering teenagers free sports/fitness clubs to join, there are plenty of clubs around different sports available in the UK but the majority of them require parents/guardians to pay for their children to take part. With poverty statistics in the UK showing that between 3 million and 4 million children were in a relative low-income family (House of Commons 2019), parents/guardians can struggle to give their children the chance to join these clubs. If there was a free choice for teenagers to spend time having fun with their friends in an active, safe and healthy learning space it could increase participation in physical activity. These free clubs could offer a range of sports and activities to suit everyone. 

Free sports clubs can also take the worry off of parents/guardians about their children wanting to quit specific sports after they’ve paid money for the whole year, and without that worry you could find more participation in a different range of sports and activities as teenagers try out more than one area. It can give them a chance to find a sport or activity they love instead of giving up completely after trying and disliking the one specific club their parents/guardians tried having them join at a young age.

A final approach I’d suggest is better overall education around the topic of physical activity, every school will do physical education differently depending on the teachers but teenagers tend to only have 1-2 lessons a week and it can focus heavily on one sport that many may not enjoy, therefore lowing participation and enthusiasm during lessons. If there was a wider range of areas taught in schools when it comes to physical education lessons, showing how even moderate daily activity can greatly improve not only their physical health but mental health, as well as offering different types of activity more regularly instead of changing the sport every term could prevent students that may not like a certain activity missing out on proper physical activity for the whole term, and reduce that to maybe just one of two lessons here and there as a start to engaging them.

Instead of just having simple lessons where the 45 minutes a week is wasted with half the class sitting on the side-lines while some others that are still taking part but may be doing to the bare minimum, we could try to focus more on teaching them how to live a healthier lifestyle. Giving them the resources to take home and use to improve their general lifestyle and allowing them the opportunity to grow with good healthy habits. 

In conclusion, we can see that despite a number of barriers that can come up there is things that can be put in place or offered to teenagers to allow them the opportunity to gain the positive psychological benefits from daily activity. Putting in place better education and offering a place for them to achieve a daily goal of activity through something such as “Zero-Hour PE” in a school setting so it’s part of a structured lifestyle, and in regards to the financial barrier put on the parents/guardians, offering a free club outside of school can take that barrier away, giving every teenager the chance to take part. The benefits gained from physical activity can improve their mental health in different areas, improving their self-esteem and confidence, as well as lowering the symptoms of depression and anxiety. The improved focus also follows to their outcome in school, allowing them the chance to improve their final results. These benefits can lead time into a healthy place mentally as adults, giving them the knowledge and understanding on how to cope with the next step in life.
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