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Statistics
• According to the National Alliance of Mental Health (2021), 1 in 5 adults suffer from mental 

illness each year. 

• According the CDC (2021), approximately 1 out of every 6 adults will have depression at 
some time in their life. 

• Depression is a leading cause of disability worldwide (World Health Organization 2020). 

• The Anxiety and Depression Association of America (2021) reports that anxiety disorders 

are the most common mental illness in the U.S. They affect 40 million adults in the United 

States age 18 and older.

• Anxiety disorders are highly treatable, yet only 36.9% of those suffering receive treatment 

(Anxiety and Depression Association of America 2021). 



Importance of Exercise and Nutrition
• Exercise and nutrition have been found to improve mental health and can reduce 

anxiety, depression, and negative mood by improving self-esteem and cognitive 

function (Sharma et al., 2006).

• In the article Nutrition and Fitness: Mental Health, Grave (2020)  found that nutrition 

and physical activity plays an important part in maintaining mental health and can be 

used as interventions to improve the management of mental disorders.

• In another study, it was found that participants that never exercised had approximately 

2 to 2.5-fold increased odds of having a history of self-harm and suicidal behavior, 

compared to participants that  exercise almost every day (Grasdalsmoen, 2020). 



Importance of Exercise and Nutrition
• In a study on adolescents, it was indicated that exercise and physical activity 

might be an effective universal depression prevention intervention for youth and 

young adults (Pascoe et al., 2019). 

• Lastly, in the study conducted my Klimova, it was found that there is an 

association between nutrient intake, physical activity, and depressive symptoms 

among the elderly population. This proves that nutrient intake (e.g., vitamins or 

minerals) have a positive effect on the prevention or reduction of depressive 

symptoms in the aging population (Klimova et al., 2020). 



Exercise and the 
Brain

• Exercise can reduce anxiety, depression, 

and negative mood by improving self-

esteem, cognitive function, and memory.

• Exercise has also been found to alleviate 

symptoms such as social withdrawal or 

social anxiety. 



The Brain at Work- Neurotransmitters
• Exercise increases endorphins which are neurotransmitters that are released when we 

experience stress or pain to reduce their negative effects and increase pleasure throughout 
the whole body. 

• Serotonin, also known as the happy chemical, is a neurotransmitter that sends messages 
about appetite, sleep, and mood throughout the body. 

• Dopamine and GABA are neurotransmitters that help process visual information, determine 
heart rate, and affects emotions as well as the ability to think. 

• Norepinephrine helps the brain deal with stress more efficiently, increases concentration, 
and provides energy throughout the body. 







Nutrition and the Brain
• Like exercise, nutrition plays a role in 

increasing or decreasing symptoms of anxiety 

and depression, depending on what the food 

contains. 

• A nutritious diet can produce amino acids and 

neurotransmitters such as tryptophan and  

serotonin.  



Nutrition and the 
Brain  
• While it is important to know 

what foods to utilize, it is also 

important to know what 

common foods to avoid. 



Implications for Practice
• While regular exercise and nutrition have been shown to improve depression and anxiety symptoms, studies show 

that approximately 50% of those diagnosed with these disorders do not exercise regularly (at least once a week) or 

focus on nutrition (Pelletier et al., 2017). 

• Even though exercise is usually considered an adjunct therapy to conventional clinical treatment (medication and/or 

psychotherapy) in most clinical guidelines, it could also be used as a first-line, low-intensity intervention for mild-to-

moderate mood and anxiety disorders, along with other self-management strategies (Pelletier et al., 2017). 

• There are even studies suggesting that physical activity may have a comparable therapeutic effect on mental 

wellbeing, as to that of psychotherapy (Grasdalsmoen et al., (2020). 

• While some experts may not recommend exercise and nutrition as the sole method of intervention with clients who 

suffer from anxiety, depression, or other mental illnesses,  it could be beneficial to educate clients on the mental 

health benefits of exercise and nutrition. 

• Beaulac suggests using the 5-A model (assess, advise, agree, assist, arrange) of behavior change and counseling as 

it has been effective in helping patients modify their exercise and nutrition habits. This approach emphasizes patient 

choice and autonomy (Beaulac, 2011).



Practice what you Preach 
• In the social work profession, it is important to intervene with clients and promote 

successful outcomes. It is equally important for social workers to be mindful of 

their own mental health. Utilizing physical activity and nutrition can reduce stress 

and increase cognitive functioning. This may prevent or reduce effects of vicarious 

trauma (results from empathic engagement with traumatized clients and their 

reports of traumatic experiences). 



Before we End: Trial 
and Error
• I encourage you to start small and find what works 

for you. Try asking…

• What do you like to do for fun?

• What snacks/food do you enjoy? Can they be 

modified to be healthier (sugar-free)

• What are you willing to try? 

• What are your non-negotiables (coffee) 

• You can also encourage clients to start small to find 

what works for them. 

• Its all about trial and error. 



Questions?
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