
Dr. Joseph Firth
1 University of Manchester
2 Greater Manchester Mental Health NHS Foundation Trust

joseph.f irth@manchester.ac.uk

Physical Exercise in the Prevention & 

Treatment of Mental Illness





Methods: 

Results from 29 meta‐analyses of prospective/cohort studies, 12 

Mendelian randomization studies, 2 meta‐reviews, and 2 meta‐analyses of 

RCTs were synthesized to generate overviews of the evidence for targeting 

each of the specific lifestyle factors in the prevention and treatment of 

depression, anxiety and stress‐related disorders, schizophrenia, bipolar 

disorder, and attention‐deficit/hyperactivity disorder. 2020





Physical Activity and Incident Depression: A Meta-Analysis of Prospective Cohort Studies 

Schuch FB, Vancampfort D, Firth J et al..(2018) 

➢ Question: Can physical activity reduce the risk of developing depression 
over the life-course?

➢ Method:   Combining ALL existing data (49 independent studies of
over quarter of a million people) comparing onset of 
depression in non-active vs. active individuals





Heissel A, Heinen D, Brokmeier LL, Skarabis N, Kangas M, Vancampfort D, Stubbs B, Firth J, et al. (2023) 





Aerobic ExerciseControl























“Its made me feel a lot more confident, to be like
independent as well afterwards”

“If you can learn and do things in the gym, then you 
can do it anywhere outside… And it definitely improves 

your lifestyle.”

“A lot of people don’t understand how much exercise helps. 
But if I didn’t do exercise I’d be in a lot worse place than what 

I am right now”



Major Depressive Disorders
➢Improves Fitness
➢Improves Quality of Life
➢Reduces Symptoms

Psychotic Disorders
➢ Improves Fitness
➢ Improves Cognition
➢ Reduces Symptoms

For all SMI, available evidence shows that Exercise: 
(a) is Safe, and
(b) Works best when delivered by fitness professional 
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“EVERY MOVE MATTERS”
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