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Movement is medicine 
Inactivity directly impacts on your health and contributes to 1 in 
6 deaths across the UK; which is on par with smoking.  
  
Compared to the general population, individuals with serious 
mental illness: 
 Face a shorter life expectancy by an average of 15-20 

years. 
 Are three times more likely to smoke. 
 Are at double the risk of obesity and diabetes and three 

times the risk of hypertension and metabolic syndrome. 
 

This highlights the importance of looking after your physical 
health and wellbeing, by maintaining an active lifestyle and 
eating a healthy balanced diet. 
 

 
If physical activity was a medication it would be classed 
as a ‘wonder drug’. Physical activity can help manage 

or prevent over 20 chronic conditions or diseases. 
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Here are a few more benefits to increasing your activity levels: 
 
 improves sleep   improves self esteem 
 provides a natural energy 

boost  
 improves mood and 

motivation 
 reduces anger or frustration   improves concentration 
 improves social skills   provides a positive focus  
 reduces tension, stress and 

agitation 
 

 

 
Persuading inactive people to become more active could 
prevent 1 in 10 cases of stroke and heart disease in  

the UK and 1 in 6 deaths from any cause. 
 

 
Given the overwhelming evidence, it seems obvious that we 
should all be physically active. It's essential if you want to live a 
healthy and fulfilling life into old age. 
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Exercise recommendations 
Ask yourself two questions 
 On average how many days a week do you engage in 

moderate to vigorous physical activity? 
 On those days, on average, how many minutes do you 

engage in physical activity at this level? 
 

If the answer if less than 150 minutes of moderate intensity 
exercise per week you could benefit from increasing your 
activity levels. 
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Top tips to get started 
As with any lifestyle change we would always recommend you 
discuss any plans with your GP or health professional before 
starting, ensuring that the exercise/activity is appropriate and 
safe for you.  
 Get family or friends involved - practical and emotional 

support from friends, family or experts really does help 
improve motivation levels. 

 Make time for exercise – plan activities into your daily routine, 
you may have to re-arrange commitments or choose activities 
that fit into your routine. 

 Start small and build up – something is better than nothing, 
even 10 minutes at a time will provide benefits and remember 
it’s never too late to get started. 

 Set goals – goal setting is really important, they will help you 
monitor your progress and motivate you. When setting goals 
make sure they are SMART;  

 

Specific   = What exactly do you want to achieve? 

Measureable  = How will you know if you meet your goal? 

Achievable  = What steps are you going to take to reach 
   your goal? 

Relevant = Why is it important to you? 

Timely  = When do you want to complete your goal? 
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Fact or fiction? 
 

Fat will turn to 
muscle 
 
 

 

Fiction:   Muscle and fat are two totally 
different types of tissue and one cannot turn 
into the other. Often when people stop 
exercising they will lose muscle mass due to 
inactivity. This, along with poor diet will result 
in an increase in body fat. This can give the 
impression that muscle is turning to fat when 
really we are losing muscle mass and fat is 
being stored. 
 

Exercise 
reduces your 
risk of 
coronary heart 
disease, 
stroke, type 2 
diabetes, 
some cancers, 
osteoarthritis 
and dementia                                                                                       
 
 

 

Fact: Building regular physical activity into 
daily routines and having a healthy lifestyle 
can help to prevent/reduce weight gain and 
reduce the risk of developing disease. 
 
Research suggests that between 40-80% of 
patients taking antipsychotic medication 
experience weight gain and that 
cardiovascular disease, hypertension, 
diabetes and respiratory disease is more 
common in patients with mental health illness 
than in the general population. 
 
Up to 75% of deaths in mental health patients 
are from natural causes, mostly 
cardiovascular disease, therefore life 
expectancy is 20% lower than in the general 
population. 
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Smoking helps 
manage my 
mental health 
condition 
 

Fiction:   Many people used to believe that 
smoking was a way for those with Mental 
Health problems to self-medicate or manage 
their condition. We now know that smoking 
actually increases stress levels and that 
stopping smoking can result in lower levels of 
self-reported stress and higher mood scores 
 

No pain, no 
gain 

Fiction:  Train smarter, not harder. Even 
moderate exercise such as walking, 
swimming or cycling can have fantastic 
benefits 
 
 
 

Exercise can 
help reduce 
symptoms of 
and lower risk 
of developing 
depression 
 

Fact:  Exercise increases the release of feel 
good chemicals (endorphins), increases 
confidence, self-esteem, motivation and 
energy levels. It provides a positive focus, a 
distraction from your worries, a challenge and 
can provide opportunities to increase your 
social interaction and networks. All of these 
are shown to reduce symptoms of depression. 
 

Exercise can 
help reduce 
stress and 
anxiety levels 

 

Fact:  Exercise produces a relaxation 
response that serves as a positive distraction 
from stress and anxiety. 
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How exercise has benefitted CNTW service users 

 

 

 

 

I have found it improves 
and changes the way I 
think and helps me cope 
with my thoughts 
 

 

Personally I’ve found a 
focus in exercising, and 
found medication side 
effects can be managed 
through exercise. 
 

 

Exercise makes me 
feel better in myself, 
makes me happy and I 
don’t experience voices 
as much. 
 

 

When feeling depressed 
the gym helps brighten 
my mood, gives 
motivation to get out the 
house, best thing I’ve 
done was join the gym. 
 

 

I think the gym is fantastic. 
Before I was introduced to 
the gym I was practically 
housebound, with no real 
quality of life through fear 
of going places. I have 
found that the gym has 
improved my lifestyle leaps 
and bounds. I still have my 
problems but the gym 
helps with agitation, 
aggression, depression by 
giving me a sense of 
wellbeing. 
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Help is at hand 
Visit the Trusts ‘weight off your mind’ website 
www.cntw.nhs/awoym for useful information on healthy diet  
and nutrition and for help to find a range of activities that are 
available in your area. 
 
Public Health England have a number of campaigns available 
to support you in increasing your activity levels, with many 
available as phone apps to support you along the journey. 
   

        
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Visit https://campaignresources.phe.gov.uk for further 
information and support. 
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Further information about the content, reference sources or 
production of this leaflet can be obtained from the Patient 
Information Centre. If you would like to tell us what you think 
about this leaflet please get in touch.  
 
This information can be made available in a range of formats on 
request (eg Braille, audio, larger print, easy read, BSL or other 
languages). Please contact the Patient Information Centre  
Tel: 0191 246 7288 
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