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Searches were completed between 
September and December of 2018, as 
well as August and September of 2019. 
Fifteen articles met inclusion and 
exclusion criteria and were included in the 
systematic review. Data and findings 
were compiled from thirteen articles that 
studied participants’ response to exercise 
as a treatment for depression, and two 
systematic reviews that include 
information about exercise’s effects on 
depression.

Depression is a mood disorder 
characterized by a combination of cognitive, 
behavioral, emotional, and physical symptoms. 
Individuals are diagnosed by licensed 
psychologists or psychiatrists using DSM-V’s 
criteria. Symptoms are varied, and not every 
individual with depression has every symptom 
that encompasses the disorder. Severities are 
based on how extreme the symptoms are in 
that specific individual.

The rate of depression has been rapidly 
increasing worldwide, affecting both men and 
women of all ages. It is the leading cause of 
disability and is a major contributor to mortality 
and morbidity.

The current standards treatments for 
depression include antidepressants and 
cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT). Some use 
these treatments alone, and some use them 
together for added benefits. While these 
interventions are successful for some people, 
there is still a need for alternative treatments. 
CBT can be intimidating and uncomfortable, 
and availability is limited. Antidepressants can 
be expensive, time consuming, and have many 
side effects.

The purpose of the systematic review is to 
compare the effects of physical exercise to 
the effects of current standard treatments 
on depression. There is currently not a 
collective source that condenses studies on 
this topic within the area of physical therapy. 
This systematic review serves as a source 
of information that health professionals, 
including physical therapists, can use to 
gain broad knowledge of the topic to apply 
in their practice.

All articles concluded that physical exercise is 
beneficial in the treatment of depression. With 
mild to moderate depression, it may be used as 
a standalone treatment, and in more severe 
cases, it may be used in conjunction with 
antidepressant medication.

Further research should be conducted in the 
United States because most of the studies 
included in this review were conducted in other 
countries and results may not be generalizable 
to the American population. Most participants 
were middle aged, and further research should 
focus on younger populations, especially 
because depression is prominent in these age 
groups. Although several studies followed up 
with participants, more long term studied need 
to be conducted to determine whether or not
exercise is a viable treatment for depression in 
the long run.

It is important for physical therapists to 
understand how exercise affects those with 
depression because any patient they are 
treating could have depression as a 
secondary diagnosis. These depressive 
symptoms, including decreased motivation, 
fatigue, fear of failure, and hopelessness  
may impact an individual’s ability to fully 
and actively participate in their treatment 
program. Incorporating aerobic exercise 
interventions that have meaning to that 
individual may make them more 
successful. Creating meaningful 
relationships with patients may also add to 
their motivation and ultimate success.
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