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According to a recent study, regular resistance-training 

exercises such as weightlifting significantly decrease the 

symptoms of depression. 

A WIDESPREAD DISEASE 

Depression affects more than 300 million people worldwide, with 

economic costs estimated at over 118 billion dollars each year. Beyond 

affecting mental health, depression also strongly increases the risks for 

many diseases, including cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes and 

Alzheimer’s disease. 

Antidepressant medications and psychotherapy are currently frontline 

treatments against depression. However, the effectiveness of 

antidepressants remains limited in people who have depression 

symptoms that are light to moderate, while psychotherapy can be 

expensive and/or difficult to obtain, and does not necessarily provide 

conclusive results. Thus, there is clear interest in identifying alternate 

approaches which could diminish the symptoms of depression. 

THE BENEFITS OF EXERCISE 

Many studies performed in recent years have shown that exercise 

represents one of these alternative approaches. The regular practice of a 

physical activity does not provoke any secondary effects (unlike 

medications), is not costly (unlike psychotherapy) and generates a host of 

benefits for health in terms of prevention of the principal chronic 

diseases. Notably, regular exercise is known to greatly reduce the risk of 

premature death due to cardiovascular diseases, which represent the 

principal cause of death in people who suffer from depression.  

Until now, the link between physical activity and depression has 

primarily been studied using intense aerobic exercise and studies have 

clearly shown that this type of exercise provides significant benefits by 

affecting the severity of depression symptoms. On the other hand, 

aerobic exercise does not appeal to the interest or aptitudes of all people 

and it remains to be determined whether other types of exercise can also 

lead to these positive effects for people suffering from depression. 

ANTI-DEPRESSION MUSCLES 

Another type of exercise which is available to all is muscle training. 

Studies show that these muscle training exercises are essential not only 

for improving force and endurance, but also for the general improvement 

of health, and that these benefits are in addition to those which result 

from aerobic exercise. It is for this reason that organizations which 

promote physical activity, such as the American College of Sports 

Medicine and the World Health Organization, recommend at least two 

sessions of muscle training per week, along with a minimum of 150 

minutes of moderate aerobic exercise. 

 

A meta-analysis published this summer in JAMA Psychiatry examined 

the effects of bodybuilding on the symptoms of depression measured 

over 33 clinical trials involving 1,877 subjects1. The researchers 

observed that people who regularly practiced this type of exercise (2-3 

times per week) reported a significant reduction in many depression 

symptoms (such as irritated mood, lack of interest and feeling useless) 

compared to those who were active. The greatest improvement was 

observed in those who presented depression symptoms ranging from 

weak to moderate, which is intriguing because it is just these individuals 

who least respond to anti-depression medications2.  

It should also be noted that the reduction in depression symptoms 

observed in individuals who practiced bodybuilding was not associated 

with the duration or intensity of the exercises, nor to the improvement in 

physical form which resulted from the physical activity. In other words, 

the simple act of performing this type of exercise, independent of its 

“physical” results on strength and endurance, is enough to generate 

positive effects on mood. 

DIET AS WELL 

Aside from exercise, these studies have shown that dietary habits can 

also positively influence the level of depression symptoms. For example, 

one French study recently reported that adoption of a Mediterranean-type 

diet (rich in fruits and vegetables, nuts, fish and cereals) was associated 

with a 33% decrease in the risk of depression3.  Inversely, they observed 

that a Western, pro-inflammatory diet (i.e. low in plant-based foods, but 

rich in meats and cured meats as well as products based on refined flours 

and sugars) was associated with an increased risk of depression. Like all 

cells in the body, the function of the brain’s neurons is strongly 

influenced by the conditions, which exist in the organism, and it is 

obvious that creation of a chronic inflammatory condition can only have 

negative results on mental functions. This explains why a healthy diet 

and regular physical exercise, which both have such strong anti-

inflammatory actions, can improve mood and diminish the frequency and 

intensity of depression episodes. 
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studies. Mol. Psychiatry 2018, published online September 26 2018. 

 

Yo
u 

fin
d 

th
e 

co
nt

en
t o

f t
hi

s 
co

lu
m

n 
us

ef
ul

? 
M

ak
e 

a 
do

na
tio

n 
at

 w
w

w
.r

ic
ha

rd
be

liv
ea

u.
or

g 
to

 s
pe

ed
 u

p 
ou

r r
es

ea
rc

h 
 

 

You find the content of this colum
n useful? M

ake a donation at w
w

w
.richardbeliveau.org to speed up our research 

 
 

You find the content of this column useful? Make a donation at www.richardbeliveau.org to speed up our research 
 

You find the content of this column useful? Make a donation at www.richardbeliveau.org to speed up our research 
 


