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Exercise may improve depression 
 
Clinical question How effective is exercise in the treatment of depression? 

Bottom line Exercise seems to improve depressive symptoms in 
people with a diagnosis of depression. However, when 
only methodologically robust trials were included, the 
effect sizes were only moderate and not statistically 
significant. The effect of exercise was not significantly 
different from that of cognitive therapy. 

Caveat The majority of trials had methodological weaknesses. 
The number of comparison groups ranged from 2 to 6, 
and there was wide variation in the type and duration of 
exercise intervention. The review was unable to be sure 
how effective exercise is as treatment for people with 
depression, what constitutes the most effective type of 
exercise (aerobic, resistance or mixed), whether group or 
individual exercises are better, or the optimum duration 
of exercise. There were insufficient data to determine 
risks and costs. 

Context Depression is a common illness, affecting at least 1 in 5 
people during their lifetime. Exercise has been advocated 
as an adjunct to usual treatment. 

Cochrane Systematic 
Review 

Mead GE et al. Exercise for depression. Cochrane 
Reviews 2008, Issue 4. Article No. CD004366. DOI: 
10.1002/14651858.CD004366.pub3. This review 
contains 28 trials involving 1599 participants. Twenty five 
trials provided data for meta-analyses. 
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are funded by the New Zealand Guidelines Group. 
PEARLS provide guidance on whether a treatment is effective or ineffective. PEARLS are prepared as 
an educational resource and do not replace clinician judgement in the management of individual cases. 

View PEARLS online at: 
• www.cochraneprimarycare.org 


