
Aerobic Exercise And Mental Health Of
The Elderly

The advancement of healthcare and social welfare progresses in the modern age
results in two documented consequences; prolonged life and improved quality of life.
As we enter a global shift from the positive outcomes where people live longer,
continents across the world face a new circumstance where the proportion of older
individuals in the population is increasing. According to recent data from the World
Health Organization, the percentage of the world's population over 60 years will double
from 12% to 22% (2.1 billion) between 2015 and 2050. A similar resource also reported
that by 2020, the number of people aged 60 years and older will outnumber children
younger than 5 years ("Ageing and health", 2021).

Elderly persons experience unique challenges than other age groups because they
enter a phase of life where drastic transitions occur. For most people, retirement from a
career or any abolishment from regular duties either voluntarily or involuntarily would
induce a perceived loss of social role and reduced status in the community. With a
decline in physical abilities that may come secondary to health deterioration and aging,
affected persons are subjected to doubts about their self-worth. Overall, the lack of
social participation and decline of functional ability are some of the suspected culprits of
mental health issues.

A systematic review is conducted to investigate the prevalence of mental health
problems among the elderly population by focusing on the setting of long-term care



homes (Seitz & Conn, 2010). The results retrieved from the review revealed that some
mental health issues are of higher prevalence in the elderly than in their other
counterparts. The authors outlined that dementia has a prevalence of 58% among the
target group, followed by major depressive disorder and depressive symptoms at 10%
and 29% respectively. The figures further support the idea that mental health issues
that elderly persons are exposed to not only are a result of social factors but also
biological.

For instance, persistent studies have documented the presence of various lesions in the
brain with late-onset depression (O'Donnell & Kaszniak, 2011). The authors also
highlighted that the term subcortical ischemic depression may be appropriate for
depression with impaired executive functioning. On the other hand, another resource
proposes that social factors such as poverty and socioeconomic disadvantages in
earlier life would directly impact the mental health of older people in later life (Milne &
Philips, 2020). Age-related risks which contribute to mental health issues among the
elderly have a complex interplay between biological and social components.

After briefly establishing the composite nature of age-related risk to mental health
problems among the elderly, it would be relevant to discuss the role of aerobic exercise
to tackle both the biological and social contributors to mental health problems among
the elderly. It is common knowledge that aerobic exercise would be beneficial for all
age groups for cardiovascular health, fitness, and even elevation of hormones that
would improve mood and subsequently mental health. Specifically, however, a
randomized controlled trial has supported the idea that aerobic exercise training
resulted in a selective increase in an area in the brain which is more prone to
age-related atrophy; the anterior hippocampus which is responsible for spatial memory
(Erickson, 2011). Although the underlying mechanism is ambiguous, regular aerobic
exercises such as swimming, cycling, walking, and rowing have been documented to
increase the volume of grey and white matter in regions of the cerebral cortex which are
prominent for cognitive processes (Bailey, Steggall, 2018).

The documentation of direct biological impacts of regular aerobic exercises on the brain
outlined in the article is a few from a handful. From the social point of view, aerobic
exercise can increase social participation, increase relaxation and create an overall
sense of well-being for elderly persons. A 2019 study, for example, documented that
staying active can provide mood-boosting benefits and help fight depression in seniors
(McMaster University, 2019).

Both health care experts and members of the community should be aware of the
challenges facing the elderly persons in our population. The promotion of their mental



health requires more than just a medical diagnosis and pharmacological treatment.
Non-pharmacological interventions such as the prescription of regular aerobic exercise
as a social and health-oriented activity for the elderly population are beneficial for the
target group and should be perpetuated.
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