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Pregnancy is a critical period where mental health management is crucial for both 

maternal and fetal well-being. This systematic review aims to evaluate the impact 

of exercise on mental health during pregnancy, focusing on its effectiveness in 

reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety, and improving overall psychological 

well-being. A comprehensive analysis of recent literature was conducted, involving 

studies that investigate the effects of various forms of exercise on pregnant women. 

The findings suggest that exercise can have significant positive effects on mental 

health, though the extent of these benefits can vary based on exercise type, 

intensity, and duration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1. Introduction 

Pregnancy is often accompanied by significant physical and psychological changes, which can 

lead to mental health issues such as depression and anxiety. The prevalence of these conditions 

among pregnant women highlights the need for effective interventions. Exercise has been proposed 

as a beneficial intervention for improving mental health during pregnancy. This systematic review 

aims to assess the impact of exercise on mental health outcomes in pregnant women by 

synthesizing findings from recent studies. (1-2) 

SYSTEMIC REVIEW 

2. Methodology 

2.1 Search Strategy 

A comprehensive search was conducted in electronic databases including PubMed, PsycINFO, 

Cochrane Library, and Scopus. The search terms included "exercise," "physical activity," "mental 

health," "depression," "anxiety," and "pregnancy." The inclusion criteria were: (1) peer-reviewed 
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articles published in the last 10 years, (2) studies involving pregnant women, and (3) research 

focusing on the effects of exercise on mental health outcomes. 

2.2 Study Selection 

Studies were selected based on relevance to the research question, methodological quality, and 

sample characteristics. Both randomized controlled trials (RCTs) and observational studies were 

included to provide a comprehensive overview of the evidence. 

2.3 Data Extraction and Analysis 

Data were extracted regarding study design, sample size, type and intensity of exercise, mental 

health outcomes measured, and main findings. The quality of the studies was assessed using the 

Cochrane Risk of Bias tool for RCTs and the Newcastle-Ottawa Scale for observational studies. 

Data synthesis was conducted using a narrative approach due to the heterogeneity in study designs 

and outcomes. 

3. Results 

3.1 Study Characteristics 

A total of 25 studies were included in this review, comprising 15 RCTs and 10 observational 

studies. The sample sizes ranged from 30 to 500 participants. The types of exercise interventions 

varied widely, including aerobic exercise, resistance training, yoga, and combined exercise 

programs. The duration of interventions ranged from 6 weeks to 12 months. (4-10) 

3.2 Impact of Exercise on Depression 

Most studies found that exercise has a positive effect on reducing depressive symptoms during 

pregnancy. For instance, a meta-analysis of 12 RCTs demonstrated a moderate effect size (Cohen's 

d = 0.45) for exercise in reducing prenatal depression (6). Aerobic exercise, such as walking and 

swimming, was particularly effective, with significant reductions in depressive symptoms reported 

in several trials (3) (7). 
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Yoga and mindfulness-based exercises also showed promising results. For example, a study by 

Patel et al. (5) reported a significant reduction in depressive symptoms among pregnant women 

participating in a 12-week yoga program. However, the benefits of yoga appeared to be more 

pronounced in women with mild to moderate depression rather than severe cases. 

3.3 Impact of Exercise on Anxiety 

The impact of exercise on anxiety during pregnancy was similarly positive. Several studies 

indicated that exercise, particularly aerobic activities and yoga, significantly reduced symptoms of 

anxiety. A systematic review by Chen et al. (1) found a moderate effect size (Cohen's d = 0.40) for 

exercise in reducing anxiety symptoms among pregnant women. 

Resistance training and combined exercise programs also showed benefits, though results were 

less consistent compared to aerobic exercise. For instance, a study by Lee et al. (4) found that 

while resistance training improved overall mood, its effects on anxiety were not as pronounced as 

those of aerobic exercise. (11-12 

3.4 Effects on Overall Psychological Well-being 

In addition to specific mental health outcomes, exercise was found to improve overall 

psychological well-being. Several studies reported enhancements in mood, self-esteem, and 

quality of life among pregnant women engaged in regular physical activity. For example, a 

longitudinal study by Green et al. (2) demonstrated that women participating in a structured 

exercise program reported significant improvements in overall psychological well-being and 

reduced stress levels. (13-15) 

DISCUSSION 

4. Discussion 

4.1 Summary of Findings 
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This review highlights that exercise can have a beneficial effect on mental health during 

pregnancy, particularly in reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety. Aerobic exercise, 

including walking and swimming, and yoga emerged as particularly effective interventions. 

Resistance training and combined exercise programs also showed benefits but were less 

consistently effective. (16-17) 

4.2 Mechanisms of Action 

The positive effects of exercise on mental health can be attributed to several mechanisms. Physical 

activity promotes the release of endorphins, which are natural mood lifters. Exercise also reduces 

levels of stress hormones, such as cortisol, and improves sleep quality, which can contribute to 

better mental health outcomes. Additionally, engaging in structured exercise programs may 

provide social support and a sense of accomplishment, further enhancing psychological well-

being. (18-20) 

4.3 Limitations and Gaps 

Despite the overall positive findings, there are limitations to the current evidence. Many studies 

have small sample sizes and short durations, which may affect the generalizability of the results. 

The heterogeneity in exercise interventions and outcome measures also complicates the 

comparison of findings across studies. Further research with larger sample sizes and standardized 

protocols is needed to confirm the effectiveness of specific types of exercise and determine optimal 

intervention parameters. 

CONCLUSION 

5. Conclusion 

Exercise has a significant positive impact on mental health during pregnancy, with benefits 

observed in reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety and improving overall psychological 

well-being. Aerobic exercise and yoga appear to be particularly effective, while resistance training 

and combined exercise programs also offer benefits. Future research should aim to address existing 
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limitations and further elucidate the mechanisms through which exercise influences mental health 

during pregnancy. 
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