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When we think about the value of exercise, we tend to focus on the physical benefits. Lower blood pressure, a

healthier heart, a more attractive physique. But over the past decade, social scientists have quietly amassed

compelling evidence suggesting that there is another, more immediate benefit of regular exercise: its impact on the

way we think.

Studies indicate that our mental firepower is directly linked to our physical regimen. And nowhere are the

implications more relevant than to our performance at work. Consider the following cognitive benefits, all of which

you can expect as a result of incorporating regular exercise into your routine:

Improved concentration

Sharper memory

Faster learning

Prolonged mental stamina

Enhanced creativity
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Lower stress

Exercise has also been show to elevate mood, which has serious implications for workplace performance.  I’m willing

to bet that your job requires you to build interpersonal connections and foster collaborations. Within this context,

feeling irritable is no longer simply an inconvenience. It can directly influence the degree to which you are

successful.

There is also evidence suggesting that exercise during regular work hours may boost performance. Take, for example,

the results of a Leeds Metropolitan University study, which examined the influence of daytime exercise among office

workers with access to a company gym. Many of us would love the convenience of free weights or a yoga studio at

the office. But does using these amenities actually make a difference?

Within the study, researchers had over 200 employees at a variety of companies self-report their performance on a

daily basis. They then examined fluctuations within individual employees, comparing their output on days when they

exercised to days when they didn’t.

Here’s what they found: On days when employees visited the gym, their experience at work changed. They reported

managing their time more effectively, being more productive, and having smoother interactions with their

colleagues. Just as important: They went home feeling more satisfied at the end of the day.

What prevents us from exercising more often? For many of us, the answer is simple: We don’t have the time. In

fairness, this is a legitimate explanation. There are weeks when work is overwhelming and deadlines outside our

control need to be met.
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But let’s be clear: What we really mean when we say we don’t have time for an activity is that we don’t consider it a

priority given the time we have available.

This is why the research illuminating the cognitive benefits of exercise is so compelling. Exercise enables us to soak

in more information, work more efficiently, and be more productive.

And yet many of us continue to perceive it as a luxury; an activity we’d like to do if only we had more time.

Instead of viewing exercise as something we do for ourselves—a personal indulgence that takes us away from our

work—it’s time we started considering physical activity as part of the work itself. The alternative, which involves

processing information more slowly, forgetting more often, and getting easily frustrated, makes us less effective at

our jobs and harder to get along with for our colleagues.

How do you successfully incorporate exercise into your routine? Here are a few research-based suggestions.

Identify a physical activity you actually like. There are many ways to work out other than boring yourself

senseless on a treadmill. Find a physical activity you can look forward to doing, like tennis, swimming, dancing,

softball, or even vigorously playing the drums. You are far more likely to stick with an activity if you genuinely enjoy

doing it.

A series of recent studies also suggest that how we feel while exercising can influence the degree to which it

ultimately benefits our health. When we view exercise as something we do for fun, we’re better at resisting

unhealthy foods afterwards. But when the same physical activity is perceived as a chore, we have a much harder time

saying no to fattening foods, presumably because we’ve used up all of our willpower exercising.
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Invest in improving your performance. Instead of settling for “getting some exercise,” focus on mastering an

activity instead. Mastery goals, which psychologists define as goals that center on achieving new levels of

competence, have consistently been shown to predict persistence across a wide range of domains. So hire a coach,

enroll in a class, and buy yourself the right clothing and equipment. The additional financial investment will increase

your level of commitment, while the steady gains in performance will help sustain your interest over the long .

Become part of group, not a collective.  One recommendation aspiring gym-goers often receive is to find an

exercise regimen that involves other people. It’s good advice. Socializing makes exercise more fun, which improves

the chances that you’ll keep doing it. It’s also a lot harder to back out on a friend or a trainer than to persuade

yourself that just one night off couldn’t hurt.

But there’s another layer to this research—one that is well worth considering before signing up for an exercise class

this fall.

Studies indicate that not all “group” activities are equally effective at sustaining our interest.

We are far more likely to stick with an exercise regimen when others are dependent on our participation.

As an illustration, consider the standard yoga or pilates class. Each involves individual-based tasks that require you to

work alone, albeit in the presence of others. Both activities technically take place within the context of a group,

however in these cases the “group” is more accurately described as a collective.
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Research suggests that if you’re looking to establish a routine that sticks, exercising as part of a collective is

preferable to working out alone, but it’s not nearly as effective as exercising as part of a team. So consider volleyball,

soccer, doubles tennis—any enjoyable, competence-enhancing activity in which your efforts contribute directly to a

team’s success, and where if you don’t show up, others will suffer.

Regardless of how you go about incorporating exercise into your routine, reframing it as part of your job makes it a

lot easier to make time for it. Remember, you’re not abandoning work. On the contrary: You’re ensuring that the

hours you put in have value.

 

Ron Friedman, Ph.D., is an award-winning psychologist and the founder of ignite80, a company that teaches leaders practical,

evidence-based strategies for working smarter and creating thriving organizations. He is the author of The Best Place to Work: The Art

and Science of Creating an Extraordinary Workplace, and frequently delivers keynotes and workshops on the science of workplace
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tamiko molet 2 years ago

I agree with this article. As a matter of fact in light of elevated mood, a depressed person can avoid medication by exercise it keeps the happy

hormones in the nerve cells longer. Exercising is rejuvenating. Many of the physical conditions potentially occur as a result of not getting physical

exercise. Exercise is beneficial in many ways. I'll drink a nice cold glass of water to that.

Tamiko FNP-C
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