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Abstract: Life expectancy and longevity present a great and urgent challenge due to the increase of population older than 65 

years. This circumstance generates some high scientific, health and economic demands for facing the future ahead. Prevention of 

noncommunicable diseases related to population aging, aims to improve physical and psychological quality of life and 

consequently it has been implemented as a main measure of health policies. In this respect, the practice of physical activity and 

its effects on emotional variables is considered of great interest in this significant population as a preventive health step. 

Therefore, the aim of this paper is to describe the variables studied in relation with the practice of physical activity. For this 

purpose, a search was carried out in ScienceDirect, SportDiscus and Pubmed using as keywords "physical activity", "aging", 

"emotion" and "health"; limited to a time interval between 2007 and 2018. As a result of this search, a significant amount of 

publications regarding the benefits of depression, anxiety and stress in aging were found. However, attention is now being paid to 

the benefits of physical activity like reinforcement of positive states such as greater well-being and good mood. In conclusion, in 

the present work the studies related to the benefits of physical activity are examined in order to know its impact on the 

psychological well-being. The data suggest that the greatest benefit is provided by a medium intensity aerobic exercise, of 

between 30 and 60 minutes, practiced twice a week. Future studies should explore the benefits of physical exercise in 

psychological variables through a longitudinal design in order to verify a slowdown in the effects of aging. 
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1. Introduction 

The increased ageing of the population, which is related to a 

greater life expectancy and improvements in health care, has 

generated a scientific challenge [1] becoming a highly 

relevant issue to be considered in both fields: that of 

healthcare and that of economics. In this line, longevity is part 

of a baseline survey that takes into account the quality of life 

and healthy habits, such as the practice of physical activity and 

positive emotional management, which enhance the quality of 

life of the elderly during their lives. Aging population involves 

future consequences and an important impact in society due to 

the growing demand in terms of health prevention which is 

generating a need for scientific, health and economic studies. 

The demographics representation of the elderly population 

will be around 15 million people over 65 years of age by the 

year 2060 [2] and this will represent 35.6% of the Spanish 

population [2]. According to the Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development [2], this situation reflects a 

great sociodemographic change in every respect since it will 

be the elderly population who will represent half of the 

population of some OECD countries and EU members. This 

situation is a consequence of the socio-health improvements 

offered in terms of prevention and promotion of health, as well 

as education and socioeconomic improvements and new 

policies taken over the years [3]. In this way, the study of 

aging is a fundamental issue to research in order to achieve 

healthy aging. 

In this line, it is necessary to observe the aging standards [4]. 

On the other hand, and due to global life expectancy, reducing 

institutionalization and improving the quality of life of the 

elderly are both life standards considered essential in order to 

achieve the well-being of this population [5]. 
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To that end, as a dynamic process, the most important 

factors that affect the process of aging are the ones related 

with the behaviour and with the lifestyle [3]. In addition, 

among these factors should be considered as well, the personal 

or individual conditions such as social circumstances, health 

and individual physics [6]. 

In relation to this theoretical framework, one of the ways to 

promote healthy aging is through the practice of physical 

activity. Furthermore, there are numerous publications 

informing about the benefits of sports in the elderly [7]. 

However, debate in relation to this topic can be found in the 

literature. On one side, some authors relate the practice of 

physical exercise with the prevention of diseases. On the other 

side, other authors consider exercise as the most important 

"polypill" to preserve physical and mental general health [8]. 

Nevertheless, many of them show study deficiencies in their 

methodology, design or in the objective studied. That is to say, 

there are studies which have focused their attention on the 

cognitive field and the maintenance of memory skills [9, 10], 

while others have paid attention to the improvement of 

strength and agility [11], others have shown interest in the 

pathological perspective of the elderly, such as dementia or 

Alzheimer's disease [12]. Some of the studies have made 

comparisons between the practice and non-practice of exercise 

in relation to self-esteem, depression and health [13, 14]. 

There are also studies that have evaluated the influence of 

physical practice on well-being [15], quality of life [16], and 

satisfaction [17]. 

Very few studies can be found regarding other types of 

research profiles in the elderly. In particular, some of them 

have focused on the practice of physical activity and 

well-being as tools that can enhance the quality of life. 

In relation to this, and considering the school of thought of 

the positive psychology, the importance of well-being in the 

development and improvement of health and / or illness is 

highlighted [18]. This way of thinking implies that there is a 

positive state in every human being, such as a psychological 

well-being, which is often understood and interpreted as a 

subjective well-being. 

This concept of psychological well-being allows many 

variables to indicate the appearance of this positive state. As 

example of these variables are the following: self-esteem, 

quality of life, perceived health, satisfaction with life, and the 

absence of psychological problems. In this sense, the scientific 

evidence indicates that physical activity has important 

benefits at the psychological level. 

The objective of this work is to review the literature in order 

to identify the intensity of physical exercise that can improve 

the well-being of people in the aging process and for that 

purpose the variables studied in relation to the practice of 

physical activity have to be described. As a conclusion of the 

above considerations, the present work aims to show what has 

been studied up to now by reviewing the published evidence 

and then establishing future intervention programs that 

contemplate aging in an integral way. 

2. Methods 

A review of studies about the impact of physical activity on 

some emotional variables in the life of the elderly was carried 

out. For this, the ScienceDirect, SportDiscus and Pubmed 

databases were used looking for information of the last 10 

years. In this search the descriptors used were "physical 

activity", "aging", "positive emotion" and "health". From all 

the articles found in the different databases a total of 18 

studies which were published in different scientific journals 

were selected. 

The following inclusion criteria used in the abstract and full 

text were the following: The inclusion criteria were: a) Studies 

that were scientific articles, b) with any kind of methodology, 

c) without age or sex limitations, d) with access to the 

complete text, e) written in Spanish and English, f) studies that 

included the relationship between physical activity and 

psychological health of the elderly, g) published after 2007 

and that set their population survey on older adults. 

As exclusion criteria, the following items were established: 

a) all non-scientific articles were eliminated; including 

editorial notes b) publications dated in 2007 and earlier, c) 

articles whose population under study were older adults 

institutionalized or dependent. 

Although 57 publications were found, 14 published works 

were discarded firstly and another 21 references had to be 

eliminated as well, as there was no full text access and were 

not intrinsically related to the elderly. In the end, a total of 18 

studies which are shown in the results section, were included 

for this review.  

3. Results 

After a thorough analysis of the selected publications was 

made, a great diversity of variables related to the practice of 

physical activity and aging were observed. The final outcome 

consists in a review of the most relevant publications on this 

subject. The results of the literature review are presented 

below in the following table 1. 

Table 1. Description of articles about physical activity and emotions in adults. 

Study Shows Objective Conclusion 

Garcia, et al. 2018 184 Adults 
Analyze differences in self-esteem between practitioners and 

non-practitioners. 
Better self-esteem in practitioners. 

Guillén et al. 2018 111 Adults 
To assess the incidence of physical activity in the improvement of 

depression and well-being. 
Improvements in depression. 

Moral et al. 2018 168 Adults 
Analyze the impact of physical activity on self-esteem and 

dependency level. 

Practitioners of physical activity better benefits 

than sedentary and less dependence. 

Shiun et al. 2018 45 Adults Explore the effects of a program of physical exercise, Benefits in the areas studied. 
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Study Shows Objective Conclusion 

functionality and psychological health and spiritual well-being. 

Awick et al. 2017 247 Adults Evaluate how changes in intensity influence quality of life. 
Intensity decreases distress, which in turn 

improves the quality of life. 

Herrera et al. 2017 46 Adults 
Know the effect of physical activity on perceived health and 

physical condition of older adults. 
Improvements in mental health. 

Guillén et al. 2016 150 Adults 
Analyze the relationship of exercise in well-being, and its relation 

to strength and optimism. 
Improvements in optimism and hope. 

Medina et al. 2016 27 Adults 
Compare levels of alexithymia and depression, as well as 

perceived health among sedentary seniors and practitioners. 

Moderate intensity is related to a low profile of 

alexithymia, as well as low-medium depression and 

anxiety, corresponds to a good perceived health 

status. 

Orozco et al. 2016 32 Adults 
Describe psychological and cognitive characteristics of women 

practicing Tai Chi Chuan Yang and non-practitioners. 

Better cognitive performance. There are no 

improvements in depression or anxiety. 

Santana 2016 37Adults 
Analyze the influence of physical activity on personal 

satisfaction. 

Practitioners showed greater satisfaction with life 

and well-being. 

Silva et al. 2016 72 Adults 

To compare the psychological effects of two physical activity 

programs, one conventional and one proactive, aimed at the 

elderly. 

Better benefits are obtained with the proactive 

activity program. 

Villareal et al. 2016 20 Adults Determine the effect of a Pilates-based program on mood. 
Decreased negative affects and favoured positive 

ones in older adults. 

García et al. 2014 104 Adults 
Explore the happiness of people over 65, as well as the 

relationship that physical activity has with it. 

Physical activity as a source of happiness compared 

to sedentary people. 

De Juanas et al. 2013 328 Adults 
Analyze the influence of perceived health status and healthy 

habits. 

Perceived health status and good habits such as 

regular exercise influence how older adults feel 

about themselves, favouring greater well-being. 

García et al. 2013 184 Adults 
Analyze differences in self-esteem between older practicing and 

non-practicing practitioners. 

Older people who exercise at least twice a week 

have better self-esteem than sedentary people. 

Serrano et al. 2013 246 Adults 
Analyze the relationships of quantity and type of physical activity 

with fitness, quality of life and moods. 

Organized physical activity presents better mood 

and perception of quality of life. 

Montero et al. 2011 63 Adults Assess the relationship between aerobic exercise and mood states. Increases in vigour, well-being and less fatigue. 

Arruza et al. 2008 
1008 

Adults 

To know the relationship between the duration of the exercise and 

the perception of the physical and psychological state in the adult 

population. 

The duration of physical activity is related to 

physical condition and well-being. 

 

4. Discussion 

The objective of this work was to review several scientific 

publications based on the incidence of the practice of physical 

activity in the psychological health of older adults. The review 

confirms the diversity of psychological variables that have 

been studied. Nevertheless, the most important variable 

studied in the literature reviewed seems to be the benefit on 

psychological well-being.  

As it has been said previously, the literature on this subject 

shows a great variety of studies in a way that makes it difficult 

to delimit the search. On one hand, the improvement of life 

satisfaction that positively affects the psychological 

well-being of people who practice physical exercise it has 

been highlighted recently [19]. On the other hand, it should 

not be ignore the discussion with the other related variables 

such as the incidence on the improvement of self-esteem [20], 

depression or negative states including anxiety or dependence 

[14-15, 21] or the improvement in the cognitive ability to 

generate favourable situations or thoughts as a consequence of 

physical activity [22]. 

However, the reviewed literature indicates improvements in 

psychological variables that are highlighted and have been 

further studied, such as psychological well-being after the 

practice of aerobic exercise in older practicing women [23]. 

Nevertheless, the literature focuses extensively on studying 

improvements in depression rates, better mental health and 

psychological well-being, but in this case without reference to 

the type of exercise [15, 24, 25]. 

On the other hand, the reviewed studies pay great attention 

to the extent of the exercise. In this regard, several studies that 

include physical activity programs propose duration of less 

than 30 minutes of exercise in order to observe improvements 

in indices such as well-being [26]. While other studies indicate 

that the greater psychological benefits are obtained after 45 to 

60 minutes per session of exercise twice a week, this practice 

also reflects improvements at a physical and psychological 

level such as the reduction of depression and anxiety, the 

increase in the quality of life, and the enhancement of 

psychological well-being [27]. 

Regarding the intensity of the practice, it is suggested that 

doing low-to-moderate intensity activities and its gradual 

increase, improves the physical aptitudes of the older people 

reducing at the same time stress [26]. In the same line, 

physical activity of moderate intensity is related to lower 

levels of alexithymia and to the achievement of lower rates of 

depression and anxiety as well as raising the perception of 

health status [21]. 

Although less studied in the field of aging, the incidence of 

physical activity in happiness stands out [16]. Recent studies 

[28, 29] talk about the positive impact of physical activity. In 

these surveys, the above-mentioned authors revealed 

specifically that the practice of non-aerobic physical exercise 

improves psychological health by reducing negative effects. 
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5. Conclusions 

The reviewed data indicate that there has been an 

improvement in the accuracy of the nomenclatures regarding 

physical activity and well-being. It has also show the necessity 

of delimitation in order to achieve a better search. As it has 

been explained above, the different types of samples, 

instruments that vary according to the study, the treatment 

made of the word “physical activity” and “well-being” or the 

type of design may be cause of inaccuracy of the results on 

this subject. Even sociocultural differences between different 

geographic regions, yet from the same country, could cause 

variability in the results that if not taken into account, could 

lead to erroneous conclusions. 

It is important to mention the limitations found when 

reviewing the bibliography due to the lack of a clear and unique 

concept regarding physical activity and physical exercise. The 

absence of this unequivocal concept is a handicap when it 

comes to making the bibliographic search. The same happens 

when the search is about well-being and moods. 

This review is interesting since it highlights some of the 

studies found in relation to this topic. The results obtained 

show that there are more studies based on variables that 

represent negative effects such as depression, anxiety and 

stress, than studies based on positive effects such as happiness. 

There are also fewer studies that treat the positive 

psychological benefits in older adults of doing from 30 to 60 

minutes of moderate intensity physical exercise twice a week. 

Nor are there enough studies that take into account the social 

or leisure need of the older adult to develop the activity and 

therefore the psychological benefits are not observed in the 

studied variables. 

In order to establish future lines of research, it would be 

interesting to specifically determine the degree of physical 

intensity from which the well-being of the elderly improves. 

In this sense, [30] it should be noted that the relationship 

between physical activity and happiness in the elderly has not 

been studied sufficiently.  

This work shows the influence that physical activity has on 

some emotional variables considered important for the 

well-being of the elderly. The conclusions of the study lead the 

way towards new research proposals where the positive 

effects that also take place in the aging process should be 

studied. Additionally, after the critical evaluation of the 

present review, the study of physical activity it has been 

proved to be a gap or inconsistency found in the literature that 

hampers the advance in this research topic.  

Finally, this review should clarify issues of improvement 

concerning this topic as well as serve as a guide for future 

investigations to examine the aging process. 
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