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Why study physical activity and mental health?

Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) frequently experience
potentially psychologically traumatic events (PPTE). PPTE exposures
and other occupational stressors impacting PSP are associated with
higher prevalence of posttraumatic stress injuries (PTSI), such as
posttraumatic stress disorder, major depressive disorder, generalized
anxiety disorder, panic disorder, social anxiety disorder, and alcohol
use disorder. The prevalence is five times that of the general
Canadian population.

Evidence suggests that physical activity can moderately decrease
symptoms of mental health disorders. Yet there is currently limited
research evaluating the role of physical activity on mental health
disorder symptoms among public safety personnel. The current
study assesses the relationship between physical activity and mental
health disorder symptoms among RCMP cadets in order to
determine whether physical activity is a useful tool for maintaining
and improving mental health during training and potentially
throughout the duration of RCMP service.
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The study

As part of a Federal Framework on Posttraumatic Stress Disorder, the
current research draws on data from a larger, 10-year RCMP Study
designed to assess the impact of skills taught to help protect
members from posttraumatic stress injuries (PTSI).

The current study examined the relationship between levels of
physical activity and changes in self-reported mental health disorder
symptoms for the 26-week duration of the RCMP Cadet Training
Program (CTP). Data was collected from 394 cadets via Apple Watch
devices, which recorded the average number of active calories
burned per day. These results were compared to changes in cadets'
self-reported mental health disorder symptoms.

*The original wording of the study was changed and condensed for the
current research infographic.
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Results

Cadets who burned more active calories per day on average
experienced greater decreases in symptoms of anxiety, depression,
posttraumatic stress, and alcohol use disorder.
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Conclusions

Exercise appears to be an accessible, acceptable, and effective tool
for supporting cadet mental health. Further research is needed to
determine whether continued engagement in physical activity could
mitigate impacts from occupational stressors, including PPTE, during
RCMP members’ careers. The current study results have the
potential to inform mental health training and resources, including
promoting the role of physical activity in reducing mental health
disorder symptoms.

The current results assist in advancing Canada’s first-ever National
Action Plan on Post-Traumatic Stress Injuries, including additional
investment to support the health and well-being of first responders
andother public safety personnel.
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