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People with severe mental disorders die 10 to 20 years
earlier than the general population’, due primarily to
preventable physical diseases, such as cardiovascular
disease. Furthermore, unhealthy lifestyle and lack of
physical activity are also well-documented in these
populations?. At the same time, a growing body of
research evidence supports the importance of exercise
and sport not only for good physical health, but also for
mental health3. The following four workshops presented
at the 31st European Congress of Psychiatry in Paris,
France, reviewed and discussed the effectiveness and
feasibility of utilising exercise as a therapeutic tool to
improve treatment outcomes and promote the individual
mental wellbeing of people with severe mental illnesses.
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The EASMH project — background and rationale to establish sport
practices in mental health

In the first talk of the afternoon, Francesca Cirulli, PhD, Research Director at
the Centre for Behavioural Sciences and Mental Health, Istituto Superiore di
Sanita [National Institute of Health], Italy presented the ongoing project
“European Alliance for Sport and Mental Health

(EASMH)”", which aims to bring together mental health professionals and
sport professionals in order to support people with mental disorders.

- Sport can have beneficial effects on both psychological and physical
health, two aspects that are severely affected by psychiatric medication,
as well as helping to reduce stigma by improving patients’ ability
to interact with others.

The main challenges in offering sports as complimentary treatment in
mental health settings are lack of awareness, difficulty of incorporating
this activity into routine clinical practice, lack of connection between
mental health centres and sport facilities, and the lack of knowledge
among sports professionals regarding mental health.

Survey results showed that although sport-based interventions are offered
in multiple European countries, very few offer structured physical exercise,
with an overwhelming majority only offering walking (94%)*.

The aims of the EASMH are threefold®: 1) increase the skill and expertise
of sports instructors, 2) promote the creation of specific training materials,
and 3) make qualified sports instructors available in mental health
facilities and residential settings. This programme is ongoing: eight sports
instructors are currently creating specific training materials based on the
training they have received regarding mental disorders.

Dr. Cirulli encouraged attendees to join a recently-formed permanent
working group in which mental health professionals and representatives of
the sports sector join forces to discuss and provide training and
information regarding the use of sport for mental health and psychiatric
rehabilitation.
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