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Mental health
Overview

In the definition of mental health by the World Health Organization (WHO) the positive dimension is emphasised: 
“mental health is a state of well-being in which the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the 
normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a contribution to his or her commu-
nity” [1]. The 2020 edition of Health at a Glance: Europe highlights good mental health as vital for people to be able 
to lead healthy and productive lives. Living with a mental health problem can have a significant impact on daily life, 
contributing to worse educational outcomes, higher rates of unemployment, as well as poorer physical health. A new 
challenge for mental health has come with the Covid-19 pandemic which is also having a negative impact on mental 
wellbeing, especially amongst young people and people with lower socio-economic status [2].

According to the Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, more than one in six people across EU-28 countries 
(17.3%) had a mental health problem, such as depression, anxiety disorders and alcohol and drug use disorders, in 
2016. Besides the impact on people’s well-being, the estimated costs of mental ill-health are over 600 billion euros or 
more than 4% of GDP in EU-28 countries [1]. Without effective treatment and support, mental health problems can 
have a devastating effect on people’s lives, and significantly increase the risk of dying from suicide. In 2017, there 
were on average 11 deaths by suicide per 100,000 population across EU-27 countries [2].

One of the effective approaches towards good mental health is physical activity which gives us structure, purpose, 
energy, and motivation [3]. Cycling offers an affordable and safe way of exercising.
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WHO recommends at least 150–300 minutes of mode-
rate-intensity aerobic physical activity; or at least 75–150 
minutes of vigorous intensity aerobic physical activity; or 
an equivalent combination of moderate- and vigorous-
intensity activity throughout the week, for substanti-
al health benefits amongst adults aged 18 and above. 
Physical activity has many health benefits, including for 
one’s mental health, as it reduces symptoms of anxiety 
and depression [4]. Besides, it is effective at altering the 
way one processes and reacts to one’s emotions, redu-
ces one’s overthinking, and builds emotional resilience 
to stress. It helps people to behave differently, boosting 
their self-esteem, and reduces feelings of loneliness by 
making people more social [3].

»	 Physical activity like cycling reduces stress: 
–	 Cycling can lower the levels of our body’s stress 

hormone, cortisol [5].
–	 Research shows that those who commute by 

bicycle regularly have significantly lower risk of 
being stressed than non-bicycle commuters [6].

»	 Physical activity like cycling reduces anxiety: 
–	 Cycling causes the body to release endorphins, 

also called happiness hormones. Amongst other 
things, they trigger a positive feeling in the body, 
which can be accompanied by a positive and 
energizing outlook on life [7].

»	 Physical activity like cycling wards-off feeling  
of depression:
–	 Regular cycling can boost the mood. It is espe-

cially useful for people with mild to moderate 
depression [5].

»	 Physical activity like cycling can improve sleep and 
boost self-esteem: 
–	 Cycling helps to sleep better, which can help to 

boost one’s mood.
–	 Cycling can make people feel more positive and 

better about themselves, especially if they impro-
ve and achieve their goals, which helps boosting 
the self-esteem [5].

»	 Physical activity like cycling helps to socialise:
–	 Cycling can be a great activity if someone wants 

some time alone, but also if the active time is to 
be shared with others. 

–	 Social contacts can reduce the feeling of loneli-
ness and help to reduce stress and anxiety [5].

Cycling is usually performed outdoors, which also con-
tributes to the mental well-being. Studies showed that 
compared with exercising indoors, exercising in natural 
environments is associated with greater feelings of revi-
talisation, increased energy and positive engagement, 
together with decreases in tension, confusion, anger 
and depression [8].

Positive effects of cycling
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Cycling reduces stress

Reduces anxiety and boosts the mood

Improves sleep and boosts self-esteem

Contributes to physical and mental health

Challenges

To provide appropriate bicycle infrastructure

Costs for planning, building and maintaining safe cycling networks

Proper and effective promotion of cycling in connection to mental health

Benefits
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