The Benefits of Running on the Mind
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All those who have run a hard workout or a long distance have probably noticed the classic “runners high”, or rush of endorphins right after running. These morphine-like neurotransmitters are created to help the body deal with the pain and stress of running. While they tell the muscles to calm down and not react adversely to the ten miles they just ran, these endorphins have the side effect of numbing pain in the brain as well and creating a pleasant, happy sensation that drives people to continue. The term ‘runners high’ is controversial to scientists as everyone feels this sensation differently. Some describe it as a euphoric state, others a feeling of simple satisfaction, but all agree that it is brought on mainly by long-distance running. 

Although the short-term runners high leaves many happy enough to keep running, others may be triggered on by the knowledge that that aerobic physical activity, including running, has long-term beneficial effects on the mind. Mice that did long-term physical activity had less plaque-forming beta-amyloid protein fragments. These proteins are a consistent characteristic of Alzheimer’s disease, a condition in which patients slowly lose their memory. Mice were also able to enhance their learning ability through exercise, as running can generate new brain cells. 

However, running is dramatically more beneficial when done in groups. Runners naturally produce corticosterone, a stress hormone that has the ability to inhibit neuronal growth. Lone runners are vulnerable to reduced neurogenesis or the production of neurons due to corticosterone, while people that run in groups are not affected as much by it, and enjoy the growth of more brain cells than the average couch potato.  

Despite whether one is with others or alone, exercise makes one happy. It has been shown that physically active people recover from mild depression more quickly, and physical activity is strongly correlated with good mental health as people age. This is due to the endorphins that are produced: seratonin and norepinephrine. The production of these neurotransmitters from running helps stimulate the sympathetic nervous system so more can be produced. 
 
Clearly running benefits the mind in many ways both short-term and long-term and ought to be practiced by everyone in order to create a smarter, healthier, happier society. 

