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     Intelligence: The exercise connection 

 A study done at the University of British Columbia found that regular aerobic exercise increases the size 

of the hippocampus. This is the area of the brain that is associated with memory and learning. Muscle toning, 

balance, and resistance training did not have the same effect as aerobic exercise that gets your heart pumping and 

activates the sweat glands.  Continuous aerobic exercise such as running, brisk walking, cycling, and swimming 

increases the level of neurotransmitters and also improves the oxygen levels in the brain. A UCLA study 

demonstrated that the brain grew new neuronal connections when one exercises.  It also acted as a first aid kit for 

damaged brain cells. Neurogenesis is the growth of new brain neurons and occurs after our birth. This proves that 

intelligence is not determined at birth and can change. People who exercise regularly have greater brain volume.  

 

 Exercise, before work or school, spikes brain activity and increases the retention of new information.  

Students react better when faced with complex situations if they have exercised. Consistent aerobic exercise 

reduces drug addiction risk. Studies have also shown that ballroom dancing has a greater impact on cognitive 

function than simple exercise or mental tasks due to the integration of coordination, rhythm, and strategy.  

Exercise has multiple benefits. Stress causes the muscles to become tense or stiff. Exercise improves the delivery 

of oxygen to the muscles and lessens soreness and tension. Exercise produces endorphins and lessens depression. 

Dopamine is a neurotransmitter and a hormone.  Exercise increases dopamine levels in the brain. If dopamine 

levels are reduced, this impairs our ability to encode new memories. Serotonin is a monoamine neurotransmitter 

found in the gastrointestinal tract and in the brain. Serotonin assists in the retrieval of short term memories. 

 



By Al Hill & Nickey Walker 
 

 Frustration is alleviated as you go for a jog or walk. Physical activity allows you to focus on your body 

and environment. This gives the mind a well needed break. Exercise improves stress resiliency. Your reaction to 

stressful situations tends to be less intense if you exercise regularly. Such exercise or training increases the body’s 

threshold for cortisol release and this is what causes you to be more resilient to the effects of stress. The more 

active you are, the better the body reacts to physical and mental stressors.  

 Exercise has the greatest impact on the hippocampus area of our brains. This area is responsible for 

spatial memory. This relates to the encoding of information about our surroundings or orientation in space. One 

study involved 27 adults who were asked to learn new vocabulary words. The learning was 20% quicker for those 

who were given the vocabulary following high intensity sprints. Learning was slowest for those who simply 

rested prior to having been given the word list. Studies have also shown that performing aerobic physical activity 

while learning will aid the retrieval process. Try riding a stationary bicycle or pacing while studying. Other 

studies indicated that those students who liked to study while at the gym recalled the information best while also 

exercising. We can look as close as the family hamster cage to admit that rodents who run the exercise wheel 

excel when then placed in a maze. If it works for little “Fluffy”, surely, we can give exercise a try as well. 

 

 


