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Abstract 

Mental illness is common and place a considerable health-related and financial burden 
on both the individual and society. Among those with anxiety disorders, an early age-
of-onset is common and an increasing occurrence among youth is seen during the last 
decades. The overall aim of this thesis was to study mental disorders and the importance 
of cardiovascular fitness and the association with cause-specific mortality regarding 
both prevention and intervention. Papers I and II use data from several national registers 
to prospectively analyse if cardiovascular fitness associates with risk for developing 
mental disorders, and to estimate risk associated with specific causes of natural death in 
individuals with mental illness. In Paper I we could show that lower fitness in late 
adolescent males was associated with increased risk of psychotic disorders, anxiety and 
neurotic or stress-related disorders in adulthood. In Paper II we showed that young men 
diagnosed with non-psychotic mental disorders had a long-term increased mortality risk, 
in particular due to infectious and gastrointestinal conditions with up to 4-fold increased 
mortality risk for depressive and neurotic/adjustment disorders. Paper III is the study 
protocol describing our 12-week exercise intervention program for patients diagnosed 
with anxiety disorders within primary care. Papers IV and V emanate from this 
randomized, controlled clinical trial (RCT). In Paper IV cross-sectional baseline data 
from the RCT showed that severity of anxiety was associated with executive functions 
related to working memory. In Paper V we could show that the 12-week exercise 
program proved to be effective for patients with anxiety disorders in primary care, in 
both low and moderate- to high intensity exercise groups. In conclusion, our findings 
show that low cardiovascular fitness in adolescence increases the risk for mental 
disorders later in life and that men with mental illness have an increased mortality risk. 
We could also show that 12-week exercise program proved to be an effective treatment 
for individuals with anxiety disorders in primary care. These findings and the current 
increase in mental illness strengthen the view of physical exercise as an effective 
treatment and also highlights the importance of early preventive actions.  
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