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Identifying factors that may protect individuals from developing Major Depressive Disorder (MDD) in
the face of stress is critical. In the current study we experimentally tested whether such a potentially
protective factor, engaging in acute exercise, reduces the adverse effects of repeated sad mood induc-
tions in individuals who have recovered from depression. We hypothesized that recovered depressed
participants who engage in acute exercise report a smaller increase in negative affect (NA) and a small-
er decrease in positive affect (PA) when exposed to a repeated sad mood induction (i.e., habituation),
whereas participants who do not exercise show sensitization (i.e., increased NA and decreased PA in re-
sponse to a repeated adverse stimulus). Forty-one women recovered from MDD and 40 healthy control
women were randomly assigned to either exercise for 15 minutes or quiet rest. Afterward, participants
were exposed to two sad mood inductions and reported their levels of affect throughout the study. Re-
covered depressed participants who had not exercised exhibited higher NA after the second sad mood
induction, a finding consistent with sensitization. In contrast, both recovered depressed participants who
had engaged in acute exercise and healthy control participants showed no increase in NA in response
to the repeated sad mood induction. Participants who exercised reported higher PA after the exercise
bout; however, our hypothesis concerning reported PA trajectories following the sad mood inductions
was not supported. Results suggest that exercise can serve as a protective factor in the face of expo-
sure to repeated emotional stressors, particularly concerning NA in individuals who have recovered from
depression.
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