
 
 

The Connection Between Mental Wellbeing and Exercise: Jenn Palacio's Story  
 

We already know that exercise is good for us- it increases our aerobic capacity and muscle 
size, improves our physical health and physique, trims your waistline, and possibly even add 
some years to your life. But that is not what motivates most people to stay active. 
 
People who exercise regularly tend to do so because it gives them an enormous sense of 
well-being. They feel more energetic throughout the day, sleep better at night, have sharper 
memories, and feel more relaxed and positive about themselves and their lives. This change 
in the body is due to the release of endorphins, powerful chemicals in your brain that 
energize your spirits and make you feel good when you are exercising. It is also powerful 
medicine for many common mental health challenges, as it can serve as a distraction, 
allowing you to find some quiet time to break out of the cycle of negative thoughts that feed 
depression. Finding and maintaining this sense of wellbeing became Jenn Palacio's 
motivation to exercise daily. 
 
Jenn, one of our very own Zumba, Pilates Tone, and Barre instructors, exudes a contagious 
vivacity and a genuine concern for the wellbeing of every single one of her students. But 
Jenn’s enthusiasm for teaching comes from a more somber time in her life. Not many people 
know of the struggles she has had to overcome to gain the bubbling confidence she has 
today.  
  
With the birth of her first child, Bella, Jenn experienced the same hardships as any new 
mother. But with her second child, Jack, whom she loves no less, she noticed changes in her 
mental state. “When he cried, I didn’t have the energy to get up to take care of him,” she 
recalls. And it was not just her emotions towards Jack that were impacted. Getting up to 
take Bella to preschool in the mornings became a daunting daily task, and Jenn often found 
herself without the will to bathe her children, run errands, or carry out other simple chores. It 
did not take long for things to spiral from bad to worse.  
 
A few months after Jack’s birth in 2007, Jenn began to experience panic attacks. Suffering 
from as many as four onsets per day made daily tasks even more of a feat than before. 
Every attack left her feeling immobile and powerless. Jenn’s state of mind continued to 
worsen. Jenn reached her breaking point when one particularly bad episode in 2009 landed 
her in the emergency room. It was there that she was diagnosed with postpartum 
depression. Despite having lived out all the symptoms, the physician’s diagnosis caught the 
whole family off guard. No one expects to be the one on the receiving end of news like that; 
it was a devastating blow to her own morale, to say the least. Jenn initially felt that she had 
let down not just her children and husband, but herself, too. “When you are diagnosed, 
you feel weak. You feel like you failed,” she says. But she soon overcame that initial sense of 
defeat.  
 
Jenn began seeking help immediately following her trip to the hospital that included 
counseling, change in diet, and a new prescribed medication. But while all these steps aided 
Jenn, her recovery would prove to be a long journey. She still had a ways to go.  



 
 

 
A few weeks after starting the medication, Jenn began participating in Zumba®. She left 
about halfway through her first class, but it was not the physical demand that drove her out. 
Rather, her frame of mind still was not quite right; her depression was still sitting in the 
driver’s seat. Walking into that studio full of people was overwhelming, and the environment 
alone had her heart racing, but she continued attending classes. Even though she risked 
anxiety flare-ups with every class, the exhilarating feeling of blood pumping and 
endorphins racing kept Jenn coming back week after week. For years she had missed out 
on a normal lifestyle because of her lack of energy, but Zumba® changed all of that. “This is 
how I want to feel all day,” she thought. When you have depression, anxiety, or stress, 
exercise often seems like the last thing you want to do. Eventually, by coming to class 
regularly and continuing to take her medication, Jenn was able to dance her way through a 
full hour-long class without any problems. This new sense of wellbeing, life, and energy 
became her source of motivation to continue exercising, even on days where her mental 
state was not well.  
 
More time passed before Jenn really began to make headway in her battle against 
depression. About six months after that first Zumba® class, her panic attacks ceased entirely. 
While her short-lived yoga practice did help Jenn to achieve this goal, she credits most of 
her personal progress to Zumba®. Bouncing, strutting, and dancing alongside other group 
fitness goers helped tame her anxiety and regain control of her emotions.  
 
Regaining control after her postpartum depression diagnosis had given Jenn the confidence 
and motivation to achieve her best self, and to not be defined by her diagnosis. Thank you, 
Jenn, for being an amazing inspiration to the employees of the University of Delaware!  
  
If you are looking to step into the direction in improving your mental wellbeing through 
exercise, follow these tips to help get you started:  
• Schedule time during your day to focus on yourself. Doing 30 minutes or more of 

exercise a day for three to five days a week may significantly improve depression or 
anxiety symptoms. But smaller amounts of physical activity — as little as 10 to 15 minutes 
at a time — may make a difference. It may take less time exercising to improve your 
mood when you do more-vigorous activities, such as running or bicycling.  

• Identify what you enjoy doing. Figure out what type of physical activities you are most 
likely to do and think about when and how you would be most likely to follow through. 
For instance, would you be more likely to do some gardening in the evening, start your 
day with a jog, or go for a bike ride or play basketball with your children after school? Do 
what you enjoy to help you stick with it. The mental health benefits of exercise and 
physical activity may last only if you stick with it over the long term — another good 
reason to focus on finding activities that you enjoy.  

• Get your mental health professional's support. Talk to your doctor or UD's mental health 
resources. Discuss an exercise program or physical activity routine and how it fits into 
your overall treatment plan.  

• Set reasonable goals. Your mission does not have to be walking for an hour five days a 
week. Think realistically about what you may be able to do and begin gradually. Tailor 
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your plan to your own needs and abilities rather than setting unrealistic guidelines that 
you are unlikely to meet.  

• Don't think of exercise or physical activity as a chore. If exercise is just another "should" 
in your life that you don't think you're living up to, you'll associate it with failure. Rather, 
look at your exercise or physical activity schedule to improve your mental wellbeing so 
you can be your best at work and at home.  

• Analyze your barriers. Figure out what is stopping you from being physically active or 
exercising. If you feel self-conscious, for instance, you may want to exercise at home. If 
you stick to goals better with a partner, find a friend to work out with or who enjoys the 
same physical activities that you do. If you do not have money to spend on exercise gear, 
do something that's cost-free, such as regular walking. If you think about what is 
stopping you from being physically active or exercising, you can probably find an 
alternative solution.  

• Prepare for setbacks and obstacles. Give yourself credit for every step in the right 
direction, no matter how small. If you skip exercise one day, that does not mean you can't 
maintain an exercise routine and might as well quit. Just try again the next day. Stick with 
it.  

  
Sources:  
• https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/depression/in-depth/depression-and-

exercise/art-20046495  
• https://www.helpguide.org/articles/healthy-living/the-mental-health-benefits-of-

exercise.htm  
• https://hachealthclub.blog/2018/04/12/staff-member-jenn-

palacio/?fbclid=IwAR0ZpKZM0eLN-
oFdJGs5wZitnM9CItdVPj3uCbseuZ_i2bfDsuLlhkZJDrk   
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