
Is the body’s ‘cannabis’ the reason you feel good after exercising?
A morning run or afternoon biking session often brings 
an immediate reward — an enhanced mood and feeling of 
well-being often called the “runner’s high.”

The reason for this natural stress relief relates to an 
increase in blood flow to the brain and the release of 
several chemicals.

Natural painkillers called endorphins have often received 
much of the credit for the mood boost that follows intense 
exercise. 

This line of thinking has been questioned, however, as 
endorphins can’t cross from your blood into the brain. So, 
what’s responsible?

Natural stress relievers
It could be endocannabinoids. These substances, the 
body’s natural version of 
the chemicals in marijuana, 
can bring pain relief, reduce 
anxiety and stress, lessen 
inflammation, and benefit 
the immune system. 

They are created by the 
body during periods of 
moderate or intense exercise 
such as running, swimming, 
cycling, and weightlifting.

To see whether endocannabinoids are responsible for the 
upbeat post-exercise feeling, scientists looked at what 
happened when the body couldn’t feel their impact. In an 

article on academic news outlet The Conversation, Hilary 
Marusak, an assistant professor at Wayne State University, 
explains that researchers blocked the body’s receptors 
for them, and when the endocannabinoid receptors were 
blocked, the runner’s high wasn’t felt.

This showed that these naturally produced chemicals play 
a role in the positive feeling that emerges after exercise.

Vigorous exercise effective
To look at the impact exercise has on the amount of 
endocannabinoids circulating in the body, Wayne State 
student Shreya Desai analyzed 33 published studies. 

The analysis showed that vigorous exercise consistently 
lifted endocannabinoid levels. 

The analysis found that elevating the heart rate to about 
70 to 80 percent of its maximum for at least 30 minutes 
produced the most significant benefits.

While lower intensity exercise has benefits, more intense 
exercise provides a higher boost of endocannabinoids.

Motivation to move
It’s not yet clear how long the effect lasts, or exactly how 
long an exercise session needs to be for the benefits of 
endocannabinoids to take effect.

While more studies are needed to understand how 
it works, many runners, bikers, and other exercise 
enthusiasts can attest that it simply feels good to get 
moving. Knowing that there’s a reward waiting at the end 
of the session is great motivation to take that first step. ♦
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