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Introduction
This research chapter presents the findings and contextual analysis from Cyprus for the Erasmus+ Youth Exchange project MENTAL COMFORT, focusing on how physical activity, mental health awareness, and emotional resilience interact among young people. The Cypriot team explored the current state of youth mental health, the promotion of physical activity as a tool for psychological well-being, and the barriers and opportunities that exist in integrating sport, outdoor activities, and non-formal learning for youth empowerment.
The research aligns with the European Union’s Youth Goal #5: Mental Health and Wellbeing, promoting a culture where young people feel supported, understood, and motivated to step beyond their comfort zones — both physically and mentally.
Current State of Youth Mental Health in Cyprus
Youth in Cyprus face multiple mental health challenges, including stress, anxiety, and uncertainty about the future. According to the UNICEF national mapping “Young Minds Matter: Mental Health Support for Youth and Children in Cyprus” (2025), approximately 28% of adolescents report experiencing anxiety or low mood on a weekly basis. The study highlights three main issues:
· Unmet needs for mental health support, particularly in rural and semi-urban areas.
· Limited mental health literacy, with many young people unaware of how to seek help.
· Persistent stigma that prevents open dialogue and peer support.
In schools, emotional well-being is often overshadowed by academic pressure. While several institutions employ school counselors, ratio limitations (1 counselor per 600 students) hinder accessibility. Moreover, many families still perceive mental health struggles as personal weakness rather than a natural part of youth development.
Cypriot youth are also influenced by digital pressures—the constant comparison and online identity building amplify stress and self-doubt. These factors make projects like MENTAL COMFORT crucial for teaching practical emotional regulation and self-discovery skills.
Promotion of Physical Activity as a Mental Health Tool
Physical activity is increasingly recognized in Cyprus as a vital instrument for maintaining mental health. The Cyprus Sports Organisation (KOA), in collaboration with the Youth Board of Cyprus (ONEK) and local NGOs, promotes inclusive sports programs connecting movement with emotional well-being.
Key initiatives:
· “Sports for All” (KOA): A national network of community sports programs promoting inclusion, health, and stress relief through non-competitive physical activity.
· “Mind and Motion” – a school and community project linking PE lessons with mindfulness and emotional learning. Over 2,000 students participated in 2024–25 pilot phases, showing measurable improvements in mood and concentration.
· “Active School Breaks” – integrated by PE teachers to encourage movement during academic hours, improving focus and reducing anxiety.
· “Step Out Cyprus” – implemented by Active Zone Outdoor and ONEK, combining hiking, kayaking, and reflective exercises to build resilience and self-confidence among youth.
These programs reveal that body movement fosters emotional regulation, enhances social connections, and reduces isolation — vital for mental comfort and growth.
Barriers to Youth Participation in Physical Activity
Despite national progress, several structural and cultural barriers continue to hinder youth engagement:
1. Stigma and Self-Perception: Many teenagers associate mental health-related programs with weakness or therapy, reducing participation in activities that explicitly address emotional well-being.
2. Accessibility: Rural regions often lack sports facilities, transport options, or trained youth coaches.
3. Economic Limitations: Even minimal participation fees for gym or sports clubs deter low-income families.
4. Cultural Expectations: Gender norms sometimes discourage girls from engaging in certain outdoor or physical activities.
5. Time Pressure: Heavy academic workloads and tutoring schedules limit free time for physical and creative engagement.
As a result, although Cyprus reports 65% youth participation in some form of physical activity, regular engagement for well-being purposes remains below 40% (European Commission, 2024).
Existing Programs Supporting Youth Mental Well-Being through Sports
Cyprus has developed a promising ecosystem of programs connecting sport and psychological resilience. Below are notable examples:
🟩 1. “Sports for All” – Cyprus Sports Organisation (KOA)
· Focus: Accessible sports for all demographics.
· Impact: Over 15,000 youth participants annually.
· Why it Works: Emphasizes fun, inclusion, and social belonging rather than competition.
🟩 2. “Step Out Cyprus” – Active Zone Outdoor / ONEK
· Focus: Outdoor adventure and teamwork to overcome mental and physical boundaries.
· Impact: 600+ youth since 2022; recognized during European Youth Week 2024.
· Why it Works: Combines nature, challenge, and emotional reflection in safe, structured settings.
🟩 3. “Restart Cyprus” – Youth-Led Mental Health Campaign
· Focus: Peer-led workshops and social media awareness promoting open discussion about stress and emotions.
· Impact: Reached over 8,000 young people through social campaigns and live events.
· Why it Works: Run by youth, for youth, creating relatability and trust.
🟩 4. Omonia Wheelchair Basketball Team
· Focus: Inclusion of people with disabilities in sports; promoting equality and confidence.
· Impact: Builds empathy and demonstrates that physical activity is universal.
· Why it Works: Blends teamwork, empowerment, and advocacy for accessibility.
🟩 5. “Mind and Motion” – KOA & School PE Departments
· Focus: Linking emotional learning with sport-based activities.
· Impact: Reduces school absenteeism and behavioral issues; strengthens student focus.
· Why it Works: Integrates mental health support into everyday environments.
Recommendations for Cyprus
1. Institutional Integration: Include short daily “movement breaks” and emotional reflection in all secondary schools.
2. Training: Provide youth workers and PE teachers with Mental Health First Aid training.
3. Accessibility: Establish low-cost community hubs (e.g., parks, beach fitness areas) with free open sessions.
4. Awareness: Combine campaigns with practical incentives (transport vouchers, trial passes) to encourage first participation.
5. Monitoring: Use data collection tools—self-assessment surveys, attendance rates, emotional well-being scales—to measure impact.
Educational and Social Value
The research demonstrates that integrating physical activity with mental health education improves emotional awareness, stress resilience, and social inclusion. It proves that movement, reflection, and peer interaction can lead to a deeper understanding of self and others.
The Cypriot findings reinforce the core aim of MENTAL COMFORT: helping youth understand that stepping beyond what feels safe — mentally, emotionally, or physically — is the key to personal growth and long-term well-being.
Conclusion
Cypriot youth are ready to challenge mental comfort zones through supportive, creative, and physically active environments. With coordinated efforts from ACPELIA, Polychoros Voroklinis, and national stakeholders, this project strengthens the foundation for holistic youth development—where mental health, physical vitality, and emotional intelligence coexist.
The lessons from Cyprus—embedding sport, empathy, and resilience into everyday learning—can serve as a model across Europe for cultivating mentally strong, confident, and self-aware generations.
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