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The Barriers to Physical Activity and Exercise During the Covid-19 Pandemic and the Psychological Benefits Associated with Being Physically Active
‌
Part 1
During the recent Coronavirus pandemic, individuals may have experienced negative psychological effects such as increased stress, anxiety, and feelings of isolation due to the restrictions on movement that were put in place in the UK, in order to prevent the spread of the disease. This essay will identify and critically appraise three barriers that individuals faced in the UK when trying to maintain a physically active lifestyle and routine within the height of the covid pandemic. The three barriers discussed include motivation lack of facilities and fatigue. Furthermore, it will discuss and evaluate the psychological benefits associated with being physically active during covid using current research to support the information.
Coronavirus is an infectious disease that broke out in the UK in 2019, most people experienced little to moderate respiratory illness when infected and can recovered without receiving treatment, older people and those with underlying health conditions were more at risk of developing serious illness. However, there was still a chance that anyone at any age can catch coronavirus with the possibility of becoming extremely ill or dying. There are things that can be put in place to slow down the spread of infection by the public such as wearing masks, frequently washing hands and by staying at least 1 metre away for others (World Health Organization, 2021). Due to the virus, lockdowns were put into place across the UK, the first lockdown started from March 2020 till June and the second from January 2021- July 2021. The lockdown meant closing of all non-essential businesses and all members of the public were ordered to stay at home with permission only to leave for essential travel such as buying food and medical reasons. From May 2020 rules were slightly relaxed allowing people to leave the house for outdoor recreation and exercise (UK Parliament, 2023). Lockdown had an overall negative impact on all movement and lack of physical activity across the UK with a lot of people becoming physically inactive (Hailey et al., 2022). The barriers people faced during the lockdown such as lack of motivation, lack of appropriate facilities and fatigue affected their ability to maintain an active lifestyle and exercise routine (National Library of Medicine, 2023). 

One of the most common barriers to physical activity for some people was finding motivation. Many people found it difficult to stay motivated to exercise during lockdown due to various reasons such as the drastic change in routine and difficulty maintaining their usual habits. Motivation is important when it comes to keeping a physically active lifestyle because it provides people with goals to work towards, it improves their physical health, it can help solve problems both physically and mentally, it helps people change old habits to achieve a healthier lifestyle and helps individuals cope with challenges and opportunities in day-to-day life. According to Gibbons (2021), 76 percent of adults agree that regular exercise has a positive impact on mental health, however 41 per cent of those admitted they struggled to find motivation to keep physically during the lockdown, 1 in 5 even confessed they were working out less since the start of the pandemic. Many people's daily routines changed when the lockdown started, and people started to spend more time sitting all day due to working from home or just having nowhere to go. With nowhere to travel to and social events being restricted, people’s motivation to exercise plummeted (Gibbons, 2021).  

A lack of appropriate facilitates was a major barrier to exercise that also had a significant impact on people's physical activity levels as the lockdown resulted in the closure of fitness businesses, public places and activity centres. These closures hampered with many aspects of the lives of people including their fitness routines and activity levels. This also had caused serious fitness and health concerns due to people having no gym and fitness centres to attended to maintain their exercise routines. Many people relied on attending their weekly fitness classes or club meet ups not only to keep physically active but also to socialise and meet up with friends, when these closures happened people not only lost somewhere to go to keep fit but some where they could meet up with friends and family, this impacted on people’s emotional well-being as well as their physical development  (Frontiers, 2019). 
Fatigue is one of the many symptoms of the coronavirus and for many people who caught the virus this was a common symptom. The fatigue could last up to weeks or even months after the infection has cleared. Stress can also cause fatigue, the uncertainty and fear of the virus caused people to be anxious and stressed which also lead to fatigue. Fatigue can make people feel dull, tired and it affected their ability to get anything done, it also causes muscles weakness, headaches, and chronic sleepiness, all these symptoms affected people’s participation in exercise and keeping them from being physically active. Rather than exercising people would spend time in bed or sitting in front of the television for hours, due to feeling as though their fatigue was stopping them from getting on with being productive with their days and having a daily active routine (Screenivas, 2023). 
It is evident that the barriers to physical activity during the covid pandemic have had a significant impact on people’s ability to maintain an active lifestyle. Motivation, lack of facilities and fatigue have clearly contributed to a decline in physical activity levels in the UK. Although many people recognised the importance of physical exercise on their daily life and the positive impacts on their physical and mental well-being, these barriers still prevented them from engaging in their usual exercise routines. For some people, they took up new regimes such as participating in homework outs and waking in their locality, it was important to encourage alternative methods to exercise to help people stay active and maintain healthy lifestyles during such challenging times (Hui 2021). 


Part 2 

There were many psychological benefits associated with exercising and being physically active during the Covid 19 pandemic. Being active releases chemicals in your brain that make you feel good, it boosts self-esteem and helps concentration as well as sleep well which generally makes you feel better. Physical activity comes with other psychological benefits including less tension, stress and mental fatigue, and helps to promote more focus and motivation, leaving us feeling less angry and frustrated. Regular exercise can also boost your mood if you have anxiety, and it is especially useful for people with mild to moderate depression (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). When it comes to reducing symptoms of depression and anxiety researchers suggest running, yoga, hiking, weightlifting, swimming and dancing, these activities are important when it comes to improving mental health as well as attaining a satisfactory level of physical fitness (Erika, 2020). However, due to Covid restrictions people could not access most of these activities. Many people's psychological well-being was affected during the lockdown, researchers and psychologists found that depression and anxiety levels in the UK significantly increased because of restrictions during the lockdown. The amount of people suffering with depression pre-pandemic was around 4% of the population, this rose to 32% following the lockdown, which is an increase of nearly 28%. Psychological symptoms of depression include continuous low mood or sadness, feeling hopeless and helpless and having low self-esteem. The diagnosis for anxiety typically involves experiencing excessive concern about daily life such as work, social life and finding worries to be overly distressing and unsettling (Dettmann, Adams and Taylor, 2022).  Due to the barriers presented by lockdown, many people did not meet the Government guidelines for physical activity. Spending a lot of time sitting around and leading a more sedentary lifestyle resulted in some people experiencing many negative side effects including poor psychological well-being (Medline Plus, 2019). 
Keeping physically active comes with many benefits, one of them being a positive impact on psychological well-being. The recommend amount of physical activity is 150-300 minutes of moderate intensity of physical activity, or at least 75-150 minutes of vigorous activity. Physical activity comes with many benefits such improving cognitive health, sleep, the risk of type 2 diabetes, risk of cardiovascular disease and mental health by reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression (World Health Organization, 2022).
It is evident that physical activity has a positive effect on psychological well-being and helps improve symptoms of depression and anxiety, it claims that those who did do not meet the government guidelines of physical activity had more of a chance of suffering with negative side effects to their psychological well-being. During the lockdown the restrictions were put in place when it came to meeting in groups and attending gyms and fitness centres which stopped a lot of people maintaining their usual exercise regime, that is why a lot of people's psychological wellbeing also declined. The COVID-19 lock down caused disruption to everyone's lives and routines, but people adapted and found ways to carry on keeping active such using daily exercise time allowed outdoors by the government guidelines to walk, run or cycle. Keeping busy around the house was another way people found to stay active by gardening, playing games with their children, finding online exercise classes and doing household jobs, Simple tasks such as these all help physical health and mental wellbeing. (Public Health Wales, 2012) Campaigns such as ‘Join the movement’ were launched to help people stay active at home during lockdown, the campaign had an online hub that people could access including content and fitness videos from the NHS, Joe wicks and Les mills workouts. People could get involved in the workouts while also spending time with their family or video calling their friends to join in with the workouts (The Dependant, 2020).
In conclusion, this essay highlights the detrimental effects to people’s health and wellbeing during the Covid 19 pandemic. It discussed the barriers that individuals faced that prevented them from participating in physical activity and exercise by analysing the limitations brought on by the social distancing measures, closures of facilities and psychological factors. It is evident that physical activity has a significant impact on people’s mental health and reduces the impact of anxiety, stress and depression. During the uncertain times of the pandemic many people experienced difficult feelings of as sadness and despair, therefore it was important to find ways to engage in physical activity in order to boost happiness and combat loneliness.  The government schemes and initiatives that promoted exercise during this time was clearly a worthwhile and beneficial resource that helped many people withing the UK to maintain physical development and positive mental wellbeing. It is clear that in the height of the pandemic, prioritising physical activity was crucial to maintaining mental wellbeing for all ages, it also proved to be a much-needed respite from all the worries and stress caused by Covid 19. 
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