Psychological benefits and barriers to exercise during COVID-19.
Covid-19 presented considerable barriers to people living in Ireland. These barriers included closure of gyms, 5km exercise restriction and only being allowed to exercise with one other person. This report will appraise the impact of each of these three barriers on the population of Ireland. The report will then focus on the psychological benefits associated with being physically active during the pandemic. 
[bookmark: _Hlk179208417]Pope (2020) states that during the Pandemic gyms were closed which meant many individuals had to seek alternative exercise options. This could be difficult or inconvenient because they lacked access to specialised equipment at home and the weather could be unpredictable. Additionally, people missed the sense of community that going to the gym could bring (Rapport et al., 2018). Group workouts and classes provide social interaction and camaraderie that is not there when gyms close (Rapport et al., 2018). Because of this, people felt more isolated (Payne, 2021). Gym closures also affected the vulnerable, people with disabilities and the elderly. Richardson, Petrini and Proulx (2022) explain that people with a disability need gyms because they have access to specialised equipment and facilities that are designed to accommodate them which cannot be accessed when closed. However, there were some positives that came from this. People saved money on gym memberships and commuting, which they could choose to invest in home fitness equipment or other health related activities (Cunningham, 2024). While gyms offer a comprehensive range of equipment and social benefits (Rapport et al., 2018), home equipment became a personal asset that individuals could keep and use at their convenience (Cunningham, 2024). As said by Bumgardner (2023) moreover, with home equipment such as folding treadmills and stand-up desks, people could multitask by exercising while working, making their routines more efficient and integrated into their daily lives. This allowed productivity throughout the day, resulting in relaxed evenings, knowing that both their exercise and work were completed (Bumgardner, 2023). However, the downside to this was that others faced increased expenses for home fitness equipment or online subscriptions which could be more expensive than going to the gym itself (Cunningham, 2024). 
In light of the above, the evidence shows that it was challenging for people during the pandemic when gyms closed. However, it was especially challenging for people living in rural areas, the vulnerable, the elderly and disabled people. They missed the specialised equipment, access to facilities, social interaction and the ability to exercise in a safe and controlled environment. However, there is now a trend in home workouts because of gym closures due to the pandemic which is leading to an increased demand for home equipment, fitness apps and subscriptions. The pandemic also highlighted the importance of social interaction and community support for maintaining physical and mental health. 
[bookmark: _Hlk179208443]According to BBC News (2020) the 5km exercise restriction during the pandemic meant that people in Ireland had to exercise from home, therefore, limiting people’s access to parks, trails and outdoor spaces. As a result of this it was challenging to maintain a regular routine if people did not live in an area where exercise was readily available outdoors (McCartan et al., 2023). Safety was also a concern if people living in rural areas wanted to exercise in the early morning or evening because there may be limited street lighting, fewer people around (Rackham, 2020) and potentially a higher risk of crime. The restriction also stopped people from taking part in group exercises (Hailey et al., 2022). The 5km exercise restriction disproportionately affected the elderly due to their age-related health conditions and reduced mobility, limiting their access to suitable outdoor spaces (Aliyas, 2019) and increasing their risk of social isolation. However, some good things came from this restriction, for instance, it encouraged people to appreciate what they had nearby and explore what was around them (Office for National Statistics, 2021). Limiting travel for exercise also helped reduce carbon emissions which contributed to environmental benefits. Limiting travel for exercise helped to reduce the spread of COVID-19 by minimising contact with people outside of one’s immediate community. In popular outdoor areas or cities with abundant outdoor spaces, the 5km exercise restriction may have led to increased crowding, potentially increasing the risk of virus transmission (Hailey et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Hlk179208460]To conclude, people found it challenging when trying to abide by the 5km exercise restriction that was put in place during the pandemic. Some people were not in an area where exercise was readily accessible. The restriction also stopped people from taking part in group exercise which some people enjoy for the social aspect. However, some creative solutions were put in place. People found alternatives to combat this problem such as virtual running clubs, home workout routines and appreciating what green space or pavement they had nearby. Creative solutions also included using household items or incorporating dance or games into their routines. These innovative solutions helped people stay active, maintain their physical and mental health and connect with others during a challenging time.
Pope (2020) states that during the pandemic in Ireland people could only meet one other person for exercise outdoors which limited options for social interaction. Rackham (2020) explained that some people found it increasingly difficult to stay motivated and struggled to engage in physical activity because of this. The restriction on group gatherings prevented people from participating in group exercise classes and sports (Hailey et al., 2022). Additionally, some people felt unsafe exercising alone or with only one other person, particularly in less populated or rural areas (Rackham, 2020). People felt lonely and isolated because they did not have a group to exercise with which can, in turn, lead to anxiety and depression (Rackham, 2020). Overall, people struggled to exercise during the pandemic. The weather was also a significant factor that impacted people’s decisions to participate in physical activity both alone (Haily et al., 2022) and with another person. The inability to exercise with more than one person, coupled with the lack of daily walks to work made it challenging for individuals to maintain a healthy level of physical activity (Hailey et al., 2022).
In conclusion, the restriction on meeting only one person for outdoor exercise during the pandemic presented significant challenges for individuals, particularly vulnerable populations. The restriction aimed to reduce the spread of the virus, but it also had negatives that affected people’s mental and physical health such as reduced social interaction, loneliness and safety concerns. Despite these challenges, the pandemic also highlighted the importance of social connections and the positive impact they can have on physical and mental health.
Overall, the pandemic came with a set of unique challenges to the Irish population. While necessary restrictions such as gym closures, limited outdoor exercise and social distancing measures were implemented to curb the virus’s spread, they also had unexpected outcomes. While these restrictions negatively impacted physical and mental health, they also sparked innovation and adaptation. People started doing home workouts, virtual fitness classes and outdoor activities as a way to stay active which also highlighted the importance of individual health and community well-being. Because of this there was an increase in demand for home exercise equipment and online fitness subscriptions, potentially leading to long-term changes in exercise habits. Ultimately, the pandemic prompted a renewed focus on personal health and community wellbeing. 
This report will now focus on the psychological benefits associated with being physically active during the pandemic looking at stress and anxiety, boosted mood and reduced depression, cognitive function and social connection. 
Reduced stress and anxiety is a benefit of physical activity. Physical activity has been known to be a way to combat stress and anxiety among senior citizens to promote their quality of life (Churchill et al., 2021). People who stay physically active tend to experience fewer mental health issues, particularly with depression and anxiety (Churchill et al., 2021). Physical activity helps regulate stress hormones like cortisol (Churchill et al, 2021) and adrenaline, which can reduce feelings of stress and anxiety. Engaging in regular exercise also stimulates the production of endorphins, often referred to as “feel good” hormones, which can improve mood and overall emotional wellbeing (NHS, 2024; Royal College of General Practitioners, 2020; British Heart Foundation, 2024; Sleep Foundation, 2024). For senior citizens, reduced stress and anxiety during the pandemic was particularly significant as it contributed to better immune function, lower blood pressure, and improved sleep quality. These benefits are crucial for maintaining overall health (NHS, 2024; Royal College of General Practitioners, 2020; British Heart Foundation, 2024; Sleep Foundation, 2024) and resilience in the face of the pandemic’s challenges. 
Physical activity plays a crucial role in maintaining cognitive function, especially for senior citizens. Some activities that senior citizens can do to enhance cognitive function include aerobic exercises, strength training, balance and flexibility (NHS Digital, 2023). Physical activity enhances cognitive functions like memory, attention, and problem-solving by increasing blood flow to the brain and promoting new brain cell growth. For senior citizens, maintaining cognitive function is crucial for staying mentally sharp (Harvard Health Publishing, 2024; Medical News Today, 2024; JAMA Network Open, 2024; BMC Geriatrics, 2020; Cambridge University Press, 2008; Innovation In aging, 2023) and managing daily tasks independently. During the pandemic, physical activity helped preserve cognitive health and mitigate the negative effects of isolation. Additionally, it reduces the risk of neurodegenerative diseases like Alzheimer’s and dementia, further highlighting its importance (Harvard Health Publishing, 2024; Medical News Today, 2024; JAMA Network Open, 2024; BMC Geriatrics, 2020; Cambridge University Press, 2008; Innovation in Aging, 2023).
Boosting mood and reducing depression are crucial for senior citizens, especially those aged 65 and above, particularly during the pandemic (Age UK, 2020; UCL News, 2021). Maintaining a positive mood and reducing depression is essential for senior citizens. These factors contribute to overall well-being and emotional stability, which are crucial for a high quality of life. (Age UK, 2020; UCL News, 2021). Exercise contributes to boosted mood and depression. Every time a senior citizen goes out to exercise whether it be for a walk or to do some yoga in the park, they will notice their mood increasing and depression decreasing because physical activity stimulates the production of endorphins, which are natural mood elevators (Hu et al., 2020; Harvard Health Publishing, 2019). During the pandemic, older adults faced severe depression due to increased isolation and limited social interactions. Exercise offered a vital means to counteract these effects by improving mood, alleviating loneliness, and fostering a sense of achievement and purpose (Harvard Health Publishing, 2024; Medical News Today, 2024; JAMA Network Open, 2024; BMC Geriatrics, 2020; Cambridge University Press, 2008; innovation in Aging, 2023; NHS, 2024).

Social connection is crucial for the wellbeing of senior citizens. It can contribute to improved overall health, reduced stress levels and enhanced emotional support (Wu, 2020; Storey, 2020). Group activities such as walking clubs, yoga classes and dance groups offer chances for social interaction and community growth (Komatsu et al., 2017; Meredith et al., 2023). These activities can help senior citizens build new friendships, strengthen their existing friendships and experience a feeling of community. Physical activities that require cooperation can also strengthen relationships and reduce feelings of loneliness (Komatsu et al., 2017; Meredith et al., 2023). Improved physical health is another benefit of social connection. By encouraging regular physical activity, social connections can contribute to better overall health and reduce the need for medical interventions (Pinheiro et al., 2022; Meredith et al., 2023). Interaction with people was crucial for senior citizens during the pandemic because they experienced a sense of isolation and loneliness which was likely made worse when the pandemic hit (Wu, 2020; Storey, 2020). 

In conclusion, physical activity plays a vital role in enhancing cognitive functions, boosting mood, reducing depression and enhancing social interaction among senior citizens, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic. It helps maintain mental sharpness, emotional stability, and overall wellbeing. To promote physical activity and address mental health concerns among senior citizens, it is essential to encourage safe, accessible exercise options, provide social support, and raise awareness about the mental health benefits of staying active. By doing so senior citizens can maintain their health and resilience in challenging times. 

Overall, when considering the barriers to exercise during the pandemic and the benefits to good health the following can be seen. Senior citizens in Ireland felt the brunt of the pandemic and the physical and mental health challenges that came with it. Gym closures and limited outdoor exercise restricted access to essential facilities and curtailed opportunities for social interaction. Yet, the value of physical activity for mental and physical health grew clearer. For senior citizens regular exercise offers numerous benefits, including improved mood, reduced stress and anxiety, enhanced cognitive function, and increased social connection. Engaging in physical activity can help alleviate symptoms of depression, boost mood, and improve overall quality of life. As Ireland moves forward, it is essential to prioritise the physical and mental health of its senior citizens. Encouraging regular exercise, providing accessible facilities, and promoting social connections can help to ensure a healthy and fulfilling life for all. The long-term impact of the pandemic on the health and well-being of senior citizens highlights the importance of continued efforts to promote physical activity and address the specific needs of this vulnerable population. 
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