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TASK: 
Answer the following essay question.

Using relevant published research, critically appraise both the potential positive and negative psychological effects associated with being physically active and exercising.
(2000 words).

Examples of potential topics for inclusion: anxiety, depression, self-efficacy, motivation, stress reduction, social physique anxiety, muscle dysmorphia, exercise dependence, exercise and eating disorders. 

Please remember that this list is not exhaustive. In addition, not all topics need be included, as you should select only those you wish to discuss. 
 
Reference to research: You will be provided with key readings as a starting point for the assignment, however you should also refer to range of additional resources.
As a guide, you will be expected to refer to at least 10 peer reviewed research articles (not websites) in your assignment.
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Positive and negative psychological effects with being physically active and exercising while dealing with an eating disorders, anxiety and depression.

This essay will be looking at the positive and negative psychological effects that exercising and being physically active has on an individual whist dealing with they are suffering with an eating disorder, anxiety or depression. There will also be a focus on the different types of eating disorders; what they consist of and how they co-occur with anxiety and depression. There will also be sections where there is investigation into specific studies that show the positive and negative impact that exercising has on eating disorders, anxiety and depression, with moments of comparison, and then concluding with a critical appraisal into whether exercise and physical activity has a positive or negative psychological effect on people who suffer with eating disorders, anxiety and depression. Critical appraisal is the ‘process of carefully and systematically examining a research report to judge its trustworthiness, make sense of the results and assess the relevance of the findings in a particular context’ (Amanda Burls, 2017), by critically appraising these articles and studies it will give a better understand how the effects that physical activity has on people who suffer with eating disorders, anxiety and depression. 

It’s important to consider whether exercise and physical activity benefits people who suffer with eating disorders and mental health issues so as to understand their condition further so that they can begin a path into long-term wellness and do not have a relapse and worsen their illness.

The National Health Service (NHS) characterises eating disorders as an abnormal attitude towards food, that causes someone to change their behaviour and eating habits (NHS, UK). The site states that the most common eating disorders include anorexia nervosa, bulimia and binge eating disorder.  
‘Anorexia nervosa – when a person tries to keep their weight as low as possible; for example, by starving themselves or exercising excessively … Bulimia – when a person goes through periods of binge eating and is then deliberately sick or uses laxatives (medication to help empty the bowels) to try to control their weight, binge eating disorder … Binge Eating Disorder – when a person feels compelled to overeat large amounts of food in a short space of time’
 (NHS, 2017)

These eating disorders often cause an unhealthy relationship with food and eating. It is often believed the main cause of eating disorders is because of the pressures in relation to fashion and looking a certain way, due to many factors such as social media, modern-day life and the influences that come with it. 

In the 1995 Health Survey for England, it was revealed that 20% of women and 14% of men have, at some point their lifetimes, suffered mental health problems (Dr Kenneth R Fox, 1999). With mental health issues and eating disorders on the rise, it is a growing issue in the United Kingdom. By studying the options that are available, and the studies already conducted in the subject, it can hopefully reduce the percentage of people at risk who suffer with a mental illness. 

Firstly, we will focus on advantages that exercise and physical activity has on people who suffer with these illnesses. Dishman (1986) claims, that the ‘emotional benefits of exercise are rooted in philosophical and religious ideas that date from at least 2,500 years ago’ and there are multiple studies which support his hypothesis.

 Dr Fox (1999) agrees that ‘There is growing evidence demonstrating that exercise can be effective in improving the mental well-being of the general public, largely through improved mood and self-perceptions’, it has been well publicised that exercise creates a release of endorphins in the body, or as they are commonly known as ‘happy hormones’, creating a good feeling which is extremely beneficial to individuals who suffer with unhappy or low feelings like depression. He goes on to explain that there is evidence from, at least, four prospective epidemiological studies that those who begin to be and remain physically active or ﬁt are less likely to suffer from clinical depression. Furthermore, ‘exercise has a moderate reducing effect on state and trait anxiety and can improve physical self-perceptions and in some cases global self-esteem’. (Fox, K, 1999), this study shows that people who exercise are able to reduce anxiety issues and begin to feel better about themselves because of exercising and physical activity. It shows that it also benefits individuals that who suffer with low self-esteem, making them begin to feel good about themselves and their appearance.  

A secondary positive affect that being active has on an individual with mental health issues is that they will be introduced to environment with other people who are similarly focused on improving the well-being. This positive environment can also have a great social aspect, creating opportunities for an individual to create a wider support network of friends. It also means they can physically see other people’s progress and regular eating patterns that can be a good example to anyone who suffers with an eating disorder, anxiety and depression. Exercising is a healthy habit and creates a fun social experience to meet new people or to get together with existing friends. Dr Fox (1999) agrees that ‘physical activity can indirectly improve subjective well-being and life quality by keeping disease and premature death at bay’ and by being physically active it can directly improve an individual physically as well as mentally by, perhaps, taking away some of the negative mental thoughts or worries that people are often challenged by when dealing with mental health or eating issues.  With all this evidence, it is clear we can be very certain that exercise is has a positive effect on anxiety issues and self- esteem.

[bookmark: _Hlk500442747]However, physical exercise may not always be the best option for somebody who struggles with an eating disorder. An eating disorder has been proven to be associated with one’s own body image and, it can be argued, that exercising may have more of a negative impact towards a person’s self-perception and self-esteem. The Anxiety and Depression Association (2016), has heavily emphasized the link between eating disorders and that they commonly co-occur with anxiety disorders. Suffering with an eating disorder often causes challenges in relation to physical activities and exercising. When this is teamed with an anxiety disorder, it may become extremely difficult to engage in these activities when they often are conducted in very open and busy environments. Going to a large exercise class or having to wear certain types of gym clothing may trigger someone with anxiety to feel uncomfortable, and may cause a person to experience a panic attack. Being surrounded by strangers, in a new environment can often be overwhelming to someone who is struggling with an anxiety disorder and the pressure to attend the gym or exercise classes may mean if worsens a person’s eating disorder or mental resilience as they are being pushed out of their personal capabilities. 

There is also the danger that a client can become too committed to their exercise regime and become almost obsessed with a compulsion to exercise. Excessive exercise is an issue that can often occur in people who suffer with an eating disorder and may lead to serious case of anorexia meaning the issue will worsen rather than improve. However, studies show ‘that it is not the amount of exercise but rather the negative emotionality associated with the exercise activity that may link exercise and eating disorders’ (Ackard, Brehm, and Steffan, 2002), having a person with an eating disorder exercise on a regular basic may become unhealthy habit and make that person lose more weight than intended. It is vital to understand that various methods of exercise would benefit individuals differently and making sure clients are on the correct plan, and do not over exercise is paramount to their recovery. Certain types of exercise would not be acceptable for people with eating disorders as they can drastically increase weight loss. 

As stated before, providing an appropriate environment for someone who is dealing with both anxiety and an eating disorder may be a difficult challenge to overcome due to the negatives aspects of certain exercising environments. For example, if someone who is dealing with weight and image issues and they’re put in a busy, open gym environment surrounded with mirrors, it may cause an emotional turmoil to an individual who suffers with anxiety about their body image. This may then cause them to see exercise or gyms as a negative and unhealthy environment to be in causing them to avoid such places. ‘More recent research has found that mirrors lead women … to feel worse when exercising in front of mirrors’ (Chmelo, Hall, Miller, & Sanders, 2009), this could also be a particularly negative effect for a person who is dealing with an eating disorder and may find it difficult to focus on exercise in this style of environment. Studies also found that ‘when women exercised in a mirrored environment they had lower exercise self-efficacy than males’ (Chmelo, Hall, Miller, & Sanders, 2009), this could possibly lead to negative outcome for someone who is dealing with depression or eating disorders as they may find that they don’t reach their aims or goals while working out in this type of environment, compared to others who may reach theirs more easily. 

Although there is much evidence and studies explaining the psychological effects that exercising and physical activity has on people with mental health issues; there is still so much yet to be explored in relation to individuals who suffer with social mental health issues. Peter Salmon (2001) went on record stating that, ‘future research should explore effects in panic anxiety and clinical depression’, and by looking deeper into these issues and the effects that exercise has, can widen our knowledge on how to treat and deal with these issues.

In conclusion, this essay has shown that exercise and physical activity has many pros and cons for someone who suffers with an eating disorder, anxiety and depression. By engaging in literature that investigates these issues, this essay has been able to clearly explore both the positive and negative psychological effects that exercise and physical activity has on individuals who suffer with eating disorders, anxiety, depression and other mental illnesses. These articles and studies, often agreed that exercise does have a positive effect on people dealing with these issues if dealt with and handled in the correct way, can mean an effective recovery plan can be put into place. However, if a person is left alone with no or little support it may cause that individual to relapse and find exercising a negative activity, which in the long-term can be more damaging to someone who struggles with these types of issues. This essay sways more towards the benefits that exercising and physical activity has on individuals who suffer with anxiety and depression, however, this essay sways slightly negatively towards exercising and eating disorders as it may be an issue that leads to people losing more weight than is healthy. 

Word count: 1816.
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