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Identifying and Critically Appraising 3 Barriers to Maintaining a Physically Active Lifestyle during the COVID-19 Pandemic within the UK

The COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound impact on every aspect of life, from personal health and mental well-being to public health policies and societal norms. One of the most significant changes has been the alteration of physical activity patterns globally, including in the UK. The pandemic had disrupted daily routines, restricted access to public spaces, and exacerbated mental health, leading to a decline in physical activity levels for many individuals. While the importance of maintaining a physically active lifestyle is evident for overall health and preventing chronic conditions, numerous barriers emerged during the pandemic, hindering individuals’ ability to engage in regular physical activity. 

1. Lockdown Restrictions and Social Distancing Measures

[bookmark: OLE_LINK11]The first significant barrier to maintaining a physically active lifestyle during the COVID-19 pandemic in the UK was the implementation of lockdown restrictions and social distancing measures. At the height of the pandemic, the UK government imposed strict lockdowns to curb the spread of the virus. This included the closure of non-essential businesses, hybrid working, and the prohibition of outdoor activities that could lead to close contact with others. These measures, though necessary to protect public health, had a detrimental effect on physical activity levels. During lockdowns, many people were confined to their homes, which limited their opportunities for outdoor exercise. Parks, gyms, and recreational spaces, which are often used for physical activities, were closed or had limited access. The restrictions on movement, further limited opportunities for physical exercise outside the household. For example, group sports or outdoor fitness classes, which are common in the UK, were banned, preventing individuals from engaging in social forms of exercise that provide both physical and mental benefits. The lack of access to public spaces and the closure of gyms left many individuals with fewer options for staying physically active. The impact of lockdowns on physical activity levels was reflected in several studies, including research from (Sport England, 2021), which found that one in four adults in England were less active during the first national lockdown.

2. Mental Health Challenges and Psychological Barriers

A second significant barrier to maintaining a physically active lifestyle during the COVID-19 pandemic was the decline in mental health, common issues included stress, anxiety, and depression. The pandemic caused widespread psychological distress due to uncertainty, fear, financial strain, and social isolation. These mental health challenges contributed to a decrease in motivation to engage in physical activity, as individuals struggled with the psychological toll of the pandemic.
Physical activity has long been associated with improvements in mental health, including reductions in stress and anxiety, as well as enhancements in mood and cognitive function. However, for many individuals, the emotional burden of the pandemic led to a decrease in energy levels, a lack of motivation, and feelings of helplessness, making it more difficult to maintain an active lifestyle. According to a survey by the UK’s Office for National Statistics (2020), over 40% of adults reported that their mental well-being had been negatively affected by the pandemic, with many experiencing increased feelings of loneliness and isolation. These psychological barriers had a significant impact on people’s willingness to exercise (Hailey at el., 2022).
Furthermore, the closure of social spaces, such as gyms, sports clubs, and fitness groups, removed key sources of social support for physical activity. Many people rely on social interactions and group exercise as a means of maintaining motivation and enjoying physical activity. 

3. Closure of Exercise Facilities and Limited Access to Resources

The third barrier to maintaining a physically active lifestyle during the COVID-19 pandemic was the closure of gyms, fitness centres, and recreational facilities. In the UK, gyms and other indoor exercise facilities were among the first businesses to close during the lockdowns. These closures created a significant obstacle for individuals who relied on these spaces for structured physical activity, such as weightlifting, swimming, or group exercise classes.
For many people, gyms and fitness centres offer access to a variety of exercise equipment and professional guidance that is not available at home. The lack of access to these resources forced many individuals to either adapt by participating in home workouts or abandon regular exercise altogether. While some people were able to invest in home exercise equipment, such as dumbbells, resistance bands, or stationary bikes, many others lacked the financial resources or space for this. This created a disparity between those who had the means to stay active and those who did not.
The closure of gyms also led to a loss of community spaces for exercise, which are especially important for individuals who thrive on social engagement and group activities. The absence of fitness classes, swimming pools, and other group-based activities further reduced opportunities for physical activity. According to research from the UK Active organization, gym closures during the pandemic led to a significant decline in physical activity, with a report indicating that 27% of people who regularly attended gyms before the pandemic stopped exercising altogether (Edwards et al., no date).

Evaluating the Psychological Benefits Associated with Being Physically Active and Exercising during the COVID-19 Pandemic for Adults

The COVID-19 pandemic has drastically reshaped many aspects of life, but it has also underscored the importance of physical activity for maintaining mental health and well-being. As individuals experienced increased social isolation, disrupted routines, and heightened stress, regular exercise became a critical tool for coping with the psychological challenges of the pandemic. Emerging research highlights the profound psychological benefits of being physically active, particularly in the context of the COVID-19 crisis.

1. Stress Reduction, Anxiety Management and Combatting Depression

One of the most well-established psychological benefits of physical activity is its ability to reduce stress and anxiety. Physical activity increases mood and improves mental health by increasing the levels of feel good hormones, including endorphins and dopamine. Therefore, people feel happier and less stressed. Exercise also takes people’s mind off stressful moments including work, health worries, isolation etc (Ai et al., 2021). This was essential during the COVID-19 pandemic, as many individuals faced unprecedented levels of uncertainty, fear, and isolation, exercise provided an essential means of managing these emotions.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Exercise can reduce sensitivity to stress. Aerobic training in particular, can provide the same benefits to the brain as antidepressants and anxiolytic do for an individual during moments of higher stress. (Salmon, 2001). Although physical activity was made harder to participate in during the covid-19 lockdown, it was clear that during such a distressing time for people around the world, exercise was significantly beneficial for people for many reasons. From a nationwide study by (Coyle et al., 2021) that was completed to further research into the impact COVID-19 had on the public’s mental health and benefits that exercising had during this time on individuals of the nation. The study states “Participants who stated that exercise helped their well-being had a mean score (SD) of 52.3 (20.7) which was significantly higher (P = 0.048) than those who reported that they did not exercise (49.8 (21.1))” (Coyle et al., 2021). This clearly indicates a positive effect that exercise had on people during the covid-19 pandemic. The study shows from statistical data, that respondents of the experiment who did participate in physical activity had a better mood state than those who did not (Coyle et al., 2021). This was highly beneficial during this time as the pandemic heightened people’s anxiety and low mood. 
Moreover, physical activity’s effect on lowering stress is not limited to the immediate release of endorphins and dopamine. Regular exercise also helps to regulate the body’s response to stress by reducing the hormone that induces it, cortisol. (Fallon, 2020) found from a 2020 review that shows quarantine had a negative effect on people’s psychological states causing symptoms of post-traumatic stress, confusion and anger. During this stressful time, exercise was shown to improve negative symptoms people faced during this time. “Areas that could benefit from exercise are risk of viral infection, symptoms related to anxiety and depression, weight maintenance, and ongoing prevention and management of chronic disease” (Fallon, 2020).
Another significant psychological benefit of physical activity is its positive impact on mood and its ability to combat symptoms of depression. Depression was a major concern during the COVID-19 pandemic, with reports of increased depressive symptoms among adults due to the effects of lockdowns, job losses, and social isolation. Research has consistently shown that exercise has antidepressant effects, which can be especially important in a time of widespread mental health challenges. Participants experienced increased energy, reduction in depressive symptoms, decrease in anger and a better overall mood (Fennell et al., 2022). The antidepressant effect of exercise is thought to stem from its ability to increase the availability of neurotransmitters such as serotonin and dopamine, which play crucial roles in regulating mood and emotion.

2. Social Interaction and a Sense of Community

Physical activity not only benefits mental health through individual psychological mechanisms but also helps foster social connections, which are crucial for mental well-being. The COVID-19 pandemic brought about significant social isolation as governments imposed social distancing measures and restricted in-person interactions such as hybrid work and closures of fitness facilities and centres. 
However, during lockdowns, many individuals continued to find ways to engage in physical activity that maintained a sense of connection and community. Virtual fitness classes, online exercise groups, and outdoor activities (such as walking or cycling) allowed individuals to maintain social connections, despite physical distancing. 
Furthermore, adults benefited from online exercise during the lockdown period. Fitness influencers and online exercise teams allowed people to participate in workouts via live streams through devices such as phones, laptops, tv and DVDs. This encouraged exercise and some social interaction as people took part in workouts at the same time, together (Liu et al., 2022). This allowed the public to bond through exercise and feel slightly positive during such a negative period of time. 
Additionally, group exercise provides a sense of accountability and motivation, lack of motivation was common during this time due to gym/ fitness centres closing temporarily. As a result, from social distancing, social media usage increased. Although, this was somewhat a negative, it was however, allowing people to take part in online fitness classes and helped maintain a regular exercise routine (Kaur et al., 2020).

3. Cognitive Benefits and Improved Sleep Quality

Exercise contributes to improved cognitive function and sleep quality, both of which were critical for maintaining psychological well-being during the pandemic. Cognitive function can be adversely affected by stress and anxiety, both of which were heightened during the COVID-19 pandemic. Exercise has been shown to improve cognitive performance, memory, and concentration, beneficial for individuals navigating the mental challenges of remote work or home schooling during lockdowns. Sleep disturbances were another common psychological challenge during the pandemic, with many adults experiencing insomnia or disrupted sleep patterns. Research shows that regular exercise helped sleep quality for middled aged adults during the pandemic (Makizako et al., 2021).
For adults, at the time, the mental load of managing work, family, and personal well-being these cognitive benefits was a struggle, causing mental health issues, therefore disrupting sleep.

Conclusion

To conclude, the COVID-19 pandemic introduced significant challenges to maintaining physical activity in the UK. Lockdown restrictions and social distancing limited opportunities for outdoor and group activities, while gym closures reduced access to structured exercise. Mental health challenges, including anxiety and depression, further decreased motivation to stay active, as individuals grappled with the psychological toll of the pandemic. Addressing these barriers requires public health strategies that promote mental well-being, enhance access to exercise resources, and encourage physical activity during crises.
Exercise offers numerous benefits, including stress reduction, improved mood, better sleep, and enhanced cognitive function. It also fosters social interaction and personal empowerment, which were particularly vital during isolation. As the UK recovers, prioritizing physical activity as part of mental health care is crucial. Supporting individuals in maintaining active lifestyles will benefit their long-term physical and mental well-being, helping to mitigate the lasting effects of the pandemic.
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