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Sport, Fitness and Physical Activity
From the Couch to 5K
[bookmark: _Int_KGj8yxzI][bookmark: _Int_Q5VJwXCf]During the Covid-19 pandemic, athletes and the public alike had limited access to leisure facilities. Children had no access to physical education due to school closures and sports clubs were closed until further notice (Gov.uk, nd)[footnoteRef:2] and thus many online projects began to become popular as a substitute for this regular physical activity. One popular project that came to light was Couch to 5K (C25K). The original concept for C25K was created by Josh Clark, and it first took to the scene as a website in 1996 with the intention to get his mother into running (Gentleman’s Journal, nd)[footnoteRef:3]. Since then, C25K has become popular in many countries with several developers releasing their own versions. In the United Kingdom (UK), the National Health Service (NHS) took responsibility for the program and published it as an app under the ‘Department of Health and Social Care.’ According to the NHS (nd)[footnoteRef:4] the program only involves 3 runs a week and lasts for a 9-week period, prioritizing the health of the heart and lungs. For those who do not have access to a smart phone, an article produced by the BBC (nd)[footnoteRef:5] shows how to download a free copy of the C25K plan. The World Health Organization (2022)[footnoteRef:6] recommends that an adult aged 18-64 should complete a total of 75-150 minutes of intensive aerobic exercise each week, and the C25K app helps build towards completing this task step by step, starting with 60-second runs with a 90-second walking break on week 1 progressing to a full 30-minute run by week 9 (Couch to 5K plan nd)[footnoteRef:7]. [2: Gov.uk. (nd) interventions stay at home order [online]. Available at https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5f843351d3bf7f6b9e25ef9f/S0770_NPIs_table__pivot_.pdf (accessed 12 November 2023)]  [3:  Gentleman’s Journal. (nd) The founder of Couch to 5k reveals his running secrets [online]. Available at https://www.thegentlemansjournal.com/article/the-founder-of-couch-to-5k-reveals-his-running-secrets/ (accessed 12 November 2023)]  [4:  NHS. (nd) Get running with couch to 5K [online]. Available at https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/running-and-aerobic-exercises/get-running-with-couch-to-5k/ (accessed 11 November 2023)]  [5:  BBC. (nd) The couch to 5k challenge - #makeyourmove [online]. Available at: https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/articles/2BN5HYHCwVPS1Krvzsk5wB2/the-couch-to-5k-challenge-makeyourmove (accessed 12 November 2023)]  [6:  World Health Organization. (5 October 2022) Physical Activity [online]. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/physical-activity (accessed 12 November 2023)]  [7:  BBC. (nd) Couch to5K Plan [online]. Available at: https://downloads.bbc.co.uk/scotland/makeyourmove/c25k_printable_plan.pdf (accessed 11 November 2023)] 

Globally, there is extensive research to prove that the program has been successful, regardless of the variant. One such study was produced by Olivia Brothers (2017)[footnoteRef:8], in which 22 participants were divided into two groups (A and B) to investigate the health and wellbeing benefits of the C25K program. First Group A would complete meditative exercises and then move onto the C25K program while Group B would complete C25K first to see which group saw greater health benefits. In the study, Brothers found that while group A had seen a greater decrease of heart rate during exercise, Group B had seen a more substantial increase in their health and wellness. One failure of this study was the sample size, as it only had 22 participants, 8 of which made it to the final week. [8:  Brothers, O. (2017) Breathe Your Way Couch to 5K [Honors Thesis, Salem State University] Available at: https://digitalrepository.salemstate.edu/bitstream/handle/20.500.13013/601/Brothers_Olivia.pdf?sequence=5&isAllowed=y (accessed 14 November 2023)
] 

A prevalent issue with C25K is that it lacks evidence behind its claims. While the NHS App has reviews from runners who have successfully completed the program, studies have been conducted to identify the feasibility of C25K and whether non-runners can stay committed to the program. Relph, et al (2023)[footnoteRef:9] began a study, in which they recruited 110 participants to take part in the C25K project. The study identified that most of the participants were females, and the majority had little to no prior running experience. By the study's midway point, 53 of the participants had dropped out and a further 18 more by the final week, leaving only 39 successfully completing the program. Of those who dropped out, one claimed that they felt that there were massive leaps between the amount of running being expected of them each day. Another furthered this notion by claiming if the program went on for longer, it would be easier to complete. [9:  Relph, et al. (2023) ‘Couch-to-5k or Couch to Ouch to Couch!?’ Who Takes Part in Beginner Runner Programmes in the UK and is Non-Completion Linked to Musculoskeletal Injury?. [online]. Available at: https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/20/17/6682 (accessed 14 November 2023)] 

[bookmark: _Int_bpLiinBk]Whilst positive reviews exist, founder of None to Run, Mark Kennedy (2003)[footnoteRef:10] identified some fundamental flaws with the C25k program making it difficult for beginners to stay committed. The first flaw he found was that there was a lack of strength and conditioning included in the program. Timothy J Suchomel, et al (2016)[footnoteRef:11] outlines the science behind strength and conditioning, explaining that when muscles are trained and conditioned, they become stronger and more durable reducing the risk of severe injury. The other flaws Kennedy found with the program were that the expectations are too high for beginner runners and that the progression is too steep. Furthermore, the program focuses too much on making the distance rather than running for a specific time which increases the chances of injury due to poor technique.  Kennedy can be quoted: ‘If you want to start running, you need a plan that progresses with you’, this is true to what he said about the program being too hard for beginners, suggesting that a generalized approach to training is not effective. [10:  Kennedy, M. (2003) 3 Flaws in the Couch to 5K Running Plan (And a Better Plan for Beginner Runners). [online]. Available at: https://www.nonetorun.com/blog/couch-to-5k-running-plan-alternative?fbclid=IwAR0_hwQXSwDg5IgEOVCWyWBa0FewT_HP1WRQJQDnaC2efadKSET8tBiE0fQ (accessed 14 November 2023)]  [11:  Suchomel, J T. Nimphius S and Stone, M H (2016) The Importance of Muscular Strength in Athletic Performance [Sports Medical Journal] Available at: https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/26838985/] 

In a thesis study by Paulina Bondaronek (2019)[footnoteRef:12], she found that the highest rated paid app for fitness on the app store was Couch to 5K Runner developed by Fitness 22. In Bondaronek’s study, she compared Couch to 5K by Public Health England against a similar app, 7 Minute Workout Challenge by Fitness Guide, to identify which is more beneficial. In the study, 7 Minute workout challenge was found to have cited academic research to evidence their workouts and results whereas Couch to 5K had not. Bondaronek had found 6 different variations of the C25K program and had asked users to give reviews on them. Of the 6 apps, all had reviews that they were basic and easy to navigate, showing that beyond the development of the app, the program is easy to use and follow. A further study by Bondaronek (2021)[footnoteRef:13], observed the physical activity of 66 inactive London residents who downloaded and used the Public Health England variation of the app. The study found that 20% of participants increased their amount of moderate to intensive physical activity and self-claimed physical activity also saw an increase. Bondaronek noted that for a fitness app to be effective, it needs be tailored to the user further, building on what Ralph, et al (2023)[footnoteRef:14] had identified.  [12:  Bondaronek, P. (2019) The Public Health Potential of Mobile Applications to Increase Physical Activity [Doctorate Thesis, University College London] Available at: https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10106701/1/Bondaronek_Thesis%20PBondaronek%20310720.pdf (accessed 13 November 2023)]  [13:  Bondaronek, P, et al. (2021) The public health potential of two popular apps to increase physical activity. [European Journal of Public Health, Volume 31, Issue Supplement_3, October 2021, ckab164.506]. Available at https://doi.org/10.1093/eurpub/ckab164.506 (accessed 13 November 2023)]  [14:  Relph, et al. (2023) ‘Couch-to-5k or Couch to Ouch to Couch!?’ Who Takes Part in Beginner Runner Programmes in the UK and is Non-Completion Linked to Musculoskeletal Injury?. [online]. Available at: https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/20/17/6682 (accessed 14 November 2023)] 

Whilst there are proven health benefits that C25K helps to achieve, there are too many factors influencing use of the program and commitment to recommend it. Firstly, the app targets beginner runners but it fails to cater for them, as Kenedy outlined, the app is too difficult for real beginner runners who take part in little to no physical activity. The excessive number of variants of the program available on the app store is also too confusing for new runners. Whilst the program is basic and easy to follow, its duration is not long enough to progress to 5K safely. The program does have good intentions, but due to a lack of strength and conditioning, it could potentially be dangerous for new runners who are experienced in technique. 

Physical Activity and its Impact on Mental Health
Covid-19 has had an increasingly negative impact on the mental health of the population in the United Kingdom. In 2020, the NHS reported that 1 in 10 children and a further 1 in 4 adults suffered with mental health related illnesses (NHS, 2020)[footnoteRef:15] ￼. Lathabvahan and Padhy (2023)[footnoteRef:16] identified that since Covid-19, many still feel anxious about the return to normality with potentially increased risks of contamination and difficulty socializing after such period of isolation. [15:  NHS. (2020) Mental Health [online]. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/mental-health/ (accessed 1 November 2023)]  [16:  Lathabhavan, R. and Pahdy, P.C. (2023) Community Mental Health and Well-being in the new normal. [Hershey, PA: IGI Global]] 

Physical activity (PA) has been shown to improve mood and mental health by aiding the release of endorphins to the brain, which are hormones that give a feel-good energy (Mayo Clinic, 2022)[footnoteRef:17].  In a research project by Dimeo, et al (2001)[footnoteRef:18] 12 participants who had experienced a major depressive episode ranked on the Hamilton Scale for Depression (HSD) were asked to participate in a short walk on a treadmill for 10 days, at the end of which, participants were ranked on the HSD again, to identify if PA had helped to reduce the state of their depression. Before the trial, the mean average score was 19.5, however upon completion, it was as low as 13. The study additionally showed that aerobic exercise can increase mood and decrease depressive symptoms.  [17:  Mayo Clinic. (2022) Stress Management [online]. Available at: https://www.mayoclinic.org/healthy-lifestyle/stress-management/in-depth/exercise-and-stress/art-20044469#:~:text=Physical%20activity%20may%20help%20bump,contribute%20to%20this%20same%20feeling. (accessed 16 November 2023)]  [18:  Dimeo, F. et al. (2001) Benefits from Aerobic Exercise in Patients with Major Depression: A Pilot Study [British Journal of Sports Medicine]] 

Green exercise is another method of improving mental health and has been shown to be effective. Green exercise covers various PA completed in nature, such as walking, running, cycling, or gardening. The UK government prioritized green exercise after the Covid-19 pandemic by introducing 7 nature sites to a new scheme across England to get people out of their homes and into nature to start exercising and staying healthy (Gov.uk nd)[footnoteRef:19]. Research to backup claims about green exercise being beneficial was completed by Li, et al (2021)[footnoteRef:20]. In the study, they compared two groups who completed the same activity under different circumstances to evaluate the impact on their mental and physical health. The first group performed a series of PA in front of a blank television screen whilst the second group had a nature video playing. The researchers found that those in the first group had a higher increase in heart rate and felt less relaxed than those in the second group performing with the video. [19:  Gov.uk. (nd) New Sites to Test How Connecting People with Nature Can Improve Mental Health [online]. Available at: https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-sites-to-test-how-connecting-people-with-nature-can-improve-mental-health (accessed 13 November 2023)]  [20:  Li, H. et, al. (2021) Green Exercise: Can Nature Video Benefit Isometric Exercise? [online]. Available at: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8196960/#:~:text=In%20general%2C%20our%20findings%20support,based%20stimuli%20in%20green%20exercise. (accessed 15 November 2023)] 

Social media can have a negative impact on society with Fardouly and Vartanian (2016)[footnoteRef:21] outlining the negative impact that it can have on body image, however, during a digital age, especially after Covid-19 where alternative methods were needed to deliver training and development sessions the use of apps and social media has become prevalent in the delivery of performance coaching and health and wellbeing sessions. The NHS (2023)[footnoteRef:22] offers a free app called ’Active 10‘ to help inactive people track their daily walks and fitness as part of the ‘Better Health, Every Mind Matters' program. The program also offers a free quiz which then creates a plan to help deal with stress and anxiety. The House of Commons are currently supporting Health Clinics and the NHS to invest an additional £15 million into mental health services across England (House of Commons Library, 2023)[footnoteRef:23]
 [21:  Fardouly, J. Vartanian, L R. (2016) Social Media and Body Image Concerns: Current Research and Future Directions [Psychology Journal] Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2352250X15002249]  [22:  NHS. (2023) Every Mind Matters [online]. Available at: https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/ (accessed 16 November 2023)
]  [23:  House of Commons Library. (2023) Mental Health Statistics: Prevalence, Services and Funding in England. [online]. Available at: https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn06988/#:~:text=NHS%20England%20plans%20to%20spend,investment%20standard'%20(MHIS). (accessed 16 November 2023)] 
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