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Critically appraise both the potential positive and negative psychological effects associated with being physically active and exercising.

It is known that physical activity promotes our psychological wellbeing (Carron, Hausenblas and Estabrooks, 2003). With this being said only 53% of adults in Wales (during 2019-2020) were physically active for 150 minutes or more (Welsh Government, 2020). Physical activity can have both positive and negative effects on a person psychologically (Carron, Hausenblas and Estabrooks, 2003). Physical activity can improve our mood, reduce health risks, strengthen muscles and bones, and help us to manage our weight (Brady and Grenville-Cleave, 2018). However physical activity can have negative effects on a person, it can lead to eating disorders, muscle dysmorphia and exercise dependence (Biddle and Fuchs, 2009). This essay will explore both the positive and negative effects physical activity and exercise can have on a person’s psychological wellbeing.
When we are participating in physical activity our bodies release chemicals called endorphins (Buckworth and Dishman, 2002), which interacts with the receptors in the brain which reduce our perceptions of pain. Endorphins also create a positive feeling in the body (Biddle and Fuchs, 2009). A study of both men and women, aged 25 to 64, in Finland investigated the relationship between physical exercise and psychological wellbeing. This study found that individuals who exercised two to three times a week, or more, experienced significantly less depression, stress, and anger than those exercising less frequently or not at all (Hassman, et al, 2000). 
Regular physical activity can improve cognitive function (Jaffery, Edwards and Loprinzi, 2019). Exercise increases our heart rate, when our heart rate is increased, more oxygen is pumped to the brain. It also helps in the release of hormones which provide an environment in which brain cells can grow (Buckworth and Dishman, 2002). Physical activity also promotes brain plasticity by stimulating the growth of new connections via cells in important cortical areas in the brain (Corbin, Pangrazi and Franks, 1999). 
Studies on mice have indicated that cardiovascular exercise creates new brain cells, through neurogenesis, improving overall brain performance (Kaplan and Cheslow, 1994). Physical activity can also help in the prevention of memory loss through strengthening the hippocampus, this is the part of the brain that is responsible for learning and our memory (Clow and Edmunds, 2014). In the UK 74% of adults have felt so stressed at some point over the last year they felt overwhelmed or unable to cope (Mental health foundation, 2021). 
Physical activity is a good way to take our mind off any worries we may have and relieve stress. Through the repetitive motions involved whilst we exercise this promotes a focus on the body rather than what is on our minds. When concentrating on the rhythm of the movements we undertake whilst exercising, is similar to the experience of meditation (Casey, Benson and MacDonald, 2004). When we exercise, we focus on that one task only, this can provide a sense of optimism and energy, this focus can aid in providing feelings of clarity and calmness. 
Self-efficacy is a person’s belief in their ability to succeed in a particular situation. Psychologist Albert Bandura described these beliefs as determinants of how people think, behave, and feel (Bandura, 1997). Self-efficacy can influence not only how you feel about yourself, but also whether you achieve your life goals. Physical activity helps to improve self-efficacy, as a person participates in physical activity more often, they will improve their stamina and may even start to notice physical changes, in turn, this can improve an individual’s confidence and belief in their ability as they are succeeding through the challenges of physical activity (Carron, Hausenblas and Estabrooks, 2003).
However physical activity can have negative effects on our psychological wellbeing (Biddle, S, Gorely, T, & Mutrie, N., 2015). Obsessive exercise can cause many problems, physically and mentally. A study has shown that in America, at least 3 in every 100 people have an exercise dependence (Freimuth, Moniz and Shari, 2011). Exercise dependence is a condition in which people exercise excessively and obsessively to the point of dependency (Kerr, J. H. et al., 2007). Excessive exercise is a typical indication of muscular dysmorphia, a disorder that generally tends to affect bodybuilders  
Muscle Dysmorphia is a type of Body Dysmorphic Disorder. People who suffer from muscle dysmorphia believe they are not muscular enough, which typically leads to excessive fitness regimens, gym attendance, and other unhealthy behaviours (Doiron, 2010). Approximately 71% of men with muscle dysmorphia lift weights, while 64% of males with the disorder participate in excessive exercise (Pono, 2019) 
Excessive exercise can sometimes lead to an obsession with eating habits, this can lead to disordered eating. People who suffer from eating disorders tend to display addictive personalities and obsessive-compulsive behaviours (Costin, 2007).
A well-known study was carried out by Milton et al on rats. Scientists limited the rats' food intake (this stimulated anorexia) and provided access to a wheel 24/7. They found the rats would run excessively; they even began to skip the little meals being offered so they could continue to run. It would be expected the starving rats would become inactive however they became more active (Milton, et al. 2018). Similarly, this happens to many individuals when the only motive to exercise is to lose weight, this can become an unhealthy obsession and compulsive exercise and restrictive eating habits can lead to eating disorders that require medical help.
Many people in society suffer from body dissatisfaction, this can arise when a person compares themselves to images on social media and reads appearance-related remarks on social media and feels they cannot live up to the ideal images they have seen. Body dissatisfaction can lead to health risks such as disordered eating, excessive exercise, using diet pills, and steroid usage, as well as poor mental health such as depression, low self-esteem, and psychiatric diseases such as eating disorders and body dysmorphia (Giles, D., 2010).
Different types of exercise can result in different emotions and feelings. Some individuals may find the thought of exercising alone daunting. Group exercise could be suggested to help with this. Participating in exercise with friends, or others, in general, helps in keeping you accountable, exercising in a group can be motivating and supportive. For people with a busy schedule participating in an exercise in a group can also be seen as a social activity. Group exercise can also take your mind off the actual exercise whilst having fun with others, there is also a sense of encouragement (Uribarri & Vassalotti, 2020). However, group exercise can sometimes have a negative effect. It may be demotivating to see others in the group doing better than yourself, you may feel like people are judging you and your ability, in turn, this can leave a person feeling out of their own depth when participating in group exercise. 

Another type of exercise said to be beneficial is green exercise, this is when exercise is carried out in natural environments. The combination of natural sunshine and physical exercise is known to raise serotonin levels in our bodies, which can promote emotions of well-being and happiness (Barton, 2016). Serotonin is a neurotransmitter that improves mood, and a lack of it has been related to sadness, anxiety, exhaustion, and poor cognitive performance. However, if it is raining, cold or windy outside, participating in green exercise can be off-putting, people may also feel a sense of judgement if they are exercising outside and alone (Donnolly & MacIntyre, 2019). 
There is not one generic response to exercise, everyone is different, we all respond to different types of exercise, the intensity of exercise, our own personal fitness levels, self-efficacy, and environmental factors all play a part in how we respond. Physical activity and exercise does provide benefits for our psychological wellbeing, such as improved mood, improved self-efficacy, improved cognitive function and help improve our motivation (Carron, Hausenblas and Estabrooks, 2003). However, regarding physical activity, it seems the motive to exercise is important as this can determine if we will receive positive or negative effects from physical activity. For example, if the sole purpose to exercise is to lose weight, this fixation with losing weight by exercising can lead to more dangerous paths, such as resulting in an eating disorder or body dissatisfaction. Exercising in groups and/or green exercise should be encouraged in order to encourage people to participate in physical activity. Exercising with a friend or in a group can provide motivation and encouragement, whilst green exercise aids in the reduction of stress and promotion of serotonin levels in our body. 
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