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Barriers to Physical Activity in the UK During the Pandemic and the Psychological Benefits of Participation

Globally in 2020, Coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak resulted in government imposed restrictive measures to stay home, self-isolate and social distance in the hope that reducing social contact would control infection transmission (Spence et al., 2021). In the UK, physical activity (PA) was only permitted outdoors, once per day socially distanced, changing lifestyle habits, increasing sedentary behaviour due to confinement (Bailey et al., 2022). Such confinement led to a 43.6% increase in weekday sitting and a 121% increase in weekend sitting (Kass et al., 2021). An examination will be made on the impact of specific barriers in maintaining PA levels at the height of the pandemic in the UK, the three specific barriers that will be examined are: mental health, closure of leisure facilities and lack of social support. Motivation to participate in PA during the pandemic was essential as Sallis et al. (2021) indicates that meeting PA guidelines resulted in lower odds of COVID-19 hospitalisation, confirming the benefits of PA for disease prevention (Anderson and Durstine, 2019). 
An evaluation will be made of the psychological benefits found for those that participated in PA during the pandemic, PA is a protective factor against symptoms of anxiety and depression mitigating negative thoughts, protecting future psychological well-being (Schuch et al., 2018; McDowell et al., 2019). 

Mental Health
An instant decline in the mental health of the UK population occurred during the pandemic, 27.3% were living with traumatic distress in the first month, compared to 18.9% in 2018-2019 (Solomon-Moore et al., 2022). Overall, PA levels reduced, pre-pandemic 69% were considered very active, reducing to 39%, a greater reduction was found in Females (Solomon-Moore et al., 2022). Da Silva et al. (2012) suggests a bi-directional association between PA and anxiety, PA decreases anxiety however anxiety is associated with poor PA adherence. This was emphasised in Marashi et al. (2021) study as increasing anxiety created barriers to PA, declining mental health overruled any motivators although an awareness on PA benefits were present. This was heightened for those that had perceived risks of becoming infectious as Hailey et al. (2022) suggests that anxiety outweighed any known health benefits of PA.
For those that participated in routine PA pre-pandemic, mental health became a barrier as Savage et al. (2021) longitudinal study suggests that declining mental health impaired any pre-existing movement behaviours, increasing sedentary time. 
However, Lum and Simpson (2021) propose that for some declining mental health was the motivator, menopausal women increased PA participation positively impacting well-being, increasing ability to overcome mental health barriers. McPherson et al. (2021) also found that declining mental health influenced motivation to manage time for PA, 30 minutes per day of PA predicted improved mental health, however this was based on outdoor activities which presents a limitation for those shielding and living in urban areas.
For some, perceiving declining mental health as motivating could be due to adjusting motivators as Al-Yaaribi (2021) emphasises a change from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation, improving mental health outweighed other PA benefits, additionally focusing on intrinsic motivation is likely to result in sustained participation according to the self-determination theory. 


Closure of leisure facilities 
In the UK, leisure facilities contribute to a significant amount of PA as Hanson et al. (2021) large population-based study suggests an increase in moderate/vigorous weekly PA for leisure centre members. Participating in such an environment is often preferred due to the equipment and atmosphere influencing motivation (Polyakova and Ramchandani, 2023). Systematic review by Morgan et al. (2016) emphasised that motivation for PA is often greater in gym environments due to staff in attendance, improving exercise adherence. 
Closing of fitness centres negatively affected PA, lack of indoor home space and equipment created barriers resulting in a greater need for self-motivation (Redwood-Brown, Wilson and Felton, 2023). Hailey et al. (2022) agrees suggesting that such closure resulted in the greatest barrier, for some attending the gym creates routine forming a habit, this loss of habit made it harder to engage in home PA. 
Although this created barriers to routine PA, changes in exercise patterns occurred such as outdoor cycling and running as Kass et al. (2021) highlights a 17% increase in outdoor PA and a 38% increase in outdoor PA of more than twice a week. Roche et al. (2022) found similar findings, living in rural areas increased PA motivation through connecting to nature. 
However, inequalities occurred as Strain et al. (2022) suggest outdoor PA was not similar across all sub groups, odds ratio of increasing outdoor walking was lower in non-white ethnicities and areas of deprivation due to fewer opportunities and limited access to green areas. Suggesting that living in urban deprived areas disproportionality created barriers further impacting PA (Strain et al., 2022; Thorpe and Gutman, 2023). 
However, online PA developed, participating in online PA improved well-being, these findings are important for future PA commitments for those that lack access to green areas, gym membership affordability and lack of public transport (Cronshaw, 2022). 

Lack of social support  

Social connection is a determinant of PA providing motivation, a sense of community can be achieved supporting individuals to reach goals (Choi et al., 2022). Whiteman-Sandland, Hawkins and Clayton (2018) suggest a positive correlation between PA adherence and social inclusion, emphasising the importance of social support for PA motivation. 
The evident connection between social support and PA has been seen in the development of community clubs such as CrossFit, providing a sense of community, increasing exercise adherence (Whiteman-Sandland, Hawkins and Clayton, 2018). Redwood-Brown, Wilson and Felton (2023) highlight a reduction in PA for CrossFit members during the pandemic due to lack of social support. For individuals that rely on social motivation for PA, a sense of purpose and routine is provided, such loss reduced PA (Quirk et al., 2023). Bird, Karageorghis and Hamer (2021) support this, emphasising that restrictions caused a decrease to planned PA, for some PA that is pre-planned with others is a motive for adherence, poor social support resulted in a low perception of behavioural control, reducing PA.
Park run provides a sense of community, providing an opportunity to be active and socialise while bringing a sense of belongingness (Quirk et al., 2023). Quirk et al. (2023) propose a lack of social connection resulted in a 6% reduction in PA, and a 12% reduction in happiness and life satisfaction for park run members, with a greater impact found in Females, young adults and those living in areas of deprivation. 
Not all community PA was equally affected as Taylor et al. (2021) emphasise that group-based activities were still able to go ahead online for some, allowing relationships to maintain through social continuity, although the study population were older adults living in areas of least deprivation with large home space and gardens. Hailey et al. (2023) agree, adding that a key motivator for some was the availability of social support, those of white ethnicity in good health and high earners were more likely to be supported, resulting in 64% increased odds of participating in PA and sustaining levels.  

Part 2 
Psychological benefits of PA are well recognised as Maynou, Hernandez-Pizarro and Errea Rodriguez (2021) systematic review highlights an inverse association between increasing levels of PA and preventing poor psychological well-being, through reducing symptoms of depression. During times of uncertainty a significant amount of awareness needs to be addressed to individuals’ psychological well-being, such extreme changes can result in short- and long-term negative consequences to well-being (Amatriain-Fernandez et al., 2020). Multiple behaviour changes occurred, resulting in an increase in depression and reduced overall well-being (Marconin et al., 2022). During this time many people adopted PA to deal with daily stresses minimising the impact on psychological well-being, an almost linear positive correlation was found between exercise frequency and improved mood (Brand, Timme and Nosrat, 2020). According to Violant-Holz et al. (2020) systematic review, the most common strategy used to cope was PA, PA that was part of a daily focus and routine resulted in lower perceived stress, improved quality of sleep and improved mental stability in comparison to those that did not participate in routine PA. 
For individuals to positively adapt and overcome uncertainty, greater levels of resilience has shown to be favourable, resilience is a protective factor for greater psychological well-being, allowing greater ability to adapt to life changes such as pandemics, improving coping mechanisms (Verdolini et al., 2021). Lancaster and Callaghan (2022) suggest that for individuals who participated in PA with increasing levels had greater resilience and higher perceived quality of life, as self-esteem and self-worth improved, emphasising the importance of PA to increase resilience. Yao et al. (2022) agree as similar findings were suggested, those that participated in PA had a greater ability to control emotions and were able to self-manage resulting in greater feelings of hope, agency and thinking pathways were positively affected encouraging a sense of calm and improved mood. 
Increasing psychological well-being and staying engaged and focused during this time was essential for those in the population that were furloughed, this has been highlighted in McCurdy et al. (2022) study in which those that had maintained or increased PA had greater feelings of life satisfaction, happiness and subjective well-being, a positive association was found between PA and reducing disengagement, minimising negative feelings, reducing anxiety. 
Marconin et al. (2022) systematic review suggests an association between PA during the pandemic and a reduction in negative psychological symptoms including fear, a greater association was found in Males compared to Females. Systematic review also highlights that the intensity of the PA influenced psychological well-being, a greater improvement in psychological well-being was found in PA that was moderate-intensity such as walking, jogging and stretching compared to PA that was of vigorous-intensity. It is important to highlight a limitation of the systematic review, population samples were mostly of a low mean age and did not take many older adults into consideration.  
Koziel et al. (2022) argue that engaging in higher intensity PA has increased protective factors for psychological well-being. However, Amatriain-Fernandez et al. (2020) suggest that although an enhanced psychological effect is often found with greater intensity of PA, it is important to consider that for some in times of acute tress, emotional exhaustion and trauma, intensity and volume should be individually adapted due to stimulus, therefore PA such as outdoor walking or swimming might be more effective for some. 
University students during the pandemic were found to have high levels of psychological distress due to a disruption to their learning and immediate isolation as Shan-Shan et al. (2022) suggest that PA participation resulted in greater levels of self-efficacy and happiness, emphasising the importance of promoting PA for the healthy development of students. Greater levels of self-efficacy were also found in healthcare workers that participated in PA during the height of the pandemic, healthcare workers had greater pressures and uncertainty than the general population during this time with heightened psychological distress, time spent participating in PA resulted in fewer negative emotions, a greater ability to manage emotional pressures and an improved sense of subjective well-being (Ruoshan et al., 2022). Coping strategies and the management of environmental stressors are often greater in those that have higher levels of self-efficacy, the ability to increase positive emotional response is greater, improving the ability to pursue goals which was essential during the pandemic, improving psychological well-being (Fang et al., 2022). 
It is evidently important to support and maintain the PA levels of those that participated during the pandemic and found multiple psychological benefits to their well-being, as suggested by Chang et al. (2020) the pandemic has increased awareness of healthy behaviours resulting in individuals establishing new routines. For those that did not participate in PA prior to the pandemic but experienced its multiple psychological benefits during the pandemic, importance should be put on supporting these individuals to maintain PA as part of their lifestyle, to stay in the active and maintenance stage and not to relapse according to the transtheoretical model of behaviour change, sustaining psychological well-being (Chang et al., 2020). 

Evidently, declining mental health and psychological well-being during the pandemic overshadowed any known health benefits of PA even for those that routinely participated prior to the outbreak, reducing PA. Closure of leisure facilities commonly reduced PA as highlighted by Hailey et al. (2022) disrupting structured habits, although a favourable outcome was the opportunity it presented for outdoor PA. Declining mental health and lack of social support also impacted PA adherence in the UK, the barriers presented a greater need for self-motivation which for some individuals demonstrated to be particularly difficult during traumatic stress. However, this essay has emphasised that for some, barriers motivated PA participation, self-efficacy, resilience, and psychological well-being were improved through PA which is crucial for adaptation. It is evident to see that socioeconomic inequalities were present in PA opportunities resulting in increased barriers for some, living in areas of deprivation, younger age, being Female and living in urban areas all negatively impacted the ability to participate in PA, emphasising the importance of developing access to green spaces and building PA communities for such populations to improve psychological well-being during such times. 
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