	
	
	



Identification of barriers to physical activity during COVID-19 outbreak; evaluation of psychological benefits associated with being active throughout the pandemic.   

Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown measures has been found to have a negative outcome in many senses, particularly known for increased negative mental outcomes such as anxiety, depression, stress, sleep problems or feeling of isolation, and in a consequence reduced motivation for physical activity (Rajkumar, 2020; Violant-Holz et al., 2020). On top of that, research explains that lockdown measures also negatively impacted peoples physical state resulting in body dissatisfaction because of the changes in eating habits (lack of self-restraint), disruptions to regular routines and changes to duration and intensity of exercise during that period (Robertson et al., 2021). Additionally, Choukas-Bradley et al. (2022) examined that women, adolescent girls and those with eating disorders diagnosis had a higher risk of increasing struggles related to body image concerns, as well as also confirmed a high relationship in negative physical state and mental health outcomes such as depression or anxiety during time of lockdown. Moreover, during COVID-19 outbreak drastic lifestyle changes occurred where strict enforced legislations and restrictions on movements happened, which in a result minimised social interaction and increased isolation in order to reduce the spread of COVID-19 (Hellewell et al., 2020). However, as important as effective contact tracing and isolation was to contribute to a better control of an outbreak, it had a negative impact on physical activity levels due to many different barriers that faced individuals (Ng et al., 2020; Farah et al., 2021; Marashi et al., 2021; Mata, Onofre and Martins, 2022; Roche et al., 2022; Wingood et al., 2022; Johnson et al., 2023). Interestingly, some research investigating the effects of COVID-19 pandemic on physical activity analysed factors such as lowered depression and anxiety relief and explained that those factors influenced the motivation to perform physical activity during the challenging times of the pandemic (Marashi et al., 2021; Roche et al., 2022). In addition, McKone et al. (2022) explains that it is vital to understand the significance of modifiable factors such as physical activity, a balanced diet and sufficient sleep, to prevent the lack of motivation towards performing mental and physical tasks during outbreaks such as COVID-19, as well as gaining psychological benefits from following healthy and active lifestyle. Therefore, to understand the effects that the height of the pandemic had on both mental and physical health, this essay will first identify the barriers to exercise that individuals faced during lockdown period and secondly, it will explain how increased physical activity level and exercise affected and benefited psychological health. 
During COVID-19 pandemic, individuals faced some barriers that led to more inactivity and identifying those barriers could guide to a better knowledge of reduction in physical activity and thus could be a vital step in strategy development for future physical activity reduction (Marashi et al., 2021; Hailey et al., 2022). Moreover, first few out of many barriers was linked to limited access to workout places, restricted space and limited appropriate equipment due to closure of gym facilities (Farah et al., 2021; Marashi et al., 2021; Roche et al., 2022; Wingood et al., 2022). Nevertheless, those individuals who lived in rural areas or had access to a garden reported not being affected by the limited access to gym facilities or appropriate exercise equipment and alternatively felt motivated by greenspace surroundings to engage in more physical activity during the pandemic (Day, 2020; Roche et al., 2022). Moreover, adolescents living in a lower income community or those who were more likely to be overweight reported more barriers to exercise linked to less access to physical activity opportunities, sudden closure of sports associations and club training cancellations (Ng et al., 2020; Mata, Onofre and Martins, 2022; Johnson et al., 2023). However, on the other hand, due to COVID-19 restrictions on schools, more inactive adolescents than those who participated in any activity has reported positive impact on opportunities in taking part in new activities that have not done before, influenced by more time and no school responsibilities (Ng et al., 2020). Another crucial barrier that stopped individuals participating in enough physical activity was linked to various mental health outcomes such as anxiety and depression due to uncertainties (Rettie and Daniels, 2021) and health concerns (Farah et al., 2021; Roche et al., 2022; Wingood et al., 2022). Additionally, COVID-19 outbreak also highly affected the motivation, as well as caused increased stress linked to fear of contracting the virus and triggered emotional symptoms related to mental exhaustion such as laziness and fatigue caused by lockdowns and disruptions to daily life (Farah et al., 2021; Roche et al., 2022; Wingood et al., 2022). Additional challenge connected to negative mental well-being, heightened stress, loneliness and consequently minimised physical activity level was the lack of social connections and support systems during COVID-19 (Marashi et al., 2021; Szkody et al., 2021). Therefore, virtual communication tools became essential for maintaining connections and mitigating the impact of reduced social support (Saltzman, Hansel and Bordnick, 2020). However, some people felt that those tools did not fully replace the benefits of in- person social interactions (Pantell and Shields-Zeeman, 2020; Li et al., 2021). In addition, physical inactivity caused by COVID-19 lockdowns and changes in daily routines potentially led to more sedentary behaviour and changes in eating habits which therefore had diverse effects on physical well-being of individuals resulting in weight changes and worsening of body image (Robertson et al., 2021). Additionally, according to Robertson et al. (2021) women, young people and anyone with a history of eating disorders diagnosis were more vulnerable to body dissatisfaction and psychological distress. To understand how the negative psychological and physical effects caused by the stated above barriers has been minimised, it is vital to analyse variety of studies to find out ways of overcoming negative outcomes and to understand the possible benefits associated with being physically active during challenging times (Marashi et al., 2021; Wolf et al., 2021).
Physical activity in known for the wellbeing of humans and contributes to many essential life skills developments, as well as regularly performed exercise benefits physical and psychological outcomes (Loerbroks, Kersten and Freund, 2023). Moreover, physical activity is known for preventing from all-cause mortality, it helps with preventing disease processes, prolongs longevity, provides sense of routine and control and can have a positive impact on overall well-being, mental health and quality of life (Miller et al., 2016). Additionally, World Health Organization recommends participating in at least 150-300 minutes of moderate intensity or at least 75-150 minutes of vigorous intensity activity throughout a week, with addition of at least 2 or more days of muscle strengthening exercises (Bull et al., 2020). Furthermore, reduction in physical activity can have an adverse outcome in health, triggering conditions such as cardiovascular, immune or respiratory disease (Gaetano, 2016) and therefore, it was vital to participate in as much activity as possible during COVID-19 pandemic to maximise the prevention for combating SARS-CoV-2 virus (Lange and Nakamura, 2020; Manna, Gray and Reddy, 2022). Moreover, there was and still is a strong health rationale for persisting in physical activity at home using various simple and safe implementable exercises such as stair climbing, chair squats, sit-ups, push-ups or yoga in order to sustain fitness levels, maintain immune system functions and stay healthy (Chen et al., 2020). Furthermore, using the information from the research it is known that participating in physical activity during COVID-19 impacted not only physical but also psychological benefits in people of all ages, and as little as 10-minute moderate intensity walk seemed to improve overall mood, promoting the feeling of vitality (Fuzeki, Groneberg and Banzer, 2020). Moreover, systematic review and meta-analysis carried out by Wang, Tian and Luo (2023), examined that the greatest benefits for improved quality of life, reduced anxiety, reduced stress and reduced depression during the pandemic was linked to participating in minimum of 30-40 minutes of exercise at least 3-5 times per week. Additionally, a similar study by McCurdy et al. (2022) analysed that at least 30 minutes of moderate activity carried out on most days of the week offered significantly higher positive results on life satisfaction, happiness, worthwhileness, sense of routine and control as well as reduced anxiety, compared to individuals were not participating in enough activity during the week. However, regardless of intensity and duration of exercise, being physically active contributed to better sleep quality and improved cognition and therefore, helped with managing the overall mental well-being during challenging times (Fuzeki, Groneberg and Banzer, 2020). 
Interestingly, research demonstrates and explains that being physically active helps reduce stress, anxiety, fatigue and depression because of the release of endorphins that occur during activity and therefore is known for reducing pain and enhance mood while also causing general euphoria (Dinas, Koutedakis and Flouris, 2011). To support that evidence, a systematic review carried out by Wolf et al. (2021) concluded that based on information from 42,293 participants, contribution to regular physical activity during COVID-19 outbreak lowered depressive symptoms by 12-32% and was associated with 15-34% lower chance of anxiety. Moreover, individuals reported that motivation to staying active during the pandemic was linked to positive impact on mental health outcomes such as anxiety relief and did not feel much link between motivation and outcomes such as weight loss, which highlights the importance and the protective effect of exercise on mental health status (Marashi et al., 2021; McKone et al., 2022). Furthermore, another interesting research highlighting the importance of exercise on mental well-being during the pandemic examined that anyone who reported a positive change in exercise behaviours during COVID-19 compared to pre-COVID-19 had a better mental health outcome such as reduced anxiety, decrease in depression and stress reduction (Faulkner et al., 2021). In addition, Faulkner et al. (2021) marked that woman had more positive behavioural change compared to men and young people, concluding that those two groups with negative change were most vulnerable and should have been encouraged by the public health to participate in more physical activity. 
In conclusion, COVID-19 pandemic had a significant impact on peoples lives, affecting the style of living which on many occasions negatively impacted changes in eating behaviours or physical activity levels and as a result had a consequence on both physical and psychological state. With this in mind, the reason for experiencing those lifestyle changes is known to be caused by many different barriers that faced individuals, particularly affecting the change in physical activity and exercise routine. Moreover, limited access to workout places or gym equipment, restricted space, gym closures or cancellations of trainings were few of the most associated barriers with reduced physical activity during COVID-19 and in a consequence resulted in worsening of physical state causing changes in body image. On top of that, the pandemic affected mental health and well-being of individuals causing more anxiety, depression, lack of motivation, increased stress, laziness, fatigue and loneliness due to various reasons and barriers such as lack of social support or uncertainties and health concerns. However, to overcome the psychological distress, the research proves that maintaining or implementing in more physical fitness had a positive outcome causing improvements in mental health and well-being, offering sense of routine and control while counteracting the uncertainties and fear associated with the pandemic. Lastly, more social support should have been provided and interventions from public health should have been more encouraging, targeting more specific groups of individuals such as men or young adults who were most vulnerable according to the evidence.
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