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Blog 1: Can a Smartphone Get Students Moving? A Critical Review of NHS Couch to 5K
University Students Are Not All Active
[image: ]Prolonged lectures, independent study, commuting and screen-based work with the university are all factors that make physical activity difficult to maintain. The Student Active Wellbeing Survey 2024-25 gathered information from 7,740 students from 145 UK universities and colleges, with 82% of respondents being found active, 8% fairly active and 10% inactive (BUCS, 2025). Despite this relatively high proportion of activity, 18% of this group did not achieve 150 minutes per week, indicating the importance of accessible interventions.
Figure 1: Physical activity levels among UK higher-education student survey respondents, 2024–25. Source: BUCS (2025).
How Does Couch to 5K Work?
[image: Get running with Couch to 5K - Better Health - NHS]The NHS Couch to 5K app is a nine-week programme that slowly increases the amount of walking and running until the user transitions towards running. The use of audio instructions, regular programme time and progress monitoring helps to turn the general advice to “More exercise” into manageable steps (NHS, 2025). This design has been formulated based on the evidence that technology-based strategies like mobile applications or messaging are able to support university students' physical activity (Johannes et al., 2024). Another randomised trial demonstrated that, as compared to information alone, a goal-based mobile intervention led to higher levels of student activity after the intervention (Al-Nawaiseh, McIntosh and McKyer, 2022).
Figure 2: NHS Couch to 5K mobile application interface.
Source: NHS (2025).
Why Could It Work?
It is convenient, inexpensive and slow. Students may access it without gym fees, hold sessions to study and practice during challenging times or practice during difficult weeks. Progressive goals can also boost confidence by giving them a sense of success on easier runs that they'll want to try longer in the future. The private format may be less competitive than competitive University sport, especially for students who feel self-conscious about fitness. Peng et al. (2023) conducted a meta-analysis which showed that e-health interventions had small positive effects on physical activity levels among college students, but no significant effects were found at follow-up, suggesting that the effects may diminish over time. Therefore, Couch to 5K should be considered a stepping stone approach rather than a means of long-term behaviour change.
Who May Be Left Behind?
Important limitations remain. A programme that is based on running may result in the exclusion of students with disabilities, chronic conditions, little or no safe outdoor space and/or low fitness. Even generic progression cannot respond to the risk level of injuries and changing stress, fatigue, or individual motivation. Figueroa et al. (2024) found that student responses to physical-activity apps show that messages are not very useful when they are not connected with the users' daily activities or personal motivations for being physically active. Technology access does not bring about social or environmental equity.
From Couch to 5K to a More Inclusive Intervention
Walking, wheelchair and low-impact paths, individualised pacing, flexible reminders, offline content, safety screening and links to university wellbeing or peer groups are all options that could be explored for strengthening Couch to 5K. Overall, it provides a scalable introduction to activity, but a more inclusive platform with students joined as the main players is required to tackle motivation issues and ensure long-term engagement beyond the nine weeks.
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Blog 2: MoveEqual-Designing an Inclusive Digital Physical-Activity Intervention for University Students
Why Is Another Physical-Activity App Needed?
[image: ]Often, physical-activity apps assume that their problems are simply information and motivation. There is more mixed evidence from 590 students at one UK University. 54.2% of 284 students who reported that they had barriers were affected by lack of money, 48.9% affected by tiredness, 46.5% affected by lack of time, and 43.3% low motivation (Roberts et al., 2024). Percentages are greater than 100 since participants were able to check off multiple barriers. However, because the design was self-reported and single-institution, it generalises less well; the findings indicate that for an effective intervention to be spread, it must be free, flexible and responsive to students' context.
Figure 3: Main barriers to physical activity among UK university students reporting barriers (n = 284). Source: Author’s calculations based on Roberts et al. (2024).
Introducing MoveEqual
MoveEqual is a suggested Exercise for all based at the University that offers walking, beginner running, home exercise, exercise for chair users and wheelchair users. Onboarding consists of users choosing their present level of capability, time, accessibility needs and objectives. Then, the app offers 5, 10 or 20 minute blocks of time to use, downloadable plans, low data usage, and optional SMS alerts. Large text, screen-reader-friendly and multilingual audio, captions and more would further help students with various communication needs while avoiding unnecessary digital exclusion. The lack of money is overcome by providing equipment-free activities, connecting to free campus activities, and by having fatigue through low-intensity options and limited time through shorter sessions, motivation through feedback and peer support and achievable milestones.
Turning Barriers into Achievable Action
MoveEqual’s behaviour-change pathway is: assessment, personalised goal, prompt, activity, feedback and adjusted goal. Accessible guidance builds capability; free home and campus options broaden opportunity; and meaningful goals, feedback and social support build motivation this is COM-B. According to a systematic review, university-student interventions should specifically focus on: Environmental resources, social influences, and social goals (Brown et al., 2024). It is important to [image: ]consider the design and evaluation of activities for less active students as well, as shown by the example of BUCS (2025), where active students are overrepresented in surveys.
Figure 4: COM-B model showing capability, opportunity and motivation as determinants of behaviour.
Source: (Gedrag en Communicatie, 2023).
Digital Innovation Is Not Automatically Inclusive
The platform may be more inclusive than run-only apps, but personalisation is not a given that it will ensure engagement. Pupils complain they do not like the messages they receive in apps when they are missing school meetings due to changes in their timetables, or when they are not called up when they need to attend one, or when their reasons for attending, their stress levels, are changing (Figueroa et al., 2024). Remind and reward also need to be evaluated, and there are conflicting findings about the effectiveness of strategies designed to enhance digital-health engagement (Grady et al., 2023). Other risks are under-reporting, incorrect exercise recommendations, note fatigue, privacy issues, and exclusion of students who are unfamiliar with information technology.
Designing for Safety and Equality
Therefore, it is important to co-design with students and disability representatives, clinically review, trial prior to the expansion and evaluate across income, disability and engagement groups with MoveEqual. Greater transparency, less data collection, adjustable notifications, and safety screening and printout alternatives would enhance trust. While it can't fix all structural obstacles, it may be a way of linking inclusive digital guidance with coordinated university support.
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Main Barriers to Physical Activity Reported by
UK University Students (n = 284)
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Source: Author's calculations from Roberts et al. (2024): 154, 139, 132 and 123 respondents respectively.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one barrier; percentages therefore do not fotal 100%.
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