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[bookmark: _GoBack]Exercise adherence and the positive and negative effects of social media and the current education programme on secondary school children and young adults – a brief review.

It has been widely acknowledged that following a regular exercise regime can result in more than just positive effects on physical health (Reed and Ones, 2006). More than ever before sedentary behaviour is sighted as not only a major contributor to all-cause mortality but also to many mental health illnesses (Schuch et al, 2017). Seligman (2002) highlights the inherent link with well-being on mood, engagement, life satisfaction and meaning. Liao et al (2015) highlight the link between physical activity and its positive effect on feelings of vitality in daily life. However, even with all the information available to the general population and healthcare professionals alike, fewer than 53% of adults in Wales adhere to the suggested minimum of 150 minutes of moderate exercise per week and a staggering 34% of adults in Wales were reported as being completely sedentary (Welsh Government, 2018). Berger and Motl (2000) emphasise the importance exercise has on mood state in daily life and general well-being. Further, Basso and Suzuki (2017) emphasise the positive influence exercise has on mental health across all ages and underline research that physical activity can reduce the risk of many neurological diseases and shield the brain from the detrimental effects of the aging process.

This essay will seek to discuss the changes required in the current education program of secondary school pupils with reference to physical and mental health and well-being.  Particular reference will be made to the current fitness inspiration (fitspiration) trend that in recent years has moved from a thin is best concept, with no real regard for health, to the new wave of fit, healthy and strong approach, that presents its own set of issues, seen across the  many social media platforms used by both young and old (Ghaznavi and Taylor, 2015; Talbot et al, 2017). 

In recent years the way help and advice with regards to health and well-being is accessed has moved from predominantly print based media and previously well-funded primary health care centres to include internet based information and social media influencers and professionals (Easton et al, 2018). Whilst the general population, and in particular younger adults, may have more information to assist them in making informed choices, Tiggeman and Zaccardo (2015) warn against the possibilities of misuse and misleading information becoming accessible. With 66% of UK adults and 96% of young adults now accessing social media platforms on a daily basis, the apparent need for some legislation into what health advisers can claim online is clear (Office for National Statistics, 2019). The assertion that any help in raising activity levels and encouraging ownership of personal health has to be beneficial is no longer straight forward (Simpson and Mazzeo, 2016). Holland and Tiggemann (2017) highlight the effects misuse of health-related social media have across all ages and assert that whilst the battle to bring down levels of obesity and chronic disease remain; the protection of an information rich society must be of equal importance. 

However, there remains a place for social media in inspiring its users to lead a healthy lifestyle. Jong and Drummond (2016) highlight the positive effect many social media users have on health and well-being by engaging in debate around healthy appearance, safe dieting and exercise behaviours. Further, Raggatt et al (2018) emphasise the benefits of fitspiration in providing social support networks and valid health information. Vogel et al (2018) indicates the benefits of the social support offered through fitspiration, highlighting how positive content is enhanced by contextual information regarding a user’s transformation. More recently, Hollingsworth (2019), Chief Executive of Sport England, highlighted how the fitness industry had not kept up to date with the digital revolution. Indeed, Hollingsworth (2019) asserts that activities such as booking a holiday or ordering a takeaway were significantly easier to facilitate online than booking exercise classes. There is call therefore for a multi-faceted approach to tackling the lack of activity, increase in social-media and smart device use and furthermore an acknowledgment by educators of what sports children adhere to in adulthood. O’Keefe (2019) draws attention to the move away from traditional pursuits such as cycling and team sports towards increases in participation of adventure sports, weight training, yoga, pilates and CrossFit, linking strongly with the fitspiration trend.  

It has been suggested that a new approach to health-related fitness regimes are required, where early physical activity interventions will encourage lifelong adherence (O’Keefe, 2019). This approach coupled with improvements in education around fitspiration social media posts, as suggested by Crossman (2017) may alleviate some of the aforementioned issues. The relationship with physical activity and mental health is evidently bidirectional (Schuch et al, 2017). With the nations lack of physical activity now so apparent many have called for better Physical Education (PE) programmes in schools set around the lifelong benefits of exercise (Corbin, 2002). However, Hobbs et al (2018) posit that a whole school approach to physical education is required where physical activity is integrated in to all segments of the school day so as to reinforce the mental health benefits as well as the physical ones, rather than looking at PE as the ‘silver bullet’. In a similar vein Public Health Wales (2017) call for more cohesion with physical literacy and active environments resulting in an overall increase in physical activity and improved physical and mental health. 

With many of the aforementioned issues around physical activity and the trend of fitspiration included, the following proposals are made with supporting evidence to positively impact on the changing attitudes to exercise adherence, specifically directed towards post school and college young adults.

The first proposal is one that has attracted much attention from sport, health and well-being course providers and universities in Wales for some time. The suggestion is that the key stage 3 and 4 Welsh school curriculum needs amendment to encourage a holistic approach to health and well-being with more emphasis on the inherent links with physical and mental health. The Welsh Government (2019) in its release of the ‘Draft curriculum for Wales 2022’ are seeking to adopt such suggestions. No longer will PE be set aside from other subjects and will now fall under the umbrella of a health and well-being department that seeks to educate learners in matters of physical and mental health as well as social issues that impact on well-being. At the time of writing this essay the draft has not received any notable criticism or praise, however, it is noteworthy that the draft seeks to address and embody much of the aforementioned suggestions listed in this essay (Corbin, 2002; Crossman, 2017; Hobbs et al 2018; Schuch et al 2017; Holland and Tiggemann, 2017).     

The second strategy suggestion is the continued encouragement of participation in physical activity by offering gym memberships to employees under the age of 25 in the same way as the current ‘cycle to work’ scheme is administered (Department of Transport, 2019). This proposal could work in conjunction with the current cycle to work scheme and would allow for employees to receive a loan payment for an annual subscription to a health club via a tax-exempt gross salary sacrificed re-payment. This proposal considers the research suggesting a change in appetite for physical activity (O’Keefe, 2019). Furthermore, the perceived value for money and exclusivity associated with the benefit links with many of the extrinsic motivations suggested by Deci (1971) and Deci and Ryan (2002), whilst financially supporting the health and fitness industry and alleviating some of the potential burden the NHS may face in the future without such interventions.

Linked with the previous proposal the third strategy makes use of the potential increase in gym and health club subscription through the salary sacrificed scheme. The suggestion is for health centres to provide regular workshops on  positive attitudes to fitness, social media, nutrition and adherence to exercise for all members and their families as part of the membership. Furthermore, it will mirror the shift in curriculum proposed by the Welsh government and offer more regulation and professional development for health and fitness sector workers. This proposal takes on board the suggestion by Crossman (2017) that education around appropriate use of social media in respect to health and fitness has to be supported by both industry as well as the media users themselves. Further, the proposal takes on some of the issues raised by Easton et al (2018) where by concerns are addressed and discussed in a safe and respectful environment, with education around both the positive and negative effects of social media and healthy attitudes to exercise adherence can be discussed. 

Whilst many of the suggestions in this paper need both legislative change and the willingness of both the health and fitness and social media industries to accept it, the new draft curriculum for Wales 2022 paper must be seen as a positive step in the battle to change a nations perception of health and well-being whilst embracing the pace of development of the digital age.
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