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Physical Activity During the COVID-19 pandemic

During the covid-19 pandemic, many individuals experienced negative psychological effects, including increased anxiety, depression, stress and feelings of isolation due to both the virus itself and the UK going in to a lockdown- firstly in 2020.
Various legislation and restrictions on movement were put in place in the UK, in order to prevent the spread of the disease but a lot of individuals suffered with their mental health during this time because of this.
During the Covid-19 pandemic, many people faced new barriers for maintaining their physically activity levels during this time which was a common cause for mental health disorders increasing. People were taken away from their usual routine and had no other option but to self-motivate themselves to workout at home for their regular exercise. It was therefore made massively harder for the UK to participate in the recommended 150 minutes of moderate exercise a week.

Barriers to Exercise During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Firstly, with the UK being made to go into a lockdown, put a stop to individuals being allowed to attend their work environment, gym, leisure centres or any other public areas at this time. Being unable to attend the gym/ leisure centre or take part in sports activities caused an obvious decrease in activity levels for the majority with many lacking the equipment or being unable to afford to purchase equipment for home workouts due to financial reasons too.  From researching into the issue, I found that based on an online survey that incorporated a International Physical Activity Questionnaire Short Form, the results showed that “self-reported body mass change showed that in 32.2% of participants body mass increased, with 39.1% reporting an increase in food intake. Never exercising at the gym or undertaking an exercise class (online or live), increased by 50.8% during lockdown, with 53.5% changing from exercising frequently to never exercising, suggesting a lack of engagement with online and home workouts. However, outdoor running and cycling >2 times/week increased by 38% during lockdown” (Kass et al., 2021).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]This would have inevitably impacted people’s mental health negatively too as it caused such a drastic change in daily routines. After reading a journal article, the article states “The prevalence of depressive, anxiety, and insomnia symptoms is significantly higher in the UK relative to prepandemic epidemiological data” (Pieh et al., 2020).
[bookmark: OLE_LINK5]This isn’t surprising as many were restricted from seeing friends and family and missed the interaction, they would have pre covid, so it is expected to feel more negatively during this time. The article also uses a sample of people from all regions of the UK and found that “Approximately 52% of respondents screened positive for a common mental disorder, and 28% screened positive for clinical insomnia” (Pieh et al., 2020).

Furthermore, lack of motivation to train at home was another barrier to physical activity during this time with many not having the social interaction in places such as the gym or sporting teams not participating in training and match games in lockdown, so therefore lacking the motivation to undertake in physical activity. With gyms/ leisure centres being closed and the UK not having access to the facilities to exercise caused an obvious unmotivating feeling for many. The UK was restricted to an hour for outdoor activity, so more walking, running and cycling was undertaken.
 It does show another reason for a decrease in physical activity as well as individuals mental health decreasing during this period would’ve been an additional cause to the lack of motivation many faced. Lockdown took away the enjoyment those would have from exercising with others. A study states “…the heightened psychological health issues have resulted in the lack of fitness motivation.” It also goes on to say “The motivation for fitness is not only internal but also external. People are motivated when they observe others doing fitness activities. Gym mates and their physique work as motivating factors for individuals to engage in a regular and routine gym activity” (Kaur et al., 2020).
From a study I found that states “Early findings indicate that individuals subjected to lockdown have reported PTSD-like symptoms as well as moderate-to-severe stress (8.1%), anxiety (28.8%), and depression (16.5%; Wang et al., 2020). 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK6]Similarly, Pearce et al. (2020) found an increase in mental distress using a British sample aged ≥ 16 years, when compared to the previous year.” Shows the mental health issues faced from the pandemic” (Bird, Karageorghis and Hamer, 2021).

In addition, occupation activity was too impacted with people spending more time sitting working from home in comparison to moving around in their work place or from travelling to/ from work while undertaking their usual routine. However, there was an increase in outdoor activity levels during the time. An article I found that states “Walking and total physical activity levels significantly increased during lockdown by 241 (95% confidence interval 176, 304) MET-min/week and 302 (155, 457) MET-min/week, respectively (P < 0.001).” shows that people were taking part in some activity outdoors, taking full advantage of the hour they were allocated for exercising outdoors. This shows a positive increase in physical activity levels during the time but an increase in sitting time in comparison to those who may have been more active in their job role in addition to any physical activity undertaken outside of work” (Kass et al., 2021).
The previous study stated this from their experiment and stated that “The lockdown had a negative impact on sitting time (>8 h a day), which increased by 43.6% on weekdays and 121% at weekends. Furthermore, sitting <4 h/day decreased during lockdown (46.5% and 25.6% for weekdays and weekends, respectively)” (Kass et al., 2021).
People’s overall NEAT (Non-exercise activity thermogenesis) would have been a lot higher when undertaking a busier lifestyles and work activity pre covid-19 lockdown and was clearly impacted during this period, thus causing a decrease in overall energy expenditure. 

Psychological Benefits from Exercising During the COVID-19 pandemic

The barriers to exercise previously mentioned clearly showed a negative effect on the UK’s mental health. A study shows this with its results showing that “Early findings indicate that individuals subjected to lockdown have reported PTSD-like symptoms as well as moderate-to-severe stress (8.1%), anxiety (28.8%), and depression (16.5%; Wang et al., 2020). Similarly, Pearce et al. (2020) found an increase in mental distress using a British sample aged ≥ 16 years, when compared to the previous year.” Shows the mental health issues faced from the pandemic” (Bird, Karageorghis and Hamer, 2021)
Although these mental health issues are clear during the time, it was shown that those who did participate in home workouts and those taking the time in their day to go for their allocated hour daily walk outdoors (thus feeling the benefits of outdoor exercise) would have most definitely had a far better mood and a more positive outlook on the covid 19 pandemic as a whole. For example, “Studies have reported on the positive effects of family-based exercise programs on the anxiety, mood, social and emotional health of elderly cancer patients (Loh et al., 2019). Home exercise can include aerobic activities such as dancing (Gupta et al., 2021), balance and flexibility training, such as yoga (Ransing et al., 2020), muscle strength exercise, such as weightlifting (Gupta et al., 2021) endurance training and others (de Almeida et al., 2020) (Hailey et al., 2022). 
Although it was a negative time, some online fitness influencers continued to try make it more positive for others, by setting up and participating in live workouts for both themselves and others to take part in- made it a lot more fun for others. This trend would have made others not only enjoy taking part in the exercise more but was another way of subtly reminding them that it was short term and generally reassuring them that everything would be ok in a worrisome moment of time.
During the UK lockdown, many used the social media platforms to participate in these live group exercise with people all around the UK which helped maintain the motivation to exercise for the majority as it meant they were not alone throughout the workouts. It also gave the population an increased feeling of joy and overall wellbeing which would’ve inevitably been low during this time. It was a very positive way of getting people up and moving and making sure they felt the post exercise release of feel-good hormones such as endorphins, dopamine, serotonin and norepinephrine that comes from exercise, and was needed more than ever for the UK while facing the covid-19 outbreak and while being in the lockdown. Moreover, it was an effective and great way of making individuals feel less lonely and anxious from the pandemic. A cross-sectional study of medical students and newly qualified doctors undertaken a study and found that “Physical activity was found to be the most common activity used by the survey respondents to help with their mental well-being (80.1%) (medical students, 83.7%; interim foundation doctors, 72.3%). Participants who stated that exercise helped their well-being had a mean score (SD) of 52.3 (20.7) which was significantly higher (P = 0.048) than those who reported that they did not exercise (49.8 (21.1))” (Coyle, Ghazi and Georgiou, 2020).
This showing the psychological benefits for those who did take part in physical activity during this time. 

Conclusion 

To conclude, the covid-19 pandemic caused the UK to face barriers to participating in physical activity while in a lockdown- thus forcing individuals to stay at home and the need of various legislation and restrictions on movement, in order to prevent the spread of the disease were put in place. This caused an obvious decline in mental health during this time. However, many continued to make the effort to participate in exercise including online live workouts as well as general home workouts using free weights, weighted objects and bodyweight of their own. Yoga also became popular which is too very good for mental states. Individuals also took part in their allocated hour walk outdoors which would’ve showed the benefits from outdoor activity and a feeling of being ‘locked in’ would have been avoided from this.
Although it was clear more people suffered with their mental health during this time, those who did take part in some physical activity reported feeling the psychological benefits from doing so and a relief from the worry they would have felt from the disease. 
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