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Abstract

Introduction

Regular physical activity is a strategy that is effective in the physical management of long
term conditions. The COVID-19 pandemic, led to disruption of physical activity routines for
many people with long term conditions. It is important, to understand the experiences of
people with long term conditions regarding physical activity during COVID-19 to enable
future identification of strategies to mitigate the impact of restrictions on health.

Objective
To explore perceptions and experiences of people with long term conditions of the impact of

the UK Government physical distancing restrictions on their physical activity participation
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Methods

A qualitative study, with in depth videoconference semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted between January and April 2022, with 26 adults living with at least one long term con-
dition in the UK. Data were managed in analytical matrices within Excel and data analysis
was conducted using thematic analysis.

Results

Two main themes were developed, explaining how participants managed their physical
activity during COVID19 lockdowns, and based on those experiences, what they considered
should be in place should another lockdown occur:1) COVID-19 and physical activity:
Losses, opportunities and adapting to new formats; and 2) Micro, meso, and macro con-
texts: creating the right conditions for physical activity support in future pandemics.

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785  July 10, 2023

1/16


https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9450-7210
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1371/journal.pone.0285785&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-07-10
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

PLOS ONE

Physical activity and mental health experiences during COVID-19 pandemic

Competing interests: The authors have declared
that no competing interests exist.

Conclusions

This study provides information on how people with long term conditions managed their con-
dition during the COVID-19 pandemic and generates new understanding of how physical
activity routines changed. These findings will be used to inform stakeholder engagement
meetings with individuals with long term conditions and local, regional, and national policy
makers, to co-produce recommendations that will help people living with long term condi-
tions remain active during and after COVID-19 and other pandemics.

1. Introduction

Long term conditions (LTCs), such as Parkinson’s disease, type 2 diabetes mellitus or chronic
heart failure, are the leading causes of disability worldwide [1]. In England about 15 million of
people live with one or more LTCs [2, 3]. It is estimated that, by 2030, LTCs will account for
three quarters of deaths globally, with considerable economic impact due to the costs to the
system [4, 5]. More concretely, care for those living with LTCs accounts for a large proportion
of NHS costs, amounting to ~70% of the total health care spend in England [3, 6].

LTCs are heterogeneous and affect people in diverse ways. Managing and coping with an
LTC is therefore a personal process for individuals [7, 8]. Health and social care professionals
should therefore provide person-centred support to enable people to understand and self-
manage their condition. To do this they need to deliver tailored strategies that mitigate effects
of the condition and promote people to be effective in the long-term management of their con-
dition, whilst accounting for psychological, social and physical factors that influence individu-
als’ lives [9].

Regular physical activity (PA) is a strategy that is effective in the physical management of
various LTCs [10] and also improves wellbeing and mental health [11, 12]. PA is defined as
any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that require energy expenditure [10]. Evi-
dence from systematic reviews and clinical trials shows PA reduces the risk of systemic inflam-
mation, benefits cardiovascular health, increases lung capacity and muscle strength, and
improves mental health, among other benefits [13-15]. Many evidence-based clinical guide-
lines exist to guide PA prescription, for example suggesting that adults should engage in at
least 150min/week of moderate to vigorous PA. However, type, intensity and frequency should
be adjusted to the needs and abilities of each individual and their circumstances [16].

The global coronavirus disease-2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, led to disruption of PA rou-
tines for many people with LTCs [11, 17]. During COVID-19, many governments gradually
introduced national and local restrictions that directly influenced peoples’ activities, health,
and wellbeing. In the UK this included measures such as physical distancing, self-isolation
and/or shielding, to limit the spread of COVID-19 for the general population, including those
living with LTCs. However, according to a UK national report [18], due to lockdown restric-
tions people’s mobility, mood and independence were negatively affected. Furthermore, physi-
cal, and social distancing during COVID-19 has been linked with a 32% decrease in PA,
resulting in poorer mental health [17, 19]. There is also evidence showing that adults living
with LTCs engaged in less PA during COVID-19 pandemic than before [20]. Therefore,
despite UK national guidelines setting out recommendations for adults [21], meeting guideline
recommendations was challenging for many people with LTCs or older adults. Also, a recent
review [22] showed that government guidance for individuals living with LTCs was to stay at
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home and shield during COVID-19 pandemic, without providing any specific guidance on
how to become or remain physically active.

It is important, therefore, to understand the experiences of people with LTCs regarding PA
during COVID-19 to enable future identification of strategies to mitigate the impact of restric-
tions on health. To our knowledge, there is limited evidence showing the experiences and per-
spectives of people living with LTCs regarding PA during COVID-19 pandemic in the UK.
This study will address this gap.

Thus, the aim of this study was to explore perceptions and experiences of people with LTCs
of the impact of the UK Government physical distancing, self-isolation and/or shielding
restrictions on their PA participation during the COVID-19 pandemic, and to identify strate-
gies for mitigating effects in future.

2. Material and methods
2.1 Design

This paper reports a qualitative study, to provide context and meaning to the quantitative data
captured initially. Hence, a sequential exploratory approach was applied to qualitatively
explore meaning and context.

2.2 Participants

The study population included adults (>18 years old) living with at least one LTC in the UK
(England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland) who were identified and recruited via social
media (Twitter and Facebook) as well as third sector organisations (e.g., Parkinson’s UK, Dia-
betes UK, or Arthritis Research Action). Participants able to communicate and understand
English, who had a device with internet connection and a microphone and an email address,
expressed interest in participation in the project, and could provide written informed consent
were included in the study. Those that did not meet one or more than one inclusion criteria or
reject participating in the study were excluded.

A purposive sampling approach was used [23] with participants from the previous quantita-
tive phase of the mixed method study, who expressed interest in participating in a semi-struc-
tured interview. To obtain perspectives from a diverse sample, purposeful maximum variation
sampling was used with location, demographics, LTCs and reported change in PA and mental
health as sampling criteria. Sampling was concurrent with data analysis and continued until
the point at which no new ideas emerged, indicating data saturation [24].

2.3 Interview guide development

The interview guide was developed to address the research questions ‘how does government-
mandated physical distancing/self-isolation/shielding to reduce COVID-19 impact on PA and
mental health in adults with LTCs living in the UK?’, what effect does shielding have on the PA
and mental health of adults with LTCs living in the UK?’ and ‘what are the barriers and facilita-
tors to PA and/or exercise during self-isolation/shielding for those adults with LTCs living in
the UK?. Considering that COVID-19 related conversation could become a sensitive/uncom-
fortable conversation for participants, a semi-structured interview guide was conducted con-
sidering the language. The interview guide was developed based on a previous literature
review in the field [22] and also drew on findings from the previous quantitative phase find-
ings, to explore important issues in more depth. The interview guide was approved by the
research team including the patient and public involvement representative (EC, a person living
with LTCs) before data collection. See Table 1 for the interview guide.
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Table 1. Interview guide.

Experiences living with LTCs

Tell me about yourself and about how you live and
manage your LTC/s and if this affects your life in any
way and how

What role does physical activity play in your life?

What role if any does physical activity play in how you
manage your LTC?

In your opinion, how does your primary LTC impact
upon your physical activity participation?

If you have a second LTC, how, in your opinion, does it
impact upon your physical activity participation? Is
physical activity more affected due to one condition than
the other? How?

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785.t1001

2.4 Data collection

Experiences of physical activity during COVID-19
lockdowns

Tell me your views about how has COVID19 impacted
upon your physical activity participation?

How, in your opinion, has COVID-19 lockdowns
specifically affect your physical activity?

« Related to intensity, duration, and timing of physical

activity

Tell me your views about being physically active during
COVID-19 this includes the lockdowns but also the time
between. What physical activity did you participate in?
What resources you had at your disposal?

In hindsight, is there anything you would have done
differently, in-terms of your own physical activity during
COVID-19 for example, more walking, online classes,
reaching out for support from LTC organizations? and
also, is there anything that you think you should have
done differently?

In your view, did you have any barrier to engaging in
physical activity during COVID-19 (this includes the
lockdowns but also the time between)?

« If so, what were the barriers to engaging in physical
activity?

Did any changes to your physical activity affect your
mental health during COVID-19 (this includes the
lockdowns but also the time between)?

« If so, tell me your view about how do you think any
changes that COVID-19 caused to your physical
activity affected your mental health and wellbeing?
How have they affected your physical health?

In your view, if there are further lockdowns or future
pandemics, what resources for physical activity do you
think should be in place to support people living with
LTCs like yours to be physically active and feel safe?

Tell me your views about who do you think should
deliver support for people living with LTCs like you, to
be physically active.
« In-person, one to one, buddies, online classes/
support, physios, exercise professionals, other people
with LTCs

Any suggestion that you consider would help other
people living with one or more than one LTC to be
physically active during and also after, COVID-19
lockdowns?

Participants expressing an interest in this qualitative study were contacted via email by the

researcher (LA, a nurse and senior researcher with experience to develop person-centred care
to promote a positive living of people with LTCs and experience in qualitative research among
other methodologies). They received a participant information sheet, where contact details of
the researcher were included so that the individuals could ask any questions about this qualita-
tive study, should they wish. Once they decided to take part, the researcher sent the consent
form to the interviewee and a potential interview date was discussed and agreed upon by the
participant and the researcher. SafeSend service (software hosted by the University of South-
ampton) was utilized to transfer research and confidential data across the network securely
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encrypted. The written consent form was obtained from all participants in advance of the
interview taking place.

In depth videoconference semi-structured interviews were conducted between January and
April 2022, via Microsoft Teams or ZOOM. Some days before the interview date, the individ-
ual received a link via email to join the meeting. Interviews lasted between 45 and 60 minutes
although this time varied depending on the participants’ responses. All interviews were
recorded, and the audio recordings of the interviews were sent to a professional transcription
service of the University of Southampton. Telephone calls were also considered if there were
any connection or technological problems or at the interviewee’s request.

2.5 Ethical considerations

The study was approved by the University of Southampton Ethics Committee (reference num-
ber ERGO: 69471). Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that
they could withdraw at any time for any reason without affecting their rights. If any discomfort
arises regarding the nature of some questions, there was the opportunity to skip questions in
the interviews.

For secure storage and in compliance with the Data Protection policy (2018) of the Univer-
sity of Southampton, information regarding the participants as well as hard electronic data
(e.g., written consent forms, interviews) was kept on a password-protected computer, strictly
confidential. Hence, only one researcher (LA) had access to complete information that could
identify individual participants during data collection. After data collection none of the
researchers could identify participants.

2.6 Data analysis

Following the six stages of thematic analysis [25] two researchers with prior experience in
qualitative researcher conducted the data analysis independently (JM, a physiotherapist and
senior rehabilitation researcher with experience in qualitative research with people with LTCs
and disabilities and LA) read initial three transcripts and agreed on a coding strategy. LA
coded the remaining transcripts. Both researchers reviewed the codes and grouped them into
categories relevant to participant experiences of PA during the COVID-19 pandemic. Next,
both researchers collated categories into themes, reviewing and defining them to ensure they
provided detailed descriptions of participant experiences and perceptions and their interpreta-
tion. In addition, findings were shared with the patient and public involvement representative
in the project (EC) as the analysis progressed, to incorporate lived experience, evaluating
whether the analysis reflected his experiences and making changes according to what he was
saying. We also shared findings with the wider PPI group to evaluate whether our interpreta-
tion reflected their experiences. Early analysis was deductive and guided by our research ques-
tions with emerging ideas coded and incorporated inductively into themes as they were
identified in the data. The data analysis began after the first interviews to explore emerging
issues as they arose in interviews, and to determine when data saturation had been reached
[26]. Data were managed in analytical matrices within Excel spreadsheet.

3. Results

A total of 26 individuals living with LTCs were interviewed, 14 male and 12 female partici-
pants, aged between 38 and 79 years old. Participant characteristics are presented in Table 2.
20 participants were from England, four were from Scotland and two from Wales. Twenty-
four participants had White ethnicity and two had Asian or Asian British-Indian ethnicity. 17
participants were retired, and nine had studies to postgraduate level. Participants were living
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Table 2. Sociodemographic characteristic of participants (n = 26).

Number Gender Long term condition
1 Male Diabetes mellitus type 2 and long term bowel problems
2 Male Hypertension and COPD
3 Female Obesity and Parkinson’s disease
4 Male Parkinson’s disease
5 Female Multiple sclerosis
6 Female Asthma
7 Male Heart failure
8 Male Cancer and hypertension
9 Male Parkinson’s disease
10 Female Heart failure and asthma
11 Female Parkinson’s disease and stroke
12 Male Parkinson’s disease
13 Male Arthritis
14 Male Parkinson’s disease
15 Female Rheumatoid arthritis
16 Male Parkinson’s disease and depression
17 Male Parkinson’s disease
18 Female Depression and COPD
19 Female Multiple sclerosis
20 Female Cancer
21 Male Parkinson’s disease
22 Male Type 2 diabetes mellitus and cancer
23 Female Cancer
24 Female Parkinson’s disease and asthma
25 Male Asthma and depression
26 Female Cancer

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785.t1002

with different LTCs such as Parkinson’s disease, diabetes mellitus type 2, asthma, heart failure
or arthritis (see Table 2 for characteristics). No participant withdrew from the study. After the
23" interview, no new ideas were generated from the interviews. Therefore, the authors con-
cluded that the data analysis had reached data saturation. However, three more participants
were interviewed to ensure and confirm that here were no new emerging themes.

Opverall, data indicate that the precise nature and consequences of the LTCs experienced by
the study participants were diverse, but many described their condition and its effects as being
changeable. For some this meant gradual worsening of the condition, characterised by
increased symptoms, for others, it means difficulties in ability to function, characterised by
slowing and fatigue. For a few this meant inability to walk, requiring a wheelchair for mobility,
or dependence on spouses for support. Most participants viewed PA as essential to managing
their condition and their mental health, but their ability to engage in PA fluctuated depending
on the status of their condition and on medication management. It was against this context of
changeability that the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic affected physical activity.

Data analysis focused on the impact of COVID-19 identified two main themes, explaining
how participants managed their physical activity during COVID19 lockdowns, and based on
those experiences, what they considered should be in place should another lockdown occur: 1)
COVID-19 and PA: Losses, opportunities and adapting to new formats; and 2) Micro, meso,
and macro contexts: creating the right conditions for PA support in future pandemics. See
supplementary material for further description of the coding tree.
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3.2 Theme 1. COVID-19 and PA: Losses, opportunities and adapting to
new formats

Data showed that for many participants, COVID-19 lockdowns meant the sudden loss of
opportunities to be active along with the social interaction and motivation that going out to
classes, gyms of swimming pools to exercise could provide. However, as the pandemic pro-
gressed, many participants found or created opportunities to be active or adapted how they
had exercised pre-pandemic to maintain their fitness and mental wellbeing. For some, this was
difficult because they lacked motivation or resources. For that group of participants, their
more limited activity led to physical changes, worsening their condition, and some weight gain
that made returning to regular activity more difficult.

3.2.1 Losses. The losses experienced by participants concerning PA during the pandemic
were threefold in nature. Firstly, closures of places within communities to be active, such as
classes, gyms and swimming pools, meant that many opportunities to exercise were lost,
including being unable to exercise informally with their peers because of social distancing
restrictions. The loss of these external motivators meant participants became less active and
struggled to find their previous drive for activity.

Very difficult. Basically, it’s difficult to motivate yourself as well when you’re not in the gym.
The gym’s five minutes away from me, so I used to drive there, park up, go straight in. It’s all
there isn’t it, whereas setting up at home, it takes a bit more energy and planning. I didn’t
really. .. Couldn’t be bothered (participant n°14, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease).

Secondly, the loss of social interaction with others that external exercise opportunities pro-
vided was felt strongly and led to feelings of isolation. Many felt vulnerable and feared catching
COVID-19, which made them cautious about exercising outside the house even as restrictions
were lifted. However, feelings of isolation were counterbalanced by the need to be safe and the
sense that these exercise places were no longer safe. This data showed the acceptance of a trade
off in which loss of social interaction was the price to be paid for remaining safe.

I think the only other thing that I missed was the social aspect because when we used to go to
classes, the people who were in the classes, we would maybe go for a coffee afterwards, but
because we’re all in our own homes, we can’t really do that. I think the social aspect was the
big thing I missed as well (participant n°17, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease).

I'd love to go swimming, but I can’t go swimming because the chemo, I don’t want to end up
getting anything. I think the fear of getting COVID is stronger than the fear of the cancer, if
that makes sense. . I felt secure and looking back, yes, more walking but I was more concerned
about getting COVID than anything (participant n°20, Female, living with cancer).

Participants also commented on having lost the positive impact of exercise on symptoms.
Being unable to visit exercise facilities or classes led to worsening symptoms and loss of previ-
ously valued benefits of exercise.

The swimming runs on to other things. When there was swimming, I was exercising my knee
which meant I could walk more, which we used to walk more. It’s a vicious circle (participant
n°9, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease).

Well, unfortunately, the COVID pandemic really put an end to the kind of exercise that I per-
sonally found beneficial. I'm trying to get back into it now, but it’s much more difficult. I've
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put on weight—which was not great (participant n° 25, Male, living with asthma and
depression).

3.2.2 Finding and creating opportunities. Seeking and creating opportunities to main-
tain PA was a feature of successful maintenance of activity during lockdown. Despite the chal-
lenges and changes imposed by lockdown, many participants could create opportunities for
PA within the restrictions. Doing so counterbalanced the loss of freedom to exercise compared
to before the pandemic. The determination to remain active despite the imposed lockdown
stemmed from the role that many saw PA playing in managing their condition.

Regularly walking was common, an activity allowed by restrictions, and considered safe,
because distance to others could be maintained. Walking outdoors was seen as accessible and
highly valued because people enjoyed being outdoors in the fresh air in the context of instruc-
tions to remain at home. To accommodate the loss of more organised classes and activities,
some made an effort to increase the pace and distance of their walking to maintain fitness, and
others included dog walking and gardening as types of PA to engage in regularly to maintain
fitness. Some incorporated running or cycling as safe activities that were allowed.

It’s changed a bit. Instead of going to the gym I would go for a two-and-a-half mile walk, get
some cardio workout to keep the circulation going, etc. That takes time and time is something
we don’t always have. The weather’s not always good for walking either! I started doing walk-
ing a bit more when I was, during lockdown, on my own (participant n°22, Male, type 2 dia-
betes mellitus and cancer).

Iwould do a daily walk, sometimes twice a day, to start and end the day. Then, when I started
training with the coach, I would run four days a week, where before I would maybe run two.
So that helped (participant n°5, Female, living with multiple sclerosis).

Self-regulation and intrinsic motivation for activity were qualities that supported some par-
ticipants in creating self-directed opportunities for PA during lockdown. These individuals
did this by continuing alone with their exercises. For some with the financial resources, this
meant purchasing equipment. The ability to self-regulate their activities and create routines
was underpinned by intrinsic motivation to counteract the effects of their condition. Despite
expressing desire to exercise with others, these qualities enabled them to overcome the impact
of losing organised exercise opportunities. Self-direction in activity was more challenging for
those with fewer personal resources, who could not access equipment, or needed social
contact or guidance to exercise. These participants recognised that their self-regulation was
low and combined with lowered motivation in the absence of social support, led to low activity
levels.

For me, being able to go jogging, and doing star jumps and so on enabled me to keep a mini-
mum level of exercise going consistently with the lockdown limitations, which I fully accepted
and saw the point of working within, as it were. So, I didn’t feel that there was something that
should have been done for me to help me to exercise that wasn’t actually done, because I
didn’t need anything (participant n°16, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease and depression).

I think if I could have motivated myself, I could have done a lot more activity because we had
the time to do it. I think you get into that apathy mode where you just say, I can’t be both-
ered.” Every day is the same and, Tl do it tomorrow. I'll do it tomorrow.” Then, tomorrow
never comes (participant n°23, Female, living with cancer).
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3.2.3 Adapting to new formats. Over time organisations moved PA to online formats,
and online classes became available to everyone via the media. For some participants, physio-
therapy was changed to online delivery. However, participants’ ability and willingness to adapt
varied. For those who could use technology and had access, engagement with online formats
for PA was embraced as a solution, and participants valued the support provided.

The instructor started doing her courses on Zoom; so, eventually, after a couple of months, we
did the same courses, but I did it here, and she had 20-odd people on Zoom. We managed it
that way; I carried on the exercises in that way (participant n°4, Male, living with Parkinson’s
disease).

I think it’s essential that we maintain and in fact increase online classes and availability to
both. It’s not just looking at YouTube when you're looking at something that’s not personal,
you're just following somebody, the online classes, the instructor can actually see and see if
you're doing it right and pick up on things. I think other activities which they’re trying to do at
the moment increase (participant n°21, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease)

For others these adaptations were less positive, and the online formats for PA did not
match their perceptions of the professional and social support they required.

Actually, standing here jumping up and down in front of a television screen made me feel
somewhat stupid. So yes, I'm a group exerciser, but that was my barrier, no people. Yes, I love
people (participant n°13, Male, living with arthritis).

Inequalities in access to online formats for exercise was a concern. Participants involved in
online groups benefitted from them, but several raised concerns about internet access and
computer literacy as significant barriers to engagement for older people and people with dis-
abilities. Therefore, although useful for some, adapting to new formats was not universal, and
there was a risk of exclusion from support for activity for some populations. The provision of
paper-based resources and in-person support was vital for those unable to access technology.

At the moment, for me—because I'm computer literate and I can use Zoom and I have the
technology—it was good. Other people in the group—in the Parkinson’s group, that I know,
who don’t have the technology or the skills, perhaps—because a lot of the people are quite old
—I think they suffer more (participant n°4, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease).

In summary, the pandemic was disruptive to peoples’ PA routines and led to the loss of access
to places to exercise and loss of social interaction, which for many had been a central motivating
factor for their PA. Loss of opportunities to exercise led to worsening symptoms as the benefits of
exercise receded, and motivation waned. However, people with intrinsic motivation, self-regula-
tory skills, resources and often, access to social support, created their own opportunities to exer-
cise. They did this by finding ways to exercise that did not involve organised classes, walking,
running, and creating their own routines. Online exercise classes were accessed by many but
were not the solution for all because of accessibility to online and skills required.

3.3 Theme 2. Micro, meso, and macro contexts: Creating the right
conditions for PA support in future pandemics

In planning measures to be put in place to ameliorate the impact of future pandemics on the
PA of people with LTCs, a spectrum of micro to macro contexts was thought essential. This
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meant addressing the impact of the pandemic at the macro (society structures at national or
governmental levels), meso (middle groups of organisations like communities, voluntary sec-
tor or neighbourhoods) and micro (local individual level e.g. personal networks).

At the micro, individual level, some considered self-regulation of personal activity levels as
the primary resource to support activity in the pandemic, especially for walking and running,
which required little equipment. Family support, especially for walking, had been crucial for
many. Additionally, people needed information on how and when to exercise, but easily find-
ing that was a challenge that should be addressed.

I think a lot of support probably could be self-generated if you needed it, but yes, there needs
to be some degree of, if you like, marketing of resources around to enable you to access any-
thing that you require. I think part of the responsibility must be on the individual because the
information’s all there and you just have to use it. I suppose some people aren’t able to or
aren’t capable of finding out about things like that (participant n°3, Female, living with obe-
sity and Parkinson’s disease)

Volunteer services and community groups were highly valued and central to provision of
support at the meso level. Local community and third sector organisations were available and
accessible resources that could be mobilised again in the future. Efforts made to communicate
and stay in touch during lockdown were essential in maintaining mental health and preventing
isolation.

Online supports for sharing information and advice and for supporting activity through
classes were suggested as future approaches to delivery, through communities and third sector
organisations, but with the caveats to accessibility mentioned above considered.

Trustworthiness of advice on PA was important to participants. Volunteers could provide
support for PA, but they had to be knowledgeable and able to keep people safe. Several saw
health professionals such as general practitioners, physiotherapists, occupational therapists,
and exercise professionals with specialist knowledge of their condition as another potential
resource at this meso level.

Any form of exercise is good for you, but there are exercises with Parkinson’s that are specific
to them which address the problems of Parkinson’s and that tends to happen. The physiothera-
pists have probably got the experience and the knowledge of what that exercise should be, and
they can then cascade it down to your leisure instructors or people instructing on (participant
n°21, Male, living with Parkinson’s disease)

Better use of outside spaces and green spaces was another potential approach at the meso
level in local communities that could make a difference to individuals by enabling them to
exercise locally and safely.

I think there should be more provision of outdoor activities for people of different abilities. I
think if we look round locally, certainly where I live, yes, you’ve got a few parks and things but
there’s not much there. There could have been more things, tai chi classes and things that actu-
ally you could do outside, weather permitting or perhaps in some sort of covered—there must
have been something (participant n°18, Female, living with depression and COPD)

At the macro level, local and national government was perceived to be potentially important
in providing trustworthy information about PA. However, the guidelines that were provided
had been unclear and should be more specific regarding what people who were shielding

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785  July 10, 2023 10/16


https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0285785

PLOS ONE

Physical activity and mental health experiences during COVID-19 pandemic

could and could not do. PA promotion through advertising and in television programmes
were potential options to raise awareness and increase intentions to be active and could be rel-
evant to people who were shielding. Using people with LTCs to provide role models for activity
could influence others.

The government should put things on television saying *Exercise’, you don’t have to go out,
you don’t have to go to the gym, there’s plenty of things you can do in your home. . .You want
the message, somebody to deliver the message who people will take notice of and somebody
who can be seen to say that the message has made a difference to their life, who is suffering
from the same condition that you are (participant n°2, Male, living with hypertension and
COPD)

4. Discussion

This study explores perceptions and experiences of people living with LTCs of the impact of
the COVID-19 lockdown restrictions on their PA participation. These provide information on
how people with LTCs managed their condition and generate new understanding of how PA
routines changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifically, findings illuminate the effect
of lockdown restrictions, and barriers and facilitators to PA during COVID-19 for those living
with LTCs.

The findings of our study clearly showed that different people deal with COVID-19 pan-
demic restrictions differently, and their responses differ according to challenges in their every-
day life. Overall, losses of opportunities to be active along with the social interaction and
outdoor PA activities were identified. Our data showed losses experienced by participants con-
cerning PA were related to the closures of places, and loss of social interaction. Regarding the
loss of social interaction, these finding are consistent with previous worldwide studies report-
ing the increased perceptions of loneliness, psychological stress, and isolation due to COVID-
19 pandemic [18, 26, 27]. A challenge of the pandemic was the limitation of direct contact with
others [27-29]. As much data form psychological literature shows, contact with others
improves mental health [27]. This obviously led to many people having serious problems with
maintaining wellbeing. Indeed, loneliness and social isolation is associated with poor quality of
life and wellbeing [13, 17, 18]. Also, our data suggest that people with LTCs are a vulnerable
group who required particular attention and mental and social support during COVID-19
pandemic. Prioritizing people with multiple LTCs could have avoided the worsening of emo-
tional wellbeing, and further comorbidities, such as obesity, diabetes mellitus, or hypertension
among others [17, 22, 30]. Therefore, people with LTCs are an important group to consider
when designing and delivering PA guidelines during shielding or social-distancing periods.

According to our findings, the closure of places regarding PA during COVID-19 was
reported as a loss. Specifically, closure of classes, gyms and/or swimming pools were identified
as a loss of opportunities to exercise, including being unable to exercise informally with others
due to social distancing restrictions. Our findings are aligned with previous works [13, 17, 27]
showing that restrictions of activities and movement, caused a change in PA behaviours of
many people. Literature noted that diverse leisure activities, are important predictors of greater
well-being and quality of life [22, 27]. For example, the closure of places meant participants
became less active, with more sitting hours and struggled to engage in PA during COVID-19
pandemic. As identified in a recent review [22] accessibility and applicability of PA guidelines,
recommendations and/or resources for people living with LTCs during COVID-19 pandemic
was variable and unclear. Therefore, based on these findings, more accessible, applicable, and
specific PA guidelines and/or recommendations for those living with LTCs is suggested. These
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findings have important implications for policy and government recommendations and may
assist in refining PA strategies for people with LTCs during COVID-19 pandemic as well as
other future pandemics or physical distancing and shielding periods.

In addition, our findings also showed that for some other participants, COVID-19 pan-
demic created new opportunities with participants being able to adapt to new formats of physi-
cal activity support. Despite the challenges, losses and changes imposed by COVID-19
lockdown, many of our participants created their own, new opportunities for PA and adapted
to new PA formats, like online classes or walking. It is well known that internet and online
resources have played an essential role to remain active and socially connected worldwide dur-
ing COVID-19 pandemic. However, our findings aligned with previous works, showing that
online was not a good and positive option for everyone [11, 31-33]. While online PA formats,
such as YouTube were identified as a new and innovative way of being physically active and
enjoying exercise when shielding at home, for others online formats were a barrier. Although
online resources seem to be the most applicable way to provide PA that aligned with national
and international guidelines, during COVID-19 pandemic, internet-based technologies should
not be the best option for all population [22, 31, 32]. For instance, for those with digital poverty
or technological difficulties, such as no access to electronic devices and/or internet, could
make online PA unavailable to them [30]. Therefore, according to this study and other previ-
ous works [22, 31] paper-based PA resources in addition to online format seem to be a practi-
cal solution to incorporate during COVID-19 pandemic for general population, including
people with and without LTCs. These findings have a clear implication in refining government
strategies regarding indoor PA guidelines as online resources are not accessible for everyone.

Concerning our findings, planning for a future pandemic seems to require solutions at the
micro, meso and macro levels. Our data showed that family and in-person support, and sup-
port at community level, with targeted use of volunteers was a key solution for our partici-
pants. According to existing evidence, including this study, family support has been crucial
during COVID-19 pandemic [27, 34, 35]. It is well known that social support is one of the
most common strategies used to deal with the COVID-19 [27]. Particularly, our study showed
that family support, including spousal support, has been key to support PA, including walking,
during lockdown. Also, volunteer services and community groups were highly valued and cen-
tral to provision of support during COVID-19 pandemic. However, many of the existing com-
munity initiatives and support were paused or were not providing specific PA guidelines and/
or recommendations due to COVID-19, and this resulted in a worsening of some physical and
emotional wellbeing of those living with LTCs [30, 34]. For future pandemics, providing sup-
port to individuals without family online, by telephone or in-person these steps would require
planning but were considered by participants as effective. Targeted information or support for
PA and social support could be provided through third-sector organisations specific to the
LTC. These organisations had often adopted the role of checking on and looking after mem-
bers during lockdown, were well placed to provide social support and were especially valued
by those who were shielding. Therefore, based on this and previous studies [30] information
from trustworthy sources including third sector organisations and health professionals is cru-
cial. It is important that personalised and tailored PA guidelines and recommendations strate-
gies reached people with LTCs including appropriate PA prescribing programmes. Also, more
effective multidisciplinary referral processes could be conducted to address the complex needs
of people with LTCs regarding mobility and PA.

Our findings also showed that more could be done by the UK government and public
health to foreground the importance of exercise for all, with people with LTCs modelling
behaviours for others. Indeed, limited or at least not enough efforts by the UK health authori-
ties to educate the LTC population about PA guidelines during COVID-19 has been also
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showed by other studies [17, 22]. Existing PA guidelines were not always relevant and could
have been adapted to be more specific regarding what people who were shielding could do.
Therefore, given the numerous physical and mental benefits of increased PA and decreased
sedentary behaviour, government and public health authorities should develop and implement
interventions that promote safe, efficient, and tailored PA guidelines and/or recommendations
if other lockdowns occur. For instance, policy development should consider LTC third sector
organisations as well as PA guidelines to design bespoke recommendations for those shielding
at home and living with LTCs. Also, a better use of green spaces should be considered to let
population including those with LTCs to exercise locally and safely.

In summary, based on these findings, planning for a future pandemic had to consider solu-
tions at the micro, meso and macro levels. A multisectoral approach which necessitated self-
regulation, family and in-person support, and support at community level, with targeted use of
volunteers. Information from trustworthy sources including third sector organisations and
health professionals was crucial. At the macro level more could be done by the government
and public health to foreground the importance of exercise for all, with people with LTCs
modelling behaviours for others.

Findings emerged in this study are unique showing the effect of lockdown restrictions, as
well as the barriers and facilitators to PA during COVID-19 for those living with different
LTCs. These findings have important implications for policy and guidelines development. Par-
ticularly, findings will be used to inform stakeholder engagement meetings with individuals
with LTCs and local, regional, and national policy makers, to co-produce person-centred pol-
icy recommendations that will help people living with LTCs remain active during and after
COVID-19 and other pandemics.

Strengths of this study are the gender and age variety of the sample size, the analysis by two
researchers and public and patient involvement from the beginning of the study. While the
study presents interesting results, there are also some limitations that should be recognised.
First, the study participants are not geographically diverse as much as would be desired. They
are mostly people living in England, so our findings might not be generalizable to the rest of
the UK. Secondly, only one participant reported as unable to work and overall, the 36% of the
sample have postgraduate educational level. Following the Office for National Statistic [36],
our findings might not be representative for those living with LTCs, however we do demon-
strate diversity of the sample with respect to other sampling criteria. Thirdly, although two
researchers were involved in the data analysis to ensure the rigour, their professional back-
grounds and personal experiences may have influenced the analysis. In addition, the interview
guide was not pilot tested. However, the authors of this manuscript are fairly certain that the
involvement of patient and public involvement mitigated any issues that might influence par-
ticipants’ responses and ability to participate. Finally, only participants that have a device with
internet connection and a microphone, as well as an email address were included. This might
limit the transferability of our results. Therefore, it would be necessary to conduct a study that
also explores the perception and experiences of people who do not have online resources.

5. Conclusions

This study provides information on how people with LTCs manage their condition and gener-
ate new understanding of how PA routines changed during the COVID-19 pandemic. Specifi-
cally, findings illuminate the effect of lockdown restrictions, as well as the barriers and
facilitators to PA during COVID-19 for those living with LTCs. These findings have important
implications for policy and guidelines development, particularly for those living with multiple
LTCs. The findings of this study will support the development of person-centred policy
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recommendations to support and sustain individuals living with LTCs during and after
COVID-19 or other pandemics.
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