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Summary & Recommendations

In May 2020 research began to find out how Disabled people had been getting active during the coronavirus 
pandemic and first lockdown, including looking at whether available resources are useful and accessible and to 
find out what is wanted from future resources. 

A survey was created which was shared with various disability organisations and on social media. Overall 359 people responded to the 
survey and a further 30 people were interviewed.  

Findings from the research show that 9 out of 10 respondents are active on some level, with 49% describing the amount of physical 
activity they do as very little or light. 

Disabled people were more likely to say their physical capacity and fitness to undertake most activities has decreased compared to March 
2020 (e.g. walking, running, informal play, team sports).¹

Being active inside is preferred by 69% of respondents due to it’s suitability during the pandemic and feeling more comfortable 
(physically and mentally). 

Key barriers to being active during the pandemic are: self-isolating, the impact on health, the fear of contracting the virus, and concerns 
about social distancing.²

44% of respondents used a resource for physical activity during the 1st lockdown, of which one fifth (20%) said they were 
happy with current, available resources. Requirements from a resource are that its fun and enjoyable and nearly half (47%) are
interested in seated workouts. 

1 Activity Alliance, Impact of COVID-19 on disabled people – March 2021
2 Activity Alliance, Impact of COVID-19 on disabled people – March 2021
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Summary & Recommendations

Activity at home increased across Mid-March to Mid-July (& Mid-Sept to Mid-Nov) for Disabled people.¹ Of the 359 
respondents who completed the main survey, 30 Disabled people were interviewed further to find out more detailed 
information about both their experiences getting active during the first lockdown and what they would ideally like from 
future resources to support them in staying active at home.

The ability to start/stop a session and being easily accessible are some of things Disabled people find useful in a physical activity resource. 
Those who haven't used any resources say its because they don’t know about them or they are not suitable for their condition.

When looking at physical activity videos, Disabled people want to see a mix of disabled and non disabled instructors and for videos to be 
accessible to those with and without an impairment. Nutritional information is also something of interest which can be included.

Videos on the activities should be short, averaging 20 to 25 minutes where possible and need to be fun and varied in terms of exercises 
and fitness level, to keep them interesting and accessible.

Although people are open to using digital resources, as restrictions ease, the preference is still for in person and sociable physical 
activities.

As a result of the research, Disability Rights UK developed a variety of resources via the Get Yourself Active website, designed to help Disabled 
people to get and keep active at home during the pandemic and beyond. 

Resources were also collated from other organisations and include videos of various exercises and activities that can be conducted at home and 
toolkits including worksheets, downloadable documents and toolkits with professionals in mind. 

1 Sport England, Active Lives and Savanta ComRes Disability Analysis - May 2021

http://www.getyourselfactive.org/resources/active-home/
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Summary & Recommendations

1. Keeping some changes from the past year would be beneficial for 
easing the concerns of those who are still worried about the 
health and safety of themselves and others, including those who 
are continuing to shield.

2. As facilities continue to reopen, utilising a hybrid system by 
having or keeping online resources available would benefit those 
still not ready to use those facilities.

3. Resources need to be more accessible by adapting workouts
and having multiple options that suit different levels and abilities. 
Also keep video workouts short, fun and engaging, averaging 
20-25 minutes. 

4. Keeping people involved and updated will help to inform the best 
route for keeping active. Co-production and engagement 
with the community can help to ensure activities are as 
accessible as possible. Regular communication on what's 
available would also be valuable. 

5. Staff members and volunteers have seen workload and 
responsibilities increase during the pandemic (e.g. new 
protocols, covering absences). Dividing up roles and 
responsibilities and creating smaller tasks will help to ease 
the burden.

6. Having social elements can help to motivate people to 
become or stay active. Online groups and social events to 
talk and share stories and tips would be useful and may help in 
recognising issues of mental health, while signposting to 
services on mental health could prove invaluable. 

7. Key information and advice on nutrition and the benefits of 
a healthy diet along side physical activity would be beneficial 
to many. The British Nutrition Foundation 
(www.nutrition.org.uk) is a good source of information and the 
NHS Change4Life website (www.nhs.uk/change4life) has 
recipes and information on nutrition.

8. Many respondents received support from family when working 
out at home, having this option when facilities open up (e.g. 
offering free/discounted access for family memberships) 
would help Disabled people to continue their fitness goals 
outside the home.

9. Promoting flexibility (e.g. open sessions, flexible
memberships) would help ease worries for those who don’t 
want to be locked into something long-term during 
unpredictable times or may need to shield or isolate.

Since the pandemic began things have been constantly changing and we have adapted throughout. As we begin to open up and restrictions 
ease, there are still concerns about safety and uncertainty around what the future holds. Some of the changes that have been made should 
remain in place as permanent fixtures to ensure activities are accessible and that Disabled people are not left behind.

http://www.getyourselfactive.org/stories/what-is-co-production/
http://www.nutrition.org.uk/
http://www.nhs.uk/change4life
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Respondent demographics

Over half of respondents (56%) had a physical impairment. 22% of respondents were between 
55 and 64 years of age and one fifth (20%) of respondents were from the North-West of England. 

Male:
42%

Female:
57%

4%

8%

14%

11%

18%

22%

18%

Under 18

18 - 24

25 - 34

35 - 44

45 - 54

55 - 64

65 and…

4%

0%

5%

3%

20%

7%

10%

5%

8%

16%

15%

9%

Scotland

Northern Ireland

Wales

North East

North West

Yorkshire & the

Humber

West Midlands

East Midlands

South West

South East

East of England

Greater London

13%

15%

56%

22%

32%

19%

45%

24%

Visual Impairment

Hearing Impairment

Physical Impairment

Learning Disability

Mental Health

Conditions

Neurological

Long Term Health

Condition

Other

1% prefer not to say
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Physical activity



10Q8: How much of a priority is it for you to be active at this time? Base: (n=359)

Physical activity

9 out of 10 respondents (89%) try to be 
active on some level. Younger generations 
(34 and under) say being active all or 
most of the time is important, compared to 
older age groups (35 and over) who say 
being active less, but still try to be active 
is important to them.

The top 3 platforms used by those who are 
active all or most of the time were Online 
personal trainers/class instructors (83%), 
Mobile apps (79%) and Live/pre-recorded 
workouts (74%). 

21%

27%

41%

11%

Priority to be active all of

the time

Priority to be active most

of the time

I try to be active

Not a priority to be active
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Why is ‘inside’ the best place for 
you to do physical activity or exercise?

The main points for respondents feeling most comfortable being active inside are around safety, the ability to 
take breaks and to have somewhere to be comfortably seated whilst doing physical activity or exercise. Some 
also said they felt self conscious in other settings such as outside or in a gym.

Note: question and verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork.

“It feels safe here, I can stop exercising if I need a break and 
wait for pain to die down. If I was to exercise outside, this 

would be more difficult, I don’t have that luxury and it adds to 
the stress.”

“There is an accessible gym near by which I used to go to, 
but I started and enjoyed doing gym type exercise at home 

and now prefer this compared to going to the local gym. This 
is because its easier, time wise, to fit in at home and I do 

not feel comfortable in a gym.”

“The house has been the best place for me during lockdown 
because I was shielding and was advised by health authorities 

to shield so I couldn’t have gone anywhere anyway.”

“I like to be outside but since I have put on weight and I’m
self conscious, inside makes me feel better. If I were thinner 
and less self conscious I would want to be outside more. I 

also want to swim, but the swimming baths are not open still.”
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Q10: Have any of the following helped or supported you to be active in recent weeks? Base: (n=359).
Note: verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork (What, if anything, has helped you be physically active during lockdown?)

Physical activity

Over half of respondents (55%) 
said a family member had helped or 
supported them to be active. 1 in 5 
respondents (21%) received support 
from friends. Just under a quarter 
(23%) of respondents didn’t receive 
any support with being active.

5
5

% 2
1

% 1
0

%

1
%

6
%

8
%

1
4

%

4
%

2
3

%

Family

member

Friend Carer Social

worker

Support

staff

Healthcare

professional

Pet Other No one

“Asthma UK had yoga sessions during 
lunch hour. I was shielding and 

essentially confined to my living room 
since my husband did not leave much. 
Something with little equipment has 

been best. I had been nervous of being 
around others. I was watching YouTube 

videos for yoga or Facebook live 
sessions with an osteopath. I have a 

yoga mat and some space in my 
house. I use elastic bands for stretches 

and water bottles as weights. I also 
now walk my dog for around 20 mins.”

Various

“I have been watching YouTube videos 
by Joe Wicks which I find are good. I 
also watched the videos which Joe 
Wicks had specifically created for 
people with physical and mental 

disabilities, these were on BBC 2 at 
10pm.”

Online platforms

“Husband and friends. They’ve 
supported and said 'come on, let’s go 

for a walk’ encouraging me to get 
outside, to go walking or running. 
Exercise is sporadic due to mental 
health. I managed to get outside 
around 50% of the time. Found it 

harder at the start of lockdown due to 
the knock-on effect from my mental 

health.”

Family member & friends
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Q11: During the UK stay at home period, have you had an opportunity to be physically active outside the house? Base: (n=359)
Note: verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork (Why haven't you been as active as you would like during lockdown?)

Physical activity

Nearly three quarters (72%) of 
respondents had opportunities to 
be active outside the house. Those 
who were not as active as they 
would have liked, mentioned 
shielding or very little facilities and 
social/group-based activities as
the reason.

72%

28%

75%

70%

93%

85%

66%

67%

73%

100%

88%

71%

25%

30%

7%

15%

34%

33%

27%

12%

29%

Male (n=151)

Female (n=204)

Under 18 (n=14)

18 - 34 (n=80)

35 - 64 (n=183)

65 and over (n=63)

Scotland (n=15)

Northern Ireland (n=1)

Wales (n=17)

England (n=326)

Yes No

“I usually take part in team 
sports so I’m not used to 

exercising alone, and I have 
struggled with motivation and 

the lack of choices of 
exercises to do.”

Why haven't you been as 
active as you would like 

during lockdown?

“I feel that I have been as 
active as I would like to be. I 
would like to be able to do 

more classes in person since I 
enjoy the social aspect of 

them.”

Why haven't you been as 
active as you would like 

during lockdown?

“Due to shielding and isolating 
my time outside has been 

limited. I am on many 
steroids and have gained 

weight so it's hard for me to 
get motivated.”

Why haven't you been as 
active as you would like 

during lockdown?
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Physical activity 
resources



17Q13: During the UK stay at home restrictions, have you used any resources to help you take part in guided physical activity? Base: (n=357)

Physical activity resources

The most popular resources are live or pre-recorded video workouts (19%) and personal trainer/class instructor 
led online sessions (12%). Other resources mentioned were mobile phone apps, websites and group workouts. 
Unsurprisingly, younger respondents were much more likely to have used online platforms for taking part in 
guided physical activity than their older counterparts.

12%

19%

7%

3%

9%

10%

56%

Yes - current PT/class instructor led

online session

Yes – live or pre-recorded video workout 

Yes - mobile apps

Yes - podcasts

Yes - information sheets/tools

Other

No

“Teens Unite - social zoom activity.”

Other

“Health App on my Android Phone.”

Other

“Group workouts online with friends.”

Other
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Q14: If yes, how satisfied are you with the current resources available on a scale of 1 to 10, where 1 is not at all satisfied and 10 is very satisfied? Base: (n=158)
Note: verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork 

Physical activity resources
Nearly half of those who have used a resource (44%) are unhappy with what’s currently available, scoring between 
1 and 6 out of 10. Only 20% are happy with current resources, scoring either 9 or 10. 

5% 3%
6%

4%

18%

8% 9%

25%

11%
9%

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

44% 34% 20%

“They are easily accessible from home. I have a tablet 
which I can take into the lounge. There are free 

resources. Some include other advice such as healthy 
eating, physical and mental health advice, mindfulness, 

etc. Live workouts aren’t as accessible for me.”

“The resources I found don’t take account of my health conditions such 
as Joe wicks which is too energetic with continuous movement. These are 
not appropriate for my health condition, and would cause me too much 

pain. I found sitting exercise videos, however I still didn't find these 
appropriate. There's no adaptation for health conditions, in particular, 

lack of energy and repetitive exercise can cause pain.”

“I don’t know where to look for different recourses.”
“Facebook groups are good for hearing other disability 

stories.”
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Q15: What do you find useful or good about current resources? Base: (n=145). 
Q16: What do you think could be improved about current resources? (e.g. inaccessible, not suitable for disabled people, boring activities) Base: (n=185).

Physical activity resources

“Apps like Strava good for keeping in 
touch with other runners/cyclists.”

“Subtitles, different levels of activity 
to suit different body types.”

“Not everyone has smart phones and can access apps, etc.”

“I have largely been able to maintain previous routine.”

“Simple to understand, has ways to adapt the activity for low 
intensity or high intensity depending on fitness ability.”

“Engaging instruction, can modify exercises.”

“More tailored exercise for disabled people.”

“You could complete an online assessment, then a fitness 
package could be put together for you personally.”
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Physical activity 
preference



21Note: verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork. 

Physical activity preference

“I would like them to be inclusive so myself and my partner could exercise 
together, so I would like to see a video created where both a non disabled 

person and wheelchair user were instructing.”

“20 - 40 minutes is about right, an hour or more or is too much. However, it 
depends on the exercise as Yoga can be an hour as it sometimes has a 

meditation element.”

“Quite short – around 10-15 mins should be long enough, showing one 
repetition of each exercise. Giving reminders – e.g. on a crib sheet listing 

exercises in case people forget. An hour would be off putting.”

“I think all of us are not nearly as knowledgeable about nutrition and how 
our individual bodies work. If we could have simplified messages about what 
to eat, drink, and practical general exercises that can be done from home, 

that would be good and it would helpful to get some advice for it.”

“I don’t feel extremely comfortable, but would be open to it and would like 
to try it. Maybe if something arrived in my email inbox with an attachment 
that encouraged me. I need gentle encouragement prompts. Publicising 

classes would also help.”

“Nice, calm voice from instructor who is encouraging, e.g. 'Just 1 
more minute and we’re done'. Giving options for exercise, adapting 
exercises, using modifications so you can make it harder and easier 

depending on your ability.”

“Interaction with others is very important to me. I would 
love to see more variations of the same exercises too.”

“I don’t mind it, but prefer in person classes much more as I can ask 
questions. I often use my iPad to do live classes and have used classes 

that are later uploaded to YouTube.”



22Note: verbatim summaries taken from qualitative fieldwork. 

Physical activity preference

“Not monotonous. Vary the methods 
such as pre recorded, classes, give 
feedback, interaction, regular, etc.”

“You would have to make sure the 
exercises are within my capabilities. It 
would be appealing to have different 
levels of people with the disease (AS) 
in a video and it would be appealing if 

the instructors emphasize that if 
something is hurting, to ease off.”

“Implementing graphics into a video 
would help, such as visual aids which 

represent targets, progress and 
success. It would help keep me 

motivated and would help with self-
accountability too. Positive quotes 

would help to motivate me as well.”

“Should be able to see improvement 
and not be repetitive. The instructor 

points out expected benefits of 
exercises. It has to be different and 
progressive so you can see you are 

improving. Needs to be fun and 
suitable for your condition.”

“I would use it over and over from the 
benefits of I get from it. If possible, I 
would like to do live exercises with a 

small group too…if possible.”

“More variety, more classes. Also 
different levels such as 3 levels for 

different abilities. Keep it interesting 
and cater for different disabilities. 

Keep it updated by changing routines 
every 6 weeks, however it is still 
rewatchable if need to later on.”
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Q18: Do you have a preference about who should lead these physical activity sessions? Base: (n=359).
Q19: What do you want from a resource? Base: (n=357).

Physical activity preference
When asked who was a favourite to deliver physical activity sessions, almost three quarters (73%) said it does 
not matter. Over two thirds of respondents (68%) have said ‘fun and enjoyable ways to be active’ is their top 
must have when using a resource and this figure is even higher for 18-34 year olds with 85% of this age group 
wanting fun and enjoyable ways to be active.

68%

53%

41%

32%

19%

13%

8%

7%

5%

Fun and enjoyable ways

to be active

To give me the confidence

to be active

To help me plan how to

be active

Information on what

activities I can do

Tips on using equipment

Information on how to 

make spaces (e.g. home …

Information about the

benefits of being active

Other

None of the above

“Something that can help me and 
is easy to access, not an app.”

Other

“Social aspect”.

Other

“Links to local support/groups.”

Other

“How to stay mentally 
& physically healthy.”

Other

24%

3%

73%

An expert who is disabled

An expert who is not disabled

It does not matter
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