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FITNESS & EXERCISE

How to Move More When You Hate Exercise

You do not need to love workouts; you need a form of movement you can tolerate, a

low-friction start and a plan for returning.

You are allowed to hate it

The trainers are smiling. The music is thumping. You are watching the minutes crawl by and

wondering why anyone would choose to do this. If exercise feels like punishment, being told to

"find your motivation" is not much help. You have already found your motivation. You would

like the workout to end.

Here is the useful distinction: exercise is planned and structured, but physical activity is

broader. It is any movement that works your muscles and uses more energy than resting.

Walking, dancing, swimming, yoga and gardening all count. That gives you more room than the

word "workout" suggests. You do not have to adopt gym culture, join a team or pretend to

enjoy running.

Movement is still worth finding in some form. Regular activity improves overall health and

fitness and lowers the risk of many long-term diseases. Aerobic activity raises your breathing

and heart rate and supports the heart, lungs and circulation. Strength work builds muscle;

balance work improves stability and coordination; flexibility work helps joints move more

easily. Even modest amounts of activity can be useful.

That does not mean every session needs to contain every type of movement. It means the

menu is larger than the activity you disliked at school or the class you abandoned last January.

The first task is not to become an exercise person. It is to stop treating one hated version of

exercise as the whole category.

Make dislike useful

"I hate exercise" can conceal a more precise objection. Perhaps you hate being watched,

complicated instructions, repetitive machines, bad weather, competition or the cost of joining

somewhere. Those particular examples are not a diagnosis. They are prompts to help you

identify the part of the experience that makes you want to avoid it.

Research in people with health conditions shows that adherence is not simply a test of

character. A 2025 review of people with multiple sclerosis found that fatigue, false beliefs,
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cost and lack of time were the main barriers supported by the evidence. A 2026 review of

women with breast cancer found that fitness, previous activity, fatigue and having a partner

were among the factors associated with sticking to exercise during treatment.

Those findings come from specific patient groups, so they cannot tell you exactly why you skip

a walk or avoid a class. They do show why "try harder" is an inadequate answer. What looks like

low motivation may involve energy, money, time, health or support. Changing the obstacle may

be more useful than delivering yourself another lecture.

Write your objection as a full sentence: "I dislike exercise when..." Then finish it honestly. That

sentence gives you something to design around. If the problem is the activity itself, choose

another. If it is the setting, move elsewhere. If it is expense, start with movement that does not

require a membership. You are not trying to win an argument with your preferences. You are

trying to make movement possible.

You are not trying to win an argument with your preferences. You are trying to make

movement possible.

Shrink the starting line

A plan can fail before you move if it asks too much at once. General exercise guidance is

simpler: start slowly, break activity into chunks and build up over time. Short sessions still

count. Showing up regularly, even briefly, can help you continue making progress as your body

adapts to what you do repeatedly.

This is not a promise that a tiny start will effortlessly become a lasting habit. A 2019 systematic

review of 22 studies in people with chronic musculoskeletal conditions found that

behaviour-change interventions produced a small improvement in activity adherence three to

six months later, but no clear benefit at seven to 12 months. The evidence was rated moderate

quality, and no single technique proved superior.

The commonly used techniques included graded tasks, goal setting, self-monitoring, problem

solving and feedback. Interventions using more techniques appeared to work better than

those using fewer. In ordinary terms, "I should exercise" is not much of a plan. A smaller task, a

realistic goal, a way to notice what you did and a response to predictable obstacles give the

intention some structure.

Build slowly rather than proving how serious you are on day one. Guidance recommends

increasing activity gradually instead of pushing too hard all at once. Later, a challenge might

mean a slightly longer walk, a quicker pace or a little more resistance. At the beginning,

success can simply mean choosing something you do not dread enough to avoid.
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Use support, not surveillance

You can exercise at home, outdoors or in a fitness centre. None is inherently virtuous. At home,

body-weight movement, resistance bands, weights or a mat can support strength and

flexibility. Outdoors, walking, cycling and exploring parks or trails are options. A gym can offer

equipment, classes and staff guidance, but it is only useful if that environment suits you.

Other people can lower the friction. General guidance suggests exercising with a friend, joining

a group challenge or checking in with an online community. A partner is not there to shame you

for missing a day. The useful role is simpler: making the activity easier to begin and harder to

forget.

Tracking may help some people, but the evidence is not a command to buy technology. A 2023

review of reviews in adults with cardiovascular disease found mixed results for consumer

wearables. Some reviews found no difference, while pooled analyses favoured wearables for

measures including daily steps and time in moderate-to-vigorous activity. The included

reviews had methodological flaws, and the pooled analyses contained few studies, limiting how

widely the results can be applied.

If seeing a record is satisfying, a phone, wearable device or plain paper can provide

self-monitoring. If numbers make movement feel like another performance review, you do not

have to use them. The tool is supposed to support the behaviour. It is not the behaviour itself.

Plan one tolerable week

On Monday, choose one activity from the broadest possible menu: walking, dancing,

swimming, yoga, gardening, cycling, strength work, balance practice or stretching. Pick the one

you resist least. Do not choose the activity you think a fit person ought to enjoy. Choose the

one you are most willing to begin.

Then make a one-week activity card with a sheet of paper and a pen. Write the activity, the

place and the obstacle most likely to stop you. Beside the obstacle, write one response. If

boredom is the problem, change the route or activity. If doing it alone is the problem, ask a

friend to join or check in. If the plan feels too large, make the starting task smaller.

Use the card to mark what happened, not to grade your character. At the end of the week,

keep what was tolerable, change what was not and build slowly. Mixing activities can keep

things interesting and may help prevent injury or burnout. The aim is a plan you can return to,

including after an imperfect week.

There is a point where this stops being a matter of preference. Before starting, talk with a
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health care provider if you have trouble moving or balancing, have health concerns, or worry

that activity may not be safe for you. If you develop pain, extreme shortness of breath,

dizziness or simply do not feel right while exercising, stop and seek help immediately.

Otherwise, Monday's job is modest: one tolerable movement, recorded on one piece of paper.
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