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A B S T R A C T   

Following the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated lockdown restrictions in March 2020, 
young people were suddenly faced with a reduction and reconfiguration of the spaces in which they could ‘be’. 
This paper explores how in this lockdown context, young women (aged 10–20) experienced their bodies and 
wellbeing, where traditional social connections (particularly school and physical connections) were not possible. 
Based on qualitative responses (n = 511) from an online, open-ended survey on wellbeing, physical activity, body 
image and social media usage, we explore how a reduction and reconfiguration of space, understood relationally, 
contributes to an individual’s wellbeing. Using abductive reasoning and taking a phenomenological approach, 
we concentrate on the embodied experience of wellbeing and how this links to the spaces in which the body is 
lived. We suggest that the removal of spaces during lockdown, which on the one hand can be seen as problematic 
for maintaining wellbeing, also enabled many young women to experience new connections – with their bodies, 
family, and the environment and nature, that supplemented previous connections and fostered positive re
lationships and wellbeing. The removal of specific performative modes of judgement associated with the school 
environment was a positive influence on many young women’s relationships with their own bodies and their 
wider construction of wellbeing, but increased use of social media spaces were found to reconstitute these 
performative experiences. The benefits of the specific and newly delimited freedoms associated with the forced 
lockdown have implications for an understanding of embodied wellbeing that is not individual, instead 
embedded inextricably in relations of connectedness with others in space and the nature of these intersubjective 
experiences.   

Introduction 

The concept of wellbeing is used universally in daily discourse, yet 
there is little agreement about what wellbeing is, how it is defined, and 
how it can be developed (Dodge et al., 2012; Huppert 2014; Waldron 
2010; Diener 2009). The importance of a clearer understanding of 
wellbeing is emphasised by growing evidence that the wellbeing of 
children and young people is an increasing concern across many coun
tries globally (Vizard et al., 2020; World Health Organisation, 2020). 
Specifically for young people, cultural advancements, including the rise 
and influence of social media, coupled with the pressures young people 
face as they transition into adulthood, are associated with a decline in 
wellbeing (Buckingham, 2008; Cooper and Hornby, 2018; Fardouly 
et al., 2015; Perloff, 2014). Yet the distinction between mental health 
and wellbeing is also complex and contested (Huppert, 2014). Here we 

consider wellbeing through embodiment and spatiality, rather than the 
more usual framework of eudaimonia and hedonia (Hutto and Myin, 
2013). We consider young women’s experience of embodiment in the 
specific spatial and relational limitations and reconfigurations of lock
down as a novel way into better understanding how wellbeing as an 
embodied concept is lived and experienced by young women. 

The importance of attending to the body, embodiment and physi
cality specifically in relation to wellbeing is discussed through a variety 
of approaches. We orientate our study in a manner that attends to the 
subjective experience and understanding of wellbeing, rather than its 
measurement (Diener, 2009). We approach this specifically in terms of 
the lived experience of embodied wellbeing and in so doing argue that 
this necessitates the holding of a conception of wellbeing as plural 
(Mitchell and Alexandrova, 2020). Accessing young women’s own ex
periences of embodiment and wellbeing in this way is thus a largely 
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phenomenological pursuit, dependant on rich insights that give us more 
direct contact with what these experiences might be (van Mannen, 
2016). 

Bodies are lived in specific spaces, which draw on connections be
tween the self, the environment and others. The lived body is the basis 
for experience, and we are born into a coexistence of living bodies 
(Merleau-Ponty, 2014.) The human lifeworld conception (van Mannen, 
2016) holds that space - lived space or spatiality - is the context in which 
social connections and relationships are built and maintained. For young 
people, forming social relationships and positioning themselves within 
their wider social network is an important factor for identity formation 
(Author anonymised; Read et al., 2011). The space and context of 
schools represents the environment in which many important connec
tions are formed and negotiated for young people. However, the intense 
nature of schools as being sites of social judgement and normative 
pressures can have some negative connotations for young people’s 
wellbeing (Bakker et al., 2010; Carey et al., 2013), and the dimensions of 
evaluative judgement can be more intense for young women (Author 
anonymised). Therefore, exploring how spatial connections and 
embodied wellbeing are experienced when available spaces are altered – 
such as the case when restrictions were imposed during the first national 
lockdown for COVID-19 in the United Kingdom (March–June 2020) – is 
an important avenue for research, as it allows us to ascertain some of the 
characteristics of spaces that may allow wellbeing to flourish for young 
women. 

Drawing on qualitative survey data obtained from 511 young women 
(aged 10–20) during the first period of national lockdown in the UK 
(March–June 2020), this paper explores how young women experienced 
their bodies at a time when available spaces for young people to ‘be’ 
were limited – school buildings were closed and education was con
ducted remotely, people could not meet or see others in person, and no 
communal gatherings were possible (UK Government, 2020). The period 
of lockdown in response to COVID-19 represents a form of natural 
experiment - society was exposed to a condition in which normal social 
connections were disrupted, in a way that was unplanned by the re
searchers (Craig et al., 2012). In this case, young women not being able 
to attend school, only allowed out of the house for one hour a day for 
exercise, is a stark change to ‘normal’ life. Whilst some spaces and forms 
of communication and relationships were lost, others were present. 
Assessments about the impact of the removal of a normally ‘taken-
for-granted’ element of social life are therefore possible in such events 
and lend themselves to phenomenological investigation of the 
taken-for-granted experience of embodied wellbeing. Key to our argu
ment is that the qualitative, in-depth and reflective nature of the survey 
data that were obtained from our sample during this period of social 
restriction provides phenomenological insights into this embodied 
experience. Importantly, in this paper, we provide a new theoretical 
reading of the nuanced relationship between freedom, space and 
connection for how embodied wellbeing can be conceptualised, drawing 
on largely psychosocial understandings of intersubjective processes and 
the socially situated self. 

Literature review 

The key areas of literature on which this paper is based relate to 
space and place, as well as relatedness, as constitutive of embodied 
wellbeing. These concepts are our top-level themes which encompass 
our codes, of which we will relay details of our analysis further in the 
next section. This literature review will summarise the key ideas relating 
to these areas and how we are using these concepts in our abductive 
phenomenological analysis and reconceptualisation of wellbeing. 

Wellbeing and embodiment 
As has been documented elsewhere (Atkinson, 2013; Dodge et al., 

2012; Phillips et al., 2015), wellbeing is difficult to define, and different 
disciplines have attempted to conceptualise wellbeing. The dominant 

understanding is that wellbeing is a multidimensional construct 
(Kiernan, 2020). As a result, there are often tensions between psycho
logical, sociological and medical definitions of wellbeing that can be 
problematic for both academia and the general public in understanding 
wellbeing. For instance, wellbeing is often used as a synonym for health 
(Atkinson and Joyce, 2011), therefore an unclear definition poses sig
nificant ramifications for measuring health and/or wellbeing. 

For this article, we are situating our view of wellbeing as embodied, 
context dependant and relational (Atkinson,2013). Furthering this 
perspective, the social dimension of wellbeing is therefore critical 
(Keyes, 1998), and this was brought into stark relief with the context 
under which this paper was written – the restrictions and lockdown 
caused by COVID-19 – where social connections and possible opportu
nities for physical connection were curtailed (UK Government, 2020). If 
wellbeing can become stable when our habituated routines of daily life 
mediate consistent representations of our wellbeing (Atkinson, 2013), 
then exploring young women’s wellbeing in a context where habituated 
actions and practices were stopped, enables an exploration of the lived 
experience of wellbeing as fluid, dynamic and malleable where new 
habituated practices become possible. 

As Freund (1990) argued, the fusion of mind and body is essential for 
the sociological study of emotions and health. Working with the premise 
that one’s relationship with the body is integral to wellbeing, and that 
wellbeing is embodied, our focus is on experiences of subjective well
being as mediated through embodiment, or as beginning in the lifeworld 
(van Mannen, 2016) and which we aim to bring into reflective aware
ness through this study. As such, our analysis belongs to (Huta and 
Waterman, 2013) category of ‘subjective experiences, emotions, and 
cognitive appraisals’ of wellbeing (1431). We are therefore framing this 
study through a phenomenological approach to well-being that takes 
account of the lifeworld existentials of temporality, spatiality, embodi
ment and intersubjectivity (Dahlberg et al., 2009; van Mannen, 2016). If 
we attend to the notion that different spatialities allow different modes 
of subjectivity then so will they also support different experiences of 
wellbeing (Ivinson and Renold, 2013). 

The next sections will specifically explore the two conceptual areas 
that will inform the rest of the paper: space and place, or spatiality, and 
relatedness, or intersubjectivity. 

Space/Place and wellbeing 
Space and place are the contexts in which wellbeing is experienced. 

How we respond to our external conditions can influence our sense of 
our embodied self and wellbeing (Freund, 1990). Geographical analyses 
of space and wellbeing have suggested that there are four overlapping 
spatial constructs that explore the relations between space, place and 
wellbeing: spaces of capability, integrative spaces, spaces of security and 
therapeutic spaces (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007; Phillips et al., 2015). 
Integrative spaces, which refer to the role of social networks on well
being, and spaces of security which concern perceptions of security and 
risk that affect wellbeing – are most relevant for our discussion, which 
centres on how relatedness is crucial for developing positive relation
ships with the self, and others, whilst simultaneously feeling contained 
and safe from judgement. 

Spaces have strong cultural values that can influence behaviour and 
how individuals feel they should behave or present themselves 
(Kiernan, 2020). Relevant to this paper, young people spend a lot of time 
in the spaces associated with school; and thus the changes to the spaces 
in which people could ‘be’ following lockdown is a critical junction for 
exploring how wellbeing was experienced. Within the space of schools, 
there are high levels of social judgement and policing of gender norms 
and behaviours (Author anonymised; Read et al., 2011), and thus the 
expressions of wellbeing are likely to be mediated by different social and 
spatial contexts (Atkinson, 2013). It follows that changes to one’s 
experience of different spaces will have an impact on wellbeing and that 
this can then help to develop a more space sensitive conceptualisation of 
wellbeing. 
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Ferraro and Barletti (2016) suggest that there has been an under
appreciation of the role of space in the conceptualisation of wellbeing, 
which undermines the contribution of culture in forming and informing 
different discourses and practices of wellbeing. Furthermore, there is 
evidence to suggest that one’s outward presenting image of wellbeing 
may differ from one’s internal state (Atkinson, 2013), thus suggesting 
that the social environment and external pressures can influence how 
people feel able to present their ‘authentic’ representation of wellbeing. 
In each space and place, there are constitutive ‘rules’ and ways of being 
that are encouraged or rewarded. Therefore, our individual notions of 
wellbeing are constantly changing and are under ongoing construction 
through different relationships in society. 

Specifically in relation to space, research has shown that engagement 
with outdoor spaces can be constitutive of wellbeing (Bell et al., 2014), 
and thus changes to available spaces can influence how wellbeing is 
experienced by individuals. Andrews et al. (2014) suggest that wellbeing 
can arise through physical connections with spaces, and the bodies and 
objects within. Spaces can be places of exploration, and learning new 
things about the body, being and wellbeing (Phillips et al., 2015). Spaces 
can be new or novel, and we present data from a lockdown context in 
which the spaces that young women experienced were novel, not in their 
newness, but in the relative importance of these different spaces to how 
we conceptualised our place in the world during this time. This therefore 
indicates the importance of space for how we can connect with ourselves 
and the environment, further emphasising the interconnected role be
tween space and relatedness, of which we shall now review the 
literature. 

Relatedness and wellbeing 
Relatedness is a concept that necessitates a psychosocial under

standing, that is both consideration of individual affect and epiphe
nomena (Venn, 2010) or where internal and external processes are 
co-constitutive (Hollway, 2010). We commence from the position that 
individualism constrains thinking about relationality (Slife and Wig
gins, 2009). A weak sense of the relational places individual formation 
and boundedness as being primary to relations, for instance in the cri
tiques of sociological accounts of community and relationality which are 
centred on a fixed, stable and pre-existing subject. In contrast, a strong 
sense of the relational holds relationships themselves as constitutive and 
immanent (Emirbayer, 1997; Simondon, 2005; Studdert, 2005; Wal
kerdine, 2010). Here the most basic ontological reality is itself relational 
(Macmurray, 1991; Slife and Wiggins, 2009). In Emirbayer’s trans
actional approach, the beings-in-transaction only derive their meaning 
from the transaction and so the basic unit of analysis is not constituent 
elements, but the dynamic relational process (Emirbayer, 1997; Rose
neil and Ketokivi, 2016). An individual in this sense is always in an 
already constituted field, that alters both itself and others in the field 
(Venn, 2010). A strong relationalist would holdall conceptualisations of 
the individual as tentative and in flux, as context is necessarily dynamic 
and would guard against abstraction and generalisation, which can give 
the illusion of stasis (Slife and Wiggins, 2009). 

We also draw on literature on relationality which goes beyond a 
formulaic assertion that linkages simply exist, without engaging with 
the affective aspects of this (Walkerdine, 2010). Hollway (2010), 
bringing affect to the fore, suggests that there is a difference in social 
relations and relationality. This point is emphasised by Walkerdine 
(2010: 95): 

I want to argue for the centrality of affect for understanding how 
people sharing a locality might be held together…There interrelations 
can be understood phenomenologically as actions, movements, feelings, 
objects, places and intersubjective bonds…such embodied affective re
lations are also experienced physically…intersubjective bonds bring 
feelings of being held, contained, alive. 

For Walkerdine, arrangements of space, place and home facilitate 
particular ways of relating and this community of affect makes possible 
certain ways of being in relation with others, performed through 

particular affective practices and embodied dispositions. Crucially for 
this paper, the absence of certain spaces is also the absence of particular 
kinds of affective communication. Relations are therefore ‘sets of tem
poral sequences, spatial relations, embodied affects and performances, 
which are strongly gendered’ (Walkerdine, 2010:102). Walkerdine 
suggests that these affective relational dynamics become visible in 
particular ways through times of crisis, precisely because of this change 
to practices, which our study enables us to explore in relation to young 
women. The maintenance of these relational practices is contained 
within what we can think of as the social body, with a set of rhythms that 
can be damaged as much as can the physical body and which suggests 
the embodied affective relational as central. 

Method 

An online, open-response survey was developed with a view to 
eliciting responses from young women that would be open and contain 
as much depth as possible. To this end an introductory video was pro
vided to contextualise the research and make the survey more person
able and so accessible to young people. An online survey was chosen due 
to the advantages that this medium has, and specifically the advantages 
during a lockdown period. Using an online methodology meant that a 
larger range of respondents could be obtained geographically (Wright, 
2005). Moreover, using an online format was chosen with the intention 
of creating an inclusive and relaxed space to allow young women to feel 
comfortable speaking about how they feel about their bodies. Given the 
prevalence of social media and online representations of the self, 
completing an online survey is most similar to the spaces in which young 
women frequently inhabit and is of course one modality of space which 
itself was coterminous with some aspects of online space prior to the 
pandemic, but also was remade in other ways. The strength of the survey 
method was shown by the high response rate achieved in a survey that 
was live for only three weeks. 

The online survey covered young women’s experiences of their body, 
focusing on levels of physical activity levels during lockdown 
(comparing to pre-lockdown and future intentions), self-perceptions of 
their body, presentation of bodies on social media, and potential in
tentions to be active in the future. The survey was piloted with some 
young women of the same age as the target respondents, and small ad
justments were made to the wording of the questions for comprehensi
bility. The survey contained open text questions, focused towards a 
phenomenological exploration of what young women were experiencing 
and aimed at eliciting insight into their lifeworlds, as well as reflections 
on their experiences and hopes for the future, offering the opportunity 
for young women to explore their embodied experiences and desires 
without predefined categories. 

The survey was ‘live’ for a period of three weeks in May 2020 and 
was programmed using Microsoft Forms. Participants were recruited 
through existing contacts with organisations that engage with young 
people, as well as wider advertising of the study on social media (Twitter 
accounts and targeting groups on Facebook). In total, 511 young women 
responded (number obtained after duplicates were removed). The age 
range was between 10 and 20, and the average age was 14.4. The survey 
was targeted at secondary school-aged young women (11–18); however, 
three respondents were outside this age range. A requirement of 
participation was parental consent, and therefore, these individuals are 
also included in the analysis as their data was provided ethically and 
with full consent. The respondents’ postcodes were linked to indices of 
deprivation, and there was a spread across all 10 deciles of deprivation 
(12.6% were from the most deprived postcodes, and 15.6% were from 
the most affluent). Due to the open and inclusive nature of the survey 
design, no further tickboxes of demographics were included. This pre
cludes any analysis of other demographic variables; however, the pur
pose of this survey was to explore lived embodied experience and 
develop a better understanding of this through detailed and in-depth 
descriptions by the participants. In this sense an investigation that is 
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phenomenological in character can lead to generalisation in terms of 
what is essential to the experience of specific phenomena (van Mannen, 
2016). This is not however to imply that this study is indicative of all 
young women’s embodied experiences in lockdown and further research 
could look at experiences specifically based on other demographic in
formation. All qualitative survey answers were extracted from the sur
vey and read by both authors before analysis began. 

Analysis was designed to take account of the young women’s own 
decisions about how to articulate their experiences and so in vivo codes 
were generated. The first stage was therefore a standard approach to 
thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), where the researchers were 
both involved in order to increase the reliability of the coding. This 
approach to thematic analysis was also appropriate because it did not 
presuppose a theoretical commitment with minimal interpretation on 
our part (Braun and Clarke, 2014) and proceeded on a line-by-line 
detailed reading (van Mannen, 2016: 96). Abductive reasoning was 
then used to derive theoretical generalisations, as described below. 
During these discussions about coding it was quickly apparent that the 
codes encompassed a range of aspects of experience that went far 
beyond what we might have expected to see in a survey on bodies and 
physicality. It was therefore decided that any discussion about these 
codes should also go beyond literature directly focused on young women 
and their physicality and take account of literature that could support an 
understanding of these wider concerns, as found in our themes and how 
they were being linked together. A process of abductive, rather than 
inductive, reasoning was therefore most appropriate. 

Abduction is a form of reasoning which is explicitly an appeal to 
explanatory considerations in addition to what is evident in the data 
under consideration (Douven, 2017). ‘Abduction means that single 
events or occurrences – by means of concepts, theory and models – are 
described and interpreted as expressions of more general phenomena’ 
(Blom and Moren, 2011:69). It is sometimes aligned with reasoning to 
the best explanation (Lipton, 2004), although McAuliffe (2015) argues 
that this is more properly a description of the last stage of an enquiry. 
The original meaning of abductive reasoning, coined by Pierce (1903), 
derives from the logic of pragmatism, that is the generation of an 
instinctive and meaningful explanation as might be drawn upon in 
common-sense reasoning and particularly applicable when we have a 
surprising observation that we seek an explanation for. This leads to 
theoretical generalisation and inference is from the particular to the 
general in this sense (Fann, 1970). For Pierce this is the only form of 
reasoning capable of introducing new ideas, as deduction and induction 
explicate and test hypotheses based on existing theory or existing data. 

Abductive reasoning necessitated broadening the scope of literature 
that might have been initially envisaged to support analysis. The four 
top-level themes that emerged as being crucial for how wellbeing was 
conceptualised were: space/place, relatedness, agency and freedom. For 
the purpose of this paper, we are focusing on space/place and related
ness, particularly with respect to physical rather than online spaces, in 
order to explore and develop a phenomenological understanding of 
embodied wellbeing through the specific context of lockdown. 

Findings and discussion 

The following sections present the findings and discussion relating to 
these young women’s experiences of their body and wellbeing during 
lockdown. In our initial analysis, we attempted to keep the concepts of 
space/place and relatedness separate; however, the iterative process of 
engaging with the data, literature and our own discussions, emphasised 
the interconnectedness of the two concepts and the need to present them 
together. 

The first theme relates to how young women experience their bodies 
and perceptions of their body. The introduction of COVID-19 related 
restrictions on individual freedoms and opportunities to ‘be’ in the 
world had a powerful impact on young women’s experiences of their 
bodies and sense of self. As the spaces that individuals were able to 

inhabit were reduced in some senses and reconfigured and made more 
significant in others, this subsequently influenced how people related to 
social norms and the power of such norms changed (Haslam et al., 
2021). A key theme found in many of the responses related to an 
experience of the lived body and visible and judged. As one young 
woman stated, ‘I can be in the house in an outfit and think I look nice, 
and then leave and feel like everyone is judging me’. As a result, data we 
collected suggest that there was a widespread experience in the re
spondents of less judgement from others during lockdown, offering more 
freedom to young women to experience their bodies in a kinder space: 
‘lockdown has made me a bit more comfortable in my body as I worry 
less what people think as I see less people’; ‘I’ve enjoyed not seeing 
people as much it makes me not think about my body as much and just 
focus on eating healthy and feeling comfortable with it’; ‘sometimes I 
feel more confident in my body, because I’m not comparing it to other 
people in person’. Places normalise practices of division (Dixon and 
Durrheim, 2004), and for young people, schools epitomise the spaces in 
which social hierarchies reinforce difference (Author anonymised). 
Without school, young people expressed a sense of no longer experi
encing these divisive environments, and, for some of these young 
women, the reduction in available space during lockdown offered the 
opportunity for greater wellbeing less influenced by external pressures 
to conform in a particular performative relational space. van Mannen’s 
assertion that ‘when the body is the object of someone’s gaze it may lose 
its naturalness’ (2016, 102) does speak to young women’s words about 
judgement and visibility, where the relational body is experienced 
differently and as more of an object under the comparative gaze. 

These experiences of the relational body have consequences for one’s 
sense of self. Haslam et al. (2021) note that life transitions can lead to 
people experiencing social identity loss which can compromise their 
health and wellbeing by depriving them of support, meaning and con
trol. Whilst not a traditional ‘transition’, the lockdown induced changes 
to available space and opportunities also suggested that social identity 
and personal reconfiguration of the self-occurred. For instance, one 
young woman suggested that ‘in general, lockdown has made me reflect 
on everything’. For some of these young women, lockdown represented 
a form of dislocation through a removal of space, whereby shared con
structions of the forms of located subjectivities that are appropriate in a 
given space were altered. 

The second key theme relates to the environments and role of space 
in influencing how young women experiences their embodied selves. As 
young people have experienced lockdown and the changing of their 
environment, this has changed the field in which they can experience 
their self and wellbeing. Drawing on Bourdieu’s concept of field 
(Bourdieu, 1990), in which fields have their own set of rules that can 
influence behaviours, the changing environment inhabited during 
lockdown exerted a different set of rules that young women had previ
ously experienced. Set in the context of physical activity, young women 
were able to experience their embodied physicality in new spaces. For 
instance, a common theme in the interviews, expressed by nearly three 
quarters of the young women, was exemplified in the following: ‘I feel 
like being outside being active is an amazing thing to do – it helps with 
everything – there are amazing places nearby which I have visited’, and 
‘being outdoors is really important, it might be the fresh air, or a change 
in location’. Many young people explained that they had explored their 
local area and found new places in which to exercise and engage in 
positive health behaviours. These young women therefore experienced 
new encounters with spaces, and subsequently with the self in the 
context of those spaces. It is important to note that the act of ‘being’ 
implies a connection – an awareness of one’s own position and how it 
relates to others and the environment. Space, and our understanding of 
the spaces in which we can ‘be’, depend on connections in order to make 
meaning of the world around us. 

The third theme considers the possibility of new opportunities for 
wellbeing and how this can be realised by the young women. During the 
lockdown period, lived space and the lived body were experienced in 
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ways that suggested the possibility for less judgement, allowing these 
young women new emotions and feelings that were described in ways 
suggesting they were constitutive of a healthier and more nourishing 
experience of self. This led to many of the young women indicating 
experiences of positive wellbeing and emphasising the importance of 
space, place and connectivity. This idea connects with a sense of 
freedom. The freedoms that young women were able to experience were 
in relation to freedom from judgement and pressures to conform to so
cial norms. For instance, one young woman emphasised that ‘[lock
down] makes you appreciate the freedom’. It can be argued that 
freedom during lockdown is a contradiction as one’s usual opportunities 
for agentic decision making and choices were taken away; however, the 
data suggests that freedom for wellbeing was experienced in the sense of 
freedom from judgement, particularly with respect to the lived body. 
This is linked to the concept of wellbeing freedom - the ability to choose 
things that are constitutive of wellbeing (Deneulin and McGregor, 2010) 
– the freedom from judgement in school environments meant that young 
women were able to make choices that allowed a new relationship with 
their bodies and sense of wellbeing. 

However, this was not universally the case and the lived body was 
still a source of scrutiny in a more private space but here with a different 
experience of lived time; ‘I have always been self-conscious about my 
body, however with fewer distractions I have been thinking about my 
body even more’; ‘I feel quite disappointed about my body because I 
have more time to think about it’; ‘I do not like my body now more than 
ever because I am constantly looking at it’s flaws and how lockdown has 
affected it. I am concerned that when I get back to school that I will look 
really different to my friends as my body has changed’. This theme of 
more time leading to more scrutiny was also a common one and linked to 
extended time and also the social media space, which brought with it a 
different space of scrutiny: ‘My body has always been a big problem for 
me mentally, but lockdown has definitely make me more aware of this… 
social media has become a competition as to who can get the fittest 
rather than people wanting to do it for their own health benefits’; ‘I 
definitely feel that I’ve become more obsessed over how my body looks 
during lockdown as looking through social media so often makes me 
compare myself’; ‘I’ve become a lot more anxious and self-conscious 
about my body during lockdown…I spend all day on the internet 
seeing photos of perfect people rather than being around normal 
imperfect people like me all day’. These quotes demonstrate the un
derlying significance of experiencing the lived body in a performative 
space and how this appears to be detrimental to wellbeing, whether in 
the physical space of school, or the virtual space of the online world. 
This leads us to the next theme of relationality and the inter-subjective 
experience. 

In the data we therefore see a preponderance of relational statements 
that reflect on the lived body as always inter-subjectively experienced 
through the embodied practices that young women engage in. We saw 
an absence from comparison and judgement, as introduced in relation to 
space above: ‘Lockdown has made me care less about my body in a way 
due to not many people being able to see it, so I feel less self-conscious’; 
‘going out into the public now causes me great amounts of stress, so 
going back to my college where there is close to 2000 people will be 
difficult’. This suggests a direct link to wellbeing as affective terms such 
as caring and worrying are linked to the gaze of the other, from which 
the young women are now spared. These quotes are indicative of one of 
the most common themes in the data, that of freedom from judgement, a 
word used directly in some quotes: ‘nice to not be judged by other pu
pils!’, and the body in relation to the gaze of others, with metaphors for 
this exposure of the body to the relational view of others also being 
commonly used: ‘Lockdown has made me feel a bit more comfortable in 
my body as I worry less what people think as I see less people’. As 
Walkerdine says, ‘Absence of a certain space therefore signals the 
absence of a particular kind of affective communication’ (Walkerdine, 
2010:100). 

This understanding of the relational through which to moderate and 

manage embodied practices is supported by the concept of strong rela
tionality, with the affective as central (Venn, 2010; Walkerdine, 2010). 
Through our analyses we found that the practices of embodiment that 
the young women wrote of could not be understood in a reductive sense 
of individual bodies. So here the loss of others is linked to experiences of 
isolation and a lack of communication, which negatively impacts on 
experiences of the body: ‘I feel a bit down most of the time about my 
body because I am just sitting and thinking about it more and not being 
able to talk to people gets me down a lot, making me think more about 
my body and insecurities’; ‘I feel worried that I might be getting a bit 
chubbier, so I then try harder to exercise and try to eat less. It’s difficult 
without your friends to tell them any anxieties. I feel a bit isolated and 
my confidence is starting to drop’. The paradox of both being less visible 
in space but more seen with time came together in some responses: 
‘Lockdown has made me care less about my body in a way due to not 
many people being able to see it, so I feel less self-conscious. However, 
lockdown has also made me feel insecure due to noticing more negatives 
about my body’. We see here how it is more appropriate to conceive of 
the experience of the lived body as in relational process and not prior to 
it, predicated on a decentring of the young womens’ bodies, in order to 
better account for how they relay their experiences (Venn, 2010). 

Linked to the theme of relatedness is the opportunities that lockdown 
provided for new relationships, or the development of existing re
lationships that can positively contribute to wellbeing. New opportu
nities for spatial relatedness with family members became possible, 
being linked to the opportunity for exercise or new engagements with 
local spaces: ‘I definitely want to make sure that after lockdown I stay as 
active as I am now because I [have] genuinely been a lot happier in 
myself and it really has brought me and my family together (especially 
me and my brother)’; ‘I’d definitely continue going on walks because 
you get to talk to family a lot more and it’s relaxing, especially if I’m 
worried about something, it takes my mind off it’; ‘I like going out for 
walks with my sister as we talk a lot. I hope that carries on’; ‘Passes the 
time and healthy, gets quality time with my mum’. This brings to mind 
Walkerdine’s theorising of how ‘intersubjective bonds bring feelings of 
being held, constrained, alive’ (2010:95). This psychic body for Wal
kerdine provides us with a sense of boundaries, of wholeness and of 
containment, that contributes to wellbeing. We can therefore surmise 
that there was freedom for the young women in terms of the creation of 
such containment and of safe boundaries, expressed in their survey re
sponses about newly found and appreciated embodied practices with 
family. It was notable that there were almost no reports of negative lived 
experiences with family. This was in the context of a time of great 
anxiety and of newly configured boundaries and heightened constraints, 
in which feeling contained and held in a positive sense could be seen to 
link to wellbeing. Lived temporality could be linked to a new-found 
intensity brought to bear on local spaces and places; ‘I feel like I have 
had time to just process the outdoors and the wildlife around us which 
before I never really took any notice of’; ‘Once lockdown is over I will 
definitely be continuing to go on walks because I think we take things 
like that and the places around us for granted’. New-found spaces are 
also linked to being away from a wider gaze, or with being less visible; ‘I 
have found two secret and virtually deserted places. There is a secret 
wood where we saw two people and a really quiet bank where no one 
goes.’ This further links to the idea of spaces of security, safe spaces 
where wellbeing can flourish in an unthreatening and uninhibited 
manner. 

Conclusions 

The rich data presented in this paper and analysed in light of the 
particular theoretical concepts of the lifeworld, can tell us something 
about wellbeing and its conceptualisation. Set in the context of the 
global COVID-19 pandemic and the curbing of social life brought about 
by the UK Government’s lockdown regulations, the spaces available to 
young women to ‘be’ and explore their wellbeing were severely limited. 
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This represented a key change to their social lives and a dislocation from 
the social norms and expectations that typically exist within young 
people’s social networks. Connections can mean to friends, family, but 
equally to spaces and places that signify meaning and containment in the 
sense of safe, bounded practices. Our analysis suggests that these ex
periences demonstrate how an experience of the lived body as essen
tially inter-subjective and the forming of positive connections is 
constitutive of wellbeing. Inter-subjective connections are critical but 
are also experienced as more or less positive with respect to the lived 
body. Analysis suggests that wellbeing was not experienced in a way that 
could be conceived of as individual by any of these young women. 

Not all young women experienced positive wellbeing in a general 
sense as a result of lockdown. Across the data, there were different ex
periences of lockdown and the body; however, the key theme that came 
out as being essential to lived experience across our sample was the 
experience of the body and wellbeing as relational. The data have shown 
that others can be ‘real’ others of friends and family, but also others on 
social media and the imagined other in terms of the judgemental gaze. 
The proportional impact and role of these others has changed during 
lockdown as certain relationships became stronger and/or weaker and 
were constituted by changed practices, including significantly around 
the nature of the performative gaze. For instance, actual peer relation
ships became weaker for young women when they were not in school; 
however, for some, these weaker peer relationships instead manifested 
in stronger imagined others or online relationships - creating another 
altered performative space and fear about what might be said/judged on 
return to ‘normality’ and school. 

For wellbeing we can conclude from this analysis that spaces need to 
be considered ‘safe’. Safe to ‘be’, to explore, and to experience nurturing 
relationships in a non-performative inter-subjective space. The concept 
of space as explored here through the phenomenon of a national lock
down and the concept of thick relationality, as was suggested from the 
data, entails a set of affective relations and practices which are, for many 
of the young women in this study, containing during difficult times 
(Walkerdine, 2010). We see the centrality of embodied affective re
lations and of boundaries to wellbeing and ontological security, and how 
an understanding of space, which is faithful to the young womens’ lived 
experiences, has to be one where internal and external processes are 
co-constitutive (Hollway, 2010). Therefore, through having boundaries 
and containment of certain performative spaces, many of the young 
women in this study were able to explore through different safe spaces, 
what we could term spaces of security (Fleuret and Atkinson, 2007) their 
own relatedness, wellbeing and sense of self without the fear of external 
judgement or the pressure of social norms. However, the reconfigured 
experience of temporality and an increased inhabiting of the social 
media space for many, was a source of practices in which embodied 
wellbeing was found to suffer. 

This article has shown the possibilities for developing a related sense 
of wellbeing, offering ways in which young people can curate environ
ments and spaces through which connections and relatedness can be 
maximised. These environments were possible for young people through 
the forced lockdown and resulting limited available spaces. Now that 
young people are able to attend the physical space of school, future 
research should explore whether the potential benefits accumulated 
during lockdown have persisted. Moreover, if young women understand 
how wellbeing and space are connected, ensuring the positive habits of 
connecting with others, the environment and the self continue is an 
important element for promoting through education, social media 
advertising and existing relationships. 
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