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ABSTRACT

Strict public health measures were taken during the COVID-19 pandemic to reduce disease transmission such 
as lockdowns and closure of public areas. Being housebound and sedentary increases risks for obesity and non-
communicable diseases. During the pandemic, some studies reported a general decrease in physical activity (PA), 
especially among males and young adults, while other studies reported a PA increase among women. Low PA levels 
were associated with poor mental health and well-being. Being sedentary also increases the risk of severe COVID-19 
symptoms if infected. Maintenance of good PA levels should be stressed during a pandemic and social isolation.
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INTRODUCTION

COVID-19 is a respiratory illness caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2, which began as an 
outbreak in China in 2019 and rapidly spread worldwide. COVID-19 is highly contagious and causes mild to severe 
respiratory illnesses. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many countries introduced precautionary measures to reduce 
its transmission. These measures included lockdowns of cities, movement/travel restrictions, school and park closures, 
physical distancing, and cancellations of public activities. Such measures caused many to be isolated and housebound, 
which may contribute to sedentary living and obesity, especially if coupled with overeating.

Physical activity levels during the COVID-19 pandemic

Physical activity (PA) is any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy. This includes walking, 
cycling, sports, active recreation, and play. The World Health Organization (WHO) recommends at least 150 to 300 
minutes of aerobic moderate-intensity PA a week, 75 to 150 minutes of vigorous-intensity aerobic PA a week, or an 
equivalent combination of moderate and vigorous-intensity activity throughout the week (WHO 2023). Studies during the 
COVID-19 pandemic observed changes in physical activity (PA) patterns among adults, which may be associated with 
gender, age, and existing medical conditions. In the United Kingdom (UK), among adults surveyed, 43% reported less, 
25% more, and 32% maintained PA levels. Increased sedentary behavior, such as sitting and reclining, was reported by 
half of the study respondents (Spence et al. 2020). Reduced PA was also observed among the elderly and patients with 
chronic conditions (Goethals et al. 2020; López-Sánchez et al. 2020). A multi-country study involving the UK, Ireland, 
Australia, and New Zealand reported that 74% of those who previously did not meet the recommended daily PA levels 
increased their PA at the beginning of the pandemic. More women reported positive changes in exercise behavior 
compared to men (16% versus 12%), and negative changes were seen in younger adults (Faulkner et al. 2021). In 
Switzerland and France, increased walking and moderate-intensity PA were observed among women (Cheval et al. 
2021). In Malaysia, women reported increased PA compared to before the COVID-19 pandemic, while males reported a 
reduction. However, PA levels were similar between both sexes. Women carried out more home-based activities, such 
as gardening and following exercise sessions online or on television/video. Men reported that the pandemic disrupted 
their usual PA routine as sports activities were canceled and they found it challenging to begin new exercise routines 
(Syed Shiekh and Marathamuthu 2021). A qualitative study in Canada conducted by Petersen and colleagues (2021) 
received positive feedback from participants who appreciated the opportunity to try new physical activities during the 
pandemic. Motivated adults and those who perceived an opportunity were more likely to maintain or increase PA under 
pandemic conditions (Spence et al. 2021).

Physical activity and health

Being male, sedentary, overweight or obese, elderly, and having noncommunicable diseases (NCDs) such as high blood 
pressure, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease are risk factors for severe COVID-19 symptoms if infected (Sallis et al. 
2021). Regular PA is important for the prevention and management of obesity and NCDs (WHO 2023). The public should 
be encouraged to take steps to tackle modifiable risk factors to protect their health against severe COVID-19 disease. 
PA also improves mental health and well-being (WHO 2023). During the pandemic, individuals who reported reductions 
in PA levels experienced poorer mental health and well-being compared to those who maintained or increased their 
PA levels during self-isolation (Faulkner et al. 2021). A study in Brazil reported that those who were sedentary for ten 
or more hours daily were more likely to have depressive symptoms (Schuch et al. 2020). PA should be promoted as a 
coping mechanism to reduce stress and mood disorders due to social restrictions imposed during the pandemic.

Physical activity promotion during a pandemic 

It is important to promote healthy PA levels among adults during a pandemic, as a significant proportion of adults are 
workers and contribute to a nation's development. A sedentary lifestyle during a pandemic increases the risks of weight 
gain, poorer mental health, and the development of NCDs. PA or exercise programs should prioritize safety, such as 
physical distancing, good ventilation of exercise areas, and sanitizing surfaces. PA that does not require much space 
or expense could be encouraged. Wearable technology, such as smartwatches that monitor movement, can aid efforts 
to keep active. Online health education and exercise classes can be tailored for different population groups. Healthcare 
providers should also be alert to prevent or manage any mood disorders and stress resulting from social isolation and 
pandemic conditions. Encouraging a healthy lifestyle that includes being active can also promote psychological well-
being.
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CONCLUSION

During the COVID-19 pandemic, physical activity levels may be affected. Good physical activity levels are important 
for the prevention and management of obesity and non-communicable diseases. PA also improves mental health and 
reduces the risks of severe symptoms if infected with COVID-19. Health promotion efforts to keep active should be 
tailored to different groups in the population during a pandemic to protect health and safety.
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