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Abstract

Purpose: While the COVID-19 pandemic has affected all segments of society, university students have
also widely suffered the effects of this situation. Uncertainty, changes in education and training
processes and the disrupted lifestyle due to the restrictions have caused physical and psychological
problems in students. The aim of our research is to retrospectively examine the changes in physical
activity among university students caused by staying at home during the COVID-19 process and to
evaluate their health perception during the pandemic process.

Methods: 161 university students studying in Istanbul participated in the research on a voluntary basis.
The physical activities of the participants were evaluated with the accelerometers on their smartphones,
and their health perception levels were evaluated with the "Health Perception Scale".

Results: A 57% decrease was observed in the physical activity of the participants within three months.

Among the participants, the health perceptions of the people who had been hospitalized or had a family
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member hospitalized in the last month, and who had a chronically ill individual in their family were
found to be significantly lower.

Conclusion: During the pandemic period, attention should be paid to the physical inactivity caused by
the restriction measures and continuation of physical activity should be ensured with domestic
exercises.
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Introduction

The COVID-19 disease (2), which was named an "unidentified pneumonia case" in Wuhan,
China, as of December 2019, spread worldwide in a short time and was declared a pandemic
by the World Health Organization (WHQO) on March 11, 2020 (2). It has caused 5,939,234
cases and 367,255 deaths as of 1 June (3). The Ministry of Health of the Republic of Turkey
tried to slow the spread of the epidemic by taking a series of protective measures in all segments
of the society starting on March 11, 2020, when the first case was seen in the country(4).
During the pandemic process, different measures and restrictions were imposed targeting
children and young people for these age groups not to be affected by the epidemic. On March
16, 2020, education in primary-secondary schools and universities was suspended for three
weeks(5), and as of March 23, university students moved to distance education (6). As of April
03, 2020, individuals under the age of 20 were prohibited from going out on the streets with
the circular numbered 89780865-153 of the Ministry of Interior (7).

With the introduction of distance education at home for university students and stay-at-home
restrictions for those under the age of twenty, young people continued their lives at home. The
risk of physical inactivity has increased in young people staying at home due to COVID-19
disease. Piercy et al. defined the condition of being physically active as at least 150-300
minutes of moderate exercise or 75-150 minutes of vigorous exercise per week (8). Hall et al.
reports that being physically active and exercise opportunities like rehabilitation practices,

school-based physical education practices, athletic programs, public exercise areas were
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restricted in all age groups due to COVID-19 and that the negative effects of this situation will
continue after the COVID-19 process as they did during the pandemic (9). Burtscher et al.
advocated the preservation of the continuity of physical activity during the restrictions period.
He states that physical activity in restricted areas reduces the risk of mortality and morbidity
due to COVID-19 disease and disability, and has psychological benefits with its mood-
improving and stress-reducing effect. It has been reported that physical activity training given
through online communication channels and social networks during this period was
encouraging. In addition, researchers reported that people should avoid doing physical
activity together (10). Martinez Ferran et al. reported an increase in insulin resistance, total
body fat mass, abdominal fat, and the number of inflammatory cytokines due to the sudden
decrease in physical activity brought on by the restrictions and the deterioration of nutritional
routines during the lockdown period (11). So Pinto et al. recommends that individuals with
rheumatological diseases be active in order not to lose their physical activity during this period.
In home-based physical activity programs, low-intensity activities should be started and this
activity level should be increased gradually throughout the restrictions period. For individuals
who are unable to exercise on their own, a strategy such as “move more, sit less during the
day” should be applied. Other methods that can be employed are online/printed brochures and
virtual activity groups (12).

The subject of this research is the health perception of university students of their physical
activity level and health status during the restrictions period while they had a variable physical
activity level in the period preceding the pandemic. This study aims to investigate the physical
activity levels of university students before and after the restrictions period and their health

perception during the restrictions period.

Material and Method
The research was conducted between 15.05.2020 and 22.05.2020 to determine physical activity

between February 2020 and April 2020, when the restrictions imposed on university students
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continue. 161 students who continued their education at Biruni University and Istanbul Bilgi
University Vocational Schools participated in the research voluntarily. The university students
who participated in the research were informed about the research in written form and they
agreed to participate in the study if they continued.

The physical activity levels of university students were determined by the accelerometers on
their smartphones. The number of steps of the participants was determined as the retrospective
average of February, March, and April.

Participants' health perceptions, Diamond et al. were determined by the Health Perception
Scale, which was developed by Diamond et al. in 2007 and whose Turkish validity and
reliability studies were conducted in 2012 by Kadioglu and Yildiz (13). The scale is a five-
point Likert-type scale consisting of 15 items and four sub-dimensions. The scale has four sub-
dimensions (Center of Control, Self-Awareness, Certainty, and Importance of Health) (14).
The number of steps and health perceptions of the students for three months were collected
using Google forms, taking into account the restriction measures. Google forms is a common
and effective tool that offers active learning and inexpensive assessment (15). Statistical
analyses of the research were performed using SPSS version 27.0. All data were analyzed with
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test to determine the distribution characteristics. In group
comparisons: the Paired Sample T-test was used for normally distributed numerical data, and

the Wilcoxon test was used for non-normally distributed or ordinal data.

Results

161 students between the ages 18 and 33 participated in the study with a mean age of
21.11+2.28. 72% of the participants are female and 28% are male. The average height of the
participants was 1.68+0.09 meters, and the average weight was 64.26+13.88 kilograms. The
mean body mass index of the participants was calculated as 22.67+4.21. The information on

the age, height, weight, and BMI of university students is given in Table 1.
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of the participants

Variable Minimum Maximum Mean
Age 18 33 21.11+2.28
Height 1.20 1.91 1.68+0.09

Weight 42 107 64.26+13.88
BMI 16.16 54.17 22.67+4.21

BMI : Body mass index

8.7% of the participants reported that they were in isolation for 0-7 days, 8.1% for 1-4 weeks,
and 83.2% for 5-8 weeks. While 20.5% of the participants had a health problem in the last
month, 79.5% described themselves as completely healthy. 49.1% of the participants reported
that they had a chronic disease and 34.8% reported that they had been hospitalized before.
While 49.1% of the participants had a chronic disease in their family, the rate of participants
whose family members were hospitalized in the last month was 53.4%.

The pedometer mobile applications of the participants were asked. It was learned that 54.7%
of the participants used "Iphone Health", 28% "Samsung Health", 12.4% "Huawei Health" and
5% "Xiaomi Health".

11
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The participants' average step in February was 6328+3776 steps, the average in March was
424443057, and finally, the average in April was 275242995 steps (Figure 1). While the
number of steps of the participants in March decreased by 37% compared to February, the
number of steps in April decreased by 57% compared to February and by 36% compared to
March.
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2000
1000
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Figure 1. Number of steps of the participants

When the health perception scores of the participants were examined, the mean health
perception score of the whole group was found to be 54.57+6.95. No relationship was observed
between health perception and demographic characteristics (age, height, weight, BMI, gender)
(p>0.05). On the other hand, the health perceptions of the participants who were hospitalized
before, had a family member with a chronic disease or had family history of hospitalization

within the last month were found to be statistically significantly lower.

12
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Table 2. The relationship between participant characteristics and health perception

Parameter Status N Mean+Std p
Hospitalization + 56 53.00+ 6.65 0.036
- 105 55.41+6.99
Chronic patient in family + 79 53.41+6.03 0.036
- 82 55.70+7.60
Hospitalize a member of the + 86 53.12+7.15 0.004
family . 75 56.24%6.36
Discussion

As a result of our research, it was determined that the physical activity rates of the students
decreased within three months due to the COVID-19 pandemic, and the perception of health
deteriorated in cases of chronic illness and hospitalization.

When the physical activity levels of the students participating in the study were examined, it
was observed that the average step in February was 6328+3776 steps, the average in March
was 4244+3057, and finally, the average in April was 275242995 steps. While the number of
steps of the participants in March decreased by 37% compared to February, the number of steps
in April decreased by 57% compared to February and by 36% compared to March. The number
of steps students took before the pandemic process is far behind the daily recommended 10000
steps by WHO (16).

Further on it was observed that as a result of the measures implemented from March 2020
onwards university students had largely abandoned regular physical activity, and some of them

even abandoned physical activities that they sometimes performed outside of their daily
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routines. In addition, the continuation of the education process from home led to an increase in
the time spent in front of the computer. In summary; While the physical activity levels of the
students were at a moderate level before the pandemic, they significantly decreased with the
measures taken due to the pandemic.

In 2020, while the pandemic continued throughout the year, many researchers investigated the
effects of physical inactivity. When the literature on the subject is examined Gallo et al. reveals
that in a study conducted with Australian university students, physical activity levels decreased
by 30% (17). Romero Blanco et al. reports that the level of physical activity among Italian
university students decreased by 48.6% during the pandemic period (18). Per Ammar A et al.
in Spain, the increase observed in sedentary behavior in university students during the
pandemic period was 28.6% (19). The increase of 57% observed by our study at the end of
three months in the level of physical activity stands comparably high. This difference can be
explained by the lack of physical activity habits of the Turkish students in the period preceding
the pandemic. In a physically inactive population, it is to be expected that the rate of physical
inactivity that increases in a short time may have important consequences in the future (20).
Existing literature emphasizes that it is important to perceive the health status as good in
acquiring positive health behaviors (21). When the health perception scores of the students
participating in the study were examined, the average health perception score of the whole
group was found to be 54.57+6.95. Considering that the highest score that can be obtained from
the Health Perception Scale is 75 and the lowest score is 15, it can be said that the health
perception mean score of the students participating in the study is at the moderate-good level.
It is seen that the health perception scores of different faculties/department students in our
country are similar across studies examining health perception. Ozdelikara et al. determined
the mean health perception score in their study on nursing students and they found it to be
50.574+4.60 and evaluated the result as moderate (14). Karaoglu et al. in their study evaluating
the health perception of sociology and medical faculty students found the mean health

perception score of medical faculty students to be 50.17+5.66 (22). In our study, health
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perception scores were found to be higher than the perception scores of 42.34 points in the
study of Alkan et al.(23), the 37.9 points in the study of Cilingir et al. (24), and 43.83 of Efteli
et al. (25).

The health perception level of individuals is directly related to the acquisition and maintenance
of healthy life behaviors (26). In our study, the health perception scores of the participants who
were hospitalized before, had a family member with a chronic disease, or had a family history
of hospitalization in the last month (53.00+6.65, 53.41+6.03, 53.12+7.15) were found to be
statistically significantly lower than those who did not have a family member with a chronic
disease (55.70+7.60) or who did not have a history of hospitalization (55.41+6.99, 56.24+6.36).
These results indicate that having a serious illness such as COVID-19 (self/relative) impairs
the perception of health in people. From another point of view, it is thought that students with
a high perception of health are less likely to catch COVID-19 and have a severe illness, or that
students with a high perception of health make more efforts to improve and maintain their
health.

Conclusion and Recommendations

» Physical inactivity in students increased significantly during the pandemic period.

« It is a mistake to think that physical activity is only dependent on the external environment.
» Considering the long-term effects of inactivity and the prolongation of the pandemic, it is
important to encourage students to engage in physical activity.

* Health perception is important in developing and maintaining healthy living habits. Regular
physical activity by taking part in healthy living behaviors has an important place in the
perception of health.

* Health perception as an issue needs to gain more awareness among medical personnel who

will work in the field of healthcare.
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