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Commentary 

Comentário 

How	to	be	Physically	Active	under	Social	Distancing?	You	Need	to	
Exercise!	

Como	ser	fisicamente	ativo	em	período	de	distanciamento	social?	É	
preciso	se	exercitar!	
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Abstract	
Introduction:	 A	 coronavirus	 epidemic	 began	 in	
November	 2019	 (COVID-19)	 in	 the	 Chinese	 city	 of	
Wuhan.	 However,	 the	 current	 scenario	 shows	 the	
coexistence	of	other	pandemics,	the	insufficient	physical	
activity	level	and	obesity,	the	effect	of	this	combination	
tends	 to	 enhance	 the	 complications	 attributed	 to	
coronavirus	 infection.	 In	 this	 scenario,	 among	 other	
strategies	 to	 combat	 COVID-19,	 social	 distancing,	 and	
active	 lifestyle	 compatible	 with	 a	 healthy	 immune	
function	are	recommended.	
Objective:	 The	 aim	 of	 this	 study	 was	 to	 analyse	 the	
impact	 of	 COVID-19	 pandemic	 over	 the	 populational	
habitual	physical	activity	and	recommend	the	inclusion	
of	a	physical	exercise	routine	in	your	daily	life.	
Conclusion:	Moderate	physical	activity	is	indicated	in	
order	to	meet	the	recent	recommendations	of	the	World	
Health	 Organization	 and	 to	 optimize	 the	 immune	
response.	Therefore,	 the	daily	physical	 exercise	 should	
be	included,	especially	at	home	in	longer	periods	of	social	
distancing.	
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Resumo	
Introdução:	Uma	epidemia	por	 coronavírus	 começou	
em	novembro	de	2019	(COVID-19)	na	cidade	chinesa	de	
Wuhan.	Contudo,	o	cenário	atual	evidencia	a	coexistência	
de	outras	pandemias:	da	prática	insuficiente	de	atividade	
física	e	da	obesidade.	E	o	efeito	desta	combinação	tende	
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Key points 
- A large part of the population 
will have difficulties in achieving 
moderate physical exertion in a 
context of social distance. 
- In an analysis of the Brazilian 
version of the physical activities’ 
compendium, the performance 
of most physical activities with 
the potential to increase effort 
higher levels of intensity are 
limited in periods of social 
distancing. 
- In this context, physical 
exercises are feasible 
possibilities for increasing 
habitual physical activity, as 
part of the routine of people 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
especially in the phases in which 
social distancing is more 
intense. 
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a	 potencializar	 as	 complicações	 atribuídas	 à	 infecção	 por	
coronavírus.	Diante	deste	cenário,	dentre	outras	estratégias	
de	 combate	 ao	 COVID-19,	 recomenda-se	 o	 distanciamento	
social	e	a	adoção	de	um	estilo	de	vida	compatível	com	uma	
boa	saúde	imunológica.	
Objetivo:	 O	 presente	 comentário	 teve	 como	 objetivo	
considerar	 o	 impacto	 da	 pandemia	 do	 COVID-19	 sobre	 o	
nível	de	atividade	física	da	população	e	recomendar	a	prática	
de	exercícios	físicos.	
Conclusão:	 A	 atividade	 física	 para	 atender	 às	
recomendações	recentes	da	Organização	Mundial	da	Saúde	
e	 otimizar	 a	 resposta	 imune	 deve	 ser	 de	 intensidade	
moderada,	 logo,	 deve-se	 incluir	 a	 prática	 dos	 exercícios	
físicos	no	cotidiano,	principalmente	com	possibilidades	de	
realização	 em	 domicílio,	 particularmente	 em	 períodos	 de	
maior	distanciamento	social.		

Palavras-chave: exercício físico, Covid-19, pandemia, promoção da 
saúde. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

How	to	be	Physically	Active	under	Social	Distancing?	You	Need	to	
Exercise!	

Coronavirus (Sars-CoV-2) is part of a 
group of viruses responsible for seasonally 
triggering acute respiratory syndromes in 
both humans and animals(1). The Sars-
CoV-2 infection was first identified in the 
Chinese city of Wuhan by November 2019 
and the disease was named COVID-19, 
which quickly crossed Chinese borders, and 
the state of a global pandemic was declared 
on March 11, 2020 by World Health 
Organization (WHO)(2). Because of the 
faster dissemination on global scale, the 
issue gained prominence for the scientific 
community. Data released on June 11, 2021 
recorded approximately 174,502,686 
confirmed cases worldwide, including 
3,770,361 deaths(3). In Brazil, the total 

number of cases reached 17,122,877 with 
479,515 deaths(3). 

In times of COVID-19 pandemic, in 
addition to vaccination, there are two other 
mitigation actions stand out to reduce the 
risk of infection and disease complications: 
(a) social distancing and (b) the adoption of 
active lifestyle compatible with good 
immune health(4). Social distancing 
implies the extension of time at home, 
which, in turn, may be associated with 
negative eating behaviours such the 
increased consumption of comforting 
foods, eating in response to stress and 
boredom, in addition to possible changes in 
alcohol consumption, which may impact the 
body composition and physical fitness 

Pontos-Chave 
- Grande parte da população 
terá dificuldade em realizar 
esforços físicos moderados em 
um contexto de distanciamento 
social. 
- Na análise da versão brasileira 
do compêndio de atividades 
físicas, fica claro que a 
realização da maioria das 
atividades físicas com potencial 
para aumentar o esforço níveis 
mais elevados de intensidade 
são limitados em períodos de 
distanciamento social. 
- Nesse contexto, os exercícios 
físicos são possibilidades viáveis 
para o aumento da atividade 
física habitual, como parte do 
cotidiano das pessoas durante a 
pandemia de COVID-19, 
principalmente nas fases em 
que o distanciamento social é 
mais intenso. 



Rev Ed Física / J Phys Ed – The physical exercise is essential in social distancing     159 

 

level(5). In general population, more time at 
home results in less habitual physical 
activity(6), and more time devoted to 
sedentary behaviour (long time lying down 
and sitting) as well. 

The	moderate	physical	exercise	as	an	
important	routine	element	during	the	
COVID-19	pandemic	

Caspersen et al.(7) define physical 
activity as any body movement produced by 
skeletal muscles that results in energy 
expenditure above resting values. The 
authors define physical exercise as a 
subgroup of physical activities, which is 
planned, structured and repetitive, with the 
purpose of maintaining or optimizing 
physical fitness(7). There is scientific 
evidence to conclude that a higher level of 
habitual physical activity or good physical 
fitness can reduce the probability of 
developing COVID-19 or minimize the 
severity of it(8,9). Zbinden-Foncea et 
al.(10) suggested that individuals with good 
cardiorespiratory fitness, induced by 
previous physical training, may present 
some innate immunological protection 
against COVID-19. The authors stated that 
higher cardiorespiratory fitness and 
moderate aerobic physical activities 
improve the immune response to 
vaccination, reduce chronic inflammation 
and improve several markers in problems 
such as cancer, HIV, cardiovascular 
disease, diabetes, cognitive impairment and 
obesity. 

Studies have shown that periods with a 
decrease in habitual physical activity are 
typically associated to 7 to 15% in 
maximum oxygen consumption (VO2 max) 
and 6 to 8% in muscle volume 
reduction(11). In addition, they contribute 
to body weight increase(5,12), worsen 
insulin sensitivity, lipid metabolism and 
visceral fatness(13,14). If social distancing 
represents an effective strategy for 
mitigating the COVID-19 pandemic, it also 
tends to aggravate a global scenario of 
insufficient physical activity(15). 
Epidemiological data show that 1/3 of the 
global adult population and 80% of the 
adolescent population did not reach the 
minimum of the recommendations for 

physical activity(16). In Brazil, 44.8% of 
the adult population (≥ 18 years) in 2019, 
had insufficient physical activity(17). Such 
evidence emphasizes the need to strategies 
that provide the population less time on 
sedentary behaviour and greater 
engagement in daily physical activities(18-
20).  

The recent WHO weekly physical activity 
recommendations are: for adults, at least 
150 minutes/week of moderate physical 
activity, and for young people, at least 60 
minutes/day of moderate physical 
activity(21). Based on evidence that the 
intensity of physical efforts is associated 
with the increase in the immune response in 
times of COVID-19(8), the need to perform 
physical efforts with moderate intensity 
(50% to 74% VO2max)(22) is relevant.  

Given the above reasons and based on the 
expected values of VO2max, by sex and 
age(23), it is evident that in non-
pathological conditions, even for those with 
lower values of VO2max, a large part of the 
population will have difficulties in 
achieving moderate physical exertion in a 
context of social distancing(24,25), by the 
reduction in active commuting and a longer 
time at home. In an analysis of the Brazilian 
version of the physical activities’ 
compendium(25), it is clear that the 
majority of higher levels of physical 
activities performance are limited in periods 
of social distancing. Additionally, the 
increase in time at home contributes to an 
increase in the household physical 
activities(25), which have lower potential 
for increasing the intensity, with an average 
value of 3.3 metabolic equivalents (METs). 

Therefore, there is a need to include 
physical activities that can be done at home 
with the potential to increase the workload 
to moderate levels. In this context, physical 
exercises, presented as conditioning 
exercises in the Brazilian version of the 
compendium(25), are feasible possibilities 
for increasing habitual physical activity, as 
part of the routine of people during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, especially when 
social distancing is harder. The 
characteristics of the prescription of 
physical exercises during the COVID-19 
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pandemic follow the same 
recommendations regarding types, 
frequency and duration(22), with special 
attention to the physical effort that should 
be moderate(10,19,20). 

Recommendations	for	physical	activity	in	
times	of	COVID-19	pandemic	

Already announced by the scientific 
community, the pandemic of insufficient 
physical activity and obesity receive today, 
with wide arms open, the pandemic of 
COVID-19, and the effect of this 
combination tends to potentiate the 
complications attributed to infection by 
Sars-CoV-2. In view of this scenario, the 
scientific literature has suggested as one of 
the strategies to combat the pandemic of 
COVID-19 the adoption of a healthy 
lifestyle. But that it is not enough only to 
increase the habitual physical activity level, 
regardless of its main context(25). In 
addition to attend the recent WHO 
recommendations on physical activities(21) 
and optimizing the immune 
response(20,26), it should be included a 
daily moderate physical exercise at home, 
especially in periods of greater social 
distancing. 
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