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Not long ago, Stephen Loy had a lot of healthy habits. He went to ex er cise classes three or four times a week, cooked 
nu tri tious din ners for his fam ily and snacked on healthy foods like hum mus and bell pep pers.

But that all changed when the pan demic struck. Dur ing the lock downs, when he was stuck at home, his anx i ety lev els 
went up. He stopped ex er cis ing and started stress eat ing. Gone were the hum mus and veg eta bles; in stead, he snacked on 
cook ies, sweets and Lay’s. He ate more fried foods and or dered take out from lo cal restau rants.
“We were feeding the soul more than feeding the stomach,” said Loy, 49, who lives in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in the 
US, and is the executive director of a tech incubator. “We were making sure to eat things that made us feel better — not 
just nutritional items.” Now a global survey conducted this year con�rms what Loy and many others experienced �rst 
hand. The coronavirus pandemic and resulting lockdowns led to big changes in health behaviours, prompting people to 
cutback on physi cal ac tiv ity and eat more junk foods. It drove anxi ety lev els higher and dis rupted sleep. And those who 
are obese, who al ready face in creased health risks, may have fared the worst, the re searchers found. While they tended to 
ex pe ri ence im prove ments in some as pects of their di ets, such as cook ing at home more and eating out less, they were also 
the most likely to report struggling with their weight and mental health.
The findings, published in the journal Obesity, offer a cautionary lesson for many of us as coronavirus cases continue to 
surge and renewed calls for lockdowns and other restrictions again take hold. Although a vaccine becomes available in 
some countries and we can safely resume our pre-pandemic routines, now might be a good time to assess the healthy 
habits we may have let slip and to find new ways to be proactive about our physical and mental health.The study, carried 
out by researchers at the Pennington Biomedical Research Center in Louisiana, surveyed almost 8,000 adults across the 
globe, recruiting people from 50 countries and every state in America. The researchers found that the decline in healthy 
behaviours during the pandemic and wide spread lockdowns was fairly common regardless of geography. “Individuals 
with obesity were impacted the most — and that’s what we were afraid of,” said Emily Flanagan, an author of the study 
and post doctoral fellow at the Pennington Biomedical Research Center. “They not only started off with higher anxiety 
levels before the pandemic, but they also had the largest increase in anxiety levels through out the pandemic.” The 
findings shed light on exactly how people altered their routines and behaviours in response to the lockdowns that were 
ordered in countries around the world this year to slow the spread of the virus. 
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The pandemic disrupted everyday life, isolated people from friends and family and spawned an economic crisis, 
with tens of millions of people losing jobs or �nding their incomes sharply reduced.
Flanagan and her colleagues assumed that many people were experiencing enormous levels of stress. But they 
were not sure how the pandemic and stay-at-home orders were impacting how people slept, how much they 
exercised and what they ate. So they devised an extensive survey and recruited people on social media to 
answer questions about how their mental and physical health had been a�ected.
“This was such a dras tic and abrupt change to every one’s daily life that we needed to see what was go ing on,” 
said Flana gan. “We wanted to put some data to the anec do tal be haviours we were see ing.”
From April to early May, about 7,750 peo ple, most of them from the United States but also from coun tries like 
Canada, Aus tralia and Bri tain, com pleted the sur vey. The av er age age of the re spon dents was 51, and a 
majority were women. Based on their body mass in dexes, about a third of the peo ple were over weight, a third 
were obese and a third were con sid ered nor mal weight.
There searchers found that most people became more sedentary, which they said was probably related to less 
daily commuting and more time spent in doors. But even when people did engage instructured exercise, it 
tended to be at lower intensity levels compared with before the pandemic. Many people also said they had given 
into their food cravings: Consumption of sugar sweetened beverages and other sugary snack foods, for example, 
went up. That might explain an other finding: About 27% of people said they had gained weight after the initial 
lockdowns went into effect. The figure was even higher among people classified as obese: About 33% said that 
they had gained weight, compared with 24.7% of people considered normal weight. People who gained weight 
also had the largest declines in physical activity. There were some bright spots in the findings. About 17% of 
the study population lost weight during the pandemic; perhaps not surprisingly, they tended to be people who 
increased their physical activity levels and improved their diets. And despite snacking on more junk foods, 
many people showed an increase in their “healthy eating scores”, a measure of their overall diet quality, which 
includes things like eating more fruits and fewer fried foods. The researchers said that the overall improvements 
in diet appeared to be driven by the fact that the lock downs prompted people to cook, bake and prepare more 
food at home. Other recent surveys have also shown a sharp rise in home cooking and baking this year, with 
many people saying they are discovering new ingredients and looking for ways to make healthier foods.
But social isolation can take a toll on mental wellness, and that was evident in the findings. On average, people 
reported significantly higher anxiety levels. About 20% said that their symptoms, such as experiencing dread 
and not being able to control or stop their worrying, were severe enough to interfere with their daily activities. 
About 44% of people said that their sleep had also worsened during the pandemic.
People on average reported going to bed about an hour later than usual and waking up roughly an hour later 
than usual. Only 10% of people said that their sleep had improved since the pandemic began.
The greatest spikes in anxiety occurred among people who are obese. It was unclear why exactly, but one 
reason may have been concerns about the virus. The survey took place at a time when studies were first 
beginning to show that excess weight puts people at a much higher risk of being hospitalised with Covid-19.
“We don’t have data to back this up, but our hypothesis is there was a lot more anxiety about their own health,” 
Flanagan said. “A heightened fear of the virus would most certainly increase their anxiety levels.” © 2020
We were making sure to eat things that made us feel better — not just nutritional items.




