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Psyche und Sport in Zeiten von COVID-19

T

he World Health Organization (WHO) emphasizes the importance of physical activity and
maintenance of a healthy lifestyle in its recommendations “Coping with stress during the
2019-nCoV outbreak” (11). These recommendations are part of informational material that the
WHO issued during the COVID-19 pandemic on
various aspects of mental health (12).
Recommendations for dealing with mental health and for wellbeing during the COVID-19 outbreak were also published in the magazine Nature (5),
and the New England Journal of Medicine has also
already addressed the topic of mental health and
the COVID-19 pandemic (9). In this editorial, we
want to also address the importance of mental health in times of the COVID-19 pandemic, but especially to present the positive contribution of physical
exercise, training and sports in this respect. Action
recommendations in dealing with the burdens and
risks for mental health in high-performance sports
in time of COVID-19 are also presented in a subsequent fact sheet (3). Whereas at the beginning of the
pandemic, increased fears and worries had to be dealt with, in later phases other burdens and aspects
affecting mental health must be taken into account
(5, 9, 12). Among these are the effects of quarantine
on the usual activities and routines, on loneliness
and depressions as well as on detrimental alcohol
and substance use, self-inflicted injuries, suicidal behavior and domestic violence (9, 12). As the
length of the pandemic increases, mental aspects
will likely gain more and more in importance, and
it can presently not be assumed that the pandemic
will be over in a few weeks. Preventive measures to
maintain mental health in the population must now
be taken. Exercise, training and sports can make an
important contribution to this. There is considerable evidence these days for exercise-therapeutic
approaches in the prevention and therapy of mental diseases, for example in treatment concepts of
anxiety disorders, depression, schizophrenia and
substance abuse (7, 8). In our exercise-deficient
society, the health-relevant “maintenance exercise
dose” is increasing in importance, both from a preventive point of view and for mental health. This is
more than ever valid in times in which it is recommended that people stay home. Social distancing
allows people to still remain physically active and
take part in individual sports either at home in quarantine or outdoors.
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Confinement and Contact Limitations
and their Consequences for Mental Health
Sports and physical activity are important not only
for strengthening and maintaining physical health,
but also for wellbeing and mental health (7, 8), According to a study performed in 2017, about 12% of
depressions can be avoided if at least one hour of
moderate sport is performed per week (6). People
with depressive disorders die seven to eleven years
earlier than healthy comparison groups, in schizophrenia even ten to twenty years earlier and not
primarily due to the danger of suicide but due to
chronic physical diseases which arise over the years
as a result of a lack of exercise (2). The current confinement and contact bans markedly limit human
social relationships, so that the risk of damage to
mental health will increase as the pandemic continues. As a long-term study at Harvard University
impressively demonstrated, like physical and mental health, satisfaction with life and quality of life
depend essentially on the quality of social bonds
(10). Especially for older people and those living
alone, the contact limitations are a challenge and
danger that must be combatted daily on one’s own
initiative.

Sport and Exercise are Effective
against Stress and Mental Disorders
People who are regularly active in sports experience very directly the beneficial effect of sport on
mood, tension and emotional state. This effect is the
result of unspecific effect factors of movement and
on sport-specific neurobiological and neuro-endocrinological changes (7). Among others, improvement of physical health and the resultant mental
wellbeing are taken as unspecific effect factors. The
self-efficacy experienced in being active usually
conveys improved self-confidence. Depending on
the type of sport, one is often forced to train and improve coping strategies and social competence. And
finally, one experiences improvement in cognitive
capabilities and coping with tension as profitable
and pleasant. We have known for decades that regular physical activity also results in specific neurobiological and neuro-endocrinological changes (7).
These direct effects on mental health have contributed greatly to increasingly better understanding
of the importance of somato-emotional changes.
Moderate physical training, for example, influences
the secretion of glucocorticoids, like cortisol,
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which is elevated for example in stress and depression. This
is usually experienced as positive by many people and used
to reduce stress. The discovery of neuroplasticity in certain
regions of the brain provided better understanding of mental
and neurodegenerative diseases. Moreover, the possible effects
of physical activity on neurotransmitters like serotonin or noradrenalin have already been used as an additional extension
of treatment possibilities for depressive people. Sports and
exercise therapy is already included in the S3 Guideline Unipolar Depression of the DGPPN with recommendation grade
B as an additional treatment method (4).

Difficult Motivation and Own Initiative
in Times of the Pandemic
Many people have been robbed of their accustomed exercise
programs and social contacts because sport facilities have
been closed. Now, one needs not only motivation but also the
willpower to keep going. These are both capabilities which
many people need first to develop in this unexpected emergency. This, however, can only succeed when goals are selected which are individually appropriate, positively viewed and
realistically attainable. Activities should be selected that are
familiar, with known effects, or which are easily mastered.
The goals should especially be attainable within a defined
time period. In this, it is often helpful to set short-term and
long-term goals and to present their achievement with positive
images. Entering the daily training program in the calendar
has proven helpful, serving as both motivation and monitor.
It is very important to celebrate the achieved goals daily with
good and positive feelings of self-satisfaction. Positive feelings
strengthen one’s own activity and it is not for no reason that
the word emotion is based on the Latin movere, or to move.
Emotions move people. But how can one motivate oneself in
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times of the COVID-19 pandemic and official confinement to
adequate physical activity? Differentiation is usually made
between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation (7). The greater
one’s own drive and enthusiasm for certain goals, the more
one can reckon with performance and achieving the goals. In
addition, extrinsic motivation (e.g. praise and reward from
others) helps. For this reason, exchanging information about
activities with friends and acquaintances and plans for activities together is recommended. Even though we only have
limited possibility for activities together in the current situation (e.g. with adequate social distancing) or in some countries
have no possibility, certain Apps or internet programs offer
possibilities of comparison with friends or acquaintances.

Choosing the Type of Sport and Exercise
The types of sports in which participation is still possible
are greatly limited by the current confinement regulations.
Nordic walking, jogging, cycling and hiking are good outdoor
activities. At home, gymnastics, stretching and training with
light weights can be performed. The internet and Apps offer
an increasing number of training programs using one’s own
body weight (so-called body-weight training). The choice of
a familiar type of sport is important for motivation. Recommendations for physical training and sports in times of corona
offered by Bloch, Halle and Steinacker are, of course, equally
applicable to the maintenance of mental health (1). In their
editorials, the authors highlight the importance of exercise,
training and sports as contributing to physical performance
and functional capacity in times of the COVID-19 pandemic,
and emphasize that physical training is requisite to physical
performance capacity and should be maintained despite all
restrictions. We can only agree with this with respect to mental health as well!
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