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ABSTRACT

The aim of this descriptive study is to evaluate how the Covid-19 pandemic has affected exercise, nutritional
behaviors, and level of perceived stress in adults. 1037 people, 354 men and 683 women living in different regions
in Turkey were reached. Quota sampling method was used. A questionnaire covering changes in socio-
demographic information, dietary behaviors, and exercise status was used. The Perceived Stress Scale (PSS) was
used. Data were collected by using the online survey method. The proportion of those who didn’t exercise regularly
during the quarantine period increased at a statistically significant level. The majority of the participants expressed
that they made changes in their nutritional behaviors to protect themselves against the coronavirus. 48.7% of them
stated that their desire to eat intensified during the quarantine period due to boredom and stress. Perceived Stress
Scale mean score was higher in female participants compared to their male counterparts and this difference was
statistically significant. If we as a society learn ways to cope with stress, we can prevent malnutrition behaviors
that may occur due to changing emotional states. By providing information on special nutrition recommendations
and home exercise practices in pandemics such as Covid-19; Energy intake can be balanced and people can be
healthier.
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Bu tanimlayici ¢aligmanin amaci, yetiskinlerde Covid-19 salgiminin egzersiz, beslenme davraniglari ve algilanan
stres diizeyini nasil etkiledigini degerlendirmektir. Tiirkiye'nin farkli bélgelerinde yasayan 354 erkek ve 683 kadin
olmak tizere 1037 kisiye ulasildi. Kota 6rnekleme yontemi kullanildi. Veri toplamak igin sosyo-demografik
bilgilerin yani sira beslenme davranislari ve egzersiz durumundaki degisiklikleri kapsayan bir anket kullanilmigtir.
Algilanan Stres Olgegi (PSS) kullamldi. Veriler, cevrimigi anket yontemi kullamlarak toplannustir. Karantina
stirecinde diizenli egzersiz yapmayanlarin orani istatistiksel olarak anlamli diizeyde artmustir. Katilimcilarin
¢ogunlugu koronaviriisten korunmak i¢in beslenme davraniglarinda degisiklik yaptiklarini ifade etmistir. %48.7’si
karantina doneminde can sikintis1 ve stres nedeniyle yemek yeme isteklerinin arttigini belirtmistir. Kadin
katilimeilarin Algilanan Stres Olgegi puan ortalamasi erkek katilimcilara gore anlamhi lgiide daha yiiksek
bulunmustur. Toplum olarak stresle bas etme yollar1 6grenirsek, degisen duygu durumuna bagli olusabilecek yanlis
beslenme davramislarini engelleyebiliriz. Covid-19 gibi pandemilerde 6zel beslenme Onerileri ve evde egzersiz
uygulamalar1 konularinda bilgilendirme yapilarak; enerji alimint dengelenebilir ve insanlarin daha saglikli olmasi
saglanabilir.
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INTRODUCTION

A pneumonia epidemic of unknown etiology initially emerged in Wuhan, Hubei
Province, China, in December 2019. Subsequently, the International Committee on Taxonomy
of Viruses (ICTV) officially designated the virus responsible for the epidemic as “acute
respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2)” as the name of the virus that caused the
outbreak (Memon, Pawase, Pavase & Soomro, 2021).

WHO has recommended that people follow healthy nutrition recommendations during
the quarantine period in order so they can eat healthy during the COVID-19 pandemic. These
general recommendations include the consumption of different vegetables and fruits by
providing diversity in nutrition, salt and sugar restriction, moderate dietary fat consumption,
reduction of alcohol consumption, and adequate fluid intake (WHO, 2022). FAQO, which offered
similar recommendations, also emphasized the consumption of whole grains, oilseeds, and oils
rich in unsaturated fatty acids such as olive oil and sesame oil (FAO, 2020). In addition to these
recommendations, the Turkish Dietetic Association has highlighted especially intake of high-
quality animal protein since the consumption of high-protein foods (meat, eggs, fish, poultry,
legumes, nuts, etc.) and dairy products (milk, yoghurt, ayran (a drink made of yoghurt and
water), kefir, cheese, etc.) supports the immune system (Turkish Dietetic Association, 2020).

It was observed that the self-isolation precaution temporarily imposed by numerous
countries to prevent infection adversely affected people’s activities of daily living such as
physical activity, nutrition, and sleep (Joseph et al., 2021; Jahrami et al., 2022). People turned
to social media to follow the pandemic during quarantine. That consequently led to infection-
phobia among the masses, to the point that incidence rates of anxiety, depression, and stress
increased (Chen, Wang, Zhang & Tan, 2021).

Stress, which is one of the conditions that affect eating behavior, is a triggering factor for
emotional eating. This triggering also has a negative effect on the consumed food preferences
as well as diet quality by increasing the consumption of foods rich in sugar and fat (Barcin &
Devrim, 2022). During the pandemic, particularly people’s frequency of food consumption has
changed and their consumption of fresh food has significantly decreased (Janssen et al., 2021).

Social isolation during the stay-at-home period, unbalanced and/or poor nutrition, and
impaired eating behaviors contradict with the healthy diet strategies recommended during the
pandemic. Emotional eating behavior, associated with especially stress and anxiety, is held
responsible for this contradictory situation (Silva et al., 2021). However, the disruptions in the

supply chain experienced at the beginning of the pandemic and the panic experienced by
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consumers have also changed buying behaviors. People have accessed to fresh products in a
relatively limited way and have increasingly tended to consume unhealthy foods with a long
shelf life. (Robinson et al., 2021).

People ate more during quarantine, however, the quality of their diets dropped
dramatically - hence explaining the spike in their BMIs (Body Mass Index) (Robinson et al.,
2021). An increase in perceived stress during the quarantine period was associated with higher
BMI and emotional eating (Barcin et al., 2022). Obese individuals have a decreased
effectiveness of the immune system and become vulnerable to infections and their healing
process is more difficult compared to non-obese individuals (Calder, 2021). Hospitalization,
intubation, mechanical ventilation, lung involvement, comorbidity, length of stay in the
intensive care unit, and mortality rates are higher in overweight and obese individuals. (Calder,
2021; Agca et al., 2021; Hendren et al., 2021). This makes it important to maintain a healthy
body weight as well as eating behaviors during and after the pandemic.

Quarantine precautions used during the pandemic affected physical activity as well as
increased stress levels and changes in diet (Al Hourani, Alkhatib & Abdullah, 2021). It was
reported that doing physical activity regularly during the quarantine period was important in
maintaining body weight (Jakobsson, Malm, Furberg, Ekelund & Svensson, 2020).
Nonetheless, individuals stated that they became more inactive compared to the pre-pandemic
period, especially due to the temporary shutdown of workplaces, schools, cafes, restaurants,
and gyms as a result of remote working. The decreased level of physical activity adversely
affected eating behaviors (Al Hourani et al., 2021). The aim of this study is to evaluate how the
COVID-19 pandemic has affected exercise, nutritional behaviors, and level of perceived stress

in adults.
MATERIAL AND METHOD

Population and Sample of the Study
This descriptive study was conducted between May and July 2020, and the research
population comprises the adult population of Turkey. According to the 2019 data from the
Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK), Turkey's population is 83,154,997 people (TUIK, 2019).
Adults constitute 60 million 278 thousand 199 of this population. Given that 32.04% of
individuals aged 18 and over are within normal limits of BMI according to the Turkey Nutrition
and Health Survey (TBSA, 2010), the sample size was calculated as at least 944 people at the

confidence interval of 99.9%. Quota sampling method was used. Table 1 shows the distribution
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of the sample according to the 12 regions determined in the TUIK. 1037 people living in

different geographical regions in Turkey were reached.

Table 1. The Distribution of the Sample by the Regions

Percent of adult

REGION REGION Total population in Adult Number of o?gggggs
CODE NAME population  total population  population samples Reached
(%) eache
TRA Northeast 2200022 67.1 1475287 23 14
Anatolia
TRB Central Bastern 393,07 65.6 2577563 40 282
Anatolia
TRC Southeast 8975618 59.6 5346084 84 118
Anatolia
TR1 Istanbul 15519267 74.3 11527883 180 143
TR2 West Marmara 3601928 77.9 2842274 45 43
TR3 Aegean 10618433 77.1 8190138 128 110
TR4 East Marmara 8124975 74.7 6066467 95 65
TR5 West Anatolia 8124729 74.0 6014346 94 60
TR6 Mediterranean 10627530 71.1 7561333 118 73
TR7 Central Anatolia 4075758 73.0 2976450 47 48
TR8 West Black Sea 4666150 77.4 3610988 57 55
TR9 East Black Sea 2690180 77.7 2089386 33 26
TURKIYE 83154997 60278199 944 1037

Reference: TUIK, 2019

Data Collection Tools

The researchers utilized a survey, compiled through a literature review, to collect data,
encompassing socio-demographic information as well as changes in nutritional behaviors and
exercise status. Participants were asked about exercising at least 150 minutes a week. In
addition, the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS), developed by Cohen et al., (1983) and adapted into
Turkish by Eskin et al. (2013), was used to assess the perceived stress level of the participants.
There are also short forms of the scale, but the 14-item form was used in this study. The items
in this scale examine what respondents think and feel in various situations they have faced in
the last month. The options in the scale are easily understandable, the test is economical, easy,
and quick to administer. It can be used in all segments of society. It is also not specific to any
one situation. It is mainly sensitive to the interaction between the person and the environment.
It measures participants' future expectations and their interaction with their immediate social
environment. With the five-point Likert-type scale, the score obtained from the sum of the items
determines the perceived stress level of the participants, and the maximum score that can be
obtained from this scale is 56. In the evaluation of the scale, whose Turkish validity and
reliability study has been carried out, 11-26 points indicate low-stress level, 27-41 points

indicate moderate stress level, and 42-56 points indicate high stress level. The Cronbach’s alpha
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of the scale is 0.84 (Cohen, et al., 1983; Eskin, et al., 2013). Data were collected by using an
online survey (Google Forms) method. All participants in the study were informed about the

purpose of the study. Moreover, their online consent was duly obtained.

Statistical Analysis

The data were statistically analysed in the Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
20.0 software. In the study, descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, number, and
percentile) were given for categorical and continuous variables. Whether or not the data were
normally distributed was evaluated by examining skewness and kurtosis values. The fact that
the values are between +2 and -2 indicates that the data are normally distributed (Tabachnick
& Fidell., 2013). According to these results, parametric tests were used to analyse the data.
Student's t-Test and One-Way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) were used. In addition,
Bonferroni correction was applied for the significance value in Post Hoc analyses with more
than 2 groups in the study. Correlations between categorical variables were analysed using
Fisher's Exact Test, Chi-Square test, and McNemar's test. The levels of p<0.05 were accepted
as statistically significant.

Ethical Considerations

The "Ethics Committee Approval” numbered 2020/04-V1 and dated 15/05/2020 was
obtained from the Non-Invasive Clinical Trials Ethics Committee of Bitlis Eren University for
the study. The participants were informed about the aim of the study and that their personal
information would be kept confidential and participation in the study would be based on

voluntariness. The research was conducted in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki.
RESULTS

In this section of the study, the findings obtained from the analyzes are presented. Table
2 shows the socio-demographic characteristics of the participants. Accordingly, their mean age
was 33.21 £ 11.03. 65.9% of the participants were female, 50.6% were married, and 62.3%
were Faculty/College graduates. 19.9% of them were healthcare professionals and 74.9% had

a moderate level of income.
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Table 2. The Distribution of the Participants in terms of Socio-Demographic Characteristics

Number (n) Percentage (%)

Gender Female 683 65.9
Male 354 34.1

Married 525 50.6

Marital status Single 464 44.8
Divorced/Widowed 48 4.6
Primary education 70 6.8

. High school 151 14.5
Educational background College/Faculty 646 623
Graduate 170 16.4

. . Yes 206 19.9
Being a healthcare professional No 831 80.1
Income level High 73 7.1
Moderate 777 74.9

Low 187 18.0

TOTAL 1037 100.0

Mean age £ SD (Min-Max) 33.21 +11.03 (18-78)

Table 3 shows the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on the exercise status of the

participants. Accordingly, while the rate of participants who did not exercise regularly before

the quarantine was 5.2%, the rate of those who did not exercise regularly during the quarantine

period increased to 22.9% (p<0.001).

Table 3. The Effect of The Covid-19 Pandemic on the Exercise Status of the Participants

Do you exercise for at least 150 minutes a week
during the quarantine period?

Yes No Total *
n % n % n % P

Those who exercised for at least 150
minutes a week before the quarantine 167 16.1 237 229 404 39.0
period
Those who did not exercise for at <0.001
least 150 minutes a week before the 54 5.2 579 55.8 633 61.0 '
guarantine period

Total 221 21.3% 816 78.7% 1037 100.0

*McNemar test

Table 4 shows the opinions of the participants regarding their nutritional status during the

Covid-19 pandemic. Accordingly, 63.3% of the participants stated that they thought that being

overweight would pose a risk for coronavirus. While 64% of the female participants thought

that being overweight would pose a risk for coronavirus, 61.9% of the male participants said

“yes” to this question (p>0.05). While 56.6% of the participants thought that they were partially
eating healthy, 6.6% stated that they did not think that they had a healthy diet (p>0.05). The

majority of the participants (88.0%) stated that nutrition was effective for protection against the

coronavirus. 5.4% of the female participants and 6.5% of the male participants thought that

nutrition was not effective for protection against the coronavirus (p>0.05).
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Table 4. The Gender-Based Distribution of the Answers Given by the Participants to Some Questions About
Nutrition and the Coronavirus

Female (n=683) Male (n=354) Total (n=1037) -
n %? n %? n %? P
Do you think that being overweight would pose a risk for the coronavirus?
Yes 437 64.0 219 61.9 656 63.3
No 90 13.2 51 14.4 141 13.6 0.777
| have no idea 156 22.8 84 23.7 240 23.1 '
Do you think you have a healthy (adequate and balanced) diet?
Yes 259 37.9 123 34.7 382 36.8
Partially 378 55.3 209 59.1 587 56.6 0.523
No 46 6.8 22 6.2 68 6.6 '
Do you think diet is effective for protection against the coronavirus?
Yes 611 89.5 302 85.3 913 88.0
No 37 5.4 23 6.5 60 5.8 0.106
| have no idea 35 5.1 29 8.2 64 6.2 '

*Pearson’s chi-square test , Percentage of the column

Table 5 shows the gender-based distribution of changes in the participants’ activities of
daily living during the quarantine period. While 50.3% of the participants stated that their body
weight did not increase during the quarantine period, 49.7% stated that their body weight
increased (p>0.05). 48.7% of them stated that their desire to eat intensified during the
quarantine period due to boredom and stress. While 54.8% of the female participants stated that
their desire to eat intensified during the quarantine period due to boredom and stress, 37.2%
stated that their desire to eat did not change. On the other hand, while 55.6% of the male
participants stated that their desire to eat did not change, 37.0% stated that their desire to eat
increased, and these differences between the genders were statistically significant (p<0.001).
The majority of the participants (54.4%) stated that the time they spent in the kitchen during
the guarantine period increased (p<0.001). During the quarantine period, 69.8% stated that the
frequency of weighing themselves did not change. 25.6% of the female participants and 19.5%
of the male participants stated that the frequency of weighing themselves increased. The
difference between the genders was statistically significant (p<0.05). 31.6% of the female
participants and 20.6% of the male participants stated that watching the news on the pandemic
increased their stress levels considerably (p<0.001). The majority of the participants expressed
that they made changes in their eating habits to protect themselves against the coronavirus
(p>0.05).
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Table 5. The Gender-Based Distribution of Changes in the Participants’ Activities of Daily Living During the

Quarantine Period

Female Male Total
(n=683) (n=354) (n=1037) p
n %08 n %08 n 9%
Do you think your body Yes 347 50.8 168 475 515 497
weight n_wreasgd during the No 336 492 186 525 522 50.3 0.307*
guarantine period?
How did the boredom and \N(gsl vmvz;\/sdneos'ﬁraefzgcézg 254 372 197 557 451 435
stress during the incréased 374 548 131 37.0 505 487
guarantine period affect Yes, my desire o eat
your eating? decrleased 5 80 26 73 81 7.8 <0.001*
Is there any change in the The time increased. 422 61.8 142 40.1 564 54.4
time you spent in the No change 240 351 201 56.8 441 425 <0.001*
kitchen during the The time decreased. 21 3.1 11 31 32 31 |
guarantine period? ' ' ' '
Is there any change in the \-/rvztiaghir]:;e?nucerg;ze N of 175 256 69 195 244 235
frequency of weighing No change 454 665 270 763 724 69.8  0.003*
yourself during the The frequency of
guarantine period? . 54 7.9 15 42 69 6.7
weighing decreased.
Watching the news
increased my stress 216 316 73 206 289 279
level considerably.
Watching the news
How did watching the news increased my stress 353 517 163 46.0 516 49.7
on the pandemic affect your level.
stress level? Watching the news
did not affect my 110 16.1 115 325 225 217
stress level <0.001**
Watching the news
relieved my stress 4 06 3 0.9 ! 0.7
Have you changed your Yes 553 81.0 273 77.1 826 79.7
eating habits to protect No 130 190 81 229 211 203 0.144%

yourself against the
coronavirus?

*Pearson’s chi-square test, **Fisher’s exact test, ?Percentage of the column

Table 6 shows the gender-based distribution of food consumed by the participants, whose

desire to eat increased during the quarantine period. Accordingly, 42.9% and 40.3% of the

participants stated to eat fruit and nuts, respectively. Most of those who ate sugar and sweets,

pastries including white bread, nuts, carbonated beverages, fruit, and junk food (cakes, wafer

bars, cookies, chips, etc.) were female.
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Table 6. Gender-Based Distribution of Food Consumed of Participants Whose Desire to Eat Increased During the
Quarantine Period

Female Male Total
Foods Consumed (n=683) (n=354) (n=1037)
n %? n %? n %?
Fruit 274 61.6 171 384 445 42,9 0.014*
Nuts 268 64.1 150 359 418 40.3  0.363
g?éﬂ; food (cakes, wafer bars, cookies, chips, 937 66.4 120 336 357 344 0850
Sugar and sweets 229 67.6 110 324 339 32.7 0.466
Pastries including white bread 201 70.3 85 29.7 286 27.6 0.075
Carbonated beverages 85 58.2 61 41.8 146 141 0.045*

*Continuity Correction ?Percentage of the row

Table 7 shows the comparison of the average level of perceived stress according to the
socio-demographic characteristics of the participants and some variables. The average
perceived stress level of the participants is 25.68. Accordingly, the PSS mean score was higher
in female participants (26.46+5.49) compared to their male counterparts (24.17+5.11) and this
difference was statistically significant (p<0.001).

When examining the perceived stress level of the participants according to their
educational background, the average level of perceived stress of high school graduates
(24.52+5.34) was found to be statistically significantly lower than the level of those with
college/faculty education (25.96+£5.47) and graduate education (25.42+5.48) (p=0.015). PSS
mean score of individuals with primary education (26.21+£5.42) was statistically significantly
higher than the score of those from the other education levels (p<0.05).

Considering the perceived stress level of the participants according to their income
status, the average level of perceived stress was statistically significantly higher in those with a
low level of income (27.44+5.50) than those with high income (25.36+5.47) and moderate-
income (25.28+5.38) (p<0.001).

The PSS mean score of those with chronic disease (26.40+4.84) was higher than the
PSS mean score of those without chronic disease (25.58+5.54). However, this difference is not
statistically significant (p>0.05).

When examining the perceived stress level of the participants according to the BMI
classification, it was found that the average level of perceived stress was statistically
significantly lower in overweight ones (24.26+5.36) than in underweight (27.71+4.17) and
normal-weight individuals (26.06£5.52) (p<0.001). The PSS mean score of obese individuals
(26.96+5.16) was statistically significantly higher than the score of overweight ones
(24.26+5.36) (p<0.001).
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The PSS mean score of the participants who were healthcare professionals (25.32 +5.66) was
lower than the PSS mean score of the non-healthcare professionals (25.77+5.42). However, this

difference was not statistically significant (p>0.05).

Table 7. Comparison of the Average Level of Perceived Stress According to the Socio-Demographic
Characteristics of the Participants and Some Variables

Perceived Stress Level

Mean+SD
Perceived Stress Level 25.68 +5.47
Male (n=354) 24.17 £5.11
Gender Female (n=683) 26.46 +£5.49
Test Stat. 6.541
p* <0.001
Primary education (n=70) 26.21+5.42
High school (n=151) 24.5245.342
Educational  College/Faculty (n=646) 25.96+5.47°
background  Graduate (n=170) 25.42+5.48
Test Stat. 3.181
p? 0.023
High (n=73) 25.36+5.47°
Income level Moderate (n=777) 25.28+5.38"
Low (n=187) 27.44+5.50°¢
Test Stat. 12.123
p3 <0.001
Presence of Yes (n=123) 26.40 +4.84
chronic No (n=914) 25.58 +5.54
disease Test Stat. 1.553
p* 0.087
Underweight (n=45) 27.71+4.172
Normal (n=569) 26.06+5.528
BMI Overweight (n=314) 24.26+5.36°
Classification Obese (n=109) 26.96+5.16°¢
Test Stat. 12.446
p* <0.001
Being a Yes (n=206) 25.32 £5.66
No (n=831) 25.77 £5.42
healthcare
professional Test Stati 1.054
p 0.292

Student T- Test

2Bonferroni correction was made for One-Way ANOVA, Post-Hoc Analyses : p<0.0083 was considered as
significant. *® are different from each other

3Bonferroni correction was made for One-Way ANOVA, Post-Hoc Analyses: p<0.016 was considered as
significant. *¢ are different from each other, ®° are different from each other

“Bonferroni correction was made for One-Way ANOVA, Post-Hoc Analyses : p<0.0083 was considered as
significant. *® are different from each other, > are different from each other

DISCUSSION

One of the main objectives of this study is to evaluate exercise, nutritional behaviors, and
perceived stress levels in society during the COVID-19 period. Numerous studies have been
conducted on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and the associated stress on people's diets.

It is important to reveal the mechanisms underlying stress-induced food preferences, especially
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during the pandemic period, and to develop appropriate interventions (Shen, Long, Shih &
Ludy, 2020). The studies have frequently highlighted that at-home exercise activities aiming to
strengthen immunity and improve the current condition contribute positively to both the
physical and psychological lives of people (Arslan & Ercan, 2020; Meltem & Bayar, 2020).

The rate of those who did not exercise during the quarantine period was statistically
significantly higher. The rate of those who did not exercise during the quarantine period was
statistically significantly higher than the pre-quarantine period. When studies with different
sample groups in the literature were examined, it was concluded that the quarantine period
reduced physical activity (Giirel & Ok, 2021; Kiigiikcankurtaran & Ozdogan, 2021; Ozkan
2021; Yiice & Muz, 2021). These results are compatible with those of the present study.

More than half of the individuals stated that they did not exercise for at least 150 minutes
a week before the COVID-19 quarantine period and this rate increased considerably during the
pandemic period. A statistically significant difference was found between the exercise status of
individuals before and during the pandemic (Kaner, Bozdag, Ongan, Yurtdas-Depboylu &
Calik, 2022), which is compatible with the present study.

In the study by Arancioglu et al. (Ozay-Arancioglu et al., 2021), the majority of the
participants stated that their level of physical activity increased during the COVID-19
pandemic. Unlike the results of the present study, in their study, they determined that physical
activity increased during the pandemic.

In the present study, most of the participants stated that they made changes in their eating
habits to protect themselves against the coronavirus. There was no significant difference
between the statuses of making changes in eating habits in order to be protected against the
coronavirus in terms of gender. The studies have revealed that the eating habits of people have
changed during the COVID-19 pandemic (Dilber & Dilber, 2020; Ozay-Arancioglu et al., 2021;
Oztiirk & Kolcu, 2022). Since the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic, many governments
have taken drastic security measures to keep their citizens at home. As a result, people from
many countries have had to eat all their meals at home and change their physical activity habits
(Ammar et al., 2020)

In a study conducted with 749 individuals in India in the early days of the pandemic,
the participants declared that they spent more time in the kitchen and cooking during the
quarantine period compared to the pre-quarantine period (Kumar & Dwivedi, 2020). In their
study, Bozdag and Cakiroglu (Bozdag & Cakiroglu, 2021) observed that there was a significant
increase in the frequency of food preparation/cooking and the time spent in the kitchen to

prepare food in households during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Behavioral changes observed in individuals during the quarantine period affected their
eating habits, as well. People tried to do different activities at home during this period in order
to feel well psychologically and they started to engage in activities such as trying new recipes,
spending more time with family members, cooking, and eating together. Due to these activities,
the time spent in the kitchen significantly increased (Bozdag & Cakiroglu, 2021; Grunert et al.,
2021). In this study, the majority of the participants stated that the time they spent in the kitchen
during the quarantine period increased, which is compatible with the studies in the literature.

The quarantine period, together with decreased physical activity, may lead to stress and
thus to an increase in unhealthy food consumption (Mediouni, Madiouni & Kaczor-
Urbanowicz, 2020). As a matter of fact, in this study, nearly half of the participants stated that
the boredom and stress they experienced during the quarantine period increased in their desire
to eat. The studies in the literature reported that participants’ moods changed during the
COVID-19 pandemic, they ate more than pre-pandemic period, the number of their meals
increased, and appetite and sugar craving increased (Macit, 2020; Almandoz et al., 2020; Sidor
& Rzymski, 2020; Yiiksel, 2021), which is compatible with the present study.

When examining the food preferences of individuals whose desire to eat increased
during the quarantine period, the participants expressed that they consumed mostly fruit and
nuts. It was determined that those who consumed sugar and sweets, pastries including white
bread, nuts, carbonated beverages, fruit, and junk food (cakes, wafer bars, cookies, chips, etc.)
were mostly female.

It has been observed that people's dietary preferences have changed due to the
restrictions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Different studies revealed that when
individuals were exposed to intense stress and anxiety, they tended to overeat to cope with this
situation and consumed unhealthy foods such as high-energy chocolate, chips, junk food,
pastries, fast food, or on the contrary, they increased the consumption of food groups such as
vegetables and fruit to strengthen immune system (Culfa, Yildirirm & Bayram, 2021; Dilber &
Dilber, 2020; Macit, 2020).

In a study conducted by Yiiksel (Yiiksel, 2021) on athletes during the quarantine period,
it was determined that nearly half of them decreased their vegetable consumption and consumed
pastries more. In the study conducted by Yiice and Muz (Yiice & Muz, 2021) during the
quarantine period, they determined that the amount of food consumed at lunch and consumption
of sweets such as chocolate and dessert, pastries, and vegetables were statistically significantly

higher in women when compared to men.
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In the present study, nearly half of the participants expressed that their body weight
increased during the quarantine period and there was no significant difference in terms of
gender. Numerous studies in the literature reported that the body weight of people increased
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Dilber & Dilber, 2020; Giirel & Ok, 2021; Unal, Ozdemir &
Kagan, 2020).

Unhealthy eating habits and physical inactivity are factors that cause weight gain. It was
stated that it was necessary to raise awareness about the importance of adequate and balanced
nutrition during the COVID-19 quarantine especially in preventing obesity (Aljohani & Al-
Munawarah, 2020). Most people rarely experience mass quarantine. Therefore, it can be
predicted that the boredom and stress caused by this situation may have different effects on
appetite.

In the present study, the rate of the female participants who stated that watching the
news during the pandemic greatly increased their stress levels was significantly higher than the
rate of their male counterparts. There are different studies on this subject in the literature. In the
study by Singh, it was reported that the eating status may change according to external and
psychological stressors (Singh, 2014). It was revealed that high consumption of vegetables and
fruit was associated with low levels of stress (EI Ansari, Adetunji & Oskrochi 2014).

In the present study, the PSS mean score of the female participants was found to be
significantly higher than the score of their male counterparts. Likewise, an Egyptian study
reported similar results (Ammar et al., 2020). Although some other studies have indicated that
women are more sensitive to stress (Al-Asadi, 2014; Aloglu & Gecdi, 2021; Goksu &
Kumcagiz 2021; Carpenter, Grecian & Reynolds, 2017; Kadioglu, Soylar & Giines, 2021; Kulu
Ozsoy, Giirler & Ozbeyli, 2020; Yiice & Muz, 2021), there are also studies reporting no
relationship between gender and stress levels (Barrington, Beresford, McGregor, & White,
2014; Flesia et al., 2020; Pettit & DeBarr, 2011).

In the present study, the PSS mean score of those with chronic disease was higher than
the PSS mean score of those without chronic disease. In the study by Hastaoglu (Hastaoglu,
2021), no significant correlation was found between the perceived stress levels of the
participants with chronic diseases.

When examining the effect of educational background on perceived stress level, the
average level of perceived stress was found to be significantly lower in high school graduates
than in university graduates. In another study conducted with college students during the
COVID-19 period, it was determined that the student's average PSS score was higher than the
results of this study (Ertugrul, Tekinyildiz & Alamur, 2021). Although another study conducted
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during the pandemic period (Flesia et al., 2020) reported that education level was not an
important indicator of perceived stress level, there are different studies on this subject in the
literature (Qiu et al., 2020; Yan et al., 2021). In their study, Aloglu and Gecdi reported that the
perceived stress level decreased as the level of education increased (Aloglu & Gecdi, 2021).

When examining the perceived stress level of the participants according to their income
status in the present study, it was found that the average level of perceived stress level was
significantly higher in those having a low level of income compared to those with high and
moderate-income levels. In the study conducted by Bayar (Bayar, Can, Erten & Ekmen, 2021)
on university students, they found that PSS total score was significantly higher in individuals
with low levels of income.

When examining the perceived stress level of the participants in terms of BMI
classification in the present study, it was determined that the average level of perceived stress
was significantly lower in overweight ones compared to underweight and normal-weight
participants. The PSS mean score of obese participants was higher than the score of the
overweight ones. A study conducted during the one-month lockdown in Italy reported that BMI
was higher in individuals who felt boredom/loneliness and anxiety/depression (Pellegrini et al.,
2021).

The relationship between depression and body weight is explained by some
physiological mechanisms. Especially changes in the production of proinflammatory cytokines
or differences in the cerebral endothelium are thought to explain this mechanism (Slavich &
Irwin, 2014). In their study, Beyhan and Erkut (Beyhan & Erkut, 2021) determined that the
emotional eating people displayed during the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in weight gain due
to excessive consumption of certain foods (high calories). A high BMI is a known risk factor
for COVID-19. Appropriate methods should be found to prevent the motives that lead to
emotional eating.

In the present study, the PSS mean score of the healthcare professionals was found to
be lower than the score of those who were not healthcare professionals. However, this
difference was not statistically significant. In a study, the perceived stress level of healthcare
professionals was not found to be significant compared to the others (Pedrozo-Pupo, Pedrozo-
Cortés & Campo-Arias, 2020). In a study conducted with healthcare professionals in the early
days of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was observed that the majority of the participants had sub-
threshold and mild psychological disorders, about a quarter of the participants had moderate
psychological disorders, and a small percentage of healthcare professionals had serious

psychological disorders (Izci, 2021). In a study conducted with dentists, their high PSS scores
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indicated that they suffered from high stress due to COVID-19 and they had social anxiety for
the future (Kulu et al., 2020). In another study, it was observed that more than half of healthcare
professionals had a normal level of stress, and a small percentage of them suffered from a very
high level of stress (Polat & Coskun, 2020). In a similar study, the PSS mean score was found
to be moderate (Aloglu & Gecdi, 2021). The studies in the literature reported that the perceived
stress level of healthcare professionals was high, which is different from the present study.
This study has some limitations in terms of examining the data only in the Turkish sample,
self-reported data, and being conducted only on adults. This study has some strengths. It had a
large sample size and it was determined by the quota sampling method according to the

geographical regions of Turkey, all of which increases its reliability.
CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The results of the study revealed that the majority of the participants made changes in
their diet, their tendency to high-calorie foods (sugar and sweets, pastries, nuts, junk food(cakes,
wafer bars, cookies, chips, etc.) increased, their exercise decreased, and their perceived stress
was close to the medium level. A significant decrease in physical activity levels of people
during the pandemic lockdown stage led to a positive energy balance and may have resulted in
an increase in body weight, even if their dietary status did not change. In the present study,
nearly half of the participants stated that their body weight increased due to the lockdown. The
total energy intake of individuals should be balanced. Therefore, people should be informed
about exercise, healthy recipes, and junk food through mass media. If we as a society learn
ways to cope with stress, we can prevent wrong nutrition behaviors that may occur due to
changing emotional states. By providing information on special nutrition recommendations and
home exercise practices in pandemics such as COVID-19; Energy intake can be balanced and
people can be healthier.
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