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Abstract

Background: Physical activity (PA) is vital for attenuating the aging-related physiological and functional declines in women
aged 60 years or above. However, little is known about the objectively assessed PA behavior in older women during the COVID-19
pandemic and its association with sociodemographics, health and physical function, and COVID-19 related factors.

Objective: This study aims to examine the objectively measured PA levels and associated factors among older US women who
were living under the physical distancing guidelines during the second year of the pandemic.

Methods: In this cross-sectional study, we collected free-living PA data from 94 community-dwelling older women aged
between 60 and 96 years (mean age 75.1 years, SD 7.3) using wrist-worn ActiGraph GT9X accelerometers between February
and August 2021. We examined whether their daily duration spent in sedentary behavior (SB), light-intensity physical activity
(LPA), and moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity (MVPA) varied by sociodemographic characteristics, health and
physical function, and COVID-19 related factors.

Results: On average, participants accumulated 12.4 (SD 1.9) hours/day in SB, 218.6 (SD 64.3) minutes/day in LPA, and 42.4
(SD 31.0) minutes/day in MVPA, exhibiting overall reduced PA levels than previously published pre–COVID-19 norms of older
US women. Among participants aged ≥80 years, sedentary time was 7.5% (P=.003) higher and the time spent in LPA and MVPA
was, respectively, 13.3% (P=.03) and 44.9% (P<.001) lower than those aged 60-79 years. More MVPA participation and a less
sedentary lifestyle were observed in those who had a higher self-rated health score (MVPA: P=.001, SB: P=.04) and lower fear
of falling (FOF; MVPA: P=.003, SB: P=.04). Poorer performance in the 30-second sit-to-stand (STS) test was independently
associated with more SB (P=.01) and less LPA (P=.04) and MVPA (P=.001) time among participants. In addition, sedentary
time was 5.0% higher (P=.03) in frail and prefrail participants than their healthy counterparts.

Conclusions: During the pandemic, older women spent the majority of their waking time being sedentary, while LPA accounted
for a larger portion of their daily PA. Therefore, replacing SB with LPA (rather than MVPA) might provide a more feasible PA
target for older women, particularly those aged ≥80 years or who have reduced physical function. In addition, targeted interventions
might be beneficial in promoting an active lifestyle for those who live alone, are prefrail or frail, and have a high FOF in older
age.
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Introduction

Background
The worldwide outbreak of COVID-19, caused by a novel type
of coronavirus (SARS-COV-2), was declared a global pandemic
by the World Health Organization (WHO) in March 2020. As
of March 22, 2022, there were 470,839,745 COVID-19 cases
confirmed worldwide, resulting in approximately 5,944,342
deaths [1]. Age and immune-compromised states are directly
linked to the severity and fatality of COVID-19, making older
adults the most significantly afflicted, particularly those with
pre-existing health conditions (eg, chronic respiratory diseases,
diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular diseases, chronic kidney
diseases) [2]. Hence, the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC) has been recommending strong adherence
to physical distancing guidelines (previously known as social
distancing guidelines) to the older adult population [3]. Despite
the easing of stay-at-home order restrictions and advancement
in the rapid, safe production and distribution of authorized
vaccines, the physical distancing recommendations were still
effective in the United States during the second year of the
pandemic (ie, 2021), accompanied by the ongoing vaccination
process and the emergence of new variants of concern (eg, Delta,
Omicron).

However, practicing physical distancing may cause many older
adults to limit their social interactions and out-of-home activities
in community settings, which, in turn, is likely to affect their
habitual physical activity (PA) level. Concerns regarding
reduced PA levels resulting from COVID-19 mitigation
strategies are particularly relevant for women aged 60 years or
above, as they are the least active segment of the US population
when evaluated against the current PA guidelines (ie, ≥150
minutes/week of moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical
activity [MVPA]). Federal monitoring data show that less than
20% of older US women were engaged in insufficient MVPA,
even prior to the pandemic [4].

Therefore, it is important to examine the factors that may
influence PA behavior in older women during the pandemic so
that age- and gender-appropriate interventions can be tailored.
To date, many studies have reported the factors associated with
PA participation in older adults across different regions of the
world during different phases of the pandemic, but the majority
of these studies relied on self-report questionnaires and surveys
for PA assessment [3,5-10]. Despite large and statistically robust
sample sizes, these prior studies should be interpreted with
caution because they can often be subjected to measurement
biases (eg, social desirability bias and recall bias) and may not
accurately capture the lower end of the PA spectrum (ie,
light-intensity physical activity [LPA]) [11]. Objective PA
measures can overcome these limitations of self-report
questionnaires and provide continuous evaluation of 1 or more
dimensions of PA (eg, frequency, intensity, and duration) in
free-living conditions [12]. So far, a small number of studies

have investigated objectively measured PA levels among
Japanese, Swedish, and Brazilian older adults during the
pandemic [13-16]; however, no study has yet reported
objectively measured PA levels among older US people in the
context of the pandemic.

Identifying nonmodifiable factors (eg, age, race/ethnicity,
educational attainment, living alone) [17] associated with PA
participation can help us in recognizing and targeting subgroups
of older women who have been at higher risk of negative health
consequences resulting from physical distancing adherence and
are in most need of tailored PA interventions. Conversely,
understanding the role of potentially modifiable risk factors (eg,
overweight status, prefrail symptoms, fear of falling [FOF],
upper and lower extremity strength) for reduced PA level during
the pandemic might aid in developing evidence-based programs
to enhance PA behavior in older women. Studies have reported
obesity [18,19], frailty incidence [20], and decline in physical
function (eg, upper and lower body strength) [21,22] to be
associated with lower PA levels in older adults in the
prepandemic period. In addition, FOF has been previously linked
with more sedentary time and less duration in all other PA
domains (both light and moderate-to-vigorous intensity) in a
large cohort of older British men [23]. During the pandemic,
older adults have been more vulnerable to social isolation and
disconnectedness compared to the prepandemic time, due to
changes in their lifestyle under the physical distancing
guidelines. Given that social isolation poses a higher risk of
frailty progression [24,25], increased FOF [26], and reduced
physical functioning [27], it is important to understand how
these factors are associated with different PA intensities among
older adults in the light of physical distancing recommendations.
This, in turn, will allow us to learn from this COVID-19
pandemic regarding PA strategies for older adults during social
distancing and pandemic-related regulations in order to better
prepare us for any similar instances possible in the future.

Goal of This Study
This study aims to examine PA levels among a diverse sample
of older US women who were living under the physical
distancing guidelines during the second year of the COVID-19
pandemic using wrist-worn accelerometry-based analysis. More
specifically, we investigated whether their daily time spent in
sedentary behavior (SB), LPA, and MVPA differed by (1)
sociodemographic status (ie, age, race/ethnicity, education level,
and household composition), (2) health and physical function
(ie, BMI, self-rated health, frailty, FOF, grip strength, and
sit-to-stand [STS] performance), and (3) COVID-19–related
factors (ie, history of being COVID-19 positive, fear of
COVID-19, and perceived severity of COVID-19 in their
community).
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Methods

Study Design and Participants
In this cross-sectional study, an opportunistic sample of 94
community-dwelling older women aged 60-96 years was
recruited from the region of Central Florida, USA, between
February and August 2021. Participants were recruited via word
of mouth and flyers distributed in their communities. The
inclusion criteria were that participants must be aged ≥60 years,
be able to walk (with or without assistive devices but not
requiring assistance from another person), have no marked
cognitive impairment, live in their own homes or apartments,
and be fluent in English or Spanish. The exclusion criteria were
(1) having a medical condition that may preclude engagement
in PA (eg, shortness of breath, dizziness, tightness or pain in
the chest, and unusual fatigue at rest or with light exertion) and
(2) currently receiving treatment from a rehabilitation facility.
This cross-sectional assessment required 1 visit to the study site
during which participants completed the informed consent, a
self-report questionnaire, the Fatigue, Resistance, Ambulation,
Illnesses, and Loss of weight (FRAIL) scale, and Short Falls
Efficacy Scale-International (short FES-I), followed by the
assessment of grip strength and STS performance. At the end
of the visit, each participant was fitted with a wrist-worn
accelerometer and given instructions on how to wear it during
the PA-monitoring period.

Ethical Considerations
The study protocol was approved by the Institutional Review
Board of the University of Central Florida (Protocol No. 2189;
September 10, 2020). All procedures were approved by the
University of Central Florida’s Institutional Review Board
(#00003029). All experimental procedures were performed in
accordance with the University of Central Florida COVID-19
Human Subject Research Standard Safety Plan.

Objective Measurement of PA
ActiGraph GT9X Link (ActiGraph LLC., Pensacola, FL, USA)
was used to measure PA levels among participants. It is a small
(3.5 × 3.5 × 1 cm), lightweight (14 g) wrist-worn device and
contains a triaxial accelerometer with a dynamic range of ±8
gravitational units (g). Participants were required to wear it on
the nondominant wrist for 7 consecutive days in free-living
conditions. They were instructed to remove it only during
sleeping, showering or swimming, and medical imaging tests.
The accelerometer was initialized to record data at a sampling
rate of 30 Hz. After 7 days of PA data collection, the ActiGraph
devices were collected from the participants. At least 6 valid
days of data were required for a participant to be included in
the analysis, and only days during which the accelerometer was
worn for at least 14 hours were counted as valid days.

Raw acceleration data from the ActiGraph devices were
downloaded and converted to “.csv” files using ActiLife 6
v6.13.4 (ActiGraph LLC.). Next, data processing was performed
in R statistical software (R Foundation for Statistical
Computing) using the GGIR package (version 2.4-0) [28]. Data
processing steps in GGIR include (1) autocalibration of
acceleration signals according to local gravity [29], (2) detection

of nonwear time, and (3) calculation of the average magnitude
of dynamic acceleration corrected for gravity (ie, Euclidean
Norm Minus 1 gravitational unit [g; ENMO]) over 5-second
epochs, with negative values rounded to 0 [30]. ENMO was
expressed in milligravitational units (mg) and defined as [31]:

ENMO (mg)=ri–1000

where is the i-th vector magnitude at each time point
and 1 g=1000 mg.

Nonwear time and sustained abnormally high accelerations (ie,
≥5.5 g) were imputed using the default settings, described in
detail elsewhere [30]. ENMO cut-off points were used to
estimate the total time spent in SB, LPA, and MVPA among
the participants. The following cut-off points for nondominant
wrist-worn accelerometry for older adults were adopted from
the literature [32,33]: (1) SB<30 mg, (2) 30 mg≤LPA<100 mg,
and (3) MVPA≥100 mg. In addition, to understand the impact
of the pandemic on PA levels among older women, our data
were compared with 2 pre–COVID-19 observational studies
that had large-scale older women population samples and used
a similar protocol and data processing methods as ours [34,35].

Assessment of Factors
A self-report questionnaire was used to obtain sociodemographic
characteristics of participants. Based on age, they were
categorized into 2 groups, 60-79 years and ≥80 years. According
to race/ethnicity, participants were grouped into White and
non-White groups, where the non-White category included
African American, Asian, and Hispanic older women. The level
of education was divided into 2 categories, high school or lower
and college or higher. Household composition was defined as
living alone or living with family. Height was measured using
a stadiometer, and weight was measured using a digital scale.
The BMI was calculated as weight (kg) divided by the square

of height (m2). Based on BMI, the participants were categorized

into normal weight (BMI<25 kg/m2), overweight (BMI=25-29.9

kg/m2), and obese (BMI≥30 kg/m2) [36]. Self-rated health was
obtained using a 5-point Likert scale, and participants were
classified into health status categories of excellent (score=1),
very good (score=2), and good or fair (score≤3). Frailty was
assessed using FRAIL scale, a 5-item self-report tool measuring
fatigue, resistance, ambulation, illnesses, and loss of weight
[37]. Based on the FRAIL score, participants were screened as
healthy (score=0), prefrail (score=1-2), and frail (score=3-5).
FOF was assessed using short FES-I, a 7-item self-administered
tool measuring the level of concern about falling while
performing 7 activities on a 4-point Likert scale (1=not at all
concerned to 4=very concerned) [38]. A short FES-I score
between 7 and 10 indicated a low concern of falling, while a
score between 11 and 28 indicated a high concern of falling.

Grip strength, an indicator of hand and forearm muscle strength,
was measured using a hydraulic hand dynamometer (JAMAR
5030J1, Patterson Medical), following the procedures adopted
by the American Society of Hand Therapists, described in detail
elsewhere [39]. Participants were categorized into low and
regular grip strength groups based on the revised sarcopenia
cut-off point (ie, <16 kg) recommended by the European
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Working Group on Sarcopenia in Older People (EWGSOP)
[40]. The 30-second STS test (also known as the chair-stand
test) was used to assess lower limb muscle strength, endurance,
and balance among participants [39]. STS performance was
divided into below average, average, and above average based
on the age- and gender-specific normative scores provided by
Rikli and Jones [41].

In addition, participants were asked whether they had ever tested
positive for COVID-19. They also rated their perception of
COVID-19 severity in their community over the past month on
a 4-point Likert scale (1=extremely high, 2=moderately high,
3=severe, 4=not severe). Fear of COVID-19 among the
participants was assessed using the Fear of COVID-19 Scale
(FCV-19S), a 7-item, 4-point Likert scale adapted from Ahorsu
et al [42]. An FCV-19S score between 7 and 21 was defined as
normal fear of COVID, while a score between 22 and 35
indicated elevated fear of COVID.

Statistical Analysis
All statistical analyses were performed using R statistical
software (version 4.1.2) with a significance level (α) of .05.
According to the Shapiro-Wilk test, SB and LPA among the
participants were normally distributed, but MVPA showed
nonnormal distribution. Descriptive statistics of PA variables
(expressed as % of total wake time) were presented as means
and SDs for normally distributed data and as medians and IQRs
for nonnormally distributed data. For normally distributed PA
variables, differences across 2 categories and more than 2
categories were examined, respectively, using independent t
tests and 1-way ANOVA, with Bonferroni adjustment for post
hoc comparisons. For nonnormally distributed variable, we
performed the Mann-Whitney U test and the Kruskal-Wallis
test, which are nonparametric equivalences of independent t
tests and ANOVA, respectively.

Multiple linear regression analysis was performed on each PA
outcome variable (ie, SB, LPA, and MVPA, expressed in
minutes/day) to examine their adjusted associations with
different independent variables. The independent variables
included age, household composition, self-rated health score,
frailty status, FOF score, and STS performance. For each PA
outcome, model 1 was adjusted for the BMI and total wear time
and model 2 was adjusted for the BMI and other 2 PA
intensities. A priori sample size calculation revealed that the
minimum required sample size for 9 explanatory variables at a
statistical power level of 0.8 and a medium effect size (Cohen

f2=0.2) would be 87; therefore, our sample size (ie, N=94) was
sufficient for multiple regression. Before conducting the

regression, multicollinearity was checked by examining the
correlation matrix of independent variables for any correlation
coefficient value >0.8. In addition, log10 transformation was
performed on MVPA (minutes/day) in order to meet the linear
regression assumption of normality of residuals. To aid
interpretation, while presenting outcomes for MVPA models,
regression coefficients were back-transformed using the formula

100×(expβ – 1) to indicate the percentage change in MVPA
(minutes/day) for 1-unit change in the corresponding
independent variable [43].

Results

Participant Details
The mean age of participants was 75.1 (SD 7.3) years, and 23
(25%) participants were aged 80 years or above. The mean BMI

was 26.85 (SD 5.42) kg/m2, and 39 (42%) participants were
screened as prefrail. The mean grip strength was 19.0 (SD 5.6)
kg, and the mean 30-second STS score was 14 (SD 6) repetitions
(reps). The median accelerometer wear period for participants
was 16.5 (IQR 15.5-17.6) hours/day. In addition, 85 (90%)
participants had valid data (ie, ≥14 hours/day) on all 7 days.
For the remaining participants (n=9, 10%), valid data were
available for 6 days. All participants were included in the
analysis. Among participants, the mean time spent in SB, LPA,
and MVPA was 12.4 (SD 1.9) hours/day, 218.6 (SD 64.3)
minutes/day, and 42.4 (SD 31.0) minutes/day, respectively.
When expressed as a percentage of total waking time, the mean
time accumulated in SB, LPA, and MVPA was 74.0% (SD
7.9%), 21.8% (SD 6.0%), and 4.2% (SD 3.0%), respectively.

Table 1 summarizes the descriptive statistics and the results
from univariate analyses (parametric: independent t tests and
1-way ANOVA; nonparametric: Mann-Whitney U test and
Kruskal-Wallis test) between PA variables and all factors. The
average sedentary time was significantly higher (P=.003) in
participants aged 80 years or above compared to those aged
60-79 years (78.10%, SD 7.49%, vs 72.70%, SD 7.54%), as
shown in Figure 1. In addition, participants in the ≥80 years age
group accumulated significantly less time in LPA (19.50%,
P=.03) and MVPA (2.12%, P=.001) than those in the 60-79
years age group (LPA: 22.50%; MVPA: 3.85%). We observed
that time spent in MVPA was significantly higher (P=.001) in
participants who lived with their family compared to those living
alone. However, no significant group differences were observed
across race, education level, and BMI categories for any of PA
variables in the current sample.
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Table 1. Time spent in SBa, LPAb, and MVPAc (expressed as % of total wake time), stratified by sociodemographic characteristics, health and physical
function, and COVID-19–related factors.

MVPA (%), mean (SD)LPA (%), mean (SD)SB (%), mean (SD)Participants, n (%)Participant characteristics

3.54 (3.53)21.79 (6.04)73.98 (7.85)94 (100)Total

Age (years)

3.85 (3.50)22.50 (5.84)72.70 (7.54)71 (75)60-79

2.12 (2.76)19.50 (6.18)78.10 (7.49)23 (25)≥80

<.001.03.003N/AdP value

Race

3.27 (1.61)20.68 (6.03)76.06 (7.73)23 (25)Non-White

3.90 (3.74)22.14 (6.04)73.31 (7.82)71 (75)White

.07.32.15N/AP value

Education

3.54 (3.69)21.71 (5.44)73.73 (7.39)67 (71)College or higher

3.36 (3.24)21.97 (7.42)74.62 (9.01)27 (29)High school or lower

.08.85.63N/AP value

Household composition

3.31 (3.07)20.70 (6.5)75.58 (8.58)45 (48)Living alone

3.97 (3.43)22.78 (5.46)72.52 (6.87)49 (52)Living with family

.001.10.06N/AP value

BMIe

3.94 (2.80)22.67 (5.21)72.23 (7.12)38 (40)Normal weight

3.21 (3.83)22.00 (7.11)74.24 (8.84)32 (34)Overweight

2.96 (3.15)20.10 (5.59)76.41 (7.11)24 (26)Obese

.06.26.12N/AP value

Self-rated health

5.02 (5.13)23.64 (5.46)70.07 (7.98)14 (15)Excellent

3.98 (3.25)22.04 (6.64)73.18 (8.28)36 (38)Very good

3.26 (2.29)20.98 (5.67)75.88 (6.99)44 (47)Good or fair

.001.34.04N/AP value

Frailty status

3.15 (3.57)20.23 (5.79)76.10 (7.70)39 (42)Prefrail or frail

3.65 (3.22)22.88 (6.02)72.48 (7.66)55 (58)Healthy

.06.34.03N/AP value

FOFf

2.60 (3.80)20.70 (7.20)76.12 (8.76)36 (38)High

3.94 (3.45)22.45 (5.14)72.66 (6.97)58 (62)Low

.003.28.04N/AP value

Grip strength

3.46 (2.77)22.77 (5.77)73.21 (8.02)40 (43)Low (<16 kg)

3.56 (3.55)21.05 (6.18)74.56 (7.74)54 (57)Regular (≥16 kg)

.39.17.42N/AP value

STSg performance
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MVPA (%), mean (SD)LPA (%), mean (SD)SB (%), mean (SD)Participants, n (%)Participant characteristics

1.13 (1.57)17.72 (6.12)80.42 (7.22)13 (14)Below average

3.58 (3.46)22.39 (6.60)73.40 (8.15)39 (41)Average

3.99 (3.30)22.48 (5.03)72.56 (6.87)42 (45)Above average

<.001.03.004N/AP value

History of being COVID-19 positive

3.54 (3.83)21.66 (6.13)74.01 (8.03)87 (93)No

2.65 (1.15)23.28 (4.84)73.60 (5.37)7 (7)Yes

.42.50.89N/AP value

Fear of COVID-19

3.21 (1.26)23.0 (4.73)74.01 (5.48)8 (9)Elevated fear

3.57 (3.84)21.67 (6.16)73.98 (8.06)86 (91)Normal fear

.26.56.99N/AP value

Perceived severity of COVID-19 in community

3.38 (2.54)21.29 (6.01)74.69 (7.54)42 (45)Severe or moderately
severe

3.62 (4.13)22.18 (6.09)73.41 (8.11)52 (55)Not severe

.51.60.48N/AP value

aSB: sedentary behavior.
bLPA: light-intensity physical activity.
cMVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity.
dN/A: not applicable.
eBMI: Body Mass Index.
fFOF: fear of falling.
gSTS: sit-to-stand.

Figure 1. Distribution of mean PA levels by age group. LPA: light-intensity physical activity; MVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity;
PA: physical activity; SB: sedentary behavior.

The average sedentary time for participants with excellent health
status was significantly lower than those rating their health as
fair or poor (mean 70.07%, SD 7.98%, vs mean 75.88%, SD
6.99%, P=.01), as shown in Figure 2. Conversely, the mean
time accumulated in MVPA was lower in participants with fair
or poor health status (mean 3.26%, SD 2.29%) compared to

those with excellent (mean 5.02%, SD 5.13%, P=.001) and very
good (mean 3.98%, SD 3.25%, P=.04) health. We also found
that sedentary time accumulated in prefrail and frail participants
was significantly higher than that of participants with robust
health (mean 76.10%, SD 7.70%, vs mean 72.48%, SD 7.66%,
P=.03).

JMIR Aging 2022 | vol. 5 | iss. 3 | e38172 | p. 6https://aging.jmir.org/2022/3/e38172
(page number not for citation purposes)

Choudhury et alJMIR AGING

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


In the current sample, older women with low FOF participated
more in MVPA (P=.003) and spent less time in being sedentary
(P=.04) than their high-FOF counterparts (Figure 3). Regarding
physical function, significant group differences were observed
for STS performance but not for grip strength. Participants with
below-average STS scores accumulated more sedentary time
(mean 80.42%, SD 7.22%) and less MVPA time (mean 1.13%,
SD 1.57%) than those with average (SB: mean 73.40%, SD
8.15%, P=.01; MVPA: mean 3.58%, SD 3.46%, P=.001) and
above-average scores (SB: mean 72.56%, SD 6.87%, P=.001;
MVPA: mean 3.99%, SD 3.30%, P<.001), as shown in Figure

4. In addition, time spent in LPA was significantly higher in
participants with above-average STS scores compared to those
with below-average scores (mean 22.48%, SD 5.03%, vs mean
17.72%, SD 6.12%, P=.01).

However, none of the COVID-19–related factors showed
significant group differences for any of the PA variables. This
might be attributed to the fact that only a small proportion of
our study participants had a history of being COVID-19 positive
and showed elevated fear of COVID-19 (ie, n=7, 7%, and n=8,
9%, respectively).

Figure 2. Time spent in (a) SB and (b) MVPA across categories of the self-rated health score. *P<.05 and **P<.01. MVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity
physical activity; SB: sedentary behavior.

Figure 3. Time spent in (a) SB and (b) MVPA according to the FOF. *P<.05 and **P<.01. FOF: fear of falling; MVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity
physical activity; SB: sedentary behavior.

Figure 4. Time spent in (a) SB and (b) MVPA across categories of the 30-second STS score. **P<.01 and ***P<.001. MVPA:
moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity; SB: sedentary behavior; STS: sit-to-stand.
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Table 2 presents the multiple regression models for sedentary
time (minutes/day). In model 1, STS performance showed
significant negative association (β=–3.92, P=.008) with the time
spent in SB. This indicates that, in this current sample, an
increase of 1-unit in STS score would result in a decrease of
sedentary time by 3.92 minutes/day, after adjustment for total
wear time and other variables. In model 2, after controlling for
LPA and MVPA time, STS score did not show significant
association with SB; however, FOF score was significantly
positively associated with more time spent in SB (β=8.99,
P=.01).

Results from multiple regression analysis for LPA (minutes/day)
are reported in Table 3. In model 1 (adjusted for total wear
time), STS performance had a significant positive association
(P=.04) with LPA, indicating an increase of 2.39 minutes/day
of LPA time for each 1-unit increase in the STS score. However,

in model 2 (adjusted for SB and MVPA), no significant
associations were observed between LPA and any independent
variable.

Table 4 presents the back-transformed regression coefficients
for MVPA models. In model 1, STS performance was
significantly positively associated (P=.001) with MVPA,
indicating a 5.13% change in MVPA time (minutes/day) for
each 1-unit increase in the STS score. In model 2, after adjusting
for SB and LPA time, the self-rated health score (β=20.92,
P=.04) and STS performance (β=34.99, P=.02) showed a
significant positive association with MVPA time.

Multimedia Appendix 1 reports the correlation matrix between
all independent variables used in the linear regression analysis.
All correlation coefficients were less than 0.8; therefore, no
multicollinearity was detected.

Table 2. Association with SBa (minutes/day): results from multiple regression analysis.

Model 2cModel 1bParticipant characteristics

P valueβ (SE)P valueβd (SE)

.59–0.99 (1.84).600.60 (1.14)Age (years)

Household composition (Ref.e: living alone)

.4818.82 (26.36).46–12.27 (16.42)Living with family

.638.42 (17.35).97–0.37 (10.67)Self-rated health score

Frailty status (Ref.: prefrail or frail)

.35–25.02 (26.62).51–11.02 (16.78)Robust health

.018.99 (3.57).282.52 (2.32)FOFf score

.920.25 (2.42).01–3.92 (1.44)STSg score (reps)

aSB: sedentary behavior.
bAdjusted for the BMI and total wear time (minutes/day).
cAdjusted for the BMI, light-intensity physical activity (LPA; minutes/day), and moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity (MVPA; minutes/day).
dβ: standardized regression coefficient.
eRef.: reference.
fFOF: fear of falling.
gSTS: sit-to-stand.
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Table 3. Association with LPAa (minutes/day): results from multiple regression analysis.

Model 2cModel 1bParticipant characteristics

P valueβ (SE)P valueβd (SE)

.530.53 (0.83).89–0.13 (0.92)Age (years)

Household composition (Ref.e: living alone)

.822.74 (11.93).4011.12 (13.20)Living with family

.11–12.60 (7.72).35–8.03 (8.58)Self-rated health score

Frailty status (Ref.: prefrail or frail)

.459.08 (12.04).35–12.72 (13.49)Robust health

.441.28 (1.67).26–2.12 (1.87)FOFf score

.650.50 (1.09).042.39 (1.16)STSg score (reps)

aLPA: light-intensity physical activity.
bAdjusted for the BMI and total wear time (minutes/day).
cAdjusted for the BMI, sedentary behavior (SB; minutes/day), and moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity (MVPA; minutes/day).
dβ: standardized regression coefficient.
eRef.: reference.
fFOF: fear of falling.
gSTS: sit-to-stand.

Table 4. Association with MVPAa (minutes/day): results from multiple regression analysis.

Model 2cModel 1bParticipant characteristics

P valueβ (SE)P valueβd (SE)

.06–1.78 (0.95).10–1.98 (1.00)Age (years)

Household composition (Ref.e: living alone)

.1422.14 (15.03).1131.0 (17.35)Living with family

.0420.92 (9.42).2015.03 (11.63)Self-rated health score

Frailty status (Ref.: prefrail or frail)

.43–10.42 (15.02).94–1.00 (18.53)Robust health

.46–1.39 (1.92).11–3.92 (2.02)FOFf score

.0234.99 (1.21).0015.13 (1.00)STSg score (reps)

aMVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity.
bAdjusted for the BMI and total wear time (minutes/day).
cAdjusted for the BMI, sedentary behavior (SB; minutes/day), and light-intensity physical activity (LPA; minutes/day).
dβ: standardized regression coefficient.
eRef.: reference.
fFOF: fear of falling.
gSTS: sit-to-stand.

Discussion

Principal Findings
This is the first study, to the best of our knowledge, to report
the factors associated with objectively measured PA levels
among a diverse sample of older US women during the
COVID-19 pandemic. Our study findings indicate that
participants spent the majority of their day being sedentary,

confirming the high prevalence of a sedentary lifestyle among
older adults reported in the literature [44]. Evidence suggests
that a higher level of sedentary time remains associated with
greater all-cause mortality risk among older adults, even among
those who meet the national MVPA guidelines of 150
minutes/week [45]. We also observed that participants
accumulated more time in LPA compared to MVPA, which
confirms that LPA is the predominant form of PA behavior
among women aged 60 years or above and accounts for a large
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portion of their daily activities [34]. Therefore, to combat a
sedentary lifestyle, replacing SB with LPA (rather than MVPA)
could be a more achievable target for older women, particularly
those with chronic conditions and low cardiorespiratory fitness.
Studies have reported LPA to be associated with reduced
mortality risk, more favorable cardiometabolic biomarkers, and
reduced incident mobility disorders in older adults [46-48].
Therefore, future studies should focus on identifying the optimal
amount of LPA that may elicit health benefits in older women,
irrespective of their engagement in MVPA, and developing
LPA recommendations for the heterogeneous older adult
population.

Compared to the previously published literature reporting
normative PA levels of older US women in the prepandemic
period using accelerometry-based analysis [49], our study
participants’ PA levels were observed to be lower. Evenson et
al [49] reported the average sedentary time in older US women,
measured by hip-worn accelerometers, to be 510.6 (SD 98.8)
minutes/day in the Women’s Health Study (WHS) cohort
(n=16,726, mean age 71.5 years, SD 5.7 years, age range 62-89
years) and 555.6 (SD 99.4) minutes/day in the Women’s Health
Initiative/Objective Physical Activity and Cardiovascular Health
(WHI/OPACH) cohort (n=6126, mean age 78.7 years, SD 6.7
years, age range 63-97 years), which is less than the sedentary
time among our participants (ie, mean 744, SD 114
minutes/day). Similarly, the average time accumulated in LPA
(ie, mean 218.6, SD 64.3 minutes/day) and MVPA (ie, mean
42.4, SD 31.0 minutes/day) in our study sample was found to
be less than the prepandemic PA norms reported in the WHS
(LPA: mean 287.8, SD 54.63 minutes/day, MVPA: mean 91.9,
SD 45.4 minutes/day) and WHI/OPACH cohorts (LPA: mean
286.9, SD 61.48 minutes/day, MVPA: mean 50.4, SD 34.4
minutes/day). These findings might qualitatively reflect the
trend in PA and SB among older US women before and during
the pandemic, despite the differences in accelerometer placement
and PA intensity cut-off points. Previously, several studies have
reported the negative impact of the pandemic on PA levels of
older adults across different geographical regions during various
phases of the pandemic [10]. Our results imply that despite the
easing of stay-at-home orders in the United States, this trend of
reduced PA participation among older women persisted during
the second year of the pandemic, due to their adherence to the
physical distancing guidelines. Previous findings suggest that
physical distancing poses a risk of diminished social
connectedness and can disproportionately impact older adults
whose social interactions used to take place mostly outside the
home (eg, community centers, volunteering services, places of
worship), affecting their habitual PA level [50]. However, in
this study, we were unable to quantify the longitudinal changes
in PA behavior among our participants, since we did not have
their free-living PA data from the prepandemic period.

This study also investigated the factors affecting the objectively
measured PA and SB among older women during the pandemic.
Our findings indicate that the time spent in SB increased with
older age in our study sample. In general, older adults spend
more time being sedentary than any other age groups [51], and
our results support that even among older adults, older age is
associated with a more sedentary lifestyle [52]. Prior studies

have reported that age-related physiological and functional
declines, as well as the prevalence of chronic diseases, may
limit one’s ability to participate in MVPA in older age [53,54].
Therefore, it is important to identify the barriers to PA
participation (eg, poor health, lack of knowledge, lack of
motivation) in older women, particularly those aged 80 years
or above, and provide individual-specific MVPA
recommendations based on their aerobic capacity. For older
women who cannot achieve 150 minutes/week of MVPA due
to poor health and limited functional capacity, PA interventions
incorporating both LPA and MVPA might provide a more
feasible and sustainable approach in maintaining an active
lifestyle [52].

In our study sample, lower MVPA time was observed in
participants living alone compared to those living with family.
During the pandemic, older women who live alone have been
more susceptible to social isolation than in the prepandemic
time, and the associations between social isolation and lower
self-reported MVPA among older adults have been noted
previously [55]. In addition, a recent study in Japan reported
that during the third wave of the pandemic (ie, January 2021),
recovery in the total PA time since the first wave (ie, April
2020) was observed among most Japanese older adults, except
those who were living alone and were socially inactive [56].
This indicates that living with family might contribute to better
resilience against the negative impact of the pandemic on the
PA behavior of older women, because they are more likely to
obtain valuable knowledge, support, and motivation from family
members for maintaining a healthy lifestyle. In addition, this
highlights the need for increasing social support for older women
living alone in order to effectively promote MVPA participation
among them.

Our findings suggest that better self-rated health was positively
associated with less SB and more MVPA engagement in our
study sample. Previously, existing studies have identified the
bidirectional associations of SB and MVPA with self-rated
health [57-59]. A study on middle-aged US adults reported that
poor self-rated health is linked with adverse longitudinal shifts
toward a more sedentary lifestyle and less MVPA time [58].
Conversely, Beyer et al [59] found that older individuals with
positive self-perceptions of aging are more likely to participate
in PA, which, in turn, improves their self-rated health. Therefore,
PA intervention programs for older women should foster
positive self-perceptions of aging, in conjunction with healthy
lifestyle behaviors (eg, proper nutrition and diet intake, adequate
sleep, no/reduced smoking and alcohol intake) for enhancing
their PA participation so that they can achieve favorable
self-rated health in later life.

Regarding frailty, our finding is consistent with the previous
evidence that irrespective of MVPA participation, a higher level
of SB is associated with the increased odds of being frail or
prefrail in older age [60-62]. This also emphasizes the need for
developing targeted interventions to reduce sedentary time
among prefrail and frail older women, with a particular focus
on decelerating or possibly preventing further functional loss
in prefrail individuals.

JMIR Aging 2022 | vol. 5 | iss. 3 | e38172 | p. 10https://aging.jmir.org/2022/3/e38172
(page number not for citation purposes)

Choudhury et alJMIR AGING

XSL•FO
RenderX

http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/


FOF causes older adults to limit their habitual PA level, which,
in turn, may increase their risk of falling more [23], and our
result is in agreement with the existing literature [63,64].
Therefore, it is important to identify the barriers (both physical
and psychological) to PA participation in older women with
high FOF so that tailored interventions can be developed for
those having irrational FOF despite having a low physiological
risk of fall [65]. In addition, to reduce sedentary time in older
women with high FOF and a high physiological risk of fall,
focus should be given on integrated intervention approaches
combining both cognitive behavioral therapy and balance
exercises.

Our key findings indicate that STS performance was
independently associated with all 3 PA variables (ie, SB, LPA,
and MVPA time) in the regression analysis after adjusting for
total wear time. The 30-second STS test is a widely used,
well-validated functional performance measure in clinical
research and practice, having good test-retest and interrater
reliability [66]. STS performance is considered an indicator of
lower limb strength among older adults and has been correlated
with objective strength testing methods, such as leg-press
resistance [67] and power rigs [68]. In our study, participants
with below-average STS scores showed reduced PA levels
compared to those with average and above-average scores.
Previous findings have reported the bidirectional associations
between SB and PA with lower body muscle strength [69],
which is in agreement with our findings. In addition to lower
body strength, STS scores have also been associated with
dynamic balance and mobility [70] and are considered a proxy
measure for physical performance in sarcopenia diagnosis [66].
These highlight the need for developing home-based multimodal
intervention strategies during the pandemic to promote PA
participation among older women, which will include (1)
strength training for improving lower limb muscle mass and
strength and (2) balance exercises for reducing the risk of falls.

Our focus was to identify the factors that were associated with
higher sedentary time and less PA participation in our study
sample during the pandemic. Based on our findings,
considerations should be taken about an older individual’s age
and health status and whether the person lives alone, is frail,
and has high FOF and poor STS performance while providing
PA prescriptions. For instance, if an older person has high FOF
but good dynamic balance (ie, STS performance), the study
result informs that the PA intervention should integrate
approaches to reduce this irrational FOF for promoting PA
participation. Again, if an older woman is more than 80 years
old and has multiple chronic diseases, then PA intervention
focusing on increasing LPA might be more effective and feasible
(rather than increasing MVPA) to combat the sedentary lifestyle.
These examples indicate how this knowledge of different factors
associated with PA participation can contribute to individually
tailored PA prescriptions for older women, rather than a
one-size-fits-all approach, even during their transition to the
postpandemic lifestyle.

Strengths and Limitations
A strength of our study is the accelerometry-based measurement
of the PA level during the pandemic, providing an objective
and detailed description of SB, LPA, and MVPA patterns among
women aged 60 years or above. In addition, identifying the
factors associated with PA behavior provided evidence to
develop informed strategies for maintaining or improving PA
participation among older women in the context of the
pandemic.

There are some recognized limitations of wrist-worn
accelerometry-based studies, which apply to our study as well.
For instance, wrist-worn accelerometers cannot accurately and
reliably detect nonambulatory activities, such as resistance
training or cycling. In addition, in some cases, a wrist-worn
accelerometer can overestimate the PA level of the user while
they perform activities that are primarily upper limb movements
with low energy expenditure (eg, cleaning or sewing in a seated
position). Furthermore, the cut-off points to classify PA intensity
for wrist-worn accelerometers for older adults have not been
firmly established yet. The nondominant wrist ENMO cut-off
points for older adults, reported in the existing literature, range
from 18 to 57 mg for the LPA threshold and 60 to 104 mg for
the MVPA threshold [71-73], which limits the comparability
of results among studies with different cut-off points. Moreover,
due to the cross-sectional study design, we were not able
quantify the change in PA behavior in our participants between
the prepandemic period and the pandemic time, since we did
not have their objectively measured pre–COVID-19 PA data.
Another limitation of this study was the small, nonrepresentative
nature of the sample. This sample was predominantly White,
educated, relatively healthy, and active (75.6% meeting the
national MVPA guidelines), which limits the generalizability
of our findings.

Conclusion
This study investigated objectively measured SB and PA in a
sample of older US women during the COVID-19 pandemic.
When compared to pre–COVID-19 norms of older US women,
it was observed that the total time spent in LPA and MVPA was
lower during the pandemic, while the average sedentary time
was higher. A more sedentary lifestyle was found in participants
who were aged 80 years or above, had poorer self-rated health,
were frail or prefrail, and had high FOF. The time spent in LPA
was significantly lower among women aged 80 years or above.
Participation in MVPA was higher for those who were aged
60-79 years, lived with family, had better self-rated health, and
had low FOF. In addition, it was observed that STS performance
was independently associated with increased PA levels among
participants after adjustment for total accelerometer wear time.
These findings can help design more sustainable and
behavior-changing PA interventions for older women to promote
healthy aging and mitigate long-term health consequences of
the pandemic.
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FES-I: Falls Efficacy Scale-International
FOF: fear of falling
FRAIL: Fatigue, Resistance, Ambulation, Illnesses, and Loss of weight
g: gravitational unit
LPA: light-intensity physical activity
mg: milligravitational unit
MVPA: moderate-to-vigorous-intensity physical activity
PA: physical activity
SB: sedentary behavior
STS: sit-to-stand
WHI/OPACH: Women’s Health Initiative/Objective Physical Activity and Cardiovascular Health
WHO: World Health Organization
WHS: Women’s Health Study
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