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Dietary habits became poorer and physical activity declined during the COVID-19
pandemic, a local telephone survey reveals

(Hong Kong, 19 February 2024) — The coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic
challenged Hong Kong residents in attempts to maintain healthy lifestyle habits. A research
team from The Chinese University of Hong Kong has conducted 1500 telephone surveys
and atrend analysis in October 2020 to study the impact of the third wave of COVID-19 on
the prevalences of unhealthy dietary habits and physical inactivity levels in Hong Kong
Chinese, and identified associated factors during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic.
The findings have been recently published in the Hong Kong Medical Journal.

The study introduced a novel 9-item dietary screener, the Hong Kong Diet Score (HKDS), to
evaluate Hong Kong residents’ dietary habits and their adherence to the traditional Chinese eating
pattern. It revealed the majority (51%) of the surveyed participants who had low scores were
younger males. Greater proportions of participants (>50%) with lower household income, current
smokers, and current drinkers had low HKDS scores. Physical inactivity, measured by a Chinese
version of the International Physical Activity Questionnaire Short Form, was prevalent among non-
married or chronically ill individuals during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. A trend
analysis comparing fruit and vegetable consumption as well as physical activity from 2003 to 2020
revealed a persistent decline in eating five daily servings of fruits and vegetables. Similar trend was
observed in physical activity in 2020 despite a notable peak in 2019.

The study pointed out the disruption to usual routine during COVID-19 could lead to new dietary
behaviours which exacerbated the decline in consuming healthier food choices. Men and women
in all ages had dietary habits less adherent to the traditional Chinese eating pattern than 20 years
ago, namely, less consumption of fresh produce, whole grains, legumes, and ocean fish. These
changes in dietary habits are associated with increased incidence of non-communicable diseases.
The subtle but consistent westernisation of dietary habits appears to be detrimental for residents
who regularly consume food items of low fibre and high processed food content.

The article “Dietary habits and physical activity during the third wave of the COVID-19 pandemic:
associated factors, composite outcomes in a cross-sectional telephone survey of a Chinese
population, and trend analysis” was published in the Hong Kong Medical Journal.
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj2210265
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Source: Winnie YY Lin, Martin CS Wong, J Huang, et al. Dietary habits and physical activity during the third
wave of the COVID-19 pandemic: associated factors, composite outcomes in a cross-sectional telephone
survey of a Chinese population, and trend analysis. Hong Kong Med J 2024;30:Epub 19 Feb 2024.
https://doi.org/10.12809/hkmj2210265.
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