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Letter to the Editor
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Dear Editor,

Group-based physical exercise is both a physical 
and social activity, and for elderly people it has 
been recommended to prevent functional decline 

compared with individual physical exercise (1). We began 
a weekly group exercise program for elderly community 
members in 2015 as an anti-frailty measure. It is weekly private 
clinic-supported (participation fee 100 JPY, approx. 1 USD/
hour) group exercise program for elderly community members 
in Akashi City, Hyogo, Japan. About 30 participants in their 
70s and 80s exercise together regularly (70s: 80%, 80s: 20%). 
Our program is one of many similar local group exercise 
programs in Japan. During the COVID-19 pandemic, many 
have had to stop their activities, especially in high-risk areas; 
47% of community initiatives in Tokyo completely stopped 
meeting in April 2020 (2). As COVID-19 spread, we faced a 
high likelihood of also having to stop our exercise program.

There is growing evidence of the effectiveness of online 
exercise for elderly people (3). We planned to transition the 
social and physical aspect of our exercise program from offline 
(in person) to online using free online conference software.

Before beginning the online program, we surveyed the 
participant’s experience of video conference software; 29 of 30 
participants responded, but only 2 of 29 (7%) participants had 
experience of using video conference software. Nineteen (65%) 
had access to a smart device or computer with internet access, 
and 16 (55%) expressed desire to participate in an online group 
exercise program. We judged that it was feasible to transition 
the program online without additional cost, so we began 
adapting our exercise program. We used ZOOM (Zoom Video 
Communications Inc., San Jose, CA) because it is free, easy to 
use, and pre-installed on many smart devices. Initially, between 
November and December 2020, we provided simultaneous 
hybrid online and offline sessions, briefly explaining and 
testing the use of ZOOM. Participants were eventually able to 
join the program in only two steps (Supplemental figure). Five 
individuals registered as willing online participants.

On 6th January 2021, we stopped the offline program 
following government recommendations to restrict in-person 
social activity as a measure against the pandemic. From 13th 
January, we resumed the exercise program, now a totally online 
30-minute session. For five minutes, our staff (instructor) 
explained the day’s program, followed by 20 min participation 
in the video exercise program. Participants could also see the 
instructor and other participants exercising. This program was 
continued 12 times between January and March, and between 
three and five individuals participated every week. As the 
online version of the program had no particular problems and 
showed some benefits, we plan to continue providing offline 
and online program simultaneously after the offline program is 
able to restart.

Internet subscription in Japan is 74% for people in their 70s 
and 56% for people in their 80s (4). Simplifying the process 
and offering support enables them to ultimately join online 
activity by themselves. Fortunately, family support for elderly 
may be improved during the COVID-19 lockdown, and this 
restricted status can be a chance to remove the technical barrier 
of older people(5). Risk of COVID-19 is especially high in 
the elderly, who may miss out on social and physical activity 
because they must stay at home. Temporary shift to online 
social and physical activity could therefore be valuable for 
elderly members of the local community during the COVID-19 
pandemic era.
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