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Letter to the Editor

COVID-19 and time spent outdoors: a golden opportunity for health R

promotion

Non-pharmaceutical measures will remain the principal instru-
ment in controlling the spread of severe acute respiratory syn-
drome coronavirus 2 until adequate effective vaccine coverage is
achieved worldwide. Because viral transmission occurs primarily
through infected respiratory droplets emitted in close proximity
to other people, physical distancing has formed the cornerstone
of global public health interventions throughout the pandemic.'
While airborne transmission is thought to be possible, such conta-
gion is much less probable in well-ventilated and uncrowded out-
door environments.”> Consequently, public health restrictions
generally permit individuals to spend time outdoors, providing
physical distancing and social mixing regulations are observed.

Owing to the high risk of viral transmission indoors, many na-
tional lockdowns have necessitated the closure of recreational
sports and fitness facilities including gyms, leisure centres and
swimming pools. Consequently, exercise may now only be per-
formed in outdoor environments. However, although the advan-
tages of exercise to physical and mental health are well
recognised,® many other health benefits are offered by simply
spending time outdoors. For example, exposure to green space is
significantly associated with reduced all-cause mortality and
reduced incidence of diabetes, cardiovascular disease and poor
mental health.* While the mechanisms underlying these effects
remain unclear, a sense of escapism, perception of vastness and
experience of connectedness with the natural world each
contribute to the restorative characteristics of time spent outdoors
and are strongly associated with a plethora of health benefits.” In
the context of COVID-19, further value may be obtained from
time spent outdoors through exposure to ultraviolet radiation
and the consequent synthesis of vitamin D, which may offer protec-
tion against viral infection.®

COVID-19 represents a global health emergency owing to both
the direct effects on those infected and the indirect impacts on pop-
ulations living under lockdown.” There is, therefore, an urgent need
to improve health and well-being on nationwide scales. Because
time spent outdoors is known to be both beneficial to health and
safe from viral transmission, a timely opportunity presents itself
for public health officials to educate and empower communities
to access this resource. This should involve clear messaging to

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.puhe.2021.03.018

Check for
updates

communicate the available benefits, low barriers to access and
participation and relative safety, provided physical distancing is
maintained. This golden opportunity for health promotion, unex-
pectedly provided by COVID-19, could be translated into substantial
health behaviour changes that endure beyond, and contribute to an
equitable and health-focussed recovery from, the pandemic. It
must not be missed.
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