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Can lifestyle changes reduce your
COVID-19 risk?

During the COVID-19 pandemic, we're all doing our bit to keep ourselves
and others safe. Following guidelines, wearing masks when advised and
practising social distancing can all help to reduce the spread of the virus.
But is there anything we can do to reduce our personal risk of contracting
the virus, or our risk of serious disease if we do get infected?

Healthy diet

We know that a balanced diet with plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables is an
important part of staying healthy.

But would improving our diet help guard against COVID-19?

"There are no miracle foods or diets that can prevent or cure you of the
virus. Still, eating a healthy, well-balanced diet full of several nutrients
(copper, folate, iron, selenium, zinc, and vitamins A, B6, B12, C, and D), will
ensure you get all the essentials to keep your immune system and energy
levels up.

"You can get your vitamin C from fruits and vegetables, some vitamin D
from low-fat milk, fortified milk alternatives, and seafood, and zinc from
lean meat, seafood, legumes, nuts, and seeds,” advises Qunomedical’'s
Chief Medical Officer Prof Dr Rudiger Heicappell, who has been working on
the COVID-19 frontline in Germany.

Vitamins and supplements
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It may be that, in the future, certain vitamins and supplements will be found
to stave off or reduce the impact of COVID-19. However, in these relatively
early days, evidence is limited. Some data have suggested that those with
vitamin D deficiencies are more likely to be diagnosed with COVID-19 or
suffer respiratory disease if infected, but more evidence is needed. NICE
guidelines recommend that people in the UK should follow the government
guidelines on vitamin D supplementation for their general health but advise
that vitamin D should not be used by the public solely to prevent or treat
COVID-19.

Even so, taking measures to ensure we are not vitamin deficient is certainly
a good idea for our overall health.

"Simply, there are limited data of scientifically rigorous experiments that
give confidence in recommending specific vitamins or supplements.
Nonetheless, research is showing that those with vitamin D deficiencies are
more likely to test positive for the virus. Thus, we can speculate that taking
vitamin D supplements may be a good step to take,” says Dr Heicappell.

Vitamin D and COVID-19 - the science

As with everything in life, any decision is about risks and benefits. It's
important to remember that there's a difference between two things being
‘associated’ (eg the lower your vitamin D, the greater your risk of COVID-19
infection) and one actually leading to the other. There could be lots of
‘confounding factors’ which suggest a causal link where none exists.

For instance, people of BAME origin are more likely to have low levels of
vitamin D and more likely to suffer serious complications of COVID-19. But
people of BAME origin are also more likely to have public facing jobs,
exposing them to a high viral load, and more likely to have conditions such
as type 2 diabetes and heart disease, which significantly increase the risk
of adverse outcomes in COVID-19. It might be these, rather than the low
vitamin D levels, which increase their risk.

While several studies have suggested a possible connection between low
vitamin D and more severe COVID-19, the studies done on supplements
have not been of high quality. A recent study submitted to the Lancet,
which suggested that vitamin D given to patients hospitalised with COVID-
19 reduces mortality by 60%, was rejected by the Lancet because of
concerns about the quality of the data.
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However, the risks of vitamin D supplementation, at least up to 100
micrograms a day (ten times the guideline recommendations of 10
micrograms, or 400 IU, a doy) are minimal. And that means that the
benefitrrisk profile is firmly weighed towards benefit.

Cutting down on alcohol

Many of us enjoy a glass of wine or two in the evening, but did you know
that alcohol consumption can weaken the immune system? With this in
mind, cutting down on booze could make us less susceptible to ilinesses,
including COVID-19. “In general, drinking alcohol has a deleterious effect on
your immune system, making you more susceptible to infectious diseases.
Heavy use of alcohol also increases the risk of acute respiratory distress
syndrome (ARDS), which is one of the most severe complications of the
virus,” explains Dr Heicappell.

In addition, alcohol may increase our risk-taking behaviour or affect our
adherence to social-distancing measures. "Thinking more broadly, alcohol
alters your ability to make decisions and your behaviour, making you less
likely to remember social-distancing guidelines and other precautions.
With that said, it makes sense to give alcohol a break or to drink in
moderation,” agrees Dr Heicappell.

Healthy lifestyle

Many of us have become accustomed to taking a daily walk or jog during
lockdown, and as well as improving our general fitness and ensuring we
take time out in natural light - important for vitamin D production - exercise
can help to keep our immune system in good shape.

‘Doing regular exercise improves your ability to regulate your immune
system - this helps you keep clear of more severe symptoms of the virus,
such as acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS). Another bonus for
staying active is that you are aiding your body's defence mechanisms by
reducing inflammation, boosting innate immune cells, and improving your
gut health,” explains Dr Heicappell.
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Healthy weight

We already know that people who are overweight or obese are at greater
risk of certain conditions such as hypertension (high blood pressure) and
type 2 diabetes. But several studies suggest that those carrying excess
weight are also at greater risk of serious illness or death from COVID-19.

The higher your body mass index (BMI - your weight in relation to your
height), the greater the risk. For most adults, a BMI of 18.5-24.9 is ‘ideal’, 25-
29.9 is overweight, 30-39.9. is obese and over 40 is severely obese.
According to a review by Public Health England, a BMI of 35 to 40 could
increase a person's chances of dying from COVID-19 by 40%. A BMI greater
than 40 could almost double the chance of dying from COVID-19,
increasing the risk by 90%.

To find out whether you are at a healthy weight for your height, use our BMI
checker to measure your BML. If you discover that you're in an unhealthy
range, you should aim to reduce excess weight through diet and exercise.

If you're not sure how to do this safely, you want to lose a lot of weight or
you have other health conditions, it's worth getting advice from your GP or a
pharmacist before you get started. Working your way to a healthier weight
will help to reduce your risk of serious complications from COVID-19, as well
as improving your overall health and well-being.

Healthy mind

As well as keeping our bodies as healthy as possible, it's important to be
mindful of our mental health. Living during a pandemic can take its toll on
the strongest of constitutions. Feeling low may not only have a negative
effect on our overall health, it may also lower our motivation when it comes
to making healthy choices.

Those worried about their mental health or that of a friend or family

member, should speak with their GP or call 111 to get advice and access
appropriate mental health support.
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Even if we feel OK right now, in a time where the news can sometimes seem
bleak, it's a good idea to be mindful of our mental health. "Your mental
health is just as important as your physical health. As such, set yourself a
good routine, take some time away from news channels and social media
to prevent anxiety, and put time aside in your day for you and for loved
ones," says Dr Heicappell.

Healthy attitude

When it comes to reducing your risk of contracting COVID-19, nothing beats
social distancing, wearing a mask when appropriate and following
guidelines carefully. Now that the vaccine rollout is in full swing, make sure
to book if you're eligible and attend your appointment if you're called up for
one.

Looking after ourselves plays a part too. ‘It sounds very basic but eating
well, getting enough quality sleep, and exercising will keep you as healthy
as possible and help your immune system to stay strong.’

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss Can lifestyle changes reduce your COVID-19 risk? and find more trusted
resources at Patient.
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