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Abstract 

During the period of the COVID-19 lockdown, sports organizations and companies had to look for new ways to connect 
with their customers by offering physical activity (PA) alternatives to do at home. This study explores the perceptions 
of 175 undergraduate sports science students regarding their social media (SM) and PA patterns during the first Spanish 
COVID-19 lockdown period (March to May 2020). From their homes, the students completed an ad hoc online question-
naire. The data was analyzed using SPSS 23.0 software to perform descriptive and inferential analysis (t-test). The results 
show that the participants used SM during the COVID-19 lockdown to visualize or practice PA, perceiving SM platforms 
as channels through which to motivate themselves to perform PA, promote it or learn about new training disciplines. Sig-
nificant gender differences were found with respect to the practice of PA using SM, with females showing higher scores 
than males. YouTube and Instagram were the most used SM platforms for viewing or practicing PA. In terms of practical 
implications, this study reinforces the role of SM in sports management for creating opportunities to connect with cus-
tomers and offer innovative PA proposals in the challenging period brought on by COVID-19.
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Introduction

In its weekly epidemiological update (25 April 2021), the World Health Organization (WHO) reported more 
than 146 million cases and over 3 million deaths globally from COVID-19 illness (WHO, 2020a). Due to the 
COVID-19 outbreak, most countries have been forced to adopt protective policies such as physical distancing and 
social isolation to combat the coronavirus SARS-CoV-2. Among the restrictions that have brought about a remark-
able change in many people’s daily lives are the cancellation of high participation events and sports leagues, travel 
restrictions (Stanton et al., 2020), the suspension of social gatherings, and the closure of schools and universities 
(Parnell et al., 2020). Whether in one form or another, COVID-19 has had a direct socio-economic impact on the 
primary, secondary, and tertiary sectors (Nicola et al., 2020), creating a “new normality” that is directly reshaping 
the way people interact and a wide range of spheres of life (Dwivedi et al., 2020). Instances of this include changes 
to work, education, access to information, and consumption of sports goods and services, among other areas.
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The field of sport has been no exception. The widespread need to minimize the possibilities of COVID-19 trans-
mission has had an enormous impact on sports and exercise (Yeo, 2020). The consequences of the long-term impact 
of the virus on sport are still beginning to emerge. We still do not know what sport, in its different expressions (e.g., 
professional, amateur, and recreational), will be like after the pandemic, although it is likely that the virus will be-
come a regular feature of life in the years to come (Evans et al., 2020). Nevertheless, as a result of the imposition of 
political physical distance and social isolation measures affecting the entire population, sports clubs and organiza-
tions have already paused face-to-face activity, and sports centers and facilities have been closed (Hayes, 2020). 
Lockdowns have forced competitions and other types of organized sports activities to be cancelled or postponed. 
These restrictions negatively affect daily sports practice (Hammami et al., 2020), which has implications for health 
and well-being. Thus, some European countries allowed outdoor exercise during their lockdowns (e.g., Germany 
and the UK), while other countries, such as Sweden, avoided coercive strict lockdowns precisely because of the 
health consequences of preventing people from exercising (Wackerhage et al., 2020). These policies towards physi-
cal activity (PA) and sport are in line with the opinions of experts who advocated for staying physically active to 
prevent future health problems (Constandt et al., 2020). 

Considering the situation described above, the sports sector has been pushed to explore or strengthen other path-
ways for citizens to engage in PA. Among them, proposals for PA on social media (SM) have stood out. While the 
academic literature previously highlighted the important role SM plays in the sports industry (Abeza et al., 2015; 
Filo et al., 2015), it has been during the COVID-19 lockdown periods that its use in the sporting context has be-
come particularly relevant (e.g., Hayes, 2020). The requirement for citizens to be confined within their homes has 
led to increased online consumption by the population as well as a large growth in the use of SM (Nabity-Grover et 
al., 2020). This fact has allowed platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, and TikTok to become venues 
where society has been able to view multiple proposals for visualizing or performing PA at home and users have had 
the opportunity to connect (Hayes, 2020; Su et al., 2020). Trainers, fitness centers, and other types of sports entities 
have adapted their proposals during confinement to provide alternative services to their customers and attempt to 
attract new customers (Mutz et al., 2021; Stanford & Salles, 2021). 

Given the impact of home-based PA enhanced through SM on the sports industry (Hayes, 2020), this article 
focuses on the perspectives that a group of Spanish sports science university students have had on this new phenom-
enon during the lockdown period. As students of sports science, this population group in particular has a predisposi-
tion towards PA. This study considers their perceptions of the use of SM to promote PA. The assumption here is that 
they will be future deliverers of PA proposals to ensure proper physical and mental health. It is therefore important 
to better understand their perceptions of the potential of SM for channeling PA proposals, as SM platforms will be 
important tools in their professional future. Therefore, the study has potential implications in the field of health 
policy development using SM, for the introduction of SM in university courses, and for sports industry profession-
als who can exploit SM to develop new products and services for PA delivery adapted to the pandemic context. 

Lockdown, home-based PA, and SM 
According to Ratten (2020), “the sport industry is one of the most affected by the restrictions put in place be-

cause of the virus” (p. 1). In the quarantine context, with the population unable to go outside for physical practice, 
there is a higher risk of sedentary behavior that adversely affects health. As a result, the WHO (2020b) made a range 
of recommendations for avoiding physical inactivity such as “learn simple daily physical exercises to perform at 
home, in quarantine or isolation so you can maintain mobility and reduce boredom” (p. 5). 

PA at home has received specific attention from several studies that have pointed out its positive impact on the 
health of practitioners and its ability to assist with recovery or help with overcoming diverse injuries or illnesses 
(e.g., Coughlin et al., 2019; Flynn et al., 2019; Pekmezi et al., 2017). Considering that there is no possibility of 
going outside in the lockdown context, home-based PA can be valuable for maintaining an active population and 
preventing tendencies towards sedentary behavior by promoting the health of the population (Shariat et al., 2020). 
Therefore, it is recommended that people stay active by doing PA at home (Hammami et al., 2020).

Various types of PA can be done at home. Nevertheless, there is sometimes a lack of motivation to practice PA. 
This may happen because people are used to doing PA in a social context with other people, and many have never 
done PA at home before. In this sense, SM, “a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and 
technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User Generated Content” (Ka-
plan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 61), has boosted the development of PA at home by encouraging populations to practice 
PA (Hayes, 2020). The reason for this is that during this period of lockdown, the populations of several countries, 
including Spain, were not allowed to leave their homes to engage in PA. For example, SM promoted online PA 
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challenges and allowed PA trainers and influencers to support and inspire practitioners, making at-home PA more 
social in nature (Stanford & Salles, 2021; Su et al., 2020). Therefore, SM allowed a greater practice of PA in the 
periods of restrictions, helping prevent an increase in sedentary lifestyles caused by the lockdown situation (Mutz 
et al., 2021; Wackerhage, 2020). The success of SM in promoting PA at home benefited from the general growth 
of SM use by the population during the lockdown. Indeed, due to the restrictions arising from COVID-19, the fre-
quency of SM use has increased considerably (Nabity-Grover et al., 2020). According to We Are Social (2020), SM 
usage increased from the pre-lockdown period by 58% in the population aged 16–24, 50% in the 25–34 age group, 
42% in the 35–44 age group, 34% in the 45–54 age group, and 32% in the 55–64 age group. Considering this data 
and the situation of social restrictions, it is understandable that the ways in which organizations or individuals con-
nect with their clients or followers has changed (Ratten, 2020).

SM is used through technological devices such as smartphones and other wearable digital devices that can offer 
significant productivity opportunities and benefits (Gao & Lee, 2019). These technological devices are elements that 
inseparably accompany the majority of the population. Therefore, it is also essential to consider these devices that 
make SM accessible as avenues for accessing the population to encourage them to engage in PA (Barkley et al., 2020). 
During the periods of confinement caused by the pandemic, professionals offering PA products and services needed 
new channels to reach their customers. Within this context, “social media and in particular online communities are 
a way that businesses are connecting with their customers” (Ratten, 2020, p. 5). Nevertheless, the opportunities of-
fered by SM to the sports industry should be taken with caution as excessive smartphone use can have negative health 
consequences (Elhai et al., 2020). For instance, SM can encourage addictions, sedentary lifestyles, and sleeping and 
self-esteem disorders and can even facilitate the consumption and propagation of fake news, among other things, as 
several studies have warned (e.g., Baccarella et al., 2018; Bailin et al., 2014). Therefore, considering these risks, it is 
important to develop policies and initiatives that educate and guide citizens to use mobile devices and SM responsibly 
and take advantage of the potential of these tools to catalyze PA proposals that lead to healthier lifestyles. 

The relationship between COVID-19 and healthy PA behaviors is something that has quickly caught the attention 
of researchers who have addressed this issue in recent literature (e.g., Constandt et al., 2020; Goethals et al., 2020; 
Schnitzer et al., 2020). Despite these valuable studies, specific research exploring young people’s perceptions of the 
possibilities offered by SM for practicing PA under the COVID-19 lockdown scenario have not yet been carried out. 
In pursuing this, the perceptions of university students studying sports science were considered a suitable sample. 
This population group comprises regular consumers of PA who will soon enter the sports industry as PA prescribers. 
Given this gap in the literature, the main objectives of this work are threefold: first, to identify which SM platforms 
were the most used by sports science students to visualize PA during the COVID-19 lockdown; second, to identify 
which SM platforms were the most used by sports science students to perform PA during the COVID-19 lockdown; 
and third, to explore the sports science students’ perceptions about the relationship between SM and the practice of 
PA during the COVID-19 lockdown.

Methodology

Context and participants
This study involved undergraduate students (n = 175) from the second and third year of the Bachelor’s Degree 

in PA and Sports Science at the University of Valencia in Spain. Data collection was undertaken by convenience 
sampling. Since the participants were students at the same university, we had the possibility of connecting with 
them online during the teaching period of the first Spanish lockdown (from March to May 2020). A total of 76.6% 
(n = 134) of the students were male, and 23.43% (n = 41) were female. The mean age of the participants was 21.72 
years (SD = 3.44), with an age range of 20 to 50 years old. All students participated voluntarily and gave their 
signed consent so that the data obtained could be used for academic purposes with their anonymity guaranteed. The 
study was carried out in accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki (World Medical Association, 2013).

Instrument, procedure, and data analysis
Given the lack of literature on PA using SM during the COVID-19 pandemic, we used LimeSurvey to create 

a new ad hoc online scale of eight questions assessing the perspectives of the sample regarding the three objectives 
of our study. The scale is called “Lockdown PA Practice through SM” (LPAPSM). The scale items were developed 
by the authors to measure diverse perceptions about the relationship between SM and the practice of PA during 
the COVID-19 lockdown (e.g., “SM facilitates the promotion of PA during lockdown,” “SM is more important in 
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promoting PA and sports during lockdown than before,” “After the lockdown, I will continue to use SM to follow 
training proposals.”). The LPAPSM scale was filled in using five Likert-type scale response anchors, with 1 being 
“strongly disagree” and 5 being “strongly agree.” Besides the LPAPSM scale, sociodemographic items such as gen-
der, age, and pre-COVID-19 and COVID-19 lockdown SM usage patterns were included.

To analyze the psychometric properties of the LPAPSM scale, an exploratory factorial analysis (EFA) was car-
ried out using the software FACTOR, following the recommendations established by Lloret-Segura et al. (2014). 
The factorial analysis was carried out by means of the maximum likelihood extraction method with quartimin rota-
tion. To determine the number of factors that yield the set of items, a parallel analysis was carried out (Timmerman 
& Lorenzo-Seva, 2011). To determine the fit of the proposed model, the values of the root mean square of residuals 
(RMSR) and the gamma index of the goodness-of-fit (GFI) were used, as suggested by Tanaka and Huba (1989). 
In addition, to ensure the sample fit, it was verified that the value of Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO) was greater than 
.50 (KMO = .78), which indicates the degree to which each element is predictable by the others and, therefore, 
ensures the relationship between them. Furthermore, Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant, which is important 
for ensuring the elements are sufficiently correlated to carry out this type of analysis (López-Aguado & Gutiérrez-
Provecho, 2019).

Regarding the results of the EFA, Table 1 presents the values obtained with respect to the mean, asymmetry, and 
kurtosis by each of the elements of the scale.

Table 1.  Mean, skewness, and kurtosis of the elements that make up the LPAPSM scale

Item Mean Skewness Kurtosis
My daily use of SM has increased. 4.20 –1.404 1.251
Watching a video of other people doing PA motivates me to train. 3.43 –0.422 –0.623

Sharing my achievements through SM motivates me to keep training. 3.18 –0.162 –1.036

SM can help make new sporting disciplines, training proposals, or exercises visible. 4.39 –1.349 2.131

I have learned about new disciplines, training proposals, or exercises through SM. 3.59 –0.602 –0.548

SM facilitates the promotion of PA during lockdown. 4.61 –1.910 5.128

SM is more important in promoting PA and sports during the lockdown than before. 4.45 –1.472 2.118

After confinement, I will continue to use SM to follow or participate in training 
proposals. 3.59 –0.599 –0.399

The results of the EFA show that a factor is identified in which the eight items that make up the LPAPSM scale 
are grouped (see Table 2), with weights ranging from .41 to .66. The adjustment of the proposed model is adequate, 
since the RMSR value is below .50 (RMSR = .08) and the GFI value is above .95 (GFI = .97). Finally, in terms of 
scale reliability analysis, Cronbach’s alpha shows a value of .74, which is thus above the recommended value of .70 
(Hair et al., 2006).

Table 2.  Factorial structure of the LPAPSM scale

Factor 1 LPAPSM F1 Com.
My daily use of SM has increased. .43 .18

Watching a video of other people doing PA motivates me to train. .63 .39

Sharing my achievements through SM motivates me to keep training. .43 .18

SM can help make new sporting disciplines, training proposals, or exercises visible. .66 .43

I have learned about new disciplines, training proposals, or exercises through SM. .62 .39

SM facilitates the promotion of PA during the lockdown. .48 .23

SM is more important in promoting PA and sports during the lockdown than before. .41 .17

After confinement, I will continue to use SM to follow or participate in training proposals. .59 .35

Note: Com = communality; RMSR = .08; GFI = .97. 
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Concerning the procedure for administering the questionnaire, the participants completed it online from April 
6 to April 12, 2020. This time period was within the fourth week of the Spanish lockdown decreed by the Span-
ish Government on March 14, 2020, which entered into effect on the following day and limited citizen mobility to 
essential functions. Consequently, students did not return to the classroom and instead finished the academic year 
online. The statistical package SPSS 23.0 was used to analyze the data obtained as part of the quantitative approach 
through a descriptive analysis and inferential statistics testing (t-test).

Results 

Sociodemographics and SM usage patterns
First, we wanted to understand the general habits of students’ use of SM in their private lives. A total of 93.14% 

of the participants indicated that they used SM daily, with 66.86% spending less than two hours a day and 33.14% 
spending more than two hours a day. Students were also asked about their perceptions of whether their use of SM 
was excessive and what they thought of the population’s daily use of SM. The majority of the students (98.29%) 
thought they spent too many hours a day on SM. Furthermore, regarding their perceptions of the population’s use of 
SM, 54.29% of them thought that people spend too many hours on SM, while 45.71% disagreed. 

We also attempted to learn about the devices that students use to access SM and where they learned how to use 
SM (see Table 3). Almost all of the students reported accessing SM through their smartphones (98.29%). Most indi-
cated that they learned to use SM on their own (80%), some learned to use SM through their friends (18.86%), and 
a small percentage of students indicated that they learned to use SM at university (1.49%).

Table 3.  Devices used to access SM and how students learned to use SM

What is the device you use most to access SM? Smartphone Tablet Laptop Total
Male 131 (97.76) 1 (.75) 2 (1.49) 134 (76.57)
Female 41 (100) 0 0 41 (23.43)
Total 172 (98.29) 1 (.57) 2 (1.14) 175
How did you learn to use SM? On my own With friends At university Total
Male 108 (80.60) 24 (17.91) 2 (1.49) 134 (76.57)
Female 32 (78.05) 9 (21.95) 0 41 (23.43)
Total 140 (80) 33 (18.86) 2 (1.14) 175

Note: percentage in parentheses.

The next aspect examined was the importance that students give to SM in their daily lives (see Table 4). In this 
case, the rating scale was from 1 to 10, with 1 agreeing that SM is very unimportant and 10 considering it very 
important. In this area, males obtained higher scores than females, although after making a comparison of means 
employing a t-test for independent samples, such differences were not significant (p > .05).

COVID-19 lockdown SM usage patterns
This research aimed to identify the SM habits of the participants 

during the lockdown, specifically in the area of viewing or practic-
ing PA. First, practically all participants viewed PA proposals on SM 
(96.83%) during the lockdown. Second, 67.16% of men and 85.37% 
of women used SM to practice PA (see Table 5). Finally, we employed 
statistical analysis to determine whether visualization habits changed 
according to gender. The results of this study indicate that gender did 
not have a significant relationship with visualizing PA proposals on 
SM (p > .05). Gender was not related to visualizing PA proposals on 
SM. However, the relationship between gender and using SM to prac-

tice PA was confirmed; gender was shown to be related to a greater use of SM for practicing PA, with women ob-
taining a higher percentage in proportion. 

n Mean SD
Male 134 (76.57) 7.19 1.57
Female 41 (23.43) 6.95 1.50

Note: percentage in parentheses; SD = standard 
deviation.

Table 4.  Comparison of means on the 
importance of SM in life
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Table 5.  Viewing PA on SM and using SM for PA

Have visualized PA on SM Yes No Total P
Male 51 (98.08) 1 (1.92) 52 (82.54)
Female 10 (90.91) 1 (9.09) 11 (17.46)
Total 61 (96.83) 2 (3.17) 63
Have used SM for PA Yes No Total
Male 90 (67.16) 44 (32.84) 134 (76.57)
Female 35 (85.37) 6 (14.63) 41 (23.43) *
Total 125 (71.43) 50 (28.57) 175

Note: percentage in parentheses; *p > .05.

Afterwards, the participants were asked whether they thought SM was helpful for the practice of PA for people 
outside of the field of sports science. The results indicate that 100% of both the men and women thought SM was 
helpful for the practice of PA by the rest of the population during the lockdown period.

In addition, the students were asked explicitly about which SM platform they used to view proposals for PA during 
the lockdown (see Table 6). The results indicate that the majority of the students used YouTube and Instagram to view PA 
proposals, both in the case of men (YouTube, 91.79%; Instagram, 91.79%) and women (YouTube, 87.80%; Instagram, 
95.12%). The students were also asked about which SM platforms they used for PA by themselves. As can be seen in Ta-
ble 7, the SM platform that stands out the most in this regard is again YouTube, as 52.24% of the men and 60.98% of the 
women declared that they used this platform to practice PA during the lockdown. As before, Instagram came in second 
place, with 34.33% of the men and 60.98% of the women reporting using this medium to practice PA, despite the fact 
that the percentages show a greater difference than what they previously showed, especially in the case of Instagram.

Table 6.  SM platforms on which students saw PA proposals during the lockdown

Facebook YouTube Twitter LinkedIn Instagram Snapchat TikTok WhatsApp

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

Male (134)
85 

(63.43)
49 

(36.57)
11 

(8.21)
123 

(91.79)
91 

(67.91)
43 

(32.09)
63 

(47.01)
71 

(52.99)
11 

(8.21)
123 

(91.79)
134 

(100)
0

88 
(65.67)

46 
(34.33)

70 
(52.24)

64 
(47.76)

Female (41)
22 

(53.66)
19 

(46.34)
5 

(12.20)
36 

(87.80)
37 

(90.24)
4 

(9.76)
17 

(41.46)
24 

(58.54)
2 

(4.88)
39 

(95.12)
40 

(97.56)
1 

(2.44)
27 

(65.85)
14 

(34.15)
24 

(58.54)
17 

(41.46)

Pinterest Vimeo MySpace Tumblr Moodle Blogs Wikis None

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

Male (134)
132 

(98.51)
2 

(1.49)
132 

(98.51)
2 

(1.49)
134 

(100)
0

134 
(100)

0
131 

(97.76)
3 (2.24)

123 
(91.79)

11 
(8.21)

133 
(99.25)

1 (.75)
132 

(98.51)
2 (1.49)

Female (41)
40 

(97.56)
1 

(2.44)
41 

(100)
0

41 
(100)

0
41 

(100)
0

40 
(97.56)

1 (2.44)
38 

(92.68)
3 

(7.32)
41 

(100)
0

41 
(100)

0

Note: percentage in parentheses. 

Finally, the students were asked about different aspects of the relationship between SM and the practice of PA 
during the COVID-19 lockdown to gain a better understanding of their perceptions of the use of SM for the visu-
alization or promotion of PA. The results were measured on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 indicated total disagreement 
with the statement and 5 indicated total agreement. The results (see Table 8) show that all of the values of both 
males and females were above the central value of the scale. In terms of mean ratings by gender, the best ratings for 
both men and women appear in the item related to the facilitating role of SM in promoting PA during the lockdown, 
with means of 4.57 (±.68) and 4.51 (±.51), respectively. Likewise, it can be observed that the worst evaluation also 
coincides in males and females: the statement about sharing achievements as motivation to continue training, with 
mean values of 3.19 (±1.32) and 3.15 (±1.32), respectively. Concerning the comparison between genders, a t-test 
showed no significant differences according to this gender variable (p>.05).
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Table 8.  Perceptions regarding the relationship of SM use and PA during the lockdown

n Mean SD

My daily use of SM has increased.
M 134 4.18 1.06

F 41 4.27 1.18

Watching videos of other people doing PA motivates me to train.
M 134 3.40 1.17

F 41 3.51 1.25

Sharing my achievements through SM motivates me to keep training.
M 134 3.19 1.32

F 41 3.15 1.32

SM can help make new sporting disciplines, training proposals, or exercises visible.
M 134 4.35 .77

F 41 4.54 .75

I have learned about new disciplines, training proposals, or exercises through SM.
M 134 3.52 1.19

F 41 3.83 1.26

SM facilitates the promotion of PA during the lockdown.
M 134 4.57 .68

F 41 4.71 .51

SM is more important in promoting PA and sports during the lockdown than before.
M 134 4.41 .83

F 41 4.56 .59

After the lockdown, I will continue to use SM to follow or participate in training 
proposals.

M 134 3.51 1.19

F 41 3.88 1.08

Note: M = male; F = female; n = sample size; SD = standard deviation.

Discussion

Concerning the general use of SM, it is clear that the majority of the students use SM daily, which coincides 
with what some studies have indicated regarding the important role that SM has in the day-to-day life of young 
people (Evans, 2014; Osgerby & Rush, 2015; Zachos et al., 2018). Furthermore, it should be noted that almost all 
of the students (98.29%) thought they used SM too much. This could suggest that SM use causes harm (e.g., sleep 
disturbances, low self-esteem, exposure to fake news, or other issues such as trolling or cyberbullying), as some 

Table 7.  SM platforms students used to practice PA proposals during the lockdown

Facebook YouTube Twitter LinkedIn Instagram Snapchat TikTok WhatsApp

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

Male (134)
128 

(95.52)

6 

(4.48)

64 

(47.76)

70 

(52.24)

126 

(94.03)

8 

(5.97)

132 

(98.51)
2 (1.49)

88 

(65.67)

46 

(34.33)

133 

(99.25)

1 

(.75)

132 

(98.51)

2 

(1.49)

115 

(85.82)

19 

(14.18)

Female (41)
39 

(95.12)

2 

(4.88)

16 

(39.02)

25 

(60.98)

40 

(97.56)

1 

(2.44)

36 

(87.80)

5 

(12.20)

16 

(39.02)

25 

(60.98)

41 

(100)
0

38 

(92.68)

3 

(7.32)

37 

(90.24)

4 

(9.76)

Pinterest Vimeo MySpace Tumblr Moodle Blogs Wikis None

No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes No Yes

Male (134)
133 

(99.25)

1 

(.75)

134 

(100)
0

133 

(99.25)

1 

(.75)

134 

(100)
0

134 

(100)
0

133 

(99.25)

1 

(.75)

134 

(100)
0

96 

(71.64)

38 

(28.36)

Female (41)
40 

(97.56)

1 

(2.44)

40 

(97.56)

1 

(2.44)

41 

(100)
0

41 

(100)
0

40 

(97.56)

1 

(2.44)

40 

(97.56)

1 

(2.44)

41 

(100)
0

36 

(87.80)

5 

(12.20)

Note: percentage in parentheses.
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studies have pointed out (e.g., Baccarella et al., 2018; Bailin et al., 2014). Given these risks, it would be appropriate 
for students at different educational stages to be trained in using these tools responsibly. The smartphone is the most 
widely used digital device for accessing SM, a tool that accompanies students practically all day long. Furthermore, 
smartphones were even more important during the lockdown when accessing content. As stated by Angosto et al. 
(2020), sports managers ought to consider use of these digital devices as an opportunity to expose customers and 
new audiences to their products.

Only 2% of students indicated that they learned to use SM at university, which is a remarkable result with im-
portant implications. Given the importance of SM in people’s personal and professional lives (Zachos et al., 2018), 
it is striking that students indicated they did not learn to use SM at university. Considering that the students have 
grown up in a digital world (Adams et al., 2018) and that future professionals in the sports industry must possess 
digital skills (Manning et al., 2017), sports science curricula should be adapted to the current reality of society 
and the PA and sports sector. Indeed, if SM can help attract and inspire people to be more active and participate 
in sports, as Hayes (2020) points out, it is important to train students to use SM for this purpose. This is particu-
larly important given that COVID-19 has further advanced the digitalization of the sports industry and social and 
mobility restrictions continue to occur in response to the continuation of the pandemic. These changes to curricula 
would probably facilitate students’ future incorporation into the labor market and, according to Dinning (2017), the 
ultimate aim of universities is to develop employable graduates. In any case, this number (2%) is in line with what 
has been reported by authors such as Manca and Ranieri (2016a, 2016b), who point out that due to cultural resist-
ance, pedagogical aspects, or institutional constraints, academic institutions and faculty are still not very inclined 
to include SM in different educational practices. Therefore, we concur with several authors (e.g., Manca & Ranieri, 
2016a, 2016b; Manning et al., 2017) that it is necessary to provide support and training for educators to overcome 
these barriers. Concerning the habits of consuming SM to visualize or practice PA, most of the sample (96.83%) 
visualized PA using these tools, and 71.43% engaged in PA during the lockdown. On the other hand, it is worth not-
ing that significant gender differences have been found concerning engaging in PA at home using SM, with women 
doing so more than men. In this context, the results are not in line with the findings of studies measuring gender 
differences between men and women that have reported that men are more physically active than women regardless 
of age (Hands et al., 2016) or country (Bergier et al., 2016). This finding could encourage future studies to explore 
this issue in other populations to determine whether there are gender differences in the consumption of PA proposals 
on SM. The results of these studies could provide valuable information for sports managers and fitness trainers who 
offer these types of services.

YouTube is a SM platform for sharing videos, and Instagram began as a SM platform focused on the picture 
format but has evolved towards the video format thanks to its stories and recent Instagram Live function. These two 
platforms have emerged as the most popular for both viewing and practicing PA using SM at home. These results 
are logical since the video and live formats are the most suitable for viewing PA proposals on SM. It is also worth 
noting the emergence of LinkedIn, WhatsApp, and especially TikTok as SM platforms on which the students visu-
alized PA proposals. These SM platforms represent opportunities for sports managers to reach more professional 
targets (LinkedIn), more confident familiar user targets such as family and friends (WhatsApp), or teenagers and 
youth (TikTok).

Finally, concerning the perceptions of sports science students about the use of SM to visualize or practice PA 
during the lockdown, it should be noted that all items exceed the central value of the measurement scale, showing 
the important value these tools have had for students to see others perform PA, gain motivation to do so themselves, 
learn new disciplines, or promote sports practice. This information reflects the versatility that SM can have in the 
sports industry and shows how these platforms can play an essential role in extreme situations such as a lockdown. 
Given the importance of being physically active during the lockdown period to avoid health problems (Constandt 
et al., 2020), and considering that the restrictions associated with the pandemic have adversely affected the sports 
industry (Ratten, 2020), relying on the use of SM to practice PA at home is likely a good option for the population. 
This is also notable considering the uncertainty about when, if ever, it will be possible to return to pre-COVID-19 
normality in the sports industry and in spaces such as gyms and sports centers. Furthermore, lockdowns may occur 
in the future with additional COVID-19 waves. While increasing the vaccinated population and the extent of herd 
immunity may help prevent future lockdowns, the reality is that the emergence of new COVID-19 strains and vari-
ants may lead to selective confinement in specific regions around the world. In this study, the students expressed 
an intention to continue using SM to follow or participate in training proposals after the lockdown. Due to the cir-
cumstances described above, sports managers must continue to invest in and improve services offered through SM 
given the role these tools can play in the context of a pandemic.
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Limitations and directions for future research
While we believe this study is unique in its examination of the perceptions that undergraduate sports science 

students have about visualizing and practicing PA using SM during the COVID-19 lockdown, it is not without 
limitations. The study was carried out with a sample of PA and sports science students from a Spanish university. 
As in most of the studies in Spain based on this type of sample, there is a gender sample bias, with a considerably 
higher number of men than women (Garay et al., 2018). Therefore, from a gender perspective, caution should be 
advised when interpreting the results. In addition, due to the geographical location of the sample and the nature of 
the sample body, there may also be biases that reduce the generalizability of the results. Thus, it would be of great 
value to carry out similar studies among students from other countries or cultural backgrounds to determine whether 
differences exist. In addition, it would also be valuable to carry out specific studies with a sample that is not directly 
linked to the field of sport to identify other PA habits using SM in other populations. Furthermore, it could be valu-
able to test the psychometric properties of the LPAPSM scale with other samples, as well as its possible adaptation 
to other languages and similar situations in order to make cross-cultural comparisons.

In this study, participants were not asked about the specific use of sports apps (e.g., Freeletics, Jefit, SWEAT, 
Adidas Training, and Daily Yoga). These apps facilitate training at home or in other environments. Since these 
apps incorporate several social features such as a system of exchanging users’ comments and photos, fitness chal-
lenges, and other competitive elements among users, they can be considered a specific new type of SM that could 
be labelled as sports apps or fitness apps. This type of SM is of great interest to the sports industry, and its user base 
is increasing. The use of sports apps in particular grew during the COVID-19 lockdown period. Therefore, future 
studies that investigate this type of SM, such as the one recently published by Angosto et al. (2020), are of great 
interest to both the industry and sports academies.

The effects of this situation on the big tech giants (e.g., Facebook, Google, and Amazon), which have made huge 
profits during the COVID-19 pandemic (Ovide, 2021; Yeo, 2021), also remain to be explored. The public health 
role of these corporations, which have reached collaboration agreements with public health authorities in the digital 
response to COVID-19 (Storeng & de Bengy Puyvallée, 2021), needs to be investigated in future studies, especially 
in relation to the use of SM to promote and facilitate healthy PA.

Finally, although research linked to COVID-19 and sports has not been slow to arise through publications that 
explore the impact of the pandemic on sports, no studies have yet been published on the issue raised in this article. 
Considering this, and acknowledging the limitations outlined above, this study is a novelty in this field and provides 
results to be considered by sports managers and sports science faculties. Nevertheless, it needs to be complemented 
by further similar studies given the impact that COVID-19 is having on reshaping the entire sports industry.

Conclusions and practical implications

This study explored the perceptions of a group of undergraduate sports science students on visualizing and prac-
ticing PA using SM during the first COVID-19 lockdown period in Spain. This group will probably be the future 
managers or promoters of PA and the driving force behind both face-to-face and online sports products and services. 
Therefore, it is important for them to receive specific training in the university context so they may offer quality PA 
proposals on SM in the future. This issue is particularly pressing given how the process of digitalization has been 
accelerated by the pandemic and given that people are increasingly using SM in their daily personal and profes-
sional lives. However, the results of this study show that students do not feel they are given this training at univer-
sity, which may form a knowledge gap that affects their professional future. Therefore, this study has implications 
at a pedagogical level, suggesting that professors, academic instructors, and trainers introduce SM in their classes 
to connect the reality and needs of the professional sports sector with the university sphere. In addition, universities 
should rethink their curricula by creating new formats that incorporate SM and by providing training support to 
faculty so that they can introduce SM in the classroom. 

The results show how students of sports science used SM during the COVID-19 lockdown to visualize or 
practice PA. The results also show that students perceived these communication tools as channels through which 
to motivate themselves, promote PA, or learn about new training disciplines. YouTube and Instagram were the SM 
platforms chosen by sports science students for viewing or practicing PA. Beyond this SM platform, LinkedIn, 
WhatsApp, and TikTok are emerging as alternatives that can generate niche business opportunities for sports man-
agers and fitness trainers. As for the gender variable, it has a significant influence in relation to the practice of PA 
using SM, with females being more likely to use SM for PA than men. This information has direct implications for 
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professionals of the PA and sports industry (e.g., fitness center managers and personal trainers). Thus, it can be valu-
able for sports managers to adapt their proposals for PA on SM to target females or launch their proposals on the SM 
platforms that are most popular among the female population. Governments can use SM to carry out campaigns to 
promote healthy habits through the implementation of PA.

The results of this study also have broader implications for health. Confined populations naturally increase their 
sedentary habits. In this case, SM platforms have emerged as appropriate tools for promoting or facilitating PA that 
positively affects the health of the population. Governments can take advantage of SM to carry out PA promotion 
campaigns or develop specific health policies that reach out to citizens directly through SM.

Additionally, the study has implications for the specific field of study that has developed around the impact 
that COVID-19 has had on PA and the sports industry. In this sense, this study contributes to the existing literature 
through the creation and psychometric analysis of the properties of the LPAPSM scale, which can be used during 
possible future lockdowns that may unfortunately occur due to the expansion of the COVID-19 pandemic.

All in all, this study shows how SM has provided new channels for the sports industry to reach customers or 
generate new customers during the COVID-19 lockdown period. With the uncertainty of the pandemic’s progres-
sion and potential for future lockdowns, sports managers must continue to explore the possibilities offered by SM. 
In short, SM offers an opportunity for sports managers to transform the negative situation caused by COVID-19 
into something positive for the sports industry by providing new ways to bring sports products to the population.
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