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The unprecedented and uncertain times of the COVID-19 pandemic have changed our 

lifestyles significantly, with lockdowns and social distancing measures in place to 

reduce virus transmission. These changes have likely had a negative effect on our 

wellbeing, and have been associated with increased stress, anxiety, and depression. 

During these unforeseen times, online martial arts lessons have highlighted the 

possibilities that martial arts offer in regard to positive wellbeing benefits such as self-

awareness and self-mastery in managing and dealing with health issues. This short 

paper examines the potential benefits martial arts training may provide as an alternative 

wellbeing strategy to counter challenges associated with COVID-19.  
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Concerning wellbeing in the world impacted by COVID-19 

The global pandemic of COVID-19 changed our lifestyles drastically (e.g., 

lockdown, social distancing, quarantine), damaging our wellbeing (Al Dhaheri et al., 

2021). Moreover, the general fear of being infected with this virus increased people’s 

stress levels as well as worries about unstable employment and access to health services 

(Bhandari et al., 2021). Unsurprisingly, the levels of life satisfaction in Europe 

decreased by 17%, an equivalent impact to being diagnosed with depression 

(Eurofound, 2020). Anxiety and depression are now more prevalent than before: about 

20% of people today experience anxiety and depression (Rajkumar, 2020; Vindegaard 

& Benros, 2020). Evidence identified several high-risk populations for mental health 

symptoms including women (Liu et al., 2020), those who have poor sleep quality (Liu et 

al., 2020), healthcare workers (Kotera et al., 2021), those with pre-COVID diagnosis 



(Barber et al., 2020) and migrants (Bhandari et al., 2021). These findings indicate that 

COVID-19 negatively impacted the mental health of diverse populations.  

Furthermore, despite the magnitude of the mental health problems, effective 

treatment has not been established (Soklaridis et al., 2020). Indeed, in some countries 

the rates of mental health problems have reduced in the past months (e.g., Widnall et al., 

2020), however these changes can be explained by external events including the 

administration of the vaccines. For example, in the United Kingdom, the level of 

anxiety has reduced both in the general population (62% in March 2020 to 42% in 

February 2021) and in those with a pre-existing mental health diagnosis (67% in June 

2020 to 58% in February 2021) (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). These positive 

changes could have been influenced by the administration of the vaccine, initiated in 

December 2020 (British Broadcasting Corporation, 2020), leaving the core problem of 

the COVID mental health difficulties unaddressed (The Lancet Psychiatry, 2021). In 

fact, more people feel that they are not coping with the stress associated with the 

pandemic: 73% believed they were coping in April 2020 but 64% did so in February 

2021 (Mental Health Foundation, 2021).  

Additionally, mental health challenges after the pandemic are expected (Mayne, 

2020). These findings illustrate that establishing an effective and practical strategy to 

cope with the COVID mental health difficulties is essential today. 

 

Martial arts as wellbeing practice 

Martial arts training has become an integral part of sports and physical activity 

culture (Ko & Yang, 2008) and is associated with improved physical, physiological and 

social-psychological wellbeing (Cox, 1993; Szaboles et al., 2019). Traditional martial 



arts refer to a range of physical and mental practices developed from ancient combat 

techniques (Yukawa, 2014), often used by the military (Cihounkova & Kordik, 2015).   

In present times martial arts have evolved for self-regulation and the training of combat 

skills to help foster self-esteem, assertiveness and determination (Kostorz et al., 2017). 

These factors including discipline and perseverance contribute to the physical and 

psychological benefits to those who practice martial arts, and research suggests that 

training results in increased positive affect and decreased negative affect after training 

(Richman & Rehberg, 1986; Szaboles et al., 2019). While martial arts training schools 

and training practices may vary widely (Sandford & Gill, 2019), usually training 

involves small groups and could incorporate body movement, breathing and 

visualisation techniques. These training techniques and modes provide accessible, 

enriching, safe and secure learning environments for a diverse range of individuals 

(Fuller, 2019). 

Traditional and modern martial arts styles of training lead to improvements in 

general mental health (Egan, 1992). Moreover, Lakes and Hoyt’s (2004) showed an 

improvement in self-care and increased self-awareness, and a higher level of self-

regulation. Similarly, Kostorz, Gniezinka, and Nawrocka (2017) noted self-regulation 

skills and combat training supported practitioner’s self-esteem. Other studies showed 

enhanced psychological well-being in younger participants (Kuramoto, 2006) and lower 

levels of anxiety and depression (Wang et al., 2014; Sharma & Haider, 2015).  

Martial arts practices use many traits and the cultivation of calmness and 

breathing control to promote relaxation during training, this helps individuals train and 

improves stress (Deadman, 2018). Also, breath control is taught as a concept of 

executing power and utilising energy (Janis et al., 1983). Janis et al. (2083) affirm that 

breath control is achieved by slowing down the respiratory frequency and increasing 



depth which can reduce the feeling of anxiety and increase practitioner’s threshold of 

tolerance to pain.  

Furthermore, training in martial arts enables practitioners to learn the symptoms 

associated with stress, recognise these bodily responses and initiate controlled breathing 

exercises to reduce stress (Siddle, 1995; Deadman, 2019). 

 

Japanese martial arts for wellbeing 

Japanese martial arts philosophy includes customs, etiquettes, norms and rules 

(Fuller, 2019) with moral codes based on ethics and values with an emphasis on respect, 

self-regulation and health promotion (Fuller, 1988). Japanese martial arts are not only 

considered a sport but also fighting methods, which are developed based on historical 

combat techniques, using body movement to effectively defeat an opponent with bare 

hands (Yukawa, 2014). These techniques include physical and mental practices to 

acquire knowledge of embodiment, mind-body unity, and physical and mental health 

(Miyata et al., 2020).  

Japanese martial arts nurtures awareness to one’s breath and body through 

practice, as with Zen and mindfulness. Practising martial arts with a focus on the 

internal and external environment (Kabat-Zinn, 1990) has comparable psychological 

effects to mindfulness training, leading to better mental wellbeing (Kabat-Zinn, 1982; 

Kabat-Zinn, 1990; Miyata et al., 2020; Segal et al., 2002). Additionally, martial arts 

practice has preventative effects from mental health problems (Moore et al., 2019). 

Practitioners are less prone to depression in comparison to other sports 

practitioners/players (McGowan & Jordan, 1988).  

 



 

Japanese martial arts practice helps self-mastery, associated with increased 

resilience and self-efficacy in managing and dealing with issues connected to health and 

wellbeing (Fuller, 2019). Self-mastery is empowering and deploys a degree of 

ownership in promoting health and wellbeing and reduces anxiety, stress and promotes 

mental wellbeing (Fuller, 2019).  

Also, Japanese martial arts improve self-regulation and self-esteem (Kostorz et 

al., 2017). Practising martial arts also provides a community of like-minded individuals 

and offers a source of companionship, friendship and support for people in their 

everyday lives, countering isolation, a detrimental mental health construct in COVID-19 

(Fuller, 2019; Kotera et al., 2020). 

 

Recommendations for wellbeing in COVID 

Japanese martial arts are a great resource for physical and mental wellbeing, 

enhancing physical health and reducing mental health problems (Fuller, 2019), and 

highly recommendable in COVID-19. During the pandemic, all martial arts dojos were 

closed which resulted in online lessons at home via virtual digital platforms like Zoom. 

This lone practising enabled practitioners to focus on their own physical and mental 

health through a variety of exercises such as breathing and mindfulness (Moore et al., 

2019). The learning gained in this practice helped to reflect on moral codes, ethics and 

values, which facilitate practitioners to pursue their personal quest (Fuller, 2019). Many 

practitioners including the authors feel that lone practice of Japanese martial arts helps 

them focus on self-regulation and self-care, which are vital in coping with wellbeing 



difficulties during COVID-19 (Kotera, 2021). Practising Japanese martials arts can be 

an effective wellbeing strategy for many people today. 

Indeed, the limitations of this article include that empirical evidence to support 

the effects of Japanese martial arts for wellbeing during the pandemic remains to be 

offered. Moreover, positive biases towards Japanese martial arts might be present 

among the authors. These suggest rigorous research needs to be implemented. For 

example, an intervention study to assess the impact of practising Japanese martial arts 

on wellbeing with a control group would be a feasible option in the current situation, 

which could yield timely yet meaningful findings. Such attempts need to be made to 

appraise the wellbeing effects of this practice.  

Conclusion 

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed people’s lives drastically in a short 

period of time, leading to increased health problems. Previously reported health benefits 

of Japanese martial arts are highly relevant to today’s COVID-19 health difficulties, 

indicating that this practice can be a strong protective means to the public health 

problems in today’s world. Although more empirical studies are needed, this short 

article suggests Japanese martial arts as a wellbeing strategy during COVID-19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

References 

Al Dhaheri, A. S., Bataineh, M. F., Mohamad, M. N., Ajab, A., Marzouqi, A. Al, Jarrar, 

A. H., Habib-Mourad, C., Jamous, D. O. A., Ali, H. I., Sabbah, H. Al, Hasan, H., 

Stojanovska, L., Hashim, M., Elhameed, O. A. A., Obaid, R. R. S., ElFeky, S., Saleh, S. 

T., Osaili, T. M., & Ismail, L. C. (2021). Impact of COVID-19 on mental health and 

quality of life: Is there any effect? A cross-sectional study of the MENA region. PLOS 

ONE, 16(3), e0249107. https://doi.org/10.1371/JOURNAL.PONE.0249107 

Barber, S., Reed, L., Syam, N., & Jones, N. (2020). Severe mental illness and risks from 

COVID-19. The Centre for Evidence-Based Medicine. https://www.cebm.net/covid-

19/severe-mental-illness-and-risks-from-covid-19/ 

Bhandari, D., Kotera, Y., Ozaki, A., Abeysinghe, S., Kosaka, M., & Tanimoto, T. 

(2021). COVID-19: challenges faced by Nepalese migrants living in Japan. BMC Public 

Health, 21(1), 752. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10796-8 

British Broadcasting Corporation. (2020, December 8). Covid-19 vaccine: First person 

receives Pfizer jab in UK. BBC News. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-55227325 

Cihounkova, J., & Kordik, T. (2015). A relationship between the fourth Rapid 

Deployment Brigade soldiers in the Army of the Czech Republic and combat sports or 

martial arts. IDO MOVEMENT FOR CULTURE. Journal of Martial Arts 

Anthropology. 15(3), 54-57 

Cox, J. C. (1993). Traditional Asian martial arts training: a review. Quest, 45(3), 366-

388. 



Deadman, P. (2018). The Transformative Power of Deep, Slow Breathing. Journal of 

Chinese Medicine. 116, 56-62 

Egan, M. A. (1992). The effects of martial arts training on self-acceptance and anger 

reactivity with young adults (Doctoral dissertation, University of South Carolina). 

Eurofound. (2020). Living, working and COVID-19. https://doi.org/10.2806/76040 

Fuller J. (1988) Martial arts and psychological health. Brit J Med Psychol. 61:317–28 

Fuller, C. L. (2019) Martial Arts and Well-Being: Connecting Communities and 

Promoting Health. Routledge. 

Janis, I.L., Defares, P & Grossman, P. (1983) Selye’s Guide to Stress Research. Van 

Nostrauz Reinholz Publishing. 

Kabat-Zinn J. (1982). An out-patient program in behavioral medicine for chronic pain 

patients based on the practice mindfulness meditation: theoretical considerations and 

preliminary results. Gen Hosp Psychiatry. 4(1):33–47 

Kabat-Zinn J. (1990). Full catastrophe living: using the wisdom of your body and mind 

to face stress, pain and illness. New York: Delacorte. 

Ko, Y. J., & Yang, J. B. (2008). The globalization of martial arts the change of rules for 

new markets. Journal of Asian Martial Arts, 17(4), 8-20. 

Kostorz, K., A. Gniezinka, and M. Nawrocka. (2017). The Hierarchy of Values vs. Self-

esteem of Persons Practicing Martial Arts and Combat Sports. IDO MOVEMENT FOR 

CULTURE. Journal of Martial Arts Anthropology 17(1), 15–22.  



Kotera, Y. (2021). De-stigmatising self-care: Impact of self-care webinar during 

COVID-19. International Journal of Spa & Wellness. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/24721735.2 

Kotera, Y., Ozaki, A., Miyatake, H., Tsunetoshi, C., Nishikawa, Y., & Tanimoto, T. 

(2021). Mental health of medical workers in Japan during COVID-19: Relationships 

with loneliness, hope and self-compassion. Current Psychology, 1. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-021-01514-z 

Kotera, Y., Green, P., Rhodes, C., Williams, A., Chircop, J., Spink, R., Rawson, R., & 

Okere, U. (2020). Dealing with isolation using online morning huddles for university 

lecturers during physical distancing by COVID-19: Field notes. The International 

Review of Research in Open and Distributed Learning, 21(4), 238-244. 

https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v21i4.4843 

Kuramoto, A. M. (2006). Therapeutic benefits of Tai Chi exercise: research review. 

WMJ-MADISON-, 105(7), 42. 

Lakes, K. D., & Hoyt, W. T. (2004). Promoting self-regulation through school-based 

martial arts training. Journal of Applied Developmental Psychology, 25(3), 283-302. 

Liu, N., Zhang, F., Wei, C., Jia, Y., Shang, Z., Sun, L., Wu, L., Sun, Z., Zhou, Y., 

Wang, Y., & Liu, W. (2020). Prevalence and predictors of PTSS during COVID-19 

outbreak in China hardest-hit areas: Gender differences matter. Psychiatry Research, 

287. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psychres.2020.112921 

McGowan R, Jordan C. (1988). Mood states and physical activity. Louis All Health 

Phys Ed Rec Dan J. 15(12–13):32. 



Mayne, P. (2020, May 27). Post-pandemic mental health wave coming, study finds. 

Meical Xpress. https://medicalxpress.com/news/2020-05-post-pandemic-mental-

health.html 

Mental Health Foundation. (2021, February). Wave 10: Late February 2021. Mental 

Health Foundation. https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/research-and-policies/wave-10-

late-february-2021 

Miyata, H. Kobayashi, D., Sonoda, A., Motoike, H. and Akatsuka, S. (2020). 

Mindfulness and psychological health in practitioners of Japanese martial arts: a cross-

sectional study. BMC Sports Science, Medicine and Rehabilitation 12/1. 

Moore, B., Dudley, D., Woodcock, S. (2019). The effects of martial arts participation 

on mental and psychosocial health outcomes: a randomised controlled trial of a 

secondary school-based mental health promotion program. BMC Psychology 7/60. 

Rajkumar, R. P. (2020). COVID-19 and mental health: A review of the existing 

literature. Asian Journal of Psychiatry, 52. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ajp.2020.102066 

Richman, C. L., & Rehberg, H. (1986). The development of self-esteem through the 

martial arts. International Journal of Sport Psychology. 

Sandford, G. T. & Gill, P. R. (2019). Martial arts masters identify the essential 

components of training. Physical Education and Sport Pedagogy, 24(1), 31-42 

Segal ZV, Williams JMG, & Teasdale JD. (2002). Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy 

for depression: a new approach to preventing relapse. New York: Guilford. 



Sharma, M., & Haider, T. (2015). Tai chi as an alternative and complimentary therapy 

for anxiety: a systematic review. Journal of evidence-based complementary & 

alternative medicine, 20(2), 143-153. 

Siddle, B. K. (1995). Sharpening the warrior’s edge: The psychology and science of 

training. Millstadt, IL, USA: PPCT Management Systems Inc. 

Soklaridis, S., Lin, E., Lalani, Y., Rodak, T., & Sockalingam, S. (2020). Mental health 

interventions and supports during COVID-19 and other medical pandemics: A rapid 

systematic review of the evidence. General Hospital Psychiatry, 66, 133. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/J.GENHOSPPSYCH.2020.08.007 

Szaboles, Z, Szabo, A, & Köteles, F. (2019). Acute Psychological Effects of Aikido 

Training. Baltic Journal of Sport & Health Sciences, 1(112), 42-49. 

The Lancet Psychiatry. (2021). A matter of priority: COVID-19 vaccination and mental 

health. The Lancet Psychiatry, 8(7), 551. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2215-

0366(21)00209-1 

Wang, F., Lee, E. K. O., Wu, T., Benson, H., Fricchione, G., Wang, W., & Yeung, A. S. 

(2014). The effects of tai chi on depression, anxiety, and psychological well-being: a 

systematic review and meta-analysis. International Journal of Behavioural Medicine, 

21(4), 605-617. 

Yukawa S. (2014). Karate to Zen: shitai-shinrigaku de budo wo kaimei! Mindfulness ga 

michibiku “zen-houiteki-ishiki” he (karate and Zen: elucidating martial arts by 

embodied psychology! Towards an “awareness to all directions” guided by 

mindfulness). Tokyo: BAB Japan; 2014. (in Japanese). 



Vindegaard, N., & Benros, M. E. (2020). COVID-19 pandemic and mental health 

consequences: Systematic review of the current evidence. In Brain, Behavior, and 

Immunity (Vol. 89, pp. 531–542). Academic Press Inc. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.05.048 

 Widnall, E., Winstone, L., Mars, B., Haworth, C., & Kidger, J. (2020). Initial findings 

from a secondary school survey study in South West England. Young People’s Mental 

Health during the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

 

 

View publication statsView publication stats

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/354326012

