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Activity levels of Canadian children and youth 

The Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute's 
Canadian Physical Activity Levels Among Youth 
(CANPLAY) study measures physical activity levels of 
children and youth by using pedometers to measure 
daily steps. Most of the analyses in this bulletin are 
based on combined data collected in Years Three and 
Four (2007 - 2009) of data collection, unless otherwise 
stated.  
 
During this time period, children and youth (between 
the ages of 5 and 19) took an average of 11,700 steps. 
Although there was a significant increase in the overall 
number of steps taken between Year One (2005 - 
2006) to Year Three (2007 - 2008) of this study, 
average steps from Year Four (2008 - 2009) have 
reverted back to an amount similar to Year One.  

Average daily steps were lower in July – September 
2008, October – December 2008, and January – 
March 2009 compared to these same quarters the year 
prior.  Average steps in April – June 2009, however, 
are similar to the same quarter in 2008. 
 
Compared to the national average, children and youth 
residing in: 
 

Nova Scotia and New Brunswick take fewer steps 
daily on average; and 
British Columbia and the Yukon take more daily 
steps.  
None of the fluctuations in steps observed since 2005 
- 2007 are significant except for a decrease in daily 
steps noted in Saskatchewan. 

FIGURE 1 
Average number of steps, overall, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 2 
Average number of steps, by province/territory, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 

* Insufficient data in Nunavut in 2005 - 2007. See Nunavut bulletin for data 
from this and local studies. 
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Child characteristics 
 
The following characteristics of children are associated 
with taking more steps per day:  
 

Boys compared to girls; this gender gap appears 
within all age groups (Figure 3). 
Younger children compared to older youth (Figure  
3).  
Those who participate in organized physical activity 
and sport compared to those who do not (Figure  4).  

 
These patterns regarding age, sex, and organized 
physical activity and sport have persisted over time.  
 
 

Parent and household characteristics 
 
Certain parental or household characteristics are 
associated with higher steps in children: 
 

University educated adults compared to those with a 
secondary level of education (Figure 5).  
Highest income households ($100,000 or greater) 
compared to those in low to middle income 
households.  
More active parents compared to those who are less 
active than their peers (Figure 6). 

 
The association between average steps with parental 
education, household income, and parental activity 
level are fairly consistent over time. 

FIGURE 3 
Average number of steps, by sex and age group, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 4 
Average number of steps, by participation in organized 
physical activity and sport, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 5 
Average number of steps, by parent education, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 6 
Average number of steps, by parent activity level  (relative to 
others), 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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How many steps are sufficient for children 
and youth to be healthy? 
 
 As described above, children and youth (aged 5 and 
19) took an average of 11,700 steps daily between the 
years 2007 to 2009.  Is this enough activity to be 
healthy? No definitive guidelines have been established 
regarding the number of steps required for health 
benefits for children and youth. However, several 
criteria have been suggested, and are described below. 
 
Canada's Physical Activity Guide (CPAG) for 
children and youth sets a goal that children add 90 
minutes of moderate-to-vigorous activity to the 
incidental activities required by daily living, which 

translates roughly into 16,500 steps daily.1,2 When 
using this criterion, 88% of children and youth in 2007 
- 2009 do not accumulate enough daily steps associated 
with the guidelines. The proportion who do not meet 
this criterion is slightly lower than the rate in 2005 - 
2007 (90%).  

Compared to Canada overall, there are no provincial 
and territorial differences, with the exception of 
children and youth residing in New Brunswick who are 
less likely to meet the 16,500 step CPAG criterion. For 
each province and territory, there have been no 
significant changes over time in the proportion of 
children and youth who achieve enough steps to meet 
the CPAG criterion (Figure 7). 

Child’s characteristics 
 
In 2007 - 2009, meeting the 16,500 CPAG criterion is 
more prevalent among: 
 

boys, 16%, compared to girls, 8% (Figure 8); 
younger age groups (15% of 5 to 10 year olds and 
12% of 11 to 14 year olds) compared to older (7% of 
15 to 19 year olds); and 
children and youth who participate in organized 
physical activity and sport compared to those who do 
not (Figure 9). 

 
These relationships are similar to those found in 2005 - 
2007. 
 

FIGURE 7 
Meets CPAG criterion, by province/territory, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 

*Insufficient data in Nunavut. See Nunavut bulletin for data from this and local 
studies. 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

NL PE NS NB QC ON MB SK AB BC YT NT NU*

2005-2007 2007-2009

FIGURE 8 
Meets CPAG criterion, overall and by child gender, 2005 - 
2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 9 
Meets CPAG criterion, by participation in organized physical 
activity and sport, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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Parent’s and household characteristics 
 
Children and youth whose parent has the following 
characteristics are more likely to meet the CPAG 
criterion: 
 

Those who are more active compared to those who 
are less active (slightly) than their peers (Figure 10). 
Those with a university education compared to those 
with a secondary education (Figure 11). 

 
In 2007 - 2009, there is no clear relationship between 
household income and meeting the CPAG criterion. 
This finding is consistent with 2005 - 2007. 
 
15,000 step criterion for children and youth is based 
on a research study that suggests 120 to 150 minutes of 
moderate-to-vigorous activity (here considered an 
equivalent of 15,000 steps) for both boys and girls is 

required for health.2,3 Using this criterion, 80% of 
children and youth in 2007 - 2009 do not accumulate 
enough daily steps associated with the 15,000 criterion. 
The proportion meeting this criterion is slightly higher 
now than it was in 2005 - 2007 (Figure 12). 
 
Children and youth residing in Prince Edward Island 
and New Brunswick are less likely than the national 
average to meet the 15,000 step criterion.  Children 
and youth living in British Columbia and Yukon are 
more likely than the national average to meet this 
criterion (Figure 13). 
 

Child’s characteristics 
 

Similar to the relationships described previously for 
meeting the CPAG criterion, characteristics associated 
with meeting the 15,000 step criterion in 2007 - 2009 
is greater among: 
 

boys, 26%, compared to girls, 14% (Figure 15).  

younger children (5 to 14 years) compared to older 
(15 to 19 years). 
children and youth who participate in organized 
physical activity and sport compared to those who do 
not (Figure 16). 

 
These relationships are similar to those found in 2005 - 
2007. 

FIGURE 10 
Meets CPAG criterion, by parent activity level (relative to 
others), 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 11 
Meets CPAG criterion, by parent education, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 12 
Meets 15,000 steps & BMI-referenced criteria, overall, 2005 - 
2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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Parent’s characteristics 
 

Again, similar to the results described for the CPAG 
criterion, certain parental or household characteristics 
are associated with achieving the 15,000 step criterion: 

 

Parents with a university education compared to 
those with a secondary education. 
Children and youth whose parents are more active 
(slightly or substantially) compared to those whose 
parents are slightly less active than their peers. 

 
The relationship between household income and 
meeting the 15,000 criterion is not clear in 2007 - 
2009, whereas in 2005 - 2007, those with a high 
household income were more likely to meet this 
criterion that those in the lowest income bracket.  
 
BMI-referenced criteria for children and youth is 
based on research that suggests that, among 6 to 12 
year-olds, accumulating 12,000 daily steps for girls and 
15,000 steps for boys is associated with a healthy body 

mass index (BMI).4 Using this criterion, 69% of 
children and youth in 2007 - 2009 do not accumulate 
enough daily steps. The proportion meeting these 
criteria is slightly higher in 2007 - 2009 compared to 
2005 - 2007 (Figure 12).  
 
 

Compared to the national average, 
 

fewer children and youth living in New Brunswick 
meet these criteria. 
a greater proportion of children and youth living 
British Columbia and the Yukon meet these criteria. 

 
There have been no provincial or territorial changes 
over time in the proportion meeting this criterion, with 
one exception. More children and youth in Quebec 
meet this criterion in 2007 - 2009 compared to 2005 - 
2007 (Figure 14). 
 

Child’s characteristics 
 

Unlike to the 16,500 and 15,000 steps criteria, a 
greater proportion of girls compared to boys meet the 
BMI-referenced criteria (Figure 15).  This is not 
surprising, given the substantially lower number of 
required steps for girls to meet the criterion.  
 
Similar to the other criteria,  
 

the proportion of young people meeting the BMI-
referenced criteria decreases with increasing age; and 
a greater proportion of children and youth who 
participate in organized physical activity and sport 
meet these criteria compared to those who do not 
(Figure 16). 

FIGURE 13 
Meets 15,000 steps criterion, by province/territory, 2005 - 
2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 

*Insufficient data in Nunavut. See Nunavut bulletin for data from this and local 
studies. 
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FIGURE 14 
Meets BMI-referenced criteria, by province/territory, 2005 - 
2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 

*Insufficient data in Nunavut. See Nunavut bulletin for data from this and local 
studies. 
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Parent’s characteristics 
 

Consistent to the relationships found earlier in this 
bulletin, there are parental and household 
characteristics associated with meeting the BMI-
referenced step criteria for children, namely: 
 

parents with a university education compared to 
those with a secondary education.  

parents who are more active compared to those who 
are slightly less active than their peers.  

 
Albeit not as clear as in 2005 - 2007, there is a 
relationship between meeting the BMI-referenced 
criteria and household income in 2007 - 2009 – a 
greater proportion of children from the highest income 
households meet this criterion compared to those from 
lower income brackets ($20,000-$29,999 and $40,000 
- $79,999). 
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FIGURE 15 
Meets 15,000 steps & BMI-referenced criteria, by child 
gender, 2005 - 2009 

CANPLAY 2005 - 2009, CFLRI 
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FIGURE 16 
Meets 15,000 steps & BMI-referenced criteria, by participation 
in organized physical activity and sport, 2005 - 2009 
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