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The Influence of socio-demographic factors on
children’s physical activity and sport
National guidelines have been
developed to specify the minimum
amount of daily physical activity
required for the healthy growth and
development of children and youth.
Data from ongoing surveillance
programs (such as the Canadian
Physical Activity Levels Among Youth
survey) indicate that the majority of
children and youth are not achieving
recommended levels (1). Research has
also shown that certain subgroups
within this population, such as girls and
older teens, are less likely to be
sufficiently active on a daily basis
compared to their peers (i.e., boys and
young children respectively) (2).
Moreover, some studies have also
found links between parental and
household characteristics and
children’s physical activity level. For
example, results from the 2011-2014
CANPLAY study indicate that children
and youth living in higher income
households or who participate in
organized physical activity and sport
are more active (take a higher number
of daily steps on average) compared to
those living in lower income households
or those who do not participate in
organized activities (2).
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Increased involvement in sport and
unstructured play has been recognized as
an important avenue to improve activity
levels among children and youth. Given
the many health benefits of sport
participation and unstructured play (e.g.,
improved social skills, confidence, and
emotional wellbeing) and its contribution
to overall physical activity, more
information is required concerning the
factors which may influence participation
in these behaviours (3). This edition of the
Research File will summarize the findings
of an international study which examined
the associations of family socio-economic
position (determined by parental
education, employment status and
household income) and ethnicity with
sport participation and outdoor play
among school-aged children (3).
 
Methods
This cross-sectional study was part of a
larger population-based prospective cohort
study which examined environmental and
genetic determinants of growth, health
and development from fetal life onwards
(3). Expectant mothers were included in
this study if they: 1) lived in Rotterdam,
Netherlands; 2) with either a native Dutch,
Surinamese-Creole,
Surinamese-Hindustani, Dutch Antillean,
Cape Verdean, Turkish or Moroccan; 3)
agreed to follow-up; and 4) provided
information on their children’s
participation in sport and outdoor play (3).
The findings from this study was based on
a study population of 4726 participants(3).
According to Wijtzes et al. family
socio-economic position was measured
by: a) the highest level of maternal and
paternal education; b) maternal and
paternal employment status; and c) net
household income (3). Parents were also
asked to report on their children’s
involvement in sport and outdoor play at
six years of age (3).

Child’s ethnicity was based on the
reported ethnic background of their
mothers (3). Sport participation and
frequency of outdoor play were based on
parent reported data (3).
 
Results
Slightly less than half of parents surveyed
had a low or mid-to-low level education.
Over three quarters parents had paid
employment (3). Half of all children in this
study were from high income households
(>3200 euro per month) compared to only
a quarter who were from low income
households (<2000 euro per month) (3). A
relatively small proportion of children in
this study were non-native Dutch (29%)
(3). When exploring physical activity
behaviours, Wijtzes et al found that
slightly more than half of the children
(56%) did not participate in sports and
about a third (34%) of children play
outdoors for less than an a hour each day
(3).
Interestingly, Wijtzes and colleagues noted
associations between physical activity
behaviours and socio-economic position
(SEP). Specifically, they found that children
with low SEP were more likely to not
participate in sport and to play outdoors
for a short duration (<1 hour per day) (3).
A higher proportion of ethnic minority
children do not participate in sport and
were more likely to play outdoors for <1
hour daily compared to native Dutch
children (3).
The association between family SEP and
children’s participation in sport was noted
for all three SEP indicators, whereas only
low household income predicted low levels
of outdoor play (3). These findings support
the importance for using a variety of SEP
indicators (3). The results with respect to
ethnicity should be interpreted with
caution as potential differences among
ethnic minority groups living in North
America limit generalizability (3).
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What have
we learned?
Children with a low SEP and those●

from ethnic minority groups are
more likely to not participate in
sport and to display low levels of
outdoor play compared to those
with a high SEP and native children
Effective targeting of socioeconomic●

inequalities in children’s will require
knowledge regarding perceived
barriers and challenges of engaging
in physical activity
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