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Reasons for participating in physical activity and sport, skills and preference for competition 

The 2010 Physical Activity Monitor examined the reasons why 
children participate in physical activity and sport and their 
preferences for level of skill and competition. 

 
Reasons why children participate in physical activity 

 
According to parents, the most prevalent reason why children 
participate in physical activity and sport is because they find it 
personally satisfying (31%). In addition, 14% report that their 
children do so as it helps to accomplish specific goals and because 
their friends participate (10%). Few participate to please teachers 
or others (4%). Roughly one-third of children (36%) participate in 
physical activities for all of these reasons. The remaining 5% do so 
for some other reason. Compared to the national average, children 
living in Quebec are more likely to participate as a means of 
accomplishing specific goals. Children living in the Atlantic are less 
likely than the national average to participate because they find it 
personally satisfying. Compared to the average child, relatively 
fewer children living in Quebec and relatively more children living 
in the Atlantic participate for all four reasons.  
 

Boys and girls participate in physical activity for basically the same 
reasons. Relatively more teenagers than younger children 
participate in order to help them achieve specific goals, whereas 
relatively more younger children than teenagers to participate for 
all the reasons listed. Although there is no significant difference in 
reason for participating by parent’s age, fathers are more likely 
than mothers to indicate that their children participate because 
their friends do.  

The reasons for participating do not vary by income level. Yet, the 
percentage of children who reportedly participate primarily 
because they find it personally satisfying increases as parental 
education increases. Indeed relatively twice as many children of 
university graduates (34%) than of parents with less than 
secondary education (16%) participate because it is personally 
satisfying. Reasons for participating are consistent irrespective of 
community size. 
 
Children whose parents are inactive are more likely than those 
with active parents to say that they participate because their 
friends do.  
 

FIGURE 1 
Reasons why children participate in physical activity, 2010  

Physical Activity Monitor 2010, CFLRI 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

Finds it 
personally 

satisfying

Helps 
accomplish 

specific 

goals

Friends do Please 
teachers or 

others

All of the 
reasons

FIGURE 2 
Reasons why children participate in physical activity, by age 
group, 2010  
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Finding it personally satisfying is a popular reason to participate 
among both children who participate in sport and those who do 
not. Children who participate in sport are reportedly more likely to 
other children to be active because it helps then accomplish 
specific goals. In contrast, children who do not participate in sport 
are more likely than those who do to participate in activities 
because their friends do, to please teachers or others or for none 
of the four reasons.   

Trends – Compared to 2005, slightly more children and youth 
participate in physical activity and sport because they find it 
personally satisfying. This increase occurred among girls, 5 to 12 
years old, those living in lowest income households, and among 
those whose parents had a high school education, or among those 
whose parents were active. There was a very small increase 
between 2005 and 2010 in the proportion of children who 
participate in physical activity and sport to please teachers. A 
higher percentage of girls and parents aged 25 to 44 years 
reported this in 2010 than did so in 2005.   
 
Although relationships generally remained the same, a couple of 
notable relationships that appeared in 2005 are not longer 
significant in 2010. Household income level is no longer related to 
personal satisfaction as a reason for participating in physical 
activity and sport. Participating to achieve of goals is now 
unrelated to household income and parental education, and the 
previous relationship with community size. 
 
Preferences for activities by level of skill  

 

Although the majority of parents (61%) report that their children 
prefer a combination of challenging and low level skill activities, 
28% of young people prefer activities that constantly challenge 
their skills and 11% prefer only those with a low skill level. There 
are no regional differences in preferences, or by sex of the parent. 
 
A larger percentage of teenagers than younger children prefer 
activities that constantly challenge their skills. Younger children on 

the other hand prefer a combination of activities including ones 
that require a low level of skill and ones that challenge their 
abilities. Older parents are more likely than younger parents to 
report that their children prefer challenging activities while 
younger parents are more likely to report their children prefer a 
combination of activities that are challenging and require a low 
level skill. 
 
Preferring activities that present a constant challenge is higher 
among children living in the higher income households (compared 
to those living in the households with household incomes of 
between $50,000 to $80,000 per year). There are no differences by 
education or community size. 
 
A larger proportion of children whose parents are active prefer 
challenging activities compared to those whose parents are only 
somewhat active. Although there is no difference in the 
percentage of children who like activities that provide a mix of skill 
levels, the percentage of sport participants who prefer activities 
that constantly challenge skills is twice that of non participants. In 
contrast, the percentage of non participants who prefer activities 
that have a low level of skills is thrice that observed  among sport 
participants.  
 
Trends – There has been a slight decrease in the proportion of 
children that like activities that provide a mix of skill levels These 
decreases have been observed among males (boys and reported 
by fathers), teens, those living in Ontario and the West, those living 
in the lowest and highest household incomes (lowest and highest 
quartiles), parents with less than a high school education, active 
parents, and among children who participate in sport.  
 
Relationships have remained fairly consistent between 2005 and 
2010, with two exceptions; differences that appeared previously 
by community size and by parental education are no longer 
significant. 

FIGURE 3 
Reasons why children participate in physical activity, by sport 
participation, 2010  
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FIGURE 4 
Preferences for low skill vs. challenging activities by child’s 
age group, 2010  
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Preferences for competitive and non competitive activities 

 
According to parents, 44% of children and youth like competitive 
and non competitive physical activities equally well, 33% prefer 
non competitive activities, 20% prefer competitive one and the 
remaining 3% prefer neither competitive nor non competitive 
physical activities. This pattern is consistent across all regions of 
the country. Regional percentages do not differ from that in 
Canada as a whole.  
 
More boys than girls prefer competitive activities while more girls 
than boys prefer non competitive activities. A higher percentage of 
younger children than older children prefer both types equally 
whereas a higher percentage of teenagers than younger children 
prefer competitive activities.  
 
In general, children’s preference for competitive activities is higher 
among those from the highest income households (compared to 
those with household incomes less than $80,000), whereas the 
opposite relationship is true among those preferring non 
competitive activities. Such preferences are not related to parental 
education; however, the percentage reported to like neither 
competitive nor non competitive activities decreases by parental 
education. 
 
Not surprisingly, there is an association between children’s sport 
participation and their preferences for competitive and non 
competitive activities. Children and youth who participate in sport 
are more likely than non participants to prefer competitive 
activities over non competitive activities or to prefer both equally. 
On the other hand, non participants are more likely than sport 
participants to prefer non competitive activities or neither 
competitive nor non competitive activities. 
 
Trends –A slightly larger percentage of children prefer participating 
in competitive activities now than was the case in 2005. This 
increase was noted among boys, mother’s reports, all age groups 

(adult and child), residents of Ontario and the West, those living in 
the lowest and highest income households, parents having post-
secondary education, children participating in sport, parents who 
are at least moderately active. On the other hand, there has been a 
slight decrease in the proportion indicating that their child prefers 
both competitive and non-competitive activities since 2005. This 
decrease has occurred among both girls and boys, all ages, among 
those from high income households (3rd and highest quartile), 
whose parents have a post-secondary education, and who live in 
Ontario and the West. Generally, relationships have remained 
consistent since 2005, with the exception that parents education 
level and community size are no longer significant.  

FIGURE 5 
Preferences for low skill vs. challenging activities by child’s 
participation in sport, 2010  
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FIGURE 6 
Preferences for competitive and non competitive activities by 
child’s age and sex, 2010  
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FIGURE 7 
Preferences for competitive and non competitive activities by 
child’s participation in sport, 2010  
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