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Introduction 
Physical inactivity during childhood has been linked to sedentary behaviours in 
adulthood.1 Incorporating regular physical activity during childhood and adolescence 
may be key in maintaining an active lifestyle through to adulthood, especially given that 
certain chronic conditions can result from inactive behaviours which begin as early as 
childhood and adolescence.2 Non-communicable or chronic diseases are the major cause 
of death, representing 59% of deaths worldwide.3 Three preventable factors—changes in 
diet, physical activity and tobacco use—play a significant impact in reducing chronic 
disease.3 Chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes and hypertension which are more 
prevalent among individuals with greater body fatness were traditionally observed in 
adults, however, these now affect obese pre-pubescent children.4 Besides the prevention 
of chronic diseases, physical activity also helps youth build healthy bones and muscles, 
helps develop certain skill sets, helps reduce depression and anxiety, builds confidence, 
and facilitates social interaction just to name a few.2 Despite documented benefits of 
regular physical activity, national statistics reveal that: (1) three out of five Canadian 
children and youth (aged 5–17) are not active enough for optimal growth and 
development;5 (2) children’s activity levels decrease with age, going from 49% among 
grade-school children (aged 5–12) to 36% among teenagers (aged 13–17);5 (3) girls are 
less active than boys, where 38% of girls and 48% of boys are considered active enough 
for optimal health benefits. These sex differences appear for both children and 
adolescents.5 
 
The Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children Study (HBSC) is conducted every four 
years with Canadian children and youth aged 11, 13 and 15 years. The first of these 
surveys originated in Canada in1989/90 and the most recent HBSC survey was conducted 
in Canada in 2001/02. Although this study is a collaborative effort with the World Health 
Organization (WHO), it is conducted by the Social Program Evaluation Group at Queen’s 
University in Ontario in partnership with the Public Health Agency of Canada. This 
report examines physical activity opportunities and relationship to other variables among 
youth in Canada using the HBSC monitoring tool. 
 
Scope of the report 
This report provides an analysis of key data from the 2001/2002 Health Behaviour in 
School-aged Children Survey. The analyses are descriptive: they describe associations 
between factors that should not be construed as causal relationships. Any statements 
implying causality or attribution of effects to physical activity level are based on the cited 
scholarly literature. The analysis examines differences among physical activity levels 
from within and outside school and among various levels of sedentary behaviours. 
Statistics are provided in the detailed tables in Appendix A. 
 
Survey background 
The World Health Organization (WHO)'s Health Behaviour in School-Aged Children 
Study (HBSC) is conducted every four years with children and youth aged 11, 13 and 15 
years. The most recent HBSC survey was conducted in Canada in 2001/02.  Data were 
collected from 6688 youth at these ages across Canada. The survey examines a host of 
factors including family relationships, peer relationships, school climate and setting, and 
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self-reports on behaviours such as smoking, alcohol and drug use, physical activity, body 
image, eating patterns, bullying and injury. Details of the survey and its methods can be 
found in the Public Health Agency of Canada’s recently released report entitled “Young 
People in Canada: their health and well-being”.6 
 
Comparisons with earlier HBSC survey data 
A number of questions in the 2001/02 HBSC were similar to, but sometimes not exactly 
the same as, those in the previous 1994 HBSC survey. Comparative variables and their 
definitions are described below in this section. 
 
In the current 2001/02 HBSC study, 11- and 12-year-olds make up 42% of the sample, 
compared with 37% in the 1994 sample; 13- and 14-year-olds make up 40% of the 
current sample, compared with 35% in 1994; 15-year-olds make up 18% of the current 
sample, compared with 29% in 1994. Overall, the group surveyed is younger than the 
group surveyed in 1994. This is important to note when looking at information in this 
report compared with the previous report. 
 
Structure of the report 
The report provides a synopsis of the findings that may be relevant to policy and 
decision-makers in designing initiatives to increase physical activity among Canadian 
adolescents. The Canadian Fitness and Lifestyle Research Institute examined physical 
activity data from the 1994 HBSC survey in relation to a number of health, achievement 
and lifestyle factors among Canada’s children and youth. This report provides a similar 
analysis of the most recent data. It provides an examination of the relation between 
physical activity and physical, and social and psychological well being.  
 
The findings are presented and discussed in five sections: 
 
Introduction—discussion of the report, definitions of variables and a summary of key 
findings. 
 
Activity Behaviours—the relation between age, grade, sex, family income, 
neighbourhood quality and safety, and participation in physical activity outside of school, 
during class time, during free time at school and sedentary behaviours are examined.  
 
Well-being—examines the relationship between physically active and sedentary 
behaviours and reported health status, body mass index, body image, alcohol 
consumption, quality of life, self confidence and perceptions of school performance. 
 
Friends and Family—the relationships between physically active and sedentary 
behaviours and the number of close friends, time spent with friends, time spent 
communicating with friends, and perceptions of parental understanding and parental 
expectations are presented. 
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Definitions and Prevalence 
Activity Level Several questions probed into the physical activity levels of survey 
respondents. The applicable questions are as follows: 
 

a) Over the past seven days, on how many days were you physically active for a total 
of at least 60 minutes per day? 0-7 days  

b) Over a typical or usual week, on how many days are you physically active for a total 
of at least 60 minutes per day? 0-7 days 

c) About how many hours a week do you usually take part in physical activity that 
makes you out of breath or warmer than usual in your class time at school? None at 
all, about ½ hour, about 1 hour, about 2 hours, about 3 hours, about 4 hours, about 5 
hours, about 6 hours, about 7 or more hours. 

d) About how many hours a week do you usually take part in physical activity that 
makes you out of breath or warmer than usual in your free time (example, lunch) at 
school? None at all, about ½ hour, about 1 hour, about 2 hours, about 3 hours, about 
4 hours, about 5 hours, about 6 hours, about 7 or more hours. 

e) About how many hours a week do you usually take part in physical activity that 
makes you out of breath or warmer than usual outside of school while participating 
in lessons or league or team sports? None at all, about ½ hour, about 1 hour, about 
2 hours, about 3 hours, about 4 hours, about 5 hours, about 6 hours, about 7 or more 
hours. 

f) About how many hours a week do you usually take part in physical activity that 
makes you out of breath or warmer than usual outside of school while participating 
in informal activities, either on your own or with friends?  None at all, about ½ 
hour, about 1 hour, about 2 hours, about 3 hours, about 4 hours, about 5 hours, about 
6 hours, about 7 or more hours 

 
To remain comparable with definitions used in examination of the 1994 HBSC data, 
question e) the number of hours per week spent in structured activity outside of school 
hours, and question f) the number of hours per week spent in unstructured activity outside 
of school hours were used. These two data items were examined separately but not found 
to be different from a more comprehensive activity level variable in terms of influences 
on the data.  
 
Youth were classified as achieving higher levels of physical activity if their combined 
activity level from structured and unstructured physical activity outside of school hours 
added to at least seven hours per week. Moderate levels were achieved by attaining a 
combined number of four to six hours per week, while youths who attained less than four 
hours were classified as attaining lower levels of physical activity. No attempt was made 
to classify youth as sufficiently active for healthy growth and development according to 
standards, as the nature of the data gathered was not directly comparable. 
 
Overall, one third of youth (34%) report higher levels of physical activity from outside school 
sources while about half (48%) report moderate levels and one-fifth (19%) report low levels of 
physical activity.  
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To create an overall physical activity variable combining the number of hours per week 
spent in activities outside of school in both structured and unstructured physical 
activities. The question used in 1994 was: 

- Outside school hours: in your free time how many hours a week do you usually 
exercise so that you get out of breath or sweat? 

While this question was broken into two parts in the most recent survey, trend lines looked 
comparable and a decision was made to compare physical activity trends using these questions. 
Neither questionnaire specifically examined activity from participation in daily routine such as 
walking to school, performing errands or chores nor investigated moderate levels of physical 
activity. 
 
Physical activity at school Class-time physical activity looked at the number of hours 
spent in physical activity during class time (question c) while free-time school physical 
activity collected the number of hours spent in physical activity outside of class time at 
school (question d). 
 
Forty-five percent (45%) of youth reported spending an hour or less per week in physical 
activity during class time while an additional 40% reported spending between two and 
four hours a week. Only 15% of youth reported spending five or more hours per week in 
physical activity during class time. 
 
Half of youth (51%) reported spending an hour or less per week in free time physical 
activity at school while 31% spent between two and four hours. Only 18% spent five or 
more hours per week in this type of activity.  
 
Sedentary behaviour The level of sedentary behaviour was derived from adding hours 
per day spent watching TV, hours doing homework and hours using the computer outside 
of school hours as collected in the following questions: 
 

g) About how many hours a day do you usually watch television (including videos) in 
your free time?  

- Weekdays:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day.  

- Weekends:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day. 

h) About how many hours a day do you usually spend doing school homework out of 
school hours?  

- Weekdays:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day.  

- Weekends:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day. 

i) About how many hours a day do you usually use a computer (for playing games, 
emailing, chatting or surfing the internet) in your free time?  
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- Weekdays:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day.  

- Weekends:  None at all, about ½ hour a day, about 1 hour a day, about 2 hours 
a day, about 3 hours a day, about 4 hours a day, about 5 hours a day, about 6 
hours a day, about 7 or more hours a day. 

 
Almost half of all youth (48%) report spending at least six hours a day in sedentary 
activities such as watching TV, doing homework and using a computer outside of school 
hours. Less than 10% reported spending less than three hours per day and the remaining 
45% reported spending between three and six hours in these activities.  
 
Perceived income When asked how well off they think their family is, 9% of youth say 
their families were “not very well off” or “not at all well off” (which was classified as 
lower income), 34% say their families had an average income (average income), and 58% 
say their families were “quite well off” or “very well off”(higher income). 
 
Safe neighbourhoods When youth were asked how often they felt safe in their 
neighbourhood, most youth (69%) reported that they “always” felt safe in their 
neighbourhood, while one-quarter reported that they felt safe “most of the time”, and 5% 
said they “never” felt safe, or only felt safe “sometimes”. 
 
Neighbourhood is a good place to live Most youth feel that they live in a good 
neighbourhood. Six in ten youth say that their neighbourhood is a “really good” place to 
live (61%), while another quarter (24%) say that their neighbourhood is a “good” place to 
live. Only 15% say that their neighbourhood is just “okay”, or that it is “not that good”, 
or “not good at all”. 
 
Body mass index In this study, youth were classified as healthy weight, overweight, or 
obese by first calculating body mass index and then using age-appropriate cut-off points 
for the BMI measure as defined by an international definition of child overweight and 
obesity.7 No cut-off points were available for an underweight classification.  
 
Overall, 81% of youth report height and weight that classify them at a healthy weight, 
15% are overweight and 4% are obese.  
 
Key Findings 
Youth who participate in the highest levels of physical activity outside of school hours 
are more likely to: 
• be boys; 
• report that their families are well off; 
• live in neighbourhoods where they feel safe and where they feel is a good place to live; 
• report they are in excellent health; 
• be a healthy weight; 
• have a positive body image,  
• rate their quality of life highly; 
• have a greater self-confidence; 
• believe that their teacher thinks their academic performance is very good; 
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• report having three or more close friends of the same sex and of the opposite sex; 
• spend greater number of days right after school, and evenings, with friends; 
• communicate with their friends by phone or computer more often; 
• report that their parents understand them; 
• agree that what parents think is important; and, 
• report consumption of alcohol. 
 
Youth who report fewer hours in sedentary behaviour per day are more likely to: 
• be girls; 
• report they are in excellent health; 
• be a healthy weight; 
• rate their quality of life highly; 
• say they feel self-confident; 
• communicate with their friends by phone or computer less often; and, 
• disagree that their parents expect too much from them at school. 
 
Youth who report greater levels of class time physical activity are more likely to: 
• be in grade 9 or 10; 
• be boys; 
• report they are in excellent health; 
• rate their quality of life highly; 
• say they feel self-confident; 
• report that their parents expect too much at school; 
• report having three or more close friends of the same sex, if they are boys; 
• report having three or more close friends of the opposite sex; 
• spend greater number of days right after school, and evenings with friends; 
• spend greater amount of time communicating with friends by electronic means; 
• believe that what their parents think is important; and,  
• report having tried alcohol. 
 
Youth who spend more time in free time physical activity at school are more likely to: 
• be boys; 
• report they are in excellent health; 
• be of normal body weight and believe that their body is about the right size; 
• rate their quality of life highly; 
• say they feel self-confident; 
• report having three or more close friends of the same sex if they are boys; 
• report having three or more close friends of the opposite sex; 
• spend greater number of days right after school, and evenings with friends;  
• spend more time communicating with friends by electronic means; 
• believe that what their parents think is important; and, 
• think that their parents expect too much of them.  
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Implications 
The CFLRI published a report entitled Increasing physical activity: Supporting children's 
participation5, detailing the findings of the 2000 Physical Activity Monitor (2000 PAM). 
The 2005 report, which examines many of the same topics over time, will be released 
starting in July 2006. It presents suggestions for change and policy implications of 
findings. In addition to the suggestions at the end of each section in this report, the 2000 
Physical Activity Monitor report provides an excellent resource for developing initiatives 
for supporting the physical activity of children and youth.
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Physical activity outside of school hours 
Overall, one third of youth (34%) report higher levels of physical activity from outside school 
sources while about half (48%) report moderate levels and one-fifth (19%) report low levels of 
physical activity.  
 
Age and Grade There is no clear pattern in physical activity level outside of school hours 
across age groups or grade level. 
 
Sex Boys are more likely than girls to report a high level of physical activity. Two fifths (40%) 
of boys report seven hours per week or more of moderate activity, while slightly less than one 
third of girls (28%) report this much. Similarly, girls are more likely to report the lowest number 
of hours of physical activity.  
 
Income Slightly more than one third (36%) of youth who believe their families to be quite or 
very well off report higher levels of physical activity from sources outside of school, while only 
32% of those who believe their families to be average or not very well off do the same. 
Similarly, those with lower perceived family incomes are more likely to report lower levels of 
activity.  
 
Neighbourhood environment Youth who state their neighbourhood is a really good place to 
live are more likely to report higher levels of physical activity than those who state that their 
neighbourhood is “good”, “okay” or “not good at all”. Youth who report that they “always” feel 
safe in their neighbourhood are more likely to report higher levels of participation of physical 
activity than those who state they feel safe in their neighbourhood only “most of the time” or 
“never”. 
 
Discussion A large proportion of youth are moderately active or inactive. The findings in this 
survey correspond with findings from the 2000 PAM8 that point to the alarming levels of 
physical inactivity in Canadian youth. It is interesting to note that this survey reveals higher 
levels of physical activity from both outside of school activities and in school for older youth as 
this is contrary to trends shown in the 2000 PAM. Whether this is a function of the way older 
youth interpret the question or whether some other factor is at play is unknown. Moreover, it is 
unknown whether the increase in physical activity over the 5-year span results from better 
reporting and a higher level of awareness of what counts as physical activity or from true 
increases.  
 

PHYSICAL ACTIVITY OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL 
by sex 

 PHYSICAL ACTIVITY OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL  
by perceived income level 

 

 

 
2002 Health Behaviour in School Aged Children  2002 Health Behaviour in School Aged Children 
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Sedentary behaviour 
Almost half of all youth (48%) report spending at least six hours a day in sedentary 
activities such as watching TV, doing homework and using a computer outside of school 
hours. Less than 10% reported spending less than three hours per day and the remaining 
45% reported spending between three and six hours in these activities.  
 
Age and Grade There are only small grade differences and no differences among age 
groups in the amount of time youth report engaging in sedentary behaviour each day.  
 
Sex More boys (51%) than girls (46%) report watching TV, doing homework or using a 
computer for at least six hours per day. 
 
Income There is no difference in the number of hours that youth report in sedentary 
activities by family income. 
 
Neighbourhood Environment Feeling safe in one’s neighbourhood is unrelated to the 
amount of time that youth report in sedentary behaviour. However those that believe that 
their neighbourhood is a really good place to live are less likely (47%) to report 6 or more 
hours of sedentary behaviour per day than those who feel their neighbourhood is ‘ok’ at 
best (54%).  
 
Discussion Studies9,10,11 have found that time spent watching television and playing 
video games is not associated with physical activity, but physical activity is positively 
associated with productive sedentary behaviour, computer use and time spent reading or 
doing homework. It has been suggested that messages and advice aimed at reducing time 
spent in sedentary activities should be targeted at television and video use instead of time 
spent reading, doing homework, or using a computer. Environments that are more 
conducive to physical activity and active living would support youth to be more 
physically active. This can be achieved by limiting sedentary behaviours and providing 
access to equipment and spaces for physical activity at home and in the community, and 
promoting physical activity as fun and enjoyable.12 Canada’s Physical Activity Guide for 
Children and Youth guidelines state that youth should not only increase their physical 
activity by at least 30 minutes more a day to start but that they should also reduce 
sedentary or “non-active” time including watching television, videos, and playing 
computer games by at least 30 minutes a day to start. 
 

SEDENTARY BEHAVIOUR 
by sex 

 SEDENTARY BEHAVIOUR 
by neighbourhood quality 

 

 

 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children  2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 
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Class time physical activity 
Forty-five percent (45%) of youth reported spending an hour or less per week in physical activity 
during class time while an additional 40% reported spending between two and four hours a week. 
Only 15% of youth reported spending five or more hours in physical activity during class time.  
 
Age and Grade Fifteen-year-olds are the most likely to report five hours or more of in-class 
physical activity (23%), while no more than 15% of youth in all other age groups receive this 
much. Youth in grades nine and ten are more likely than youth in other grades to report at least 
five hours per week or more in class-time physical activities. More than one in four youth in 
grade ten (27%), and one in five (19%) in grade nine report this much in-class physical activity, 
while no more than 12% of youth in grades six through eight report as much. 
 
Sex Forty-seven percent (47%) of girls report spending an hour or less of physical activity 
during class time at school, while 42% of boys report the same. Boys are slightly more likely to 
report spending five hours or more (18%) than girls (12%). 
 
Income Those who report that they think their family is not very well off or not at all well off 
are more likely to report (49%) that they spend an hour a week or less in class time physical 
activity than are those who report their family is quite or very well off (44%).  
 
Neighbourhood Environment Those who report feeling safe in their neighbourhood never or 
only sometimes are more likely to report spending only one hour a week or less in class time 
physical activity than those who always feel safe. The perceived quality of one’s neighbourhood 
bears no relation to the reported amount of class time physical activity.  
 
Discussion The fact that youth in grades nine and ten spend more time participating in 
physical activity in class than do those in younger grades likely reflects requirements for 
more hours of physical education class time in these grades. However, youth in grades 
nine and ten who report spending five or more hours per week in class time physical 
activity may not be sustaining this level for the entire year. It may be that only to those 
who have physical education during the same semester as the survey are reporting this 
level of activity. Schools could address the low level of class time physical activity in the 
younger grades and ensure that there are physical activity opportunities for youth who do 
not have physical education on their timetable during a given semester. Some provinces 
and territories have attempted to address this issue by promoting or legislating mandatory 
daily physical activity in schools.13,14 
 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
by age 

 CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY 
by sex 

 

 

 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children  2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 
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Free-time physical activity at school  
Half of youth (51%)  reported spending an hour or less per week in free time physical 
activity at school while 31% spent between two and four hours. Only 18% spent five or 
more hours per week in this type of activity.  
 
Age and Grade There is no difference across age or grade levels in how much time 
youth report spending in physical activity during their free time at school. 
 
Sex Girls are far more likely than boys to report spending only one hour or less per week 
in physical activity in free time at school. Almost six in ten girls (57%) report no more 
than one hour per week of physical activity during their free time at school, compared 
with four in ten (44%) boys. Almost one quarter of boys report spending five hours or 
more of physical activity in their free time at school (24%) per week, while only 13% of 
girls report this much. 
 
Income There is no relationship between the number of hours spent in free-time physical 
activity at school and reported family income level. 
 
Neighbourhood Environment Youth who feel less safe or believe their neighbourhood 
is ‘ok’ at best in which to live are more likely to spend only an hour or less in free time 
physical activity at school than those who report that they ‘always’ feel safe in their 
neighbourhood and those that believe their neighbourhood is a really good place. 
 
Discussion The substantial sex difference in reported engagement in physical activity 
during free-time at school suggests that schools could do more to encourage girls to 
participate in extra curricular physical activity opportunities, by providing positive role 
models, providing skills training to increase their feelings of competency and to provide 
opportunities that they would enjoy. Schools can provide more opportunities for physical 
activity and “active” learning throughout the school day, promote teacher or volunteer 
supervision and role-modeling of active behaviours, encourage “prompting” of physical 
activity during recess periods by teachers, and promote extracurricular and intramural 
physical activities which offer a variety of unstructured and structured opportunities. 
 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL 
by sex 

 FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL 
by neighbourhood quality 

 

 

 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children  2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

 
 



   14 

Activity behaviours summary  
Physical activity outside of school is relatively limited. One-third of youth (34%) report higher 
levels of physical activity outside of school hours, yet half report spending at least six hours a 
day in sedentary activities such as watching TV, doing homework and using a computer outside 
of school hours.  
 
Analyses from the 1994 HBSC survey reported that one in five youth accumulated the 
recommended seven hours of physical activity per week and that just over one quarter of boys 
(27%) and 12% of girls reported being active for seven or more hours per week. Both boys and 
girls are more likely to report being active in 2001/02 than they were in 1994. While it appears 
that both boys and girls are more active outside of school hours in 2001/02 than five years 
previously, there continues to be large proportion of youth who are moderately active or inactive. 
 
Physical activity during school hours is even more limited than that accumulated outside of 
school. Almost half of youth report an hour or less per week in physical activity during class 
time while an additional 40% reported spending between two and four hours a week. This leaves 
a meagre 15% who spend roughly one hour a day (5 or more hours a week) in physical activity 
during class time in a typical school week. Just as important, half of youth report spending an 
hour or less per week in free time physical activity at school. In an average school week, this 
would translate to roughly 12 minutes a day! Only 18% spent five or more hours per week in this 
type of activity, or roughly 1 hour a day. 
 
The amount of sedentary time spent outside of school, coupled with the fact that most students 
spend the majority of their time at school in sedentary behaviour as well, make findings 
presented in this section particularly worrisome. Schools have an important role to play in 
promoting lifelong physical activity. They have access to a large proportion of children and 
youth for the better part of a waking weekday. Schools typically have the facility, social and 
communications aspects already in place. 
 
In addition to these revealing statistics, policy-makers and schools must also consider other 
important data: 

 Three out of five Canadian children and youth (aged 5–17) are not active enough for 
optimal growth and development.5 

 Children’s activity levels decrease with age, going from 49% who are sufficiently 
active among grade-school children (aged 5–12) to 36% among teenagers (aged 13–
17).5 

 Girls are less active than boys, where 38% of girls and 48% of boys are considered 
active enough for optimal health benefits. These sex differences appear for both 
children and adolescents.5 

 Teenage girls are more likely than teenage boys to participate in social dancing, 
exercise classes or aerobics, cross-country skiing, and ballet or other dance classes. 
However, teenage boys are more likely than girls to engage in bicycling, 
skateboarding, snowboarding, golf, weight training, and many team sports.5 
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 Teenagers are less likely than younger children to play outdoors after school. Boys 
are reportedly more likely than girls to play outdoors after school, and youth overall 
are more likely than younger children to report a preference for organized activities.5  

 Over 50% of children and youth rely solely on inactive modes of transportation to 
travel to and from school, with a further 21% typically using inactive modes for at 
least part of the journey. Furthermore, it found that adolescents are more likely than 
children to commute to school using sedentary forms of transport.5 
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Body mass index 
Overall, 81% of youth report a healthy weight (including underweight), 15% are 
overweight and 4% are obese.  
 
Activity level outside of school Of those youth who report higher levels of physical 
activity, 84% are at a healthy weight, compared with 78% of those who report lower 
levels of physical activity. Similarly, those who report the lowest levels of physical 
activity are more likely to be obese than those who report higher levels.  
 
Sedentary behaviour Four fifths (79%) of youth who report spending more than six 
hours per week in sedentary activity have weights within the healthy range, while 86% of 
those who spend less than three hours a day have weights in this range.  
 
Class-time physical activity There is no difference in the amount of time spent in class 
time physical activity at school among different BMI groupings  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Youth who spend one hour or less per week in 
free time physical activity at school are less likely to report their weight to be in the 
normal BMI range (80%) than those who spend 5 or more hours per week (83%). 
 
Discussion Youth who report higher levels of physical activity outside of school hours 
and lower levels of sedentary activities are more likely to be a healthy weight than youth 
who report lower physical activity levels or greater amount of sedentary behaviour. The 
fact that there is no difference in class time levels of physical activities may reflect the 
requirement that all youth participate in class organised activities. Since more than half of 
overweight and obese youth feel that they were a bit to fat or much too fat (See topic 
entitled Body Image and BMI), perhaps their body image prevents them from 
participation. Conversely, youth who do not like to participate in physical activity, or 
who have not been encouraged to be physically active, may have become overweight. 
Either way, encouragement of overweight and obese youth to participate in physical 
activities would assist them to achieve a healthier weight. 
 

BODY MASS INDEX 
by activity level outside of school 

 BODY MASS INDEX  
by sedentary behaviour 
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Body image and body mass index   
Youth were asked if they thought their body was much too thin, a bit too thin, about the 
right size, a bit too fat, or much too fat. Overall, 15% stated that they were much too thin, 
58% stated that they were about the right size, and 28% stated that they were a bit or 
much too fat. Most respondents with a healthy weight (62%) thought their bodies were 
about the right size, compared with 29% of overweight youth and 20% of obese youth. 
 
Activity level outside of school Youth who report higher levels of physical activity are 
more likely than other youth to have a positive body image. Among those youth who 
report higher levels of physical activity, 61% thought their bodies were about the right 
size, compared with 56% of moderately active youth and 53% of those who report lower 
levels of activity.  
 
Sedentary behaviour Youth who spend less than three hours per day in sedentary 
pursuits are more likely to believe they are about the right size (62%) compared with 
those who spend at least six hours a day (56%).  
 
Class-time physical activity There is no difference in youth’s body image with respect 
to the number of hours they report in physical activity at school in class time. 
 
Free-time physical activity at school A greater proportion of youth who spend 5 or 
more hours per week in free time physical activity at school (61%) believe their bodies to 
be about the right size than those who spend only an hour or less per week (56%).  
 
Discussion A higher reported level of physical activity is related to positive feelings 
about body image among overweight youth. This is supported by data analysis from this 
study and others.15 It is important to note that although there are certain limitations to 
using BMI, it is traditionally and widely used in epidemiological studies as measure of 
health risk among adults. The topic leads one to question the data which reveal that a 
high proportion of active youth who are classified as overweight felt that their bodies 
about the right size. It allows one to speculate that the self-report body mass index may 
inappropriately categorize youth with higher proportions of muscular strength to fatness. 
Objective measures would have to be taken to accurately substantiate this speculation. 
However it is interesting to note that perceptions of body size are related to participation 
in free time physical activity both within and outside of school but not class time 
indicating that choice in participation may be related to body image or visa versa. 
 

BODY IMAGE 
by activity level outside of school 
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by sedentary behaviour 
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Perceived health status 
Overall, 29% of youth believe their health to be excellent, 57% believe that it is good, 
and 14% believe that it is fair or poor.  
 
Activity level outside of school Two out of five youth who report high levels of 
physical activity are more likely to report that they are in excellent health, compared with 
one in five (19%) of those who report low levels of activity. Youth who report low levels 
of physical activity are far more likely to believe that they are in fair or poor health (21%) 
than those who report moderate (14%) or higher levels (8%) of activity. 
 
Sedentary behaviour Youth who report less than three hours per day in sedentary 
behaviour are more likely to report that their health is excellent (40%) than are youth who 
report spending at least six hours per day (27%). Similarly those who spend greater 
amounts of time in daily sedentary behaviour are more likely to believe their health to be 
fair or poor (15%) than those who spend less than three hours a day (11%).  
 
Class-time physical activity Slightly more than one third (35%) of youth receiving five 
or more hours of in-class physical activity per week report that they are in excellent 
health, compared with only 30% of youth receiving two to four hours, and 27% of youth 
receiving one hour or less.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Two-fifths (40%) of youth who participated in 
five hours or more per week in free time physical activity at school report that they are in 
excellent health, compared with 28% of those who received two to four hours per week 
and 26% of those who received one hour or less per week. 
 
Discussion Higher reported levels of physical activity both outside of and within school 
hours and lower reported levels of sedentary activities are associated with beliefs of 
better health. Physical activity has been shown to benefit health and well being16,17 so 
these findings are not surprising. Kirkcaldy18 found physical exercise to be significantly 
related to scores for physical and psychological well-being. 
 

PERCEIVED HEALTH STATUS 
by activity level outside of school 
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Alcohol consumption  
Half of all (51%) youth between the ages of 11 and 15 report having consumed alcohol. 
One in ten youth drinks beer, wine, or liquor at least once a week. An additional 41% of 
youth report that they drink at least one of these beverages less frequently. When broken 
down, less than one in ten (7%) youth report that they drink beer at least once a week, 
while 64% report that they have never tried beer. Only 3% of youth report drinking wine 
every week and 64% say they never drink wine. A similar proportion (6%) of youth 
report drinking liquor at least once a week, while 66% say they never drink liquor. 
 
Activity level outside of school Youth who report higher levels of physical activity are 
less likely to report that they never drink beer, wine, or liquor than their less active peers. 
Forty-four percent (44%) of youth who report higher levels of physical activity report 
that they never drink, beer, wine or liquor compared with 53% of youth who report the 
lowest levels of physical activity outside of school. Similar patterns can be seen for beer, 
wine, and liquor individually.  
 
Sedentary behaviour There is no relationship between the amount of time spent in 
sedentary behaviour and the frequency of wine or beer consumption. However, 71% of 
youth who spend less than three hours a day in sedentary behaviour report that they never 
drink liquor while 64% of those who report spending at least 6 hours a day report the 
same. Reports of overall alcohol consumption follow a similar pattern. 
 
Class-time physical activity Youth who participate in five hours or more of in-class 
physical activity per week are more likely to report having tried alcohol (42% had never 
drank) than are youth who receive only one hour or less (52% have never drank alcohol). 
Youth who report five hours or more of class-time physical activity are also less likely to 
report that they have never drank beer, wine or liquor. 
 
Free-time physical activity at school Youth who report at least five hours or more in 
free-time activity at school are more likely to have tried alcohol than others.  
 
Discussion Youth who report the highest levels of physical activity in school are the 
most likely to have tried alcohol. Perhaps those with higher levels of physical activity at 
school are more likely to socialize or be influenced by peers. Indeed, as discussed in 
other topics (see Section entitled “Friends and Family”), youth who report higher levels 
of physical activity at school spend more time with friends. 
 

ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION 
by activity level outside of school 
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Quality of life 
Overall, when asked on a scale of one to ten how they would rate their quality of life, one 
fifth (21%) of youth rated it at six or less, slightly more than two-fifths (45%) rated it at a 
seven or an eight and one third (33%) rated it as a nine or a ten.  
 
Activity level outside of school Among youth who report higher levels of physical 
activity, 40% rate their quality of life as a 9 or 10 out of ten while only 27% of those 
reporting low levels of physical activity provide the same rating of their life quality. 
 
Sedentary behaviour Forty-four percent (44%) of youth who spend less than 3 hours a 
day in sedentary activities rate their quality of life as a 9 or 10 out of ten while only 31% 
of those who spend at least six hours a day do the same.  
 
Class-time physical activity Almost four in ten youth (38%) who spend five or more 
hours per week in class time physical activity rate their quality of life as a 9 or 10 out of 
ten while closer to three in ten (32%) of those who spend an hour or less per week offer 
the same rating. 
 
Free-time physical activity Among those youth who report at least five hours per week 
in free time physical activity at school, two-fifths (40%) rate their quality of life as a 9 or 
10 out of ten, while 31% of those who report one hour or less per week provide the same 
rating.  
 
Discussion High self-rated quality of life is more likely to be reported by those who 
spend greater amounts of time per week in physical activity outside of school hours and 
in free time physical activity at school, and who report lower amounts of time spent 
watching television, doing homework, or using a computer. The proportion of the youth 
population who perceive their lives to be good or excellent may be increased through 
encouraging physical activity. However, this relationship does not indicate whether those 
with a more positive outlook on life choose to be more active or whether those who are 
more active are generally more likely to rate their life quality higher. 
 

QUALITY OF LIFE 
by activity level outside of school 
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Self confidence 
Just over three-quarters (78%) of youth reported a positive degree of self-confidence (that 
they agree or strongly agree that they have confidence in themselves). Only 8% said they 
disagree to some extent, and 14% neither agree nor disagree that they have self-
confidence. 
 
Activity level outside of school Among youth who report higher levels of physical 
activity, 84% say they feel self-confident, compared with 77% of those who are 
moderately active and 70% of those who report low levels of activity.  
 
Sedentary behaviour Among youth who report less than three hours per day in 
sedentary activity, 84% have self-confidence, compared with 80% of those who report at 
least three but less than six hours per day, and 76% of those who report six hours or more 
of sedentary activity per day. 
 
Class-time physical activity Slightly more than four fifths (83%) of youth who report 
five hours or more in class-time physical activity per week feel self-confident, compared 
with only 76% of those who report one hour or less. 
 
Free-time physical activity at school Among youth who report five hours or more of 
their free-time in physical activity at school per week, 85% say they feel self-confident, 
compared with 80% of those who report between two and four hours per week, and 75% 
of those who report no more than one hour per week. 
 
Discussion Self-confidence is strongly related to activity level. Youth who are more 
active both inside and outside of school are much more likely than those who are less 
active to feel self-confident. Youth who report less time in sedentary activities are also 
more likely to report self-confidence than youth who spend greater amounts of time being 
sedentary. Indeed, other research has indicated a positive relationship between physical 
activity and self esteem.19,15,20 
 

SELF CONFIDENCE 
by  activity level outside of school 

 SELF CONFIDENCE  
by free time physical activity at school  
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Belief of teacher’s opinion about school performance 
In general, most youth believe that their teacher is positive about their school performance. 
Almost three in ten (28%) believe that their teacher thinks their school performance is very 
good, compared to other classmates, while an additional four in ten (40%) believe that their 
teacher thinks their performance is good. Three in ten (31%) believe their teacher thinks their 
performance is average or below average.  
 
Activity level outside of school Almost one third (32%) of youth who report higher levels 
of physical activity believe that their teacher thinks their performance is very good compared 
to other students, while only about one quarter (24%) of those who report lower levels of 
physical activity feel the same way.   
 
Sedentary behaviour There is no difference between the various amounts of time spent in 
sedentary activities and beliefs about school performance.  
 
Physical activity at school There is no difference in the various reported levels of physical 
activity at school either within class time or during free time and beliefs about teacher’s 
opinion of school performance.  
 
Discussion Physically activity outside of school is related to more positive beliefs of one’s 
teacher’s opinion of school performance, indicating that this physically active time does not 
appear to detract from schoolwork, but may enhance performance.21,22,15 Perhaps the lack of 
difference among those reporting various levels of sedentary behaviour and school 
performance is related to the fact that homework is included in the sedentary behaviours 
reported. Further investigation could be done to examine whether there is a difference 
between those who report greater proportions of sedentary time in non-homework activities 
compared to those who spend a lot of sedentary time on homework.  
 
 

BELIEF OF TEACHER'S OPINION ABOUT 
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Well-being summary  
Physical activity has been shown to benefit health and well being.16,23 Research has shown 
physical exercise to be significantly related to scores for physical and psychological well-
being.18 
 
Results from this research generally support previously documented findings pertaining to well-
being, including: 
 
 A higher reported level of physical activity is related to positive feelings about body image 

among overweight youth.  
 

 Higher reported levels of physical activity both outside of and within school hours and lower 
reported levels of sedentary activities are associated with beliefs that one is in better health. 

 
 Youth who are more active both inside and outside of school are much more likely than those 

who are less active to feel self-confident. Youth who report less time in sedentary activities 
are also more likely to report self-confidence than youth who spend greater amounts of time 
being sedentary. 

 
 Physical activity outside of school is related to more positive beliefs of one’s 

teacher’s opinion of school performance, indicating that this physically active time 
does not appear to detract from schoolwork, but may enhance performance. 

 
 Youth who report the highest levels of physical activity in school are the most likely 

to have tried alcohol. 
 
Insufficient levels of physical activity have broad reaching effects. One research study24 found a 
relationship between intent to participate in vigorous activity, perceived behavioural control and 
sense of competency in eighth graders. Studies have shown that higher levels of perceived self-
efficacy were related to greater levels of physical activity and that interventions can increase 
perceptions of self-efficacy, particularly among girls.25,26 Promotion of activities that are 
enjoyable and in which youth (particularly girls) feel a sense of competency is likely to increase 
the likelihood that they will participate in physical activity. A wide variety of activities that 
appeal to youth of all skill and development levels that contribute to feelings of competency is 
important, including structured and unstructured as well as competitive and non-competitive 
physical activities.27  
 
A national Canadian survey found peer influences to be a stronger risk factor for adolescent 
substance use than parental drinking.28 Subsequent topics in this report (see topics entitled “Time 
spent with friends after school” and “Evenings spent out with friends”) demonstrate that youth 
who spend more time with friends outside of school hours also report higher levels of both 
physical activity and sedentary behaviours. Perhaps those with higher levels of physical activity 
at school are more likely to socialize or be influenced by peers. Statistics Canada29 analysis has 
revealed that behaviour of friends plays one of the biggest roles in youth’s alcohol and drug use. 
However, at least one other research study has indicated a strong association between 
participation in sports and the type of personality that tends to be resistant to drug and alcohol 
addiction. 18  
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Close friends of the same sex 
Overall, 88% of boys report having three or more same sex friends, as do 91% of girls. 
 
Activity level outside of school Youth who report higher levels of physical activity 
outside of school hours are more likely to report having greater numbers of close friends. 
Boys who report higher levels of physical activity are more likely to report having three 
or more close male friends (92%) than those boys who report low levels of activity 
(82%). For girls, 92% of those who report higher levels of physical activity report having 
three or more close female friends, while 87% of those who report lower levels do the 
same.  
 
Sedentary behaviour For both boys and girls, the number of hours spent in sedentary 
activity is not related to the number of close same-sex friends that they report.  
 
Class-time physical activity For boys who report spending five or more hours in 
physical activity in class time per week, 91% report having three or more close friends of 
the same sex, while 85% of those who spend one hour or less in class time physical 
activity per week report having three or more close male friends. For girls, the proportion 
of those with close female friends does not differ by amount of class time physical 
activity.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Among boys who spend five hours or more per 
week in free-time activity at school, 90% report having three or more close friends, while 
85% of those who spend an hour or less report the same. For girls, the number of hours 
spent in free-time physical activity at school makes no difference in the likelihood of 
having three or more same-sex friends. 
 
Discussion Physical activity appears to have a positive influence on youth’s social lives. 
Youth who lead active lives tend to have more friends of the same sex. A Nova Scotia 
study reported finding that youth related physical activity with social benefits like making 
friends and gaining a feeling of acceptance. 30 
 

3 OR MORE SAME SEX FRIENDS 
by activity level outside of school 
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Close friends of the opposite sex 
Sixty-three percent (63%) of boys and of girls report having three or more close friends 
of the opposite sex.  
 
Activity level outside of school Similarly to trends seen in the number of same sex 
friends, more active youth report greater numbers of opposite sex friends. Girls who 
report higher levels of physical activity are more likely to report having three or more 
close friends of the opposite sex (71%) than are girls with lower levels of physical 
activity (57%). Boys who report higher levels of physical activity are also more likely to 
report having three or more close female friends (70%) than are boys who report lower 
levels of activity (55%). 
 
Sedentary behaviour For both boys and girls, the number of hours spent in sedentary 
activity has no relationship with the number of opposite-sex close friends that they report.  
 
Class-time physical activity Of youth who report spending five or more hours in 
physical activity in class time per week 72% of boys and 68% of girls report having three 
or more close friends of the opposite sex while 59% of boys and 61% of girls who spent 
one hour or less in class time physical activity per week reported the same.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Among youth, 72% of boys and 74% of girls who 
spent 5 hours or more per week in free-time activity at school report having three or more 
close friends of the opposite sex while 57% of boys and 59% of girls who spend an hour 
or less report the same. 
 
Discussion As with close friends of the same sex, more active youth tend to have more 
friends of the opposite sex. The difference in the proportions of youth who have opposite-
sex friends between those who are most and least physically active is greater than the 
difference between those reporting number of same-sex friends. It is possible that either 
physical activity engenders a closer companionship with members of the opposite sex, or 
that those who are more outgoing generally tend to be more physically active.  
 

3 OR MORE OPPOSITE SEX FRIENDS 
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Days per week out with friends right after school 
In general, most youth (56%) report that they spend time with friends right after school 
on at least three days per week, while one third (32%) report spending one or two days. 
Only 13% report that they do not spend any time with friends immediately after school 
during the week. 
 
Activity level outside of school Of those youth who report higher levels of physical 
activity, 67% say that they spend time with friends immediately after school on three to 
five days per week, compared with only 45% of those who report low levels of activity.  
 
Sedentary behaviour Youth’s level of sedentary activity is not related to the number of 
days on which they report spending time with their friends immediately after school. 
 
Class-time physical activity Among youth who report one hour or less of class time 
physical activity, 52% report that they spend time with their friends after school on 3 or 
more days per week, compared with 63% of youth who receive 5 hours or more of class 
time physical activity per week.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Sixty seven percent (67%) of youth who spend 
five or more hours of physical activity in their free time at school also report spending 
three or more days a week with friends immediately after school, while only 50% of 
those who spend less than an hour a week in free-time physical activity at school report 
spending as much time with their friends after school.  
 
Discussion The likelihood that a youth will report time with friends immediately after 
school is strongly related to their level of activity both within the school environment and 
outside. Other Canadian research indicates similar trends for other types of activities 
done by children and youth directly after school. Active children are also more likely 
than inactive children to play outdoors, participate in organized physical activities, and to 
participate in unorganized physical activities.5 These types of activities can facilitate time 
spent socially with friends and acquaintances. 
 

DAYS PER WEEK OUT WITH FRIENDS 
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Evenings spent out with friends 
Overall, youth aged 11 to 15 are quite social: 73% report spending at least two evenings 
per week with their friends.  
 
Activity level outside of school Over four out of five youth (82%) who report higher 
levels of physical activity report spending at least two evenings per week with friends, 
compared with about three out of five youth (59%) who report lower levels of activity. 
Less than one in ten (8%) of those who report higher levels of activity do not spend any 
evenings out with friends, compared with one quarter (25%) of those who report lower 
levels of physical activity. 
 
Sedentary behaviour The amount of time youth spend in sedentary activity is not 
related to the number of evenings they report spending time with their friends  
 
Class-time physical activity Sixty-nine percent (69%) of youth who report one hour or 
less of class time physical activity per week spend at least two evenings out with friends 
while 79% of those who spend at least five hours per week do the same.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Youth who report spending five or more hours of 
free-time physical activity at school are more likely to report being out at least two 
evenings per week with friends (82%), than are youth who report spending an hour or 
less per week (68%). 
 
Discussion Youth who report higher levels of physical activity both within and outside 
of school hours are likely to report more evenings out with their friends than youth who 
report low levels of activity. In addition those who report greater levels of sedentary 
behaviour also report more time out in the evenings with friends. It would appear that 
both sedentary and physical pursuits are linked to spending evenings with friends.  
 

EVENINGS OUT WITH FRIENDS 
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Communicating with friends 
When youth were asked how often they talk with friends on the phone, or send text or e-
mail messages, 74% said they do so three or more days per week, 16% do so one or two 
days a week, while 10% said they do so rarely or never.  
 
Activity level outside of school Youth who report higher levels of physical activity are 
more likely to communicate with their friends by phone or computer at least 3 days per 
week (78%) than are youth who report lower levels of activity (69%).  
 
Sedentary behaviour Youth who report at least 6 hours per day in sedentary activity are 
more likely to report contact with their friends by telephone or e-mail at least three days 
per week (78%). This compares with only 57% of youth who report spending less than 
three hours per day of sedentary activity. 
 
Class-time physical activity Seventy-seven percent (77%) of youth who spend five or 
more hours per week in class time physical activity report communicating with friends 
three or more days per week, compared with 72% of those who spend one hour or less in 
classroom time.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school Youth who spend greater amounts of time in free 
time physical activity at school are more likely to report spending 3 or more days per 
week communicating with friends than those who spend one hour or less in this type of 
activity.  
 
Discussion Youth’s activity level outside of school is associated to some degree with the 
level of phone or computer communication they have with their friends after school. 
Youth’s level of sedentary behaviour is strongly related to the level of phone or computer 
communication they undertake with their friends outside of school. This is not surprising, 
since telephone and computer time are sedentary activities and computer use is one of the 
components of the sedentary activities variable.  
 

COMMUNICATING WITH FRIENDS 
by activity level outside of school 

  COMMUNICATING WITH FRIENDS 
by sedentary activity level 

 

 

 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children  2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

 
 



 33 

Parental understanding and importance of parental opinion 
Most youth feel understood by their parents. When asked if they agree with the statement 
“My parents understand me,” 79% of youth say that they agree or strongly agree. A small 
proportion (13%) say that they neither agree nor disagree, while roughly one tenth (9%) 
say that they disagree to some extent. In addition, most youth (73%) agree to some extent 
that their parents’ opinions are important. Only 9% of youth don’t agree that what their 
parents think is important, while almost one fifth (18%) neither agree nor disagree. 
 
Activity level outside of school Of those youth who report higher levels of physical 
activity, 81% feel that their parents understand them to some degree, compared with 74% 
of those who report lower levels of physical activity. Youth who report the lowest levels 
of activity are less likely to agree that what parents think is important (68%) than are or 
those who report the highest levels of physical activity (76%). 
 
Sedentary behaviour Neither factor varies by reported sedentary activity time.  
 
Class-time physical activity Youth who pass greater amounts of time in class physical 
activity are more likely to report that they feel their parent’s opinions are important than 
those who spend fewer hours. The likelihood that youth feel understood by their parents 
is not related to the amount of time reported in physical activity during class time. 
 
Free-time physical activity at school Among youth who report no more than one hour 
per week in free-time physical activity at school, 77% feel that their parents understand 
them, compared with 82% of those who report five hours or more per week in free time 
physical activity at school. Similarly, 76% of those who spend five or more hours a week 
in free time physical activity at school agree that what their parents think is important 
compared with 71% of those who spend one hour or less.  
 
Discussion For youth, feeling understood by parents is associated with a higher level of 
activity outside of school and in free-time physical activity at school. Besides providing a 
supportive environment for their children, parents can also play an important role in 
modelling of appropriate physically active behaviours. They can also help their children 
establish physical activity goals or reinforce positive physical activity with rewards or 
praise. 
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Parental expectations  
When asked if parents expect too much of them in general terms, almost one quarter 
(23%) of youth said they agreed to some extent (agree or strongly agree), while half 
(50%) of all youth disagree to some extent. A considerable proportion (27%) of youth 
neither agrees nor disagrees. Similarly, regarding parents expectations at school, roughly 
one quarter (26%) of youth say they agree or strongly agree that their parents expect too 
much. Half (47%) of all youth disagree to some extent, and more than a quarter (27%) 
neither agree nor disagree that their parents expect too much of them from school. 
 
Activity level outside of school All youth are equally likely to agree that their parents 
expect too much from them generally and at school, regardless of their activity level. 
 
Sedentary behaviour Of youth who report at least six hours per day in sedentary 
behaviour, 44% do not feel that their parents expect too much from them at school, 
compared with 56% of those who report less than three hours per day in sedentary 
behaviour. There is no difference among those with varying levels of sedentary behaviour 
and their feeling about parental expectations generally.  
 
Physical activity at school Among those youth report five hours or more in class time 
physical activity per week, 28% agree that their parents expect too much of them in 
general and 30% agree that their parents expect too much of them at school, compared 
with 23% (general) and 25% (school) of those who spent one hour or fewer hours in class 
time physical activity.  
 
Free-time physical activity at school There is no difference among the proportions of 
youth doing physical activity in their free time at school and parental expectations around 
school performance or in general.  
 
Discussion Youth who report more time in sedentary behaviour are more likely to agree 
that their parents expect too much of them at school. Whether this means that parental 
expectations lead to more homework or that youth who spend time in other sedentary 
pursuits such as computer game playing or watching television feel pressure from their 
parents to do well at school is unknown. Parental encouragement is correlated with higher 
levels of physical activity in children. There also appears to be a strong relationship 
between youth physical activity and parental support in the form of verbal support and 
other types of support (financing, transportation, etc).31 
 

PARENTS EXPECT TOO MUCH 
by class time physical activity level 

 PARENTS EXPECT TOO MUCH AT SCHOOL 
by sedentary behaviour 
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Friends and family summary  
Analysis of 1994 data found that youth who were more active were more likely to make 
friends more easily, spend greater amounts of time with friends, were more likely to be 
able to talk to an opposite sex friend and were less likely to feel like an outsider than 
those who were less active. Lower amounts of television watching were also associated 
with greater ease of making friends, and youth who watched greater amounts of 
television or videos were more likely to spend more than two evenings a week out with 
friends. In 1994 the amount of video watching and computer game playing was linked to 
feelings about parental pressure and expectations about school performance. Those who 
participated to a greater extent in either of these activities felt greater parental pressure to 
do well in school. 
 
The provision of a supportive social network is important for physical activity. Research has 
shown that parental encouragement is correlated with higher levels of physical activity in 
children. Parents can also play an important role in modelling of appropriate physically active 
behaviours or providing verbal and materialistic support.31 Parental involvement can also be 
integrated into school physical activity by volunteering at recess, lunch or for other school 
events. Parents can also be encouraged to attend their child’s extracurricular physical activities 
(e.g., after school basketball games). Policy-makers, service providers and schools can be 
encouraged to promote the social aspects of physical activity and as a means of overcoming a 
potential barrier. This section found that: 
 
 Youth who lead active lives tend to have more friends of the same sex.  
 
 More highly active youth tend to have more friends of the opposite sex.  
 
 The likelihood that a youth will report time with friends immediately after school is 

strongly related to their level of activity both within the school environment and 
outside. 

 
 Youth who report higher levels of physical activity both within and outside of school 

hours are likely to report more evenings out with their friends than youth who report 
low levels of activity.  

 
 Youth’s activity level outside of school is associated to some degree with the level of 

phone or computer communication they have with their friends after school. Youth’s 
level of sedentary behaviour is strongly related to the level of phone or computer 
communication they undertake with their friends outside of school.  

 
 For youth, feeling understood by parents is associated with a higher level of activity 

outside of school and in free-time physical activity at school. 
 
 Youth who report more time in sedentary behaviour are more likely to agree that their 

parents expect too much of them at school.  
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Physical activity outside of school hours 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Activity Level  
Higher Moderate Lower 

TOTAL YOUTH 34% 48% 19% 

AGE    
11 31 50 20 
12 31 49 20 
13 34 49 17 
14 37 46 17 
15 35 44 21 

GRADE     

6 31 50 19 
7 31 49 20 
8 36 46 18 
9 36 47 18 
10 35 43 22 

SEX    

Boys 40 45 15 
Girls 28 50 22 

PERCEIVED INCOME   

Not very well off or not at all well off 32 48 21 
Average 30 48 22 
Quite or very well off 36 47 17 

SAFE NEIGHBOURHOOD   

Never or only sometimes feel safe 30 45 26 
Feel safe most of the time 31 50 19 
Always feel safe 35 47 18 

NEIGHBOURHOOD IS A GOOD PLACE TO LIVE   

OK, not that good or not good at all 28 47 24 
Good place to live 31 49 19 
Really good place to live 36 47 17 
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Sedentary behaviour 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Hours per day watching TV,  
doing homework or using the computer 

 

Less than 3 hours per day 3-6 hours per day At least 6 hours per day 

TOTAL YOUTH 7% 45% 48% 

AGE    
11 10 45 45 
12 8 46 46 
13 5 46 49 
14 4 42 53 
15 6 46 48 

GRADE     

6 10 45 45 
7 6 47 47 
8 4 44 52 
9 5 44 52 
10 6 46 48 

SEX    

Boys 6 42 51 
Girls 7 47 46 

PERCEIVED INCOME   

Not very well off or not at all well off 8 43 49 
Average 7 44 49 
Quite or very well off 6 46 54 

SAFE NEIGHBOURHOOD   

Never or only sometimes feel safe 7 39 54 
Feel safe most of the time 6 45 49 
Always feel safe – 45 48 

NEIGHBOURHOOD IS A GOOD PLACE TO LIVE   

OK, not that good or not good at all 6 40 54 
Good place to live 6 45 49 
Really good place to live 6 46 47 

–  Data unavailable due to insufficient sample size. 
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Class time physical activity 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Hours per week in class time physical activity  
1 hour or less  

per week 
2–4 hours  
per week 

5 or more hours  
per week 

TOTAL YOUTH 45% 40% 15% 

AGE    
11 50 39 11 
12 48 40 12 
13 43 44 13 
14 41 44 15 
15 43 34 23 

GRADE     

6 50 38 12 
7 45 43 12 
8 41 46 12 
9 40 41 19 
10 45 27 27 

SEX    

Boys 42 40 18 
Girls 47 41 12 

PERCEIVED INCOME   

Not very well off or not at all well off 49 37 14 
Average 44 41 15 
Quite or very well off 44 41 15 

SAFE NEIGHBOURHOOD   

Never or only sometimes feel safe 49 34 17 
Feel safe most of the time 43 43 13 
Always feel safe 44 40 15 

NEIGHBOURHOOD IS A GOOD PLACE TO LIVE   

OK, not that good or not good at all 46 39 14 
Good place to live 45 40 16 
Really good place to live 44 41 15 
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Free time physical activity at school 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Hours per week in physical  
activity during free time at school 

 

1 hour or less per week 2 – 4 hours per week 5 or more hours per week 

TOTAL YOUTH 51% 31% 18% 

AGE    
11 51 30 19 
12 50 33 17 
13 48 34 18 
14 53 29 18 
15 52 29 19 

GRADE     

7 50 33 17 
8 50 32 18 
9 50 33 17 
10 52 29 19 
11 54 26 20 

SEX    

Boys 44 33 24 
Girls 57 30 13 

PERCIEVED INCOME   

Not very well off or not at all well off 52 31 18 
Average 51 31 18 
Quite or very well off 50 32 18 

SAFE NEIGHBOURHOOD   

Never or only sometimes feel safe 55 29 16 
Feel safe most of the time 52 32 17 
Always feel safe 50 31 16 

NEIGHBOURHOOD IS A GOOD PLACE TO LIVE   

OK, not that good or not good at all 55 28 17 
Good place to live 51 33 16 
Really good place to live 49 31 19 
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Body mass index 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

 Healthy Overweight Obese 

TOTAL YOUTH 81% 15% 4% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 84 13 3 
Moderate 79 16 5 
Lower 78 15 7 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 86 11 -- 
3 – 6 hours a day 82 14 4 
At least 6 hours a day 79 16 5 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 81 14 5 
2 – 4 hours per week 81 15 4 
5 or more hours per week 81 16 -- 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 80 15 5 
2 – 4 hours per week 80 16 4 
5 or more hours per week 83 14 3 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
– Data unavailable because of insufficient sample size. 
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Body image and body mass index 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

 much or a bit  
too thin 

about the  
right size 

a bit  
too fat 

much  
too fat 

TOTAL YOUTH 15% 58% 25% 3% 

WEIGHT     

Healthy weight 18 62 18 1 
Overweight -- 29 61 9 
Obese -- 20 54 19 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1     
Higher 15 61 21 2 
Moderate 14 56 27 3 
Lower 14 53 29 4 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES     

Less than 3 hours per day 17 62 20 -- 
3 – 6 hours a day 14 58 25 3 
At least 6 hours a day 14 56 26 4 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY     

1 hour or less per week 15 56 25 4 
2 – 4 hours per week 14 58 25 3 
5 or more hours per week 15 58 25 -- 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL    

1 hour or less per week 15 56 26 4 
2 – 4 hours per week 14 58 25 3 
5 or more hours per week 15 61 22 -- 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
– Data unavailable because of insufficient sample size. 
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Perceived health status 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Believe health to be  
Excellent Good Fair or Poor 

TOTAL YOUTH 29% 57% 14% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 41 51 8 
Moderate 25 60 14 
Lower 19 60 21 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 40 50 11 
3 – 6 hours a day 30 58 12 
At least 6 hours a day 27 57 15 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 27 57 17 
2 – 4 hours per week 30 59 12 
5 or more hours per week 35 56 10 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 26 58 17 
2 – 4 hours per week 28 59 13 
5 or more hours per week 40 52 7 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Alcohol consumption 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Never Drink  

Beer Wine Liquor Beer or wine or 
liquor 

TOTAL YOUTH 64% 64% 66% 49% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1     

Higher 57 61 60 44 
Moderate 66 64 69 50 
Lower 68 68 69 53 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES     

Less than 3 hours per day 68 68 71 55 
3 – 6 hours a day 64 65 67 49 
At least 6 hours a day 63 63 64 48 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY     

1 hour or less per week 67 66 69 52 
2 – 4 hours per week 64 63 66 48 
5 or more hours per week 55 59 56 42 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL    

1 hour or less per week 66 66 68 51 
2 – 4 hours per week 64 64 65 48 
5 or more hours per week 57 59 59 44 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Quality of life 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Quality rating out of 10  
0-6  7 or 8 9 or 10 

TOTAL YOUTH 21% 45% 33% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 15 45 40 
Moderate 23 46 31 
Lower 29 44 27 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 18 38 44 
3 – 6 hours a day 20 46 34 
At least 6 hours a day 23 46 31 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 24 44 32 
2 – 4 hours per week 20 47 33 
5 or more hours per week 19 44 38 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 24 46 31 
2 – 4 hours per week 21 45 33 
5 or more hours per week 16 44 40 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Self confidence 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

I have confidence in myself  

agree neither agree  
nor disagree disagree 

TOTAL YOUTH 78% 14% 8% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 84 10 6 
Moderate 77 15 8 
Lower 70 17 13 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 84 8 8 
3 – 6 hours a day 80 13 7 
At least 6 hours a day 76 15 9 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 76 14 9 
2 – 4 hours per week 79 14 7 
5 or more hours per week 83 11 6 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 75 16 9 
2 – 4 hours per week 80 13 7 
5 or more hours per week 85 9 6 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Belief of teacher’s opinion about school performance 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Believe teacher thinks performance is…  

very good good average or below 
average 

TOTAL YOUTH  28% 40% 31% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 32 38 30 
Moderate 26 42 32 
Lower 24 38 38 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 31 37 32 
3 – 6 hours a day 29 41 30 
At least 6 hours a day 26 39 35 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 27 39 34 
2 – 4 hours per week 28 41 31 
5 or more hours per week 30 39 31 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 27 40 33 
2 – 4 hours per week 27 41 32 
5 or more hours per week 30 39 31 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Close friends 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

3 or more close friends  
of the same sex 

3 or more close friends  
of the opposite sex 

 

Boys Girls Boys Girls 

TOTAL YOUTH 88% 91% 63% 63% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1     
Higher 92 92 70 71 
Moderate 86 90 60 62 
Lower 82 87 55 57 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES     

Less than 3 hours per day 87 86 55 57 
3 – 6 hours a day 87 91 62 62 
At least 6 hours a day 88 90 65 65 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY     

1 hour or less per week 85 89 59 61 
2 – 4 hours per week 90 91 63 63 
5 or more hours per week 91 88 72 68 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL    

1 hour or less per week 85 89 57 59 
2 – 4 hours per week 89 90 65 66 
5 or more hours per week 90 90 72 74 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Days per week out with friends right after school 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Days per week  
0 days 1 or 2 days 3-5 days 

TOTAL YOUTH 13% 32% 56% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 7 26 67 
Moderate 12 36 52 
Lower 23 32 45 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 13 29 58 
3 – 6 hours a day 13 33 54 
At least 6 hours a day 12 31 57 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 15 33 52 
2 – 4 hours per week 10 32 58 
5 or more hours per week 9 28 63 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 16 34 50 
2 – 4 hours per week 10 32 59 
5 or more hours per week 7 26 67 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Evenings spent out with friends 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Evenings per week  
0 evenings 1 evening 2-7 evenings 

TOTAL YOUTH 13% 14% 73% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 8 10 82 
Moderate 12 16 72 
Lower 25 16 59 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 18 17 66 
3 – 6 hours a day 13 15 72 
At least 6 hours a day 13 13 74 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 17 15 69 
2 – 4 hours per week 11 14 75 
5 or more hours per week 10 12 79 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 17 15 68 
2 – 4 hours per week 11 15 75 
5 or more hours per week 9 9 82 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Communicating with friends 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

Times per week  
rarely or never 1 or 2 days per week 3 or more days per week 

TOTAL YOUTH 10% 16% 74% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 8 14 78 
Moderate 9 17 74 
Lower 13 18 69 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 20 24 57 
3 – 6 hours a day 9 18 73 
At least 6 hours a day 9 14 78 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 11 17 72 
2 – 4 hours per week 8 16 76 
5 or more hours per week 8 15 77 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 10 17 73 
2 – 4 hours per week 8 15 76 
5 or more hours per week 9 14 77 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Parental understanding 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

My parents understand me  

agree neither agree  
nor disagree disagree 

TOTAL YOUTH 79% 13% 9% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 81 11 8 
Moderate 78 13 9 
Lower 74 16 10 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 79 13 8 
3 – 6 hours a day 79 13 8 
At least 6 hours a day 78 13 9 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 78 12 10 
2 – 4 hours per week 79 14 7 
5 or more hours per week 78 13 9 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 77 13 10 
2 – 4 hours per week 79 14 7 
5 or more hours per week 82 11 7 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Importance of parental opinion 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

What my parents think is important  

agree neither agree  
nor disagree disagree 

TOTAL YOUTH 73% 18% 9% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 76 16 8 
Moderate 74 18 8 
Lower 68 21 11 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 74 15 10 
3 – 6 hours a day 74 18 8 
At least 6 hours a day 73 18 9 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 72 19 10 
2 – 4 hours per week 74 18 8 
5 or more hours per week 77 15 9 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 71 19 10 
2 – 4 hours per week 75 18 7 
5 or more hours per week 76 15 9 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Parental expectations at school 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

My parents expect too much of me at school  

agree neither agree  
nor disagree disagree 

TOTAL YOUTH 26% 27% 47% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 28 26 47 
Moderate 25 27 47 
Lower 26 27 46 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 20 24 56 
3 – 6 hours a day 25 26 49 
At least 6 hours a day 28 28 44 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 25 27 48 
2 – 4 hours per week 26 27 47 
5 or more hours per week 30 25 45 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 26 27 48 
2 – 4 hours per week 26 27 47 
5 or more hours per week 29 26 45 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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Parental expectations 
2002 Health Behaviour in School-aged Children 

My parents expect too much of me  

agree neither agree  
nor disagree disagree 

TOTAL YOUTH 23% 27% 50% 

ACTIVITY LEVEL1    
Higher 23 25 52 
Moderate 23 28 49 
Lower 23 29 48 

SEDENTARY ACTIVITIES    

Less than 3 hours per day 20 27 53 
3 – 6 hours a day 22 26 52 
At least 6 hours a day 24 28 47 

CLASS TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY    

1 hour or less per week 23 27 51 
2 – 4 hours per week 21 29 50 
5 or more hours per week 28 23 49 

FREE TIME PHYSICAL ACTIVITY AT SCHOOL   

1 hour or less per week 22 27 50 
2 – 4 hours per week 22 28 49 
5 or more hours per week 25 24 50 

1 Outside of school in structured and unstructured activities. 
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