
Half of all children don’t do 
enough exercise to stay healthy 

Recent study finds that 50 per cent of children fail to meet the daily 
amount of physical activity recommended in official guidelines. 
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Half of seven-year-olds are failing to get enough exercise, according to a new 
study. 
Girls are least active with only 38 percent achieving the current recommendation 
of 60 minutes of daily moderate-to-vigorous physical activity compared with 63 
per cent of boys. 
Fifty percent of the children studied spent 6.4 hours or more per day in sedentary 
activities, such as lessons or watching television. 
The study 
The research involved 6,497 children from the Millennium Cohort Study, an 
ongoing nationally representative study of children born in the UK between 
September 2000 and January 2002. 
They wore movement monitors for a week, taking them off only when washing or 
sleeping. 
The children took an average of 10,229 steps per day but only 51 percent got the 
recommended hour of daily physical activity. 
UK guidelines published in July 2011 recommend that all children engage in 
physical activity for at least 60 minutes and up to several hours every day. 
The recommendations also suggest time spent sitting should be reduced, without 
setting a suitable daily limit. 
Health risks 
Researchers from the Medical Research Council, the University of London, and 
Bristol Dental School, who carried out the new study, warned that their findings 
indicate children could be storing up health problems for later in life. 
They said physical activity benefits children and adolescents through weight loss, 
reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, better bone and muscle health, and better 
psychological wellbeing. 
On the other hand, high levels of “sedentary behaviour” such as watching TV 
may increase the risk of cardiovascular disease in later life. 



The study, published in the journal BMJ Open, showed children whose mothers 
have never worked were most likely to get the recommended daily level of 
physical activity. 
Children from two-parent families took fewer steps than others and got less 
physical activity than those whose mothers did not live with a partner. 
Scottish children were most likely to achieve the minimum daily exercise target, 
while those in Northern Ireland were least likely to. 
Activity levels were especially low for British Asian children, with only 33 percent 
of children of Bangladeshi origin meeting the minimum recommended daily 
exercise level. 
The authors said the London 2012 Olympics had “provided a platform” to 
encourage more children to take part in sport but called for greater action to 
promote walking or cycling to school. 
The next step 
Professor Carol Dezateux, the senior author, said that the gender differences 
were “striking” and said policies must promote exercise among girls, including 
dancing, playground activities and ball games. 
The Department of Health said: “We have committed to giving primary schools 
£300 million of ring-fenced funding to improve PE and sport, and help all pupils to 
develop healthy, active lifestyles.” 
	  


