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Less everyday activity 
More young people do more organised 
sports than in the past. 

Nevertheless, children and young peo-
ple generally lead more sedentary lives 
than just a few decades ago, thanks to the 
advent of the Internet, computer games, 
television and DVDs, and being driven 
back and forth to school and recreational 
activities. Modern society promotes inacti-
vity – for children and young people too. 

Norwegian boys between the ages of 11 
and 16 spend 40 hours a week sitting – 
outside school hours. Girls are even less 
physically active than boys. 

At the same time, Physical Education is 
under pressure in schools. The need for 
more teaching in other subjects conflicts 
with the need for more PE classes. Physi-
cal Education is the only time many chil-
dren get any all-round physical exercise. 

Positive repercussions
Physical activity has many positive effects 
on children and young people’s health. 
Similarly, a lack of exercise has many 
negative health impacts. 

Regular physical activity is essential for 
normal growth, functioning and develop-
ment in children and young people. 

Physical activity in the formative years 
can prevent a number of diseases and 
problems, both during childhood and ado-
lescence and later on in life. 

Research has shown that physical 
activity is also important for children and 
young people’s mental health. It makes 

them less moody, less anxious and redu-
ces the likelihood of depression. Physical 
activity also helps children and young peo-
ple develop a better self-image and grea-
ter social skills.

We know what works!
In recent years, we have learned a great 
deal about what kinds of measures moti-
vate children and young people to be more 
physically active.

For example, we know that schemes 
aimed at groups of children and young 
people are more effective than schemes 
that target individuals. 

Measures have even greater impact if 
several schemes are initiated at the same 
time. Measures are also more effective if 
they take into account the environment the 
children spend time in. 

For example, the physical design of the 
school playground can be changed to 
encourage more games and activity, at 
the same time as PE classes can focus 
on stimulating more physical activity and 
developing motor skills. When planning 
new measures, it is important to consi-
der the total social network that children 
and young people belong to and the kind 
of physical environment the children and 
young people live and socialise in. The 
best effects will therefore be achieved if 
the home, school and after-school clubs 
work together to ensure more physical 
activity – on school days and at the week-
ends. Collaboration and a holistic appro-
ach yield the best results. 

Activity among 9-year-olds
A recent survey among Norwegian 9-year-
olds shows that 75 per cent of girls and 
91 per cent of boys meet this target.

Activity among 15-year-olds
The same survey was also carried out 
among 15-year-olds. Here only 50 per cent 
of the girls and 54 per cent of the boys are 
physically active enough.

Conclusion: Many children and young 
people in Norway do not get enough 
exercise.

This constitutes a major challenge. Par-
ents, teachers, school administrators and 
organisers of recreational activities for chil-
dren and young people must all make an 
effort to ensure children and young people 
are more physically active. 

This brochure is a summary of the report “Ways 
of promoting physical activity among children 
and young people”, which was published by the 
Directorate of Health in April 2008. The report 
was written by Professor Yngvar Ommundsen 
at the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences, with 
the assistance of Associate Professor Oddrun 
Samdal at the University of Bergen. The report 
can be downloaded in PDF format from www.
helsedir.no, or you can order a printed version 
from the same website (only on Norwegian). 

The results of the survey to chart activity levels 
among Norwegian 9-year-olds and 15-year-
olds can be found in the report “Physical 
activity among children and young people in  
Norway”, published by the Norwegian  
Directorate of Health in May 2008. This report 
can also be downloaded or ordered from the 
same website (abbreviated version). 
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Schoolchildren need at least 60 minutes’ physical activity every single 
day. Activities should be varied and should include moderate and high 
levels of exertion. 

This is the health authorities’ official recommendation.

An hour a day
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All children and young people go to 
school. This means that schools and 
the school environment are a very 
important arena for promoting 
physical activity. For  example,  
we now know that:

The school playground is an important 
place for children and young people, sim-
ply because they spend so much time 
there. Research shows that the design 
of schools’ recreational areas has a huge 
impact on how physically active children 
are.

Inexpensive projects can have a huge 
impact. Two good examples of easy-to-
implement measures are marking out hop-
scotch grids and ensuring children have 
access to balls, hula hoops and skipping 
ropes. 

Ball games, running, climbing and bal-
ancing all encourage physical activity and 
motor development.

Physical Education as a subject is under 
pressure in schools, as requirements in 
other areas increase. Unfortunately motor 
skills are not among the basic skills pro-
moted under the “Knowledge Promotion” 
reform, despite the fact that Physical Edu-
cation classes are often the only place 
many children get any all-round exercise. 
One important strategy is to increase the 
number of PE classes. 

Variety is important for children and young 
people. Physical Education therefore 
needs to be as varied as possible. Skills 
that need developing include stamina, 
strength, suppleness, agility, speed, reac-
tion time and coordination.

Getting started takes half the lesson. 
Studies have shown that the amount 
activity in a PE class can be doubled if the 
teacher can get the class started as soon 
as the lesson begins.

The competence of the PE teacher also 
plays a part. A lot can be achieved by 
improving PE teachers’ skills and knowl-
edge.

Tip!
One very effective, inexpensive measure 
for schools is to have hopscotch grids 
and other markings that promote physi-
cal activity painted on to the tarmac in 
the playground. Do this before the school 
year starts in the autumn.

Schools
Active and safe way to school 
Many parents drive their children to and 
from school. This robs the children of the 
opportunity to be active on the way to and 
from school. 

Many parents justify driving their chil-
dren to school by saying the traffic is dan-
gerous; at the same time as the roads 
seem so much busier precisely because 
so many parents are driving their children 
to school. 

Both schools and parents through the 
Parents’ Council Working Committee 
(FAU) must lobby politicians for safer 
school routes. 

One solution is for a parent to accom-
pany the youngest children as they walk 
to school. At the beginning of the new 
school year each autumn, schools should 
have informational material ready telling 
new parents in particular how important it 
is to minimise the amount they drive their  
children. In other areas, politicians must 
be involved to ensure pavements and 
cycle paths are built. 

If the way to school seems unsafe, 
parents can drive their children part of the 
way and drop them off a little way from the 
school and let the children walk the last 
part with friends or their parents. Some 
municipalities have set up special drop-
off points a suitable distance from the 
school. Everyone who drives their children 
to school should be informed about and 
encouraged to use these. 

The ideal solution is for children and 
young people to walk or cycle to school.

Mix and match measures 
Research shows that the impact is great-
est if several different types of measure 
are initiated at the same time.
 
• �Encourage more activity in the play-

ground
• �Let children walk or cycle to school
• �Increase the number of PE lessons 

and make any necessary changes in 
the PE programme

• �Encourage parents to ensure more 
physical activity outside school

• �Get the head teacher to promote the 
school as a physically active school

Tip!
Easy access to enough balls and other 
equipment for games and activity 
encourages more children to be active at 
school. Team up with the Parents’ Coun-
cil Working Committee (FAU) on stock-
ing up on balls, hula hoops and skipping 
ropes. 

 



6 77

Parents
Parents can encourage their 
children to be more active. As a 
parent, you can follow your child’s 
lead and help when your child 
wants to start an activity.  

In most countries, children are more active 
at the weekends than on weekdays. In 
Norway, it is the other way round. This 
means that Norwegian children are more 
active at school and after-school clubs 
and in organised extramural activities than 
when they are with their parents. 

As a parent, you can do a lot to get your 
children to be more active outside school 
and any recreational activities they are 
involved in. 

Going for a walk in the woods is an 
excellent traditional family activity. It can 
help to have an interesting destination, 
such as a cafe or hostel, or to pack a pic-
nic or favourite snacks. 

There are many indoor and outdoor 
games and activities that children can do 
on their own or with their parents. At the 
same time, try to limit the amount of time 
spent in front of the TV and computer.

Collaboration between sports 
clubs and schools

The sports movement plays an important 
role in ensuring physical activity for many 
children and young people. But the chil-
dren and young people with the greatest 
need for physical activity are often the 
ones who are not involved in any form of 
organised sport. 

One way of getting more children and 
young people to be more active might be 
to encourage schools and sports clubs to 
collaborate on after-school activities.

Things to remember:
• �Girls are generally less active than 

boys
• �Children become less physically active 

as they approach adolescence
• �Children and young people whose 

parents have little education and low 
income are less physically active than 
others

• �Children of immigrants are less active 
than others.  

Remember that activity among children 
and young people is about more than just 
physical fitness. Physical activity ensures 
children and young people develop good 
all-round motor skills that will serve them 
for the rest of their lives. 

Active children tend to grow up to be 
active adults. 

Learning different types of physical acti-
vities in childhood helps you dare join in 
activities later in life. 
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