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Children  permitted  to  play  outdoors  on  their  own  or  with  friends  are  getting  more 
physical  activity  than  kids  who  are  constantly  supervised,  a  new  Canadian  study 
suggests.

Study lead author Raktim Mitra of Toronto’s Ryerson University said researchers wanted 
to explore the impact on kids’ physical health if they were given freedom to explore 
places within their neighbourhoods without adult supervision.

Researchers analyzed data from a survey of more than 1,000 parents and caregivers of  
Grades 5 and 6 students at  16 public  elementary schools across Toronto,  including 
those located in both low-income and affluent areas, as well as in urban and suburban 
neighbourhoods.  Kids  had  to  wear  an  activity  measurement  unit  known  as  an 
accelerometer for seven days.

About 35 per cent of parents or caregivers reported that they never allow kids to go out  
on their  own or with friends.  Only 16 per cent said they either  frequently or always 
permitted kids to travel on their own independently.

Mitra said researchers found that kids who were allowed at least some time to go out  
and  explore  on  their  own or  with  friends  were  between  14  and  19  per  cent  more  
physically active than kids who were always supervised.

“Hypothetically speaking, when children are out on their own or with friends, that kind of 
creates  opportunities  for  them  to  walk  more  or  go  to  places  or  participate  in 
spontaneous play times, which contributes to their overall amount of physical activity,” 
said Mitra, a professor in the School of Urban and Regional Planning at Ryerson.

Guidelines recommend that Canadian kids and youth get 60 minutes of moderate to 
vigorous  activity  daily.  Walking  quickly,  skating  and  bike  riding  are  examples  of 
moderate  activities,  while  running,  basketball  and  soccer  are  examples  of  vigorous 
activities.
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However,  in the most recent physical activity report  card released by Active Healthy 
Kids Canada, only 7 per cent of five- to 11-year-olds and 4 per cent of 12- to 17-year-
olds were meeting those targets.

Mitra co-authored the study with Guy Faulkner and Ron Buliung from the University of 
Toronto and Michelle Stone of Dalhousie University in Halifax. The paper was funded by 
the Heart and Stroke Foundation and the Canadian Institutes of Health Research and 
published in the December issue of the journal Urban Studies.

Kids’ fitness expert Mark Tremblay said the findings are consistent with other research 
that  finds  children in  playgrounds tend to  be more  active when their  parents  aren’t 
around. And while adults  may have good intentions in protecting kids from potential 
injury or harm, there’s no evidence that such danger has changed over time, he noted.

“If anything, it’s probably been reduced,” said Tremblay, director of Healthy Active Living 
and Obesity Research Group at the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario Research 
Institute.

“It’s sort of an irony that in an attempt to be the best generation of parents ever that 
there’s emerging evidence that the behaviour of the parents is one that’s actually going 
to accelerate physical problems with their kids in the long run.”

Tremblay said the reasonable approach to allowing kids to have more freedom is for 
parents to begin to permit a bit more roaming distance or independent mobility, either on 
their own or with friends.


