
For young people, the time between 
the end of the school day and 6pm 
appears to be an important period 
for participation in physical activity 
and is often referred to as the ‘critical 
window’ 1, 2, 3 .  Initiatives that focus 
on this time period are therefore 
likely to be important in terms of 
promoting physical activity amongst 
children and adolescents.

This study sought to achieve greater 

understanding of the nature of children’s 

activity during the critical window and the 

factors influencing it, in order to inform 

future promotional efforts.  In particular, 

the study examined relationships between 

the family environment and physical 

activity during this period. 

Study design and methods
The study was a longitudinal design 

involving parents and children in 

metropolitan Melbourne over a five 

year period from 2001 to 2006.  In 2001, 

1,196 parents were surveyed regarding 

their family demographics, their own 

participation in physical activity, family-

based activities, and social support and 

reinforcement of their child’s physical 

activity.

Physical activity of children participating 

in the study was objectively measured 

using accelerometers, which enabled 

estimation of the amount of activity and 

the intensity of the activity at different 

times of the day.  These measurements 

were made over an eight day period in 

2001, and again in 2004 and 2006.  In 2001,

the participants were primary school 

children in grade prep (age 5-6 years) and 

in grades 5-6 (age 10-12 years).

How important is the ‘critical 
window’?
Findings of the study confirm the 

importance of this period for children’s 

physical activity.  Specifically it found that 

the critical window period accounted 

for approximately 25% of total daily time 

spent in moderate-to vigorous-intensity 

physical activity (MVPA) across all age 

groups and sexes for the five years.  

The time spent in MVPA during the 

critical window also made an important 

contribution to children and youth 

meeting the recommended guidelines of 

60 minutes of MVPA per day. 

Reflecting the overall decrease in physical 

activity commonly observed as children 

get older, the younger age group spent 

almost twice the amount of time in MVPA 

during the critical window than the older 

age group.

Of particular concern was the finding that 

the amount of time engaged in MVPA 

during the critical window declined by over 

50% over the five years of the study.  This 

decline was observed for both the younger 

(from 60 to 30 mins/day) and older (from 

30 to 15 mins/day) age groups.  
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During the time period between the 
end of school and 6pm (the ‘critical 
window’), children in the study 
performed 25% of their total daily 
physical activity.



These declines are consistent with previous 

research examining overall physical activity 

patterns 4 , 5 and highlight the need for 

strategies to encourage and assist children 

and youth to continue participation in 

physical activity as they get older.

What is the impact of the family 
environment?
Aspects of the family environment were 

found to influence participation in 

physical activity during the critical window.                  

In particular:

•  boys whose mothers were active 

tended to be more physically active 

themselves than boys whose mothers 

were not as active;

•  boys whose fathers praised their 

participation in physical activity were 

more likely to be active than boys 

whose fathers did not praise their 

participation in physical activity; and

•  girls whose mothers participated in 

physical activity with them were more 

likely to be active than girls whose 

mothers did not participate in physical 

activity with them.   

Where to from here?
The findings highlight the importance 

of the critical window as an opportunity 

for increasing physical activity amongst 

children and adolescents.

They also point to a number of strategies 

that may be useful in promoting children’s 

levels of activity during this period.  Role 

modeling, positive reinforcement and 

parent co-participation seem particularly 

influential. 

Thus, targeting physical activity of other 

family members may have important 

benefits for the health of young people 

as well as adults.  Encouraging fathers to 

praise their sons’ involvement in physical 

activity may also be an important strategy to 

consider for future programs and research.  

And for girls, providing opportunities for 

them to be active with another family 

member may be beneficial.

These practical strategies may be readily 

incorporated into programs at a range 

of levels, including schools and wider 

community education.
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