
Try waking a teenager in the morning, 
and the odds are good that you’ll find 
an electronic device tucked under 
his or her pillow. Media consumption 
continues to rise for the “gamer  

generation,” as iPods, cell phones, 
hand-held video games and consoles 
make their way into our lives, and onto 
our holiday wish lists. Traditionally, 
screen time equals couch time—and 
those who are more sedentary are less 
likely to be active enough to meet 
physical activity guidelines. We’re not 
going to turn the clock back on  
technology, so one strategy for 

increasing activity levels is to join 
forces—turn video game time into  
active time.  

Since active video games or  
“exergames” went mainstream with 
the Nintendo Wii in 2006, parents  
and practitioners alike have been  
struggling to decide whether or not 
these games are good for us.  
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Yes, they require movement, and 
many games mimic real-life physical 
activities and sports such as yoga, 
baseball or running, but can exergames 
really be as good as the real thing?

Research shows that the answer is, 
“not quite”—but that doesn’t mean 
they don’t have a place in a healthy 
lifestyle at all. The key is to understand 
that exergames are meant to be a 
replacement for sedentary video  
gaming—not a replacement for physical 
activity. So, battling your friends in 
virtual boxing is better than competing 
with your thumbs alone, but a home 
run in your living room will never  
provide the same benefits as running 
the bases at the local diamond.  

Here are some thoughts to keep in 
mind when you’re choosing between 
plugging in the console or tying up  
the laces:

Potential benefits

Burn energy—research shows that 
more energy is expended while playing 
active games than at rest.
Get your heart pumping (a bit)— 
studies reveal increased heart rate 
in kids playing EyeToy, Wii or other 
dance games, versus those who  
play non-active games.
Convenience—active games allow 
you to hit homeruns when it’s raining 
outside, or if you lack the real equipment 
or facilities.
Safe environment—especially for those 

who may have low self-confidence or 
who are obese, in-home exergames 
can provide an opportunity for activity 
in a safe, familiar environment. 
Improved coordination—some games 
may provide opportunities for motor 
and skill development, especially for 
children with coordination problems.
Novelty – virtual games can let children 
and adults alike ‘try out’ a range of 
new activities that they otherwise may 
not have been exposed to.  
Motivation—confidence and fun with 
an exergame may nurture or prompt 
an interest in trying or participating in 
more traditional sports and physical 
activities.

Potential limitations

One size doesn’t fit all—the amount 
of physical activity required to play 
exergames varies considerably  
between games, so it’s not consistent 
or reliable.
Overdoing it—active gaming could 
take away from time spent on traditional 
sports and physical activities, which 
require more vigorous activity and 
offer a host of other benefits, like 
connection to the outdoors, increased 
energy output, friendships and  
camaraderie, etc.  
Adverse effects—little is known about 
some of the other effects of active 
gaming, such as possible addiction or 
increased aggressiveness.  
Short bouts—typically, kids do not 
participate in active gaming for periods 
long enough to achieve health gains.  
Most kids spend about 10 minutes 
per round when gaming, when a  
continuous 30 minutes would be 
required to see benefits.  
Boredom—the novelty of exergames 
may wear off as you or your kids 
become familiar with the games and 
how to play them.  

Active video games are not the solution 
to inactivity or obesity, nor are they a 
replacement for exercise in the real 
world—but they can be a fun part of 
healthy lifestyle.  

For more information, check out the 
University of Calgary’s Exergaming 
Research Centre: http://www.ucalgary.
ca/exergaming/ (ENGLISH ONLY).


