
  
 

 

 

 

Get it right from the start:  move more and sit less in the early years 
Katherine Janson, ParticipACTION  
March 27, 2012 

Although many think of young children as naturally busy and active, more and more evidence is telling 
us that sedentary lifestyles are starting in the early years. 

“This should be cause for concern, because regular physical activity is a key part of a child’s healthy 
growth and development, right from the start,” says Kelly Murumets, President and CEO of 
ParticipACTION, the national voice of physical activity and sport participation.   

New Canadian Physical Activity and Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines for the Early Years (aged 0-4 years) 
tell us that kids aged one to four should accumulate at least 180 minutes of physical activity throughout 
the day, and children under one should be physically active several times daily.  Parents and caregivers 
should also limit prolonged sitting for more than one hour at a time and excessive screen time. 

The new guidelines help parents, caregivers and policymakers alike understand how much physical 
activity and how little sedentary behaviour are required for healthy growth and development.  They 
were released nationally on March 27 by the Canadian Society for Exercise Physiology (CSEP) and 
ParticipACTION, with support from the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario Research Institute, Healthy 
Active Living and Obesity Group (CHEO-HALO).   

Moving every day in any way.   

“Regular physical activity is essential at a young age as it contributes to bone and skeletal health, motor 
skill development, psychosocial health, cognitive development and healthy body weights,” says Dr. Mark 
Tremblay, Director, CHEO-HALO.  

The Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for the Early Years recommend that children under the age of 
one should be physically active several times daily – particularly through interactive, floor-based play, 
and children aged one to four should accumulate at least 180 minutes of physical activity at any 
intensity spread throughout the day.   

“For infants, physical activity should include things like tummy time, reaching and grasping for toys or 
balls, pushing, pulling and crawling.  Babies naturally want to move, so we need to give them a variety of 
opportunities to do so,” says Murumets. “Plus, it’s important that young kids explore the world both 
indoors and out.”   

For kids aged one to four, daily activity should include a variety of activities in different environments 
where children can develop movement skills. 

“For toddlers and preschoolers, we have to remember that any and all types of activity count towards 
the 180 minutes, such as climbing stairs, playing outside, walking or dancing to music.  They should be 
encouraged to move throughout their day, whether they’re at home, at childcare, in school or out in the 
community,” says Murumets.   



 

 

The importance of energetic play. 

As any parent or caregiver trying to corral a little one knows, toddlers and preschoolers tend to move at 
a variety of speeds and in short bursts.  Lower intensity activities are important for proper growth and 
development and higher intensity activities help promote good fitness, strong muscles and bones and 
healthy hearts.  That’s why all of it counts towards the 180 minutes children aged one to four years 
require. 

“As children age and are able to do more sustained and sophisticated movements, they should be 
encouraged to move in a more intense and consistent manner, benefitting even more from heart-
pumping activity while progressing towards physical activity guidelines for school-aged children,” says 
Tremblay.   

This is why the guidelines advocate a progression towards 60 minutes of energetic play by age five, 
which is consistent with Canadian physical activity guidelines for children and youth. 

The older kids get, the more energetic play they require, such as hopping, skipping, jumping, playing tag 
or bike riding. 

The lowdown on the slowdown. 

Even if kids are getting enough activity, this doesn’t mean they should sit still for the rest of the day. 
Minimizing sedentary behaviour, including screen time, during waking hours is just as important as 
being physically active. 

“Sedentary behaviours are those that involve little physical movement and low energy expenditure and 
include sitting or reclining for long periods of time,” explains Tremblay.  “Sedentary behaviour, and in 
particular screen time exposure, in the earliest years may be harmful to cognitive development and 
have negative effects on body weight, attention spans, behaviour and social skills.” 

For healthy growth and development, the Canadian Sedentary Behaviour Guidelines for the Early Years 
recommend that caregivers limit prolonged sitting to no more than one hour at a time.  Some examples 
of sedentary behaviour at this age would be sitting or reclining in a stroller, infant seat, high chair or car 
seat or in front of screens.   

The Guidelines also state that screen time is not recommended at all for children under the age of two, 
and should be limited to less than one hour per day for children aged two to four.  Screen time includes 
watching television and playing with non-active electronic devices like computers, tablets video games 
or phones.   

“The key ingredient in a healthy lifestyle in the early years is balance,” says Murumets. “There is room in 
a child’s day for all kinds of quiet and active pursuits.  Achieving a good balance can be as simple as 
getting outdoors to explore the neighbourhood rather than sitting in front of the TV, or by playing on a 
floor mat reaching and grasping for toys rather than keeping children idle in an infant seat.” 

To download a copy of the new Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines and Sedentary Behaviour 
Guidelines for the Early Years please visit www.csep.ca/guidelines  and www.participACTION.com. 

http://www.csep.ca/guidelines
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