
External article 10.3310/QRWT9437

Copyright © 2024 NIHR Journals Library. This is an Open Access publication distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution CC BY 4.0 licence, which permits 
unrestricted use, distribution, reproduction and adaptation in any medium and for any purpose provided that it is properly attributed. See: https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/. For attribution the title, the publication source –   NIHR Journals Library, and the DOI of the publication must be cited.

1

A multi- perspective qualitative exploration of the reasons for changes in 
the physical activity among 10– 11- year- old children following the easing 
of the COVID- 19 lockdown in the UK in 2021

This page provides information about a publication describing research funded by the Public Health Research 
programme under award number NIHR131847, which has been published in a third- party journal. For information 

about copyright and reproduction of the original publication, please see the publisher’s website.

Publication

Walker R, House D, Emm- Collison L, Salway R, Tibbitts B, Sansum K, et al. A multi- perspective qualitative exploration of 
the reasons for changes in the physical activity among 10– 11- year- old children following the easing of the COVID- 19 
lockdown in the UK in 2021. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act 2022;19:114. https:// doi.org/ 10.1186/ s12 966- 022- 01356- 3

Abstract

Background

Active- 6 is exploring how the COVID- 19 pandemic has impacted physical activity behaviour among Year 6 children 
(aged 10– 11 years) and their parents in Southwest England. Initial findings from the Active- 6 project have shown a 
7– 8 min decrease in moderate- to- vigorous physical activity and an increase in sedentary behaviour among children 
following the easing of restrictions in the UK in latter half of 2021. This finding suggests that the pandemic has had 
a persistent impact on child physical activity behaviour. This paper explored the possible mechanisms behind these 
changes.

Methods

Interviews with parents (n =  21), members of school staff (n =  9) and focus groups with children aged 10– 11 years 
(n =  47) were conducted between August and December 2021 to discuss the impact of the pandemic on child physical 
activity behaviour. The framework method was used for analysis.

Results 

Five themes spanning two key stages of the pandemic were described. Three themes related to the period of lockdowns 
and fluctuating restrictions (March 2020 –  April 2021). These included: Theme 1) Lockdown: A short- lived adventure; 
Theme 2) Access to facilities during restrictions; and Theme 3) The importance of the parent. A further two themes 
were identified related to the period following the gradual easing of restrictions in April 2021. These included: Theme 4) 
An overwhelming return to normal; and Theme 5) Reopening fatigue. 

Conclusions

The analysis suggested that feelings of novelty experienced during the initial stages of lockdown waned as restrictions 
were prolonged, creating an increasingly challenging period for parents and their children. However, during periods 
of restrictions, the importance of parental encouragement and access to appropriate facilities in the local and home 
environment helped facilitate physical activity. Following the easing of COVID- 19 restrictions, emotional overwhelm 
and physical fatigue among children, stemming from a sedentary and socially isolated life in lockdown and other 
restrictions, were key contributors to the decreased moderate to vigorous physical activity and increased sedentary 
behaviour that was observed in a related quantitative study.
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