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Are we driving our kids to unhealthy habits? 

 Canadian children and youth are spending more time being driven, and less time walking, to and from 

destinations like school, extracurricular activities, the park, and friend’s homes. With an overall decrease 

in active transportation, there has also been a steady rise in the use of the car and an increased reliance 

on motorized transportation in general. 

 While 58 per cent of parents walked to school when they were kids, only 28 per cent of their children 

walk to school today
1
. In addition to this generational shift, 62 per cent of Canadian youth, aged five to 

17, use only inactive modes of transportation to get to and from school.
2
  

 The older children get, the less time they spend walking – in youth aged 15 to 17, the daily time spent 

walking decreased from 17 to 11 minutes between 1992 and 2010.
3
 

 Additionally, the distance children and youth travel actively has also seen a decline over time. A study in 

Quebec showed that the average distance covered by those who do walk to school has gone down from 

550 metres in 1998 to 480 metres in 2003, a 13 per cent decrease in only five years. 

 

What is active transportation, and why is it so important? 

 Active transportation – walking, biking, wheeling, in-line skating or skateboarding to get to and from 

places such as school, parks and shops – has long been known to be an important source of physical 

activity for children and youth.
4,5,6,7

   

 Active transportation can easily be integrated into everyday life with little or even no cost, and its benefits 

are significant. With only five per cent of five to 17 year olds meeting the Canadian Physical Activity 

Guidelines, active transportation presents a major opportunity for improving health among Canadian 

children and youth. 

 If children walked for all trips of less than one kilometre rather than being driven, they would accumulate 

approximately 15 to 20 minutes of walking per trip and have the potential to make a substantial 

contribution to the 60 minutes of daily physical activity kids need for overall health.
 8 

 We need to embrace our children’s enthusiasm for active transportation – research suggests that, given 

the choice, most children would prefer to walk or cycle to school rather than take a bus or be driven by 

their parents.
9 
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 In addition to improving overall physical health, active transportation may also improve fitness and heart 

health; increase academic achievement; provide social opportunities; reduce stress; and, improve air 

quality and reduce risk of lung disease.  

 

Why are kids not travelling actively? 

 Barriers, such as distance between home and the end destination, as well as safety concerns, have led 

to a decrease in active transportation among Canadian children and youth. 

 Distance between home and school is the most common reason why children and youth do not walk or 

bike to school
10,11,12,13 and in today’s busy world, parents are more likely to drive their children if they 

perceive that driving saves them time and/or is more convenient. 

 While a large proportion of Canadian adults (66 per cent) agree that their neighbourhood is safe for their 

children to walk in, today’s children are less likely to walk or bike to neighbourhood destinations without 

adult supervision.
14

 

 Road and neighbourhood safety (e.g., “stranger danger”) concerns are other important barriers to active 

transportation.
15

,
16

,
17

,
18

 In fact, increased car trips lead to more car traffic in school zones and this traffic 

generally comes from parents whose children live within a reasonable walking distance. 

 While barriers to active transportation do exist, we have to step back and ask ourselves – are we driving 

our kids to unhealthy habits and less physical activity? 

 

How much physical activity do kids need, and are they meeting the guidelines? 

 This year, the Active Healthy Kids Canada Report Card grade for Physical Activity Levels looks like it 

has improved to a “D-” grade from the “F” grade assigned in the previous six years. However, this grade 

is the result of new, nationally representative data that has become available on 3- to 4-year-olds in 

Canada. 

 No improvement has been observed in the physical activity levels of five to 17-year-olds as only five per 

cent of children and youth in this age category meet the Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines, which 

recommend at least 60 minutes of moderate- to vigorous-intensity physical activity daily.  

 While we must work to find ways of improving physical activity levels, among Canadian children and 

youth, it is encouraging to see that most Canadian children and youth are getting some physical activity 

– 40 per cent of five to 17-year-olds are getting 60 minutes of physical activity on three days of the 
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week and 75 per cent get at least 30 minutes of physical activity on three or more days of the week 

(2009-11 CHMS).  

 

What steps can we take to improve active transportation? 

 Small changes can have a big impact and by increasing active transportation, we can increase the 

overall physical activity level of Canadian children and youth. Collective action – from parents, 

policymakers and schools – is necessary to create opportunities for kids to get out of the car, and to 

their destination actively. 

 Parents need to model good physical activity behavior for their children and encourage healthy habits 

from an early age. To increase active transportation, parents and families should encourage and 

support their children to actively travel to and from school as well as to other destinations. To address 

time constraints and safety barriers, parents and families can share responsibility for child supervision 

while actively travelling to and from destinations. 

 Schools and school administrators can facilitate active transportation by making bike racks available in 

highly visible areas of the school yard, and by implementing safe walk-to-school travel plans.  

 Active transportation needs to be considered when new subdivisions and schools are being built – 

municipal and provincial/territorial government strategies should ensure urban planning that supports 

safe communities for biking and walking.  
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For more information, copies of the Report Card or b-roll, to schedule an interview or speak to a 

spokesperson, please contact: 

 
Kelsey Strickland 
Hill + Knowlton Strategies 
416-413-4788 
kelsey.strickland@hkstrategies.ca 
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