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Sitting less for children    

The arrival of the electronic age has fundamentally changed how much time we spend sitting 
(also called being sedentary ) at home and in other places, such as at school and work. This 
change has been directly linked to an increase in health problems, such as poor nutrition, 
obesity and insulin resistance, which can lead to diabetes. These health problems increase 
your risk of developing coronary heart disease.   

There are many opportunities for children and young people to sit for long periods of time. 
Even children and young people who play sport after school and meet the Physical Activity 
Recommendations for Children and Adolescents1 can still spend large amounts of the day 
sitting. See Figure 1 below for an example of what may be a typical child s day.    

Figure 1. Example of a child s sitting time during one day (total sitting time 7.5 hours)                    

Because it s so easy for children and young people to sit too much, it s important for parents/ 
carers, teachers and child care workers to encourage them to sit less and move more.   

Why is sitting less better for children and  
young people?  
Sitting less helps to reduce the risk of children and young people developing health and other 
problems in later life.  

Watching television, using a computer and playing electronic games, which usually involve 
sitting for long periods of time, are a big part of children s and young people s leisure time. 
Therefore, children and young people who spend less time doing these things have better 
health than those who spend too much time doing these things. 
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From aged two years, and possibly younger, children who watch less than an hour of television  
a day have a lower risk of becoming overweight and lower energy (kilojoule) intake, and eat more 
nutrient-rich foods, than children who watch more television.2 The same is true for older children.3   

Infants and very young children who watch less than two hours of television a day can have  
better cognitive development, short-term memory, academic achievement and language 
skills; and a bigger vocabulary.4   

Adolescent boys who watch less than two hours of television a day have a lower risk of 
elevated insulin resistance.5   

The effects of electronic games and computer use on children s and young people s health 
are not as well known as those on watching television. However, some research suggests 
that children who spend less than two hours a day playing electronic games have better 
health and are less likely to be overweight or obese.6   

Recent research also suggests that the less a person sits during the day (a low overall sitting 
time ) may reduce their risk of obesity and insulin resistance. This means that even a very active 
child s or young person s health can improve more if they also sit for less than two hours a day.     

What are the recommended limits for sitting?  
We recommend that parents and carers limit how much time children and young people 
watch television, use the computer and sit in general to: 

 

children aged under two years  no television viewing or the use of other electronic 
media (DVDs, computer and other electronic games)7 

 

children aged two to five years  less than one hour each day of television viewing and 
other electronic media (DVDs, computer and other electronic games)7 

 

children aged zero to five years  with the exception of sleeping, infants, toddlers and 
pre-schoolers should not sit, be restrained (e.g., in a high chair) or be kept inactive for 
more than one hour at a time7 

 

children aged 5 to 18 years  less than two hours each day of television viewing, 
computer use and electronic games, especially during daylight hours.1 

Did you know?   

 

In 2007, just 6% of nine to 16-year-old children met the Australian recommendations to 
watch television, use a computer or play electronic games for less than two hours a day.8   

 

In Western Australia in 2008, few primary school boys (29%) and girls (25%) surveyed 
said they participated in less than two hours of electronic media activity on each of the 
previous seven days.9 

 

Among Western Australian secondary school children, just one out of five boys (21%) 
and one out of six girls (17%) used electronic media for less than two hours on each of 
the previous seven days.9 

 

In 2009, 29% of Australian adolescents spent less than two hours per day using 
electronic media.10 

 

Approximately 30% of pre-school children in 2004 spent more than two hours per day 
watching television or using other electronic media.11 

 

Children spend approximately five hours a day sitting at school.12  

In 2008, just over half (boys 51.8%, girls 55.5%) of primary school children surveyed 
said they actively commuted to school at least once in the previous seven days.9 For 
many children, sitting in a car is a major part of their daily sitting time.   
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How can I encourage children and young people  
to sit less and move more?  
Watching television, using a computer and playing electronic games usually involve long 
periods of time sitting. Sitting in a car, for example to and from school, is another big 
contributor to the amount of time children and young people spend sitting. To reduce the 
amount of time children and young people spend sitting, it is important to try to limit the 
amount of time they spend doing these things and encourage them to move more.   

There are many ways you can help children and young people to move more. All it takes are 
a few small, simple changes to daily activities. Below are some tips to help you get started.13   

Tips for parents and carers  

 

Limit how much time your child watches television, uses a computer and plays electronic 
games, for example before or after school (particularly during daylight hours). 

 

Remove televisions, computers and electronic games from bedrooms. 

 

Use a timer or an alarm clock to keep track of how much time they spend watching 
television, using a computer or playing electronic games.  

 

Limit the number of televisions, computers and electronic games you have at home. 

 

If you drive your child to and from school every day, try to walk or cycle with them once or 
twice a week. If you live too far from school for your child to walk, park the car 1 kilometre 
from school and walk the rest of the way. 

 

Talk to your child s teacher about setting active homework.  

 

Think of fun things to do as a family instead of watching television.  

 

Try to have at least one full day every week where your family doesn t watch television, 
use a computer or play electronic games. 

 

You are an important role model to your child, so try to limit how much television you 
watch and time you spend using a computer. 

 

Give your child active alternatives. Instead of hiring a DVD or computer game, do 
something active instead. Use a skipping rope, play Frisbee or go to the local park. 

 

Give your child a bike and some basic active play equipment, such as a hula hoop or balls.  

 

Keep a box of active play equipment on hand for when your child says they re bored. 

 

Don't use movement-based electronic games instead of active play, such as riding a bike. 

 

Share with other parents ideas for encouraging children to be more active.    

Tips for teachers and child care workers   

 

Teach children about selective television viewing and how they can limit how much 
television they watch.14 

 

In health and physical education classes, include activities that promote the benefits of 
physical activity and the harm that too much sitting may cause.  

 

Set active homework for children and incorporate an active curriculum by making 
opportunities for children to stand in class. 

 

Encourage children who are driven to and from school each day to speak with their 
parents about finding more active ways to get to and from school. 

 

Limit or ban television viewing in child care or after school care. 

 

Make sure children have opportunities to stand and move around throughout the day. 

 

Eliminate sitting time in physical education classes. Aim for all students to spend at least 
50% of the class in moderate- to high-intensity physical activity.    

Want to know more?   
For more information on how to sit less and move more, call our Health Information Service 
on 1300 36 27 87 (for the cost of a local call) or email health@heartfoundation.org.au. 
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The Heart Foundation would like to thank Professor Jo Salmon and Dr Tony Okely who 
helped to prepare this information sheet.     
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