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Predisposed to participate? The influence of family socio-economic
background on children’s sports participation and daily amount of
physical activity

Glen Nielsen®*, Vivian Grgnfeldt®, Jan Toftegaard—Stgz)ckelb and Lars Bo Andersen®®

“Department of Exercise and Sports Sciences, University of Copenhagen, Denmark; bCenter for
Research in Childhood Health, University of Southern Denmark, Denmark; “Department of Sport
Medicine, Norwegian School of Sport Sciences, Oslo, Norway

From a Bourdieu-inspired understanding of how personal resources (‘capitals’) enable
certain practices in certain contexts, the links between families’ cultural, social and
economic capitals, and children’s daily physical activity were investigated in 500
suburban Danish schoolchildren using questionnaire data and accelerometer measures.
Family socio-economic position (SEP) was found to be positively associated with
children’s participation in organized sport, which could be explained by differences in
family capitals. By contrast, this study found no relationship between families’ SEP
and the amounts of general physical activity in children. This reflected the tendencies
for club-organized sport to contribute a relatively small amount to the overall amount
of physical activity in children, and for children of low SEP to be equally active in other
settings such as school-breaks, day care and neighbourhood playgrounds.

This study investigates how children’s family background influences their participation in
physical activity in general, and in organized sports more specifically, across a large
sample of Danish schoolchildren.

An increasing body of research suggests that the amount of children’s daily physical
activity affects their health." However, in Danish welfare and leisure politics, special
emphasis is placed on increasing the already relatively high rates (~ 70%, dependent on
age) of club sports participation among children. Sports club activities are not only seen as
contributing to children’s daily physical activity, they are also valued for their contribution
to children’s socialization through democratic participation in local civic society, social
integration and network (social capital) building.” Furthermore, participation in sports at
club level in childhood is often focused on performance and acquiring skills,® which,
particularly for technical and results-orientated sports, may be an important prerequisite
for participation in these sports in later life.*

Sociocultural family background is often considered an important determinant of
children’s physical activity. This may be partly due to traditional socialization® and child-
development theories® which give family socialization a strong role as a determinant of
children’s development and daily praxis. It is perhaps also due to empirical studies which
have shown that family social stratifications, such as social class, status or position, are
associated with the prevalence of being overweight’ and rates and types of sports
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participation in both adults and children.® However, the understanding of the linkages
between socio-economic position (SEP) and children’s sports participation and physical
activity is limited in two important ways.

First, although some studies show a relationship between socio-economic family
background and children’s sports participation® and others have found a relationship with
children’s general physical activity,'” none of these studies explain empirically which
factors mediate this association. Whether social inequalities in sports participation are due
to differences in material resources, taste or cultural competencies, social networks or
other factors is not well researched beyond the theoretical level. This is problematic, as
understanding the pathways and reasons for inequalities in sports participation and
physical activity is important if they are to be understood and overcome.

The second limitation in this research field (especially in the Danish context) is that
sociological studies of determinants of the amounts of physical activity among Danish
children are based on questionnaire surveys which usually focus on participation in
organized sports.'! This is highly problematic as such self-report methods have been found
to be inaccurate and to provide unreliable measures of the total amounts of children’s daily
physical activity.'? Children’s total amount of physical activity is a product of many more
activities than their leisure time participation in organized sports, including their play
activities in school playgrounds, in after-school day care, in streets and parks, as well as
transport activities. As many of these activities are unstructured, informal and highly
sporadic they are difficult for children to remember, let alone to quantify and report."?

For these reasons, this study uses both questionnaire data on parents’ and children’s
participation in organized sports and accelerometer data to gain objective measures of the
amounts of children’s physical activity. These two data types are used to investigate how
children’s physical activity is associated with their parents’ SEP and their parents’
material, cultural and social resources of relevance to physical activity and sports.

As a conceptual framework for creating meaningful hypotheses and categories for
exploring the data, this study draws on Pierre Bourdieu’s understanding of how personal
resources (so-called ‘capitals’) make certain practices in certain social arenas possible,
namely the arenas of children’s sport and physical play.'* The study aims to explore how a
number of such resources of theoretical importance to participation in the social arenas of
children’s sports and physical activity are unequally distributed among families of
different SEPs, and how this is related to differences in the sports participation and
physical activity of children.

Theoretical perspective, concepts and hypotheses
General mechanisms of parental influence on children’s behaviour

In general terms, children’s social development can be understood as an internalization or
embodiment of experiences. Often these are experiences of how the challenges in their
surroundings or social world can be solved and, perhaps more importantly, how they are
expected to be solved.'” For this reason, a child’s dispositions (tastes and competences in
terms of what the child likes to and can do) must be regarded as influenced by the social
structures and dynamics present in his/her social environment during childhood.'®
According to the extensive quantitative and qualitative sociological and anthropological
research of P. Bourdieu and his associates, the different norms attached to different social
classes (in Bourdieu’s perspective ‘positions’ in society) are important social structures in
this socialization process.'” A child’s internalization of norm and meaning structures is
dependent on where in the social—cultural and subcultural groups in society s/he grows up
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and forms his/her subjectivity. Children’s subjective taste and system of dispositions, their
habitus, is influenced by their parents’ SEP."® In this way, every group in society identified
as having similar socio-economic conditions and resources can also be considered as a
group of common class habitus in terms of its preferences, tastes, dispositions and habits,
which are formed by the social circumstances connected to its social position in society.'®
Thus, society’s stratum of different social positions and groups becomes a stratum of
different lifestyles, of different tastes, resources and praxis. This seems also to be the case
regarding the praxis of sport® and may therefore also apply to children’s general physical
activity.

An important point in socialization theory is that the socializing influence of parents
and others does not only take place through intentional socialization activities, such as
articulated expectations, instructions, approval and corrections.”' The more un-reflected
habits and praxis, the habitus, carried out in the child’s social surroundings are also sources
of information, guiding a knowledge-seeking child’s perception of what are meaningful,
correct and valid ways of action and behaviour. Even in the institutionalized childhoods of
Scandinavia, parents must be regarded as some of the first and most constant orientation
points on which small children base their perception of normality and meaning. Parents are
early role models for children’s formation of habitus on both an intentional and conscious
level, and on a subconscious level.??

Furthermore, beyond their socializing influence, parents’ dispositions and resources
influence where children live, go to kindergarten, school, etc. and therefore also have an
influence on which secondary socialization agents children meet and are influenced by
outside the home.

This social-class-dependent part of children’s development may explain why
dispositions and resources, and hence interests, possibilities, competencies and praxis,
including sports and other physical activities, are different in different positions in the
social stratum of society: they are reproductions of an individual’s socio-economic
background. It is a theoretical perspective that leads to the hypothesis that some of the
sources of variation in daily praxis and behaviour, including sports and other physical
activities, can be found in a child’s position and participation in different sociocultural
settings in society, which are dependent on family background.

Children’s sports and play as social arenas

In order to understand socialization and the variations it creates in human action, for
example participation in sports and other physical activities, it is useful to apply
Bourdieu’s term ‘field’.”> Bourdieu uses this concept to provide a model of society as
consisting of a number of social fields of high independence and autonomy. In these fields,
specific types of logic reign, which can be more or less independent of the logic of other
fields within society. Often-used examples are the fields of arts, religion and school
systems, but organized sports can also be considered to be a field in society.?* As the
socializing processes within such fields and their local social arenas qualify and make their
participants interested in and able to participate ‘in the game’ of common practise, purpose
and meaning, they also exclude individuals who have not acquired the necessary
competencies or interest in participating. Using Bourdieu’s concepts, a field habitus
dialectic is taking place in such social arenas, creating both self-perpetuating exclusion
and inclusion processes. It is an individual’s socialization and biography that makes
participation in a certain social setting interesting and natural to a person,” while at the
same time participation socializes and enables the individual to participate further.?®
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Family capital as enabling resources for children’s sports participation and physical
activity

Bourdieu’s concept and theory of ‘capital’ can help in understanding how sociocultural
family background factors are related to the activity of the children in this study if it is
adjusted to the context of Danish schoolchildren’s everyday life. In this study, specific
types of capital thought to be of relevance in the current social arenas of children’s
physical activity and sport are constructed and their influence is investigated.

From their social environment in childhood, children inherit and build different
personal resources and competencies that enable different types of activities in different
social fields within society.”” Bourdieu calls such personal resources ‘capitals’ to illustrate
two important points: that high amounts of one type of capital can be changed into capital
of another type, and that these capitals are often passed on within families and affect the
individual’s ability to act, as is the case with the more conventional understanding of
‘capital’ in financial terms. Bourdieu and associates described three main types of capital
— economic, social and cultural capital — which their studies identified as closely related to
an individual’s status, opportunities, empowerment, taste and praxis in French and
Algerian societies from 1960 to 1980.

This study’s participants are Danish children of 6—11 years all of whom live in a
family home with one or two parents and are therefore influenced by the decisions taken
and the resources present in their home/family. The resources available in a child’s family
(among his/her parents) may influence the child’s daily agency, both in a direct situational
way through the resources available for the child’s use ‘here and now’, but also in a more
indirect socialization-based way where earlier family capital influenced practise has given
the child certain personal resources and dispositions, i.e. capital and habitus, for
interaction and agency in the present. This study investigates how such family capital is
unequally distributed among different social classes and how this creates differences in
children’s participation in sports and other physical activities.

Sporting capital — a cultural resource for children’s sport participation

In the arenas of Danish children’s play and sports, one can imagine a type of sporting or
physical activity capital that describes the knowledge, experience and competencies
relevant to successful participation in sports and other physical activities, built up and
inherited from a childhood environment. Such sporting capital would form an enabling
capital for participation in the fields of sports or other physical activities later in life. This
kind of sports-specific cultural capital, in which practical experience with sports and other
physical activities is embodied in the individual’s habitus, must be regarded as comprised
of both bodily movement competencies and social competencies.

Both physical sporting competencies, such as motor skills and sporting techniques, and
more cognitive cultural and social competencies, such as practical understanding of how
sports clubs and schoolyard play activities function on an organizational and social level,
are to be considered as enabling resources in the context of children’s physical activities.
They form a personal physical activity or sporting capital enabling children to be
physically active.

Parents’ sporting capital, in terms of their experience and knowledge of sports club
practices, codes etc., can be imagined to be of direct use when selecting a suitable sports
club and sports discipline for the child to join and in understanding how to support the
child’s participation. In addition, parents’ sports participation may also affect children’s
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possibilities and interests for sports participation in a more indirect way by the earlier
described role modelling and other socialization influences.

Educational capital

In Bourdieu’s studies and theory, education is a central part of an individual’s cultural
capital and in many other types of research it is often used as an indicator of overall SEP.
The educational resources within a family in terms of the parents’ education level can be
hypothesized to be an enabling resource for children’s participation in sports and physical
activity on two levels. First, because education provides qualifications for work and is
often related to job position, it has a direct impact on an individual’s (and the family’s)
financial resources, status, influence and possibilities in civic life, including sports
participation. But, second, parental educational resources also have a more direct
independent influence as a knowledge resource, making it more likely that information on,
for example, the importance of children’s physical activity and other public health
messages are read, understood and dealt with. Such normative resources could and will
however also be measured more directly as the amount of importance the parents put on
their children’s physical activity and sports.

Social capital

In Bourdieu’s conceptual framework, individuals’ social capital consists of their social
contacts and personal networks which they can use to gain influence and opportunities in
society. Within a child’s family, factors such as the amount of everyday parental support,
the number of siblings for the child to play with and whether the child lives in one or more
homes are indicators of such social capital that may affect their participation in sports and
other physical activities.

Economic and material capital

Family economic capital and material resources are indicators of SEP, but they can also
directly affect children’s sports participation which can be expensive, requiring fees,
equipment, car transport, etc. However, in Danish society, economic capital may also have
negative influences on children’s physical activity. For example, car ownership may
reduce the amount that a child walks and bikes. While, in contrast, living in rented
accommodation in an apartment block (often associated with low economic resources)
often provides a playground and other children to play with — two resources of high
importance to children’s self-organized physical play.

So, seen from a theoretical perspective, the relationship between family resources and
children’s general physical activity has ambiguities. Other potential complexities pointed
out by Bourdieu’s sociology are that the ownership of capitals are interdependent, and
therefore each capital or specific resource can have both independent effects on children’s
praxis and interact with the effects of other capitals or the effect of general SEP. Another
important point is that conditions on the objective level often become conditions on the
subjective 1evel;28 i.e. that a certain social position, with its objective material, social and
educational attributes (economic, cultural and social capitals), is also associated with more
subjective parameters such as norms, values and taste, developed by the availability of
resources, which then create and maintain differences in everyday praxis within different
groups of society.
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For these reasons, this study subdivides the often-used parameter, SEP into its
components of material, social and cultural resources and norms, and then uses multiple
regression models to analyse their influence individually as well as interdependently on
children’s participation in sports and physical activity.

First, the associations between families’ general SEP and their possession of resources
of potential relevance to children’s physical activities are investigated. Second, the study
explores whether general SEP and different resources are related to children’s physical
activities. Third, the extent to which associations between SEP and children’s physical
activities can be explained by ownership of different resources or capital of relevance to
children’s physical activities is examined.

Materials and methods
Participants

Measures of physical activity and questionnaire data were collected from 704 of 1024
children from 18 schools in two suburban municipalities in the greater Copenhagen area
participating in the COSCIS study.” Data were collected when the children were going to
preschool (age 6—7 years) and again three years later when they were in third grade classes
(age 9-10 years).

Questionnaire data about the children’s family environment and sporting habits

A questionnaire assessing family background in terms of lifestyle, resources, socio-
economic conditions, the parents view on the child’s physical activity, as well as the daily
habits, values and preferences of the child and its parents was developed and piloted.*® The
questionaire was filled in by the parents and children together.

Measures of families’ SEP

The theoretical term SEP can be seen as referring to the position an individual takes up in
society, which is associated with certain economic, social and cultural capital and hence
status, tastes, chances and power in the job market, as well as in civic society. In this study,
parents’ formal job qualifications were chosen as indicators of the family’s overall SEP
because they are related to education level, chances of employment and economic income
(cultural, social and economic capital). The highest qualification level of the two parents
was used to classify families into four socio-economic groups, reflecting the main
categories of qualification level, salary and job security in the Danish work force:

(1) No Formal Job Qualification: Persons with no formal education or qualification
beyond primary or secondary school.

(2) Trades Person: Persons formally qualified for a trade, such as carpenters,
electricians, auto mechanics, etc. In Denmark, this level and type of job
qualification is most often acquired through 4 years of combined formal training
and schooling, following 9 years of primary school.

(3) Short Tertiary Education: Persons having job qualifications at the bachelor degree
level, such as nurses and school teachers, etc. In Denmark, this is most often
acquired through tertiary education of 3-4 years at college, after having obtained a
high school (‘gymnasial’) degree of 3 years.

(4) Long Tertiary Education: University master’s degrees of at least 5 years duration,
after having obtained a high school degree.
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However, extensive research on equality in Denmark has shown that, regarding
resources, the Danish welfare society is broadly divided so that ~ 15% of the population
has considerably fewer resources than the remaining group, which are, by contrast, fairly
homogenous regarding many types of resources.”! Therefore, a dichotomous indicator of
the SEP was also created, with the lack of a formal job qualification being used as an
indicator of low, less well-off and slightly marginalized SEP of the family.

Measures of family capitals of relevance to children’s participation in physical activity
and organized sports

Specific resources with the potential to enable children’s participation in sports and
general physical activity were measured using questionnaire indicators.

Family ownership of a house, garden and car were used as indicators of material
capital of relevance to children’s sport and physical activity because these can provide
space for movement and transportation to organized sports. The family’s annual pre-tax
income was also used as a measure of material capital but was not included in the
summation of total material resources, because income is a prerequisite and therefore a
proxy variable for the other more specific material resources.

Children’s access to a playground was also considered a material resource but was not
included in the summation of total family material capital since it is often a consequence of
living in rented accommodation in apartment blocks and hence the playground is a
publicly funded and owned resource rather than a family resource.

Whether children had siblings, were living in one- or two-parent families, and were
living in one place or alternating places (between parents’ homes) were chosen as measures
of social resources of relevance to children’s physical activity and sports participation.

Whether parents had graduated from high school and whether they had university
degrees were used as indicators of the amount of educational resources in the family.

Parents’ participation in organized sports, both currently and as children, was used as a
measure of sporting capital in the family.

Finally, to reflect normative resources in terms of values in the family that might affect
children’s participation in sports and physical activity, the parents’ views on the
importance of their child being physically active and their views on the importance of
school physical education were used as indicators of family attitude to the value and
meaningfulness of children’s sports and physical activity.

To reflect families’ total amount (and hence variance) of these different types of
capitals the number of specific indicator resources under each capital was added up. Finally
the total sum of all resources (except education as this is highly correlated to overall SEP)
was used as a measure of the family’s total capital of relevance to children’s participation
in sports and other physical activities.

Measures of participation in organized sports

Questions on where the children did sports on a weekly basis were used to determine
whether children were participating in organized sports or not. Children reporting
institutional settings such as sports clubs, dance or riding schools were categorized as
participating in club-organized sports.

Measurements of physical activity

The children’s habitual physical activity was measured using MTI 7164 accelerometers
(Actigraph, Fort Walton Beach, Florida, USA). Accelerometers are physical activity
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monitors that provide precise measurement of children’s daily activity levels, overcoming
children’s lack of ability to recall and quantify their physical activities in detail.
Accelerometers have been well validated in children against a range of outcomes® and
compare favourably with other similar objective measuring instruments.>® The monitors
record body movement as a combined function of the frequency and intensity of the
movement allowing for the detection of normal human motion and rejecting high-
frequency vibrations encountered in activities such as car or bus transport. In order to best
reflect the distribution of school days and school-free days (weekends and holidays) in
schoolchildren’s lives, two working days and two weekend days were selected for the
measuring period. To minimize any biasing effect from the novelty of wearing an activity
monitor, the MTI monitors were worn by the children for one day before recording. Data
were corrected for variation in sleeping patterns, periods when the accelerometers were
not worn, and were only included in the final dataset if the monitor had recorded more than
8 hours of valid recordings a day for at least three days (preschool: 4 days n = 466, 3 days
n = 128; third grade: 4 days n = 379, 3 days n = 139).

Data transformation to physical activity variables

To obtain information on the activity levels of the children in their various daily contexts,
data were analysed for Total Time (7 AM to 11 pM on all the measured days), School Time
(defined by the schedule of the class, typically weekdays from 8 AM to 2 pMm) and Free
Time (all other time than School Time). Time spent in activity of at least moderate
intensity (2500-5000 counts per minute reflecting an energy expenditure of
approximately four to six times resting metabolic rate and medium exertion, e.g. walking
~ 5.2km/h) and vigorous intensity (>5000 counts per minute reflecting an energy
expenditure above six times resting metabolic rate and a high level of exertion, e.g.
running faster than 6.4 km/h) was calculated. Defining and categorizing children as being
physically active was based on current health-related physical activity recommendations™*
of 1 hour a day of activity of at least a moderate level recommended by many health
organizations and authorities (including the Danish National Board of Health).

Statistical analysis

All data were analysed using the statistical software PASW 18 (formerly known as SPSS). The
relation between several factors in interplay and physical activity and sports was assessed by
multiple logistic and linear regression or General Linear Models, dependent on the nature of
the variables. Pvalues < 0.05 were considered statistically significant. To analyse which
family attributes are of importance to children’s physical activity and sports, while taking into
account that a family’s SEP and specific resources are often interconnected, full models of
children’s sports participation and physical activity, regressed on the measures of SEP as well
as the amounts of different resources, were applied.

Results
Characteristics of the sample

Of the 704 participating children, 594 at preschool (age 6—7 years), and 518 children three
years later in third grade (age 9—10 years), had sufficient accelerometer data to be included
in the analysis. These children and their families represent a broad range of SEPs, rental
apartment and house dwellers as well as ethnic minorities (see Table 1), and are broadly
representative of the Danish population.®®
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Table 1. The study population.

Preschool Third grade
N 594 518
Age (in mean years, SD) 6.3 (0.35) 9.5(0.83)
Male 310 (52%) 266 (51%)
Ethnic background other than Danish® 67 (12%) 58 (11%)
Have a parent with no tertiary education 127 (28%) 108 21%)
No tertiary education as highest parental education 51 (9%) 30 (6%)
Qualified trades person as highest parental education 258 (46%) 177 (34%)
Short tertiary education as highest parental education 149 (27%) 209 (40%)
Long tertiary education as highest parental education 102 (18%) 110 (21%)

Note: Data for age are presented as mean (SD), the distribution of all other attributes are expressed as n (%).
#Non-Danish ethnic background is defined as having one or two parents who have immigrated to Denmark.

Distribution of family capitals among different SEPs

As described in the conceptual framework, different social, cultural and material resources
can be understood as capitals that make certain practices in certain contexts possible. Such
capitals are often unequally distributed among the different SEPs in society and their
value/relevance are context dependent, resulting in general lifestyles of social practice
such as sporting activities often being socially stratified. Hence, in order to analyse and
understand any potential relationship between family SEP and children’s participation in
sports and physical activity, one must acquire knowledge about how such capitals of
relevance to the contexts of children’s sport and other physical activities are distributed
among the different SEPs the children belong to through their parents.

As shown in Table 2, most resources were indeed unequally distributed across the four
SEPs, often with the biggest divide between families with no formal job qualifications and
the rest of the socio-economic stratum. This discrepancy becomes clearer and more
statistically significant, when comparing families in which one or both parents have no
formal job qualifications with families where both parents have some level of formal job
qualification, leaving more statistical power to detect statistically significant differences.
Families with at least one parent without formal job qualifications had lower amounts of
material, educational, social and sporting capitals (Table 3). In detail (Table 4), these
families have a lower rate of car and house ownership, and access to gardens, while having
somewhat equal (tending towards more) access to playgrounds, probably due to rented
apartments often proving these facilities. These families also have low rates of tertiary
university and high school degrees and more often live in one-parent families, and hence
their children more often alternate between living in two different places. Regarding
family sporting capital (sporting knowledge, experience and taste), measured as the
parents’ participation in sports as adults and as children, a socio-economic divide can
mainly be observed in whether the parents did sports as children.

It is worth noting, that the values that parents held towards the importance of their
children’s physical activity and physical education in school and the material resource of
having access to a playground were equally distributed among the socio-economic groups.

Family SEP and children’s physical activity and sports participation

No differences were observed in the chances of children meeting the recommended
amounts of physical activity or in general activity levels when looking at the whole
stratum of SEPs or when comparing the low-resourced families with lack of job
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Table 2. Family resources by socio-economic position (SEP) of family (highest tertiary education
level in family).

Long Short Qualified
tertiary tertiary trades No
education education person education
Amount of material resources®s* 2.68 (0.73)  2.57 (0.81) 2.29 (0.98) 2.02 (1.17)
Total family income in kr/years: 664,000 554,828 520,661 422,222
(204,875) (189,140) (174,835) (252,610)
Amount of social resources® 3.71 (0.59)  3.56 (0.77) 3.54 (0.76) 3.10 (1.04)
Amount of educational resources 1.92 (0.27) 1.77 (0.42) 0.48 (0.50) 0.44 (0.50)
Amount of sporting capital® 2.59 (092) 2.68 (0.82) 2.48 (0.94) 2.38 (1.17)
Amount of parental normative 1.46 (0.79)  1.47 (0.74) 1.46 (0.78) 1.45 (0.74)
resources®
Total amount of family resources™ = 10.05 (1.29)  9.62 (1.62) 9.08 (1.67) 8.70 (2.46)
Total amount of family resources 9.14 (1.29)  8.92 (1.51) 8.54 (1.53) 8.17 (2.18)
(- ed.)®=*

Note: Data are presented as mean (SD) number of each type of resources in the families when the children were
attending preschool.

“House, garden, car.

® Two-parent family, siblings, live in one place, non-divorced.

“ Number of parents graduated from high school 4+ number of parents with a university degree.

4 Number of parents that do sports + number that did sport as children.

©Whether parents find either or both children’s physical activity and physical education very important.
"Material 4 social + sporting + normative 4 educational resources.

€ Material + social + sporting + normative resources. *Difference between SEP groups is significant at
P < 0.05.

##Difference between SEP groups is significant at P < 0.01.

qualifications with the more affluent families where both parents had job qualifications
(Table 5 and Figures 1 and 2). However, at third grade, children from resource-deprived
families with a lack of job qualifications had a borderline significant tendency to be more
active overall (P = 0.060) and were significantly more active in their free time (P = 0.012
for total free time, P = 0.010 for free time outside after-school day care and potential
sports participation) (see Figure 2). The data from preschool age (Figure 1) showed the
same tendencies however only at borderline significant levels (P = 0.062 for total time,

Table 3. Family resources by tertiary education in family (at preschool age).

One or both parents

Both parents have formal have no formal job
job qualifications qualification

Amount of material resources* 3.24 (0.79) 2.94 (0.94)
Income (mean, SD): 596.428 (178.549) 485.344 (204.090)
Amount of social resources* 3.70 (0.60) 3.44 (0.80)
Amount of educational resourcess 1.32 (0.79) 0.70 (0.72)
Amount of sporting capital* 2.59(0.91) 2.30 (0.98)
Amount of parental normative 1.49 (0.75) 1.43 (0.80)
resources
Total amount of family 9.64 (1.50) 8.41 (2.05)
resources#s
Total amount of family 8.92 (1.40) 7.96 (1.89)

resources — ed.*:*

Note: *Difference between the two groups is significant at P < 0.05. **Difference between the two groups is
significant at P < 0.01.
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Table 4. Specific family resources, habits and values by tertiary education in family (at preschool age).

Both parents One or both
have formal job parents have no
qualifications formal job qualification

Has a car* 90.1% 84.1%
Lives in a house** 79.9% 63.8%
Has access to a garden* 85.9% 72.4%
Has access to a playground 68.0% 72.4%
Two- parent family* 95.5% 89.8%
Lives in one places* 96.4% 81.6%
Has siblings 86.5% 87.4%
One or both parents are high school 73.0% 46.0%
graduates (gymnasiel udd. )=

One or both parents have a degree 60.2% 23.6%
(bachelors of masters):*

Mother does organized sports 34.7% 29.2%
Father does organized sports 38.0% 29.9%
Both parents do organized sports 20.2% 14.2%
Mother did organized sports as a child 79.0% 74.8%
Father did organized sports as a child 77.5% 66.9%
Both parents were sports active as children* 87.9% 78.5%
‘Very important that our child is physically active’ 70.7% 70.6%
‘School PE is very important’ 78.4% 72.8%
Find both PA and PE important 64.6% 62.4%
Parent’s play outdoors with child at age 67 96.7% 93.7%
Parent’s play outdoors with child at age 9—-10 82.9% 75.0%

Note: PA, physical activity; PE, physical education. *Difference between the two groups is significant at
P < 0.05. #*Difference between the two groups is significant at P < 0.01

P = 0.088 for total free time, P = 0.051 for free time outside after-school day care and
potential sports participation).

By contrast, comparisons between children’s participation in organized sports
consistently revealed significant differences between socio-economic groups, with the main
stratification and division seen between families where one or both parents are without any
formal job qualification and families where both parents have formal job qualifications.
Children from families where both parents have job qualifications had 1.87 (95% CI 1.23;2.84,
P < 0.001) times higher odds for participating in club-organized sports at preschool age and
1.80 (95% CI 1.12;2.91, P < 0.001) times higher odds at third grade (Table 5).

Relations between sports participation and physical activity

It is perhaps surprising that the lower rate of organized sports participation among children
from the under-resourced low SEP families did not result in these children being less
physically active.

However, as seen in Table 6, children participating in sports neither had higher daily
amounts of moderate or vigorous physical activity, nor higher chances of meeting the
recommended 1 hour of daily physical activity than children who did not participate in sports.

Looking into the details of these children’s everyday lives and physical activity provides
some explanation to why organized sports are not a significant contributor to the general
amount of children’s physical activity. The children in this study were physically active on
average 9.9 hours weekly at preschool age and 9.5 hours weekly at third grade, while the
sports active children’s time used in club organized sports only amounted to an average of
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25%
20%
15%
10% 1 or both parents have no
tertiary education
5% Both parents have tertiary
education
0% -

Total Total | School | School | Total After Other
Time | School | Classes | Breaks Free | School Free
Time Time | Daycare | Time

Total Total School Time Total Free Time
Time

Figure 1. Activity levels of 6—7-year-old children in different contexts. Data are presented as the
mean percentage of time the children (participating in the contexts) are physically active. Error bars
express 95% CI.

1.7 hours weekly at preschool age and 2.9 hours weekly at third grade, of which they were
actually physically active on average 28% of the time. In comparison, children in these age
groups spent many hours (preschool mean = 15 h/week, third grade mean = 17 h/week) in
self-organized settings for physically active play and sports, such as school breaks and after-

35%
30% I T

25%
20%
15%
10% + -
5% 1or both parents have no
tertiary education
0% - i . || i .
o o » w v v n o th parents have tertiary
E | E § s || E| 8| & | E education
FIE | 4| 2)18|E| 2| &|F
s/ 8|2 |3|5|8&|c|zg| 8
= = o o w uw [+] 1 w
@ £ S = ] c ]
5| @ | @» 5 S ® | £
= = ) =g 5
- E =]
<
Total Total School Time Total Free Time
Time

Figure 2. Activity levels of 910-year-old children in different contexts. Data are presented as the
mean percentage of time the children (participating in the contexts) are physically active. Error bars
express 95% CI.
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school day care, and, as depicted in Figures 1 and 2, these are settings in which mean
physical activity levels can also be rather high.

Associations between family resources and children’s participation in sports and
general physical activity

To investigate possible family structural explanations for the observed differences
between socio-economic groups with regards to children’s sports participation, and to
check which family resources may affect children’s participation in physical activity in
general, Tables 7 and 8 show the associations between different family capitals and
children’s participation in physical activity and sports.

The only family resources found to be associated with the chances of children being
physically active were parental values regarding the importance of children’s physical
activity, which increased the odds of children being physically active at preschool age, and
local access to a playground, which was positively related to the odds of children being
physically active at third grade age when adjusting for SEP (data not shown).

By contrast, children’s participation in organized sports was found to be strongly
correlated with both the amounts of material, social, educational and sporting capitals as
well as the perceived importance of physical activity within their families at both ages 67
and 9-10 years (Table 8).

Looking at material resources specifically, income, as well as living in a house and having
access to a garden, all increased the likelihood of children being active in sports both in
preschool and in third grade (data not shown). This was also the case when adjusted for SEP.

Regarding social capital, the strongest predictor of sports participation among children
in preschool and third grade was whether children were living in two-parent families.
However, all associations between social capital and children’s sports participation
became weaker and statistically insignificant when adjusted for SEP, indicating that the
main effect of social resources is that they are connected to low SEP.

Total sporting capital in families, as well as most individual indicators of family sporting
capital, were associated with higher probabilities of children participating in sports also when
adjusted for SEP. Interestingly, child sports participation in preschool was strongly dependent
on whether both parents did sports when they were children (odds ratio = 4.69, P = 0.029,
when adjusting for parents’ current sports participation), while sports participation in third
grade was more affected by the current sports participation of parents (odds ratio = 4.74,
P = 0.008, when adjusting for parents’ sports participation as children). Normative family
resources, in terms of parents’ views on the importance of children’s physical activity, were
also associated with the children’s rates of sports participation in preschool and third grade and
this effect was not confounded by SEP. Whether parents find children’s physical activity
important had a particularly strong effect on children’s sports participation in third grade, with
a more than fourfold increase in the odds of sports participation if parents hold this view.

Finally, it can be seen at the bottom of Table 8 that the total amount of family resources
was significantly related to children’s participation in sports in both preschool and third
grade and that this relationship was not confounded by SEP.

Mediators of the association between SEP and children’s sports participation and
physical activity

Because family SEP has been shown to be related to family resources, which in themselves
have been shown to affect children’s sport participation, the next important question is
whether the observed unequal distribution of material, social, sporting and value resources,
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especially when comparing the recourse deprived families of low SEP with the more
affluent families of medium—high SEP, can explain the differences between these two
groups regarding their children’s chances of participating in sports.

Table 9 shows the increased chances for children’s participation in sports and physical
activity when both parents have formal job qualifications and how this association decreases
when adjusted for different family resources. At both ages 6—7 and 9—10 years, adjusting
the association between family SEP and children’s sports participation for the total amount
of family resources, leads to the association disappearing completely, even when
educational resources (due to their high co-variance with SEP) are not included in the
analyses. Looking in more detail at the mediating effects of specific types of resources, it can
be seen that parental sporting capital, in particular, explains large parts of the difference
between SEPs regarding their children’s sport participation, to the point that the association
becomes insignificant in both preschool and third grade when adjusting for this type of
capital. However, when the children were in third grade, also adjusting for normative
capital in the families decreased the SEP effect to a level where it became insignificant.

These steps of multiple analyses reveal that the lower rates of sports participation observed
among children from low SEP families can be explained by the lower amounts of capital in
these families. In particular, the difference in sporting capital, with parents of the higher SEP
more often having been sports active as children, appears to be a major contributing factor to
the social inequality in sports participation among children. However, it should be
emphasized that each of the resources found to be unequally distributed between the families
of low and medium-high SEP, contributed a small part to the inequality in their children’s
sports participation, and that only adjusting for the total sum of social, material and sporting
capital was able to decrease the SEP—sports participation association to an odds ratio of
1 (no association).

No association between SEP and the daily amounts of physical activity was found
when taking differences in resources into account. In other words, the socio-economic
groups analysed were equally physically active with a borderline statistically significant

Table 9. Odds ratios for children participating in sports when comparing children from middle—
high socio-economic position (SEP) families with children from low SEP families. unadjusted and
when adjusting for amounts of different types of family resources.

Odds ratios for child Odds ratios for child
participating in organized participating in organized
sport at age 6—7 years sport at age 9—10 years
SEP* unadjusted 1.87(1.23:2.84)%: 1.80 (1.12:2.91)%x*
SEP adjusted for number of material 1.70(1.11:2.61)%: 1.59 (0.96:2.62)*
resources
SEP adjusted for number of social 1.86(1.22:2.84)x: 1.75 (1.08:2.84)*
resources
SEP adjusted for amount of family 1.28(0.75:2.20) 0.85 (0.41:1.77)
sporting capital
SEP adjusted for total amount of 1.79(1.16:2.77)%: 1.29 (0.72:2.31)
normative resources
SEP adjusted for total amount of 1.11(0.63:1.94) 0.73 (0.34:1.57)
resources”

Note: Data are presented as odds ratios (95% CI) with absence of the mentioned resource as a reference category.
#Both parents have formal job qualifications vs. one or two parents have no formal job qualifications.

" Material 4 social -+ sporting -+ normative resources. *Difference between groups is significant at P < 0.05.
##Difference between groups is significant at P < 0.01.
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tendency (preschool P = 0.058, third grade P = 0.051) for the lowest SEP to be more
active, although they participate in club organized sports to a lesser degree.

Another way to analyse which family attributes are of importance to children’s physical
activity and sports, while taking into account that a family’s SEP and specific resources are
often interconnected, is to make full models of children’s sports participation and physical
activity regressed on the measures of family SEP, as well as the amounts of material, social,
sporting and normative resources. When adjusting for resource interdependency in this way,
the amounts of family material, sporting and normative capitals are significant predictors of
children’s sports participation in preschool, while only sporting and normative resources are
significant predictors of their sports participation in third grade (Table 10).

Again, normative resources are the only significant predictors of children being
physically active when adjusting for multiple confounders, and this is only the case in
preschool.

Discussion

In this sample of more than 500 Danish suburban schoolchildren, no clear association was
found between SEP and physical activity at either preschool or third grade age.
Furthermore, no significant associations were found between the material, social and
sporting resources of families and their children’s physical activity. The only measurable
association found between family background and children’s physical activity levels
resulted from parents’ normative values regarding physical activity, which was associated
with children’s amount of physical activity at preschool age. There have been very few
studies that have used objective measures of children’s amounts of daily physical activity
to investigate social inequalities and these have reported mixed results ranging from a
weak negative association,® through no association,”’ to a weak positive association.*®
However, this study confirms previous research on adolescents,>® which showed that
family background influences the rates of adolescent participation in organized sports.
This study was able to identify factors explaining these trends. The association between
SEP and children’s sports participation could be fully accounted for by differences in the
total amounts of material, social and sporting capital available in the families. In particular,
parents’ sports participation experience, as well as car ownership and other material
resources, affected the chances of whether their children participated in organized sports.
However, it was shown that although children of low SEP had lower rates of sports
participation, they were not less physically active due to high activity levels in other
contexts. This finding can be seen as encouraging in the sense that many other health factors,
such as obesity and smoking, are socially stratified.*” But perhaps more importantly, it also
suggests that children’s physical activity can be promoted in ways other than trying to obtain
even higher participation rates in organized sports. Since this has been public policy for
many years in Denmark and has not been very successful in engaging children from families
with low socio-economic resources, it suggests that new directions may be called for.
That children’s participation in sports clubs was highly socially stratified is, however,
worrying for two reasons. First, participation in local sports clubs is often considered
important for children’s social integration into local community networks across
traditional social class divisions; and, second, participation is sports clubs is also
considered important for children’s development of bodily and social sporting skills which
increase their chances of participation in these club settings later in life. For these reasons,
it is important to investigate why many children from families with especially low
socio-economic resources do not participate in club-organized physical activity when they
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seem to have both the motivation and resources required to be active in other settings. In
understanding why this is so, a closer look is needed at the different nature of children’s
club-organized sports compared with their self-organized physical activities in terms of
the resources that each require. As described in the theoretical framework, physical
activity, like other daily activities, is often habit and tacit knowledge-based praxis and
dependent on taste and dispositions (habitus), developed by a child’s interaction with the
social structures of norms and resources present in the subcultures, socio-economic groups
and families they grow up in.

However, while leisure-time organized sport in Denmark takes place in the private
sphere in civic society, where parental social background has been shown to influence
children’s activities, children also spend many hours of their lives, including their
playtime, in public institutions and peer group settings, in which family background may
play a smaller role in determining their activities.

When observing children’s various physical activities, in club-organized sports and in un-
or rather self-organized free play, one is really observing activities and arenas of different
degrees of organization and creativity.*' Although the physical activities of children in streets,
schoolyards, day care institutions, etc., are sometimes sports-inspired and draw on sets of rules
and experiences from both the self-organized settings for play and more formal sports rules
and norms, children’s self-organized physically active play is observed to be different from
children’s organized sport in clubs in a number of important ways.

Many of children’s self-organized play and sports activities in streets, backyards,
schoolyards, and day-care institutions are not primarily orientated towards predefined
performance goals and sporting achievement, but towards an experimenting and negotiating
interaction with the physical and social environment.** In these play settings, children have to
develop both the rules and the aims (story) of their games in interaction with other children and
the physical environment; this demands certain creative, social and cultural competencies,
such as negotiation skills and knowledge of games and play activities,*’ as well as an adequate
number of useful play facilities.** By contrast, organized sports for children focus on
developing and testing skills that are predefined by the aims of performance in the individual
sports and therefore, for success, require a level of sport-specific bodily skills, as well as
knowledge of the official and unofficial rules and aims of the sporting activity.*’

In this study, results showed that children from the lowest socio-economic groups had
less sporting capital in their family in terms of their parents’ experience with club sports
participation and that this was a large part of the explanation for their lower participation
rate in sports. However, children from these generally under-resourced families tended to
have more access to playgrounds near the home which increased activity levels (at age
9-10) and, perhaps for this reason, these children tended to be slightly more physically
active in their spare time. Children’s general amount of physical activity has indeed shown
to be dependent on inspirational play facilities in their daily outdoor settings,*® especially
in school grounds.*’ It is, however, likely that club sports participation requires material
resources of a different kind.*® The results of this study showed that house and car ownership,
as well as higher yearly income, increased the odds for children participating in sports and
explained large part of the differences between SEP groups. While car ownership is important
for children’s transport to sports practise and competition, and higher income allows the
payment of fees, house ownership might be important too as it is related to living in suburban
areas where the concentration of sports clubs per capita is high. In other words, living in a
suburban or rural villa with a garden, car and money might increase the likelihood of sports
participation a few nights a week, but may not compensate for the daily physically active play
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one can observe among children in rented apartment blocks with well equipped courtyards
and many other children to play with.

From a cultural and cognitive perspective, free play activities are facilitated by
children having some knowledge and experience of specific inspiring games to play, and
how these can be developed and altered to fit the specific social and material context,*
while successful participation in organized sports demands a certain understanding of the
specific rules, aims and meaning of the sport.”® In this study, parents’ sports experience
and hence sporting knowledge was shown to increase the chances of their children’s
participation even when controlling for the parents’ values and norms regarding the
importance of children’s physical activity and physical education. This indicates that
family sporting capital, in terms of knowledge of how sports clubs operate and function, is
unequally distributed among families and often dependent on SEP which could explain
some of the inequality in children’s chances of participating.

In other words, children’s play and sports activities, as two differently organized types
of physical activity, require different resources for participation and therefore might
include some children and exclude others dependent on their access to and ownership of
such resources. So, while children’s club sports are organized in their free time and
demand that families pay fees, provide transport and have some knowledge of how to
support their children’s participation, each of which is related to the family’s general SEP,
children’s large range of other daily physical activities is not dependent on such family
resources and is therefore not dependent on socio-economic background.

Practical implications

The identification of the specific family resources that explained the social inequality in
children’s sports participation may be useful knowledge for the many current initiatives
aiming at getting more children, of marginalized background, involved in Danish club
sports; a setting in civic society often considered of potential benefit to the integration and
empowerment of marginalized and low resourced groups.

In general, the findings suggest the need to consider how sports clubs can become more
open, inviting, familiar and inspiring to families that do not already have sport expertise
and knowledge, perhaps by trying to make the many, often unofficial, rules, expectations
and codes of conduct’’ more official and visible. They call for consideration on how the
economic barriers to sports participation can be lowered, perhaps by lending equipment
during the initial membership period and by decreasing the geographical range of
tournaments and hence car transport demands. However, it is open to debate whether it is
reasonable to try to engage children from backgrounds unfamiliar with organized sports,
and often under-resourced, to participate in this field. On the one hand, from a Bourdieuian
perspective, it can be regarded as a sort of ‘symbolic violence’ when teachers, project
managers and other well-meaning agents, often of middle-class background, try to make
children from other backgrounds join their concept of physical activity in terms of sports
as an organized rule-based approach to physical activity. On the other hand, it is likely that
sports participation creates sporting as well as social and symbolic capital®* and hence is of
some importance to the success and welfare of the individual, as the lower participation
rates of lower SEP families may hinder their social mobility. However, with reference to
the current health discourse, projects that try to engage children from low-resourced
families are of little merit if these children are as physically active as others but just in a
different way. The need is for projects that empower children who do not participate in
traditional organized sports clubs and which help them become active in a social way that
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fits their resources and interests regarding physical activity. In such projects, school, day-
care staff and the architects who design these spaces seem to be key agents as large parts of
children’s daily physical activity takes place in schools and day care institutions and are
dependent on the social and material structures for physical activity presented in these.>

Conclusion

This study supports previous research showing that family background influences the rate
of children’s participation in organized sports. Children from the lowest SEP had a
significantly lower participation rate in organized sports. This study was further able to
show that this association could be fully accounted for by differences in the total amounts
of material, social and sporting capital available in the families. In particular, parents’
sports participation experience, as well as car ownership and other material resources,
affected the chances of whether their children were participating in organized sports.

However, despite inequalities in sports participation, no association was found
between families’ SEP and their children’s physical activity as children were equally
active in many other settings for physical activity such as school-breaks, afterschool day
care and neighbourhood playgrounds and as club-organized sport contributed a relatively
small amount to the overall amount of physical activity of the children. These findings
have important implications for both health promotion and social integration work through
physical activity.
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