
Abstract Size, morphology and motor skills change
dramatically during growth and this probably has an ef-
fect on the cost of locomotion. In this study, the effects
of age and speed on the energy expended while walking
were determined during growth. The rate of oxygen 
consumption and carbon dioxide production were mea-
sured in 3- to 12-year-old children and in adults while
standing and walking at different speeds from 0.5 m·s–1

to near their maximum aerobic walking speed. Standing
energy expenditure rate decreases with age from 3.42±
0.48 W·kg–1 (mean±SD, n=6) in the 3- to 4-year-olds to
1.95±0.22 W·kg–1 (n=6) in young adults. At all ages the
gross cost of transport has a minimum which decreases
from 5.9 J·kg–1·m–1 in 3- to 4-year-olds to 3.6 J·kg–1·m–1

after 10 years of age. The speed at which this minimum
occurs increases from 1.2 m·s–1 to 1.5 m·s–1 over the
same age range. At low and intermediate walking speeds
the net cost of transport is similar in children and adults
(about 2 J·kg–1·m–1). In young children walking at their
highest speeds the net cost of transport is 70% (3- to 
4-year-olds) to 40% (5- to 6-year-olds) greater than in
adults.
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Introduction

Children usually start to walk at about 1 year of age.
During their growth from that age to adulthood, their
body mass will increase about 6- to 9-fold and their
height will increase about 2- to 2.6-fold [7]. Compara-
tive allometric studies show that a comparable body
mass range in adult animals would result in a 50% de-
crease in the metabolic cost required to move a unit of

body mass a unit distance [29]; a similar size effect
could occur during growth. However, during growth,
there are also widespread changes in the neuromuscular
system that could affect the metabolic cost of walking.
For example, compared to a 1-year-old, leg length de-
creases by 25% relative to trunk length up to the age of
12 [17, 20]; muscle fibre cross-sectional area increases
25-fold up to the age of about 16 [1, 4]; and the ability to
control both fine and gross movements improves dramat-
ically up to the age of about 11 [8, 9, 11, 13, 26].

Although the effect of the change in body shape and
mass on the mechanics of walking in children has been
studied [5], little data exist on the effect of growth on the
energy cost of walking. Previous studies on the energy
cost of walking in children have : (1) averaged data from
subjects of a wide age range together, thus masking any
effect of age [22, 23, 27, 33]; (2) included only one
walking speed [18, 24]; (3) included children with a
handicap or pathological gait, thus data from only one-
speed control subjects are available [30]; (4) involved
walking on an inclination [19, 28]; or (5) not recorded
the speed of progression, thus ignoring the effect of
speed [32]. Furthermore, to the best of our knowledge,
no previous study has measured the energy consumption
of standing, making calculations of the net cost of loco-
motion much less secure. In this study we determine for
the first time the energy cost of standing and of walking
as a function of speed in children from 3 to 12 years of
age, and in young adults.

Materials and methods

Measurement of energy cost

The energy cost of walking was estimated from oxygen consump-
tion and carbon dioxide production measured with a K4 telemetric
system (Cosmed, Italy) [12]. The K4 system consists of a portable
unit worn by the subject, and a base station for recording the data.
The portable unit weighs 0.8 kg and consists of a silicon mask
containing a flow-rate turbine which is fixed on the subject’s face,
a processing unit containing the O2 and CO2 analysers which is
placed on the subject’s chest, and a transmitter/battery pack which
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is placed on the subject’s back. Each day the turbine was calibrat-
ed with a 3-l syringe, and a two-point calibration of the O2 and
CO2 analysers was carried out using ambient air and a standard
calibration gas mixture (5% CO2, 16% O2, 79% N2).

The mass-specific gross energy consumption rate (Pgross in
W·kg–1) was obtained from the oxygen consumption rate using an
energetic equivalent of oxygen, taking into account the measured
respiratory quotient (RQ) [16]. Only trials with RQ≤1 were record-
ed and analysed. The mass-specific gross cost of transport (Cgross
in J·kg–1·m–1) was calculated by dividing Pgross by the walking
speed in m·s–1.

The mass-specific net energy consumption rate (Pnet in
W·kg–1) was calculated from the energy consumption that can be
attributed to the walking per se: the energy consumption rate while
walking minus energy consumption rate while standing. The
mass-specific net cost of transport (Cnet in J·kg–1·m–1) was calcu-
lated as Pnet divided by the speed.

Experimental procedure

All subjects wore sports shoes. They were asked to walk along a
nearly circular indoor track (35 m long, 1 m wide) at different
speeds ranging from 0.5 m·s–1 to 2.3 m·s–1. The walking speed
was measured by ten pairs of photocells placed at neck level along
the track. Subjects were given verbal commands in order to main-
tain their actual speed equal to the desired speed. Sometimes an
adult walked alongside the youngest children, but off the track,
compelling the speed. The average variation in the walking speed,
measured every 3.5 m, within any test was 0.07 m·s–1.

Each experiment began with measurement of the standing oxy-
gen consumption rate. This phase was maintained as long as nec-
essary to obtain a steady oxygen consumption rate for at least
3 min. Then, a maximum of seven different speeds of walking
were successively imposed in an increasing or decreasing se-
quence of speeds. The order of the speeds was systematically ro-
tated to eliminate any possible sequence effects. As in the standing
measurements, data recording during walking were maintained as
long as necessary to obtain a steady-state period of at least 3 min.
When a subject was unable to maintain the imposed speed, or the
RQ exceeded 1.0, the trial was stopped, the data were not recorded
and the experiment was resumed at a lower speed.

Subjects

Experiments were carried out on 30 healthy children aged
3–12 years and six healthy young adults; we were not able to ob-
tain steady-state measurements from children less than 3 years
old. The characteristics of the subjects were averaged into six age
groups defined as follows: “3–4 years” containing subjects aged 3
to <5 years; “5–6 years” containing subjects aged 5 to <7 years,
and so on (Table 1). Written informed consent from the subjects or
their parents was obtained. Experiments were performed accord-
ing to the Declaration of Helsinki.

Results

The mass-specific gross power, Pgross, is presented for
each age group as a function of walking speed in Fig. 1.
Pgross increases with walking speed. As observed in other
studies of adults and adolescents, this relationship is
non-linear, whatever the age group. In order to determine
the speed and age at which Pgross was no longer different
in children and adults, a two-way repeated measures
ANOVA (SuperANOVA version 1.1) with contrasts was
applied to the data. For children younger than 9 years
old, Pgross is significantly greater than in adults at all
speeds (P≤0.01).

The mass-specific power measured during standing is
shown in the same figure at a speed of zero; it decreases
with age from 3.42±0.48 W·kg–1 (mean ±SD, n=6) in the
3- to 4-year-olds to 1.95±0.22 W·kg–1 (n=6) in young
adults.

The mass-specific gross cost of transport, Cgross, is
shown as a function of speed for the different age groups
in Fig. 2. The minimum Cgross decreases with age; for
children younger than 9 years old, Cgross is significantly
greater than in adults at all speeds (P≤0.005). The speed
at which the minimum Cgross occurs increases with age
from about 1.2 m·s–1 in 3- to 4-year-olds to 1.5 m·s–1 in
young adults.

The mass-specific net cost of transport, Cnet, is shown
as a function of speed for the different age groups in
Fig. 3. For adults and children above 4 years of age Cnet
takes the form of the well-known U-shaped curve as a
function of speed [15]; the curve shows a non-linear in-
crease as a function of walking speed in the youngest
children. Cnet is significantly less in adults than in 3- to
4-year-old children walking at speeds above 0.8 m·s–1

(P≤0.001), and in 5- to 6-year-old children above
1.1 m·s–1 (P≤0.05).

Discussion

Although speed seems to be the principal cause of vari-
ation in oxygen consumption during walking in adults
[31], little data are available about the effect of age.
During adolescence (12–18 years old) the effect of age
does not appear to be significant [31]. No significant
age effect was found in the averaged Pgross for girls
8–13 years old versus female adults walking on a tread-
mill at 1.33 m·s–1 [24], although it seems clear that no

Table 1 Mean (±SD) charac-
teristics of the subjects Age group Number of subjects Age Body mass Height

(years of age) total (females) (years) (kg) (m)

3–4 6 (4) 4.07±0.58 18.03±1.83 1.03±0.06
5–6 6 (6) 6.22±0.45 21.27±1.83 1.17±0.06
7–8 6 (4) 7.64±0.39 25.18±1.50 1.27±0.04
9–10 6 (3) 9.85±0.58 34.03±4.57 1.40±0.05

11–12 6 (3) 11.56±0.47 39.62±4.00 1.52±0.06
Adults 6 (3) 24.28±3.44 64.87±8.25 1.77±0.09
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age difference was demonstrable because data from a
wide age range were averaged (11.3±1.1 years, mean
±SD, n=18). No significant difference was found in the
oxygen consumption of children between 6 and
11 years old walking on a treadmill at different speeds,
although this was probably because the number of sub-
jects was only four; no comparison with adults was
made [27].

In contrast, our Fig. 1 clearly shows a trend in gross
oxygen consumption as a function of age. For example,
at a speed of 1 m·s–1, the average gross oxygen con-
sumption of 3- to 4-year-olds was about 70% higher than
that of adults, at the same speed the 5- to 6-year-olds are
45% higher, the 7- to 8-year-olds are 30% higher, the 9-
to 10-year-olds are 15% higher, and the difference seems
to have disappeared by the age of 11–12 years. At all
speeds Pgross is significantly greater in children younger
than 9 years than in adults. A large part of this trend is

undoubtedly due to the age dependence of the standing
oxygen consumption rate.

The standing energy cost is higher the younger the
subject (open circles at zero speed in Fig. 1); this is the
same trend as seen in the literature for resting energy
cost [3, 10, 21]. In fact, the ratio of the measured stand-
ing oxygen consumption rate to the resting rate calculat-
ed from the equation of the Food Agriculture Organiza-
tion of the United Nations [10] is 1.37±0.17 (mean ±SD,
n=36), which is about 8% greater than the value of 1.27
quoted in the literature [6]. The higher resting energy
cost in younger children has been attributed to differ-
ences in body composition (proportionally greater fat-
free mass in children) and to their greater surface ar-
ea/mass ratio [24, 31].

The mass-specific gross cost of transport curves show
that there is one speed at which the gross cost of trans-
port is minimal. The minimum cost decreases with age,

Fig. 1 The mass-specific total
metabolic power (W·kg–1) as a
function of walking speed in
children and adults. The filled
circles show the average for the
subjects in the indicated age
group at each speed (n is indi-
cated next to each symbol); the
standard deviation bars for the
speed and power are drawn
when they exceed the size of
the symbol. The lines are sec-
ond-order polynomial fits
(Kaleidagraph) of all the data
points, the dotted line in each
panel is the adult line for refer-
ence. The open circles at zero
speed are the average standing
values for all the subjects in the
indicated age group; the stan-
dard deviation bars are drawn
when they exceed the size of
the symbol



541

and the speed at which the minimum cost occurs increas-
es with age (Fig. 2). The gross cost of transport is the
cost which will be of interest to ecologists, for example,
since it is the total energy cost required to move 1 kg of
body mass a distance of 1 m. At low walking speeds this
cost increases rapidly because the standing energy cost
becomes the largest part of the total cost of transport. At
high walking speeds the gross cost of transport also in-
creases, because of the curvilinear increase in gross pow-
er with increasing walking speed (Fig. 1). Interestingly,
the minimum in gross cost of transport occurs at a walk-
ing speed that is similar to the speed at which the pendu-
lar transfer of energy between the kinetic and potential
energy of the centre of mass is maximal [5], as indicated
by the arrow at the bottom of each panel of Fig. 2.

The effect of age on Cnet also depends on speed
(Fig. 3). A plot of Cnet versus walking speed is a charac-
teristic U shape for adults [15], horses [14], and children

older than 6 years (Fig. 3). Our data do not show a mini-
mum in the Cnet curve for children younger than 7 years;
it could be that there is a minimum, but at walking
speeds lower than we were able to obtain with the
youngest children. At the lowest walking speeds studied,
there is little difference in Cnet at any age. However, at
the higher walking speeds, Cnet is significantly greater in
the young children than in adults; this difference dimin-
ishes with age, disappearing after the age of 7 years.

The decrease in the net cost of transport to be expect-
ed just on the basis of increasing body size can be calcu-
lated from comparative allometric data taken from dif-
ferent adult animals [29]. Over the same range of body
mass studied here (18–65 kg, Table 1), the comparative
data would predict a 33% decrease in the net cost of
transport. The upper left panel of Fig. 3 shows that the
actual decrease ranges from 0% to 40%, depending upon
the walking speed.

Fig. 2 The mass-specific gross
cost of locomotion (J·kg–1·m–1)
as a function of walking speed
in children and adults. The total
energy expenditure rate of each
subject at each speed was di-
vided by the walking speed,
then grouped according to age
and speed, and averaged. The
number of subjects averaged,
and the standard deviation of
the walking speed are as indi-
cated in Fig. 1. The arrows on
the abscissa indicate the speed
at which the pendular transfer
of mechanical energy is maxi-
mal [5]
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The different speed ranges used by subjects of differ-
ent age, walking speeds up to 1.4 m·s–1 in 3- to 4-year-
olds versus 2.3 m·s–1 in adults in this study for example,
make it difficult to compare directly the results from
subjects of different size. Often it is useful to normalize
the speed based on the assumption that the subjects
move in a dynamically similar manner (i.e. all lengths,
times and forces scale by the same factors) [2]. In a situ-
ation where inertia and gravity are of primary impor-
tance, such as in walking, expressing the speed by the di-
mensionless Froude number, V2·g–1·l–1, is appropriate 
(V is the average walking speed in m·s–1, g is the acceler-
ation of gravity in m·s–2, and l is a characteristic length,
typically the leg length in m). If the assumption of dy-
namic similarity is justified, then the differences due to a
change in size should disappear. The mass-specific net
power is shown as a function of Froude number in
Fig. 4; it can be seen that the considerable differences

observed between children and adults for the most part
disappear, indicating that people of all ages walk in a dy-
namically similar way. This finding, plus the allometric
argument given above, indicate that after the age of
3–4 years the differences in cost of transport may be ex-
plained mostly on the basis of body size alone, and that
developmental changes in the neuromuscular system
play a relatively minor role.

The Cnet curve is of particular interest to muscle physi-
ologists, for example, since it represents the cost of oper-
ating the locomotory machinery per se, and thus can be
compared to the measurements of the mechanical work
done. We would expect the minimum net cost of transport
to occur at the speed where the total mechanical work per
unit distance is minimal. In adults this speed has been
shown to be higher than the speed of optimal energy trans-
fer due to the pendular mechanism of walking. To date, no
data exist for the total power output of walking children.

Fig. 3 The mass-specific net
cost of locomotion (J·kg–1·m–1)
as a function of walking speed
in children and adults. The
standing energy expenditure
rate was subtracted from the to-
tal rate to obtain the net rate;
the net energy expenditure rate
was divided by the walking
speed, then grouped and aver-
aged as in Fig. 2
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Fig. 4 The mass-specific net power (W·kg–1) as a function of the
average walking speed expressed as the Froude number. The di-
mensionless Froude number is calculated as V2·g–1·l–1, where V is
the average walking speed in m·s–1, g is the acceleration of gravity
in m·s–2, and l is the leg length in m. The values for leg length
were taken from Table 1 of Schepens et al. [25]. The symbols
show the average for the subjects in the indicated age group at
each speed (n for each symbol is indicated Fig. 1). Open triangles
are the 3- to 4-year-olds; open squares are the 5- to 6-year-olds;
open circles are the 7- to 8-year-olds; filled triangles are the 9- to
10-year-olds; filled squares are the 11- to 12-year-olds; and filled
circles are the adults


