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Abstract
Aim Little is known about what drives engagement in physical activity involving children and parents together. To date, when
this phenomenon has been studied, the focus has been upon parent support for child physical activity, ignoring the child
perspective. This article explores child and parent drivers of cross-generational physical activity.
Methods A qualitative, hermeneutic methodology was employed. Primary school children and parents took part in semi-
structured focus groups, family unit interviews, and individual interviews. Data was transcribed and analysed thematically.
Results Engagement in cross-generational physical activity was driven by much more than physical health benefits. Emotional
and relational drivers of cross-generational physical activity were identified, highlighting the mostly positive impacts it had upon
both family and child–parent relationships by providing connecting and bonding experiences. Children identified it as a unique
physical activity partnership, which provided a safe context for practising their sporting skills. Parents reported that cross-
generational physical activity facilitated parenting by providing opportunities for them to teach and nurture important life skills,
while also providing their child with support for physical activity. Holidays were identified as a time when the focus of physical
activity for families was more often cross-generational.
Conclusion Cross-generational physical activity is a complex, bi-directional physical activity partnership that takes place within a
child–parent relationship, within a family. Its drivers are manifold, extending well beyond the dose of physical activity it
provides, to strengthening relationships and skill development. Future research should include the child’s voice to provide a
more holistic view of this phenomenon.
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Background

The benefits of physical activity have been found to extend
beyond disease prevention to many other social, mental, and
physical health benefits for both children and adults (Boreham
and Riddoch 2001). Despite this, worldwide, many children
and adults perform insufficient physical activity (PA)
(Bauman et al. 2012). Cross-generational PA (hereafter
known as cross-gen PA in this article) constitutes a familiar
PA partnership involving children and their parents. Situated

at the nexus between child and parent PA, cross-gen PA may
provide a mechanism to increase both child and parent PA.

Previously reported drivers of cross-gen PA have included
providing parental support for child PA (Beets et al. 2010) and
opportunities for parental role modeling of physical activity
(Yao and Rhodes 2015). However, little research has captured
children’s perspectives on PA (Wright et al. 2010), and as a
result their views on cross-gen PA have been only cursorily
reported. Explorations of parents’ views on parental support
for a child’s PA have found that mothers enjoyed engaging in
cross-gen PAwith their children and used cross-gen PA as an
opportunity for the family to spend time together (Vanderworp
and Ryan 2016). In addition, Thompson et al. (2009) reported
that parents considered family cross-gen PA was important
because it increased communication between participants
and was enjoyable. Findings also indicate that children may
perceive cross-gen PA as a way parents could show support
for their children’s PA (Stanley et al. 2012) and as a mecha-
nism to enable child PA (Wright et al. 2010).

* K. Freire
kfreire@csu.edu.au

1 Charles Sturt University, Thurgoona, NSW 2640, Australia
2 School of Community Health, Charles Sturt University,

Thurgoona, Australia
3 University of Wollongong, Wollongong, Australia

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10389-018-0979-4
Journal of Public Health: From Theory to Practice (2019) 27: –

/Published online: 2 September 2018

591 016

2

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10389-018-0979-4&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5932-741X
mailto:kfreire@csu.edu.au


Although cross-gen PA appears to be predominantly asso-
ciated with supporting child PA, it is important to consider
other drivers, including those arising from children. Social
ecological models that encompass a variety of interdependent
drivers of specific behaviors have been found to be useful for
examining PA behavior (Bronfenbrenner 1989; Giles-Corti
et al. 2005). These models facilitate exploration of environ-
mental drivers such as social and cultural contexts, on indi-
vidual and psychosocial drivers. Considering cross-gen PA
through the lens of a social ecological model indicates that it
should be examined as a PA partnership, with both child and
parent having an influence on the activity.

This paper reports on a qualitative study which sought to
explore, from a social ecological viewpoint, the experiences
and perspectives of cross-gen PA from both primary-school-
aged children and parents, with a specific focus on findings
regarding the drivers of cross-gen PA.

Methods

The study was conducted within a constructivist paradigm,
using a hermeneutic approach. Additional information on
the methodology can be found in Freire et al. (2018).
Approvals to conduct the research were provided by the
Charles Sturt University Research Human Ethics Committee
and the New South Wales (NSW) Department of Education.

Research setting

The research was carried out between August and December
2013 in a large regional town in NSW, Australia.

Recruitment and participants

Separate child and parent focus groups, family unit interviews,
and in-depth interviews were undertaken. This multi-method
approach was used to provide tailored opportunities for child
and parent participants to discuss their perceptions and expe-
riences of cross-gen PA, including elements important to their
own generation.

Recruitment of participants for parent-only focus groups,
family unit interviews, and parent in-depth interviews was
through invitation to parents who had provided their contact
details while completing a survey on cross-gen PA. These
parents had been recruited for the survey via schools in the
regional town. Maximum variation sampling (Patton 2002),
based on overall PA level and cross-gen PA level, was used to
ensure that participants with a broad range of perspectives and
experiences were recruited for the current study.

Permission was gained from principals of public and inde-
pendent primary schools to organize child-only focus groups
in schools within the same geographical location. Four

schools provided permission. Invitations, which included sep-
arate child and parent information sheets, were sent out to all
Year 5 and Year 6 parents via the children (age range 10–
12 years) at those schools. Both parental consent and child
assent for participation were gained for all children who chose
to take part in the study. Thirty-one child participants (23
females, eight males) agreed to participate, along with fifteen
parent participants (ten mothers, five fathers).

Data collection

Interview guides were developed based on findings from a
literature review and a survey of parents and children regarding
cross-gen PA (see Freire et al. 2018, Table 2). Congruent with
semi-structured methods, there was no set ordering of ques-
tions. Rather, questions were ordered as appropriate to the par-
ticipants and in ways that allowed previously unknown mate-
rial to arise (Minichello et al. 1996). Each focus group and
interview started with a broad definition of PA (recommended
by theWorld Health Organisation 2004) to facilitate discussion
across the range of cross-gen PA categories.

Strategies were used to enhance the child’s recall of their
experiences and their voice (Horstman et al. 2008). For exam-
ple, data collection involving children commenced with all par-
ticipants being asked to draw experiences of cross-gen PA on
paper, with speech bubbles. These drawings were then used to
initiate discussion (Liamputtong 2007), commencing with chil-
dren, so participants were encouraged to interpret their own
drawings. This strategy led to discussion evolving from the
child participants’ frame of reference for cross-gen PA, andwhat
was important to them. The researcher also used confirming
summaries to ensure participants’ views were fully understood.

Data management

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. The
transcripts were de-identified and pseudonyms have been used
to report findings in this paper.

Data analysis

Hermeneutic analysis requires a systematic movement be-
tween the text as a whole and its component parts, to revise
and illuminate understanding through thematic analysis
(Kinsella 2006). Analysis was divided into three phases.
Preliminary analysis occurred concurrently with the data col-
lection process and continued until saturation was achieved,
such that no new elements were emerging. The next two
phases of analysis focused upon authentic capture of both
child and parent perspectives, in order to identify differences
and commonalities in experiences between the two genera-
tions. A systematic approach to Gadamer’s hermeneutic anal-
ysis described by Fleming et al. (2003) was employed for the
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second and third phases of data analysis, with the process
starting with deep, separate analysis of child and parent data.
Transcripts were analysed individually, line by line. To main-
tain a strong link with the child or parent voice, descriptive
coding used, where possible, participants’ language. Codes
assigned to individual transcripts were then reviewed across
all child transcripts and all adult transcripts to identify poten-
tial duplication or replication, in order to refine the list of
codes and form collections, or ‘trees’, of aligned coded mate-
rial. The final phase of analysis involved analysis of the phe-
nomenon of cross-gen PA across the entire data set. During
this phase, writing about emergent themes continued to test
the interpretation that was emerging. Reflective journaling of
the process and decisions made during the research enhanced
trustworthiness and provided an audit trail.

Findings

Before discussing findings from the study regarding the
drivers of cross-gen PA, it is useful to briefly consider findings
regarding the nature of cross-gen PA. The analysis of the
transcripts indicated cross-gen PA was a complex collabora-
tion between a child and parent, which took place within the
broader child–parent relationship. PA partnerships evolved
within multiple family relationships.Within each child–parent
relationship there might be no cross-gen PA or several differ-
ent types of cross-gen PA partnerships. Each child and parent
could have more than one cross-gen PA partner, and any
cross-gen PA episode could include more than one parent or
more than one child. Hence, the cross-gen PA partnership was
not necessarily restricted to a dyad (a duet), as in some in-
stances it reflected a chorus, subject to multiple contributors
and drivers. As will be further detailed below, cross-gen PA
was in many ways integral to family relationships, and as such
it influenced and was influenced by the family’s habits or
traditions.

A range of drivers of cross-gen PAwere discussed by child
and parent participants (Table 1), and these are now further
described.

Spending enjoyable time together

Participants’ initial descriptions of cross-gen PA tended to
focus on two intertwined themes: the elicitation of an affective
response, and enabling families to spend time together. For
example, Jody (child, interview) said: BI do exercise with them
[parents] because it’s fun and enjoyable and I like spending
time with them^. Although affective responses were mostly
positive, the full spectrum from Bunenjoyable" to Bfun^" was
evident. Participants’ affective responses were unique, and
were associated with different aspects of the cross-gen PA
experience, including physicality, child–parent bonding,

family bonding, benchmarking that allowed for a redefining
of the family PA ‘pecking’ order, and children having the
opportunity to practise sporting skills and develop PA skills.
It is important to note that one member of the partnership may
have perceived the episode of cross-gen PA as Bfun^while the
other perceived the same episode as Bunenjoyable^. For ex-
ample, Carol was not a keen basketball player but would par-
ticipate in basketball practice as a cross-gen PAwith her two
daughters.

Carol (parent): I find that I get frustrated as I’m not very
good at it so I’ll do it for a while with her but then we get
contained, (…) or the pair of them decides to have a
fight and because it’s something that I’m not enthusiastic
to do I go ‘'OK we’re done’.' (Family interview).

As can be seen in this excerpt, an individual’s affective re-
sponse helped to determine the level of engagement or invest-
ment in the cross-gen PA, but rarely was it the sole driver
behind an episode of cross-gen PA.

Holidays were an important time for families to want to do
activities together, including cross-gen PA.

Table 1 Summary of findings

Spending enjoyable time together
Individual’s affective responses helped to determine level of
engagement but rarely sole driver.
Holidays facilitated engagement in cross-gen PA.

Cross-gen PA facilitates communication
Conversation was easier to generate during cross-gen PA.
One-on-one time with same gendered parent was important to children
of this age group (10–12 years).

Bonding and connecting through cross-gen PA
Cross-gen PA did not require verbal communication to result in a
connecting experience.

Opportunities to redefine the family PA ‘pecking’ order
Most children and active parents monitored where they were
positioned physically in comparison to their parent/child/family.

Cross-gen PA enables parenting
Cross-gen PA supported parenting in general through enabling
teaching of life skills.
Supported child PA by: role modelling, changing a child’s inactivity to
activity, ensured child was getting enough PA during holidays and
facilitated practising of sporting skills.

Practising and experimenting through cross-gen PA
Children focused on increasing proficiency in their sporting skills by
gaining rehearsal time with their parents.

Providing a safe fun environment to compete
Cross-gen PAmostly considered a pseudo-competition by participants.

See accompanying text for detail on these themes
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Julie (parent): I would prefer one child or the other un-
less we’re on holiday mode walking in which case it is
more about what you are going to see and enjoying the
experience together. (…). Holiday exercise is easy be-
cause it is an unwritten contract that we’ll be doing it
together; however, other times are up for negotiation.
(Family interview).

Parents described how an overall reduction in commitments
and fatigue, due to being away from work and having no
school or after-school activities, facilitated holiday cross-gen
PA. In contrast, during school term time, where ‘child PA
time’ was already appropriated by child sporting activities,
cross-gen PA was more difficult to fit in. Even though this
finding indicates that time was an important factor, the drivers
behind an episode of cross-gen PAwere often more complex.

Cross-gen PA facilitates communication

Participants embraced cross-gen PA, in part because of the
impact it had on conversations. Children found cross-gen PA
to be a good time to talk to their parents and a time when they
felt more likely to be heard. It is of interest that, as can be seen
in the excerpt below, children also recognised the opportunity
cross-gen PA provided their parent partner to achieve an alter-
nate outcome.

Rachel (child): It’s when they are in a positive mind and
they are willing to hear what you have to tell them.
Suzy (child): I think parents think it’s easier to persuade
you to do something when you are relaxed.
Researcher: What do you mean by that?
Suzy: It’s when they might be able to persuade you to do
your chores.
Rachel: Or homework.
Ginny: Or anything you don’t want to do. (Child focus
group).

As can be seen, the importance of communication with their
parents contributed to children’s enthusiasm for cross-gen PA.
Likewise, parents had noticed that it was easier to speak to
children whilst doing cross-gen PA, such as walking, biking,
cleaning, and weeding, than when engaged in more sedentary
activities.

Carol (parent): I personally find that it is easier for them
to open up on a walk than if you go to their bedroom and
try to chat. You can just see the shutters coming
Bkerplonk^ down. Even with the evening meal ,when
we are told we should all sit down and chat with our
children about the day, they are not interested in doing
that. (…) Even when I’ve tried to promote that, it didn’t
work. (…) I t did not help create threads of

communication or whatever it is supposed to do.
There’s other ways to do that, chatting while walking
somewhere or helping me in the house. They seem to
be able to talk then, and it’s really quite amazing the
things that can come up, how they are feeling, and the
questions that come up. (Family interview).

One-on-one PA time with their same gendered parent was
of particular importance to children of this age group. This
was evident even when participants discussed performing me-
nial tasks such as cross-gen PA, for example, when Ava and
her mother emptied the dishwasher together. At these times,
Ava felt that she could Bask her about anything^ (child focus
group). As well, Liam, who spent most of his interview en-
thusiastically describing cross-gen PA sport and exercise with
his parents, also sought out uninterrupted conversation time
with his father through cross-gen walking.

Liam (child): Sometimes Dad will get up early in the
morning and he’ll have his shoes on and I’ll ask him
what he’s doing and he’ll say he’s going to the shops to
get the paper and I’ll ask if I can come. It’ll be early in
the morning ,on a Sunday usually, and I just want to go
for a walk. Sometimes we talk about sport or something
like that. It’s a good time to talk because it’s laid back,
you don’t have to stress about anything else so you get to
talk about your thing. (…) I like having time with Dad.
(Child interview).

Bonding and connecting through cross-gen PA

Cross-gen PA was used by participants as an instrument to
build and maintain family relationships. At these times,
cross-gen PA seemed to be used to enable family members
to check in on each other and to re-establish bonds and con-
nections, leading to a re-grouping of the ‘family pack’. For
children, in particular, cross-gen PA episodes involving family
re-grouping were important to the child’s sense of belonging.
For example, Rosy, who took part in a child focus group, drew
and described her family’s weekend walks/runs around a local
park.

Rosy (child): My Dad and my sister will often run to-
gether and myDad goes nonstop. My sister is older than
me and faster. I get tired easily and if I can’t catch up to
them I just go to myMum and walk with her. I like that it
is just us four spending time together and that we get
exercise out of it. (Child focus group)

Children identified cross-gen PA as an important bonding ac-
tivity for them.
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Liam (child): You kind of bond, you don’t really need to
but you can get something out of it. It’s a bit different to
doing it by yourself, it’s more social and it’s just to have
a bit of fun with your parents. It’s important and I like it.
(Child interview).

Likewise, for parents, cross-gen PA provided a bonding expe-
rience which could enhance their relationship with their child.
Cross-gen PA was found to be an effective relationship-
building activity.

Colin (parent): I find it really rewarding the time that we
spend together. The physical activity is good for him, it’s
good for me. But the time spent together and the rela-
tionship strengthening is the best bit. (Parent interview).

Cross-gen PA provided a context that enhanced child–par-
ent connecting. Some parents sought out cross-gen PA be-
cause it gave something unique to their relationship with their
child that other, more sedentary, activities could not provide.

Nicole (parent): The kids feel close to you. The kids like
you doing things with them. (….) Everyone’s having fun
together, laughing together, there is camaraderie, a
closeness that is more intense than when you read to-
gether or watch a movie. (Parent interview).

Commonly, the participants described cross-gen PA as pro-
ducing a sense of togetherness that they could not grasp in
other contexts. However, this viewwas not held by all parents.
Parents who were less active, like Veronica, felt that Bthe
conversations we have whilst walking are similar to the con-
versations we have at meal times^. She seemed not to appre-
ciate the importance of cross-gen PA partnerships for children,
feeling that other PA partners, in particular siblings, were
better.

Veronica (parent): I do tend to think it is not my role.
She’s got a brother and she’s got a sister. They can play
together, they can catch the ball together. (Parent
interview).

It is possible that limited engagement in PA impacted upon
Veronica’s insight into the value that children attached to the
cross-gen PA partnership, as she did recognise the importance
of doing activities together as a family, such as family meal
times. Nicole and Veronica reflect the two extremes of the
continuum of the bonding experience of cross-gen PA for
parents. Parents such as Nicole, who noticed the intensity of
bonding arising from cross-gen PA, intentionally invested in
it. For these parents, cross-gen PAwas integral to their child–
parent relationship and their family’s routines and traditions.

Cross-gen PA did not require a verbal conversation to result
in a connecting experience.

Colin (parent): I want to keep that communication, that
bond between us pretty strong for later on as he will
strike some times in his life when he needs to come home
to Dad and talk about things so we need to have a good
relationship.(…)Talking does not work so much. (Parent
interview).

Colin and his son were communicating, but not verbally.
Cross-gen PA was used as an amplified version of gesture,
providing a physical conversation that could create an emo-
tional camaraderie that was difficult for some participants to
put into words.

Cross-gen PA enables parenting

Critically, parents recognised that cross-gen PA supported par-
enting, and was a tool that facilitated relationship-building
with their child. For example, parents described monitoring
the amount of time that they spent with their children and if
found to be falling short in their parenting Bbank balance^
took steps to ‘pay in’more time. Essentially, for some parents,
cross-gen PAwas a preferred way to repay their ‘time debt’.

Julie (parent): There’s an element of the bank balance in
a parenting role. How much time you think that you owe
the kids to spend with them. (…) It is more directed at
them and sometimes by them than me. It’s, Bcan we have
a piece of your time Mum?^ More often than not I’d
probably prefer to do a game of football than
Monopoly or something like that. (Family interview).

Teaching and enabling life skills was also a part of cross-
gen PA. Some skills were mundane, such as cleaning or other
household duties and ensuring that children contributed to the
household. Others, like those described in the excerpt below,
had depth.

Denise (parent): Physical activity together I think is a
really fabulous way to stretch them without being dan-
gerous. On a bushwalk for example this is getting tough
but that’s alright because I’ve got a few muesli bars in
my pack and we’ll get through it together. There is some
preparation but you can actually push them physically
and mentally without it being dangerous and I can lit-
erally see the resilience that my kids get from that.
(Parent interview).

Denise was using cross-gen PA to challenge her children in a
controlled environment to build resilience.
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Commonly cross-gen PA was used as a parenting tool by
both active and inactive parents to encourage children to do
PA. This included using cross-gen PA to: role model PA,
change a child’s inactivity into activity, show their child how
to incorporate enjoyable PA into their lives, and ensure that
they got enough PA during less active times such as when on
school holidays.

Hugo (parent): It is my job to be physically active with
them because I should lead by example. That’s simply it.
You’ve got to be fit to have a healthy life. (Parent
interview).

They showed, by example, how to incorporate enjoyable PA
into their lives

Denise (parent): You have conversations with them be-
cause it comes up in their education about how you need
to look after your body and that involves physical activ-
ity. You can make it fun and there are so many different
things that you can do together so it does not have to be
a chore. (Parent focus group).

Parents had noticed that once they had managed to get their
children up and moving with them, their children were more
likely to continue to be active rather than return to more sed-
entary pursuits.

Nicole (parent): Children turn into zombies when the TV
goes on. I like action and I like them to be active. I use
physical activity with them as a way of getting them
outside and then they stay outside and play. They’ll often
end up trampolining or playing. (Parent interview).

Like many parents, Nicole was time poor and she performed
limited amounts of cross-gen PAwith her children. However,
she used cross-gen PA as a way of getting her children outside
and then playing actively.

Parents also used cross-gen PA during holidays to ensure
that their child got enough PA during their break.

Debbie (parent): May be if our kids weren’t sporty kids
we’d have to plan it more, promote it. (…) I will in the
holidays because I’m conscious that’s four hours lying
on the couch, let’s do something! (Parent focus group).

Opportunities to redefine the family PA ‘pecking’
order

Another driver of cross-gen PA, discussed by participants, was
the opportunity to determine where one stood in the family PA
‘pecking’ order. Most children and some of the more active

parents volunteered their opinion of where they were posi-
tioned physically in comparison to their parent or child, or
within their whole family. In other words, for some partici-
pants, cross-gen PA was the PA equivalent of measuring
heights of the family members and monitoring growth on a
wall chart. Liam, in the following excerpt, describes playing
with his father alongside his younger brother, Angus, in their
yard.

Liam (child): We just practise kicking in the yard.
Sometimes we’ll have a marking contest just to muck
around though. (…) Sometimes Angus will kick the footy
for Dad and I, that’s different because Dad’s so much
taller, he wins. I like having the competition, I don’t mind
losing to Dad. If I get a run up sometimes I’m close. Dad
used to go easy onme when I was smaller and he does to
Angus. He knows he can’t go easy on me because I’m
getting bigger and better. (Child interview).

There was a sense from the children of an underlying inevita-
bility that they were about to overtake, or had already over-
taken their parents for some types of PA. As can be seen in the
excerpt below, they had a clear idea of what was needed to
gain physical superiority over their parent.

Researcher:What do you think it will take for you to beat
him at wrestling?
Daniel (child): For him to get really old and me get
really strong. I’m still growing and he’s not! (Child
interview).

This element of cross-gen PA may have been reflective of the
age of the children, as some children were already faster or
more skilful at certain sporting activities than their parents, or
were on the cusp of becoming so and were eagerly monitoring
and anticipating the event. However, children were not the
only ones checking where they were positioned in the PA
pecking order; parents were also monitoring their child’s
progress.

Denise (parent): I wouldn’t want them to beat me at
swimming! I know where they are in the lane beside
me and I won’t let them get past me! I keep an eye out
for them in the things that matter to me. (Parent focus
group).

Similarly to the child participants, Denise was covertly mon-
itoring her children’s capacity to beat her. Cross-gen PA could
be a bittersweet experience for parents. They enjoyed
witnessing their child’s progress though at the same time
witnessing their own decline. However, most appeared to
see the humour in their predicament.
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Hugo (parent): As for my ten year old we’ll race to this
post on the way home from school and sometimes she’ll
beat me and then the next day I’ll pick up the pace a little
hoping my Achilles doesn’t snap! (Parent interview).

The PA pecking order illustrated both a competitive driver of
cross-gen PA and the possible influence of cross-gen PA on
the evolution of the family.

Practising and experimenting during cross-gen PA

Practising was a key driver of cross-gen PA for the children
who participated in this research. They compared practising
during cross-gen PA to practising in other contexts such as at
school or in a team coaching environment where there were
other children all concentrating on their own skill acquisition
or disrupting others. In contrast, in a cross-gen PA context, the
children felt that their parents collaborated with them andwere
engaged in the practice. Practising was distinct from (but often
related to) learning from their parents. They described practis-
ing a sport that they enjoyed and participated in regularly.
Although these children already had some skills in their cho-
sen sports, they acknowledged that there was room for in-
creasing proficiency in their skills and they were keen to gain
rehearsal time with their parents.

Suzy (child): Sometimes me, my Dad and sister, and
sometimes my Mum, we go out to the front onto the
driveway and we’ve got a hoop out there so we shoot.
We’ve got this game where we’ve got a marker and we
shoot from the line and then take a step back if we get it
in. You keep stepping back until we’re at this crack and
then if you shoot it in from there you win and the game’s
over. I beat my sister a lot at that but not so much Dad.
Researcher: How do you feel about that?
Suzy: It’s really fun.
Researcher: What’s fun about it?
Suzy: Because I’m learning to shoot from different
lengths away from the goal and that helps a lot. (Child
focus group).

Suzy’s excerpt underlined the multiple elements that could
contribute to a single episode of cross-gen PA. For example,
time spent with her whole family, or with her Dad and younger
sister, and the competitive elements. Suzy’s focus was upon
shooting practice. Despite this practising was rarely men-
tioned by parents, with only active parents expressing enthu-
siasm for it. Greg was an example of this. He had played sport
to a high level and had some knowledge and experience in
training and competing. He recognised that practising in a
cross-gen PA context allowed children a different experience
to that provided by participating in school or other organised
sport.

Greg (parent): They need to get the opportunity to prac-
tise in a different environment. Doing things with a par-
ent is less structured, they can muck about, they can
whinge about something being sore, stuff that they might
not do in front of a coach. I think it is an environment
where they feel a bit more confident, they get to try
things out in an environment where they are confident.
(Parent interview).

Greg recognised that the informality of cross-gen PA provided
opportunities for children to experiment. This was not lost on
Liam who was very keen on his cricket.

Liam (child): If you’re mucking around in the garden
you might try something but you wouldn’t try and do
something when you are playing in a team in a match
because you might get out. When you’re playing seri-
ously you can’t try new things but when you’re practis-
ing with Dad in the back yard you can because it doesn’t
matter if you get out. You’re not scoring, you’re practis-
ing and you’re improving. (Child interview).

As can be seen, Liam valued cross-gen PA as it was a more
relaxed and less performance-orientated context where it did
not matter if an experiment went awry, and this helped him
develop as an athlete.

Providing a safe, fun environment to compete

Adding fun to cross-gen PA competitions was commonly de-
scribed by both children and parents. It appeared to be a strat-
egy used by parents to soften the experience of losing and to
enable competition despite inequities in skills or physical ca-
pacity. Episodes of sport-related cross-gen PA could involve
competition, but generally the competition was not considered
authentic by either children or parents but a light-hearted pseu-
do-competition. Essentially, often the children’s focus was on
just being with their parent so that ultimately the score did not
really matter. For example, Darius (child, child focus group)
said that BYou just try to go better so you can beat them. It
doesn’t change my enjoyment of it because it’s not really a
competition. It’s just spending time together having fun^.

Children showed some insight into the control that some
parents brought to the competitive element of cross-gen PA.
Ryan (child, child focus group) noted that, BI like beating my
parents, it makes me happy. It is exciting. I think my parents
feel alright about it. They’ve probably gone easy on me. My
Dad goes easy on me sometimes, so sometimes I win and
sometimes I lose^. Even with this knowledge, the opportunity
and challenge of playing against a more skilled opponent was
commonly an important driver of cross-gen PA for children.
For example, Suzy, when talking about playing basketball
with her father, said, BI think it’s more fun if they can do
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something better than me and I just have to run that little bit
harder to get it.^ (Child focus group). However, as can be
seen below, parents needed to finely balance their approach
to pseudo competing when a child liked to compete.

Pete (child): I don’t like it when you let me win. I don’t
like it when she lets Lance [brother] win either. It’s not
fair. It’s just because he’s little and younger. He finds it
fun but I don’t. I like to win but not have it too easy. I
don’t mind being allowed to win as long as there was
some challenge in it. (Family interview).

Some parents, such as Greg, had skills to achieve this.

Greg (parent): I usually try and make it close because if
you’re competing at something that you’re close at you
get a better idea of what it is like to actually compete
rather than either win too easily or be thrashed too
easily. (Parent interview).

These findings highlight the multiple drivers of cross-gen PA
and the complexity of the cross-gen PA partnerships by show-
ing that the two, or more, participants may have different
drivers for the same episode of cross-gen PA.

Discussion

This research found that the drivers of cross-gen PA were
much more complex than a simple desire to enhance the phys-
ical health of participants. Importantly, this study sought both
child and parent participant voices. The absence of the child’s
voice has been identified in PA research in general (Brunton
et al. 2003), and little was known about how children viewed
cross-gen PA. This study was purposefully designed to enable
children to initiate their own memory retrieval (Butler et al.
1995) and to enhance the child’s voice. Giving children op-
portunities to relive and retrieve both positive and negative
elements of their experiences has provided a more inclusive
and less negatively focused impression of the PA they were
describing than other papers have reported (Stanley et al.
2012).

The child’s voice showed that children’s experiences of the
cross-gen PA partnership were different to their PA experi-
ences with other PA partners. Cross-gen PA enabled children
to have connecting experiences with their parents, enhanced
opportunities for practising their skills, the chance to bench-
mark progression of their skills against their family, and the
challenge of playing against a more skilled opponent.

The findings challenge the simplicity of drivers of cross-
gen PA reported by previous researchers. This research does
support findings from previous research that cross-gen PA
may be used by parents to model PA participation to their

children and to support their child’s PA (Yao and Rhodes
2015). However, these drivers were often secondary to emo-
tional and relational drivers that were prominent for both chil-
dren and parents and found across a diverse range of cross-gen
PA contexts. Although this finding does not negate awareness
by children and parents of the health benefits of cross-gen PA,
the current research has found that drivers of cross-gen PA
include child and parent desires to strengthen family relation-
ships and develop emotional well-being — including chil-
dren’s self-perceptions of physical competence and identity.

This research expands upon and explains previous work by
Thompson et al. (2009), who found that parents considered
cross-gen PA to be important, and Wright et al. (2010), who
found that children wanted their parents to use cross-gen PA to
help them in their PA. However, prior to the current research,
no known research had been undertaken to explain why chil-
dren and parents value cross-gen PA. Instead, previous litera-
ture has generally reported participants’ positive evaluations
of cross-gen PAwith scepticism, perhaps due to a focus on its
health impacts, noting that as participants may not engage in
cross-gen PA regularly it would not contribute significantly to
a child’s or parent’s total PA on a daily or even weekly basis
(Thompson et al. 2009). Notably, children and parents who
took part in this research primarily apportioned value from
engaging in cross-gen PA to benefits arising for their child–
parent relationship, rather than to the physical dose (frequen-
cy, duration or intensity) of the PA that they achieve. In other
words, cross-gen PAwas often not about the physical dose of
the PA at all.

Commonly, the participants engaged in cross-gen PA for
the positive bonding and connecting experiences that cross-
gen PA provided. The bonding experience was difficult for
some participants to put into words, perhaps in part because
the experience did not require verbal communication.
Previous research examining the child–parent relationships
of school-aged children and adolescents described reciprocal
models of Bconnectedness^ (Lezin et a l . 2004) .
Connectedness is positively associated with indicators of
health (Boutell et al. 2009). Boutell et al. (2009, p.309) sug-
gested that Binterventions aimed at strengthening parent–child
relationships throughout adolescence may protect emotional
health and prevent longer-term emotional consequences in
young adults^. A link between connectedness and PA has
been found in previous research, with one study finding that
the closeness of the child–parent relationship was positively
associated with reciprocal PA support between the child and
parent (Haye et al. 2014).

Focusing on the health benefits of child PA is likely to
prove ineffective for family-based interventions aimed at in-
creasing levels of child PA, as Rhodes et al. (2013) observed
that mothers scored extremely high on an attitude measure,
suggesting they were already convinced about the health ben-
efits of regular PA for their child. The findings of the current
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research provide insight into other ways to facilitate family-
based physical activity. Understanding the powerful relational
and emotional drivers of cross-gen PA provides insight into
new approaches to family-based interventions that move be-
yond the physical health focus. In this way, this research pro-
vides new direction for future interventions or public health
messages designed to encourage parent and child engagement
in cross-gen PA.

Benchmarking PA performance between family members
was found to be a cross-gen PA driver in this research. Some
child participants of this age group had already overtaken their
parents in some types of PA, and were eagerly monitoring and
anticipating the day on which they would surpass them in
other types. In previous research, comparative achievement
against peers has been found to be a part of enjoyment for
children in sport (Scanlan and Lewthwaite 1986), and in a
study by Spurr et al. (2016), social comparison skills were
associated with increased levels of PA in both female andmale
adolescents. While previous studies identified that children
and adolescents compared themselves to their peers in PA
contexts, this phenomenon has not previously been identified
as an element of cross-gen PA. This finding may have impli-
cations for the ways in which a family evolves. Steinberg et al.
(1994) suggested that adolescents form their identities by
renegotiating their place in the family. Thus, cross-gen PA
may provide children and adolescents with important
benchmarking opportunities that enable them to alter their
perceived standing in the family. This may contribute to iden-
tity formation and children’s perception of stature and auton-
omy within their families. In this way, cross-gen PA may
influence both the child’s and parent’s PA identities and this
may, in turn, have an impact on their PA participation.

This research found that parents use cross-gen PA as a
general parenting instrument, rather than purely to provide
parental support for a child’s PA as has previously been as-
sumed. As already stated, in previous literature, the focus has
been upon the role-modelling function of cross-gen PA, either
in isolation or as one aspect of parental support for PA (Yao
and Rhodes 2015), with the consensus being that parental
support positively contributes to children’s total PA levels.
The current research found other drivers of engagement in
cross-gen PA, thus extending understanding of the phenome-
non of cross-gen PA and its influence on both children and
parents. The notion of using cross-gen PA as a way to assist
parents to provide emotional and social support to their chil-
dren is a concept that has not previously been described.

Cross-gen PA was also found in the current study to be a
significant and unique PA partnership for children. One-on-
one time with their same-gendered parent was of particular
importance to children of this age group. In addition, for child
participants of this age group cross-gen PA provided benefits
that other PA contexts and partnerships did not provide. Child
participants valued the safe environment that cross-gen PA

provided to practise and experiment with their sporting skills.
Cross-gen PA was a context in which they felt safe to exper-
iment, as it did not feel like ‘real’ competition to the children
and there was no pressure to score highly or to consider their
team. The children revelled in being encouraged by their par-
ents and their parents witnessing their progress. Thus, impor-
tantly, the current research increases understanding of reasons
for the child’s enthusiasm for cross-gen PA.

Previous research (Cockburn and Clarke 2002) has identi-
fied that lack of competence and skills are barriers to PA for
adolescent girls in sporting contexts. Practising sporting skills
in families could be used as an intervention to increase confi-
dence and enjoyment in a skill before children are exposed to
more public and potentially-critical contexts. Cognitive eval-
uation theory, which is a sub-theory of self-determination the-
ory, posits that both competence and autonomy are required to
sustain or improve intrinsic motivation for a behavior (Ryan
et al. 2009). To this end, cross-gen PA provides a very differ-
ent sporting and practice environment to that of the school or
sporting context, and may influence not only a child’s intrinsic
motivation for sport but also their intrinsic motivation for un-
dertaking other categories of PA, including, for example,
exercise.

Limitations of the study

All participants were drawn from a single, geographically-
defined region of Australia. In addition, despite a second
round of recruitment, the study was able to recruit only half
as many fathers as mothers. It is acknowledged that these
factors, together with the qualitative nature of the research,
limit the generalizability of the findings. The approach
employed was essential to elucidate the previously little-
understood phenomenon of cross-gen PA, from both child
and parent perspectives, but it is acknowledged that other
participants are likely to give differently nuanced results.

Conclusion

This study conceptualized and examined cross-gen PA,
through a social ecological lens, as a bi-directional PA part-
nership. The study design, which highlighted the previously
undocumented child’s voice and experience, elucidated the
focus of parents and children during cross-gen PA, finding
that it was on nurturing the child–parent relationship and de-
veloping the child’s skills and identity rather than completing
their required dose of exercise. These findings help explain
why children and parents value their time spent in cross-gen
PA, even if it is infrequent, and highlight the value of cross-
gen PA in strengthening the child–parent relationship and
child’s skills and identity.
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A number of recommendations stem from this research.
First, it is important to recognise that children contribute a
unique voice and that a child’s experience of cross-gen PA is
different to that of their parents. Thus, the parent’s voice, ex-
periences, and influence upon the cross-gen PA partnership
should not be used in research as a substitute for the child’s
voice, experiences, and influence. There should be recogni-
tion that engaging in cross-gen PA provides an important op-
portunity for children to talk and bond with their parents and
family, in addition to other health benefits; and that children of
this age group use cross-gen PA as an important time to prac-
tise and so develop their sporting skills.

Engagement in cross-gen PAmay be infrequent, particular-
ly during term time and sporting seasons; but the values fam-
ilies attach to a cross-gen PA episode are not encapsulated in
the traditional physical measurements (frequency, intensity,
duration, and type) of a PA episode. Therefore, it is possible
that the influence of cross-gen PA, as part of a person’s PA,
may not be adequately assessed using only physical measures.
It is recommended that researchers use additional ways to
measure and research all the drivers and benefits of cross-
gen PA, such as, social, emotional, and cultural drivers and
benefits, as well as physical and psychological drivers and
benefits, in order to provide a holistic understanding of
cross-gen PA.
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