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Abstract
Little is currently known about young children’s perceptions and experiences of 24-hour movement behaviours (physical
activity, sedentary behaviour, sleep), yet their voices play an important role in contributing to our understanding and ensuring
that appropriate action is taken to promote healthy behaviours.With the release of theWorld Health Organisation’s Guidelines
for physical activity, sedentary behaviours and sleep for children under 5 years of age, interest is gathering to examine how
young children globally perceive and experience these movement behaviours in their daily lives. Conducting qualitative research
with young children, however, presents a host of challenges including identifying suitable methods (interview type), developing
appropriate questions (terminology, translation), building rapport (presence of caregivers/educators, incentives), and managing
power dynamics, while adjusting to the restrictions imposed by COVID-19. Additional layers of complexity come into play
when conducting an international study across culturally, linguistically, and socioeconomically diverse populations. This article
describes the reflections of our research group as we considered the effect of diverse contextual influences in Australia, Chile,
China, India, Morocco and South Africa, on how movement behaviours are conceptualised by young children. The complexities
of working across these diverse contexts is discussed and the implications this has for methodological decisions and data
interpretation are reflected upon. While the WHO Guidelines (2019) are universal, globally young children experience
considerable differences in how their days are structured, along a continuum of highly supervised to independent play, with
varying degrees of agency to make choices regarding their experience of movement behaviours. This suggests the need for a
nuanced approach in how we further research and address movement behaviours across different country contexts, taking into
consideration social and cultural norms.
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4Unité de Recherche en Nutrition et ALImentation, CNESTEN (Université Ibn Tofail), Rabat, Morocco
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Introduction

An extensive body of evidence underpins the relationship
between physical activity (Carson et al., 2017), sedentary
behaviour (Poitras et al., 2017), sleep (Chaput et al., 2017)
(collectively referred to as movement behaviours, and in-
cluding screen time) and health and developmental outcomes
in the early years of childhood (under 5 years of age). The
research suggests that the composition of these behaviours
across the whole day matters (Rollo et al., 2020), giving rise to
the development of an integrated 24-hour movement behav-
iour paradigm (Tremblay, 2020). This was formalised on a
global level by the release of the World Health Organization’s
(WHO) Guidelines for physical activity, sedentary behaviours
and sleep for children under 5 years of age (World Health
Organization, 2019). Similar 24-hour movement behaviour
guidelines have also been developed in a number of countries,
including Canada (Tremblay et al., 2017), Australia (Okely
et al., 2017), South Africa (Draper et al., 2020), and China
(Guan et al., 2020). Since habits formed in the early years track
through childhood and adolescence (Jones et al., 2013) into
adulthood (Biddle et al., 2010), early childhood is a critical
time to promote healthy lifestyle behaviours and lay the
foundations for a healthy life course.

With the clinical significance of the benefits of adhering to
the movement behaviour recommendations now well estab-
lished, attention is turning to investigating compliance with
movement behaviour guidelines and the potential correlates of
24-hour movement behaviours (Okely et al., 2021). Interest is
gaining to determine whether this varies across the diverse
settings in which young children live. Advocacy efforts are
also being directed towards creating and influencing built and
social environments that foster healthy movement behaviour
patterns among young children (NHC, 2021; WHO, 2021).
However, children, particularly those below school age, are
rarely consulted about their views on health matters, and there
is no evidence available that documents the voices of young
children on their experiences of movement behaviours. The
recent WHO-UNICEF-Lancet Commission that sought to
identify strategies to accelerate progress on child health and
wellbeing, recognises the voices of children as a powerful
force for change that must be mobilised (Clark et al., 2020).

Given that young children are still developing their literacy
and writing skills, and that these abilities may be further
limited in low-income settings, qualitative methods are more
feasible than questionnaire methods to explore young chil-
dren’s views across diverse settings. While the importance of
obtaining young children’s perspectives has been emphasised,
collecting qualitative data on these perspectives in this age
group is not without its challenges (Docherty & Sandelowski,
1999; Ponizovsky-Bergelson et al., 2019). There are several
considerations relating to qualitative data collection with this
age group. Some of these apply to qualitative methods more
generally, including the importance of developing rapport,
asking clear and understandable questions, listening

attentively, and paying attention to non-verbal behaviour.
However, identifying a conducive interview setting, limiting
power dynamics between the interviewer (adult) and inter-
viewee (child), selecting the appropriate method for data
collection (individual interviews or focus groups), and asking
questions that will prompt rich responses are particularly
important for interviews with young children (Ponizovsky-
Bergelson et al., 2019).

While these considerations are sufficiently challenging in
one setting, there may be further challenges for qualitative
studies with young children across a range of cultural contexts.
It is crucial that cultural context is acknowledged when
conducting qualitative interviews (Bayeck, 2021) since the
interpretation of findings may differ across settings. In ad-
dition, the interview process may be further complicated when
the concepts to be explored are relatively complex and
questions need to be appropriate across a range of languages
and literacy levels which could influence children’s ability to
articulate their responses. Cross-language research presents its
own set of challenges throughout the research process with
timing of translation and the inclusion or absence of native
speakers in the research team (Santos et al., 2015).

Previous qualitative studies on 24-hour movement
guidelines with stakeholders have highlighted some of these
cultural complexities, and the need for communication around
these guidelines to be contextually relevant and nuanced for
different audiences (Riazi et al., 2017; Stanley et al., 2020;
Tomaz et al., 2020). However, these previous studies did not
explore how young children perceive these guidelines or how
they conceptualise movement behaviours. This is relevant
since terms such as ‘physical activity’ and ‘sedentary be-
haviour’ may not be understandable to young children, or
even to adults. This is evidenced by the simplification of
terminology (e.g. moving and sitting, instead of physical
activity and sedentary behaviour) used in public-facing 24-
hour movement behaviour guideline documents for the early
years in Canada (Tremblay et al., 2017) and South Africa
(Draper et al., 2020).

In the context of the International Study of Movement
Behaviours in the Early Years (SUNRISE) (Okely et al.,
2021), which examines associations between 24 hour
movement behaviours and motor skills, executive function
and adiposity outcomes, a team of researchers conducted a
qualitative sub-study to capture young children’s perspectives
of movement behaviours from six diverse country settings:
Australia, Chile, China, India, Morocco, and South Africa.
The aim of this paper is to explore the methodological
complexities of this cross-cultural qualitative study with
young children, conducted in 2021 during the COVID-19
pandemic, which introduced additional logistical challenges,
and for the learnings from this research to inform processes for
how guidelines and toolkits that advocate for the movement
behaviours, are developed, and socialised to parents/
caregivers and educators, who play a considerable role in
shaping the movement behaviours of young children across
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different contexts. A comprehensive description and inter-
pretation of the findings pertaining to children’s views and
experiences of the movement behaviours have been published
elsewhere (Okely et al., 2023).

Methods

Contextual Details

Each participating country has characteristics shaped by
cultural and social norms that may explain differences in how
children experience movement behaviours from an early age.
Further, these characteristics may also influence the research
encounter. Challenges faced by participating countries due to
the COVID-19 pandemic at the time of data collection varied.
These not only influenced technical procedures but may have
also influenced participants’ responses. For each study site, the
characteristics of home and community environment, the early
childhood care and education context and the COVID-19
related measures at the time of data collection, are broadly
described in Table 1.

Sample and Recruitment

Children aged 3–5 years were recruited from urban
and rural areas in Australia (n = 25), Chile (n = 22), China
(n = 34), India (n = 20), Morocco (n = 34), and South Africa
(n = 21); sample characteristics are outlined in Table 2.
Recruitment differed across countries, and ranged
from recruiting eligible children from existing studies
(e.g., SUNRISE), to recruiting children from settings
and Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) services
where research had previously been carried out, to re-
cruiting new samples of eligible children. Ethical approval
for the study was obtained in each country at the relevant
institution for each co-author. Written informed consent
was obtained from the parent, primary caregiver or legal
guardian of each child who participated in the study, and
verbal child assent was sought at the time of data collection.

Data Collection

The children were invited to share their views and experiences
around movement behaviours through either interviews or
focus groups. These were conducted in the home language of
the children in each setting. A semi-structured interview and
focus group guide was used, and questions and prompts are
provided in Supplementary Table 1. Bearing in mind that
children would likely not be familiar with the concept of
movement behaviours, or terms such as physical activity and
sedentary behaviour (as mentioned in the introduction),
special attention was paid to framing these concepts in such a
way that they would be understood by the participants.
Furthermore, it was also necessary to consider how these
questions would translate into local languages, given that

English was the home language for only the Australian par-
ticipants (this discussed further on page 10). In total, one
hundred and 28 interviews and six focus groups were con-
ducted involving 156 children (urban n = 101, rural n = 55)
between January and November 2021. Interviews/focus
groups were conducted either by the co-authors themselves,
by a trained field worker or trained early childhood educator.
All interviews and focus group discussions were audio
recorded and transcribed and translated into English as re-
quired by the co-authors.

Data Analysis

The Framework Method (Gale et al., 2013) was used to an-
alyse the interview and focus group data. This is a type of
qualitative thematic analysis that adopts a systematic and
flexible approach for teams of researchers with different levels
of experience of qualitative analysis. A key feature of the
Framework Method involves generating a matrix output (e.g.,
spreadsheet) that can be used to develop a holistic and de-
scriptive overview of a data set. This method is particularly
suitable for analysing semi-structured interviews (or focus
groups) that cover similar key issues, such as was the case for
this study.

The seven stages of the Framework Method (Gale et al.,
2013) were followed for the analysis of the data for this study:

1. Interview and focus group recordings were transcribed
verbatim and translated into English where necessary.

2. Each co-author familiarised her/himself with the in-
terview and focus group recordings and transcripts
from their setting.

3. Informed by the interview and focus group guide and
early impressions of the transcripts, initial coding of the
transcripts was done with the assistance of Nvivo
software.

4. Based on this round of coding, these codes were further
developed amongst co-authors to ensure that the codes
were relevant across contexts, including the addition of
some unique codes, and a working analytical frame-
work was constructed.

5. This analytical framework was applied to the tran-
scripts (by each co-author for their data set), either
using Nvivo or manually, depending on each co-au-
thor’s familiarity with qualitative data analysis.

6. A spreadsheet was created so that data could be entered
into a framework matrix for each set of country data.

7. From this framework matrix, the data were interpreted
by each co-author, in light of relevant contextual
considerations for their country, and each co-author
generated a narrative description for each theme.

Throughout the study we engaged in collective and indi-
vidual researcher reflexivity. Through individual reflexivity, we
examined our own perspectives as researchers, and how these
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Table 1. Country Contextual Characteristics.

Study Site Home and Community Environment
Early Childhood Education and Care

Context COVID-19 Related Measures

Australia Both the preschools and the children’s
home environments were well-
resourced, reflected in their access to
toys (indoor/outdoor toys and
resources to support play), devices
(tablets, parents’ old phones, TVs, toy
computer), home environments
(house/garden, own bed/bedroom)
and services (swimming/tennis/ballet
lessons).

Children are entitled to 15 hours of
preschool per week at no cost in the
year before they attend school. As a
result, around 90% of eligible children
are enrolled in preschool.

At the time of data collection, preschools
were fully operational, and there were no
significant COVID-19 related disruptions
to children’s school routines.

Most participants attended preschool at
least 3 days per week and had
considerable structure and routine in
their day.

In the months preceding data collection,
preschools had been closed for some
weeks any measures or potential impact
prior to data collection.

Chile Most families had access to electronic
devices (TVs, computers, tablets and
mobile phones) and all of them had
access to the internet.

Preschool education in Chile has high
coverage. About 80% of boys and girls
aged 3 and 5 attend educational
centres. Boys and girls regularly attend
educational institutions full time. The
government offers free early years
education to parents who cannot
afford it.

COVID-19 measures have led to the
ongoing closure of schools. In addition, a
total lockdown and complete limitation
of travel has been implemented. Many
public parks are still closed, or
playgrounds are restricted in their access.
Under quarantine conditions, it is allowed
to go out twice a week for 2 hours to
make purchases or essential activities. In
this way, children are dependent on the
activities of adults since there are no
exclusive play permits. This has been
shown to effect children’s ability to
engage in physical activity, especially in
urban areas.

Children living in urban areas do not
usually play in the streets, but access to
playgrounds has improved in the last
years.

China Both the preschools and the children’s
home/community environments were
well resourced.

In China, children enrol the preschool if
they turn 3 years old by Aug 31 of that
year. In 2020 the national enrolment
rate in preschools reached 85.2%. In
urban Beijing where the sample in this
study was drawn from the enrolment
rate is over 99%.

The preschools in Beijing reopened in Sep
2020. Face masks requirements remained
in place in public areas. Limits on how
many people could gather in public places
(like playgrounds, parks, stadiums, scenic
spots etc) also remained.

Most families had access to electronic
devices (TVs, computers, tablets and
mobile phones) and all of them had
access to the internet.

Children living in urban areas do not
usually play in the streets, but access to
playgrounds and garden in the
community has improved in the last
years.

Most participants attended preschool
5 days per week and had considerable
structure and routine in their school
day.

Morocco Poverty and food insecurity are pervasive
problems, especially in peri-urban and
low-income rural areas, and the
increase in “sexual” violence and
kidnapping of children conveyed by the
media and social networks has created
a sense of “fear” among all parents,
except in the case of this study in a
rural region in Nador. Children,
especially those in urban settings,
played in the street (usually under
supervision). Resources such as
“educational” toys are scarce among
rural children, and although rural
children generally had access to a
television and their parents’ phone,
they had limited or no access to
computers and tablets.

As recently reported by the Ministry of
National education, the enrolment
rate in preschools is 72.5% in urban
areas and 49.6% in rural areas for the
2019-2020 school year. The share of
public preschool in the sector is 23%,
compared to 50% in traditional
education and 27% in private
education. Public kindergartens are
free of charge.

At the time of data collection, preschools
were operational and there were no
significant disruptions related to COVID-
19 in children’s school routines. The only
measures were distancing,
decontamination, vaccination of all staff,
reduction of the number of children per
class, one child per table, and alternation
(half-day or 3 days per week).

(continued)
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may have influenced our assumptions and practices (Palaganas
et al., 2017). Collectively we examined the challenges we en-
countered in each of the six diverse settings, throughout the
research development and data collection phases, and the im-
plications for our study. We discussed key steps in the research
process, documenting where our approaches and decisions di-
verged due to contextual and other factors and the implications
this had on the interpretation of the findings.

Findings and Discussion

The focus of the following section is on the methodological
complexities of conducting qualitative research with young
children from culturally, linguistically, and socioeconomically
diverse settings.

Table 1. (continued)

Study Site Home and Community Environment
Early Childhood Education and Care

Context COVID-19 Related Measures

India Being a rural area the majority of
households had an outdoor area
where children could play freely with
their neighbour’s children and siblings
of different ages. Community
resources for outdoor play, e.g. parks
are unavailable or are limited. Children
have access to a television and cell
phone including a smart phone at
home though majority of the times
their use is limited by the parents.

These children were not attending an
ECCE setting though a few were
attending private classes. In rural areas
of India, non-formal pre-school
education is provided by the
government through Anganwadi
centres under the integrated child
development scheme (ICDS) and is
free while a small percentage of
children also attend preschools run by
the private sector, which are not free.
The overall proportion of children
attending ECCE in India is 49% while in
Maharashtra it is 61%.

Due to the COVID-19 pandemic
restrictions, the preschools were closed
causing considerable disruptions to
children’s normal routines. Other
activities however were not greatly
affected, e.g. children continued to play
outside in open spaces in and around the
houses with friends and siblings.

Resources such as toys are easily
available, though the children prefer
playing with locally available resources
like bullock cart, swing tied to trees,
making castles and other things of
mud, etc. while books are in short
supply.

Places for sleeping are generally shared
and children typically do not have a
separate bedroom.

South
Africa

Poverty, food insecurity and violence are
pervasive challenges that would be
faced by these families. In many of the
households, the primary caregiving
role may be played by another female,
e.g., grandmother, if the mother is not
present or not able to play this role.
Fathers are absent in many households
as well. Children in these households
typically have little structure or
routine to their day since they were
not attending preschool. Supervision
of children is often shared within the
community, and it is common to see
children playing in the streets with
other children, often of different ages.
Community resources for outdoor
play, e.g. parks, are usually limited.

These children were not attending an
ECCE setting but were receiving
support from a community-based
organisation that works with
caregivers of children in very low-
income settings not attending ECCE
settings. Given that preschool is not
free, many parents in very low-income
settings are not able to afford the fees
to send their child to preschool. The
proportion of children attending
ECCE settings in South Africa is just
over a third of children.

The COVID-19 pandemic seems to have
had little effect on children’s activity
patterns in low-income settings, and they
continued to play outside in the street.
Many ECCE settings had to close (due to
parents not being able to pay fees), so it is
possible that more children were around
to play with, who might have normally
been at an ECCE setting.

Resources like toys and books are
generally in short supply, and although
children in these settings usually have
access to a television and cell phone
(not necessarily a smart phone) at
home. Places for sleeping are generally
shared.
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Table 2. Sample characteristics.

Country Urban Location Rural Location Demographics Additional Contextual Implications

Australia Sydney
15 interviews

Shoalhaven
10 interviews

Children (boys =
13; girls = 12)

Mean age: 4.72 years
Age range: 4–5 years
Home language:
English

All preschools had well-resourced indoor and outdoor
spaces with structured and unstructured activities
occurring throughout the day.

Children were typically from two-parent families and had
access to a yard in their home or outdoor recreation
areas within close proximity. Children also indicated
access to a range of indoor and outdoor play resources
at home. The urban preschool in sydney was in an above
national average income neighbourhood and the regional
preschools in Nowra were in below national average
income neighbourhoods.

Chile Temuco
15 interviews (online)

Padre las Casas
7 interviews

(online)

Children (boys =
10; girls = 12)

Mean age: 4.6 years
Range: 3-5 years
Home language:
Spanish

Most children lived in houses with a backyard. Outdoor
play was limited due to COVID-19 restrictions, affecting
those living in urban areas more. Most children were
enrolled in ECEC at the time of the onset of the
pandemic and have maintained online classes or have
received printed materials delivered by their educational
centres to work on at home. Temuco and padre las casas
are in the poorest region of Chile. However, most
children had toys and a place to play at home. Also, all the
participants had access to the internet and electronic
devices (e.g., mobile phones and TV).

China Beijing Dongcheng
District and shijingshan
District

6 interviews;
6 focus groups (n = 28)

N/A Children (boys =
18; girls = 16)

Mean age of
4.72 years

Age range: 4–5 years
Home language:
Mandarin

These children came from preschools in urban Beijing with
the family income are far beyond the national level, and
over 85% of primary caregivers with college and above
education. Most lived in high-rise residential buildings.
Playgrounds or garden were available nearby where kids
could participate in outdoor play after school, despite
limited space and equipment.

During the survey period, all the preschools were open,
offering up to 2hours’ daily outdoor activity (weather
permitting) supported by play equipment, in accordance
with the National guideline of learning and development
for Chinese pre-schoolers.

India NA Vadu, pune
District

20 interviews

Children (boys =
14, girls = 6)

Mean age: 4.7 years
Age range: 4–5 years
Home language:
Marathi

The children were not attending preschool as they were
closed due to the pandemic though a few were attending
private classes and a few attending online classes. The
majority of children lived in houses with either a front
yard or a backyard, and hence had plenty of outdoor
space to play. None of the children had a set routine as
they were not attending preschool. Majority were
involved in free play while only a few children reported
being involved in creative activity like drawing, painting,
dancing etc. The other unusual activities done by 2
children were storytelling and playing carom. The
children’s home environments were well resourced, as
reflected in their access to toys, and devices such as
parents’ phones and television, which the majority of
children used to watch cartoons and educational
programs.

(continued)
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Contextual Influences on Conceptualising Terminology

As we thought about our broader research questions and
discussed the aims of our inquiry, we decided to utilise two
strategies to elicit children’s views. The first would be to ask
specific questions relating to movement behaviours, and the
second to give children an open invitation to share what they
would consider their ‘ideal day’.

Conceptualising Movement Behaviours. As our discussions
evolved, we became aware of how differently ‘physical ac-
tivity’, in English, is conceptualised amongst academics,
practitioners, policy makers and community members across
the participating countries. This is attributable to a combi-
nation of differences in social norms and the language and
terminology used to label and describe these activities. In
Australia ‘physical activity’ encompasses leisure time
movement and organised sport, while for Spanish speakers in
Chile, the commonly used term ‘jugar’ (play in English) is
better understood and applicable to children and their families
as physical activity was more related to organised activities or
exercise. Similarly, in South Africa, there is no equivalent in
participants’ local language, isiXhosa, and the concept needs
further explanation and context to hold meaning. In addition,
in the communities where children were sampled in South
Africa, organised physical activity is not available for young
children. In China ‘physical exercise’ is a more familiar term,
but the extent of behaviours that fall under the broader
‘physical activity’ term needed to be explained with examples,
while in Morocco the term ‘haraka’ was used which refers to
movement or play. In India ‘physical activity’ is perceived
differently across settings. In the rural context, where our data

collection took place, it encompasses leisure time activities
and play, particularly outside. Being a rural area children
commonly spend time running around in their yards and the
surrounding farms as part of their daily routine. There is no
organised physical activity as such.

For our young participants, we needed to go further and
reframe the concepts of physical activity and sedentary be-
haviour, instead referring to them as the more encompassing
concept of ‘play’. During the early years, prior to the onset of
more organised sport (also only relevant in some contexts),
physical activity occurs predominantly in the form of active or
energetic, and quiet, or sedentary play. Interestingly, ‘active
play’ appeared to be universally understood by young chil-
dren, as a broad term for imaginary play, with or without the
support of toys and equipment, and generally involving some
movement. The activities described for ‘quiet play’ were
typically undertaken while sitting.

Conceptualising the ‘Ideal Day’. Understanding the concept of
an ‘ideal day’ and describing what it may look like, also
differed considerably between countries. This is best illus-
trated by how children answered the question pertaining to
how they would spend their day if they could choose what to
do.

Australian and Chilean children had the least difficulty
sharing how they would choose to spend their time and re-
ported a balanced range of physically active and sedentary
activities across the day. These participants appeared to un-
derstand the difference between structured days with set
routines (e.g., attending an ECEC service), and times where
choices could be made about how to spend time. They dis-
cussed a range of ideas and resources they would draw on to

Table 2. (continued)

Country Urban Location Rural Location Demographics Additional Contextual Implications

Morocco Oujda
16 interviews

Nador (7) and
Figuig (8)

Skhirat (3)

Children (boys =
21, girls = 13)

Mean age: 4.3 years
Age range: 4–5 years
Home language:
Moroccan

Children were recruited from a private preschool in a high-
middle income setting in Oujda city and from two
regional public preschools in the rural areas (low-income
settings). The majority were attending preschool at least
3 days per week. Children’s home environments and the
preschool at Oujda city were quite well-resourced, in
comparison to rural preschools reflected in their access
to toys (indoor/outdoor toys and resources to support
play at preschools), devices (iPads, parents’ phones, TVs,
computer).

South
Africa

Cape Town (Langa and
Khayelitsha ‘townships’)

21 interviews

Children (boys = 6,
girls = 15)

Mean age: 5.06 years
Age range: 4–6 years
Home language:
isiXhosa

The children were not attending an ECCE setting. At home,
children in these settings typically have minimal
resources for play and early learning. Outside space is
generally limited to a small yard, with few public play
spaces that are safe for young children. It is common for
children to play together in the street. Most of their
parents/caregivers were unemployed and reliant on
government grants (which are not sufficient to sustain a
household) or are in very low-paying jobs. The majority
of households live on less than ∼ US$230 per month.

Kariippanon et al. 7



keep themselves occupied throughout the day and mentioned
siblings and engaging with parents or grandparents. Several
Chilean children shared they would like to organise a cele-
bration and invite family, suggesting that they had been quite
impacted by the social isolation resulting from long-term
movement restrictions due to COVID-19.

While Chinese children also mentioned a wide range of
active and sedentary activities, many tended to describe a
similar rage of activities, including playing at home, outdoors
and time spent watching TV or using a tablet. In part, this is
attributable to children being accustomed to a structured
preschool day and a routine set of activities under their
caregiver’s supervision when not at school, leaving children
with limited autonomy to choose how to structure their free
time. However, it was also noted that children in the focus
groups appeared to be influenced by the responses of their
peers, further supporting the view that these children were
finding it difficult to grasp the notion of the ideal day and
voicing their individual preferences.

Moroccan and South African children had the most dif-
ficulty with grasping the concept of an ‘ideal day’. In the South
African setting, this could partly be due to their lack of
structure or routine, and a perception of autonomy about how
they went about their days, with limited overt parental su-
pervision. For many adults in these settings, their days are
characterised by a lack of structure or routine, largely due to
unemployment. This can transfer to other members of the
household, particularly children, especially if they are not
attending an ECEC programme. Related to this, children (even
at a young age) tend to move around and play outside quite
autonomously, with little adult or parental supervision. These
communities could be described as more collectivist (“it takes
a village to raise a child”) rather than individualistic, and there
is a general sense that community members, including older
children and adolescents, are looking out for these children.
However, crimes against children are not uncommon in these
communities, so the sense of safety may often be more of an
illusion rather than a reality.

Similarly, in Morocco, outside of preschool hours, there is
little routine, and most children are left to choose how they
spend their time. In urban areas, children are unlikely to play
outdoors independently or without adult supervision as crimes
against children occur quite frequently. In contrast, rural
children are more likely to move around and play outdoors
quite independently, with little or no adult or parental su-
pervision. This is because crimes against children are un-
common in these communities, so feelings of safety are high.
The rural setting in India was quite similar in that there was
little structure or routine throughout the day, since children
were not attending preschool at the time of data collection due
to pandemic restrictions. Children move around and play
outdoors with neighbouring children or siblings independently
without any supervision from parents or elderly. There is a
feeling of safety as crimes against children are uncommon, and
the streets are considered safe, with minimal traffic. Children

are therefore relatively free to do what they like and hence were
unable to conceptualise the idea of an ‘ideal day’ as relative
autonomy is somewhat of a norm.

Contextual Influences on Methodological Choices

Interview Guide. The first iteration of the questions was drafted
in English, the working language of the research group. With a
cognitively and linguistically typically developing 4–5-year-
old Australian child in mind, questions were based on ter-
minology and concepts familiar to this cohort. Each co-author
then reflected on their local context, the ways in which
movement behaviours are conceptualised in their settings, and
the linguistic capabilities of the children they may recruit.
Questions were subsequently refined to ensure suitability
across the different data collection sites. Efforts were made to
keep questions simple, clear and typically open-ended, en-
suring their relevance and appropriateness across settings. In
China, preschool teachers were consulted regarding the
suitability of questions for the cohort and in all locations the
interview guide was piloted with children, resulting in further
refinements.

Once finalised, questions were translated into local lan-
guages as directly as possible. In Morocco, this required
translation into both Arabic and French, and then into Mo-
roccan dialect. In Chile and China, Spanish and Mandarin
were used. In South Africa and India, where the local lan-
guages of isiXhosa and Marathi do not contain the same
terminology available in English some rewording was re-
quired, while mindful to ensure questions retained the same
meaning. To further assist children’s understanding of the
questions and facilitate more detailed answers, language
specific examples and prompts were given. This provided
opportunity to accommodate local nuances and enable social,
cultural, and linguistic relevance. Much discussion occurred
among the research team, including translation into local
languages of some questions, and back-translation into En-
glish; to ensure a shared understanding and consensus re-
garding the purpose and meaning of each question was
reached.

Interview Setting. Given the young age of participants, we
prioritised children’s sense of ease and confidence to share
their views and experiences over adherence to strictly con-
sistent methodological approaches. This resulted in consid-
erable differences across participating countries and was
further impacted by COVID-19 restrictions for face-to-face
data collection.

In Australia, China and Morocco, children were typically
recruited into the study via ECEC services and data collection
occurred while children were at the service. In all three
countries, the children had generally been attending these
services several days per week, for some time, and were
accustomed to a level of independence away from the home/
parent. The South African sample were living in very low-
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income settings and not attending ECEC services. There the
researcher worked with local field workers who visited
children in their homes. In India, there were COVID-19
pandemic restrictions in place at the time of data collection
and ECEC services were closed. Children were therefore
recruited from the community with the help of local field
workers. Data collection took place in children’s homes fol-
lowing COVID-19 safety guidelines. At the time of the re-
search, Chile was experiencing strict movement restrictions
due to the COVID-19 pandemic, ECEC services were closed,
and the researcher was unable to meet children face to face. All
interviews were therefore conducted using video-
conferencing with the children in their homes. Most chil-
dren were familiar with online interactions as they had to
engage in this format when attending online classes or par-
ticipating in social activities (e.g., connecting with grand-
parents) during the pandemic.

Data Collection Methods. Local norms and preferences guided
data collection procedures in each country. In all countries
interviews were conducted individually with the children. In
Australia and Morocco, given the young age of participants, it
was felt that to hear each child’s voice, individual interviews
would be the most suitable method. There was concern that in
a focus group setting, children may talk over one another, feel
shy to speak up, or pressured to agree with more socially
dominant peers. Additionally, in South Africa, where the
children did not attend an ECEC service, and this may have
negatively influenced their language development and con-
fidence to respond, it was anticipated that children would not
feel comfortable to talk in a group setting, so these children
were also interviewed one-on-one. Similarly, in India, given
the rural setting, it was anticipated that the children would be
more comfortable with individual interviews rather than focus
groups in which the children may be influenced by their peers
or be pressurised by children with dominant personality and
other family members. In Chile, due to the aforementioned
COVID-19 restrictions, individual online interviews were the
only option.

Only in China were focus groups utilized in addition to
interviews. It was found that individual interviews were very
effective for those children who felt shy to express themselves
in front of a group, and those who would struggle to maintain
their focus on an interview for an extended period. However,
generally, the children were more likely to express their ideas
when hearing the views of others in the context of a focus
group. Group dynamics were managed by limiting the number
of children to 4–5 per group.

Interviewer/Interviewee Power Dynamics. In China and Mo-
rocco, interviews were carried out by educators who had
familiarised themselves with the interview guide and clarified
any questions with the researchers prior to commencing. In
China the existing rapport between the educator and children
meant there was a close familiarity which appeared to enhance

the interview process. However, it was noted that because the
educators knew the children, they would sometimes ask
leading questions, to highlight a particular point or detail they
knew about the child, which the child may not have mentioned
until directly prompted. In Morocco, children experienced
some difficulty expressing themselves, perhaps because
school activities that encourage verbal expression or com-
munication are limited. Due to COVID-19 restrictions the
researcher could not be present during the interviews. From
listening to the transcripts it was noted that sometimes edu-
cators did not take sufficient time with the children and asked
questions too directly, and that particularly the younger
children became upset or shy when they struggled to com-
prehend a question; despite the existing rapport between
educators and children.

In Australia, in some instances interviews were led by an
educator and the researcher would occasionally prompt, and in
other instances the researcher conducted the interviews alone
with no educator present. Interviews were typically held in a
quiet space, away from others. There was some variability in
interviewing techniques, with some educators engaging in
more extensive probing and others appearing to rush some-
what through the interview. The researcher was conscious of
power dynamics, particularly since she was meeting the child
for the first time and took care to put the child at ease, validate
their views, and listen and engage in topics the child raised,
even if they deviated from the questions, before directing the
conversation back on track.

In South Africa, interviews were conducted by trained field
workers. Given that homes were generally small (often 1 or 2
rooms), it was not always feasible to conduct the interview in a
private space. The child’s caregiver (or a family member) was
often present for the interview. It was necessary to make it
clear to the caregiver that the child should speak for herself/
himself, and that they should not try to influence the child’s
responses. It was noted that children did not give long answers
and used body language (e.g., shrugs) and silence as a re-
sponse to questions. In addition, young children in these
settings can often be very compliant, and they may have felt
shy to speak openly to an adult. This could be due to the threat
of physical punishment for misbehaviour, as has been noted in
other similar South African settings (Richter et al., 2018). This
was somewhat mitigated by the fact that these fieldworkers
had met the children approximately 6 months earlier for other
data collection, which helped with rapport building.

In Chile, given interviews were conducted via video
conferencing, a caregiver was present in each interview.
Caregivers were requested before the interview to allow their
children to speak freely. At times caregivers had to clarify
some words for the child or offer explanation when children
referred to toys by personal names or discussed elements of
their routines. This was particularly the case with the younger
participants. At the end of the interview caregivers had the
chance to clarify aspects of the interview or receive recom-
mendations from the interviewer. A challenge of conducting
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online interviews, that may have influenced the interview
process, was that, in contrast to online interviews conducted
with adults (Archibald et al., 2019), children’s body language
was more difficult to read, and times of silence were perhaps
perceived differently in the online context. This may have
affected the interaction with children. However, most children
appeared very comfortable and open to speak despite the
online format. Most children also showed their favourite toy or
motor skill to the interviewer – perhaps a benefit of being in
their home and the added confidence of being in the company
or a parent.

In India, the in-person interviews were conducted by the
researcher with the help of the local field worker. Interviews
occurred in a quiet place away from the other children to
enable recording and minimise interruptions from family
members or other children. As the children had not attended
ECEC services for an extensive period due to COVID-19
restrictions, some experienced difficulties in understanding
the questions and expressing themselves. In such cases, the
field worker who was familiar with the child or a family
member facilitated the communication. Initially, a substantial
effort was made to build rapport with each child and elicit
relevant information. Once comfortable the children were very
enthusiastic to talk; most showed their favourite toys, some
went on to showcase a painting, and one child even narrated a
story. However, due to the young age of participants, special
effort was frequently required to help children maintain their
concentration.

Use of Incentives. In South Africa, caregivers were aware that
an incentive (grocery shopping voucher) would be provided
for the household of each child who took part in the inter-
views. In addition, each child also received a small incentive
(blowing bubbles) to thank them for participating; sometimes
this was shown to the child if necessary to encourage them to
participate. These were not intended to be coercive, but rather
acknowledged the financial and resource challenges experi-
enced by these households (including limited resources for
play) and helped to build rapport with the fieldworkers. In
India, the community from which the children were recruited
were familiar with research and actively participated in the
interviews without the need for incentives. However, in some
instances chocolates were given to the children who were shy,
to build rapport and make them comfortable.

In Morocco, the participating children did not know that
they were going to receive a participation gift, so this did not
influence their participation. At the end of the study, toys were
sent to all preschool classes from which children were re-
cruited, so as not to create any division and leave out those
who had not been involved. The toys related to the promotion
of gross and fine motor skills that are often lacking among
young children in these settings. Further, Moroccan educators
conducting interviews in rural public preschool were given a
financial incentive (according to the number of children in-
terviewed). While this assistance was a way to motivate and

help educators facing financial difficulties (due to low wages
and late payments) it did not appear to influence their
participation.

In Chile, an electronic certificate was delivered to the
participants highlighting the child as a mini-researcher. The
research team received very positive feedback from parents
and caregivers as it was something different and special for
most of them. Most reported that they were positively im-
pressed by the focus of the study and relevance given to the
children’s perceptions rather than the parents’ perspectives.

Contextual Influences on the Interpretation of Findings

The following section focuses on two factors that highlight
how the socioeconomic and cultural contexts varied consid-
erably between participating countries. One is the level of
structure and the other is the level of supervision children
experience throughout their day. Both appear to have impli-
cations for young children’s sense of autonomy and agency
and seem to influence how they engage in movement be-
haviours. We propose that this has implications for the pro-
motion of movement behaviour guidelines.

We wish to reiterate here that while our data may not be
generalisable within participating countries; our participants
were broadly representative of the settings where the data were
collected. We also acknowledge that each researcher in-
terpreted their country’s dataset through their unique socio-
cultural and professional lens, which may contain some un-
derlying biases. The Australian researcher, a migrant, has
public health training and considerable cross-cultural public
health experience. The Chilean researcher has a background in
physiotherapy with research experience in public health and
public policy focused on children’s physical activity and
wellbeing. The Chinese researcher has a background in de-
velopmental paediatrics and maternal and children health,
specifically focused on the research in early childhood de-
velopment, and has a strong collaboration with many local
preschools. The Indian researcher has a background in ma-
ternal and child health and extensive experience in conducting
community-based research. The Moroccan researcher has a
background in evaluating body composition, micronutrients
deficiencies and physical activity in children. The South
African researcher has a background in psychology and public
health, and while being a different ethnicity to the research
participants, has extensive experience in cross-cultural re-
search with young children and their caregivers.

Level of Structure in the Day. The children participating in this
study experienced a range of scenarios pertaining to the
structure of their day, in part due to the norms in their lo-
calities, largely driven by socioeconomics, and in part due to
COVID-19 disruptions affecting ECEC attendance. A related
aspect is children’s access to resources that can act as both a
barrier to, and enabler of, the movement behaviours and is
likewise driven by socioeconomic factors.
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In Australia, children tended to have quite structured days
with participating pre-schools also offering long day care
service, meaning children would typically remain at the
centres for the full day. Although only a small number of
children were enrolled in additional formal classes (e.g.,
swimming lessons, dance etc.) this is certainly common in
Australia throughout childhood and commences at a young
age. Australian research has shown that young children who
are highly scheduled in structured activities on weekdays and
those with limited adult involvement, especially on week-
ends, tend to be less physically active (Yu et al., 2011).
However, although children do spend a significant propor-
tion of their preschool day in structured activities, the Early
Years Learning Framework for Australia, which guides the
work of early childhood educators, places a specific em-
phasis on play-based learning. This pedagogical approach
capitalises on young children’s natural motivation to play,
allowing them to explore, experiment, discover and solve
problems in imaginative and playful ways (Department of
Education Employment and Workplace Relations, 2000).
Academic learning is thus enabled and supported through
play, which incorporates physical activity of different levels
of intensity and duration. This creates opportunities to
support children to meet the movement behaviour guidelines
throughout the day.

The participants in Chile were interviewed while the
country was under strict measures of lockdown due to
COVID-19 which included closure of schools. Therefore,
their daily routines may have been affected as most were
attending preschool. Educational centres stayed in contact
with children through online classes or they sent printed
materials to their homes. Children participated in these edu-
cational activities before lunchtime and spent the afternoon in
non-organised activities. At the weekend children usually
reported playing or watching TV with grandparents or cousins
in addition to their parents or siblings.

The interviewees in China were all from pre-schools where
a high level of structure was provided across the day. It is a
requirement for preschools to have 2 hours of daily outdoor
activity, incorporating both structured and free play. However,
after-school activities will vary greatly depending on the
primary caregivers’ understanding of the benefits of physical
activity. Generally, structured acitivities after school are not
common among Chinese preschoolers.

In India, these young children would have typically had a
structured day had they been attending preschool. After school
hours however, children do not participate in formal or
structured activities as they are not readily available in rural
areas. Children commonly play independently with other
children in the neighbourhood or their siblings, using available
resources. The data revealed that the children engage in free or
imaginary play using all locally available resources (e.g.,:
making castles using mud, mimicking a doctor, playing on the
bullock cart).

Although in Morocco young children’s days are charac-
terised by the presence of a structure and routine because
children attend preschools, it did not seem that there were
structured activities offered to young children out of preschool
hours. It was not clear if these types of activities had been
suspended due to COVID-19, or whether they are not valued
by the parents since they may feel that the children are still
young and active enough throughout the school day. Differ-
ences were seen between the more affluent urban setting where
children seemed to have access to toys both at preschool and at
home. However, these children did express a lack of
opportunity/desire to play outside, predominantly for security
reasons. In comparison, the rural participants were from a very
disadvantaged setting and described lacking toys and play
resources both at home and at school. These children were also
more likely to mention that their parent encouraged them to
play outside, perhaps precisely because they lacked the re-
sources to keep their children engaged inside.

In participating South African communities, children ex-
perienced the lowest degree of structure, as they did not attend
preschool. Further, in these communities, there are no formal
or structured activities offered for young children, e.g., extra-
curricular or after-school activities. It is not clear whether
these types of activities are necessarily valued, and that if they
have never been available, it is possible that nobody misses
having them. Rather, it appears that being able to play in-
dependently with other children in the community is valued,
using the resources that are available. The data would suggest
that in the absence of physical resources, children resort to
fantasy play, using whatever they have available (e.g., “poppie
huis”, translated into English as “doll house”).

Across all contexts, children commonly engaged in ‘active
play’ during times of reduced structure.

Degree of Supervision. Screen time is often used as a proxy
measure for sedentary behaviour as the majority of screen use
occurs while seated. The ubiquitous nature of screens, in the
lives of many of the young children who participated in this
research, was apparent. Access to televisions and mobile
devices, with limited time restrictions, necessarily displaces
time spent in the other movement behaviours (physical ac-
tivity or sleep). The level of supervision a child received
around screen use therefore has considerable impact partic-
ularly on sedentary time and potentially sleep onset and du-
ration when used at bedtime.

In very low-income settings in South Africa, technology
can often be aspirational, and most households will have a
television, even if they are struggling to put food on the table.
In many households, it is not unusual for the television to be
continually on in the background, and being intentional about
monitoring the child’s access to the television is not likely to
be considered. Owning a smartphone is also aspirational, and
caregivers may allow young children access to their phone
since they believe that their ability to use it is an indication of
their intelligence (e.g., “my child is clever, they can use the
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phone”). Phones are also frequently used to occupy a child
when a caregiver has things to do, such as cooking and
cleaning.

In the Indian context all the households had a television and
majority had smart phones. Access to television viewing was
mostly not restricted or supervised, though access to smart
phones was restricted by the caregiver. Television viewing as
well as phone use was one of the means to keep the child
occupied when the caregiver has other tasks to do, such as
house cleaning, cooking or farm work. Television and
smartphones were also used as a reward to encourage children
to finish eating their meals. It was commonly used to calm the
children when they were angry or irritable. During the
COVID-19 pandemic, screen time was seen to have increased
due to online classes as well as to keep the child occupied.

In Moroccan high-income households, parents do not
control or limit children’s time spent viewing television or on
caregiver’s phones. In the very low-income settings, while
most households have a television, few are likely to have a
smartphone, and children from these settings who reported
playing outside, were less interested in watching television.

The majority of Australian, Chilean and Chinese children
were required to ask permission to access screens and had time
limitations placed on their screen use by their parents/
caregivers. Children frequently reported utilizing screens af-
ter preschool, in the evenings and on weekends. The majority
of children also mentioned incorporating screen time into their
ideal day.

Children in Chile often reported watching online videos
(e.g., YouTube), but at the same time most emphasized that
they avoid violent content on these platforms. The mobile
phone was the most common method for accessing content
and, generally, children reported watching videos alone, but
with adult supervision. As most children in Chile were ex-
posed to online classes, it was noticed during the online in-
terviews that they had very good skills using this technology
(e.g., respect of the other while talking or even muting the
microphone). Video calls were often reported as a way of
communicating with family members, particularly
grandparents.

There are specific recommendations for both sedentary
time and screen time in the WHO global guidelines and it is
evident that caregivers have a substantial role to play in setting
and enforcing parameters around young children screen use.

Researcher Reflexivity

Throughout the development of the study protocol and
during the analysis and interpretation of the findings, we
wrestled with the tension between maintaining methodo-
logical rigour by conducting one cohesive study across
multiple countries, and being cognisant of, and responsive to,
the unique demands of each setting. This was particularly
evident during data analysis. The Framework Method (Gale
et al., 2013), however, effectively enabled an iterative coding

process during which our analytical framework was devel-
oped. The codes were generated via both a deductive and an
inductive process. Potential codes were developed a priori,
aligning with the interview guide, and further codes were
generated upon working through the transcripts. Each re-
searcher commenced with the same set of initial (a priori)
codes and then added additional ones that arose from their
data. The team then met to discuss each countries codes and
checked their data for any additional codes that had been
identified through the inductive process. The codes were
largely consistent across the study sites, but each researcher’s
understanding of their context, culture and language, meant
that unique, locally relevant, codes were added to the ana-
lytical framework. The research team held discussion to
come to a consensus around how new codes were defined,
which enabled us to determine both the similarities and
differences in the findings between countries.

We were challenged in some countries by how much, and
in other countries by how little, our participants responded to
our questions. This was due to a combination of our very
young participants’ ability to articulate their experiences and
perceptions, and the cultural norms and power dynamics that
influenced their engagement with those conducting the in-
terviews, as well as whether parents/carers or educators were
present. Given that we wanted to centre the voices of children,
we intentionally did not engage adults directly in the inter-
views or facilitate a discussion that enabled adults to speak on
behalf of children. The variation in richness or paucity of the
data, consequently meant that in some of our settings, the
voices of the children themselves facilitated the interpretation
of the findings, while in other settings the researchers found
themselves drawing more heavily on their understanding of
the context to ‘fill in the gaps’, make sense of the findings and
determine the implications.

Implications for Promoting the Movement
Behaviour Guidelines

Our findings highlight that, despite many similarities, there are
numerous contextual differences that need to be considered
when promoting movement behaviour guidelines across
countries. Those working on developing materials to socialise
the WHO guidelines and the global standards toolkit for
ECEC services, could benefit from familiarising themselves
with the unique ways young children perceive and experience
the movement behaviours in their own context. This may
assist to ensure that generic messaging is avoided, and that
instead, practitioners and parents can be engaged in conver-
sations and knowledge sharing that is locally relevant and
therefore has the potential effect behaviour.

Our research has shown that a key consideration is that
these contexts appear to fall on a spectrum between children
engaging in highly structured activities across the day, and
children have a high degree of autonomy in terms of how they
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spend their time, sometimes (paradoxically) in the presence of
the threat of physical punishment for misbehaviour. This
points to the need to potentially target different movement
behaviours in different contexts, and to take into consideration
social and cultural norms around caregivers of young children,
given that they can play a critical role in guiding and/or
gatekeeping movement behaviours.

For example, in low-income South African settings, with
an apparent norm of limited overt parental supervision (and
other older children or adults playing a caregiving role),
greater emphasis could be placed on promoting rules and
boundaries around screen time in more autonomy-promoting
contexts. Whereas in high-income Australian and Chilean
settings where parents are more likely to be hands-on in terms
of supervision, there could be increased emphasis on pro-
moting more free play, in addition to the structured activities
offered (Aguiar Farias et al., 2021).

Given that young children worldwide spend a considerable
amount of time attending ECEC services, advocating for the
implementation of the WHO’s toolkit, that sets out global
standards for movement behaviours in ECEC services (WHO,
2021), has the potential to result in significant gains. Raising
awareness about the WHO global guidelines as well a
available national 24-hour movement guidelines, and en-
gaging parents in the discussion around how and for how long
their children spend in the movement behaviours is important.
Drawing parents and caregivers’ attention to the benefits of
adherence to the WHO guidelines and the Global Standards
for movement behaviours in ECEC settings, for young chil-
dren’s healthy growth and development, and calling for policy
action to develop effective strategies responsive to local re-
alities, socio-cultural contexts and norms that can support this
work, is of paramount importance.

Conclusion

This qualitative study on movement behaviours of young
children from six diverse country settings has underscored the
salience of context in research on these behaviours. While
there are shared commonalities across these settings, these
contextual differences have been shown to influence how
terminology is conceptualised and understood, especially
across language groups and for younger children who are
developing their linguistic and literacy abilities. Furthermore,
context influenced methodological choices regarding the
collection of data (how, where, and with whom) as well as how
these findings are interpreted against a broader backdrop of
contextual realities in each setting.

Conducting this research study with an international
team across six countries has highlighted the need for
critical reflection on the how the research aims, method-
ology and protocol are developed and enacted. Researchers
need to be aware of their own positionality and how to
balance the requirement for methodological rigour and
consistency, with the demands that local realities place on

how best to undertake research. Reflection and discussion
are required on the need to diverge from, or enhance the
protocol, to ensure the research achieves its intended aims
in every context. While the experiences in settings are not
intended to be representative of each country, they draw
attention to the need to consider context when promoting
movement behaviour guidelines for young children, and
indeed for any age group.
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