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Introduction 

As many children do not meet the physical activity (PA) guidelines, insight in 

determinants of children’s PA levels is necessary. Multiple systematic reviews found an 

effect of the physical environment on children’s PA level (e.g., Ding et al., 2011). 

Similarly, several systematic reviews found evidence for the influence of parents (i.e. 

parenting practices) on children’s PA levels (e.g., Mitchell et al., 2012). Ecological 

frameworks assume an interaction between the social environment and the physical 

environment (Gubbels et al., 2014), yet evidence on the influence of the interaction of 

both environmental types on children’s PA is limited. 

Aim 

The aims of this longitudinal study were to investigate whether the physical 

environment and parenting practices have an impact on changes in children’s daily PA 

levels and whether associations between the physical neighbourhood environment and 

children’s daily PA levels are moderated by PA parenting practices.  

Method 

We performed secondary data analyses of the data of the Active Living study (Van 
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Kann et al., 2015). We only included control schools in the data analyses. In total, data 

from 240 children aged 8-12 years was included. Data were collected at baseline, after 

6 and after 18 months. At baseline, 6 and 18 months, we measured children’s PA using 

accelerometry (ActiGraph GT3X+). The physical environment was assessed at baseline 

through neighbourhood audits (SPACE-checklist), and PA parenting practices were 

measured at baseline via validated parental questionnaires. Multivariate multilevel 

regression analyses were conducted to determine the main effects of the physical 

environment and parenting practices on changes in children’s sedentary behaviour 

(SB), light physical activity (LPA) and moderate-to-vigorous physical activity (MVPA) 

over 18 months. In addition, moderation of the associations between the physical 

environment and children’s PA levels by parenting practices was examined by adding 

interacting terms to the regression equations. 

Results 

A higher score on walkability of the physical environmental was associated with a 

decrease in SB at 18 months. In addition, the parenting practice logistic support was 

associated with an increase in MVPA (at both time points) and a decrease in SB (at 18 

months). Stratified analyses (based on significant interaction terms) showed that the 

effect of specific physical environmental features on children’s improvements in PA level 

was strengthened by favourable parenting practices. 

Conclusion & Implications 

We can conclude that several parenting practices moderate the association between the 

physical environment and children’s PA levels. This implies that lack of attention for 

parenting practices can nullify investments in neighbourhood adjustments. On the other 

hand, positive parenting practices can strengthen neighbourhood adjustments. 

Interventions successfully implemented in both environments simultaneously are 

warranted to optimize intervention effectiveness.  
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