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Abstract: This article presents the main results of the Kids in Action (KIA) project, which aimed to promote 
physical activity and sport among children aged 3 to 11, by linking the education, sports and family sectors. It 
applies the concepts of proximity consumption and the 15-minute city to sustainable and healthy habits. This 
study aims to evaluate the application of the concept of proximity to the provision of physical sports activities 
from an early age, to reduce the drop-out rate of PA, through collaboration between schools, local government 
and the sports sector. A mixed methodology was used, applying a survey and interviews with the stakeholders 
to identify good practices in the promotion of physical activity at an early age. A total of 147 children and 10 
adults (3 family members, 4 school managers or teachers and 3 sports managers) participated. The main results 
included the importance of introducing sport and providing adequate facilities, especially through guided 
workshops, as this not only influences the actual participation in sport but also the intention to continue 
practising it. It is observed that children with less affinity towards conventional sports benefit particularly from 
initiatives such as the KIA programme. On the other hand, the lack of available resources and the influence of 
the sports culture in families are identified as the main barriers, factors that harm the quality of participation. 

Keywords: children; sport clubs; healthy habits; physical activity; mixed methods 
 

1. Introduction 

Sedentary lifestyles and insufficient levels of physical activity (PA) are a global problem [1]. In 
Spain, only 63% of the school-age population engage in organised physical activity at least one day a 
week and 83% engage in unorganised PA; but only 43% can be considered active in terms of 
frequency and intensity [2]. Between 20 and 30% of the school population is sedentary [2-4], with 
school age being a key period in the development of physical activity habits, since if these activities 
are consolidated in childhood, it increases the likelihood that young people will become active adults, 
benefiting from the full effects of PA throughout each of the stages of life [5]. 

In general, the level of practice decreases significantly around the age of 11-12 years, coinciding 
with the transition from primary to secondary education, as has been observed in other countries [1, 
6, 7]. There is also a gender gap, most pronounced in organised physical activities, with 73% of boys 
engaging in organised physical activity compared to 53% of girls. [2]. Most of the organised activities 
take place in facilities and spaces outside of school. In the case of non-organised activities, they mainly 
take place in urban areas. When analysing the barriers to doing sport among Spanish schoolchildren, 
the reasons most often given are "because I don't have time" (25%) and "because I don't like it" (20%). 
Only 9% do not do it "because it costs money" and 5% "because it is far away"[2].  

Sport participation is a complex phenomenon, in which intrapersonal, interpersonal and social 
factors interact. In this sense, proximity to points of interest such as parks and trails has been studied 
as a key point to promote participation in PA [2,8]. In this cluster of factors, the main socialisation 
agents such as the family, the school and, later on, the peer group, seem to play a prominent role. 

Disclaimer/Publisher’s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and 
contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting 
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.
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Regarding the family, parental sports culture and children's "physical literacy" [9], including 
parental encouragement of physical activity, parental support for physical activity or modelling [10]; 
time spent outdoors and proximity environment (social spaces for physical activity in the community 
and the number of physical activity facilities close to the child's home) were positively associated 
with children's physical activity in the transition from primary to secondary education [11].  

Physical activity could be perceived as an opportunity to spend time with children to bond and 
develop shared interests. In addition, several studies have focused on shared practice between 
parents and children and found that children who engaged in the most physical activity with their 
father had the highest moderate to vigorous physical activity [12]. 

Kippe et al [13] highlighted the role of preschool staff as organisers of children's activities, as 
well as their involvement in children's spontaneously initiated PA [13]. PA decreases with age, 
therefore, physical education should be included as early as possible so that children benefit from 
positive role models from an early age and can establish good PA habits, especially in a way that is 
perceived as fun and enjoyable. But not only in preschool, throughout their academic life, educators 
can be an important social factor influencing children's physical activity and sedentary behaviour 
[15]. 

There is a considerable amount of research on PA in adolescents but only a few studies of 
children from a socio-ecological model have focused on early childhood or this critical moment of 
transition from primary to secondary school [11], considered by some authors as a great challenge to 
be faced [16].  

From the socio-ecological model [17], the physical environment would be relevant for the levels 
and type of physical activity taking place in a city, neighbourhood or community [18]. Different 
studies have found that proximity to an exercise facility is positively associated with leisure-time 
physical activity, considering proximity as a 10 minute walking distance, 1 km from home, "the 15-
minute city", 20-minute walking distance, or even asking about perceived proximity [19-25]. In 
adults, PA among women, younger adults, people with higher education and urban residents 
appeared to have a stronger association with distance to an exercise facility [19]. Adolescents' 
perception of living in environments or dwellings that facilitate physical activity is associated with 
healthier BMI, more hours of physical activity and family time, and fewer hours of screen time [20], 
as well as greater intensity and duration of PA activities [24]. In children, there is a significant 
correlation between the spatial characteristics of an urban neighbourhood and general environmental 
cues on the duration and intensity of physical activity [21].  

Proximity to sports facilities and venues is particularly important for the most vulnerable social 
groups, such as minorities [26], single-parent families [27] or the economically disadvantaged [28]. 

However, the concept of proximity is not only physical (distance from home or work to certain 
facilities and services) but has become a philosophy of life, framed within sustainability and "making 
the city", in recent decades a whole current has spread that advocates local consumption, proximity 
trade and friendlier relations in the inhospitable neighbourhoods of modern cities [29-31]. 

Millennials, the digital, hyper-connected generation with high ethical and moral values are the 
ones who have led this change of resistance to market imbalances, something that has been 
exacerbated by the COVID-19 crisis [20, 31], where the close and proximate has become a lifeline [29]. 
We speak of a more conscious consumption (of products and services), of proximity as a rising value 
and quality of life, of saving travel time, of public space as a space for social relations and with 
elements of urban sustainability [32]. 

This policy offers citizens a wider range of possibilities to efficiently navigate the large spaces of 
the metropolis to carry out the numerous daily activities imposed by increasingly overloaded 
agendas. To respond to the needs imposed by new lifestyles [32] in this fast-paced world, the 
reconciliation of professional, personal and family life has become a puzzle to be solved constantly. 
Therefore, the availability of services in the vicinity, and the fact that children gain autonomy in a 
safe area such as a friendly neighbourhood, are key factors in the aforementioned quality of life [33]. 

From this perspective, travel time is not only a quantitative value, measured in minutes and 
hours, it is also an indicator of the structure of the city and allows us to evaluate the levels of physical 
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proximity that the urban reality can offer its citizens [31]. When addressing the issue of sport and 
proximity in the urban environment, reference is made to the unequal distribution of resources and 
opportunities of sports facilities in the city's neighbourhoods, the promotion of minority sports, the 
feasibility of providing a wide range of quality sports services, which are accessible to all segments 
of the population and guarantee citizens' access to these services. Moreover, in Zaragoza (Spain), 
where this study takes place, the main reason for choosing a sports facility in the 2015 sports 
participation survey was proximity to the facility (39.2%) [34]. 

The socio-ecological model that advocates the promotion of physical activity in children and 
adolescents are usually within the Health Education framework, which states that for interventions 
to be effective, different environmental levels and subsystems must be influenced [35, 36].  

Within this model, the following theories are of interest to this work 
- Bandura's social-cognitive theory and the interrelationship between significant others (not only 

the family), social influence and the influence of social support [37]. 
- The Structural Model of Environmental Influences on Behaviour structures the complex 

influences of the environment at micro, meso, exo and macro levels [38]. 
- The Ecological Model of Physical Activity - EMPA adds biological factors to the above models 

[39]. 
- The Determinants Model, which identifies five types of factors [40,41]: 

1. Biological and demographic variables such as gender, overweight, age or socio-economic 
status of the family. 

2. Psychological, cognitive and emotional variables such as self-efficacy and expected and 
expected benefits. 

3. Behavioural variables. For example, playing video games and surfing the Internet. 
4. Social and cultural variables, such as parental modelling and local traditions. 
5. Physical-environmental variables such as access to sports facilities; safe spaces, streets and 

parks. 
The European project Kids in Action aimed to get families to develop a healthier lifestyle and be 

aware that physical exercise has a real influence on health, mood and self-esteem, from an early age: 
In Spain, an area of the Zaragoza city known as Margen Izquierda del Rio Ebro (Left Bank of Ebro 
River) was chosen to implement the actions.  

To carry out this European project, co-financed by the European Commission through the 
Erasmus+ Sport Programme, a group of Zaragoza schools and different entities that organise sports 
activities in the neighbourhoods, as well as Zaragoza Deporte Municipal, the municipal company 
managing the municipal sport, have collaborated.  

Each month a different sport has been practised, most of them are activities that are not usually 
offered by schools, for example, Bicycle Motocross (BMX), parkour, climbing, Ultimate Frisbee or 
canoeing. Each of these events was organised by one of the sports organisations in the selected area 
of the city and is promoted by the participating schools (aimed at children aged 3-11 years). 

The first time the children participate in one of these events, they are given a KIA passport which 
they fill in with the different workshops. When they complete a total of seven sports activities, they 
are given a gift kit for their commitment to the sport. 

The families were able to have direct contact with the different sports associations that 
collaborate in the project so that after this initiative they can continue practising sports in the activities 
that they liked the most, as well as getting to know other local sports modalities, facilities and spaces 
that allow them to broaden their non-organised PA options. 

In this sense, one of the shortcomings detected in the diagnostic analysis of the Kids in Action 
project, from which this study draws, is the disconnection between schools, families and the city's 
sporting fabric (associations and sports clubs), which is fundamental for the implementation of local 
sports policies and which may be a factor in the failure of some of the strategies and programmes 
developed, being the main topic to be analysed and discussed in this paper.  
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This study aims to evaluate the application of the concept of proximity to the provision of 
physical-sports activities from an early age, to reduce the drop-out rate of PA, through collaboration 
between schools, local government and the sports sector (sport clubs and associations).  

2. Materials and Methods 

A mixed methodology based on observational participation, a survey, and semi-structured 
interviews, was used involving the different stakeholders participating in the European Project “Kids 
in Action” (622130-EPP-1-2020-1-PT-SPO-SSCP). The study involved girls and boys of Early 
Childhood and Primary Education from 7 different schools, parents, school leaders and sports 
managers.  

The inclusion criteria were:  
a) Children: 3-11 years old, attending one of the participant schools. 
b) Parents: having a son/daughter have participated in, at least, two of the ten KIA events. 
c) Sports managers: coach or manager of a sports organization; having participated in one of the 

KIA events (as organizer and/or trainer).  
The number of interviews was not rigidly predefined, but a minimum of 2 per category was 

planned and continued in each of them until it was considered that there was enough information to 
cover all the dimensions (saturation). Previous literature establishes the saturation point at around 7 
interviews; in this case, as different categories were considered, 10 interviews were carried out, 
although some of them certainly offered little additional information.  

2.1. Sample description 

There was a total of 147 children participating in this project (average age 7.77±2.22 years): 32 
boys (21.76%) and 29 girls (19.72%) belonged to school 1. Eight boys (5.44%) and 5 (3.40%) were from 
school 2. School 3 had 7 boys (4.76%) and 3 girls (2.04%). 17 boys (11.56%) and 22 girls (14.96) 
belonged to school 4. Only 1 boy (0.68%) participated in school 5. One boy (0.68%) and 3 girls (2.04%) 
were from school 6. Finally, a total of 12 boys (8.16%) and 7 girls (5.44%) belonged to school 7 (Table 
1). 

Table 1. Participants' description (children). 

 Boys Girls 
Age boys 

(yr.) X̅±SD 

Age girls (yr.) 

X̅ ±SD 

School 1 32 29 7.96±2.29 6.5±3.53 

School 2 8 5 7±2.44 7.33±2.54 

School 3 7 3 8.37±1.68 9.33±1.52 

School 4 17 22 8.23±1.92 6.68±2.80 

School 5 1 0 8 - 

School 6 1 3 7 10 

School 7 12 7 8±1.70 8±2.58 

SD: standard deviation 

Ten semi-structured interviews were conducted with a sample of the main decision-makers 
stakeholders in the context of school, education and sports: school leaders, sports managers and 
parents. The interviewees’ profiles are described in Table 2. 

Table 2. Participants' description (adults). 

 Code Category Gender Profiles 

Participant 1 P1 Family  Woman Mother 

Participant  2 P2 Family  Man Father 

Participant 3 P3 Family  Woman Mother 
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Participant 4 D1 Schools Man Director 

Participant  5 D2 Schools Woman PE Teacher 

Participant 6 D3 Schools Man PE Teacher 

Participant 7 D4 Schools Woman 
Primary 

Teacher 

Participant 8 G1 Sports Woman Coach 

Participant 9 G2 Sports Man Manager 

Participant 10 G3 Sports  Woman Manager 

The Ethics for Research Committee of the Aragon Government (Spain) approved this study (C.I. 
PI22/108). All participants gave their written informed consent before participating in the study, 
which was optional. 

2.2. Instruments 

Three data collection instruments were used for this study. The first is a graphical rating survey 
composed of a single question about whether he liked the activity, with three Likert-type scales 
simulating facial expressions of "I liked it", "Indifferent" and "I did not like it", to find out the level of 
satisfaction with the activities among the youngest participants in the project.  

This satisfaction questionnaire was inserted in an individual ‘passport’ where children stamped 
their participation in the sports events programmed in the project (10 in total), intending to motivate 
them (Figure 1).  

 

Figure 1. KIA Passport. 

The second, semi-structured interviews were articulated based on: 1) results from the activities; 
2) project objectives; and 3) variables. The questions inquired about the link between the educational 
and sports system, the benefits of practising closeness, prevention of early sports abandonment, and 
strategies to promote the practice of healthy physical activity in childhood.  

Finally, the project's researchers actively participated in each of the meetings, noting down in 
their field notebooks everything relevant to this research, as well as comments from parents, 
monitors, managers or educators regarding the meetings, their merits and proposals for 
improvement. At the end of each of the meetings, the two researchers shared their notes, made 
conceptual maps of the variables and identified the aspects of interest when drawing up the interview 
scripts. This process of participant observation was carried out following the guidelines set out in the 
guide by Lofland and collaborators [42]. 

2.3. Data collection procedure 

The above-mentioned qualitative data were collected between October 2021 and July 2022 in 
parallel with the implementation of the Kids In Action project. Before this, informed consent was 
requested from the participants. The data collection process was carried out by the same group of 
researchers.  
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At the end of each of the sporting events within the framework of the project, participants 
(children) were asked to fill in the satisfaction survey on the activity carried out (faces’ satisfaction 
questionnaire- see Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2. Face satisfaction questionnaire. 

As for the interviews with adults they were carried out once the sporting events were over, after 
requesting informed consent. The interviews were carried out online, recorded and transcribed to be 
analyzed. A thematic analysis was done [43,44] by three experts with different profiles: a sports 
science researcher, a sociologist and an expert in qualitative methods, guaranteeing quality and 
reliability with complementary perspectives. Written informed consent was obtained from all parties. 

2.4. Data analysis 

Data regarding children were analysed with Microsoft Excel 2019. Interview data were analyzed 
using R software (version 4.3.0) and the packages RQDA (0.3-1), tm  
(variance 0.7-11) and ggplot2 (version 3.4.2). For each question, type responses were  
determined (framing theme and response sentiment) and relative and absolute 
frequencies were counted for each category. In addition, the transcribed text of all the interviews was 
cleaned by removing nexus words and joining words in the singular with words in the plural to 
obtain the frequencies of occurrence of the most used words throughout the 10 interviews. The result 
was represented in a bar chart showing the 20 most frequently used words, as well as the distribution 
of the most mentioned by category to extract conclusions about the different concepts highlighted by 
each one.  

3. Results 

This section displays the main results of the study. It is structured in 1) Children's assessment of 
the program; 2) Interviews results. 

3.1. Children’s assessment of the programme. 

The 10 activities carried out during the project from September to June 2022 were rated by an 
average of 26 participants.  The best-rated activities were BMX, climbing and rugby (with 100% I 
like it), followed by parkour and canoeing (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3. Satisfaction with the activities. 

The activity that the participants were most indifferent to was psychomotricity with 16 % 
followed by Ultimate Frisbee and volleyball, with 12% and 9% respectively. None of the activities 
carried out was rated negatively by the participants. 

Analysing the evaluations of the activities taking into account the gender of the participants, an 
average of 12.8 boys and 13.2 girls completed the satisfaction survey. The activities best rated by the 
girls with 100% “I like it” were BMX, psychomotricity, gymnastic abilities, parkour, climbing, and 
rugby. However, one of the activities most highly rated by the boys was canoeing, coinciding with 
their satisfaction with rugby, climbing and BMX. 

The activities that were most disliked by the boys were psychomotor skills (21.4%), gymnastic 
abilities (16.6%), volleyball and skating with 12.5% respectively. For girls, on the other hand, the 
activity with the highest percentage of indifferent votes was ultimate (10.5%), canoeing (7.7%) and 
skating (6.6%). 

3.2. Interviews’ results. 

3.2.1. Thematic analysis. 

Firstly, four dimensions of analysis were established concerning the objectives of the project, 
which were:  

1. Links between the education system and the sport system.  

During school hours, and due to the compulsory nature of the subject of Physical Education 
(PE), pupils' participation in physical and sporting activities is 100%. Participation outside the school 
is more variable, although educational leaders point out that it is precisely those schools interested 
in participating in this type of project that also have pupils who participate to a large extent in 
activities outside the school.  

Thus, it is considered, both by the families and the teachers interviewed, that there is a 
relationship between the school's participation in this type of activities and projects and greater 
participation of pupils outside the school.  

…but the aim of introducing activities such as the KIA or other types of activities is for them to integrate 

them into their lives in later years, obviously as a state of physical and mental well-being for any person. 

So, of course, through the physical education area in the centre and through activities that can be carried 

out such as PIBA plans and KIA activities or the activity bank of the Government of Aragon. It is very 

clear (D2). 

This is due to the following factors: 
● They encourage greater interest in sports in general.  
● They have a certain transfer towards organised sport. For example, several of the participants 

showed an interest in joining associations and clubs in the sports they practise. 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
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● Families also highlight their interest in continuing to practice in an unorganised way. 
● However, some families show a low appreciation of sport as a form of family leisure (D4), which leads 

to low participation in this type of activity. 
The schools point out that, although most families are aware of the benefits of physical activity 

and are interested in their children doing it, when it comes to putting it into practice in many cases, 
there is no collaboration with the schools to be able to implement this type of project or activity. 
However, when it comes to proposing improvements, they demand more programmes. Moreover, 
teachers add that not only physical health benefits but also coexistence (D4), through the establishment 

of habits, values and education (G2). 
When defining the roles of each of the agents in the promotion of physical and sporting activity, 

the following have been considered, in addition to the shared role of motivating students: 
a. The educational centre:  

● To promote physical and emotional well-being. 
● Inclusion. 
● Diversity of activities (get to know). 
● Four PE (Physical Education) sessions per week. 
● Achieving long-term effects. 
● Providing information on projects and activities. 
● Involvement of the FE department. 
● Dissemination of activities and projects. 
● Involvement with neighbourhood associations (D3). 
● Organising, managing and facilitating activities. 
● Ensuring compatibility with schooling and different economic levels (D4). 

b. Families:  
● Initiation into practice. 
● Accompany your children in activities. 
● Logistical support. 
● Facilitator. 
● Role model: On the one hand, you have to be a role model for the children, on the other 

hand, you have to help them to discover the range of possibilities and facilitate them on the path 

of physical activity (P3). 
c. Sports associations:  

● Comfort: Ease of scheduling, good technicians (D3). 
● Sports Culture: The centres can show them the wide variety of sporting activities and their 

benefits. It is a field of experimentation that in turn can bring them closer to the nearest clubs 

or sports in the area where they are (P3). 
● To transmit the values associated with the sport. 

d. Local government:  
● Financial support: Grants to clubs, and continuous training for technicians (D3). 
● Governance: Intelligent resource management (D4). 
● Facilitators: Opportunity enablers (G1). 
● Design and maintenance: Decent sports areas (G2). 

2. Local sports practice. 
The fact that all the modalities practised have been carried out in the neighbourhoods implies 

an increase in the children's interest in continuing to practise them in an unorganised way, favouring 
informal practice and highlighting the possibility of this being a family practice. Moreover, the 
children and their families state: 

● The children's desire to continue practising. 
● The desire to show their friends and colleagues what they have learned in the workshop. 
The desire to repeat similar experiences. 

I have tried to find any time in the park or wherever to repeat what they have learnt. With friends, at 

school... they are looking to see how to develop a little bit more what they learnt in that hour, hour and a 

half of practice (P1) 
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Families highlight the fact that they have discovered sports modalities and facilities and places 
to practice in their neighbourhoods that they did not know about, which has had a positive effect. 

...because even though we lived very close, we didn't know that you could, that you could do particular 

activities. We also discovered that we knew that it was there... (P2) 

In many cases, and speaking of the experience shared between the interviewees and other 
parents who attended the sporting events, they say that the project has been useful for them to get to 
know the sports on offer in the neighbourhoods, which is much wider and more varied than they 
thought, and this has a positive effect on their assessment of municipal management. 

The fact that it is a neighbourhoods practice makes it possible to adapt the sport itself to the real 
context of each individual, through: 

● Self-practice (affordable and easily accessible materials, or practice without materials or 
adapted materials). 

● Taking advantage of "time-outs" to continue practising.  
● The families also highlight the "recovery" of Saturdays that the project has meant for them 

to accompany their children to the workshops, something they consider very valuable, 
especially in the post-COVID-19 period, due to: 
o Less screen time for children when they leave the house for a morning of sport.  
o Discovering new playful and healthy ways to spend a Saturday morning.  

...because in my daughter's case, at least, she has discovered that on Saturday mornings you can do other 

activities than drinking vermouth and playing computer games at home (P2) 

Regarding the proximity of physical activities 
● Known environment (G1), as activities in areas that are familiar to children. 
● Facilitates activity, as it is convenient to practice close to home or school. 
● Family reconciliation, at a time when quality family convivial moments are becoming 

increasingly scarce: Facilitates adherence, close social relations,  
● Improving children's autonomy: independence of children (facilitates reconciliation between 

siblings if they can go alone to train for example) (D3). 
● A way to occupy active and healthy weekends. 
● Lower investment of time and money (G1). 
● Potential to take place during or outside school hours, reinforcing its impact. 
● Prioritizing physical activity as health and well-being. 
● Promoting a change of habits: 

o Offering more alternatives. 
o Allowing children to practice at their own risk. 
o The novelty practice of new and less popular sports increases motivation. 

3. Prevention of physical activity drop-out in the transition from primary to secondary education.  

One of the problems pointed out by the teachers is the fact of who benefits from this type of 
project, since according to them, it is the children and families who are more involved in themselves 
(more active children, who like sport more, a group who usually practice sport outside school) who 
enrol in this type of non-compulsory activities, so that the mobilisation of those who are more 
sedentary, or those whose families do not value physical and sporting activity highly, is much more 
limited. 

In this sense, for many families, participation in this type of activity is an extra effort, which they 
may or may not be willing to make. One of the participants stresses that this closeness is the key for 

middle-class families (D4). 
Family participation is considered irregular to very high depending on the school and 

depending on the following factors: 
● Prioritisation of activities. One of the teachers points out that, for the first time in decades, 

at her school, they have noticed a decrease in extracurricular sports activities and an 
increase in cultural and scientific activities. 

...And then obviously the increase in the use of screens, that is clear, but we have indeed started to notice that 

from the third year of primary school onwards there is a greater sedentary lifestyle, mainly for this reason. And 
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perhaps also because of an excess of complementary activities that are not physical, such as English, music 

theory, Chinese...I mean, this overload sometimes leads to what is not there, in other words, there is much more 

cultural activity but less sporting activity (D2). 

● Time availability. 
...because you have to take them to places, you don't play mainly in the street like you used to (D2). 

● Possibility of accompaniment. 

...the promotion of family activities far from generating greater involvement I believe that it excludes pupils 

who cannot be accompanied (D1). 

● Possibility of collaboration with other families. 

It is clear that it is inherent, i.e. if a child cannot be accompanied by his or her family, it is difficult to carry out 

the activity (D2). 

A critical moment is the transition from primary to secondary education, in many cases 
involving a change of school, timetables and classmates. At this point, key factors in the transition 
have been considered: 

● AFD facility in the same centre. Also, families sometimes see sports as incompatible with studies 

(D4). 
● Increased academic burden/demands:  

o This is not the only reason for the increase in sedentary lifestyles. 
o Change in interests. 

The changes experienced in adolescence. Especially in girls who take on female cultural roles in which sport is 

left out (D4). 

o Need for advice, "guidance". 
o Need for socio-educational support. 

● Loss of healthy PA habits. 
● Motivation on the part of families. For children with very sporty  

parents or who value sport a lot, perhaps not so much .... or for those who excel early, then the family is normally 

willing to make the effort... 

especially if it is in sports such as tennis or football... but with those who are there, on average, it depends a lot 

on the culture and the value they give to the sport. Or to their comfort because of course, you have to take them, 

go and pick them up... wait there, matches... (G4) 

● Also, the predominance of competitive sports, as I believe that there is too much early 

specialisation, which leads to the abandonment of sports as early as the second stage of school (G1). 
Children either do competitive sports or they don't do it at all. Playing in the street, in the park, etc., 

is being lost (G4). 
● Lack of financial resources. 
● Peer group. 

4. Strategies to promote healthy physical activity in childhood.  

Participation in sports promotion projects is considered to be one of the key elements in 
favouring the practice of sports in and outside the school. Thus, for example, among the participants, 
the role played by having a sports club at the school, participating in regional government 
programmes such as PIBA (Active Life Impulse Programme), the Sports Activities Bank or Active 

School Citizens and Health Promoting Schools (D4) is highlighted.  

A physical education teacher is not enough. I think there is a lack of personal and material support. If there were 

neighbourhood coordinators, I mean, that is one thing that could benefit the link that we could have between 

families, students, teachers, children and sports (D2). 

The main barriers to the practice of sports were identified among the different participants: 
● Scarcity of resources: Yes, but each family must adapt the resources to their characteristics. There 

is a lot of variety to choose from and every family can get adequate physical activity (D4). 
● Inequalities in the possibility of accompaniment and lack of family support.  
● Peer group.  
● Family overprotection. 
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● "Need" to take them to facilities instead of playing in the street 
● Lack of nearby sports facilities. 
● Increased screen time. 
● COVID standstill. 
● Increasing sedentary behaviour at younger ages (from 3rd grade onwards): Children should 

play and move much more (P3). 
● Increase in non-physical cultural extracurricular activities. 
● Activity overload. 
● Lack of staff in the centres. 

...support of some kind, socio-educational, I don't know exactly how it could be, but what is important is what 

is achieved in primary school because obviously, children in primary school are a movement in themselves. But 

it is a pity that those habits, especially health habits, are lost in a significant percentage (D2). 

● Lack of material in the centres. 
● "Loneliness" of the teacher with an interest in promotion. 
● Possibility of neighbourhood coordinators. 
● Complex communication between families, pupils, teachers,  
children and sports. 
● Established routines that make it difficult for families to change. 
● Little offer of minority sports. 
● Limited choice of opening hours and facilities, as well as  
inequalities between neighbourhoods (G1). 
● Time:  

...the biggest barrier is often time, so some are very much in favour of and seek the time, but those who don't 

have the time don't bother to make time for it either (D1). 

3.2.2. Highlihted concepts 

The thematic analysis identified the following "typical responses", obtaining absolute and 
relative frequency counts to summarise the results of the questions to these questions. Concerning 
the results of the bar chart, the following words stand out for their high frequency compared to the 
rest of the words: sport, activities, families, centre, and children. All with significantly higher 
frequencies than the rest of the words. Figure 4 represents the most cited words. 

 

Figure 4. Top words cited by respondents (frequency). 

When analysing the most cited words by category, we found that for parents the most important 
concepts are related to action (activities, participation, repeat, practice) and knowledge (information, 
search, discover), as it is reflected in the following Figure 5, school leaders identify families, activities 
and sport as key elements, with the concepts of health and physical activity appearing, which do not 
appear in any other category (Figure 6). 
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Figure 5. Word frequency per category (parents). 

 

Figure 6. Word frequency per category (school leaders). 

Finally, sports managers highlight sports and sports, centres and children, with the concept of 
shortage also having relevance, which only appears in this category. 

 

Figure 7. Word frequency per category (sports managers). 

4. Discussion 

This paper aimed at how proximity could be a relevant factor to understand sport participation 
in the early years. The results found show that schools can play a key role in showing pupils the wide 
variety of sporting activities and their benefits, which in turn can bring them closer to local sports 
clubs. Practising sport at a local level has positive effects on children's continued interest, 
encouraging family participation, discovering new sports and places to practice, and promoting a 
change of habits towards a more active and healthy life [45,46]. However, several factors were also 
identified as influencing physical activity drop-out during the transition from primary to secondary 
education, such as lack of participation of less involved families, academic burden, changes in 
adolescents' interests, and economic and social barriers. To promote healthy physical activity in 
childhood, it is crucial to address these challenges and barriers by ensuring adequate resources, 
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family support and accompaniment possibilities, and fostering effective communication between all 
actors and stakeholders. 

This study shows that sports practice in close environments is shown to be a key element 
[18,19,25] to mitigate existing barriers, including socioeconomic ones [45]. Sports practice in close 
environments encourages the adoption of healthy habits and allows children and young people to 
establish relationships with adults who transmit values, lifestyles and positive attitudes, such as 
teachers, instructors and sports managers [46]. 

Close sports practice encourages the adoption of healthy habits and allows children and young 
people to establish relationships with adults who transmit values, lifestyles and positive attitudes, 
such as teachers, monitors and sports managers [46]. Previous literature showed that stress is a 
widespread problem for young people and it is important to address it. However, adult engagement 
is needed to help address it [46]. Therefore, the active involvement of adults is essential to guide 
children and young people towards a healthy and sustainable path. These positive aspects 
counterbalance the barriers identified by KIA project participants, who have highlighted lack of time 
on the part of families, limited diversity in sports provision and safety concerns in facilities 
considered to be minority or 'diverse'. In a similar vein, other studies have pointed to the cost of 
activities, accessibility and lack of local facilities as barriers [47]. Therefore, there is a need to address 
these barriers and promote the creation of inclusive and accessible sports environments for all 
through strategies that facilitate equitable access to sports opportunities. 

It is essential to focus on children and young people by prioritising their needs and motivations 
and placing their needs and motivations at the centre of actions, strategies and programmes [47]. 
Rather than focusing exclusively on a specific sport modality, the well-being and holistic 
development of young people should be prioritised, tailoring sports initiatives to their interests and 
motivations [47]. Involving young people in the design and implementation of initiatives to increase 
physical activity seems to have a   positive influence [46]. Furthermore, for these initiatives to be 
successful, effective linkages between schools, local sports associations and sports authorities are 
essential [48].  

Schools have untapped potential, as they could play a more active role beyond school physical 
education [15] and out-of-school activities by fostering the creation of active communities, promoting 
activities outside school hours and cultivating an active culture within educational establishments. 
Some of the challenges in implementing projects like this are the lack of specific funding for such 
activities; the lack of structured connection between the different stakeholders, which means that 
instead of joining forces, scarce resources and energies are often dispersed; finally, the reliance on the 
volunteerism of teachers and parents, instead of organising professionally because of the medium 
and long term benefits they could have. 

This study highlights the key role of families in promoting a healthy and sustainable quality of 
life for children and young people. To ensure the success of initiatives aimed at this population, it is 
necessary to establish strong links between educational establishments, the sports associations in the 
neighbourhood and the sports authorities.  

Furthermore, the active participation and availability of families are indispensable elements for 
the success of these initiatives [47], although they can also represent a challenge for children who are 
vulnerable in other aspects of their lives. It is, therefore, necessary that public policies [46-49], such 
as the KIA project, are implemented in an institutionalised way and supported by neighbourhood 
and local government bodies, to ensure a holistic approach and provide the necessary support to 
these families and communities. In this sense, families play a crucial role not only as accompaniers 
and motivators, but also as role models [9] by transmitting the philosophy of "moving and interacting 
in the neighbourhood" and an active lifestyle that promotes interaction and participation in the 
community environment.  In addition, it is recognised that there is a heavy reliance on the 
availability and willingness of families [47], which can be a barrier for children who are already in 
vulnerable situations in other aspects of their lives. In this sense, families play a crucial role as 
companions and motivators, but also as role models [9], transmitting an active lifestyle and a 
philosophy of "moving and socialising in the neighbourhood".  
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It is, therefore, necessary to implement institutionalised public policies, backed by local 
government bodies, that provide adequate support, as evidenced by the KIA  
programme.  

The findings from our study have a few practical applications. To address these challenges and 
barriers and promote healthy physical activity in childhood, it is essential to allocate adequate 
resources, provide family support and opportunities for companionship, and foster effective 
communication among all stakeholders.  
In addition, the importance of close sports practice should be emphasized to mitigate barriers, 
including socioeconomic ones, and promote the adoption of healthy habits. The involvement of 
adults is also of interest to address stress-related problems in young people. And, finally, to overcome 
barriers and create inclusive and accessible sports environments, strategies must be implemented to 
ensure equitable access to sports opportunities. Effective connections between schools, local sports 
associations and sports authorities are crucial to the success of sports initiatives. Public policies must 
be implemented in an institutionalized manner, through the KIA program, and supported by local 
government agencies to provide comprehensive support to families and communities. 

Several limitations are important to mention in the current study. The sample of participants in 
this study was limited, so it would be appropriate to extend the project to a larger number of schools 
to obtain evidence of greater reliability and validity. In addition, it is important to note that we 
worked with primary school children, in compliance with the requirements of the project. However, 
the inclusion of participants from the first years of Secondary Education is relevant for a more 
complete understanding of the reality of the issue under study. 

5. Conclusions 

The current research revealed that proximity plays an important role in sports participation 
during early childhood. Practising sport at the local level has positive effects on children's continued 
interest, encourages family participation, discovering new sports and places to practice, and 
promotes a change in habits towards a more active and healthy life. However, several factors were 
identified as influencing the abandonment of physical activity during the transition from primary to 
secondary education, such as the lack of participation of less involved families, academic burden, 
changes in adolescent interests, and economic and social barriers. To promote healthy physical 
activity in childhood, it is crucial to address these challenges and barriers by ensuring adequate 
resources, family support, and mentoring opportunities, and fostering effective communication 
among all stakeholders. Finally, families play a crucial role as peers and motivators, but also as role 
models, transmitting an active and sustainable lifestyle and a philosophy of "moving and socializing 
in the neighbourhood." It is therefore necessary to implement institutionalized public policies, backed 
by local government agencies, that provide adequate support, as demonstrated by the KIA program. 
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