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Abstract

This study examines the parental concerns in facilitating their children’s physical activity participation in Hong Kong.

By adopting a qualitative approach, 22 parents (10 fathers and 12 mothers), randomly chosen from in a larger study

examining 802 (aged 9 to 16) children’s physical activity engagement, were invited for a semi-structured interview. It is

believed that these parents could represent the typicality of Hong Kong parents in increasing our understanding of the

study’s focus. Interview data were analyzed by using an open coding system to identify meaningful pieces of information

within the comprehensive text segment (Tesch, 1990). Three themes emerged from the interview data and results in relation

to Confucianism showed that parental long working hours, safety issues and over emphasize in children’s academic pursuits

were found to be their major concerns in facilitating children’s further engagement in physical activities. Specifically,

fathers and mothers were found to differ in their safety concerns for their children’s physical activity involvement. Future

interventions aiming at solving the suggested parental concerns could increase children’s physical activity participation.
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Introduction

Insufficient Physical Activity in Hong Kong
Children and its Consequences

Despite the weak evidence in the casual relationships
between physical activity and health status in children,
relevant data indicates that physical activity can result in

some health benefits for children and adolescents. Physical
activity among adolescents is consistently associated with
higher levels of self-esteem and self-concept (Armstrong
& Welsman, 1997; Chan & Michlei, 1998; Taylor et al.
2004; Trembly, Inman, & Willms, 2000). Lower levels
of anxiety and stress were found in adolescents who
engaged in regular exercise (Paluska & Schwenk, 2000).
Though children generally adopt a higher physical activity
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level than adults, its level begin to decline as children
approach their adolescence and continue to decline as they
reach their adulthood (Armstrong & Welsman, 1997).

Studies indicated that Hong Kong children’s health
status is at risk due to their low physical activity rate.
Cardio-respiratory endurance, muscular speed, power, and
muscular strength and endurance of Hong Kong school
children are not as good as their counterparts in the
Mainland China (Hong, Chan & Li, 1998) and the level
of childhood obesity in Hong Kong has been increasing
over the years (F. H. Fu, Nie, & Tong, 2004; F. J. Fu
& Hao, 2002; Hui, 2004). When examined the weekend
activity pattern of Hong Kong children, research (Johns,
Morris, Wong & Ha, 2003) revealed that more than 50%
of them failed to meet the standard of “accumulating at
least 30 minutes of moderate intensity physical activity on
most and preferably all days of the week” (ACSM, 2000).
While at school, physical education provides children with
a variety of educational and psychomotor experiences, the
limited amount of time in the curriculum (Johns, Ha &
Macfarlane, 2001) is insufficient for promoting health or
fitness. In particular, girls had lower participation than
boys (Ha, 2006; Linder, 1998). With such findings, Hong
Kong children are not receiving the benefits of physical

activity either at school or at home settings.

Parental Socialization in Children’s Physical
Activity Participation

Parents have well been identified as one of the
major socialization agents in children’s development,
especially during childhood years (Fredricks & Eccles,
2005; Sallis, Prochaska & Taylor, 2000; Shakib & Dunbar,
2004). This is because a large proportion of children’s
free time prior to adolescence is spent within the
family context and parents could play a variety of roles
including coaches, chauffeur, financier and gatekeepers
(Biddle & Goudas, 1996; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004;
Hoefer, Mckenzie, Sallis, Marshall, & Conway, 2001;
Weiss & Hayashi, 1995). Research suggested that parents
exert considerable influence in children’s physical activity
participation in a variety of ways: (a) by being a role
model either as a coach or by participating in athletics
themselves; (b) by interpreting their children’s experience
and giving them messages about their athletic ability
and the value of participating in sport; (c) by providing
emotional support and positive athletic experiences for
their children’s involvement in sport (Fredricks & Eccles,
2005). Recent studies of youth sport participation have

also found out that parents can mediate children’s
motivation in sport and physical education (Loucaides &
Chedzoy, 2005; Sallis, Prochaska & Taylor, 2000; Welk,
Wood & Morss, 2003). The mechanisms can be either
directly by providing a supportive, nurturing environment,
or indirectly through modeling, or more likely, an

interaction of the two.

Reasons Accounting for the Insufficient PA in
children-a Hong Kong Family Perspective

In understanding the home settings in promoting
physical activity, a sociocultural perspective in examining
the construction of Chinese ideology is needed. Generated
by Confucianism, Chinese parents were found to stress
great importance on hard work in school achievement (Chao
& Sue, 1996) and parents in Hong Kong in particular,
tend to be practically oriented, wanting their children
to be successful in getting a well-paid job by obtaining
a place in an exemplary university (Chan, 1996). With
the Hong Kong Certificate of Examination (HKCEE) and
Hong Kong Advanced Level Examination (HKALE) being
the highlight in the education milieu, as students move
into their senior forms, they would rather place emphasis
on their future plans and focus on subjects which are
most important for reaching academic success (Cheung,
2003; Hong, Chan & Li, 1998; Pang, 2007) other than
physical activity.

Apart from stressing academic performance, Confucian
principles attribute authority to parents, and in particular
to fathers who are regarded as leader in the family to
which family members should be obedient and respectful
(Johns & Vertinsky, 2006). Therefore children being
subordinated to their parents’ supervision must conform to
the culture values and practice. This obedience is further
accentuated between boys and girls within the male
dominant family. According to Slote and Devos (1998),
the rights of women and children were minimal and
therefore children, especially girls, are believed to enjoy
the least opportunities in their activities development.
Children, especially for girls, suggested that a lack of
family support is one of the major constraints for not
doing more exercise (Ha, 2006). With the influence on
Confucianism within the family, the continuous decrease in
physical activity challenges the quality of life and health
of Hong Kong children.
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Purpose

Most of the published researches on the relations
between parents and children in physical activity
participation have been based on the study of populations
predominately from Western cultures and from a
quantitative approach (Brustad, 1996; Fredricks & Eccles,
2005; Greendorfer, 2001). Consequently there remains a
dearth of research examining qualitatively the parental
concerns in their children’s physical activity participation
in a Chinese culture setting. Though studies in Hong
Kong have concluded that parents place high expectations
in children’s studies and forbid them to participate in
physical activities, not much work has identify the
possibility of gender differences among the parental
concerns. Therefore this study intends to fill the gaps
in addressing a comprehensive set of parental concerns
in children’s sport participation and most importantly, to
identify the possibility of gender differences within their
concerns. For children to develop active patterns of living
it is important to fully understand the sociocultural context
in which parents provide for their children before specific
intervention programmes could be tailor-made to promote
physical activity participation in Hong Kong families. This
study defines physical activity as “any bodily movement
that is produced by the contraction of skeletal muscle and
that substantially increases energy expenditure” (American
College of Sports Medicine, 2006). The participants in
this study used “sport”, “Physical Education” and “physical

activity” interchangeably.

Methodology

By adopting a qualitative approach, this study was
conducted within the context of a larger study examining
the physical activity engagement of 802 children, aged
between 9 and 16. Twenty-two parents (10 fathers and
12 mothers), randomly chosen from the children’s family
in the larger study, were invited for a semi-structured
interview concerning their roles in their children’s
physical activity participation. A letter of informed consent
was delivered to the school principal after an initial
introduction and request to conduct the study. Additionally,
a written informed consent was delivered by the children
to their parents. All participants were told that their
involvement in the study was voluntary and that they

could withdraw at any time without prejudice.

Parents were then contacted by phone to arrange
a mutually convenient time for the interview. In all
cases, the interviews were conducted by one consistent
interviewer through the phone. The interviewer had
established rapport with parents at the start of the
interview. Interviews which lasted about half an hour in
duration were conducted using a semi-structured interview
schedule that enabled further probing of responses.
Interview questions were modeled on the survey conducted
by Booth, Macaskill, Phongsavan, McLellan and Okely (1997)
and Brannen (1994).The interview schedule was trialed
with one parent in Cantonese, whom was known to the
interviewer prior to commencing the study interviews. All
interviews were written down in Chinese and transcribed
verbatim into English after each of the interview. In
addition, results were sent to each interviewer within
a week after the telephone interview for judging
the accuracy and credibility of the data collected.
Confidentiality was stressed and parents were encouraged
to express their views as honestly as possible. An open
coding system was used to identify meaningful pieces of
information that formed comprehensive text segments (Tesch,
1990). The segments with similar meaning were collected
and tagged so that the interviewees and their responses
could be identified according to similar topics (Miles &
Huberman, 1984).

Results and Discussion

Three themes emerged during the interview and
results showed that parental work commitments, safety
issues and their generally high expectation of children’s
academic success were the major concerns for facilitating
children’s physical activity participation. Specifically, this
study tries to identify the possibility of gender differences

within the parental concerns.

Parental long working hours result in the limited
time available to cater the needs of their children in their
physical activity participation. Both fathers and mothers
revealed that they could not afford extra time with their
children in physical activity during weekdays because
of their intense working hours. Parents, in their hectic
schedule could spare time only on weekends for family
gatherings however time were mostly spent on watching
movies and televisions or dining out and thus creating
a sedentary lifestyle for their children and themselves
(Johns, Morris, Wong & Ha, 2003; Johns and Ha, 1999;
Ha, 2006). Exemplified by a father, “Both of us need
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to work six days a week, well...we’re not rich and we
must work for the money for the family. Sometimes we
would go out with the kids on Sundays and we usually
go shopping or dining out”. Also noted by a mother,
“We don’t go exercising much often, not after work or
on weekends because it seems that we don’t have much
energy to workout anymore after so many days of work.
Sometimes the kids would ask for playing badminton,
and I'd play for a while but this isn’t what we like to
do. Besides, there isn’t much place for us to play, every
where is people on Sundays, even parks and badminton
courts”. It is therefore not difficult to understand that
children were not able to attain moderate-to-vigorous

physical activity levels at home and on weekends.

Hong Kong, renowned for its competitive market
economy focuses on individuals’ earning power in
determination of their success, has facilitated the long
working hours of parents. In the past, father’s role
was dominantly the breadwinner while mother was the
housekeeper. However, interview results suggested that both
fathers and mothers nowadays are responsible for earning
the family’s livelihood. Though the results in the changing
role of mothers may not generalize to every household
in Hong Kong, it is believed that earning money for
the betterment of the family has a high priority and
time for leisure is being sacrificed for this purpose.
While encouraging parents to spend more time with their
children in physical activity seems to be difficult, other
suggestive measures regarding the effective use of time
and the surrounding environment may help rectifying the
problem. Parents could encourage children walking to
and from school with neighborhood companions instead
of taking transportations. During weekends, parents could
organize family activities in country parks which provide

much open space and air for their physical health.

In terms of safety concerns, all parents consciously
discourage their children to participate in potentially
dangerous physical activities and believe that their children
are too young to make right decisions for themselves.
Specifically, mothers and fathers differ in their safety
perception. Mothers typically focus on the safety of the
environment in their children’s sport while fathers focus
on the types of sport that their sons or daughters should
or should not participate. Exemplified by a mother, “I
think playing ice-hockey is very dangerous, people are
bumping together and it’s so easy to get hurt. Being
the mother, I think I'm responsible for his safety and I

couldn’t bare the consequence if he gets hurt. Besides,
he’s still young and is easily influence by friends. I'm
not quite sure the background of his friends and I'm
afraid he’ll become naughty. And sometimes those children
in the ice-skating area smokes and say foul language, I
don’t want him to learn from them”. Noted by a father,
“Some dangerous activities, like skating, it’s not too safe
for my girl to play. Children usually can’t decide what is
dangerous for them. They just play whatever is fun but
neglect the importance of safety. For example, I won’t
let him go climbing hills or rock...it’s too dangerous.
I've seen quite a lot of accidents happened in people
climbing, it’s definitely not suitable for children, especially
girls, it’s just not right for her to play such rough sport
and Hong Kong don’t have much safe climbing places

9

for younger ones and there is a lack of qualified teachers

In Chinese families, mothers’ roles are to nurture
the children while fathers are to teach and discipline
(Slote & DeVos, 1998). In the interviews, mothers focus
on ensuring a safe environment for their children in the
physical activity context while fathers are responsible
in determining what kinds of sport is suitable for their
children’s gender. The roles of parents nowadays seem
distinct and similar with those previously practiced. It
is suggested the impact of Confucianism will continue
to influence Hong Kong families in their daily practice.
Results also showed that when parents are unfamiliar with
the sport nature, such as ice-hockey and rock climbing,
it is easier for them to forbid children joining potentially

dangerous activities.

The findings suggested that parental safety concerns
had three dimensions, safety in terms of the type of
physical activity, safety in the way how children make
decisions and safety in terms of the environment related
to children’s physical activity. First, to minimize the
effect of parental safety concerns in potentially dangerous
sport, government bodies could provide more information
on their safety precautions through the media. Sport
organizations could increase their credibility by ensuing
appropriate qualifications in their instructors. Second, in
increasing children’s sporting opportunities and to minimize
the influence of the environmental concerns, schools and
government organizations could promote traditional gender
stereotyped sport to both parents and children, and to
convey the message that boys and girls should be given
equal opportunities in various sports. It is understandable

that all parents aim to safeguard their children’s lives by
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protecting them at all means, but parents should also take
into account that suitable room for children to make their
own decisions and to make mistakes are necessary process

of healthy growth.

Another issue that parents dated as a concern for
facilitating their children’s physical activity engagement
was parents’ relatively high expectation of their children’s
academic success. Both fathers and mothers have
commented, “My son is now in the soccer team and he
practices for many days a week...he comes back home
at 7:00pm and I think soccer is distracting him from
studying well...I'm so afraid that he’ll get hurt and I'm
thinking not to let him play anymore”, “I usually let
him do whatever he wants in sports but if the exam
is near, I'd advise him to play less basketball, I think
it’s better for him to spend more time studying than on
playing”. Parents prioritized their children’s engagement
upon their high expectations in academic studies. The
sacrifice was often the students’ time involvement in
physical activities. Results are in agreement with previous
findings (Cheung, 2003; Hong, Chan & Li, 1998; Johns
& Dimmock 1999; Linder, 1999), suggesting that Hong
Kong parents, as one of the Confucian cultural heritage,
placed great emphasis on children’s school achievement
(Chao & Sue, 1996; Chan, 1996) and forbidden their
children to join sport. Parents believed that time not
spent on studying rather than on physical activities is
unwise as these two activities are contradictory in nature.
Despite this conclusive finding found in most studies,
one father believed that sport is a function of health
and is important despite academic concerns, “I’d allow
my daughter play sport as I think sport is good for her
health, T don’t think study and sport intervene with each
other. If they don’t do sport, it doesn’t mean they’ll
study. I think it’s time management more than anything
else. Besides, I think it’s important to be healthy in order
to concentrate in studies”. To increase children’s physical
activity participation, parents should understand that there
is no correlation between students’ academic achievement
and participating in physical activity (Yu, Chan, Cheng,
Sung, & Hau, 2006). Further interventions should focus
on educating parents that academic and physical activity
are non-conflicting pursuits. Educational programmes
could exhibit successful athletes who have also achieved
remarkable academic results and children could view
them as role models or mentors. It is important for both
parents and children to understand that having a health
body is the same as important as having good academic

results.

Conclusion

Issues such as parental work commitments, safety
issues and high expectations on children’s academic
success were expressed as the major concerns in children’s
active lifestyles. Results suggested that fathers and mothers
expressed their worries differently in safety issues but not
in the other two types of concerns. If physical activities
need to be increased for Hong Kong children, the sphere
of influence would seem to be with how parents seek
more opportunities in the involvement and facilitation
in children’s physical activities, on solving safety issues
in relation to the types of children’s physical activity,
especially on the different views between fathers and
mothers, and with how parents balance their expectations
on academic studies with physical activities. Future
interventions aiming at solving these parental concerns

may improve children’s physical activity participation.

Theoretically, though Confucianism may seem
convincing in explaining the Chinese culture, we should
take cautious in the interpretation as Confucianism is
not empirically based and is more like philosophies
instead of a theory (Lau & Yeung, 1996). Hence further
scientific examinations should be conducted in explaining
the contemporary Chinese society. In addition, due to
effective administration, parental interviews were conducted
through the phone within a 30 minute session, no face-
to-face contact was available and this may affect the
comprehensiveness of information. Future qualitative studies
could include ethnographic designs and focus group
interviews to compensate the flaws and in enriching the
data. The results of this study point to the importance
of the major impact parents have on the development of
active lifestyles in their children.
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