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Physical activity during childhood and adolescence is beneficial for health and positive
physical, mental, and emotional development. Similar to Scandinavian countries, voluntary
physical activities in Slovenia are often organised by sports clubs.

The present study assessed, whalt is the proportion of children and adolescents who partici-
pate in sports clubs, how physically active children and adolescents, both, members and
non-members of sport clubs are, and whether the weekly amount of physical activity differs
between children and adolescents.

43% of children and less (P <0.01), 28% of adolescents were members of sports clubs. 54% of
the boys were members of sports clubs in the primary, and significantly less (P <0.01), 38%,

in the secondary school. These values were significantly lower for girls, for both, primary
(31%) (P <0.001) and secondary school (21%) (P < 0.001). The average weekly physical
activity of sports club members was 9.2(5.0) h/week in children and 10.6(4.6) h/week for
adolescents, and was significantly lower for their peers non-members, with 5.0(3.9) h/week
and 3.6(2.8) h/week, respectively. Among sports club members, 28% of children participated
in sports competitions ten to thirty times, and 24% of adolescents more than thirty times
per year.

The majority of children and adolescents, members of sport clubs, fulfil the current recom-
mendations of at least one hour of physical activity daily. Several children and especially
adolescents, non-members, do not. It is worrying, that members of sports clubs compete (too)
often and that the extent of sport trainings is not properly adjusted. Small involvement of
girls in sport clubs is also alarming.

physical activity; children, adolescents; sport clubs, sports activity; sport

Izvlecek

Izhodisc¢a

Metode

Telesna dejavnost je dokazano koristna za zdravje ter ustrezen telesni, psiholoski in
custveni razvoj otrok in mladostnikov. V Sloveniji, podobno kot v skandinavskih drzavah,
prostovoljne sportne dejavnosti poleg Sol najveckrat organizivajo sportni klubi, zato igrajo
pomembno viogo pri ohranjanju zdravja otrok in mladostnikov.

Pricujoca raziskava je na podrocju severne Primorske preverila, kolikSen delez otrok in
mladostnikov je vkljucen v organizirane dejavnosti sportnih klubov, koliksen je obseg nji-
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Rezultati

Zakljucki

hove tedenske telesne dejavnosti in kako se razlikuje kolicina tedenske telesne dejavnosti
med clani in neclani sportnih klubov.

Od 818 otrok in mladostnikouv je bilo v osnovni Soli v Sportne klube vkljucenih 43 % otrok,
v srednji Soli pa le Se 28 % mladostnikov (P < 0,01). V osnovni $oli je bilo glede na ostale
sovrstnike istega spola v Sportne klube vkljucenih 54 % fantov in znacilno (P < 0,001)
many, le 31%, deklet. V srednji Soli je bila ta vrednost za oba spola znacilno niZja in je za
Jante znasala 38 %, za dekleta pa znacilno (P <0,001) manyj, le 21 %. Skupna povprecna
tedenska telesna dejavnost pri osnovnosolcih, clanih Sportnih klubov, je bila 9,2 (5,0) ur/
teden, pri sovrstnikih neclanih pa 5,0 (3,9) ur/teden (P < 0,01). Pri srednjesolcih clanih
Je bila ta vrednost 10,6 (4,6) ur/teden, pri sovrsinikih neclanih pa 3,6 (2,8) ur/teden (P <
0,01). Med clani Sportnih klubov se je 28 % osnovnosolcev udelezevalo sportnih tekmouvany
med 10-in 30-krat letno, 24 % srednjesolcev pa vec kot 30-krat letno.

Vecina otrok in mladostnikouv, clanov Sportnih klubouv, dosega obstojeca priporocila o vsaj
eni uri telesne dejavnosti na dan. Precej otrok in Se zlasti mladostnikouv, ki v sportne klube
niso vkljuceni, teh priporocil ne dosega. Pri clanih Sporinih klubov sta zaskrbljujoca zlasti
pogostost Sporinih tekmovanj in neprilagojenost obsega treningov. Zaskrbljujoca je tudi

bistveno slabsa vkljucenost deklet v organizirano dejavnost sportnih klubouv.

Kljuc¢ne besede relesna dejavnost; otroci; mladostniki; Sportni klubi; gibalna dejavnost

Introduction

Physical activity has been proved beneficial for health
and positive physical, mental, and emotional develop-
ment of children and adolescents.! Children who are
physically active often receive higher grades at school.?
Regular organised physical activity of children and
adolescents also involves organised socialisation with
their peers, which enables children and adolescents to
learn sports as well as social skills that they can use in
their everyday life. A better social inclusion has been
proved to improve self-esteem, self-confidence and
to decrease the feelings of boredom and alienation.
Regular physical activity enables the children and
adolescents to successfully control their aggression,
and a better organisation and structure of their free
time prevents them against negative behavioural pat-
terns.? Children and adolescents, who are regularly
physically active, demonstrate a better motor control
as compared to their peers, and can successfully main-
tain optimal body mass. It has also been proved that
physical activity in childhood and adolescence, which
lasts regularly for several years, positively affects the
amount of physical activity in adulthood.*>

Lack of physical activity is soon reflected in well-being
and health. Sedentary way of life causes the children
and adolescents to become overweight and obese.®?
Excessive body mass can induce several chronic health
conditions, such as muscle and skeletal system injuries,
increased blood pressure, and diabetes, therefore a
sufficient amount of physical activity is indispens-
able for the prevention of illnesses and other health
conditions. It has been proven that regular physical
activity decreases the risk of cardio-vascular diseases,
therefore it is expected that any, even a rather small
increase in the amount of physical activity, may be
beneficial Tt is therefore alarming that the number of
children and adolescents in Slovenia, who are physi-
cally active for atleast one hour daily at least five times

per week has decreased for 7.1 % in boys and 2.7 % in
girls in four years only (2002-20006)."

The organisation of voluntary sports activities in Slo-
venia is similar to that in Scandinavian countries,* '?
because, apart from the extra-curricular school pro-
grammes, organised sports activities for children and
adolescents are being organised by sports clubs, which
are members of national sports associations. This is
in contrast with the situation in the United States,
where the majority of voluntary sports activities are
organised by the schools and universities.

The aim of the present study was to assess: (a) how
many children and adolescents take partin organised
sports activities of sports clubs, (b) what is the amount
of weekly physical activity in children and adolescents,
both, members and non-members of sports clubs, and
(¢) whether the amount of weekly physical activity
of both, members and non-members of sports clubs,
differs between children and adolescents.

Methods

The present study was performed in the Slovenian
region of North Primorska, including the area from
towns of Bovec to Vipava. The managements of 20 pri-
mary and 12 secondary schools were invited to partici-
pate in the study. The schools which gave consent for
participation were provided with the questionnaires
for the parents of children enrolled in the seventh
year of primary schools (12-year old children) and in
the third year of secondary schools (17-year old ado-
lescents). The questionnaires, almost 1900 altogether,
were distributed to the parents by class teachers or
school psychologists at regular school meetings, or
to the children who were asked to take the question-
naires to their parents and bring the completed back
to school. All the questionnaires were anonymous and
each of the parents could decide voluntarily whether
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they would participate in the study or not. It is ex-
pected that atleast some of the adolescents completed
the questionnaires on their own. The questionnaire
and the study protocol were approved by the Ethics
Committee of the Republic of Slovenia.

The completed questionnaires have first been digital-
ised and then analysed on a personal computer using
a Microsoft Office Excel 2003 (Microsoft Corporation,
USA) program. The statistical analysis for the majority
of data was performed by y? test, the amount of weekly
physical activity between the groups was compared by
factorial analysis of variance for independent samples.
The level of statistical significance was set to 0.05

Results

Completed questionnaires were obtained from 818
children and adolescents, of whom 495 children (61
%) were enrolled in the seventh year of the primary
school and 323 adolescents (39 %) in the third year of
the secondary school; the response level to the ques-
tionnaire was thus approximately 43 %. The gender
structure of children and adolescents, whose data
were included in the study, is presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Gender of children and adolescents whose
data were used in the study.
* Gender information was not provided in 1 % of the
questionnaires.

Tab. 1. Zastopanost po spolu med otroki in mladostni-
ki, vkljucenimi v raziskauvo.
*V 1 % anket podatek o spolu ni bil oznacen.

Girls / Dekleta Boys / Fantje
Primary school 495 244 248
Osnovna $ola 49 %* 50 %
Secondary school 323 193 130
Srednja Sola 60 % 40 %
Total
Skupaj 818

43 % of children (212 of 495 children), and only 28 %
of adolescents (89 of 323 adolescents) were members
of sports clubs; compared to children, the inclusion

of adolescents into the sports clubs was significantly
lower (P < 0.01). Almost a quarter (24 %) of 301 chil-
dren and adolescents, who were members of sports
clubs, trained football or futsal, 16 % basketball, 9 %
martial arts, 8 % handball, 7 % dancing, 5 % volleyball,
3 % athletics, 3 % baton twirling, 2 % horse riding, and
less than 2 % of the children trained in each one of the
other sports disciplines (skiing, gymnastics, table ten-
nis, swimming, paddling/kayaking, roller-skating...).
Compared to available data from the Scandinavian
countries, the participation of children in organised
activities of sports clubs in Slovenia was considerably
lower as compared to Norway'? and somewhat higher
than in Iceland® (Table 2).

Although the gender structure within sports club
members was similar (P > 0.05) for primary school
children and secondary school adolescents, the in-
clusion of girls into the sports clubs was significantly
lower than that of boys, for both, children (P < 0.001)
and adolescents (P < 0.001). Namely, compared to
the peers of the same gender, more than half of the
boys (54 %) were members of sports clubs in primary
school, butonly a third of girls (31 %). Similarly, a third
of the boys (38 %) were members of sports clubs in the
secondary school, but only a quarter of girls (21 %).
The percentage of children, members of sports clubs,
significantly decreased with age with both, girls (P <
0.05) and boys (P < 0.01).

On average (SD), children, who were not members of
sports clubs, were physically active 5.0 (3.9) hours per
week in their free time, and adolescents 3.6 (2.8) hours
per week. Children, who were members of sports
clubs, were physically active 4.6 (3.6) hours per week
in their free time, and have also performed 5.4 (2.9)
hours of organised sports trainings per week. The aver-
age cumulative physical activity of children, members
of sports clubs was 9.2 (5.0) hours per week and was
thus almost two times higher (P <0.01) than the weekly
physical activity of their peers. Adolescents, who were
members of sports clubs, were physically active 3.9
(3.2) hours per week in their free time, and have also
performed 7.2 (4.3) hours of organised sports train-
ings per week. The average cumulative physical activ-
ity of adolescents, members of sports clubs was 10.6
(4.6) hours per week and was thus almost three times

Table 2. The percentage of girls and boys of different age participating in sports club activities in Norway, Slo-
venia and Island. Data for Norway from Kjonniksen et al. (2008), for Island from Eidsdottir et al. (2008), and
Jor Slovenija from the present study.
*Significantly (P < 0.001) smaller when compared to boys of the same age.

Tab. 2. Vkljucenost v sportne klube glede na spol, starost in drZavo. Podatki za Norvesko iz Kjonniksen in sod.
(2008), za Islandijo iz Eidsdottir in sod. (2008) in za Slovenijo iz pricujoce raziskave.
* Znacilno (P <0.001) niZje kot pri fantih iste starosti,

Norway Slovenia Island
Norveska Slovenija Islandija
Age Percentage of Age Percentage of Age Percentage of
(years) children (%) (years) children (%) (years) children (%)
Starost Delez otrok Starost Delez otrok Starost Delez otrok
(lev) (%) (let) (%) (lev) (%)
Girls / Dekleta 13 59 12 31* 14 and/in 15 27
Boys / Fantje 13 66 12 54 14 and/in 15 36
Girls / Dekleta 18 31 17 21* / /

Boys / Fantje 18 47 17 38 / /
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Figure 1. Average (SD) weekly physical activity in
primary school children (OS) and secondary school
adolescents (SS), who are members or non-members

of sports clubs. Data represent the physical activity of

children and adolescents in their free time (full col-

umns) and, for sports club members, during organised

sports trainings (open columns). Data do not include
obligatory school class sports activity.

SL. 1. Povprecna tedenska fizicna aktivnost pri osnouv-

nosolcih (OS) in srednjesolcih (SS), ki so ali niso clani

sportnih klubov. Podatki predstavljajo dejavnost otrok

in mladostnikov v prostem casu (temwni stolpci) in pri

Clanih Sporinih klubov med sportnimi treningi (svetli

stolpci), ne vkljucujejo pa fizicne aktivnosti pri obve-
zni Solski telovadbi.

higher (P < 0.01) than the weekly physical activity of
their peers (Figure 1).

More than half (53 %) of children members of sports
clubs participated in sports competitions up to ten
times per year, 28 % of children members up to thirty
times peryear,and 8% of children members more than
thirty times peryear (12 % of answers were descriptive).
Amongadolescentmembers of sports clubs, the corre-
sponding values are 44 %, 21 % and 24 %, respectively,
with 11 % of answers being descriptive (Figure 2).

Discussion

The results of the present study demonstrate that
sports clubs in the Slovenian region of North Pri-
morska have an important role in enabling suitable
weekly amounts of physical activity for children and
adolescents. Namely, the amount of weekly physi-
cal activity in children, members of sports clubs, is
almost two times higher than that of their peers, and
in adolescents, members of sports clubs, the amount
of physical activity is almost three times higher than
that of their peers. In general, the majority of children
and adolescents, members of sports clubs perform
enough physical activity to fulfil the existing recom-
mendations* of at least one hour of physical activity
per day. In contrast, several children and especially
adolescents, who are not members of sports clubs, fail
to fulfil this criterion.

60 7 Children - members
53 Otroci - ¢lani
L 50 - (N=179)
2] 44 Adolescents - members
32 40 [ Miadostniki - Glani
S (N =89)
[ChNe}
ES
50 30 28
[OREN] 24
o) I} 21
£28 20 -
[0}
o 12 11
& 104 8 ﬂ
0 T T T
0Oto 10 times 11 to 30 times more than descriptive
0- do 10-krat 11-do 30-krat 30 times answer
vec kot 30-krat opisni odgovor

Figure 2. The frequency of participation (expressed as

a percentage of members of sport clubs) of primary

school children (open columns) and secondary school

adolescents (full columns) at sports competitions in

one year. For example: 53 % of children, members of

sport clubs, participate in sports competitions from O
to 10 times per year.

Sl. 2. Pogostost udelezbe (izrazena v odstotku clanov

sporitnih klubov) osnovnosolcev (svetli stolpci) in sre-

dnjesolcev (temni stolpci) na Sportnih tekmovanjih

v enem letu. Za primer: 53 % otrok, clanov Sporinih

klubov, sodeluje na sportnih tekmovanjih O do 10-krat
na leto.

The results of the present study demonstrate that the
amount of voluntary physical activity among chil-
dren and adolescents decreases with age, which is
in agreement with other studies.> ® Similar to other
reports that demonstrate that girls are on average less
physically active than boys''*"7and that they seldomly
participate in the organised activities of sports clubs,'*
5 the results of the present study demonstrate that
the participation of girls in the organised activities of
sports clubs in Slovenia is significantly lower than that
of the boys. Although these results can not be directly
transferred to the adult population, the studies dem-
onstrate that the likelihood for insufficient physical
activity in adulthood is higher in women than in men."
It has also been reported that girls prefer to participate
in activities with low and middle-level intensity and
in non-competitive sports activities.'” It is therefore
suggested that a special attention should be made
when organising sports activities, so as to promote
the participation of girls.

In contrast to the recommendations of the Norwe-
gian national sports association, which encourages
the development of sport skills through playing and
participation in exclusively non-competitive sports
activities in all children younger than 11 years," the
results of the present study demonstrate that almost
30 % of twelve year old children, members of sports
clubs in Slovenia, participate in sports competitions
from ten to thirty times per year. Even more, a quarter
of adolescents, members of sports clubs compete al-
most every week (30 or more times per year). Further-
more, it is rather worrying that the weekly amount of
organised sports trainings is almost similar for twelve
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year old children (5.4 h/week) and seventeen year
old adolescents (7.2 h/week), despite a significantly
different level of physical and mental development
between the two groups, which suggest that sports
trainings may not be adequately tailored to specific
needs of the children.

It is generally accepted that intensive physical train-
ing induces physical, psychological and metabolic
stress, which can lead to overtraining syndrome. The
overtraining syndrome causes emotional problems,
hormone imbalance, behavioural changes with lack of
enthusiasm or increased irritation, decreased immune
function and, among the others, a decrease in physical
strength and performance.?’ Such condition may be
especially dangerous with children and adolescents,
due to their ongoing growth and development.
Inappropriate and too intensive sports trainings can
cause different injuries in muscular and skeletal sys-
tem. Especially recurrent sports injuries can result in
permanent damage to musculoskeletal system,?" 2
which have an undoubtedly negative effect on health
and well being of children and adolescents, as well as
on their further growth and development.

In children and adolescents, the learning of sports
and social skills through playing and non-competitive
sports activities instead of competitive sports achieve-
ments should be promoted, and the existing good
practices and reccomendations'? should be followed.
When promoting physical activity in children and
adolescents, sports instructors, coaches, teachers, and
parents should primarily focus on health (improved
self-esteem, prevention of illnesses), ethical (»fair playx,
equality of genders), and social benefits (respect of
differences, inclusion of marginalised groups, team
work) of physical activity, instead of focusing on the
sports achievement per se. The latter can only be used
as guidance for enduring and improving the sports
skills of the most successful, physically, mentally, and
emotionally developed individuals.

Conclusions

The results of the present study suggest that in children
membership in sport clubs doubles and in adolescents
triples the amount of voluntary weekly physical activ-
ity, which successfully fulfils the existing criterions of
recommended amounts of weekly physical activity. As
the participation in organised activities of sports clubs
enables not only the regular physical activity and learn-
ing of sport skills, but also enables socialisation and
the adjoining psychological development, the sports
clubs have an important role in the maintenance of
health for children and adolescents.

It is rather worrying, however, that in contrast to the
existing recommendations, children and adolescents
in Slovenia very often participate in sports competi-
tions. Also, the small differences in the amount of
sports training for twelve year old children and sev-
enteen year old adolescents can be a source of con-
cern. Apart from the undoubtedly positive effects of
physical activity, the coaches and sports instructors
should pay attention also to the negative effects of
long and intensive trainings, and burdens associated

with sports competitions in children and adolescents
(hormone imbalance, reduced immune function, mus-
culoskeletal overloading and psychological stress) in
the sensitive period of growth, physical, mental, and
emotional development.
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