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Introduction: Parenting practices are an important influence on the movement
behaviours of children. Parenting practices are shaped by various contextual
factors (e.g., culture, sociodemographic, community) and are susceptible to
external pressures, such as health crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. Situated
within the revised Family Ecological Model, the purpose of this study was to
qualitatively explore changes in parenting practices over time in relation to the
evolving nature of this global event.

Methods: One-on-one semi-structured interviews with 40 parents of children
(aged 7-11) in three Canadian provinces were conducted in August, 2021. A
narrative thematic analysis was conducted to develop themes mapping changes
in parenting practices and organize the temporal patterns of these changes into
shared case trajectories over time.

Results: Four themes were constructed to highlight changes in parenting
practices: (1) Screen time permissiveness, (2) Force and coercion, (3) Agents of
unstructured physical activity, and (4) Stepping back from structured physical
activity. These themes were organized into three distinct case trajectories that
each represent a shared, chronological narrative for how the first 18 months of
the pandemic were broadly experienced by parents. The three trajectories were
characterized by: (1) Resilience (2) Enduring impact and (3) Adaptive growth.
Discussion: Parenting practices were changed in response to circumstances in
both temporary and enduring manners that may continue beyond the
pandemic. Further research is needed to longitudinally assess these trajectories
in order to support families and enhance understanding of parenting practices
in challenging circumstances.
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Introduction

There is considerable evidence demonstrating associations between movement
behaviours (i.e., physical activity, sedentary behaviour, sleep) and the health of children
(1). A complex interplay of individual, social, environmental, and political factors have
been found to be influential in the movement behaviours of children (2). A rapidly
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accumulating body of evidence has pointed to the strong influence
of parenting and family factors on children’s behaviours,
particularly as it relates to physical activity (3, 4). The influence
of parenting practices, goal-directed behaviours used to influence
children’s behaviours (5), have become a key element of inquiry
into the determinants of children’s movement behaviours.
Evidence consistently demonstrates that the specific practices
deployed by parents, such as role modelling, encouragement and
logistical support, are instrumental in the movement behaviours
of their children (6).

According to the revised Family Ecological Model (RFEM) (3),
parenting practices can be understood as existing within socio-
ecological contexts that are composed of influences from
community, organizational, media, policy and family-historical
factors. These factors may in turn interact to mould the specific
behaviours and practices of parents and ultimately those of their
children (3). For example, a parent’s work demands (ecological
context) may influence their self-efficacy in restricting screen
time which in turn may shape their practices to create physically
active alternatives for their child. With consideration for the logic
model proposed by the RFEM, changing circumstances across
any layers of the social-ecological context could be a catalyst for
collateral changes in parenting practices and ultimately,
children’s movement behaviours.

During March of 2020, the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus
was declared a global pandemic (7), disrupting the lives of
children and families worldwide. Since the declaration of the
pandemic, increasing evidence has demonstrated significant
declines globally in physical activity and rises in sedentary
behaviour/screen time amongst school-aged children specifically
during the first six months of the pandemic (8). A nationally
representative survey of Canadian families reported less than one
quarter (23.8%) of school-aged children (aged 5-11) were
adhering to 24-h movement guidelines for moderate-to-vigorous
physical activity (MVPA) and just 16.5% for screen time during
the initial wave of the pandemic in April of 2020 (9). Six months
later, in October of 2020, there was even lower adherence to 24-h
MVPA guidelines (17.5%) while the

recreational screen time guidelines rose to 35.4% (10). These

proportion meeting

results highlight the immediate and temporally evolving impact
of the pandemic on the movement behaviours of children and
youth living in Canada.

A scoping review demonstrates the indirect, potentially long-
term health consequences of prolonged COVID-19 restrictions
on children by demonstrating extensive adverse changes in
movement behaviours (8). However, this evidence has been
largely underpinned by descriptive, atheoretical research to this
point and the data are often presented without description of the
socio-ecological contexts that participants are living. Through the
lens of the RFEM, it would be expected that the experiences of
families during the pandemic have varied based on their
individual life circumstances. There have been variable effects on
movement behaviours of child populations based on regional
restrictions (11) and environmental factors (12) while some
children even increased or maintained their physical activity (13).
With restrictions to a variety of spaces and reduced opportunities
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for physical activity, and government and health officials urging
or mandating shifts to stay-at-home routines, it was expected
that in many contexts, parents have faced circumstances that
facilitate inevitable (mal)adaptation and change in their practices
and parenting strategies. Limited research on parents’ experiences
during the pandemic has highlighted the difficulty parents faced
early in the pandemic in being able to support their children’s
healthy movement behaviours (14) although there has been little
explicit focus on changes in parenting practices per se in existing
qualitative literature (15). As the pandemic progressed into its
second year, with the nature of restrictions fluctuating over that
time, there was a pressing need to consider how families adapted
over this time course. Accordingly, through qualitative semi-
structured interviews with parents (of children aged 7-11), the
purpose of this study was to explore the impact of the pandemic
on movement behaviour parenting practices and examine the
extent to which practices change in response to temporally
changing circumstances.

Methods

This study adopted an interpretive paradigm through a
worldview in which the researcher assumes that the “real” world
cannot be fully accessed and knowledge about it is socially
influenced and subjective. The idea of a single reality is rejected
(16)
meaning that findings will vary based on the contexts where the

and knowledge is assumed to be context-dependent

data are situated. While no one truth can ever be arrived at,
there is the notion that certain knowledge may be true in
particular contexts (16).

Participants and recruitment

This study deployed a non-probabilistic purposive sampling
technique from within a larger national sample of Canadian
families of school-aged children who participated in a
quantitative survey that assessed changes in children’s movement
and play behaviours six months into the pandemic (10). To be
included in the study participants were required to be an
English-speaking parent of at least one child aged 7-11, and
located in either British Columbia, Ontario, or Nova Scotia. We
set an initial target to conduct 12-15 interviews with participants
located in each of the three included provinces for an initial
pragmatic target of 36-45 interviews. This target was set for, and
constrained by, pragmatic limitations rather than as an expected
point of saturation; a concept not appropriate for determining
sample size within qualitative, constructivist paradigms (17). A
final sample of 40 parents were reached at the point when
researchers felt the data collected were sufficient to support
analyses. Determining how many interviews to conduct was an
that

consideration of the richness of the data being collected and the

ongoing and reflexive process required  constant

evolution of our interpretations of the data. A sample size of 40
can be considered a relatively large sample particularly in
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comparison with other qualitative studies with parents regarding
movement behaviours during COVID-19 (n=21 (18); n=29,
Riazi et al, 2021; n=20 (19). The final sample included 27
identifying as mothers. These parents were evenly distributed
across 3 provinces in Canada: British Columbia (13), Ontario
(13) and Nova Scotia (14). Of the 40 children of focus, 15 were
identified by parents as girls, the other 25 as boys. A complete
overview of participant demographics can be viewed in
Supplementary File S1.

Data collection

The study was approved by the Institutional Behavioural
Research Ethics Board (#H20-01554). Data for this study were
collected through one-on-one semi-structured interviews with
parents in August of 2021. Semi-structured interviews were a
suitable method of data collection, given the qualitative paradigm
of the study. Semi-structured interviews facilitate participants in
providing rich descriptions of their lived experiences and
contexts and allow the participant and researcher to co-construct
meaning through their interactions. The flexibility of semi-
structured interviews was an asset given the novelty of the
pandemic and therefore the potential for new, unplanned
avenues of meaning to be explored. After providing consent,
interviews were conducted and recorded via the Zoom platform.
Interviews lasted on average 1:00:44 and were transcribed
manually and verbatim. The interview guide can be viewed in
Supplementary File S2.

Analysis

A thematic narrative analysis (20) was conducted; a combined
technique, incorporating a reflexive thematic analysis (21) and
narrative analysis (22). The hybrid use of these methods has
been used successfully in previous qualitative research (20, 23)
and has been endorsed as compatible methods by advocates of
reflexive thematic analysis, Braun and Clarke (17). Reflexive
thematic analysis enabled the identification of themes related to
changes in parenting practices over the first 18 months of the
pandemic and explored similarities and differences across the
sample. Coding was performed by the first author both
deductively and inductively and was done using hardcopies and
the use of NVivo software. The incorporation of a narrative
analysis was used to examine temporal patterns, by facilitating
chronological organization of participant accounts (24) and the
themes within them, previously identified by the thematic
analysis. This approach to narrative analysis followed a thematic
model (22) focusing on the content of the narratives more than
how stories were told (24). Here, a “restorying” process was
carried out in order to sequence the thematic narratives told by
participants into chronological “stages” of their accounts of living
through the pandemic. The first stage in doing this was another
round of coding with a focus on temporal interpretations of the
transcripts (24). These codes were then collected into folders in
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Nvivo and used to write a narrative summary of each
participant’s temporal trajectory regarding changes in parenting
practices. Then, individual trajectories were sorted into groups
based on similarities in the temporal order of events related to
the themes. Within each of these groupings, both the summaries
and the codes/data were referenced to write a single, “meta”
trajectory summary (20) of a fictional, case family that captured
the amalgamated, temporal experiences of these parents over the
first 18 months of the pandemic. To enhance trustworthiness,
throughout data collection, analysis and writing of the
manuscript, co-authors acted as “critical reviewers” (25) to
encourage further reflection and alternative interpretations of the

data.

Results

Following the presentation of four overarching themes, each of
the case trajectories are presented below.

Theme 1: screen time permissiveness

Most parents described being more permissive towards their
children’s screen-based behaviours by relaxing their use of rules
and restrictions. The extent of permissiveness ranged from a
“loosening of the reigns” as with NS14, “Yes we gave him a
little more screen time,” to abandoning any limitations “Oh, no,
yeah those rules went right out the window” (NS5). Several
contextual processes were reported to drive this change. Prior
to lockdowns, the busyness of daily life acted as an organic
regulator of children’s screen time: “Their screen time is up
because other things are down” (NS4). BC12 similarly noted
how they had not previously needed to make conscious efforts
to limit screen time: “We weren’t really, really strict on it, but
he was so engaged with everything else that we didn’t really have
to monitor it.” For many parents, this bred inexperience taking
direct actions to limit screen usage through other behaviour
substitutions: “The day was so long and ... for me to be able to
entertain them for such a long period of time was really, really
hard.”

Permitting screen time was also recognized as an effective
“babysitting attend
responsibilities including their jobs: “A typical day was me

tool”, allowing parents to to other
working and him downstairs in his little mancave watching
YouTube and playing Xbox...I just gave it to him so I could keep
him out of my hair so I could work” (BC4). Finally, there was a
palpable empathy that parents displayed for the child experience

of lockdown:

I knew the toll COVID was taking psychologically as well, I was
like I'm not going to be a big disciplinarian here. It is end
times, does it matter if he is on his Switch for 2 h that day?
No (ON7).
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This sense of empathy justified screen time permissiveness in
acknowledging the challenges of the pandemic for children and
their families.

Theme 2: parent initiation: forceful
demands and coercion

Being inside on a device had become a newly developed
comfort zone for many children, lingering beyond the removal of
restrictions. A common concern raised by parents was a belief
that their children would never do anything other than play on
their screens if not for parental intervention: “To be honest with
you, if left to their own devices, they would literally just sit on a
screen all day” (ON14). This appraisal of their child’s excessive
screen usage and lack of initiative led some parents to resort to
coercive parenting practices to initiate physical activity as a
perceived counteractive measure:

I've been more strict just because I've allowed them more

leniency in their screen time so I feel like this is my

counterbalance. Like if you are going to have more screen
| time then I am going to be more insistent that we do get out
‘ and do something (ONS).

In some cases, this meant that parents felt they needed to use
insistent and demanding language, forcing outdoor time by
framing it as a requirement rather than a suggestion. NSI
exemplifies how this was perceived to be the only option for
them: “It came to the point he wasn’t going outside unless he was
told ... we would say we are going now, you must come with us.
It has been a struggle because of the electronics.” However, for
many other parents such as NS9, screen time was leveraged as a
tool for reward/punishment to coerce outdoor time and physical
activity: “It was like well if you don’t go and play, you know you
aren’t going to have game time on your PS4 and you won’t talk
to your friends.” This was typically perceived as an effective
strategy for influencing physical activity and some parents were
willing to take “extreme” measures when needed like BCI12’s
approach: “Look, I'm going to change the password on the WiFi if
you don’t go outside.’

Theme 3: agents of unstructured physical
activity

Despite most parents dealing with new challenges related to
screens, it was also common for parents to adopt new or
enhanced parenting practices related to their own active
involvement and support of their child’s unstructured physical
activity. Career disruption left room for some parents to seize the
opportunity to reinvest time and energy into the health and
leisure of their family:

The overall shift is that we are somewhat less career focused and

a little more family focused and have invested more time than
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we might have otherwise into his activities... We’ve had more
time to become more active ourselves again, and so one of the

things is just leading by example (BCI).

Here, BC1 exemplifies how some parents engaged in new
parenting practices such as role modelling and co-participating in
unstructured physical activities. Others like NS12 replaced the
roles of others: “I was more of a mom sitting on the sidelines
cheering her on, now I am the coach and the cheerleader.”
Looking for novelty paved the way for new family activities such
as with ON1: “Roller blading has actually had a resurgence,” or
ONG6: “Kayaking would be one thing that we did pick up during
the pandemic.”

Many parents generated novel opportunities for physical
activity by purchasing equipment to support unstructured play.
This may have been as minor as ON3 purchasing some new
loose parts, “We bought some ropes so they can jump rope. Trying
to find a way to do something.” or as extensive as NS4
completely renovating their yard to support play: “We put a
concrete slab in the backyard and made a basketball court for
them and this year we actually put in a pool.”

Theme 4: stepping back from structured
physical activity

Despite availability following lockdowns, many families opted
not to return their children to the structured activities they had
previously participated in. Instead, it was common for families to
delay returns or to have reduced the emphasis on structured
physical activities. For some, this was purely a case of lingering
barriers produced by the pandemic such as ongoing COVID-19
fears or frustration with the logistics of navigating “opening up”:

It’s become a real bureaucratic nightmare of clearances and oh
god, everything now involves a call just before you start to make
sure everybody’s not sick and you show up and God forbid ...
“Do I really want to go through this? ...If's not worth it (BC14).

For many other parents, reductions in structured activity
enrolment were a product of intrinsic shifts in lifestyle
preferences. The pandemic for some parents had provoked self-
reflection regarding the frenetic nature of their lives and a chance
to appreciate a slower pace of life. As NS6 reflected:

It really did slow things down a lot and put into perspective the
rat race of life you know? Pre pandemic, you are running here
and there and they are in this and that...Everybody had to
take a breather you know?

NS3 echoed this desire to maintain a slower, family-centred
lifestyle moving forward:

We were living such a hectic life...Now it is a slower pace lifestyle

and I think we are all happier because of it. I am hoping going

forward that we can maintain that rather than going back to
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just busy every day, all day before the pandemic. Just enjoying
what is in our own yard.

Meta trajectories

The following section outlines three distinct trajectories
detailing the commonly shared temporal patterns of change in
S1). These
trajectories were constructed as meta representations of similar

parenting practices (see Supplementary File
parental experiences. The trajectories highlight distinct temporal
patterns in how changes to parenting practices occurred over the

course of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Trajectory 1: “back to business as usual”

The first trajectory depicts a family whose background and
living circumstances fostered conditions for greater resilience
throughout the pandemic. The parents expressed strong beliefs in
leading an active and outdoor lifestyle for themselves and their
family: “I grew up as a child outside from the time I woke up to
when I went to bed. That is the lifestyle I wanted for my children
and I incorporated that in their lifestyle” (NS11). As an advocate
of the outdoors, the parent influenced their children’s movement
behaviours prior to the pandemic in different ways but with
emphasis on supporting informal outdoor activities through co-
These
parenting practices were enabled through both possession of

participation, modelling, and autonomy promotion.
outdoor space on their property (e.g., backyard) and living near
greenspaces providing opportunities for active leisure. A parent
reflected on these privileges: “We have a garden. Gardening,
helping out...we live near a lake, so we’re blessed with that ability
to swim, go for a boat ride or a canoe. That is normal for us” (NS10).

With the initial restrictions, this family lost access to structured
physical activities and facilities like all trajectories. However, the
access to, and experience with, informal outdoor activities helped
mitigate the magnitude of the disturbance. “It was the same
activity wise because we were getting outside in our yard” (NSII).
This is not to say they were unaffected: “Obviously we were
restricted to some degree but we just made it work” (NS15). While
many sources of physical activity were lost, the parents were able
to maintain some domains of support through their familiarity
with facilitating family physical activities. “They haven’t been less
active. Nothing has really changed. I mean we continue to do our
thing and come up with ideas. I'm an adventurist, I'm always
coming up with a plan each day and they just love that’ (NSI5).
With parks and other outdoor spaces mostly closed during the
initial lockdown, these parents’ practices were most heavily
curtailed early on. During this initial wave of the pandemic, the
closure of schools created conflicts between employment and
parenting demands leading to new screen time permissiveness.
As one parent explained “I mean I do have a full-time job, I'm
on the phone quite a bit so I need to be behind closed doors. It is
what it is right?” (NS15) referencing the inevitable nature of some
early screen time allowances.
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As time passed, circumstances trended back to “normal’.
Restrictions lifted, and even in later lockdowns, the closures to
activities and outdoor spaces were less severe. In addition, the
parents held a low concern for the virus: “I'm a little blunt I
guess, just suck it up and let’s go do this, don’t worry about public
spaces, we’re going to be safe. I do like to bring them out and say,
“Hey the world is still moving” (BC5). This enabled a quicker
return to public and group activities than for other more
cautious families: “The basketball program they’re in...whenever it
got re-opened we registered them” (ON10). Along with the return
of typical activities and schooldays, came a restoration of
previous strictness and control over screen time: “When school
went back in I said the rules were reinstated” (NS5). By this
point, in the autumn of 2020, the practices of the parent to
support their children’s movement behaviours had stabilized with
one parent declaring that “It’s back to business as usual” (NS5).

In the case of this family, resilience was exhibited with
parenting practices elastically returning to an initial state after
physical distancing mandates were eased. The parents had pre-
established parenting practices that were adaptive to the
circumstances of the pandemic such as co-participation,
modelling and encouraging outdoor play. For this reason, parents
did not have to make radical adaptations to support their
children, and any adaptations that did occur were temporary.

Trajectory 2: “stuck in a rut”

The second case family experienced a trajectory that was
characterized by enduring modifications in parenting practices.
Despite the abruptness and strictness of the first lockdown, the
lockdown brought an element of novelty early on enabling
families to occupy time by co-participating in activities together,
such as walks and bike rides or informal play in and around the
home. “We put our trampoline up early even though it was cold,
so they were all out playing and doing that stuff and to them it
was all exciting and different because they are so used to school
and school nights’ (ON12). However, the limited options for
active and outdoor time could only sustain the entertainment of
the child for a finite period of time. “I got some bocce balls and
then we would spend the afternoon tending to the garden and
playing games in the backyard and he was fine for about a
month” (BCI2). After approximately a month, the interest and
desire of the child to engage in active play dwindled as available
activities became repetitive and dull.

As it dragged on it got a little more monotonous because we were
still at home and there was the same thing every day so days
dragged into weeks and even with the pool outside they got
bored very easily because we couldn’t do anything else (ON12).

At this point, the parent became more permissive towards
screen time as the child’s preferences became centred around
devices: “It’s boring for a kid right? There’s only so many bocce
ball or badminton games that a kid can play. That’s not exciting,
that’s not Halo, that’s not GTA, that’s not what they want to do”
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(BCI12). With jobs to attend to, and empathy for their children,
screen time permissiveness became established in their parenting
style, with the child given free-reign over regulating their own
screen usage. “I didn’t give any kind of restrictions on time that
they can play...I just let them play what they wanted” (BC3).
Even as lockdown restrictions were loosened in the first summer
and autumn, and activities became available, permissiveness
remained elevated: “The screen usage will stay, realistically, kind
of high for a while because it is habits we have formed” (ONI).

With children developing the habit of in staying indoors, it
became difficult for the parent to remotivate their child to
engage in activities outside the house and take initiative to do so.
“Oh hell no it’s not the parents. We want these kids outside, it’s
just that they’re stuck in a funky rut where it’s just easier to be at
home” (BCI2). Into the latter stages of 2020 and into the spring
of 2021, the parent grew dissatisfied with the lingering
preferences of the child to stay home and began to resort to
forceful and insistent practices to initiate outdoor time: “It was
definitely something that we had to push, and we have to
continue to push because he’s so used to being in the house doing
what he wanted to do” (NSI). As the parent noted here, this use
of forceful parenting remained in practice at the time of
interview, with potential to continue indefinitely.

Exacerbating the narrative for this family was the lingering
perception of barriers prohibiting re-entry into structured
physical activities. After 18 months, programs and leagues were
operational, but ongoing concerns with COVID-19 risks and
distrust of service providers fostered an unwillingness to re-enrol
the child.

Yeah, I mean normally he would be in a day-care at the school
and that keeps him active but currently he is home and, on the
screens so much because what can you do right? I don’t trust the
pandemic right now. Some people are putting their kids in day
camps and what not, I don’t feel safe (ON7).

As a result, screen time permissiveness persisted over time in
parallel with new forceful and demanding parenting practices
deemed necessary to influence child physical activity. For this
trajectory, screen time permissiveness and forceful demands have
been maintained long after the initial implementation of
restrictions.

Trajectory 3: “upside to slowing down”

Prior to the pandemic, the parents of this family unit were
heavily occupied with the workloads of their job and careers.
They navigated parenting alongside this career focus via regular
reliance on structured programs and after school activities: “I
think we figured out one day that six days a week they were in
organized physical activity, outside of school” (BCI14). With the
bulk of their lives spent engaged in routines outside of the home,
the initial onset of restrictions in the first wave felt particularly
disruptive and abrupt for this family. “That is probably where we
felt the most constricted because everything we were so used to

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516

doing stopped all at once” (BC4). With participation in structured
activities so embedded within routines, this fostered a lack of
preparation initially for daily life restricted to the home. “I think
the initial week or so was pretty much do whatever you want,
we’ll figure this out but yeah they went from a lot of activity to
just about zero initially” (BCI4). The early “do whatever you
want” mentality was embodied by this parent through elevated
screen time permissiveness as well as reduced efforts to facilitate
physical activity brought on by closures and COVID concerns.

However, transitioning into the summer, a pair of processes
began to inspire change. First, with case counts declining
perceptions of risk were changing. “Early May was when we
stopped giving a s*t. I was done. At that point we started going
to the park and seeing family again and that made things easier”
(ON6). In addition, parents were also beginning to come to
terms with the long-term nature of the pandemic and the need
to proactively find ways to handle it. One parent discussed this
change in mentality: “I think it was as we began to realize just
how long the pandemic was going to last, and that we were going
to have to just adapt to our new lifestyle that we started to pick
up some new activities” (BC1). As these changes occurred, the
parents stepped into new roles to influence the physical activity
of their children, something that was made possible by the career
disruption faced by the parents.

They cut back our hours, like I went down to minimum part-
time hours. I would basically work a couple days a week... me
having a little more time off and the weather has been great

so it’s been pretty easy to get out and do stuff (BCI1).

With job demands reduced, and the financial stability to
support it, the parents were able to reinvest time into their
family health and leisure, embracing family physical activity and
for their child
participation, role modelling and teaching: “We would get him

becoming an active leader through co-
out of the house whether it was a bike ride or out on the street
playing some sport, but there was a lot more time to teach various
things” (BCI1). Living in a detached house in a safe, spacious
neighbourhood  helped these
unstructured activities. This new time spent embracing being

support  participating  in
active with their children was enjoyed by the parents and led to
restructuring of priorities in their life.

Physical activity had become more central to family time
together, and the parents were relishing a more informal, family-
centred lifestyle. As a result, the family did not rush out to re-
enrol the child in the same breadth of structured activities in
which they had participated previously. Reflecting on the value of
this time, the parent was disinterested in falling back into the
role of daily chauffeur.

We are kind of going to take things a little bit slower...I find
when there was too many organized sports it was just too
much for me because I don’t want to have to come home and
drive them somewhere every day and it was just too much
stress for them (BC6).
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There was a clear sense that the entire family unit was happier
with a more balanced lifestyle: “I think one of the things we took
away from this whole experience was how important it is to
balance life and career.... There has been an upside to slowing
down” (BCI1). With this family, there was a sense of positive
growth in physical activity parenting practices. The parents
became more actively involved in supporting the physical activity
of their children and there was a desire to continue to do so
indefinitely, displacing the facilitation of daily structured
activities that dominated beforehand. In sum, this trajectory
reflected the evolution of a growth-oriented approach to
parenting that prioritized work-life balance and encouraging

novel ways of supporting child PA.

Discussion

The implementation of public health measures in response to the
COVID-19 pandemic presented an opportunity to examine how
parenting practices adapt over time. In line with the RFEM (3),
changes to family ecology including parent job characteristics,
reduced accessibility of community programs/services and safe
play areas, all contributed to modifying parental strategies to
These
modifications were characterized by four themes: screen time

influence child physical activity and screen time.
permissiveness, force and coercion, active agents in unstructured
activities, and stepping back from structured physical activity.
Three trajectories were constructed as meta-representations of
similar parental experiences to highlight distinct temporal patterns
in how changes to parenting practices occurred over time.

Trajectories two and three both represent parents whose
practices reshaped in potentially enduring manners. In most cases,
parenting practices exhibited some degree of plasticity, retaining
elements of their new state even after public health restrictions had
been eased. The present study makes novel contributions by
highlighting the changeability of parenting practices beyond those
that might be expected to developmentally adjust as their child
ages. To date, very little research has examined the evolving nature
of parenting practices over time. A single longitudinal study
examined parenting practice relationships with child physical
activity and screen behaviours and found that child movement
behaviours at age 5 predicted parenting practices at age seven (26).
Further research is needed to understand broader temporal
trajectories of parenting practices and the factors that may predict
them in a non-pandemic context.

One concerning pattern found in the temporal trajectories
constructed in the present study was the widespread development
of screen time permissiveness. Permissiveness towards screen
time early in the pandemic was consistent with existing
qualitative literature (27). The present study advances our
understanding of pandemic impacts by illustrating the enduring
nature of these changes. For many families (trajectories two and
three), screen time permissiveness had become consolidated
beyond the relaxing of restrictions as parents often felt that the
habits had formed and screens had become integrated within
their daily lives beyond the point of no return. With ongoing
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permissiveness, screen time is likely to remain elevated among
most children and it is possible that the pandemic has spurred a
new standard for daily screen time amongst this cohort of
school-aged children (10). Given that this study’s data were also
collected in the summer of 2021, it is important for research to
continue to track screen usage over time to assess its ongoing
trajectory. The trajectories suggest that screen time is likely the
most important target for future intervention work involving
young children. Interventions may need to target the family unit
and focus on effective negotiations for limiting screen time and
balancing it with physical activity.

Of particular concern are the parents (trajectory two) who reacted
to the normalization of screens in their family by increasing their use of
demanding and coercive physical activity parenting practices. Child
preferences are reflected in the ecology component of the RFEM and
may represent an additional avenue through which the pandemic
has impacted parenting practices. Similar to Szpunar and colleagues
who reported that parents saw screen time as a barrier to physical
activity during the pandemic (28), parents in this study attributed
forceful/coercive practices to the perception that their children now
default to screen usage and no longer self-initiate physical activity.
However, the establishment of forceful and coercive parenting over
time as a response is a novel finding in the pandemic literature on
parenting. The use of demanding/controlling practices has been
related to lower child enjoyment and levels of physical activity (29).
Furthermore, using screen time to control behaviours or as a reward
has been linked to greater screen time (30). Given these concerns,
longitudinal research is needed to further understand the factors
that may influence the development of forceful and coercive
parenting practices.

Theme 2 (force and coercion) highlights an interplay between
physical activity and screen time parenting practices. Not only had
dissatisfaction with screen time allowances prompted increased
efforts to control physical activity by parents, but screen time
permission and restrictions were repeatedly used to coerce
children into physical activity participation. To this point, little
research has examined the relationships between the parenting
practices of these two movement behaviours. Neshteruk et al.
(31) showed that parents who were permissive towards screen
time also scored low on practices to support physical activity.
However, this analysis did not consider forceful and coercive
parenting practices and did not address the interactions or
directionality of different practices. Further research is needed to
understand the ways in which specific physical activity and
screen time parenting practices may influence one another and
how their use in combination may influence children’s
movement behaviours. How parents negotiate the interaction
between child screen and physical activity behaviours may itself
be a distinct parenting practice worthy of further investigation.
Enhanced understanding of relationships between child physical
activity and screen time could inform the development of
intervention work that focuses on balancing both behaviours
rather than attempts to change one or the other in isolation.

It is noteworthy that many parents reported positive growth in
their parenting practices. It was a common theme for parents to
have increased their participation in unstructured physical activity
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as a family, in line with other qualitative literature (e.g., 18). Within
this theme, the growth of physical activity parenting practices such as
non-directive support (co-participation, role modelling) and
autonomy support (teaching, encouragement) were evident. The
present study contributes to the literature by presenting evidence
that the growth in these domains of parenting practices has
exhibited plasticity in some cases (trajectory three) and may be
sustainable over time after the pandemic. However, it is essential to
acknowledge how contextual factors have created unequal
opportunities for families. Parents represented in trajectory three
were supported by job characteristics (e.g., reduced hours,
flexibility, work from home etc.), access to play areas and
resources, and the lack of competing priorities (economic stress,
covid-concern) to be able to invest in an active family lifestyle. In
contrast, trajectory two parents may have been limited in their
capacity to adapt by one or more of these factors. While it is
important to promote and support families to be active together
and participate in outdoor play at home (32), future research,
policy, and practice must consider how to be equitable and
inclusive of families with the least access to do so. It was evident
that safe play areas were valuable to families who could access
them during lockdowns. It is important in the event of future
lockdowns that messaging and mandates do not discourage or
prevent the safe use of outdoor spaces. Additionally, the results
reinforce the importance of equitable urban planning that
encourages outdoor activity and does not exclude neighbourhoods,
particularly in low-income areas, from proximity to amenities such
as parks and trails.

The emergence of unstructured family activities was often
closely related to the reduced use of structured programs and
sports reported by trajectory 3 families. Elliot and colleagues’
study of youth sport in Australia (33) reported comparable
patterns in youth athletes not returning to sports in the wake of
the pandemic. Similar to the present study, Elliot and colleagues
referenced development of family connectedness along with other
lingering logistical barriers related to the pandemic (33) as
factors influencing this trend. Further research is needed to
monitor ongoing youth sport participation trends. While many
parents reported replacing structured activities with family
activities, device-measured physical activity data may be needed
to determine the extent to which this substitution affects time
spent engaged in physical activity.

Strengths and limitations

There are several limitations of the research that should be
acknowledged. First, with interviews taking place in the summer
of 2021, participants were asked to recall the timeline of events
occurring over the previous 18 months. This may have limited
the ability to provide rich accounts of specific events. It is also
likely that developmental changes of the child over those 18
months played a role in the changing attitudes and behaviours of
parents, particularly towards regulation of screen time. Second,
the conduct of interviews over a virtual platform presented
limitations on the quality of data collection. Without in-person
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interaction, many elements of effective communication and
rapport-building were constrained.

These limitations should be considered in light of the strengths
of the study. While much research has been generated regarding
the impact of COVID-19 on the movement behaviours of children
(8), to our knowledge this is the first study to focus on changes in
physical activity and screen time parenting practices during this
global event. One strength of this study was the diversity captured
in the sample. This included an even distribution of participants
from three different provinces with a balanced representation of
child gender and age, parent gender, family size and household
income. Another strength was in the thematic narrative analytic
approach which involved both reflexive thematic analysis (21) and
narrative analysis (22). This enables us to shed unique light on how
parenting practices changed among families during the first 18
months of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Conclusion

In summary, this study demonstrates that parenting practices
changed throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. Parenting practices
are susceptible to influence from external factors and can be
modified in both the short and long term and those changes can
be characterised through positive or negative trajectories. Future
research is necessary to assess the ongoing temporal trajectories of
parenting practices and their impact on children’s movement
behaviours in the aftermath of the pandemic. This will help
develop strategies to support families now and in preparation for
future public health crises.

Data availability statement

The dataset presented in this article is not readily available
because of concerns about participant privacy and confidentiality.
Requests to access the dataset should be directed to the
corresponding author.

Ethics statement

The study was approved by the University of British Columbia
Institutional Behavioural Research Ethics Board (#H20-01554).
The study was conducted in accordance with the local legislation
and institutional requirements. The ethics committee/institutional
review board waived the requirement of written informed
consent for participation from the participants or the
participants’ legal guardians/next of kin because consent was

given verbally before an online interview.

Author contributions

DP: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Investigation,
Methodology, Writing - original draft, Writing - review &

editing. MB: Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing. LM:

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Paterson et al.

Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing. SM:
Conceptualization, Writing - review & editing. GF:
Conceptualization, Funding acquisition, Methodology,

Supervision, Writing - review & editing.

Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for
the research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the
absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could
be construed as a potential conflict of interest.

References

1. Carson V, Hunter S, Kuzik N, Gray CE, Poitras V], Chaput J-P, et al. Systematic
review of sedentary behaviour and health indicators in school-aged children and
youth: an update. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab. (2016) 41(6 Suppl 3):5240-65. doi: 10.
1139/apnm-2015-0630

2. Hu D, Zhou S, Crowley-McHattan ZJ, Liu Z. Factors that influence participation
in physical activity in school-aged children and adolescents: a systematic review from
the social ecological model perspective. Int J Environ Res Public Health. (2021) 18
(6):3147. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18063147

3. Davison KK, Jurkowski JM, Lawson HA. Reframing family-centred obesity
prevention using the family ecological model. Public Health Nutr. (2012) 16
(10):1861-69. doi: 10.1017/S1368980012004533

4. Masse LC, O’Connor TM, Lin Y, Carbert NS, Hughes SO, Baranowski T, et al.
The physical activity parenting practices (PAPP) item bank: a psychometrically
validated tool for improving the measurement of physical activity parenting
practices of parents of 5-12-year-old children. Int ] Behav Nutr Phys Act. (2020) 17
(1):134. doi: 10.1186/s12966-020-01036-0

5. Darling N, Steinberg L. Parenting style as context: an integrative model. Psychol
Bull. (1993) 113(3):487-96. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.113.3.487

6. Hutchens A, Lee RE. Parenting practices and children’s physical activity: an
integrative review. J Sch Nurs. (2018) 34(1):68-85. doi: 10.1177/1059840517714852

7. WHO. Coronavirus disease (COVID-19) pandemic: WHO characterizes COVID-
19 as a pandemic. Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization (2020). https://
www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/events-as-they-happen

8. Paterson DC, Ramage K, Moore SA, Riazi N, Tremblay MS, Faulkner G.
Exploring the impact of COVID-19 on the movement behaviors of children and
youth: a scoping review of evidence after the first year. J Sport Health Sci. (2021) 10
(6):675-89. doi: 10.1016/j.jshs.2021.07.001

9. Moore SA, Faulkner G, Rhodes RE, Brussoni M, Chulak-Bozzer T, Ferguson LJ,
et al. Impact of the COVID-19 virus outbreak on movement and play behaviours of
Canadian children and youth: a national survey. Int | Behav Nutr Phys Act. (2020)
17(1):85. doi: 10.1186/512966-020-00987-8

10. Moore SA, Faulkner G, Rhodes RE, Vanderloo LM, Ferguson L], Guerrero MD,
et al. Few Canadian children and youth were meeting the 24-hour movement
behaviour guidelines 6-months into the COVID-19 pandemic: follow-up from a
national study. Appl Physiol Nutr Metab. (2021) 46(10):1225-40. doi: 10.1139/
apnm-2021-0354

11. Caldwell HAT, Faulkner G, Tremblay MS, Rhodes RE, de Lannoy L, Kirk SFL, et al.
Regional differences in movement behaviours of children and youth during the
second wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Canada: follow-up from a national study.
Canadian ] Public Health. (2022) 113(4):535-46. doi: 10.17269/s41997-022-00644-6

12. Mitra R, Moore SA, Gillespie M, Faulkner G, Vanderloo LM, Chulak-Bozzer T,
et al.. Healthy movement behaviours in children and youth during the COVID-19
pandemic: Exploring the role of the neighbourhood environment. Health Place.
(2020) 65:102418. doi: doi: 10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102418

13. Guerrero MD, Vanderloo LM, Rhodes RE, Faulkner G, Moore SA, Tremblay
MS. Canadian children’s and youth’s adherence to the 24-h movement guidelines
during the COVID-19 pandemic: a decision tree analysis. ] Sport Health Sci. (2020)
9(4):313-21. doi: 10.1016/j.jshs.2020.06.005

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516

Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of
the authors and do not necessarily represent those of
their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the
and the
evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by

editors reviewers. Any product that may be

its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the
publisher.

Supplementary material

The Supplementary Material for this article can be found
online at: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2023.
1270516/full#supplementary-material

14. Riazi NA, Wunderlich K, Gierc M, Brussoni M, Moore SA, Tremblay MS, et al.
“You can't go to the park, you can't go here, you can't go there”: exploring parental
experiences of COVID-19 and its impact on their children's movement behaviours.
Children. (2021) 8(3):219. doi: 10.3390/children8030219

15. Eaton A, Ball GDC, Hwang Y, Carson V, Gokiert R, Dennett L, et al. The
impacts of COVID-19 restrictions on physical activity in children and youth: a
systematic review of qualitative evidence. J Phys Act Health. (2023) 20(5):423-37.
doi: 10.1123/jpah.2022-0350

16. Madill A, Jordan A, Shirley C. Objectivity and reliability in qualitative analysis:
realist, contextualist and radical constructionist epistemologies. The British Journal of
Psychology. (2000) 91(1):1-20. doi: 10.1348/000712600161646

17. Braun V, Clarke V. To saturate or not to saturate? Questioning data saturation as
a useful concept for thematic analysis and sample-size rationales. Qual Res Sport Exerc
Health. (2021) 13(2):201-16. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846

18. Pelletier CA, Cornish K, Sanders C. Children’s independent mobility and
physical activity during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative study with families.
Int ] Environ Res Public Health. (2021) 18(9):4481. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18094481

19. Andriyani FD, Biddle SJH, De Cocker K. Adolescents’ physical activity and
sedentary behaviour in Indonesia during the COVID-19 pandemic: a qualitative
study of mothers’ perspectives. BMC Public Health. (2021) 21(1):1864. doi: 10.1186/
512889-021-11931-1

20. Palomaki J, Laakasuo M, Salmela M. “This is just so unfair!: a qualitative
analysis of loss-induced emotions and tilting in on-line poker. Int Gambl Stud.
(2013) 13(2):255-70. doi: 10.1080/14459795.2013.780631

21. Braun V, Clarke V. Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qual Res Sport
Exerc Health. (2019) 11(4):589-97. doi: 10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

22. Riessman CK. Narrative methods for the human sciences. Los Angeles: Sage
Publications (2008). Available at: https://go.exlibris.link/ HHLwSqK4

23. Phoenix C, Sparkes AC. Athletic bodies and aging in context: the narrative
construction of experienced and anticipated selves in time. J Aging Stud. (2008) 22
(3):211-21. doi: 10.1016/j.jaging.2007.04.001

24. Frost N, Corporation E. Qualitative research methods in psychology: Combining
core approaches. New York; Maidenhead: Berkshire: Open University Press/McGraw-
Hill (2011). Available at: https://go.exlibris.link/TqyZPjbY

25. Smith B, Sparkes AC. Interviews: qualitative interviewing in the sport and
exercise sciences. In: Smith B, Sparkes AC, editors. Routledge handbook of
qualitative research in sport and exercise. New York, NY: Routledge (2016). p. 103-23.

26. Sleddens EFC, Gubbels JS, Kremers SPJ, van der Plas E, Thijs C. Bidirectional
associations between activity-related parenting practices, and child physical activity,
sedentary screen-based behavior and body mass index: a longitudinal analysis. Int
] Behav Nutr Phys Act. (2017) 14(1):89. doi: 10.1186/s12966-017-0544-5

27. Arundell L, Gould L, Ridgers ND, Ayala AMC, Downing KL, Salmon J, et al.
Everything kind of revolves around technology: a qualitative exploration of
Families’ screen use experiences, and intervention suggestions. BMC Public Health.
(2022) 22(1):1-1606. doi: 10.1186/s12889-022-14007-w

28. Szpunar M, Vanderloo LM, Bruijns BA, Truelove S, Burke SM, Gilliland J, et al.
Children and parents’ perspectives of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on

frontiersin.org


https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516/full#supplementary-material
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516/full#supplementary-material
https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2015-0630
https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2015-0630
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18063147
https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980012004533
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-020-01036-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.113.3.487
https://doi.org/10.1177/1059840517714852
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/events-as-they-happen
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/events-as-they-happen
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jshs.2021.07.001
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-020-00987-8
https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2021-0354
https://doi.org/10.1139/apnm-2021-0354
https://doi.org/10.17269/s41997-022-00644-6
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.healthplace.2020.102418
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jshs.2020.06.005
https://doi.org/10.3390/children8030219
https://doi.org/10.1123/jpah.2022-0350
https://doi.org/10.1348/000712600161646
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1704846
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18094481
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11931-1
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-11931-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/14459795.2013.780631
https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806
https://go.exlibris.link/HHLwSqK4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jaging.2007.04.001
https://go.exlibris.link/TqyZPjbY
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12966-017-0544-5
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-022-14007-w
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org/

Paterson et al.

Ontario children’s physical activity, play, and sport behaviours. BMC Public Health.
(2021) 21(1):2271. doi: 10.1186/s12889-021-12344-w

29. Janssen 1. Hyper-parenting is negatively associated with physical activity among
7-12year olds. Prev Med. (2015) 73:55-9. doi: 10.1016/j.ypmed.2015.01.015

30. Tang L, Darlington G, Ma DWL, Haines J, Guelph Family Health Study, and on
behalf of the Guelph Family Health Study. Mothers’ and Fathers’ media parenting
practices associated with young children’s screen-time: a cross-sectional study. BMC
Obes. (2018) 5(1):37. doi: 10.1186/s40608-018-0214-4

31. Neshteruk CD, Mazzucca S, Vaughn AE, Jones DJ, Ward DS. Identifying
patterns of physical activity and screen time parenting practices and associations

Frontiers in Sports and Active Living

10

10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516

with preschool children’s physical activity and adiposity. Prev. Med Rep. (2020)
18:101068. doi: 10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101068

32. ParticipACTION. The role of the family in the physical activity, sedentary and
sleep behaviours of children and youth. The 2020 ParticipACTION report card on
physical activity for children and youth. Toronto: ParticipACTION (2020). https://
www.participaction.com/en-ca/resources/children-and-youth-report-card

33. Elliott S, Drummond M]J, Prichard I, Eime R, Drummond C, Mason R.
Understanding the impact of COVID-19 on youth sport in Australia and
consequences for future participation and retention. BMC Public Health. (2021) 21
(1):448. doi: doi: 10.1186/512889-021-10505-5

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-12344-w
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ypmed.2015.01.015
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40608-018-0214-4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.pmedr.2020.101068
https://www.participaction.com/en-ca/resources/children-and-youth-report-card
https://www.participaction.com/en-ca/resources/children-and-youth-report-card
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-021-10505-5
https://doi.org/10.3389/fspor.2023.1270516
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/sports-and-active-living
https://www.frontiersin.org/

	“I’m going to change the WIFI password if you don't go outside!”: a qualitative examination of changes in parenting practices over the course of the COVID-19 pandemic
	Introduction
	Methods
	Participants and recruitment
	Data collection
	Analysis

	Results
	Theme 1: screen time permissiveness
	Theme 2: parent initiation: forceful demands and coercion
	Theme 3: agents of unstructured physical activity
	Theme 4: stepping back from structured physical activity
	Meta trajectories
	Trajectory 1: “back to business as usual”
	Trajectory 2: “stuck in a rut”
	Trajectory 3: “upside to slowing down”

	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations

	Conclusion
	Data availability statement
	Ethics statement
	Author contributions
	Funding
	Conflict of interest
	Publisher's note
	Supplementary material
	References


