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More than six hours in school, nearly 
three hours in front of a screen and half 
an hour of exercise. Such is the average 
school day for Danish children aged 12 to 
17. Hence, Danish children spend between 
five and six times as much time in front of 
a screen watching TV or DVDs/videos or 
playing computer games as they do taking 
exercise.

The picture is almost the same for 
children aged 7 to 11. On average, they 
spend a little more time each day – al-
most seven hours – in school or at an af-
ter-school institution, spend a little less 
time watching screens (two hours), and 
exercise for only around twenty minutes.

On an average school day, Danish 
children aged 7 to 11 are in school for a 
little less than five hours, and in after-
school centres for under one and a half 
hours. Children aged 12 to 17 spend a little 
longer time in school, almost five and a 
half hours. But, they do not spend much 
time in after-school centres – less than fif-
teen minutes per day on average. Taking 
travel to and from school into 
account, these differences mean 
that the older children actually 
have more free time than the 
younger children on an average 
school day.

At the weekends, the ol-
der children spend an average 
of four and a half hours per day watch-
ing TV or playing computer games, while 
exercise occupies less than forty minutes. 
Children aged 7 to 11 spend three and a 
quarter hours in front of screens, but only 
half an hour taking exercise. Thus, on 
an average weekend day, children spend 
around seven times as much time sitting 
in front of a TV or computer as they do 
taking exercise.

Not enough exercise
The Danish National Board of Health re-
commends that children and teenagers 

should be ‘moving around’ for at least 
one hour per day. Average Danish school-
children do not meet this target, either on 
weekdays or at weekends, even though 
‘moving around’ is a rather broader con-
cept than ‘exercise’. Depending on their 

age group and the day of the 
week, children spend between 
19 and 37 minutes per day exer-
cising, which is well below the 
recommended amount.

‘The problems are greatest 
in those families where both 
father and mother have a weak 

degree of attachment to the labour mar-
ket and have little or no education beyond 
compulsory schooling. At the same time, 
however, in these families as in all others, 
it is those children who get enough sleep, 
who eat breakfast, who take exercise, and 
who do not spend too much time on televi-
sion or computers who do best at school,’ 
says Jens Bonke, Senior Research at the 
Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The analyses of children’s time use, 
wellbeing and scholastic results are pub-
lished in the book Bruger skolebørn ti-
den hensigtsmæssigt? (Do schoolchildren 
make good use of their time?).
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Children spend five times as long in front of TV and 
computer screens as they do taking exercise

Table 1

Time spent on various activities by Danish schoolchildren. 2009.

Hours: minutes an average 
school day

an average 
weekend day

age 7-11 age 12-17 age 7-11 age 12-17

School and other institutions1 6:51 6:16 0:08 0:07

TV, DVDs/videos and 
 computer games

2:01 2:49 3:17 4:27

exercise and sports 0:19 0:35 0:30 0:37

Other leisure activities2 3:12 3:57 7: 29 6:15

1Including time spent travelling to and from schools and institutions.
2Includes shopping, visiting the hairdresser, visiting the doctor, time with parents, family or fri-
ends, playing, reading, telephoning, listening to the radio, listening to music, playing games, re-
laxing, going to scouts, going to the cinema, and visiting cafés – and transport in connection with 
these activities.
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When Danish school-

children are not at 

school, they spend a 

large part of their time 

watching TV or DVDs/

videos or playing compu-

ter games, and very little 

time taking exercise. On 

an average school day, 

schoolchildren spend 

between two and nearly 

three hours watching TV 

or playing video or com-

puter games, while they 

devote only between 20 

and 35 minutes to exer-

cise and sports.

To a large extent, the 

children who do well 

at school are those who 

make good use of their 

time – irrespective of 

family background.
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Do Danish school children make good use of their time?

Figure 1

Proportions of schoolchildren who, on a weekday:

Notes: Children aged 7-11 are considered to be left on their own to a large extent if they are alone for 
more than 3.4 hours on a particular day. Children aged 12-17 are considered to be left on their own 
to a large extent if they are alone for more than 4.4 hours on a particular day. ‘Do not take exercise’ 
refers to children who do not participate in physical exercise on two particular days of the week.
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The figure shows the proportion of Danish children who have problema-

tic daily lives. For example, 32% of children aged 7-11 and 54% of children 

aged 12-17 spend more than three hours every day watching TV or playing 

computer games.
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On an average weekday, Danish school-
children sit in front of a television or com-
puter for a very long time – over half of all 
12- to 17-year-olds spend more than three 
hours watching TV or computer screens. 
At the same time, many children get too 
little sleep.

These are some of the findings revea-
led by a new analysis of time use among 
Danish schoolchildren conducted by the 
Rockwool Foundation.

The analysis also shows that one child 
in ten is left alone to a large extent, that 
over half of all children do not exer-
cise daily, and that many do not spend 
any time on breakfast – this last being 
the case for nearly one in six of all 12- to 
17-year-olds on a normal school day.

A special risk group
A small group of children – six percent of 
the total – have particularly problematic 
daily lives.  In an average Danish school 
class there will be one or two children 
who on the same day will display not just 
one or two, but three ‘problem factors’. 
They skip breakfast, spend too much time 
in front of a TV or computer screen, and 
are left on their own to a large degree, 
while there are others who have too little 
sleep or too little exercise.

The study shows that the everyday 
lives of a considerable proportion of Da-
nish children can be problematic with 
regard to both their health and their de-
velopment – and that those children who 
skip breakfast, often spend a lot of time 
alone and spend the most time in front 
of screens constitute a special risk group.

The procedure used

During the period April 2008 to 
May 2009, the Rockwool Foundation 
Research Unit carried out the most 
comprehensive investigation to date 
of how Danes spend their time.

A total of 7,075 adults and 1,326 
children living at home and aged bet-
ween 7 and 17 responded to a questi-
onnaire and completed diaries sho-
wing time use on two selected days, 
one weekday and one weekend day. 
The diaries were used to detail eve-
rything they did from the time they 
got up in the morning to the time 
they went to bed in the evening.

Children aged 12 to 17 completed 
the diaries themselves, while those 
aged between 7 and 11 received help 
from their parents.

The method used in the study, 
which obtained information about 
children’s time use on one weekday 
and one weekend day, means that 
lack of reported participation in a 
specific activity, for example phy-
sical exercise, does not necessarily 
indicate that the child concerned 
did not participate in that activity 
on other days.
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Many schoolchildren get far too little sleep

Figure 2

Proportions of boys and girls who sleep much too little on an average 

school day. 2009.

Note: Children who sleep one hour or more less than  the recommended amount are considered to 
sleep much too little.
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Between one seventh and one third of all Danish schoolchildren get too little 

sleep on an average school day. 22% of 7- to 9-year-old boys and girls sleep 

much too little, as do 32-34% of boys and girls aged 15-17.
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Table 2

Proportions of boys and girls who sleep less than recommended on an 

average school day. 2009.

Percent girls boys

age 7-9 53.0 48.0

age 10-11 39.4 33.7

age 12-14 48.9 33.3

age 15-17 61.1 58.1

Note: The recommended amount of sleep is 10-11 hours for children aged 7-9, 9-10 hours for those 
aged 10-11, 9 hours for children aged 12-14 and 8-9 hours for children aged 15-17.
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Between approximately one third and one half of all schoolchildren get too 

little sleep on an average school day. 48% of 7- to 9-year-old boys and 53% 

of girls in the same age group sleep too little. The same applies to 58% of 

boys aged 15-17 and 61% of girls of the same age.

Over one third of all Danish school-
children have had too little sleep when 
they arrive at school.

Depending on their age, and on indi-
vidual differences, schoolchildren should 
sleep between eight and eleven hours – 
but many do not do so. This remains true 
even if we reduce the recommended peri-
od of sleep by one hour and take into ac-
count only those who sleep less than that. 
The study of children’s time use shows 
that between 14% and 34% of school-
children spend much less time sleeping 
than they should.

Over one fifth of the youngest school-
children – those aged 7-9 – sleep much 
too little on an average school day, while 
this is the case for around one third of 
children aged 15-17.

In the middle groups, consisting of 
children aged 10-11 and 12-14, the propor-
tion who sleep far too little is between 14 
and 27 percent.

Girls in particular miss out on sleep 
While the study shows that there are no 
great differences between the propor-
tions of girls and boys who sleep much 
too little, this is not true for children who 
sleep ‘only’ a short time less than the re-
commended amount.

The difference between the genders is 
most evident in the 12-14 age group. Whi-
le 33% of boys aged between 12 and 14 get 
too little sleep, this is the case for 49% of 
girls of the same age. The differences bet-
ween boys and girls are significantly less, 
at around 3-5 percentage points, among 
children aged 7-9, 10-11 and 15-17.

These figures must be considered with 
the proviso that there are individual diffe-
rences in how much sleep schoolchildren 
need.

Correlation with parents’ sleep 
The sleeping habits of the parents can 
be significant in determining how much 
their children sleep. There are, however, 
differences in how strong the relations-
hips are between the sleeping habits of 
fathers and mothers and the amounts of 
sleep that their sons and daughters get.
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Thus, fathers’ sleeping habits are re-
flected in those of their sons. If the fa-
ther sleeps too little, i.e. more than one 
hour less than the recommended amount 
of sleep, then the probability of his son 
sleeping much too little is significantly 
greater than in the case of fathers who get 
the recommended amount of sleep. Howe-
ver, there appears to be no corresponding 
relationship between the sleeping habits 

of fathers and their daughters.
In the case of mothers, a tendency to 

get far too little sleep is correlated with a 
similar sleeping pattern among both sons 
and daughters. The probability of this re-
lationship existing increases more quick-
ly with the mother’s diminishing amount 
of sleep than is the case with fathers who 
sleep too little.

Most schoolchildren eat breakfast

Breakfast forms an integral part of the 
day’s programme for the majority of Da-
nish schoolchildren.

Nine out of ten 7- to 17-year-olds (88%) 
eat breakfast on an average school day.

Research has shown that breakfast 
is an important meal, particularly for 
schoolchildren. Children who eat break-
fast are better prepared for school and 
more receptive to teaching.

Children who have not eaten breakfast 
make up 12% of a Danish school class, 
corresponding to two or three children in 
each class. These children risk doing less 
well in school than others, and may also 
have problems with overweight. These 
and other possible consequences of skip-
ping breakfast are described in more de-
tail in the book Bruger skolebørn tiden 
hensigtsmæssigt? With English Summary.

Breakfast, yes or no?
Two factors play a role in determining 
whether or not 7- to 17-year-olds eat 
breakfast on a school day.

First, it makes a difference whether 
or not the child lives with both of his or 
her parents. Almost one child in five who 
lives with just one parent does not eat 
breakfast. In contrast, only around one 
child in ten living with both parents skips 
breakfast. 

Second, it turns out that the father’s 
education has an influence on children’s 
eating habits. Of children whose fathers 
have  no education beyond compulsory  
schooling, 17% do not eat breakfast. 
Among children  whose fathers have com-
pleted vocational training or a medium-
length course of further education,  11% 
and 6% respectively do not eat breakfast.

There is no relationship between the 

education of the mother and the likeli-
hood of children eating breakfast.

A quarter of an hour
‘Breakfast’ is defined in the study as a 
meal eaten between five and ten o’clock 
in the morning. Those children who take 
breakfast spend an average of between 15 
and 20 minutes eating it.

The time use studies show that the-
re is a certain correlation between how 
much time parents spend eating and the 
length of time spent by their children on 
the same activity. This is the case for all 
meals.

The correlation is not particularly 
strong, however. In fact, a mother has to 
spend a full hour extra on eating on an 
average day before it can be expected that 
her children will spend an additional 9 
minutes on the same activity.

Figure 3

Proportions of children aged 7 to 17 who spend time on eating 

breakfast on an average school day. 2009.

OckwOOl FOunDaTiOn reSearcH uniT

Nine out of ten children aged 7 to 17 spend time on eating breakfast on an 

average school day.
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Two out of three children do not take exercise daily

On an average day, two out of three 
schoolchildren take no exercise. Thus, for 
any given day, 63% of 7- to 17-year-olds 
state that they have not done any physical 
exercise at all.

The information about the exercise 
habits of Danish schoolchildren is ba-
sed on their completion of two diaries 
on which they listed their activities for a 
day. Physical exercise appears as just one 
among many different activities. Only 
those activities that the children them-
selves categorise as sport or exercise are 
counted as exercise for the purposes of 
the study.

This means that the proportion of 
children who engage in exercise as re-

ported in the study should be regarded 
as a minimum estimate. Exercise that 
children get through other activities – 
such as games in the school playground, 
membership of scout groups, cycling to 
and from school – is not counted.

However, though 63% of school-
children do not engage in physical exer-
cise on an average day, 16% exercise for 
up to an hour, and 21% devote more than 
an hour to exercise.

Boys are the most active
Both gender and age are relevant fac-
tors in determining the extent to which 
schoolchildren engage in physical exer-
cise on an average day. The proportion 
of boys who take exercise is greater than 
the proportion of girls, and older school-
children take more exercise than the 
younger ones.

While 37% of boys aged 7 to 11 take 
exercise, the same is true of only 30% of 
girls of the same age. The same picture 
– that boys take more exercise than girls 
– is found among older schoolchildren 
too. Both boys and girls in the 12-17 age 
group exercise more than younger boys 
and girls, but once again boys are more 
likely to exercise than girls; 41% of the 
boys in this age range state that they take 
exercise on an average day, as opposed to 
38% of the girls.

Parents are role models
The time use study was set up in such a 
way as to make it possible to investigate 
correlations between the exercise habits 
of parents and their children. For every 
child who filled in the diaries, the parents 
also completed corresponding diaries.

Comparing the exercise habits of pa-
rents and their children suggests – per-
haps not surprisingly – that parents act 
as role models for their children (unless, 
of course, it is the other way round, and 
the children influence their parents’ be-
haviour).

If the father exercises for more than 
30 minutes a day, the probability that the 
son or daughter will take exercise is sig-

Figure 4

Exercise by 7- to 17-year-olds on an average day. 2009.
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The majority of children aged 7-17 do not exercise on an average day. Howe-

ver, 16% of them exercise for up to one hour, while 21% exercise for more 

than an hour.
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Table 3

Proportion of schoolchildren who engage in physical exercise on an 

average day. 2009.

Percent girls boys

age 7-11 30 37

age 12-17 38 41

SOurce: THe rOckwOOl FOunDaTiOn reSearcH uniT

The proportion of schoolchildren who exercise is dependent on both gender 

and age. Boys engage in exercise activities more than girls do, and older 

children exercise more than younger ones.
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nificantly greater than if the father does 
no exercise at all.

While the exercise habits of fathers ge-
nerally have the same effects on both sons 
and daughters, there appear to be large 
differences between the exercise habits 
of sons and daughters when the mother 
takes exercise. If the mother exercises for 
more than 30 minutes per day, there are 
many more boys who also exercise for 
more than 30 minutes per day than there 
are girls. For both sexes, however, there 
is a positive correlation between the time 
spent exercising by the mother and by the 
children.

The mother’s education

The mother’s education is also a signifi-
cant factor in determining whether or not 
schoolchildren take exercise. The time 
use studies show that there is a greater 
probability of children of mothers with 
vocational training taking exercise than 
is the case for children of mothers with no 
education beyond compulsory schooling.

The children of mothers who have 
completed a medium-length course of hig-
her education are also more likely to take 
exercise.

The level of education completed by fa-
thers was not found to have any effect on 
their children’s exercise habits.

Schoolchildren are heavy TV and computers users

Danish schoolchildren spend between two 
and four hours in front of a television or 
computer screen on an average day.

It is particularly older schoolchildren 
who use their time in this manner. While 
children aged 7 to 11 watch TV or play 
computer games for around two and a half 
hours each day, these activities take up 
between three and four hours daily for 
children aged 12 to 17.

In general, boys devote more time than 
girls to television and computers. This 
difference between the sexes is most pro-
nounced among children aged 12 to 17; 
boys in this age range spend less than  an 
hour more than girls in front of screens.

Mostly at weekends
School activities set a natural limit on 
how much time children can devote on 
weekdays to their favourite TV program-
mes or computer games. At the weekends, 
in contrast, many children have greater 
freedom to indulge in such activities.

Among boys, 35% of 7- to 11-year-olds 
and 53% of those aged 12 to 17 spend at 
least five hours watching TV or playing 
computer games on a weekend day.

The corresponding proportions are so-
mewhat lower among girls, with one girl 
in five aged 7 to 11 and approximately one 
in three aged 12 to 17 spending five hours 
or more watching TV or playing computer 
games on a weekend day.

Links with parents’ habits
There is a correlation between the time 
spent by parents and by their children in 
front of TV and computer screens. The 
amount of time children devote to watch-
ing TV or playing computer games is also 
related to whether or not their parents 
live together, what education their pa-
rents have, and their father’s relationship 
to the labour market.

The study reveals that for every additi-
onal hour that a father and mother spend 
in front of  a TV or computer screen each 

Figure 5

Time spent by schoolchildren on watching television or playing 

computer games on an average day. 2009.
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On an average day, children aged 7 to 17 spend between two and four hours 

in front of a TV or computer screen.
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Every day, one young Danish schoolchild in seven is 
alone for a long period

Table 4

Proportion of children who watch TV or play computer games for five 

hours or more on an average weekend day. 2009.

Percent boys girls

age 7-11 35 20

age 12-17 53 39

SOurce: THe rOckwOOl FOunDaTiOn reSearcH uniT

At the weekends, a considerable proportion of 7- to 17-year-olds spend 

five hours or more per day watching TV or playing computer games. For 

example, more than half of all boys aged 12 to 17 spend five hours or more 

in front of the TV or computer on an average weekend day.

day, their children spend an additional 10 
minutes in the same way. In other words, 
there is a correlation, but it is not a strong 
one – there is no one-to-one relationship 
in the behavioural patterns of parents and 
their children. Regardless of the strength 
of the correlation, however, it does seem 
that parents act as role models with re-
spect to the use of TV and computers.

Ten percent more of those children 

who live together with both their parents 
spend more than three hours daily watch-
ing TV or playing computer games than is 
the case for children who live with only 
their mother or their father.

There is also a link between parents’ 
education and the time children spend 
in front of the TV or computer screen. If 
either the father or the mother has com-
pleted a medium-length course of higher 
education, or if the mother has taken vo-
cational training, the probability of their 
children watching more than three hours 
of TV per day is ten to twenty percent lo-
wer than for parents with no education 
beyond compulsory schooling.

Finally, the study shows that the fa-
ther’s attachment to the labour market is 
relevant in this context. If the father is 
unemployed or has withdrawn from the 
labour market, the probability that the 
children spend more than three hours dai-
ly watching television or playing compu-
ter games is more than 30% larger  than 
is the case for children whose fathers are 
in employment.

On an average school day, 16% of the 
youngest group of schoolchildren – those 
aged 7 to 11 – are on their own for three 
hours or more.

Time alone is defined as time when 
children are not together with either 
their parents or friends, when they are 
not in school or any other institution, and 
when they are not asleep. This means 
that schoolchildren may actually be in 
the company of other people, and yet be 
regarded for the purposes of the study as 
being alone. The crucial point is that the 
children themselves have declared that 
they do not have any close relationship 
to these people, who therefore cannot be 
expected to have any influence over the 
children’s behaviour or any effect on their 
sense of being on their own.

Older schoolchildren are alone even 
more 
The older schoolchildren are, the more 
time they report that they are on their 
own. Fully 16% of boys aged 7 to 11 and 
17% of girls of the same age are alone for 
three hours or more on an average school 
day. For the older schoolchildren – those 
aged 12 to 17 – the corresponding figures 

Figure 6

Proportion of schoolchildren aged 7-17 who spend three hours or 

more on their own on an average school day. 2009.

SOurce: THe rOckwOOl FOunDaTiOn reSearcH uniT

Between 16 and 21% of schoolchildren aged 7-17 spend three hours or more 

on their own on an average school day.
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are 17% and 21%, respectively.
This fact – that it is more common 

for older schoolchildren to be alone – is 
also reflected in the average amounts of 
time for which schoolchildren are on their 
own. While children aged 7 to 11 are alo-
ne on average for a little more than an 
hour on schooldays, the older children – 
those aged 12 to 17 – are alone for an ave-
rage of between one and one and a half 
hours per day.

The greatest numbers are alone in 
the afternoons
On weekdays, schoolchildren are typical-
ly alone at three times of the day: before 
starting school, around lunchtime, and 
when they come home from school.

They are alone most frequently in the 
afternoons. Thus, nearly 15% of school-
children aged 7 to 11 and 17% of those 
aged 12 to 17 are on their own in the af-
ternoons. In the mornings and at lunch-
time nearly 10% of 7- to 11-year-olds and 
15% of 12- to 17-year-olds spend time alo-
ne.

Table 5

Average time spent alone by schoolchildren on school days. 2009.

Hours:minutes girls boys

age 7-11 1:09 1:07

age 12-17 1:20 1:26

SOurce: THe rOckwOOl FOunDaTiOn reSearcH uniT 

The unemployed and people outside 
the labour market
An investigation of the significance of the 
socioeconomic situation of the parents – 
their education, attachment to the labour 
market and income – reveals that two fac-
tors are particularly relevant to whether 
children spend time alone.

If either the father or the mother is not 
in employment, the children spend less 
time alone. This finding is fairly predicta-
ble, since not employed parents – all else 
being equal – have greater opportuni-
ties than those who are working to spend 
time with their children when they are 
not at school. The same is true for fathers 
who have retired from the labour market, 
though not – rather surprisingly – for mo-
thers in the same situation.

Too little sleep, too much time in front of the screen and 
poor wellbeing often go hand in hand

Young schoolchildren who sleep too little 
and spend too much time in front of the 
TV or computer screen are much more li-
kely to suffer from poor wellbeing than 
children who get enough sleep and spend 
only moderate amounts of time watching 
TV or playing computer games.

In the study of time use by school-
children conducted by the Rockwool Fou-
ndation Research Unit, children were 
asked to respond to a series of questions 
on how they feel about their lives.

Their answers enabled researchers to 
assess any relationships between their 
time use and their feelings about their 
own wellbeing.

The responses to the questions on 
wellbeing were converted to values from 
0 to 100, where 0 was an expression of 
very poor wellbeing, and 100 very good. 
The great majority of children participa-
ting in the study had scores of around 80.

Children scoring 66 or below on the 

index were regarded as experiencing 
a poor level of wellbeing. Between 6% 
(girls) and 8% (boys) of 7- to 11-year-olds 
and between 9% (boys) and 15% (girls) 
of children aged 12 to 17 had such low 
scores that they were classified as having 
a poor level of wellbeing. In the case of 
the younger schoolchildren, this means 
that one or two children in each Danish 
school class of 25 pupils suffer from poor 
wellbeing. In the case of older school pu-
pils, there are between two and four in 
each class who do not enjoy a good state 
of wellbeing.

Behaviour and wellbeing
It is not just the combination of too little 
sleep and too much TV and computer time 
that can increase the risk of poor well-
being. Other combinations of imprudent 
behaviour can lead to poor wellbeing 
among children.
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Overweight children have other problems too

Children aged 7 to 11 who do not exer-
cise and who spend a lot of time alone are 
at a significantly greater risk of suffering 
poor wellbeing than their peers.

Children aged 12 to 17 who skip break-

fast and spend a lot of time alone have a 
significantly greater risk of suffering from 
poor wellbeing. Those who skip breakfast 
and spend too much time in front of TV 
or computer screens have a similarly high 
risk of poor wellbeing.

Breakfast and wellbeing
Breakfast is an important indicator of 
problems of wellbeing among children, 
whether it is the meal itself or the cir-
cumstances surrounding it that are sig-
nificant.

Schoolchildren who skip breakfast 
have a greater risk of not feeling wide 
awake and alert than those who do eat 
breakfast. They also have a greater ten-
dency to be anxious, bored, miserable, 
sad, tired, frightened, distressed, angry 
and bad-tempered than those of their 
peers who have eaten breakfast.

The study also shows that children 
who do not exercise, who spend more 
time in front of the television or compu-
ter screen than the average, or who spend 
a great amount of time alone, have a grea-
ter risk of experiencing poor wellbeing.

Even though the study of children’s 
daily lives cannot show anything about 
causality – for example, whether skip-
ping breakfast results in poor wellbeing, 
or whether the children’s poor wellbeing 
has taken away their appetites – there is a 
clear correlation between eating breakfast 
and a good sense of wellbeing.

Table 6

The correlations between poor wellbeing and skipping breakfast, 

failing to exercise and spending a lot of time alone. 2009.

children who do not 
eat breakfast are:

•   more likely to feel fearful or distressed than children 
who eat breakfast

•   more likely to feel miserable

•   more likely to be angry or bad-tempered

•   more likely to feel bored

•   more likely to be tired

•   more likely to feel very anxious

•   more likely not to feel wide awake

•   more likely to be depressed

•   less likely to feel full of energy

children who do not 
exercise are:

•   more likely not to feel wide awake than children who 
exercise

•   more likely to feel very anxious

children who spend 
a lot of time alone are:

•   more likely not to feel wide awake than children who 
spend more time together with others

•   less likely to feel full of energy

Note: The relationships between breakfast and poor wellbeing and between being alone and poor 
wellbeing are calculated for school days. The relationship between lack of exercise and poor well-
being is calculated for an average day.
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Children who skip breakfast are more likely to experience feeling fearful 

and distressed, to be miserable, and to display anger and bad temper than 

children who eat breakfast.

If children are overweight, it is also pro-
bable that they sleep and take exercise too 
little, skip breakfast, spend a lot of time 
alone and spend long periods watching 
TV or playing computer games.

For example, schoolchildren who get 
less than the recommended amount of 
sleep are much more likely to be obese 
than are children who sleep for the re-
commended time. Children who skip 
breakfast are more likely to be overweight 
than children who eat breakfast, and 
children who take no exercise are more 
likely to be overweight than children who 
do take exercise.

Furthermore, there are links between 
overweight and the amount of time for 
which children are alone, and the amount 

of time they spend watching TV or using 
computers.

Other research also suggests that exer-
cise, breakfast and a limit on the amount 
of time spent in front of a screen are all 
good for health.

TV and overweight
The relationship between overweight 
and the amount of time children spend 
in front of TV and computer screens is 
illustrated in Figure 7.

The figure shows the proportions of 
children aged between 12 and 17 who are 
of normal weight, overweight and obese 
and who spend much more time than the 
average watching TV or playing compu-
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ter games.
A total of 19% of children of normal 

weight spend more time than the average 
on TV and computers. The correspon-
ding proportion of children who are over-
weight is 30%; of children who are obese, 
it is 54%.

The time use studies cannot give 
any immediate indication of cau-
sality. It is not possible to state, 
for example, that children spend 
a lot of time watching TV because 
they are overweight, or that they 
are overweight because they spend 
time in front of the television.

No conclusions possible 
on causality

Figure 7

Proportions of 12- to 17-year-olds who spend much more time than 

the average on watching TV and playing computer games. 2009.

Note: The children’s Body Mass Index (BMI) levels are used as a measure of overweight. There are 
different BMI weight categories for girls and for boys, and for different age groups.
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Over half of all obese children aged 12-17 spend much more time in front of 

a TV or computer screen than other non-obese children of the same age.
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Children who do well at school also make sensible use of 
their time – regardless of their family background

Children of mothers who have taken a 
course of higher education do better in 
school than other children. This relations-
hip is already well known, and the study 
of children’s time use by the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit confirms it yet 
again.

However, the Rockwool Foundation 
study goes a step further, in that it seeks 
to explain why this relationship exists. In 
principle, there are two plausible types of 
explanation.

The first is the obvious one: that wo-
men who are capable of undertaking 
higher education pass on their abilities 
– in this case, useful abilities – to their 
children.

The other type of explanation is that 
women who have taken higher education 
are better than others at navigating the 
stream of information available to them 
about children’s health and upbringing. 
In other words, this explanation sug-
gests that the children of well-educated 
mothers do better at school because their 
mothers make them go to bed early, eat 
breakfast, take exercise, watch only a rea-
sonable amount of television, and so on.

Differences exist in upbringing, but 
even so …
While the analysis cannot confirm the 
first (genetic) type of explanation, becau-
se it includes no information relevant to 
such an explanation, it does indicate that 
the second (behavioural) type of explana-
tion should be modified – at least in part 
– to a conclusion that it is to the advan-

Table 7

Average time use by children on different activities, shown according 

to mother’s level of education. 2009.

Mother has higher 
education

Mother does not have 
higher education

exercise and sport 
(average day)

29 minutes 32 minutes

Time spent watching TV 
or playing computer games 
(average day)

174 minutes* 190 minutes

Proportion who skip 
breakfast

16%* 25%

Proportion who do not get 
enough sleep

26% 27%

* Indicates that there is a statistically significant difference between the time spent on this activity 
by children with mothers who have taken higher education and that spent by other children.
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tage of all children to have structured and 
active daily lives.

The study certainly does show that 
there are differences in behaviour bet-
ween the children of mothers who have 
higher or lower levels of education. 
Children of mothers with higher educa-
tion spend an average of 174 minutes (just 
under three hours) in front of the TV or 
computer screen on an average day. By 
way of comparison, other children spend 
an average of 190 minutes (over three 
hours) in front of the screen.

In the same way, there are differen-
ces in the degree to which children skip 
breakfast. While 16% of children of well-
educated mothers do not eat breakfast, 
this is the case for 25% of other children.

Thus, children of mothers who have 
taken longer courses of education spend 
less time in front of the television, and a 
greater proportion of them eat breakfast.

But even though there are significant 
differences in these respects, the study 
shows that these differences are not suf-
ficiently large to explain the differences 
in the children’s scholastic results. The 
elements considered in this study of the 
everyday lives of all children – whether 
they get enough sleep, eat breakfast, take 
exercise, or spend too much time watch-
ing TV or playing computer games – have 
a direct relationship with how well they 
perform at school.

Children’s behaviour and scholastic 
results
As part of the study, children were asked 
to assess how good they felt themselves to 
be at maths and reading. 

Comparisons with the children’s own 
evaluations and their time use showed – 
not surprisingly – that there is a connec-
tion between children’s school results and 
the way they spend their time.

The more time a child reported spen-
ding on watching TV and playing compu-
ter games, the worse they felt themselves 
to be at reading.

There is also a negative correlation 
between children’s sleeping habits and 
the results for reading. Children who 
sleep too little do not consider themsel-
ves to be as good at reading as children 
who get enough sleep.

A negative correlation also exists bet-
ween skipping breakfast and results for 
maths. 

In contrast, there is a positive corre-
lation between children’s exercise ha-
bits and their level of success in maths.  
The more children exercise, the better 
they think they are at mathematics – or 
it could also be the case that success in 
school gives children the energy to exer-
cise.

The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit Newsletter (ISSN 1396-1217) is published to inform the general public of 
the results of ongoing research carried out by the Research Unit. The Newsletter is not copyrighted and may be 
quoted or reproduced freely with an appropriate attribution.

Editors responsible under the Press Law:  Torben Tranæs (Research Director) and Bent Jensen (Head of Commu-
nication). The other staff at the Research Unit are: Semra Ademovska, Secretary; Lars Højsgaard Andersen, Re-
searcher; Signe Hald Andersen, Senior Researcher and Project Manager; Jens Bonke, Senior Researcher; Johan-
nes Kaalby Clausen, Researcher and IT Manager; Peter Fallesen, Researcher; Jane Greve, Researcher; Kristoffer 
Glavind, Research Assistant; Sidsel Halben-Feld, Research Assistant; Eskil Heinesen, Senior Researcher; Camilla 
Hvidtfeldt, Researcher; Morten Harding Jensen, Research Assistant; Peter Hørlück Jessen, Research Assistant; 
Rasmus Landersø, Researcher; Helene Bie Lilleør, Researcher and Head of Evaluation; Ulrik Lund-Sørensen, Eva-
luation Coordinator; Bodil Wullum Nielsen, Research Assistant; Martin Engvang Roed, Research Assistant; Marie 
Louise Schultz-Nielsen, Senior Researcher; Peer Skov, Researcher; and Kamma Skrubbeltrang, Research Assistant.

Please telephone +45 33 34 48 00 with any practical questions concerning the Newsletter.

Address: Sølvgade 10, 2. tv., DK-1307 Copenhagen K. E-mail: forskningsenheden@rff.dk. Website: www.rff.dk.


