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Abstract – This paper is an update of the systematic review on Active Play published in 2018 
by Mendes et al. This systematic review included studies published between 2018 and 2019. 
The search for potential articles was performed on the following electronic databases: Pubmed/
Medline, Web of Science, Bireme, Scielo and Scopus. Initially, 471 papers met the eligibility 
criteria. However, after deeply analyzed, only two studies remained and were included in the 
present review. From these articles only one presented individual information on play activity 
among adolescents age (12-17 years) from Curitiba-PR and it reveals that 77,2% of them 
were physically active in their free time. The other study included was about the preferences 
for leisure activities among adolescents from Florianopolis-SC participants in two cross 
sectional studies in 2001 and 2011. It showed a significant reduction in the preferences for 
practicing physical activities, while the opposite occurs with sedentary activities like watching 
TV, playing video games, and using computers. These results along with the inconsistencies 
in benchmarks of the domain active play among countries involved in the Global Matrix 3.0 
made clear the necessity of a standard definition and a proper tool to measure it.
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Resumo – Este artigo é uma atualização da revisão sistemática sobre Active Play publicada em 2018 
por Mendes et al. Esta revisão sistemática incluiu estudos publicados entre 2018 até 2019. A busca de 
potenciais artigos foi realizada nas seguintes bases de dados eletrônicas: Pubmed / Medline, Web of Science, 
Bireme, Scielo e Scopus. Inicialmente, 471 artigos atenderam aos critérios de elegibilidade. Porém, após 
análise aprofundada, apenas dois estudos permaneceram e foram incluídos na presente revisão. Destes 
artigos, apenas um apresentou informações individuais sobre a atividade física entre adolescentes de 12 
a 17 anos de idade de Curitiba-PR e revelou que 77,2% deles eram fisicamente ativos no tempo livre. 
O outro estudo foi sobre as preferências por atividades de lazer entre adolescentes de Florianópolis-SC 
avaliados nos anos de 2001 e 2011. Este apresentou redução significativa na preferência pela prática 
de atividades físicas, enquanto o contrário foi observado para atividades sedentárias, como assistir TV, 
jogar videogame e usar o computador. Esses resultados, juntamente com as inconsistências nos pontos 
de corte do domínio active play entre os países envolvidos na Matriz Global 3.0, deixaram claro a 
necessidade de uma definição padrão e de uma ferramenta adequada para medi-la.
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INTRODUCTION
The right to play is recognized in article 31 of the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child. That Convention defines play as something initiated, 
controlled and structured by children. Also as non-compulsory, driven by intrinsic 
motivation and it has some key characteristics as fun, uncertainty, challenge, 
flexibility and non-productivity1.

Considering that play has an undeniable role to the healthy development 
and well-being of individuals and communities the governments need to be 
committed and provide opportunities for children play. But instead of that 
it seems that active play is slowly disappearing replaced by screen time in 
developed countries or by chores or work among children and youth from 
developing countries2.

As a way to monitor these changes the Global Matrix on physical activity has 
been gathering data about several domains of physical activity among children 
and youth from a crescent number of countries. In 2018 the Global Matrix 
3.0 on physical activity was published including data from 49 countries. As a 
result of it became clear that the domain of physical activity with the more 
incomplete grades was the Active Play (29/49). Only 20 countries were able 
to find data to assign a grade varying from B (Ethiopia and Netherlands) to 
F (Estonia and Thailand)2.

As a participant of the Global Matrix 2.0 in 2016 and 3.0 in 2018 Brazil has 
reported its grades related to the physical activity among children and youth. 
Particularly in 2018 Mendes et al.3 presented the results related to the Active 
Play for the first time in Brazil. At that occasion the authors recognized that 
data available were scarce and for that reason they needed to use the global 
physical activity in order to assign a grade for the domain of Active Play. Seven 
studies were included, and the overall prevalence of Active Play was 36%.

Considering that and the necessity to keep monitoring that important 
behavior among children and youth the purpose of this study is to update the 
systematic review about Active Play among Brazilian children and youth.

METHOD

Records
This systematic review is the updating of the Mendes et al.3 study, and was 

conducted strictly following the guidance from the PRISMA Statement4.
The review protocol was prepared following the PROSPERO International 

prospective register of systematic reviews protocols5 and was registered by the 
Number: PROSPERO 2021 CRD42021236338.

Search Strategy
The studies were searched on five electronic database platforms (Pubmed/

Medline, Web of Science, Bireme, Scielo and Scopus) and was conducted 
by the authors (GW, CMSC and IASP). This revision was carried out from 
August to December of 2020 and selected articles published in 2018 or 2019 in 
peer-reviewed journals. For the investigation of potential manuscripts, we used 
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the advanced search tool in each of the databases (searches performed using 
“keywords”), The following terms were used in the studies search: ‘Active Play’, 
‘Active Behavior’, Unstructured Physical Activity’, ‘Active Leisure’, ‘Active 
Free Time’, ‘Active Video Game’, ‘Exergames’, ‘Playground Activity’, ‘Lazer 
Ativo’, ‘Brincar Ativo’, ‘Comportamento Ativo, ‘Tempo Livre Ativo’, ‘Children’, 
‘Adolescents’, ‘Youth’, ‘Criancas’, ‘Adolescentes’, ‘Jovens’, ‘Brasil’, and ‘Brazil’.

For an advanced search, the Boolean operator “OR” was used to add to at 
least one word and the operator “AND” to associate the keywords to another. 
Besides, the specific filters available in each of the databases searched were used.

Study selection
For this systematic review, only observational studies were included (cross-

sectional and longitudinal. For the inclusion criteria, the studies had to be 
carried out with Brazilians children or adolescents (individuals up to 19 years 
old), and to present data about the prevalence or the preference of active play. 
Only articles in English and Portuguese were considered eligible for inclusion.

The titles and abstracts screening of potential articles, and the full text analysis 
were performed by two authors (GW and MLCB). In case of disagreement 
between the two reviewers, a third author (CMSC) was consulted to made 
consensus. In addition, a manual search from the reference lists of the accepted 
articles was performed. Only full reported studies were considered for eligibility 
(short communications, editorials or comments were excluded).

Data extraction
Relevant information from the included articles was independently extracted 

by three reviewers (GW, IASP and MLCB) in an electronic spreadsheet.
Data were organized into seven domains: author and year of publication, 

Brazil region where the study was developed, sample size, age group, percentage 
of females, purpose of the study and prevalence of Active Play.

Active play
To collect and analyze the data regarding active play, studies approaching 

any physical activity of any intensity since practiced in an unstructured and 
freely chosen way were selected. The term active play and even the studies 
related to it are still at their infancy in the literature. Thus, studies that used 
other indicators of active play were analyzed individually and their data used to 
verify the presence or the preference of active play. The cutoff point proposed 
for active play is the minimum of two hours of physical activity per day, but 
there is controversy about that, and different countries used different cutoffs. 
We decided to describe the information included by these studies due to the 
paucity of studies regarding to active play.

RESULTS
The systematic Searches on electronic databases initially retrieved 489 articles. 

A total of 471 articles were evaluated by titles and abstract, and, after excluding 
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articles with themes unrelated to the aim of the present study, 10 articles were 
fully evaluated for eligibility during period from 2018 and 2019. Thus 8 studies 
were excluded, as they did not show the prevalence of Active Play, type of play, 
and only 2 papers were considered with relevant information about active play 
to be included in this systematic review (Figure 1)6,7.

Figure 1. Flow chart of the systematic review.

Prevalence of Active Play
The aim of the present systematic review was to update the information about 

the prevalence of Active Play in Brazilian children and adolescents including 
studies published during the years 2018 to 2019. Considering the narrow 
period of this review it was not surprise the scarcity of studies. Despite of that 
the two studies selected for that review brings important information related 
to the preference for leisure activities, and they are summarized at the Table 1.

The study of Bertuol et al.7, compared the preference for leisure activities 
based on representative samples of high school students (aged 15-19 years) from 
public schools in the state of Santa Catarina, South of Brazil. In that study 
students answered one question on the preferred leisure activity, organized into 
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six groups of activities. The question was applied in 2001 and 10 years latter, 
in 2011, for students in the same schools.

After a decade, there were significant reductions in the preference for practicing 
physical activities, cultural activities and other activities, while the preference 
for watching TV, playing video games and using computer increased over time. 
These trends were similar between boys and girls and between younger (15-
16 years-old) and older (17-19 years-old) students. The magnitude of changes 
was bigger in the proportion of preference for using computer (increase) and 
for practicing physical activities (decrease).

The preference for practicing physical activities was significantly reduced from 
2001 to 2011, independent of gender and of age group. The reduction in the 
preference for practicing physical activities during leisure time observed might 
become a public health concern, because this reduction tend to facilitate the 
maintenance of an inactive lifestyle that has been observed among young people.

The second study included into this review made a characterization of physical 
activities performed by adolescents from Curitiba, a city which is a capital of 
one state from the south of Brazil. The study has the objective of describe the 
places, types, frequency, duration and volume of physical activities performed 
by adolescents. It was a cross-sectional study conducted in 2013-2014 through 
a household survey of 495 adolescents (12 to 17 years)6.

The practice of physical activity was determined through the Physical 
Activity Questionnaire for Adolescents, by type, frequency, duration and weekly 
volume. The physical activity places located near the household were evaluated 
by asking the following question: “In a normal week, do you go to these places 
near your residence (10-15 minutes walking) to practice any physical activity?”

The options of answers for the places included park, square, walking/running 
track, cycle paths, soccer fields, gymnasiums or sports courts, gyms, clubs, 
outdoor gyms, skateboarding bowls, school and others ranged from 0-7 days/
week. The participants were categorized into the categories: 0 “does not go” 
and ≥1 “goes”

The questionnaire used by authors to evaluated the physical activity practiced 
includes a list of 24 activities, and the adolescents could add activities other 
than those listed. Most participants were aged 12-13 (41.4%), were at a low 
socioeconomic level (59.0%), presented normal nutritional status (58.3%) and 
do some physical activity in their free time (77.2%), with a higher proportion 
of boys (85,2 vs 69,3 for girls) Table 1.

Table 1. Descriptive characteristics of included studies (n=2).

Study Region
Sample 

Size

Age 
range 

(years)

Sex
(%Female)

Main Goal
Prevalence 
of Active 

Play

Bertuol et al.7 Southern 11,557 15-19

2001: 5,028 Studentes 
(59.6% girls) 2011: 

6,529 Students 
(57.8% girls)

The purpose of this study was to identify 
changes after a decade in the preference for 

leisure activities according to gender and age 
group between two generations of adolescents 

from southern Brazil.

Not 
determined

Silva et al.6 Southern 495 12 17 50.7% girls
To describe the places, types, frequency,duration 
and volume of physical activities performed by 

adolescents in Curitiba, Brazil

77.2% 
(85.2% male; 
69.3 female)

The physical activities most practiced by adolescents were soccer (27.9%), 
skateboarding/rollerblading (22.6%), cycling (18.8%), walking (18.0%) and 
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active gaming (16.6%). Comparing between the sexes, a greater proportion 
of boys reported cycling (25.4%), basketball (9.4%), running/jogging (17.2%), 
soccer (44.7%), indoor soccer (13.9%) and skateboarding/rollerblading (29.1% 
p<0.001). Among the girls, the most practiced activities were walking (23.1%), 
dancing (11.2%), fitness activities (4.8%), handball (2.4%), playing games and 
doing playful activities (5.6%) and walking the dog (19.5%).

Considering the categories of practice, the one with the more volume was 
sports with 720 min/week, follow by aerobic activities (400 min/week) and 
physical conditioning (345 min/week). Another result reported by 16.6% of 
adolescents was the practice of active gaming in their leisure time.

DISCUSSION
The reason to propose the indicator Active Play by the group of researchers 

who start to assess the physical activity patterns among Canadian children and 
adolescents was to keep monitoring this behavior that they see as one of the 
most important for kids because it promote the contact with the nature and the 
opportunities to play. They highlight that unlike organized sports and structured 
physical activities, active play has no clear outcome or purpose. However, this 
kind of play provides a valuable context for children: it is a chance for them to 
learn and be physically active while having fun8.

They also consider that the outdoors offers natural play spaces and elements 
that provide valuable physical and cognitive challenges for children, which help 
them develop motor skills, learn about their own potential and boundaries. 
In other words, active play can contribute to improved physical, emotional, 
social and cognitive development8.

Other authors have characterized active play as involving symbolic activity or 
games with or without clearly defined rules. The activity may be unstructured/
unorganized, social or solitary, but the distinguishing features are a playful context, 
combined with activity that is significantly above resting metabolic rate. They 
also add that the activity is self-determined and not adult-led or organized1.

Considering these features and other aspects related to the accuracy in its 
measurements it must be clear that active play tends to occur sporadically, with 
frequent rest periods, which makes it difficult to record1.

Maybe for that reason it is the physical activity domain which has the higher 
number of incomplete grades among the 49 countries participating in the Global 
Matrix 3.0. At that occasion, only 20 from the 49 countries involved in such 
initiative had enough information about that behavior to permit to assign a 
grade for it2. Even the Canadian research group who are the leaders of the report 
card globally have only graded this domain in the last two report cards been 
2016 and 2018, whose grades were D+ and D, respectively. They even recognize 
that the target of several hours of active play per day is arbitrary, and further 
research is required to establish a benchmark that is linked to health outcomes8.

There is still intense debate on some crucial aspects related to a consistent 
definition of active play and about the best way to measure it. Considering 
that Truelove et al.9, propose the following definition for active play: “engaging 
in an activity for enjoyment and recreation rather than a serious or practical 
purpose “. The same authors have described that a decline in preschoolers play 
opportunities has been identified due to increasing fears about safety of play 
like road safety, stranger danger among others9.
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Among the countries that have assigned a grade for active play there are still 
evident disagreement about the benchmarks and even related to the grade given 
for the same country. That shows how far that physical activity domain is from 
the most traditional ones. For example, the Netherland report card presented 
a grade D at the paper published by Takken et al.10 and a grade B by the same 
authors and population in their paper published by Takken and Jong11.

At the first publication from 2018 they graded B for active play considering 
that 70% of children play actively outside more than 1 time per week11. Whereas 
in the second paper of 2020, but also based on the data from 2018 they graded 
D cause 34% of the children were playing outside daily for at least 60 min10.

Divergences were presented at the Bulgaria’s 2018 Report card related to 
the benchmark used. In this case they considered outdoor activities for 3 or 
more days weekly12 whereas in the Netherland case they consider more than 
1 time per week. The divergences related to the benchmark for active play is 
also present at the report card of New Zealand. They graded C+ representing 
82% of 5-17 year old in the Active NZ Survey had been active while playing 
(on their own or with others) in the last 7 days; 30% had been active while 
playing for at least 7 hours in the last 7 days13.

The lack of one standard or more clear benchmark is evident in the Nigeria’s 
report card. They assigned a grade C with the justification: “this grade was 
selected as Nigeria now has an improvement in overall physical activity and 
organized sports”. The difficulties are even more clear when they stated that 
leisure activities are those that children and youth engage in during their free 
time, and complete: free time refers to periods when the children and youth are 
neither involved in school or domestic work. In the sequence they add: “such 
activities include screen and outdoor activities. Screen activities include, but 
are not limited to, computer and video games, watching TV and using phones 
and computers for activities other than playing games14.

In that same direction the India’s report card has as the benchmark spend at 
least 1 hour playing outdoors per day and spending at least 1 hour in active play 
per day15. Whereas in the Spain’s report card they considered being outdoors 
2 or more hours per day during the week16. The same kind of divergences are 
presented in the Wales’, China’s, Zimbabwe’s and Botswana’s report card1,17-19.

As was well stated by Truelove et al.9 until a tool exists to measure active play, 
and more importantly, a standard definition is widely accepted and used, it will 
continue to be challenging to assess active play behaviors among this young 
population. Considering that and the lack of studies related to this thematic 
in Brazil new studies are clear necessary to develop this field.

CONCLUSION
This systematic review showed that the Active Play studies in Brazil were 

just related to adolescents. These studies are not specifically directed to monitor 
the active play and they were based in questionnaires. The results cannot be 
generalized because they were gathered in cities (capitals) which present distinct 
characteristics from other cities and Brazilian regions. The main issue related to 
this measurement is the lack of a standard definition and a proper tool to measure 
it. It is also clear that this matter (Active Play) among children and adolescents 
seems not being considered relevant by the data available presently and that might 
change to avoid several problems for the Brazilian kids in the future.
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