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We carried out two research projects 

Reducing children’s car use  

• January 2001 – March 2004 

• Children in Years 6 and 8 (aged 

•  10-11, and 12-13) 

• Fieldwork in Hertfordshire 

Children’s Activities, Perceptions  

and Behaviour in the Local  

Environment (CAPABLE)  

• August 2004 – December 2006 

• Children in Years 4, 5, 6 and 7 

(aged 8-12) 

• Fieldwork in Hertfordshire and 

Lewisham 



We used travel and activity diaries to find out 

what the children were doing when 



We used scientific equipment  

The RT3 activity monitors The GPS monitors 

Gadgets give you unique data (and novelty value)  



The RT3s produced traces like this 
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Strong visual results help  



The GPS and RT3 monitors generated this 



Results: 

Energy used in a week in school travel 

compared with 2 hours of PE/games lessons 
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Playing is the most intensive activity 
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At a more detailed level, playing is better than 

equivalent organised activities 
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Children who walk use more energy when 

they arrive than those who travel by car 

 Walk Car 

PE and games 3.5 2.4 

Other lessons 0.6 0.5 

School break 2.0 1.7 

Clubs & tuition 1.7 1.6 

Playing 2.4 2.0 

Out on trips 1.5 1.0 

Other homes 1.1 0.8 

Overall 1.7 1.3 
 

 



We published in peer-reviewed journals 
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• Gets 

academic 

credibility 

• Can be 

aimed at 

different 

audiences 

• But the 

process can 

take a long 

time  



We spoke at many conferences 
Some of the audiences addressed: 

• Academics at the World Conference on Transport 

Research. 

• Transport planners at the Transport Practitioners Meeting. 

• Walking experts at the WALK 21 Conference. 

• Toy librarians at the National Association of Toy and 

Leisure Libraries annual conference. 

• Play experts at Play Scotland Annual Conference. 

• Health experts at the International Congress on Physical 

Activity and Public Health. 

• School travel advisors at the Living Streets Annual Walk to 

School Workshop. 



We made invited presentations 

• House of Commons Select Committee on 

Education and Skills. 

• All Party Parliamentary Group on Play. 

• Meetings of South East and East Region and 

West Midlands Region School Travel Advisors.  

• UK School Travel Forum (UKLAST) Annual 

Conference. 

• Federation of European Play Industries. 

• Play Research Network. 

• Children’s Play Council. 

 



We submitted evidence to  

Government inquiries 

 
Written evidence submitted to 

the 2004 DoH White  

Paper ‘Choosing Health’ 

 

 



Evidence from the 

same submission was 

used in the 2008 

consultation for the 

Play Strategy 



Evidence was 

submitted to WHO - 

Europe 



Other bodies used evidence from the 

research in their documents 

• NICE  

• Sustainable Development Commission  

• Play England  

• Play Wales 

• Solihull Metropolitan Borough Council  

• Conwy County Borough Council  

• Thurrock Play Partnership  

• Enfield Play Plan Steering Group  

• Association of Play Industries  



Our research findings became sound bites 

Research finding 

 

Sound bite 

Year 8 boys use more calories 

walking to and from school for 5 

days than in 2 hours of PE.  

Walking to school is better 

than PE 

 

Unstructured activities use more 

calories than structured activities 

Free play is healthier than 

PE 

Children who walk are more active 

when they arrive than those who go 

by car 

Walking helps tackle 

obesity 

 

Children use more calories when 

out unsupervised than supervised 

 

It’s good to let children go 

out unsupervised 



Press releases were 

issued 

 

Press release based on 

a presentation at the 

Sustrans Conference in 

September 2003  

The Times 22 September 2003 



Press release about a 

presentation at the 51 

Minute Challenge 

Conference in London  

The Times 1 June 2004 



Overseas conferences 

gave another 

opportunity for 

publicity about our 

findings 

New Zealand Herald  

3 February 2006 



Journalists wrote articles stimulated by ideas 

from the research 

The Times, 27 December 2007 



Journalists phoned up for 

stories 

Daily Telegraph, 17 January 2009 



Stories in newspapers were then picked up 

by pressure groups and bloggers  



Some lessons learnt 

• Work in a field with big issues (like obesity, 

children’s security, car use).  

• Do high quality research. 

• Publish in peer-review journals. 

• Speak at conferences. 

• Issue press releases. 

• Build up your networks. 

• Accept invitations to speak.  

• Respond to calls for evidence. 

• Don’t be too purist. 


