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Abstract 

Inactivity, overweight and malnutrition rank among the most frequent risk factors 
concerning the healthy development of children. The project “children today” focuses 
on physical activity, eating habits and media consumption of ten-year-old children. 
The complex interaction of these lifestyle elements is described and analysed on the 
basis of international survey data.   
 

Key Words: life-style, health behaviour, nutrition, media, sport club 
 

 

                                                 
1 German Sport University Cologne (Germany) 
2 University of Paderborn (Germany) 
3 University of Chieti (Italy) 
4 University of Padua (Italy) 
5 Lithuanian Academy of Physical Education (Lithuania) 
6 Catholic University Leuven (Belgium) 
7 University of Hrodna (Belarus) 
8 University of Bern (Switzerland) 
9 University of Szczecin (Poland) 

1  Introduction 
2 Theoretical Framework 
3 Method 
4 Results 
          4.1    Overweight and obesity 
          4.2    Nutritional behaviour 
           4.3    Media consumption 
           4.4    Sports club membership 
5 Conclusions 



1 Introduction 

The research project is based on the hypothesis that the development of adolescents’ 
lifestyles is a complex process in which physical activity, eating habits and media 
consumption play a major role. How these areas are integrated in the lifestyles leads to 
a strong differentiation of lifestyles between active and healthy lifestyles on the one 
hand and passive and unhealthy lifestyles on the other hand. Since inactive lifestyles 
become a problem in most modern societies the research project is of international 
interest, consequently data collection has taken place in Germany and in other 
European countries (Belarus, Russia, Belgium, Italy, Lithuania, Poland, Switzerland). 
With regard to the development of children’s lifestyles the international comparison 
will allow two things: firstly to find similarities in lifestyles across the different 
cultures, and secondly to assess differences due to country-specific conditions. 
This contribution will give a first overview of the different country samples, the 
instruments used to assess different lifestyle areas and provide first descriptive data on 
the percentage of overweight and obese children as well as on nutritional behaviour, 
media consumption and sports club membership of the youngsters in the different 
countries. 
 
2 Theoretical Framework 

In order to analyse lifestyles, existing research looks at the attitudes as well as at the 
behaviour of people (Hartmann, 1999). This research project focuses on behavioural 
patterns, namely those that are related to health. In the context of health-related 
research on young people’s lifestyles the components physical activity, nutrition and 
media consumption are of crucial importance (Raithel, 2004).  
Up to now the interaction of these lifestyle spheres has not yet been explored in detail. 
In Germany and on a European level only few studies on the interdependent nature of 
eating habits und physical activity or media consumption and physical activity have 
been carried out (cf. Bünemann, 2005, 2008; Brettschneider & Naul, 2007). To our 
knowledge, only one study so far concentrates on the three aspects nutrition, physical 
activity and media consumption at the same time (Bünemann, 2008). 
The analysis of these behavioural patterns in a cross-cultural comparative perspective 
will help to improve the knowledge of similarities and differences in children’s 
lifestyles. 
 
3 Method 

Participants from all countries (n = 9340) have completed a questionnaire in a 
classroom setting. The classroom setting has the advantage that there are hardly any 
missing values and consequently no systematic bias in the sample (Oberwittler & 
Naplava, 2002) due to a stratified random selection of schools. 
This procedure also assures a stratified sample with regard to the socio-economic 
status of the children. 
 
Sample 
In addition to Germany (n= 1998), Belgium (n = 1013), Italy (n = 1611), Lithuania 
(n = 1038), Poland (n = 1026), Russia (n = 1000), Belarus (n = 1000) and Switzerland 
(n = 654) also took part in the project (cf. figure 1). All samples consist of a randomly 
chosen population of school children from the 4th grade. Altogether 9340 pupils 
participated in the research project.  
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Figure 1. Sample 
 
Tried and tested instruments were used to analyse the different types of health-related 
behaviour. A food-frequency questionnaire was used with regard to nutritional 
behaviour. This technique belongs to the retrospective measuring methods. The 
questionnaire consists of a food list of 21 different foods (cf. Vereecken et al., 2004). 
The nutrition pattern index allows a raw classification. The retrieval of food frequency 
of different food conduces the evaluation of eating habits concerning an ideal nutrition 
(cf. Baerlocher & Laimbacher, 2001, pp. 30-33). The KOPS-Study (Müller, 2000) 
suggests a comparison of the food frequency with the recommendations of the 
research institute for children’s nutrition: The nutrition pattern index serves as a 
means to assess (in terms of an optimized mixed nutrition) good or bad nutritional 
habits. It is an accumulative index, which allows to compare individual nutrition 
habits with the recommendations of the German Society for Nutrition 
(Ernährungskreis der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Ernährung - DGE). 
 
Additionally, the children’s height and weight were recorded. The obtained values for 
height and weight were used to calculate their BMI (body mass index). For 
international comparisons, Cole et al. (2000) recommend a method which refers to 
international cut-off points for body mass index for overweight and obesity by gender 
between two and 18 years, defined to pass through a body mass index of 25 and 30 
kg/m² at age 18 obtained by averaging data from Brazil, Great Britain, Hong Kong, 
the Netherlands, Singapore, and the United States. 
To analyse media consumption Todd and Currie recommend the use of the following 
categories: high level television consumption (  4 hrs per day) and high level 
computer consumption (  3 hrs per day). PlayStation consumption has been 
categorised analogue to computer consumption (cf. Todd & Currie, 2004, p. 98f.). 
Sports club membership has been calculated as follows: “low workload” for one day 
sports club activity per week, “middle workload” for two days of sports club activity 
per week and the children with an activity of three or more days per week were 
classified as the group with a “high workload”. 
 
Questionnaires were translated in a discursive process by at least two persons with 
sufficient language skills. This process led to culture-specific adaptations of some 
items, especially with regard to nutritional behaviour. 
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4 Results 

Comparing the data from all countries with regard to the prevalence of overweight and 
obesity, nutritional behaviour, media consumption and sports club membership, lead 
to the following findings: 
 
4.1 Overweight and obesity 
A comparison of the participating countries revealed that Italy is the one with the 
highest percentage in terms of overweight (25.5%) and obesity (8.9%), followed by 
Poland with 18.2% (overweight) and 5.8% (obesity). Lithuania has the lowest 
percentage of overweight (10.5%) and obesity (2.0%) in comparison to the other 
countries in this sample. 
A gender-specific consideration shows that there are no significant differences among 
boys and girls in all countries with the exception of Poland, where 26.9% of the boys 
but only 20.7% of the girls were overweight or obese. 
Where social status is concerned, the data showed that in Germany and Italy the 
percentage of overweight and obese children is higher in low-status families. In 
Belarus the percentage of underweight children increases with a higher status. The 
socio-economic status is measured by applying the Family Affluence Scale (cf. Boyce 
& Dallago, 2004).  
 

 
Figure 2. Overweight and obesity by country (Reference groups by Cole et al., 2000) 
 
4.2 Nutritional behaviour 
The children were asked about their food consumption. The food list (Vereecken et 
al., 2004) was reduced to 21 different foods in this questionnaire. Table 1 shows a 
selection of conventional food and its consumption by countries. The data shows that 
Germany has the highest percentage of fruit consumption (56.7%) and Switzerland the 
highest percentage of vegetable consumption (54.4%). Switzerland also has the lowest 
percentage of sweet consumption. 
In addition to the food-frequency assessment, the nutrition pattern index was 
calculated on the basis of 12 foods, selected with regard to comparability among the 
countries. The nutrition pattern index serves as a means to assess good or bad 

Cramer’s V = 
0.141*** 
 
p <0.5: *  
p <0.01: **  
p < 0.001: *** 



nutritional habits and can take values from 0-14. It is an accumulative index, which 
allows the comparison of individual nutrition habits with the recommendations of the 
DGE. 
None of the participating countries attained a very high index. With both 8.3, 
Switzerland and Germany attained the highest values. Italy, Poland and Belarus rank 
on lowest with an index of 7.5. 
In all countries girls have higher values than boys. This can also be seen in empirical 
findings of the HBSC (Health Behaviour in School-aged Children) study: healthy 
nourishment such as fruit and vegetables was consumed more by girls, whilst boys 
consumed more fast food (cf. Vereecken et al., 2004, p. 87). The gap between boys 
and girls in the nutrition pattern index is eminently obvious in Germany and 
Lithuania. 
 
Table 1. Daily food consumption by country (in %) 
 
 Fruit Vegetables Sweets Crisps Soft drinks 

Belarus 48.5 37.4 25.5 19.6 15.9 
Belgium 50.8 49.8 29.9 9.9 29.8 
Germany 56.7 39.5 14.7 9.7 14.9 
Italy 46.1 34.6 18.7 5.6 22.4 
Lithuania 46.7 33.3 24.3 11.1 10.0 
Poland 51.0 32.1 25.9 20.1 16.6 
Russia 56.1 39.9 30.3 20.3 18.3 
Switzerland 50.6 54.4 12.5 6.7 16.7 

 
In all countries the group with the lowest social status has below-average values in the 
nutrition pattern index. However, the correlation between socio-economic status and 
nutrition pattern index is only significant in Belgium, Germany and Poland, whereas 
in all the other countries this correlation is only week. 
 
4.3  Media consumption 
The HBSC study considers media consumption an essential element of sedentary 
behaviour, i.e. it can bee seen as an indicator for physical inactivity.  
The inquiry covered the amount of television watched (including videos) and the 
amount of time spent using the computer. Weekdays and weekends were introduced to 
differentiate between the use of TV/PC.  
With regard to media consumption our data allows to differentiate between television 
consumption with about four hours or more per day on the one hand, and computer 
consumption on the other. Belgium, Italy and Germany are the three countries with 
the highest percentage of television consumption. In this case, Belarus has the lowest 
consumption (cf. figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Children who report watching television 4 hours or more a day by Family  

Affluence Scale (%) 
 
In all countries a higher percentage of boys than girls watches television consumption 
for four hours or more. This correlation is extremely high in Belarus and Poland. 
 

 
Figure 4. Children who report using computers (PC + PlayStation) four hours or 

more a day (%) 
 
With regard to computer consumption differences between girls and boys are even 
greater than the afore-mentioned gender-specific differences in television 
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consumption. In all countries, apart from Russia, significant differences between 
gender and computer consumption can be seen. The proportion of boys using the 
computer about four or more hours a day is more than twice as high than the 
proportion of girls doing the same. 
The lower the social status the higher the television consumption. This can be said for 
all countries apart from Germany where it is the other way around. Children in 
families of low status report a 11.6% in television consumption (four or more hours 
per day), children from families with a high status report only 2.1%. 
Where computer and PlayStation consumption is concerned, the social status does not 
correlate with the systematic pattern. 
 
4.4 Sports club membership 
The degree of organisation in sports clubs differs significantly among the countries. In 
Italy 73.8% of the children are members of a sports club, in Belgium 71.2%, in 
Belarus only 40.3%. In Russia and Lithuania, the percentage is below average, but the 
percentage of children with a very high workload (three or more days per week) is 
extremely high. 
A comparison of the data on boys and girls shows that the degree of organization of 
boys is significantly higher than for the girls in Lithuania, Germany, Switzerland, 
Russia and especially Belarus, whereas no significant gender differences can be 
pointed out in the other countries. The difference between boys and girls in Belarus is 
extremely high. Only 28% of the girls participate in a sports clubs compared to 72% 
of the boys. 
Across all countries, sports club membership and the workload can be seen as one 
aspect of social selection. Children of parents with a lower social status are 
significantly less frequently members of a sports club than those with high social 
status (cf. figure 5). This correlation is eminently conspicuous in Germany, Poland 
and Belgium. 
 

 

Figure 5. Membership in sports clubs by Family Affluence Scale (%) 



5 Conclusion 

First data analyses show that there are significant differences concerning health-
related behaviour of children, both between the countries as well as within the 
countries. In all dimensions gender-specific differences are most distinct in Belarus. 
The social economic status plays a major role concerning health-related behaviour in 
Germany. 
Due to the complex nature of lifestyles, future cluster analysis aims at identifying 
typologies which may be used to adjust target group-specific and appropriate 
measures to promote physical activity and to elaborate more adequate nutritional 
counselling. 
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