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A B S T R A C T   

Background: The Ireland North and South Report Card on Physical Activity (PA) for Children and Adolescents 
aims to monitor progress in PA participation across a range of internationally established indicators. 
Methods: Data were collated for 11 indicators and graded following the harmonised Active Healthy Kids Global 
Alliance report card process. Six representative studies (sample size range n = 898 to n = 15,557) were primarily 
used in the grading, with many indicators supplemented with additional studies and reports. Data collected since 
the implementation of COVID-19 public health measures in March 2020 were excluded. 
Results: Grades were awarded as follows: ‘Overall physical activity’, C-; ‘Organised Sport and Physical Activity’, 
C; ‘Active Play’, INC; ‘Sedentary Behaviours’, C-; ‘Physical Fitness’, INC; ‘Family and Peers’, D+; ‘School’, C-; 
‘Physical Education’, D; ‘Community and Environment’, B+ and ‘Government’, B. Separate grades were awarded 
for disability as follows; ‘Overall physical activity’, F; ‘Organised Sport and Physical Activity’, D; ‘Sedentary 
Behaviours’, C-; ‘Family and Peers’, C; ‘School’, C- and ‘Government’, B. ‘Active Play’, ‘Physical Fitness’, 
‘Physical Education’ and ‘Community and Environment’ were all graded INC for disability. Since the last report 
card in 2016, four grades remained the same, three increased (‘Overall physical activity’, ‘School’ and ‘Physical 
Education’) and two (‘Family and Peers,’ and ‘Government’) were awarded grades for the first time. 
Conclusion: Grades specific to children and adolescents with disability were generally lower for each indicator. 
While small improvements have been shown across a few indicators, PA levels remain low across many indicators 
for children and adolescents.   

* Corresponding author. Room MC019, School of Sport, Ulster University, Derry/Londonderry, BT48 7JL, UK. 
E-mail addresses: a.carlin1@ulster.ac.uk (A. Carlin), se.connolly@ulster.ac.uk (S. Connolly), tamsyn_redpath@live.co.uk (T. Redpath), sarahjane.belton@dcu.ie 

(S. Belton), Tara.Coppinger@mtu.ie (T. Coppinger), C.Cunningham1@ulster.ac.uk (C. Cunningham), alan.donnelly@ul.ie (A. Donnelly), Kieran.Dowd@tus.ie 
(K. Dowd), deirdre.harrington@strath.ac.uk (D. Harrington), elaine.murtagh@ul.ie (E. Murtagh), Kwok.Ng@ul.ie (K. Ng), wesley.obrien@ucc.ie (W. O’Brien), 
lauren.rodriguez@publichealth.ie (L. Rodriguez), Catherine.Woods@ul.ie (C. Woods), Helen.McAvoy@publichealth.ie (H. McAvoy), mh.murphy@ulster.ac.uk 
(M. Murphy).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Journal of Exercise Science & Fitness 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/jesf 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesf.2023.12.003 
Received 10 July 2023; Received in revised form 9 October 2023; Accepted 6 December 2023   

mailto:a.carlin1@ulster.ac.uk
mailto:se.connolly@ulster.ac.uk
mailto:tamsyn_redpath@live.co.uk
mailto:sarahjane.belton@dcu.ie
mailto:Tara.Coppinger@mtu.ie
mailto:C.Cunningham1@ulster.ac.uk
mailto:alan.donnelly@ul.ie
mailto:Kieran.Dowd@tus.ie
mailto:deirdre.harrington@strath.ac.uk
mailto:elaine.murtagh@ul.ie
mailto:Kwok.Ng@ul.ie
mailto:wesley.obrien@ucc.ie
mailto:lauren.rodriguez@publichealth.ie
mailto:Catherine.Woods@ul.ie
mailto:Helen.McAvoy@publichealth.ie
mailto:mh.murphy@ulster.ac.uk
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/1728869X
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/jesf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesf.2023.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesf.2023.12.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesf.2023.12.003
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.jesf.2023.12.003&domain=pdf
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Journal of Exercise Science & Fitness 22 (2024) 66–72

67

1. Introduction 

Globally, approximately 81 % of children and adolescents are not 
meeting physical activity (PA) guidelines.1 Concerns about levels of 
inactivity in children and adolescents have been reported in Ireland 
North and South for many years, with 87 % of youth not achieving the 
recommended levels of PA.2,3 Despite efforts to increase PA in this 
population, rates of physical inactivity remain high across the island of 
Ireland.4,5 

Ireland and Northern Ireland are two separate jurisdictions on the 
same island. The 2016 Get Ireland Active! ‘National Physical Activity 
Plan’ for Ireland6 aims to increase the proportion of children under-
taking at least 60 min of moderate-to-vigorous PA (MVPA), every day, 
by 1 % per year. In 2022, the ‘Active Living - Sport and Physical Activity 
Strategy for Northern Ireland’ was launched,7 with the goal of providing 
children and adolescents with ‘the best start in life through sport and PA 
opportunities’. Due to the political landscape and small size of the is-
land, government agencies, stakeholders and researchers work cooper-
atively to progress PA surveillance activity and policy agendas. Notably, 
in 2014 and 2016, the Ireland North and South report cards were pre-
sented as a unified report on children’s PA for the whole island.8,9 In 
2018, data on children’s sport participation and PA was collated on an 
all-island basis for the first time.3 In 2022, an All-Island Physical Liter-
acy Consensus Statement was launched by Sport Ireland and Sport 
Northern Ireland and aims to encourage lifelong participation in sport 
and PA.10 

There is much evidence to support the notion that PA improves 
physical and mental health in children of all abilities,11 yet less is known 
concerning participation levels and the direct benefits among children 
and adolescents with disabilities.12 In order to address this evidence gap, 
there is a need to establish surveillance systems to effectively monitor 
current levels of PA.12,13 The availability of PA estimates for children 
and adolescents with disabilities is of upmost importance to ensure 
policies can be developed and implemented effectively.12 The 2022 
report card therefore included a set of grades specific to children and 
adolescents with disabilities, known as the para report Card.13 

The aim of this study, produced as part of the Active Healthy Kids 
Global Alliance (AHKGA) Global Matrix 4.0, is to monitor changes and 
assign grades across a range of PA indicators for children and adoles-
cents across the island of Ireland, including children and adolescents 
with disabilities, enabling important comparisons to be drawn. A review 
of the 20148 and 20169 report cards highlight that most indicators were 
awarded the same grade in 2014 and 2016, with improvements 
observed for ‘Community and Environment’, ‘Organised Sport and PA’ and 
‘Overall PA’. A report card was not produced for Ireland in 2018, due to a 
lack of new evidence from the 2016 iteration. This paper outlines the 
process, methods and outcomes of the Ireland North and South PA report 
card and para report card for children and adolescents 2022. 

2. Methods 

2.1. Procedure 

The 2022 Research Working Group (RWG) was established in 
October 2020 and comprised academics from institutions across the is-
land of Ireland, and representatives from the Institute of Public Health in 
Ireland. A sub-working group was established to focus on data for in-
dicators disaggregated by disability. 

Indicators and their benchmarking criteria are outlined in Supple-
mentary File 1. For consistency, international standardised benchmarks 
were established and a grading scheme provided by the AHKGA.14 The 
RWG reviewed the available data for each indicator, and assigned a 
provisional grade based on factors including sample size, methodology 
and inequalities in the data. Following discussion and agreement, the 
RWG ‘proposed grades’ as per the standardised, international grading 
system (Table 1). 

The Government indicator grade was determined using the Health- 
Enhancing PA Policy Audit Tool (HEPA PAT v2) and the scoring 
rubric developed by Ward and colleagues.15 An audit was carried out on 
all government policies published before August 2021 in both Ireland 
and Northern Ireland. Policies were scored on specific components of 
government policy related to supporting actions, accountable organi-
sations, reporting structures, funding and monitoring and evaluation of 
policies. This allowed a % score to be applied to these areas of Gov-
ernment policy. 

Proposed grades and accompanying rationale were circulated to 
stakeholder agencies for consultation. Ireland North and South report 
card grades were submitted to the AHKGA for audit in November 2021. 

The para report card was a parallel project that used the same 
grading scheme and process as the AHKGA PA report cards,13 with 
further detail on data availability, methodology and grading process 
previously reported.16 Briefly, datasets were identified that included 
data disaggregated by disability, and disability was defined separately 
within each included study (Supplementary File 2). A SWOT (Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis was undertaken with 
representatives from national disability sport organisations to discuss 
and agree the grades.16 On completion of the stakeholder consultation 
and AHKGA audit, the grades were finalised and the report card was 
prepared. 

2.2. Data sources, benchmarks, and grades 

As Ireland did not participate in Global Matrix 3.0, academic articles 
and datasets available from 2016 up to March 2020 (i.e., prior to COVID- 
19 pandemic) were eligible for inclusion in the report card. Data 
collected since the implementation of COVID-19 public health measures 
in March of 2020 were excluded. 

The following datasets formed the basis of the 2022 grades, but are 
supplemented, where highlighted, with additional studies and reports. 
No disability specific surveys were identified16; however, five surveys 
did include a measure for disability (Supplementary File 2).16 

2.3. Northern Ireland datasets 

2.3.1. UK Millennium cohort study (MCS)17 

The MCS is a longitudinal study that follows the lives of children 
born across the UK. Data from Wave 7 Northern Ireland sub-sample were 
included. Data were self-reported by the adolescent (n = 976, aged 17 
years) from 2017-2019.17 

2.3.2. Young persons’ Behaviour and attitude survey (YPBAS)18 

Results of the seventh round of this survey were included.18 Data 
were collected in 2019/2020 using a self-report questionnaire (n = 8, 

Table 1 
Report Card Grades and their interpretation.  

Grade % meeting 
criteria 

Interpretation 

A+ 94–100 We are succeeding with a large majority of children 
and youth A 87–93 

A- 80–86 
B+ 74–79 We are succeeding with well over half of children and 

youth B 67–73 
B- 60–66 
C+ 54–59 We are succeeding with about half of children and 

youth C 47–53 
C- 40–46 
D+ 34–39 We are succeeding with less than half but some 

children and youth D 27–33 
D- 20–26 
F <20 We are succeeding with very few children and youth 
INC Incomplete Incomplete - insufficient or inadequate information to 

assign a grade  
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118, aged 11–16 years). 

2.3.3. Continuous Household Survey19 

Data included in this report were collected in 2019/2020, with data 
on children’s active transport (n = 898, aged 4–18 years) reported by a 
parent/guardian.19 

2.4. Ireland datasets 

2.4.1. Growing Up in Ireland (GUI)20–22 

Data from the Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) Cohort ’08 (formerly 
Infant cohort) and Cohort ’98 (formerly Child Cohort) were consulted. 
GUI is a longitudinal study in Ireland. Data for both cohorts were 
collected using questionnaires completed either by the primary care-
giver, the child, or both. Data from Cohort ‘98 Wave 3 collected in 
2015–2016 (n = 6,039, 17–18 years),20 Cohort ’08 Wave 4 collected in 
2016 (n = 5,344, 7–8 years)21 and Cohort ‘08 Wave 5 collected in 
2017/2018 (n = 8,032, 9 years)22 are reported. 

2.4.2. Health behaviour of school-aged children (HBSC)23 

The HBSC study is undertaken every four years and aims to gain 
insight on young people’s health and wellbeing in a social context in 
Ireland. Data collection took place in 2017/2018, using self-report 
questionnaires (n = 15,557, 8–18 years).23 

2.5. All-island datasets 

2.5.1. Children’s Sport Participation and Physical Activity Study (CSPPA)3 

The CSPPA study is a cross-sectional study examining participation 
in sport, PA and PE among children aged 10–18 years. The 2018 study 
collected data on primary and post-primary level pupils (aged 10–18 
years), with 6,651 pupils (n = 1,954 Northern Ireland, n = 4,697 
Ireland) completing a self-administered questionnaire.3 

3. Results 

The 2022 Ireland North and South report card represents the third 
assessment of PA indicators for children and adolescents living on the 
island of Ireland. The grades assigned to each indicator and supporting 
evidence are shown in Table 2. Further detail on the supporting evidence 
and rationale for each grade for disability is presented elsewhere.16 

Table 3 outlines the grade trends since 2014. 
A short-form and long-form report card (Fig. 1) were produced as 

part of the Report Card process. 

4. Discussion 

Within Global Matrix 4.0, Ireland was assigned an overall grade C- 
(behavioural indicators average D+, sources of influence average C+).24 

When compared with the average grades for countries across the 
Anglosphere geo-cultural region (Overall grade D+, behavioural in-
dicators average D, sources of influence average C),24 Ireland has been 
graded just above the average across the indicators. These international 
comparisons, alongside the small progress that has been achieved in 
relation to several indicators, namely ‘Overall PA’, ‘School’ and ‘PE’ 
indicate that we are making some positive steps. Disability-specific 
grades, which often were graded below the overall dataset, highlights 
that much work is still needed to promote PA participation for all chil-
dren and adolescents. In addition, limitations with the availability of 
surveillance data for children and adolescents highlight the importance 
of further monitoring and evaluation of PA participation. 

The grade for ‘Overall PA’ (C-) represents an improvement from 
2016 (Grade D) but may be attributed in part to change in the bench-
mark and not reflective of an increase in the proportion of children and 
adolescents meeting the guidelines. Several issues were identified in the 
measurement of this indicator; there are still inconsistencies in how PA 

Table 2 
Grades and rationales for Ireland’s 2022 Report card.  

Indicator Grade Rationale 

Overall physical 
activity 

C- Of the eight data sources used to grade this 
indicator, six used self-reported (child) or 
proxy-reported measures. One used device 
measured (accelerometer) data alone31 and 
one used self-reported data and supported 
findings by device measured (accelerometer) 
data in a sub-sample of participants.3 Based 
on subjective measures, the proportion 
meeting the benchmark of 60 min of MVPA 
per day ranged from 8.4 %17 to 24.9 %.23 The 
proportion meeting the benchmark varied 
across studies using accelerometers; 11 % of 
10–18-year-olds achieved 60 min per day (n 
= 275),3 while 56.7 % of 8–9-year-olds 
averaged 60 min of MVPA per day.31 

Organised sport and 
physical activity 

C Five data sources (4 from Ireland, 1 from both 
jurisdictions) were consulted for this 
indicator, with all data sources using a self- 
reported measure. The CSPPA study3 outlined 
age-related differences in sport participation 
for both community-based sport and school 
sport. In Northern Ireland, 44 % of primary 
and 40 % of post-primary pupils participated 
in community sport at least twice a week. For 
school sport, the proportions were slightly 
higher; 51 % of primary and 44 % of 
post-primary. In contrast to Northern Ireland, 
the figures for school sport were lower 
compared with community sport in Ireland; 
53 % of primary and 48 % of post-primary 
pupils reported participating in school sport, 
compared with 66 % of primary and 52 % of 
post-primary pupils participating in 
community sport two times per week. 

Active Play INC This indicator was graded as INC in the 
absence of data which aligned with the 
benchmark. Five data sources were identified 
in the grading of this indicator. All data 
sources were from Ireland, and all used 
subjective measures (proxy, or self- 
report).21Data from the European Childhood 
Obesity Surveillance Initiative (COSI) 
highlighted that 43 % of parents reported 
their children played for about 2 h per day or 
more on weekdays, compared with 84.6 % on 
weekends (n = 1,263, 6–8-year-olds).32 

Active Transportation NI D- 
ROI D 

Four data sources were identified, and all used 
self-reported measures. The CSPPA study 
highlighted a discrepancy in active travel 
across the island of Ireland, with 12.9 % of 
children in Northern Ireland usually actively 
travelling to and from school, compared with 
28.3 % of children in the Republic (n = 6,651, 
10–18-year-olds) (unpublished data from 
CSPPA 2018).3 A smaller study in Northern 
Ireland reported a higher rate than CSPPA, 
with approximately one-fifth of primary and 
post-primary schoolchildren normally 
travelling to and from school via active 
transport.19 

Sedentary behaviours C- Four data sources were identified that aligned 
with the benchmark, measuring screentime 
via questionnaire. The CSPPA study outlined 
age-related trends in screentime, with higher 
levels of screentime in post-primary children 
across both jurisdictions. A total of 58.5 % and 
63 % of primary schoolchildren met the 
guideline of <120 min per day in Northern 
Ireland and Ireland respectively, compared 
with 39.8 % and 42 % of post-primary aged 
pupils. Studies consistently highlighted 
higher screentime use at weekends compared 
with weekdays; data from GUI Wave 5 
reported 85 % met the guideline of <2 h on 

(continued on next page) 
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is measured across surveillance studies, which limits comparisons with 
both the AHKGA benchmark, and the national PA guidelines. In addi-
tion, the benchmark does not consider other aspects of the PA 

Table 2 (continued ) 

Indicator Grade Rationale 

weekdays, compared with just 49.5 % at 
weekends.22 

Physical Fitness INC Nine data sources were identified for this 
indicator, however, only three followed the 
Eurofit procedure published by Tomkinson,33 

which the benchmark was based on. Although 
3 datasets did report outcomes that aligned 
with the Eurofit battery test,3,34,35 including 
cardiorespiratory fitness, upper and lower 
body muscular strength, and flexibility, the 
data reported in these papers did not align 
with the normative values needed to grade 
against the benchmark, and this indicator was 
graded as INC. 

Family and peers D+ Five data sources contributed to the grading 
of this indicator. Data from the Healthy 
Ireland Survey (Ireland only) reported 
approximately half of parents (49 %) met the 
PA guidelines (n = 2,001 parents).36 Data 
from the Irish Sports Monitor highlighted a 
lower proportion, with 32.3 % of parents 
meeting the guidelines (n = 2,596).37 Just 
over a third (36.5 %) of primary caregivers 
reported participating in sport/and or PA with 
their child at least once per week (n = 8,032, 9 
year old children).22 Only one dataset 
provided evidence on the influence of peers; 
44.1 % and 46.9 % of primary children in 
Northern Ireland and Ireland reported that 
their friends ‘sometimes’ encouraged them to 
do sport or physical activities, compared with 
37.4 % and 44.7 % of post-primary 
schoolchildren.3 

School C- Four data sources were used in grading this 
indicator, all were self-report, and all data was 
collected in Ireland. In terms of facilities 
available for sport and PA, data from GUI 
highlighted most teachers (63.3 %) reported 
the facilities in their school as ‘Good or 
Excellent’ (n = 4,728 teachers).20 All 
principals who participated in the COSI 
survey reported that their schools had an 
outdoor play area, with 77 % having access to 
an indoor gym (n = 131 principals).32 The 
Lifeskills survey, which sampled 1,796 
schools found that 65 % of primary schools 
and 59 % of post-primary schools have a PA 
policy in place.38 

Physical Education D Against the benchmark of the percentage of 
children and adolescents receiving the 
recommended amount of PE each week in 
school (2 h/week for post primary),39,40 this 
indicator was graded as D, and INC for 
disability in the absence of available data. The 
CSPPA study reported 40 % of post-primary 
schoolchildren in Northern Ireland and 23 % 
in Ireland met the recommendations.3 

Community and 
Environment 

B+ Six data sources were used in this grading, 
with four from Ireland, one from Northern 
Ireland and one from both jurisdictions. All 
data sources used self-report measures. Data 
from the HBSC study reported 61 % of 
children felt their local area had good places 
to spend their free time (n = 15,557 8-18- 
year-olds).23 Data from parents in the GUI 
study indicated that the majority (>90 %) 
agreed/strongly agreed it was safe for their 
children to play outside.22 

Government B Following the HEPA PAT V2 and the scoring 
rubric outlined previously,15 the audit of 
Government policy and completion of the 
scoring rubric indicated a policy score of 67.5 
%, equating to a B grade. 

CSSPA, Children’s Sport Participation and Physical Activity Study; GUI, 
Growing Up in Ireland; HEPA PAT, Health-Enhancing Physical Activity Policy 
Audit Tool INC, Incomplete; MVPA, Moderate-to-vigorous physical activity. 

Table 3 
Summary of grades awarded to each indicator for Irish Report Card 2014, 2016, 
2022.  

Indicator 2014 2016 2022    

Main Disability 

Overall Physical Activity D- D C- F 
Organised Sport and Physical Activitya C- C- (ROI) C D 

C+ (NI) 
Active Play INC INC INC INC 
Active Transportation D D NI D- D- 

ROI D 
Sedentary Behavioursb C- C- C- C- 
Physical Fitnessc – – INC INC 
Family and Peersd INC INC D+ C 
School C- D C- C- 
Physical Education D- D- D INC 
Community and Environmente B B+ B+ B- 
Governmentf INC INC B B 

INC: Incomplete. 
a Previously known as ‘Organised Sport Participation’. 
b Previously known as ‘Sedentary Behaviour: TV viewing’. 
c Physical Fitness not previously included as an indicator. 
d Previously known as ‘Home (Family)’. 
e Previously known as ‘Community and Built Environment’. 
f Previously known as ‘Government Strategies and Investments’. 

Fig. 1. Front cover of the 2022 Ireland North and South Physical Activity 
Report Card. 
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guidelines, for example, muscle strengthening exercises, with adherence 
to these components of the guidelines not captured or reflected in the 
grading. Inequalities in the data are demonstrated by a grade F for 
disability, highlighting the need for both further efforts to target this 
population, and better inclusivity of this population in research. 

‘Organised sport and PA’ was graded C (Disability D). The 
distinction between community sport and school sport club participa-
tion is important for the implementation, funding, and monitoring of 
sports facilities, however only one study collected data in this way,3 

limiting comparisons across different settings. Further research 
employing direct observation would help distinguish participation in 
organised sport from other domains of PA, and may in turn provide more 
robust data across a number of indicators. ‘Active Play’ (INC) continues 
to be graded as INC due to a lack of consensus on a definition of Active 
Play; coupled with a lack of standardised tools to measure and quantify 
this behaviour. Response options within existing surveys do not align 
with the benchmark, contributing to a dearth of data to support a grade 
for this indicator. Furthermore, there is a lack of evidence using direct 
and device-based measures, which are important to minimise bias which 
may occur by a reliance on subjective measures, given the challenges 
with misinterpreting play as other forms of PA.25 

The D grade for ‘Active Transportation’ has remained consistent for 
the Ireland since 2016 and decreased slightly for Northern Ireland from 
a D in 2016 to D-in 2022. Similar with other indicators, comparisons 
across previous iterations of the report card are hampered by a change in 
the benchmark. The revised benchmark, which grades the indicator 
based on ‘active transportation to AND from places’, rather than ‘OR’ 
has had an impact on both the availability of data sources that align with 
the benchmark, and the proportion of youth meeting this benchmark. 
Although not used for grading (based on the benchmark) these data 
provide important insights into how variable active transport behav-
iours can be; for example, the YPBAS reported that a higher proportion 
of young people walk home from school (22 %), compared with to 
school (16 %).18 In order to fully understand the potential to improve 
the D-grade for disability and target those who could increase their 
levels of active travel, further disaggregation of data on impairment 
types is needed. 

There has been no change in the grade for ‘Sedentary Behaviour’ 
(C-), with the same grade awarded for disability. The challenge with the 
measurement of this indicator, as highlighted previously,9 is that 
self-reported screen-time may not be an appropriate surrogate measure 
of overall sedentary behaviour. Furthermore, the current guidelines 
against which the benchmark is set does not provide a time limit for 
non-screen related sedentary behaviours. The evidence base for seden-
tary behaviours across the island of Ireland is drawn largely from 
self-report data, and there is inconsistency in the measurement of screen 
time across studies. There is likely to be an overlap in behaviours also, 
which presents challenges for measurement, as some internet use may 
be television viewing (e.g., watching videos on Netflix and/or YouTube) 
and often behaviours may be taking place simultaneously (for example, 
an individual may use the internet while watching television, therefore 
data should be interpreted with caution. 

Despite an increase in research outputs in this area, ‘Physical 
Fitness’ was graded as INC due to challenges aligning available data 
with the benchmark. To the authors’ knowledge, there has been no 
specific data published that report outcomes aligned with the bench-
mark. Skills-related measures (for example, agility, speed, balance) are 
particularly underreported in studies across the island of Ireland. The 
lack of data aligned with the benchmark was not unique to our Report 
card, with more than half of countries in Global Matrix 4.0 unable to 
assign a grade for this indicator.24 A small improvement was observed 
overall for ‘PE’ (D) however a lack of available data specific to children 
and adolescents with a disability meant this indicator was graded INC 
for disability. The Ireland North and South report card was the only 
country to assign a separate grade to PE24; the ‘School’ indicator covers 
PE but focuses on the percentage of schools as opposed to the percentage 

of pupils. Given the importance of PE, not just to overall PA levels, but to 
building the confidence, competencies, knowledge, motivation and un-
derstanding associated with physical literacy,26 we felt this warranted a 
separate focus and grade. Reform in the curricula supporting delivery of 
PE has moved in a positive trajectory across the island but the imple-
mentation of these needs to be considered and monitored. PE is well 
established in the post-primary curricula across both jurisdictions, as a 
compulsory subject delivered by specialist teachers. The data, however, 
indicates not all schools are providing the recommended levels of PE for 
children and adolescents. 

Looking to the grades for sources of influence, Family and Peers 
(Dþ, disability C) was assigned a grade for the first time. The avail-
ability of data stems mostly from adult based surveys, where it was 
possible to distinguish between non-parents and parents (having at least 
one child under 18 years). This is a broad age range and different re-
sponses may be evident if parents of younger and older children were 
examined separately. Limited data is available for the influence of peers 
on PA and should be a focus in future studies. Community and Envi-
ronment (Bþ) continues to be the highest graded indicator and has 
remained consistent since 2016. Disability was graded lower at B-, with 
stakeholders recognising the current focus on increasing the provision of 
accessible playgrounds across the island.16 It is worth highlighting that 
most data available focuses on perceptions of safety, and we know less 
about how PA is encouraged within community spaces. As with other 
indicators, studies that employ device-based measures, for example GPS, 
would be welcomed to provide more understanding of the communities 
and/or environments where children and young people live and/or 
participate in PA. 

Although a steady improvement has been observed for School (C-) 
since the first report card in 2014, the grades cannot be directly 
compared due to change in the benchmark used for this indicator. The 
School indicator was one of few indicators within the Report Card to 
receive the same grading for children and adolescents with disability. It 
is encouraging to see the proportion of schools with a PA plan, as this is a 
key part of the whole-of-school approach to promote PA.27 In Ireland, 
the Active School Flag initiative provides schools with relevant policies 
to promote an active school.28 More recently, there have been provisions 
for the Active School Flag in special schools in Ireland, however this was 
not captured within the reporting timeframe for this Report Card. In 
addition, such a national programme has yet to be reported in Northern 
Ireland. 

Finally, Government (B) was assigned a grade for the first time, with 
Ireland, alongside 11 other countries24 using the HEPA PAT v2 meth-
odology. There have been some significant developments for all-island 
PA policy including the launch of a new 10-year Sport and PA Strat-
egy in March 2022 for Northern Ireland.7 The strategy has identified 
several goals to address barriers to inclusive sport and PA, including 
improving physical literacy and promoting inclusion through commu-
nity engagement.7 In Ireland, an implementation review of the 2016 
National PA Policy provided policy considerations to support children 
and adolescents. These included the development of peer-led in-
terventions for adolescents and family-based programmes for children. 
Other national policy-level changes have included the expansion of the 
National Transport Authority investment to develop active travel 
walking and cycling infrastructure across Ireland by 2025. Close moni-
toring and evaluation of these policies will be needed to understand the 
impacts for children and young people. 

One of the primary strengths of the 2022 edition was the inclusion of 
representatives in the RWG from across the island of Ireland, which 
allows for continued cross-border cooperation in PA advocacy. 
Addressing gaps in the 2016 Report Card was a priority for the RWG, and 
the inclusion of disability specific grades is a notable strength of this 
2022 Report Card, as these groups tend to be underrepresented.29 The 
insights provided by the grading of data specific to children and ado-
lescents with disabilities highlights the lower levels of PA in this group 
and provides a call to action to ensure that monitoring and surveillance 
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of PA in this group should be a priority for research. Ireland is at the 
forefront of this work, producing a separate set of grades alongside 14 
other countries that participated in GM 4.0,14 and one of only a handful 
of countries to present the disability grades within our main country 
Report Card release. The RWG are also encouraged by the availability of 
new data sources which have collated data on an all-island basis.3 

Although grades are based on the best available data, significant 
research gaps remain unaddressed. In some instances, the availability of 
appropriate data is limited by the selected benchmarks. This was 
apparent for physical fitness, for example, where we have emerging 
research but could not use as the reference points did not align with the 
harmonised methodology of GM 4.0. In most instances, however, the 
issue is clear gaps in the research. There is limited data available for 
Active Play, and an over-reliance on self-reported measures across 
several indicators. There continues to be a gap in terms of availability of 
data between jurisdictions, with greater data available for Ireland. There 
is no available data on active play or physical fitness specific to Northern 
Ireland, for example. Most data used to assign grades is based on older 
children (8 years and above) and adolescents, therefore younger chil-
dren are underrepresented. 

5. Conclusions 

The 2022 Ireland North and South Report Card on PA demonstrates 
that fewer than 20 % of children and adolescents with disabilities are 
meeting the current PA recommendations, with less than half of children 
and adolescents achieving the guideline of <2 h of screentime/day. 
Although some progress has been made across a few indicators since 
2016, caution is warranted when it comes to interpreting the grades 
across time points and indeed across countries, owing to variations in 
the benchmarks used and the availability of self-report and device-based 
measures of PA behaviours. The number of challenges identified by the 
Ireland report card are not unique,24 and therefore there is a need for all 
participating countries in GM 4.0 to share knowledge and experience to 
strengthen the report card process. 

As with most countries participating in GM 4.0,24 grades were 
informed by evidence pre-COVID-19 pandemic. With evidence already 
showing the impact of COVID-19 restrictions on PA levels in children 
and adolescents,30 the next report card will provide an important marker 
on the impact across the island of Ireland, and whether the pandemic has 
worsened or reduced the inequities identified in the present report card. 

The key recommendations from the 2022 Report Card are: (1) 
Progress the development of a framework for the systematic surveillance 
of indicators related to PA for children and adolescents, including those 
with disabilities; (2) Address persistent gaps in data availability in 
relation to a number of indicators, for example, ‘Active Play’ and for 
some sub-groups of children and adolescents, for example, data in 
younger children; (3) Continue to develop policy measures that address 
inequalities highlighted in the report across a range of determinants 
including disability, gender, socioeconomic status, and age that impact 
on children and adolescent PA levels. 
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23. Költő András, Gavin Aoife, Molcho Michal, et al. The Irish Health Behaviour in School- 
Aged Children (HBSC) Study 2018. NUI Galway; 2020. 

24. Belton S, Breslin G, Shannon S, et al. Every minute counts: patterns and times of 
physical activity participation in children from socially disadvantaged areas in 
Ireland. J Phys Activ Health. 2019;16(5):333–339. 

25. Mitchell L, Bel-Serrat S, Stanley I, et al. The Childhood Obesity Surveillance Initiative 
(COSI) in the Republic of Ireland – Findings from 2018. 2019:2020. 

26. Tomkinson GR, Carver KD, Atkinson F, et al. European normative values for physical 
fitness in children and adolescents aged 9–17 years: results from 2 779 165 Eurofit 
performances representing 30 countries. Br J Sports Med. 2018;52(22):1445. 

27. O’Keeffe BT, MacDonncha C, Purtill H, Donnelly AE. Profiling the health-related 
physical fitness of Irish adolescents: a school-level sociodemographic divide. PLoS 
One. 2020;15(6), e0235293. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0235293. 

28. Britton Ú, Issartel J, Fahey G, Conyngham G, Belton S. What is health-related 
fitness? investigating the underlying factor structure of fitness in youth. Eur Phys 
Educ Rev. 2019;26(4):782. https://doi.org/10.1177/1356336x19882060. 

29. Ireland Healthy. Healthy Ireland Summary Report 2019; 2019. https://assets.gov. 
ie/41141/e5d6fea3a59a4720b081893e11fe299e.pdf. Accessed April 3, 2023. 

30. Sport Ireland. The Irish Sports Monitor. Version 1. Dublin: Irish Social Science Data. 
2021; 2019. Archive SN: 0050-04. Accessed via the Irish Social Science Data Archive 
www.ucd.ie/issda. 

31. Department of Education and Skills. Lifeskills Survey 2015 Report on Survey Findings; 
2017. https://assets.gov.ie/24979/1a97aa08e3a04845b4e6c10bbfc17356.pdf. 
Accessed April 3, 2023. 

32. Department of Education (Northern Ireland). Statutory curriculum. https://www. 
education-ni.gov.uk/articles/statutory-curriculum#toc-2. Accessed February 6, 
2023. 

33. Department of Education (Ireland). Curriculum Online: Irish education curriculum. 
https://www.gov.ie/en/service/find-out-about-the-irish-education-curriculum. 
Accessed February 6, 2023. 

34. Aubert S, Barnes JD, Demchenko I, et al. Global matrix 4.0 physical activity report 
card grades for children and adolescents: results and analyses from 57 countries. 
J Phys Activ Health. 2022;19(11):700–728. 

35. Truelove S, Vanderloo LM, Tucker P. Defining and measuring active play among 
young children: a systematic review. J Phys Activ Health. 2017;14(2):155–166. 

36. Moore EWG, Fry MD. Physical education students’ ownership, empowerment, and 
satisfaction with PE and physical activity. Res Q Exerc Sport. 2017;88(4):468–478. 

37. Milton K, Cavill N, Chalkley A, et al. Eight investments that work for physical 
activity. J Phys Activ Health. 2021;18(6):625–630. 

38. Belton S, Britton Ú, Murtagh E, Meegan S, Duff C, McGann J. Ten years of ‘Flying the 
flag’: an overview and retrospective consideration of the active school flag physical 
activity initiative for Children—design, development & evaluation. Children. 2020;7 
(12):300. https://doi.org/10.3390/children7120300. 
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