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Objectives: Investigate sociodemographic factors associated with physical activity and sport participation
among Indigenous children registered in the New South Wales (NSW) government-funded Active Kids
voucher program in 2018, including comparison with non-Indigenous children.
Design: Cross-sectional study.
Methods: The Active Kids voucher program aims to support the cost of children’s sport and physical activ-
ities. All children aged 5-18 years in NSW are eligible for a voucher. To register, parent/carers report child
sociodemographic characteristics, physical activity, sport participation and optional height and weight.
Regression models were used to determine which sociodemographic characteristics were associated with
meeting physical activity guidelines and sport participation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous children.
Government Results: Of the 671,375 children aged 5-18 years, 36,129 (5.4%) were Indigenous. More Indigenous
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children than non-Indigenous children met the physical activity guidelines before registering in the
Parents Active Kids program. Indigenous children had greater odds of meeting physical activity guidelines across
all socio-economic quartiles. Among non-Indigenous children, odds reduced with social disadvantage.
Indigenous children (38%) were less likely to participate in organised physical activity and sport sessions
at least twice a week compared to non-Indigenous children (43%). Indigenous children living in major
cities had higher sport participation levels compared with those living in outer regional and remote areas.
Conclusions: The Active Kids voucher program achieved population representative reach among Indige-
nous children, whose physical activity levels were higher than non-Indigenous children across all
socioeconomic quartiles. The program has potential to supplement Indigenous children’s physical activity
levels using organised sessions and reduce sport drop-out among older children.

© 2020 Sports Medicine Australia. Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Practical implications e For optimal success, a voucher program like Active Kids that pri-
marily reduces the barrier of cost for sport participation, must be

e The universality of the Active Kids program appears acceptable, part of a wider, inclusive multi-component, collaborative deliv-

enabling reach to children from low socioeconomic backgrounds
and of all abilities which is essential to promote inclusive
sport and physical activity opportunities to priority populations,
including Indigenous Australians.

e This universal approach could be complimented with additional
targeted approaches to achieve equitable socioeconomic reach
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ery strategy; vouchers as a transaction alone are not enough and
financial barriers may remain for low SES families. Integration
of a complex, yet pragmatically designed evaluation, within a
government-funded policy implementation is essential to cap-
ture impact, providing a unique opportunity to learn more about
children’s sport and physical activity participation.
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1. Introduction

Indigenous Australians comprise approximately 3% of the Aus-
tralian population, with Indigenous origin self-identified through
the Census.! Over one third (36%) of the Indigenous population are
aged under 15 years old, compared with 18% of non-Indigenous
Australians.! This young population distribution provides the
potential for the emerging generation to benefit from preven-
tion efforts to improve health outcomes. Eliminating inequity in
preventable disease between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Aus-
tralians remains a contemporary challenge,? requiring changes
to prevention systems. In New South Wales (NSW), opportuni-
ties within the sport sector exist to create a better future for
young Indigenous people. In both historical and current times,
physical activity and sport are culturally important to Indigenous
Australians.?

Extensive research has enabled the development of clear age
appropriate, physical activity guidelines to achieve health bene-
fit and Australian children aged 5-17 years are recommended to
undertake moderate or vigorous aerobic activity for 60 min per
day.* Physical activity is an important health protective behaviour
where the most recent national data demonstrates that Indigenous
children are more physically active than non-Indigenous children.>
These data for children aged 5-17 years in non-remote areas show
that almost one in two (48%) met the guidelines,* whereas, only
35% of non-Indigenous children reached this level. Physical activity
levels among remote living Indigenous children were higher than
among non-Indigenous remote children; 86% aged 5-14 years and
66% aged 15-17 years achieved the guidelines but comparative data
for non-Indigenous children were not available.>

An important component of children’s total physical activity
comes from participation in structured physical activities and sport
outside of school;5 the physical, psychological and social health
benefits of regular participation well documented.” Australian chil-
dren’s sport participation is monitored using the National AusPlay
survey, providing the total number of structured sport sessions a
child participates in the previous 12 months.® A total of 2.5 mil-
lion Australian children (54%) aged 0-14 were active at least once
a week through sport reducing to 15% of children frequently par-
ticipating in sport three times per week.* However, a limitation
of Ausplay sampling methods and sample size issues means that
accurate estimates for Indigenous children’s sport participation at
national or state levels are not available.” National surveillance
demonstrates Indigenous adult participation in physical activity
and sport is lower than non-Indigenous adults.” This highlights
a need to promote participation throughout the life course, and
particularly to reduce the decline in sport participation during late-
childhood and adolescence, to create healthy habits for life.'?

The promotion of sport and physical activity programs not
only have the potential to enhance participation but can support
Indigenous communities in broader ways by offering culturally
acceptable, community-led activities, which can contribute to
improving equity and self-determination.? A recent systematic
review examined the impact of sport for Indigenous peoples in
Australia. The review found some evidence between sport and
increased school attendance in children as well as improved
self-esteem resulting from physical activity and sport participa-
tion as well as enhanced aspects of culture.!! Specific strategies
utilised by the sport and physical activity programs in the
review included Indigenous-led activities, positive role-models and
parental/community involvement.

In NSW, the state Government has invested over $207 million
to increase sport and physical activity participation amongst all
school-enrolled children for four years (2018-2022) through the
Active Kids voucher program. The program is a universal sport and
physical activity program aiming to help families meet the cost of

supporting their children to access sport and physical activities.
Throughout 2018, families were able to register for one Active Kids
voucher, valued up to $100 per school child, to reduce the cost of
sport registration or membership fees for after-school, weekend
and structured fitness or physical activity.

The SPort & Recreation INTervention & Epidemiology Research
(SPRINTER) group, a research partnership between the University
of Sydney and the NSW Government Office of Sport are leading
an quasi-experimental and mixed-method pragmatic evaluation
of the Active Kids program in order to assess the implemen-
tation and effectiveness of the state-wide voucher program.!?
This study aims to investigate the demographic characteristics,
as well as sport and physical activity levels of Indigenous and
non-Indigenous participants in the Active Kids voucher program.
Specifically, we examined factors associated with meeting physi-
cal activity guidelines and participating in sport among Indigenous
and non-Indigenous children.

All children who were registered for an Active Kids voucher in
2018 were included in this study. To be eligible, children needed
to be a NSW resident, aged between 4.5 and 18 years, enrolled
in school (from Kindergarten to Year 12, including those who are
home-schooled or enrolled in secondary school education at TAFE
NSW), be a current Medicare card holder. a and have a Service NSW
account.'3

2. Method

The Active Kids program aims to increase participation of
school-enrolled children in sport and physical activity by providing
parents or carers with vouchers to help cover the cost of regis-
tration and membership fees. Families were able to access one
$100 voucher for each school-enrolled child during 2018. Eligible
activities include recognised sports, swimming lessons, structured
fitness programs, outdoor recreation programs, approved active
recreation and other structured programs of moderate to vigor-
ous activity. Data for this cross-sectional study were obtained
from the program registration database, with support from the
NSW Government Office of Sport. During program registration,
the child’s parent or carer was required to complete an online
registration form, reporting mandatory information regarding the
child’s Indigenous status sociodemographic characteristics, inten-
tions of voucher use, physical activity, sport participation and
optional height and weight. This study is part of a registered
trial evaluating the outcomes of the Active Kids voucher program
(ACTRN12618000897268) and gained ethical approval from the
Human Research Ethics Committee at The University of Sydney
(2017/946).

Sociodemographic characteristics included age (derived from
date of birth), sex, primary language spoken at home, Indige-
nous status, disability status, socioeconomic status (SES), and
remoteness. Quartiles of SES were derived by classifying postcode
of residence using the Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA),
specifically the Index of Relative Socio-Economic Disadvantage.'?
Postcode was also used to determine location using the Accessibil-
ity and Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA+), which groups areas
based on access to services into major cities, inner regional, and
outer regional and remote.'* All measures collected used existing
and valid measures where applicable.

Height and weight were used to calculate body mass index (BMI)
as weight divided by height, squared (i.e., kg/m?). Children were
then classified as thin, healthy weight, overweight, or obese.!”

Physical activity was assessed using a single item question
which asked, “In a typical week, how many days was the child
physically active for at least 60 minutes?” which approximates the
aerobic component of the national physical activity guidelines.'®
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Responses were then categorised into meeting physical activity
guidelines (7 days/week) and not meeting aerobic physical activity
guidelines (>7 days/week).

Sport participation was reported by the parent or carer on a sin-
gle item that asked “Approximately, how many organised sessions
of sport or physical activity has the child participated in, in total,
outside of school hours, during the last 12 months?” Responses
were categorised into none, at least once a month, at least once a
week, at least twice a week, or at least four times a week. Regular
sport participation was defined as at least twice a week.®

Frequencies and proportions for sociodemographic character-
istics (age, sex, language, socioeconomic status and location) and
outcomes (meeting physical activity guidelines and sport participa-
tion) by Indigenous status were calculated. We used proportional
reporting ratios to examine differences between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous children. Univariate binary regression models
were used to determine which demographic characteristics were
associated with meeting physical activity guidelines and sport
participation for Indigenous and non-Indigenous children. The
demographic characteristics that were significantly associated with
meeting physical activity guidelines and sport participation were
included in the final multivariate binary regression models. All
analyses were performed in SAS Enterprise Guide 9.4 (SAS Institute,
Cary, NC, USA).

3. Results

In 2018, 671, 375 children were registered for an Active Kids
voucher, representing 53% of the NSW eligible population aged
5-18 years.! Of the 671,375 children who were registered for
the 2018 Active Kids voucher, 36,129 (5.4%) were identified by
their parent/carer as Indigenous (Table 1). This represents 51.4% of
Indigenous children aged 5-18 (NSW Health Stats), so the uptake
rate of the program has been similar among Indigenous and non-
Indigenous children.

Indigenous children were 1.9 times more likely to live in the
most disadvantaged area and 3.4 times more likely to live in outer
regional or remote Australia. They were 2.5 times more likely to
have a disability and 1.4 times more likely to be obese compared
with non-Indigenous children (Table 1). Among all children who
were registered for a voucher, Indigenous children were 1.2 times
more likely to meet physical activity guidelines; 23.3% of Indige-
nous children met physical activity guidelines, compared to 19.0%
of non-Indigenous children. Indigenous children (62%), compared
to non-Indigenous children (57%), participated less than twice a
week in sessions of organised physical activity and sport and were
1.4 times more likely to not participate in any sport.

Table 2 presents the odds of meeting physical activity guide-
lines for Indigenous and non-Indigenous children in the Active Kids
voucher program. For all children, the odds of meeting physical
activity guidelines declined with age. Boys were more likely to meet
physical activity guidelines compared with girls. Overall, there was
no socio-economic gradient in Indigenous children who reported
meeting physical activity guidelines, while a socioeconomic gra-
dient was apparent for non-Indigenous children. There were no
other socio-demographic associations with meeting physical activ-
ity guidelines between Indigenous and non-Indigenous children
(Table 2).

Table 3 presents the adjusted odds of participating in sport at
least twice a week for Indigenous and non-Indigenous children in
the Active Kids voucher program. Among both groups, the likeli-
hood of participating in sport at least twice a week increased with
age, and this increase was steeper for Indigenous children. There
were no differences in sport participation between Indigenous and
non-Indigenous children by sex or body mass index. For all chil-

dren, there was a clear socioeconomic gradient, with those living in
the most disadvantaged areas being the least likely to participate
in sport at least twice a week (OR: 0.69, 95% Cls 0.68, 0.70), this
gradient was steeper for Indigenous children. Indigenous children
living in major cities were 22% (OR: 1.22, 95% CIs 1.12, 1.32) more
likely to play sport at least twice a week compared with those living
in outer regional and remote areas, while the same trend was not
seen in non-Indigenous children. Non-Indigenous children with a
disability were less likely to play sport at least twice a week (OR:
0.52, 95% CIs 0.50, 0.54) compared with Indigenous children with
a disability (OR: 0.65, 95% CIs 0.58, 0.72).

4. Discussion

This baseline evaluation data from the first year of the Active
Kids voucher program in NSW provides information on sport and
physical activity participation from a large sample of Indigenous
Australian children. The universal nature of the Active Kids voucher
program has achieved good population reach among Indigenous
children, whose physical activity levels are higher than among
non-Indigenous children and did not vary by SES. The program
has potential to increase this strength by reducing financial bar-
riers to sport participation. With initial higher physical activity
participation rates, if Indigenous children can achieve equitable
sport participation levels, the overall proportion of Indigenous chil-
dren meeting physical activity guidelines would continue to exceed
their non-Indigenous peers. Achievement of these targets by more
Indigenous children age 5-18 years could lead to improved health,
wellbeing and educational outcomes. >!!

These findings provide new information on sport participation
patterns from a sample of Indigenous children that is larger than in
previous population studies. The sample size of 36,129 Indigenous
children represents 5.4% of the total number of children enrolled in
the Active Kids voucher program, which is similar to the population
proportion of 5.7% and is approximately half of Indigenous children
within this age group in NSW.! This reach suggests that the program
is appealing and accessible for Indigenous families which can be
challenging to achieve.!” This should be viewed as a strength of the
program and imperative for its sustainability and success.

The findings also give key insights into similarities and differ-
ences in physical activity and sport participation patterns among
Indigenous children and non-Indigenous children. The higher phys-
ical activity levels among Indigenous children are consistent with
national surveillance data but had not been conclusively deter-
mined through previous smaller comparative studies in NSW,18.19
giving greater validity to this association. Our findings of the
proportion of children meeting physical activity guidelines are
also consistent with 2017 NSW data but these data were not
disaggregated for Indigenous children.2? While traditional active
lifestyles have been disrupted since colonisation, physical activ-
ity participation appears to remain an important cultural element
for Indigenous children. Yet with low proportions of children in
both groups achieving the guidelines currently, large scale policies
such as Active Kids voucher program could be an important policy
delivery.

Correspondingly, Indigenous sport participation was lower than
among non-Indigenous children. There are few data previously
available regarding these comparative levels although another
NSW study found that fewer Indigenous children were mem-
bers of a sports team.'® This lower sport participation may be
due to the costs of organised sport which is a known barrier to
participation,?! particularly among low income families who are
over-represented among Indigenous people.! This is consistent
with the socioeconomic gradient in the present study where more
disadvantaged children in both groups had lower sport partici-
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Table 1
Descriptive statistics for children in the Active Kids program, 2018.

All Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal
N % N % N %
All children 671,375 100 36,129 538 626,688 93.34
Age category
4-8 269,457 40.14 13,907 38.49 252,413 40.28
9-11 185,931 27.69 10,181 28.18 173,333 27.66
12-14 138,063 20.56 7,798 21.58 128,426 20.49
15-18 77,924 11.61 4,243 11.74 72,516 11.57
Sex
Boys 361,852 53.9 19,652 54.39 337,854 53.91
Girls 308,543 45.96 16,455 45.55 288,355 46.01
Missing 980 0.15 22 0.06 479 0.08
Primary language spoken at home
English 621,235 92.53 36,008 99.67 577,079 92.08
Other 50,140 7.47 121 0.33 49,609 7.92
Disability
Yes 17,715 2.64 2,224 6.16 15,192 242
No 644,658 96.02 33,242 92.01 605,301 96.59
Prefer not to say 8,277 1.23 616 1.71 5,534 0.88
Missing 725 0.11 47 0.13 661 0.11
Socio-economic status
1st (least advantaged) 99,583 14.83 9,855 27.28 88,231 14.08
2nd 140,302 20.9 12,268 33.96 125,661 20.05
3rd 158,783 23.65 7,045 19.5 149,810 23.91
4th (most advantaged) 200,566 29.87 3,002 8.31 195,726 31.23
Missing 72,141 10.75 3,959 10.96 67,260 10.73
Location
Major Cities 440,776 65.65 14,588 40.38 421,694 67.29
Inner Regional 126,594 18.86 12,412 34.35 111,756 17.83
Outer Regional and remote 32,583 485 5171 14.31 26,681 4.26
Missing 71,329 10.62 3,948 10.93 66,475 10.61
Body mass index
Thin 36,888 5.49 1,165 3.22 35,420 5.65
Healthy weight 196,433 29.26 6,856 18.98 188,026 30
Overweight 51,113 7.61 2,638 7.3 48,067 7.67
Obese 22,017 3.28 1,631 4.51 20,166 3.22
Missing 364,924 54.35 23,839 65.98 335,009 53.46
Met physical activity guidelines
No 542,147 80.75 27,712 76.7 507,654 81.01
Yes 129,228 19.25 8,417 233 119,034 18.99
Sport participation
None 12,238 1.82 907 2.51 11,175 1.78
At least once a month 151,675 22.59 11,445 31.68 138,285 22.07
At least once a week 217,878 32.45 9,891 27.38 205,514 32.79
At least twice a week 147,616 21.99 6,206 17.18 139,799 22.31
At least four times a week 101,290 15.09 4,881 13.51 95,204 15.19
Not sure 40,467 6.03 2,791 7.73 36,513 5.83
Missing 211 0.03 8 0.02 198 0.03

pation levels, an association that was stronger among Indigenous
children. These findings are also consistent with AusPlay sport and
SES associations.® This association was not true for Indigenous chil-
dren achieving physical activity guidelines, where socioeconomic
disadvantage did not affect the odds, however non-Indigenous
children were less likely to achieve physical activity guidelines
if living in areas of socioeconomic disadvantage. Physical activity
participation is associated with higher SES?2 but a recent review
identified less universal and consistent SES and health patterns
among Indigenous people.2> Secondary analysis of ABS data® found
high physical activity levels in Indigenous children were associ-
ated with low SES in remote locations, but not major cities or
regional areas.?* The geographical sample difference between this
ABS study and the present study, which had a more urbanised
population, may account for these different associations. Future
relationships between physical activity, sport participation and
SES among Indigenous children should be explored in longitudi-
nal data to further understand these patterns and determine how
to enhance equitable participation.

In both groups, meeting physical activity guidelines decreased
with age, but sport participation increased with age. This sport

participation finding is similar to a study in Victoria that found par-
ticipation increase with age from age 4 to 14 years then declined.?”
Our finding of a similar age increase then a plateau from 14 years
may reflect a slight selection bias in this sample of children with
high sport participation levels. This study found higher physical
activity and sport participation among boys compared to girls in
both groups. These age and sex physical activity patterns are known
among non-Indigenous children.?® Emerging evidence for Indige-
nous children also indicates that adolescent girls appear to have the
lowest levels of all children,'824 with these lower activity levels
appearing to commence at puberty and how Indigenous adoles-
cent females represent an important target group. Other Australian
studies have not consistently found associations between sport par-
ticipation and age.?” While evidence for lower sport participation
levels among girls is clear,?® no previous studies have specifically
examined this association among Indigenous children, although
gender specific sport and physical activity barriers and facilita-
tors are evident.? These including the importance of providing
sport options that are considered appropriate by young females.
29 The present findings therefore provide a novel cross-sectional
understanding of age and sex associations with sport and phys-
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Table 2

The odds of meeting physical activity guidelines for children in the Active Kids program, 2018.
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All children Aboriginal Non-Aboriginal
OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI)

Age category
4-8 2.04 (2,2.09) 1.90(1.73, 2.08) 2.06 (2.01,2.11)
9-11 1.64(1.60, 1.68) 1.67(1.52,1.83) 1.64(1.60, 1.68)
12-14 1.19(1.16, 1.22) 1.29(1.17,1.43) 1.18(1.15,1.21)
15-18 Ref Ref Ref

Sex
Boys 1.64 (1.62, 1.66) 1.54(1.46,1.62) 1.65(1.63,1.67)
Girls Ref Ref Ref

Primary language spoken at home
English 1.63(1.59, 1.67) 1.61(1.57,1.65)
Other Ref Ref

Disability
Yes 0.78(0.75,0.81) 0.74(0.71,0.77)
No Ref Ref

Socio-economic status
Ist 0.82 (0.80, 0.83) 1.07 (0.96, 1.19) 0.79 (0.77,0.81)
2nd 0.91(0.89, 0.92) 1.08 (0.97,1.19) 0.89(0.87,0.91)
3rd 0.90 (0.89, 0.92) 0.96 (0.87,1.07) 0.90 (0.88, 0.92)
4th Ref Ref Ref

Location
Major Cities 0.65 (0.63, 0.66) 0.83 (0.76, 0.90) 0.64 (0.62, 0.66)

Inner Regional

Outer Regional and remote
Body mass index

Thin

Healthy weight

Overweight

Obese

0.88 (0.85, 0.90)
Ref

1.04(1.01, 1.07)
Ref

0.76 (0.74, 0.77)
0.62 (0.6, 0.64)

0.98 (0.91, 1.06)
Ref

0.99 (0.86, 1.15)
Ref

0.74 (0.66, 0.82)
0.63 (0.55, 0.72)

0.87 (0.84, 0.90)
Ref

1.04(1.01, 1.07)
Ref

0.75 (0.73, 0.77)
0.61 (0.59, 0.63)

Note: Covariates that were significant in univariate analyses were included in the models. Primary language spoken at home was not significantly associated with sport
participation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.

Table 3

The odds of participating in sport at least twice a week for children in the Active Kids program, 2018.

All children
OR (95% CI)

Indigenous
OR (95% CI)

Non-Indigenous
OR (95% CI)

Age category
4-8
9-11
12-14
15-18
Sex
Boys
Girls
Primary language spoken at home
English
Other
Disability
Yes
No
Socio-economic status
1st
2nd
3rd
4th
Location
Major Cities
Inner Regional
Outer Regional and remote
Body mass index
Thin
Healthy weight
Overweight
Obesity

0.51(0.50, 0.52)
0.87 (0.85, 0.88)
0.98 (0.97, 1.00)
Ref

1.05 (1.04, 1.06)
Ref

1.69 (1.66, 1.73)
Ref

0.53(0.51,0.55)
Ref

0.69 (0.68, 0.70)
0.80(0.79, 0.82)
0.85 (0.84, 0.86)
Ref

1.05 (1.02, 1.07)
1.00 (0.98, 1.03)
Ref

0.87 (0.85, 0.89)
Ref

0.81(0.80, 0.83)
0.61(0.59, 0.63)

0.42 (0.39, 0.46)
0.68 (0.63, 0.74)
0.89(0.82,0.97)
Ref

1.08 (1.03, 1.14)
Ref

0.65 (0.58,0.72)
Ref

0.65 (0.59, 0.71)
0.72 (0.66, 0.79)
0.74 (0.68, 0.82)
Ref

1.22(1.12,1.32)
0.98 (0.90, 1.06)
Ref

0.89 (0.78, 1.03)
Ref

0.80(0.73, 0.88)
0.60 (0.53, 0.67)

0.51(0.51,0.52)
0.88 (0.86, 0.90)
0.99 (0.97, 1.01)
Ref

1.05 (1.04, 1.06)
Ref

1.71(1.67,1.75)
Ref

0.52 (0.50, 0.54)
Ref

0.70 (0.68,0.71)
0.81(0.80, 0.82)
0.85 (0.84, 0.86)
Ref

1.01(0.98, 1.04)
0.99 (0.96, 1.02)
Ref

0.87 (0.85, 0.89)
Ref

0.81(0.80, 0.83)
0.62 (0.60, 0.63)

Note: Covariates that were significant in univariate analyses were included in the models. Primary language spoken at home was not significant associated with sport
participation for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children.
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ical activity that should be explored in longitudinal Active Kids
evaluation.

Indigenous children living in major cities were more likely to
play sport at least twice a week compared with those children in
outer regional and remote areas, but this association was not sig-
nificant for non-Indigenous children. In both groups, the opposite
association was found for physical activity and increasing urban-
isation, consistent with previous data of Indigenous regional and
remote Australian children’s participation.”?* These findings may
reflect greater opportunities for urban Indigenous children to play
sport in terms of organised clubs and facilities but highlight the
importance of ensuring equitable opportunities for participation
for those in regional and remote areas. The recent scoping review
identified a range of sport program characteristics in regional and
remote areas that had positive outcomes, including role modelling
within the school setting and the broader importance of schools in
enabling access to sporting opportunities.!’

This is the only known study to include disability, physical activ-
ity and sport participation data for Indigenous children and one of
the few to include data from a large sample of non-Indigenous chil-
dren. The question did not define disability, allowing parents/carers
to self-identify disability of the child. Indigenous children with an
identified disability were less likely to regularly participate in sport
but no association was found for physical activity whereas among
the non-Indigenous children, those with a disability had both lower
physical activity and sport levels. These data suggest that strategies
to engage disabled children, including the delivery of appropriate
activities, are required and future Active Kids longitudinal data may
determine its inclusivity and impact.

A key strength of this study is providing a larger sample
of Indigenous children in Australia than previously achieved
in physical activity and sport empirical studies, or in popula-
tion surveillance research. With that in mind, this large-scale
evaluation of a government policy has limitations, including par-
ent/carerreported data and some missing data, especially for BMI
that was not a compulsory variable in 2018 registration. Despite
BMI data missing for 54% of the sample, data are presented for
a large number of children, over 306,000, including over 12,000
Indigenous children which is a very high number relative to
other comparable studies. Moreover, the findings of associations
between physical activity and sport participation and BMI are valid
and novel regardless of the missing data. A further limitation is
that parent/carer knowledge of their children’s physical activity
may not consider school-based activities. participants in this cross-
sectional study could be a biased sample of those who registered
in the program who may participate in physical activity and sport
in different ways. However, sociodemographic characteristics of
the sample are broadly comparable to other population data,’ vali-
dated measures were used'% and the large sample size increase the
representativeness of the data.

Overall, the findings from this study provide important popu-
lation data on Indigenous children and baseline data to inform the
impact of the Active Kids voucher program in promoting inclusive
physical activity opportunities and influencing physical activity
and sport participation. There is a need for further research to
examine the effect of the policy on sustained levels of physi-
cal activity and sport participation among Indigenous, as well as
non-Indigenous, children and whether it can contribute to lifelong
physical activity and sport participation. Helping to reduce finan-
cial barriers for children’s sport and physical activity could achieve
higher physical activity levels among children for health benefits.
Further, wider social benefits that can be gained through sport, par-
ticularly for Indigenous children,!! could be achieved through this
policy that could contribute to improving equity.”> More broadly,
the Indigenous and non-Indigenous comparisons in this study high-
light where strategies to increase organised physical activity and

sport participation could be focused at the whole population level,
and where focused work involving Indigenous communities and
targeted strategies may have greater effect.

5. Conclusion

These initial data from the Active Kids voucher program evalu-
ation highlights the significant reach that the program achieved to
Indigenous and non-Indigenous, school-enrolled children residing
in NSW. This reach suggests that this universal program s appealing
and accessible for Indigenous children and families, a population
group often underserved by prevention systems,!” and should be
viewed as a strength of the program and imperative for its sustain-
ability and success.

This study found that Indigenous children are more phys-
ically active, however their sport participation is lower, than
non-Indigenous children. The program has significant potential
to increase participation in organised sport and physical activity
amongst Indigenous children and elevate their current physical
activity levels. Further evaluation is needed to understand the
impact of the voucher on participation, health and wellbeing on
Indigenous and non-Indigenous children, longitudinally.
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