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ABSTRACT
During the health emergency caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, the child and youth population has 
faced a series of challenges that have affected both their health and their way of life. The main aim of this 
study was to analyse the documents related to the transformation of leisure and free time in children and 
young people and the main characteristics of game during and after confinement because of COVID-19. 
A systematic review of the scientific literature was carried out using the PRISMA method, using the 
search phrase: (“COVID-19” AND “play” AND “leisure” AND “children”) in the Web of Science, PubMed 
and Scopus databases as of 1 September 2023. The results show a decrease in leisure-time physical acti-
vities during the pandemic and an increase in sedentary behaviours. The development of physical activity 
during the COVID-19 pandemic improved the quality of life, as well as the opportunities for physical and 
emotional development of students.

RESUMEN
Durante la emergencia sanitaria provocada por la pandemia de la COVID-19, la población infanto-juvenil 
ha enfrentado una serie de desafíos que han afectado tanto a su salud como su forma de vida. El objetivo 
principal de este trabajo fue analizar los documentos relacionados con la transformación del ocio y tiempo 
libre en personas infanto-juveniles y las principales características de los juegos durante y después del con-
finamiento como consecuencia del COVID-19. Para ello, se realizó una revisión sistemática de la literatura 
científica mediante el método PRISMA, empleando la frase de búsqueda: (“COVID-19” AND “play” AND 
“leisure” AND “children”) en las bases de datos Web of Science, PubMed y Scopus a día 1 de septiembre 
de 2023. Los resultados muestran un descenso de las actividades físicas de ocio durante la pandemia y 
un aumento de los comportamientos sedentarios. El desarrollo de actividad física durante la pandemia 
de COVID-19 mejoró la calidad de vida, así como las oportunidades de desarrollo físico y emocional del 
alumnado.
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1. Introduction

Currently, it is recommended that children between 6- and 12-years old practice a minimum of 60 minutes of 
Physical Activity (PA), of moderate to vigorous intensity every day (Colley et al., 2012), to guarantee healthy de-
velopment, as well as to prevent obesity and sedentary lifestyle (Hernández-Beltrán et al., 2023; Piercy & Troiano, 
2018). Similarly, since the pandemic caused by COVID-19, boys and girls seem to have increased the time they 
engage in PA in natural environments, in their free time, which may have a general benefit for their health (Tul-
chin- Francis et al., 2021). Therefore, free time is understood as the residual time that is outside daily obligations, 
where different types of activities are usually voluntarily performed with the purpose of generating fun, rest, and 
the search for personal development (Díaz-Herrera et al., 2022). Consequently, leisure and free time play a fun-
damental role in the physical, cognitive, emotional, and social development of children from 6 and 12 years old 
(Linaza, 2013; Gallardo-López & Gallardo Vázquez, 2018). In this way, PA and play are not only limited to physical 
development and health but also have the purpose of enhancing the motor, social, psychological, moral, and hygie-
ne areas (Carbonell-Ventura et al., 2018).

During the health emergency caused by COVID-19, the child population faced a series of challenges that have sig-
nificantly affected their health (Tulchin-Francis et al., 2021), producing serious negative consequences due to the 
reduction in PA. and the psychological repercussions caused by social isolation (Andreu, 2020). Likewise, several 
prevalent health problems have been identified in children during this period, including mental health disorders, 
lack of PA, delays in medical care, and malnutrition, as well as a negative impact on the immune system. (Marga-
ritis et al., 2020; Sallis et al., 2020). In addition, this caused a disruption in the social interaction of children, with 
a decrease in social skills and a high impact on mental health, since it increased the risk of developing diseases 
such as destructive dysregulation disorder, depressive disorder, major acute and post-traumatic stress disorder, as 
well as a higher incidence of general psychological symptoms such as emotional disorders, depression, stress, low 
mood, irritability and insomnia (Guessounm et al., 2020; Rider et al., 2021; Madrigal et al., 2023).

Also, multiple studies show the impact of COVID-19 on leisure in children, since confinement meant the loss of 
contact in different circles of socialization, such as educational spaces, places of leisure, and free time (Álvarez-
Muñoz et al., 2023), or the street itself (Orte et al., 2020), negatively impacting the psychomotor development of 
children, and consequently, their mental (Madrigal et al., 2023), physics and emotional health status (Sánchez-
Torres et al., 2022). During the COVID-19 pandemic, there were limitations to the development of psychomotor 
skills; however, teachers adapted to the new normality and found in play a way to motivate itself (Checo-Pacheco 
et al., 2022). On the other hand, during the confinement period, parents had to deal with the work obligations of 
teleworking (Salcedo-Benites et al., 2021), along with accompanying and monitoring their children’s school prac-
tices (Belmonte et al., 2022; González Rivera, 2022), with these could generating an increase in anxiety and stress 
levels (Moreno & Molins, 2020; Vallejos Salazar & Guevara Vallejos, 2021). Therefore, leisure time routines had to 
adapt to the new conditions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic (Lorenzo-Sánchez et al., 2022; Álvarez-Muñoz 
et al., 2023). Therefore, green areas can offer opportunities for the regular practice of PA, providing benefits for 
the physical and mental health of children’s life (Bello Albeal et al., 2022). 

The results of this research are expected to provide information on how the pandemic and confinement measures 
have influenced the leisure and free time activities of children aged 6 to 12 years old. This will allow us to identify 
possible repercussions on their comprehensive development, provide recommendations to support their well-
being and promote play and PA strategies adapted to new contexts. Therefore, the main objective of this study 
was to analyse the documents related to the transformation of leisure and free time in children and how the CO-
VID-19 pandemic affected their free time.
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2. Methods

2.1. Type of study and design

This study is theoretical research (Ato et al., 2013), with the purpose of updating and classifying articles related to 
the topic, through the compilation of scientific documents and studies selection processes (Thomas et al., 2012). 
As a design, a systematic review of the scientific literature was carried out using the PRISMA method (Urrútia & 
Bonfill, 2010; Robleda, 2019); using the PRISMA declaration guidelines, in order to guarantee that the included 
documents met the eligibility conditions (Page et al., 2022, 2023).

2.2. Review question

To carry out the PICO (Population, Intervention, Comparison, and Outcome) strategy (Baptista-González, 2007; 
Carrión-Pérez et al., 2020), a series of questions related to the object of research were formulated, which are shown 
in Table 1. The items formulated through the PICO strategy allow us to understand the problems related to games 
during the moments of leisure and free time of the population from 6 to 12 years old (what effects related to the 
game have the children suffered? children during and after the COVID-19 pandemic? Also, what characteristics 
do the games present at the different times analyzed?).

Table 1

PICO questions related to the effects of COVID-19 on leisure and free time in children aged 6 to 12 years.

Population Intervention Context Results

Select those manuscripts that 
analyse the child population 
aged 6 to 12 years during and 
after the COVID-19 pandemic.

Identify the documents that exa-
mine the different intervention 
proposals related to play during 
moments of leisure and free time 
of children during and after the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Analyze the different contexts 
of games during moments of 
leisure and free time of chil-
dren during and after the CO-
VID-19 pandemic.

Collect documents that 
clearly specify what happe-
ned to children during and 
after the COVID-19 pande-
mic.

2.3. Inclusion and exclusion criteria

Considering the PICO strategy and the two research questions, a series of criteria for the inclusion and exclusion 
of documents were established in order to select the most suitable documents for the object of study (Table 2).
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Selection criteria Inclusion

Typology Be an original or review scientific article, indexed in JCR and SJR

Date range Published between January 2019 and August 2023.

Search descriptors Have the following key terms as search descriptors: “COVID-19” or “COVID19”, “play”, “leisure”, and “chil-
dren”.

Language Be written in English and/or Spanish.

Exclusion

Theme Manuscripts that are not directly related to games during leisure and free time of people from 6 to 12 years 
old*.

Type of document Documents that are not scientific articles.

Moment Manuscripts that do not mention any of the characteristics of the games during and/or after the COVID-19 
pandemic. 

*Articles that showed a different age range were included, but as long as they included the established age period (6 to 12 years old). 

Also, studies related to family members were included, as long as they were related to the topic under study

2.4.Search strategy

The search process was carried out on September 1, 2023. For this, the data platforms Wef of Science (WoS), Pub-
med (NIH) and Scopus (Elsevier) were used. The following search terms in English, and their corresponding ones 
in Spanish, were used: “COVID-19” AND “play” AND “leisure” AND “children”.

2.5. Data extraction and study selection

The data extraction and study selection process were performed by two external researchers, who independently 
evaluated the possible documents identified by the review authors. The initial documents were chosen based on 
the title and abstract. In cases in which the title and abstract were related to the research topic, an exhaustive rea-
ding of the document was carried out to determine its definitive inclusion. 

An Excel spreadsheet was created to record the data of the articles that met the selection criteria, including au-
thor(s), sample size, objective, study variables, instruments used, and main findings.

Figure 1 shows the PRISMA Flow Chart related to the search for documents related to the transformation of lei-
sure and free time in children from 6 to 12 years old. In the initial search, a total of 55 documents were obtained, 
which after eliminating duplicates and applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria, were reduced to 17 docu-
ments that were included in this review. 4 studies were deleted because the theme it were not related to the topic, 
3 documents because the moment of analysis wasn’t during the pandemic, and finally, 2 of them were deleted 
because the participant’s year were not specified. 
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Figure 1

Diagram of the PRISMA Flow Chart

3. Results

Table 3 shows the scientific articles related to the transformation of leisure and free time in children aged 6 to 12 
years old, including the main characteristics of games during and after confinement because of the COVID-19 
pandemic. In turn, the methodological quality of the documents is indicated by using the questionnaire of Law et 
al. (1998). After obtaining the scores, the documents were classified according to the scores obtained: Excellent 
quality (>75), Good quality (51-74.99) and Poor methodological quality (<49.99) (Sarmento et al., 2018).
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Table 3

Selected documents related to the transformation of leisure and free time in children.
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4. Discussion

The results show the existence of 17 articles related to the topic under study. In the scientific literature, there are 
no documents that corroborate the results obtained, however, it is important to note that games and recreational 
activities during and after the COVID-19 pandemic have experienced a significant transformation as a result of 
the isolation imposed by the pandemic situation, that has caused health and socialization problems (Graber et al., 
2021; Camas et al., 2022), and lack of learning opportunities for children (Oliveira et al., 2022). On the other hand, 
it has been observed in previous research that parents who participate in outdoor play with their children tend 
to have higher levels of PA compared to those who play in more restrictive or limited environments (Dodd et al., 
2021). This suggests that engaging in PA in nature could be a beneficial strategy to improve people’s health and 
PA levels.

It is important to recognize that PA needs and preferences vary throughout child development, and this may have 
influenced the selection of different age ranges in the studies. Furthermore, the home isolation produced by the 
COVID-19 pandemic caused the loss of contacts in different socialization circles, such as educational spaces, 
places of leisure, and free time (Álvarez-Muñoz et al., 2023; Hernández-Beltrán et al., 2023), as well as anyone was 
really prepared to experience the situations caused by the pandemic.

It is essential to highlight that the child population experienced a series of significant challenges during and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic in relation to their basic development, health, and well-being needs (Casey & McKend-
rick, 2022). These challenges arose from the exceptional circumstances and restrictions imposed by the pandemic 
and had a profound impact on the lives of children (Álvarez-Muñoz et al., 2023).

One of the most obvious problems is related to basic development needs. Children have fundamental needs in 
terms of education, socialization, PA, and emotional development (Allen & Velija, 2022). During the pandemic, 
restrictions on mobility and school closures affected their access to formal education, raising concerns about the 
educational gap and lost learning (Bertrand et al., 2022). Furthermore, the lack of social interaction with friends 
and classmates had an impact on their social and emotional development, which could have long-term implica-
tions on their psychological well-being (Franzoni et al., 2022).

The methodology implemented in the selected documents presents a notable heterogeneity regarding the vari-
ables analyzed, which reflects the complexity and breadth of the topic under study. These variables cover various 
aspects related to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the PA and play of children, as well as the diversity of 
opportunities and strategies implemented to respond to the identified social and educational restrictions.

There are variables related to the contextualization of the sample such as age (Dunton et al., 2020; Graber et al., 
2021), gender (Wang et al., 2021; Kellstedt et al., 2022), type of residence, socioeconomic aspects (Oliveira et al., 
2022), and, variables linked to the perception of playtime, perception of play spaces, perception of playmates, type 
of leisure activity (Wilson et al., 2022 ), screen time (Dodd et al., 2021; Casey & Mckendrick, 2022), aspects related 
to lost and desired habits and routines (Camas et al., 2022), as well as parents’ daily routines regarding play/sport 
(Tulchin-Francis et al., 2021), and influence of parental demographics and PA risk tolerance (Szpunar et al., 2022). 
These variables have a negative influence on the development of the subjects’ PA during the pandemic, as they 
limit free time, as well as the availability of space and time for PA. The wide variety of variables offers a compre-
hensive view of how the pandemic has impacted the PA and play of children from a multidimensional perspective. 
This diversity of methodological approaches is essential to obtain a complete understanding of the effects of the 
pandemic on this population.
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Regarding the findings presented in the selected articles, they show both the beneficial aspects and the adverse 
effects of games during and after the COVID-19 pandemic in the child population. Notably, school-age children 
living in rural areas experienced higher levels of PA, as they had the opportunity to participate in outdoor activi-
ties in natural environments (Dodd et al., 2021). However, people who lived in urban areas suffered from excessive 
sedentary problems such as being overweight, obesity, type II diabetes, and metabolic syndrome (Dunton et al., 
2020). However, these data are contradictory to those obtained by Kellstedt et al. (2022) since children in rural 
areas are at higher risk of obesity and other diseases related to physical inactivity.

Additionally, during the COVID-19 pandemic, there was a significant increase in the time that children aged 6 to 
12 spent in front of screens. For this reason, it is essential to design games and activities that are safe and promote 
the well-being of the child population. Some of the recommendations for carrying out games before, during, 
and after future pandemics include outdoor activities, team sports, educational games, table games, and group 
activities, cultural and artistic events, as well as participation in volunteering and community projects, as long as 
sanitary guidelines permit it.

Finally, the results related to the quality of the selected documents show the existence of 15 studies with excellent 
methodological quality (score >75), and two with good methodological quality (score between 51 and 75), ac-
cording to the proposal of Sarmento et al. (2018). Thus, the chosen documents that address the transformation of 
leisure and free time habits in the child population during and after the COVID-19 pandemic have good method-
ological quality. However, more research is required in this area. Lastly, the main limitation of this study is related 
to the scarcity of documents available focused on the study topic and the diversity of approaches and contexts. 
However, this limitation can be considered a point of interest for future research, as it could serve as a basis for 
establishing guidelines for action in future pandemics.

5. Conclusions

It is essential to highlight that fathers, mothers, and other family members play a crucial role in shaping healthy 
lifestyles for children aged 6 to 12 years old. It is strongly recommended to encourage outdoor activities and the 
practice of team sports as strategies to prevent psychosocial problems. The development of physical activityPA 
during the COVID-19 covid-19 pandemic produced a large number of benefits in the population, improving the 
quality of life, as well as the opportunities for physical and emotional development of the students.

It is recommended to perform interventions at the community level that include the design and implementation 
of programs related to PA and sports, offering participation opportunities to all children, and promoting family 
leisure activities. Furthermore, given the scarcity of studies and the discrepancy in the results found in the liter-
ature regarding this topic, a more exhaustive and wide-ranging investigation is required. It is suggested to carry 
out longitudinal studies that follow children over time, before, during, and after the pandemic or other disruptive 
events, with the aim of generating strategies in educational and public access and information policies.
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