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Introduction
Following a year of lockdowns, there was a lot of talk about ‘catch up’ 
for children. Some people wanted kids to catch up on education, some 
wanted them to catch up on socialising and some just wanted them to 
catch up on having fun. 

The one thing that many of these claims had in common is when this 
should happen… In the school holidays!

But what do children already do in the school holidays? It turns out that, 
as a nation, we don’t know! Maybe kids are already learning, or seeing 
their friends, or having fun. Or maybe they’re not.

We set out to find out!
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An average summer day for a…

Gets up between 7 and 8am and 
eats breakfast with a parent and 
prepares to spend the day with 
their mum or dad

Spends some time drawing pictures

Has lunch with a parent

Spends 1-2 hours on a screen

Has dinner with a parent

Reads a book before bed

6-year old
Gets up between 7 and 8am and 
eats breakfast with a parent and 
prepares to spend the day with 
their mum or dad

Spends some time drawing pictures

Has lunch with a parent

Spends 2-3 hours on a screen

Has dinner with a parent

Reads a book before bed

11-year old
Gets up between 8 and 9am and 
eats breakfast without a parent

Spends a few hours with their mum
or dad and eats lunch with them

Spends some time reading a book 
and 2-3 hours on a screen

Has dinner with their parents

13-year old
Gets up between 8 and 9am and 
eats breakfast without a parent

Spends a few hours with their mum
or dad  and eats lunch with them

Spends 3-4 hours on a screen then 
has dinner with their parents

15-year old
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Having a lay-in?
While you might assume having 6 weeks with little to do might be the perfect excuse for a lay-in, it seems few children abused this privilege. We 
checked each week, and the vast majority were up before 10am. Obviously the older kids preferred a bit more time in bed in the mornings, but 
even among this group, three-quarters were up an about by 10am on most days. 
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Who’s still learning?

Each week we checked on what academic activities children had 
done and found that activities did not particularly vary across the 
holidays. Every week, around two-thirds of kids read a book, half 
drew a picture and a fifth wrote a page of text. 
Girls were more likely to have participated in these activities than 
boys, and primary school-aged kids were more likely than their 
younger or older peers.

We also found that: 
• 20% played a musical instrument
• 20% watched an educational video or lesson
• 3% studied with a tutor 
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Outings & activities!
94%

77%
68%

85% 80%
72%

47%

73% 71%
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100%

A play park The beach Climb a mountain/walk in the
country

Free outings

Under 4 4 to 11 11 to 18
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30%

52%

49%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Under 4

4 to 11

11 to 18

In the past week has your child participated in any pre-
planned type of exercise 

(e.g. a daily walk or a sports group)

Unsurprisingly, the most popular outings or activities for families were the free ones! 
The play park topped out list - nearly all parents with younger kids went at least 
once during the summer, and around half told us that the older kids went too! 
Around 8/10 families went to the beach and around 7/10 went for a family walk.

Indoor activities such as the cinema were less popular than the outdoor freebies, 
maybe due to cost, or to Covid concerns. Despite being outdoors, theme parks were 
among the least popular activities in our list.

Around half of children participated in a pre-planned type of exercise (such as a daily 
walk or sports group), and 1 in 7 participated in a sports tournament.
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Screentime

We checked each week how much time children were spending on 
a screen (TV, phone, computer, or games console). The amount of 
time was very consistent from week to week, and the charts on the 
right shows the average amount of time spent across the holidays. 

Overall, only 4% of children had no screentime at all on the day we 
checked. while screen time was lowest among the youngest age 
groups, most kids aged 4 and under were still having at least 2 
hours a day.

The older kids had most, with 16% having 5 hours or more on a 
screen. Only 1% of 11- to 18-year-olds had no screentime at all.

While boys and girls mostly had similar amounts of screentime, 
10% of boys had the maximum 5 hours+, compared to 6% of girls.

About half of parents were content with the amount of screentime 
their kids were having, and around a third felt it was too much. 
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In an average summer week…

of children spent time 
with their mum

83% of children went 
on holiday

37% of kids aged over 11 
didn’t have any 
supervision

23%

of children spent time 
with their dad

78% of children aged 4-11 
went to a summer 
camp or class

16%
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Family time?
Each week we checked how much time parents spent with their children. while the amount of time was relatively stable across the 6 weeks. Lots of parents (49% on 
average) spent all day with their children, although it did depend on the age of the child, the number of children in the family and whether it was a mum or dad 
responding. But what about parents who are not able to spend all day with their children, do they worry that they are not spending enough time with their kids? Not 
really! Half of parents say this is not something that worries them, and fewer than a third say they are concerned about this. 

Charts show % of parents who spent all day with their child
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The cost of childcare
Many parents spent at least some of the school holidays supervising 
their children. Overall, slightly more mums (83%) than dads (78%) did 
some childcare during an average summer holiday week.

If parents weren’t supervising, who was? Two in five parents reported 
that once their children are secondary school age, they don’t need 
supervising any more. One in five used a summer camp or class 
(particularly those with younger kids).

Very few parents with school-age children used a childminders or 
equivalent.

Did this all have a cost implication? 

58% of parents with a primary-school child and 81% with a secondary-
school child didn’t have to pay anything for childcare over the summer. 

BUT 10% of primary parents report spending over £400 across the 
holidays. 

There is dramatic variation by region, with nearly a quarter of London 
parents dolling out £400+, compared to fewer than 1 in 10 in most 
other areas. 

3%

5%

5%

11%

7%

13%

23%

6%

7%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25%

Yorkshire and the Humber

West Midlands

South West

South East

North West

North East

London

Est of England

East Midlands

In total, how much (if anything) will you have spent on childcare 
during the summer holidays - More than 400



14

Family dinner
We checked each week if parents were eating with their children. 
Again, results were remarkably consistent across the 6 weeks. 

Looking at the responses as an average, 80% of families ate 
dinner together. 

Breakfast was more commonly eaten with younger children (more 
on getting the kids out of bed later), while dinner was slightly 
more commonly eaten with older children.

And beyond regular meals, by the end of August… 

of families had eaten 
at a restaurant83%

had BBQ’d55%

had been on a picnic72%

had let the kids do 
the cooking!26%

70% 71%
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Part 3 Part 4

HOLIDAYS!

Part 1 Part 2 Methodology
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The average family holiday in 2021…

went on a self-catering 
holiday in the UK

44% went on a camping or 
caravanning holiday

26% had a holiday in a 
hotel

18%

travelled by car74% of families didn’t take 
a holiday this summer

22%
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Holiday locations
As you’d probably expect, the number of families planning to go 
abroad was significantly down on normal (non-covid) times, it’s 
also slightly down on last year too.

Plans to holiday in the UK were up; that’s up 15% on ‘normal’ 
times and up 50% on this time last year.

Nearly half of parents chose a holiday in self-catered 
accommodation this summer, and around a quarter went camping 
or caravanning. 

Unsurprisingly, given the amount of STUFF you need to take on a 
self-catered family holiday, most parents (84%) headed off by car. 
However, we are impressed by the intrepid 16% who are using 
other modes of transport including: 

train7% boat4%

bus1% bicycle1%
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Did the kids go too?
Around 1 in 10 parents reported that their child went on a different summer holiday to them. This could be parents going on holiday 
without the kids, or it could be the kids going on holiday without parents. This was more common with older kids, 1 in 5 children aged over 
14 had a different holiday to their parents. There is also a single-parent effect, where 1 in 4 children are having a different holiday at some 
point this summer – perhaps with another parent.
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Part 4 Methodology

THE RETURN 
TO SCHOOL

Part 3Part 1 Part 2



20

The average return to school

of kids were excited to 
return to school

75% But 50% felt 
anxious too

50%

26% posted the photo 
to social media

26% of parents took a 
photo to mark the 
start of term

71%
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Excited or anxious?
While anxiety grew among parents as the kids prepared to go back to school, the children themselves were more excited than anxious. 
Starting or returning to secondary school appears slightly less exciting / slightly more anxiety inducing that those heading off to primary 
school, but overall most seemed to be looking forward to going.
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Did summer really last forever?

Summer can have a strange effect on time… the school holidays 
simultaneously feel like they last forever and are gone in a flash. 
But how long are they, really?

For most parents (55%) the summer holidays lasted the standard 
6 weeks, but for 18% they lasted 7 weeks and for a lucky/unlucky 
[delete as appropriate] 6% they lasted 8 weeks or more.

Are the summer holidays too long? Around a quarter of parents 
think they are! But on the whole, most think they are just right. 
Roughly halfway through the school holidays we checked on how 
parents were getting on. On our 5-point scale, only 7% wanted to 
send the kids back already. while most preferred to respond with 
the middle option, around 1 in 5 of said that they wish the school 
holidays could last forever!

Parents with older children were more likely than those with 
younger kids to be wishing the summer wouldn’t end, mums
much more so than dads! 
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But by the end of the holidays…

When we revisited our 5-point scale at the 
end of the holidays, in total 9% were now 
ready to send the kids back (an increase of 
2 percentage points). And while many still 
preferred to respond with the middle 
option, far fewer were wishing that the 
holidays could last forever!

In both cases though, the dads always 
seemed a little more eager to send the kids 
back to school than the mums!

Having said that, around a third of parents 
reported that, with hindsight, the summer 
holidays were better than they had 
expected them to be. Only 16% said that 
they were worse than expected (and yes, 
that was the same for mums and dads!) 9%
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Back to school photo
One of the last parenting duties before ushering the little darlings back to school is the obligatory start of year photo… But is it obligatory? 
among parents of primary school children it is certainly very common with eight out of ten parents taking a pic or planning to. among 
parents of secondary-aged kids while it is less common it is still something that over half of parents do.  And where does this photo go? For 
around a quarter of parents it is posted on social media.

Yes 70%

No 20%

Not yet 9%

Primary

Yes 49%

No 37%

Not yet 14%

Secondary
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METHODOLOGY

Part 4Part 3Part 1 Part 2 Methodology
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Questions

Questions were asked using the Parent Ping app 
from the 29th of July until 9th September 2021.

The response rate varied from 1,459 to 1,295. 

Asked weekly
How anxious are you feeling about the week ahead?
Yesterday, how much time did you spend with your child?
Which of these meals did you eat with at least one of your children yesterday?
What time did {{child}} get up yesterday?
In the past week, has your child…*
How much time did your child spend on a screen yesterday (TV, phone, computer, 
games console etc)?*

* Average response calculated for reporting purposes 

Asked once
Yesterday, how much time did your child spend with another child that does 
not normally live in your house?
I worry that I don’t spend enough time with my children
Which of these have you done with your children so far this summer holiday?
Which of these activities have you taken your children to during the summer 
holidays...
In the past week has your child participated in any pre-planned type of 
exercise (e.g. a daily walk or a sports group)
How do you feel about the amount of screen time (phone, laptop, television, 
games console) your child had yesterday?
What have you been doing this week?
Who has supervised your child this week?
In total, how much (if anything) will you have spent on childcare during the 
summer holidays?
What type of holiday(s) will you have been on this summer?
If you are having a UK holiday this year, how are you travelling?
Was your child anxious about the return to school?
Was your child excited about the return to school?
How did YOU feel about your children returning to school?
Overall how’s it going?
With hindsight, were the summer holidays…
Did you take a starting school / back to school photo this term?
Did you post a starting school / back to school photo to social media this term
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Parent Ping
Demographics categories
Parent Ping has 8 demographic categories organised in 3 types:

Child-level demographics – this is information about the child
1. Child phase – the phase of education the child aligns to according to their age (note – this is not 

matched to school information so they may be attending a different school type, e.g. a special 
school, or indeed not be in education at all e.g. being home educated)

2. Child key stage – the key stage of education the child aligns to according to their age (note as above)
3. Child gender – whether the child is a boy or a girl according to their parent
4. Free school meals – whether a child is eligible for Free School Meals or not according to their parent
5. Special education – whether a child has a special educational need according to their parent, split 

into those that have an Education, Health and Care Plan (EHCP), those that don’t, and those without 
a special educational need.

Parent-level demographics – this is information about the parent answering the question
1. Parent type – whether a parent reports that they are a mum or a dad
2. Number of children – how many children a parent reports they have (irrespective of the number 

they answer about on the app)

School-level demographics – available where we know what school a child attends
1. School region – the region of the country, based on the school the child attends 
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