
 

Physical activity 
for babies
“We are born to move. It’s one of the first things a child discovers  
and learns to do. Quality movement experiences are an essential part  
of a child’s development and are just as important for newborns as for  
older children.” 
(Sport and Recreation New Zealand, 2009)

A baby needs to develop their body awareness, sensory systems, large muscles 
and senses – sight, smell, touch, hearing and taste – along with their balance 
and spatial awareness. Quality physical activity experiences from birth play an 
important role in this development.

Muscle control develops from the top to bottom (head to feet) and inside to  
outside (core muscles first, hands and feet later). Large muscle movements must  
be developed before a child can master their fine motor skills.

Key physical activity opportunities for babies include:

•   tummy time
•   rolling, spinning, going upside down
•   being touched
•   watching things move, slowly
•   action songs and games.

Avoid screen time and aim to minimise time spent
in a car seat, pram, bouncer, baby seat, or high chair  
(Ministry of Health, 2017).  

A relaxed environment with plenty of  
opportunity for a mix of sensory and  
physical experiences, and active role  
models, will inspire an active disposition.  

“Success is not measured by how fast 
or how far the child can learn to crawl,  
walk, run, jump or throw. It is  
measured by the smile on the child’s  
face... and the desire to continue  
exploring the skill.” – ibid. 



 

Activity ideas
Tummy time strengthens neck, back, arm and leg muscles. It can be done  
in short bursts, often, and must be closely supervised.

•   On your lap or chest.

•   Roll baby on a swiss ball.

•   On floor with toys, bubbles, balls.

•   Interacting with caregiver like singing an action song.

•   Caregiver lying on floor, baby on their shins in the air, moving gently.

The vestibular system is our internal sense of balance. A baby’s vestibular system
is developed by time spent rolling, spinning and going upside down.   

•   Lying baby face down on a swiss ball, slowly rock the ball forward and back. 

•   Dance holding baby, turning slowly and moving up and down.

•   Move baby gently upside-down (support the head and neck).

•   Roll and unroll baby in a blanket, gently and carefully.

•   Lay baby on their back, lift right leg up and cross it over their left leg and
    encourage a rolling motion, repeat with other leg.

Feeling sensations of touch establishes, then strengthens, neural pathways in the  
brain through sensory receptors in our skin.

•   Baby massage: Gentle strokes, raindrops, body parts.

•   Provide a ‘mystery box’ of toys or items of unusual textures.

•   Water play. 

•   Action songs and games where the caregiver is doing  
    the actions on the baby’s body like ‘Incy Wincy Spider’,  
    ‘Round and Round the Garden’, ‘Leg over Leg’ (Fox  
    Went to Dover), ‘Heads Shoulders Knees and Toes’.
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