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Childhood obesity one of most serious global public 

health challenges for the 21st century (Who 2014) 

2014/15 show that a third of 10-11 year olds and over 

a fifth of 4-5 year olds were overweight or obese 

Loosing the fight against childhood obesity 



Counteract deficiencies in children’s fitness = spend longer periods 
of time playing outside 
More time children spent outdoors, the higher the activity level 
Outdoor play helps children to engage in higher levels of PA 



Decline of children walking to school 

Half parents driving their children to school live under half a mile 
away  



Friendships, and socialising as indicators of having a good 

life (Children’s Society, 2009) 

Importance of outdoor play including  the street 

Decrease in number of best friends from around 1:5 eight to 

almost 1:8 
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Nearly 1 in 5 children play outside for less the one hour a week 
(including weekends) 

Strong link between amount of time spent outdoors and the time 
spent on sedentary activities 

Rise in sedentary lifestyles 
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Greatest impact on child play 
has been the rise of the car   

Loss of connection between 
home and the street 

Children have vanished from 
streets 

1960s 1.5 m cars in London 

1971 19m cars in the UK 

2012 over 34m of them  

Sound of children’s play 
used to reverberate in 
streets 
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Obsession with ‘Ghettoised Play’ 

Uninspiring outdoor play environments losing their 

appeal for children 

 



Fear of litigation 

Diversion of resources for 
provision into hard and 
soft safety measures 

The cost of playgrounds 
has more than doubled 

Bland design is 
restricting children’s 
creativity* 

 
*CABE (2012) Designing for Play 



RECREATIONAL CULTURE 

Over 70% walk 

All ages, but particularly children 
and young people 

All social groups £600m for 2.5 
billion visits 

 

 

FITNESS CULTURE 

Over 80% drive 

Pre-dominantly 18 - 45 

Mostly professional users 

£400m for 100 million visits* 

*From Greener Spaces, Better Places 

 

PREVALENCE OF THE RECREATIONAL CULTURE 

 



 Parents control children’s play in order to minimise their exposure 
to danger 

 Children are taught to believe in a ‘guarded’ environment 
 Detrimental effects on their social skills and health 



Southmead study 

Southmead is a northern suburb and municipality ward of Bristol, in 
the southwest of England 

Provide an objective account 

of children outdoor play 

63 primary school children 

(aged 6-10 years) were 

monitored for physical 

activity (accelerometers) and 

movement and duration 

(GPS) 
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Typology of play spaces 



Formal play spaces 



Legend

Traffic Level 0

Trrafic Level 1

Traffic Level 2

Traffic Level 3
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School

 Less than 500 vehicles per day (level 0) 
 Between 500 to 1000 vehicles per day (level 1) 
 Between 1000 to 10000 vehicles per day (level 2) 
 More than 10000 vehicles per day (level 3) 

Road speed (30 mph) but different in their 

volume of traffic with maximum traffic 

recorded in Southmead road as 13061 

vehicles per day  

Traffic analysis 



Objective methods for 

measurement of children’s play 

Activity Monitor (Child 1)
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GPS sensors 
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GIS analysis 



Perception of outdoors 



On-site supervision 

Number of overlooking windows of child play per 100 meters 



Duration of play 
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Children tend to play longer in informal settings compared to formal settings 

 

Pearson Chi-Square (p=0.00) 



Intensity of Physical Activity 
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Less than 30 min no significant difference between play in formal and informal settings 

After 30 min children tend to be more physically active in informal settings compared 

to formal settings 

Pearson Chi-Square (p=0.00) 



Social interaction 
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Children tend to socialise better in informal settings 



Frequency of play 

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

Once a week or less 2-3  times a week 3 or more times a
week

Frequency of play in informal spaces Total

Formal
settings

Informal
settings

Pearson Chi-Square (p=0.00) 

Informal settings, including streets and parks  

•Attracted most of observed frequent play 

activities  

 

Formal settings (playgrounds) 

•Attracted most of active play during 

weekends and school holiday 



Natural surveillance 

Play spaces that are 

watched allow natural 

surveillance 

Tend to be correlated 

with higher duration of 

outdoor play 



Unaccompanied children and 

play 

 

 Unaccompanied children played longer than those 

who were accompanied by an adult (≥ 60 minutes) 

 Unaccompanied children are more likely to play in 

informal spaces and have extended home range  



Encourage play opportunities in public realm 

Streets are more accessible and secure 

Incidental social interaction opportunities 

Incidental physical activity (health) opportunities 

Conclusion 



“One should be able to play 

everywhere, easily, loosely, 

and not forced into a 

‘playground’ or a ‘park’.  The 

failure of an urban 

environment can be 

measured in direct 

proportion to the number of 

playgrounds” (Ward 1977) 


