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Introduction:  

Have we lost sight of the 

importance of play? 

During the 2014 school summer holidays 

Eureka! The National Children’s Museum, 

based in Halifax, West Yorkshire, conducted a 

survey of over 2,500 children aged 5-11 years 

and adults to find answers to a range of 

questions around play and its role in the lives 

and development of children today. 

As experts in play-based learning, Eureka! is a 

passionate and vocal advocate of play in all its 

forms. Because of this we wanted to gain a 

deeper understanding of what play means to 

children, parents and carers, and how it is 

changing in both meaning and relevance with 

each generation – particularly at a time when 

education policy seems to be placing a stronger 

emphasis on testing, performance and 

enhancing the competitiveness of our future 

workforce. 

What we found was that, contrary to 

perceptions in the media, children aren’t 

permanently glued to technology and actually 

have a preference for playing outdoors.  

Similarly, their parents really do see play as a 

fundamental tool to their child’s development 

and see it as being as important as formal 

education. However, limited time and anxiety 

around leaving children to their own devices 

to play outdoors has meant that the 

instinctive default for most families is to keep 

children inside. 

Free, unbounded, independent play in a 

variety of outdoor environments such as the 

street, park, local woods or any open green 

space is out-of-bounds for many children, 

unless accompanied by their parents or an 

adult carer. 

This is a major concern, particularly given that 

children are now subject to closer scrutiny 

over their academic abilities at an even earlier 

age than previous generations. Yet, as our 

findings revealed, both children and adults 

want more time to play. Let’s give it to them. 

    

Looking up the giant nose in the All About Me gallery 
Photo: Simon Dewhurst 
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Executive Summary 
Is outdoor play becoming out-of-bounds?  

Parents regard play as an important 

component to their child’s development and 

recognise that free, unbounded play is an 

essential part of childhood.  However, they 

remain nervous about letting their children 

play outside, adopting a risk-averse approach. 

Children are less hooked on TV and 

technology than many recent reports would 

have us believe, actually preferring to be 

outdoors.  If only they could. 

 

Parents and carers unanimously see play as 

being beneficial to helping children build 

confidence and develop a range of social and 

communicative skills. 

 99.9% of adult respondents feel that play 

is beneficial to children 

 

Despite recognising play as an important 

informal tool for learning, parents and carers 

remain nervous about giving their children 

the same freedoms that they had as children 

to play outside. 

 99.8% of adult respondents class play as 

an important learning tool 

 50% of parent/carers won’t let their 

children play outside unsupervised 

 

Parents overwhelmingly regard play as 

valuable for their children’s learning and 

development – not just in school holidays, 

away from the pressures of formal learning 

in school, but all year round. 

 60% of parent/carers felt that play was 

important all year round 

 

The only route to outdoor play for many 

children is via the back door into a secure 

garden, rather than through the front door to 

unbounded exploratory play. 

 59% of children never leave the garden 

unsupervised 

 

Despite reports and subsequent media 

coverage suggesting that children are glued 

to technology, children do actually enjoy 

playing outdoors and want to be outside.   

 Playing in the local park (55%) or their 

garden (45%) was cited by children as the 

two most popular places to play. 

 81% of children stated that they’d rather 

go out to play than watch TV. 

 

Parents and carers feel that it’s beneficial for 

children to take risks when playing, but 

remain risk-averse in providing them with 

the freedom and scope to embark on play 

that helps them make independent 

judgements around risk and danger. 

 

As a consequence, street play is becoming 

increasingly rare with parents citing traffic 

and stranger danger as reasons for keeping 

tabs on their children – either indoors or in 

the back garden. 

 

Children prefer to explore through 

unstructured, free-spirited play. 

 67% of children prefer free, unstructured 

play. 
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Key Recommendations 

 Play must be recognised by education 

experts, through policy and 

curriculum development, as an 

essential tool for both children’s 

learning and their wider 

development. 

 

 Policymakers should acknowledge the 

wealth of research that consistently 

shows that play promotes learning 

and development and recognise 

’s findings, which 

conclusively show that parents and 

carers value play as an essential 

process for their child’s learning and 

development. 

 

 Parents need to be provided with the 

tools and confidence to allow their 

children more freedom to play 

outside, or the next generation of 

children will become even more 

housebound than the current one.   

 

 

 Parents and educators must be 

supported to feel confident enough to 

introduce children to potential risks, 

at school and around the home, by 

letting them take part in adult tasks 

such as cooking, gardening and even 

basic DIY.  

 

 Parents and carers must be 

empowered to work with local 

councils on setting up street play 

initiatives aimed at closing off streets 

and instilling a sense of shared trust 

and collective care within a street 

community. 

 

 We should recognise that children are 

less dependent on technology for play 

than we thought. 

 

 Parents should create opportunities 

for shared family play time together 

outdoors.

 

Exploring the Eureka! Wonderwalk 
Photo: Joan Russell 
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A message from Leigh-Anne Stradeski,  
Chief Executive of Eureka! 

 

Everything we do at Eureka! is 

underpinned by our belief that  

play has a genuine purpose.   

It can be enjoyed very simply for what it is: an 

opportunity for both children and parents to 

play together, but we also believe that 

children can, and do, learn valuable life skills 

through play.  Our research demonstrates 

that parents believe this too. 

At Eureka!, our themed galleries are meant to 

function as springboards for play and learning, 

allowing children and adults to interact with 

the exhibits and activities in their own way 

and at their own pace. We provide rich, tactile 

spaces that help children learn about 

themselves and the world around them 

through self-directed exploration of key issues 

that affect us all: family, community, work, 

environment, health and well-being. There is 

no right way to play at Eureka! but there is no 

better way to learn than through play. 

Play provides the framework for exploration 

and discovery, and because it comes so 

naturally to children it can happen anywhere, 

not just at places like Eureka! or on days out 

at theme parks.  Like a language, play occurs 

and develops instinctively and doesn’t require 

the support of expensive props and toys, 

rather it’s just a natural part of a child’s life, 

enabling them to enjoy what is an all too 

fleeting stage in their lives: childhood. 

 provides insight into where, 

what and how children like to play, some 

interesting generational shifts in attitude to  

 

 

playing outdoors, and an intriguing glance at 

the role of technology in play.  

We hope that  will ignite 

discussion and reflection of adults’ 

experiences of play and, more importantly, 

inspire parents, carers, children and all those 

involved in setting policy and delivering 

services for children to get out and play.  

 

Leigh-Anne Stradeski 

Chief Executive of Eureka! 

  

Leigh-Anne Stradeski 
Photo: John Furlong 
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Today, as children face increasing 
pressures to perform at regular tests 
at every stage in their school career, 

we run the risk of regarding play as a  
self-indulgent pastime. 

Sisters at play in the Desert Discovery gallery 
Photo: Joan Furlong 
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1.   Pre-amble 

1.1  The Eureka! Play Survey 2014 
When embarking on our 2014 play survey we were aware of other surveys that have been 

conducted by an array of charities, companies and professional organisations in recent 

years.  All of them, in one way or another, have pointed to a number of growing trends, 

many of which have attracted attention from the media, play experts and educationalists. 

We wanted to examine the importance that both children and parents attach to play, both 

as an activity in its own right, but also as a tool for learning and development. Today, as 

children face increasing pressures to perform at regular tests at every stage in their school 

career, we run the risk of regarding play as a self-indulgent pastime, even a distraction from 

the serious pursuit of academic achievement. 

Our survey was designed to seek responses from both parents and children in order to 

obtain a perspective from both sides, and also to gauge how play has changed across 

generations. 

At the outset, our instincts suggested to us that the landscape of play had changed 

dramatically and that play, in all its forms, had a different meaning and relevance to children 

today to that of their parents. 

As expected, our report confirmed a number of now well-established trends but also 

revealed some new insights. 

 

1.2  Research methodology and response summary 
In order to achieve a significant and reliable sample, we wanted to achieve a minimum of 

2,500 responses in a survey designed to ask questions of both adults and children. Surveys 

were completed online (promoted on the Eureka! website, e-bulletins and social media) as 

well as face-to-face during interviews with visitors to the Eureka! grounds, and distributed 

during play activities across the region thanks to the 

assistance of Yorkshire Play. 

In total, 2,823 people participated over a number of weeks 

in July and August 2014.  

Both parents/carers and children (aged 5-11) took part, with 

an approximate split of 52% children (1,456 respondents) 

and 48% parents/carers (1,367 respondents). 

Approximately 77% of respondents completed the survey online, whilst 23% participated by 

completing surveys face-to-face. 

 Face-to-face: 643 

 Online: 2,180 
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Of the 643 respondents who participated in person, 136 children and 68 adults completed 

surveys whilst attending play activities across the region. This sample of 136 children 

completed the surveys without the assistance of adults in peer interviews, to offer insight 

into whether attitudes changed when asked the questions by adults. 

In surveying adults visiting Eureka! in person and via Yorkshire Play activities, we approached 

our analysis with an awareness that attitudes towards the benefits of play may be more 

positive than those expressed by the wider public, particularly as participants were engaging 

in play activities at the time of interview. We were confident, however, that opinions 

expressed by children and online participants, and that areas of concern or anxiety 

expressed by all adult participants, would be representative. 

1.3  Why does Play matter to us?   

And why should it matter to our children? 
First of all it’s probably worth setting the context for why, as a children’s museum, we are 

committed to promoting play as an essential element to childhood, and also why we are 

passionate advocates of its role as a process for learning and development. 

It is also useful to set the context for how we came about and why we have such a significant 

place within the children’s museum movement in the UK. 

The inspiration for Eureka! came from Dame Vivien Duffield, one of the UK’s most prolific 

philanthropists, who first experienced children’s museums during visits to the USA. 

Dame Vivien was impressed with the concept of hands-on, play-based museums designed 

specifically for children, and recognised the significant impact they had on children’s 

learning and development. Subsequently, she set out to establish the first children’s 

museum in the UK and in 1992 Eureka! opened its doors in Halifax, West Yorkshire. 

  
Eureka! The National Children’s Museum 
Photo: John Garon 
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Twenty two years and over 6.5 million visitors later, we continue to provide a hands-on 

interactive experience for children from birth to 11 years and their families, across six 

themed indoor galleries and an extensive outdoor park area.  

1.4  Research - proving that 

play works 
When Eureka! opened its doors in July 

1992 we immediately changed the 

way children and families engaged in 

a museum environment. For the very 

first time in the UK, there was a 

museum entirely devoted to enabling 

children to explore a range of galleries 

in whatever order they wished, on 

their own terms.  

With over 400 interactive exhibits, 

our hands-on, touch everything 

approach to discovery was a game 

changer.  And it was deliberately  

meant to be this way as the museum  

was designed in accordance with a  

proven model already well established by children’s museums in North America whose 

approach to learning through play was based on extensive empirical evidence of its 

effectiveness. 

Research from the University of Illinois found that in children’s museums “children become 

excited about what they are learning while they are playing”1  Furthermore, renowned US 

play specialist David Elkind2 argues that when we provide opportunities for – and allow time 

for – children’s self-initiated play, we are ensuring the full development of their curiosity, 

their imagination and their creativity. Our aim at Eureka! is to engage our visitors, adults and 

children, in unforgettable play experiences. 

The comments from parents and carers in our research are positive, stating they believe that 

play is valuable; yet play itself remains hard to define. At Eureka! we endorse the definition 

from the Welsh Government who state that play is behaviour which is “freely chosen, 

personally directed and intrinsically motivated and performed for no external goal or 

reward.” That is, children and young people determine and control the content and intent of 

their play, by following their own instincts, ideas and interests, in their own way for their 

own reasons. 

  

                                                           
1
 The Case for Children’s Museums, Association of Children’s Museums 

2
 David Elkind, The Power of Play: Learning  What Comes Naturally, in The American Journal of Play, Volume1 

Summer 2008 

HRH Prince Charles at the opening of Eureka!  

Photo: Johnson Press 
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1.5  Play theory – a quick lesson 
Although play is something that we instinctively discover and do, 

it is an area of human activity that is more complex than many 

of us realise. Significant academic study has been devoted to 

exploring the many benefits that come from the simple act of 

play. 

Play provides children with many benefits in the cognitive, 

social, emotional and physical domains of learning. The concept 

of children learning through play has been around for many 

years, with one of the main protagonists being Friedrich Fröbel 

(1782-1852). Fröbel wrote that “In play the child ascertains what 

he can do, discovers his possibilities…by exerting his power 

spontaneously”. His work focused predominately on the early 

years but this argument also promotes playful learning 

approaches with older children. 

Susan Isaacs, educational psychologist and advocate of learning 

through play said in 1935: “We watch the nursery school child at 

play and accept this sort of activity at this age as normal and 

desirable…some educationists would like all children under seven 

to enjoy nursery school conditions where play and living 

experiences are the accepted mode of learning”. 

More recently in 20073, the National Union of Teachers stated 

that “All schools should support and facilitate children’s and 

young people’s play. Play and learning are not separate; play is 

part of learning and learning is part of play. Learning through  

play supports and enriches learning throughout formal 

education”. 

Play enables children to develop metacognitive skills including memorising, controlling 

feelings, planning actions and themes, and reflecting on action. Through play they are able 

to practise and build new skills and concepts, including mathematical, scientific and linguistic 

skills. The bottom line is that play provides the foundation for learning for every child and 

opens the door to a world of learning opportunities. 

                                                           
3
 Time to Play: NUT Play Policy 

Friedrich Fröbel 

Photo: Library of Congress 

 

Susan Sutherland Isaacs 

Photo: National Portrait Gallery 
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One of the greatest attributes of play is the 

opportunity it presents for learning to live in 

our world. We learn more effectively through 

trial and error, and play is a non-threatening 

way for children to learn to cope with new 

situations and challenges, while enabling 

them to retain self-esteem and confidence. 

When encouraged to play, children have 

increased feelings of success and optimism, 

while also learning life skills; building 

relationships, resolving conflicts, negotiating 

and learning to regulate their behaviours. Dr 

Peter Grey4, a research bio-psychologist, 

reminds us that most problems in life cannot 

be solved with formulae or memorised 

answers of the type learnt in school. They 

require the judgement, wisdom and creative 

ability that come from life experiences. For 

children, many of those experiences are 

embedded in play.  

Both fine and gross motor skills are developed through play from learning to use a writing 

tool to actively using whole body movements and sensations. Joan Packer Isenberg and  

Nancy Quisenberry5, authors of Play: Essential for all children note that when children are 

using their bodies in play it enables them to feel physically confident, secure and self-

assured. Opportunities for play, throughout childhood, contribute to children’s life chances 

and development, and active toddlers who grow up enjoying physically active play, 

especially in natural environments, may be laying the foundations for better health and a 

longer life than sedentary children (Pretty et al )6.  

It is because this body of evidence demonstrates that play enhances all areas of children’s 

learning and development that play is central to our practice at Eureka!  

However, play theory aside, our play survey aimed to see (a) what children enjoyed most 

when it came to play and (b) the importance that parents attached to play as a key 

contributor to their child’s learning and development.  

                                                           
4
 Dr P Grey: Give childhood back to children: if we want our offspring to have happy, productive and moral 

lives, we must allow more time for play, not less, The Independent Sunday 12 January 2014 
5
 Isenburg and Quisenberry (2002) Play: Essential for all children. A position paper of the Association for 

Childhood Education International. 
6
 Pretty, J, Angus, C, Bain, M, Barton, J, Gladwell, V, Hine, R, Pilgrim, S, Sandercock, G and Sellens,  

M (2009) Nature: Childhood, health and life pathways. Colchester: University of Essex. 

Photo: Eureka! 
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When encouraged to play, 
children have increased feelings 
of success and optimism. 

Fun and smiles in All About Me 
Photo: Joan Furlong 
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2.  Analysis 

2.1  Play: A self-indulgent pastime or an important process for 
learning? 

Our respondents clearly think the latter. 

We set out to gauge parents’ and carers’ opinions on the importance of play as a process for 

learning. Did they regard play as an indulgent pursuit or something with long term benefits 

which give children skills and confidence to apply to more formal education settings? It was 

perhaps no surprise that 99.8% (1,356) of adult respondents both value and believe that 

children learn through play.  

 

When asked, ‘Is play important year-round, or does school 

and homework take priority during term-time?’ 77% 

(1,042) said that play was an important all-year round 

activity for their children, one that shouldn’t be pushed to 

one side simply to focus on school work. 

Probing further in conversation with parents and carers 

revealed the extent to which they felt play was an important 

contributory component to their child’s learning.  Parents 

were clearly passionate about the importance of play, and 

were equally vocal on how testing and measuring 

performance happened too soon in their child’s education. 
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In one adult response (right), a 

parent felt that play was not only 

as important as school and 

organised activities but played a 

significant role in their wider 

development and well-being. 

At the time of writing, September 

2014, the Government has 

introduced the largest and most 

significant changes to the 

National Curriculum in 26 years.  

The aim is to create a slimmed 

down curriculum, one that 

doesn’t direct teachers on how to 

teach but provides them with "the essential knowledge and skills" so that teachers "have the 

freedom to shape the curriculum to their pupils' needs". 

Part of the thinking behind these changes is to expose UK children to more challenging 

learning goals in order for them to compete with peers in Asian countries. The Chinese 

education system in particular has been closely scrutinised by several Education Ministers, 

eager to understand why its pupils are performing better in like-for-like tests in the core 

subjects of maths, reading and science. 

Whilst the importance of the pursuit of academic learning is not questioned, this growing 

trend away from including play as an important foundation stone in children’s learning and 

development is of great concern. Play in itself does not constitute a curriculum but should 

be an integral part of the educational experience. This is reinforced by the National Union of 

Teachers’ assertion in their 2007 play policy7 that “as children get older, over-formalised 

approaches to teaching and learning lead many, particularly boys, to become disaffected, 

jeopardising not only their own future life chances, but those of their classmates”. 

Eureka! believes that play is an essential element of children’s learning and development 

through all educational stages, but we also advocate that play is something which is as 

important for adults as it is for children.  

 

  

                                                           
7
 Time To Play: NUT Play Policy 2007 
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2.2  Child’s play. An activity enjoyed in isolation or with parents? 
Our survey found that children enjoy playing with adults as well as other children. We asked 

children “Do you prefer to play with adults AND children, or just other children?” 

We know that parents and carers play a significant role in a child’s life. Interestingly, our 

survey found that the majority of children (74%) prefer to play with adults and children 

rather than just children, though this result changed significantly in the peer-to-peer results. 

In a sample of 136 peer-to-peer interviews, where children completed the surveys by 

interviewing one another, 52% stated that they preferred to play with children – a dramatic 

change from the overall result of 26%. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is positive to see that on the whole children want to play with adults, and we advocate the 

importance of shared family play opportunities such as you may experience at Eureka!, 

“children’s museums are places away from work and household distractions, where parents 

and caregivers can spend quality time with children, learn something new themselves and 

experience the luxury of becoming lost in the present moment as they play”8. 

We believe time spent together has a constructive impact on both children’s learning and 

family bonding. A survey by Kaboom9 showed “three-quarters of parents agree that the 

more time they spend together at a playground, the better their sense of family well-being. 

Furthermore, parents who live near a playground and visit often with their child report 

higher levels of family well-being than parents who do not live near a playground or do not 

visit playgrounds often”. 

  

                                                           
8
 The Association of Children’s Museum:  The Case for Children’s Museums 

9
 Kaboom: Family Togetherness: A Look at Play & Family Well-Being 

Interviewed by adult Peer-to-peer interviews 

Do you prefer to play with adults AND children, or just other children? 
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“children’s museums are places away from 
work and household distractions, where 

parents and caregivers can spend quality time 
with children, learn something new themselves 

and experience the luxury of becoming lost in 
the present moment as they play” 

Association of Children’s Museums: The Case for Children’s Museums 

Carnival craft as part of Mini Maker Faire at Eureka! 
Photo: Sophie Ballinger/Eureka! 
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2.3  Is there such a thing as ‘playtime’ anymore? 
Our question to parents and carers was simple: “Do you have enough time to play with 

your children? 

The pressures of working, running a house, paying bills and meeting the increasing cost of 

childcare means that many parents are working flat-out to juggle the competing pressures of 

family life. It therefore comes as no surprise that many parents feel that they don’t have 

enough time to play with their children. This collective social confession has emerged in a 

series of surveys from commentators including Play England (2009), PlayMobil (2013) and 

Huggies Little Swimmers (2012).  

Positively, and contrary to recent findings, the majority of parents in our survey (67%) said 

that they do have enough time, but still a third feel that they don’t.  

Putting pressure on parents to play could actually be detrimental, especially if they don’t 

really want to play or feel they don’t know how to. “Play should never ever be a duty; it 

should always be for fun… If you “play” with your child without wanting to you are not 

playing.”10 Instead, we advocate helping parents to recognise the importance of allowing 

time for children to play alone, and valuing the material they give to their children which 

enhances play. For example, spending time together gardening, cooking, or shopping 

provides children with material for role play. Spending time on household tasks like washing 

the car together provides children with opportunity to play with water.  

 

2.4  Tech or the great outdoors:  

Is technology the new ‘play’? 
We found that children are less obsessed with 

technology as a means of play than we have 

been led to believe. Only 17.5% of time during 

an average 25 hours a week of play is spent on 

technology. Moreover, children actually prefer 

playing outside to watching TV. 

To ascertain technology usage we asked adults 

two questions:  

 On average, how many hours a week does 

your child spend playing? 

 

 What percentage of this time is spent 

using technology like phones, tablets, 

computers or games consoles? 

 

                                                           
10

 Gray, P: Playing with Your children: Should You and If So, How? Psychology Today 6
th

 September 2014 

Photo: Tina DeSalvo 
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Children are bombarded with an array of 

technology, much of it portable, meaning that the 

temptation to become distracted from the pursuit of 

a single (non technology-related) task is often hard 

to resist.   

The portability and relative affordability of 

technology, compared to products even at the turn 

of the millennium, means that children can hop from 

one room to another with some form of technology 

in their hand or in their pocket.   

Reassuringly, our research found that of the 25 

hours per week average that children spent playing, 

only 17.5% of this time was spent with technology. 

Furthermore, 100 parents (13.6%) stated that they 

don’t let their children use technology in play 

whatsoever. 

On a positive, and surprising note given recent 

media coverage, it was reassuring to see that a 

considerable majority (81%) of children would prefer 

to play outside as opposed to watching TV – a result 

that was echoed in the peer-to-peer sample (77%). 

2.5  Creative, unstructured play 

Another positive finding emerged when we asked children whether they preferred organised 

games and structured play activities or to make play up as they went along. Just over two 

thirds of children (66.9%) said they preferred free, unstructured play, a finding echoed in the 

peer-to-peer sample (59%). 

This suggests that children prefer to use their creativity 

and imaginations, particularly reassuring in an age 

where there is growing concern over the amount of 

screen time children are exposed to and media 

perceptions of children being dependent on technology 

for play. It also shows that children prefer unstructured 

play in a culture where organised activities in clubs and 

during school-time are increasingly viewed as a 

replacement for free, exploratory playtime.  
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"Play outdoors teaches young people how 
to deal with risk and without this they are 
ill-equipped to deal with working life" 

Judith Hacket, Chair of the Health and Safety Executive 

Photo: John Garon 
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3.  The future of play:  
Emerging trends and influences 

3.1  Risk and freedom in play 

The majority of parents and carers (95%) agreed that it is beneficial for their children to take 

risks when playing.  

Risks can take on many different forms and as parents, carers and practitioners, each of us 

has to make a measured assessment on what level of risks are appropriate for a child to take 

at a given age. For instance, allowing a three year old to cross a road on their own is without 

question a serious risk that no one in their right mind would allow a three year old to be 

exposed to. Yet, few would argue that a 9 year old is not capable of crossing the road on 

their own, provided they have had the chance to learn and judge the risks, firstly in the 

company of adults and secondly on their own. 

Today, a growing raft of health and safety directives seems to have turned almost every 

activity into a potential risk. Parents today are probably no less cautious than their 

predecessors - we instinctively want to protect our children and wish them no harm, but our 

assessment and feelings toward risk seem disproportionate to the real dangers that exist. 

The net result is that we are becoming risk-phobic, and consequently children are missing 

out on a key aspect of their development: learning how to assess and quantify risk through 

play. 

In 2012, the Health & Safety Executive and the Play Safety Forum issued a joint statement 

claiming that the “cotton wool culture of over protecting children had contributed to a 

decline in freedom for them to play”.  Children, it said, need to be able to take part in 

activities like playing conkers and climbing trees in order to learn about risk and grasp the 

realities of the world.   

Contributing to the statement, Health and Safety Executive Chair Judith Hacket said that 

health and safety laws were wrongly cited as reasons for denying children opportunities for 

play: "Play outdoors teaches young people how to deal with risk and without this they are ill-

equipped to deal with working life". 

It’s within this context that we wanted to see 

whether parents concurred with the growing 

sentiment against this cotton wool culture, so we 

asked “Do you think it is beneficial for children 

to take risks when playing?” 

Positively, 95% of adult respondents feel risk in 

play is beneficial, however more than a quarter 

commented that play could be improved by 

making the world safer. Many also commented 
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that their children did not enjoy the same freedoms that they experienced as youngsters 

due to increased traffic making street play more dangerous, a lack of community spirit and 

fear of strangers.  

These fears were reflected in the distance parents allow their children to go to play, with 

50% of children not allowed to play outside their own gardens.  

3.2  The Generation Game – 

where do we play? 
One of the most significant findings is 

the major generational differences in 

where parents and children preferred 

to play.  

Our survey asked children to pick 

their top three places to play, 

choosing from a list but also able to 

suggest other places.  

This same list was replicated in the 

adult section, in order to identify any 

significant generational shifts in 

places of play.  

 

Whilst a large number of children chose their local park (54%), their own home and garden 

were also popular responses (45% and 42% respectively). It is of note that only 22% of 

parents and carers chose their own home when reminiscing about their own childhoods. 

The most significant, and for us worrying, generational shift was in those picking street-play 

as a favourite play venue. Whilst it was a notably popular answer among adults (47%), it was 

the least popular response amongst children (14%). A similarly noteworthy gap was evident 

in those choosing play in “fields or woods”. 

 

  

A group of children playing leap frog in the street, 1950 
Photo: Bill Brandt 
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Interestingly, the results were notably different in the peer-to-peer sample with both 

playing in fields and woods and in the street being 43.38%. This number is more comparable 

to how parents played. Could it be that children answered more honestly without an adult 

around?  

 

These trends reinforce the impact of a combination of fear factors: stranger-danger, health 

and safety, concern over traffic levels, and parents simply wanting to be in sight of their 

children. All of which feels ironic given that children are now more connected than ever 

thanks to mobile phone technology which provides parents with ways and means of 

monitoring their children more closely than ever. 

While technology has provided us with the means for easier scrutiny of our children, the 

media has perhaps made us more suspicious and less trusting of the great outdoors. 

To explore this theme further we asked adult respondents how far they allowed their 

children to roam unsupervised. Only 0.5% of parents and carers let their children explore as 

far as they want to, with just under half (49.7%) stating that they never let their child leave 

the home or garden unsupervised. This statistic was echoed in responses from children, 59% 

of whom stated that they were never allowed to leave the home or garden unsupervised 

(54% in the peer-to-peer sample). 
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Here at Eureka! we are concerned by this reduction in freedom. Years of leading training 

sessions where adults are asked to reflect on their own childhood demonstrates that playing 

outside, without adults and often without equipment, creates some of the strongest, 

happiest memories of childhood. In our research many parents and carers reflected that 

their own childhoods were freer and safer: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But what are the consequences of not empowering children to play out and take risks?  

Author and journalist Richard Louv suggests that, “An indoor (or backseat) childhood does 

reduce some dangers to children; but other risks are heightened, including risks to physical 

and psychological health, risk to children's concept and perception of community, risk to self-

confidence and the ability to discern true danger”11.  

 

 

  

                                                           
11

 Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature-Deficit Disorder - Richard Louv 

Energetic fun at a Eureka! Saturday Club 
Photo: Sophie Ballinger/Eureka! 
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Play needs to be at the start, 
and at the heart, of every child’s 
learning and development from 
birth through to adulthood. 

Jumping and playing in the grounds of Eureka! 
Photo: Sophie Ballinger/Eureka! 



27 
 

  

Conclusion.  

Why play matters 

In summary, our research shows that play is 

important to both adults and children.  It’s an 

activity that remains an important component of 

childhood, laying the foundations for a child’s 

learning and social development. 

So why are we in such a confused state about it?  

And why, in a wealthy performance-focused 

society, is learning through play seemingly being 

viewed by education policy makers as out-dated, 

quaint, and peripheral to formal learning? 

If we are to offer our children a more ‘rounded 

and grounded’ education, play needs to be 

confidently and assertively positioned at the 

core of every child’s learning and development. 

Despite the fact that children have an instinctive 

urge to play, and parents and carers readily 

value its role as a tool for learning and 

development, play is now being compromised 

by: 

 Education policies focused on academic 

performance and achievement. 

 Time-poor parents struggling to balance 

their desire to spend quality time with 

their children while maintaining a decent 

standard of living against rising costs. 

 As increasingly risk-averse culture, causing 

both parents and play providers to adopt 

an overly cautious attitude towards play 

in the hope of  avoiding accidents or 

litigation, or both.  

 The near extinction of street-based play 

and an over-active obsession with 

protecting children from all types of 

potential harm. 

 

 

 

We recognise that society has changed 

immeasurably, even in the space of just one 

generation. Growing prosperity and 

consumerism, coupled with the onward march 

of technology have resulted in dramatic changes 

in the way that children play. 

 

While our research reveals that children do 

actually prefer being outdoors significantly more 

than playing with technology, it is important to 

recognise the lure that computer tablets, 

smartphones, apps and social media have for 

today’s children. 

Ultimately, play needs to be at the start, and at 

the heart, of every child’s learning and 

development from birth through to adulthood.  

This can only be achieved through collective will 

and ambition to re-establish play as integral to 

creating future generations of children who will 

instinctively achieve the right balance between 

work, rest and play. 

Photo: Sophie Ballinger/Eureka! 
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 Our recommendations  

 Play must be recognised by education 
experts, through policy and curriculum 
development, as an essential tool for both 
children’s learning and their wider 
development. 
 

 Education policymakers need to embrace 
play in all its forms, and recognise that 
both parents and children value play as a 
fundamental part of growing and 
developing.  
 

 Children need to be released from the 
pressures of constant measuring and 
testing, and given more opportunities to 
explore and develop important parts of 
their characters such as self-confidence, 
sharing, consideration for others, 
empathy and resilience. These cannot be 
taught through text books or tested, but 
they can be learned through play. 
 

 Parents must be provided with the tools 
and confidence to allow their children 
more freedom to play outside or the next 
generation of children will become even 
more housebound than the current one.   
 

 A shift in media focus on play and 
childhood will benefit parents and society; 
scaremongering headlines only embed 
parental fears and anxieties further.  
 

 Parents and educators must be supported 
to feel confident enough to introduce 
children to potential risks at school and 

around the home, by letting them take 
part in adult tasks such as cooking, 
gardening and even basic DIY.  
 

 Parents and carers must be empowered 
to work with local councils on setting up 
street play initiatives aimed at closing off 
streets and instilling a sense of shared 
trust and collective care within a street 
community. 
 

 Street play needs to return to 
communities through the introduction of 
street-play initiatives and a universal 
recognition, endorsed by government, 
that communal play is good for children, 
families and society.  
 

 We should recognise that children are less 
dependent on technology for play than 
we thought. 
 

 Parents should create opportunities for 
shared family time together outdoors. 
 

 We ask all adults involved in children’s 
lives, whether parents, carers, 
practitioners or policy-makers to take a 
moment to remember their own 
childhood. For most of us, these 
memories are of outdoor play, with no 
expensive resources and no adults. 
 

 Let’s support children to create their own 
playful memories. 
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