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The Commission has held a series of focus
groups - as well as a Youth Panel - with
children across England.
Children told us that there are many
barriers to playing including poorly
maintained playgrounds, short school
breaks and lunchtimes, and societal
attitudes that devalue and infantilise play
as they grow older. One child told us that as
they get older, "It's kind of hardwired into
us that we should lose our ability to play
and imagine things".
Some also felt their independence is
curtailed by overprotective parents and
carers, although others shared their carers'
concerns for their safety, describing fear as
the biggest barrier to playing outside.

Children told us that they want to play
outdoors more, and in playgrounds which
are maintained and safe. We heard from
children as young as seven who recognised
the need for risk in their play.

c When we fall it's
kind of like a lesson.

Child, Year 3

The Centre for Young Lives, on behalf of the
Commission, also commissioned a poll of
2,000 parents across England to understand
more about their views of play, including its
barriers and its benefits. The overwhelming
response was that parents value play and
want to support it, but they are grappling
withmany of the barriers that face their
children, from addictive digital devices to
unsafe streets and public spaces. The poll
found:

e Half of parents say they play with
their youngest child every day while a
further third (35%) say they play with
them "most days".

e Three quarters (76%) of parents
agree that people are generally less
accepting of children playing outside
on the street than when they were a
child.

e Over half (55%) of parents say that
their youngest child plays outside less
than they did as a child. This is even
more the case with parents aged over
45 (69%).

One of themain
factors is that we live
in this area of East
London and the
reality is that there
are gangs and crime
everywhere

Child, Year 7
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To ensure parents have the confidence to let
their child play independently, we need to
make public spaces safer, primarily through
less and slower traffic and less crime, and
more welcoming, through a shift towards a
culture which embraces children and their
right to play again.
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Everything to Play For

Some parents also need extra support to
playwith their children. This is not due to
'bad parenting' but a result of the immense
pressures on their time and, sometimes,
finances.

Play as a foundation for
life and learning
All children should be able to play. Play is
how much of children's development takes
place, how they understand the world
around them, learn to problem solve, build
motor skills, and stay happy and healthy.
Risk is an important part of development.
Risky play builds resilience, and can reduce
anxiety. Evidence from countries like
Finland shows that a balanced approach to
risk - supported by safe public spaces and
cultural norms - fosters independence and
wellbeing.
The evidence and testimony that we have
gathered over the last 12 months make
it clear that play must be integral to the
government's ambitions to support children
and young people. Currently, a third of
children start school not fully prepared or
able to learn. It is often these children who
need extra support for special educational
needs as they go through school.

The Government aims to increase the
proportion of children reaching a good
level of development in the Early Years
Foundation Stage assessment to 75% by
2028. Maximising play is an essential
part of ensuring children have the social,
emotional, physical, and cognitive skills
that they need to be 'school ready'.
At school, research shows children
learn more effectively through playful
methods, especially outdoors or in
flexible, interactive settings. Play-based
learning can also improve engagement,
attendance, and teacher satisfaction, but is
underutilised in schools due to insufficient
teacher training and a rigid curriculum and
accountability system. Only 29% of primary
school teachers say they feel well or very
well prepared to facilitate play after their
initial training, a figure which falls further

to 16% for lower-secondary school teachers.

Countries like Denmark are showing how a
flexible curriculum and political leadership
can enable more playful learning, fostering
creativity, collaboration, and student
ownership in learning. Practical aspects,
such as school uniforms, can also influence
children's ability to play freely.

Space to play
Child friendly neighbourhoods are
spaces which are safe and welcoming
for children to move, play, socialise, and
belong. However, an increasing hostility to
children's play has grown in many places.
Streets dominated by traffic and no ball
games signs, public spaces where young
people are not welcome, and fears about
crime can prevent children from playing
even on their doorsteps, forcing them
indoors on to digital devices and away from
in-person interaction with their friends.
Outdoor play has declined by 50% in a
generation and today children travel shorter
and shorter distances independently.
Playgrounds are often underfunded, poorly
maintained, or designed with limited input
from children themselves, rendering them
inaccessible to children and parents or
carers with disabilities.

Over 400 playgrounds
closed across England
in the decade to 2022,
while the collective
annual park budgets
for England fell by
more than £350 million
between 2011 and 2023.

A growing culture of hostility towards
play has also become a significant and
growing barrier to play. Legally baseless
'No Ball Games' signs send a clear signal
that children are not welcome. In London
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Children's Vision
Purrr-Mission Play Parlour.

A cat-shaped storefront
replaces one ordinary

house on a London street.
Inside, visitors are free
to stroke, snuggle, and

play with friendly felines
or purchase cat-themed
books, toys, and treats-

no boring "keep-off" rules
here.

The Policy Landscape
The 2008 Play Strategy
The benefits of play and its vital
importance during childhood are well-
established and backed by decades of
evidence, as was the case in 2008 when the
previous Labour Government published
England's first - and only - Play Strategy,
alongside Play England.**

As the two Secretaries of State then
responsible for the strategy, Children,
Families and Schools Secretary Ed Balls
and Culture, Media & Sport Secretary Andy
Burnham, wrote in its opening lines:

{4 Time and space to
play safely is integral
to our ambition to
make England the
best country in the
world for children
and young people to
8row up - it is vital to
children's physical,
emotional, social
and educational
development. 14

13 Department for Children, Schools and Families & Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2008) The Play Strategy;
https://cfyl.org.uk/ref/1sk
14 Ibid.
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Backed by £235 million and informed
by an extensive consultation, Fair Play,
the 2008 Play Strategy aimed to ensure
that all children would be able to enjoy
local, safe, and exciting places to play. It
aimed to achieve this through investing in
new facilities co-designed with children
and communities, providing support
for the play workforce through a new
qualification, and by embedding play asa
priority locally.
A survey by the National Foundation
for Education Research carried out in
November 2009, found that children and
young people's satisfaction with their
parks and play areas increased from 45%
in 2008 to 54% in 2009. Whilst the precise
impact of the Play Strategy on these
results is unclear - other factors such as
funding from the BIG Lottery's Children's
Play programme also led to investment in
play provision at the time - it nevertheless
shows that overall investment in play
spaces was having a positive impact. 15

What happened to the
2008 Play Strategy?
In its first few years, the strategy's goal
was to increase the availability of play
facilities where children needed them
most. Its 12-year vision would culminate
in all children having access to "world-
class play and recreation spaces". These
were excellent, well evidenced ambitions,
but they were not followed through by
the national government after 2010, and
there was little encouragement, incentive,
or funding for local areas to implement
the strategy either. The de-prioritisation
of play is evident inside the walls of
Westminster andWhitehall - where today
no single Department, Minister, or even
civil servant has explicit responsibility for
promoting children's play in England.
At the same time, the Play Strategy was
disarmed of its funding. The Coalition
Government, and its newly renamed
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Department for Education (DfE), removed
the ringfence for play programme budgets
and scrapped play facility targets for
local authorities. The loss of play-specific
funding was compounded by broader cuts
to local authorities, limiting their ability
to plug the gaps. There has also been a
policy shift in attitudes towards play -

from the education system to the planning
system - which has seen play consistently
deprioritised and children's need to play
sidelined. The impact of this change on
play spaces has been devastating and
children now have fewer opportunities to
play, despite play remaining just as vital
to their physical, emotional, social, and
educational development as ever.

Where are we now?
As shown throughout this report, there are
now many barriers which restrict children's
opportunities to play, including more cars
on the roads (both parked and moving), the
closure of playgrounds, the dominance of
screentime, shortened school break times,
and a default use of 'No Ball Games' signs in
many communal spaces. It is unsurprising
that children are spending less time
outdoors than previous generations, less
time socialising with friends, and less time
playing.
Meanwhile, children and young people are
facing growing and increasingly complex
challenges. Four in ten children now live
with an unhealthy weight and more than a
quarter are obese. The number of children
not 'school ready' is a huge cause for
concern, as are the numbers of children
who are absent from school.
Children's wellbeing and happiness in
England are also at record lows. One in five
children and young people in England have
a diagnosable mental health problem.**
The crises in young people's physical and
mental health are felt at their sharpest
within under-served communities.

15 National Foundation for Educational Research (2010) Tellus4 National Report
16 NHS England (2023) One in five children and young people had a probable mental disorder in 2023; https://cfyl.org.uk/ref/2al
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