
 
 

Restoring children’s freedom to play out – a policy manifesto 
 

Over recent decades, children have increasingly lost the freedom to “go out and play”, even in their 

immediate neighbourhood. Research has found that, for children in their primary years, independent mobility 

and permission to play outside, which previous generations could take for granted, has massively decreased. 

This has a serious impact on their health and wellbeing, as recently highlighted by the Children’s 

Commissioner1 and reported in The Guardian2 

 

The pandemic - and in particular, the impact of lockdowns on children’s ability to get outside, play, see 

friends and be active - has hugely exacerbated this existing situation for children, causing further serious 

damage to their mental and physical health. The impact has been starkly worse for children from lower 

income households and ethnic minority groups, thus increasing inequalities even further. 

 

Playing is the natural way for children to live healthy, active lives; and to grow and develop as rounded happy 

people. Their energy and zest for life means that simply allowing them some freedom to move and play in 

their own way results in higher levels of physical activity than almost anything else they do. Yet sedentary, 

indoor childhoods have resulted in 80% of children3 in the UK not getting the minimum recommended4 

1hr/day of physical activity; 1/3 of children5 now leave primary school overweight or obese, and children on 

average now spend less time outside than even prisoners.  

 

This is part of a growing public health crisis, with obesity alone costing the NHS £6.1 billion a year, and the 

economy as a whole £27 billion, not to mention the personal cost to generations of children and future 

adults growing up in poor health. While there is, rightly, much focus on their diets, much less attention is 

paid to the vital role of free play and independent mobility in children growing up physically active and 

healthy. 

 

Children are also missing out on all the other essential outcomes of playing out near home which contribute 

towards good mental health as well as being enjoyable for children in themselves: making friends of different 

ages and backgrounds; building independence, resilience and social skills; having a sense of belonging in their 

local community; all the well-known emotional and developmental benefits of free play6. 

 

Research suggests the number one reason7 children don’t play out any more is the threat posed by traffic 

and the domination of streets by vehicles. Diminished neighbourliness, ‘stranger danger’ and the 

normalisation of children’s absence from public space, are also factors.  

 

Policy responses 
 

Although there has been growing concern among parents and experts about the decline in children’s 

freedom to play out and its implications for their health and wellbeing, there have been few practical, 

affordable, effective solutions, or the kind of bold vision for child-friendly neighbourhoods that all families 

aspire to. An exception in England was the government’s 2008 national Play Strategy which committed 

£395m of public money to making every neighbourhood in the country safe and welcoming for children to 

play outside. This popular and innovative plan was abandoned by the government in 2010.  

 

 
1 https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Play-final-report.pdf 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2018/aug/25/end-battery-hen-existence-in-summer-holidays-childrens-
commissioner 
3 https://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB20562 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/everybody-active-every-day-a-framework-to-embed-physical-activity-
into-daily-life 
5 https://digital.nhs.uk/catalogue/PUB20562 
6 https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/freedom-learn/201206/free-play-is-essential-normal-emotional-
development 
7 http://www.psi.org.uk/children_mobility 



 2 

In Wales, a statutory ‘play sufficiency duty’,8 introduced in 2012, is driving progressive, positive change. In 

2015 an All-Party Parliamentary Group called for a similar approach in England, along with a return to a 

strategic response from government across a range of policy areas.  

 
Playing Out: a parent-led movement 
 

A practical, effective response to the problem was started by parents on one Bristol street in 2009. Playing 

Out (www.playingout.net) is now a UK-wide parent and resident led movement restoring children’s right to 

play safely in the streets and spaces where they live, for their health, happiness and sense of belonging.  

 

The Playing Out model is a way to reclaim space for children on a regular basis through temporary play 

street closures. More than 1,300 street and estate communities have now taken action in this way and 91 

councils have put supportive policies in place, benefitting tens of thousands of children. The model is having 

proven impact for children and street communities in the following ways: 

 

• Children’s health and wellbeing. Children are up to five times more physically active during 

playing out than on normal after-school days. 

 

• Neighbourliness and sense of community. 91% of adults involved in Playing Out said they know 

more people on their street as a result and that their streets feel better places to live.  

 

• Active citizenship. Over 12,000 adults have taken positive action to improve their communities. 

 

• Culture change and active travel. Resident-led play streets are building the conditions needed 

for children to play out every day and helping to normalise the idea of children playing out near 

home. They are also a step towards streets becoming less car-dominated and more people-friendly. 

 

How can government policy help? 
 

Playing Out is calling on government to support play streets by providing clear guidance for local councils on 

putting ‘Temporary Play Street’ policies in place, alongside funding for councils to implement policies and 

provide support to residents. 

 

Playing Out sessions, however, are by definition a temporary intervention. The many thousands of parents, 

children and residents taking action for change are calling for more permanent, longer-term solutions. This 

will require a bold and imaginative shift in the way public policy conceives, designs and manages public space, 

especially in residential streets and estates. Children’s stake in their neighbourhoods, their right to play, 

meet their friends and enjoy the real-world, not just digital environment, must be given a greater priority.  

 

In broad terms, we need: 

 

1. Public health policy that recognises, supports and promotes playing out and independent mobility as a 

priority, creating incentives for local development plans to support children’s free outdoor play, and making 

neighbourhoods safe and welcoming for all children. Specific actions include: 

• Recognising the value of free, informal play for physical activity, alongside PE and sport 

• Investing in infrastructure and policy to enable this 

• Educating parents and the wider public about the value of free play  

 

2. Transport policy that ensures that streets where children live - and routes to schools, parks and public 

spaces - are safe and not dominated by motorised traffic. (This is in line with new NICE guidelines) 

• Far greater investment in safer streets and active travel infrastructure 

• Prioritisation of active travel and public transport over electric vehicles 

• National default 20mph limit in towns and cities 

• 10mph limit on many residential streets, accompanied by low-cost, effective traffic calming measures.  

 
8 Section 11(1) of the Children and Families (Wales) Measure 2010 (local authority duties in respect of play) 

http://playingout.net/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/street-play-public-health.pdf
http://playingout.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/Playing-Out-Survey-Report-2017.pdf
http://playingout.net/about/the-impact-of-playing-out/
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• Council policies to enable resident-led street design 

 

3. Planning policy that ensures that all new or updated housing, highways or public space schemes are 

designed according to child-friendly principles, enabling children to safely play out on their doorstep. 

 

4. Housing policy that protects and prioritises children’s need to play out where they live. Obligation on 

housing providers to ensure both design and management of housing supports and prioritises children’s need 

to play out near home.  

 

5. Environmental policy ensures that all children breathe clean air around their homes and schools. 

 

6. Children’s right to play out where they live – in streets, estates and public spaces – is protected and 

defended in law and in practice.  

• All councils have a statutory duty to ensure children have sufficient play opportunities 

• Landlords and housing associations could no longer issue ‘play bans’ in housing estates.  

• Space used for play would be protected from privatisation and development 

 
There is growing momentum around this agenda and we feel the time is ripe for radical policy change.  

 

 

 

 

Playing Out, Jan 2022. 

 


