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Risk and Childrenôs Play: What the Research Tells Us

All photos: The Arboretum at Penn State, unless otherwise noted
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Agenda:

ÅThe benefits of risky play

ÅParental perceptions of risk and safety

ÅThe costs of engineering risk and free 
play out of childrenôs experience

ÅWhere childrenôs gardens fit in
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The Benefits of Risky Play

ÅDistinguishing risk from hazard

ÅRisky play: Play that ñcombine[s] the joy of freedom with just the right measure of fear to 
produce the exhilarating blend known as thrillò (Gray, 2014.)

ÅHazard: ñA source of harm that is not obvious to the child, such that the potential for injury 
is hiddenò (Wallach, 1992.)
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The Benefits of Risky Play

ÅTypes of risky play (Sandseter, 2011.)

ÅGreat heights!

ÅRapid speeds!

ÅDangerous tools!

ÅDangerous elements!

ÅRough and tumble!

ÅDisappearing!

ÅWhat do all of these have in common?

ÅWhy might this be important?
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The Benefits of Risky Play

ÅAn evolutionary perspective:
The anti-phobic effects of thrilling 
experiences (Sandseter, 2011.)

ÅA developmental perspective: 
Learning resilience and developing 
competence (Brussoni et al., 2012.)
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Parental Perceptions of Risk and Safety

ÅParental safety concerns are the 
largest influence on childrenôs access 
to independent play (Valentine and 
McKendrick, 1997.)

Å43% of UK parents in a 2006 survey 
thought children under 14 should not be 
allowed outside unsupervised; 22% 
believed this to be true of children up to 
age 16! (Living Streets, 2009.)

ÅCultural norms influence parental 
behavior (Thomas et al, 2016.)

ÅOur current parenting norm: constant 
direct adult supervision of children

ÅConsequences of violating this norm 
range from harsh criticism to legal action
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The Costs of Engineering Risk and Free Play out of Childrenôs 
Experience

ÅImpacts to physical health and well-being

ÅThe childhood obesity epidemic

ÅGrowing sense of disconnection with the natural world

ÅTeam sports as a replacement for free play in many school and leisure settings

ÅRules are set by adults, who also adjudicate all disputes

Å3.5 million children under age 14, or 1 out of 7 children engaged in youth sports, receive 
medical treatment for sports injuries per year (Gray, 2014.)

ÅIntensively-parented children develop anxiety and depression in adolescence
ÅThe overly-constrained children of today are the anxious, depressed, and dependent young 

adults of tomorrow (Estroff Marano, 2004.)
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Where Childrenôs Gardens Fit In

ÅFacilitating childrenôs engagement 
with natural environments

ÅñPushing the envelopeò with design

ÅReflecting and amplifying 
organizational mission
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A Place to connect to the 
Natural Environment



8/27/2018 "Enter at Your Own Risk" 2018 APGA Annual Conference 13

Nature Play Challenges

through

under

over
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How to avoid compaction or loosing the plant collection
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Not a dog park with bare ground
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Not a playground with no plants
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Overall considerations: 
sight lines and circulation
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