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Once upon a time . . . children had the freedom to play! 

I was one of the lucky ones. Growing up in the 1980s and 1990s, I had a play-based
childhood. Fond memories of playing with friends and family, freely in the street, local 
park, school, adventure playground, and the wider community. 

Arguably, we were the last generation that had the freedom to play, as the decline of 
play-based childhood began in the 1980s and accelerated in the 1990s.
 
We have reached a tipping point—a moment of cultural change and policy shift—
recognising the dangers of a phone-based childhood and the vital role of free play 
and childhood independence.
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www.playengland.org.uk

It All Starts with Play!

https://www.playengland.org.uk/


https://www.playengland.org.uk

1

How play was once a social and cultural norm

• Unregulated, celebrated, and part of everyday community life

• Streets, parks, and open spaces as natural play areas

What changed?

• Safety concerns, urban design, shifting societal attitudes (No Ball Games signs)

• Institutionalisation of childhood activities (structured play vs. free play)
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• Time spent playing outdoors has declined by 50% in a generation.

• Less than 3 in 10 children play outside on their street.

• 400+ playgrounds closed in England (2012-2022).

• 2 million children lack access to a playground within 10 minutes of home.

• Park budgets fell by £350 million (2011-2023).

• Play funding dropped 44% between 2017/18 and 2020/21.

• The distance an 8-year-old is allowed to roam shrank from 6 miles to just 300 

yards over four generations.
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Children have less freedom than their parents and grandparents
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UK Children’s Daily Time Use (1975 - 2015)
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The Percentage of Children (Under 16) within 500m of Playgrounds
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Decline in Adventure Playgrounds Since 1980
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The decline of play has been normalised — but it is not inevitable. It is the 

result of choices.

Restoring a play-based childhood is not about nostalgia. It is about restoring 

the conditions and opportunities children need to thrive.

It’s time to give children their childhood back. And it all starts with play!
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When children are denied time, space, opportunity and freedom to play, the 

consequences ripple through every aspect of their lives — across the 

systems that surround them, and across wider society. 

Play deprivation is not just about missing out on fun. It means missing

out on: Connection, Expression, Independence, Movement and Risk
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Play deprivation has been linked to:

• Increased childhood inactivity and obesity.
• Rising mental health issues, including anxiety, loneliness and depression.
• Higher stress and behavioural difficulties, particularly among younger 

children.
• Delays in social development, language and emotional literacy.
• Lower confidence and reduced independence, particularly in girls and 

disabled children.
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When children are denied play, they are denied a vital developmental

opportunity — one that underpins physical and mental health, emotional 

wellbeing, and cognitive growth.

Play deprivation is both a social justice issue and a public health one.
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There are nearly 12 million children living in England, yet they have no 
effective voice within, or mechanism for influencing, the planning system. 

Therefore, Play England are calling for meaningful change within 
England’s planning system as part of the government’s legislative 
programme

• Play Sufficiency legislation in England

This would ensure that all children, young people, and families have access 
to enough time, space, opportunity, and permission to play and recreation 
throughout all aspects of their daily lives. It would protect, provide, and 
enhance opportunities for play and recreation at home, at school, in parks 
and public spaces.

The Importance of play – Play England’s ‘ask’ of the new Government
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Our New Strategy
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Lott’s STAR Framework for Implementing the Right to Play
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Spaces
Creating play-friendly environments wherever children are — at 
home, at school, on the street, in parks, their communities and digital 
spaces.

Skills
Recognising and supporting people who enable play opportunities — 
with playworkers at its core and a wider ecosystem of play enablers.
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Systems
Building a resilient play sector — rebuilding the infrastructure for 
play through national policy, legislation, research and funding.

Society
Re-norming play as an essential, accepted part of childhood — 
shifting culture from risk-aversion and control to trust, freedom and 
joy.
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Three-year Cycle
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appg on play

www.appgonplay.uk
@APPGonPlay
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Planning & Infrastructure Bill 2025: Play Sufficiency Amendment (June 2025)
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Planning & Infrastructure Bill 2025: Play Sufficiency Amendment (July 2025)

www.playengland.org.uk

It All Starts with Play!

https://www.playengland.org.uk/


1

#ItAllStartsWithPlay!

www.playengland.org.uk

https://www.playengland.org.uk

https://www.playengland.org.uk/


1

PlayNation Magazine
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