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Outline:

What, Why and How of 
Outdoor Play & Risk

o What is it?
o Why is it important?
o How do we support it?

o Attitudes
o Design
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What was your childhood like?
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Why outdoor play?
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Development:
socio-emotional

cognitive
physical

Physical activity
Mental health

Brussoni (2019) Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development 
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Benefits of Outdoor & Risky Play

Play is the 
engine of 

optimal child 
development 

Play is the 
engine of 

optimal child 
development 
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Access to Nature:
Change & Challenge

Stress-buffering
Attention restoration

Self-regulation
Environmental awareness

Brussoni (2019) Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development Photo by  Kobby Mendez
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What is childhood like now?
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“It’s thrilling but I
get a bit scared”
“It’s thrilling but I
get a bit scared”

“It tickles in my
tummy”
“It tickles in my
tummy”

“It’s scary & fun at
the same time”
“It’s scary & fun at
the same time”

Sandseter, 2009, J Adv Educ & Outdoor Learn

What is risky play?

… thrilling & exciting forms of play involving 
uncertainty and the chance of physical injury
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“We are in the midst of a 
silent play emergency” 

Real Play Coalition, 2018

“We are in the midst of a 
silent play emergency” 

Real Play Coalition, 2018
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OutdoorPlayCanada.caOutdoorPlayCanada.ca
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OutdoorPlayCanada.ca
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Canadian children today are 
taller, heavier, fatter, rounder, 
weaker, less flexible, and less 

aerobically fit than in 1981

Canadian children today are 
taller, heavier, fatter, rounder, 
weaker, less flexible, and less 

aerobically fit than in 1981

Portrait of a Canadian 12-year old
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Children need 
3+ hours daily  
outdoor time

Ian Morgan, Australian 
National University 

Children need 
3+ hours daily  
outdoor time

Ian Morgan, Australian 
National University 
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1.2 million 
Canadian children 

& youth are 
affected by 

mental illness
Mental Health Commission of Canada, 2018
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1:4 Canadian kindergarten children 
are developmentally vulnerable:
- Communication skills & general knowledge
- Emotional maturity
- Physical health & well-being
- Social competence
- Language & cognitive development

Canadian Institute for Health Information, 2014
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Wyver; Carson & Predy; Gill; Dietz & Kashin, (2019) 
Encyclopedia on Early Childhood Development 
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What happened to play?What happened to play?
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What are we afraid of?
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Risk of abduction by a stranger 
in Canada:  ≈1:14,000,000

Dalley & Ruscoe, 2003

Dalley & Ruscoe (2003)
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Stranger Danger

Leave child unattended 
for 200,000 years

Warwick Cairns
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Canadian mortality rates for all unintentional injuries, 
ages 0-19 years (1950-2009)

Richmond et al., 2016, CJPH, 107(4-5), e431-7 © M. Brussoni, 2019
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Death rate for fall from play 
equipment, ages 1-14, (2007-2017)

Death rate for fall from tree, 
ages 1-14, (2000-2017)
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Outdoor Play-related Fall Injuries
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Injury by Exposure Time

Systematic review
Medically treated injuries, ages 6-12 years:
• Active commuting 
• Sports participation 
• Leisure time (recreation, play) 
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Systematic review
Medically treated injuries, ages 6-12 years:
• Active commuting: 0.15-0.52/1000 hours
• Sports participation: 0.20-0.67/1000 hours
• Leisure time: 0.15-0.17/1000 hours

Nauta et al., 2014, Sports Medicine

Injury by Exposure Time

A child would 
need to play  
3 hours/day 
for  ≈ 10 years

A child would 
need to play  
3 hours/day 
for  ≈ 10 years
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Risk Management Skills:
Keeping kids safe means 

letting them take risks

Risk Management Skills:
Keeping kids safe means 

letting them take risks
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How do we bring back play?How do we bring back play?
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Outdoor Play Supportive EnvironmentsOutdoor Play Supportive Environments
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OutdoorPLAYbook.ca
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OutdoorPlayCanada.ca/
seven-cs 
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7Cs: 44/135 7Cs: 97/135 
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Pre: “not welcoming”

Boring, ugly
Unsafe, many injuries
Dusty, hot, no shade
Difficult to manage children’s behaviours
Children couldn’t play on their own, without 
teachers

Easier head count

ECE focus groups

Post: “very inviting”

More: 

Awareness of  nature
Quality time & engagement
Self-regulation
Creativity
Socialization
Problem-solving, focus
Self-confidence

Less: 

Teacher-directed
Stress
Boredom
Injury
Noise 



Results

o Peer problems
o Depressed affect 
o Antisocial behaviour
o Child-teacher interaction
o Physical activity

o Play with natural materials
o Prosocial behaviour
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Why play is 
important for 

all of us
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Why play is 
important for 

kids

Why we are 
important for 

play!
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Thank you!

Dr. Mariana Brussoni
mbrussoni@bcchr.ubc.ca

+1-604-875-3712
brussonilab.ca

mbrussoni
PlayOutsideUBC


