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1. Key Findings
❚

Play has become more restricted than it used to be, both in terms of its location and
its form – according to experts, such play is less beneficial and less likely to result in
exploratory play than freer forms of play
• More than one in three parents (34%) agree that play has more rules or structure than
their play did when they were young
• Almost two thirds (65%) of children play indoors (including in their bedroom, in the
kitchen or on the home computer) most often in their free time
• By far the most prevalent form of play is ‘watching TV, films and DVDs’ with more than
nine out of ten children (91%) engaging in it in their free time

❚

Although screen-based forms of play and prescriptive, modern toys are not inherently
detrimental to the social, emotional and physical development of children, they often
replace other more traditional forms of play that are more beneficial for children in
these areas
• 25% more parents think that their children do not ‘build things from household, natural
or found items’ enough than those that think their children do it too much
• 28% more parents think that their children do too much watching TV, film or DVDs than
those that think their children do too little of it
• One in six (17%) children does no form of outdoor play, whilst one in ten does no form
of exploratory play

❚

Modern, prescriptive toys and screen-based forms of play are potentially damaging
to parents’ pockets in terms of their cost: whereas much beneficial, exploratory play
is free, modern toys can be prohibitively expensive
• Only two out of five parents (42%) agree that the way their child plays is cheap and
affordable, whilst half of parents agree that there are play activities that they or their child
would like to do but they can't because they are too expensive

❚

Christmas puts the most financial pressure on parents to buy expensive play items,
despite children preferring to play with simple, inexpensive everyday items such as
cardboard boxes1
• Almost twice as many parents say their children prefer playing with boxes than gadgets
• 46% of children enjoy playing with boxes instead of other toys and games
• A third of parents feel ‘pressured’ into buying pricey presents for their children by annual
Christmas lists, with almost half of parents spending over £200 on children at Christmas

1. Survey of 2,000 parents of kids aged 3 - 18 was conducted by OnePoll on behalf of the
makers of Ribena Plus, 12 - 14 September 2012
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• One in seven parents actually report that their children played longer with Christmas
present packaging than the actual toy
• More than one in six parents said their children simply wanted to spend time playing
with their family rather than expensive toys
❚

The right nutrition, as well as ensuring that children of all ages are playing as much
as possible, also helps to improve the sophistication of their play
• A good, balanced diet with plenty of energy, protein and iron improves cognitive
functioning, thus allowing children to engage in more imaginative and more creative play
– this type of play helps to develop children’s creativity and innovative thinking skills,
according to Fergus Hughes in his book Children, Play and Development
• Parents are aware of the importance imaginative play (92% of parents think imaginative,
make-believe or role play games are extremely, very or quite important), yet 1 in 5
parents (18%) are concerned that their children don’t engage in such play enough

2. Research Methods
The research for this report was carried out in three key phases:
❚

An in-depth literature review to provide background for the report and to identify
the experts most appropriate for the study

❚

Interviews with nine experts in fields ranging from child nutrition to play
consultancy

❚

A nationally representative quantitative survey of 2,004 parents of children
between the ages of 3 and 15, conducted in February 2012

3. Play Today
3.1 The Benefits of Play
In the previous Chapters of this report, we’ve highlighted how vital a role play has in the
physical, emotional and social development of all children. Play at its most basic and traditional
level was defined as follows:
‘a physical or mental leisure activity that is undertaken purely for enjoyment or
amusement and has no other objective' (PLAY THERAPY UK)
‘what children and young people do when they follow their own ideas and interests,
in their own way and for their own reasons’ (DCMS, 2004)
‘[arising] from children’s innate need to express themselves, to explore, learn about
and make sense of their world’ (PLAY ENGLAND)
‘[when] children have a certain freedom and autonomy from adult direction’
(PLAY ENGLAND)
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These definitions of play emphasise that it is child-led and free, for its own sake and exploratory
and that it is in this form that children are thought to derive the greatest benefits from play.
We also noted the variety of benefits of such play, from helping
children to work through problems, developing spatial awareness
and the ability to learn, and, arguably most importantly, allowing
children to have fun.

exploratory play ‘is about
first-hand experiences,
trial-and-error learning
and sensory encounters’

We also assessed the benefits of the exploratory aspect of
traditional play in more detail. Janet Moyles, an Early Years
Consultant and author of Excellence of Play, says that exploratory
play ‘is about first-hand experiences, trial-and-error learning and
sensory encounters. Children engaged through their play in exploring the world learn to develop
a perception of themselves as competent, self-assured learners who know that it’s all right to
ask questions, make mistakes and discover things for themselves. Whilst gathering information
about objects through exploration, children acquire skills including problem-solving and
understanding of the characteristics of each object.’

3.2 Nutrition and Play
We also noted that an important aspect of active, free, exploratory play is the right nutrition,
and that a healthy, balanced diet is vital, since it provides children with plenty of energy,
hydration and healthy bones.
More specifically, calcium is particularly important in more robust forms of play since it helps
to strengthen bones. Public Health nutritionist, Dr. Rebecca Lang points out that it is often
lacking in children’s diets: ‘Some issues in children’s nutrition are a lack of calcium, iron and
Vitamin D. Calcium is a particular issue in teenage girls.’ Fluid is
A strong immune system
also important to avoid dehydration from active forms of play.
also has an important

role
A strong immune system also has an important role in active play.
Active, outdoors play helps to improve the immune system since
it reduces the chances of obesity and brings children into contact
with bacteria that improve resistance to certain ailments. A strong
immune system can help to improve the quality of a child’s play,
as he or she will be more able to engage in active and social forms of play.

in active play

The right nutrition doesn’t just improve children’s physical abilities to play, but it also helps to
improve the sophistication of their play. This is because a good, balanced diet with plenty of
energy, protein and iron improves cognitive functioning, thus allowing children to engage in
more imaginative and more creative play.2
Imaginative play is important for children as it helps to develop their creativity and innovative
thinking skills. The vast majority of parents are aware of how important ‘imaginative, make
believe or role play games’ are to children (92% of parents think it’s extremely, very or quite
important), yet it is still an area of concern for them. Nearly one in five parents (18%) feels

2. Fergus P. Hughes, Children, Play and Development, Sage, 2009
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their child does not engage enough in ‘imaginative, make-believe or role-play games’, whilst
one in eight parents ‘doesn’t think their child has a good imagination’. A balanced diet is vital
for children of all ages, especially since parents’ concerns over the imaginative nature of their
children’s play increases as the children grow older (see Fig. 1):
Fig. 1: Percentage who feel their child does not engage in imaginative, make-believe
or role-play games enough
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Base: 2,004 parents of children aged between 3 and 15 (nationally representative)

4. How Play Has Changed
4.1 Restrictions on Play
According to our research, play has changed: more than one in three parents (34%) agree that
play has more rules or structure than their play did when they were young, whilst more than
half of parents (55%) agree that fears about health and safety mean their child’s play is more
restricted than theirs was. As has been mentioned above, play that is restricted is not as
beneficial as play that is free, and it is less likely to result in exploratory play.
Indeed, the way children are playing today does seem restricted in
many ways, firstly in terms of its location, with play taking place far
more commonly indoors than out. Almost two thirds (65%) of
children play indoors (including in their bedroom, in the kitchen or
on the home computer) most often in their free time. Janet Moyles
describes how ‘children used to play with peers, for example, on the
way to school and outside in the street or garden after school. The
majority of children are now ferried to school in cars and their afterschool time is spent in organised activities, such as sports and music lessons.’

Almost two thirds
(65%) of children
play indoors

Playing indoors is, in itself, of course not necessarily problematic and can be as exploratory,
free and beneficial as any play outdoors. However, outdoors play is likely to be more active,
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purely as a result of space being less confined. Adrian Voce, founder of Play England, in the
foreword to this report, describes how ‘adequate time to play in the right environments –
especially outside – helps children to eat well, sleep better, make friends, grow in confidence
and get the physical activity that is so important to their healthy development’.
Furthermore, outdoors play has a good chance of being exploratory due to the number of
naturally occurring items which a child can explore and interact with, such as sticks, rocks,
flowers and so on. Robin Balbernie, a Child and Adolescent Psychotherapist, explains the
importance outdoors play has for exploratory play, when describing how children’s centres in
towns ‘all make a point of having a little outdoors area where the children can be taken outside
for exploratory play: finding bugs, turning over stones, seeing what's there, digging a garden’.

Fig. 2: Highest responses to ‘Which of these things does your child do in
his/her free time?’
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In addition to the location of play, the forms of play which are most common for children today
reflect its more restricted nature (see Fig.2). By far the most prevalent form of play is ‘watching
TV, films and DVDs’ with more than nine out of ten children (91%) engaging in it in their free
time. The only truly unrestricted, exploratory forms of play that the majority of children engage
in are ‘drawing, painting and other craft’ (68%) and ‘playing imaginative, make-believe and
role-play games’ (50%). As was commented on in Chapter 1 of this report, screen-based play
is dominant: ‘watching TV, films and DVDs’ has already been mentioned, but seven out of ten
children (70%) also ‘play with electronic items or video games’ in their free time. Toys are also,
unsurprisingly, very common, with two thirds (65%) of children playing with ‘toys’ (i.e. bought
items) in their free time.
As was mentioned in Chapter 2, toys vary a great deal, and thus they can encourage
exploratory, unrestricted play or they can restrict it by being prescriptive in what can be done
with them. It is more traditional toys such as building blocks and stacking rings which are more
5

likely to encourage this beneficial, exploratory play, since they are ‘limitless in what can be done
with them, they match children's developmental skills and offer them slight challenges that all
children want to tackle’, according to Robin Balbernie.
Modern toys, though, lack such limitless opportunities for play and are far more likely to restrict
play. Diane Levin, Professor of Education at Wheelock College and author of Remote Control
Childhood, points out that modern toys are ‘single purpose’ and ‘designed to be boring’ so
that children will want any toy that is slightly different to one already owned.

4.2 Parents and Restricted Play
What is most surprising about play becoming more restricted is that parents are well aware
that these forms of play are less important to children than freer exploratory forms of play (see
Figs. 3 and 4). Generally, parents think that exploratory forms are the most important, whereas
restricted screen-based play is seen as far less important. For example, more than nine out of
ten (92%) parents think that it’s important for their child to ‘play imaginative, make-believe or
role-play games’ and four out of five parents (77%) believe it’s important for their child to ‘play
with household or found items’. In fact, almost half (46%) of parents say that ‘their child likes
to play with items they find around the house like boxes and saucepans’. In contrast, two thirds
of parents think ‘going on social media’ is unimportant and nearly three out of five (57%) parents
think ‘playing games online’ is unimportant.
Fig. 3: Please state whether you think each of the following types of play is extremely
important, very important, quite important, quite unimportant or not at all
important for your child?
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Fig. 4: Please state whether you think each of the following types of play is extremely
important, very important, quite important, quite unimportant or not at all
important for your child?
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In Chapter 1 we explained some of the possible reasons that parents allow their children to
play in less beneficial ways, despite knowing that more traditional, exploratory forms of play
are better for their development. We concluded that this occurs because a great deal of parents
lack time to supervise their children in more active, exploratory forms of play, they are afraid of
the dangers of letting their children play too freely and they are worried about how best to play
with their children. Three out of ten parents ‘restrict the way their child plays because they’re
worried about the risks and dangers of him or her playing too freely’.

4.3 The Problems with Play Today

Three out of ten
parents ‘restrict the
way their child plays’

It’s important to note that screen-based play and prescriptive toys
are not a problem in themselves. Indeed, despite the bad press
screen-based play often receives, there are benefits in it too. Sally
Goddard Blythe says that it is ‘ridiculous in the modern age to say
children shouldn’t use screens. Modern technology is useful in providing entertainment and
children can learn about new things beyond the scope of their life experience’. Indeed almost
half of parents (45%) agree with the statement ‘technology has improved the way my child
plays’. Yet the ‘dangers with such play’, suggests Blythe, ‘are in what they prevent children
from doing’. In other words the problem with it is that it takes the place of more traditional,
unrestricted forms of play, which are more beneficial. She cites ‘direct correlations between
the amount of time spent in [screen-based activities] and a reduction of time spent reading
and taking part in other activities and developing other skills. Technology should provide tools
for life and not become a way of life’.
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Our research supports the assertions of the experts we interviewed that screen-based play
and prescriptive toys are taking the place of other more traditional forms of play. Figure 5 reveals
that parents, on the whole, feel that their children are doing too much screen-based play and
not enough forms of free, exploratory play. For example 25% more parents think that their
children do not ‘build things from household, natural or found items’ enough than think do it
too much. Yet 28% more parents thought that their children did too much watching TV, film or
DVDs than those that thought did too little of it. Parents’ attitudes to ‘playing with ‘toys’ (i.e.
bought items) are more ambiguous (5% more parents think their children don’t do enough of
it than think do too much), perhaps reflecting a preference for toys over screen-based play,

‘toys are not really
important to
children: many
young children
prefer the box to
the toy inside!’

alongside their desire for even more forms of free, exploratory play.
In a similar way prescriptive toys are not inherently bad. What they
do is take over both beneficial toys and other forms of play, which
don’t require toys. Diane Levin describes how ‘children now have
whole rooms full of toys but complain that they are bored. They used
to just have a few basic toys that could be used in many ways and
could grow with the children evolving and changing as the children

do’. Janet Moyles reiterates Levin’s point about toys being usable
in a number of ways if they are to be beneficial: ‘any toys provided
should be flexible so that children can use them in a variety of
imaginative and creative ways, for example construction toys, clay,
sand and water. If we want future citizens who can think creatively and flexibly, they must
practise these skills from an early age’. She also points out that toys are really not necessary
at all: ‘It is known that children in all societies internationally will use anything to hand as a ‘toy’
– it’s really not necessary to buy toys.’
Siobhan Freegard, co-founder of Netmums, the UK’s largest parenting site, describes how
the excessive number of modern toys prevents children from playing creatively: ‘By giving
children everything, we’re stifling their imaginations. They don’t have to create anything
anymore. If they want a den, we buy them a den’. She goes on to say that 'if you go to the
third world where kids have nothing, they use a rolled up plastic bag and an elastic band as a
football. Kids will make toys and ways of playing when there's nothing.’ Therefore the great
irony of toys is that the box they often come in is a more beneficial and enjoyable ‘toy’ (since
it can be used in a variety of imaginative ways) than the toy that it contains.
According to Janet Moyles, ‘toys are not really important to children: many young children
prefer the box to the toy inside!’
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Fig. 5: For each of the following types of play, please state whether you feel your child
engages in this type of play too much, or the right amount or not enough’
NET (‘Not enough’ – ‘Too much’)
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Base: 2,004 parents of children aged between 3 and 15 (nationally representative)

When types of play are grouped together it becomes even clearer that these forms of play are
taking over more beneficial forms of play. One in six (17%) children does no form of outdoor
play, whilst one in ten does no form of exploratory play. This becomes even more of an issue
as children grow older (see Figs. 6 and 7), with almost half of girls
One in six (17%)
(47%) and a third of boys (33%) aged 13-15 years old doing no
children
does no
play outdoors and a third of girls (32%) and one in four boys (24%)
aged 13-15 years old doing no form of exploratory play that we
asked about.

form of outdoor play,
whilst one in ten
does no form of
exploratory play
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Fig. 6: Percentage who do no outdoors play
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Fig. 7: Percentage who do no exploratory play
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4.4 The Cost of Play Today
Above we said that modern, prescriptive toys and screen-based play are not inherently bad.
However, one area where they are detrimental is in their cost. Whereas much beneficial,
exploratory play (such as playing with items found around the house or outside, playing make10

believe and writing stories) is free, modern toys can be prohibitively expensive. Indeed, only
two out of five parents (42%) agree that the way their child plays is cheap and affordable, whilst
half of parents agree that there are play activities that they or their child would like to do but
they can't because they are too expensive. That parents find their children’s play is expensive
is hardly surprising given the cost of modern toys (see Fig. 8): the average price of toy from
the Toy Retailers’ Association Top 12 Toys for Christmas 2011 was £54, whilst the most up to
date games console bundled with two games costs £349.99 (Playstation 3 320 GB Slim
Bundle on Amazon).
Fig. 8: Top 12 Toys for Xmas 2011 – Toy Retailers’ Assoc. RRP ( June 2012)
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The price of toys translates into a large amount of spending from families at Christmas (see
Fig. 9). 1 in 5 (19%) parents spent more than £200 on toys and play items for the child they
were asked about, whilst more than half (57%) spent more than £100.
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Fig. 9: How much did you spend on toys/play items for your child last Christmas?
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Perhaps what is most surprising about our research into how much parents spend on their
toys at Christmas is that socio-economic classification seems to have little bearing on the
amount spent (see Fig. 10). For example more parents from SEC category E spent over £200
on toys and play items for the child in question than parents from SEC category A.

Fig. 10: How much did you spend on toys/play items for your child last Christmas?
(by SEC category)
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Given that exploratory forms of play and items used in it, such as cardboard boxes, are so
often free or affordable and also more beneficial for their children, parents ought not toworry
about spending so much on toys for their children. Yet as we concluded in the previous
Chapter of this report, there are a variety of pressures that result in parents doing so, ranging
from worries about keeping their children entertained to pressures from other parents and their
own children.
With so many toys available and so many worries and pressures on parents, it is unsurprising
that parents feel that, in the words of Sally Goddard Blythe, ‘seduced into thinking that the
more they spend, the better their parenting’.

5. The Future of Play
Given the likely increase in the prevalence of screen-based technology in the future, it is easy to
assume that play will become increasingly prescriptive and reliant on screens. However, it is
encouraging that parents seem to be aware of what’s important in their children’s play and
what their children do too much and too little of (see Figs. 3,4 and 5). For example one in four
parents (27%) doesn’t think their child builds things from household, natural or found items
enough, whilst four out of five parents (82%) think it is important for their child to do so.
Furthermore, children have not lost the ability to play well and freely: more than three quarters
of parents (76%) agree that their child is good at entertaining him or herself; seven out of ten
parents disagree with the statement ‘I don’t think my child has a good imagination’; almost half
(46%) of parents say that their child ‘likes to play with items they find around the house like
boxes and saucepans’ and more parents think that their ‘child is happiest making up games
rather than playing with toys’ (36% of parents agreed with the statement and 13% disagreed).
There is also enthusiasm on the part of parents, with nearly half (46%) would ‘like ideas to help
improve their child’s play’. Therefore, it appears that if parents can resist the many pressures to
buy more expensive, less beneficial forms of toys and play items
‘a plain box can be
and are willing to rely on their children’s innate creativity and
the perfect gift’
imagination, they may come to realise that ‘a plain box can be the
(Diane Levin)
perfect gift’ (Diane Levin).

6. Summary
Play therefore has changed a great deal in recent times. Due to a variety of pressures on
parents, play has become more restricted, in the form of prescriptive toys and screen-based
play. Though these forms of play are not inherently damaging, they have become detrimental
to children’s development due to the fact that they have increasingly taken the place of the
more beneficial free and exploratory forms of play – for example making up stories, or using a
cardboard box as the backdrop to adventures.
Where they are potentially damaging, however, is to the pockets of parents, since these forms
of play are also far more expensive. Yet there is no need for too much pessimism over the future
of children’s play. Parents are aware of the problems – they simply need reassurance about the
benefits of playing in the right way and ideas for simple, affordable exploratory play.
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7. Expert Biographies
Adrian Voce OBE
Adrian Voce is the former head and founder of Play England, the recognised lead body for
the non-commercial play sector. He is also the founder of London Play, an influential and
strategic play charity for the London region. Among many notable achievements, Adrian is
best known for leading the successful campaign for a national Play Strategy, securing and
delivering almost £400m of lottery and government funding for children’s play provision.
Adrian was awarded an OBE for services to children in June 2011 Adrian has now runs his
own consultancy firm and a specialist blog site www.policyforplay.com

Catherine Prisk
Catherine Prisk is the Director of Play England, a charity which advocates the importance of
time and space in children’s play and the role play has in a child’s happiness and future wellbeing. In the past she has worked closely with the Dept. for Education in developing
government policy.

Dr Rebecca Lang
Dr Lang is a Public Health Nutritionist, employed part time at Warwick University. She has
worked as the research fellow on the EMPOWER project (empowering women to prevent
obesity at weaning) and is now a research fellow working on the Families for Health
research project.

Siobhan Freegard
Co-founder of Netmums, a UK based network of local websites, providing support, advice
and a discussion forum for mothers nationwide.

Professor Diane Levin
Diane Levin is an American author, educator, and advocate known for her work in media
literacy and media effects on children. She is professor of education at Wheelock College.
She teaches courses on children's play, violence prevention and media literacy, and her books
include So Sexy So Soon: The New Sexualized Childhood and What Parents Can Do to
Protect Their Kids and Remote Control Childhood? Combating the Hazards of Media Culture.

Dr. Cheryl Olson
A US public health and education researcher and practitioner. She’s a former teen issues
columnist for Parents magazine, and took part in federally-funded research on the effects of
electronic games on preteens and teenagers. She has served as a health behaviour consultant
to a number of organisations, corporations and government health bodies and is co-author of
Grand Theft Childhood, which provides a balanced look at the effects of video games on children.
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Professor Janet Moyles
Early Years Consultant, Academic and author. She is Professor Emeritus at Anglia Ruskin
University. Her book Excellence of Play details how play is a successful learning and
teaching aid in early education.

Sally Goddard Blythe
She is the author of several books on child development and a consultant in neurodevelopmental education. Her books include The Genius of Natural Childhood, which
describes the importance of physical and imaginative play to children’s development.
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