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E X E C U T I V E S U M M A R Y

The outdoor environment has long been a favourite place to play for children
and there are several publications that provide guidance on the design of
school playgrounds, adventure playgrounds and play areas (NPFA, 1992;
Coffin and Williams 1989, and Titman, 1994).

However, it is also known that children tend to spend relatively short
amounts of time (less than 15 minutes) at play in these formal outdoor
environments (Naylor, 1985; Ellis, 1973; Hole, 1966). The majority of time
spent outdoors involves children moving around the outdoor environment
they have access to and playing en route (Moore, 1986). Children appreciate
having a diversity of places to play close to home, and their favourite places
to play include parks, other open spaces, and play areas (DoE, 1973). Play is
the way that children learn about themselves and the world they live in. In
the process of mastering familiar situations and learning to cope with new
ones, their intelligence and personality grow, as well as their bodies. The
environment for play should therefore offer a richness of opportunity, allow
each child to exercise choice, and to grow, safely, at their own rate (Dattner,
1969).

Driven by the need to maximise profits, there is and has been throughout the
1980s and 1990s, a genuine reluctance amongst private house builders to
formally allocate land for play purposes within estates. Social housing
providers often find themselves torn between space for play or high density
housing to meet ever pressing housing needs. Nevertheless, through
development plan policies and planning gain conditions, developers are
increasingly required to set aside land or commute sums, to provide open
spaces and play areas. The problem of where to locate play areas is
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widespread, and often results in play areas being pushed onto land on the
edge of estates, away from main thoroughfares and house frontages, which
would otherwise afford a level of informal community supervision. Examples
of developers having integrated the needs of children (other than to reduce
car speeds and provide an amount of informal open space) in the design of
the outdoor environment of housing estates, are difficult to find.

Children under 16 years of age account for approximately 20 per cent of the
population and on housing association and council housing estates the
proportion can rise to 50 per cent. There is evidence to suggest that the
distance primary school children are able to travel from home on their own
continues to shrink (estimated now, for example, as only 280 metres for nine
year old girls) although bike ownership may have doubled in the last 20
years. The quality and diversity of the outdoor environment within two
streets of the front door is therefore extremely important if children’s needs
for active, quiet, imaginative, creative and social play are to be satisfied.

❑ Aims of the Study

The aims of this research were developed to:

• determine where children play outdoors, what they do there and the
proportion outdoors at any one time;

• identify favourite places for play and the reasons why they are
popular;

• draw out the type of improvements children and parents would like to
see made to their estates;

• identify processes by which children and young people can be
involved in the planning and design or re-design of housing estates;
and

• provide a set of guidelines for planners and providers on children’s
needs from the outdoor environment on housing estates and how these
might translate into estate design and management.

❑ Approach

During the school summer holidays of 1996, over 3,500 observations were
made of children (under 18 years of age) at play on 12 housing estates built
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between the 1890s and 1990s, by housing associations, local authorities and
private developers. Observations at each estate, covered six hour long
sessions at different times of the day and the children were recorded for their
location, basic mode of activity, and key activity.

Following the period of observations, 236 children (between 5 and 18 years of
age) and 82 parents were interviewed using a standard questionnaire format.

Information was also gathered from estate managers, local planners and
youth workers about their perceptions of where children played on the
estates and any problems or particular benefits associated with this.

❑ Findings

Children seek social contact with their friends through their play activity
outdoors and to achieve this they need to be able to move around their estate
as widely and safely as possible and from an early age (two plus). Roads and
pavements remain the most frequently used locations for play (46 per cent of
all observations). The reasons for this are partly choice, because this is where
the children can most easily meet up with friends in a spontaneous way, and
also because a significant amount of play involves moving around the estate
(either on foot or by bike) for its own sake, or to call on friends.

Pedestrian and cycling paths are very popular where they exist and help to
reduce the proportion of children at play on vehicular roads. This reduces the
risk of traffic accidents and extends the range of the children who live on
such estates. The ability to walk, run, push a buggy, skate or cycle around the
block using a footpath network, without having to cross a road, is greatly
valued by children and their parents.

The majority of play outdoors is active (75 per cent) involving walking,
running, ball games, use of wheeled vehicles and play equipment. The
highest levels of imaginative play were measured on estates with a variety of
front street surfaces, front gardens and access to raw materials from nearby
informal open space.

The most successful estates, as measured by:

• the widest range of locations available;

• the highest relative safety of the front street;
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• the widest range of activities engaged in by the children;

• parental assessment;

were those estates with:

• traffic calming, street closure, walls and driveways;

• grassy areas set back from the roads, a footpath network (for
pedestrians and cycles) around and through the estate linking into the
public open spaces; and

• culs-de-sac layout with a spinal footpath network, and informal play
areas. 

The 1990s housing association estates both incorporated play areas in central
locations for younger children and a footpath network which enabled a good
level of relatively safe mobility for even the youngest children. These estates
contain a high proportion of young children and are well designed to meet
their needs. Older children are less well provided for, within the immediate
curtilage of these estates, although parks, sports pitches and footpath
networks were all available in adjacent locations.

The least successful estate was the turn of the century inner city terrace
neighbourhood in Coventry. Its traffic calmed counterpart in Birmingham
performed somewhat better for play opportunity in the front street. In both
cases, the availability of well equipped play areas and sports pitches in
nearby parks proved to be critical for all ages.

❑ Processes for involving children and young people

No one method or process for involving children and young people in the
planning and design or re-design of housing estates has been identified as
consistently successful. A wide variety of methods are being used including
planning for real, youth forums, detached youth worker projects, and surveys
and presentations. 

It is proving difficult for enablers to ensure that children and young people
continue their involvement, after the initial consultation phase, during later
fundraising, implementation, management and monitoring phases. We have
found no examples as yet where the process of involvement could be said to
have been comprehensive, integrated with adult led initiatives, or continuing. 
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As there is currently a strong wave of desire to try to involve young people
more in planning issues, as for example through City Challenge and Local
Agenda 21 initiatives, there remains a need to evaluate the effectiveness of
the different approaches being tried out.

❑ Guidelines and a checklist

From the findings of the study, as amended by consideration of commercial,
crime and safety factors, a set of guidelines has been developed for architects,
planners, estate managers and others on how the needs of children might
best be met.

The ideal estate would be designed so that children would be able to move
freely throughout the neighbourhood, able to enjoy a wide variety of social
interactions and opportunities for physical, imaginative and creative play.

Guidelines:

Objective

1. To enable children to move freely
round their estate on foot, bicycle,
skates, or other wheeled vehicle.

2. To travel safely without danger
from traffic.

3. To be able to play in front, or
within sight, of their homes.

Measure

• Footpath network linked to grassy areas, tarmaced areas,
play areas, school, shops and bus routes.

• Traffic calming measures to limit car speeds to 10 mph:
short straight sections, bumps, culs-de-sac, change in
surface material or colour, roundels, pinch points, mini-
roundabouts and sleeping policemen.

• Culs-de-sac and no through route layout.
• Narrow sight lines on approach roads and sharp angle

turns into residential roads.
• Wide sight lines to enable drivers to see children moving

between pavement and road within residential roads.
• Car parking off road, on drives or in bays to increase

visibility of children moving between pavement and road.

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas, and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Front gardens with good visual oversight from house
kitchens and living rooms.

• Footpath network linked to grassy areas, tarmaced areas,
play areas, school, shops and bus routes.
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Objective

4. To be part of the community and
the community’s interactions.

5. To be able to play in the natural
environment.

6. To be able to play in purposefully
provided play opportunities.

7. To be able to play football and
other ball games.

8. To be able to play outdoors within
the home environment.

9. To be able to attend playschemes,
clubs or other organised activities.

Measure

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Public open spaces located along popular pedestrian
routes to shopping centres, schools and other well used
public buildings such as estate offices, to increase the level
of informal community supervision.

• Trees and hedgerows conserved and incorporated as street
landscape features to encourage climbing and imaginative
play.

• Public open spaces incorporating play equipment (swings
and a slide especially), trees, wild areas and flat grassy
areas for ball games.

• Play areas located along footpath network, within public
open space, adjacent to public buildings or well used
pedestrian routes, to allow for a level of informal
community supervision.

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas, and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Public open spaces incorporating play equipment (swings
and a slide especially), trees, wild areas and flat grassy
areas for ball games.

• For seniors and teenagers, a footpath network, flat
surfaces for sporting activity, laid out pitches and courts, a
fishing pool and places to meet, in public open spaces,
within or adjacent to estates.

• Back gardens with sections of fence or gate which allow
children to see what is going on in the street.

• Front gardens with good visual oversight from kitchens
and living rooms.

• Facilities designed or useable for playwork, either paid or
voluntary, regular or occasional.

• Play areas located along footpath network, within public
open space, adjacent to public buildings or well used
pedestrian routes, to allow for a level of informal
community supervision.
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Finally, a checklist is provided to help providers assess the quality of
provision to meet children’s needs from the outdoor environment of housing
estates on proposed and existing estates (see pages 63-66).
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❑ The context

The outdoor environment has long been a favourite place to play for children,
but it is also known that children tend to spend relatively short amounts of
time at play in formal outdoor environments such as play areas, adventure
playgrounds and school playgrounds (Coffin and Williams, 1989). The
majority of children’s play outdoors takes place near the home and in moving
around the outdoor environment they have access to, playing en route
(Moore, 1986). 

The Joseph Rowntree Foundation, itself a provider of housing through its role
as a housing association, wanted to build on current knowledge and
expertise in facilitating play on housing estates, examine areas of good
practice, and bring together a set of clear authoritative guidelines for
planners and providers.

The Foundation wanted these guidelines to include the views of all the key
players including the often forgotten children, teenagers and their parents.

There is a wide range of issues affecting children’s use of the outdoor
environment for play in the 1990s including: 

• the Children Act (1989);

• UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989);

• traffic and ‘stranger danger’; 

• lack of funding for maintenance and new provision;

• the rising importance of planning consents to facilitate provision;

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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• the draw of indoor leisure pursuits; and

• the often conflicting interests of the users, providers and supervisors of
children’s play facilities. 

Children have every right to use the communal areas of estates on which they
live for play, and for their needs to be considered in the design process:

Article 31
The right of children to leisure, play and participation in cultural and artistic
activities.

Article 24
The child’s right to enjoy the highest level of health possible.

Article 15
The right of children to meet with others and to join or set up associations, unless
doing so violates the rights of others.

Article 13
The child’s right to obtain and make known information, and to express his/her
views unless this would violate the rights of others.

UN Convention on the Rights of the Child

The need to achieve sustainable development and to recognise that the
solution to many environmental problems lies in recognising the links
between social, economic and environmental problems is also relevant to this
research. It is widely hoped that by encouraging all sectors of society and
particularly children, to define the kind of environments they want to live in,
for example through Local Agenda 21 action plans, such involvement will
help to bring about change, and sustainable change, for the better.

❑ The children’s voice

A number of recent good practice guides have been produced including the
revised NPFA The Six Acre Standard (NPFA 1992), which provides guidelines
for neighbourhood and local areas for play; Children’s outdoor play in the built
environment: a handbook for all who design, plan or manage residential
neighbourhoods, which makes particular reference to the needs of children
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with disabilities (Coffin and Williams, 1989); and Special Places; Special People,
a critique of “the hidden agenda of school grounds” which examines the way
in which the environment of school grounds affects children’s attitudes and
behaviour (Titman, 1994). Like so many researchers, Titman found that whilst
there was a good deal of research that concerned children and their
relationship with the outdoor environment, very little of it had involved
children. And, such involvement with children as had happened, had been so
resource intensive that it was unlikely to be widely replicated.

Public participation, tenant participation and community involvement have
become watchwords in the regeneration of old housing estates throughout
the 1980s and 1990s. Such involvement is seen as essential to achieving a
successful outcome from the design process and yet the examples where
children have been involved would seem to be rare.

❑ Opportunity and choice

Outdoor play is popular at all ages, and includes physical, imaginative,
creative, social, solitary and intellectual activities. Children can be found
outdoors at play any time in the pre-school years, and when older, before and
after school, at weekends and in the school holidays. Only half the days in
the year are school days and even on school days there is still significant time
available for play outdoors.

As children grow older they are able to range further from home sometimes
with or without permission. It is known that children value outdoor
environments where there are lots of things to do (Akehurst and Wheway,
1982), and which provide for their psychological as well as physical needs
(DoE, 1973). The outdoor environment remains the preferred place to play
though not necessarily the most used place (DoE, 1973 and Moore, 1986).
Access and diversity are the recurrent themes of many studies which have
sought to examine how children play outdoors and what they prefer. The
outdoor environment is believed to offer children a continual source of
novelty for exploration, contact with living things, a source of raw materials
for creative and constructive play and greater opportunities for meeting new
children and adults than is possible within the home or school (Moore and
Young, 1978; Naylor, 1985). Children can also impart rich meanings to
landscape features and experience strong emotional responses to it (Titman,



Introduction

11

1994; Rhode and Kendle, 1994). The elements of nature such as bushes, rocks,
trees and sand, dominate the reasons adults give for liking remembered
outdoor places from childhood, and the places best remembered tend to be
those experienced between the ages of four and ten. 

The indoor alternatives to a bad outdoor play environment are, today, so
stimulating and powerful (television and computer games) that it is possible
to find open spaces where children constitute a very low percentage of the
users. However, there are others where children and teenagers account for 30-
60 per cent of all the users (Millward and Mostyn, 1988), an open space with
that kind of pull on children must have something of value to them. So it may
prove to be with certain housing estates. Whether by design or default, those
with the highest percentages of children observed at play might in some way
be considered good by the children and perhaps relatively safe by their
parents. The relative availability and range of opportunities for play that
children have access to, and the degree to which they can control their own
play activities, have been found to have a direct bearing on the type of adult
they become (Piaget, 1951; McLellan, 1968; Holme and Massie, 1970; Dattner,
1969).

In repeat studies, rural children from Humberside (Akehurst and Wheway,
1982), and urban children from Birmingham (Millward, 1989), preferred play
places that offered “lots of things to do”. Grass was valued especially for ball
games and also just to sit on. Many of the children expressed their
appreciation of the peacefulness and privacy of their play places. Natural
areas were mentioned by over 50 per cent of the rural children in the
Humberside Study as places they liked to play in contrast to only 14 per cent
of the Birmingham children.

When asked to describe what they considered the ideal place to play, the
Birmingham children mentioned parks, playgrounds (particularly adventure
playgrounds with assault courses), gardens with flowers, grassy fields and
‘proper’ sports pitches (for girls and boys) most frequently. The range of
other places mentioned was very wide and included natural areas (nature
reserves, dumps to make dens in and ponds), zoos, islands, “a place in the
clouds”, Disneyland, and many indoor places such as play centres,
swimming baths, roller rinks, youth clubs and museums.

Of the elements of these places, equipment was of key importance. In
decreasing order of popularity, swings, slides, climbing frames, roundabouts,
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see-saws and assault courses were most popular (which is exactly the order
given in the Humberside Study, except that roundabouts and see-saws were
reversed).

Interestingly, the children mentioned several social factors that contributed to
the value of their ideal places. The boys and girls were equally concerned that
there should be provision for little children as well as older ones. Others
wanted people there to stop vandalism and to hire bikes from, they wanted to
feel safe, away from roads and undisturbed. They also wanted their play
places to be free from dogs and broken glass, and one wit suggested that
there should be more signs permitting (rather than prohibiting) ball games.

❑ Play patterns

In the last major study of play on housing estates (DoE, 1973), over 75 per
cent of the children observed outdoors were playing near their homes and
most of this was on roads, pavements and paved areas. The children were
mainly engaged in physical activities such as walking and running, using
wheeled vehicles, play equipment and ball games. Just over a quarter of the
play observed involved sitting, standing or some other sedentary activity and
never more than 20 per cent of children were observed to be outdoors at any
one time. Half the children cited parks, and places with swings, slides and
space for playing ball games as their favourite places, and just under a third
mentioned play areas. The majority of the parents interviewed in this study
thought there were not enough play facilities in their areas, even on the
estates where they were provided and the researchers concluded that the call
for more play facilities was being used as a catch-all for a wider range of
concerns parents had about bringing their children up.

The consideration of outdoor playing space as such, is not regarded by
central government as a strategic planning matter. There are no statutory
limits for the minimum amount of outdoor playing space that children must
have access to, be it formal or informal, within or without housing
development areas. Planning Policy Guidance Note 17 (PPG17) requires local
planning authorities to take account of the community’s needs for
recreational space, to resist pressures for its development, and identify
deficiencies in provision. PPG17 suggests that local authorities draw up their
own standards for provision and that these could be modelled on those set
down in The Six Acre Standard of the National Playing Fields Association
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(NPFA, 1992). Any such standard should reflect ease of access, particularly on
foot.

Such provision is essential because children play outdoors on a regular daily basis,
close to home and without formal leadership.

NPFA, The Six Acre Standard. 1992, p 38.

The NPFA standard of 6 acres or 2.4 hectares outdoor playing space per 1000
head of population includes provision for 0.4-0.5 hectares of ‘casual’ or
‘informal’ playspace within housing areas but specifically excludes
woodlands and surface water areas because of:

a lack of ready accessibility within normal walking time from home [to these types
of open space]. 

Yet the NPFA acknowledges that children often prefer informal and unsafe
playing space and for the older child and teenager it is the space (rather than
equipment) and the opportunity for socialising that become the most
important factors in provision. 

❑ Range 

In a new departure from previous practice, the NPFA standard now also
reflects a time based criterion for measuring provision of outdoor playing
space within housing areas (see Appendix H, NPFA, 1992). Young children,
of all abilities, up to the age of eight and accompanied by an adult, are
expected to travel 100 metres or for one minute to an informal Local Area for
Play (LAP) and for five minutes or 400 metres to a Local Equipped Play Area
(LEAP).

Whilst the research shows that there are definable limits beyond which
children do not travel at every age, there is a counter philosophy put forward
that recognises that children do not discriminate strongly between the places
they use for play or are obliged to use for play. They interact with the whole
neighbourhood and it is the relative diversity of environments within the
neighbourhood and the available access to them that are the most important
factors for child development (Bjorkild-Chu, 1977; Parkinson, 1985; and van
Andel, 1990).

Research shows that there is very little difference in the home range of
children, of whatever sex, up until the age of seven (Moore and Young, 1978;
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Matthews, 1987). After that there can be a ten-fold increase in home range
area with a concomitant increase in path length travelled (Anderson and
Tindal, 1972 and Matthews, 1987). Bike owning children from around the age
of nine and suburban children of whatever age tend to have a greater home
range. Urban children tend to visit more places (Anderson and Tindal, 1972),
especially those living in the older parts of cities where there can be more
environmental diversity than in new towns or re-developed inner city areas
(Moore, 1986). The explanations put forward for this are that play
opportunities may be more sparsely distributed around suburban areas and
that suburban gardens and backyards may be more sufficient play spaces
than those around urban homes.

In his study of 166 children between the ages of 6 and 11 from a suburban
school in Coventry, Matthews (1987) confirms the findings of the major US
studies on range. He adopted Hart’s range typology of free range, range with
permission, and range with permission and accompanied by older children.
The data in Table 1 shows how the home range (in metres) of boys, begins to
extend significantly beyond that of girls from around about the age of 8 until
it reaches a peak difference of 40 per cent more at age 11.

Table 1: Home range (metres) for different age groups of suburban children

Age 6 7 8 9 10 11
Boy/Girl Boy/Girl Boy/Girl Boy/Girl Boy/Girl Boy/Girl

Free range <100/<100 189/190  305/199 795/283 967/600  1083/649

Range with 
permission 210/228 345/320  389/257 915/360 900/597  1136/662

Range when 
accompanied 290/285 391/364  461/391 963/664 1021/691 1132/745

After Matthews, 1987, gender, home range and environmental cognition.

The main influence on the restriction of girls’ ranges would seem to come
from parental control. Girls are expected to undertake mothering duties of
younger siblings and the parental fear of their daughters becoming the
victims of abduction or abuse restricts their range even further. The
implication of this must be that girls are likely to be less physically and
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mentally competent in dealing with the elements of the outdoor environment
than boys. The irony of these findings from observational studies is that in
perception studies (Millward, 1989 and Moore, 1978) there is very little
difference in the number and range of places mentioned by girls and boys.

Teenagers of both sexes, but boys in particular, show an interest in more
challenging open spaces including woods, rivers, countryside and beaches
(Owens, 1988 and Parkinson, 1985). Conversely there is also a need to seek
out places which evoke a sense of security (Bernaldez et al., 1985). Teenagers
tend to spend more time in school and tend to use parks (Jendrek, 1988)
rather than housing estates for play (Bjorkild-Chu, 1977). Swimming pools
and visits to other activity-oriented places are also popular (Parkinson, 1985).

❑ Ethnicity

Few studies have been carried out on the effects of ethnicity on range
behaviour. Those that have been attempted have often yielded insufficient
cases from which conclusions can be drawn (Parkinson, 1985). Matthews
(1992) postulates that children from minority ethnic groups within the UK,
may have more restricted ranges than other children because their families
tend to concentrate in inner city localities, in poorer housing, and be at the
lower end of the income range. Millward (1989) found that the inner city
children in her study, many of them Asian, were more heavily restricted by
parental control and the fear of harassment, than children from the suburbs.

❑ Mobility

In the last 20 years, the number of cars has risen by 80 per cent and the car
has invaded and now dominates the local places where children could once
play relatively safely with their friends and within earshot of home (Hillman,
1988). More children are now taken to school by car. The National Travel
Survey (Department of Transport, 1995) found that nearly 20 per cent of car
driver journeys between 8.30 and 9.00 a.m. were for “escort educational
purposes”.

Bike riding has also become more dangerous and it could be argued that
children’s mobility has been reduced because of this at least in relation to
their free range behaviour. Conversely, many more parents, but not all, have
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access to a car and so can take their children further afield to places including
the countryside where they can also have contact with the natural world.

The restrictions placed on children are already having a measurable
detrimental effect on their physical health. Traffic is forcing parents to restrict
their ranges:

The ‘personal freedom and choice’ permitted a typical seven year old in 1971 are
now not permitted until children reach the age of about nine and a half.

Hillman et al., PSI, 1990.

This lack of activity is resulting in low levels of fitness identified in research
by the Sports Council and many other bodies (Allied Dunbar National
Fitness Survey, 1992; Cale and Almond, 1992; Armstrong and McManus,
1994; Sleap and Warburton, 1993). One survey noted that: 

Many of today’s children lack stamina; are short of breath after the simplest of
exercise; have poor posture leading to lower back pain; are not interested in
exercise or sport; are tired and lethargic … and seem reluctant to walk anywhere. 

Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, 1995.

As has been widely noted, because cardiovascular risk factors, including
obesity, and unfavourable lipid profiles, tend to track from childhood to
adulthood, establishing physical activity patterns in childhood is a key to
reducing adult cardiovascular diseases (Kuhl and Cooper, 1992; Raitakari et
al., 1994; and Harsha, 1995). 

It is likely, though not proven, that this decrease in mobility is also having a
detrimental effect on their social, creative and imaginative health too. Beyond
physical activity, the development of sensory, motoric, emotional and
cognitive skills takes place most fully through play. And, independent
mobility is important in promoting self-esteem, a strong sense of identity,
creative use of one’s own mind and the capacity to take responsibility for
oneself (Kegerreis, 1993 and Noschis, 1992). 

In combining the findings on range and decreased mobility, Wheway (1995)
has shown that for a given reduction in range, the overall environment
accessible to the child reduces by the square of that reduction. If the range of
the nine year old child of today is only the equivalent of the six year old in
1970, the nine year old’s accessible environment has reduced to as little as a
ninth of what they would have had access to in 1970. Equally, as girls are only
allowed half to a third the range of boys, then their accessible environment
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will be reduced from a quarter to a ninth. Confirmation of this phenomenon
comes from Hillman’s finding that in 1971, 80 per cent of seven and eight
year old children were allowed to go to school without adult supervision. By
1990 this figure had fallen to 9 per cent.

This dramatic decrease in mobility reduces the range of social contact
children have with neighbours and therefore may contribute to the dramatic
rise in fear of ‘stranger danger’, which runs contrary to our increasing
knowledge that the dangers more often come from a member of the child’s
own family or a close acquaintance.

The incongruence in the messages being given to children to adopt healthier,
more active lifestyles whilst at the same time protecting themselves from
traffic, ‘stranger danger’ and bicycle theft, was investigated by Davis and
Jones (1996). They found that 9-10 year olds would prefer to travel to school
by bike but were not allowed to do so. Rather than expecting the children to
adapt their behaviour these researchers argue that it is within adults’ power
to modify environments such that they promote, rather than inhibit,
children’s physical and mental well being. The children in this study also
suggested that adults should be setting good examples by cycling, walking
and driving more responsibly. 

The cycling charity SUSTRAN’s recent success in winning £42m of national
lottery funds to develop a national cycling network throughout the UK
emphasises the growing demand for safe cycle routes around and between
settlements, but could not and was not designed to meet the cycling needs of
children on individual housing estates.

There do not appear to be any transport figures for the number of walking
and cycling journeys made by children in their play time. We believe that it is
important for planners and policy makers to understand how large an issue
this is.

Based on our observations in this study (reported later in the report) we
estimate that an average group of 100 children (typical of the numbers that
live on a small housing association estate or in five streets on a council estate
or inner city neighbourhood) make somewhere in the region of 281,000
journeys per annum. 

Children spend approximately 40 per cent of their play time travelling from
one place to another. These places may be relatively close to each other (30-
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100 metres) and although the children tend to spend only a few minutes at
them, the journeys between them are important for the children. In one hour
we therefore estimate that a child might make five journeys.

If we then take a population of 100 children and assume that only half of
them play out and for only one hour after school on school days, this
generates 250 journeys per day. As school days account for half the days in a
year, this generates approximately 45,000 journeys per annum.

If in the same population only 50 per cent play out for an average of two
hours on each holiday and weekend day, this generates a further 90,000
journeys per annum.

Finally, if we assume that in addition to all these journeys, each child is likely
to make four journeys each day of the year (to school, the shop, a friends, or
the ice-cream van, and back again) this generates 146,000 journeys.

Added together this gives us 281,000 journeys per 100 children per annum.
Now this may prove to be an over-estimate when tested by further research.
On the other hand, having witnessed children at play outside on some estates
from 9.00 a.m. until 10.00 p.m. in the summer holidays, it may prove to be a
serious underestimate, and the true figure might be nearer 300,000 or even
400,000.

Nonetheless, whether on some estates it is 200,000 or 400,000 journeys per 100
children per annum, these are vast numbers of journeys which are vital for
children’s freedom to play. They are also journeys which are non-polluting
and give healthy exercise.

❑ Estate design

As long ago as the 1960s in Homes for today and tomorrow (DoE, 1961), Parker
Morris recognised the need to take account of the future dramatic increase in
car ownership and how this had to be addressed in the design of housing
estates, not just for the benefit of the car owner but also the pedestrian users
of estates, and in particular the children:

The over-riding concern in designing with the car in mind must be to design for
the pedestrian to stay alive. Since in a car-owning community a high proportion
of the pedestrians and cyclists will be children, this will demand the segregation of
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pedestrian footpaths and cycleways from road carrying motor vehicles, and
preferably the organisation of these footpaths into a system leading from the quiet
side of the houses to schools and shops and playspaces, so that children can go
about their affairs with reasonable safety. Safety considerations also suggest the
importance of arranging for cul-de-sac vehicular approach to residential
development, so that vehicles adopt low speeds in the vicinity of homes and so that
through traffic does not approach them at all.

Parker Morris also acknowledged that such suggestions were not new as they
had long been used in the design of housing areas in the USA under the
‘Radburn System’.

Most road accidents in residential areas involve children and 50 per cent of all
road accidents to children under five happen within 30 metres of their homes
(Karn and Sheridan, 1996).

Design features that can be used to reduce traffic levels and speeds in
residential areas include:

• small groups of houses;

• no link from residential roads to main roads;

• short roads (60 metre sections);

• narrow sections of roads and tight bends (small radius 90 degree);

• sleeping policemen;

• shared surface on short roads, with a different surface and a ramp or
tight turn to encourage people to drive slowly;

• off street parking and grouped parking spaces; and

• sufficient parking for households and visitors.

Design Bulletin 32 (DoE and DTp, 1992) advocates that changes in the
horizontal alignment of roads and shortening of the distance of sections of
straight roads are often sufficient to reduce vehicle speeds. For straight
lengths of 60 metres, 85 per cent of speeds measured were close to 20 mph
which is the speed drivers are requested to travel at within residential areas
to prevent fatal accidents to children. Vehicle speeds on even long culs-de-sac
and loop roads are lower than those found along other roads with
comparable lengths. The use of short culs-de-sac and changes in horizontal
alignment cause the least possible discomfort and inconvenience to cyclists,
drivers and their passengers and to pedestrians using shared surface roads.
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Where further constraints need to be applied, DB32 suggests adopting
layouts based on a network configuration (Figure a).

Figure a:

DB 32 also suggests that on estates likely to attract high levels of young
families, additional measures can be introduced to exclude non-access traffic
using a mixture of loop roads and culs-de-sac (Figures b and c):

Figure b:  Figure c:

A review of the impact of the introduction of two hundred 20 mph zones in
the UK found reductions in child pedestrian accidents by 70 per cent, child
cyclist accidents by 48 per cent, and overall accidents by around 60 per cent.
There was a 6.2 per cent reduction in accidents for each one mph reduction in
vehicle speed (Transport Research Laboratory, 1996). 

On the continent, 10 mph and 20 mph limits have been widely adopted on
residential roads, but 4 mph is the limit now favoured in Wohnstrasse
developments in Germany. In the UK, the organisation ‘Fair Play for
Children’ advocates an 8 mph limit on residential roads, and it would seem
that the pressure to reduce speeds on residential roads from the 20 mph
currently favoured by government is very likely to increase (Davis, 1996
personal communication).
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❑ The provision of play space

Playgrounds and play areas have traditionally been provided by leisure
services or recreation departments, or as an integral part of housing estates
by developers or estate owners and managers.

Those provided by leisure services or recreation departments tend to be
located in parks, playing fields and other public open spaces. These public
open spaces may be quite small pockets of land within or on the edge of
housing estates.

In housing estates, playgrounds and play areas have usually been designed
into the development plan, or included when the area has been re-developed
or renovated. The housing cost yardstick allowance, planning gain, and
Urban Programme funding have all been used in the past to fund such
provision.

The majority of play areas on council or private estates are handed over to the
leisure services or recreation department to maintain them. Occasionally
some local circumstances determine that a different department has
responsibility for a playground (e.g. education, or social services). In rural
areas, parish councils often have responsibility for playgrounds and a small
number of playgrounds are run by charitable trusts.

Various difficulties are experienced in the design, location and management
of playgrounds and play areas:

• the land used for a playground may be that which is available or left
over after the rest has been allocated for houses, shops etc., which may
not be in the best location to serve children;

• the person commissioning or designing the playground may have no
responsibility for maintenance and there have been numerous instances
where playgrounds have been built without any plan for on-going
maintenance; and

• although a playground may be designed into a development plan 
for an estate, it may not be built until after residents have moved in.
Consequently people who have got used to a ‘nice quiet grassed 
area’ in front of their property often find it difficult to accept and 
adapt to the impact a children’s playground located close to them 
has.
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Generally playgrounds are automatically thought to be the solution to the
‘problem’ of children’s play. There is usually no coherent strategy
underpinning development plans to meet the need for children to be able to
play throughout an estate, not just at a specific facility.

It is general practice in local authorities to produce Residential Design Guides
for potential developers and many have also adopted play policies,
sometimes as supplementary planning guidance, which specify a certain
level and form of provision (predominantly based on the NPFA Six Acre
Standard). However, some local authorities have also recognised the value of
the total environment for play, not just play areas and require developers to
show that the needs of children’s play have been considered as an integral
part of the whole design process (Sandwell MBC, 1996).

All new residential development containing family accommodation will normally
be required to provide for children’s play at a minimum of 0.8 hectares per 1,000
population.

Normally 30 per cent of this should be provided in more formal and/or equipped
play space.

The balance should be provided in less formal play space and may contribute to
wildspace, greenspace, networks etc..

Draft SPG Policy 1, Sandwell MBC, 1996

Some housing associations such as the William Sutton Trust have also
adopted play strategies to guide the provision of mainly formal play facilities
for different age groups and the involvement of tenants in the organisation
and supervision of children’s play on the estates.

It needs to be acknowledged, however, that there is a genuine reluctance for
private house builders to formally allocate land for play purposes mainly
because of the ensuing, ongoing cost of maintenance of such areas. More
commercially acceptable, is the allocation of ‘public open space’ which can be
spread throughout an estate and assessed in a cumulative way. In some cases,
this approach has resulted in a smattering of grassed areas in locations which
may not be attractive to children but otherwise ‘finish off’ the layout of an
estate from an aesthetic perspective.

The alternative is to offer commuted sums to local authorities to assist in the
provision of open space or play areas in the general vicinity of the
development. This approach is gradually being resisted by more and more
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local authorities across the country, who are now preferring to formalise the
specific allocation of play areas within new residential estates through the
development plan process.

❑ The promotion and supervision of play

There are a number of national ‘play’ organisations to which people
providing for children’s play can turn for advice.

These bodies have considerable knowledge and expertise usually on a
particular type of facility. Whilst their advice is valuable, and anyone
providing facilities would be wise to consult them, they are generally not
equipped to talk about children’s overall play needs. They are expert in a
particular type of facility, believe in the importance of that type of facility and
so promote it.

For instance the National Playbus Association will promote the importance of
playbuses; Kids Club Network promote the importance of Kids Clubs; and
Playlink promotes adventure play. The National Playing Fields Association
has traditionally promoted playing fields and children’s playgrounds and for
a number of years in the 1970s and 1980s promoted adventure playgrounds
and holiday playschemes.

This is not to decry the work that these organisations do. The children of this
country would be much poorer without them. However, what they do not
claim to be are experts in children’s informal play away from facilities. The
Association for Children’s Play (PlayBoard) did try to include this within its
umbrella role but this organisation only existed for three years in the mid
1980s. There is currently no national organisation with dedicated staff
committed to giving members of the public and local authorities advice on
informal children’s play, though many of the national organisations
mentioned above will give such advice as they are able.

With increasing pressure on local authority budgets, those organisations
offering local schemes for children with paid staff (e.g. adventure
playgrounds, Kids Clubs and holiday playschemes) are themselves placed
under increasing pressure to justify the public finances they receive by giving
account of the numbers that attend their facilities. It is not therefore in the
interests of these operators to consider or promote children’s play needs
away from their facilities.
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We perceive therefore that there has been a distinct policy shift, since in the
1960s and early 1970s part of the justification for adventure playgrounds was
that children could just drop in and out as and when they pleased, and also
that the playground enriched the child’s experience in things they did
outside the playground. It did not matter if the children only stayed for a
short time if it stimulated them to do other activities elsewhere. Indeed, part
of the role of the playworker was to encourage children not to stay on the
playground but to take up other activities.

This shift in emphasis has meant that, whilst many playworkers are
sympathetic to children’s wider play needs outside their facilities, they
cannot see it as a prime concern and may see it as a diversion from their ‘real’
job.

Notwithstanding the value of the facilities described above it must still be
remembered that the majority of children’s play, and especially play outdoors
on housing estates, is unsupervised and informal.

❑ Play fashions

Children’s play activities are influenced by various fashions and crazes and
so will alter from time to time. In a previous research project, one of the
researchers regularly observed many groups of children playing ‘pogs’ which
was a craze for a short time in the early 1990s. Only one instance of such a
game was observed during the current research.

Similarly children’s use of wheeled vehicles appears to alter from time to
time. Skates, skateboards, roller-blades and carts are all well used by
children. During the period of this research in 1996 virtually all the
observations of children using wheeled vehicles were on bicycles. If the
research had been carried out in another year the picture might be different:
roller-blading is clearly a very popular activity in some of the larger urban
parks at the moment.

It is our belief that bicycles will always be a high proportion of the wheeled
vehicle use. We do not believe that even if we had seen a greater number of
other wheeled vehicles on the housing estates, that it would have materially
affected our ultimate recommendations. Housing estates need to be designed
so that children are able to use bicycles and whichever wheeled vehicle is
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popular at the time, in an informal way, through the provision of a variety of
hard, flat and sloped surfaces. 

❑ Involvement

Many people have welcomed the recognition that the Earth Summit in Rio
1992 gave to the fact that environmental problems are inextricably linked to
social and economic problems. That these problems belong to all of us and
that all of us have to develop a sense of individual responsibility for solving
them, requires us to involve every part of society, particularly children,
people with disabilities, and those from minority ethnic groups. Much is
being made of calls for more ‘participation’, ‘empowerment’, ‘capacity
building’ and ‘consensus building’ that also came out of the Earth Summit in
the form of Agenda 21. If these aims are achieved, with growing awareness
and participation, children are likely to become more demanding of decent
environments and therefore of the professionals who supply those
environments. 

The recent national conference on Article 31 (children’s play) of the UN
Convention on the Rights of the Child identified that children’s rights to play
have been regularly ignored and gave practical recommendations for
empowering children to contribute to the development of their own
environments.

The Children Act 1989 has recognised the rights of the child to be consulted
where they are received to be looked after, however, it was not the intention
of this act to address the issue of children’s freedom to play. The National
Voluntary Council for Children’s Play produced a Charter for Children’s Play
(in 1992) and is encouraging local authorities to adopt its recommendations. 

Many local authorities and housing associations are now committed to
involving the community in the design of new housing estates or the
regeneration of old ones. However, there would seem to be few examples of
the involvement of young people, as opposed to adults in such initiatives.
Where this is happening, the anecdotal evidence indicates that youth forums,
planning for real exercises (where communities construct models of their
estates and identify and prioritise the improvements they wish to see), and
detached youth worker projects are some of the main vehicles through which
involvement is being facilitated. 
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One of the peculiar difficulties in consulting children is the time scale
involved. A community of adults may campaign for, and be involved in the
design process of, a community centre over a period of between three and
five years before that centre is ever built and occupied. 

For a six year old child a three year delay is half a lifetime, and a five year
delay is almost a whole lifetime. The needs of a six year old and an eleven
year old are significantly different: as are the needs of a nine year old and a
fourteen year old. Therefore, time scales from the design to implementation
need to be short if particular children are to be involved in ensuring that a
specific facility is going to meet their needs. On broader, estate-wide issues,
an alternative strategy might be to involve as many age groups as possible to
ensure the broadest range of views.
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❑ Aims of the research

On the basis of past research outlined in the previous section of the report, a
hypothesis was generated that a housing estate which provided good access
to a variety of opportunities for children to use would improve both the
quality and quantity of their play, and that the value to children living on an
estate with such opportunities should be better than that for children living
on an estate without.

The main aims of the research were to:

• observe a representative range of housing estates around the country to
measure the proportion of children using the outdoor environment, the
range of their activities and the relative popularity of different locations
within each estate;

• interview children and parents on the estates to widen our
understanding of their preferred places for play, their assessment of
how good or bad their estate was for play, and their suggestions as to
how their estates could be improved;

• identify a variety of processes by which children and young people are
being involved in the planning and design or re-design of housing
estates; and

• provide a set of guidelines for planners and providers on children’s
outdoor environmental needs on housing estates and how these might
translate into estate design and management.

R E S E A R C H A P P R O A C H
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❑ Research methods: observation and interview 
surveys

During the school summer holidays of 1996, over 3,500 observations were
made of children (under 18 years of age) at play on 12 housing estates built
between the 1890s and 1990s, by housing associations, local authorities and
private developers (see Table 2: Estate details). 

The observers walked around a pre-determined route, noting down each 
child seen according to their age, sex, basic mode of activity (walking,
running, sitting etc.), any key activity (such as imaginative play, active street
game etc.) and their location (road, pavement, path, shared surface etc.). 
Full details of the coding system used are given in the Appendix.

Date built Estate type  Number of
dwellings

c1900 Inner city terrace  1,000

c1900 Inner city terrace, traffic calmed 700

1920s Housing association, recently improved 300

1930s Public, recently improved by housing association 300

1958-60 Public, new town  475

1960s Public, mixed-rise, recently improved and landscaped 200

1960s Private, semi-detached, open plan 450

1973 Private, semi-detached  350

1986 Private, semi-detached  425

1990s Housing association  100

1994 Housing association  150

1994 Private, urban village  300

Table 2: Estate details
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Observations were made during daylight hours between 9.30 a.m. and 8.00
p.m.. It was noticeable that numbers clearly decreased as the nights grew
darker towards the end of the summer holiday period. However, children,
and particularly seniors and teenagers, may be outdoors much later at night
but our research could not take account of this.

There could be many reasons why children are outdoors apart from the fact
that they want to be and are drawn by the opportunities it provides: for
example high levels of use of the outdoor environment could be the result of
poor indoor environments. 

These reasons needed to be explored and so, following the period of
observations, 236 children and 82 parents were interviewed using a standard
questionnaire format. These interviews were used to draw out qualitative
information on:

• the most frequently used locations for play on the estates;

• the most highly valued places;

• unmet needs;

• the constraints on children’s play outdoors (access, safety, traffic etc.);

• suggested improvements (access, provision, supervision etc.); and

• parental assessment on whether their estate was a good place for
children to play.

In this way we were able to validate why certain places were popular with
children (as measured by the observation exercise) and why others were not.
It also enabled us to differentiate between ‘exciting’ places which, though
important, may only have been used sporadically, and ‘less exciting’ places
which may have been used for longer periods.

In addition, information has also been gathered from estate managers, local
planners and youth workers about their perceptions of where children play
on the estates and any problems or particular benefits associated with this.

This method, combining observations and interviews, follows closely that
used in the Department of Environment study (DoE, 1973) and deliberately
so, to enable the results of this study to be compared with those of the 1973
study. However, it must be made clear that the DoE study focussed on 15
large, relatively modern housing estates, reflecting the thrust of housing
policy at that time. In the 1990s, it has been increasingly rare to develop large
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new public housing estates, and more attention has been given to renewing
older stock and creating smaller estates of perhaps 50-300 houses.

It should be remembered that this study was about the design elements of
housing estates that facilitate children’s play outdoors. Some children’s range
behaviour enables them to fulfil their outdoor play needs beyond the
confines of their estates (especially boys over 10 years of age). It was not
possible to investigate this issue in any depth although the interviews
generated some qualitative data on it. Equally, we have not looked at the
activities organised out of school hours for children at community centres,
play centres, or at sports facilities, which also contribute to their play
outdoors.

❑ Involving children and young people in the process 
of change

Whilst the brief required the researchers to examine good practice in the
involvement of young people in the planning process, it became obvious that
practice is as yet not very well advanced, or not at least, in this country.

Desk research, conferences and personal communications were used to
identify the variety of processes that are currently being used to involve
young people in shaping their environments, but it has not been possible to
find an example where the young people have been involved from the start
of the decision making process to the completion or indeed monitoring of a
newly built or refurbished estate. 

❑ Planning and development issues

The private building industry continues to be in a recession with the need to
maximise return from the land by building at high density. Local authority
housing departments continue to be constrained and they together with
Housing Action Trusts, housing associations and private developers do not
always have the expertise to provide relevant opportunities for children’s
play. There was therefore a need to appreciate the extent to which planners
and providers address the needs of children in the design and re-design of
housing estates and to examine practical, feasible, low cost ways in which
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greater access and diversity could be achieved with limited financial
resources. Commercial return is and always will be the paramount interest of
any private developer.

However, the change in the planning system from a ‘development’ led
system to one of a ‘development plan’ led system has had a fundamental
effect on the way development has and will take place. The power of a local
authority to set out clear guidelines on the provision of specific play areas is
now more prevalent and more enforceable than ever before. On major
schemes, developers are now legally obliged, via Section 106 Agreements, to
provide such areas. The key is to make local authorities aware of the
fundamental needs of children and for these to be passed on via the planning
system to the developer. 

The guidelines that have been developed from the results of the study are
intended to raise awareness of children’s needs. The relevance and feasibility
of the guidelines have also been evaluated and refined by planning and
housing professionals within the research team and from the Advisory Group
for the study.
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The findings from the observations and interviews are presented here and
summarised in a table at the end of the section.

❑ Location

� Playing in the street

It can be seen from a comparison of the DoE’s observation findings from 1973
and those of this research that roads and pavements continue to be the most
popular location for play outdoors accounting for 46 per cent of all
observations (47 per cent if shared surfaces are included) in 1996. There are
also more similarities than dissimilarities between the relative popularity of
other locations identified in the two studies. So, it would seem that little has
changed over the last 25 years.

F I N D I N G S

Table 3: Comparison of the location of play 

Location % JRF 1996   % DoE 1973

Roads/pavements          46           38

Gardens (mainly front)   14           17

Play areas              12            5

Public open space         9           n/a

Grassed areas             9           11

Paths/paved areas        6           24

Other 4 11

N= 3,605 observations  N= 45,508 observations
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In this 1996 study, pedestrian and cycle paths were also popular, where
provided, (e.g. 1950s public, new town, and the 1970s – 1990s private and
housing association estates) offering children the opportunity to move
around these estates more freely without the need to cross roads.

� To see and be seen
One of the surprising findings of our research was that children spent most of
their playing time where they could see and be seen. It might be expected
that children would want to play in places where they were hidden away
from prying or supervisory adult eyes. This did not appear to be the case.
Children were more often seen where they were in open view of houses than
they were in areas that were hidden away. 

Places that seemed to be interesting places to play, and were hidden away,
appeared to be less well used. 

Part of the reasons for this were very definite restrictions by parents, for
instance, “don’t go out of my sight”. But children also seemed concerned
about what might happen to them in isolated locations. This burden of fear
has also been identified in other research (Social Sciences Research Unit,
1996). A feeling of security is therefore also a strong factor in determining
where children go. 

When they did go further afield it tended to be with other children or with
parents, thus maintaining the feeling of security.

Another important factor for children was the desire to be part of the
community, “being where it’s at”. Both the observations and the interviews
revealed that children want to be where there is a very strong likelihood that
they will meet up with other children or see what’s going on. This explains
one of the reasons why, in observations, back gardens appear hardly used at
all yet front gardens are very popular. In the back garden the child cannot see
what is going on, see passers-by or renew acquaintances with friends. In the
front garden all these things can happen.

Where children were playing in the front garden they rarely stayed in the
garden but used it more as a base from which to run out to greet friends or
see what was happening.

Play in back gardens featured as a well favoured location in the interviews,
and especially for private, imaginative play, sometimes alone. In the
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observations however, back gardens were more rarely used. The main
exception to this, was on very hot days, when paddling pools were brought
out, friends were invited round, and shrieks of fun and laughter were heard
from many back gardens and the play there was prolonged. In addition, some
young children played in the back garden. However, not all young children
were confined to the back garden. Many as young as two and three played in
the front garden under parental or sibling supervision. 

The back gardens which appeared best used were those at Woodlands, the
1990s housing association estate in York, where wide gaps between the
houses, with open fencing, gave visual access for the children in the gardens
to whatever was happening in the road outside.

� Designated play areas

The play areas that were most well used were ones that were open and
visible from nearby housing. The children went to and from them on their
own. The most popular playground (Broad Meadows, Stafford) was in the
heart of a small housing association estate, next to the estate office (affording
it some additional informal supervision) and with seats which did appear to
encourage some parents to come with their children. The majority of the
children there however appeared to be unaccompanied. Public open space
and grassed areas accounted for 18 per cent of the locations where children
were observed, and play areas 12 per cent.

The exception to this was the play area in a small part at the
Chapelfields/Earlsdon area, in inner city Coventry. This was quite popular,
but virtually all the children there appeared to be accompanied. The
difference between the two areas was that whilst Broad Meadows has short
winding roads and culs-de-sac with no through traffic, the
Chapelfields/Earlsdon area has long roads with terraced houses through
which traffic can pass unhindered. Children were noticeably absent from
these roads, neither cycling nor wandering around freely. It would appear
that the inner city parents therefore took the children to the play area to
compensate for the lack of freedom closer to home.

� On the move

It would seem that children visit many parts of both their social and physical
environment, but do not necessarily stay in one place for very long. Children
would be seen calling at a friend’s, going into a play area, cycling round but,
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Play area for eight year olds located within estate, by estate manager’s
office with open railings and a seat for adults. Broad Meadows, Stafford.

An informal play area (slide out of view) overlooked on three sides by
houses. Woodlands, Stafford.

Photo 1
128 x 86 mm

Photo 2
128 x 86 mm
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when the same area was observed half an hour later, there might still be
children in that place but not usually the same children.

Where children were observed in one particular place they did not tend to
stand or sit still in that place but would break off to greet another child who
was going past or to see something else that was happening.

Where there was a group talking it would be quite usual for one or two of the
group to be on bicycles and to be cycling round as they were talking.

Whilst children did express preferences for places to play, both in describing
their favourite places and what facilities would improve their areas, our
observations show that the children did not necessarily spend long periods in
these places. This is not to suggest that these places are unimportant for
children. Their answers clearly indicate that play areas and parks for instance
are very important.

What is important for children is to be able to move freely around their
physical and social environment and have a variety of inter-actions at
different locations.

This runs contrary to much thinking by both professionals and parents who
wish children to have a ‘safe place to play’. Even where there was a place that
was both safe and popular, they showed no desire to stay there all the time.
This finding more than any other highlights the need for developers to design
for play throughout the whole of an estate, not just in a segregated (and often
isolated) area. 

❑ Basic activity

The majority (71 per cent) of all play activity observed was active (see Table 4
for full details).

A comparison with the DoE’s 1973 findings indicates that the use of wheeled
vehicles has doubled since then, but the level of all other physically active
activities has stayed approximately the same.

Most of the seniors and teenagers observed were either walking and talking,
or cycling somewhere. Only at the 1950s public, new town and c1900 traffic
calmed inner city estates were their needs more fully catered for, to meet and
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play ball games on the playing fields and courts of the public open spaces.
The additional opportunities to walk and talk along the network of footpaths
and cycle tracks, and to fish in a pool in the new town were well used.

❑ Key activity

The most predominant key activity that children were involved in was what
we defined as ‘going’ (Table 5). We found that between 31 per cent and 58 per
cent of the observations on every estate were of children who were walking,
cycling or occasionally roller skating, purposefully in a definite direction. In
addition, 3 per cent to 5 per cent appeared to be on an errand, however, for
many observations the destination was uncertain. 

Table 4: Basic activity observed

Basic mode %

Walking/running 32

*Wheeled vehicle    20

Standing       18

Play equipment 9

Ball games     9

Sitting        8

Other 4

N= 3,526 observations
* predominantly bicycles, with only a few observations of skate boarding and carting

Table 5: Key activity observed

Key activity %

Going somewhere     37

Talking             20

Active street game  10

Imaginative play    6

Other               11

None observed       16

N = 3,131 observations
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This finding is crucial to an understanding of how children use their
environment. The interviews showed that they have very definite ideas on
preferred play places. What is clear is that they travel from one to another,
trying them out, and meeting different friends. The travelling to and from,
constitutes a significant amount of any time spent outdoors.

The lowest varieties of key activity were observed at the 1994 urban village
estate in Harlow (although this might be the effect of a small sample and a
new community), the 1960s open plan, private estate in Coventry and the
1990s housing association estate in York.

The highest levels of imaginative play e.g. playing house, schools, and
building, occurred at the 1930s public, recently improved by a housing
association estate, Moat Farm in Sandwell. This could be as a result of the
traditional culture of the estate, the ease of access to a relatively wild,
informal open space adjacent to the estate and the lack of formal play
facilities forcing the children to invent more of their own activities. 

There was a distinct lack of quiet street games such as marbles or pogs,
(again with the exception of Moat Farm). Such games do tend to come into
fashion and go out again quite quickly which may account for this finding.
Alternatively, there could be a deeper, long term trend that the children of
the 1990s, though mobile and sociable, show an increasing lack of ability to
stay still and concentrate for very long on anything, like the traditional
games favoured by the children of the 1970s (DoE, 1973). Where quiet street
games were observed they were more often than not being led by an older
child emphasising the way in which such play is passed down from
generation to generation. These games were played out on front garden
walls or on street corners where the pavement widened out to create a space
where it was possible for a small group to crouch down away from the kerb
edge.

❑ The proportion of children outdoors

Where it has been possible to obtain 1991 census figures on average
household size and the percentage of under 16s in the population for estates,
the proportion of children observed at play outdoors has been calculated
(Table 6).
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These percentages are comparable to those observed in the DoE 1973 study
where never more than 20 per cent of resident children were observed to be
out of doors. Of more significance perhaps are the differences between estate
types. As might have been expected, there is a much lower proportion of
children outdoors on the inner city terrace estates as compared to the estates
with a greater amount of accessible outdoor space close to homes and formal
play provision located within safe and short walking distances from home.

The 1980s private estate, whilst built on a cul-de-sac layout with a footpath
network, housed families with, on average, older children than the housing
association estates. The attractions of computers and other indoor activities
for the older age groups might therefore account for the proportion outdoors
being slightly lower than might have been expected.

These figures emphasise the contribution designing for diversity and
accessibility can have on children’s play and therefore on their physical,
mental and social development.

❑ Age group and gender differences

The relative proportion of males to females is closer than might have been
expected (67 per cent to 33 per cent) given what we know about the
restrictions on the range of girls below 10 years of age (Matthews, 1987).
However, this was a study confined to investigating children’s play relatively
close to home and this might account for the closer ratio. Alternatively it may
be that girls are becoming more liberated in their use of the outdoor

Table 6: Proportion of children outdoors

Estate % Children outdoors

1930s public, recently improved by housing association 24

1950s public, new town 22

1994 housing association 20

1980s private 15

c1900s inner city, traffic calmed 9

c1900s inner city 8
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environment, as evidenced in the rise of girls’ football and rugby. A ratio of
71 per cent to 29 per cent, males to females, was recorded by Millward (1989)
in open spaces.

Table 7: Gender differences

Estate type % females                     % males

c1900 inner city, terrace, traffic calmed  23     77

c1900 inner city                          44     56

1920s housing association                  44     56

1930s public, recently improved by housing 
association 41     59

1950s public, new town                     33     67

1960s public, mixed rise, recently improved and
landscaped 33  67

1960s private, open plan                   45     55

1970s private, semi-detached                 34     66

1980s private, semis/detached                37     63

1990s housing association                  43     57

1994 private, urban village                  41     59

1994 housing association                  39     61

❑ Favourite places to play

When asked for their regular and favourite play places children consistently
referred to green open spaces (park, fields) and, if there was one available
locally, an equipped play area (Table 8). If there was a single tree or a small
copse of trees then these were also very popular and particularly so for
climbing. These three types of location stand out well above all other
locations as the regular or favourite places children say they use. The
frequency of reference to these places in the interviews far exceeds the
observed behaviour of the children where the majority of play was recorded
as taking place in the front street.
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Change of surface, tight turn into culs-de-sac and off road parking within
culs-de-sac. Broad Meadows, Stafford.

Tree for climbing in view of passers by, grassy area, footpath link, off road
parking. New Earswick, York.

Photo 3
128 x 86 mm

Photo 4
128 x 86 mm



Child’s Play

42

The most frequent activities referred to in the interviews (Table 9) were
football and cycling, closely followed by use of playground equipment,
playing in trees, and other active games. 

Table 8: Regular and favourite locations reported

Locations %

Open space (park and grassy area, field)    56

Street/road                         23

Play area                           21

Friends                             19

Tree                                17

Back garden                         16

Outside house                       16

Shops                               14

Front garden                         7

Other                               13

Total                             *202

N = 236 children
* % total is greater than 100 because some children gave more than one answer

Table 9: Activities reported at favourite and regular play locations

Activity    %

Football 33

Bikes   28

Friends 24

Play equipment      19

Trees               11

Hanging around       8

Other                9

Total              *132

N = 236 children
* % total is greater than 100 because some children gave more than one answer
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The most significant reason quoted for going to a particular place was
‘friends’, i.e. meeting up with and playing with (Table 10). This was closely
followed by parental permission, proximity to home, and ‘space’. Answers
were allocated to ‘space’ when children talked about it being a ‘big area’, or
‘there’s room to…’. Where there were trees available these also formed a
substantial reason for using a particular place: to climb, swing from or meet
under. 

Table 10: Reasons for liking favourite and regular play locations

Reason %

Friends                      27

Play equipment               21

Space                        18

Approved of by parents       14

Trees                       13

Good for active games        12

Safe                          9

Can do what you want there    8

Animals                       8

Can ride bike             6

Sports equipment (e.g. goal posts)    6

Other                        32

Total                  * 174

N = 236 children
* % total is greater than 100 because some children gave more than one answer.

Going to, or being able to be with ‘friends’ appears high up the ratings as a
preferred place to play, a key activity and a reason for liking favourite or
regular play locations (see Tables 8, 9 and 10). 

Children are keen to be sociable and need spaces within sight of home and
within a couple of streets from home where they can meet each other and
play. 
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❑ Parental perceptions

The main reasons parents gave for their estate being judged good or bad for
children related to the presence or lack of facilities (55 per cent) and busy or
quiet roads (27 per cent). Safety or danger was only mentioned by 22 per
cent and was much lower than might be expected particularly when danger
included all references to bullying, older teenagers, and drunks. This was
also reflected in the reasons given by parents for restricting children’s
ranges: roads (29 per cent), bullying, ‘stranger danger’ and drunks (10 per
cent).

Parents frequently asserted that their children had to stay within eyesight of
home (46 per cent). Within hearing and shouting distance accounted for a
further 9 per cent of mentions, and round the block or within a couple of
roads 29 per cent. It was clear from the observations that children were
travelling some distance away from home beyond that approved by parents,
but then not that much further. Although the majority would appear to travel
beyond eyesight, they still remained within one or two roads from home on
most of the estates.

Whilst children’s ranges do increase with age, there still appears to be a
strong desire, both for security and convenience, to stay relatively close to the
home. Many of the parents with teenage children still expressed strong
reservations about their children going far away from the home.

❑ Suggested improvements

The suggestions children put forward largely related to amenities already
present on their estate or in their locality, but not necessarily accessible to
them; perhaps because they were in a dangerous state of repair or required an
adult to accompany them. The suggestions included the need for more play
areas, youth or after school clubs, sports centres, parks and traffic calming
measures.

We have taken the view that the improvements children desire need to be
assessed in the light of observed behaviour and their stated preferences for
locations and activities. They also need to be related to the existing
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availability and accessibility of such locations and activities within each
estate.

Accessibility includes the feeling of security and being part of the
community. If these two criteria are not met then even if an opportunity
appears to be available, it may still not be accessible for many children. For
example, when a small clump of trees was located within eyesight of homes,
then it was well used. Larger groups of trees, out of eyesight were less well
used. The same effect was observed for play areas sited within and on the
edge of estates.

This approach overcomes the difficulty of children’s limited ability to request
improvements in estate design or outdoor facilities that are beyond their
experience. For example, a child who has never played in a cul-de-sac is
unlikely to suggest it as an improvement for their estate.

❑ Layout

The layout of the estates recording the highest proportion of children
outdoors could be stylised as culs-de-sac off a loop road, but with even less
linkage to the loop and main road system than suggested by DB32 (see 
Figure d).

Figure d:

What is just as critical for children is the accessibility of a footpath network,
which ideally links into open spaces and play areas, within and adjacent to
the estate. These conditions have been met in the case of the layouts for the
1950s public new town, the 1994 private, urban village, the 1990s housing
association estates, and the 1973 and 1980s private estates. The option for
children to be able to walk or cycle round the block along a path and
pavement network and so be able to access grassy areas, parks and open
spaces without the need to cross main roads was appreciated by the children
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and their parents. With this option children have the opportunity to extend
their ranges and therefore potentially experience a larger and more diverse
outdoor environment.

There is a need to change our way of thinking. Our aim should be to
provide a safe and interesting environment for play, not just a safe place 
to play.

In contrast, to access the public open spaces in the inner city estates required
children to either cross busy main roads or to travel across too many long
straight roads to get to them (see Figures e and f).

The traffic calming measures that had been introduced at the 1930s public
estate would seem to have created a perception of relative safety in the minds
of parents and children alike. Signs reminding motorists that they were
entering a 20 mph zone, changes in surfacing material, humps and closed off
roads, all helped to slow traffic down even on the long straight roads, at least
during the day. Parents reported some joyriding activity in the evenings. Off
street parking and low front garden walls on which the children frequently
played also helped to increase the visibility of children playing in the street
for motorists.

A summary of the findings for each estate is provided on pages 49-51.

❑ Supervised play

None of the estates studied had full-time supervised play facilities within
them. However, there was voluntary involvement with the play area at one of
the 1990s housing association estates, some part-time playwork within the
park at one of the inner city estates and some part-time playwork at the 1990s
urban village. Whilst it is not the duty of those building housing estates to
provide playworkers, it is important for them to consider that these might be
provided in the future. Discussions with the appropriate local authority
department(s) may reveal whether or not there is a possibility of full or part-
time or voluntary playwork schemes being provided. By considering this
possibility at an early stage, appropriate provision might be made, e.g. toilets,
storage within existing or planned public buildings, or open space so
designed that, should funding become available, the opportunity would exist
for a community building or play centre to be erected. 
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Figure e: Estate layouts

1950s public, new town 1990s private, urban village

1994 housing association 1973 private, semi-detached

1930s public, recently improved by housing
association

1960s public, mixed-rise, recently 
improved and landscaped
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Figure f: Estate layouts

c1900 inner city, traffic calmed 1980s private, semis/detached

c1900 inner city 1960s private, semis, open plan

1920s housing association, recently improved 1990s housing association
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Estate type

pre 1900 inner city,
terrace

1900 inner city,
terrace, traffic calmed

1920s housing
association

1930s public, recently
improved by housing
association

1950s public, new
town

Findings

use of play area high; roads and pavements low

use of play equipment high, wheeled vehicles low

low levels of imaginative play and active street games

bad

use of parks and play areas high

use of wheeled vehicles low; ball games high

level of active street games high

good

use of public open space high

level of standing, sitting and ball games high; wheeled
vehicles low

level of going and active street games high

mixed

use of roads/pavement and front gardens high
no play area on estate

levels of standing and wheeled vehicle use high

levels of imaginative play and quiet street games high

mixed

use of paths, public open space, play areas high; roads
and pavements lowest

level of sitting, standing and ball games high

level of going and fishing high

mixed

Factor

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

❑ Summary of findings on each estate

The summary of findings indicates how each estate performed in terms of the
level and range of basic and key activities, the location of play activity and
parental assessment.
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Estate type

1960s public, mixed rise,
recently improved and
landscaped

1960s private, semis, open
plan

1973 private, semi/detached

1980s private, semis/detached

1990s housing association

Findings

use of roads/pavement and informal public
open space high; grassed courtyards low

walking/running and use of wheeled
vehicles high

levels of going and imaginative play high

bad

no play area

level of standing high; ball games low

level of active street games low

mixed

use of paths high; roads/pavements low 

ball games high; wheeled vehicle use
highest

active street games high; going average

good

use of roads/pavement, public open space
and play area within, high

use of wheeled vehicles, standing and play
equipment high

level of active street games highest;
imaginative play lowest

very good

use of play area in park high

use of wheeled vehicle high

level of imaginative play low

mixed

Factor

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment
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Estate type

1994 private, urban village

1994 housing association

Factor

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

location

basic mode

key activity

parental assessment

Findings

use of roads/pavement, shared surface and
play area high

use of wheeled vehicles high

level of going high

mixed

use of paths and play area high; road/
pavements low

use of play area highest

use of play equipment highest; going and
imaginative play average

mixed

❑ Conclusions

There is a need to change our way of thinking. Our aim should be to
provide a safe and interesting environment for play, not just a safe place 
to play.

The conclusions to be drawn from the research show how children make use
of the outdoor environment of housing estates beyond that of play areas.
Children’s needs are multifarious: places for physically active play and quiet
games; places which encourage social contact; and places which allow them
to be mobile on foot and by bike. 

� Location

• children still use the front street most for play;

• estates which stimulate the highest level of outdoor play are those with
the greatest variety of places and the slowest traffic; and

• estates which stimulate the widest range of play activity and
satisfaction amongst children and parents are those with footpath
networks, culs-de-sac layout, public open spaces and play areas.
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� Activities

• the majority of play is physically active and nearly always involves
moving around the estate;

• moving around the estate to be with friends is a main activity; and

• children like to see and be seen. 

� Preferences

• children strongly desire access to play areas, parks and trees; and

• seniors and teenagers are not well catered for and desire access to
footpath networks, sports pitches and courts, and pools for fishing.

� Layout

• the front street is the most frequently used location for outdoor play;

• for children to exploit this environment fully, traffic speed needs to be
reduced to 10 mph and as much of the road and pavement as possible
needs to be visible to motorists and pedestrians within residential
roads;

• children’s mobility and therefore their access to as large an outdoor
environment as possible is optimised by the incorporation of a footpath
network, and a culs-de-sac layout;

• play areas are best located along the footpath network, within public
open spaces, adjacent to public buildings or well used pedestrian
routes that afford a degree of informal community supervision; and

• parks and open spaces are best located along the footpath network or
adjacent to well used pedestrian routes.

Children’s needs for safe access to a diverse outdoor environment on the
front street and opportunities for extending their free range mobility along
footpath networks and traffic calmed roads, need to be incorporated in the
estate design and management process.
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In the course of gathering data for this research, we have met and talked to
over 200 children many of whom have been able to describe the problems
they experience in using the outdoor environment of their estates and their
ideas as to how things could be improved. We have asserted that the views of
children, restricted though they may be by definition, as a result of their
limited life experience, ought to be taken into account in the design or re-
design process, in combination with what we know about their actual
behaviour outdoors and the accessibility of opportunities. 

However, whilst there would seem to be a number of initiatives underway in
various parts of the country to involve children in estate design or
regeneration, a consensus on the most successful techniques or processes has
yet to emerge. Instead, there is a growing awareness and willingness, mainly
within the local authority and housing association sectors to try out a variety
of techniques with different groups of young people. These techniques all of
which have been or could be adapted to designing new or refurbishing
existing estates, include:

• planning for real;

• youth forums;

• detached youth worker projects; and

• surveys and presentations.

W H O S E E S T A T E I S I T A N Y W AY ?

I N V O LV I N G Y O U N G C L I E N T S I N T H E

P L A N N I N G A N D D E S I G N P R O C E S S
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Planning for real exercises involve people in constructing a home made
model of their estate or neighbourhood, in order to be able to move elements
around and prioritise in a very visual way what needs preserving,
demolishing or changing. The process can be facilitated by an impartial non-
resident, a planner, youth worker or teacher. The Neighbourhood Initiatives
Foundation (which developed the technique) can provide do-it-yourself
packs.

Youth forums have been established by some urban regeneration initiatives
such as City Challenge and Local Agenda 21. They often have a broad remit
to look at young people’s needs in an area including employment, leisure and
training. Their links to formal planning and implementation agencies could
be better exploited if new ways and less intimidating ways could be found to
debate and make decisions other than through adult dominated committees.
There are over 30 youth forums covering whole towns in the UK and many of
these are supported by a number of smaller forums at a neighbourhood or
ward level.

Detached youth workers, with a brief to work with young people who do not
belong to traditional youth organisations on estates, can facilitate the
involvement of young people in defining needs and developing proposals
and funding bids, to bring about change. These workers should be able to
link in with planning and regeneration agencies to represent or negotiate
representation of their clients’ views.

Surveys and presentations can be carried out by any informal or formal
group of young people. Schools are becoming increasingly interested in
looking for real life examples of planning issues which can be used for project
work within the national curriculum. These techniques can be particularly
valuable with older age children as they can learn skills in carrying out the
surveys and presentations. And, as it is the senior and teenage age groups
that seem to be least well provided for on estates, identifying the needs of
these groups and the preferred locations for new facilities can be most useful
in defining which adult communities may need to be influenced.

Some examples of actual initiatives which have involved or could involve
young people are described below. Not all the examples relate to single estate-
based projects, and it is therefore necessary to interpret how the principles
involved in the examples could be applied to single estate initiatives. What
comes out of the experience of these initiatives is the difficulty of:
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• ensuring that a degree of co-operation and mutual support is generated
between the young people’s initiative and the estate planning or
management agency; and

• ensuring that there are practical opportunities for young people to act
on decisions made for change, e.g. building construction, landscaping,
decorating, organising festivals, fund raising, running playschemes,
and the like.

The examples cover the who, what, where, when and why plus any outcome,
of processes where young people have been involved in housing estate
design or regeneration. 

Allerton and Lower Grange Young People’s Project,
Bradford

A detached youth worker works with young people on the estate who
do not go to youth groups or school to develop projects using principles
of social action.

The youth worker is responsible for managing the process of
involvement and the young people are responsible for the content.

The principles of social action promoted by the youth worker are: 

• the need to respect the views, skills, understanding and ability of
all stakeholders we work with;

• that people have a right to be heard and a right to choose whether
or not to become involved in defining issues and taking action on
them;

• to acknowledge the complexity of causes and solutions to
problems;

• that people who lack power as individuals can gain it by working
together in groups;

• that workers facilitate and do not lead the process; and

• to challenge all forms of oppression whether by reason of age,
race, gender, sexual orientation, class, disability or any other form
of social differentiation.
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Despite efforts by the Urban Regeneration Authority to talk to and
involve young people on the Allerton Estate, the young people became
alienated. The professionals wanted the young people’s committee to be
entitled ‘Young People and Crime’ and the young people did not find it
easy to contribute to the predominantly adult committees overseeing
the regeneration process.

With the detached youth worker, the young people carried out a survey
of their peers of what they liked, disliked and felt should be improved
on the estate. A need for more single person flats and a cafe were
identified.

A video was made of the survey and a successful bid for £300,000 was
made to the National Lottery by the young people to put towards the
construction of a drop-in centre on the estate.

Tipton Youth Forum

Tipton Youth Forum was set up in 1993 to ensure that young people had
an input into the decisions made during the life of the City Challenge
urban regeneration initiative in this part of the West Midlands.

There are 12 primary schools and 2 secondary schools in Tipton and the
initial group of 11-25 year olds (brought together by youth workers in
the area to start the forum) went into the schools to explain what the
forum was and how representatives would be elected to it.

Following the presentations, brainstorming sessions were held, a
newsletter was launched and a database was created of interested
young people and their ideas for the area. Once again the main need
seemed to be for a drop-in centre.

More children voted in the election of their representatives to the youth
forum than did their adult counterparts in the local government
elections.

The young people here have had significant support from the youth
service in setting up the forum, organising events, and undertaking a
school survey.
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The youth workers have been appreciated as:

• always there;

• positive, enthusiastic, motivating;

• showing us our options; and

• suggesting (but do not dictating) directions.

It has been more difficult to contribute to the planning process within
City Challenge. The young people have felt:

• intimidated by the adult dominated committees and the jargon
heavy language;

• that they are not always listened to or taken seriously;

• that one young person on each committee cannot represent all
young people; and

• the timing of meetings in, or at the end of, business hours often
precludes them from attending if they are still at college or at work.

These young people have involved thousands of local people in events
they have organised, made direct contact with several hundred young
people in their area, been signatories to a Single Regeneration Budget
bid, raised tens of thousands of pounds, run the forum budget and
generated a number of jobs.

Translating this model to that for the design or re-design of an estate
would suggest:

• identifying a handful of keen and relatively able teenagers to get
things going;

• organising a survey of children’s needs through the local school(s);

• setting up a youth forum through elections and then electing two
representatives to sit on relevant estate committees;

• providing access to training opportunities on running meetings,
presentation skills, negotiating, fund raising, planning and
business management; and

• providing training for adults working on committees with these
young people to ensure they support the young people’s
involvement.
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Children and neighbourhoods in London

In this five year programme, run by the Children’s Society, around 1,000
five to nineteen year olds will be asked for their views on a yearly basis
on everything from graffiti and re-cycling equipment to playgrounds
and youth facilities.

A youth worker from the Children’s Society has also been appointed to
encourage youth clubs and community centres to come forward with
their ideas on the failure of estates, public transport, and dog-free
reserves.

This initiative will be run across five local authority areas, Lewisham,
Hackney, Camden, Bexley and Enfield.

Support is also being provided by Planning Aid for London.

A Guide for Teachers and Planners, 
RTPI West Midlands Branch

The West Midlands Branch of the Royal Town Planning Institute has
published a guide for teachers and planners on involving young people
in planning issues. The guide has already been distributed to every
secondary school in England and Wales but is also suitable for primary
school children.

There is guidance on how planning issues can be used to help 
deliver the National Curriculum and various appendices give
information on the planning process, departmental and professional
roles.

The publication would be useful to youth workers and estate managers
in areas which are to undergo re-generation or where the building of a
new retail development could generate community benefits for say
open space or play equipment.
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Advice is given on:

• selecting a planning issue of relevance to young people or the
locality of their school;

• analysing why an issue is an issue, e.g. type, location, scale of
development, environmental, social and economic impact;

• key questions to ask;

• learning strategies or activities, e.g. interviews, desk top research,
role play, surveys, presentations; and

• sources of professional help, e.g. local councillors, planners,
nature conservationists and economic development officers.

What all these examples show is that:

Children and young people can clearly do much to identify their own
needs, plan for change, raise the funds and provide practical effort to
improve their estates and neighbourhoods. The real challenge is for those
of us who stand at the gates to welcome them in. Identifying someone on
the design team to act as a mentor for the young people and liaise with the
youth service would be a major step forward.

We would be grateful to learn of more examples of children and young
people’s involvement in estate design and management initiatives.
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The main findings of the research have been used to generate a set of
guidelines for architects, planners and estate managers. The guidelines are
structured as a set of objectives which providers may wish to consider for the
design or regeneration process, linked to practical measures that can be taken
to achieve those objectives.

The ideal estate would be designed so that children would be able to 
move freely throughout the neighbourhood, able to enjoy a wide variety 
of social interactions and opportunities for physical, imaginative and
creative play.

G U I D E L I N E S

Objective

1. To enable children to move freely
round their estate on foot, bicycle,
skates, or other wheeled vehicle.

2. To travel safely without danger
from traffic.

Measure

• Footpath network linked to grassy areas, tarmaced areas,
play areas, school, shops and bus routes.

• Traffic calming measures to limit car speeds to 10 mph:
short straight sections, bumps, culs-de-sac, change in
surface material or colour, roundels, pinch points, mini-
roundabouts and sleeping policemen.

• Culs-de-sac and no through route layout.
• Narrow sight lines on approach roads and sharp angle

turns into residential roads.
• Wide sight lines to enable drivers to see children moving

between pavement and road within residential roads.
• Car parking off road, on drives or in bays to increase

visibility of children moving between pavement and road.
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Objective

3. To be able to play in front, or
within sight, of their homes.

4. To be part of the community and
the community’s interactions.

5. To be able to play in the natural
environment.

6. To be able to play in purposefully
provided play opportunities.

7. To be able to play football and
other ball games.

Measure

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas, and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Front gardens with good visual oversight from house
kitchens and living rooms.

• Footpath network linked to grassy areas, tarmaced areas,
play areas, school, shops and bus routes.

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Public open spaces located along popular pedestrian
routes to shopping centres, schools and other well used
public buildings such as estate offices, to increase the level
of informal community supervision.

• Trees and hedgerows conserved and incorporated as street
landscape features to encourage climbing and imaginative
play.

• Public open spaces incorporating play equipment (with
swings and a slide as a minimum), trees, wild areas and
flat grassy areas for ball games.

• Play areas located along footpath network, within public
open space, adjacent to public buildings or well used
pedestrian routes, to allow for a level of informal
community supervision.

• A variety of play spaces and surfaces incorporated in the
front street landscape, such as walls, sitting areas, grassy
areas, and sections of wider pavement, to encourage girls
especially to play outdoors, as they tend to have more
restrictions placed on them than boys.

• Public open spaces incorporating play equipment (with
swings and a slide as a minimum), trees, wild areas and
flat grassy areas for ball games.

• For seniors and teenagers, a footpath network, flat
surfaces for sporting activity, laid out pitches and courts, a
fishing pool and places to meet, in public open spaces,
within or adjacent to estates.
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Measure

• Back gardens with sections of fence or gate which allow
children to see what is going on in the street.

• Front gardens with good visual oversight from kitchens
and living rooms.

• Facilities designed or useable for playwork, either paid or
voluntary, regular or occasional.

• Play areas located along footpath network, within public
open space, adjacent to public buildings or well used
pedestrian routes, to allow for a level of informal
community supervision.

Objective

8. To be able to play outdoors within
the home environment.

9. To be able to attend playschemes,
clubs or other organised activities.

These guidelines have also been used to produce a checklist which follows.
Using it, architects, planners and estate managers can assess the quality of
provision for children’s needs for the outdoor environment on proposed and
existing estates.
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The checklist on the next pages can be used by planners, architects and estate
managers to judge the extent to which an estate (proposed or existing) meets
children’s needs from the outdoor environment close to home. A simple tick
and cross method of scoring can be used to provide a quick assessment of a
design or layout.

C H E C K L I S T F O R P L A N N E R S
A N D E S T A T E M A N A G E R S
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Feature Present

Variety of surfaces on each street:

walls

front gardens

wide pavement in places (for quiet street games)

trees for climbing

grassy areas

hedgerows

Layout:

culs-de-sac

no through route layout

short straight road sections (60 metres)

winding roads giving short sight distances ahead

traffic calming measures on long straight roads (change of surface, pinch points, mini-
roundabouts and sleeping policemen)

back gardens with sections of fence or gate which allow children to see what is going
on on the street

front gardens with good visual oversight from kitchens and living rooms

Footpath network:

footpath network for pedestrians and cyclists to allow for round the block mobility
without the need to cross roads

spinal layout

links to:
– schools
– shops
– bus routes
– play areas

Safety:

off road parking

wide sight lines within residential roads

community supervision
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Play areas: 

adjacent to footpath network

within public open space

beside public building

beside well used pedestrian route (e.g. to shops, school, bus route)

central location for each catchment

seating for adults to encourage informal supervision

equipment for under eights

equipment for over eights

Facilities for teenagers:

football pitch with wooden goal posts

courts

informal open space for meeting places (tree clumps, grass, benches)

public open space

footpath network

fishing pool

Wild areas:

trees

hedgerows

shrubberies

other

Water:

paddling pool (supervised)

paddling pool (unsupervised)

pond or stream in public open space

pond or stream in wild area

ephemeral feature (e.g. path that puddles in wet weather)
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❑ Supervision

Supervision of play areas is considered desirable especially for school holiday
periods and particularly for play areas which incorporate paddling pools or
other water-based amenities. If an estate is being built in an area where such
supervision is provided, the needs of a play or leisure officer (e.g. storage
space, toilet and first aid facilities) need to be designed in.

❑ Crime and safety considerations

The guidelines are a direct response to the findings of the study and therefore
very much reflect the users’ perspective. However, some of the measures
suggested need to be carefully planned and designed, to reduce the
likelihood of them facilitating crime on some estates.

Planning out Crime (Circular 5/94) sets out government policy on design and
crime prevention practice while the Home Office Crime Prevention Centre is
constantly updating its guidance and policy on the same matter. Reference to
this information should be made when considering design for children’s
needs.

The following points should be taken account of:

1. Culs-de-sac with no through route layouts linked into footpath networks
can provide ‘escape routes’ which are very difficult for police in vehicles
to police.

Culs-de-sac should be discrete areas which theoretically will only attract
vehicles to the properties they serve thereby keeping traffic generation
to a minimum.

2. Although it is important to allow pedestrian and cyclists direct access to
play areas, access for emergency vehicles should still be included.

3. As research by the emergency services has found, the design of traffic
calming measures varies. In the worst cases, such measures restrict the
free flow of emergency vehicles to an unacceptable level. However, it
needs to be remembered that the need for emergency vehicle access
could be reduced if more people were able to gain the health benefits of
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convenient and safe access to the outdoor environment of estates for
their physical recreation.

Any traffic calming design must therefore be very carefully prepared
and discussed with all the relevant parties before implementation.

4. The guidance in DB32 on narrow width sightlines for approach roads
should be followed. But, developers should be encouraged to allow for
wider sight lines wherever possible within residential roads.

5. Trees, hedgerows and other vegetation should not be planted close to
entrances to alleyways or the like, where individuals could use it for
ambush. Nor should it be planted close to buildings where it could
facilitate entry to upper floors.

Furthermore, if vegetation and trees are to be incorporated, these areas
should not only be able to resist ‘rough treatment’ but should also be
easy to maintain.

6. Providing walls and the like as part of the general street furniture, i.e.
which do not form a boundary function and would therefore not be
under the control of a householder, could be beneficial.

However, what can be upsetting for householders is the congregation of
what may appear to be ‘gangs’ at particular locations and the vandalism
of private property, such as low walls at the end of a garden fronting
onto the street.

This emphasises the need for some organisational structure through
which children’s needs can be addressed and conflicts mediated, on
estates; be it a residents’ or tenants’ association, a youth project or
something else.

7. A footpath network linking culs-de-sac to grassy areas, parks and play
areas, whilst ideal for children, also makes it much easier for criminals to
escape from being chased by police vehicles. This problem can be
reduced by making some of the path corridors wide enough to take a
vehicle and ensuring that all paths ultimately link to a loop road so that
the criminal must come out of the estate at some point beside a main
road. Community surveillance is also an important factor in deterring
crime on estates, and it could be argued that the more children there are
out at play on an estate, the more adults are keeping an eye on them and
so too the general street scene. Effective community supervision is
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achieved through the development of this sense of territorial
‘ownership’ of the communal areas close to people’s homes and is
essential for the safety and welfare of children.

It has to be remembered that children can account for up to 50 per cent
of the residents on some estates and the outdoor environment outside
their homes is the most frequently used place for physical and social
play. 

Society must make the decision as to whose needs are paramount: the adult
residents who may still have the opportunity to fulfil their play and
development needs elsewhere, or the children who cannot?



69

❑ JRF: Observation coding system

A. Age          Code
Pre-school 0-3   P
Infant child 4-7 I
Junior child 8-11   J
Senior child 12-14  S
Teenager    15-18  T
Subgroup: Disabled Dis

B. Sex        Code
Male        M
Female      F

C. Activities   

Basic Mode         Code  Key Activities   Code
Walking or running W/R  Imaginative play imp
Ball games         BA    TaIking          t
Wheeled vehicles   WV    Picnicking      p
Play equipment     PE    Reading         r
Sitting            SI    Observing wildlife    ow
Standing           ST   Vandalising     v
Lying              LY   Harassing       h
Paddling           PA   Going           g
Climbing           CL  Running errand  e

Gymnastics           gy
Quiet street game    qsg
Active street game   asg
Watching others       wo
Walking dog           wd
Fishing              f

A P P E N D I X
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D. Location         Code
Roads, pavements, garage courts R/P
Paths (Paved areas) PT (PVA)
Shared surface      SS
Garden Front/Back   GDF/B
Access areas        AA
Grassed areas       GA
Planted areas       PLA
Play areas          PYA
Wild areas          WA
Unorthodox areas (tops of walls, UNO
roofs, building site)
Public Open Space   POS
Unknown             U
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