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Observational research

In public space: children’s own 

neighbourhoods
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7

OBSERVATIONS 
IN 7 NEIGHBOURHOODS

Observation unit = play group

Zone, number of children (by age 

and by gender), supervised/not, 

type of play, description of play

Over 1400 playing children (3-14 

years old) observed 



Children playing in 

public space: 

a decrease of 37% 

in 11 years time.
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DECLINE IN 
OUTDOOR PLAY

Children playing in public space: 

a decrease of 37% 

in 11 years time .
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Organised play excluded Organised play included

2008 0,75 0,84

2019 0,47 0,58

Play index = 

#children observed playing / 

#children living in the neighbourhood

2008         2019



A CONTINUING DECLINE

Organised play excluded Organised play included

Play index evolution
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MATTER

Suppose 100 children are living in each

neighbourhood, how many children were counted

during 10 observational rounds?



URBAN NEIGHBOURHOODS 
ARE OFF WORSE 

Suppose 100 children are living in each

neighbourhood, how many children were counted

during 10 observational rounds?
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GENDER 
OUT OF 

BALANCE
2008

In 2008 we counted

45 girls among 100 

children playing 

outdoors.



2019

GENDER 
OUT OF 

BALANCE
In 2019 we counted 

only 37 girls among 100 

children playing 

outdoors.
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GENDER & AGE!

Boys – girls by age

3 to 5                6 to 8               9 to 11               12 to 14             15 to 17



WHICH PLAY AREAS? 

Types of public space: 2008 and 2019
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RECREATIONAL SPACES!
There is a clear shif t to spaces which are meant for 

recreation: playground, sports zones, bigger green 

spaces. 

There, we now find 2 children out of 3. 

2008 2019
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BUT STREET PLAY STILL MATTERS

To all ages, the street remains an important zone for play. 

More unsupervised play ‘on the street’ / in front of the front door. 



NEIGHBOURHOODS 
MATTER

Play opportunit ies are fundamental ly different 

from one neighbourhood to another.



NEIGHBOURHOODS 
MATTER

.

Bigger and centrally located 

play areas work well.

Facilities and equipment provide 

guidance.

Different kinds of spaces cater 

for different kinds of children.

Major role of social climate.



www.k-s.be Johan Meire  jmeire@k-s.be

http://www.k-s.be/
mailto:jmeire@k-s.be

