
 

 

 

 

 

 

PLAY IS DECLINING, AND SO IS MENTAL HEALTH 
 

In primary school it was bike rides, cubby houses, climbing trees, playing marbles, jumping on the trampoline, 
and being outside – always outside.   
 

With every decade since the 80s, research shows that children have become more restricted, more structured, 
and less able to play and explore in their neighbourhoods away from adults. It’s well documented that the amount 
of time available to kids for free play is declining. 
 

Screens are the most commonly blamed culprit. While the scientists behind this argument make a compelling 
argument, there are alternative explanations. One is that parents are more controlling than ever before. A related 
idea is that children don’t get to play anymore. 
 

I’m not the only one who believes that the decline in free play is a contributing cause. Kids are constantly being 
pulled away from the opportunity to engage in real life, physical (and outdoor) play because: 
 

Screen-based activities entice kids away from the outdoors. 
 

Parental concerns about safety leads to restricted opportunities for independent exploration. 
 

Many children find their afternoons and weekends filled with structured activities such as organised sport and 
extracurricular activities, leaving little time for unstructured play. 
 

The focus on academic achievement and structured learning means that most of our kids’ time is spent either in 
school, doing homework, or engaging in other adult-directed activities, dramatically limiting the time available for 
free play. 
 

The problem with reducing play time is that play is a direct source of happiness for our children. Studies show 
that kids prefer outdoor play with friends to screen based activities, and outdoor play is consistently ranked by 
parents as the activity that makes their kids the happiest – if we can get them to do it! 
 

What exactly is it about play that has such a big impact on wellbeing? 
Play satisfies all of our basic psychological needs. By definition, play is self-directed. Play is the vehicle through 
which kids build skills. Play is how children make friends. 
 

As parents, how can we give our children the freedom to play? 
Strengthen autonomy – allow our kids more choice in how they spend their time. Cut back on structured 


