The University of Sheftield

Play for Public Health:
A Review of the Benefits of Play for the
Health and Wellbeing of Children

By Anita McAuley and Omar Aabed

Sheffield Play Partnership
Sharrow Community Forum



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION 3
COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT 3
Language deVEIOPMENL..........cciiiieiieciie ettt ete et e st e e sebee s bt e ebeeesseeestaeesaeessseessseessseenns 3
Creativity and IMaGINAtION. ......cc.eirtierierteettere et ettt et eeeeteeteebeebeenbeenteenseeaseeaseenteensesnsesasesnsesnees 4
Memory, concentration and problem solving ability...........cccovviereieriiniieniienierieseereeeeeeee e 4
SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 4
Play can develop positive prosocial behaviours such as empathy..........cccoceevieviieviccieciecie e 4
The role of play in promoting social inclusion amongst young people.........cccceeveeviieecieeereeenveennnnn. 6
MENTAL HEALTH 7
ANXICLY AN PLAY...eeiviiiiiieieiierie ettt ettt ettt et et e et e et e e be et e enseenseenbeenbeenseenseanseenteenneenns 7
Use of play as a cOping MECRANISINL..........c.cccverierriiieiieiienieseeseeseesteeseesseesseesseesseesseesseesseesseessanns 8
PHYSICAL HEALTH 9
Prevalence of obesity and physiCal aCtIVITY.......cccuiiiiiiiiiecieeciiecie ettt ree e e eveeeare e 9
Use of play interventions to combat ODESILY..........ceeerieriiririiniininietee sttt 10
CONCLUSION 10




“There is no better activity for learning and

development than play.”
- Doherty and Hughes, Child development: Theory and practice 0-11

INTRODUCTION

Peter K. Smith defines play as ‘a spontaneous, voluntary, pleasurable and flexible activity involving a
combination of body, object, symbol use and relationships’[1]. This definition has been cited by many,
however the exact understanding of what play constitutes has been debated by scholars for decades

[2].

Play is important from early on: fetuses in utero respond to stimulation in a way akin to play [3]. Play
is essential to many aspects of a child’s health and development including their cognitive, physical,
social and emotional wellbeing, yet in recent years time, free, child-driven play has been reduced for
some children [4]. Alongside the general decline in play, widening socio-economic and class
inequalities have resulted in an increasing disparity in time spent playing between children of different
backgrounds in the UK [5]. The UN High Commission for Human Rights considers play a right of
every child [6], and thus combating the decline in play is essential for the protection of children’s
rights and a critical public health issue [7].

Protecting opportunities and spaces for play is a key part of upholding the rights of children and
reducing health inequalities. Spaces such as adventure playgrounds provide opportunities to play
safely under the supervision of trained playworkers: this helps to manage the risk of unsupervised
play and can facilitate community cohesion [8]. Children having a sense of ownership of the space
where they play can also be seen as important despite the fact that children have little input to the
spaces that they inhabit as the nature of the space can affect the child’s experience significantly [9]. It
is important to take into account children's own narratives about the functions of the spaces that they
spend time with, otherwise it may affect children’s wellbeing and enjoyment of the space.

In order to protect these vital play opportunities, it is important to understand the benefits of play for
the health and development of children: this report aims to summarise some of the relevant literature
in this field. There are multiple types of play, each with their own benefits. In the context of this report
we discuss these different types of play collectively, commenting on wider social determinants of
health and the importance of play in combating health inequalities. We conclude with a reflection on
the importance of play and play provision for public health, and identify the key steps that must be
taken going forwards.

COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
Memory, concentration and problem solving ability
There is evidence that play-based learning is as effective, if not more so than traditional teaching

methods for young children [10]. Learning through play can help in the development of a range of
cognitive skills in children including memory, focus and problem solving ability [11].



It has long been hypothesised that problem-solving in children involves cortical processes similar to
those used in complex cognitive cognitive control [12]. Play engages the prefrontal cortex [13]: an
area traditionally associated with higher order executive functioning such as planning, strategising and
decision making [14]. Rats that experience social isolation often experience cognitive deficits and
impairments in decision making, supporting the idea that play is important for prefrontal cortex
development [15]. One observational study of 3-5 year old children over the course of a year
identified that explorative play is a positive predictor of problem solving abilities in children [16].
Playing with tools and physical objects can improve coordination and spatial awareness, which can
improve understanding of complex ideas, and improve mathematical and engineering abilities.
Providing children with semi-structured play goals, for example through construction sets, may
therefore support problem solving abilities [16].

Play is important in many aspects of cognitive development including memory and concentration as
well. Therapeutic play has been demonstrated to improve focus and attention spans of children with
intellectual disabilities [17]. fMRI studies on individuals aged 10-13 have elucidated that regularly
playing musical instruments correlated with improved scoring on memory tasks, as well as higher
activation in cognitive control regions of the brain [18].

Language development

Play facilitates language development in a number of ways: it allows for the introduction of new
vocabulary, reinforcing ideas and sounds through repetition and songs, and can develop
communication skills through narrative and imaginative play [19].

Multiple play-based intervention studies have demonstrated a positive impact of play on language and
literacy skills [20][21]. Studies have shown that play can aid in the acquisition of grammatical skills
[22] as well as benefit a child’s literacy, numeracy and social interaction [23]. Quality pretend play is
also an indicator of narrative re-telling abilities [24].

5-8% of children in the UK experience early language difficulties: this figure rises to over 20% in low
income households. These differences can impact a child's social and emotional wellbeing as well as
their attainment, and can often persist through to adulthood. [25]. Thus providing opportunities for
language development through social, musical and imaginative play may help reduce this inequality.

Creativity and imagination

A Department of Education publication describes fostering creativity as important as it is associated
with improved “focus, independence, a willingness to explore and ingenuity” [26] Some scholars
consider pretend play in childhood to have a potential link to creativity in adulthood [27]. There is
evidence to suggest that creative play can benefit both a childs and parent’s mental wellbeing; a study
following a socially prescribed creative play programme showed that parents noticed a positive
change in their children's behaviour between the first and fifth weeks of the programme [28].

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT
It is widely accepted that play is essential for the development of social and emotional skills in

children; social and emotional skills development is associated with children being more likely to
have higher educational attainment and have positive social relationships [29].



Play can develop positive prosocial behaviours such as empathy

Some psychological theories suggest that play can be as significant as real world experiences in the
development of empathy in children [30]. Different aspects of play can support the development of
different social skills; for example, imaginative play aids in the development of empathy, and
competitive play can facilitate the development of interpersonal skills, such as team working,
leadership skills and problem solving.

Empathy in children develops in the context of social interaction with others [30] alongside other
non-modifiable factors such as genetic influence and fetal neurological development. Many modern
developmental psychologists have dissected empathy into cognitive and emotive empathy [31]; both
aspects can be facilitated by play [32].

Behavioural evidence on the importance of play on social development is demonstrated by studies on
murine animals. Many of these studies have shown that play deprivation can result in impaired
prosocial behaviour, impacting the development of the animal in later life. [33,34,35] Most recently, a
2023 study showed acute play deprivation on rats resulted in impaired empathy on rats of both sexes,
taking significantly longer to free their cage mates in an empathy driven task than the controls. [36]
These murine behavioural studies are not directly comparable to the development of humans but
provide insight into the importance of play in all animals; animals are known to spend upwards of
20% of their time in adolescence participating in play, emphasising the importance of it to
development [37].

Studies with children have supported the ideas that prosocial behaviour can be fostered through play.
Colwell and Lindsey [38] performed a study analysing the behaviours of 60 preschool children on a
school playground over 4 months, and noted a significant positive association between pretend play
and children’s same sex peer acceptance. From a cognitive neuroscientific perspective, one recent
landmark study showed that doll play specifically activates regions of the brain associated with
developing empathy and social skills [39]. Further study showed that doll play can encourage children
to talk about their emotions- providing further evidence that it fosters empathy [40].

The role of play in promoting social inclusion amongst young people

Inclusive play opportunities expose children to a range of different people and perspectives, and can
create a sense of community amongst children as well as their families. This is essential to the
reduction of antisocial behaviours in young people.

The Summit Declaration from the World Summit for Social Development 1995 includes the
commitment to ‘Promote social integration based on the enhancement and protection of all human
rights’ [41]. Inclusion has many social benefits including reduced tensions and conflict. Economically,
social inclusion is also vital to eradicating extreme poverty, and it can be costly on an individual as
well as a national level [42].

Playgrounds, dedicated play spaces and all kinds of play provision provide children with opportunities
to meet others from a range of different backgrounds, including (but not limited to): different
ethnicities, ages, disabilities, religions and socioeconomic backgrounds. The contact hypothesis was
outlined by Gordon Allport in his 1954 book ‘The Nature of Prejudice’ which suggests that social



contact between individuals from different backgrounds can reduce intergroup prejudice by means of
addressing stereotypes, peer-education, ultimately increasing tolerance [43]. Various studies have
documented the fact that intergroup friendship is an essential part of prejudice reduction [44]. It is also
understood that social inclusion increases during early childhood [45]. Applying these understandings
allow us to hypothesise that social, inclusive play opportunities may facilitate in the reduction of
social exclusion amongst young people.

Inclusive playgrounds can be defined as “a space that allows children of all ages and genders, both
with and without disabilities, to access the playground and play together, and allows families to
engage in play with their children” [46]. One study of observed playground interactions on an
inclusive playground noted that this playground with a ‘universal design’ attracted individuals of a
range of different ages, as well as both sexes equally [46]. The study also highlighted that these play
spaces are highly utilised by the community [46]. Another study conducted in-depth interviews with
11 caregivers who visit an inclusive playground in the USA, and found that inclusive playgrounds can
facilitate friendships between children with and without disabilities [47]. Having dedicated spaces for
inclusive play may encourage children to meet others outside their own groups, and may improve
social cohesion amongst children as well as adults and communities.

Homeschooled students in particular are likely to benefit from inclusive play opportunities. Some
reasons children may be homeschooled include health reasons or special educational needs. [48]. For
homeschooled children, socialisation opportunities arise through these conventional and
unconventional means outside of schools, including community based activities and clubs [49].

MENTAL HEALTH
Anxiety and play

Although many of the problems found when playing may not directly apply to real life situations, the
act of engaging in adventurous play can help children face their anxieties later in life. Adventurous
play can be defined as “child led play where children experience subjective feelings of excitement,
thrill and fear” [50]. Risky play is something that all animals participate in including primates, for
example when primates chase one another and swing between trees. The lack of control that they have
in these scenarios can allow them to be exposed to some fear. Not only does this improve their motor
skills, it also allows them to be more emotionally comfortable with facing situations in which there is
a lack of control [51].

Using animal research and research into how anxiety affects humans has allowed scientists to create
models that predict why adventurous play can be healthy for children as it can discourage behavioural
inhibition. Behaviourally inhibited children are those who may face new and unfamiliar situations
with avoidance and increased awareness. According to research they have a reduced exposure to the
learning opportunities brought about by the feared stimuli, making it more difficult for them to face
anxiety growing up [52]. The opportunity to be exposed to fear in play has been shown to decrease the
likelihood of children having generalised anxiety disorders later in life [53]. These theories are
important as they show that play can be beneficial to children's development and can improve the way
that people deal with anxiety as they grow up.

When examining children who are engaged in adventurous play, a study on various children found
that those who were more engaged in adventurous play were less likely to have internalising



symptoms compared to those engaged in unadventurous play [53]. Internalising symptoms are
associated with anxiety, depression and increased teen suicide rate [54]. They also found that
adventurous play was associated with greater positive affect which when low, can be linked to
depression. The paper also found that the benefits of adventurous play were compounded in areas of
low socioeconomic deprivation. This study helps to confirm previous theoretical models which posit
that adventurous play can lead to decreasing anxiety symptoms in children as they develop. This is
because the body can respond more realistically to things that promote fear and also allows the
children to understand the physiological arousal that occurs in these scenarios [53]. More research is
needed on how play and anxiety are linked, preferably focusing on children before and after they
experience play activities with larger cohorts. Another study in China studying children in hospital
found that when the children engaged in play, they had a significant decrease in anxiety compared to
those who did not play. This was found in children 3-12 using play that was tailored to their condition
therefore it mainly included indoor play as well as play that allowed them to understand the
procedures happening in the hospital. This shows that the acute anxiety of staying in a hospital can be
reduced by play in children [55].

Use of play as a coping mechanism

Play can be used as a way to cope with stressors in daily life and give some consistency in their day to
day life. Interviews with children in care show the importance of sport in allowing children to cope
with harsher circumstances in life [56]. This can allow children to vent their more violent thoughts
such as one participant saying “It was nice just knowing I could kick a ball if I was mad with my
brother as opposed to punching him in the face and getting into trouble” as well as talking about how
she could “zone out” of life's problems. This is especially important for children who experience more
uncertainty in life. Sports can also be something that helps people face their life's problems as they
can mirror what they do in their training to areas like studying [56]. A study done on children in a
wilderness group where supervised play was used found that the children learnt certain breathing
skills from their supervisors to avoid bursting out. The excess energy spent during these sessions also
allowed the children to be more well behaved in more formal settings [57]. The positive benefits
found during play and with supervisors can have effects on the rest of the children's lives as they use
the skills learnt from their sport and supervisors.

Some research indicates that play can also help regulate people with ADHD (attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder). It can help people with executive dysfunction in various ways such as
improving working memory [58]. This is useful in helping manage these symptoms in children as
exercise has fewer side effects than the medication used to treat these conditions while at the same
time being more cost effective. This is because the exercise can help in similar ways to the medication
and help promote the development of the prefrontal cortex in children with ADHD as shown by this
systematic review [59]. The review also found that exercise can have benefits from as little as one
session per week with various exercise forms.This type of exercise can be found in playgrounds and
help them do better in school through symptom management. Another systematic review found that
an experiment done on Saudi Arabian boys found that giving children with ADHD play sessions can
help with hyperactivity and impulsivity if they are structured in ways that are more tailored to their
needs. These results were found by interviewing the teachers before and after the play set of play
sessions were conducted. The play sessions have been theorised to increase the ability of children to
thrive as they can feel love and acceptance that they may not have in other scenarios. These social
based games can be implemented in settings to include children without ADHD while still benefiting
those with it and allowing for social development to improve [60]. Play activities can also happen in



nature: this can help with symptoms of ADHD in children as found in multiple systematic reviews
which led to the authors theorising that these methods can be used to help with focus in the classroom
[61]. Due to the fact that many adventure playgrounds have green spaces incorporated within them,
they can be useful in helping the emotional regulation of children with ADHD and for children as a
whole.

PHYSICAL HEALTH
Prevalence of obesity and physical activity

Obesity in children remains at around 13% in children 2-10 and 19% of children 11-15 in the uk [62].
Childhood obesity can cause an increased likelihood of many conditions including but not limited to
heart disease, stroke and high blood pressure. Children who are obese are also five times more likely
to be obese as adults leading to health risks in later life as well [63]. Another factor impacting the
health of children is the lack of physical activity in children and increased sedentary behaviour. In
2013 it was found that 33% of boys and 21% of girls aged 4-15 were found to meet the minimum
exercise requirements given by WHO [64]. This is despite the fact that exercise has been shown to
benefit children's development including helping with bone strength development [65,66]. Both
inactivity and obesity can contribute to poor health, increasing costs for the NHS with obesity costing
the NHS £6.5 billion a year and inactivity costing the NHS £0.9 billion a year. This puts significant
strain on the healthcare system [67,68].

Use of play interventions to combat obesity

A study done in Spain encouraged children to start exercising four times a week. Children who were
not encouraged to exercise were found to not meet the WHO recommendations for physical activity at
37 minutes a day of moderate or vigorously intense physical activity [64,69]. Children who were
encouraged to exercise and whose parents were given nutritional information were found to exceed
the 60 minutes a day recommendation. This led to children who were exercising to lose body weight
and improve body mass composition during the study. As decreasing obesity can have improved
health benefits [65], if this study can be replicated among other playgrounds it would make great
strides in improving health outcomes of children when they grow up [69].

These effects on the adipose tissue in children can be seen from a young age with young girls who
went to dance classes being shown to have reduced BMI when attending dance classes compared to
the students who did not attend [70]. Dance classes like these when hosted can be especially
beneficial to those in the most deprived areas where obesity is more prevalent. If children can have
activity from a younger age, it can help reduce their BMI into their early adolescence when they
continue this activity [71]. When trying to prevent an increase in BMI in children, it is important to
make sure that they achieve moderate to vigorous physical activity (MVPA) [69]. A systematic review
of studies comparing environmental factors associated with physical activity in children found that
when you increase the area for children to play, their MVPA increases. An increase in MVPA was also
found to be associated with portable play equipment [72]. Implementing more equipment for children
to play with and ensuring a sufficiently large area in adventure playgrounds will ensure that children
can stay active in them and gain the much needed protection against an increase in BMI.



CONCLUSION

We conclude with a reflection on the importance of play and play provision for public health, and
identify the key steps that must be taken going forwards.

In this report we have outlined some of the key benefits of play for the wellbeing of children and
delved into the scientific evidence for this. Play deprivation could be argued to be a form of neglect:
without it, there are severe repercussions for children’s health development. But the benefits of play
extend far beyond what has been covered in this report: play has the potential to bring together
communities, provide wider support to children and their families, and play remains important into
adulthood as well. Additionally there is an increasing body of evidence to show that play is beneficial
as a therapeutic device for children’s mental health as well as to support children with developmental
delays.

Growing play inequality is a public health concern which needs to be addressed urgently. Supporting
children’s rights to play will help combat socioeconomic and health inequalities, could help in the
reduction of antisocial behaviour amongst young people, and ultimately can support the progression to
a more inclusive society. Further research into what types of play best benefit children and how this
can be facilitated through schools, healthcare and infrastructure is a necessary part of doing so.
Looking to the future, opportunities for children’s play, in particular at schools and outdoors, must be
protected and maintained, and new supports must be developed to support our growing, diverse and
ever-changing population.
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