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Learning Goals

Understand the research and 
evidence supporting outdoor & 
risky play

Reflect on beliefs and bias about 
risk and play

Explore practical strategies for 
shaping policies and spaces that 
support play

Favourite play memory

“It’s thrilling but I
get a bit scared”
“It’s thrilling but I
get a bit scared”

“It tickles in my
tummy”
“It tickles in my
tummy”

“It’s scary & fun at
the same time”
“It’s scary & fun at
the same time”

Sandseter, 2009, J Adv Educ & Outdoor Learn

What is risky play?

… thrilling & exciting forms of play involving uncertainty and 
the chance of physical injury
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Play with height Play with height

Play with speed

Play with speed
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Play with tools

Play with elements

Play with elements
Rough & tumble play
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Rough & tumble play

Why Outdoor & Risky Play?
Child Development
o Social 
o Emotional
o Physical 
o Cognitive 
o Creativity 
o Risk management

Physical Health
o Physical activity
o Physical literacy
o Gut microbiomes
o Myopia 

Mental Health
o Well-being
o Anxiety
o Resilience
o Self-confidence

Brussoni et al (2015) IJERPH 12(6)
Ramsden et al (In Preparation) Risky play systematic review

Play = Learning Children in BC:

More opportuniƟes for risky play in early childhood → 
lower vulnerability rates in kindergarten (EDI data)
• Risky play associated with:

• Social Competence 
• Language & Cognition 
• Communication 
• General Knowledge Skills
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“Paediatricians are 

encouraged to think 
of risky play as one 
way to help prevent 

and manage 
common health 

problems such as 
obesity, anxiety, and 

behavioural issues.”

https://cps.ca/en/documents/position/outdoor-risky-play  OutdoorPlayCanada.ca/aop10/

613 
Supporters

Canadian Parks & Recreation Association
BC Parks Foundation
ParticipACTION
Canadian Wildlife Federation 
Nature Canada
Canadian Child Care Federation
Physical and Health Education Canada
Active Abilities Canada
Trans Canada Trail
Community Foundations Canada
8 80 Cities
Lawson Foundation
Canadian Tire Jumpstart Charities
Orienteering Canada
Outdoor Learning Store

Alberta Recreation & Parks Association
Lethbridge Plays
Early Childhood Educators of Yukon Territory
Ontario Society of Physical Activity 
Promoters in Public Health
Ottawa Public Health
YMCA of SW Ontario
City of Barrie
Sport Hamilton
Thunder Bay Catholic District School Board
Early Childhood Development Association of 
PEI
Recreation PEI
Recreation Nova Scotia
New Brunswick Ministry of Education and 
Child Development

OutdoorPlayCanada.ca/aop10/

What happened to play?

David Whamond, Reality Check, Sept 2010
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Brussoni (2024). After Babel, Adapted from Mullan, K. (2019). British Journal of Sociology, 70(3), 997–1024. 

Four generations of one family at age 8

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-462091/How-children-lost-right-roam-generations.html

Freedom to roam

1919 1950 1979 Now

Woolley & Griffin (2015). Children’s Geographies, 
13, 677-691.  

A return to a play-
based childhood 
and independent 
exploration

n=500 children in the US aged 8-12 years

Skenazy, Rausch & Haidt et al (2025). What kids told us about how to get them off their phones. The Atlantic 

“Today’s kids want 

to spend their 
childhood in the 
real world. Let’s 
give it back to 

them.”
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Time

Space

Freedom

The Yard, New York

Other 
children As safe as possible

Risk = Danger

What are we afraid of?

Time Magazine, Nov 30, 2009

Myth 1: Most often committed by a stranger 

Child Abduction

Myth 2: A growing problem

Shutt et al (2004) Criminal Justice Studies, 17, 127-134
Wodda (2018) Journal of Family Strengths, 18, 1-34
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Risk of abduction by a stranger in Canada:
≈1:14,000,000

Dalley & Ruscoe, 2003

Child Abduction

Leave child unattended for 
200,000 years

Warwick Cairns, 2011

Canadian mortality rates for all unintentional injuries, 
ages 0-19 years (1950-2009)

Richmond et al., 2016, CJPH, 107, e431-7

Statistics Canada, 2015
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Fall from play equipment (2007-2022) Fall from tree (2000-2022)

22 00

Outdoor Play-related Fall Injury Deaths, 
Canada, Ages 1-14

Statistics Canada, 2024

Cause of Injury Avg # Injuries

Fall involving playground equipment 242

Fall on same level 182

Fall from one level to another 144

Fall involving skates, skis, skateboards 112

90% fractures:
99% extremities 
(arms & legs)

90% fractures:
99% extremities 
(arms & legs)

Outdoor fall-related hospitalizations
0-14 year olds, BC, average 2001/02 – 2023/24

≈ 700,000 children≈ 700,000 children

https://data.injuryresearch.bc.ca/DataTools/hospitalization.aspx
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Nauta et al., 2014, Sports Medicine

“…children who 

never hazard a 
chance are 
unlikely to 

develop properly 
either physically 

or emotionally.”

“…children who 

never hazard a 
chance are 
unlikely to 

develop properly 
either physically 

or emotionally.”

35
Gill, Power & Brussoni (2019). Child & Nature Alliance of Canada
https://OutdoorPlayCanada.ca 

Risk

As safe as necessary, not as safe as possible

Hazard
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If we want our children to thrive in an 
unpredictable world, we need to let 

them play in unpredictable ways

Equitable Access
Ensuring all children have daily access to 
high quality outdoor play in the places 
where they already spend their time

Why is this important to you?
$32M to build a movement of outdoor 
play for children across Canada

Phase 1 in BC: (deadline Feb 24)
- Clayoquot Biosphere Trust
- Kw’umut Lelum Foundation 

(Vancouver Island)
- Sunshine Coast Foundation
- SurreyCares Community Foundation

https://communityfoundations.ca/initiatives/free-to-play/
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www.outdoorplaycanada.ca: 7Cs
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Cues
What activities feel welcomed and which feel transgressive?
What can designs do to normalize healthy play behaviours that are subject to censure?

BASE, Lyon

Embracing

At School and Beyond

Thursday, Feb 5, 2026
3:00pm – 4:30pm (PST)

Join us via 
Zoom

Risky Play:

© M. Brussoni, 2019 Photo: Mikito Tateisi
© M. Brussoni, 2019

What first small step 
can you take?
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@OutsidePlayUBC


