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Global case studies



Trafficand  
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and urban  
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Crime, social fears  
and risk aversion

Isolation and  
intolerance

Inadequate and  
unequal access to  
the city

The core challenges for urban childhoods
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Children are increasingly being ‘designed out’ of city  
streets and  public spaces



The Covid-19 pandemic has thrown city governments 
around the world into disarray. 

Life has radically changed for all in a short period of time, 
and for many this could present serious and significant 
challenges. 

Covid-19 is undermining the benefits that public spaces 
afford; it has villainised shared space and turned social 
mixing into a threat we must actively avoid. 

It has radically challenged the way we think of and use public 
space and will likely have far-reaching implications for its 
design and purpose. 

The [new] Challenge



Covid-19 has dismantled children’s ecosystems for play and 
learning. 

Shrinking learning opportunities and play space has also negative 
knock-on effects for parents.

Less opportunity for outdoor play and interaction also deprives 
communities and cities of numerous benefits. 

Covid-19 continues to threaten social dislocation, 
with children, youth and the elderly among the most 
vulnerable and affected groups. 

The most affected
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Places to go, things to do

Child-friendliness as a relationship 
between the availability of things 
to do in an environment and the 
levels of freedom or independent 
mobility a child has to explore and 
enjoy them.

Illustration © Arup, based on the work of Marketta Kyttä
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• In informal settlements in Africa, 
children spend on average 35% of 
their  waking time roaming outdoor. 

• The built  environment in vulnerable 
contexts can contribute to conditions 
that negatively impact  children 
development.

Wasteland or 
Cell scenarios
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• Active outdoor play is struggling to 
find a place in the lives  of children 
today.

• In the UK, time playing outside has 
declined by 50% in a generation. 

• 1 in 5 children say they are too busy 
to play.

© Jeff Laitila

Glasshouse 
scenario



Good balance between the availability 
of things to do in an environment and 
the levels of freedom or independent 
mobility a child has to explore and 
enjoy them.

Child-friendly 
city

© Municipality of Tirana
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1 Children’s infrastructure
The network of spaces, streets,
nature and interventions which
make up the key features of a
child-friendly city.



A children’s infrastructure network delivers natural, 
healthy and attractive environments 

© Sue Evans, Central Scotland Green Network Trust 
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2 Everyday freedoms

Playful behaviours and freedom to
explore should be part of everyday
life, throughout the city.



Children’s ability to roam  their 
neighbourhood has deceased
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The benefits of child-friendly cities

Focusing on the needs of children  has the potential to act 
as a unifying theme to navigate complex challenges 
and gain support for progressive ideas.



Barcelona superblocks create citizen spaces without compromising the mobility network. 

Moving from linear and uni-purpose to dynamic spaces with diverse uses 



The Bicentennial Children’s Park provides a continuous accessible walkway across the city 

Social interaction is essential to generate community life



Parks and public spaces that are children and parents’ top go-to 
places are good for business 
— Roger Madelin, Head of Canada Water, British Land 

King’s Cross Central supported diverse activities for more cohesive communities. 

© John Sturrock



Safe routes between home and school helped reduce 
traffic fatalities in South Korea. 

Bogotá pop-up park 

© NACTO, Global Street Design Guide © Brian Negin

Focus on removing danger from the road environment, 
not the removal of children from danger 
— Policy Studies Institute 



Young people learn to care for nature and each other at 
Natividad Creek Park, Salinas. 

No one will protect what they don’t care about, and no one will 
care about what they have never experienced.
— Sir David Attenborough, broadcaster and naturalist 

The Sanlihe River Ecological Corridor in Qian’an
City is now a popular gathering place for children.
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Floodable and playful public space planned in 
Enghaveparken, Copenhagen. 

In Tokyo, open space has addressed disaster 
recovery through parks for all citizens. 

© TREDJE NATUR, COWI and Platant
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Measures that improve urban resilience can also 
create opportunities to expand children’s 
everyday freedoms



Children in Tirana, Albania help to shape the city and progress ambitious sustainability goals. 

With their dynamism, energy and new ideas, children demonstrate 
considerable potential as agents of change.
— Dr. Brian Percy-Smith, Economic and Social Research Council 
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Children as 
agents of change

It is imperative that we design and build 
cities that meet the needs of children, by 
seeking their inputs during the design 
process.

Children can be powerful agents in the 
design and implementation of better 
urban environments. 

© Sara Candiracci



Children’s views about cities

Safety & free movement Heavy traffic  

Peer gathering places Rubbish & litter  

Varied activity settings

Safe green spaces

The things children want from an urban environment 
are fundamentally the same as everyone else.



Intergenerational Traffic measures Pedestrian priority Community gardens Neighbourhood Play streets Playable spaces
spaces mapping

Multifunctional green Sense of ownership Playful encounters Cultural and Wild spaces Construction sites Multi-use
infrastructure heritage spaces community spaces

Recommended interventions and actions



The Real Play Coalition is a global non-profit coalition created in 2018 with the ambition to "change 
perceptions around the value of play, mobilise decision makers, influence behaviour change and 
eliminate the play deficit for children, for their optimal development and learning.“ 

The Real Play Coalition



• Global urbanisation trends are reducing accessible 
open  space for play. 

• Children are increasingly being overlooked in urban 
policies and 'designed out' of city streets and public 
spaces

• City authorities and urban planners have very little 
guidance on child-friendly urban design and 
planning. 

• Urban lifestyles  are changing, with a growing 
prevalence of insecurity  and parental risk aversion, 
and a recurring time-scarcity problem

• COVID-19 has had an unprecedented impact on 
children, their families and communities with the 
already vulnerable most impacted.

Barriers to Play in Cities



• Enable healthy child development
• Prevent smoking and use of drugs
• Prevent disease across age groups
• Reduce stress and depression
• Promote the development of motor skills
• Improve confidence and self-esteem
• Improve learning and academic performance
• Increase coping and resilience in moments of 

transition
• Promote community cohesion
• A catalyst for economic development

Play helps children 
and communities 
thrive



The Urban Play Framework 
was developed by Arup and 
the LEGO Foundation for the 
Real Play Coalition to better 
understand the complexity 
of play in cities; to help 
identify and prioritise play 
gaps and opportunities; and 
to support the design of play-
based interventions for 
children optimal 
development

The Urban Play Framework
What can contribute to make the built environment an enriching and nurturing play  and learning 
experience for children, to support their  well-being and optimal  development?



Activating Play in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town [2019-2020]

Understanding Play in Barnet, 
London [2019-2020]

Activating Play in Milan, Italy 
[2020-ongoing]

>

Reclaiming Play in Cities



Activating Play 
in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town
With the support of the local organisation 
Ikhayalami, we tr ialled the Urban Play 
Framework in the community of Town 2, 
in the Township of Khayelitsha. 

We conducted an assessment and a photo contest for children, including 2 
assessment and 1 co-creation workshops with children 0-12, their caregivers 
and the broader community to understand the state of play in the township. 



Activating Play in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town

Co-creation Play Assessment 



Activating a Network of Play 
Spaces in Khayelitsha
As a result of findings from the assessment and co- creation work, we identified 
an opportunity to increase  learning-through- play activities in Khayelitsha, 
through the  Activation of a Network of Play Spaces. 

Each play-activated courtyard is designed to engage  a particular child developmental skill through play,  supervised by trained
play facilitator volunteers from  the local community.

Pla yspa c e 01
S O C I A L  
S K I L L S

P la yspa c e 02
E M O T I O N A L  S K I L L S

P la yspa c e 03
C O G N I T I V E  S K I L L S



Activating 
Play in 
Milan

In collaboration with the City Authority 
of Milan and their  Resilience Office, we 
are conducting a Play Activation in Milan, 
to assure a more inclusive, playful and 
healthier  urban space for children

We conducted an assessment, focus groups with children and caregivers, and a 
photo contest for children to understand the state of play in the Rogoredo Santa 
Giulia neighbourhood, and identify play-based solutions.



Activating Play in Milan, 
Rogoredo Santa Giulia

Wordcloud



Measuring Success

“Children are a kind of  indicator 
species. If we can build a successful 
city for children, we will have a 
successful city for all people.”

Enrique Peñalosa
Mayor of Bogotá



Thank you!
Grazie!
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