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Abstract

Aiming to document children's daily outdoor play 

experiences in a rapidly developing urban environment, 

this research is based on a case study involving children 

living in the central Shichahai area in Beijing to provide 

an understanding from the scarce Chinese perspective. 

Based on the development of the SPIT model, this study 

proposes the SPAT model and investigates its subject 

from dimensions of space, people, activities and time. 

This study employs a qualitative triangulation approach 

to investigating childhood experience, using data 

collection methods including interviews, observations 

and diaries. This data record the children's outdoor 

play experience and its analysis addresses the lack 

of knowledge and understanding of childhood play 

experience in Chinese cities. The factors which have a 

profound influence on children's play experience in a 

developing urban contexts are discussed and interpreted 

in terms of a range of factors which have influenced the 

transformation of the urban environment, including 

economic development, policy implications and 

cultural traditions. Based on the insights from this 

evidence, this study offers recommendations that 
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INTRODUCTION

Children's freedom to play and explore the outdoor environments of cities has been reduced over 

generations in many parts of the world. This includes evidence from New York in USA (Gaster, 

1991); Newcastle in Australia (Tandy, 1999); Netherlands (Karsten, 2005); Brumunddal in Norway 

(Fyhri & Hjorthol, 2009; Skar & Krogh, 2009); Tokyo in Japan (Kinoshita, 2009); Sheffield in the 

UK (Woolley & Griffin, 2015) and Finland (Kytta et al., 2015). Analysis of this freedom to play 

and explore has identified four dimensions where there has been a dramatic reduction over gen-

erations: the types of outdoor spaces visited, the number of companions for play, the number 

of activities undertaken and the distance travelled (Woolley & Griffin, 2015). Reasons for these 

reductions include increasing car ownership and working parents (Whitten et al., 2013), parental 

concerns about neighbourhood safety (Kimbro & Ariela, 2011; Hand et al., 2018), the changing 

opportunities in outdoor environments (Kytta, 2002, 2004) and in some instances increasing time 

spent in front of television and computer screens (Kimbro & Ariela, 2011). Two of these reasons 

are not new with concerns about increasing traffic existing since cars were invented and time 

in front of televisions in the 1980s (Moore, 1986). These reductions in freedom to play have oc-

curred in the changing context of the built environment, demography and technologies (Karsten, 

2005) over the approximately 100 years covered by the existing research. This implies that societ-

ies do not deem children's outdoor play to be important despite the United Nations Convention 

on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) asserting that every child has the right to rest 

and leisure and to engage in play and recreational activities.

Existing research about children and their experiences of outdoor environments is mainly 

set in the context of North America, Europe, the UK, Scandinavia and Australasia. Very little 

has been researched and published in international journals about the experiences of Chinese 

children, which is a significant omission in light of the rapid urbanization that China has un-

dergone in the last 70 or so years. The innovative research reported in this paper will begin to 

address this gap in knowledge by reporting the findings in the context of Beijing, the capital 

city of the People's Republic of China. Uniquely, the study focuses on the Shichahai area on 

the northern side of the Forbidden City and within the second ring road. For over 800 years, 

this area has been the central area of the capital city and for 30 years has been protected by 

the Historical District Preservation Plan. Given the overwhelming trend of rapid urban devel-

opment, this ancient inner-city area seeks equilibrium in the conflict between development 

and conservation (Wang et al., 2012). In any city, the specific environmental, social, political 

and cultural contexts of the surrounding environments can influence children's outdoor ex-

periences. This is particularly so in the study area with its rich historical and cultural context 

and changing physical and social environment which make children's daily play experiences 

the SPAT model provides a mechanism for exploring 

children and their experiences of outdoor environments 

in different contexts which has a strong adaptation to 

various contexts.

K E Y W O R D S

children, China, constructed, flexible and found space, outdoor 

play

 1
0
9
9
0
8
6
0
, 0

, D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 h
ttp

s://o
n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

1
1
1
/ch

so
.1

2
8
1
8
 b

y
 T

est, W
iley

 O
n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 o

n
 [1

9
/0

1
/2

0
2
4
]. S

ee th
e T

erm
s an

d
 C

o
n
d
itio

n
s (h

ttp
s://o

n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/term
s-an

d
-co

n
d

itio
n
s) o

n
 W

iley
 O

n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 fo

r ru
les o

f u
se; O

A
 articles are g

o
v

ern
ed

 b
y
 th

e ap
p

licab
le C

reativ
e C

o
m

m
o
n
s L

icen
se



   | 3TANG and WOOLLEY

distinct from children growing up in other cities, either in China or overseas. This research 

addresses the following questions:

• Where do the children play?

• Who are the people children play with or who accompanies children's outdoor play?

• What do children play?

• When and how long do children play outdoors?

THEORY: DEVELOPMENT OF THE SPACE PEOPLE 
ACTIVITIES AND TIME (SPAT) FRAMEWORK TO  
UNDERSTAND CHILDREN'S OUTDOOR PLAY EXPERIENCES  
IN CITIES

Dimensions for understanding children's outdoor play experiences

Children's outdoor play experiences play a pivotal role in their physical, cognitive and social 

development. Research in this area has expanded to uncover the multifaceted dimensions of 

children's play. Key elements in children's play experiences include having access to play spaces, 

designated playtime, playmates and engaging play activities. These elements are central to 

understanding children's outdoor play experiences.

The significance of play spaces is particularly influential in shaping children's play expe-

riences (Valentine,  2004). Scholars in children's geographies, such as Valentine, argue that 

the physical characteristics and design of play spaces significantly impact children's outdoor 

play experiences. This emphasizes the critical role of physical environments in shaping chil-

dren's play experiences. Building on the idea that children can play in diverse settings (Lester 

& Russell, 2008; Matthews & Limb, 1999; Opie & Opie, 1969; Woolley & Kinoshita, 2015), chil-

dren have reported various spaces as their preferred play areas. To categorize these spaces ef-

fectively, various theories have been developed. These include concepts like ‘territorial range’ 

(Moore & Young, 1978) to describe social and psychological constraints on children's outdoor 

play space and time; ‘free range’ (Hart, 1979) to describe adult supervision conditions during 

children's outdoor play and “affordance”(Kyttä & Otamedia), 2003) to evaluate the quality of 

space. These spaces can be classified into two main types based on their intended purpose and 

design (Woolley, 2015).

Furthermore, Moore  (1986) reminds us that interpersonal relationships can either enrich 

or inhibit childhood play experiences. Interactions with peers, caregivers and others can either 

enhance or restrict play experiences (Moore, 1986) while Valentine (2019) underscores the in-

fluence of sociocultural factors, including gender and ethnicity, on children's outdoor play ex-

periences. This emphasizes that social factors are just as pivotal as physical settings in shaping 

childhood experiences. Therefore, understanding children's interactions with their immediate 

social environment, including family, friends, neighbours, teachers and even strangers, becomes 

crucial. John McKendrick's research adds another layer to this understanding by examining the 

impact of socioeconomic factors on children's access to high-quality play spaces, highlighting 

how disparities in income and resources can exacerbate social inequalities (Mckendrick, 2004).

Regarding play activities, children engage in play in diverse settings and with various objects. 

While the concept of play is intuitive, providing a precise theoretical definition is challenging. 
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Sutton-Smith's notion of the ‘ambiguity of play’ (Sutton-Smith, 1997) underscores this complex-

ity. To address this ambiguity, Sutton-Smith proposes seven rhetorics of play, each describing 

play from the different angles of progress, fate, power, identity, imagination, self and frivolity. 

Additionally, Roberts and Sutton-Smith classify games into three categories based on the deter-

minants of competition results: games of physical skill, strategy and chance (Roberts & Sutton-

Smith, 1962). In contrast, the Opies' system, based on observations of children's play activities in 

the UK from the 1950s to the 1980s, categorizes children's games into 12 types, including chasing, 

catching, seeking, hunting, racing, duelling, exerting, daring, guessing, acting and pretending 

games (Opie & Opie, 1969). While the Opies' system is practical for describing and recording 

children's play activities, it has been criticized for its level of detail when dealing with limited 

data (Bishop & Curtis, 2001).

Additionally, the time children allocate to play is a crucial factor in their overall play experi-

ences. To gain a comprehensive understanding of children's activities, it is essential to document 

their daily routines, with particular attention to playtime. A typical child's daily routine includes 

play, reading, mealtimes and bedtime (Ferretti & Bub, 2014). For example, in the 1970s GUIC 

research projects, children in Melbourne adhered to structured routines, involving school, home-

work and television on weekdays, with limited free time spent either outdoors, in their rooms, or 

at friends' homes (Lynch, 1977). Recent research highlights that reduced outdoor playtime can 

have implications for children's physical health, as less outdoor time corresponds to decreased 

physical activity and increased sedentary indoor activities, potentially contributing to childhood 

weight gain (Sijtsma et al., 2015; Stone & Faulkner, 2014).

Development of the SPAT model

To comprehend children's daily play experiences within their surrounding environments, many 

studies have focused on specific aspects such as the types of spaces children use, their various 

play activities and their companions (carers or friends) during outdoor play or travel. While these 

single-perspective approaches provide in-depth insights into particular issues, they do not offer 

a comprehensive understanding of the complex context of children's play experiences in their 

daily environments. Such approaches often lack a broader consideration of spatial, social and 

cultural contexts. To address this gap, we propose the theoretical Space, People, Activities and 

Time (SPAT) model for play, offering a more holistic understanding of children's play experiences 

and the context in which they occur.

The SPAT model builds upon the SPIT model (Space, People, Intervention and Time), which 

was initially used to analyse children's outdoor play spaces in post-disaster areas in Japan 

(Woolley & Kinoshita, 2015). In adapting the model for a non-post-disaster context, the SPAT 

model replaces the ‘intervention’ dimension with ‘activity’, as suggested by both the literature, 

especially Senda (1992), and our fieldwork.

Within the four dimensions of Space, People, Activities and Time, various research concepts 

can be applied. To understand children's use of physical environments, we employ the concept of 

constructed and found space (Woolley, 2015), adding a category of flexible space based on our re-

search findings. The role of people is considered in the context of interactions between children 

and their surrounding playmates and caregivers. Play and play-related activities in childhood are 

described by examining the content of children's activities. Lastly, we explore the time children 

allocate to play in their daily routines (Figure 1).

 1
0
9
9
0
8
6
0
, 0

, D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 h
ttp

s://o
n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

1
1
1
/ch

so
.1

2
8
1
8
 b

y
 T

est, W
iley

 O
n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 o

n
 [1

9
/0

1
/2

0
2
4
]. S

ee th
e T

erm
s an

d
 C

o
n
d
itio

n
s (h

ttp
s://o

n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/term
s-an

d
-co

n
d

itio
n
s) o

n
 W

iley
 O

n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 fo

r ru
les o

f u
se; O

A
 articles are g

o
v

ern
ed

 b
y
 th

e ap
p

licab
le C

reativ
e C

o
m

m
o
n
s L

icen
se



   | 5TANG and WOOLLEY

METHODS

Methodological approach

This research adopts a qualitative research approach, employing a case study methodology to 

delve into the life experiences of a specific group of children and their interactions with their 

surrounding environment, utilizing the Space, People, Activities and Time (SPAT) model to 

offer a critical Chinese perspective on children's outdoor play experiences, particularly within 

the context of rapid urban development. As part of the flexible qualitative research approach, 

the data collection strategy underwent continuous refinement, especially during the pilot study 

phase. For the main study, the predominant data collection strategy involves the synthesis of 

various qualitative methods, including interviews, observations, diaries and the utilization of 

data archives. The utilization of these diverse data collection methods offers a dual advantage. 

First, it ensures data triangulation, where multiple data collection methods complement 

and reinforce each other, enhancing the overall validity of the research findings (Yin,  2014). 

Second, the combination of data gathered through different methods creates an evidence chain 

(Yin, 2014), facilitating a more comprehensive and nuanced understanding of the complex social 

phenomenon under investigation. This multifaceted approach to data collection is essential for 

capturing the intricacies of children's outdoor play experiences within the rapidly changing 

urban landscape.

Data collection

The fieldwork was conducted on two separate occasions, during the summer of both 2016 and 

2017, in Shichahai, Beijing. These data collection efforts utilized a combination of interviews, 

behaviour mappings and diaries. Each round of data collection was independent and distinct, 

organized differently to suit the specific data collection methods.

Interviews

Interviews served as the primary data collection method and were conducted with the assistance 

of the local residents' committee by visiting local families. These interviews were conducted with 

children, aged 6–13, using various approaches, including one-to-one interviews, focus groups 

and the photo-voice method. This diverse approach allowed for accommodating children's 

F I G U R E  1  The SPAT model and its contents. 
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varying levels of comprehension and developmental stages. For the dominant group of children 

aged 6–9, one-to-one interviews were carried out to ensure that each child could independently 

express their opinions. For older children aged 10 and above, focus group interviews were 

conducted when multiple children expressed a desire to be interviewed together. Additionally, 

interviews were conducted with adults, offering valuable descriptive and interpretative insights 

into their children's daily lives from the perspectives of adults. In total, during the field research, 

131 children (68 boys and 63 girls), 15 parents (12 mothers and 3 fathers) and 5 grandparents (3 

grandmothers and 2 grandfathers) participated in interviews. The participant profile is attached 

in Appendix A.

Behaviour mappings

Behaviour mapping was systematically conducted at Shichahai Children's Park to assess 

children's behaviour in relation to the physical characteristics of the play environments, following 

an organized approach (Cosco et  al., 2010). This mapping process collected key information, 

including children's play activities, caregivers' activities, the spatial location of these activities 

and the general environmental context. Mapping procedures lasted for 10 min in the park, with 

each child's play activity recorded once during the recording time. The process was repeated 

every 15 min and spanned 2 h each day over 6 days in July 2017. In total, data were collected from 

404 children and 334 accompanying adults, comprising 219 parents and 115 grandparents.

Diaries

With the aim of recording children's daily activities, the research used a diary, a method borrowed 

from the research tradition of time budget studies, in which the main research objective is the 

way individuals allocate their time to different activities (Plewis et al., 1990; Szalai, 1972). The 

diary was organized in the format of daily activity logs, asking children to record their activities 

in each of the individual 24 h on an ordinary summer holiday, with help from local primary 

schools. In total, 70 valid diary forms were completed and collected from the field research, with 

29 boys and 41 girls responding.

Data analysis

The data analysis strategy for this research unfolds in two distinct stages. First, descriptions 

of children's outdoor play experiences were developed within the framework of SPAT, which 

encompasses Space, People, Activities and Time. These descriptions were generated by examining 

the contextual data, incorporating the social, environmental and cultural background. This 

‘ground-up’ approach (Yin, 2014) enables a comprehensive understanding of the phenomena 

and the underlying processes that shape childhood play experiences within the central areas of 

Beijing.

For the data collected during field research, including interviews, observations, diaries and 

data archives, are presented in various formats such as texts, photographs, maps and colour-coded 

tabulations. To analyse the qualitative data, which encompasses textual information (interview 

transcriptions, written descriptions and archives) as well as visual data (photographs captured by 
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both the researcher and children, along with historical maps), a coding process was employed in 

NVivo. This coding process helps extract meaningful themes and provides insights into the data, 

fostering a deeper understanding of the subject matter. Furthermore, special-related mapping 

data obtained through behaviour mapping and the coded tabulations recorded in diaries were 

visualized using ArcGIS. This visualization enhances the presentation of spatial and quantitative 

aspects, contributing to a more comprehensive and accessible analysis of the collected data.

Ethics and language

Prior to commencing data collection, the entire field research procedure underwent review and 

received approval from the Ethics Committee of the Department of Landscape Architecture at 

the University of Sheffield. The researcher underwent training before formally collecting data. 

Informed consent was obtained from all subjects involved in the study. Additionally, the local 

government also granted approval for the data collection. Furthermore, all the data collection 

was conducted in Mandarin. In particular, the interviews were conducted and transcribed in 

Mandarin, then translated into English by the researcher (first author) during the period of the 

data collection.

RESULTS

The environmental and social context of the Shichahai area

Shichahai lies within ring road 2 and to the northwest of the centre of Beijing, outside the Forbidden 

City and close to the Zhongnanhai State Council. As a historical place, the Shichahai area is an 

official administrative division within which different areas hold multiple folk narrations for 

longstanding local people. Taking the boundary of the administrative division, field research was 

conducted in seven street committee areas within the Shichahai sub-district in Xicheng District. 

Xicheng District is famous for its rich historical figures and cultural heritage and the history of 

its urban planning can be traced back to the Ming Dynasty in the 1400s. Through the turbulent 

history of regime change these historical constructions have experienced repeated destruction 

and reconstruction.

In Shichahai the population surged in the 1970s, due to domestic migration, created a high de-

mand for living space. In response, a Historical District Preservation Plan was implemented two 

decades later to safeguard the historic city fabric. This plan restricts new construction and the 

demolition of old buildings. As a result, the area's historical evolution reveals a denser city centre 

with buildings from different eras (see Figure 2). Notably, older private constructions dominate 

the historic area, while illegal private structures fill gaps in the crowded hutongs and courtyards 

(see Figure  3). This densification has significantly reduced outdoor spaces. Traditional court-

yards, once private family outdoor areas, have dwindled in size due to room expansions and 

storage. Simultaneously, hutongs, serving as public spaces, have narrowed due to private con-

struction and parking demand. The scarcity of space for outdoor activities is a direct outcome.

Despite the absence of high-rise buildings, Shichahai is one of Beijing's most densely popu-

lated areas, with 300–400 people per hectare. The conflict between constrained construction and 

space demands has contributed to this density. Additionally, the presence of the Forbidden City, a 

major tourist attraction with 19 million annual visitors, adds to the congestion. However, amidst 
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the hustle, Shichahai boasts two large urban parks, Beihai (70 ha) and Jingshan (23 ha), and a 

smaller street park, Shichahai Children's Park (0.07 hectares). Unlike the touristy city parks, the 

small park caters to local residents, offering a quiet space for daily outdoor activities.

Another result of the boom in domestic migrants has been that the traditional atmosphere of 

trust and cooperation in its neighbourhoods has gradually changed. In the local people's eyes, the 

migrant people flowing into the Hutongs and courtyard communities have made the atmosphere 

F I G U R E  2  Three types of buildings with different construction histories. 

F I G U R E  3  Changing of courtyard house outdoor spaces. 
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of their stable lifelong neighbourhood unfamiliar and even hostile. During the fieldwork many 

respondents, especially local elders, expressed that with their familiar neighbours moving out 

and new residents moving in, they no longer enjoy community lives. These changes make the 

local residents spend less time on social activities and more time on their children and family 

affairs.

At the same time, the ‘One-child’ policy introduced in the late 1980s and changed to the ‘Two-

child’ policy in 2016, has also had a profound influence in changing the structure of urban families, 

making the only child the centre of each family, changing the distribution of family responsibili-

ties. At the time, the research was conducted the one-child policy was just changing thus in most 

of the urban families involved in this research, there was usually only one school-age child.

All these particular characteristics make this central area traditional but dynamic and viable. 

Urban development leaves traces on residents' life experiences, and from the children's perspec-

tive, their daily lives depend on that environment and are transformed by it.

Space for outdoor play

In the case study area, though the outdoor environments are crowded, children still find 

ways of using every place they can access. Data about children's use of places in their 

daily environment were mostly gathered through photo-voice in photographs taken by the 

children. In these photographs, various types of public spaces were identified including 

car parking, roads, square parks and so on. These different types of outdoor spaces are 

classified as found spaces, flexible spaces and constructed play spaces depending on their 

original—designed—function.

Found spaces

Found spaces (Woolley, 2015) are the most informal play places where children commonly 

conduct outdoor play and where the original design and function of these places were not to 

cater for children's use. According to the photos taken by children and their descriptions, parking 

areas and vehicle access alleys are the most informal spaces but commonly used in their daily 

environments. Evidence from children's descriptions reveals that they climb trees, play hide and 

seek and ride bicycles in these places. However, playing at these places together with vehicles 

coming and going can be dangerous.

Planting areas, raised and level, are also considered play spaces by children. Most of the time, 

these planting areas are not accessible, especially in residential areas. One child participant explained 

that he and his friend always try to climb the tree in a specific raised planting area when there are 

no adults watching, otherwise, they would be told off by adults for not behaving. Another child 

explained that the path on the lawn, is her favourite play space because there they cannot be seen 

from the main road and she can play with mud, climb the trees or pick the leaves for ‘playing house’.

Flexible spaces

Flexible spaces are available for outdoor physical activities and shared by all age groups without 

any priority for children. In the photographs taken by children, these flexible spaces contain a 
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large amount of public spaces, such as the pavements, squares and green spaces and a vehicle-

free road in the public spaces within renewed residential neighbourhoods and pavements in 

the hutong communities. These latter two places were identified by children as the places they 

usually play rope jumping (skipping).

Similar to pavements, squares provide people with more spacious open space for gathering 

and doing things together. For children, this means that they use squares for activities with a 

higher physical content and large spatial demand such as playing with scooters, ball games, chas-

ing and running. However, these indispensable spaces are shared by all age groups with the 

different uses and purposes of the different groups taking place at different times, including the 

elders dancing after 7.30 PM in the evening. One child expressed that this is also the time she can 

conduct outdoor play and without any other spacious outdoor spaces close to her home, she usu-

ally plays with other children next to the dancing elders. In the afternoon, there are usually fewer 

people on the squares, but, as another child pointed out, the afternoon is the time he cannot play 

outdoors because he is in school.

Outdoor sports fields are also considered a flexible type of play space for children which are 

used by mixed-age groups. Usually, the outdoor sports fields are simply designed to provide basic 

facilities for sport, but children report that they use these spaces for other activities, such as the 

ping-pong field in the residential area and the badminton field painted on the ground in the 

Shichahai Children's park.

Constructed play spaces

Comparing these different types of play spaces, the constructed playgrounds equipped with fixed 

play equipment and rubber carpets (see, e.g. Woolley, 2007, 2008) are considered by some to be 

more suitable for sustaining children's play by providing protection and facilities for encouraging 

play. According to the photographs taken by children, within these constructed playgrounds 

in the residential areas, the fixed play equipment areas are of two distinctive types: fixed play 

facilities for children; and fixed exercise facilities for adults. Places equipped with both these 

types of equipment are perceived and used by children as their play spaces.

However, observations and interviews reveal that the play opportunities provided by these 

two types of play equipment are different. The fixed play equipment designed for children, such 

as slides, can attract a large number of younger children under 6 years old by providing direct and 

obvious play opportunities, but such spaces can easily lose their appeal for children over 6 years 

old and teenagers. The older children are observed to use the fixed exercise facilities for adults 

more often than the younger children. However, the exercise facilities designed for adults can 

have potential safety hazards for children when they are inappropriately used.

To conclude, in the surrounding daily environment, children use various places to conduct 

outdoor play. According to the original functions, these spaces are classified as found spaces, 

flexible spaces and constructed spaces. Each of these spaces has its advantages and drawbacks in 

providing children with play opportunities and places (Figure 4).

People related to children's outdoor play

Following our understanding of children's use of their physical environment, the children's 

outdoor play experiences are now explored from the dimension of other people. The evidence 

 1
0
9
9
0
8
6
0
, 0

, D
o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 h
ttp

s://o
n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/d
o
i/1

0
.1

1
1
1
/ch

so
.1

2
8
1
8
 b

y
 T

est, W
iley

 O
n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 o

n
 [1

9
/0

1
/2

0
2
4
]. S

ee th
e T

erm
s an

d
 C

o
n
d
itio

n
s (h

ttp
s://o

n
lin

elib
rary

.w
iley

.co
m

/term
s-an

d
-co

n
d

itio
n
s) o

n
 W

iley
 O

n
lin

e L
ib

rary
 fo

r ru
les o

f u
se; O

A
 articles are g

o
v

ern
ed

 b
y
 th

e ap
p

licab
le C

reativ
e C

o
m

m
o
n
s L

icen
se



   | 11TANG and WOOLLEY

presented has been collected from interviews and behaviour mapping with a focus on carers of 

children's outdoor play as well as children's outdoor play friends.

Carers for outdoor play

For children living in the central area of Beijing, most of their outdoor play needs to be 

accompanied by adult carers in order to protect a family's single child from any potential safety 

risk. The behaviour mapping data collected in Shichahai Children's Park recorded a total of 404 

children and 334 accompanying adults consisting of 219 parents and 115 grandparents. Over 80% 

of the children were playing outdoors under adult supervision and both parents and grandparents 

were supervising children's outdoor play.

To understand the relationships between children and adults while children were playing four 

modes of interaction were identified: playing together; close supervision; watching at a distance; 

and walking together, taking into account the extent and frequency of the communication and 

interaction between the child(ren) and the adult(s), as shown in Table 1.

The first mode is obvious and comprises of frequent interaction between adults and children 

in which the child only plays with adults, not with other children, and is called playing together. 

The second mode is where adults carry out close supervision but do not take part in children's play. 

In this situation, a child plays with other children or on facilities with carers' supervision close by. 

The third mode is adults watching their children playing from a certain distance without talking 

or interacting with them and there is no apparent interaction between adults and children which 

is called watching at a distance. Children are given more opportunities to interact with other 

children and their surroundings. The fourth mode is when the children and their carers are just 

passing through a space, walking through together. This mode can be understood as translocation 

to join some play activity that is underway or simply passing through without stopping.

Except for the mode of walking together, which can hardly be considered as playing, among 

the other three modes of interaction between adults and children, it can be seen that close su-

pervision is the dominant supervision and interaction pattern used by adults (Table 1). This is 

followed by adults watching at a distance without disturbing the children and a small number 

F I G U R E  4  Places used for play. 
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T A B L E  1  Carer givers of children's outdoor play (n = 334).

Interaction pattern between 

parents and children Playing together

Close 

supervision

Watching at 

a distance Walking through together

Parents doing their own things No No Yes —

Children play with other children or 

facilities

No Yes Yes —

Care-giving pattern of parents

36

82

53
48

Care-giving pattern of grandparents

18

49

27

21

 10990860, 0, Downloaded from https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/chso.12818 by Test, Wiley Online Library on [19/01/2024]. See the Terms and Conditions (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/terms-and-conditions) on Wiley Online Library for rules of use; OA articles are governed by the applicable Creative Commons License
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of adults playing together with the children. Interestingly, there was no difference in this order 

between parents or grandparents.

Outdoor play friends

From the observation in Shichahai Children's Park, we can see that, sometimes, parents 

or grandparents can take the role of play friends when children are playing outdoors. In this 

situation, whether there are any other people children are playing with, who are the dominant 

play friends of children's outdoor play becomes an important question. This was discussed 

during the interviews with the children. A large number of children reported that most of the 

time they play with classmates at schools, outside of schools it can be difficult to find classmates 

to play with because usually they live in different residential areas. Instead, they play with 

neighbourhood friends, who are usually younger or older than themselves. In their narratives, 

we can find that there is an absence of siblings taking the role of play friends. Even worse, there 

are many expressions about how boring life could be when there are not any child-friends to play 

with at home.

(in the summer holidays) Stay at home is boring, my parents are not at home, leav-

ing me stay at home alone. I like playing outdoors, because I can play with other 

children… 

(a 12 year old girl)

I really like playing outdoors, especially playing with other children…outdoors there 

are many children to play with me, but there is only myself at home… 

(a 9 year old girl)

From this, it appears that playing with other children is an essential part of childhood. Without 

siblings to play with at home, there is a need to play with peers which increases the value of outdoor 

play.

Activities of outdoor play

Play activities in urban park

According to the data collected by behaviour mapping in Shichahai Children's Park, the main 

games played in the urban parks are those with a high physical content, including games with 

and without playthings. The children living in the nearby hutongs usually take playthings such 

as ropes, basketballs, footballs, badminton, scooters, skateboards and bicycles to play within the 

park. At the same time, children also take toys to play with in the park including toy cars, water 

pistols and paper planes. In addition to these more traditional toys, sometimes children also take 

smartphones to use in the park, as a kind of plaything (Bishop & Curtis, 2001). Without play-

things, children usually run and chase with each other: they climb trees, fences, benches, steps 

and the slopes alongside the steps. Children were also observed digging in the soil under the trees 

with branches or other tools. The observed play activities in Shichahai Children's Park are sum-

marized in Figure 5.
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To summarize, according to the category system proposed by Bishop and Curtis (2001), games 

in public open spaces in this research mainly had a high physical content. Fewer children were 

playing games with a high imaginative and verbal content in public open spaces, but games with 

a high technology content have taken a significant place in children's daily lives. These indoor 

electronic games compete for children's spare time with high physical content games played 

outdoors.

Other outdoor activities

Childhood outdoor play activities are not only limited in space to urban parks and the data collected 

from interviews provides further understanding of children's outdoor play activities in their resi-

dential public spaces and school playgrounds. More high physical content games with rules were 

described by children during the interviews, such as chasing games with different names and rules, 

as well as games with high imaginative content such as role-playing games of pretending to be Mum 

and Dad and cooking for the baby, or acting the scenarios of fairy tales or traditional legends.

In addition to games, to encourage children to go outside their homes, play interventions are 

also sometimes provided for children living in the urban central areas. Unlike the play interventions 

provided for children in post-disaster contexts, play interventions in the central area of Beijing aim 

to provide opportunities for the only-child to interact with their peers after school and to learn some 

particular knowledge through organized play. Such interventional community activities are concen-

trated in the summer holidays but are also scheduled all year around for weekends and holidays. For 

example, during the summer holidays, there was a family tree drawing course, Chinese knot course 

and intangible heritage experience courses and other cultural activities.

During the field research in 2016, 10 such intervention activities were observed within the 

communities in the Shichahai area. Most of them were provided by the government as a form 

of social welfare and free for children to participate in, were usually carried out with the help of 

street committees and announced through social media. When taking part in these activities, the 

children were usually accompanied by adults. The interviews revealed that these interventions 

F I G U R E  5  Children's play activities in the park. 

High verbal content High physical content High technology content Natural interac�on
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were well-accepted and even welcomed by both children and their parents. As a result, by provid-

ing children with more diverse play opportunities in high-density urban life, these interventions 

not only help to enrich children's daily lives but also help to generate a supportive and friendly 

atmosphere in communities.

Time for outdoor play

Outdoor playtime in summer holidays

Children's diaries reveal that in the summer holidays, the main times that they play outdoors are 

between 9 AM and 10 AM in the morning and 4 PM and 8 PM in the late afternoon until nightfall 

(Figure 6), with more children usually playing in the afternoon than in the morning. It is also 

evident from Figure 22 that the most preferred outdoor playtime, in the afternoon after 4 PM, is 

also the hottest time of each day, when the temperature is usually between 29°C and 35°C. The 

peak time of outdoor play is around 7 PM, when the outdoor temperature has cooled slightly as 

it reduces with the sunset. So in the summer holidays, the children play outdoors in the hottest 

part of the afternoon and in the sun-setting evening.

To understand the unexpected phenomenon that children play at the hottest time on summer 

days, children were interviewed about their feelings and perceptions about the weather condi-

tions and asked whether the hot weather influenced their outdoor play. Their responses were that 

the hot weather is not a problem because they are used to the seasonal weather conditions. This 

is the usual or normal environmental background to their daily experience. However, for the chil-

dren who do not like playing outdoors, the outdoor weather can be the main reason preventing 

F I G U R E  6  Children's outdoor playtime. 
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them from playing outdoors. That is to say, the weather condition is not the dominant reason for 

children not playing outdoors.

Outdoor playtime on school days

The diaries show that the children's daily routines in summer holidays are very different from 

those on school days and a more comprehensive understanding of children's general lifestyles 

and children's daily activities on school days was revealed during the interviews. When spend-

ing most of a day in school, children's daily routines are similar even unified: school classes end 

at 3.30 PM or 4.30 PM, and after school some go to after school classes to learn more and others 

go straight home to finish their homework until dinner time. Dinner is usually around 6 PM 

when parents are back home and then, after dinner, if the children have finished their home-

work or another learning target, they can spend some time playing outdoors. If not they are 

usually supervised by parents to finish their homework, and this is followed by washing up and 

going to bed before 10 PM. In order to be able to play outdoors, there is always a precondition 

that a child must finish their home-work or home learning tasks. Furthermore, as pointed out 

before, because children's outdoor play usually needs adult's presence, carers decisions about 

going outdoors or their perception of the outdoor weather can have a significant influence on 

whether children can play outdoors or just indoors after they have finished all their learning 

tasks.

DISCUSSION

Research into childhood experience can involve various perspectives for understanding the 

nature of childhood while the SPAT framework focuses on understanding children's outdoor 

play and related experiences in any childhood, considering the environmental, social and 

cultural context. In this research, conducted in the central area of Beijing, children's outdoor 

play and related experiences are explored from the dimensions of children's use of different types 

of spaces, people related to children's outdoor play, outdoor play activities and the time children 

spend on outdoor play. In each of these dimensions, several sub-topics are explored in detail.

Based on the SPAT model, children's use of outdoor spaces can be understood to take place 

in different types of outdoor spaces which we have identified as found, flexible and constructed 

spaces. It can be seen that children perceive and actualise the affordance of many different types 

of spaces for play, no matter whether these places are designed especially for children's use. This 

phenomenon is reported in research conducted in other parts of the world (Lester & Russell, 2008; 

Matthews & Limb, 1999; Opie & Opie, 1969; Woolley & Kinoshita, 2015). Comparing these dif-

ferent types of play spaces children used in the Shichahai area, the constructed playgrounds 

equipped with fixed play equipment and rubber carpet surfacing are considered to be more suit-

able by parents for sustaining children's play by providing protection and facilities for encour-

aging play. Within these constructed playgrounds, the fixed play equipment is of two distinctive 

types: fixed play facilities for children; and fixed exercise facilities for adults. The simple design of 

fixed play equipment, can attract younger children (under 6 years) by providing direct and obvi-

ous play opportunities. However, the exercise facilities designed for adults are more often used by 

older children (over 6 and teenagers) by providing more challenging play opportunities, though 

the inappropriate use of adult exercise facilities might have safety risks for children. Therefore, 
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this finding indicates that these constructed play spaces failed to provide various and secure play 

opportunities for children in all age groups. At the same time, children living in the high-density 

urban central area also use various flexible spaces and found spaces. Designed without a specific 

focus on children's use, these informal play spaces can be more dangerous when children are 

creatively playing in these spaces, such as car parking and vehicle access pavements. Moreover, 

playing in a place with high-risk of traffic dangers can have a negative influence on parents' 

and children's perceptions of outdoor safety and prevent children from spending time playing 

outdoors.

As for children's play friends or carers, in the contemporary urban families, parents or 

grandparents usually take the role of play friends and caregivers. This phenomenon has a 

strong link to the changed family structure of urban families under the birth control policy. 

With the application of the one-child policy in the last 20 years, most urban children became 

the only child in their families, without experience of playing and growing up with siblings 

but surrounded by adults, the only child spends more time with parents or grandparents. Even 

when playing outdoors, children are also closely supervised by both parents and grandparents. 

For supervised children, it is not always easy to meet existing and make new friends when each 

child is closely surrounded by adults. Playing with the adults around them can be an easy alter-

native. Compared with research conducted in other parts of the world, where children playing 

with other children is a common part of childhood (Hart, 1979; Moore, 1986) for children in 

the central area of Beijing, without siblings but surrounded by adults, playing with adults su-

pervisors is a particular phenomenon recorded in the context of Chinese urban environments.

Play activities in public open spaces in contemporary Shichahai mainly have a high phys-

ical content. Toys, fixed play facilities, electronic devices and sports facilities are necessary 

supporters of children's games. At the same time, with the rapid development of the elec-

tronic industry, a mass of electronic devices have already changed urban children's lifestyles. 

The contemporary children living in the central area of Beijing are provided with various play 

interventions which aim to encourage children to go outside their homes, interact with their 

peers and learn something through organized play activities. Most of these play interventions 

are provided by the government as a form of social welfare. By providing children with more 

diverse play opportunities in the high-density urban life, these interventions not only help to 

enrich children's daily lives but also help to generate a supportive and friendly atmosphere in 

communities, which can help to increase the local sense of belonging to the children and the 

adults living in the central area.

Children can only spend very limited time playing outdoors, even in the summer hol-

idays. In more recent days, the academic pressure on younger age children (Woolley & 

Kinoshita,  2015) and parental controls (Kimbro & Ariela,  2011) has become the main rea-

son preventing children from spending time on outdoor play. From a cultural perspective, 

the emphasis on academic achievement is deeply rooted in Chinese society (Li & Li, 2010; 

Quach et al., 2013). The one-child policy also contributes to increase the academic pressure 

on children's lives. During the 20 years of the one-child policy, Chinese parents have been 

anxious to prevent their children from, as a popular saying goes, ‘losing at the starting line’ 

(Hu et al., 2017). Becoming the only focus and hope of the whole family means that the only 

child faces unprecedented pressure. However, the emphasis on study for children is not only 

an issue in the Chinese context. In research conducted in Japan, the emphasis on school edu-

cation and children's academic achievement is believed to influence the time spent outdoors 

(Woolley & Kinoshita, 2015).
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CONCLUSION

It is evident that using the model of Space, People, Activities and Time (SPAT) has provided a 

new and unique understanding of children and their experiences of outdoor environments in 

the densely populated and much-visited ancient Shichahai area of central Beijing. All cities have 

unique historical, planning, physical, social, cultural and political settings and we suggest that 

the SPAT model could be used in different cities as a consistent way of framing the analysis of 

children's use of outdoor environments while at the same time allowing differences between 

cities and countries to be identified. For instance, we would expect that the way that weather 

influences time for play would vary even between the three Chinese cities of Beijing, Harbin and 

Chengdu because of their different climates, while in other parts of the world children's time 

for play may not be as constrained by academic work as in China. Another example of potential 

differences between countries is the role of adults, clearly identified in this research as being 

playing together, close supervision and watching at a distance, whereas in some other countries, 

we would anticipate much less adult presence while children play outdoors. So SPAT provides 

a mechanism for exploring similar issues in different contexts while also revealing differences 

between those contexts.

As Landscape Architects we are particularly interested in the use that children make of out-

door spaces in their cities and have understood and written about the concepts of constructed 

and found spaces for some years. It was unexpected to find that flexible spaces, available for out-

door physical activities and shared by all age groups, were also important to the children involved 

in this research. This may be the result of several issues. First, in the densely populated area of 

the study, the built environment does not include many constructed spaces for children—there 

is limited space for this. Second, the found spaces serve their purpose for children to actualise 

the affordances of those spaces (see, e.g. Bozkurt & Woolley, 2020; Bozkurt et al., 2019). The dis-

advantage of the found spaces in this research is that these are where many cars come and go. 

However, the advantage of these found spaces is that they have small elements that support chil-

dren's play and, as the children reported, are out of sight of the adults. Third, flexible spaces may 

have been identified because there seem to be quite a lot of them throughout the urban fabric, 

something which could be explored in different cities possibly by mapping and comparing how 

much constructed and flexible space there is and discussing the merits and dis-benefits of both 

in any specific context. Finally, perhaps flexible spaces are important because at some time in the 

day other people, adults, are using them. In a society where one child usually has two parents 

and four grandparents and are used to them being around when they play outdoors, perhaps each 

individual child has reasons for using these age (and time) shared spaces, because of the direct 

(same time) and indirect (shared by time) social connection with adults. To explore these issues 

would need further research which would be interesting to undertake in cities with different 

levels of building densities and different adult-child relationships.

One final issue that cannot be ignored for policy and planning of Chinese cities going forward 

is the most recent policy change to the number of children a family can have. In May 2021, a 

3-child policy was introduced and if families choose to have three children then there will be 

many implications for Chinese society and its cities. For outdoor play, this raises the question of 

whether there are enough constructed spaces in existing housing areas and whether adequate 

constructed spaces will be built in new housing areas to allow children their right to play. In 

mentioning this, we are not only concerned about the number but also the quality of constructed 

spaces that exist now and in the future and whether they will support the wide range of play 

opportunities they can do or whether what is provided will only support limited types of play 
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(Woolley & Lowe, 2013). Consideration will also need to be given to the provision of flexible 

spaces and whether the planning of new housing areas might include more constructed spaces 

for play, rather than shared flexible spaces. This is a challenge for all cities in China and those 

leading the ongoing development of cities: a significant increase in the child population would 

not only more schools and hospitals but also well-designed outdoor environments, where chil-

dren can assert their agency and right to play.
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APPENDIX A

Interview participant profile (N = 163)

Children, 131 adults, 32

Semi-structured interviews Photo-voice

Children Children

Age Boy Girl Total Age Boy Girl Total

6 6 5 11 6 0 0 0

7 9 12 21 7 2 2 4

8 13 11 24 8 1 1 2

9 11 11 22 9 1 1 2

10 10 9 19 10 1 1 2

11 11 4 15 11 1 0 1

12 0 3 3 12 0 0 0

12 0 3 3 12 0 0 0

13 2 3 5 13 0 0 0

Sum 62 58 120 Sum 6 5 11

Adults Male Female Total

Parents 3 12 15

Grandparents 2 3 5

Teachers 0 4 4

Committee officers 5 3 8

Sum 32
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