To what extent does risky play affect children’s physical, emotional and social development within the Early Years?
Risky play is a self-chosen form of play that involves exploration, uncertainty, and challenge, where children may experience potential physical or emotional risk. Sandseter, Sando and Kleppe (2021) categorise risky play into several forms -  including play at height, play with speed, rough-and-tumble play, and play involving natural elements such as water or fire. Within Early Years education, risky play is widely recognised as an important contributor to children’s development, learning, and life skills, particularly when children are given opportunities to explore freely within appropriate boundaries.
Research suggests that risky play has a significant impact on children’s overall development, particularly in the physical and emotional area, while also contributing to social development. However, the extent of this impact is influenced by adult attitudes, safety concerns, and the level of freedom children are permitted in different settings.
Physical development
Risky play plays a major role in supporting children’s physical development by encouraging movement, coordination, and bodily control. Activities such as climbing, running at speed and balancing help children develop gross motor skills, spatial awareness and physical confidence (Sandseter et al., 2021; Spencer et al., 2021). Kleppe et al. (2024) further highlight that even early developmental milestones such as learning to walk involve risk-taking, as children must accept the possibility of falling in order to progress physically.
In addition, risky outdoor play contributes to broader health outcomes. Obee et al. (2021) argue that restricting children’s participation in active and risky play can contribute to negative health impacts such as reduced physical activity and increased risk of obesity. Similarly, Ouvry and Furtado (2020) link reduced outdoor play to wider health concerns, including reduced exposure to natural light and vitamin D, as well as increased risk of childhood myopia. This suggests that risky play supports both physical skill development and long-term physical wellbeing.
Emotional development
Risky play also has a major influence on emotional development, particularly in relation to resilience, confidence and emotional regulation. Through engaging in uncertain or challenging situations, children learn how to manage fear and assess their own limits. Sandseter (2010) explains that children may experience emotions such as fear and anxiety during risky play; however, these emotions are often manageable and contribute to emotional growth when appropriately supported.
Hinchion et al. (2021) support this, finding that children are often more focused on testing emotional boundaries—such as how much fear they can tolerate—rather than the actual physical danger. This process enables children to develop coping strategies and emotional resilience.
However, when fear becomes overwhelming or unsupported, the experience can become negative rather than developmental. Rosin (2014) suggests that limiting children’s exposure to manageable risk may reduce their ability to cope with fear and anxiety later in life, potentially increasing vulnerability to phobias or avoidance behaviours.
Social development
Risky play also contributes to children’s social development, although this area is sometimes less explicitly emphasised in research. When children engage in shared risky play, particularly rough-and-tumble play or group exploration, they must negotiate rules, boundaries and roles. This supports the development of communication skills, cooperation and peer relationships.
Through these interactions, children learn how to manage conflict, take turns and make collective decisions, all of which are important aspects of social competence. However, the extent of these benefits depends on the opportunities children are given to engage in independent and peer-led play, which may be limited by adult supervision and safety concerns.

Risk perception and early understanding
Children begin developing risk perception from an early age. Morrongiello and Matheis (2004) explain that this involves learning to identify hazards and understand injury prevention. Tangen et al. (2022), in their study of toddlers aged 17–25 months, found that even very young children actively explore risk by testing height, experimenting with objects and using language related to danger such as “fall.” This suggests that risk assessment is an early developmental skill rather than something that emerges later in childhood.
Barriers and limitations to risky play
Despite its developmental benefits, opportunities for risky play appear to be declining in many contexts. Parental and practitioner concerns about safety often restrict children’s freedom to engage in independent outdoor play. Valentine and McKendrick (1997) found that although most adults recognise the value of outdoor play, a significant proportion still worry about children’s safety in unsupervised environments.
Playwork principles and organisations such as Play England and Playwork UK stress that children should have the freedom to choose and direct their own play, including experiences that involve manageable risk. Instead of removing risk entirely, the Playwork perspective promotes a “risk–benefit assessment” approach, suggesting that avoiding all risk can limit the developmental value of play. This idea, challenges high risk Early Years practices, where safety concerns can restrict opportunities for independent exploration and risk-taking in play. (Play England, 2015)
This highlights a key tension in Early Years practice: balancing developmental benefits with safeguarding responsibilities. As a result, children’s opportunities for risky play may be reduced, limiting potential developmental gains.
Furthermore, research into risky play remains limited. Chaney (2018) and Kybartas et al. (2024) identify a gap in knowledge relating to children aged birth to three years. These studies are also limited in scale and setting, suggesting a need for further research into practitioner attitudes, particularly as practitioners often act as gatekeepers to risky play opportunities.

Conclusion
Overall, risky play has a significant impact on children’s physical, emotional and social development in the Early Years. The strongest effects are seen in physical development, where risk-taking supports motor skills and physical confidence, and emotional development, where children learn to manage fear and build resilience. Social development is also supported through shared play experiences that require communication and cooperation.
However, the extent of these benefits is not consistent across all settings. Adult perceptions of risk, safeguarding concerns and limited research—particularly for younger children—mean that opportunities for risky play are often restricted. As a result, while the developmental benefits are well supported in theory, their impact in practice depends heavily on how risk is understood and managed within Early Years environments.
Methodological considerations
This project will use mixed method secondary research, combining qualitative and quantitative data for thorough analysis.  Combining both methods will create a fuller picture of risky play within the early years. Both methods have strengths and weakness’ including, limitations, adult’s perceptions – parental fear, health and safety, safeguarding, practitioner attitudes. 
Research into risky play in Early Years presents several methodological challenges that impact the strength and applicability of findings. A key issue is the lack of a consistent definition of “risky play.” As Sandseter (2010) notes, risk is socially and culturally constructed, meaning interpretations vary between researchers, practitioners and settings. This limits compatibility across studies and raises questions about the reliability of conclusions drawn from the literature.
Much of the existing research on risky play is based on observational studies conducted in Early Years settings such as nurseries or structured play environments. Although observation can generate rich data, it is also vulnerable to researcher interpretation and bias, particularly when assessing children’s emotional responses such as fear, excitement, or uncertainty. In addition, the presence of an observer may influence children’s behaviour (the Hawthorne effect), which can reduce validity and raise questions about whether the findings reflect genuinely natural play experiences.
Sample-related limitations also weaken the overall strength of the evidence base. A number of studies use small sample sizes or focus on narrow age ranges, particularly in research involving infants and toddlers (Chaney, 2018; Kybartas et al., 2024). This limits the findings and restricts their application across wider Early Years populations and settings. Furthermore, much of the available research is conducted in Western countries, which reduces cultural validity and fails to acknowledge how risky play may be understood, encouraged, or restricted in different cultural contexts.
Another limitation is the reliance on adult interpretation of children’s behaviour. Researchers and practitioners often interfere with children’s intentions, emotions, and perceptions of risk, which introduces subjectivity into the findings. This is especially significant when exploring emotional development, as children’s internal experiences cannot be directly measured and may therefore be misunderstood or over-interpreted.
Finally, there is a lack of longitudinal research examining the long-term effects of risky play on development. Most studies offer only a snapshot of children’s behaviour at a single point in time. This limit understanding of how early experiences of risk influence later outcomes such as resilience, emotional regulation, and physical competence.
Throughout this project, there is a limited form of triangulation, using multiple secondary sources, based on a variety of research conducted by different authors. This allows for comparison across findings and helps to strengthen the overall reliability of the conclusions. However, methodological triangulation is restricted, as there is no primary data collection or use of mixed research methods. Therefore, the findings rely entirely on existing literature and are influenced by the limitations of the original studies.
This study adopts a purposive sampling approach in the selection of secondary sources. Literature was intentionally chosen based on its relevance to risky play within Early Years education and its contribution to understanding physical, emotional, and social development.
Overall, while the existing literature provides valuable insights into the benefits of risky play, methodological limitations relating to sampling, interpretation and research design mean that findings should be interpreted with caution. Further longitudinal, cross-cultural, and methodologically diverse research is needed to strengthen the evidence base in Early Years practice.
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