
This essay will discuss how children playing freely outdoors is pivotal for today’s youth to grow into mature adults. Children freely playing outdoors improves mental and physical health in many different aspects. The opportunities to lose friends and resolve conflict give them crucial social skills that they bring into their adulthood. Nature nurtures their innate creativity and imagination and improves their ability to problem-solve. Secondly, why are children spending less time outdoors and how this causes them to lose pivotal opportunities to grow and become independence. Furthermore, going into how their physical health can deteriorate by too much time spent indoors on technology compared to playing outside.

When children are kept indoors, they are separated from our natural world, which teaches them how to grow and develop a positive image of themselves in the environment by themself and with others. The experiences children go through outdoors facilitate and provide sensations that further develop the child’s imagination and fascination to develop into adulthood. Hopkins. D, Putnam. R. (1993) Parents have been increasingly keeping their children indoors compared to children ages fifty-five and sixty-four.  Children playing outside has only become scarcer today juxtaposed with the baby boomer generation. Data has shown that 27% of today's youth play freely outdoors against 71% of children 5 generations ago (Save the Children. 2022). Another study showed that three out of five parents played freely outdoors compared to how much their children played freely outdoors (Valentine, McKendrck 1997). Parents especially mothers have become more inclined to keep their children indoors out of fear of the environment and their plights. There is commentary on this change of environment for children that has been reported in newspapers with titles such as ‘The Death of Childhood’ (Ellis, 1995 cited in Valentine, McKendrck 1997) and ‘Poor Children ‘Prisoners’ of Fearful Parents’(Cooper, 1995 cited in Valentine, McKendrck 1997). Poverty has also become a massive issue from the cost-of-living crisis that has arisen in the UK. Studies have shown in 2022 that there has been a 61% development in the amount of people living in poverty since 2019. (McRae, Westwater, Glove 2023) This study was done before the cost of living and the chance that the percentage of people has risen is very possible. This has created a knock-on effect for mothers who have shown to become more fearful when in poverty. Collected data shows that mothers become more fearful of letting their children play freely outdoors when suffering from declining health, unemployment and lack of education (Kimbro, Schachter 2011). These fears that mothers give to their children going outside could make them become inactive and cause long-term damage. A study done on the medical effects of inactivity for children reported that 40% of adolescents between ages 5-8 had increased dangers of obesity, heart issues and higher cholesterol. (Biddle, Armstrong, 1992 cited in Mavrovouniotis, 2012). Children thus more time spent outdoors will lessen the potential hazards of inactivity that are associated with potentially deadly diseases. (Mavrovouniotis, 2012). Obesity has shown that 40% of children keep their weight gain during childhood and 75%-80% of them will become obese adults (Alemzadeh, Rising, Lifshitz 2007) This percentage has been shown in the same study to increase when children get older. This could cause serious implications showing that there are devastating effects on health due to obesity starting in childhood instead of adulthood. (Alemzadeh, Rising, Lifshitz 2006) This has become a growing issue that has been the cause of inactivity, poor diet and lack of opportunities for self-direction. There has been evidence that freely playing outdoors gives children chances to engage their creativity while building motor skills and muscles (Leyla E. McCurdy, Kate E. Winterbottom, Suril S. Mehta, James R. Roberts 2010) The present geological changes for children within streets being more closed off from nature has created a reliance of comfort. Children want to spend more time indoors because it’s less stressful for the parents, more comfortable and has the impression of sociality because of technology. Social media has replaced the need for sociality by providing a superficial one that is accessed from the comfort of their home. Social media has been shown in a study to increase social anxiety, decrease confidence and create frustration targeted at their parent (Cleaveland Clinic 2021). Another study found that social media apps for instance Instagram create outcomes where the child only has online friends. They could be more vulnerable to sharing too much information online with the ease of anyone being able to contact them. (Cleaveland Clinic 2021). These studies prove a point that for children, social media is a dangerous place for adolescents and has many implications to think about for safe use by the child. (Cleaveland Clinic 2021). Cyberbullying has also become a danger for children online with threats and harassment online it could give them social anxiety, depression and confidence issues. (Genomind 2021) There has also been evidence that it can disrupt sleep patterns by overuse of screens while in bed. Sleep is pivotal for development during childhood and could cause behavioural issues such as impulsiveness and depression and have a lower result from cognitive screening tests (Genomind 2021) Addiction has also become a massive issue of technology with another study done in the same paper showing that 50% of teenagers have become addicted to their smartphones and it’s negatively impacting their life (Genomind 2021). This only shows the negative consequences of children using technology too much is creating issues later in their development. This rising issue of how much time children spend outside has become so common it has been called nature deficit disorder. Spending too much time indoors could cause a disconnect between children and the world around them. Research showed that children aged between one to three were directly linked to reduced attention span when using technology every day instead of outdoor play (Leyla E. McCurdy, Kate E. Winterbottom, Suril S. Mehta, James R. Roberts, 2010). When discussing outdoor play, it’s important to mention that parents supervising their children too much could cause a dependence on them. This could be causing a lack of knowledge of their limitations stunting their growth. Children need time with themselves to start developing themselves emotionally, physically and socially. Lack of opportunities to succeed and make mistakes have been replaced with adults managing their lives. This lack of opportunity could be causing children to lose the ability to make their own conclusions. One of the most important aspects of free play is community and for children to learn how to socialise is to engage with it (Casey, 2007) Learning how to make friends, setting boundaries and accepting when they lose friends and how to regain them. This play is crucial for the child to learn how group dynamics work and how they place themselves within the group (Leyla E. McCurdy, Kate E. Winterbottom, Suril S. Mehta, James R. Roberts, 2010). The environment that facilitates free play is pivotal by providing moments of chaos and peace. The experiences children have playing freely outdoors naturally bring out their individuality and teach them about their morals and emotions. The adventure and challenges they face grant them a perfect place for reflection and their personality to grow. This is important for children to fully develop themselves in the world around them. Strong will, confidence and problem-solving abilities are characteristics that will never be nurtured when a child is over-supervised (Casey, 2007). Adventure is a substantial part of being outdoors and technology has replaced it. This would only develop into creating a disconnection between nature and children through artificial experience. Technology thus makes them lose chances to experience and reflect on how the world reacts to their actions. This could stunt their ability to develop a healthy morality and sense of being with themselves and others (Wainwright, 2012, cited in Griggs, 2012). The time spent indoors in today's youth and the lack of real experiences children are having could be causing a ripple effect on future generations. This has shown that there is a pressing issue around the amount of time parents give to their children for free play. This time has only decreased and is still decreasing today which is a real issue that we must consider. 

In conclusion, children given the space, freedom and encouragement to go outside benefit their mental and physical health tremendously. Freedom from supervision has made a clear difference in the development of children's independence. The emotional and ethnic view becomes more rounded and mature when children are given the chance to understand themselves. Social skills and anxiety are reduced when children are allowed to learn and explore real experiences. Their physical and mental health deteriorates by spending too much time indoors when paired with inactivity. The increasing obesity rates and the rate they continue to rise bring a morbid fear that children must be encouraged to go outside and play freely. The main takeaway from this discussion is that the physical aspects of outdoor play increase their health and mental health and give them a solid foundation for a full-fledged life.
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