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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.
Literature Review
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 adopts a mixed-methods secondary research design, combining both qualitative and quantitative data sources, to develop an in depth understanding of risky play within early years settings. Mixed methods research is widely recognised in education research as it allows numerical trends to be interpreted alongside contextual and experiential data, thereby providing a more complete understanding of complex phenomena (Creswell and Plano Clark, 2018).
Using both methodological approaches is particularly useful for the study of risky play, as it enables consideration of measurable outcomes such as physical activity levels alongside psychological experiences such as emotion, confidence, and perceived risk. By combining these perspectives, the research aims to develop a more balanced and holistic understanding of how risky play influences children’s physical, emotional, and social development.
However, it is important to acknowledge that combining methods does not automatically eliminate all limitations. It requires careful interpretation of findings, particularly when drawing conclusions from secondary sources.
Research methods refer to the strategies used to collect, analyse, and interpret data (Denscombe, 2021). In Early Years and educational research, methods are commonly grouped into quantitative, qualitative, mixed methods, and secondary research approaches.
Quantitative research focuses on numerical data and the measurement of patterns or outcomes. It typically uses structured tools such as closed-question surveys or observations, allowing researchers to identify trends across larger samples (Fish and Senthinathan, 2024). This approach is often considered more objective due to its reliance on measurable data, however, it can lack depth in explaining why behaviours occur.
In comparison, (Flick, 2018) explains qualitative research as exploring meanings, experiences, and perceptions. Methods such as interviews, focus groups, participant observation, and open-ended questionnaires are used to generate rich and detailed data. Within Early Years contexts, qualitative research is particularly valuable as it captures the complexity of children’s experiences and practitioner interpretations of play.
Mixed methods research combines both approaches to strengthen analysis and improve validity. (Creswell and Plano Clark 2018) argue that combining different research methods helps researchers overcome the weaknesses of one method by using the strengths of another.
This study is based on a secondary research approach, meaning that no primary data was collected via first hand observations, interviews etc. Instead, existing academic literature, policy documents, journal articles, and research studies were analysed.
Secondary research is particularly useful in educational studies as it allows researchers to evaluate findings from multiple contexts and identify broader patterns across existing evidence. It is also time-efficient and provides access to large volumes of data that would not be possible to collect independently Johnston, (2017).
However, secondary research also has limitations. Researchers are dependent on the quality, reliability, and credibility of the original studies. In addition, differences in research design, sample size, and methodology across studies can make direct comparison challenging Denscombe, (2021). As a result, findings must be interpreted critically rather than assumed.

Limitations of research into risky play
Research into risky play presents several methodological challenges that influence the reliability and credibility of findings. One key issue is the lack of a consistent definition of “risky play.” Sandseter (2010) highlights that risk is socially and culturally constructed, meaning that what is considered “risky” varies significantly across researchers, practitioners, and early years settings. This lack of consistency limits compatibility between studies and reduces overall reliability.
A large proportion of research in this area relies on observational methods, particularly within Early Years settings such as nurseries and outdoor play environments. Whilst observation allows for naturalistic data collection, it is also highly liable to researcher interpretation and bias, especially when analysing emotional responses such as fear, excitement, or hesitation. Furthermore, the presence of an observer may influence children’s behaviour. This is known as the Hawthorne effect, which can reduce validity (Robson and McCartan, 2016; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Sample limitations further affect the strength of the evidence base. Many studies use small-scale or context-specific samples, particularly those focusing on babies and toddlers (Chaney, 2018; Kybartas et al., 2024). In addition, much of the research originates from Western contexts, which raises concerns about cultural bias and reduces the global applicability of findings (Little and Wyver, 2008).
Another significant limitation is the reliance on adult interpretation of children’s behaviour. Researchers and practitioners often interpret children’s emotions, intentions, and perceptions of risk, which introduces subjectivity into findings. As Smith (2011) and Greene and Hogan (2005) argue, children’s internal experiences are difficult to access accurately through observation alone, meaning interpretations may not fully reflect children’s lived reality.
Finally, there is a lack of longitudinal research exploring the long-term developmental effects of risky play. Most studies capture behaviour at a single point in time, providing limited insight into how early experiences of risk, influence later outcomes such as resilience, emotional regulation, or physical competence (Brussoni et al., 2015).
This study uses a limited form of methodological triangulation by building on a wide range of secondary sources, including qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods research. Triangulation is a process used to increase research validity by comparing findings across different data sources, methods, or theoretical perspectives (Denzin, 1978). In this study, triangulation is strengthened through the combination of multiple studies exploring risky play from different methodological perspectives. This enables being able to identity reoccurring themes and strengthens the credibility of conclusions by reducing reliance on a single source of evidence.
However, triangulation in this study is limited to theoretical and data-source comparison only, as no primary data collection has taken place. Therefore, there is no methodological triangulation involving direct data collection methods such as interviews, surveys, or observations. As Flick (2018) notes, this means that findings are based on interpreted data rather than directly generated evidence, which limits depth and reduces the ability to verify findings independently.
Despite this, triangulating secondary sources helps reduce single-study bias and improves the reliability of thematic conclusions relating to risky play in early years contexts.
A purposive sampling approach was used to select literature for this study. Purposive sampling refers to the deliberate selection of sources that are most relevant to the research question and that contribute meaningfully to the understanding of risky play within Early Years education (Denscombe, 2021).
This approach ensures that the literature included is directly relevant to physical, emotional, and social development. It also allows the researcher to focus on high-quality, peer-reviewed academic sources rather than general or non-academic material.
However, (Etikan, Musa and Alkassim, 2016) explain that purposive sampling introduces potential bias, as the selection of literature is influenced by the researcher’s judgement. This means that certain perspectives may be prioritised over others, potentially affecting the balance of findings.
Overall, this methodology provides a structured approach to analysing existing research on risky play within early years settings. The use of mixed-methods secondary research enables both quantitative patterns and qualitative perspectives to be combined, creating a more comprehensive understanding of the topic.
However, the reliance on secondary data means that findings are interpretative rather than first hand and cannot establish direct relationships between risky play and developmental outcomes. In addition, limitations relating to sample size, cultural bias, and adult interpretation of children’s behaviour must be considered when drawing conclusions.
Despite these limitations, the combination of triangulated sources and purposive sampling provides a strong foundation for thematic analysis. Further research using longitudinal, cross-cultural, and primary mixed-method designs would significantly strengthen the evidence base and improve understanding of how risky play influences children’s development over time.
Although this study is currently based on secondary research, the findings suggest that further primary research would provide deeper insight into how risky play operates within real early years settings. If this project was to progress into primary research, observational methods would be used to examine how children engage in risky play within natural play settings.
Observation is considered particularly appropriate within early years research because young children may not yet possess the language skills or emotional understanding required to fully express their experiences through interviews or questionnaires (Mukherji and Albon, 2018). Observational research would therefore allow children’s behaviours, interactions, emotional responses, and risk-taking decisions to be examined within authentic play situations. 
The study carried out would use a non-participant observational approach, where the researcher would observe children engaging in everyday play activities without directly interfering in the play itself. This would help to reduce disruption to children’s natural behaviour and improve validity. Observations would take place within familiar early years environments such as nursery outdoor play areas, forest school sessions, or free-flow play environments., 
A semi-structured observation schedule would be used to record specific behaviours linked to risky play. These behaviours may include climbing, balancing, rough-and-tumble play, speed play, use of natural materials, problem-solving, peer interaction, and emotional responses such as excitement, hesitation, or confidence. Using an observation schedule would improve reliability by ensuring observations remain focused and consistent across participants (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018
The study would adopt a purposive sampling approach, selecting early years settings that actively support outdoor and child-led play opportunities. Participants would include children aged three to five years, as this age group commonly engages in physically active and exploratory play. However, consideration would also be given to including younger children where appropriate, due to the identified gap in research relating to children under three years old (Chaney, 2018; Kybartas et al., 2024).
Several methodological considerations would need to be addressed when carrying out observational research in Early Years settings. One key issue is researcher bias. Observational research relies heavily on adult interpretation of children’s behaviour, meaning that personal assumptions may influence findings. This is particularly relevant when interpreting emotions such as fear, excitement, or confidence during risky play (Smith, 2011). To reduce this risk, observation categories would be clearly arranged and reflective notes would be maintained throughout the research process.
Another methodological challenge is the Hawthorne effect, where participants alter their behaviour because they are aware they are being observed (Robson and McCartan, 2016). Children and practitioners may behave differently in the presence of a researcher, potentially reducing the authenticity of findings. To minimise this, observations would be conducted over multiple sessions, so children become familiar with the researcher’s presence.
Reliability and validity would also need consideration. Observations can provide rich and detailed qualitative data, however, they may be difficult to replicate because children’s behaviour changes across contexts and environments. Combining observational findings with existing secondary research would therefore strengthen triangulation and improve the credibility of conclusions (Denzin, 1978).
In addition, practical considerations such as time constraints, researcher access, weather conditions, staffing levels, and safeguarding requirements may affect the consistency of data collection within Early Years environments. These factors highlight the complexity of conducting observational research with young children in naturalistic settings.
Overall, first-hand observational research would provide valuable insight into how risky play supports children’s physical, emotional, and social development within real Early Years contexts. It would also allow comparison between theoretical literature and actual practice, helping to strengthen understanding of how risky play is interpreted, supported, or restricted within contemporary Early Years settings.
Ethical Considerations
(BERA, 2018; Mukherji and Albon, 2018) explains, that ethical considerations are crucial in research related to Early Years education, especially when it involves young children and sensitive subjects like risk, safety, and emotional wellbeing. Whilst this study relies entirely on secondary research and does not directly involve children, ethical principles are put in place for when the research project will begin.
One major ethical issue is to how children's experiences are represented. Research into risky play often depends on adult interpretations of children's behaviours, emotions, and decision-making processes. As (Greene and Hogan 2005) explain, children's voices can be easily overshadowed by adult perspectives, potentially resulting in unfounded assumptions about children's feelings or understanding during play. This raises ethical concerns around accuracy and representation, particularly since young children may not have the opportunity to express their views directly within research studies.
Another ethical aspect involves balancing children's right to play, with adults' responsibility to protect them from harm. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) explains that children have the right to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to their age (United Nations, 1989). However, Early Years practitioners also have a legal duty to safeguard children from harm, following setting policies and procedures. This creates an ethical tension between supporting valuable developmental experiences through risky play and ensuring appropriate levels of supervision and protection. Play England (2015) supports this balance through a risk–benefit assessment approach, where both developmental benefits and potential risks are considered rather than eliminating risk entirely.
Although this project is solely based on secondary research to begin with, when primary research is to be carried out, it will be vital to include ethical approval from the university and participant before any data collection could commence. Informed consent would be essential from all participants. For research involving children, written consent must be acquired from parents or guardians, with children's assent also being considered to ensure their comfort in participating. Participants would retain the right to withdraw from the study at any point without repercussions. Participants would also be informed in regard to the period during which they could requesr the removal of their data from the study following participation. Participants would also be informed of the period during which they could request the removal of their data from the study following participation. (BERA,2024).
An information sheet would be provided to participants and parents prior to the commencement of the study. This document would clearly outline the research's purpose, detail what participation entails, and explain how data would be collected and stored, as well as how confidentiality would be upheld, and findings utilised. It would also offer contact details for the researcher and university supervisor, along with information about participants' right to withdraw and the measures taken to protect anonymity.
Throughout the research process, confidentiality and anonymity would be maintained. Participants' names and identifying details would not appear in the final study, and all data would be securely stored in password-protected files in accordance with data protection guidelines and GDPR requirements (British Educational Research Association, 2018). Dara would only be accessible for the researcher and supervisory staff and would be destroyed after the required retention period.
Measures would also be taken to reduce risks for participants, the researcher, and the university. For participants, the study would avoid exposing children to unnecessary physical or emotional harm. Observations would occur within standard Early Years routines, and children would not be encouraged to participate in activities beyond those already permitted by the setting. Safeguarding policies and health and safety procedures would always be followed. 
To eliminate risks for the researcher, professional boundaries would be maintained throughout the research process. Lone working would be minimised whenever possible, and all research activities would take place within approved educational settings. Appropriate safeguarding training and DBS clearance would be required before entering early years settings.
Risk reduction is also vital for the university (institutional risk), as ethical violations could impact institutional reputation and legal responsibilities. Ensuring ethical approval, obtaining informed consent, secure data storage, maintaining confidentiality, and adhering to safeguarding procedures would help minimise these risks. Following professional ethical frameworks, such as the British Educational Research Association (BERA) guidelines, would support responsible and ethical practice throughout the research process. (Bera, 2018). 
Additional ethical considerations involve data management beyond the point of collection and confidentiality. In line with University policies and GDPR requirements, it is essential to specify the length of time data will be stored after the study has been completed and when it will be securely deleted. Setting a clear data retention schedule helps ensure compliance with data protection legislation and minimises the risk of unauthorised access or inappropriate use of sensitive information (BERA, 2018).
Researcher bias presents another ethical concern in secondary research. The use of purposive sampling means that literature was intentionally chosen based on its relevance to the research question. Whilst this enhances focus, it also raises the potential for selective interpretation of certain viewpoints. To mitigate this risk, the study incorporated a diverse range of qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-methods sources to ensure balanced analysis and triangulation of findings.
Finally, ethical concerns also pertain to how risky play is interpreted in practice. Overly restrictive approaches may hinder children's developmental opportunities, while insufficient supervision could expose them to undue harm. Playwork principles advocate for a “risk–benefit assessment” approach, wherein adults evaluate both the developmental benefits and potential hazards of play experiences, rather than striving to eliminate all forms of risk (Play England, 2015).
In conclusion, the ethical considerations within this study centre on the responsible interpretation of existing research, the accurate representation of children's experiences, and the balance between safeguarding and children's developmental rights. Although no primary data was gathered yet, ethical principles remain vital in ensuring conclusions about risky play are fair, balanced, and supportive of children's wellbeing within early years practice.
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