
Balancing risks and benefits in 
children’s play experiences

















Anxious parents?





The Claims Culture?

WA child injury claims, 2000-11
• 6 claims made per year for playgrounds
• <1 claim accepted per year for playgrounds
• Total payout cost: $13,000 per year



Gill (2011) Dairylea Simple Fun Report

What do 
you do 
most often 
in your 
free time?

Play on 
consoles

Screen-addicted children?



What would 
you like to 
do more 
often? Play on 

our bikes 
& scooters



66 per cent of 
children say 
that outdoor 
play is their 
favourite 
activity



Children are, statistically, 
at no greater risk in 
2002 than they were in 
1972 of being abducted 
and killed by a stranger.

‘Stranger danger’

Source: Silverman & Wilson (2002) Innocence Betrayed















Playground safety
• How big is the problem?
• What are the side-effects of focusing too much 

on safety?



How big is the problem?



UK playground accident trends
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Source: Ball (2002) Playgrounds - Risks, benefits and choices



Prof David Eager 
(2008)

Over the last decade [in 
Australia] when more and 
more playgrounds were 
being commissioned with 
impact attenuated rubber-
based products we have 
witnessed a steady 20% 
increase in the injury rate

What are the side-effects?



Helle Nebelong

I am convinced that standardised 
playgrounds are dangerous, just in 
another way. When the distance 
between all the rungs in a climbing net 
or a ladder is exactly the same, the 
child has no need to concentrate on 
where he puts his feet. This lesson 
cannot be carried over to all the 
knobbly and asymmetrical forms, 
with which one is confronted 
throughout life. 

What are the side-effects?

















Risk assessment

Risk-benefit assessment



Forest School session, Bayonne Nursery School





October 2010

[In play provision] we 
should shift from a 
system of risk 
assessment to a 
system of risk–
benefit assessment, 
where potential 
positive impacts are 
weighed against 
potential risk.



September 2012

Play brings the world to life 
for children. It provides for an 
exploration and 
understanding of their 
abilities; helps them to learn 
and develop; and exposes 
them to the realities of the 
world in which they will 
live, which is a world not 
free from risk but rather 
one where risk is ever 
present.



The approach in Managing 
Risk in Play Provision… is that 
risks and benefits are
considered alongside each 
other in a risk-benefit 
assessment… HSE supports 
this guidance, as a sensible 
approach to risk 
management.



Educators should plan 
learning environments with 
appropriate levels of 
challenge where children 
are encouraged to explore, 
experiment and take 
appropriate risks in their 
learning.





Effective indoor and 
outdoor learning 
environments offer a range 
of experiences that 
provide challenge and 
risk while still being safe.

Outdoor play and the natural 
environment are very 
important to school age 
children... The outdoors is 
full of noises, sights, 
textures and adventures 
just waiting to be explored.



Managing Risk… is of 
enormous significance to 
PRAV and … it was 
decided to formally adopt 
the policy outlined in the 
document and to work 
towards its 
implementation 
throughout Australia.

PRAV (now Play Australia)



Mt Gravatt 
Kindergarten, Brisbane







Berwick Fields 
Primary, City of Casey



St Joseph’s OSHC, North Ipswich, QLD



Next steps
• Philosophy, philosophy, philosophy
• Challenge the ‘rules & regulations’
• Seek out authoritative support 
• Children’s views & voices
• Experiments & pilots

– Eg outdoor space
• Positive communication
• Celebrate success



Mission 
statement

We want to give the kids of 
[Kindergarten] a chance to 
spend quality time in 
nature with passionate 
teachers to encourage 
them to explore and learn. 



www.rethinkingchildhood.com


