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Abstract

This brief narrative review provides an overview of the status of outdoor play in
the United Nations Geographic Region of Northern America (encompassing
Bermuda, Canada, Greenland, Saint Pierre and Miquelon, and the contiguous
United States). While this region includes only five jurisdictions, it is large and
ethnically, racially, geographically and climatically diverse, with much open
space for outdoor play for people of all ages. The 2015 Position Statement on
Active Outdoor Play, led by a Canadian group, was particularly instrumental in
galvanizing the outdoor play movement in Canada and Northern America. To
examine the broad outdoor play sector and related outputs and initiatives from
this region, the following were conducted: (1) three linked network analyses to
create a comprehensive list of research groups and hubs working in the outdoor
play space in Canada; (2) an environmental scan to identify position
statements and policy documents published in Northern America related to
outdoor play; (3) a bibliographic scan of the most productive researchers in
outdoor play in the region; and (4) expert consultations. Herein we provide a
summary of key outputs, shifts and evolutions that have occurred in Northern
America since 2015 that are specific to outdoor play research, leadership,
policy, legislation, and cultural and context considerations. Recommendations
and future directions are outlined to tackle countercurrents in the social and
built environments, and climate in Northern America that have contributed to
an overall decline in active outdoor play across all ages. This brief review is
linked to the much larger 2025 Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play
project being led by Outdoor Play Canada with partners from around the world.



Background
 This narrative review provides an overview of the status of outdoor play with respect to research,
leadership, policy, legislation, and cultural and context considerations in the United Nations
Geographic Region of Northern America (encompassing Bermuda, Canada, Greenland, Saint Pierre
and Miquelon and the contiguous United States [U.S.]). The review is linked to the 2025 Position
Statement on Active Outdoor Play Project (AOP10 – a large international effort updating the 2015
Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play).  While this region contains only five jurisdictions, it
ranges in longitude from 180 degrees to 11 degrees west and in latitude from 24 to 83 degrees north,
covers approximately 20 million square kilometres, includes a population of approximately 375
million people, and represents hundreds of ethnic and racial groups from around the world, both
Indigenous and non-Indigenous. In the Northern America region, the climate ranges from arctic to
tropical with exceptionally wide ranges for annual precipitation (<25 mm/year to >7,300 mm/year)
and temperature (<-50 to >+50 degrees Celsius) at extremes. The human development index (HDI)
ranges from 0.981 (Bermuda) to 0.786 (Greenland) across the included jurisdictions; gender
inequality indexes in Canada and the U.S. are 0.069 and 0.179 respectively, and unavailable in the
other countries/jurisdictions. The region is large and ethnically, racially, geographically, and
climatically diverse, with, in general, much open space for outdoor play for people of all ages.
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The ‘right to play’ is enshrined in Article 24 of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human
Rights, stating that all humans being have the right to rest and leisure.  The “right to play” is further
emphasized in the Convention on the Rights of the Child,  which speaks to the fundamental
obligation to provide all children the opportunity for healthy development opportunities through play.
A child’s right to play is particularly evident in Articles 24(1), 24(2f), 24(4), 31(1), and 31(2).  Despite
these protections, there is growing evidence that many social and structural societal trends are
resulting in dramatic lifestyle changes that decrease play and related active living behaviours that
conspire to harm healthy development and accelerate the onset of non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) in children and youth.  These lifestyle changes, which also impact adults in a negative way,
are typically supported – even encouraged – through societal changes including transportation
policies facilitating increased auto-dependency; education curricula supportive of teaching and
spending time indoors on digital technology; increased spending to treat emerging NCDs and
decreased spending on health promotion initiatives; and progressive damage to the environment (air,
water, land) such that active outdoor play becomes progressively less appealing while omnipresent
indoor, sedentary, screen-based pastimes are endorsed and now normative. 
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Collectively, these societal transformations, common in Northern America, have changed the social
climate to one that is arguably in violation of the spirit of Articles 24 and 31 of the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child.  4

In this review we use the terms outdoor play and active outdoor play as authentically as possible. In
many cases outdoor play is true to the policy, initiative or research we are citing, whereas in other
contextual or recommendation circumstances, we use active outdoor play because this is the
precise focus of this global effort (AOP10).

Active Outdoor Play
Research
Most of the world’s research on outdoor play has occurred in Northern America, namely the U.S., with
Europe following closely behind. This was demonstrated in the larger AOP10 project, where 12
systematic and scoping reviews were conducted on active outdoor play across the world.  Data were
extracted on world regions across all reviews to demonstrate where research was being conducted
on outdoor play. Figure 1 presents a breakdown of articles identified across the reviews in the larger
AOP10 project by world region. Based on the 12 background reviews completed to inform the AOP10
project (a total of 426 articles), Northern America accounted for the highest percentage of articles
(44%, n=144), followed by Europe (30%, n=96), Oceania (17%, n=55), Asia (8%, n=26), South America
(2%, n=6), and Africa (1%, n=3). Within Northern America, the U.S. was the leading contributor to this
regional productivity (66%, n=95), followed by Canada (33%, n=47). No studies included in the
reviews were conducted in any other Northern American country. A study on culturally responsive
education outside the classroom in a Greenlandic elementary class for children with special needs
was also found and could be considered related to active outdoor play in the Inuit culture in that it
focussed on developing fishing and hunting skills.  When searching ‘outdoor play’ on Web of Science,
the top author publishing on the topic is Brussoni (Canada), followed by Sandseter (Norway) and
Tremblay (Canada) despite the U.S. being the largest represented country on outdoor play research.
Collectively, these findings demonstrate that Northern America is one of the leading world regions in
active outdoor play research. Figure 1 presents a breakdown of articles identified across the reviews
in the larger AOP10 project by region as well as a breakdown of countries conducting research in
Northern America.
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Canada
 A comprehensive list of research groups and hubs working in the outdoor play space in Canada was
ascertained, and connections visualized, by conducting three linked network analyses (LNAs) in
September 2023, September 2024, and March 2025.  A centralized database was created and shared
with the AOP10 Leadership Team for consultation, confirmation, and additional contributions to the list.
In addition to the names of organizations or individuals, locations (province or territory in Canada), and
sector representation (type and attribution), strength of relationships and level of reciprocity for each
organization were included in the list. The purpose behind undertaking three consecutive LNAs was to
determine whether any major changes or shifts occurred across the AOP network(s) due to changing
research and funding efforts in Canada at month 0 (‘project conception’), month 12, and month 18,
possibly as a result of the AOP10 project. The list of contacts in the outdoor play sector in Canada grew
substantially across all three time points: from 232 nodes in the initial analysis (month 0), to 417 nodes
in the second analysis (12 months), and finally, 486 nodes in the third analysis (18 months). Persistently,
roughly half (46-48%) of all entries were categorized as belonging to the education sector, with 53-60%
of these organizations reporting moderate, strong, or very strong associations with outdoor play in
Canada. Of the organizations housed within education, the large majority were classified as post-
secondary institutions (capturing research activities on outdoor play), with the remaining organizations
being classified as elementary and secondary schools (capturing outdoor play education/curriculum).

1

Most research hubs were in Ontario, followed by British Columbia. Collectively, these findings highlight
the importance and value placed on research and academia for growing our understanding,
appreciation, operationalization, and measurement of outdoor play on various health, social,
environmental, and economic outcomes in Canada.

United States
 The following institutions (and authors) were the most frequent results in a search of the Children and
Nature Network’s Research Library for U.S. researchers who have published papers related to outdoor
play: University of Colorado Boulder (Chawla), University of Minnesota-Duluth (Ernst), Cornell University
(Loebach), Elon University (Vandermaas-Peeler), University of Washington/Seattle Children’s Research
Institute (Tandon), University of Illinois Urbana-Champagne (Faber-Taylor, Kuo), University of Cincinnati
(Carr), Clemson University (Zamani), and North Carolina State University (Moore and Cosco).



Other Northern American Countries (Bermuda, Greenland, Saint Pierre
and Miquelon)
 In other Northern American countries (Bermuda, Greenland, Saint Pierre and Miquelon), we could
not locate any key research groups working on AOP research, other than one researcher from
Ilisimatusarfik (Føns, University of Greenland), whose area of focus is on Education Outside the
Classroom (EOtC). Substantial efforts and research activities have transpired devoted to advancing
outdoor active play in Canada and the U.S. While little evidence is available in other parts of
Northern America, this could be a consequence of the differences in weather, limited attention paid
to outdoor play as a priority area in other parts of this region, or that it is engrained in the culture and
not a dying phenomenon like it is in other parts of Northern America.

Leadership
Canada
 Indicators of leadership capacity in Canada were also gleaned from the LNA on outdoor play.
Specifically, and as evidenced by the education sector (including academic and research activities
at the post-secondary levels, and outdoor play education and curriculum at the elementary and
secondary levels) accounting for nearly half of the entries in the model, a reasonable interpretation
is that a high level of reliance, trust, and authority is placed on research by this group. Researchers
in Canada have contributed to the narrative on AOP—both domestically  and globally —
and continue to propel the research agenda forward by identifying future lines of inquiry, setting
objectives and priorities, conducting sound scientific inquiry, building sustainable research
programs, identifying recommendations to address key issues, and training highly qualified
personnel.  Entries with the strongest reported relationships between AOP and
private/public/non-governmental institutions in Canada included (but were not limited to): Outdoor
Play Canada, Andrew Fleck Children’s Services, The Walton’s Trust, The Lawson Foundation,
ParticipACTION, Families Canada, Canadian Public Health Association, and the Regroupement des
Centres de la Petite Enfance de la Montérégie. Interestingly, not all of these entries are specific to
outdoor play, but also pertain to physical activity, child and family services, public health, and
philanthropy. 
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 Sectors relating to health, philanthropy, and government accounted for 14% of the LNA, identifying
potential areas to capitalize on and expand leadership capacity specific to outdoor play, and
increase cross-pollination of ideas. Doing so will not only maximize reach, but also optimize uptake
of co-created messaging, programming, or initiatives across various sectors and populations.



United States
 In the U.S., there are several nonprofit organizations that advocate for play and specifically outdoor
play, including the U.S. branch of the International Play Association, the U.S. Play Coalition, the
National Institute for Play, the Children & Nature Network, Kaboom! and Let Grow. Some of these non-
profit organizations are specifically focused on integration of outdoor play in formal learning settings.
For example, the Natural Start Alliance supports early childhood educators in integrating outdoor play
into their class day. Green Schoolyards of America focuses on helping schools transform their asphalt
schoolyards into more park-like spaces to better support outdoor play. There are also several for-profit
organizations whose corporate values directly support outdoor play. Several playground designers
and equipment leaders in the U.S., as well as Canada, advocate for active outdoor play, including
Landscape Structures, PlayCore, Kompan, Peak Play, Rusty Keeler Designs, and Bienenstock Natural
Playgrounds. 
Many outdoor retailers, such as L.L.Bean and Recreational Equipment Inc. (REI), encourage and offer
outdoor activities for all ages, including young people. For example, REI promotes #OptOutside, a
campaign that encourages consumers to go outdoors for active recreation instead of shopping on
“Black Friday” (REI is not open on Black Friday). REI’s non-profit arm – the REI Cooperative Action Fund
– as well as the Outdoor Foundation and the National Recreation Foundation encourage outdoor
active play by providing programmatic funding. Some states have developed model initiatives to
encourage getting kids outdoors, including through outdoor play. For example, Great Outdoors
Colorado (GOCO) aims to transform an entire generation of children by connecting them to the
outdoor world. This led to the launch of Generation Wild, an evidence-based, multiyear campaign
designed to catalyze a movement to reconnect kids to the outdoors. Finally, the youth development
sector is an important advocate and has partnered at the state government level to encourage active
outdoor activity. For example, the Girl Scouts partner with state parks across the country to encourage
outdoor play and recreation, as well as environmental stewardship activities. There is also growing
traction in the U.S. to support historically marginalized groups in gaining greater access to the
outdoors through play and recreation, such as Outdoor Afro, Latino Outdoors, Fresh Tracks, and
Gateway to the Great Outdoors (see the ‘Anti-racism in the Outdoors’ guide for a more fulsome list).
Although some of these are geared toward adults, adults often have children or grandchildren and are
encouraged to support the outdoor activities of those young people through these ethnic-specific
organizations. 

https://ipaworld.org/
https://usplaycoalition.org/
https://nifplay.org/
https://www.childrenandnature.org/
https://kaboom.org/
https://letgrow.org/
https://naturalstart.org/
https://www.greenschoolyards.org/
https://www.playlsi.com/
https://www.playcore.com/
https://www.kompan.com/en/us
https://www.peakplay.ca/
https://rustykeeler.com/
https://www.bienenstockplaygrounds.com/
https://www.bienenstockplaygrounds.com/
https://www.reifund.org/
https://outdoorindustry.org/participation
https://www.nationalrecreationfoundation.org/
https://www.goco.org/
https://www.goco.org/
https://www.generationwild.com/
https://www.girlscouts.org/
https://outdoorafro.org/
https://latinooutdoors.org/
https://www.aspencommunitysolutions.org/fresh-tracks
https://www.gatewayoutdoors.org/


Other Northern American Countries (Bermuda, Greenland, Saint Pierre and
Miquelon)
 There is far less publicly available information on existing AOP advocacy efforts in Bermuda,
Greenland, or Saint Pierre and Miquelon (our authorship group reached out to tourist organizations in
Bermuda and Saint Pierre and Miquelon, and an outdoors-focused YouTuber from Greenland, for
input and guidance but did not receive a response). Notably, the Government of Greenland aims to
become the most physically active country in the world — and with the outdoor, land-based culture
of the predominantly Inuit population, it is likely that active outdoor play will be prominent in this
quest. It is possible, and likely, that outdoor play efforts in these countries are not captured,
documented, or organized via the same online, Western methods used in the U.S. and Canada. We
hope this brief review will create awareness and facilitate connections among AOP advocates,
researchers, leaders, and practitioners throughout the Northern America region.

AOP Position Statements &
Authoritative Documents
 In 1977, the International Play Association published the Declaration of the Child’s Right to Play,
recognizing even at that point that rapid changes to society were beginning to negatively impact
children’s development. In 1989, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child  included
the right to play as an essential element of a healthy childhood (Table 1). In the early 2000s, around
the same time as the widespread use of the internet and increasing time spent on screens, a shift
began towards highlighting and emphasizing the outdoors as a critical component of play that was
disappearing from children’s lives.
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Canada
 A decade later, as concern over indoor-focused, sedentary childhoods persisted and worsened,
Tremblay and colleagues developed the 2015 Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play, that states:
“Access to active play in nature and outdoors—with its risks—is essential for healthy child
development. We recommend increasing children’s opportunities for self-directed play outdoors in
all settings—at home, at school, in childcare, the community and nature”. This statement and the
systematic reviews that informed it highlighted the holistic benefits of outdoor play for child
wellbeing and development – mentally, emotionally, cognitively, and socially. The Position Statement
served as a galvanizing force to bring together the diversity of groups who each share a passion for
outdoor play – across research, practice, and policy. The Position Statement informed policy
documents  and a British Columbia Supreme Court decision against a playground injury lawsuit,
and resulted in substantial philanthropic investment  as well as a surge in Canadian-led outdoor
play-focused research projects.  It additionally led to the official launch of Outdoor Play Canada
(https://www.outdoorplaycanada.ca/), a national organization that serves to convene collaborations,
amplify efforts and successes, and provide leadership and strategic direction for the outdoor play
sector in Canada. 

5
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 In addition, the 2015 Position Statement  inspired several organizations to develop their own
statements (Table 1) highlighting the specific importance of AOP for children’s health and wellbeing.
For example, the Canadian Chief Medical Officers of Health released a statement in 2018  that
directly endorsed the 2015 Position Statement. Most recently the Canadian Paediatric Society
released a statement in 2024  which focuses on risky play, a specific aspect of AOP, as a critical
component in combatting common, ongoing pediatric health challenges, including poor mental
health and obesity. While the 2015 Position Statement had great impact in Canada, its focus and
impact was constrained to children and youth.
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In 2021, Outdoor Play Canada released the Outdoor Play in Canada: 2021 State of the Sector Report
at the Breath of Fresh Air Outdoor Play Summit (hosted by Outdoor Play Canada;
https://outdoorplaysummit.ca/). This report served as a chronology of progress within the Canadian
outdoor play sector since the 2015 Position Statement, an account of the sector’s status (amid the
COVID-19 global pandemic), and the identification of nine major priorities to serve as a common
vision for the sector over the next five years. Now as we approachIn celebration of the 10-year
anniversary of the 2015 Position Statement, we are developinghave developed an update to describe
its impact, extend its global reach and relevance, identify learnings across the globe, and consolidate
outdoor play-focused Position Statements from the past 10 years.
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United States
In the U.S., several states have developed Children’s Outdoor Bills of Rights (COBOR;
https://www.childrenandnature.org/resources/childrens-outdoor-bill-of-rights-bring-leaders-
residents-together). A COBOR typically lists specific outdoor experiences that every child deserves. A
COBOR can be passed as a resolution, offered as a proclamation, or function as a program. As of
2020, 15 states and six cities had COBORs in place or in development. The content of the COBOR
statement is often generated through surveys and open forums to assess public opinion about the
specific nature-based experiences to prioritize, grounded in the state’s values and geography. For
example, in Minnesota, their COBOR (https://mn.gov/children-outdoors), developed under the
auspices of the Minnesota Children’s Cabinet, states that Minnesota’s children have the right to
(among 15 activities) explore Minnesota’s four seasons; bike, ride, or ski a public trail; boat or paddle
on one of its 11,842 lakes; and participate in traditions and culturally specific ancestral practices
rooted in nature. In addition to providing a public-facing symbol, a messaging tool, and an opportunity
to raise awareness, Minnesota’s COBOR serves as a means to direct the attention of state agencies
(from the Department of Natural Resources and the Department of Education to the Department of
Military Affairs and the Department of Employment and Economic Development) on the ways they
do, or could better, support equitable access to the outdoors for children, their families, and others
who care for them. 
 Children’s museums are also strong advocates for play. The Association for Children’s Museums
developed an Information Brief: The Power of Play in Children’s Museums and Elsewhere
(https://childrensmuseums.org/2023/07/17/powerofplay-brief) that presents the evidence for the
benefits of play, indoors as well as outdoors, and makes the case for children’s museums as vehicles
for developmentally appropriate play, including physically active play through outdoor spaces
designed for free play.

Other Northern American Countries (Bermuda, Greenland, Saint Pierre and
Miquelon)
We were unable to locate any authoritative documents or position statements from Bermuda,
Greenland, or Saint Pierre and Miquelon.



Policy & legislation 
 
In Northern America, policies and legislation related to outdoor play are primarily influenced by
broader public health, education, and urban planning frameworks, particularly in Canada and the
U.S. While specific legislation focused solely on outdoor play is limited, there are several relevant
policies and guidelines in Canada and the U.S. that promote outdoor play, primarily for children (Table
2).

Canada
In Canada, the 2015 Position Statement on Active Outdoor Play  continues to serve as a significant
guiding document on outdoor play. This statement has informed both local- and national-level policy
work in Canada to prioritize outdoor play in educational, health, and recreational planning.  For
example, provincial curricula, such as Ontario's Health and Physical Education Curriculum,
emphasize active play as part of children’s physical literacy and development.  Additionally, the
Canadian Parks and Recreation Association has been a major advocate for creating and maintaining
outdoor play spaces in municipalities and encouraging active outdoor lifestyles through the
Framework for Recreation in Canada,  and its recent update in 2024.  Organizations like Outdoor
Play Canada and the Child and Nature Alliance of Canada have worked with various levels of
government to promote nature-based learning and outdoor play, particularly in early childhood
education. The Ontario Active School Travel Program is another example of where schools encourage
walking or biking to school as part of increasing outdoor activity.  Research on such programs has
shown positive effects on physical fitness, mental health, and even academic performance.
Additionally, safety regulations, such as British Columbia’s Safe Play Space standards, ensure that
playgrounds and public spaces are safe and accessible for outdoor play.
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United States
In the U.S., there is growing support for outdoor play through various federal initiatives. The Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), focused on K-12 education, recognizes physical education, including
outdoor activities, as essential to a well-rounded education.  This has encouraged schools to
integrate outdoor play as part of physical activity curricula. At the pre-kindergarten level, states are
increasingly mentioning outdoor learning environments in quality rating improvement systems and
licensing. For example, in Texas, the quality rating standards changed the outdoor descriptor from
“playground” to “outdoor learning environment”. Safe Routes to School (SRTS) programs promote
walking and biking to school, fostering AOP while encouraging children to engage with their local
environments.
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The No Child Left Inside Act emphasizes environmental education and outdoor learning, indirectly
promoting outdoor play as part of its agenda to connect children with nature.  ‘Kids Need Recess’
tracks pending, state-level recess legislative policy initiatives. Additionally, the recently passed
EXPLORE Act in the U.S. further reinforces the importance of outdoor recreation, including play.  This
legislation aims to expands access to public lands and modernizes outdoor infrastructure, including
creating accessible trails and recreation areas. The Act promotes outdoor engagement for
underserved communities, children, veterans, and individuals with disabilities, to ensureing that
public lands and parks are inclusive and foster AOP. While not a legal or policy regulation, the Land
and Water Conservation Fund (LWCF) has been instrumental in supporting the development and
maintenance of parks and recreational areas, making it easier for communities to provide spaces for
outdoor play. 
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The Youth Outdoors Policy Playbook, an initiative of the Youth Outdoor Policy Partnership, helps
legislators and community leaders expand outdoor opportunities for young people by showcasing
successful policies, highlighting innovations and connecting experts to promote equity in health,
education, and recreation. 

There are a growing number of examples of advocacy for play-focused policies at local and state
levels, such as mandatory recess, which wasere passed in Illinois and Washington. The Washington
advocacy effort to pass the law was led by a host of organizations and agencies focused on play via
the King County Play Equity Coalition. These policies, initiatives and advocacy efforts are not solely
focused on outdoor play; nevertheless, they collectively contribute to creating environments where
people are encouraged to engage in active play outdoors, both in structured and unstructured
settings. 
 In both Canada and the U.S., evidence suggests that policies promoting outdoor play can lead to
improved physical activity levels, mental health outcomes, and social development in children. For
example, the 2019 ParticipACTION Report Card on Physical Activity for Children and Youth reported
that children who engage in regular outdoor play have higher physical activity levels and better mental
health outcomes.  This research has influenced early childcare and education centres, school
boards, and municipalities to encourage the development of outdoor play spaces and to allow more
unstructured playtime. However, challenges remain, particularly in terms of equitable access to
outdoor play opportunities. Both countries face issues of accessibility and equity, with children in
low-income or urban areas, as well as those living with disabilities, often having fewer opportunities
for outdoor play.  Policies like the Explore Act in the U.S. and initiatives led by ParticipACTION, the
Canadian Disability Participation Project, and Outdoor Play Canada are trying to address these gaps,
but more targeted research is needed to evaluate their long-term effectiveness, particularly in
reaching marginalized populations.

34
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https://www.ncelenviro.org/yopp
https://www.kcplayequity.org/


Other Northern American Countries (Bermuda, Greenland, Saint Pierre and
Miquelon)
 There appears to be limited specific evidence of policies and legislation focused on outdoor play in
Bermuda, Greenland, and Saint Pierre and Miquelon. However, outdoor activities and recreation in
these regions are generally supported by broader environmental and public health frameworks,
though not always formally legislated in the same way as in larger nations like Canada or the U.S.
 In Bermuda, outdoor recreation is encouraged through various government initiatives aimed at
promoting physical activity and tourism, though there is no specific legislation directly addressing
outdoor play. The Government promotes the use of public parks and beaches but formalized outdoor
play policies may be lacking in the same way they are present in mainland Northern America.
Greenland, being part of the Kingdom of Denmark, follows Danish guidelines and policies in many
sectors, including health and education. While Greenland has vast natural landscapes that
encourage outdoor activity, there is limited documented evidence available of formal policies
focused specifically on promoting outdoor play, other than their national goal of becoming the most
physically active country in the world. Outdoor activities like hiking, camping, hunting, and fishing are
culturally significant and supported by local communities, although specific child-focused outdoor
play initiatives are less formalized. 
 
 In Saint Pierre and Miquelon, which is a French overseas territory, outdoor activities are a part of the
local lifestyle due to the islands' rugged natural landscapes. There is no direct evidence of specific
policies or legislation promoting outdoor play, but the territory's connection to French public health
policies likely influences the encouragement of physical activity, including outdoor play, particularly
in school settings. While these regions may not have the same structured policies as found in Canada
or the U.S., there is a general cultural emphasis on outdoor activities, which indirectly supports
outdoor play, perhaps making explicit policies and strategies unnecessary. 

 For Bermuda, Greenland, and Saint Pierre and Miquelon, a major challenge in assessing the
implementation and effectiveness of outdoor play policies is the lack of formal research and limited
government focus on tracking these specific outcomes. These jurisdictions have smaller populations,
and the emphasis on outdoor play seems more culturally ingrained than policy driven. As a result,
there is little formal data available to measure the direct impact of outdoor play on children’s health
or social outcomes. 

https://iserasuaat.gl/nyheder/2020/07/aalasa?sc_lang=da
https://iserasuaat.gl/nyheder/2020/07/aalasa?sc_lang=da


Cultural & Context
Considerations 
In the Outdoor Play in Canada: 2021 State of the Sector Report, ‘Advocating for equity, diversity and
inclusion (EDI) in outdoor play’ was identified as one of the nine major priorities for the outdoor play
sector in Canada.  Within this priority, nine action items were identified, including a need to address
inequitable access to ‘sufficient, safe and high-quality outdoor play spaces’, as has been echoed
across the other sections of this narrative review. This priority aligns with the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals, including: #4 (Quality Education), #5 (Gender Equality), and #10 (Reduced
Inequalities), as well as with the Canadian Parks and Recreation Association’s ReImagine RREC
Report, in which equity, diversity, inclusion and access are highlighted as one of five pillars for action
for the parks, recreation and community sport sector.  
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Supporting those with disabilities in engaging in active outdoor play, particularly in natural spaces,
continues to be an ongoing gap in research, practice, and policy. For children with disabilities, both
the built environment (e.g., inaccessible infrastructure) and social environment (e.g., attitudes) pose
barriers to participation and thus impact their experience.  For example, playgrounds that lack
ramps to elevated play structures may prevent children who use a wheelchair from engaging in play.
Attitudinal barriers, such as parents of children without disabilities negatively perceiving the effects of
their child interacting with a child who communicates non-verbally (e.g., uses a tablet for expressive
communication),  further perpetuate broader systems of discrimination, prejudice, and systemic
bias (i.e., ableism) towards children with disabilities in outdoor play.

39-41
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 The COVID-19 pandemic led to significant changes in daily life for everyone, with specific
recommendations and restrictions varying within and between countries. Many countries imposed
restrictions requiring physical distancing (two metres) and limited community and social interactions,
including sport, playground, and park use.  Most children and youth were no longer attending school,
with classroom lessons replaced by home-schooling and online learning activities. Research clearly
showed that during public health-imposed restrictions, children and adolescents had less outdoor
time, lower physical activity levels, and higher sedentary behaviours including leisure screen time.
Moreover, reduced student engagement in play during the pandemic was associated with poorer
school experiences, including decreased school engagement, learning, collaboration, perseverance,
and concentration, compared to those whose play did not change over the same time period.  
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Opportunities for AOP fluctuated during different waves of the pandemic  and several individual and
built environment characteristics were significantly related to healthy lifestyle behaviours.  There
was compelling evidence that AOP was a key correlate of healthy lifestyle behaviours including
physical activity, active transportation and independent mobility.  While outdoor time and related
physical activity were compromised during periods of public health restrictions, there was evidence
of new and creative uses of the outdoors as a means of mitigating transmission of COVID-19.  Not
restricted to Northern America, the use of the outdoors as a means of promoting healthy lifestyle
behaviours while mitigating communicable disease transmission can be added to the long list of
benefits of AOP.  
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AOP in Northern America, Canada and the U.S. more specifically, is increasingly constrained by
urbanization and climate change, limiting opportunities for individuals, particularly in urban
centers.  Climate change appears to intensify these challenges in the region. Specifically, frequent
wildfires, such as those observed across the continent, resulted in poor air quality that confines
families indoors during prime play seasons.  Unpredictable winters with less snow and erratic
freeze-thaw cycles disrupted activities like ice skating and sledding, threatening traditional winter
outdoor activities for many Canadians.  Rising summer temperatures also make outdoor play
unsafe, particularly in urban areas where the urban heat island effect exacerbates extreme heat.
These disruptions highlight the growing disconnect from nature-based activities once integral to
Northern American life. 
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Strengths & Limitations
  
To our knowledge, this was the first attempt to aggregate information on AOP in the Northern America
region. While the search for information was not exhaustive, and is almost certainly incomplete, a
thorough search was done to uncover key stakeholders, leaders, advocates and practitioners; identify
research, policies, legislation, foundational documents, and notable practices; catalogue key
leadership activities; and expose important cultural and context considerations and their variability
across the Northern America region. Our efforts made clear that the AOP sector in this region is poorly
connected and most likely underachieving. Many information gaps exist, possibly because of an
absence of information, but also because such information may be buried locally and unavailable
through electronic searches. 



To avoid duplication of efforts, optimize impact, learn from those doing well, and amplify our collective
efforts and actions, better linkages and networking within the sector, across the Northern America
jurisdictions are recommended. An additional limitation was that the LNA was limited to Canada. While
similarities may exist across the other countries included within the geographic confines of Northern
America, they cannot be generalized or transferred beyond Canada. 

Conclusion &
Recommendations
 This narrative review highlights that the Northern America region, predominantly Canada and the United
States, is at the forefront of research and policy efforts promoting AOP, with the education sector playing
a key role. However, despite these advancements, significant inequities persist, with people from lower
socio-economic backgrounds and marginalized communities facing limited access to safe and high-
quality outdoor play spaces. To continue promoting and preserving AOP across the Northern America
region, we recommend the following:

For policy
Policies that promote outdoor play are needed to address its low and/or declining participation.
Baseline information in some parts of Northern America may be needed to understand if policy
is necessary.
Establish policies that promote equitable access to natural/outdoor play areas. These play
areas would ideally be close to where people live, and conserve safe, active transportation
routes. 
Develop and enact policies to guarantee recess during the school day for all children, including
those in childcare settings.
Share resources and work together with regulatory and land-use planning bodies to promote
and advocate for policies and licensing regulations that support quality outdoor play spaces. 
Include children’s and youth’s voices from diverse backgrounds in designing outdoor play
spaces and child-friendly neighbourhoods, in line with the Sustainable Development Goals for
Children, which emphasize the importance of including children’s voices when developing
plans to meet these goals.
Build climate-resilient spaces, such as shaded playgrounds and green urban areas, to provide
safe environments for outdoor activities.



Improve air quality monitoring systems and strengthen public communication. This includes
expanding the network of air quality sensors to ensure comprehensive coverage, particularly in urban
areas and regions prone to wildfires or industrial emissions. For example, Health Canada and
Environment and Climate Change Canada have implemented the Air Health Trend Indicator (AHTI)
and the Air Quality Health Index (AQHI) to inform the public about the risks of outdoor air pollution
and guide protective health behaviours. However, there is a critical need to update both the AHTI and
AQHI to incorporate behavioural considerations and enhance their ability to advise the public in
making informed decisions. This update should address the diverse behavioral needs of individuals,
such as those of vulnerable populations, and include actionable recommendations to reduce
exposure to air pollution. By integrating these considerations, the AHTI and AQHI could better support
health protection efforts, encouraging behaviours that minimize health risks, especially in high-risk
scenarios.

For advocacy
Support, promote, and build on existing campaigns that focus on the benefits of outdoor
play, both in and out of school, such as the International Day of Play, Let Grow school
programs, Take Me Outside Day, ISPAH’s Eight Investments That Work for Physical Activity;
and the World Health Organization (WHO)’s Global Action Plan on Physical Activity 2018–
2030.
Assess, evaluate, preserve, and improve access to sufficient, safe, and high-quality outdoor
play spaces, and advocate for equitable access for all.
Promote connections/collaborations across sectors, levels of government, communities and
countries. Strategic connections across countries can mitigate redundancies in efforts and
learn from best-practise approaches in countries more advanced in this area.
Promote alternative traditions like nature walks or urban gardening to foster engagement with
nature while supporting playful lifestyles and resilience to climate change.

For leadership and research
It may bear repeating LNAs in other Northern American countries to establish a more
holistic/wholesome view of AOP in this region, specifically in relation to research capacity
and leadership. The additional LNAs would facilitate identifying gaps in sector leadership and
areas of research paucity, possibly informing future research agendas. 
Adopt a broader view on play environments (e.g., street play, forest play, yard play,
schoolyards, and play spaces for all ages and abilities) to fuel research that will differentiate
outdoor play patterns to create unique measurement tools and resources.
Co-create research with policymakers and planners to ensure it is responsive to their needs
and facilitates more rapid utilization. 



Connect researchers working on different aspects of outdoor play including the impacts on
individuals (i.e., physical, cognitive, and social-emotional well-being) and communities both
locally and globally.
Enhanced real-time data collection and reporting can provide timely and localized
information about air quality conditions, empowering individuals and communities to make
informed decisions to protect their health.
Build and strengthen collaborative links between leading countries in outdoor play research,
such as Canada and the U.S., and other regions of Northern America.

For program delivery and play practitioners
Make outdoor play professional development and training opportunities available to parents,
educators, volunteer coaches, municipal leaders, health professionals, built environment
professionals, and students.
Create best practices, toolkits, and resources for programs to utilize to create high quality
outdoor play programs that are inclusive and accessible to people with diverse backgrounds
and abilities.

For parents and care providers
Provide information and offer training on the health benefits of outdoor play for children to
positively influence parents’ and caregivers’ attitudes toward outdoor play, like the Play
Outside Toolkit (https://www.outsideplay.org/#tool-kit).
Identify approaches to promoting AOP among parents and care providers that not only
satisfy children’s need for time outdoors but can also support children’s mental and physical
health and wellbeing.
Identify opportunities to support parents and intergenerational family members in engaging
in active outdoor play together or in tandem with their children. Parents need time to play too!

For outdoor play participants 
For early years children (0–5 years), support AOP at home and in childcare settings to support
health and wellbeing, build confidence and resilience, and provide safe but stimulating
environments that fosters sensory exploration and motor development.64

For children (6–12 years), provide access to green schoolyards and outdoor learning
environments to integrate outdoor play into daily activities. 
For adolescents (13–17 years), introduce fun yet challenge-based play activities such as rock
climbing, outdoor gyms, or parkour with low-barrier, non-competitive options to encourage
lifelong engagement.



For adults (18–64 years), promote intergenerational play spaces where adults can play with
children and encourage ‘green exercise’ such as hiking, nature walking, or park visits.
For older adults (65+ years), design accessible outdoor spaces with lots of resting areas such
as benches, shaded areas, and flat, soft pathways, and encourage social and
multigenerational outdoor play to foster community bonds and active aging. 
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Thank  you!
Thank you for reading this global regional review on play in Northern America.
This has been a passion project of our dedicated AOP10 leadership group - we
thoroughly enjoyed putting this together and discovering and sharing this work!
 We also recognize that we haven’t captured all outdoor play efforts. Consider
this your invitation to reach out to us, let us know what we’re missing and how
we may work together to continue celebrating international efforts to promote
active outdoor play across all ages!

outdoorplaycanada.ca

info@outdoorplaycanada.ca

@outdoorplayca


