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Abstract  

Since the earliest waves of Modernist planning and the application of systematic zoning, parks and 

playgrounds have served as exclusive domains for children's recreational activities within the rational 

city. However, with the prevalence of car-dependent lifestyles, free outdoor play has nearly vanished 

from urban public realms. The increasing rates of childhood obesity worldwide, along with alarming 

risks to mental and physical health, underscore the urgent need to reevaluate the childless urban 

landscape. This dissertation challenges this phenomenon by recognizing the developmental 

significance of children's engagement in urban life, aiming to reassert the urban public realm as a 

vital site for children's play and agency. 

Despite numerous studies advocating for the promotion of outdoor free play and exploring 

opportunities for childrenôs independent mobility, a persistent gap remains between research and 

practical urban policies. Grounded in the UN's Child-Friendly Cities Initiative, this research aims to 

bridge this divide by drawing on empirical data grounded in the lived experiences of children and 

emphasizing the reactivation of public spaces for play while promoting intergenerational coexistence. 

Informed by relativist ontology, constructivist epistemology, and the communicative turn in planning 

theory, three key objectives underpin the investigation: to examine how urban configurations impact 

children's active play; to identify the types of play happening on pathways connecting residential 

areas to schools and play spaces; and, to explore the linkages between neighbourhood configurations, 

children's sense of belonging, and perceptions of safety. This research employs critical ethnography 

and draws on empirical data grounded in the lived experiences of children to address these objectives. 

The findings advocate for urban planners to pay equal attention to the quality and configuration of 

urban pathways alongside parks and playgrounds, emphasizing the urban public realm as a play 

network and leveraging local knowledge and children's lived experiences to create inclusive, playful, 

and vibrant urban environments. Moreover, it holds added relevance in the context of the COVID-19 

pandemic, offering insights into the impact of crises on public space usage. This research contributes 

to the broader planning discourse by opening new possibilities for reuniting families with children in 

the urban metropolitan core and achieving greater social and environmental sustainability goals. 

Keywords: Child-Friendly Cities, Play Network, Unstructured Play, Urban Public Realm, 

Intergenerational Public Space, Child Agency, Socio-Spatial Planning 
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 1 

Introduction 

Parks and playgrounds have traditionally been designated as the exclusive domains for children's 

recreational activities within urban landscapes. However, this norm has led to a conspicuous absence 

of spontaneous, child-led play within the broader public realm of cities. Concerns about safety and the 

absence of play-friendly environments have made urban spaces seem ill-suited for children's 

exploration and engagement in unstructured activities. This dissertation seeks to challenge these 

perceptions by recognizing the developmental importance of children's ability to navigate urban life, 

fostering independence, resilience, and social competence. This research aims to reassert the urban 

public realm as a vital site for children's play and agency.  

The suburban lifestyle, often seen as more conducive to raising children due to larger living 

spaces and access to private yards, has contributed to the migration of families away from urban 

cores. To reinvigorate the urban public realm as a vibrant space for all age groups, including children, 

it is imperative to expand play opportunities beyond the confines of designated spaces and 

incorporate playfulness into the very fabric of the city. This shift can foster social inclusion, 

environmental sustainability, and urban vibrancy by reuniting families with the heart of metropolitan 

areas. 

My perspective is influenced by a relativist ontology and constructivist epistemology and is 

informed by my childhood experiences. I grew up in Tehran, a densely populated metropolis in Iran. 

For urban children like me, access to shared yards was usually available but the prevailing apartment 

living culture often discouraged us from using these spaces for active play as it could disturb 

neighbours. Surrounded by the dominant societal beliefs about the risks of playing outdoors for 

younger children, especially girls, and an overprotective mother, I spent most of my childhood in 

institutions nurturing my creativity and literacy while my physical and social competence were being 

neglected. In light of the contemporary growing literature about the challenges faced by urban 

children in accessing safe and stimulating play environments, my personal experience became the 

motivation to conduct this research.  

While numerous studies have explored the concept of reactivating public spaces for play and 

promoting intergenerational coexistence, a gap persists between theory and practical application in 

urban planning. This research seeks to bridge this gap by drawing on empirical data grounded in the 

lived experiences of children, offering insights into how physical configurations, socio-cultural 
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influences, and personal preferences converge to shape children's interactions with urban 

environments. The overarching objective of this research is to enhance the understanding of how the 

urban public realm functions as a site for childrenôs play, and ultimately, the playful being of people 

of all ages.  

In this research, I use the term ñpublic realmò to refer to open spaces in between buildings 

(e.g., empty lots, green spaces, etc.) and pathways connecting different destinations. Therefore, I 

consider pathways as a part of the public realm. Streets, sidewalks, laneways, trails are common 

examples of pathways within the public realm. Pathways can be used by pedestrians only or be shared 

between cars and pedestrians. Three key research questions underpin this investigation: 

1. How does the physical configuration of the public realm influence childrenôs free play 

opportunities in high-density versus low-density residential neighbourhoods? 

2. What are the types and quality of play happening on the pathways connecting residential 

locations to schools and local playspaces? 

3. What are the linkages between the neighbourhood configurations, childrenôs level of local 

belonging, and overall perceptions of safety? 

This research is informed by and contributes to the UNôs Child-Friendly Cities Initiative 

(CFCI), with a focus on childrenôs rights to play and to participate in the process of creating and 

maintaining playspaces. The study draws on the broader discourse of communicative planning theory 

and emphasizes the importance of critical ethnography in creating urban planning knowledge. 

Additionally, I borrowed conceptual models from environmental psychology and developmental 

studies to identify research questions and objectives for data collection. I relied on the seminal work 

of Roger Hart, childrenôs Phenomenal Landscape Model, which elucidates the building blocks of 

children's experiences within the public realm, including places, pathways, and territorial range. I also 

use Moore and Youngôs ecological model of childhood, which is a take on Bronfenbrennerôs 

Ecological Systems Theory of Human Development which guides the investigation into the intricate 

dynamics between children, the physical environment, and societal influences. 

This dissertation assumes added relevance in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

offering insights into how crises can impact people's use of public spaces. Furthermore, it seeks to 

redefine key theoretical concepts, such as territorial range, making them more attuned to 
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contemporary urban lifestyles and configurations. In an era characterized by car-dependent living and 

heightened concerns about child safety, these reconceptualizations are essential for better 

understanding and designing urban environments that cater to the diverse needs of children. Planners 

must pay as much attention to the quality and configuration of urban pathways as they do to parks and 

playgrounds to compensate for limited open spaces in compact urban neighbourhoods. The required 

knowledge for this endeavour must at least partially come from the local knowledge and lived 

experiences of children in different locales. 

This dissertation is presented in six chapters including three manuscripts.  

Chapter 1 presents the research background. The research objectives and questions are 

provided followed by an overview of the relevant literature. The review is divided into three sections: 

the concept of play and childhood; the history of playspaces in relation to childrenôs agency; and, 

realizing the gap in contemporary urban planning experiences in urban environments.  

Chapter 2 is dedicated to research design and methods. I present my ontological and 

epistemological assumptions before providing the theoretical frameworks that shaped my research 

questions and methodological choices. The Phenomenon Landscape Model and Socio-ecological 

Model that explain childrenôs experiences in outdoor environments are detailed. Methods are 

explained in three sections corresponding to the three stages of data collection throughout this 

research. Lastly, I outline a few of the challenges of working with children and the lessons I learned 

from them. 

Chapters 3 through 5 encompass manuscripts, each addressing one of the research questions. 

Chapter 3 answers to ñhow does the physical configuration of the urban public realm influence 

childrenôs active free play in high-density versus low-density residential neighbourhoods?ò This 

manuscript outlines the importance of pathway design in creating child-friendly cities by examining 

and comparing spatial configurations of two youthified and two family-oriented neighbourhoods in 

Portland, Oregon.  

Chapter 4 is a manuscript that investigates ñthe types and qualities of play happening on the 

pathways connecting residential locations to schools and local playspaces.ò The case study is 

Thorncliffe Park neighbourhood in Toronto. The discussion of this chapter revolves around the 

environmental and social factors influencing active free play within the public realm. Empirical data 

based on the participantsô lived experiences are presented throughout the discussion.  
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Chapter 5 is another manuscript written based on the Thorncliffe Park case study. This 

manuscript outlines ñthe linkages between the neighbourhood configurations, childrenôs level of local 

belonging, and overall perceptions of safety.ò Chapter 5 uses a wide range of evidence to illustrate the 

complex relationship that exists between the physiographic and social realms of childrenôs outdoor 

experiences, bringing together what was discussed in Chapters 3 and 4 in one place. 

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis by summarizing the key research findings corresponding to 

specific research questions ranging from the analysis of the physiographic space (presented in 

Chapter 3) to understanding the day-to-day play experiences within a triangle of home, school, and 

playground (presented in Chapter 4), to comprehending the linkages between the physiographic and 

social spaces and their broader influence on the social construct of childhood (presented in Chapter 

5). Subsequently, the contributions of this study to urban planning theory and practice are discussed 

along with the studyôs methodological limitations. I close by restating the research contributions and 

summarizing implications for future child-friendly planning and design. 
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Chapter 1 Overview of Literature, Research Philosophy and 

Theoretical Lens 

ñThe desire to play is fundamentally the desire to beò (Jean-Paul Sartre 1969). 

Sartreôs quote lays the ground for asking what play and childhood mean. Aitken (2001) and Katz 

(2008) explain that childhood is a social construct and the general understanding of it (and arguably 

play as a child-associated activity) directly influences social changes. Most of us, adults, have 

witnessed children playing and we have all been one. Children constantly learn and grow through 

play. To be a child is to be a human. To play is a way of understanding who we are, what and who 

surrounds us (Sicart, 2014). Human beings regardless of their age, explore and experience, destroy 

and create, question and explain, and constantly define and redefine themselves. Do we, humans, ever 

stop growing? Do we ever stop desiring to play? 

Play might be perceived as an act associated with childhood, sometimes the opposite of work 

(a serious and functional behaviour) and sometimes mimicking work in a less serious and logical 

order (Smith & Pellegrini, 1998). But play and work are often complimentary rather than 

contradictory (Murnaghan, 2019). One way to attempt to define play is to distinguish between play 

and playfulness. Sicart (2014) explains play as an activity with certain attributes. Play is contextual, 

purposeful, creative, or disruptive, and can take many forms or even overlap with oneôs work (Sicart, 

2014; Sutton-Smith, 2009). Playfulness is an attitude that can be associated with any activity. In fact, 

play usually has a playful characteristic, which is what may be perceived as opposite to serious work. 

However, one can do work with a playful attitude (e.g., delivering a business pitch with a fun 

presentation) if it does not interfere with the purpose of the activity. Therefore, playing is more than 

being playful or simply having fun. 

In this dissertation, I focus on the creation of spaces that encourage playfulness in the city as 

opposed to creating playspaces. With that, I intend to create an understanding of the necessity of 

acknowledging childrenôs agency and active role in shaping society. According to Holloway & 

Valentine (2005, p. 4), childhood is commonly perceived as a category of minorities such as 

disability, race, and sexual orientation. This categorization is unfortunately reflected in research ethics 

guidelines which bound childrenôs participation and competency to their caregiversô consent. While 

these ethical considerations are to protect children's well-being throughout research, they inevitably 
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cancel some of the voices to hear (Holt, 2004). Alternatively, scholars argue that childhood must be 

seen as an independent social notion, not as adults in the process of becoming (Alparone & Rissotto, 

2001; Cook, Whitzman, & Tranter, 2015; De Visscher & Bouverne-de Bie, 2008; Gillespie, 2013; 

Hanssen, 2019). In this regard, Skelton (2008, p. 23) asserts the importance of using accurate 

terminology when dealing with social constructs. In her research, she uses the word ñyoung peopleò 

instead of younger people to avoid referring to childhood as a transitionary life stage. But it is 

important to know that childhood as a complex ñideologyò has changed over time and space 

(Valentine, 1996, p. 65), and so have playspaces (Frost, 2010).  

1.1 Negotiation of Childrenôs Agency Over Time and Space  

Play is vital for childrenôs growth and well-being. Historically, childrenôs quality of life has been 

influenced by events such as industrialization, rapid urbanization, deindustrialization, technological 

advancements, etc. Besides changes in city structures, socioeconomic and cultural factors, also 

shaped trends in play and access to playspaces. Understanding how play contributes to childrenôs 

development has also evolved. However, the changes in the settings of playspaces did not always 

directly reflect the benefits of play for the growth and well-being of children (Frost, 2012). In this 

section, I overview these historical changes summarized in the timeline illustrated in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1 A timeline showing the changing notion of childhood and play in relation to changes in 

planning approaches and movements. (Source: Anahita Shadkam, 2019). 
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1.1.1 Children of Industrial West  

Friedrich Froebel coined the term playground in the 1820s and introduced play as a means of 

education (Frost, 2010), a playful approach to learning (Murnaghan, 2019). Half a century later, the 

first playgrounds were built in industrialized North America as a part of the child-saving movements. 

Their initial purpose was to clear children from the streets to reduce chaos and to protect children 

from the increasing rates of poverty, crime, and abuse. These early playgrounds were fenced outdoor 

spaces within the city with restricted access, adult supervision, and educational programming (Frost, 

2010; Murnaghan, 2019). Following the child-saving movement, play and playground movements 

forever established playgrounds as crucial institutions in every childôs life. Isolated from the urban 

fabric, fenced playgrounds became culture-producing factories. Children of mostly working-class and 

immigrant families were taught basic manners of urban living and kept separated from the adultsô 

realm until they were ready to behave like them (Frost, 2010, 2012; Goerisch, 2016; Murnaghan, 

2016). 

In the isolated playgrounds, childrenôs programs and activities were divided based on race, 

gender, and age. Activities were designed to promote the ideal American identity through gender 

roles and social status. For instance, they prepare girls to become responsible mothers, boys to 

become powerful leaders, and children of non-white ethnicity to prepare for the workforce (Goerisch, 

2016; Janovicek & Parr, 2003). Children were also sometimes forcefully removed from communities 

because of supposed right ideas about how to live. The Residential Schools in Canada are examples 

of these practices with detrimental consequences (Janovicek & Parr, 2003). Overall, these hegemonic 

perspectives exposed children to a culture of segregation (Gagen, 2007 in Murnaghan, 2013). 

In the early 20th century, an increasing interest in uncovering child development in relation to 

types of play led to the formation of the child-study movement. Founders of the movement advocated 

for the idea of ñwhole childò correlating play to all aspects of physical, social, mental, and emotional 

growth. The work of researchers in this era produced a valuable body of knowledge in various fields, 

e.g., education, physical health, and psychology (Frost, 2012, p. 117). Informed by these studies, 

games, educational tools, and play equipment are advanced to facilitate the development of diverse 

skills at different stages of childhood. Programmed activities ï i.e., educational play in designated 

spaces - were now reinforced by scientific data (Frost, 2012; Goerisch, 2016; Holloway & Valentine, 

2005; Murnaghan, 2019). Simultaneously, the application of Comprehensive Zoning in the 1920s was 
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another step forward in separating childrenôs and adultsô spaces. Organized activities have remained 

widely accepted in childrenôs education, even to date.  

In the mid-20th century when architects engaged in the child-study movement unstructured 

play was reconsidered in the form of adventure play, encouraging childrenôs creativity in playing with 

loose parts as opposed to fixed play equipment (Atmakur-Javdekar, 2016; Frost, 2012). Adventure 

playgrounds were created across Europe and later in North America to mimic construction sites or 

junk yards. The architectsô contribution was not limited to the shape and function of the playgrounds 

and play equipment; their findings and innovation found their way toward city planning (see e.g., the 

work of Aldo Van Eyck and Herman Hertzberger in the Netherlands). They observed childrenôs play 

behaviours within the natural and built environment, conducted qualitative studies at different-scale, 

and revealed meaningful findings about childrenôs unstructured play in urban environments (see e.g., 

studies by Colin Ward, Roger Hart, Kevin Lynch, Claire Cooper Marcus, and Robin Moore). These 

efforts were parallel to plannersô increasing recognition of bottom-up and community-based planning 

(Valentine, 1996b) which were partly, but not exclusively, driven by Jane Jacobs.  

1.1.2 Children of the Globalized West  

Overall, accommodating unstructured play has become challenging after technological advancements 

in the late 20th Century. Changes in the built environment due to higher-density development and car-

oriented design, along with the production of manufactured toys and computer games, led children to 

spend less time playing on their own (Katz, 2001). Safety concerns were other oppressing factors. 

Increased traffic interactions and instances of children's deaths in car accidents created hesitations for 

freedom of play among caregivers (Valentine, 1996a; H. Woolley, 2008). Parental approaches were 

also changing under the influence of media and warnings about strangersô dangers in public spaces 

and highly publicized incidents of kidnapping, in North American and European cities, particularly in 

the 1980s and 90s (Hillman, Adams, & Whitelegg, 1990; Valentine & Mckendrickt, 1997). Malone 

(2007, p. 514) refers to children born in this era (including myself) as the ñbubble-wrapped 

generation.ò Even play equipment was standardized to decrease the risks of injury.  

It is no surprise that not too many Adventure Playgrounds have survived to date, especially in 

the USA, as caregivers become more intolerant to potential risks of injury during play (Frost, 2010, 

2012; Niehues et al., 2013). Despite awareness of the benefits of active free play, many more 

caregivers began limiting children's independent movements in public spaces. A ñchild-protection 
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industryò was created to address the growing anxiety of caregivers, mostly the middle classes (Katz, 

2001, p. 48). From baby monitoring gadgets to diverse educational and recreational institutions, 

caregivers were provided with assistance to assure childrenôs safety. Attending extracurricular 

activities required chauffeuring children among multiple destinations across the city, visualized as 

ñisland-hoppingò (Karsten & Vliet, 2006, p. 152). Due to the prevalence of a car-dependent lifestyle 

among middle-class families, the island hoppers spent a good deal of time daily in the backseat of the 

car (Karsten, 2005; Malone, 2007) and became more prone to a sedentary lifestyle and its 

consequences (e.g., higher rates of obesity and physical incompetence). I believe that the term 

ñisland-hoppingò well suits the suburban living style and its consequences on environmental and 

social sustainability in general and should not be limited to describing childrenôs daily mobility 

patterns.  

Constantly chauffeuring children in an attempt to shield them from perceived or actual risks 

may inadvertently expose them to greater dangers. Firstly, driving private vehicles not only adds to 

traffic but also raises the potential for hazardous interactions for children navigating public spaces. 

For example, congestion near schools due to parental chauffeuring can escalate accident risks. 

Moreover, overprotection hinders childrenôs opportunities to develop crucial social and mental skills 

required to navigate real dangers in public spaces (Christensen & OôBrien, 2003; Frost, 2006; Katz, 

2001, 2008). Consider a child always supervised to avoid interactions with strangers lost in a park. 

How would they stay calm, and ask for help, and who would they trust? These children may find 

themselves ill-equipped to respond appropriately when faced with actual threats. Ultimately, an 

overly protective approach may compromise the very well-being it aims to preserve. 

Children today spend more time than ever in organized sports and institutionalized activities. 

Studies from the 1990s in the USA (Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001) estimated that children spent 50% of 

their discretionary time after school in unstructured play, some 25 hours per week. This is three times 

more than the time they spent on structured play weekly, which is approximately 8.5 hours. These 

numbers are in line with other studies from the UK, Canada, and Australia done around the same time 

(Bianchi, 2000; Craig, Powell, & Smyth, 2014; Fisher, McCulloch, & Gershuny, 1999). A more 

recent study from Norway (Nordbakke, 2019) also reveals a 4% increase in the time children aged six 

to 12 spent weekly in organized leisure activities from 2005 to 2013. This increase mostly accounts 

for the change among six- and seven-year-olds. 91% of this age group reported weekly participation 

in organized activities in 2013-2014, while in 2005, 76% did so. 
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1.1.3 Contemporary Childhood Experiences  

Discussion about how children spend their time daily is of great importance to my research as it 

connects it to greater planning discourses and the geographies of care. First, time-space coordination 

and its relation to having a sustainable lifestyle is a growing concern in child and family studies as 

well as in planning for environmental sustainability. With the prevalence of low-density housing and 

clear spatial boundaries that exist between work, leisure, and personal versus collective life, island 

hopping must be considered a critical topic in planning for sustainability and not just a concern 

regarding childrenôs growth and well-being. The existing body of literature about time-space 

coordination shows that managing daily movements between employment, childcare, extracurricular 

activities, and household chores and errands (Gilow, 2020; Jarvis, 2003) is challenging, especially for 

dual-earner and single-parent households.  

Moreover, the omission of children as active citizens concerns social sustainability and 

inclusive planning. The culture of segregation can be traced back to the very concept of early 

playgrounds: keeping children away from the rest of the public realm, i.e., the adultsô realm.  Todayôs 

playgrounds are not so different from the early ones in terms of concept (separating childrenôs and 

adultsô realms), structure (fenced and equipped with play structures), and function (accommodating 

structured activities with specific purposes). Valentine (1997) also argues that overscheduling 

children with structured (and supervised) activities is a way of avoiding the discussion about whether 

children should explore the urban environment. With no time left for children to be on their own, they 

lose their agency in negotiating time and space.  

Finally, playfulness seen as an attitude not exclusive to children, can contribute to the 

creation of public spaces that benefit people of all ages. It is widely argued that the most effective 

way to design public environments is to integrate children's and adultsô outdoor spaces to benefit both 

groups simultaneously (Carr, S.; Lynch, 1968; Hanssen, 2019; Thompson, 2013). In fact, adultsô 

supervision can be a social or physical activity rather than a mere parenting responsibility (Holloway 

& Valentine, 2000; Karsten, 2005). According to the 8-80 Cities organization1 ñIf everything we do 

in our cities is great for an 8-year-old and an 80-year-old, then it will be better for all people.ò  

 

1 8 80 Cities is a not-for-profit organization established in 2007. With this concept, they have 

successfully led community-based initiatives that improved active mobility. 
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Returning to the discussion around time-space coordination, it is apparent that multipurpose 

and multigenerational spaces simultaneously respond to promoting active mobility and playfulness 

among all citizens. These spaces overall improve the safety and liveability of urban spaces and 

become the sites for cultural and social production (van Vliet & Karsten, 2015). I will further 

elaborate on the theoretical basis of these ideas through a socio-ecological lens in section 1.4 and 

explain how different physical and socio-cultural factors contribute to the formation of multipurpose 

public spaces welcoming people of all ages. In the next section, I discuss how planning as a discipline 

has responded and may continue improving childrenôs free play in the public realm. 

1.2 Childrenôs ñBeingò and ñBecomingò2: A Planning Question  

ñThe wellbeing of children is the ultimate indicator of a healthy habitat, a democratic 

society and of good governanceò (UN Conference on Human Settlements, Habitat II). 

Initially launched in 1996, the Child-Friendly City Initiative (CFCI) supports municipal governments 

in realizing the rights of children at the local level using the UN Convention on the Rights of the 

Child as its foundation. CFCI makes sure that every child has access to safe and healthy environments 

to learn and grow while their decision-making rights are respected. As Malone (Malone, 2006) 

describes, following CFCI, there are notable contributions from UNICEF's Growing Up in Cities 

projects, where champions of children's rights to the city, including Kevin Lynch and Louise Chawla, 

collaborated to create a foundational knowledge base. Growing Up in Cities not only unveils global 

findings on how children use urban spaces but also places significant focus on their rights to the city. 

It equips us with invaluable tools and methods for engaging in research and design with children, 

empowering their voices in decision-making processes. Since the inception of my study, these 

initiatives have been a guiding light. 

 

2 I borrowed this phrase from Julia Gillespieôs 2012 article ñBeing and Becoming: Writing Children 

into Planning Theoryò which draws attention to the importance of differentiating these two 

understanding of childhood in planning theory and practice in order to enhance the current 

normative, top-down approach towards a more communicative and participatory considerations of 

children.    
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What strikes me most about these works is their deep connection to earlier literature, such as 

Kevin Lynch's seminal piece, The Image of the City from the 1960s. As my dissertation unfolds, the 

significance of this connection becomes more apparent, especially in the context of viewing children 

as individuals with distinct identities rather than as adults in the process of becoming. The same holds 

for Chawla's Growing Up in Cities report. The research methods, and the dialogues with children 

from diverse backgrounds ï all underscore a genuine recognition of children as individuals whose 

voices, opinions, and experiences hold weight, regardless of age, gender, or ethnicity. 

It is encouraging to witness a growing awareness of child-friendly planning considerations 

worldwide. Governments and municipalities have made commendable efforts to address children's 

needs at different scales, evident in initiatives such as the US Public Playground Safety Handbook, 

Play England: Design for Play; City of Vancouver: High-Density Housing for Families with Children 

Guidelines; and the City of Toronto: Growing Up Guidelines. However, as highlighted by Hart (1992, 

2009) and echoed by the results of a 2023 review of CFCI literature (Cordero-vinueza, Niekerk, & 

Dijk, 2023), public policy related to Child-Friendly Cities often remains tokenistic, primarily 

focusing on accessible and safe child amenities and spaces. The literature underscores a predominant 

emphasis on the physical environment, with limited attention given to the crucial processes that 

translate children's rights into child-friendly spacesðreferred to as child-friendly governance.  

Critiques in the literature also point out that existing policies tend to be adult-dominated, as 

discussed in section 1.1, perpetuating the view of children as active citizens. Arguably, the exclusion 

of children from decision-making is only partly a planning concern; the rest is rooted in normative 

societal approaches. Children are universally seen as vulnerable beings in the process of becoming 

(perhaps reliable and responsible) adults; and as such, planning that promotes suburbs as more 

family-oriented is actually influenced by the child-protecting mainstream and reinforces the existing 

and unequal social structure around gender and family norms (Hayden, 1980; Ortiz Escalante & 

Gutiérrez Valdivia, 2015). Judy Gillespie's exploration of "being" versus "becoming" effectively 

demonstrates the impact of such perspectives on policymaking, leading to the segregation of adults' 

and children's spaces (Gillespie, 2013, p. 66). The overprotection approach also prevents those 

parents who are willing to give their children more freedom of roaming than is accepted (by the 

society), from doing so.  
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Would planning be able to moderate the existing social and spatial boundaries drawn between 

children and adults? In the next section, I outline my scholarly contribution by first examining global 

planning movements that aim for more inclusive and resilient cities. Following that, I highlight 

examples of child-friendly advocacy planning and design worldwide to show the existing gaps 

between child-friendly city governance and local efforts. 

1.2.1 Smart, Childless Cities and Child -Friendly Advocacy  

Smart Growth is an example of the recent planning movements, which is receiving great 

consideration in North America because of its anti-sprawl strategies. The main idea is to increase the 

share of growth in the central neighbourhoods, parts of the city that are already built up. Higher-

density housing, multi-modal transportation, walkability, and accessibility to public amenities are 

among the Smart Growth planning strategies (Litman, 2018). These strategies overlap with what 

UNICEF indicates as measures of child-friendliness (UNICEF, 2019).  

Hypothetically, these strategies aim to foster a diverse demographic in the city center, 

including families with children. However, evidence from previous research suggests a disparity 

between this aspiration and the actual population residing in central areas. For instance, a survey in 

five US states revealed that supporters of compact, transit-oriented, mixed-use living are 

predominantly low-income renters and minorities, who typically do not inhabit these areas (Lewis & 

Baldassare, 2010). Similarly, studies on young adults' residential choices indicate that central 

neighbourhoods with Smart Growth characteristics mainly attract young, childless populations 

(Hyojung Lee, 2018; Moos, 2014; Senior, Webster, & Blank, 2006). 

While these findings are rooted in North American metropolitan centers, European cities may 

show different trends. For example, Lia Karsten's study in Amsterdam's central neighbourhood 

identifies a recent influx of young professional parents, termed ñfamily gentrifiersò (Karsten, 2014, p. 

2574). Seeking to balance professional life and childcare, these family gentrifiers recognize the 

benefits of urban upbringing for their children. However, issues of inequality persist, as highlighted in 

this and another study in the Netherlands. Research in Rotterdam (Van der Graaf, 2020), reveals that 

child-friendly features in central neighbourhoods may trigger gentrification, attracting specific 

populations (such as dual-earner families) while excluding others (like single-parent households with 

lower incomes). 
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These examples emphasize the necessity of clarifying how child-friendly policies define 

families with children. Family compositions are indeed diverse and complex, extending beyond 

traditional structures. To truly grasp the evolving cultural and social landscape of child-raising, we 

must consider non-traditional gender roles and family compositions (S. L. Brown, Manning, & 

Stykes, 2015). Regardless of class and income, family characteristics should be considered when 

designing child-friendly urban spaces. Co-parenting arrangements, especially for separated parents 

residing in different parts of the city introduce additional complexities in navigating daily time and 

space (Jarvis, 2001, 2005). In such cases, supporting children's agency in an inherently non-child-

friendly urban setting becomes challenging resulting in more island-hopping (section 1.1.3). Perhaps, 

the statement holds true that an urban system catering to the needs of 8- and 80-year-old citizens 

functions better for everyone (8 80 Cities). 

Factors such as housing type, affordability, and lack of access to private open spaces have 

been identified as key drivers causing households with children to move away from urban centers, 

influencing the overall child-friendliness of central neighbourhoods (Schoeppe et al., 2015). 

Considering the planning strategies of the Smart Growth movement, it's common to observe fewer 

open spaces, limiting opportunities for park development within urban centers. A report by Hanssen 

(2019) notes a 12% decrease in playground areas in Norway over five years due to intensification, 

leading to a decline in physical activities among resident children. In compact central 

neighbourhoods, small-scale playgrounds offer limited play options, and larger city parks often fall 

beyond childrenôs home range. Thus, the significance of unstructured play opportunities, especially 

play on the way to school or other destinations, becomes even more pronounced in these settings. 

My focus in this study is on utilizing the public realm as a network of play and a more 

welcoming space for people of all ages. I view children's free play in urban environments not only as 

a means to promote physical and mental well-being but also as a generator of agency among children. 

In this context, my research aligns with the perspectives of scholars like Penelope Carroll and Karen 

Witten (see, e.g., Carroll, Witten, Asiasiga, & Lin, 2019; Carroll, Witten, Kearns, & Donovan, 2015) 

and Karen Malone (e.g., Malone, 2007, 2013) who believe in research and creation with children. 

This perspective was also previously acknowledged by scholars such as Francis and Lorenzo (2002, 

p. 158) emphasizing that the success of playspaces is directly linked to childrenôs involvement in their 

ñinitiation, design, and management.ò Chawla (2016, p. 20) succinctly states that participation is not 

merely a means to achieve planning goals; it is a goal in itself, reinforcing childrenôs active 
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citizenship. It is crucial to integrate children's voices and perspectives in creating child-friendly 

spaces by involving them in different decision-making stages. Moreover, childrenôs presence in the 

urban public realm in the form of unstructured play is a counter statement for seeing urban spaces as a 

realm of adults and automobiles due to modernist planning, as discussed in section 1.2.2. 

Throughout this study, my inspiration has largely stemmed from the work of urbanists, 

particularly those in the private sector. Notable examples include Recreate Place3, a recently 

established planning firm by Paula Gallo and Annie Vandenberg. Recreate Place is based in Toronto 

and specializes in childrenôs place-making and participatory, educational programs for children, 

youth, and adults. Natalia Krysiak is an Australian architect and the founder of Cities for Play4 who 

envisions cities as a play web. Natalia has documented worldwide best practices of child-friendly 

neighbourhoods in Designing Child-Friendly High-Density Neighbourhoods. Another valuable 

document is Cities Alive: Designing for Urban Childhoods5 provided by ARUP, a global design and 

consultant team. This report showcases global case studies, recommendations, and action plans for 

child-friendly cities. Another play advocate is Tim Gill6, an independent scholar in the UK and the 

author of Urban Playground: How Child-Friendly Urban Planning and Design Can Save Cities and 

No Fear: Growing Up in a Risk Averse Society. Examining these examples highlights the significant 

gap that yet exists between the local best practices and the governance of Child-Friendly Cities. 

While my doctoral research contributes to the scholarly knowledge of childrenôs use of the physical 

environment, it also promotes child-centred problem identification, research, and co-creation with 

young citizens.  

1.3  Research Philosophy : Ontology + Epistemology  

Informed by relativist ontology and constructivist epistemological assumptions, I investigated 

multiple realities constructed by the lived experiences of individuals (children) in relation to time and 

space ï i.e., selected neighbourhood case studies. Given the contextual nature of the phenomenon 

 

3 https://recreateplace.ca/home  

4 https://www.citiesforplay.com/  

5 https://www.arup.com/perspectives/cities-alive-urban-childhood  

6 https://rethinkingchildhood.com/  

https://recreateplace.ca/home
https://www.citiesforplay.com/
https://www.arup.com/perspectives/cities-alive-urban-childhood
https://rethinkingchildhood.com/
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under study ï i.e., childrenôs play experiences, I used critical ethnography or what Sandercock (2003) 

refers to as epistemology of multiplicity. To put it simply, my research approach was to engage 

children as social actors and end users of neighbourhood spaces in the processes of problem 

identification and knowledge creation, which I will explain in detail in this chapter. As popular 

methods in critical ethnography research, I used observational methods in different capacities 

(observing physical traces and non-participant behaviour observation), questionnaires, and qualitative 

interviews with children to collect data. In the following chapter, I describe my research philosophy 

(section 3.1) and explain the theoretical lenses used to identify research approaches. In Chapter 2, I 

will overview the research design and explain how and why I chose certain methods and techniques. 

Ontology is about what exists in the world that we can acquire knowledge about, and 

epistemology is about how we can create knowledge (Brown and Duenas, 2019; Moon and 

Blackman, 2014). As a designer and urban researcher, I believe in subjective realities and what 

Sandercock (2003) discusses as the ñepistemology of multiplicity7.ò I strongly value the time spent 

and the attention paid to seeking local knowledge and learning through dialogue with the ultimate 

users and creators of space ï in this research, children and their caregivers. I do not see myself as the 

creator of the space nor as the expert with measuring sticks to evaluate successes or failures (Tudge, 

Brown, & Freitas, 2012) in creating child-friendly urban spaces to eventually find a comprehensive 

solution to childrenôs greater agency in urban spaces. My role, however, is to facilitate parts of the 

process of problem-setting8 as to what is essentially impeding childrenôs agency and use of urban 

 

7 Sandercock in Cosmopolis II: Mongrel Cities of the 21st Century (pp. 76 ï 82), outlines six ways of 

knowing in planning discipline beside the technical and science-based knowledge, referred to as 

the epistemology of multiplicity. Knowing through conversation, knowing from experience, 

learning from local knowledge, learning to read symbols and non-verbal language, learning from 

contemplative/appreciative knowledge ï through storytelling, songwriting, and other forms of art, 

and, learning by doing.  

8 Sandercock referring to Schon (1983) explains that problem-setting is not a technical task, which 

means can be defined based on the local experiences and through dialogues and active act of 

listening to the users of the space. Moreover, Healey (1992) discusses that through consensus 

building, purposes can be discovered and defined communicatively.  
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public spaces and to help children actualize their tacit knowledge of place-making through the act of 

play. In a broader context, this research aims to exemplify the importance of community participation 

and collaborative approaches to space and place creation. This is especially important in the 

contemporary Western context where for years, histories were majorly told by the white middle-class 

men leaving out lived experiences and achievements of mothers and their children (Hayden, 1980; 

Ortiz Escalante & Gutiérrez Valdivia, 2015; Sandercock, 1998). 

As mentioned in the opening of this chapter, the research focus was revised throughout the 

study, while the main inquiry has always been understanding how public realm can function as a site 

for childrenôs play, beyond parks and playgrounds. Originally, I began investigating the influences of 

neighbourhood morphology and street layouts on unstructured play. My first research question (RQ1) 

was ñHow does the physical configuration of the public realm influence childrenôs play 

opportunities in high-density versus low-density residential neighbourhoods?ò Focusing on the 

built environment was an intuitive decision based on my previous research and design experiences in 

architecture and environmental psychology. This inclination is related to my admiration of the 

phenomenology of the built environment and dialogues between people and places. The Poetics of 

Space (Gaston Bachelard, 1958), The Image of the City (Kevin Lynch, 1960), and A Pattern 

Language (Christopher Alexander and others, 1977) are the seminal works that mostly directed my 

focus on the built form and the act of play.  

This preliminary stage of research established a fundamental understanding of play 

affordability in the North American metropolitan context. This understanding was mostly focused on 

environmental safety concerns including street layout, intersection design, and right of way in 

different neighbourhood settings including higher-density central and lower-density suburban 

settings. However, it lacked consideration of sociocultural factors and reciprocity between built form 

and childrenôs lived experiences. Moving forward, the focus of the research shifted from observing 

physical traces to observations of the play behaviours and investigation of place-making experiences 

within the public realm. Therefore, I asked (RQ2), ñWhat are the types and quality of play 

happening on the pathways connecting residential locations to schools and local playspaces?ò I 

also wondered about (RQ3) ñthe linkages between the neighbourhood configuration, childrenôs 

level of local belonging, and overall perceptions of safety.ò 
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At this point, I was informed by the body of literature focusing on the sociology of childhood 

and the importance of spontaneous play in improving childrenôs agency. Francis and Lorenzo (M. 

Francis & Lorenzo, 2002, p. 161) categorize this part of the literature as the ñneeds-based studies,ò 

which shaped the theoretical basis used in childrenôs play and participation studies after the 1980s. 

Inspired mostly by the work of Roger Hart, Robin Moore, and Louise Chawla, followed by the more 

recent works of Gill Valentine, Willem van Vliet, Lia Karsten, and Kim Rasmussen, I focused on the 

active role children as social actors play in creating places in their surrounding environment. Based 

on the place-making concept, not only does the built environment influence peopleôs behaviour, but 

people also actively appropriate the environment to address their specific needs. The appropriation of 

space involves adjusting its physical and social settings. Questions people ask can include: What 

physical elements do I add or remove from the space to make it appropriate for me? Who else is 

involved in this? What memories am I (are we) making here? How do my previous experiences 

influence the process of appropriation? In this conversation, I see myself as a facilitator, while in the 

preliminary study, I was an expert with previous knowledge of the ways the physical environment 

encourages or impedes the act of play. 

In the next section, I provide an overview of the conceptual frameworks that informed this 

study. I will first explain the Phenomenal Landscape Model proposed by Roger Hart in 1978, which 

focuses on the physical component of the built environment shaping childrenôs environmental 

experiences, especially through spontaneous play and exploration. This conceptual model informed 

the study design of Phase 1. Then, I explain Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory of Human 

Development, which informed the broader objectives and research design of Phase 2. Taken from 

Bronfenbrenner's theory, Robin Moore and Donald Young proposed a model to outline three realms 

of factors influencing childrenôs outdoor play behaviours. In this dissertation, I refer to this model as 

the Socio-Ecological Model. 

1.4 Theoretical  Lens   

To recap, play is identified as a fundamental aspect of children's well-being and growth, offering 

avenues for physical, mental, social, and emotional skill development (Frost, 2010; Smith & 

Pellegrini, 1998). A network of play that integrates playgrounds with public spaces, could provide 

required play opportunities for wholesome growth (De Visscher & Bouverne-de Bie, 2008). This 

study challenges the adequacy of isolated playgrounds in addressing child development goals. 
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Childrenôs isolation from the rest of the public realm limits their interactions with other generations 

and their play experiences to structured and program activities compromising their wholesome skill 

development. I thus advocate for a paradigm shift in understanding childhood as a stage of being 

instead of becoming (Gillespie, 2012) to enhance current normative planning approaches that 

consider ñurbanò inappropriate for children. That said, my research fits within the greater discourse of 

childrenôs rights to decision-making (i.e., agency, citizenship) and democratic access to living and 

play spaces (Malone, 2006; UNICEF, 2019) as per the terms United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of Children. 

I used Roger Hart's Phenomenal Landscape Model, which elucidates the importance of 

neighbourhood spaces in creating a network of playspaces, referred to as the territorial range. Hart 

(1979). The model considers places and pathways as the building blocks of childrenôs territorial 

range. As the terms suggest, places are activity nodes while pathways are the connecting elements 

within this network. Neighbouring houses, institutional buildings, offices, stores, and parking lots are 

examples of potential places within childrenôs range. Streets, trails, and sidewalks are the pathways 

children take to get to places. Studies on childrenôs outdoor play show that the variety and extent of 

childrenôs territorial range depend on their residential location and neighbourhood setting, as well as 

how much freedom they are given to roam around the neighbourhood; age and personal attitudes are 

also among the influential factors (e.g., Horton, Christensen, Kraftl, & Hadfield-Hill, 2014; Kyttä, 

2004; Larsen et al., 2009; Loebach & Gilliland, 2019; Moore & Young, 1978; Valentine & 

Mckendrickt, 1997). These findings bring in the three realms of influential factors explained by the 

Socio-Ecological Model explained next. 

The theoretical underpinning of the Socio-Ecological Model is Bronfenbrenner's Ecological 

Systems Theory of Human Development. This theory emphasizes the multifaceted influence of 

environmental and sociocultural factors on children's skill development; unlike Jean Piaget who 

theorized childrenôs cognitive development solely based on age (Tudge et al., 2012), also known as 

Piagetôs Stage Theory. Therefore, my study adopts the Socio-Ecological Model proposed by Moore 

and Young (1978), which explains the complex interplay of factors belonging to any of the following 

categories: the physiographic realm, sociocultural realm, and the physiological/psychological realm 

(Piagetôs focus) or the childôs inner space. 
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The Socio-Ecological Model posits that factors such as distance to daily destinations, 

sidewalk quality, housing density, availability of open spaces, and playgrounds belong to the 

physiographic space. The preliminary stage of this research was focused on this set of factors to 

address RQ1. Moreover, sociocultural factors encompass playing dynamics, peer relations, family 

backgrounds, level of independence and supervision, which together with physiographic factors 

guided the second half of the study responding to RQ2 and RQ3. Lastly, inner space involves 

personal attributes like age, gender, physical strength, and attitudes toward play (Figure 2). While this 

set of factors was acknowledged in this research, it did not guide the analysis of data (i.e., examining 

individual differences) due to the study's small sample size. 

 

Figure 2 Neighbourhood play network encompassing places and pathways is influenced by the 

factors explained in the Socio-Ecological framework. The formation of the play network is 

unique to different individuals and usually surrounds the ñhomeò location. (Source: Adapted 

from Moore and Young, 1978) 
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Given that the two conceptual models I used were first introduced in the 1980s, I would like 

to clarify a few points about how they informed my studies. These theoretical lenses have been 

widely used in childrenôs place-based play studies. However, I realized that studies have used them in 

different directions. In this section, I position my research in terms of how these theoretical lenses are 

adopted and contributed to achieving the research objectives. 

First, the term place is interchangeably used as space or environment among scholars in this 

field. But it is important to acknowledge that place is associated with meanings that go beyond the 

physicality of the environment (Wilson, 1997). The meaning of a place is unique for individuals as it 

relates to personal experiences, memories, and feelings (Altman & Low, 2012; Lewicka, 2010). In 

Rasmussenôs argument, places are the ones that children create within or beyond adult-created spaces 

ï the institutional triangle of home, schools, and playgrounds (Rasmussen, 2004). Therefore, 

wherever the term place-making is used in this dissertation, it refers to the act of attaching meanings 

to a space by children. I mostly use this term in the discussions of childrenôs favourite playspaces and 

the creation of a sense of belonging (section 5.5). The number and duration of visits play an important 

role in the creation of places as explained by the Phenomenal Landscape Model; for instance, a never-

visited playground cannot be a part of a childôs phenomenal landscape despite being within their 

immediate home environment.  

Second, the role of pathways in the creation of the phenomenal landscape is often 

overlooked. Imagine a public library close to home is a meaningful place for both Child X and Child 

Y. Child X is always being driven to the library while Child Y walks to the library with a guardian. 

Theories indicate that the body/environment connection is important and passing through an 

environment in a car may not at all provide a place-making opportunity (Christensen & OôBrien, 

2003). For these two individuals, the home-library path contributes differently to the formation of 

their unique experiences. For Child X, a representative of the backseat children, there is a spatial 

disconnection between home and the library. For Child Y, however, the pathway between home and 

library is an extension of their spatial experience.  

Third, in this study, I introduce the term play network to encompass the overall territorial 

range, aiming to prevent confusion with distinctions made in other research between home range and 

habitual range (e.g., Loebach & Gilliland, 2019). While these distinctions are pertinent in discussions 

of children's independent mobility, I focus solely on children's outdoor presence around their homes, 
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without delineating independent mobility. Additionally, by employing the term play network, I 

highlight a specific aspect of the public realm conducive to everyday playfulness, refraining from 

specifying independence.  

Finally, I studied any form of outdoor activity or movement without differentiating childrenôs 

level of independence. There are different positionalities towards studying childrenôs use of 

neighbourhood spaces. A significant body of literature considering childrenôs play experiences within 

the urban public realm strongly focuses on independent mobility. Independent mobility was the focus 

of Hartôs studies too, considering back then public realm was not fully the realm of adults and cars 

(Hofferth & Sandberg, 2001). However, recent studies have shown that childrenôs engagement in 

supervised outdoor activities has significantly decreased (Bianchi, 2000; Nordbakke, 2019). 

Therefore, this research refrains from a strict dichotomy of independent and dependent mobility, 

emphasizing instead the importance of increased walkability for both children and their caregivers in 

contemporary automobile-centric urban environments. Furthermore, it embraces intergenerational 

coexistence as advocated by van Vliet and Karsten (2015), positing that a more interconnected 

community improves safety perceptions, potentially fostering greater independence among children. 

In summary, this study interweaves the Socio-Ecological Model and the Phenomenal 

Landscape Model to comprehensively explore the influences of social and spatial factors on children's 

play in urban environments (R. Moore & Young, 1978). The study focuses on children's territorial 

range, encompassing places and pathways within their immediate environment, examining how socio-

spatial factors influence the formation of their play network. Childrenôs urban consumption is mostly 

limited to what Rasmussen (2004, p. 157) defines as an ñinstitutional triangle,ò encompassing home, 

school, and playgrounds, with travel among these locations often resembling ñisland-hoppingò 

(Karsten & Vliet, 2006, p. 152) because of the high levels of auto-dependency. 

Despite a substantial body of research highlighting the importance of independent mobility 

for children's growth and well-being, practical implementation in planning remains limited. The 

growing segregation between adults and children (Valentine & Mckendrickt, 1997) necessitates a 

reclamation of the urban public realm as an integral part of children's daily experiences (Horton et al., 

2014; Karsten & Vliet, 2006). This study seeks to address this gap by exploring the nuanced 

experiences of being within the public realm ï with or without other generations, and with any level 

of playfulness. It also highlights the role of pathways connecting different neighbourhood destinations 
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in creating a network of play. Pathways are also considered sites for childrenôs place-making through 

the act of play. These theoretical understandings shed light on the methodological decisions of this 

thesis. The subsequent sections detail the study's methodology and the examination of influential 

factors within the socio-spatial environment. 
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Chapter 2 Research Design and Methods 

I provide an overview of the research process as it unfolded in two phases. The phase-based overview 

of the methodological decisions represents the constant revisiting and refining of the research focus, 

approaches, and even my positionality as a researcher. It is worth mentioning that part of the 

unpredictability and open-endedness of the research design relates to the nature of ethnographic 

research (Mattila, Olsson, Lappi, & Ojanen, 2022; Till, 2009) and part of it was caused by the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which coincided with the onset of my fieldwork and participatory research. 

While the main inquiry has always been understanding how the public realm can function as a site for 

childrenôs play, I experienced some changes in the way I approached this objective from phase 1 to 

phase 2. Originally, I explored the influences of neighbourhood configuration on possibilities of 

childrenôs spontaneous play, especially along the pathways by comparing physical characteristics of 

the environment, such as street layout, intersection design, and sidewalk availability and quality in 

four neighbourhoods in Portland. While findings from Portland provided valuable insight into 

effective neighbourhood design with childrenôs play opportunities in mind, it lacked consideration of 

sociocultural factors and reciprocity between built form and childrenôs lived experiences. This 

preliminary stage of research established a better understanding of the phenomenon under study 

shifting the research focus from physical form comparison and analysis to critical ethnography. In 

Phase 2, I focused on one neighbourhood to be able to conduct in-depth participatory research 

considering the interplay between physiographic and sociocultural factors in childrenôs outdoor play 

behaviours. A geographic shift from Portland to Toronto was necessary at this stage as ethnographic 

research requires constant site visits but travelling abroad was not possible at the time due to the 

limitations caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.  

2.1 Phase 1 : Exploring the Neighbourhood Play Network (2018-2020) 

The first phase of this research was an exploratory study to understand how neighbourhood 

configuration may impact childrenôs outdoor play opportunities by examining how well parks are 

connected to residential locations through the larger network of public open spaces. To do so, I 

conducted a comparative neighbourhood study in Portland, Oregon. Considering walking as the mode 

of travel, I intended to examine the quality of pathways from home to the closest playspaces in 

neighbourhoods with different configurations and share of families with children.  
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Portland was selected as a metropolitan area worth studying childrenôs outdoor play 

experiences in relation to urban form for two main reasons. First, the urban core in Portland primarily 

follows a grid street layout and is known for its smaller urban blocks (for example, as compared to 

Los Angeles), which provides more pedestrian connectivity (DeMersseman et al., 2009) making the 

city a suitable case to study childrenôs walking between home and parks. Additionally, Portland has 

shown success in implementing urban policies in the last decades in bringing families with children 

into the metropolitan area (Jarvis, 2003; Hyojung Lee, 2018; Wegmann, 2020). According to the 

2020 Census Profile (Chen, Wei, & Sharygin, 2022), the share of the population under 18 (17.4%) is 

comparatively greater than its neighbouring Metropolitan centres such as Seattle and San Francisco 

(respectively 13.4% and 14.5%). While the greater Portland area is perceived as family-friendly, the 

urban core has shown patterns of youthification9, which is argued to be counter-intuitive to child and 

family-friendliness (Moos, 2014; Wegmann, 2020). Therefore, the existing dynamic between family-

oriented and youthified neighbourhoods along with the overall walkable structure of the urban core 

made Portland a suitable case to explore and compare outdoor play networks in different 

neighbourhood settings.  

2.1.1 Neighbourhood Selection  

I chose two youthified and two family-oriented neighbourhoods in Portland, Oregon to conduct a 

comparative urban form analysis related to childrenôs outdoor play experiences. To identify the 

neighbourhood cases, I used a web-based neighbourhood ranking system called Niche.com. Niche 

(2020) provides rankings on óbestô neighbourhoods for Millennials and families by combining user-

generated data and several secondary data sources to derive neighbourhood rankings for major cities 

in the United States. I aimed to select neighbourhoods based on such subjective rankings because 

these are likely to reflect the overarching perception of specific places by the people living there. In 

 

9 Youthification, coin by Markus Moos (2016), is a process through which central neighbourhoods 

remain young over time. A generation of young adults (currently, Millennials) who reside 

centrally to access to jobs and amenities tend to leave for larger housing spaces if/when their 

household composition changes, often due to parenthood. Since newer generations of young adults 

often replace those who have moved out, the share of young adultsô population is often consistent. 
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other words, rather than a definitive definition of youthified versus family-oriented neighbourhoods, I 

sought neighbourhoods that are óbelievedô to fit into those categories.  

Here, the presence of Millennials is used as a proxy of youthification and matches with prior 

analysis of the geography of young adults (Moos 2014; Moos, Pfeiffer, and Vinodrai 2017). Although 

these definitions are not uncontroversial, for this study, families are households with children present, 

and the family-oriented neighbourhoods based on the subjective rankings indeed include a larger 

share of children as verified by census data. It needs to be acknowledged that ófamilyô is of course a 

contested and heavily politicized term, and the very notion of ófamily-orientedô likely feeds into the 

physical and social construction of neighbourhoods.  

A total of four neighbourhoods were selected. Figure 8 shows the location of the 

neighbourhoods in the context of the Portland Metropolitan Area. Not unexpectedly, the youthified 

neighbourhoods (Eliot and Pearl) are located more centrally, whereas the ones ranked as more family-

oriented (Arlington Heights and Marshall Park) are located further from the centre in what would 

generally be classified as suburban areas (Hyojung Lee, 2018). Table 5 compares neighbourhood 

characteristics. Demographic data is retrieved from NeighborhoodPulse (2020) which provides 

neighbourhood statistics for the Portland Metropolitan Area drawing on the 2010 US Census. 

Relevant neighbourhood rankings are extracted from Niche (2020). Overall, the youthified areas are 

higher-density neighbourhoods with a lower percentage of children, higher cost of living, and lower 

homeownership. 

2.1.2 Data Collection  and Analysis  

A combination of quantitative and qualitative data was collected for phase 1 of the study. Pathways 

from home to neighbourhood parks were studied not only to identify access to parks but also to 

understand the risks of interacting with traffic and the overall possibilities to engage in the act of play 

along the pathways. As explained earlier in this chapter I only considered environmental factors that 

may encourage or restrict active play on the pathways between neighbourhood parks and residential 

locations. Understanding actual play behaviours and lived experiences was considered in the next 

phase. Section 3.5.1 provides a complete description of the methods used in this phase. Table 1 also 

summarizes data collection methods, types of data generated, and a brief reflection on the pros and 

cons of each method.  
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Descriptive quantitative data was combined with qualitative analysis of the built environment 

through a well-established tool in environmental design research called ñobserving physical tracesò 

(Zeisel, 2006). Observing physical traces is known as a ñdiagnostic toolò (A. B. Jacobs, 1984, p. 32), 

which made it appropriate for the exploratory phase of my research, where I looked for traces of play 

happening in the public realm such as a soccer goal, chalks, an arbitrary left aside scooter, and alike. I 

must mention that I used this method in a different capacity than originally described by Zeisel. While 

I visited all selected neighbourhoods in 2018, further analysis of the physical traces did not happen 

on-site. As a modification to the research design due to the COVID-19 pandemic, I further 

investigated the built environment using Google Maps Street View tools as an admittedly imperfect 

replacement for onsite documentation of the physical traces. Surprisingly, traces of play were also 

captured in satellite images used by Google (see Figure 16 in Chapter 3). Therefore, my observation 

of the physical traces was a combination of walking around the neighbourhoods in person and 

navigating the virtual space.  

Reflecting on my earlier discussion about the researcherôs positionality when conducting 

studies about childrenôs play experiences, observing physical traces is intensively expert-oriented 

with no engagement with human subjects. In other words, in my analysis, I focused on the qualities of 

the physiographic space without considering site-specific evidence on how the space is used. 

However, as I explained in section 1.3, my analysis was based on the body of the literature 

established by authors such as Kevin Lynch and Christopher Alexander. 

For built-form analysis, I visualized data into connectivity maps, storyboards, and analytical 

sections of the pathways. A summary of the methods and techniques used for data analysis and the 

findings of each section is presented in Table 2. Overall, connectivity maps illustrated data regarding 

street layout, the length of the pathways, and the number of intersections. I have also incorporated 

street categorizations based on Portlandôs transportation information to show the hierarchy of streets. 

Figure 4 is an example of the connectivity maps.  

The storyboards were created based on the sequential pictures taken along the pathways 

through my virtual walk around the neighbourhoods. Using the Street View tool, I saved pictures 

wherever a play-related trace or a change in the configuration of the environment was observed. 

Pictures retrieved from the Google Map Street View were then annotated by ghost figures, lines, and 
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notes emphasizing the characteristics of the road layout. Figure 3 is a storyboard created based on the 

sequential pictures along a pathway in Marshal Park neighbourhood, in Portland. 

The reason for using such a visualization technique was to remain committed to the temporal 

aspect of the journey from home to a park, the continuous act of walking and engaging in playful 

activities. Storyboards are used by urban designers to illustrate or analyze the use of space with 

consideration of time as opposed to a single image showing one moment of the life of an urban space. 

Storyboards are also popular in the field of film production; they resemble comic books and 

characterize sequences of events.  

Finally, to analyze what I called the hierarchy of open spaces and the quality of edges along 

the pathways, I used analytical street sections. Sections together with pictures enabled a detailed 

analysis of the attributes of the built environment such as height, width, greenery, quality of surfaces, 

etc. Similar sections are usually used by urban designers and transportation planners to distinguish 

and understand street layouts distinguished by different uses for example pedestrians, public 

transportation lanes, on-street parking, building setbacks, etc. These visual analytical documents 

provided the opportunity to observe and understand the play networks in four selected 

neighbourhoods. The differences in the built environment in family-oriented and youthified 

neighbourhoods were more pronounced after visualizing data. 
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Figure 3 An example of the storyboards created for the analysis of the pathway experiences. 

This storyboard shows one of the pathways connecting residential areas to the neighbourhood 

park in Marshal Park neighbourhood in Portland. Pictures and maps are retrieved from 

Google Maps Street View. 
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Table 1 Summary of Data Collection Methods 
 

Data Collection  Tools/techniques used Purpose Pros and Cons 

Q
u

a
n

ti
ta

ti
v
e 

Identifying home-

park pathways 

Google Maps Direction 

Tool and site visit 

Access to parks  

Measuring 

distance and 

length 

Google Maps Direction 

Tool 

Access to parks + provides an estimate 

for walkability 

- does not consider 

irregular and 

recreational walks 

Number of 

intersections 

Counted manually using 

Google Maps 

Walkability and 

safety 

 

Q
u

a
lit

a
ti
v
e 

Recording traffic 

signs and street 

layout 

Qualitative observation of 

physical traces in person 

and by Google Maps Streets 

View 

Walkability and 

safety 

 

Recording 

sidewalks and 

edges 

Qualitative observation of 

physical traces in person 

and by Google Maps Streets 

View 

Walkability and 

safety 

 

Open spaces along 

pathways 

Qualitative observation of 

physical traces in person 

and by Google Maps Streets 

View 

Potential for play 

along pathways 

 

Signs of play Qualitative observation of 

physical traces in person 

and by Google Maps Streets 

View 

Potential for play 

along pathways 

+ Provides evidence of 

play. 

-  Only records 

equipment does not 

consider play 

behaviours 
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Table 2 Summary of Data Analysis Methods 

 

 

D
a

ta
 

A
n

a
ly

s
is

  Tools/techniques used Findings Pros and Cons 

C
o

n
n

e
c
ti
v
it
y
 

M
a

p
s 

Descriptive quantitative Connectivity, level of interactions with 

traffic 

 

S
to

ry
b

o
a

rd
s 

Annotated sequential 

pictures taken along the 

pathways Google Maps 

Streets View 

Qualitative characteristics of the built 

form (width and existence of sidewalks + 

play evidence + traffic signs) 

+ Illustrates the 

continuity of 

experience. 

- Limited in temporal 

aspects 

S
tr

e
e

t S
e

c
ti
o

n
s 

Birds eye view maps, 

and street sections 

analysis with pictures 

and drawings 

The hierarchy of open spaces and quality 

of sidewalks and how they are separated 

from the automobileôs realm 

+ A different 

perspective on the 

spatial configuration 

and connectivity 

- Does not include 

ownership and cultural 

aspects of use of space 

(neighbourhood 

relationships/dynamics) 
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Figure 4 A Connectivity Map created for the Arlington Heights neighbourhood in Portland, 

Oregon. The locations of neighbourhood Parks, hypothetical home locations, and number of 

intersections (red circles) along the pathways are indicated on the map. Moreover, the thickness 

of the dotted lines representing the pathways shows street levels from the ñlocal service streetò 

as the thinnest to ñtraffic accessò to ñneighbourhood collectorò and to ñmajor city streetò as the 

thickest. 
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2.2 Phase 2: Understanding the Socio -Ecological Model  (2020-2023) 

Given that childhood is a social construct and their experiences of the neighbourhood environments 

are under the influences of social and environmental factors (Rasmussen, 2004; Valentine, 1996b, 

2000; van Vliet & Karsten, 2015), the best methodological approach to adopt for this investigation 

was to integrate the lay knowledge with the expertsô knowledge, in other words combining the 

outsidersô and insidersô perspectives to achieve a comprehensive understanding of childrenôs play in 

their surrounding environment (Birch, Parnell, & Patsarika, 2017; M. Francis & Lorenzo, 2006; 

Pavlides & Cranz, 2009). Skelton, in her reflection on the methodological approach to childrenôs 

studies, points out that as we all have been children previously, it is easy to consider ourselves 

insiders, which is an ill-informed perception. First, we grew up under different circumstances, and 

thus have diverse childhood experiences. Moreover, the current age difference between the researcher 

and the children under study inevitably creates power over the young participants, which prevents us 

from being seen as insiders (Skelton, 2008).  

Informed by the epistemology of multiplicity (Sandercock, 2003), I emphasized the processes 

of conducting research with children while investigating their everyday neighbourhood experiences 

through play. I shifted the research aim from producing a set of child-friendly design guidelines, as 

pursued in the first phase of this research, to creating an overall understanding of childrenôs space and 

place creation within the current urban structure. In this collaborative setting between the researcher 

and the young participants, I relied on ethnographic research approaches and used participant 

observation, qualitative questionnaires, and semi-structured one-on-one interviews with children, 

which are among the well-responding methods to the contextual nature of childrenôs play studies 

(Tudge et al., 2012).  

To further investigate factors influencing childrenôs outdoor play and the function of the 

urban public realm as a play network, I needed a site that I could visit frequently. Travelling to 

Portland was not possible due to the COVID-19 pandemic. I chose to continue my studies in Toronto, 

Canada, close to where I live. Additionally, as this phase included human participation, I could not 
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just rely on virtual methods and digital tools such as the Google Maps Street View tool I used 

previously. In phase 2, the research focus expanded from observing physical traces to observations of 

the play behaviours. Zeisel (2006) differentiates observing behaviours by adding an ethnographic lens 

to the results similar to what Clifford Geertz coined as a ñthick descriptionò in the late 20th century. 

Ethnographic methods were also proven effective in studying childrenôs use of space by previous 

scholars (e.g., CAMPO, 2013; Holt, 2004; Tudge et al., 2012). Moreover, Till (2009) explains how 

ethnography as a research strategy facilitates the processes of collective knowledge creation in that 

the researcher is not the data generator/collector but plays an important role in creating and situating 

knowledge.  

Returning to the concept of the epistemology of multiplicity (Sandercock, 2003), I chose 

ethnography as a strategy to advance understanding of childrenôs use of the urban public realm for the 

act of play and practice of citizenship. Thorncliffe Park neighbourhood in Toronto, Canada was 

chosen to conduct the study. Data were collected using non-participant observations, online 

questionnaires, and one-on-one virtual interviews with children, which are popular methods in 

ethnographic studies (Till, 2009). As this research directly targeted human subjects, it was necessary 

to receive ethics clearance before data collection. For that purpose, I obtained research ethics 

clearance from the Office of Research at the University of Waterloo on August 24th, 2021. The 

approval letter is enclosed in the appendix section. The case study background and a detailed 

description of data collection are provided in the following. 

2.2.1 Neighbourhood Selection  

Thorncliffe Park Neighbourhood in Toronto was chosen as a case study for a few reasons. The 

neighbourhoodôs diverse population well represents the demographic landscape of Toronto; it has the 

largest population of children among other Toronto neighbourhoods, while also categorized as a 

neighbourhood with a large share of young adults (Figure 5); Thorncliffe Park exemplifies a popular 

neighbourhood typology in North American metropolitan centres ï a high-density high-rise with 

distinct land uses (Agrawal & Rutgers, 2014; Dempsey, 2012; Hess & Farrow, 2010; Inam, 2019). 

Moreover, previous studies on the neighbourhood show limited playground space compared to the 

neighbourhoodôs population of children (Webb, 2015). 
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Figure 5 Torontoôs Neighbourhood with high population of Young Adults. An overlay of young 

adultsô residential location in Toronto (Generationed City, n.d.) on the neighbourhood map 

(City of Toronto, 2016) shows that Thorncliffe Park while identified as a youthified 

neighbourhood, has the largest share of children under 14, making it a suitable context for 

investigating how children use public spaces for the act of play. 

Thorncliffe Park is in the inner suburbs of Toronto, developed largely between the 1950s and 

1970s, and is considered an arrival neighbourhood which houses many immigrants and newcomers to 

Canada (Agrawal & Rutgers, 2014) with almost 19% of the population being recent immigrants, 

people who landed in Canada within the past five years (City of Toronto, 2016). Its population of 

about 22,000 is extremely diverse with 64% of the population immigrants from Pakistan, Philippines, 

India, Afghanistan, and other places in Asia and Europe (City of Toronto, 2016). Table 3 represents 

Thorncliffe Park's demographic profile compared to city-wide figures based on the 2016 census data. 



 

 36 

Besides having a diverse population, Thorncliffe Park has the largest population of children 

under 14 among other neighbourhoods in the city of Toronto. About 5,600 children live in Thorncliffe 

Park, in other words, one-third of the population is children under 14 years old (Dempsey, 2012) 

Previous studies also show that there is a shortcoming of child amenities in the neighbourhood given 

the child population (Webb, 2015). With a large child population and few child-centred amenities, 

Thorncliffe Park is an appropriate case for investigating ways of activating the public realm as a 

dynamic site for play. 

Thorncliffe Park neighbourhood is designed based on distinct land uses (Figure 7). The 

residential part of the neighbourhood features high-rise apartments surrounded by open/green spaces 

and surface parking lots (Figure 6). Residential towers are laid out along the U-shaped Thorncliffe 

Park Boulevard, surrounded by the Don Valley natural area from three sides. Schools and playspaces 

are within walking distance of the residential buildings providing the opportunity to study childrenôs 

play behaviours on the way to these daily destinations (See blue and green zones in Figure 30).  

Table 3 Thorncliffe Park profile (Source: City of Toronto, 2016; 2016 Census of Population). 

Social and physical characteristics Thorncliffe Park  City of Toronto 

Population 21,108 2,731,571 

Population Density 6,787  

Children under 14 27% 15% 

Immigrants 64% 51% 

Home Language not English 57.8% 29.2% 

Average household size 2.92 2.42 

Median household income $46,595 $65,829 

Unemployment rate 13% 8% 

Renter households 89% 47% 

Ground-related housing 6.5% 55.7% 

Public transit to work 45.3% 37.0% 



 

 37 

   

 

Figure 6 Children's presence is observed in different forms within the neighbourhood 

(photographs were taken on July 01, 2020) 
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Figure 7 Thorncliffe Park neighbourhood in Toronto Official Plan with highlighted land use 

indications. 

2.2.2 Data Collection: Observations , Questionnaire, and Interviews  

Data were collected using non-participant observations, as well as online questionnaires and one-on-

one virtual interviews with children between seven and 13 years old who lived in Thorncliffe Park. 

The first set of data for this study was collected through non-participant observation. Observational 

methods are well-established in environmental design research (Zeisel, 2006) and when conducting 

ethnographic studies (Till, 2009) now being widely used in studying childrenôs play behaviours 

(Loebach & Cox, 2020; Pellegrini, Symons, & Hoch, 2012; Smith, 2012). Previous child and play 

studies have extensively used observational methods. Some used participant observation (e.g., Holt, 

2004; Karsten, 2014; Millei & Rautio, 2017), where participants are aware of the researcherôs 

presence whether or not they engage in the activities together. I used non-participant observations 

similar to Bhuyan's (2021) study of play location and patterns in urban spaces and Pitsikali and 

Parnell's (2020) fieldwork on understanding the influences of playground boundaries in forms and 

qualities of play and social interactions.  
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Figure 8 An example of the on-site documentation during observation sessions. 

Table 4 The schedule and details of on-site observations. 

# Date Day of the week Time interval  Weather condition Additional notes 

1 09/09/2021 Thursday 8:00 ï 18:00 13/21 C - partly sunny diagnostic session 

2 11/09/2021 Saturday 8:00 ï 18:00 14/25 C - partly sunny diagnostic session 

3 14/09/2021 Tuesday 14:00 ï 18:00 16/28 C - partly sunny  

4 24/09/2021 Friday 14:00 ï 18:00 11/16 C - partly sunny first cold & windy day of the season 

5 27/09/2021 Monday 14:00 ï 18:00 14/24 C - broken clouds  

6 01/10/2021 Friday 8:00 ï 14:00 7/20 C - partly sunny  

7 12/10/2021 Tuesday 14:00 ï 18:00 17/22 C - partly sunny  

8 07/11/2021 Sunday 10:00 ï 14:00 3/16 C - passing clouds  

9 01/12/2021 Wednesday 14:00 ï 18:00 0/5 C - partly sunny snow on the ground 

10 04/12/2021 Saturday 10:00 ï 14:00 0/4 C - partly sunny snow on the ground 

 

A key advantage of non-participant observation was to avoid childrenôs impression of the 

situation and allow me to watch and document what naturally happens in the neighbourhood. For that, 

I acted as a ñsecret outsider,ò as Zeisel (2006, p. 117) put it. To remain unrecognized, I chose to 
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observe while driving or sitting in the car. First, because driving was more time efficient than walking 

as I could move to different locations faster. The second reason for this selection was that on my first 

visit to the neighbourhood, I found walking attracts disruptive attention and at times negative 

reactions from the residents. For the same reason, I only occasionally took photographs to avoid 

potential objections, especially from children and their caregivers. Instead, I used note-taking and 

quick sketching, which are known as the less intrusive methods of on-site documentation (Till, 2009; 

Zeisel, 2006).  

A total of 10 observation sessions were carried out between September and December 2021 

(within the school year). The first two sessions of observation were scheduled as full days of 

watching from 8 am to 6 pm to diagnose important locations and time intervals of future observation 

sessions. The next eight sessions were scheduled considering time intervals before and after school on 

weekdays and from morning to afternoon on weekends. Locations of observation were identified 

based on the most frequently used spaces by children and with consideration of home, school, and 

park locations. Corresponding to the sampling methods for systematic observations ï the questions of 

ñwhat? who? where? and When?ò (Ciesielska, Boström, & Öhlander, 2017, p. 36), I recorded details 

of observed play activity including location, physical setting, time, duration and frequency of the 

activity, whether the child is alone or engaged in a group activity, and any other information that 

could help with the interpretation of data such as the weather condition. Table 4 and Figure 8 

illustrate details about observation sessions.  

I used three sources of information to design the questionnaire, followed by semi-structured 

interviews. First, the questions were informed by the Socio-Ecological model (R. Moore & Young, 

1978) targeting childrenôs use of neighbourhood spaces in relation to physiographic and sociocultural 

factors. For example, how and with whom they go to school, where, what, and how often they play in 

the neighbourhood, and how safe they feel playing or walking in the neighbourhood alone. 

Furthermore, I relied on previous empirical studies with similar theoretical frameworks to understand 

the relationship between research objectives, survey questions, and outcomes (e.g., Bhuyan, 2021; 

Larsen et al., 2009; Loebach, Sanches, Jaffe, & Elton-Marshall, 2021). The main lessons learned from 

previous studies were to keep questions short, simple, and somewhat generic or open-ended 

respectively responding to childrenôs attention span, comprehension abilities, and the diversity of 

participantsô lived experiences. This strategy is reflected in Barker and Wellerôs (2003) discussions 

about child-centred research methods. Finally, data collected through observations lead to the 
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inclusion of site-specific questions, for instance, where do you play when the playground is closed 

(referring to the time when the main playground was under construction). Therefore, observation was 

not only used as a data collection method but also as a framework, based on which I identified the 

questions asked in the questionnaire and topics discussed in the interviews.  

I created an online questionnaire with 25 questions using SurveyMonkey.com. Questions 

were categorized into three sections. The first section was designed to find out children's frequency of 

outdoor play within a week, identify types of games and outdoor activities they do and are not able to 

do, and understand how children commute to everyday destinations including school, a 

neighbourhood park, a neighbourhood store, and a location of their choice. The second section of the 

questionnaire was designed to understand children's overall perceptions of safety in the 

neighbourhood, their perception of safety when interacting with traffic, and when playing outside in 

the neighbourhood. Finally, demographic questions were asked in the third section of the 

questionnaire. These questions were designed to understand children's living conditions, such as their 

access to private playspaces, their family's dimension, their ethnicity, and the length of their stay in 

the neighbourhood. In this section, children were also asked to rate their sense of belonging to the 

neighbourhood, which was defined for them as ñhaving good memories from a particular place and 

wanting to go back to that place.ò 

Twenty-five valid questionnaires were collected. Caregivers' presence was mandatory during 

the participation to help the child with the comprehension of the questions and phrasing and 

articulation of the answers. Data gathered from the questionnaires were not used in a positivist way, 

as Tudge et al. (2012) put it, even though many of the questions were multiple-choice and close-

ended. The most important benefit of the questionnaires for this research was to initiate a meaningful 

conversation between me and the children. Responses provided me with a context to work with, 

identifying what needs to be investigated during the interviews, similar to the influence of 

observations on conducting the questionnaire. Therefore, my data collection processes characterized 

some reflexivity and open-endedness which is often inevitable in ethnographic studies (Campo, 2013; 

Till, 2009; Tudge et al., 2012).  

There were a few considerations regarding the design and preparation of the questionnaire. 

As suggested by previous researchers (e.g., Barker & Weller, 2003), a child-friendly language was 

adopted in the preparation of these documents to make sure communication with children is effective. 
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To ensure effectiveness, I piloted the first version of the questionnaire and consent forms with the 

help of three participants, a 7-year-old girl, an 8-year-old boy, and a 10-year-old girl who volunteered 

from within my friendship network. After responding to the questionnaire, the pilot participants 

provided feedback regarding the language, content, and user-friendliness of the questions. 

Considering their insight, I revised the questions into shorter and simpler formats. For example, I 

changed a few open-ended questions requiring short answers into three-point Likert questions, one-

word, and one-number answers. I have also incorporated more pictures throughout the questionnaire. 

Another consideration in revising the questionnaire was to add examples to clarify the purpose of the 

question. The final version of the questionnaire is enclosed in this dissertation (see Appendix C). 

Questionnaire respondents whose caregivers had given consent to be contacted in the future 

were invited to a follow-up interview. A total of nine semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

the participants using Zoom video conferencing software in January 2021. I did not notice any level 

of discomfort in using Zoom, perhaps due to familiarity with the software through online schooling 

experiences for over a year since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic. The interviews lasted for 

at least 1 hour, with the first 40 minutes dedicated to question-based conversation and the last 20 

minutes to a drawing activity. I did not use drawings as data; therefore, they are not included in the 

analysis of this research. The drawing activity also helped to keep participants engaged as I witnessed 

signs of distraction, especially for the younger participants, toward the end of the 40-minute question-

based conversation. 

During the interview, children were asked to describe an average day in their life from 

morning to night including details about their commute to school and outdoor play experiences. Then, 

children were asked to annotate the Google Map of their neighbourhood indicating their favourite 

places and pathways. I then discussed why they like or dislike a place. Depending on the 

questionnaire responses, follow-up questions were asked about what they play, where they play, and 

who they play with. All participants were asked to reflect on their responses to the safety questions. 

They were also asked to elaborate on their levels of belonging to the neighbourhood. Besides 

responding to the interview questions, the children shared many great stories during the interviews. 

Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim, which produced a 32,000-word document. 

At the end of the interview, I asked children to draw their ñdream playspace.ò I borrowed this 

activity from Bhuyanôs research (Bhuyan, 2021, p. 7), where childrenôs drawing in one-on-one 
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interviews generated ideas on how neighbourhood playspaces could be improved. For my research, 

the main purpose of including a drawing activity at the end of the interview was to activate the 

participant's imagination (Sandercock, 2003). Eight of the participants agreed to participate in this 

activity (see Appendix D) and one of them decided to describe the dream playspace verbally only. 

Drawings indeed, helped with understanding the younger participants ï 6- and 7-year-olds, to 

communicate their opinion easier than during the rounds of verbal questions and answers. 

I would like to mention a few considerations regarding the interviews. The presence of 

caregivers during the interview was optional and up to the child to decide. Most younger participants 

decided to have a parent beside them. Some of the participants had family members in the 

background, and some were interviewed alone. Caregiversô presence was helpful both for me and the 

child interviewee; there were many instances of caregivers facilitating the articulation or 

comprehension of questions or answers for both sides.  

Another consideration in keeping the conversation meaningful with children was to give them 

enough time to think and patiently help them with the articulation of their responses without 

interrupting their thinking processes, even when their responses did not accurately address the 

question. I prioritized their words over the predefined questions as I found the conversation to be 

informative overall. I could go back to my original question later. Another consideration with 

children is to give them enough time to think and help them properly develop their responses. It is 

important to be patient with children and expect things to take longer than usual as argued by Kraftl 

on the slowness of conducting research with children (Millei & Rautio, 2017). For example, a seven-

year-old boy once showed me all his drawings of imaginary characters. Naturally, this was not a part 

of the interview plan, however, I used this opportunity to retrieve useful information pertinent to the 

research objectives. For example, I asked him, ñWhere does the X character that you drew here 

usually play? Where does it feel safe and what is his favourite game?ò I was trying to activate his 

imagination and lead the discussion to the second portion of the interview, which was drawing your 

dream play space. 

Regarding the power dynamics between me and the interview participants, I realized some 

ingenuity in some of the answers. For example, when asked if you play in the lawn area in front of 

your building, a few interviewees tried to avoid saying yes as they knew that playing in that area is 

not permitted by the building owners. Then, I would mention that other children told me that they 
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sometimes do play in that area, especially when other play spaces are not accessible, or in my 

opinion, building owners should consider changing the regulations about using this space. I tried to 

encourage them to share their realistic opinion with me. Again, when interviewing children, one must 

actively show good levels of understanding and support and never react in a way that they perceive a 

sense of judgment. Again, when interviewing children, one must actively show good levels of 

understanding and support and never react in a way that they perceive a sense of judgment. In these 

situations, I followed up or rephrased the question in a way that children were encouraged to express 

their honest opinions instead of relying on what they were told is right. 

2.2.3 Recruitment  

The participants in this study were children aged between seven and 12 years old who resided in 

Thorncliffe Park. There were no other inclusion or exclusion criteria for recruitment. The age range of 

the participants was selected based on Jean Piagetôs categorization of childrenôs spatial cognition 

development. Between seven and 12 childrenôs spatial cognition is mostly related to the use of logic 

relating objects or concepts finding similarities and differences in the physical configuration of the 

space and relating it to certain uses or activities. For instance, a child compares the size of their 

backyard with a friendôs backyard and realizes that a larger yard space is more suitable for active 

play. I excluded participants younger than seven because it was important for my research due to their 

inability to read and respond to survey questions without major assistance from an adult. I also 

excluded children older than 12 from this research, because children start to develop a more abstract 

type of spatial understanding after around the age of 12.  

I mentioned earlier that Piagetôs developmental theory is not used as a framework for this 

study as it does not consider the impacts of sociocultural and environmental factors on childrenôs 

development. However, I used Piagetôs categorization regarding age range as a unifying factor since 

this age range was also used in previous empirical research regarding play experiences. Moreover, 

when exploring existing amenities and educational programs for children in Thorncliffe Park, I 

realized that The Neighbourhood Organization (TNO) uses the same categorization in their 

programming. They offer programs and activities to children aged seven to 12 what they call ñmiddle 
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years10.ò I must mention that these numbers were used approximately. For instance, I had a 

participant who was six years old and another who had just turned 13. 

Overall, the recruitment processes were a challenging part of the research. Spencer (2021) 

argues that in childrenôs studies, establishing trust between the researcher and children and their 

families is crucial, and so is navigating potential complexities caused by the researcher-participant 

power dynamics. Skelton (2008) also warns us about the inevitable top-down relationship between 

the researcher and young participants caused by the age difference. Additionally, ethical 

considerations, while intent to protect young participants, reinforce the power dynamics as 

researchers must present predefined instructions and techniques for different study components 

including recruitment and data collection undermining childrenôs role in navigating research 

processes for the most effective way of knowledge creation (Holt, 2004; Skelton, 2008; Spencer, 

2021b). I faced a few constraints with recruitment. What I originally proposed and received research 

ethics approval for did not yield the desired number of participants. 

One plan in promoting the research was to post physical signs at the bus stops, the 

neighbourhood library, and an ice cream shop in Thorncliffe Park. This method yielded zero 

participants. As a designer, I could see why the promotional materials did not attract much attention ï 

they contained an overwhelming amount of information (mostly text) making it hard to read and 

understand in a limited time (see Appendix A for recruitment poster). However, the research ethics 

office kept asking me to include more details about the study to guarantee full disclosure of details.  

Another plan was to invite participants through the Thorncliffe Park Community Facebook 

page, a closed page used for advertisement and posts directly concerning the residents. To become a 

member of this closed Facebook page, I declared my intention to work with the neighbourhood 

community to get approved by the page admin. Only one participant was recruited by this method. I 

received feedback from one of the Facebook page members on how the research information post 

reads as spam ï what I created based on research ethics criteria. That person kindly suggested 

forwarding study information to their Womenôs Organization WhatsApp channel where a trusted 

 

10 https://tno-toronto.org/services/child-family-and-wellness-programs/middle-years/  

https://tno-toronto.org/services/child-family-and-wellness-programs/middle-years/
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series of communication is happening among female residents. I recruited a few children through this 

local channel. 

The only predefined method of recruitment that was effective in this research was research 

promotion through TNOôs ñmiddle-yearsò program email list. For privacy reasons, two invitation 

emails were sent from the director of the childhood programs to the members without releasing their 

email addresses. Every time an email was sent from TNO, a few questionnaire responses were 

submitted. Again, this outcome shows the effectiveness of promoting research through local and 

trusted channels (Spencer, 2021b). However, accessing TNO staff was not easy because most staff 

were working from home due to the COVID-19 social distancing accommodations. Therefore, I could 

not rely on in-person visits to their offices. Contacting them by phone was also difficult as most of 

them were only using email in the meantime. Correspondence through email was also not necessarily 

effective and I have only received responses from one staff out of five I originally reached out to. 

I also sent 800+ direct messages to all the members of the neighbourhood's Facebook page 

and received a few responses through my direct communication. This idea only emerged when my 

proposed methods of recruitment, which received ethics approval, did not yield the number of 

participants I anticipated. Perhaps, an issue to consider by the research ethics board and institutional 

research frameworks is also experienced and discussed with other scholars who work with children 

(Carroll et al., 2019, 2021; Holt, 2004; Skelton, 2008). Especially when working with communities 

and conducting ethnographic research, it is hard to predict the most effective way of attracting 

participants (Barker & Weller, 2003; Sandercock, 2000; Till, 2009). One size does not fit all, and 

each community responds differently. 

An unplanned event that helped with the recruitment was in-person interactions during the 

observation sessions with caregivers, those walking back with their children from school or watching 

children playing near the residential buildings. These interactions occurred organically allowing me to 

explain the research and give caregivers copies of the research information letter with the link to the 

questionnaire.11 Conversations about the research went smoother with male caregivers than with 

 

11 Since informed consent was obtained in all instances, this recruitment method was identified as a 

minor deviation from the original research design by the Research Ethics advisers at the 

University of Waterloo and was approved without further remedial action. 
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females. Fathers showed more willingness to take the time to hear about the research and to consider 

their childrenôs participation. Two explanations may potentially justify this experience. First, I heard 

from a couple of females that they are busy and must attend to their daily chores (e.g., feeding 

children). Understandably, fitting an extra task into the childôs (and the parentôs) daily schedule is 

indeed challenging. Another possible explanation for receiving less attention from female caregivers 

is related to cultural norms. As a Middle Eastern woman myself, I have experienced, personally or 

through others, reservations in sharing personal lived experiences with a ñstranger,ò like what Skelton 

(2008, p. 28) has experienced in working with Caribbean families. Overall, the gender of the 

caregiver seemed to play a role in recruitment success.  

 Another challenge with the recruitment was a language barrier when communicating with 

parents/guardians with limited English knowledge. During the recruitment process, a few of the 

caregivers refused to give consent for their childôs participation as fully understanding the research 

information was challenging for them. In Thorncliffe Park, 57% of people speak a non-English 

language at home, while the city-wide rate is 29% (City of Toronto, 2016). Ideally, this study could 

have been more inclusive for the diverse community in Thorncliffe Park with 18.6% of the population 

being recent immigrants. However, due to time and resource constraints, I was not able to provide 

research documents in the top three non-English home languages in Thorncliffe Park including Urdu, 

Pashto, and Farsi (City of Toronto, 2016). The language barrier is an important factor when 

conducting research in multicultural communities. Language barriers were faced by many scholars 

previously especially when working with immigrants and ethnic communities ï for example, 

Karsten's (2008) study of local and immigrant families about the use of sidewalk socialization in 

Amsterdam. Language barriers are also of concern when working with nonverbal participants ï see 

for example, Carroll and colleagues' (2021) reflection on communication through sign language with 

children with disability. 

2.2.4 Analysis  

Data were analyzed using phenomenological analytical methods. This method is widely used in the 

study of place-based lived experiences and has pros and cons (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012; Finlay, 

2014; Wertz et al., 2011). Phenomenological analyses are usually time-intensive and open-ended 

resembling the nature of Ethnography (Till, 2009). These characteristics have simultaneously some 

advantages and disadvantages. Longer analysis processes do not respond to time-sensitive research 
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representation. For instance, phenomenology does not suit research aiming to inform decisions 

regarding the continuation of online schooling during the COVID-19 pandemic. The longer time 

frame of phenomenology allows the researcher to ñstop and lingerò with the phenomenon under study 

(Wertz 1985, p. 174 cited in Finlay, 2009). Finlay neatly uses the term ñdwelling,ò to refer to the 

beginning of finding meanings in data.  

Finding meanings in the ethnographic data is not only time-intensive but often a reflexive 

process, too (Charmaz & Belgrave, 2012; Cope, 2009; Till, 2009). Reflexivity speaks to the open-

endedness of phenomenology and grounded theory ï ña process at once systematic, intensive, and 

intuitiveò (Finlay, 2009, p.122). The intuition of the researcher can grow and change throughout the 

study. Through such experience, I modified my research objective and questions from purely focusing 

on the built form in Phase 1 (Portland case studies) to understanding the complex socio-spatial 

landscape of childrenôs play in Phase 2 (Thorncliffe Park case study). The blend of ñsystematic, 

intensive, and intuitiveò is to make sure the researcher is truly engaged with the phenomenon before 

representing the findings (Finlay, 2014, p. 122).  

I spent between two to three years dwelling and finding meaning in the collected data. For 

me, this process overlapped with the data collection. It all began with the on-site observations. I lived 

in Thorncliffe Park parking lots and streets (in my car) for hours and days, taking notes, sketching 

scenes, driving, talking, eating, grocery shopping, etc. Collecting questionnaire responses and 

specifically the effort I made to recruit participants played a huge role in my deeper engagement with 

the neighbourhood. For recruitment, I interacted with many of the current or past residents of the 

neighbourhood. By the time, I began interviewing children, I had created a few underlying schemes 

of the phenomenon under study. This open-ended-ness of the data collection and analysis was at 

times baffling leading to criticizing my research purposes. I learned, however, from previous 

experiences that this feeling is inevitable when you ñdwellò to find meanings, you become so close to 

the phenomenon under study that the significance of what you are doing seems unrecognizable (Cope, 

2009; Finlay, 2014; Zeisel, 2006).  

The first part of the analysis was to make sense of observations. For that, I created five 

annotated pictures showing childrenôs spontaneous play in the neighbourhood. I intended to 

summarize information documented in observations into these five frames. Instead of photographs, 

base pictures were retrieved from Google Maps Street View overlayed by digital hand drawing to 
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imitate the observed activities. I previously explained that I did not use photography on-site to protect 

childrenôs privacy and to remain unrecognized during the observations ((Zeisel, 2006)). Visualization 

is an effective form of representing ethnographic information (Till, 2009) and is used in different 

capacities and combinations of maps, pictures, diagrams, visual narratives, etc. All five frames 

represent people's use of space in the front lawn of buildings 43, and 47 in Thorncliffe Park Blvd 

because this area was the richest data-producing location throughout my observations. I combined 

these analyses with a narrative to illustrate findings more cohesively. The narrative and annotated 

pictures are used in Manuscript #2, section 4.6.3. 

To make sense of the information gathered through questionnaires, I created graphs and 

tables. It is worth mentioning that survey applications usually automatically visualize the distribution 

of responses, as did the SurveyMonkey tool. However, due to the smaller sample size, those graphs 

lacked a meaningful understanding of the results. For such a small sample (25 responses), used a 

qualitative analysis method and visualized data into graphs and tables based on a combination of 

questions to understand relationships. The relationships were identified based on the main research 

questions and existing literature. For instance, responses to ñHow long have you lived in Thorncliffe 

Park?ò were combined with the participantsô ages and their responses to the sense of belonging 

question. The logic for this combination was the proven relationship between duration, level of 

familiarity and development of belonging to oneôs local community (Cook et al., 2015; Wise, 2022). 

Relying on the literature on childrenôs safety perceptions and its relationship to the childôs age and 

gender, I combined responses to safety questions with the age and gender of the respondents. 

Questions regarding the rating of outdoor activities, frequency of play, and age, gender were also 

combined in a table. These documents were not used directly in reporting the research findings. They 

were used in combination with the qualitative information gathered through observations and 

interviews and provided a generic understanding of the data. As explained before, questionnaires 

were used as a tool to generate further in-depth conversations about childrenôs lived experiences. 

Informed by phenomenological analytical methods, I continued my analysis by reviewing 

interview transcripts. I read interview conversations over and over without any agenda, what Fredrick 

Wertz calls ñopen readingò as the first step of phenomenological analysis (Wertz et al., 2011, p. 131). 

After ñdwellingò and a few rounds of reading the text, themes started to appear. I began to create 

meaning units (Wertz et al., 2011) or what Linda Finlay defines as explicating ï the process of pulling 

out themes from a messy whole (Finlay, 2014). Ethnographic research, indeed, produces ñmessyò 
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data (Dicks et al., 2006, p.35). For me, many different themes emerged from the interviews making it 

challenging to decide on the larger categories. Given the research objectives and theoretical 

framework, I eventually landed on four main themes, which I manually highlighted with different 

colours in the transcripts.  

The four meaning units or themes extracted from the interview transcripts were: play 

(including conversations about playspaces, types of play, and frequency of play); safety (including 

insight about disliked spaces, negative past experiences, levels and conditions of feeling safe); 

belonging (including reasons to feel belonged, positive memories shared, and liked things and 

places); and, seasonality (including all comments or insights related to seasons, time of the day, and 

days of the week). Meaning units were at times overlapping. For instance, the safety theme 

overlapped with playspace preferences when a participant described safety concerns as to why they 

do not like a certain playspace. Even though the four themes shared a lot, themes ñplayò and 

ñseasonalityò represented aspects of physiographic space; while ñsafetyò and ñbelongingò included 

information about the social realm of experience within the Socio-Ecological Framework (R. Moore 

& Young, 1978). 

As the third step in conducting phenomenological analysis, I overviewed the meaning units to 

reflect on the significance of the findings (Wertz et al., 2011). Throughout the transcripts, I looked for 

recurring concepts, in other words, factors influencing childrenôs experiences. For that, I created a list 

of factors mentioned by the participants related to their experiences such as traffic signals, trees, 

supervision, etc. I then categorized them into the two realms of physiographic and social experience 

(e.g., physiographic: signals and trees; social: supervision). This arrangement of factors helped me 

further understand childrenôs opinions on the main concepts of belonging and safety. While I did not 

use the list of factors in the writing of my thesis articles, I used them in the description of the 

findings. For example, in response to ñWhy did children identify Burgess Park as their favourite 

playspace in the neighbourhood?ò I emphasized the diversity of play equipment (physiographic), 

being located on the route to school (physiographic), playing with friends and neighbours (social), 

and having great memories (social).  

To show childrenôs everyday experiences of the neighbourhood (where they go to school and 

play, and what routes they take to these destinations), I created a collage with a birdôs eye view image 

of the heart of the neighbourhood annotated with colours and a series of childrenôs quotes from the 
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interviews (Figure 33). I included this narrated, annotated collage of the neighbourhood in a poster 

presentation at the Urban Transitions Conference in November 2022. I received positive feedback 

from other scholars at the conference outlining the accessibility of the findings. The collage very well 

summarised my findings and gave everyone a quick understanding of the research goals and findings 

similar to an elevator pitch.  

Overall, I used a combination of visual and text-based techniques to work with the analyzed 

data. As Freeman and Vass (2010) argue, understanding childrenôs experiences through one form of 

data representation is unrealistic as it excludes information that is only communicable through non-

verbal methods. I have also relied on many direct quotations from the conversations with children 

because of the complexities of interpreting childrenôs languages as discussed in the literature on 

children's participation in planning and research (e.g., Freeman, Ergler, & Guiney, 2017; Freeman & 

Vass, 2010; Hanssen, 2019; Spencer, 2021a). I experienced the same challenges during the interview. 

However, as I explained before, I used neighbourhood map annotation and a drawing activity as 

supplementary tools to generate more meaningful conversations. In support of the significance of my 

study, I would like to include a quote by Steen Halling (cited in Finlay, 2014) 

ñPhenomenological research reports tend to demonstrate their scientific rigour and 

trustworthiness by offering examples and quotations from the data to illustrate points 

made bringing readers into a closer relationship with the phenomenonò (Halling, 2002). 

I must clarify that children were not involved in data analysis. According to a recent 

systematic review on child-friendly city research, involving children in the analysis and dissemination 

stages of the study is a fairly new consideration in methodology (Cordero-vinueza et al., 2023). 

However, it is a valuable approach as it considers the full scope of childrenôs participation in planning 

research informed by the UN Convention on the Rights of Children. Examples of this type of research 

are included in an edited book by Grace Spencer (2021), where examples of participatory research 

analysis are presented from international cases.  

2.3 Reflection on Methodology  

This research for the most part relied on observational methods and ethnographic approaches. 

Observations were limited to finding physical clues in the built environment and morphological 

analysis in Portland. Then, to observe behaviour in the environment and human participation. As 
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mentioned earlier, my study is a result of ongoing reflections on the research questions, methods, and 

analysis. From exploring the built environment in Portland neighbourhoods to non-participant 

observations in Thorncliffe Park to collecting questionnaires and following up on childrenôs 

experiences in the interviews, my research evolved gradually. As experienced and discussed by 

ethnographers and scholars working with human subjects in an open-ended and reflexive setting is 

time-intensive and is a ñslow processò to use Peter Kraftlôs term (cited in Millei & Rautio, 2017). I 

faced many challenges but grew throughout the process.  
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Chapter 3 Manuscript 1 Keeping Young Families in the Centre: A 

Pathways Approach to Child-Friendly Urban Design 

This paper outlines the importance of pathway design in creating ñchild-friendlyò 

cities. There is concern that central parts of major cities have excluded households with 

children through the process of youthification. The importance of parks in creating 

child-friendly neighbourhoods is widely accepted, but the quality of the pathways 

connecting parks to residential areas has received less attention. This study develops a 

design assessment approach and compares the quality of pathways in youthified and 

family -oriented neighbourhoods in Portland, Oregon. A stronger focus on informal 

play opportunities along pathways and a systematic design assessment is recommended 

to advance child-friendly planning. 

3.1 Introduction  

Public parks and playgrounds are now widely accepted as important components of childrenôs 

playspaces in urban neighbourhoods. Playspaces serve as alternatives to private yards that are not as 

commonly available in the centre of major metropolitan areas (Talen, 2010). Much research, and 

design practice, has considered the internal design of playspaces that positively contribute to 

childrenôs play experiences (see, e.g., Goliļnik & Thompson, 2010). However, little attention has 

been paid to the spatial networks, or pathways, that connect these play destinations (R. Moore & 

Young, 1978; Talen, 2010). 

It is crucial to understand that play experience is not limited to what happens within the 

physical boundaries of parks and playgrounds (Hanssen, 2019). Children tend to play everywhere and 

under any circumstances (Walsh, 2006). Given that children constantly explore streets and empty lots 

seeking new play opportunities (J. Jacobs, 1961; R. Moore & Young, 1978), this paper aims to 

highlight the importance of designing child-friendly pathways that accommodate informal play. The 

paper reviews how academic literature differentiates between formal and informal play, develops a 

systematic assessment for measuring the quality of pathways, and uses Portland, Oregon as an 

example to illustrate the differing qualities of pathways in two different types of neighbourhoods in a 

North American context (one with more young adults in smaller households, and one more family- 

oriented with larger households). 
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3.2 Parents, Out of Urban Centres  

ñAmericaôs rich cities specialize in the young, rich, and childless; Americaôs suburbs 

specialize in parents. The childless city may be inescapableò (Thompson 2019). 

News coverage in recent years has reflected the challenges of raising children in city centres in North 

America, and the decrease of childrenôs populations in many although not all central areas over time. 

For example, Vancouver, Canada, is an exception as recent urban policies have significantly 

supported households with children in denser urban centres, although even here children remain most 

represented in the suburbs (Thomas, 2020). The perception that urban environments are not suited for 

children concerns planning movements such as Smart Growth that aim to create denser and more 

transit-oriented neighbourhoods in cities for a wide demographic segment (Downs, 2005). For 

instance, Siedentop, Zakrzewski, and Stroms (2018, p. 1) speak of a potentially ñchildless urban 

renaissanceò that is much more pronounced in American than in German cities; the latter seeing 

urbanization associated with a broader demographic spectrum. More generally, cities in many parts of 

continental Europe have traditionally had better integration of children and adult spaces in urban 

centres, and even still are now channelling significant funding into child-friendly policies and urban 

designs ï see, e.g., Davies (2018) for child-friendly design strategies and Weedy (2020) for 

Barcelonaôs Superblocks. 

In North America, however, studies have shown that the physical features of the central parts 

of the metropolitan areas are particularly attracting the Millennial generation, resulting in higher 

concentrations of this demographic. Millennials are a group of young adults born between the early 

1980s and 2000s (Hyojung Lee, 2018; McDonald, 2015). For instance, Lee (2018) argues that 

walkability, availability of multi-modal transit, and adjacency to public amenities and entertainment 

are urban characteristics that are highly valued by this generation. 

Furthermore, many more Millennials than young adults of prior generations delay or forego 

childbirth. Young adults residing centrally (although certainly not all) have higher educational 

attainments (Hyojung Lee, 2018). It has been argued that, on average, the time they spend in their 

professions is more than the standard work hours (Thompson 2019). If married, they are usually dual 

earners. However, late marriage or not getting married at all is more common among this group 
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(Martin, Astone, & Peters, 2014). These factors contribute to a decrease in the intention of forming 

families and having children among Millennials. 

Millennials who reside centrally tend to move to the periphery as their household 

composition changes (Estiri & Krause, 2018). This process is referred to as ñyouthificationò through 

which central urban neighbourhoods remain young over time (Moos, 2016, p. 2904). Accordingly, 

newer generations of young adults replace those who have moved out of urban centres due to changes 

in their household composition, often due to parenthood. As a result, the downtowns in many North 

American cities see an increasing concentration of young adult amenities, resulting in highly 

ñgenerationed spaceò (Moos, 2014). Therefore, residential location patterns by age remain highly 

correlated with household types with suburbs still commonly perceived as more family-oriented, and 

still containing a higher proportion of households with children than central cities (Moos, Filion, 

Quick, & Walter-Joseph, 2019; Talen, 2001). 

Millennials with children, or with the intention of having children, moving away from central 

areas is commonly associated with housing affordability concerns, small unit sizes, and lack of child-

friendly amenities, all of which increase the demand for suburban living (even among those who 

might otherwise exhibit urban location preferences) (Clapham, Mackie, Orford, Thomas, & Buckley, 

2014; Moos, 2014; Wegmann, 2020; Wood, 2015). These trends are counter to current Smart Growth 

planning approaches that aim to increase the share of growth occurring in central and previously 

built-up areas of cities. Those neighbourhoods may remain ñforever young,ò making the future of the 

city highly segregated by lifestyle and demography (besides other historic and ongoing factors of 

segregation such as race and class) (Moos, 2014; Moos et al., 2019). 

Although housing affordability and the lack of private yard space are common drivers that 

have been previously studied (Schoeppe et al., 2015), the general child-friendly-ness of the urban 

public realm is also an important but understudied factor impacting parentsô residential location 

decisions (Kirk 2018; Kotulla, Denstadli, Oust, & Beusker, 2019). It is often assumed that children do 

not have as much freedom of play in dense urban environments as they do in the suburbs 

(Horschelmann & Van Blerk, 2013) and lack of amenity provision for childrenôs play has been shown 

to exacerbate the challenges of raising children in urban neighbourhoods (Kotulla, Denstadli, Oust, & 

Beusker, 2019). Although the analysis in this paper does not examine motivations directly, it 
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considers the dimension of the public realm that would be important to consider in planning for 

children. 

3.3 Types of Play  

Childrenôs play environments are often categorized into formal and informal by differentiating 

between structured and unstructured play. Formal playspaces are designated environments equipped 

with play facilities that mostly accommodate structured play (R. C. Moore, 1987; Rasmussen, 2004). 

Informal playspaces refer to environments that are not purposefully designed for childrenôs play but, 

at times, still offer different play opportunities (Karsten & Vliet, 2006; R. C. Moore, 1987; 

Rasmussen, 2004). 

According to Rasmussen (2004), formal playspaces are institutionalized urban destinations 

built for children by adults, such as public parks and playgrounds, schoolyards, and sports facilities. 

Whereas informal playspaces are defined as places with embedded play opportunities that are usually 

discovered by children (Lynch, 1977; H Matthews & Limb, 1999; R. Moore & Young, 1978; Ward, 

1978). Local streets, back alleys, sidewalks, parking lots, and cul-de-sacs are parts of the urban public 

realm that can also function as informal playspaces. Informal play happens through the act of 

exploring the environment. Moore (1987) believes that there is always play potential for children to 

be discovered in different elements of public spaces such as bushes, curbs, and streetlights. This is 

also referred to as ñplay affordancesò (Kyttä, 2004). For instance, a courtyard with a tree can offer 

various play opportunities to children that may not be found in a courtyard without a tree. Climbing 

the tree, hiding behind it, running around it, or sitting under its shade are all examples of potential 

ñunprogrammedò play activities (Lynch, 1977, p. 13). 

Unlike formal playgrounds, informal playspaces are not definite or necessarily lasting 

components of the urban fabric. When, in the public realm, children grasp and actualize play 

affordances, a temporary playspace emerges within the context of the existing environment at a 

moment in time (Lynch, 1977). In this case, the temporary space is defined by childrenôs presence 

and their play behaviours instead of permanent fences, walls, or designated equipment. Given the 

transient nature of informal playspaces, they are best defined as part of a greater multi-functional 

outdoor space (M. Francis & Lorenzo, 2002; Hanssen, 2019). 
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3.4 Urban Pathways and Informal Play Opportunities  

The theoretical framework of this study is based on Roger Hartôs Phenomenal Landscape Model 

(1979) which explains how children experience outdoor environments. The development of the 

phenomenal landscape relates to childrenôs territorial range and consists of different places visited by 

children as well as the pathways connecting those places (Hart, 1979). Children constantly discover 

new places on their route to familiar destinations. A corner store or an empty lot on the way to school 

can become new informal play destinations for children. From this perspective, both formal and 

informal playspaces are required to shape the entirety of childrenôs play experience. 

The extent and variety of outdoor spaces visited and explored by children is defined as 

childrenôs territorial range (Hart, 1979). The range extends as children grow and learn new skills. 

However, the relationship between childrenôs level of competence and territorial range is not always 

linear. Childrenôs range is influenced by factors such as age, gender, parental approaches, culture, and 

the sociology of childhood (Katz, 2001; Homan Lee et al., 2015; H Matthews & Limb, 1999; R. 

Moore & Young, 1978). It is also common to see caregivers shrinking childrenôs range in urban 

environments due to safety concerns (De Visscher & Bouverne-de Bie, 2008; Valentine & 

Mckendrickt, 1997). 

This leads back to the initial argument of this paper about the importance of urban pathways 

in providing informal play opportunities. Pathways, such as streets, sidewalks, trails, etc. are linking 

elements between different destinations, and importantly, constitute a part of childrenôs territorial 

range (Hart, 1979). Lynch (1960, p. 47) also defines ñpathsò as channels of movement that play a 

predominant role in creating the ñimageò for the observer since paths organize the city as a whole. 

The way pathways can provide opportunities for informal play requires more consideration in urban 

design and planning. 

From an urban design perspective, open spaces surrounding a dwelling unit are structured 

into a range of private, semi-private, semi-public, and public spaces to provide safe and well-

maintained communal open areas, which Newman (1996) defines as Defensible Spaces. Thus, homes 

immediately abutting the public realm fail to provide such spaces for the residents. This paper argues 

that the design of a child-friendly neighbourhood also relates to a range of private to public 

playspaces within childrenôs territory that is referred to as a hierarchy of open spaces. 
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When it comes to childrenôs play, a hierarchy of open spaces can be defined based on the 

level of supervision required, and the number and variety of users ï see, e.g., City of Vancouver 

(1992) for design guidelines about family-oriented open spaces. The level of supervision is of course 

a subjective measure. But in general, oneôs enclosed backyard is the most private open playspace, 

where a high level of supervision with the least effort is possible. Thresholds such as front porches, 

driveways, and front lawns provide semi-private playspaces, where supervision is still possible but 

requires more attention from a guardian/parent, but also increases play opportunities with other 

children in the neighbourhood. A strangerôs child or a passer-by may stop and converse but would not 

usually stay for a lengthy period (although this depends on neighbourhood culture and other social 

factors). Sidewalks and residential streets next to dwelling units allow for more independent play but 

supervision becomes less straightforward in these types of semi-public playspaces. Streets further 

from home, neighbourhood parks, and playgrounds are considered public open spaces within 

childrenôs range, and if supervision is required (depending on the age and need of the children) a 

parent or guardian would have to accompany the children to these locations. 

The word hierarchy is used to emphasize the importance of appropriate transitions from 

private (e.g., home yards) to public open spaces (e.g., parks) in creating a network of informal play. 

This network functions well for children with different territorial ranges. The larger the childrenôs 

range, the more accessible a variety of public playspaces may become. However, if a hierarchy of 

outdoor playspaces does not exist, the younger children with limited play range are inevitably 

restricted to home boundaries. In this case, a play range does not exist because childrenôs play 

experience is limited to going back and forth between home and public play destinations (parks, 

schoolyards, etc.), rather than being able to explore a range of play opportunities along paths 

connecting their homes to other play destinations. The lack of a hierarchy of safe playspaces 

promotes a culture of ñbackseatò children escorted by parents ñfrom one domain to another in their 

urban fieldò (Karsten, 2005, p. 286). 

While the hierarchy of open spaces influences the extent of childrenôs territorial range, the 

child-friendliness of pathways is very much related to how their ñedgesò are defined. The term ñedgeò 

is borrowed from Lynchôs terminology (1960, 47). However, instead of considering the edge as a 

separating line between two districts, here, a more subjective measure is used to evaluate how a 

sidewalk interacts with vehicular space. Soft edges are, then, defined as safe barriers separating 

childrenôs and carsô movements that further facilitate informal play along pathways. Child-friendly 
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urban design guidelines consider a few factors to achieve this. Among them is the proper separation 

between sidewalks and streets in the form of landscape buffers ï see, e.g., City of Torontoôs child-

friendly street design guidelines (Nasr, Oppedisano, Zonena, Floro, & Bogdanowicz, 2017). 

Moreover, on-street parking along the sidewalk and bike lanes provides a safety barrier between 

pedestrians and motor vehicles. This is specifically important for childrenôs safety because their 

walking patterns are less predictable and more spontaneous. 

Another way to create soft edges for urban pathways is the provision of parklets. Parklets 

provide seating spaces on the curbside and can be as small as the space needed to park one vehicle. 

Existing parklet design guidelines do not usually consider children as the main users of these spaces 

(NACTO, 2013). However, children may be considered in parklet design for the following reasons. 

First, curbside seating creates moments of pause along the pathways that may lead to informal play. 

Second, it increases the buffer between vehicles and pedestrians. Third, it increases childrenôs sense 

of curiosity by adding extra colour and texture, and new elements to explore along the pathways (of 

course with consideration of secure edges). 

Understanding the relationship between the Phenomenal Landscape model and child-friendly 

design solutions sheds light on the necessity of planning for a play network (Hart, 1979). Parks and 

playgrounds cannot be considered isolated destinations but need to be understood in the context of the 

routes required to travel there. Therefore, planning for urban pathways is arguably as important as 

planning for public parks; first, to achieve higher accessibility to parks for households with children 

(and reduce carbon-intensive travel to access parks by facilitating walking and bicycling), and second, 

to create informal play opportunities that complement childrenôs play experience in urban areas. 

Although the empirical part of this study only considers the route between residential areas and urban 

parks, future work should also consider other pathways frequented by children, such as the way to 

school. 

3.5 Portland: An Illustrative Example  

Portland is chosen as an example of a North American metropolitan area that has experienced 

gentrification and youthification, altering the social structures of central areas generally (although not 

exclusively) towards younger, smaller, and higher-income households (Song & Knaap, 2004). 

Moreover, Wegmannôs (2020) data of Portland demonstrates a decline in the population of children 

residing in gentrified or gentrifying neighbourhoods, despite the overall growth of the child 
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population from 1970 to 2017. Portland thus makes an interesting case for studying the influences of 

public realm design on childrenôs population in youthified and family-oriented neighbourhoods. 

3.5.1 Methods  

As discussed previously, researchers and city planners need to consider the concept of a play network 

to create child-friendly neighbourhoods. It is common among researchers to consider access as an 

individual factor in evaluating parksô function and values (G. Brown, 2008; Homan Lee et al., 2015). 

However, this paper positions pathways as an inseparable part of childrenôs play experience as 

pathways provide informal play opportunities and necessary (and safe) connectivity. Neighbourhood 

parks are chosen over other destinations (e.g., schools, errands, etc.) to limit the scope of the paper, 

and because walking from home to the park is an important, yet understudied part of childrenôs play 

experience. 

Using a mixed-method approach, pathways from home to neighbourhood parks are measured 

and analyzed in two youthified neighbourhoods and two family-oriented ones. Neighbourhood 

selection is done based on data retrieved from a website called Niche, which combines user-generated 

data and several secondary data sources to derive neighbourhood rankings for major cities in the 

United States. Such subjective ranking is likely to reflect the overarching perception of specific 

places, and it is these more subjective impressions, among other factors, of course, that shape 

householdsô residential location decisions (Opit, Witten, & Kearns, 2020). 

It should also be noted that such rankings, and specifically school rankings, are not 

unproblematic in that they can create and reinforce social segregation, in particular, along racial lines. 

School rankings are also often biased by race and class-related metrics (Saporito & Lareau, 1999). 

Table 5 shows that the selected neighbourhoods are majority White and highlights the need for future 

studies to also consider how the quality and safety of pathways may vary by the racial or class 

composition of neighbourhoods to examine spatial inequities in informal play opportunities for 

children. In other words, the selected neighbourhoods are not representative of the overall population 

of Portland in terms of racial and class composition. However, the comparison here is still useful as it 

is primarily for illustrative purposes to demonstrate how pathways vary for neighbourhoods with 

different household and age compositions. 

Niche (2020) provides rankings on the best neighbourhoods for Millennials and families. 

Here, the presence of Millennials is used as a proxy of youthification and matches with prior analysis 
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of the geography of young adults (Moos, 2014; Moos, Pfeiffer, & Vinodrai, 2017). Although these 

definitions are not uncontroversial, for this study, families are households with children present, and 

the family-oriented neighbourhoods based on the subjective rankings indeed include a larger share of 

children than high-ranked neighbourhoods for millennials. 

Table 5 Case Study Neighbourhood Characteristics. 

 Neighbourhood Profile (Source: NeighborhoodPulse 

2020) 
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A total of four neighbourhoods are selected for this research. Pearl and Eliot are two 

youthified neighbourhoods; Marshall Park and Arlington Heights are two family-oriented 

neighbourhoods. Figure 9 shows the location of the neighbourhoods in the context of the Portland 

Metropolitan Area. Not unexpectedly, the youthified neighbourhoods (Eliot and Pearl) are located 

more centrally, whereas the ones ranked as more family-oriented (Arlington Heights and Marshall 

Park) are located further from the centre in what would generally classify as suburban areas (Hyojung 

Lee, 2018). Table 5 compares neighbourhood characteristics. Demographic data is retrieved from 

NeighborhoodPulse (2020) which provides neighbourhood statistics for the Portland Metropolitan 

Area drawing on the 2010 US Census. Relevant neighbourhood rankings are extracted from Niche 

(2020). Overall, the youthified areas are higher-density neighbourhoods with a lower percentage of 

children, higher cost of living, and lower homeownership.  

The first phase of the study measures traffic-related factors influencing childrenôs safe travel 

to parks. According to Horschelmann & Van Blerk (2013), traffic interaction is considered an 
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environmental risk when it comes to childrenôs outdoor play. Here, distance, travel time, and the 

number of intersections to be crossed are measured in potential pathways to parks. For that purpose, 

different scenarios of potential pathways travelled between hypothetical home locations and actual 

park locations are considered. 

 

Figure 9 Case study neighbourhoodsô locations in Portland. Source: Map by authors based on 

PortlandMaps 2020a. 

Using the Portland zoning map (PortlandMaps 2020b), home location is subjectively selected 

as the geographical centre of the residential land use in each neighbourhood, instead of simply 

selecting the centroid of the neighbourhood. This hypothetical home location is then connected to the 

neighbourhood park(s). Distance and duration of travel are retrieved from Google Maps, while the 

number of intersections crossed is counted manually. The analysis uses the most direct route to 
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measure distance and time, and the least number of intersections. The number of actual intersections 

crossed by a pedestrian may vary in actuality even when moving along a similar path as people may 

cross streets for a variety of reasons, such as to look at storefronts or due to safety perceptions. 

Descriptive quantitative data is complemented with qualitative analysis of the built 

environment through an environmental design research method called ñobserving physical tracesò 

(Zeisel, 2006). This well-established ñdiagnostic toolò (A. B. Jacobs, 1984, p. 32) refers to the 

process of walking around the built environment and systematically searching for clues that give 

information about how people use that environment (Zeisel, 2006, p. 159). According to Jacobs 

(1984, p. 32), ñYou can tell a lot about a city or a neighbourhood just by looking.ò Although this is an 

appropriate method for this research, there are a few limitations in the study that are discussed below. 

3.5.2 Limitations  

One drawback of this research is that it only relies on on-site observations and does not consider 

usersô experiences. Here, Portland is used as a real-world example to better understand the concept of 

informal play and the issue of pathway design, not to accurately measure the actual perceptions of 

residents or the overall quality of all pathways in the selected neighbourhoods. However, in actual 

design practice, it is essential to also use more participatory methods such as interviews and focus 

groups. These are beyond the scope of the current research. 

Another challenge for the analysis of this research is that it studies only one factor that, 

within the literature, is considered one among several reasons why families might leave city centres. 

Commonly, unit size and affordability are considered the main drivers of young parents moving to the 

suburbs, while the lack of child-friendly amenities in shaping location decisions remains 

understudied. The implication is that although planning the public realm, and in particular pathways, 

following child-friendly design principles is necessary for various reasons, in practice it is unlikely to 

be sufficient to draw more families with children across the income spectrum and from different 

racial backgrounds to central areas unless issues regarding housing affordability, unit sizes, and 

systemic racism, among other factors, are also addressed. 
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Figure 10 Potential pathways travelled from home to park. Source: Maps by authors adapted 

from Google Maps. 
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3.6 General Observations  

Generally, traffic interaction is an influential factor in measuring urban design qualities (Ewing & 

Handy, 2009), especially when it comes to childrenôs outdoor play (Horschelmann & Van Blerk, 

2013). Considering safety concerns raised by child-car interactions, the research observations are 

presented in five sections: street layout and intersections, travel distance and time, traffic flow and 

rights-of-way, sidewalks and soft edges, and hierarchy of open spaces. 

3.6.1 Street Layout and Intersections  

Figure 10 shows the potential pathways travelled from home to parks in each of the four 

neighbourhoods. The overall shape of the pathways in each neighbourhood relates to the street 

network design and the building block patterns (Chermayeff & Alexander, 1965). The selected 

youthified neighbourhoods in Portland follow a grid pattern, while the curvilinear street pattern is the 

dominant layout in the family-oriented neighbourhoods. As a result of a denser street network in 

central parts of Portland, the number of intersections to be crossed is greater in the youthified 

neighbourhoods and ranges between 6.3 and 7.5. The range decreases to between 2.7 and 4.3 in the 

family-oriented neighbourhoods. While a larger number of intersections increases connectivity and 

facilitates access, it also raises potential safety concerns due to increased interactions with traffic 

(Nasr et al., 2017). 

It is worth mentioning that intersections are not the only locations where children need to 

cross the roads in the youthified neighbourhoods. For instance, in the Eliot neighbourhood access to a 

car wash and a drive-thru, fast-food place interrupts the sidewalk three times within one block (Figure 

11). This is a result of what is more typical of traditional North American suburban design in the Eliot 

neighbourhood where motor vehicle access is prioritized over walkability. Sidewalk interruption by 

vehicle access is not evident in the Pearl District as this neighbourhood is consciously developed as 

an urban environment valuing walking and cycling. 

Another influential factor in the perception of safety is the type of streets along which 

children travel (Alexander, 1977, pp. 341ï347). In Figure 10, road classifications are indicated by 

different line weights and based on Portlandôs transportation system plan (City of Portland, 2020) 

with increased traffic flow from ñlocal service streetò to ñtraffic accessò to ñneighbourhood collectorò 

and to ñmajor city street.ò The street network in the family-oriented neighbourhoods only includes 

ñlocal serviceò and ñneighbourhood collectorò streets, while the youthified ones include a 
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combination of all types of streets. Only considering this measure, it can already be said that 

pathways in family-oriented neighbourhoods appear to be safer for childrenôs informal play. 

3.6.2 Travel Distance and Time  

Pathways in the family-oriented neighbourhoods are on average longer than the ones in the youthified 

neighbourhoods. The Google Maps direction tool is used to measure travel distance and time. In the 

family-oriented neighbourhoods, the mean travel distance from home to park ranges from 0.7 to 0.9 

miles. This range is lower in the youthified neighbourhoods (from 0.4 to 0.5 miles). This is largely an 

outcome of differing street layouts, development densities, and neighbourhood block design. 

 A maximum walking distance of 0.25 miles is often deemed acceptable in the US. This 

number varies for different walking purposes and might well be lower for people travelling with 

children. Generally, people are willing to walk longer distances if the purpose of travel is recreational 

(Yang & Diez-Roux, 2012). Although travelled pathways are shorter in the youthified 

neighbourhoods, the 0.25-mile cut-off keeps parks outside of the generally acceptable walking radius 

in all case study neighbourhoods. This again raises the important role of child-friendly pathways in 

compensating for play opportunities in closer proximity to home. 

Google Maps estimates that the average travel times to parks range from 9.4 to 9.7 minutes 

for the youthified neighbourhoods and 15 to 18 minutes for the family-oriented ones. One might 

argue that a roughly ten-minute walk is not likely a barrier to access in the youthified 

neighbourhoods; while the almost twenty-minute travel duration perhaps reduces the chance that 

people in the family-oriented neighbourhoods will walk to the parks. 

3.6.3 Traffic Flow and Right -of -Way 

Although the number of intersections is an indicator of traffic interactions, it does not necessarily 

cause higher traffic risks for childrenôs movements. Traffic flow and rights-of-way will likely have a 

greater influence on the child-friendliness of the streets (Appleyard, 1980). While street design and 

programming are important, proper traffic signage and signalling can positively improve the 

interaction between pedestrians and vehicles. Intersections are very well signalized in the Pearl 

District and Eliot neighbourhood (Figure 12). Additionally, other traffic signs facilitate navigation for 

pedestrians, cyclists, and drivers in these two neighbourhoods (Figure 13). Moreover, the speed limit 

is considerably low (20 to 25 mph) in most parts of the Pearl District and some parts of the Eliot 
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neighbourhood as well. Thus, one could argue that these factors would lead to a generally safer 

walking experience for children. 

In the family-oriented neighbourhoods, however, not all the intersections have proper traffic 

signals and only a few stop signs are found (Figure 14). In Arlington Heights, only 3 out of 5 

intersections are signalized along the studied pathways. This ratio decreases to 2 out of 5 in the 

Marshall Park neighbourhood. The lower percentage of signalized intersections in the family-oriented 

neighbourhoods is perhaps due to the overall lower traffic flow. Marshall Park and Arlington Heights 

are generally quiet neighbourhoods in terms of car traffic according to residentsô reviews (Niche, 

2020). Figure 17 is a collection of photographs demonstrating traces of childrenôs play, despite the 

poor street designs, from a pathwayôs perspective, in the family-oriented neighbourhoods. The 

presence of a soccer net in the middle of a three-way junction and the basketball nets installed along 

the edge of the roads are some evident examples. 

 

Figure 11 Examples of sidewalk interruption in the Eliot neighbourhood. Sources: Map 

adapted from Google Maps; Photographs by Mazdak Shadkam, January 2021. 
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Figure 12 Intersections in the youthified neighbourhoods, Eliot (left) and Pearl (right). Sources: 

Photograph on the left by authors, February 2018; Photograph on the right by Mazdak 

Shadkam, January 2021. 

 

Figure 13 Traffic signs in the Eliot neighbourhood (top) and the Pearl District (bottom). 

Sources: Photographs on the top by authors, February 2018; Photographs on the bottom right 

and middle by Mazdak Shadkam, January 2021; Photograph on the bottom left from Google 

Street View, September 2019. 
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Figure 14 Intersections in Marshall Park (left) and Arlington Heights (right). Sources: Google 

Street View, September 2019. 

 

Figure 15 Sidewalks in the family-oriented neighbourhoods, Marshall Park (left) and Arlington 

Heights (right). Source: Google Street View, September 2019. 

 

Figure 16 Sidewalks in the Eliot neighbourhood. Photographs by authors, February 2018. 
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Figure 17 Play equipment on the suburban street in Marshall Park. Sources: Adapted from 

Google Street View, September 2019. 
























































































































































