
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Policy brief, April 2011 
 

Children and young people speak out about fun and 
activity 
 

“Kids need time for play – and so do we.”  boy 16 
 

What do children and young people say about fun and activity? 

 

In 2009 the Commissioner for Children and Young People WA undertook research to investigate 
children and young people’s views on what was important to their wellbeing.1 Fun and activity 
was one of eight things that children and young people said they needed to live a fulfilling life. 

“Just being with friends or family…seeing happiness, seeing other people happy, you can feel 
happy as well.” girl 14 

Children and young people who participated in the research said they needed fun in their lives. 
They said that, like adults, they enjoyed participating in both structured and unstructured activities.  

Most children and young people said they liked team games and sports, but they also enjoyed 
unstructured play. Some said they felt happy and excited when they were having fun with their 
pets. 

“[I’m happy] when my cats and chooks and me do stuff.” girl 6 

For some children and young people, having fun meant spending time with friends and did not 
always involve having something planned. They were often happy to ‘just see how things turned 
out’ and said that as long as ‘the mood was happy that made it a happy place to be’. 

“Chilling being with friends at the beach, listening to music, playing in bands.” boy 16 

Some young people said it was important for them to have fun because it ‘made life worth living, 
otherwise everything was too dull’. They said when they felt good it lifted their self-confidence 
and ‘life flowed more easily’. Children and young people living in regional and remote areas, in 
particular Aboriginal children and young people, were more adventurous in their activities and 
talked about camping, fishing, riding motor bikes and other outdoor activities.  They reported 
having freedom to explore and be active.  

“I like to go down the bush or go yabby-catching or tadpoling or something.” boy 11 

However, children and young people frequently commented that there was a lack of adequate, 
clean, safe recreational facilities for them.  Some children and young people also believed there 
was a clear association between boredom and bad behaviour such as property damage, getting 
drunk and using drugs.   

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
 
 

 

Why is fun and activity so important? 

 

Unstructured fun and activity 

Opportunities for fun and activity are increasingly being linked to better physical and mental 
health for children and young people. They are also enshrined in the United Nations’ Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. 2   

The Commissioner’s wellbeing research identified that children and young people need space and 
freedom to enjoy spontaneous play and to explore. Their social, emotional and cognitive 
development is improved when they have opportunities for stimulating activities. The research 
also identified that while not all children and young people enjoy participating in organised sport, 
they highly value participating in unstructured recreational opportunities. 

Research from the Kulunga Research Network at the Telethon Institute for Child Health Research 
suggests that being able to talk, play, interact and read, particularly for very young children, can 
reap significant developmental benefits through improved academic achievement and social and 
emotional capacities.3  Conversely, play deprivation has been associated with physical and 
emotional illnesses, depression, violence and low school achievement.4   

In his book Last Child in the Woods: Saving Our Children from Nature Deficit Disorder,5 Richard 
Louv discusses the importance of unstructured and independent play, suggesting that the trend of 
filling children's days with lessons and team sports may not provide the same emotional 
capabilities, skills, strengths or sense of mastery that independent play achieves. 

The Raising Children Network discusses the importance of play in all developmental stages, from 
birth to teens, and outlines the social, emotional and physical benefits of encouraging and 
supporting play opportunities.6 The Australian Research Alliance for Children and Youth also 
advocates for improved play opportunities for children and young people.7 

“I reckon things that make me happy are going to my friends’ birthday parties and especially 
doing things I like, like going bowling.” girl 10 

Children and young people need time for unstructured fun and activity. In the Commissioner’s 
research they discussed the pleasure they got from simple things such as going to the beach with 
friends, shopping and listening to or playing music. 

“Just like chilling with friends and stuff, play music if you’ve got some, that’s always fun… I play 
in bands or watch other bands play… I love playing.” boy 16 

Research undertaken by the Office for Youth suggests that social participation is an integral part 
of young people’s lives and impacts on their social and emotional wellbeing.8 The majority of 
young people surveyed said they participated in some form of leisure activity. These activities 
ranged from watching television, socialising with friends and participating in sports and outdoor 
activities to arts and crafts and volunteering.9 

For some Aboriginal families, going to the bush to hunt and camp is both a recreational and 
cultural activity. In the Commissioner’s wellbeing research, Aboriginal children and young people 
said it was important to go to the bush because it allowed them to spend time with family, 
reconnect with their culture and practise traditional activities such as hunting and fishing.   

The wellbeing research also identified that some children and young people face barriers that limit 
their ability to get involved in unstructured and structured recreational activities. Cost and lack of 
transport are two big inhibitors and particularly affect Aboriginal children and young people, 
children and young people living in regional and remote areas and those from low socio-economic 
backgrounds.  

 



 

 
 
 

 

Children and young people also identified a lack of safe places to play and hang out, which is 
detrimental to their healthy growth and development. This was particularly relevant in regional and 
remote communities where community facilities could be inadequate.  

The Department of Sport and Recreation (DSR) supports a range of initiatives across Western 
Australia that recognise the importance of physical activity, access to natural spaces and child-
friendly built environments. DSR promotes physical activity as a way of increasing children’s 
confidence, academic achievement, ability to deal with stress and anxiety and ability to make 
new friends and develop social networks. There are also obvious health benefits, such as the 
development of coordination skills and maintenance of healthy body weight.10   

However, more needs to be done to ensure Aboriginal children and young people, children and 
young people living in regional and remote areas and those from low socio-economic backgrounds 
are able to participate in a range of recreational activities.   

Organised sport 

Some young people who participated in the Commissioner’s wellbeing research identified sport, 
exercise and fitness as among the things that mattered most to them. They also discussed some 
of the barriers to getting involved in sporting activities, including transportation, financial costs, 
inadequate facilities and equipment, a lack of role models, geographic isolation, parental 
restrictions and study. They suggested some ways around this, such as a greater number of 
sports facilities or improved facilities, increased funding for clubs and more scholarships. They 
also said that more young people needed to join sports clubs and encourage their friends to join. 

These findings are consistent with other research that shows some young people pursue sporting 
activities at a higher rate than other activities. Mission Australia’s National Survey of Young 
Australians 2010 revealed that of the 4271 respondents, more than one-third (37 per cent) highly 
valued physical and mental health.11 Seventy per cent participated in sporting activities, 57 per 
cent were involved in sports as a spectator and one-third participated in youth groups or clubs.   

“It’s a good feeling, doing good at sport.” boy 12 

Fun and activity in places and spaces 

The United Nations’ Convention on the Rights of the Child states that all children and young 
people have the right to live in a clean, safe environment and that governments have a 
responsibility to create an environment where children and young people can grow and reach 
their full potential.12  This includes both the natural and built environments. 

Richard Louv describes the health benefits of increasing children’s access to the natural 
environment: “A growing body of research links our mental, physical and spiritual health directly to 
our association with nature—in positive ways.  Several of these studies suggest that thoughtful 
exposure of youngsters to nature can even be a powerful form of therapy for attention-deficit 
disorder and other maladies.”13  

However, these spaces are disappearing and are often not factored into the design of new 
developments.  

The Commissioner’s research highlights the importance of play, fun and activity in the built 
environment and demonstrates that the built environment can impact positively on the health and 
wellbeing of children and young people.14  Physical surroundings shape how children and young 
people make lifestyle choices, interact with their community and view the world. Children and 
young people say they want more local schools, shops, libraries and swimming pools.  By engaging 
children and young people in the planning of our built environment, we can create places and 
spaces in our neighbourhoods that are engaging, fun, safe and accessible.15   

 

 



 

 
 
 

 

The importance of creating child-friendly built environments is becoming widely recognised. The 
new children’s hospital in Perth has actively engaged with children and young people to 
incorporate their ideas in the design process.16  UNICEF’s Child Friendly Cities has developed a 
framework for implementing UN Convention principles into the creation of built environments at a 
local level.17   

 

Play England is an organisation that provides advice on good practice to ensure that the 
importance of play is recognised by policy makers, planners and the public. Design for Play, a 
guide produced by Play England in association with the Free Play Network, explains how good play 
spaces can give children and young people the freedom to play creatively, while allowing them to 
experience risk, challenge and excitement.18  

 

 Priorities for policy and program development 
 
Policy and program development must recognise that fun and activity are critical to the physical, 
social and emotional wellbeing of children and young people. 

• Children and young people need opportunities for unstructured play in safe spaces and 
places.19  20 

• Children and young people should be involved in the planning and design of places and 
spaces.21 

• More needs to be done to help children and young people overcome barriers to 
participation in sport and recreational activities.  
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