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Prologue 
 

Before my eldest son was even able to walk, he was playing outside on the grass at 

the back of my house. Not the garden, but a small patch of grass accessed via our 

back gate and opening out onto the road. It was informally shared with our next door 

neighbours, though in theory anyone was allowed to use it. The fact that he could not 

walk, was indeed an added bonus for me as a parent as it meant that I knew if I took 

my eyes off him he would not go anywhere. In Hackney in inner London, this is a 

fairly unusual occurrence. A one year old sitting outside on their own in a public 

space, with their parent keeping half an eye on them whilst flitting inside the house to 

check on the dinner or do the washing. But this is how it was for me in 2013.  

 

My next door neighbour’s son is about five year’s older than my eldest son and he 

was often outside playing too during these toddler days. In fact, this was one of the 

main reasons that we were there. His presence made this small patch of grass feel 

like it was a space for children to play. For me, having this boy’s mother there to chat 

to also made the experience feel a bit more comfortable. For my son, having another 

child to be entertained by was great fun. 

 

As the years have gone by, my son has got older but the playing out continues. At 

the age of nine, he has gone from not being able to walk to not being able to sit still, 

and he now has a younger brother (age seven) to play with too. There is now a 

football goal and basketball net placed on the said patch of grass at the back. The 

boys have progressed to playing around the block and on the other patches of grass 

on the estate as well as the road. Starting off with a ubiquitous Little Tikes car, they 

have now moved on to a go-kart. Our next door neighbours’ son is a bit too cool to 

play out now, but he’ll still have a kick around with the younger ones occasionally. 

 

For my children, this free access to public space is fairly normal. It is what they have 

known their whole lives and they are used to be able to freely roam around parts of 

the neighbourhood after coming home from school. In theory, they are not wholly 

independent, although they might argue otherwise. They are always within shouting 
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distance of home and need to have permission from me to go out and as to how far 

they can go. The design of our neighbourhood is one of the things that has given me 

confidence in allowing the boys to go outside like this. We live on one of very few 

cul-de-sacs in inner London. There is no through traffic and a good amount of traffic 

calming means cars are virtually always travelling at low speeds. There are a 

number of shared grassy spaces that children can play on and use, and there are 

alleyways linking up the streets and allowing children to literally run round in circles. 

It’s not perfect of course. It is still a street largely designed for vehicular movement. 

The roads are covered in paint telling cars where and where not to go. Bollards and 

fences placed at every opportunity in streetscape do the same. The majority of the 

public realm is taken up with parking. No ball games signs are evident.  Children are 

creative though. They use those same bollards and fences to climb and swing on. 

The speed bumps work pretty well for jumping over on their bikes and doing 

wheelies. 

 

My children are not unique, but they are deemed a rarity these days. Children are 

now seen outside in the public realm less than ever, particularly without direct adult 

supervision. There are many cited benefits of children’s independent mobility, as I 

will discuss further in this thesis. Yet it was none of these cited benefits that drove 

me to give my own children freedom to roam outside. I simply did it because it was 

convenient and easy. In honesty, I did it less for the benefit of my children and more 

for my own benefit. When the children were younger and I was supervising them 

more closely, going outside gave us a chance to interact with neighbours and other 

people. It was easier being outside than being inside on my own with a one year old. 

As my sons have got older, they would often play outside whilst I cooked the dinner 

or tidied up the house. It tended to be the best way to get them out from under my 

feet! 

 

Having previously worked as an urban planner, part of me wants to believe that the 

answer to seeing more children out in the public realm again is all about the design 

of the built environment. And the built environment clearly has a significant role to 

play. But what has always struck me about my own street and neighbourhood is that 
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other children don’t use the environment in the same way as my own. Most of the 

other children on the street don’t play outside like mine do. Many of my son’s school 

friends live just over the road, yet he only ever sees them at school. Each child has a 

different life world. If this study were to stay wholly grounded within the built 

environment and urban planning fields, it may not pick up fully on how different 

people respond to environments in different ways. This study seeks to understand 

not just the form of places but their function for children, and, drawing from the field 

of environmental psychology, how children respond to the affordances within their 

neighbourhood (Gibson, 1979). Rather than measuring how much children are or are 

not doing, this study seeks to identify how children in inner London experience their 

neighbourhoods and what matters to them. 
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Abstract 
 

This study explores children’s neighbourhood mobility and their experiences within 

their neighbourhoods at different times of the year, focussing on their use of the 

public places and spaces within these both for travel and play. It takes a child-

centred approach to the research, working with a small group of children (n=17) from 

three schools in Hackney, east London to better understand their neighbourhood 

mobility and exploring how this impacts on their well-being. It uses a mix of mainly 

qualitative methods, including go-along interviews, mapping exercises, focus group 

discussions, weekly diaries and photography. The research incorporates whole class 

surveys and descriptive statistics from these to support the qualitative elements. The 

study draws from the field of environmental psychology, to better understand how 

children interact with their environments, and places a strong focus on children’s 

experiences within their neighbourhoods and the factors that influence their 

behaviours within them. 

 

The children in the study moved around their neighbourhoods mostly on foot and 

knew them well. Being physically independent was less important to them than the 

level of autonomy that the children had in their use of their neighbourhoods. Being 

able to get around on foot helped them to develop this autonomy, even when 

accompanied by an adult, and these early experiences of active travel were shown 

to support the development of a child’s future independent mobility. 

 

The study found that the built environment plays an important role in children’s use 

of their neighbourhoods, particularly the threshold spaces outside of a child’s home, 

the transitory spaces supporting active travel around a neighbourhood and the 

destination spaces, or places to go. However, the built environment does not 

function in isolation. It was found that the interaction of other factors, such as social 

and cultural influences, individual characteristics, the school environment and the 

children’s relationship with the natural environment, with the built environment were 

what influenced children’s behaviour. The study draws on understanding of socio-

ecological models and Complex Adaptive Systems. The themes of permission and 
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motivation  are used to highlight the different levels of influence and how these 

factors interact to influence children’s’ behaviour and use of space.  

 

By focussing on children’s experiences, the study considers the impact that 

children’s neighbourhood mobility has on their physical and mental well-being. 

Positive benefits are suggested with regard to their mental well-being. The study 

shows that children’s neighbourhood mobility may help children to meet three of the 

basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness.  
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CHAPTER 1: Complex Mobilities 
 

“Our greatest period of geographical exploration is that found in each of us - in our 

childhood” (Hart 1979, 3) 

 

Current discussion and debate around children’s use of public space in the UK often 

paints a stark picture of what children’s lives have become.  It has been said that 

children have lost years’ worth of freedom of movement (Gill, 2007). It is easy to see 

where this concern stems from, reflecting some of the key facts set out below with 

regard to children’s lives but, as this chapter will go on to discuss, it may not tell the 

whole story. 

 

Evidence suggests that children often have limited access and permission to public 

space and challenges around using this space independently (Karsten, 2005; 

Bhosale, Duncan and Schofield, 2017). Many children are now spending less time 

outdoors than in the past and with more limited freedoms when they do go outside 

(Christensen and O’Brien, 2003). Children’s physical activity levels have been shown 

to be declining (Sport England, 2021). Childhood obesity levels continue to rise, with 

obesogenic environments cited as one of the explanations for this (Edwards et al, 

2010). Children’s mental well-being is also of concern. The UK tends to perform 

poorly on international comparisons of child well-being (Statham and Chase, 2010) 

and children’s use of space has been shown to be an indicator of well-being for 

children that is worsening over time (Bradshaw, 2005).  

 

Children’s independent mobility, a term originally coined by Hillman et al (1990) 

referring to the licence that children are given to go out on their own, has been 

reducing consistently over the past four decades (Shaw, et al., 2015; O’Brien, et al., 

2000). Back in 1990, Hillman et al (1990) highlighted the changing nature of travel 

patterns and, at that time, the increasing dominance of cars on the road, which was 

leading to an increase in child road casualties. Since around the time of the birth of 

the urban planning system in the UK, there has been a growth in car ownership and 

car journeys across the UK, which increased from the 1940s up to 1990 (Metz, 
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2015). This dominance of the car and a focus on quick movement rather than spaces 

for people to meet and spend time, has led to a planning system and an urban 

structure that often appears to ignore children’s needs in the wider public realm 

(Wood, Bornat and Bicquelet-Lock, 2019). Attempts to meet children’s needs in 

public space have tended to be through the sole provision of schools and 

playgrounds. Outside of school, the playground is often seen as providing sufficiently 

for children’s needs, but there is evidence that these spaces are not necessarily 

what children desire (Horschelmann and van Blerk, 2013; Bishop and Corkery, 

2017). 

 

Although there has been some reversal in car usage and travel trends since the 

1990s, particularly in cities such as London (Transport for London, 2016), when it 

comes to looking at children’s travel and mobility a different picture emerges. In spite 

of the reductions in number of miles driven per person, cars still tend to dominate the 

transport network and are often cited as a barrier to children’s active travel (Mitra, 

2013; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008). Very few children travel unaccompanied 

and it is simply not possible to do so if travelling in a car. The National Travel Survey 

for England shows that 88% of children aged 7 to 10 and 31% of children aged 11 to 

13 are usually accompanied by an adult on the trip to school (Department for 

Transport, 2014), a continued increasing trend from previous surveys. The main 

reasons cited for accompanying younger children are traffic danger and, for older 

children, convenience and distance. The perception that children are not welcome in 

many public spaces pervades, with the ubiquitous ‘no ball games’ signs still being 

common place. 

 

Put together, the evidence above creates a worrying picture of children’s lives in the 

UK, but does this paint a realistic picture of all children’s lives? It is easy to bring the 

individual pieces of evidence together and suggest that all children are, for example, 

inactive, indoors and lacking independence. But is this the reality for all children or is 

a more nuanced approach required to fully understand how children live their public 

lives and use public space in the present day? Other research that considers 

children’s use of public space more broadly suggests that it may not be as bleak a 



15 

picture as is sometimes suggested (Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009; Nansen et al, 

2015; Han et al, 2020). 

 

What is also unclear by looking at individual pieces of evidence, is the impact that 

any changes have had on children themselves, how they feel about them and how 

their experiences have changed. There are many specific cited benefits of children’s 

independent mobility, such as improved skill in navigating the environment (Mackett 

et al, 2007; Carver et al., 2008; Rissotto and Tonucci, 2002; Ahmadi and Taniguchi, 

2007; Rissotto and Giuliani, 2006) improved social capital and cohesion (Weller and 

Bruegel, 2009) and increased levels of physical activity in some instances 

(Schoeppe et al, 2014; Jago, 2017; Beunderman, 2010). The specific evidence on 

how children’s independent mobility impacts on children’s experiences of place is 

often mixed however. This suggests a need to look past the numbers, to develop a 

more in-depth understanding of children’s experiences of place throughout the year. 

It highlights a need to consider how any measures reflect how the children 

themselves feel and the various factors that come together to impact on their 

behaviours. 
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Children’s Experiences of Place 
 

“There is generally very poor knowledge of where children would like to go - or 

indeed where they do go - outside the journey to school.”  (Beuret 2016, 8) 

 

Experience relates to how children understand, interpret, negotiate and feel about 

their daily lives and to how they interact with their environment. Hart (1979, 4) 

describes the elements of a place that a child experiences as the “phenomenal 

landscape”, meaning the “landscape that exists for him or her” and that will develop 

as they interact with it.  

 

People get to know a place through their engagement and encounters with it 

(Malone, 2016) and this, in turn, impacts on their experiences of it. It is therefore 

important to consider not only how children use their neighbourhoods and the places 

around them, but also how they feel about what they’re doing (Kirby and Inchley, 

2013; Darker et al, 2007). Darker et al (2007) highlight the importance of 

understanding the psychological meaning and value of behaviours, in order to better 

understand how to influence these. In relation to how children use their 

neighbourhoods, this highlights the importance of identifying the features of a 

neighbourhood that are important to children, as well as identifying how children 

experience these features and how different children respond to them. The use of 

the term neighbourhood throughout this study refers to the child’s own perception of 

what this is, but is intended to incorporate the places and spaces that they visit 

locally. A fixed, spatial boundary has not been applied as it is recognised that each 

child might perceive their neighbourhood area differently. Although some seek out to 

define neighbourhoods on a strictly spatial level (Jenks and Dempsey, 2007), for this 

study this was not felt to be appropriate. 

 

Linked to understanding children’s experiences of place and the external influences 

upon these, is also the impact that these experiences have at the individual level. 

Although the experiences themselves are important to understand, an understanding 

of the impact that these are having on a child’s well-being is also of importance in 
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beginning to comprehend how they influence the child’s wider life. As McKendrick 

(2014) argues, children’s well-being is shaped by where they live.  

 

The concept of affordances (Gibson, 1979; Heft, 1989) can be used to consider what 

a place offers a child and how it is characterised. This concept enables consideration 

of not only the physical features of a place, but how they are perceived and valued 

by different groups: in this case, children. Appropriate affordances within a place will 

support children to form attachments with it (Low and Altman, 1992) as well as to 

form a place identity. Proshansky and Fabian (1987) highlight the importance of 

place identity and how it is influenced by the social meaning that are attached to 

places and spaces. This is of particular importance in the neighbourhood setting 

where an awareness of these social meanings is important in knowing how to act in 

and navigate this environment. This highlights the inter-relationship between both the 

physical aspects of place and its meanings, also noted by Raymond, Kyttä and 

Stedman (2017). It is a combination of both a physical place and its social meaning 

or its perceived affordances, that influence how a person uses it and engages with it. 
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Socio-Ecological Systems 
 

There are a wide range of social, physical, political and individual factors that will 

influence what a child does and how they behave. Although the physical 

environment plays an important role in influencing behaviour, the physicality of the 

environment does not determine behaviour and there are other factors involved that 

will do this. This could be cultural associations or broader policy influences, for 

example. This thinking is reflected in socio-ecological models, which consider the 

influence of both the physical and sociocultural surroundings (Bronfenbrenner, 

1999).  

 

In 1977, Bronfenbrenner (1977) highlighted how, in relation to his studies of child 

development, it was important not just to consider the child and their immediate 

environment, but the impact of the wider environment too, the social setting in which 

the person lives and the interactions within these. He divided the person’s/child’s 

environment into five systems: the microsystem, the mesosystem, the exosystem, 

the macrosystem, and the chronosystem. At the centre was the microsystem, which 

refers to those things that have direct contact with the child in their immediate 

environment, and this spans out to the chronosystem, giving recognition to all 

environmental changes that occur over a lifetime. Coming from a background in child 

development, Bronfenbrenner (1974) was frustrated with studies taking a 

‘unidirectional’ focus and only considering the influence of one individual level factor 

at a time. He highlighted that children have a complex relationship with the world that 

is determined by different social and physical settings, and that all of these different 

levels of influence need to be considered. 

 

Prior to Bronfenbrenner, one of the first to consider how children relate to the places 

they inhabit specifically was Martha Muchow. Muchow’s seminal study on the life 

space of the urban child, written in the 1930s and republished in English more 

recently in 2015 (Mey and Günther, 2015), demonstrates a clear but complex link 

between person and environment, with a focus on both the objective features of 

spaces and places as well as the subjective experience of the child within it. Muchow 
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took a strongly child-centred approach to her work, demonstrating an awareness of 

the different perspectives of children and adults (Mey and Günther, 2015). As 

described by Joerchel (2015), her work differentiates between the world in which the 

child lives (the objective, physical and structural surroundings), the world that the 

child experiences (the subjective experience of the physical surroundings), and the 

world lived by the child (combining the objective and subjective elements). The 

interaction between the objective and subjective features of space highlights the 

impact that children can have on space through their behaviour (Joerchel, 2015). 

 

Over 40 years on from Muchow’s work and at around the same time as 

Bronfenbrenner, Roger Hart (1979) explored, in great depth, children’s experiences 

in the public realm and suburban life and provided an in depth look into the public 

lives of children at that time. Robin Moore’s (1986) work continued this focus with the 

publication of his book in 1986, considering play and place in child development, 

also noting the different experiences that children within the same neighbourhood 

could have. With their interests in environmental psychology, both Hart and Moore 

noted that, at that time, there was not much other research on children’s everyday 

surroundings. Since then, Kreutz’s (2015) study of the Australian indigenous 

community also focuses on the connections between children and their environment 

and provides an in-depth look at children’s lives.  

 

More recently there has been an intensification in research exploring the 

determinants of children’s mobility, drawing on Brofenbrenner’s work in particular 

and and using a socio-ecological approach (Han et al, 2020; Brussoni et al, 2020; 

Lee et al, 2015). There is now increasing understanding that factors need to be 

considered holistically and within a broader context of where the child is situated 

(Marzi and Reimers, 2018; Crawford et al, 2017; Foster et al, 2014; Vlaar et al, 2019; 

Mitra, 2013; Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009). In their meta-analysis of the 

relationship between the built environment and children’s independent mobility, 

Sharmin and Kamruzzaman (2017) note that where they found statistical 

consistencies, it was often due to differences in contextual and cultural factors, or 

individual characteristics of the children, such as gender, rather than the built 
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environment. Other studies have demonstrated the relevance of considering other 

factors, such as parental perceptions of safety, community cohesion, cultural 

perceptions towards unsupervised outdoor play and the quality of the environment 

as influences on children’s mobility (Wolfe and McDonald, 2016; Qiu and Zhu, 2017; 

Brussoni et al, 2020; Badland et al, 2016). 

 

Drawing on the work of Muchow and of socio-ecological models, a conceptual 

framework has been developed for this study to help to visualise the interactions 

between the different factors on a child’s neighbourhood experiences (figure 1.1), 

separating out the different influences on a child’s life, beginning with the individual 

and then spreading out as the influences broaden. It highlights the relevance of the 

child’s experience, recognising that some of the influences are likely to have more 

impact on a child than others. Linking to Muchow’s previous work, the framework 

recognises the difference between the space lived by a child and the space in which 

the child lives. It reflects that it is the space lived by a child that they will have the 

closest connections to and that is likely to have the most impact on their behaviours, 

but also that demonstrates the importance of subjective experience too. This 

framework draws on socio-ecological models, to add consideration of the societal 

and political environment and the natural environment, as was also proposed by 

Joerchel (2015). With regard to the natural environment, children’s neighbourhood 

mobility should be something that occurs throughout the year and not only in the 

summer months and is important to consider (Tucker and Gilliland, 2007; Ergler, 

Kearns and Witten, 2016). 
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Figure 1.1: The child’s life space, adapted from Joerchel (2015) and based on 

Muchow 

 

The study was strongly focused on the neighbourhood level and driven by those 

physical features of the built environment that impact on children. However, it also 

draws on understandings of socio-ecological models in order to highlight the impact 

of other factors. The study considers the influence of this wider system within which 

children sit and how it relates to the built environment features. 
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Complexity as a Framework 
 

The framework developed in figure 1.1 highlights the importance of considering the 

different levels of influence on children’s mobility. With the individual at the centre of 

it, in this case the child, it enables any influences to be considered from a child’s 

point of view. It also helps to clarify the study’s focus and remit. 

 

What this type of socio-ecological model does not do is to explicitly consider the 

interaction or inter-dependencies between different factors. Taking this 

understanding one step further, it is possible to draw on theories of Complex 

Adaptive Systems (CAS), which focus on the interactions between components with 

the aim of creating a network of relationships (Glouberman et al, 2006). These are 

characterised by both the multiple levels of influence evident, as in socio-ecological 

models, but also the feedback loops that are created by the interactions between 

factors, and are adaptive over time as things change (Keshavarz et al, 2010). Rutter 

(2012) notes that CAS can help with starting to move from “evidence to knowledge” 

(657) and making sense of the evidence collated. Glouberman et al (2006) also 

notes the importance of delving deeply into local scenarios in order to develop 

knowledge. Although there is said to be a lack of a thorough definition of CAS 

(Wallis, 2008), these core principles behind it have also been used as part of a 

conceptual framework to support analysis (Keshavarz et al, 2010).  

 

Badland et al (2016) have developed a model to help to visualise the complexity of 

children’s independent mobility, which draws on thinking around social ecological 

frameworks (see figure 1.2) as well as CAS. It highlights both the different levels of 

influence and begins to explore the interactions between these.  
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Figure 1.2: Systems map of factors affecting child independent mobility (key: IM = 

independent mobility; NDAI-C = Neighbourhood Destination Index-Child), from 

Badland et al (2016) 

 

This study also draws on understanding of CAS to begin to explore the interactions 

and connections between the factors identified using the socio-ecological model and 

to consider how children’s behaviours are influenced. It does not set out to develop a 

detailed model of this, as it retains a primary focus on the built environment, but 

rather uses understandings of CAS to influence how information gained through the 

study is understood and to recognise that children’s experiences result from a 

complex interaction between factors. 
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Research Questions, Aims and Objectives 
 

The thesis that follows is guided by the question: 

 

How do children use their neighbourhoods and what factors are important in 

influencing their experiences? 

 

On the basis of this question, the aims of the research are as follows: 

 

• To develop an in-depth understanding of children’s public lives and their 

mobility within their neighbourhoods at different times of the year 

• To understand the impact of the built environment on children’s experiences 

and behaviours in their neighbourhood 

• To understand how social and cultural influences impact on children’s use of 

the built environment in their neighbourhood 

• To understand the political and regulatory influences impact on children’s use 

of the built environment in their neighbourhood 

• To understand how children’s relationship with the outdoors affects how they 
use their neighbourhood at different times of the year 

• To consider how a child’s neighbourhood experience might impact on their 

well-being 

• To prepare both planning and transport policy recommendations based on 

findings and provide findings to support improved policies on children’s 

movement and play 
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Structure 
 

This thesis is split into nine further chapters. The first five chapters, including this 

one, provide a background to the literature that has informed the study. Chapter 2 

explores broad themes around children’s mobility and independence. Chapter 3 then 

introduces the relevance of children’s well-being and how this can be measured 

within a predominantly qualitative study such as this. Chapter 4 introduces the 

various factors that have an influence on children’s mobility. This chapter works 

through a range of sections, starting from the influence of the natural environment 

and working through the societal and neighbourhood levels to that of the influence of 

the individual. 

 

Following on from this review of the literature, chapter 5 describes the methodology 

used for the study and chapter 6 introduces the case study schools and the 

individual participants involved. Chapter 7 then begins the discussion of the findings 

from the study, with a focus on the children’s mobility and their independence, taking 

an in-depth exploration of the children’s use of public space in their neighbourhoods. 

Chapter 8 focusses on the more specific impact of the built environment on the 

children’s use of space, whilst not ignoring the other factors that influence this. 

Finally, chapter 9 brings the main findings of the study together and discusses these 

in the context of socio-ecological models and CAS, and relevance of these to 

children’s well-being. 
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CHAPTER 2: Children's Neighbourhood 
Mobility and Independence 
 
This chapter works through the main concepts in relation to children’s mobility, 

autonomy and independence. It introduces the main considerations within these, 

which will then be put into context in later chapters, where the discussion will move 

on to the factors that impact on children’s neighbourhood mobility and the influence 

of the built environment. 
 

Concepts of Mobility 
 

“The reason for going has been forgotten” (Engwicht 1992, 17) 

 

The understanding of mobility and mobilities that forms the focus of this study 

reflects recent thinking that distinguishes mobility from movement (Urry, 2007). It is 

used in describing more than the physical movements of children and instead 

focuses on movements that have meaning. These movements will have elements of 

both social and cultural enquiry (Cresswell, 2006). When these movements take 

place within a child’s neighbourhood they impact upon how they will experience a 

place. These more than movements are children’s mobilities. 

 

Children don’t simply walk in a straight line from point to point, unlike many adults. 

Children’s movements and walking in the outdoors are a sensory experience that 

often involve meandering, playfulness, wonder, discovery and adventure, particularly 

when they are unaccompanied (Mitchell et al, 2007; O'Brien et al, 2000; Mackett and 

Paskins, 2008; Ross, 2007; Romero, 2015; Moore, 1986), something that tends to 

be poorly understood in current society (Tainio, 2018). Children often just walk for 

walking’s sake with no particular destination in mind, which then becomes a form of 

play (Horton et al, 2014). Their walks my have no particular purpose, corresponding 

to what is often simply defined as play, prioritising means over ends (Pellegrini and 

Smith, 1998). Moving at a slower pace can encourage interaction with the 



27 

environment and provide an opportunity to take in the surroundings, as well as being 

for socialisation (Lee and Ingold, 2006). As Lee and Ingold (2006) state, “walking 

around is fundamental to the everyday practices of social life.” (67) 

 

When considering how children get around their neighbourhoods, it is important to 

consider more than just their travel to go places. Recent discussion over concepts of 

mobility also note the relevance of this, highlighting the fact that mobility is more than 

just about getting around a place, but is about spatial inter-relations (Christensen et 

al, 2017). Back in 1992, Engwicht (1992, 61) suggested that “the role of transport is 

to maximise exchange”. He argued that cities and other urban areas should be 

designed to minimise travel and that people should not need to travel far to be 

provided with a range of opportunities for exchange. If given the opportunity, children 

can provide an insight into how this theory can work in practice. In terms of a child’s 

freedom to move, although they might be restricted in how far they can travel, within 

an adult defined boundary they are often allowed to move freely. Horton et al (2014) 

found that children were often reassured by these adult defined boundaries. This 

may have meant that for specific journeys to a destination they were not allowed to 

travel unaccompanied, but they were still allowed independence in their own 

neighbourhood, which provided an important social experience. 

 

Middleton (2016) also notes the importance of everyday urban walking and how it 

can lead to social interaction with others. The school journey is an example of this 

and may provide a start point for further interactions and future trips. These journeys 

to school can also be playful (Pooley, Turnbull and Adams, 2005; Ross, 2007). In a 

study in Scotland, Ross (2007) explored the experiences of children’s journeys to 

school and highlights the importance of their active and imaginative engagements 

with the environment as part of this. The children did not see the journey as just 

about getting to school. The period before school starts was found to be a significant 

time for children’s play and social interactions. These journeys were also always 

made independently, sometimes with older siblings or friends and in most weather 

conditions. Romero (2015) also found, in her study of walking to school in Australia, 
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that a child’s experience of their walk to school was related to the playful and 

sensory explorations they discovered on the way. 

 

The Backseat Generation 
 

This evidence highlights the importance for children of being able to engage with 

their neighbourhood in their journeys through it. Yet nearly half of children in the UK 

are now driven to school in a vehicle (Department for Transport, 2018) and the 

further children have to travel, the higher the levels of car usage are. 

 

In 1938, there were just under 2 million cars in use in Britain (Thomson, 2013; cited 

in Cowman, 2017). There are now 37.3 million vehicles licensed for use on British 

roads (Department for Transport, 2017b). The period between 1955 and 1970 saw a 

particularly significant increase in cars, with 86% of households lacking regular 

access to a car at the start of this period and this having dropped to 50% by 1970. In 

2017, 77% of households in the UK had access to a car (Department for Transport, 

2017b). In addition to car user dominance on the road, which has affected people’s 

ability to use the streets as they used to, the increase in car ownership has also 

enabled people to travel more and lifestyles and daily routines have gradually shifted 

to being set up on this basis. This has led to a general increase in pace of life and an 

expectation of being able to travel further within a shorter time scale, something 

which is often only possible using a car (Urry, 2000; 2002). Figures from the 

Department for Transport’s National Travel Survey (2017a) show that those who do 

not own a car travel less than a third of the distance throughout the year than those 

who do. This increased distance travelled may not only impact on the numbers of 

vehicles on the road at any one time, but also on a child’s daily routine. 

 

Across the UK up until the 1990s, the percentage of journeys to work by car was 

increasing, rising from 9% in the 1930s to 53% in the 1990s (Pooley and Turnbull, 

2000), with a corresponding decline in the percentage of journeys on foot. This trend 

affected children’s travel due to to trip-chaining. Whereas in the past, different trips 

would have taken place independently, this increase in car use accompanied with 
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less time and more to do, led to trips, such as the trip to school and work commute, 

being linked together into a single multifunctional trip, most commonly by car. Trip-

chaining is more likely if someone has children, due to the often more complex 

nature of the trips they wish to undertake (Hensher and Reyes, 2000). Karsten 

(2005, 283) refers to this phenomena of children being transported by car as the 

“backseat generation.” 

 

However, in London and some other cities, car use has been declining since the 

1990s, a phenomenon that has been termed peak car (Metz, 2015). Metz (2015) 

notes that the share of journeys taken by car in London has decreased from 50% in 

1990 to 37% in 2012, and Pooley (2011) highlights that in spite of the changes, a 

dominance of walking for short trips in urban areas still prevails. In fact, the time 

spent travelling and the number of journeys made have not changed all that much in 

recent years (Department for Transport, 2019), even if the distance travelled has. 

Children are in the backseat, but not all of the time. 

 

Much has changed within children’s mobility in the past decades, but elements of 

everyday mobility have also stayed the same. For children, in spite of the car being 

much more a part of everyday life than a century ago, there are still a high number of 

recorded short trips that are walked and active mobility for children in their 

neighbourhoods has not disappeared altogether. It is important not to overlook these 

and to consider how these fit into children’s wider mobility in what might otherwise be 

a more car dominated environment than the past. 
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Concepts of Autonomy and Independence 
 

“We are fully [independent] only when we are free from dependence on others and 

that freedom from dependence on others means freedom from any relations with 

others.” (Anderson 1996, 43, cited in Abebe 2019) 

 

When considering children’s mobility and everyday travel, the term ‘independent 

mobility’ frequently comes up. The concept of children’s independent mobility is 

complex and, at the same time, easy to over simplify. As Mikkelsen and Christensen 

(2009, 53) note “children’s mobility is far more complex than its representation 

through the notion of children’s independent mobility.” 

 

A term originally coined by Hillman et al (1990), it is known that children’s 

independent mobility has been falling in recent years and is particularly low in the UK 

when compared to other countries (Shaw et al, 2015; O’Brien et al, 2000). Shaw et al 

(2013) found that between 1971 and 2010 the percentage of primary school children 

who were allowed to travel home from school alone dropped from 86% to 25%.  

 
Figure 2.1: % 5-10 year olds in England travelling to school alone (Department for 

Transport, 2019) 
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The National Travel Survey in England suggests the figures might be much lower 

than this now, but also highlights a gradually decreasing trend, as shown in figure 

2.1 (Department for Transport, 2019). 

 

Hillman et al’s (1990) influential study titled ‘’One False Move’ was a clear response 

to, often misleading, messages from the UK Government on road safety and child 

fatalities. They believed that a reduction in child fatalities did not necessarily equate 

to a safer road, but rather a road that children were good at avoiding using. Hillman 

et al were quite clear on what they were measuring and labelling as independent 

mobility and a version of the study was also repeated in 2015 (Shaw et al, 2015). Six 

measures were set out that were intended to measure a child’s potential for 

independence within their neighbourhood: allowed cross main roads alone; allowed 

to go to places other than school alone; allowed to come home from school alone; 

allowed to use buses alone; allowed to ride a bike on main roads (alone - 2015 

study); allowed to go out alone after dark; allowed to cross main roads alone. All of 

these measures related to a child’s ability to get around and get to places 

independently on their own, hence the name independent mobility. In subsequent 

years, the concept of independent mobility has been explored by some in more 

depth (O'Brien et al, 2000; Tranter and Pawson, 2001), often taking slightly different 

approaches to the concept and defining it in different ways (Mikkelsen and 

Christensen, 2009). 

 

Marzi and Reimers (2018) highlight how there are four main indicators of 

independent mobility that have been used in research. There are those of children’s 

independent mobility license, destination, time and range. These are often explored 

individually and although it is possible to measure them in this way, there is a clear 

overlap between them, with each one being related and working inter-dependently 

with the others.  
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Autonomy versus Independence 
 

When looking at the indicators that Hillman et al (1990) and subsequent studies 

used, it is clear that they were measuring either the licence granted by the parent for 

certain activities or simply where a child went, rather than notions of independence 

and what this might mean to the child. The measures used have been useful in 

providing clear evidence to show that children now spend a greater proportion of 

time with their parents when within their neighbourhoods than they used to and are 

now more physically constrained in everyday space (Christensen and O'Brien, 

2003). However, the broader meaning of independence and its impact on the child, 

as well as the child’s perception of this, is less evident from these measures. It is 

suggested that considering a child’s feelings of autonomy in their travel behaviours, 

rather than their independent mobility, may help to provide a deeper understanding 

of their behaviours and how they feel about them. This reflects discussions by 

Mikkelsen and Christensen (2009), who note the importance of inter-dependence in 

children’s mobility. 

 

Autonomy can be seen as distinct to independence in that it is about a person feeling 

in control of their actions and the decisions that they make, as well as a feeling of 

being able to shape their world. This definition of the term is used when considering 

a person’s psychological well-being (Ryff, 1989) and has been found to be important 

in influencing subjective well-being. Independence, on the other hand, often takes on 

a more physically bounded notion of being able to do something on one’s own. 

 

In terms of children’s mobility, autonomy can therefore refer more to how a child 

feels about what they are doing and how empowered they feel, rather than what they 

are doing or who they are with. The difference between the two terms becomes more 

significant when it is considered that autonomy is often reliant on inter-

dependencies. As Abebe (2020) notes in his discussion of children’s agency, 

children can be both dependent and independent at the same time. When 

considering how children get around their neighbourhoods, these inter-dependencies 
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are often other people. As Devine, Camfield and Gough (2008, 105) note, “autonomy 

can coexist with substantial relationships of dependence.” 

 

Autonomy has been shown to be important for children’s well-being (Ryff, 1989) and 

the aforementioned inter-dependencies have been found to be important in 

developing autonomous regulation (Ryan and Lynch, 1989). In Rees et al’s (2010) 

survey of children’s well-being in England, they found that one of the key factors that 

was important for children was a sense of autonomy and freedom to choose. Rees et 

al state that for children, the right amount of autonomy depends on both choice and 

control and that this will vary depending on the child’s age and experience. This also 

links to feelings of safety and security within the neighbourhood. Those children who 

did not feel safe at home were more likely to have low levels of well-being and, 

although they wanted to have autonomy and freedom, they also needed to feel safe 

(The Children's Society, 2012). Csikszentmihalyi (2014) notes that the experience of 

freedom is an important dimension in everyday life. Intrinsically motivated 

experiences where autonomy is established are characterised by a sense of 

competence and a positive sense of well-being, which are particularly important in 

children’s development (Fattore, Mason and Watson, 2016). This evidence suggests 

that there is more to a child’s autonomy in their neighbourhood journey than simply 

walking to school on their own. It is about having a sense of choice and control over 

the decisions that surround these journeys and the use of their neighbourhoods as a 

whole. 

 
The Social Side of Autonomy and Independence 
 

If independence is defined as being alone, then it is argued that it does not give 

recognition to the importance of autonomy or the social aspects of a child’s life 

beyond the physical presence of adults. Children may not always want to encounter 

places alone (Sharpe and Tranter, 2010) and may sometimes feel safer and more 

secure with an adult (Solomon, 1993) as well as with other children. In Fattore, 

Mason and Watson’s (2016) study from New South Wales in Australia, various 

dimensions of children’s lives are explored in relation to their well-being. Children’s 
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free time and free play, where they could make decisions for themselves, were found 

to be essential to their sense of well-being and what the children considered to be 

most fun, but this was always with other children. 

 

Children are not always totally independent in their activities and what motivates 

them and gives them the enjoyment, it is argues, is their autonomy. One of the main 

features, historically, of seeing children outside on the streets was that they would be 

with their peers and the street functioned for them as a meeting place to roam about 

and play (Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009; Karsten, 2005; Opie and Opie, 1969). 

Historical accounts of street play note that there was nearly always a mother in 

shouting distance if something happened to one of the children (Cowman, 2017). 

Mikkelsen and Christensen (2009) argue that using the term independent implies 

that a children are essentially dependent and does not take into account their own 

perceptions or meanings. This also chimes with Pooley’s (2011) analysis of 

children’s mobility and the importance of trying not to take an adult-centred view of 

children’s behaviours, both past and present, in order to fully understand the 

complexity in their everyday mobility.  

 

In their book on how mobility has changed throughout the twentieth century, Pooley, 

Turnbull and Adams (2017) discuss how children often want to spend time with other 

children as well as with their parents and that their priority is not always to move 

around on their own. Bourke (2017) explored children’s walks in Dublin and found 

that all of the children liked to have company as they walked, most with other 

children but some with adults too. Others have found that companionship was 

particularly important to children and that they did not want to be entirely 

independent (Romero, 2010; Nansen et al, 2015; Bourke, 2017). Children can find 

interacting during travel desirable and walking, in particular, can be an opportunity to 

be with family and friends and to socialise (Kirby and Inchley, 2012; Panter et al, 

2010). Studies have also found that both children and parents saw time in the car as 

a chance to talk and connect without distraction (Fotel and Thomson, 2002; Egli et 

al, 2019).  
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The role and usage of mobile phones is now also an important factor to consider 

when exploring children’s autonomy and independence. In a study by Davie, Panting 

and Charlton (2004), it was found that 45% of 10 and 11 year old English children 

owned a mobile phone. Children said that they felt safer with a phone and parents 

were more likely to allow their children some independence if they were able to 

contact them via phone, as was also found by Riazi et al (2019). Strandell (2014) 

notes that even when children walk home without an adult, their mobility is still 

regulated by the presence of their mobile phone. There are questions raised in these 

studies, again, about what independence means to a child and whether the children 

felt autonomous in their actions as a result of this surveillance. 

 

As Benwell (2013) notes, children don’t always see adult boundaries and rules as 

negative and he calls for a more sensitive understanding of children’s experiences 

and the concepts of authority, autonomy and restriction. Conversely, Goodman et al 

(2014) observed that travelling without an adult did not always coincide with feelings 

of independence for young people. Drawing on this literature, this study takes a 

similar view, focussing less on children’s physical independence and more on their 

feelings of control and autonomy over their environments. It bases its arguments on 

the understanding that a more nuanced approach may be needed to independence 

that asks what children think and how they feel about their neighbourhood 

experiences, not assuming to know what is best for them. 
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Children’s Territorial Range and Activity 
Spaces 
 

“ [Territorial range] embraces the totality of a child’s space-time domain - of familiar 

places close to home as well as a constantly expanding boundary condition, leading 

to unfamiliar, challenging encounters in new places.” (Moore and Young 1978, 91) 

 

The concept of territorial range begins to bring discussions of children’s mobility, 

autonomy and independence together. Moore and Young (1978) define it as 

encompassing consideration of both children’s use of space and time and it is this 

broader definition that is relevant here. Home range and activity spaces are also 

terms frequently used to consider how children use their neighbourhoods and are 

often used interchangeably with territorial range, though tend to be slightly more 

focused on the distance children travel away from home in the course of their 

outdoor play and leisure pursuits (Matthews, 1992). 

 

The concepts of territorial range and activity spaces allow for consideration of how 

people use the spaces within their neighbourhood and are used as a measure to try 

to better understand a child’s broader mobility patterns and their relationship with 

their neighbourhood, as highlighted by Villanueva et al (2012). The concepts focus 

on distance travelled, measured in all directions. They can also highlight particular 

barriers to children in the built environment, physical or otherwise. Han et al (2020), 

for example, note the influence of main roads as often representing a boundary to a 

child’s activity space. Villanueva et al (2012) found that children living on busy roads 

had a reduced activity space, likely because they were only travelling one way and 

not across the road. This highlights the importance of not just how far a place is but 

also the barriers that exist to get there. 

 

Research on the theme of children’s territorial range and activity space appears to 

have begun with Moore and Young’s (1978) discussion of it and in Hart’s (1979) 

book on Children’s Experience of Place in the late 1970s. Since then, there have 
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been a number of studies exploring the theme. In Moore’s work (1986), he notes the 

difference between a child’s habitual domain, their frequented domain and their 

occasional domain. The habitual domain is defined to include those spaces that a 

child visits on an almost daily basis. The frequented domain is defined as those 

spaces that a child visits periodically but not on a daily basis, and the occasional 

domain is defined as those spaces that a child may have visited on a limited number 

of occasions. This touches upon the importance of the amount and quality of time 

spent in a space, as well as the distance travelled, as also highlighted by Marzi and 

Reimers (2018). This framework for assessment of activity spaces is used by 

Loebach and Gilliland (2016) in their study of 9 - 13 year old children’s range from 

London, Canada. They found that when separating out the types of range in this 

way, although the children’s frequented range may have been reasonably large, their 

habitual activity space was often particularly small and there was a notable 

difference between the two measures. Activity spaces have also been found to be 

strongly impacted by the key fixed locations of the individual, which in the case of 

children is often their home and their school. 

 

Evidence suggests that children’s activity spaces have been reducing in size 

(Kinoshita, 2009) though there are a lack of longitudinal studies to fully quantify the 

changes that have happened over time. There is a tendency to assume that a larger 

activity space is better, whereas a smaller space may simply mean that travel further 

afield is not necessary (Babb et al, 2017). These conclusions, it is argued, may not 

tell the whole story. They can ignore a detailed consideration of what drives the size 

of a child’s activity space or of what is important to the child. This is highlighted in a 

Finnish study by Broberg, Salminen and Kyttä, 2013) with children of ages 10 to 15, 

who explored children’s travel to their meaningful places. They found that children in 

higher density areas had more independent mobility but took part in less active travel 

than those in less dense areas, highlighting that distance travelled would not give a 

full picture of a child’s neighbourhood experience. This is also explored by Han et al 

(2020) who highlight the importance of the proximity of destinations and places to go 

in determining what a child’s activity space might look like, as well as the progression 
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of this as children discover new spaces. Weller and Bruegel (2009) sum up some of 

the complexities of trying to define activity spaces, stating that 

 

“some children are not permitted to travel far but may enjoy a great deal of freedom 

within a small locality, whilst other children may travel unaccompanied over several 

London boroughs to get to school and yet are not allowed to play in their local park.” 

(633) 
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Conclusion 
 

This chapter has revolved around an examination of children’s mobility and what this 

means, as well as considering the relevance of both children’s autonomy and 

independence. It concludes in stating that in order to develop a deeper 

understanding of children’s lives there is a need not be overly rigid with such things 

as measuring distances travelled or who a child was with. Rather, it is more relevant 

to try to understand how these movement patterns fit into children’s lives in a more 

holistic way and not to ignore the complexities that exist within this. The importance 

of children’s inter-dependent mobility and the relevance of group composition, 

collaboration and compromise when assessing how mobile children are should not 

be overlooked (Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009; Nansen et al, 2015). As Murray 

and Cortés-Morales (2019) highlight, there is a need to look at the networks of 

relations that children form and their inter-dependencies of movement, to gain a full 

picture of children’s true mobility.  

 

This review has shown that when it comes to children’s movement around their 

neighbourhoods, there is often a strong focus in the literature on travel to go places, 

in particular the trip to school. There is a limited amount of literature that delves more 

deeply into children’s time spent in their neighbourhoods and a lack of deeper 

exploration into the remaining trips on foot that children do take part in. The literature 

that does consider children’s broader use of their neighbourhoods often sits under 

the remit of ‘activity spaces’, where a focus is usually on distance travelled rather 

than the quality of the time spent in a space. There is also a strong focus in the 

literature on children’s independent mobility, but limited questioning of the continued 

relevance of this measure and limited discussion on the relevance of considering 

children’s autonomy over their independence. It is suggested that there is a need to 

reconceptualise children’s neighbourhood journeys to be more than just about 

travelling to school independently, or about how far they are allowed to go. 

 

This study will contribute to these gaps in the literature by providing a more in-depth 

understanding of how children move around their neighbourhoods and the aspects of 
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this that are important to them. There is a need to better understand children’s 

broader mobility in their neighbourhoods and the quality of the time they spend within 

them, rather than just the quantity of time or distance. The relevance of both 

independence and autonomy as measures of children’s mobility will also be 

considered within this study with the aim of understanding what is most important to 

children. 
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CHAPTER 3: Children's Well-Being and 
Experiences of Place 
 

Much of the research on children’s mobility and use of their neighbourhoods is based 

upon creating better conditions for the child and exploring how their well-being and 

positive development can be improved (Shaw et al, 2015; Tranter and Pawson, 

2001; Mackett et al, 2007). There is a broad range of evidence to support the 

benefits to children of their neighbourhood mobility and their autonomy and 

independence, though there is some inconsistency in how these are defined and 

how they are measured. Some studies choose only to look at independence and 

autonomy, others choose to look at movement and mobility and some choose to look 

at different factors simultaneously. There are, nonetheless, benefits to children’s 

health and well-being that have been repeatedly demonstrated in various studies 

and that appear to be influenced by either children’s independence, mobility or both. 

 

 Well-being is a complex topic with a variety of definitions and viewpoints, but 

incorporates physical, social and emotional factors (Pollard and Lee, 2003; Ryff, 

2014; Ben-Arieh and Frønes. 2011). In the UK, there are high levels of health related 

child vulnerabilities leading Horton (2018, 106) to describe the UK as “facing nothing 

less than a national emergency regarding the health of its children and young 

people.” In Shaw et al’s (2015) report on children’s independent mobility, they note a 

possible link between child well-being and independent mobility, highlighting a 

correlation between the countries they surveyed for independent mobility and their 

UNICEF well-being rankings. These rankings incorporate children’s mental well-

being, physical well-being and skills for life, which incorporate basic academic and 

social skills. UNICEF (2020) highlight the importance of a multi-level approach to 

well-being, which demonstrates the importance of considering how children interact 

with their environment and how this influences their development. This links to the 

work of environmental psychologists such as Muchow (Mey and Günther, 2015), 

Hart (1979) and Moore (1986), as well as the concept of socio-ecological models 
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(Bronfenbrenner, 1977). In the UNICEF well-being ranks, the UK is ranked just  27th 

out of the 38 high income countries chosen (UNICEF, 2020). 
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Children’s Mental Well-Being 
 

Social and emotional well-being factors tend to be combined under the framing of 

mental well-being. Children’s mental well-being levels in England have posed 

concern in the past, as it has become apparent that the country is doing less well 

than other countries on this measure (Rees et al, 2010). The Covid-19 pandemic has 

also accelerated concerns around children’s mental well-being and the negative 

impacts that the pandemic has had on children (Snape and Viner, 2020). 

 

There are various ways of measuring a child’s mental well-being and even those that 

try to measure well-being in quantitative ways rely on subjective indicators. 

Advocates of this approach, such as Csikszentmihalyi (2014), argue that subjective 

measures of well-being are more reliable than those that can be more objectively 

assessed. The topic of subjective well-being has been explored in depth within the 

field of psychology. It is now widely accepted that there are two elements to 

subjective well-being: hedonic and eudaemonic (Samman, 2007; Rees et al, 2010). 

Hedonic well-being refers to subjective happiness in the moment (Ryan and Deci, 

2001; Kahneman, Diener and Schwarz, 1999). Eudaemonic well-being relates to 

higher level aspects of well-being, based on the principle that happiness alone is not 

a sufficient measure (Ryan and Deci, 2001). This type of well-being is harder to 

measure and relates more to understanding and exploring children’s experiences 

(Fattore, Mason and Watson, 2016). 

 

Studies relating to subjective well-being and eudaemonic well-being specifically, 

highlight a number of important constructs within the concepts and it is argued that 

these also relate to a person’s, or child’s in this instance, relationship to place. Ryff 

(1989) developed a model of six constructs representing, what is now known as, 

eudaemonic well-being: autonomy, personal growth, self-acceptance, life purpose, 

environmental mastery and positive relationships (see figure 3.1). Although not the 

only way to measure eudaemonic well-being, Ryff (2014) notes that there are now 

many studies which support the construct and it is well regarded. 
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Figure 3.1: Core dimensions of psychological well-being and their theoretical 

foundations From Ryff (2014, 11) 

 

In Ryan and Deci’s (2020) Self Determination Theory (SDT), they also highlight the 

importance of the three basic psychological needs of autonomy, competence (and 

feelings of mastery) and relatedness. When any of these needs are not met, they 

state that it can be damaging for motivation and well-being. Similar themes have also 

been found in a national survey of children’s well-being in the UK. The Good 

Childhood Inquiry (Layard and Dunn, 2009) found that relationships with others, 

safety and freedom were the most important to children and young people. Although 

not all of the aspects of well-being identified by Ryff relate strongly to children’s 

experiences of place, those three that overlap with SDT do: autonomy, competence 

and relatedness. Autonomy refers to having a sense of control, initiative and 

ownership in your actions (Ryan and Deci, 2020). This links to children being able to 

feel in control over their actions and movement in their neighbourhoods, whether this 

is independently or not. Competence refers to developing mastery over tasks that 
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are important and being able to effectively deal with the environment (Ryan and 

Deci, 2020). This links to learning how to navigate the neighbourhood and develop 

the skills to get around and use spaces competently. Relatedness refers to having a 

sense of belonging and connectedness with others (Ryan and Deci, 2020). This links 

to community cohesion and developing social ties with others through 

neighbourhood experiences. In spite of this evident connection, there are few studies 

that link children’s psychological and social well-being to their neighbourhood 

mobility and travel behaviour (Babb et al, 2017).  

 

Constructs of subjective well-being are not fixed and there are strong social and 

cultural influences that can impact upon these. Solomon (1993) highlights how 

perspectives on well-being can change over time, and argues that some of the 

reasons for an increase in parental escorting of children, for example, could be 

attributed to changes in perception of what is best for children. This further 

emphasises the relevance of considering well-being, not only to understand the 

impact of experience on children, but also to help to understand why certain 

behaviours pervade.  

 

This way of focussing on mental well-being when considering children’s mobility has 

a number of benefits. It encourages a consideration not only of the child’s actions, 

but also how they feel about their actions and their movements, and the meanings of 

these. It can begin to uncover additional depth in terms of the meanings of autonomy 

and independence, safety and the interaction of the built and natural environment 

into children’s lives.  

 

Linking Mental Well-Being to Children’s Mobility 
 

Understandings around children’s well-being support the notion that children being 

able to move around their environment will have an impact on it. This is backed up 

by a small number of studies that link well-being to children’s travel behaviours 

(Ramanathan et al, 2014; Westman et al, 2013; Stark et al, 2018) and their broader 

neighbourhood mobility (Babb et al, 2017), although as Stark et al (2018) note, 
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“benefits of active travel modes for psychological and social well-being are assumed, 

but empirical studies measuring these effects for children are still scarce.” (454) 

 

Opree et al (2018) also highlight that most research on child well-being has asked 

adults what they think children think, rather than asking children, which can easily 

give different results (Sixsmith et al, 2007) 

 

How children feel when they are moving is of importance not only for their well-being 

and for understanding its meaning to them and their emotional connection (Murray 

and Mand, 2013). This is shown clearly in Fattore et al’s (2016) study of child well-

being, which takes a strong child-centred approach to it and uses a qualitative 

methodology to be able to develop an understanding of the interaction between 

different elements. Waygood et al (2017) also published an integrative review of 

transport and child well-being, showing that walking and active, independent travel 

have the most positive effects on children’s well-being with the most negative effects 

on it being associated with traffic. In another study on children’s experiences of 

active travel, it was found that parents and children who travelled actively reported 

more positive emotions than those that travelled passively (Ramanathan et al., 

2014). Westman et al (2017) also found that the children in engaged in conversation 

during their journeys reported it being of higher quality than those that engaged in 

solitary activities.  

 

There is also evidence to show the specific social benefits of children’s 

neighbourhood mobility with regard to their well-being. The development of social 

capital has been shown to be beneficial for children’s health, particularly mental well-

being (Ferguson, 2006; Drukker et al, 2003; Waterston et al, 2004) and is linked to 

children’s neighbourhood mobility. Studies have shown that, in the absence of 

children outside in the neighbourhood, social cohesion and sense of place is 

reduced (Weller and Bruegel, 2009; Ross, 2007; Spilsbury, 2005). Ross (2007) 

found the importance of a child’s walk to school in developing community relations, 

which in turn was important for maintaining their safety. In particular, Ross highlights 
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weak ties and those fleeting and brief exchanges between community members as 

generating feelings of belonging, security and social support for children. Weller and 

Bruegel (2009) found that those parents that were active in their local area were 

more likely to grant their children autonomy and that those children with parents who 

were not fearful of the external environment had more friends. They found that 

children were often enablers of the development of social capital, defining social 

capital as developing through social interactions and as a resource that develops 

through social networks. 

 

Karsten (2005) explored how children build up their own social networks and the 

influence of their school and their neighbourhood upon this. She notes that since 

school selection has been allowed in the Netherlands, children have instead used 

the street to get to know people from different backgrounds in their neighbourhood. 

Those children who played outside on the street more were better at bridging social 

differences. Similarly, Prezza et al (2001) found that children with higher levels of 

independence had higher levels of activity and sociability. Lack of adult supervision 

can also facilitate greater social interaction (Simpson, 1997). Some state that 

children have begun to lose a social identity through the reductions that have been 

seen in their mobility and participation in public life (Lolichen et al, 2006; Christensen 

and O'Brien, 2003; Matthews, 2003; Zeiher, 2003). 

 

Others have cited the benefits of children’s mobility in enabling them to develop 

confidence and skill navigating through and understanding their environment 

(Mackett et al, 2007; Carver et al, 2008; Rissotto and Tonucci, 2002; Ahmadi and 

Taniguchi, 2007; Rissotto and Giuliani, 2006) and developing an increased 

appreciation of the environment in which they live (Rivkin, 1995). Individuality and 

social competency can be developed through allowing children autonomy to 

experience spaces on their own, particularly the local spaces between home and 

other settings (Mitchell et al, 2007). Independent access has also been shown to be 

important for allowing children to develop personally, intellectually and 

psychologically and to get to know their own neighbourhood (Tranter and Pawson, 
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2001). Positive benefits on children’s emotions have also been shown for those 

children who travel actively to school (Ramanathan et al, 2014). 

 

Having already noted the potential for playfulness within everyday movement for 

children, it seems evident that when a child is more mobile, they will have more 

opportunity for play.  Indeed, it could be argued that their mobility is their play. Play 

has perhaps some of the clearest evidence to demonstrate its benefits. Play 

contributes to the cognitive, physical, social and emotional well-being of children 

(Ginsburg, 2007) and has been recognised by the United Nations as a right for every 

child (UNICEF, 1990). When exploring the benefits of play in more detail, it shares 

many of the cited benefits of child mobility, particularly social competence (Pellegrini 

and Smith, 1998). 
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Children’s Physical Well-Being 
 

A child’s experience of a place can also influence their physical well-being. Physical 

inactivity is a major risk factor for mortality (WHO, 2020) and a 55% of children in 

England do not meet the minimum guidelines for physical activity of 60 minutes of 

moderate activity per day (Sport England, 2021). Those activities that tend to take 

place as part of a child’s neighbourhood mobility, such as walking to and from school 

or active neighbourhood play, can contribute to their overall levels of physical 

activity. Physical activity and levels of children’s mobility are also often linked to 

growing levels of childhood obesity (Mackett, 2004; Stone et al, 2014; Jago, 2017; 

Floyd et al, 2011), though the evidence on this specific relationship is less certain. 

 

Evidence on the impact of children’s neighbourhood mobility on physical activity 

levels is mixed and suggests a complex relationship. In terms of children’s active 

travel, it is evident that if a child walks or cycles to get somewhere instead of getting 

in the car or taking the bus, they are going to expend more energy. It is also worth 

noting that the physical benefits of these mode choices are likely to be similar, 

whether or not they take the trip independently. Although active travel on the walk to 

school has decreased (O’Brien et al, 2000), this often only forms a small part of a 

child’s overall energy expenditure (Sturm, 2005). Sturm (2005), in fact, suggests that 

in the USA, when looking at total active travel time, minutes of walking have gone up 

for children due to the additional number of trips that they are now taking. With 

regard to children’s play, Beunderman (2010) notes some of the intrinsic benefits of 

play, particularly when independent, including the fact that activity patterns are set 

early in life, it generates increased physical activity levels, often provides access to 

natural environments and helps children to understand how to explore their 

environment on their own. Brussoni et al (2015) conducted a systematic review to 

explore the relationship between risky outdoor play and children’s health and found 

increases in both habitual and acute physical activity, and increased social 

confidence.  

 



50 

Yet there is also a complexity to some of the physical activity benefits of children’s 

neighbourhood mobility. When a child is allowed out in their neighbourhood to move 

around or play, they are automatically not doing something else. There is a tendency 

to blame increasingly scheduled childhoods and an increase in organised, extra-

curricular activities for the reduction in independent play and physical activity and 

there is some evidence to support this, but this in part depends on what the 

alternative for children is. Mackett et al (2004) and Stone et al (2014) found that 

children who were given independence to explore and walk around their local 

environment did use more calories or were more active throughout the week, but the 

variable of whether or not they also attended organised clubs was not incorporated. 

Indeed, often one of the reasons for walking was to attend an organised club. 

Schoeppe et al (2014) also demonstrated that frequent outdoor play was associated 

with an accumulation of physical activity and higher levels of activity than those that 

did not play outdoors, but also did not consider how attendance at organised clubs 

might impact upon this. 

 

Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson (2018) raise the argument that there is a need to be 

careful when talking about the over-scheduling of children, suggesting that the 

greater concern should be over those children who are under-scheduled, and who 

do not take part in either organised clubs or outdoor play. This is backed up by 

evidence from Jago (2017), who found that both organised clubs and playing in the 

neighbourhood showed increases in physical activity levels compared to those who 

stayed at home. 

 

Understanding more subjectively how active a child is and how they get around in 

their daily lives may be more relevant than focusing on objectively measuring their 

physical activity levels, in terms of understanding how this relates to how a child 

experiences of a place. This relates closely to understanding a child’s mobility and 

how they use their neighbourhoods (Marzi and Reimers, 2018). Although children’s 

active mobility in itself does not guarantee higher levels of physical activity, the 

movement in itself is unquestionably active. However, it also links to other aspects of 
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children’s lives, such as time spent in organised clubs or other forms of physical 

activity that might be done away from the neighbourhood space. 
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Conclusion 
 

Most research on children’s mobility and use of their neighbourhoods is driven by the 

aim of creating better conditions for the child and exploring how their well-being and 

positive development can be improved (Shaw et al, 2015; Tranter and Pawson, 

2001; Mackett, et al, 2007). However, if often tends to focus on particular elements 

of children’s mobility, such as examining whether a child’s travel involves physical 

activity or the presence of a supervising adult, rather than the effect that this form of 

mobility has on the child as a whole. That is not to say that this evidence is not valid 

in its own right, but it is felt there is also a need to examine the broader picture of 

children’s mobility in order to understand the impacts on a child’s well-being in a 

more holistic way.  

 

Although there is a reasonable understanding of the overall benefits to children of 

their neighbourhood mobility, there is a poorer knowledge of the specific link to 

children’s mental well-being. Theories on psychological well-being in particular, 

suggest that there could be an important link to be made between this and children’s 

levels of neighbourhood mobility. Although this study’s main focus is not on well-

being, it has been incorporated as an important factor to consider, particularly given 

the study’s focus on the children’s subjective experiences over and above any more 

quantitative measures of their behaviour. It will start to fill this gap in the literature by 

providing some suggestions where links between neighbourhood mobility and well-

being might be. 

 

The link between children’s neighbourhood mobility and physical activity is also 

relatively poorly understood. By drawing on theories of complexity and CAS, this 

study will also try to better understand the influence that differing levels of 

neighbourhood mobility have on their physical activity levels and the relevance of 

this in understanding children’s experiences. 
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CHAPTER 4: Context Setting 
 

This chapter discusses the various levels of influence that impact on children’s 

mobility, and considers also what has changed over time. It starts to link children’s 

mobility to ideas around socio-ecological models, based on the premise that, in order 

to fully understand it, it is important to assess how the range of factors involved are 

linked to each other. Veitch et al (2017) note the importance of considering these 

other factors, how they relate to the physical environment and, in turn, how they 

impact on children’s mobility. As Valentine and McKendrick (1997) found, the 

evidence to them was clear that the major factor affecting children’s outdoor 

movement and play was not “the level of public provision to play facilities but 

parental anxieties about children’s safety and the changing nature of childhood.” 

(219) 

 

The chapter works through the layers of influence that were previously set out in 

chapter 1 (figure 1.1). It begins with the influence of the natural environment, using 

this as a start point for considering how children’s mobility develops. It then moves 

on to considering the societal influences on children’s mobility, which is also 

something relevant within all of the layers to some degree. This section specifically 

discusses the background to the concept of childhood itself and considers its 

historical context. It then covers some of the political influences on children’s lives in 

the UK, particularly in relation to urban planning.  

 

At the neighbourhood level, the chapter then considers the specific elements of the 

built environment that can influence children’s mobility, before considering the 

influence of the community and the child’s school. It then moves on to the influence 

of a child’s family and the home, before finally considering the influence of the 

individual features of the child themselves. 
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The Natural Environment 
 

“Is the outdoor child an endangered species?” (Carver et al. 2008, 217) 

 

At the heart of any neighbourhood, is the natural environment and nature. It may be 

more prominent in some places than others, but it is something that is always there 

and should not be forgotten. It was there before places emerged and will be there 

when they are gone. Nature is both those natural elements that can be seen within a 

place, as well as what happens and changes on a daily basis, linking to the seasons 

and the weather. In the UK and London context, there are four seasons with the 

summer, from June to August, being the warmest and driest and the winter, from 

December to February, being the coldest (Met Office, 2020). The number of daylight 

hours also vary a lot between summer and winter, with 17 hours of sunlight during 

the summer solstice in June and just under 8 hours of daylight during the winter 

solstice in December (Met Office, 2020).  

 

Children’s access to nature in the UK and other countries has been declining. In 

1976, a study by Newson and Newson (2017) explored mothers’ views around 

parenting and found that 60% of mothers thought that their children could be 

described as ‘outdoor’ children. By 1997, this had reduced to 23% (Valentine and 

McKendrick, 1997). A study by Natural England (England Marketing, 2009) clearly 

shows a decline in children’s access and preference for nature, with only 10% of play 

happening in natural spaces. It highlights some of the other factors that have also 

influenced this reduction, such as a declining tolerance of children’s nature-based 

activities, exemplified by ‘keep off the grass’ signs, and a loss of access to natural 

spaces due to either a reduction in spaces or restricted access. All of these factors 

are notable of a cultural shift in attitudes towards the outdoors and nature. Even in 

Norway, a country where recreation in natural surroundings is heavily promoted, 

there has been a reduction in children’s access to nature and children’s use of 

natural areas has changed from being spontaneous and self-initiated to being 

planned, organised and adult-initiated (Skår and Krogh, 2009).  
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Hart (1979) calls the environment used and experienced by children the 

‘phenomenal landscape.’ To children, the outdoors should be an explorable public 

domain where they can engage in wider cultural and natural systems. Proshansky 

and Fabian (1987) discuss how a child’s opportunity and ability to read an 

environment can also help with the development of concepts of place identity and 

their sense of control of the physical world. In Kreutz’s (2015) study of the Australian 

indigenous community, she found that as children frequented natural areas over 

time, they developed place attachments. Children also place particular value on their 

own self-constructed places and spaces where they can make a world of their own 

and discover a place for themselves (Sobel, 1993; Kirkby, 1989). When asked about 

their memories of childhood, many people refer to outdoor places (Titman, 1994). 

Chawla (1986) found that outdoor places evoked memories as they tended to be 

places that engendered a sense of belonging and attachment. The semiotics of the 

place was somehow enhanced by it being outdoors, perhaps because of the 

increased sensory attachment that people can have towards nature. 

 

In the 1970s and 1980s, when Roger Hart (1979) and Robin Moore (1986) produced 

their seminal research on children’s environments, they did not set out to explicitly 

focus on nature (Chawla, 2015). Yet, the open-ended structure of the research 

meant that they uncovered the strong value of natural areas for the children of that 

time. Hart (1979), for example, found that children’s favourite places tended to be 

mostly within nature, such as rivers, woods, fields, hills, sliding places and climbing 

trees (see figure 4.1). Play equipment came a mere tenth in the list, streets even 

further down. Some similarly open-ended studies in more recent years have also 

touched upon children’s relationship with nature. Ross’s (2007) study of children’s 

journey’s to school in Scotland, demonstrates this particular group’s close 

relationship to nature and explores their trips in all weathers throughout the year. It 

could be argued that there is less focus on children’s relationship with the outdoors 

and nature in recent studies, simply because these relationships no longer exist in 

the way that Hart and Moore discovered them.  
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Figure 4.1: Summary of land use - places shared by the children of three or more 

families unaccompanied by adults (Hart, 1979) 

 

There are many unique benefits of children being able to access the outdoors and 

nature, in terms of their cognitive, physical, emotional and social development. Many 

studies have shown the positive benefits that access and exposure to nature can 

have on people’s mental outlook and well-being (Kaplan and Kaplan, 1989; Wells 

and Evans, 2003; Söderström et al, 2013; Markevych et al, 2014; Kyttä et al, 2012). 

Chawla (2015) summarises the many studies that highlight how natural 

environments have a positive influence on children’s health and well-being 

specifically. With regard to the broader category of outdoor space, there is a 

generally positive relationship between being outdoors and health, particularly for 

children (Munoz, 2009). Being outdoors can also be one of the most consistent 

predictors of children’s physical activity levels (Tucker and Gilliland, 2007; Veitch et 

al, 2017; Baranowski et al, 1993; Wheeler et al, 2010; Coombes, van Sluijs and 

Jones, 2013).  
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Changing Nature 
 

As the natural environment changes throughout the year, it offers different 

affordances to children within each season. The weather may change, as may the 

light, and seasonal changes such as leaves on trees and flowers will also change 

over time. This constant state of flux can be beneficial for children in getting used to 

being in an uncontrolled setting. It can provide an opportunity to enhance children’s 

experiences, but can also restrict children’s movement if these natural changes are 

perceived negatively or are not well understood. Freeman and Tranter (2011) 

discuss how, as children’s access to their outdoor environments reduces, they are 

less likely to experience these changes in their environment. They are more likely to 

see it as static, rather than in a process of natural change. Added to this, the 

increased restrictions on children’s movements and the increased control and 

regulation of these, means that they are often unable to realise the potential benefits 

that the natural environment offers them in terms of its change over time. Hart (1979) 

notes the importance of understanding how children engage with places in different 

ways, and how this changes at different times, suggesting that consciousness is 

never static. 

 

Valentine (2004) notes how children are granted more freedom in the UK in the 

summer months when daylight hours are longer. Both the darkness and colder, 

wetter weather conditions are seen to be a factor in restricting children’s movements 

in the winter months. Yet there is limited recent research exploring how children’s 

mobility changes throughout the year and the impact of the seasons. Tucker and 

Gilliland (2007) reviewed research on the effect of the seasons and weather 

children’s physical activity levels and found that most of the research was conducted 

in the warmer months of the year with explicit consideration of seasonality and 

weather conditions tending to be absent. When these factors are mentioned, they 

are often viewed as barriers to movement and not explored any further. Ergler, 

Kearns and Witten (2016) specifically studied children’s seasonal play in New 

Zealand, and found that many children retreated indoors in the winter months. 

However, they note that an explicit consideration of either seasonality or the weather 
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conditions tend to be absent in studies of children’s use of the outdoors. As well as 

considering children’s broader relationship with nature, understanding how children 

use their neighbourhoods at different times of the year can help to better understand 

what influence the natural environment has on their neighbourhood mobility and how 

to support this throughout the year. 

 

It is also important to note the social and cultural influences that affect perceptions of 

nature and different climates. Studies have found differences in children’s 

behaviours outdoors in summer and winter, but the way in which these differences 

occur are not consistent across different countries and locations (Ross and Gilbert, 

1987; Sener and Bhat, 2007; Baranowski et al, 1993; Brodersen et al, 2005; Fyhri 

and Hjorthol, 2009). The impact on children’s behaviour of levels of darkness and 

changing light levels also suggest cultural influences. Shaw et al (2015) found large 

variations by country of children allowed out after dark. In Sri Lanka, for example, a 

country with minimal annual variation in daylight hours, they found that virtually no 

children were allowed out after dark. In comparison, in the Scandinavian countries of 

Denmark and Sweden, over 30% of children were allowed out after dark, rising to 

over 80% in Finland. There are likely to be many cultural factors leading to these 

differences, including higher levels of darkness during the day and differing 

perceptions of the risks. In the UK, the number of children that they found to be 

allowed out after dark was low at around 10%. 

 

The natural environment is clearly an important influence on children’s 

neighbourhood mobility, but the discussion has also highlighted how it is linked to 

other factors and that the relationship between these also needs to be considered. 

The next section will now discuss more broadly the relevance of social, cultural and 

political influences, the impact of which is certainly not constrained to that of the 

natural environment. 
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The Social, Cultural and Political 
Environment 
 
This section introduces the various social, cultural and political factors that may 

impact on children’s behaviours and how children are perceived in the public realm. 

It draws on the historical context in order to be able to better comprehend how the 

present situation has come to be, beginning with an exploration of the concepts of 

childhood itself. 
 

Concepts of Childhood 
 

“The immaturity of children is a biological fact but the ways in which that immaturity 

is understood and made meaningful is a fact of culture.” (Prout and James 1997, 7) 

 

Valentine and McKendrick (1997) suggest that it is necessary to have a historical 

understanding of both childhood and parenting to attempt to unravel some of the 

complex social and cultural factors that are underlying in every family and that are 

ultimately affecting what children do and how they behave in the present. There is 

sometimes a tendency when looking back at the past to take an idealised view of it 

and to think that childhood was better for children then, as a number of other studies 

have discussed (Karsten, 2005; Lareau, 2011; Horton and Kraftl, 2017). However, 

having an understanding of what has gone in the past and comparing this to the 

context of the present time can also help to better develop a response to any 

questions raised. 

 

Much of the research around childhood in the past 20 years or so has framed 

childhood as a social construct (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Mayall, 2002; 

Qvortrup, 1994), something that is now considered normal in the twenty-first century, 

but that has not always existed within the notion of society. Katz (2002) states, for 

example, that there is nothing natural about childhood and being a child. It is clear 

that the biological factors that are unique to being a child should not be forgotten, but 
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it is also considered important to look at the societal influences on the concept. 

Jenks (2005) considers the contrasting ways in which children are considered in 

society, terming these views the Dionysian and Apollonian narratives of children. 

These exemplify the social and cultural influence on how children are viewed, with 

the Dionysian view being that children are like a devil, unruly, wild and inheritors of 

the original sin, whereas the Apollonian view was that children were inherently 

innocent and with innate goodness. Although the Dionysian view can be more easily 

associated with a past time, Jenks does not set out to label or time stamp certain 

attitudes but rather to highlight that different attitudes and views can exist, even 

within the same time period. As views on what childhood is and what children are 

have changed, so have parents’ and adults behaviours towards them. The current 

definition of childhood is one that is very separate to the adult world, defined by 

adults but also limited by them (Valentine, 2004). Lareau (2011) suggests that the 

majority view of society now is of a universal childhood, where all children must be 

happy and free, with no responsibility.  As Holt (1974) suggests, children have 

always been owned and controlled by adults, but the difference now is that they are 

also more cut off from the real adult world than in the past (Holloway and Valentine, 

2000). 

 

Cowman (2017) explored the history of children’s street play, finding that although 

children were seen on the street before the 1920s, it appears to be that it was in this 

period, and with the advent of the car, that the idea of children playing on the street 

started to be seen as important. Before the 1920s, children were required to work, 

either to help their parents or to take part in informal paid labour (Lareau, 2011; 

Gillespie, 2013). Although they may have played out on the street, this was often 

because there was not enough space indoors to spend time. It is only since the 

1920s, as children’s economic contributions have reduced, that they have become 

more valued in personal and emotional terms, and they have also had more free 

time and more time for play. When Karsten (2005) spoke to adults who had grown 

up in the 1950s, they still talked about being watched whilst playing on the street and 

were often there out of necessity rather than choice, due to small homes and having 

limited other options. Both Cowman (2017) and Valentine (2004) note that there was 
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an increase in street play in the late 1950s and early 1960s and it then reduced 

again in the 1980s. 

 

In recent times, children have been spending increasing amounts of time in places 

and spaces organised, controlled and watched by adults, including schools, pre-

schools and after-school clubs, and this has led to the concept of the 

institutionalisation of childhood (Edwards, 2002; Qvortrup et al, 1994). The increased 

institutionalisation of childhood and the factors that have led to it or derived from it 

may have led to a loss of free and independent time for children (Rasmussen, 2004; 

James, Jenks and Prout, 1998; Zeiher, 2003). Yet it is also important to understand 

the context within which it has come about, as well as what this really means to 

children themselves (Karsten, 2005). 

 

Considering how these behavioural shifts occur within their social and cultural 

context raises the question of how significant they are to children. Whether it is 

broader concepts of childhood or the institutionalisation of childhood, these societal 

factors clearly play a role in shaping children’s lives. They help to reinforce the 

importance of considering the child’s perspective, so that a better understanding can 

be gained as to how these changes impact upon them and how important they are.  

 
Political Influences 
 

The background context of policy and social norms can influence children’s and 

parents’ behaviours. What is considered best for children and families can also be 

deeply politically driven (Gillies, Edwards and Horsley, 2017). At the neighbourhood 

level, politics shape the policies that lead to the design of a neighbourhood, 

particularly with regard to urban planning and transport policies. Both these policies 

and broader politics around children’s place in society will also influence how 

children and their parents view that same neighbourhood, how they use it and move 

around in it. 
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Current policy and legislation in England tends to facilitate the control of children in 

urban spaces rather than allowing them to participate actively in places or enjoy the 

benefits on the same footing as adults. This takes its roots from a long history of 

children’s rights largely being ignored (Wood, Bornat and Bicquelet-Lock, 2019). This 

review will focus on the England context, zooming into London, as this is the focus of 

the study, but this is by no means an issue in England alone. Cele and van Der Burgt 

(2015), for example, discuss the Swedish context, noting that in planning and 

transport policy children are rarely explicitly focused on in spite of Sweden being a 

country that tends to see higher than average levels of children’s independent 

mobility (Shaw et al, 2015). This is all against the backdrop of the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of the Child (UN CRC), a key international policy that is 

said to be one of the most complete statements of children’s rights ever produced. 

The UN CRC highlights the importance of children’s rights (UNICEF, 1990). Although 

ratified in the UK in 1991, being an international convention, it is not necessarily 

reflective of the England’s social, cultural or political standpoint on children in 

society, as will be discussed. 

 

It is argued that the UN CRC has had limited impact in England with regard to 

children’s use of public space. Children’s movement in public places and spaces is 

often restricted and there are many signs and signals that they are not welcome. ‘No 

Ball Games’ signs, for example, are a common feature around the UK (Gill, 2007). 

Interventions will often be designed into public spaces to prevent skateboarding by 

young people. Public Space Protection Orders were introduced in the UK in 2014 

and allow for broad powers to criminalise unwanted behaviours in public spaces that 

would not otherwise be criminal. These have been known to restrict young peoples’ 

presence or activity in certain areas (Appleton, 2015). Prior to this, the 1998 Crime 

and Disorder Act, enabled local authorities to put in place local street curfews for 

children aged under ten (Matthews, Limb and Taylor, 1999). There is a range of 

evidence to suggest that, even if adults are willing to tolerate the presence of some 

children in public places, they rarely appear to welcome it (Cahill, 1990; Collins and 

Kearns, 2001). Children, and especially children without an adult with them, are 

simply not a commonly accepted or considered part of the public realm in the UK. 
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The ‘culture of fear’ (Furedi, 2006) has also been blamed for fuelling this perception 

that children and young people hanging around in public space are a problem (Gill, 

2007). When it comes to urban planning and planning policies in England as well, 

children tend to be forgotten. As Wood, Bornat and Bicquelet-Lock (2019, ii) state “a 

quick examination of national planning policies reveals children are currently most 

visible through their absence.” 

 

The main focus on children in policy in the UK relating to the built environment is on 

children’s service provision. For a number of years now in England, children’s needs 

appear to have only been addressed in policy terms through the provision of schools 

and children’s centres. Looking back in recent history, the renaming of the 

department of Children, Schools and Families to the Department for Education in 

2010 (Voce, 2015) was more than just semantics and begins to highlight how the 

governments at the time viewed children. This approach is also now reflected in the 

way that local authorities are structured in both national and local planning policy. In 

the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (Ministry of Housing, Communities 

and Local Government, 2021), the national planning policy for England, the only 

mention of children is in relation to families with children and children’s play is only 

mentioned once (Wood, Bornat and Bicquelet-Lock, 2019). This position is reflected 

in many more local planning policies, where the only mention of children’s needs 

tends to be around school or childcare provision. Outside of planning, a strong focus 

on wraparound care in recent UK government policy, where childcare is provided for 

school aged children both before and after school, exemplifies this focus on service 

provision. Policy on wraparound care significantly increased the number of out of 

school clubs available to children (Smith and Barker, 2000) putting out a message 

that children should be in some sort of organised care in order to get the best 

outcomes (Department for Education, 2016). As Gill (2008, 138) notes, such a 

service-oriented response is limited and takes a “pessimistic view of children’s ability 

to shape their lives, seeing their well-being largely dependent upon adult support and 

interventions.” It shows a limited interest in how the wider place is designed for 

children’s needs, how children can get around, the impact of the street networks or 

what Gill (2008) terms a “space-oriented approach.” 
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This focus on the provision of services within urban planning, rather than considering 

how children more broadly use space, has further been compounded by an 

emphasis on segregating the spaces that children use. Playgrounds have a long 

history of segregation, having originally been provided to keep children off the streets 

and away from certain physical and moral dangers (Gagen, 2000). This focus largely 

continues to the present day, as shown in the UK’s Secured by Design police 

security initiative (Secured by Design, 2021). This is based on the idea that the way 

to address crime is to control behaviour and it reflects a focus on segregation. It 

suggests that playgrounds should be fenced off and that young people should be 

segregated away from homes and other people so as to avoid becoming a nuisance 

(Wood, Bornat and Bicquelet-Lock, 2019), suggesting that this will make a place 

safer. It is argued, however, that rather than meeting its objective it simply reinforces 

the premise that children and young people’s presence in public space is not 

welcomed. As Gillespie (2013) notes, these are not necessarily new challenges. She 

discusses how, in New York, there was a focused policy shift in the early twentieth 

century to get children off the streets and a search for ways to organise their time 

outside of school hours. Gillespie suggests that this is what led to segregation and 

adult supervision for children becoming the norm.  

 

This position on children in public space is also evident when it comes to transport 

and mobility. Policies such as the Road Traffic Regulation Act from 1967 were 

primarily focussed on the fast movement of vehicular traffic. Coinciding with a rise in 

vehicles on the road, road traffic accidents for children rose dramatically in the 

1960s, 70s and 80s, with maternal preoccupation and a lack of play facilities cited as 

reasons for this growth (Cowman, 2017) rather than a consideration of whether the 

design of the street or road was suitable. The UK government response to this was 

to put out campaigns such as ‘One False Move and You’re Dead’ to increase fear of 

the roads and keep people away from them (figure 4.2). 
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Figure 4.2: Campaign poster from Ministry of Transport (1982; cited in Hillman et al, 

1990) 

 

Similarly in the 1940s, the campaign ‘kerb HALT; eyes right, eyes left - then if the 

road is clear, quick march’ also implied that motor vehicles took priority over people 

(Thomson, 2013). With both of these campaigns being followed by announcements 

that the UK roads were now safer than ever (Thomson, 2013; Hillman et al, 1990), 

they put out a message that people, and children, should avoid danger on the roads 

in order to stay safe. This can be extrapolated to suggest that children, who are 

already more vulnerable on the roads, were again not welcome in public space. 

 

There have been some positive political shifts in urban planning and transport 

policies in England and particularly in London in recent years. There has been an 

increased focus on children in urban planning and on people as users of the street 
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and public space, shifting away from the previous rhetoric of vehicles and the car. 

Recent Mayors of London have shown an interest in taking a more holistic approach 

to how children use space. This began in 2008, when Mayor Ken Livingstone 

published planning guidance on Children’s Play and Informal recreation (Voce, 

2015). Although this was still strongly focussed on children’s play facilities rather 

than children’s broader use of public space, it demonstrated a political interest in the 

area. Since then, the new London Plan under current Mayor Sadiq Khan more 

clearly defines play and children’s mobility and puts more of an emphasis on how 

children use space (Greater London Authority, 2021). This has also led to the 

publication of ‘Making London Child-Friendly’ in 2020 (Greater London Authority, 

2020), a document that presents a strong case for putting children’s needs higher up 

the agenda when it comes to urban planning. Similarly in the London Borough of 

Hackney, where this study is located, the Mayor has recently adopted the ‘Child-

Friendly Places Supplementary Planning Document’ (Hackney Council, 2021). The 

infancy of these initiatives however, means that it is too early to evaluate their 

success or to see if they can have a lasting impact on how children are viewed in 

society, both in London and across the UK as a whole (Wood, 2015; Wood, Bornat 

and Bicquelet-Lock, 2019).  

 

In relation to transport and travel, in 2018 the current Mayor of London Sadiq Khan 

published his Transport Strategy (Greater London Authority, 2018), which the 

Healthy Streets Approach was at the heart of, placing an increased emphasis on 

streets for people. In many ways, this provides support for the types of mobility that 

are important to children, by prioritising walking and cycling over cars. Yet although 

there is mention of them in the evidence for the policy approach, it is notable that 

there is no explicit reference to children within the guidance. Although this approach 

is a positive shift for active travel, there is still a sense that its focus is on streets for 

travel and getting around and less weight seems to be placed on those other uses of 

the street for meandering, socialising and play, which are known to be of particular 

importance for children. As Brömmelstroet et al (2017) note, embedded within 

transport planning is still the fact that mobility is about getting from one place to 

another and the most efficient way of doing that. The Healthy Streets Approach 
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represents a shift towards thinking of streets as having both a movement and place 

function (Plowden, 2020) but it is still felt that it could go further to fully represent how 

children use these spaces. 

 

This political scene-setting is important in understanding how children are viewed in 

society and the ways in which they are influenced. The way public policy is framed 

can highlight who is seen to have a right to the city and national policies will often 

shape the everyday urban politics (Middleton, 2016). Particularly in relation to 

considerations of the built environment, policies are highly influential in determining 

the design of places and spaces. With regard to children, there is still a lack of 

consideration and understanding in policymakers in England of children’s holistic 

needs or how they use space. This is exemplified in more recent political 

interventions in England in relation to the Covid-19 pandemic. Within the first 

lockdown in England, the population were allowed to take part in daily exercise, but 

all playgrounds and spaces where children might usually do this exercise were 

required to close (UK Government, 2020a). During the third lockdown in England in 

2021, playgrounds were kept open but with a rule in place stating children could only 

take part in their daily exercise with one other person, meaning that for those 

children who were not allowed outside unaccompanied, they could not play with a 

friend without breaking the rules (Elgot, 2021). This is an another example of 

children’s needs being either forgotten or dismissed and shows how policies can 

directly impact on behaviour and, ultimately, well-being outcomes for children. 
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The Neighbourhood, Community and 
School 
 

“I don’t want a Childhood City. I want a place where children live in the same world 

as I do.” (Ward 1978, 179) 

 

The neighbourhood environment perhaps has the most direct impact on children’s 

neighbourhood mobility. It is the space that the child spends most of their time and 

where both the physical elements of the space and the subjective perception of the 

space come together to influence behaviour. It is in the child’s neighbourhood, and 

what they do in it, that it starts to become evident as to how the levels of influence 

relate to each other and come together to impact on what a child does. 

 

In this section, the influence of the design of the neighbourhood and the built 

environment will firstly be considered, before then discussing the influence of the 

community and the child’s school 

 
The Design of Children's Neighbourhoods 
 

The research around the impact of the built environment on children’s mobility tends 

to be split into two themes. Active travel appears to be the most researched area of 

children’s mobility, though most of the research is focused on travel to school, with 

only a select few studies exploring travel to other destinations. This element of 

children’s mobility is important, but is not the only reason for children to be mobile in 

their neighbourhood. There is also some research on how children move around 

their neighbourhoods both for play and interaction and how the built environment 

impacts upon these behaviours. This is the element of children’s mobility that tends 

to be of more importance to children than adults, due to their reduced range 

(Department for Transport, 2017a). As Carroll et al (2015, 417) state “while the 

neighbourhood may well be a mere ‘backdrop’ for many full-time employed and 

commuting adults, for children it is more likely to profoundly influence the 

geographies of everyday life.” 
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Both of the themes of active travel and of play and interaction relate to the public 

spaces in a neighbourhood. A useful framework for considering these is that of third 

places and this is the framework that will be used to structure this section. In addition 

to the primary (home) and secondary destinations (work/school), third places are of 

particular importance to children (Carroll et al, 2015). The term was originally defined 

by Oldenburg (2001), who identified third places as key sites of informal public life, 

located on neutral ground and accessible to all. They can help to establish a sense 

of place and belonging and have been shown to be the anchors of community life. 

Although third places are sometimes seen solely as the destinations outside of the 

home and work, they can be further categorised into threshold places such as 

driveways and courtyards, transitory spaces such as streets, and destination spaces 

such as parks and cafes (Carroll et al, 2015; Gardner, 2011). This framework fits 

with Nordström’s (2010) findings that, when asked about what makes a good 

neighbourhood, the majority of children will state that it has places to meet and play 

with friends, as well as the ability to move safely around. Other studies show similar 

findings. In Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian’s book (1988), their review of post-

occupancy evaluation studies identified over 100 qualities of what make a good 

development for children, including street linkages and access to a wider 

environment, safe outdoor play space, private open space that links to communal 

open space and the general importance of spaces between buildings. These reflect 

that moving in order to interact with others, build social connections and play is 

important to children as well as getting to and from places (Horton et al. 2014). It is 

felt that using the framework of third places can help with understanding how these 

different purposes for using the built environment fit together and interact. 

 

Threshold Spaces 

 
Children’s use of threshold spaces are a pertinent reminder of the importance of 

considering how children use their neighbourhoods aside from for travel purposes. 

They highlight how much of children’s movement around their neighbourhood is not 

to go anywhere at all. Children’s play is often seen as being confined to formal 
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playgrounds and play spaces in a neighbourhood. The relevance of threshold 

spaces demonstrates that this is not that case. Children can and will play in other 

less formal spaces and that when thinking about the use of space in this way, play 

should also be considered as part of a child’s wider mobility. 

 

There is a common perception that playgrounds are the only space for children in 

their neighbourhood, but if play is considered to be a part of children’s mobility then it 

becomes obvious that the whole neighbourhood can be for children’s use.  Although 

playgrounds and play spaces can be important for children’s play, they are often 

planned in to make up for inadequacies in the street layout (Cooper Marcus and 

Sarkissian, 1988; Woolley, 2008). Gaster (1991) notes that over sixty years, between 

1915 and 1976, in one neighbourhood in New York, access had gradually been 

restricted for children, and wider informal spaces for children to spend time in had 

gradually made way for more formal playgrounds. As Rasmussen (2004) notes, we 

need to differentiate between ‘places for children’ and ‘children’s places’ and take a 

child, rather than and adult-centred view on these. 

 

In their work in Wrexham in Wales, Barclay and Tawil (2013) found that children 

identified residential streets as the most valued play space outside of the home. A 

study from New Zealand found that children spend most of their time within 500m of 

their house and the neighbourhood setting is of particular importance to them 

(Chambers et al, 2017). Similarly, Loebach and Gilliland (2016) found that around 

95% of children’s time in their neighbourhoods was spent near to home. Moving in 

order to interact with others, build social connections and play is important to 

children as well as getting to and from places (Horton et al, 2014). These spaces are 

also important in enabling social interactions for children, providing opportunity to 

play and in developing a sense of community (Brussoni et al, 2020). 

 

There is limited evidence on the specific physical qualities that are required within a 

threshold space to enable a child to use it. Those features that impact on safety and 

perceptions of safety have been shown to have an impact on children’s use and, in 

particular, traffic volumes and traffic calming interventions have been well reviewed 
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in the literature. In a systematic review of the literature, Lambert et al (2019) show 

that lower traffic volumes and speeds can help to support children’s outdoor play. 

Home zones are one form of traffic calming that were introduced into the UK in 1999. 

These are locations where the street has been designed to reduce traffic speed and 

volumes and reprioritise people over cars, usually within quite a small 

neighbourhood area. In studies of home zones in the UK (Biddulph, 2010; Gill, 2007; 

Whitzman et al, 2010), children were found to play more in the street than before, 

taking part in a wider diversity of play types, as well as increasing interactions with 

their neighbours. Similarly, in their study of their children at play in 12 UK housing 

estates, Wheway and Millward (1997) found that traffic calming has a positive 

influence on the popularity of a street for play. They also found that roads and 

pavements close to housing were the most popular locations for play and where 

there was a likelihood of interaction with other people. Children preferred to play 

where they could be seen and largely preferred to stay playing close to home.  

 

Cul-de-sacs have also been found to encourage high levels of play and interaction 

for similar reasons to home zones (Wheway and Millward, 1997; Handy et al, 2008; 

Islam et al, 2016; Sharmin and Kamruzzaman, 2017; Moore, 1986), particularly if 

they are linked by a footpath network too. This is in contrast to their impact on 

children’s active travel, where some have suggested that they may encourage 

increased use of the car due to having to travel longer distances (Badland, 2012). 

Hochschild (2013) researched cul-de-sac life in Connecticut, US and found that cul-

de-sacs are beneficial for children because either parents or their neighbours are 

able to watch children playing, parents perceive it to be safer, and the low traffic 

levels provide an opportunity for uninterrupted play. Cul-de-sacs also enable the 

creation of a semi-private space, which may help to provide a feeling of safety and 

security that other forms of street network, including permeable filters, do not 

necessarily do. This links to evidence that where spaces are well-overlooked and 

connected to each other by a network of footpaths, children are more likely to use 

them (Bornat, 2016; Wheway and Millward, 1997; Biddulph, 2010; Blinkert and 

Weaver, 2015) 
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The relevance of over-looking in threshold spaces is also shown with regard to high 

rise buildings. Gehl (2011) notes that between the third and fourth floors of a building 

there is a marked decrease in the ability to observe activities on the ground floor. As 

you reach the fifth or sixth floor, you are virtually out of touch with ground level 

events. High rise living for children often therefore leads to reduced independence 

and opportunities to get out and about in their neighbourhood. This is perhaps one of 

the reasons why, in his research, Gifford (2007) stated that he could find no 

evidence that high rises were good for children. A consistent finding within research 

in the past was that high-rise dwellers with small children are dissatisfied with where 

they live (Gittus, 1976; van Vliet, 1983). However, if high rise living is located with 

essential facilities and over-looked open space for children to play in it, some have 

suggested that it could be successful for children (Whitzman and Mizrachi, 2012). 

Prezza et al (2001) explored the neighbourhood attributes that are important for 

children’s independent mobility and highlighted the importance of courtyards, which 

could also be a typology within high rise living. They found that these were used 

more by children than both private streets and parks. 

 

The potential for social interaction that threshold spaces create is also of relevance 

in supporting their use. Some studies have found that if a street supports social 

activity, then it is more likely that children will use it (Biddulph, 2010; Bornat, 2016). 

Those who live in places that are traffic dominated and where interaction between 

people is limited have been found to have smaller social networks (Evans, 2006). 

Busy roads are a significant factor in reducing the potential for interactions and a 

sense of community. Appleyard, Gerson and Lintell’s (1981) study of three similar 

streets in San Francisco, US found that those who lived on a light-trafficked street 

knew more of their neighbours, felt a greater sense of belonging and were more 

familiar with its physical features. A similar study was more recently completed in 

Bristol and found very similar findings (Hart and Parkhurst, 2011). 

 

For children in particular, spending time in their neighbourhoods is not just about 

getting from place to place but is also about being comfortable spending time in their 

neighbourhood close to home. Children do not necessarily need a formal play space 
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to use, but they need to be able to find affordances in their environment that work for 

them, and they need the space and freedom to use their neighbourhood as they 

would like to. 

 

Transitory Spaces and Destinations 
 

For children to move away from the vicinity of their home, both transitory spaces and 

destination spaces become relevant. When moving around their neighbourhoods 

more widely, how walkable a place is is important to children. Southworth (2005) 

suggests that a walkable neighbourhood, in the context of adults, is an area with a 

high degree of proximity and connectivity, a dense networks of footpaths, links to 

public transport, a mix of land uses, high environmental quality and good quality 

street design. Features such as good connectivity and proximity of uses suggests a 

compact neighbourhood and there is convincing evidence that more compact 

neighbourhoods lead to more active travel for adults (Sallis et al, 2012). 

 

In relation to travel to school, studies have shown that standard walkability measures 

can predict active travel (Larsen et al, 2009; Mota et al, 2007). Walking and cycling 

rates to school have also been found to be higher in more densely populated areas 

(Braza, Shoemaker and Seeley, 2004) and in a study on middle-school students in 

Oregon, US, Scholssberg et al (2006) found that fewer dead ends in a 

neighbourhood, and therefore improved connectivity, were predictive of children 

walking to school. The additional factor of safety also appears to be of particular 

importance in influencing how children get around their neighbourhoods (Carroll et 

al, 2015, Carver et al, 2014). There is evidence that road safety measures, such as 

controlled crossings, traffic calming, reduced speed limits and the presence and 

quality of footways will increase children’s physical activity and active travel levels 

(Davison and Lawson, 2006; Timperio et al, 2006; Whitzman and Mizrachi, 2012). 

Boarnet et al (2005) found that footways, in particular, will enhance perceptions of 

safety and that a wider footway is more likely to encourage children to travel actively. 

In Brussoni et al’s (2020) study, children would often try to avoid busy roads due to 

the lack of either a footway or a crossing point. Villanueva et al (2012) explored the 
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impact of the neighbourhood environment on children’s independent mobility. 

Similarly to studies on active travel, they found that creating safe and accessible 

places and routes and low traffic streets facilitated children’s independent mobility. 

The likelihood of independent mobility dramatically reduced where the children lived 

on a main road. Similarly, Page et al (2009) found that low traffic and access to local 

destinations was the most important determinant of the independent mobility of 10-

11 year olds.  

 

Linked to the theme of safety, the potential for social interaction on streets and the 

presence of other people is also important to children (Mitra, 2013; Timperio et al, 

2006). Timperio et al (2006) found that if there were perceived to be other children 

and adults out in the neighbourhood, children would be more likely to travel actively. 

This can also help to reduce fear of strangers for parents (Foster et al, 2015). In their 

study exploring the various factors influencing elementary school children’s travel to 

school in California, McMillan (2007) found that younger children were more likely to 

walk to school if at least 50% of the homes they walked past had windows facing the 

street. 

 

Another factor that is more relevant to children than to adults, is that travel around 

their neighbourhoods is not just about getting from place to place, but is also about 

the experience (Mitchell et al, 2007; O'Brien et al, 2000; Mackett and Paskins, 2008; 

Ross, 2007; Romero, 2015). In a study in Australia with 9 -11 year olds, Romero 

(2015) found that a child’s walking experience was created largely by features of the 

natural environment and was seen as a sensory experience. Children will often note 

smaller details and features of streets that would be unobserved by adults (Kullman, 

2014). Features such as tree-lined streets, small neighbourhood blocks, and 

pedestrian-oriented buildings may encourage more enjoyment of walking for children 

and may also be more significant for them than for adults (Mitra, 2013). Dead end 

streets and cul-de-sacs will generally be seen to have a negative impact on 

connectivity but they can have positive benefits for children in creating safe and 

social space, as previously discussed. This is even if they do not always allow for 

taking the shortest or quickest route to a destination. These findings are helpful in 
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beginning to explain why the type of built environment that encourages an adult’s 

neighbourhood mobility is not necessarily the type or environment that encourages a 

child’s. Janssen and King (2015) showed in their study that although an association 

is usually found between typical measures of neighbourhood walkability and active 

travel for adults, the same is not true when it comes to children. 

 

Children are also more likely to use transitory spaces if they have somewhere to go 

and the concept of destinations and the proximity of these to a child’s neighbourhood 

is therefore relevant to consider. Sharmin and Kamruzzaman’s (2017) meta-analysis 

of existing research into children’s independent mobility found that mixed land uses 

were one of the few factors that consistently had a positive association with 

children’s independent mobility. School is the destination that most children will 

travel to frequently. As previously noted, distance to school has regularly been found 

to have an influence on children’s active travel (Mitra, 2013). In a systematic review 

of GIS studies exploring active travel to school, Wong et al (2011) found that the only 

consistent correlate was distance to school. Other factors such as connectivity and 

density were not consistent across all studies. 

 

Other important destinations for children are places to meet and play with friends 

(Nordström, 2003; Chawla, 2002), which could include parks and playgrounds, 

friend’s houses or cafes. Brussoni et al (2020) highlight the importance of having a 

range of diverse amenities within a neighbourhood as well as access to nature. The 

children in Carroll et al’s (2015) study identified local parks, food stores and 

community facilities, such as libraries and community centres, as being important 

destinations to them. Loebach and Gilliland (2016) also highlight the importance of 

commercial spaces in a neighbourhood, such as shops, in supporting children’s 

mobility. 

 
Children's Third Spaces 
 

There is significant evidence that the built environment has an impact on children’s 

mobility, particularly at the neighbourhood level, although the exact relationship and 

the different factors that influence usage can be difficult to disentangle (Giles-Corti et 
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al, 2009). The framework of third places has helped to give a holistic consideration of 

children’s use of the public space in their neighbourhoods, considering the threshold, 

transitory and destination spaces. It highlights that there are many more features to 

consider for children in a neighbourhood than just formal playgrounds and play 

spaces. 

 

The premise of walkability is important for children’s neighbourhood mobility, but the 

features that are important for children may be different to those for adults. 

Perceptions of safety appear of increased importance in impacting how children use 

spaces in their neighbourhoods. With regard to the design of the neighbourhood, low 

traffic volumes and the potential for overlooking can help with this. This will also be 

discussed further later in this chapter in relation to parental influence and permission 

granting. The importance of the opportunity for social interaction in these spaces has 

also been shown as being particularly relevant to children, and the ability to have a 

sensory experience in the space. Regarding destinations, discussions around the 

proximity of places to go also link back to the discussion in chapter 2 around the size 

of a child’s activity space. A child’s activity space may be smaller because they have 

all that they need within their local neighbourhood and so do not have a need to 

travel further to access spaces. 

 

This section will now move on to consider the other physical element of children’s 

neighbourhoods, but that also has other wider influences on children’s lives - that of 

the school. 
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School Life 
 

“Schools are central to the social geographies of everyday life.” (Collins and 

Coleman 2008, 281) 

 

School in the 21st century is, for most children, a significant part of their daily lives. In 

the UK, the majority of children over five (and many four year olds) attend school for 

at least six hours per day, five days per week. There is a complex relationship 

between the home, neighbourhood and the school for children, which is bound up 

with broader socially constructed relations such as age, gender and ethnicity 

(Hollingworth and Archer, 2010) and it is this relationship between settings that can 

influence how a child sees and identifies with a place (Proshansky and Fabian, 

1987). Some children may try to intentionally keep the influence of school separate 

to their daily home lives and for others it is more intertwined (Alldred, David and 

Edwards, 2002). Hollingworth and Archer (2010) note the connotations that particular 

schools can hold and how this can impact on children’s experience of these, 

particularly inner city urban schools, which their study in London focussed on. They 

highlight how schools do matter to children and even though children may not like 

their school, they will often defend it when questioned. 

 

 Schools are one of the few institutions that can be found in almost every urban and 

suburban neighbourhood. They are sites of common experience for children, and 

can provide a link across different generations, reflecting the social characteristics of 

a neighbourhood and often contributing to social cohesion (Collins and Coleman, 

2008). Philo and Parr (2000) compare schools to other institutions, such as prisons 

and hospitals, stating that the similarities are that they isolate themselves from 

mainstream social life. Schools can operate in an isolated way but they also form a 

part of a community and a neighbourhood much more than a prison or hospital tends 

to do, as children’s time is dispersed between the home, the school and the 

neighbourhood.  
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Although the school’s primary role is education and learning, schools also teach 

social values and knowledge and concepts such as obedience, punctuality, order 

and respect. Proshansky and Fabian (1987) note that a child’s repeated exposure to 

the school setting not only influences the way in which they learn, but also their 

behavioural strategies. There are also levels of restriction that may be higher than in 

other parts of children’s lives and children often feel more constrained within school. 

Children have noted the regimented aspects of the school day, such as the inability 

to eat when you want to, lose your temper or generally be loud (Alldred et al, 2002). 

In this sense, the school can create its own distinct identity and rules within the 

school setting, which is usually controlled and disciplined by adults (Fielding, 2000; 

Holloway and Valentine, 2003) and set up in order to facilitate adult authority and 

surveillance (Catling, 2005). 

 

The relationship between children’s experience of school and their wider 

neighbourhood is not always clear. There are certainly influences, as noted above, 

and there are some school policies that may influence how children behave both in 

and out of school. With regard to children’s play, in the UK children’s opportunities 

for outdoor play at school have been gradually reducing, with shortened break times 

throughout the day and increasingly limited opportunities for play within the 

playground (Blatchford and Baines, 2006; Woolley and Griffin, 2015). School 

playtime is one of the few times of the school day when children are allowed to go 

outside. There may be more freedom of movement in the playground during 

playtime, but it is still usually “a space conceived by adults to contain children at 

school” (Thomson 2005, 76). The messages that the school gives to children on their 

behaviours and freedoms has been shown to affect what they do. In Barclay and 

Tawil’s (2013) study in Wales, they found clear differences in children’s views on 

break times, depending on the school they were at and the prevalent attitudes 

towards children’s freedoms to play. There is also evidence to suggest that the moral 

codes and messages given out by a school influence children’s daily learning 

activities and behaviours (Fielding, 2000). What is less clear if then extends to their 

attitudes outside of the school environment. 
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School policies on travel relate to how children get to and from school and are 

therefore relevant when considering children’s mobility and how they use their 

neighbourhoods. Many schools in the UK now have school travel plans in place, 

which are often intended to try to encourage more active travel (Hinckson and 

Badland, 2011; Hinckson and Faulkner, 2018). The statutory walking distance to 

school in the UK is two miles for children under 8 years old and three miles for 

children aged 8 and over (UK Government, 1996). Once distances are above these, 

the local authority is responsible for providing appropriate transportation as it is 

assumed that the distance is too far for them to walk. However, from a policy 

perspective, it’s also important to note that the average travel distance to school in 

Norway in 2001 was 4.9km, where there are relatively high levels of active travel, 

both by walking and cycling (Fyhri et al, 2011), highlighting the strong influence that 

policy and cultural factors can have on travel behaviours. 

 

Distance to school is still one of the few factors that is consistently found to affect 

children’s travel habits to school and their physical activity levels. The National 

Travel Survey for England found that primary school children whose journey to 

school was less than one mile were more likely to walk (Department for Transport, 

2014). In a systematic review, Mitra (2013) found it to be the most significant factor 

in determining whether or not a child will travel actively. A number of studies have 

found that as the distance from school increases, children are less likely to walk or 

cycle (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Ewing, Schroeer and Greene, 2004; McMillan, 

2007; Panter et al, 2010; Timperio et al, 2006; Trapp et al, 2012; Giles-Corti et al, 

2009; Oliver and Schofield, 2010). In Timperio et al’s study (2006) exploring the 

travel behaviours of 5 to 6 year olds and 10 to 12 year olds in Australia, they found 

that the likelihood of a child travelling actively to school was 5-10 times more likely if 

they lived 800 metres or less away from school. 

 

Distance to school is also one of the most important factors when considering 

whether or not children are independently mobile (Fyhri and Hjorthol, 2009; Zwerts et 

al, 2010; Lin et al, 2017) and school travel policies may have an influence on who a 

child travels with to school. In the UK, the NSPCC (2020) advise that “children at 
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primary school aged 6-12 are usually too young to walk home from school alone.” 

Many schools in the UK also still refer to previous NSPCC guidance which stated 

that “children under 8 should not be outdoors for a considerable length of time 

unaccompanied,” as can be found doing a Google search for this phrase. This is 

relevant as it is common for schools to have policies on what age a child is allowed 

to walk home to or from school on their own although, legally, there is no lower age 

limit. As an indication of how parents perceive this, a survey by the organisation 

YouGov (2012) found that age 10 is the average age that Britons believe is ok for a 

child to walk home from school on their own. 

 

School is influential on children’s everyday lives and their behaviours whilst at school 

and there are certain elements of school life that have a clear impact on children’s 

use of their neighbourhoods. Some of this is to do with the physicality of the school 

and its location, and there has been much research on children’s travel to school in 

particular. There are also other cultural and political influences that stem from the 

school and can influence children’s broader neighbourhood mobility. The impact of 

school’s policies on children’s use of their neighbourhoods is less well understood, 

but the evidence suggests that this could have an impact, given the integral part a 

school plays in a child’s life and it warrants further investigation. The school also 

often creates an important link to their social life and links to the wider community, 

which is the focus of the final part of this section.  
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Community and Social Life 
 

“If we rely on a mechanistic or legalistic approach without changing people’s values, 

then we will be unlikely to achieved long-term changes.” (Tranter and Pawson 2001, 

46) 

 

Another important factor in influencing how children use their neighbourhoods is their 

role within the community and how they fit into this. High levels of social capital can 

be defined as dense networks of reciprocal social relations and interactions. They 

have been linked to trust in a community and stronger bonds across social divides, 

as well as improved community cohesion (Urry, 2002; Coleman, 1988; Putman, 

2001). With people now tending to spend more time on their own than with others, 

both as children and as adults, and finding their home a more comfortable place to 

spend time in, it has been suggested that there has been a gradual reduction in 

community life and social capital and an increase in individualism (Coleman, 1988; 

Putnam, 2001). With a similar sentiment, Wellman (2001) suggests that community 

interactions now take place inside the private home. Tranter and Pawson (2001) 

highlight how this can be self-reinforcing and the less people that use the streets and 

a neighbourhood, the less conducive it becomes to children’s mobility and 

independent access. Added to this is a reduction in birth rates, which now means 

that there are a lower proportion of children in neighbourhoods compared to what 

there was in the past, reduced from 24.5% under 15s in 1976 to 18.9% in 2016 

(ONS, 2017) and predicted to reduce further.  

 

Reacting to these changes in sociality, social media networks and online 

communities have developed, which attempt to make up for the loss of these face to 

face interactions (Wellman, 2001), though many younger children may not have 

access to these. The phenomenon of the ‘play date’ has also developed, where 

parents try to organise a child’s social life for them and invite children, often from 

another neighbourhood, to play (Mose, 2016). Practices such as these highlight 

shifting notions of community away from neighbourhoods and geographically defined 

areas to communities of shared interest instead (Giles-Corti et al, 2010). 
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Yet the evidence suggests that levels of social capital within a neighbourhood are 

important for children’s independent mobility and also impact on children’s outdoor 

play (Marzi, Demetriou and Reimers, 2018; Lambert et al, 2019). Links have been 

found between the degree of trust and familiarity that exist within a neighbourhood 

and levels of children’s independent mobility (Lin et al, 2017). Even where 

neighbours do not necessarily know each other that well, if they feel a part of a 

community and have social contact with each other, they are likely to feel safer 

(Anderson, 1991). Parents are often aware that having neighbours or friends nearby 

to play with is an important influence on their child’s outdoor play (Lee et al, 2015; 

Veitch et al, 2006; Karsten and van Vliet, 2019; Vlaar et al, 2019). Where there is 

less social contact and control within a neighbourhood, parents are less willing to let 

their children outside (Karsten, 2005). In their study on neighbourhood social capital 

and children’s spatial freedoms, Weller and Bruegel (2009) explored children’s lives 

in three inner-city and two suburban locations in England. They found that when a 

child’s parent had higher levels of social capital, they were more likely to grant their 

child autonomy in their local area thus, they say, providing increased opportunities 

for the children to develop their own social capital too. Children with older siblings 

have also been found to be more likely to be granted neighbourhood freedoms 

(Ayllón et al, 2019; Christian et al, 2016; Mackett et al, 2007). This may relate to the 

fact that children are also more likely to want to spend time in their neighbourhood if 

there are other children around and there are adults in the neighbourhood that they 

can trust (Brussoni et al, 2020; Porskamp et al, 2019). 

 

This range of evidence points to the importance of community connections for 

children for three main reasons: the opportunity to build social networks and 

sociability, the development of trust and reciprocity; and developing of a sense of 

belonging and place attachment (Schaefer-McDaniel, 2004). Schaefer Mc-Daniel 

(2004) discusses the inter-relationship between these three elements, highlighting, 

for example, how if a child is able to trust someone more they may have more 

positive social interactions. This can also be linked to the importance of relatedness 

that is highlighted in Ryan and Deci’s (2020) Self Determination Theory. Where there 



83 

are strong ties and closer relationships it is suggested that well-being will be 

improved. This has been demonstrated in a number of studies with children, where 

social relationships have consistently been found to be important to them, 

particularly those of family (Fattore, Mason and Watson, 2016; Rees et al, 2010; 

Gonzàlez-Carrasco et al, 2018; NEF, 2004). People are likely to experience greater 

happiness and feelings of belonging when they interact with more people 

(Sandstrom and Dunn, 2014). Even just being in the presence of others and 

watching their movements can increase connectedness (Brömmelstroet et al, 2017).  

 

This discussion highlights there are other elements at the neighbourhood level that 

are important influence on children’s neighbourhood mobility, in addition to the 

physical environment itself. As was highlighted in the discussion on children’s third 

places, opportunities for social interaction in a place are particularly important for 

children. The built environment can influence these to some degree, but this is also 

tied up in existing neighbourhood social networks and community connections. 

 

Conclusion 
 

This section has focussed on the features of the neighbourhood that are important to 

children. This includes both the design of the space, as well as the opportunities to 

build community connections and to have social interactions within it. The influence 

of the school in bringing these two elements together has also been discussed. 

 

It has been evident throughout that it is difficult to consider this without also linking to 

other contextual factors, some of which have already been discussed, and how a 

space is perceived. This links to those factors at the broader level of the 

neighbourhood, such as social, cultural and political influences. However, it also links 

to those factors at the lower level of the neighbourhood, such as the home and 

family life, as will now be considered. 
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The Home Environment 
 

The discussion now moves on the a child’s home environment and the influence of 

both where they live and their family on their neighbourhood mobility. This home 

environment forms a part of a child’s neighbourhood, but warrants a more detailed 

exploration as it is where they spend most of their time. As will be seen from the 

discussion, the influence of a child’s parents on their neighbourhood mobility is of 

particular importance to understand. 

 
Family Life and the Home 
 

Alongside changes in the nature of childhood and how children are perceived in 

public space, there have been ongoing changes to family and household structures 

and, what has been theorised as, the gradual privatisation of family life. In the past 

100 years or so, the settings of both home and school have become increasingly 

significant for children and a private sphere of home and family has been created to 

which children naturally belong (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998). This shift has also 

had impacts on children’s community life and neighbourhood interactions. 

 

In the UK, homes have become more comfortable to spend time in and have also 

become increasingly important as a physical space that people want to spend both 

time and money on. Home ownership in the UK has increased from 10% in 1914 to 

65% in 2016 (Barton, 2017). This links to the rises that have been seen in 

consumerism and a growing affluence (Abela, 2006). Real household income per 

head doubled between 1961 and 2000 (Social Trends, 2002; cited in Rosen, 2003). 

As Valentine (2004) found in her study, those children who lived in rented 

accommodation were less likely to be home based and more likely to play outdoors 

and to be considered ‘outdoor children.’ This leads to the question of whether the 

drive for home ownership has led to people to want to stay inside those homes more. 

Karsten (2005) states, for example, that the private space within the home has now 

shifted from an adult space to a child space. 
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Although the average house size has not necessarily increased, the amount of 

space per person has, largely due to a reduction in household size. In 1961 in the 

UK, the number of households with four or more people was 35% compared to just 

20% in 2011 (ONS, 2013). Things that are now taken for granted such as central 

heating, hot water and and indoor toilets were relatively uncommon in the past. In 

1964, only 8% of households had central heating, compared to 91% in 2000 (Rosen, 

2003). All of these factors provide reasons why people (including children) may want 

to spend more time inside their homes than outside of them. Children are also now 

very likely to have their own bedroom, and in Bovill and Livingstone’s (2001) study 

they found that even amongst 6-7 year olds, 56% did not share a bedroom. It is 

known that children like to play in close, intimate spaces and that they value a sense 

of enclosure and privacy (Burke, 2005) and arguably, having their own bedroom can 

provide them with this. In the past, children would have more commonly shared a 

bedroom with siblings or even other family members. 

 

Of further significance to children is the rise in consumerism and the culture of 

consumption, which with it has come an increase in toy ownership. Ownership of 

toys has spread with consumer affluence (Best, 1998) and it is now commonplace 

that children will have a wide range of toys at their disposal inside their home. This 

increase in toy ownership has also been driven by shifts in family organisation. With 

less children per household and couples delaying parenthood, there is usually more 

money available to spend on toys (Best, 1998). This contrasts with children living at 

the start of the twentieth century. Linden’s (1999) study (cited in Sandberg and 

Vuorinen, 2008) showed that people born between 1917 and 1936 tended to have 

very few toys as children and individual play was the most common form of play. 

Best (1998) also notes how nostalgic critics recall days when toys were simpler and 

better and when children had to make their own, fostering creativity and imagination.  

 

With a wider range of, usually indoor, toys at their disposal, children may choose to 

stay inside and play with these rather than going out into the neighbourhood to meet 

friends. This is in contrast to children’s experiences in previous generations where 

the private space of the home was hardly used as a space to play (Karsten, 2005). 
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This fits with parents now wanting to keep their children in the home as Valentine 

(2004) found, as they felt it was easier and safer, often also using tactics such as 

television or online access to make children want to stay in. It appears to be in 

contrast to parents earlier in the twentieth century who preferred their children to be 

playing outside.   

 

The rise in maternal employment is also related to family life. In 1961, just 20% of 

women were employed in the UK, compared to 73% in 2000 (Rosen, 2003), 

meaning that mothers are at home less to care for their children. The impact that this 

has had on children’s mobility is unclear. Some argue that this means that children 

have necessarily been institutionalised (de Coninck-Smith and Gutman, 2004; 

Edwards, 2002). However, this does not seem to have led to parents and children 

spending less time together (Hsin and Felfe, 2014; Galinsky, 1999). Mothers working 

more hours, for example, often means that they choose to spend less time on other 

tasks, such as sleep, leisure and housework, so that they can spend time with their 

children (Bianchi, 2000) and paternal employment rates have also been decreasing 

(ONS, 2013). The quality of the time that parents now spend with their children may 

also be better, as working parents often choose to take part in dedicated activities 

with their children rather than other household tasks (Nock and Kingston, 1988). 

 

This is of relevance when considering children’s independence and autonomy in 

their neighbourhoods, and how this relates to relationships and time available to 

spend with their parents. It has been noted that in the UK, for example, that street 

play has been characterised by ‘eyes on the street’ and parents being around to 

watch out for their children. This suggests that a rise in maternal employment might 

lead to reductions in children’s mobility. Yet in some cultures, both parents being in 

employment appears to be a driver for children’s necessary independence (Kyttä et 

al, 2015). In Finland in 2002, the proportion of families in which both parents worked 

full-time was 59%, compared to 28% in the UK. Yet Finland has some of the highest 

levels of independent mobility in the western world. In their historical analysis of 

everyday mobility in family life over the course of 60 years, Pooley, Turnbull and 

Adams (2017) argue that mobility is closely linked to changes in the life course, and 
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as influences on this have changed over time, so has mobility. When it comes to 

children’s mobility, this is closely linked to how family and household structures have 

changed, but Pooley, Turnbull and Adams (2017) also highlight how this can vary a 

lot at the individual level and that not everyone has seen a similar impact.  

 

Changes in family life and the home have clearly had a mix of influences on 

children’s lives. It is evident that it is one of the factors that has an influence on 

children’s mobility, but at times it is tied up with other influences, which make the 

impacts more difficult to understand. Linked to this is also the ongoing influence of 

the parent and their particular role in children’s lives, as will now be discussed.  

 
Parents as the Gatekeeper 
 

Closely following on from the theme of family and home life is the consideration of 

the parents’ role in children’s neighbourhood mobility. This relates to the role that the 

parent takes in granting permission to their child and of particular relevance to this is 

the theme of fear and safety. Parents are the gatekeepers of their children (Riazi et 

al, 2019; Brussoni et al, 2020) and a wide range of research shows that it is the 

parents’ fears that will influence whether or not children are able to experience 

freedom in their neighbourhoods or not. This appears to be regardless of whether or 

not the child themselves is fearful.  

 

Parental perceptions of safety are an important factor in whether or not children are 

mobile and allowed to move around their neighbourhood (Timperio et al, 2004; 

McMillan, 2007; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008; Carver et al, 2008; Veitch et al, 

2006; Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Alparone and Paccilli, 2012; O’Brien et al, 2000). 

Many studies have found them to have the strongest correlation with children’s 

independent mobility, over and above any physical features of the built environment 

(Riazi et al, 2019; Mitra et al, 2015; Foster et al, 2014; Carver et al, 2008). The most 

commonly cited concerns from parents are either those in relation to traffic safety or 

to do with fears regarding ‘stranger danger’ (Mitra, 2013; Kelty, Giles-Corti and 

Zubrick, 2008). These fears are often strongly influenced by societal factors. An 
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example of how fear can be exaggerated in a person’s mind is ‘stranger danger,’ 

which is a regularly cited fear by parents of why they won’t let their children outside 

on their own (Department for Transport, 2014), in spite of the actual risk being 

marginal (Bentley et al, 2017; Creighton and Tissier, 2003; May-Chahal and 

Cawson, 2005). In the case of neighbourhood violence, a review by Burdette and 

Whitaker (2005) highlights that parents’ perceived danger has a greater impact on 

children’s outdoor play than actual crime statistics. A UK study found that of the 

parents surveyed, 45 % identified primary school children of at risk from abduction, 

34% at risk from traffic accidents and only 1% at risk of accidents in the home 

(Valentine, 2004). Valentine (2004, 99) reflects on these perceptions compared to 

the evidence of actual risk, stating that “mothers and fathers regard their children to 

be most at risk from strangers in public space, despite the fact that statistically 

children are more at risk in private space from people known to them.” 

 

These perceptions of fear may also be linked to how much a parent trusts others in 

their community, linking back to the point that parents with higher levels of social 

capital or more likely to grant their children permission to use their neighbourhoods 

independently (Weller and Bruegel, 2009). Parents who have higher neighbourhood 

satisfaction (Harten and Olds, 2004) and perceive their neighbourhood as more 

walkable (Tranter, 2010) are more likely to let their children out independently. 

Prezza et al (2001) found that children whose mothers have more neighbourhood 

relations are more likely to be independent and that this helped to overcome fears of 

social danger for both themselves and their children. 

 

Compared to parental perceptions of safety, there is less research on children’s 

perceptions of safety in their neighbourhoods, though it has been found that parental 

fears will influence these (Pain, 2006). The evidence that exists suggests that there 

are discrepancies between parent and child perceptions and that children are likely 

to report less concern around road safety and strangers than their parents (Timperio 

et al, 2004; Aliyas, 2021; Huertas-Delgado et al, 2018). Unlike parental perceptions 

of safety, which have been repeatedly shown to influence children’s neighbourhood 

freedoms, a similar link to children’s perceptions of safety is not as clear. In a 
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Belgian study, only parental perceptions of safety were found to be linked to 

children’s independent mobility (Huertas-Delgado et al, 2018). Brussoni et al (2020) 

suggest that there is a link, but this may be due to parents own perceptions 

influencing their child’s views, as is also suggested by Pain (2006). 

 

Children require parental permission to use their neighbourhoods freely and as they 

wish. As this brief discussion shows, whether or not permission is granted by a 

child’s parents is often influenced by social and cultural factors in relation to how 

their parents perceive their neighbourhood and what is deemed the right thing to do 

(Gillies, Edwards and Horsley, 2017). Cultural influences around fear can have an 

impact on how people feel about a place (Furedi, 2006) that can then lead to direct 

impacts on children’s mobility. As the previous discussion on the design of children’s 

neighbourhoods showed, safety considerations are often heightened when it comes 

to children’s mobility. Perceptions that children should be accompanied in public 

space can also have an impact on parental decision making (Gillespie, 2013) .  

 

Both their parents and a child’s home life are important influences on their 

neighbourhood mobility but again, do not function on there own, and link to the other 

factors already discussed in this chapter. Linked to all of this, of course, is the 

individual features of the child themselves. 
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The Individual 
 

There are a range of individual characteristics that warrant exploration and that may 

have an influence on how children behave and spend time in their neighbourhoods. 

As with the previous discussions in this chapter, these factors are also strongly tied 

up in social and cultural influences. Indeed, it is these influences rather than any 

biological differences that appear to most significantly shape the impact that these 

factors have on children’s behaviour. 

 

Gender 
 

The differences that have been found between boys and girls with regard to their use 

of public space are linked to both biological differences as well as how the wider 

world and the societal factors within it influence them. Any differences between boys 

and girls begin in early life are genetic or hormonal (Matthews, 1992). In simplistic 

terms, it appears that these differences in early life become enhanced over time by 

social and cultural factors and, as these continue to develop, their impact on children 

via their experiences becomes more significant. For example, some biological 

difference has been shown in toy preferences of boys and girls at an early age 

(Todd, Barry and Thommessen, 2017). As children develop, this is then magnified by 

social influences, such as parents reinforcing these differences with similar toy 

purchases (McCarthy, 2016). In the context of children’s neighbourhood 

experiences, these social and cultural influences play out in various ways, but 

differences in perception of fear and safety are most evident in the research when it 

comes to exploring differences between boys and girls. These perceptions link back 

to parental perceptions and parents being more fearful of a girl spending time in their 

neighbourhood than a boy. Girls, themselves, however, also have a role to play in 

this, related to social and cultural factors restricting what they think is possible. 

Brown et al (2008) found in their study in England that it was not that the parents 

were not willing to allow their girls to do something, but that girls were less likely to 

ask to do it in the first place. This highlights how what a child is allowed to do is often 

part of a negotiation process with the parent (Valentine, 1997; Pooley, Turnbull and 
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Adams, 2017), and it is those social and cultural influences on both the parent and 

child that are important.  

 

A number of studies have shown that boys tend to have a greater spatial range than 

girls and that they experience fewer parental restrictions (Porter, Spark and de Klein, 

2020; Hillman et al, 1990; Matthews, 1992; O’Brien et al, 2000; Prezza et al, 2001), 

but this does not necessarily provide an accurate picture of the differences and 

similarities in boys’ and girls’ neighbourhood experiences. When looking more 

specifically at the environmental correlates of independent mobility in a systematic 

review, Marzi, Demetriou and Reimers (2018) found that the evidence to show 

differences in gender is more inconsistent. This is not to say that no differences were 

found, but that they were not consistent across the studies reviewed. Thomson and 

Philo (2004) acknowledge this complexity and suggest that, whereas historic 

evidence pointed to boys having greater spatial ranges than girls, this may now be 

shifting. Skelton (2000) found girls using street space a lot and Thomson and Philo’s 

(2004) own findings from Scotland reflect this increase in girls’ visibility on the street. 

They found that girls were more likely to attend after school clubs and there 

appeared to be more parental imposed boundaries for girls, but in terms of the actual 

spatial range there was not an obvious distinction between girls and boys. 

 

When considering the differences between boys and girls then, it seems relevant to 

raise the question of whether or not measurements of spatial range as a way of 

assessing children’s neighbourhood mobility are necessarily the most appropriate. 

Brown et al (2008) also point out how girls use spaces in different ways to boys and 

highlights the need to think more holistically about how children use space. Girls 

have different space preferences, with girls more likely to want space for socialising. 

Brown et al (2008) also found that girls would spend less time playing with friends 

nearby in their own neighbourhood, but may be more likely to travel a bit further to a 

friends’ house in another neighbourhood than boys. These points also need to be 

considered when thinking about differences between boys and girls and may help to 

explain why inconsistencies have been found in the evidence as to the impact of 

environmental correlates on boys and girls. There appears a need to take a more 
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nuanced approach (Spilsbury, 2005; Kyttä, 2004) and to consider the way in which 

neighbourhood mobility is being measured. 

 

Ethnicity 
 

In comparison to gender, far fewer of the studies on children’s use of their 

neighbourhoods and children’s mobility consider ethnicity. Those that have explored 

this, have found that there are differences though they appear to be relatively poorly 

understood. There are no large scale studies available that have explored this in 

depth or that have been able to disentangle the impact of other related individual 

factors, such as religion and socio-economic status, arguably because these factors 

are so intertwined. Braza, Shoemaker and Seeley’s (2004) study from on children’s 

active travel in the US factored in ethnicity, but note that their data did not yield 

insights into the role of ethnicity in general, partly due to its strong link to socio-

economic status. Differences were found more at the neighbourhood than individual 

level. In their study of inner London, Weller and Bruegel (2009) found that children 

from minority ethnic backgrounds spent less time autonomously in public space than 

White British children do. Other studies in the UK found it was girls from ethnic 

minority groups who were the most constrained in where they were allowed to travel 

(O’Brien et al, 2000; Wheway and Millward, 1997). 

 

Outside of the realm of children’s neighbourhoods, but still of relevance, research on 

use of parks by ethnicity suggests there are important differences that need to be 

understood, relating largely to cultural preferences. Snaith (2015) researched 

people’s use of the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park in East London and found that 

there were varying views on the park by different ethnic groups, concluding that the 

design of parks tends to exclude many minority ethnic groups from using them. As 

with gender, ethnicity is tied up in a multitude of social and cultural factors. It can be 

difficult to disentangle these factors from each other, but it is important to be mindful 

of the influence of ethnicity as one of the factors that has an impact upon children’s 

experiences. 
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Social Class 
 

Moving onto considering the link between social class and children’s mobility, the 

complexity continues to grow, in part because social class is inherently difficult to 

measure and is also often strongly tied up with ethnicity (Diemer et al, 2013; Liu et 

al, 2004). Social class is both something that is measured quantitatively, considering 

such factors as family wealth and background, but is also something that is imbued 

with subjectivity and linked to how a person perceives themselves (Liu et al, 2004). 

This is of relevance when considering the impact that it has on children’s use of their 

neighbourhoods and the interaction between both individual and neighbourhood 

level socio-economic status (Wen et al, 2006). 

 

In the UK context, white, working class children are more likely to take part in 

independent, outdoor play (Aggio et al, 2017; Dodd et al, 2021), though less of a link 

has been found to their independent mobility. Similarly in New Zealand, Carroll et al 

(2015) found that it was the low-income suburban children that were most likely to be 

involved in informal play in their neighbourhoods. Skelton (2000) suggests that this is 

because they are likely to have less space available indoors. Conversely, middle 

class children are more likely to have more space available in their home as well as 

additional resources to take part in more organised activities. Thomson and Philo’s 

(2004) study in a Scottish new town also had similar findings, though they note the 

challenge of disentangling the impact of social class from other variables, such as 

age, ethnicity and gender. In their study of children’s play and independent mobility, 

Dodd et al (2021) also note the challenge of separating out the influence of social 

class from other factors. 

 

These differences also appear reflective of the situation in the US. In her study with 

parents in the US, Lareau (2011) describes quite clear differences between 

parenting styles in different social classes. She named the parenting style of the 

middle-class parents as ‘concerted cultivation’ based on how the middle-class 

parents she saw would try to bring up their children to give them a range of 

experiences and opportunities, as this is what they felt was important (Karsten, 2015; 
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Lareau, 2011). This would often involve taking them to after-school clubs and 

organised activities, and scheduling most of their time. The parenting style of the 

working-class parents, on the other hand, was what she named ‘accomplishment of 

natural growth.’ These parents would let their children play and give them the 

independence to flourish, focussing more on ensuring they were fed and clothed. 

The children from the middle-class backgrounds learnt new skills, could handle 

humiliation and glory, and could perform and present. The children from working-

class backgrounds learnt to entertain themselves, played outside more and would 

spend more time with family and extended family members.  

 

Yet other studies have shown the opposite of these findings when it comes to social 

class differences, highlighting the cultural influence on these. In both Germany and 

Finland, research suggests that it is the middle-class children that are more likely to 

be playing out and independent and the working classes who are more likely to be 

indoors (Kyttä, 2004; Blinkert and Weaver, 2015), demonstrating how there are 

differences between different societies in what is socially valued. Parent et al (2021) 

found it was those families with higher incomes and from European backgrounds in 

Canada who played outdoors the most. In the past in the UK, it was those that were 

from a higher social class were more likely to be able to explore their 

neighbourhoods than those from lower classes (Matthews, 1998), mirroring what is 

still seen in Germany. 

 

What this discussion highlights is that there are individual features of the child that 

are likely to influence their neighbourhood mobility. Although there are sometimes 

physical differences evident between these features, they are also strongly 

influenced by social and cultural factors in terms of how they are perceived. As has 

been a thread throughout this chapter, the impact that these individual features have 

is often difficult to single out. They are strongly dependent on their interaction with 

other factors, including the neighbourhood itself. 

  



95 

Conclusion 
 

This chapter has used the theoretical framework proposed in chapter 1 to begin to 

consider the various factors that have an influence on a child’s mobility.  Starting with 

the influence of the natural environment, it has then gradually narrowed its focus 

down to the child’s neighbourhood, their home and family life and finally, the 

individual features of the child.  

 

The discussions have shown that although many of these factors have an influence 

in their own right, they are all interrelated. It is often only when the interactions 

between factors is understood that their true impact can be ascertained. Although 

the built environment is an important influence on children’s neighbourhood mobility, 

it is important to understand the other factors that influence children’s behaviour and 

how these work with the physical features of a neighbourhood to impact on a child’s 

mobility. This links to the idea of thinking about the ’social geography’ of children’s 

neighbourhood experiences (Thomson and Philo, 2004). Children are social beings 

and they will respond in different ways depending on how these factors come relate 

together. As Biddulph (2012, 179) notes, “if I design a street in a certain way, then 

types of activity become probable or possible” but it does not guarantee that certain 

forms of activity will take place. 

 

The review has highlighted a number of gaps in the literature. In relation to features 

of the built environment, it has highlighted a gap in understanding of how, or if, 

standard walkability measures apply to children and the relevance of this measure in 

relation to children’s broader use of their neighbourhoods. Linking to findings from 

chapter 2, walkability measures focus strongly on getting from A to B quickly and 

efficiently, whereas children’s movements in their neighbourhoods are often different 

to this. This links to a further gap in the research in relation to children’s use of 

threshold spaces. Children’s use of these spaces and their relevance to children’s 

travel and play appears poorly understood. The study will begin to fill this gap by 

exploring children’s use of these spaces and how this links to their wider use of their 

neighbourhoods. 
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The review also highlights how there is a gap in knowledge of the influence of the 

school on children’s neighbourhood mobility, outside of the mode of transport that 

children take to get there. The school’s influence on children’s broader use of their 

neighbourhoods is not well understood, nor is its influence on who children travel 

with to and from school. The study will explore this link further and aim to improve 

understanding in this area. There are also gaps in the literature when it comes to 

understanding the influence of a child’s ethnicity and social class on their 

neighbourhood mobility. The study will try to add to this where possible, though the 

small sample size may make it challenging to generalise in this regard. 

 

Limited literature has been identified that explores children’s mobility throughout the 

year and particularly in the winter months. This study will add to this by specifically 

working with children in the winter time. This should help to better understand their 

mobility at this time of the year and how it might differ to the summertime. 

 

On a more practical level, this review has highlighted the poor understanding of 

children’s use of public space within policymakers and planning professionals in the 

UK context. The study aims to provide findings that can be used to support improved 

decision making in this area and provide policy recommendations that could be 

applied in practice. 
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CHAPTER 5: Methodology and taking a 
Child-Centred Approach 
 

This chapter describes the motivations for the research study and the methods 

chosen. It discusses the methodological focus of the study, details how the study 

was implemented and those methods that were used. 

 

Child-Centred, Reflexive, Ethnographic 
 

The main aim of this research is to contribute to understandings of how children 

experience and use their neighbourhoods, working with children directly in order to 

explore this. The study is underpinned by an ethnographic approach with the aim of 

providing an in-depth account into the social lives and culture of children’s mobility. It 

does this by collecting multiple layers of data over a relatively short period of time, 

and is influenced in this way by forms of rapid ethnography (Fetterman, 2010). The 

study is not wholly ethnographic. Yet the methods used enable the capacity to collect 

data from children’s complex social lives and to then delve deeper into the findings 

where necessary (Vindrola-Padros and Vindrola-Padros, 2018) and so are aligned 

with ethnographic approaches. Although ethnography, as a research approach, was 

originally developed as a means to understand and describe other cultures, it has 

now become a more commonly adopted research method for studying elements of a 

researchers own culture. It enables an approach to research that allows the 

researcher to learn and understand participants’ understanding of their world. It 

therefore takes an open minded approach to research rather than starting out with a 

fixed hypothesis to test (Agar et al, 2005). 

 

With regard to children, ethnography has developed as an important research 

method to explore children’s lives and social worlds (James, Jenks and Prout, 1998), 

partly driven by altered believes in children’s agency and a growing acceptance that 

children are active social agents, in control of their own experiences. 
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The study takes a child-centred approach, based on the principle that children know 

their own lives best. As Matthews (1998) states “rather than assuming children know 

less than adults we suggest that they may know something else.” This is based on 

the conceptualisation that childhood is a social construction and that how children 

are treated should relate to their cultural and social identifiers rather than the fact 

that they are, simply, children (James and Prout, 1997). This child-centred approach 

filters through from the ethos of the research and its objectives in terms of exploring 

children’s experiences of place. Throughout the research, a focus is retained on 

questioning what the children’s behaviours mean and how they feel about their 

experiences, rather than simply taking them at face value. 

 

There are various considerations to be made regarding the researcher’s and the 

researched’s power balance, particularly when it comes to researching children 

(Christensen and James, 2017). As an adult researcher, I understand the importance 

of being mindful of the bias that can be put onto any research that involves working 

with others different to myself. Children, in particular, see the world very differently 

from adults.  

 

Immediately, within an adult-child relationship, it is assumed that the adult will have 

power and it is only by taking specific steps to negate this assumption that an 

attempt can be made to overturn it. Without this concerted shift in power balance of 

the adult-child relationship, there is a risk that the children will not fully engage with 

the process. Acknowledging that there is initially this adult-child imbalance, can help 

to redress it throughout the research process and lead to taking a much more child-

centred approach to the research overall. This child-centred approach to research is 

growing in acceptance and is now well recognised as a way of learning about 

children’s views and how they live their lives, as discussed by Ross (2007). Although 

as an adult, I accept that it may not be possible to be wholly child-centred in my 

approach, I have tried within my methods to shift the balance away from myself and 

towards the child.  
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It is important to be aware of a potential romanticisation of the past by adults looking 

back on their childhoods. Taking a child-centred approach to the research can also 

help to avoid this and ensure that it is the children’s experiences and feelings in the 

present that are considered. Malone (2016) and Rixon, Lomax and O’Dell (2019), for 

example, note how adults tend to reminisce about their childhood in a way that can 

be both idealised and imagined. In relation to children’s play, Holloway and Pimlott-

Wilson (2018) challenge the way in which children’s outdoor free play is often 

unconsciously romanticised and the vilification of more structured or supervised 

activities. Fattore, Mason and Watson (2016) highlight the importance of taking a 

child-centred approach to well-being when working with children, exactly because of 

the cultural aspects of well-being that can influence how it is perceived. Their work is 

informed by the child standpoint theory as used by Alanen and Mayall (2001), which 

uses the view that the less powerful members of society, in this case children, 

experience a different reality. Fattore, Mason and Watson’s (2016) research found 

that there were three additional critical factors to children’s well-being that do not 

tend to come up as strongly in research on adults: having power to assert agency 

and to make choices; a sense of security and safety; and a positive sense of 

themselves as people. 

 

Taking a child-centred approach to the research, focussing on the present, rather 

than the past, ensures that children’s current experiences are appropriately 

considered and that they are seen for what they are, which can often be positive and 

meaningful. As Christensen et al (2017) discuss in their study on children’s mobilities 

in new towns in the UK, there is a risk that if too much focus is put on children’s 

immobility then it can lead to the overlooking of children’s existing everyday 

mobilities and what these mean to them. In their study, for example, they noted that 

the children in fact proved to be “intensely mobile.” 

 

The study is also reflexive in its approach. Much of the impetus and passion for the 

research and the methods used stem from my own experiences, partly as an urban 

planner but largely as a mother. Not only have these aspects of my life influenced 

my research, but they have also led to me being better informed in the contextual 
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aspects of what I am exploring. Having a personal interest in the outcomes means 

that I feel I have a deeper understanding of some of the concepts arising from my 

findings. However, I am also conscious of the fact that this is purely my viewpoint, 

stemming from my own life experiences and that how I understand the facts will be 

influenced by my own attitudes and knowledge. My approach has therefore been 

reflexive in order to give an authentic account of my findings, particularly with regard 

to my own status as a white, middle class female and as a mother of two young 

children (Luttrell, 2000). 

 

  



101 

The Study and Sample Details 
 

The study focusses on children from three primary school case studies within 

Hackney, east London, England. I worked with small groups of five or six children 

from each of the schools. The children were aged between 9 and 10 years old and in 

year 5 at primary school, as this is around the age that children are considered to 

start to gain independence (Shaw et al, 2015; O’Brien et al, 2000; Matthews, 1992; 

Dodd et al, 2021). 

 

The Research Setting 
 

Hackney is one of 32 London boroughs and is located within inner London. It has 

one of the highest levels of deprivation in England (Ministry of Housing, Communities 

and Local Government, 2019b), as well as high levels of ethnic diversity, with around 

40% of the population coming from Black and Minority Ethnic groups (Hackney 

Council, 2019). It also has high levels of inequality, which has likely been 

exacerbated by the recent gentrification of some parts of the Borough. 

 

Hackney is a Borough with a recent history and interest in how children use their 

neighbourhoods. The current Mayor of Hackney, Philip Glanville, supports the idea 

of Hackney becoming a child-friendly Borough and the Council has recently adopted 

a child-friendly places Supplementary Planning Document (SPD), titled ‘Growing up 

in Hackney’ (Hackney Council, 2021). There is therefore some political support for 

such projects, which means it is more likely that the research may impact policy 

making and practice in the future. It is also a Borough that is committed to increasing 

levels of walking and cycling, with a current aim to increase the percentage of 

children walking to school from 65% to 70% (Hackney Council, 2015a). 

 

Hackney was also chosen because I live there, meaning I already felt that I 

understood the area well and it was convenient for me to access. I was also able to 

use the links I already had to access schools in the area. I am mindful of the fact, 

however, that although I knew the area well this was only from my particular view 
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point and through my own eyes. It was therefore important also to take a step back 

to ensure that my own view point did not overshadow that of the children’s within the 

study. 

 

The School Setting 
 

I worked with children from three schools from across Hackney. Schools with 

relatively small catchment areas were targeted in order to try to ensure that the 

children I worked with were from the neighbourhood surrounding the school. A 

number of schools in Hackney were contacted via e-mail to ask if they would like to 

take part. The three schools that were chosen were those that responded to the 

request and showed a willingness to be involved. This meant that, to varying 

degrees, the schools were already engaged with the idea of giving children more 

independence and encouraging freedom for children to use their neighbourhoods 

safely. The specific influence of the selected school’s on the children’s behaviours is 

discussed within chapter 8. Although all three schools were located in Hackney, all 

were located in slightly different neighbourhoods in terms of their demographics and 

levels of deprivation. 

 

Six children in two of the schools were involved in the study and five children from 

the third school, so a total of 17 children were in this ‘core group.’ The children that 

took part in the study from each school were not randomly chosen, but efforts were 

made to ensure that a representative mix of children were involved. The 

headteachers from each school selected the children for me, based on some 

guidance from myself that I would like a mix of backgrounds and genders and 

ideally, children that lived near to the school. The children selected appeared 

representative of their class cohorts and were also measured against a whole class 

survey (as detailed further below). 

 

Using schools as an access point to the children was an easy way to access a group 

of children of a similar age and from a similar area. It meant that the risk of not being 

able to obtain data or getting data from a particularly skewed sample was reduced. 
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However, I also recognise that the study taking place largely within the institutional 

setting of the school may influence the research process and my findings. As 

Fielding (2000) states, the setting of the school can influence how children behave 

and their moral codes, affecting what they are willing to say. I made efforts whilst 

working with the children to try to minimise the effects of this. Although all of the 

research was done within school time, much of it was not done within the school 

setting. Those parts of the research that were within the school were largely done 

with myself and the children only and without a teacher present, and so it is hoped 

that this made them feel free to say what they wanted. I also briefed the children on 

my role as a researcher, not a teacher. I tried not to come across as too authoritarian 

in my language or physical appearance and introduced myself on first name terms. 

When we were taking part in guided walks outside of the school, two of the schools 

allowed me to take pairs of children on my own and the other required a member of 

the teaching staff to be in attendance. This staff member was a teaching assistant 

who the children appeared at ease with and she made efforts to hang back behind 

us during the walks and not to get involved in the discussions.   

 

Study Timing 
 

The study took place during the Spring term of 2019, between January and March, 

with a further workshop session taking place in May of 2019 at the beginning of the 

school summer term. This time period is perhaps slightly unusual for a study on 

children’s time outside and the majority of studies of this nature take place in the 

warmer and drier summer months. This schedule was intentionally chosen in order 

to explore the impact of the weather and the seasons on children’s experiences. By 

conducting most of the research during the winter months, the further workshop 

session in May then allowed for some comparison of the children’s movements and 

experiences and allowed us to discuss what had changed with regard to the seasons 

and to help to understand the children’s connections to nature. 
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Main Methods 
 

The study was designed using a mix of methods that were intended to enable me to 

better understand how children experience their neighbourhoods, by getting a feel 

for both their mobility and their freedoms within them and how they felt about these. I 

wanted to get an insight into the children’s feelings and behaviours, but also to 

understand these in context and the way in I undertook the research reflected this. 

As noted in chapter 1, the term ‘neighbourhood’ was used loosely, allowing the 

children themselves to determined what this meant to them. No fixed spatial 

boundary was applied but it was intended to encompass those places and spaces 

that the children used frequently. 

 

This mix of methods allowed the children to convey their knowledge in the way most 

appropriate to them. It also allowed for comparisons to be made between the data 

received from different methods, adding to the robustness of the findings 

(McKendrick, 2014). Although the design of the study was grounded in ethnography 

and methods based around experiencing, it also combined elements of enquiring 

and examining (adapted from Wolcott, 1994). Within this framework, experiencing 

methods are those that involve participant observation, either via interviewing or 

observing. Enquiring methods involve interviewing and obtaining primary data in 

ways that do not incorporate elements of observation. Examining methods relates to 

the examination of material created by others. 

 

As Wolcott (2008) notes, participant observation and experiencing methods serve as 

the core activity for qualitative work and this was also the case in this study, mostly 

in the form of the go-along interviews. The study uses a predominantly qualitative 

range of methods, but is also supported by some quantitative data from both primary 

and secondary sources to further add weight to and to support the findings 

(Christensen et al, 2011).  

 

A summary table of the methods used is shown in table 5.1. 
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Parent and child 
attributes 

                    
 

Figure 5.1: Table summarising the main methods used in the study 

 

Experiencing 
 

The experiencing elements of the study combined observational and participative 

approaches to enable me to best engage with the children. It is these methods that 

formed a core part of the study and are at the heart of taking an ethnographic 

approach. 

 

The study began with an introductory session with the selected children (n=17) in 

January 2019. Separate sessions were held with each of the three schools. This was 

to introduce the children to the project and to the key concepts within it regarding 



106 

children’s experiences of their neighbourhoods, as well as for them to get to know 

me and begin to feel at ease, enabling a more participatory approach in the later part 

of the study. I introduced myself as a researcher at this stage. I was unsure how the 

children would perceive me as a researcher and an unknown adult, but they 

appeared to feel at ease with me being there and were excited to hear about my time 

at university. 

 

The session was useful to gain an initial impression of the children’s thoughts and 

fears, as well as to get a basic understanding of their travel patterns and freedom 

and acted as a good start point for further discussions. The children were shown 

some pictures of children in public space, either playing or travelling, in order to elicit 

a response and to start a discussion with them on the topic and begin to hear their 

thoughts in the context of their own experiences. 

 

Go-Along Interviews 
 

Go-along interviews were a key element of the study, allowing me to both experience 

how children use their neighbourhoods as well as enquire about their use of the 

spaces. The walks took place during the school day and took place over the course 

of a number of weeks during February and March 2019, starting out from the school 

itself. These were set up to allow the children to take the lead and show me around 

their neighbourhood. It was emphasised strongly to the children taking part that it 

was for them to decide where we go and what we see, shifting the balance of power 

away from myself. I wanted them to show me what they knew about their 

neighbourhood, where they liked to go or where they didn’t.  

 

Although I had a broad set of questions I wanted to ask (see Appendix 1, these 

interviews were left fairly open-ended, partly to maintain interest from the children. 

The children proceeded in pairs to lead me around their neighbourhoods, with nine 

walks taking place in total, One child came along on two walks due to the odd 

number of children. One school required that a member of teaching staff come with 

us, but otherwise it was just myself and the two children. I asked the children 
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questions as we walked and we would sometimes stop to play or take photographs. 

This part of the research was not concerned with specifics about how far the children 

were allowed to go, but rather I wanted to get a feeling for their experiences of place 

and also to understand how well they knew their neighbourhood. Each walk lasted 

around 90 minutes and was audio recorded via Dictaphone and fully transcribed. I 

made efforts to keep the recording as discrete as possible, providing the children 

with a Dictaphone that was placed in their pocket and a small microphone clipped to 

their coat. Initially some of the children appeared distracted by this, but they all 

gradually settled down and the recording did not appear to affect the conversations 

that we had. 

 

This method of the go-along interview has been shown to be a reliable way of 

collecting information from children about their neighbourhoods and this was found 

to be the case in this study too (Carroll et al, 2015; Christensen et al, 2011). It can 

provide a unique insight into a child’s experiences that go further than a traditional 

interview. The method can help to balance the researcher-participant power dynamic 

(Carpiano, 2009), which is of particular importance when working with children, and it 

can help with enabling a participatory approach in which the children can steer the 

research.  

 

Not only did the go-along interviews give the children the opportunity to show me the 

places that they go, but it also gave them the chance to talk to me about their 

experiences in a relatively informal setting. The children were able to talk and keep 

focussed for much longer whilst walking than they were when we were in a larger 

group in the classroom. Talking whilst on the move has been shown to yield 

additional insight into conversations, particularly in response to stimuli on the route 

and a sense of a shared experience (Cook, Shaw and Simpson, 2016). Walking and 

talking with another person reduces direct eye contact, allows sharing of the same 

visual field and gives participants the space and time to think (Lee and Ingold, 2006, 

Middleton, 2016). In addition, the go-along interview methodology does not rely on 

children’s mapping abilities, which, as Matthews (1992) notes, can be variable and 

do not always demonstrate their full knowledge of an area.  
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During the go-along interviews, there was also an element of observation where, 

aside from other information I would gain from the children, I was also simply 

observing their behaviours and movements. A solely observational approach may 

have given me a sense of what children were doing at a slightly broader scale, but I 

did not feel that it would give me the in-depth understanding that I wanted to achieve. 

Emond (2005) notes how taking this wholly observational approach can be quite 

unsettling for children, risking the success of the study. A wholly participative 

approach, on the other hand, is very difficult when working with children. As an adult 

researcher, it would have been very challenging to be able to fully immerse oneself 

into the child’s world and become unidentifiable as a researcher (Emond, 2005). The 

approach taken allowed for a balance between the two. 

 

Neighbourhood Observations 
 

In order for me to begin to understand the context of the children’s experiences, I 

made sure to also spend time around the areas where the children lived before 

meeting with them to complete my own observations. At this stage, I did not know 

the exact area that the children might consider to be their neighbourhood, but I spent 

time exploring the streets and the buildings between the children’s homes and 

schools to get a feel for these places and took photos of what I saw. These form an 

important part of my own observational analysis and helped to support my further 

analysis of the children’s neighbourhoods. 

 

Enquiring 
 

Understanding how children experienced their neighbourhoods was important, but 

grounding those experiences in some more specific details and facts about the 

children’s everyday lives was also relevant to the research, in order to provide a 

context for their experiences and to build up a story for each child. 

 

Travel Diary 
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A form of travel diary (see Appendix 2) was used with the children in the first week 

that I worked with them in January 2019. Out of the core group of 17 children, all but 

one completed these. I asked them to make notes of the trips they made outside of 

their home and school over the course of a week, showing their mode of transport, 

who they were with and how they felt. They were also asked to mark on a map the 

routes that they took. This method of children’s travel diaries has also been used in 

other studies both to explore the journeys that children take (McMinn et al, 2012; 

Zwerts et al, 2010) and how they feel about them (Westman et al, 2013). I chose not 

to try to measure the children’s movements quantitatively, using a GPS device or 

similar though I note that in other studies comparing the use of both GPS data and 

travel diaries, some under-reporting of trips in the travel diaries has been found 

(Mackett et al, 2007). Yet although GPS data may have given a more objective 

measure of the children’s movements, Christensen et al (2011) note how it is still 

open to interpretation and does not necessarily give an objective representation, 

ascribing no meaning to the data. I put the focus of the study, instead, in gaining an 

understanding of how the children perceived the journeys and experiences that they 

told me about.  

 

The diaries were piloted with children of a similar age before being used in the study. 

They gave a good insight into the children’s movements over a week long period and 

allowed me to bring together what I would later experience with them on the go-

along interviews with this knowledge of their actual travel and movement. In order to 

understand how their movements had changed when I revisited the children in May, I 

brought the children’s diaries back to them and asked them to tell me what, if 

anything, had changed in their daily routines. 

 

Self-Guided Photographs 
 

Alongside the travel diaries, each of the children in the core group of 17 were also 

given a camera to take home for a week, to take self-guided photographs of some of 

the places that they had visited in their neighbourhood over that period. The idea of 

this was to collate some visual data on the children’s experiences, as well as to help 
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them to further engage with the topic. This again enabled a more participatory 

approach within the study. I had planned for the photographs to be used later on in 

the study to help to generate discussion around some of the features that they had 

chosen to capture and to better understand what the photographs meant to the 

children. Self-directed photography has been used in other studies of children’s 

environment and provided useful insights (Young and Barrett, 2001). Buss (1995) 

has also highlights the importance of understanding the context of the images taken. 

In the end, this was not possible due to time constraints but they were still helpful in 

engaging the children with the project. I believe that this helped to strengthen the 

insights that came out of some of the other methods used.  

 

Workshops and Mapping 
 

I led two one hour workshops with the core group of children in each of their three 

respective schools. The first was shortly after I had completed the go-along 

interviews in February and March, and the second was held in May at the start of the 

school summer term. The first workshop allowed me to go further in depth with the 

children about their experiences as well as to question anything that wasn’t clear to 

me from the interviews. Much of the data collected acted to back up and reinforce 

insights that had already been gained from the other methods. 

 

I asked the children to mark on a map the places that they were allowed to go with 

and without an adult in order to back up some of the findings from the walks (see 

figure 5.1). They were also asked to mark-up locations where they knew friends and 

family, plus places in their neighbourhood that made them worried or afraid. I then 

had a discussion with the children on the topics of safety and crime, and play and 

risk, in order to pull out some of the themes that had come up throughout many of 

the walks and to better understand their thoughts on these.  
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Figure 5.2: Example of a marked up map from the workshops 

 

In the workshop in May, the discussion was more focussed around the natural 

environment and what had changed since our previous meetings earlier in the year. 

The children drew pictures for me showing the changes between the seasons (figure 

5.2) and this is when I showed them their diaries from earlier in the year and 

questioned what had changed. We then spent some time in the school playground, 

where I was able to talk to the children more about the changing seasons and to help 

them think back to the walks we did in the winter. I used this opportunity to ask some 

further questions about school attitudes and policies. 

 

In this session, children also responded to written questions in relation to their home 

and family, to help me better understand their social class and how content they 

were with their freedoms at home and at school. As part of this, they were also 

asked to list their favourite five places in their local area (see Appendix 3). This was 
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to intended to provide some clarity around these topics, based on gaps in findings 

from some of the earlier parts of the study.  

 

 
 

Figure 5.3: Example of one of the children’s drawings of the seasons 

 

As there were only five or six children from each school taking part in the workshops, 

this allowed for fairly detailed and focussed discussions, which helped me to 

understand how their behaviours were shaped and by whom. Working in groups can 

help children to feel more at ease and can therefore be better for encouraging active 

participation (Mauthner, 1997). The risk of group discussion, however, is that power 

relations between children may influence the discussion, with those more confident 

at speaking dominating. I was aware of this happening in some instances and tried 

to manage this as best I could, but I am conscious that some children dominated 

these group discussions more than others. 
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Parent Questionnaires 
 

Although not a key part of this study, it was felt important to try to get a sense of the 

views of the children’s parents and their decision making around the children’s travel 

and play in their neighbourhoods. All parents of the core group of 17 children 

involved in the study were requested to complete an online questionnaire (see 

Appendix 4).  

 

Questions related to the children’s travel and play behaviours in their neighbourhood, 

as well as parental controls and concerns regarding safety and freedom. These drew 

on questions used by Shaw et al (2015) in their international survey on children’s 

independent mobility. It was intentional that some of the questions in the parent 

questionnaire replicated the data that was likely to have already been collected from 

the children. This was in order to build up a more robust picture and also to allow 

consideration of any variances and reasons for these. 

 

Crawford et al (2017) note that it can be challenging to recruit parents in school-

based research and this was also the case in this study. Just nine of the parents 

completed the questionnaires, but those that did still provided some additional 

insight.  

 

Whole Class Survey 
 

It was felt important to understand how the group of children that I was working with 

on the study reflected patterns of neighbourhood mobility within their class cohorts, 

to understand if their mobility patterns appeared reflective of this wider group or not. 

 

The children’s whole classes (n=156) completed a written questionnaire with some 

guidance from myself, which asked questions on the use of their neighbourhood for 

travel and play (see Appendix 5). The questionnaire was written using simple 

language that the children would readily understand and was also tested with similar 

aged children for understanding before being distributed, drawing on guidance from 

Bell (2007). It questioned their feelings of autonomy and independence and how they 
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felt about the opportunities in their neighbourhood. The intention of these questions 

was that they would replicate some of the insights that I had gained with the groups 

of children I had worked with, albeit going less in-depth. 

 

These questionnaires were completed after the majority of the other research had 

taken place, so that I could use any previous insights to inform these if necessary. 

Scott (2008) notes the benefits of this timetable, with the earlier in-depth participation 

effectively working as a form of pilot study, to test understanding of terminology and 

to allow future questioning to be guided by any impressions drawn. 

 

Teacher interviews 
 

Further enquiry was also made with one teacher from each of the schools in the form 

of a 30 minute semi-structured interview. This was set up to better understand the 

policies of the school around travel, play and independence and to start to build a 

picture of how this might influence children’s experiences and behaviours. This was 

in a more structured format than some of my discussions with the children, as the 

purpose of the interview was not to specifically understand the behaviours of the 

teachers, but rather to comprehend the school’s overall view and stance on elements 

of the children’s own behaviours and to then explore how these effected the children. 

 

Examining 
 

The study incorporated a number of other elements that began to explore and unpick 

the other potential influencing factors on the children’s behaviours and use of their 

neighbourhoods, using an examining approach. 

 

Neighbourhood Analysis 
 

In addition to the more exploratory nature within my observational analysis of the 

children’s neighbourhoods, I completed further analysis of each neighbourhood. 

Factors relating to the built environment of the area were noted and a desktop 

analysis was completed, considering socio-demographic features and some 
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historical elements of the neighbourhoods, in order to begin to understand the full 

context. 

 

School Analysis 
 

In order to fully understand the context in relation to the children’s school, a desktop 

analysis of the history of the school and some of its existing and past policies was 

completed. This involved exploring each of the school’s websites and the policies 

held on these, to understand the background of the school and its current ethos. It 

was also possible to ascertain the current demographic of each school from recent 

OFSTED reports and if there had been any relevant changes to any of the schools in 

recent times in terms of leadership. This helped to build up a stronger picture and 

helped to complement the information obtained from the teacher interviews. The 

information gained from this is reflected in the school description in chapter 

 

Summary 
 

The elements of experiencing within the study most strongly linked to an 

ethnographic approach, but were supported by other methods that helped to be able 

to further enquire about the children’s lives and to understand the context better 

through examining the data I had collected. This mix of methods helped to support 

the development of a detailed picture of the children’s lives. With the aim of the 

research being to better understand elements of children’s everyday lives and 

experiences, it seems to makes sense that the way in which the data is collected is 

based around these principles, with an aim of understanding what is driving their 

behaviours and how they feel about their actions (Pile and Thrift, 1995). 
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Analysis 
 

The data collected from the various sources was analysed in a variety of ways. The 

qualitative data collected from the go-along interviews, teacher interviews, 

workshops and initial area observations were transcribed verbatim. The data that the 

children provided in map form was transferred onto maps digitally to make it easier 

to use and visualise. The photographs from the children were categorised and I 

assessed the contents of them and tabulated them to help to support any later 

thematic analysis. 

 

Alongside some of the information collated from the go-along interviews and 

workshops, the information from the diaries that the children completed, plus some 

of that from the whole class questionnaires and parent questionnaires, was used to 

create a table of data for each child, creating a summary of their overall responses. 

This allowed me to start to develop a profile for each child within the study and 

helped to create a broader picture of each child’s life, bringing together all the 

relevant aspects of data that had been collected. This process was helpful in starting 

to think about comparisons and contrasts between different children or different 

groups of children. 

 

A thematic analysis was completed to pull out the key themes from the data. The 

themes used to initially code the data related to independence, autonomy, the 

natural environment, attitudes to risk and crime, social capital, feeling happy and 

content, personal characteristics, the built environment and school, as shown in 

figure 5.2. They were developed using a predominantly inductive approach, using 

the specifics of the data to draw out the most common themes. Whether or not these 

came up as positive or negative influences on the children’s experiences was also 

coded in some instances.  
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Main Theme Sub-theme 
Independence Positive 
  Negative 
  Change 
Autonomy Positive 
  Negative 
  Change 
Happy/Content Positive 
  Negative 
Natural environment Relationship with outdoors 
  Relationship with nature 
  Darkness 
Built environment Traffic 
  Shops 
  Play spaces 
  Community Facilities 
  Distance to places 
School Positive 
  Negative 
Attitudes to risk and crime Risk  
  Crime and Safety 
Social Groups Positive 
  Negative 
Friends and Family Positive 
  Negative 
Personal Characteristics Social Class 
  Siblings 
  Parents 
  Gender 
Length of time in neighbourhood   
Knowledge of neighbourhood   

 

Figure 5.4: Table showing the codes and sub-codes used in analysis 

 

This initial coding and analysis was then developed further using strategies similar to 

interpretive description (Thorne et al, 2004) to generate a deeper understanding of 

the realities of the children’s lives and to help to develop the key themes within the 

data. The analysis took on an iterative process, as the original themes and codes 

were reviewed and further insights drawn from these. This process of interpretive 

description aims to produce a: 

 



118 

“coherent conceptual description that taps thematic patterns and commonalities 

believed to characterize the phenomenon that is being studied and also accounts for 

the inevitable individual variations within them” (Thorne et al 2004, 4) 

 

Some of the data collected was used more than others in the final analysis and write 

up of the findings. The go-along interviews were a particularly significant element of 

the overall analysis. Other elements of the data played a less significant role. The 

teacher interviews, for example, were used in the analysis in relation to the influence 

of the children’s schools, but did not play a role in exploring how the children used 

their neighbourhoods. The parent surveys were used at some points in the analysis 

to back up some of the findings from the children, but in the end were not used 

significantly, partly due to not all parents responding to these. This triangulation of 

methods was still useful, however, to enable the most relevant aspects of the data to 

be understood. 

 

As will be highlighted throughout this thesis, the realities of the children’s lives were 

complex with many individual differences and this method of analysis reflects this. 

There were no pre-conceptions around what themes may arise as most relevant or 

what insights that data might provide and the data was constantly questioned in this 

iterative process of analysis. The initial coding of the data was useful in sorting the 

data at that stage, but it was the later reflections on this and the stories coming out of 

the data that were ultimately used to interpret it in the way that is presented here. 

 

 

 

  



119 

Ethical Considerations 
 

Ethical considerations are an important part of any research, and particularly of 

research working with children (Matthews, 1998). Although this may have led to an 

element of formality at the start of the research with the children, gaining informed 

consent from both the children and their parents or carers was an important part of 

ensuring that the research was conducted appropriately. 

 

Written parental consent was requested for each child taking part. I recognise the 

importance of this, but I am also mindful of the fact that it is elements in the research 

process such as this that shift the focus away from the child to adults again. In 

addition to this therefore, the nature of the research was clearly explained to the 

children and what their involvement would be in this. I ensured that this was well 

understood by them before asking if they were sure they wanted to take part. 

Children were also given the option to opt out of the project at any time. It is 

accepted that the institutional context of the project may have led to children feeling 

they could not opt out as it was part of their school day (Pole, Mizen and Bolton, 

1999). It was therefore emphasised to the children that that this was not the case, 

and that there would be no penalty if they chose to return to their normal classroom 

activities, though none of them did. Overall approval for the study was obtained from 

the individual head teachers before the children were selected. 

 

Anonymity of the children was carefully considered in the design of the study. It was 

decided that pseudonyms would be used for the children’s names so that they were 

not identifiable. The names of the schools have also been changed to make them 

harder to identify. Street and place names have not been included on maps, though 

they have been referred to in the text. The exact locations of children’s homes have 

not been identified. Any photographs that may identify a child have not been used to 

present the findings. 

 

For the whole class questionnaires, where all children from the class completed a 

written questionnaire, negative consent forms were handed out to the children to 
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take home to their parents. These asked that if the parents were not happy for the 

child’s data to be used, that they return the form to school, though none did. These 

completed questionnaires were anonymous, aside from those for the children in the 

study group. 
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CHAPTER 6: Case Studies and 
Participants 
 

The three schools that took part in the project and the neighbourhood surrounding 

them form the three case study areas. These areas surrounding each of the schools 

are where most of the children in the study lived and spent their time. The 

boundaries of these neighbourhoods are loosely defined, but the following 

descriptions will give a sense of the characteristics of each area and their similarities 

and differences.  

 

 
Figure 6.1: Map showing Hackney’s location in London (adapted from Nilfanion, 

2021) 

 

It is important to note that the boundaries and descriptions of these areas are 

defined based on the children’s home locations and their school. As will be 

discussed later, these do not necessarily match with the children’s activity spaces 
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and the areas that they roam and some of the children will spend time outside of 

these neighbourhoods. 

 
All three of the case study areas are located within the London Borough of Hackney, 

identified in figure 6.1, but demonstrate a range of neighbourhood characteristics, 

indicative of the varied nature of the Borough and of this part of London as a whole.  
 
 

Oakley School 
 

Oakley school is located towards the centre of Hackney and all of the children 

involved in the study lived fairly close to the school, no further than one kilometre 

away, but with many much closer, as shown in figure 6.2. 

 
 

Figure 6.2: Map of the neighbourhood around Oakley school 

 

The main road, Well Street, cuts through the area and runs in front of the school. 

The building typologies are relatively varied in the area directly surrounding the 
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school. To the south of Well Street, is a mix of older terraced house and newer build 

housing of varying typologies and density, in a mix of smaller developments, with the 

tallest building at four storeys. To the north of Well Street is mostly taken up by the 

Frampton Park estate, a post-war social housing estate. It is made up five and six 

storey blocks with pockets of green space in between. 

 

Well Street and Mare Street are the main roads in the area and feature a range of 

shops and services. There is also a small shop located within the Frampton Park 

estate. Well Street Common, Victoria Park and London Fields are large parks that 

are all relatively close to the area. Hackney Central, with its wider range of shops 

and services and Hackney’s main library and town hall, is approximately one 

kilometre away. 

 

In terms of getting around, many of the residential streets are relatively quiet and 

walkable. The streets through the Frampton Park estate are traffic calmed and a 

recent modal filter placed on Frampton Park Road has reduced through traffic on this 

road. There are a number of bus routes passing through the area. London Fields rail 

station is not far away, though none of the children mentioned using it. 

 

The area around the school and where most of the children live crosses the 

boundary of two wards, Victoria and Homerton, so it is difficult to provide an accurate 

picture of the population in the area directly surrounding the school. Victoria ward 

has proportionately more white British residents than Hackney as a whole, whereas 

Homerton ward has fewer white British residents, more Black African and Caribbean 

and is generally more ethnically diverse (Hackney Council, 2015b; 2015d). The 

percentage of social rented housing is higher than the Hackney average in both 

wards. When measured by the indices of multiple deprivation, the area around the 

school and where the children live comes out as one of the 10-20% most deprived 

areas in the UK. (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2019a)1. 

With regard to crime, levels of crime fall within some of the worst in the UK and 

 
1 Based on LSOAs 022B (in 20% most deprived) and 019E (in 10% most deprived), 
which broadly cover this area. 
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within the lowest 10% (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 

2019b). Many of the children in the study lived on the Frampton Park estate, which 

was known in the past for problems with gangs and criminal violence.  

 

Oakley school itself is located on Well Street, though children access it via an 

entrance on a side street. The majority of the pupils attending the school appear to 

come from quite a tight local area, although this has expanded slightly as the school 

has grown from two to three form entry. The headteacher told me that there was a 

preference from those children in and around the Frampton Park estate to attend, 

with those children living south of the school and near Well Street Common choosing 

to attend other schools. The school has always been rated as either ‘good’ or 

‘outstanding’ by Ofsted. The majority of pupils at the school are from minority ethnic 

backgrounds (Ofsted, 2014) and speak English as a second language (Ofsted, 

2014). A higher than average number of pupils (39%) receive pupil premium funding 

at the school (Orchard Primary School, 2019). I was not able to source any overall 

school figures on how children travel to school. Based on the whole class survey I 

did with the children as part of the study, 86% of pupils in year 5 travel to school 

either on foot or by bike, with just 5% travelling by car. This was evidenced in 

observations at school drop off and pick up time too, where the majority of children 

appeared to travel on foot. 

 

Three of the children in the study from this school lived in flats on the Frampton Park 

estate itself, and the other three lived relatively close by: 

 

§ Maya: girl, black African, religion not known, working class, lived in ground 

floor flat on the Frampton Park estate with both parents and her older sister 

§ Melis: girl, Turkish, Muslim, working class, lived in upper floor flat on 

Frampton Park estate with her parents, one older brother and one younger 

brother 

§ Eva: girl, black African, Christian, working class, lived in a maisonette next to 

Frampton Park estate with her mother, no siblings 
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§ Warren: boy, white British, religion not known, working class, lived in upper 

floor flat on Frampton Park estate with both parents, one older brother and 

two younger brothers 

§ Ashok: boy, Asian, Muslim, working class, lived in upper floor flat next to 

Frampton Park estate with both parents and one younger sister 

§ Henry: boy, white British, Christian, middle class, lived in two storey house on 

terraced street slightly further from school, with both parents and his older 

sister 
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Wigmore School 
 

Wigmore school is located in an area of Hackney called Stoke Newington, in the 

north of the Borough. All of the children involved in the study from this school came 

from a relatively small area no further than one kilometre away from it, as shown in 

figure 6.3. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.3: Map of the neighbourhood around Wigmore school 

 

Many of the streets in the area are Victorian terraced streets and these are where all 

of the children involved in the study lived. These streets are relatively tight knit 

streets, with buildings all at two storeys high. There are also some pockets of newer 

housing in the area, generally built as social housing and these buildings are mostly 

three storeys high, with some reaching to four storeys but no higher than that. The 

school building itself, at four storeys, is one of the tallest in the area. The streets that 

the children lived on appeared fairly quiet. There were a couple of local convenience 
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stores within the block of streets where they lived, as well as a cafe, pub, hairdresser 

and art shop. 

 

There are two main roads running through the area. Stoke Newington High Street 

and Stoke Newington Church Street are both fairly well trafficked roads and feature 

numerous shops and services along them. Clissold Park is a large park located 

within walking distance of the children’s homes. Abney Park, a historic cemetery is 

also located nearby though both parks require crossing Stoke Newington Church 

Street to access them. Clissold leisure centre is also located close by, near to 

Clissold Park. Aside from the main parks, there are not many smaller scale green 

and public spaces. Kynaston Gardens provide a small pocket of green in the area 

near where the children live. There is also a ball court on the Hammersley Court 

estate to the west of the terraced streets. Otherwise though, the majority of outdoor 

space in the area is made up of private gardens. In terms of getting around, many of 

the local streets appear walkable. There are a number of bus routes running along 

the main roads, and Stoke Newington train station is located approximately half a 

kilometre from the school, though none of the children I spoke to ever mentioned 

using the train. 

 

The ward that the children’s homes and school are located within is slightly less 

diverse than the rest of Hackney, with proportionately more white British (45%) and a 

lower proportion of children than the rest of Hackney (Hackney Council, 2015e). 

Residents are generally in better health than the rest of the Borough and the ward is 

one of the least deprived in Hackney, although still within the 20% most deprived 

wards in England (ibid). Home ownership levels are higher than the Borough 

average (35% versus 24%). With regard to crime, the ward also fares better than 

other parts of Hackney and the Indices for Multiple Deprivation show it sitting in the 

second or third decile for crime in the UK, compared to Hackney as whole which is 

ranked 17th (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2019b). 

The school itself is located directly on Stoke Newington Church Street, although the 

children can enter the school from one of the residential side streets. The school is 

two form entry, with two classes per year and the children are not required to wear 
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school uniform. The school appears to be well regarded locally and received an 

‘outstanding’ rating at its latest Ofsted inspection in 2012 (Ofsted, 2012).  In terms of 

the school’s diversity, the proportion of pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds is 

well above the national average, though there are less white British than the ward 

average, at 35% (compared to a ward average of 45%). Those eligible for support 

through pupil premium funding is below the national average at 16% (Wigmore 

School, 2019). This is surprising given the overall levels of deprivation throughout 

the ward, and perhaps reflects the catchment of the school and the types of families 

that it attracts. 

 

The majority of pupils at the school travel to school either on foot or bike (94%), with 

just 5% stating that they travel by private car and 2% by public transport, as 

ascertained in the teacher interview. This is similar to the results of the survey done 

as part this study with all year 5 children, where 86% of children stated that they 

walked or cycled to school. 

 

The children that I worked with on the project from Wigmore school all lived on the 

nearby terraced streets, in two storey houses with private gardens. All of the children 

lived within a short walk from the school. 

 

§ Melissa: girl, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two 

storey terraced house with both parents and younger sister Sophia: girl, white 

British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two storey terraced house 

with both parents and younger sister 

§ Marianna: girl, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two 

storey terraced house with both parents and older sister 

§ Rowan: boy, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two 

storey terraced house with both parents and one older and one younger 

brother 

§ Leo: boy, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two storey 

terraced house with both parents and older brother 
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§ Finlay: boy, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two storey 

terraced house with both parents and no siblings 

 
Mansfield School 
 

Mansfield school is located in the Lower Clapton area of Hackney, in the north 

eastern part of the Borough and not far from Hackney Central. The children involved 

in the study came from a variety of addresses surrounding the school, as shown in 

figure 6.4. 

 

 
 

Figure 6.4: Map of the neighbourhood around Mansfield school 
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The school is located within a residential area, and the area directly surrounding the 

school is dominated by Victorian terraced streets. The nearest main road to the 

school is Lower Clapton Road, which has a number of shops and facilities on it. On 

the other side of this road from the school, there is more of a mix of building 

typologies in evidence, with some newer building and flats in addition to some further 

terraced streets. Most of the buildings in the area are a maximum of three storeys, 

with the obvious exception being the block of flats on the corner of Lea Bridge Road 

and Lower Clapton Road, which is 17 storeys high. Away from the main roads, most 

of the roads are relatively quiet and free from traffic, partly due to measures to 

reduce through traffic through the residential areas. 

 

Lower Clapton Road is to the west of the school and features a range of shops and 

facilities. In addition to this, Chatsworth Road is to the east of the school and also 

features a similar range of local services. There are no other local shops in direct 

vicinity of the school. Both Mansfield Park and Hackney Downs are large local parks 

roughly equidistant from the school. Clapton Square is a smaller local park to the 

south of the school. Aside from these open spaces, most of the other open space in 

the area is used as private gardens. The small Chatsworth estate just off Chatsworth 

Road also features a small area of grass and some play equipment. Buses run along 

both Lower Clapton Road and Chatsworth Road. The nearest train station to the 

school is Clapton station, which is approximately one km away. The area of Hackney 

Central, with its wider range of shops and facilities is not far away, and is 

approximately 1.5 kms from the school. 

 

The ward that the school and most of the children’s homes fall into2 or are in close 

proximity has a slightly different ethnic mix to other parts of Hackney, with 

proportionately more Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and black Caribbean residents, 

and fewer black African and white residents than the Borough average (Hackney 

Council, 2015c). There are proportionately more home owners and fewer social 

 
2 Lea Bridge ward was used for this analysis 
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renters, and high numbers of private rented (Hackney Council, 2015c). The area falls 

within the 10-20% most deprived in the UK3 (Ministry of Housing, Communities and 

Local Government, 2019a) and also falls with the lowest decile with regard to crime 

(Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, 2019b). 

 

Mansfield school is a relatively large school with three classes per year. It is located 

off the main road in a predominantly residential area. It is currently rated by Ofsted 

as ‘good’ and prides itself on being a UNICEF Rights Respecting School. The school 

is ethnically diverse and appears to reflect the population of its catchment area. 29% 

of the pupils at the school are white British, with other children from a range of 

backgrounds including a significant number of Turkish, Black African and Caribbean 

children. 27% of the school’s pupils are eligible for pupil premium (Millfields Primary 

School, 2019). Although the majority of the children at the school appear to come 

from the terraced streets in the vicinity of the school, given the school’s size the 

catchment area spreads further than this and children also attend from further afield 

(The Good Schools Guide, 2020). 

 

The majority of the pupils at Mansfield school walk or cycle to school (85%), with just 

7% stating that they travel by car and 5% by bus in school’s own travel survey. This 

is similar to the results of the survey done as part of this study with all year 5 

children, where 88% of them stated that they walked or cycled to school. 

 

The children that I worked with on the project from Mansfield school all lived in 

slightly different areas surrounding the school. 

 

§ Rebecca: girl, white British, religion not known, middle class, lived in two 

storey terraced house with both parents and younger brother 

§ Rafya: boy, Moroccan, Muslim, working class, lived in second floor flat with 

both parents 

 
3 Based off 2019 IMD figures and LSOA 011C (20% most deprived), 011D (10% 
most deprived), 010F (20% most deprived) 
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§ Simon: boy, white Eastern European, religion not known, working class, lived 

in upper floor flat with mother 

§ Zaidee: girl, mixed Black background, religion not known, working class, lived 

in third floor flat with mother 

§ Montel: boy, black African, religion not known, working class, lived in upper 

floor flat with both parents and older brother 
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CHAPTER 7: Children's Mobility, Activity 
Spaces and Independence 
 

 

The next two chapters bring together the main findings from the study, and these are 

then followed by a discussion chapter, which explores some of the key themes 

raised in more depth. 

 

Chapter 7 focuses on the broader themes that have come out from the study in 

terms of the children’s overall neighbourhood mobility. The first section of this 

chapter provides insights into how the children got around and their overall levels of 

mobility. This is not something that was specifically incorporated in the initial 

thematic analysis, but it was felt important in order to ‘set the scene’ for how the 

children got around and used their neighbourhoods. The second part of this chapter 

then looks more at how the children’s lives were structured and their use of time. In 

this section, the concept of autonomy is explored and the inter-relationship between 

structured or unstructured time and autonomous or controlled time is considered. 

This stems from the early thematic analysis that considered these concepts. It links 

to how the children got around their neighbourhoods and their modes of travel, but 

also brings in considerations of the children’s use of space for other purposes, such 

as play and socialisation. 

 

Given that a key focus of the study was to explore children’s mobility in the winter 

months, the third section of this chapter explores children’s mobility throughout the 

year and builds on the first two sections to start to understand what might change 

and what might stay the same with the children’s mobility in the summer and winter 

months. This also links back to the early thematic analysis, which incorporated 

consideration of the natural environment. This chapter then moves on to consider 

children’s activity spaces, stemming from the initial thematic analysis, which 

considered how far the children had to travel to places. It challenges the notion that a 

larger activity space is necessarily better and also links this back to considerations of 
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autonomy and independence. Discussions on independence are then brought 

together in the final section of this chapter, where the children’s gradual development 

of independence is discussed. This begins to unpick the relevance of this in 

children’s lives and how it can be best understood when thinking about children’s 

neighbourhood mobility. It develops understandings around how children explore 

and transition towards independence and autonomy in their neighbourhoods. 

 

Chapter 8 follows on from this chapter by focussing in on the specific impact of the 

built environment on children’s neighbourhood mobility, this being a main focus of 

the study. In the initial thematic analysis, this was considered in terms of the different 

types of space that children might visit, but is developed further in this chapter, 

splitting the spaces that children use into three types of ‘third place.’ This links to 

discussions in chapter 7 on how children used space, but relates it more closely to 

the design and influence of the built environment upon this. This chapter also 

considers the influence of the school. School is an important physical feature in a 

child’s neighbourhood and its location can have an influence on children’s mobility, 

as is discussed. 
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Mobility and Modes of Travel 
 

Although children’s mobility is more than just about getting to and from places, 

understanding how they make the more repetitive journeys, such as the trip to school 

and the transport modes that they use for this, can help to begin to build a picture of 

their daily routine. This can also help to better understand how the various transport 

modes support children to connect to their neighbourhoods. There is evidence to 

suggest that it is these regular journeys that create the habits that then impact on 

other elements of children’s mobility (Middleton, 2016). 

 

All of the children in the study and the schools that they attended were located in the 

high density, inner London Borough of Hackney. This context is important to 

remember when considering the children’s choice of transport mode and travel 

patterns. In comparison to the rest of the UK, which reports an average of 47% of 

children aged 5-10 walking to school (Department for Transport, 2019), there was a 

relatively high percentage of walking within all three of the schools involved in the 

study (and no significant differences between them in this regard), even during the 

winter months when most of the study took place. 79% of the children from the year 

5 classes that were surveyed from the three schools stated that they walked to 

school and all but one of the children in the study groups walked. Similarly, 95% of 

the children in the year 5 classes that were surveyed stated that they sometimes 

walked to where they play. 

 

Walking 
 

The relatively high levels of walking within the school classes were reflected in the 

experiences of the children in the study. All of them walked to most of the places that 

they spent time in within their neighbourhoods and all but one of the children usually 

walked the journey to and from school. Although many of the children’s families had 

access to a car and there was reasonably good public transport accessibility where 

all of the children lived, walking was always the primary means that they got around 
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within their local area. Connectivity on foot tended to be better than public transport 

for these short journeys and usually comparable or better to travelling by car. As will 

be discussed in more detail in chapter 8, there were also a number of pedestrian 

only routes, plus footways and crossing points across the roads where needed. Melis 

(Oakley), for example, talked about how, although her family owns a car, her 

preferred method of getting around was by walking, because she liked it and it was 

good for her. 

 

“I walk a lot even though we have a car. I walk all the way to Dalston and I come 

back.” 

 

The children in the study knew their close neighbourhoods well and most were able 

to navigate confidently around their local area when they took part in the go-along 

interviews. Many of the children showed a confidence in navigating their way around 

the places that they knew, even if most of their time in their neighbourhoods was 

spent with an adult. What appeared to be the most important in terms of the 

children’s knowledge of their neighbourhoods was not if their spent time in the 

neighbourhood was with an adult, but having the opportunity to navigate around it on 

foot. 

 

Melissa (Wigmore) was generally not allowed out in her neighbourhood 

unsupervised, but she spent a lot of time during her daily routine walking to different 

activities within the local area. She demonstrated a good spatial awareness during 

the go-along interview and was able to navigate around confidently. Simon, 

conversely, had less frequent regular trips that he would do in his neighbourhood, as 

he took part in fewer activities and was not allowed to spend time in the 

neighbourhood on his own. His neighbourhood knowledge was much poorer and he 

struggled to navigate around it. 

 

The children’s experiences of their neighbourhoods appeared enriched by the 

amounts of walking that they did. Although some of this walking was with an adult, 

these trips on foot still helped the children to develop a sense of control. The children 
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demonstrated that even when walking with an adult, they could learn to navigate 

around their neighbourhood and have some control over both the route that they 

took and the speed that they travelled at. In the go-along interviews, many showed a 

confidence in navigating their local area and choosing routes. This is important to 

consider when comparing walking over other possible transport modes. 

 

Cycling 
 

Cycling is another mode of transport that offers children an opportunity to have some 

control over their trips, whether travelling with an adult or not. Yet although many of 

the children in the study had access to a bike, none of them told me that they used 

these to regularly get around for travel purposes. This was also the case for their 

peers. When responding to the whole class survey, just 8% of children stated that 

they cycled to school. It was only Leo (Wigmore) and Melissa (Wigmore) from the 

study who mentioned using their bikes for travel. Leo noted how he would 

sometimes cycle to his swimming class with an adult. Melissa would sometimes 

cycle to the local junior parkrun (a weekly 2km timed run), a travel mode choice that 

appeared to be driven by her mother’s environmental views, as she described: 

 

“No we cycle because my mum insists … we don’t have a car anymore. But if my 

dad’s taking me to Highbury Fields he normally gets a taxi because he can’t be 

bothered.” 

 

Melissa described how she would cycle on the road but that her father would always 

be next to her. It was this perceived need to always have an adult accompanying 

them whilst cycling that appeared to restrict the trips that some of the other children 

made by bike. Rebecca owned a bike that she locked up with the rest of her family’s 

in the bike locker on her road. When I asked her if she used it she told me: 

 

“Not really because I have a bike that’s really, it fits me, but we never have time 

anyway to go on bikes, to have a bike ride.” 
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Rebecca implied that she would only consider going on her bike together with her 

family and it was this factor that was restricting her use of it. In terms of her trip to 

school, for example, she walked to school with friends and without an adult and it did 

not seem that she would have felt confident doing this if travelling by bike. Zaidee 

told me that she would sometimes cycle to places in her neighbourhood, but that it 

would be with her mother walking alongside as her mother did not own her own bike. 

Again this need for accompaniment and that the fact that her mother could not cycle 

with her restricted her own ability to cycle. 

 

Unlike walking, where many of the children walked in their neighbourhoods on their 

own and perceived it as being safe when using the footways, there was not a similar 

level of infrastructure provision in their neighbourhoods for cycling, and the children 

would have either had to cycle on the footway or directly on the road in most 

instances. Although the children were able to negotiate the road networks and feel 

safe when walking using footways and crossing points, these were designed with 

people walking in mind and any signals that it was also ok for cyclists to use these 

were not clear. It is likely that this played a part in the children feeling that they 

needed to be accompanied when cycling, although this was not explored in depth 

within the study. The children expressed frustration if they were not allowed to walk 

in their neighbourhoods on their own, but there was a general acceptance that they 

would always need to be accompanied when travelling by bike. In spite of this, there 

was clearly some demand for cycling from the children’s peers in their classes, with 

38% of those who walked to school from the whole class surveys stating they would 

like to cycle to school. 

 

A number of the children within the study group did use their bikes for playing and 

this was also the case with their peers in their classes, with 38% of the children from 

the whole class survey stating that they cycled to where they play. The children 

would tend to use their bikes if they had a space outside of their home, which they 

could use them on and feel safe. Both Rafya and Montel talked about having races 

on their bikes just outside of their homes and appeared to enjoy this. 
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Public Transport 
 

Public transport accessibility for the children in all three neighbourhoods was good, 

with public transport accessibility levels (PTAL4) measured as 4-6 in and around 

where the children lived from Oakley and Mansfield schools. For the children at 

Wigmore school, the PTAL was slightly lower, between 3 and 5, due to the area 

being further away from a train station. Although these PTALs give a broad indication 

of what public transport was available, they don’t necessarily indicate how the 

children perceived accessibility by public transport as this largely depended on the 

specifics of the journeys that they needed to make, but it shows that there was public 

transport available, should they want to use it. 

 

There was just one child in the study, Montel (Mansfield), who used public transport 

to travel to school. Montel would frequently take the bus to school as he lived a 

further distance away. Having moved home a number of years earlier to a different 

part of the Borough, taking the bus was quicker for him than walking. Just 3% of the 

children in the whole class surveys stated that they used public transport to get to 

school. 

 

Other trips on public transport by the children in the study tended to be for journeys 

slightly further afield and what they would consider to be outside of their 

neighbourhood, and they would take these with a family member. They would 

choose to take public transport when it was too far to walk and or it was quicker than 

walking. The levels of public transport accessibility were therefore important in 

determining which mode the children would use as choices were largely about 

efficiency. Maya talked about going on the bus to her cousin’s house, which was 

further afield outside of the Borough. In his travel diary, Rafya noted a number of 

trips that he used the bus for, where they were deemed slightly too far to walk. He 

 
4 As measured by Transport for London, data available at https://tfl.gov.uk/info-

for/urban-planning-and-construction/planning-with-webcat/webcat 



140 

would always take these trips with his mother and they were usually for a family 

event or occasion. 

 

Those children whose families owned a car were less likely to take public transport 

and would more likely use the car for these trips instead. This was also evident in the 

travel habits of the children who had only one parent that drove and so had access 

to a car just some of the time. Although Rafya stated he would travel on the bus with 

his mother, for example, who did not drive, if he was with his father, he would always 

use the car. Similarly, Marianna stated that she would use the bus with her mother 

who did not drive, but would go in the car if with her father. There was therefore 

some interchangeability between public transport and car trips, which both tended to 

be used for longer journeys. 

 

Car 
 

None of the children in the study frequently travelled by car, but 12 out of 17 of them 

did have access to a car and would infrequently use it. This infrequent use of cars for 

travel was also reflected in the whole class surveys, where just 4% of the children 

who responded stated that they travelled to school by car. Although the details of the 

children’s journeys by car were not explored in detail, it was clear that children would 

tend to travel by car mostly to save time and when it appeared more convenient, 

which was usually for trips that were not considered to be within easy walking 

distance, given that walking tended to be seen as a convenient mode of travel for 

short trips. This was a similar pattern as seen for the children’s use of public 

transport. 

 

In a dense urban area, short journeys by car are not necessarily quicker or more 

convenient than walking and this is reflected in the journeys that children described 

using a car for. For them to travel by car, there were a number of relevant factors. In 

the first instance, the child’s parent needed to have access to a car. If this was the 

case, then the choice to use the car appeared to depend on the urgency of the 

journey and the weather conditions. If the child was travelling to an organised activity 
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or club that began at a certain time, then there seemed to be a higher likelihood that 

the car would be used as it was perceived as being quicker, as demonstrated by Leo 

(Wigmore) and Sophia (Wigmore). 

 

“I normally drive to my music, which is really close at Stoke Newington school but 

normally it’s either really raining or we would be late if we didn’t.” 

 

“unless my parents are rushing and then we’ll take the car” 

 

In some instances the children also had regular routines to travel to these activities 

by car. Every weekend, Sophia attended an ice skating class that was around two 

miles away and this was a trip that was always done in the car. If connectivity by car 

had been poorer or the distance to the facility was less, then she may have chosen a 

different mode or perhaps even chosen to attend an activity closer to home. If the 

weather was poor, there also seemed to be a higher likelihood that the car would be 

used, as shown by Rowan (Wigmore). 

 

“I drove a couple of times to swimming but only because it was really rainy or my 

mum was letting us. But you can barely ever find parking.” 

 

When the children needed to travel outside of their neighbourhood a longer distance, 

those who had access to a car were likely to use it if the trip was not deemed 

possible to walk, and in these instances they never mentioned considering using 

public transport instead. What was an appropriate walking distance varied from child 

to child. Warren (Oakley) talked about visiting his family outside of London in the car 

and Montel (Mansfield) would only travel in his car to go to the supermarket on the 

edge of the Borough. Rowan (Wigmore) commented that some of his friends had 

moved out of his neighbourhood and so he would now travel in the car to see them. 

 

“Half the kids that are my friends live miles away. … I have to go in a car just to see 

my friends.”  
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This links to findings from Pooley (2011) that notes that use of the car is complex 

and not always regular, but depends on the specific circumstances.  All of the 

children’s journeys in a car had to be accompanied by an adult, of course, and a 

further factor in determining whether or not the car would be used for a trip was 

whether or not the child was allowed to travel independently. For those children, who 

were allowed to make the trip independently without their parent, it was less likely 

that the car would be used and they would then be allowed to travel on their own. 

 

Conclusion 
 

When choosing which transport mode to use to get around, the main factor in 

decision making for the children appeared to be convenience and this was also 

strongly linked to distance, as has been found in other studies (Mitra and Buliung, 

2015; Scholssberg et al, 2006). Views on which transport mode was most 

convenient varied depending on the distance that they were going to travel, but this 

was a subjective rather than objective measure. Although there were some broad 

commonalities between the children’s choice of mode for ‘short’ and ‘long’ trips, each 

child had a differing perception of where the boundary between short and long was. 

 

In the neighbourhoods that the children in the study lived, there was a relatively high 

amount of walking for short journeys and this appeared to be because it was seen as 

the most convenient way of getting around. There was good connectivity for walking 

within the children’s neighbourhoods that made it convenient and also allowed them 

to feel safe, with provision of footways, crossing points and pedestrian only routes, 

as will be discussed further in chapter 8. Cycling was less common, which may be 

related to the limited specific infrastructure for cycling that was available, making it 

feel less safe and parents not providing permission for the children to travel in this 

way. This could also be linked to social norms around cycling. With very few children 

using it as a mode of transport it may simply have not been something the children 

had considered or were motivated to do. 
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Some of the children occasionally travelled by car for these shorter journeys. This 

was usually when they were in a rush going to an organised activity and travelling by 

car had a slight time advantage over walking, or if the weather was poor. It appeared 

that the decision to travel by car was usually parent led and was based on what the 

parent perceived as most convenient. Had walking connectivity been poorer, then 

more trips by car might have been seen. The use of the car for these short trips also 

appeared to link to how much independence a child was granted to take them on 

their own. For the children who had been granted the independence to travel in their 

neighbourhood on their own, they were more likely to walk as they did not need their 

parent with them. For those that would usually be accompanied on these short trips, 

then there appeared to be more influence from the parent on which mode to use and 

subsequently, an increased use of the car. 

 

When travelling outside of their neighbourhoods, either to other parts of the Borough 

or further afield, public transport or the car would be used. It is not possible to be 

exact on the length of trip that determined that a child would not walk, and what was 

a ‘reasonable walking distance’ for one child might be deemed too far to walk for 

another. For these journeys, if the child had access to a car and was not able to 

travel by another means independently then they would use the car. Montel 

(Mansfield), for example, had access to a car in his household but took the bus to 

school and was allowed to do this on his own without an adult. Good public transport 

accessibility enabled those children that did not have access to a car to easily travel 

to places outside of their immediate neighbourhoods and further afield. Taking public 

transport was less convenient than using the car and therefore these longer trips on 

public transport were not usually a regular occurrence in the children’s routines. 

Cycling (or walking) these longer journeys was rarely considered by the children. 

 

The impact of this travel mode choice on the children’s experiences of their 

neighbourhoods and beyond relates to neighbourhood knowledge and sense of 

control. When children were able to walk their journeys, they demonstrated a good 

knowledge of the area and were able to navigate around their neighbourhoods 

confidently. When travelling by car or public transport, the children in the study had a 
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much poorer knowledge of the space ‘in between’ the start and end point of the trip, 

as has also been found by Mitchell et al (2007). Badland et al (2012) uses the term 

‘hyper mobility’ to discuss how increased mobility fuelled by reliance on car travel 

does not lead to improved links to the external environment, and this is evidenced in 

the findings from this study too. 
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Mobility and Use of Time 
 

The children I worked with in the study showed lots of variances in their daily 

routines but also some commonalities and synergies. This section will discuss some 

of the key features of their daily routines and the types of experiences that children 

had in their time spent outside of school. The modes of travel that they used within 

their daily routines undoubtedly impacted upon these, but it is felt that it is also 

helpful to explore the children’s use of time in its own right. This is particularly 

important when considering children’s experiences of their neighbourhoods when not 

travelling from A to B but taking part in other activities, which of course is an intrinsic 

part of children’s mobility (Mitchell et al, 2007; O’Brien et al, 2000; Mackett and 

Paskins, 2008; Ross, 2007). 

 

Levels of Structure and Control  
 

Although this study is focussed on children’s experiences outside in the public 

spaces in their neighbourhoods, it is important to have an idea of how the use of the 

children’s time in these spaces fits into the rest of their daily lives and routines, when 

either at home or at school. In terms of how the children’s daily routines tended to be 

set up, they varied on a continuum around the two themes of structured or 

unstructured and controlled or uncontrolled time. 

 

Structured/Unstructured 
 

There was a large variance in the amount of structure that the children had in their 

time outside of school, that related strongly to Lareau’s (2011) distinction between 

‘concerted cultivation’ and ‘accomplishment of natural growth.’ Some of the children 

in the study led particularly structured lives outside of school. This structure refers to 

the types of play and activities they took part in, which tended to be organised, 

planned and timetabled, including things such as after-school clubs and activities, 

lessons and learning outside of school and other pre-arranged groups. At the other 

end of the spectrum, were those children who led relatively unstructured lives. For 
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them, there were few organised after-school activities or groups and instead they 

would spend free time at home or at other spaces in their neighbourhood. They 

might spend time at local shops of facilities, but in an unstructured and unplanned 

way and not necessarily on a regular basis. For some children, this unstructured time 

appeared positive, where there was a sense that they could choose what to do or 

had time for free play. For other children, it appeared more negative, ending in 

boredom or a sense that they had nothing to do and were being restricted in their 

choices 

 

Out of all of the children surveyed within the whole class surveys, around 30% stated 

that they usually play on the street and 79% stated that they usually played in the 

local park. These begin to give an indication of the overall proportions of children that 

had an opportunity to engage in unstructured time, though it is noted that this does 

not give an indication of the frequency that they did this. Most of the children within 

the whole class surveys stated that they would usually walk to where they played 

and this was also the case for the children in the study group. 

 

Controlled/Autonomous 
 

Irrespective of whether or not a child was engaged in structured or unstructured 

activities within their daily routines, there was also always another element of 

variation in this use of time, as to whether or not it was controlled or autonomous 

time. Again, this was a spectrum of activity, moving from completely controlled at 

one end to fully autonomous at the other end. For those children whose time was 

more controlled, it generally meant they were under adult supervision and guidance. 

This might be from their parent but could also be from an adult within an after-school 

club or activity. For those children whose time was autonomous, this was reflected in 

the fact that they tended to feel that they could do what they wanted with the time, 

usually with friends or other children. There were often no adults present, though this 

was not always the case.  
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This sense of control that the children has over their time is of course subjective and 

is reflected in the difference in understanding of the terms independence and 

autonomy. Whereas independence can be seen as a physical measure of whether or 

not a child is on their own, autonomy relates to a person feeling in control of their 

actions and the decisions that they make (Ryan and Deci, 2001; Devine et al, 2008). 

Although it was more likely that a child would feel like they had control if they were 

not with an adult, the presence or not of an adult did not always define where an 

activity would sit on the spectrum and whether the child would feel autonomous in 

their actions. Many of the children were happy to have some controlled time but this 

tended to depend on the amount of their overall time that it took up.  

 
 

Figure 7.1: Model showing the different forms of neighbourhood experiences that 

the children had 
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These two spectrums of neighbourhood experience are shown in figure 7.1. 

Although each child took part in various different activities along this spectrum on a 

typical week, it was possible to broadly categorise them based on the majority of 

their experiences as is shown. This gives an initial indication of the children’s daily 

lives and how they spent their time, which will help to anchor some of the later 

discussions and make it easier to understand how the children’s more in depth 

experiences fitted into their daily lives. 

 

Types of Childhood Experience 
 

In order to better understand how these two spectrums interact and impact on the 

children’s daily experiences, some examples have been used to try to highlight how 

these four types of childhood experience can be understood.  

 

Unstructured/Autonomous 
 

The experience of Warren (Oakley) was a combination of mostly unstructured and 

uncontrolled time. In terms of his general mobility, Warren usually walked to and 

from school with an adult, but was also given freedom to walk around his 

neighbourhood and spend time in it without adult supervision and overall there was a 

sense of autonomy in his movements around his neighbourhood. When I asked 

Warren what he did with his time after school during the week, he told me that he 

would go straight home from school and either play computer games at home or play 

outside with his friends. His time was therefore relatively unstructured and he was 

autonomous in choosing what he did. 

 

Although Warren mentioned after school clubs that he had taken part in in the past, 

such as a football club and a karate club, he told me that he did not do those 

anymore. At the weekends, Warren’s time tended to be spent with his family in a 

relatively unstructured way. He told me how he would often go in the car to visit his 

aunt and cousins outside of London or to visit other family friends. Although he spent 

this time with adults, he also implied that, outside of the journey itself, this was 
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relatively autonomous time where he could play with his friends or family members. 

He also had many stories to tell of his experiences outside in his neighbourhood, 

when he was outside playing with friends and talked about how he was allowed to do 

this unsupervised, saying: 

 

“I pretty much go everywhere by my own” 

 

“My mum knows all my friends really well. I don’t hang out with bad people. I just 

hang out with my school friends.” 

 

The way that Warren described his experiences suggested that he had mostly 

autonomous and uncontrolled time. He appeared to be generally free to choose the 

activities he took part in and could take part in these freely and mostly without adult 

supervision.  

 

Unstructured/Controlled 
 
Melis (Oakley) had mostly unstructured time, but her time was more controlled than 

Warren’s. Melis usually walked to school with a friend and without an adult, but this 

tended to be the only activity that she was allowed to do that was not controlled by 

an adult to some extent and where she had full autonomy in her movement. 

 

After school, Melis was always picked up by her mother. She told me how she would 

often walk straight home and spend the rest of the afternoon and evening at home. 

On some days, she would visit her aunt who lived nearby or have a friend over to 

play at home. None of these activities involved spending time outdoors in the 

neighbourhood and tended to be under adult control to some degree. She also 

stated how she would always spend at least one afternoon per week at the library: 

 

“On Tuesdays, that’s when I go to the library after school. But I don’t want to go. I go 

to the library until it’s 7 o’clock and then after 7 o’clock I come home. Sometimes I go 

somewhere sometimes I just stay here [at home].” 
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When I asked her about her time spent at the library, she told me how her mother 

would take her there and drop her off and then pick her up at the agreed time. She 

was not allowed to go outside of the library until her mother collected her and it did 

not seem like she felt that she had control over her time when she was there. 

 

At the weekends, Melis spent her time with family and friends. On Saturday and 

Sundays, she would go to the mosque with her family and would often go there in 

the car. In her diary, she wrote about visiting her cousins after attending the mosque. 

This was indoor time at their home and it was unclear how controlled this was. 

Although she appeared to want to be granted some more freedom, she was also 

slightly nervous of doing this, When talking about a play space near her home, she 

stated: 

 

“I always have an adult because this place is a bit creepy” 

 

When asked about playing outside on her own, she stated: 

 

“I don’t want to do it [on my own], because I first want to have a go with my parents 

doing things and then I’ll see how it goes.” 

 

Melis’s time was mostly spent outside of organised clubs and activities and within 

adult control. Although there may have been some instances in Melis’s experiences 

when she had autonomy, these tended to be when she was indoors either at home 

or at a family member’s home. Outdoors in the neighbourhood, she had limited 

autonomy in her actions outside of the walk to school.  

 

Simon (Mansfield) also fits into this category of unstructured/controlled, though his 

amount of controlled time was higher than Melis’s. Simon appeared to spend most of 

his time either at home or at school. He did not spend time outside locally, even to 

go places with his mother, which appeared to impact on his knowledge of his 

neighbourhood. In the go-along interview when he was paired up with one of the 

other children in the study, Simon found it difficult to navigate and did not appear to 
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know his way around the neighbourhood. Aside from knowing of one particular route 

that he would walk down weekly for his piano lesson, he did not appear to have any 

knowledge of how the paths and roads in his neighbourhood linked up. He tried to 

show that he knew the way and demonstrate confidence, but at one point it became 

clear that he was travelling in the wrong direction away from school and he had to be 

asked to turn around. 

 

He told me how he would only visit the park when his grandma was staying, once 

per year in the summer, and did not seem to regularly visit the local shops either. 

 

I: Does you mum ever take you anywhere - like to the park or anywhere to play? 

S: No that’s my grandma 

I: Does your grandma live nearby? 

S: No she lives all the way in Hungary 

I: So your grandma would take you to the park but she’s not here? Does she come 

here very much? 

I: Sometimes in the summer 

H: You’d only go to the park with your grandma but not with your mum 

I: Very rarely 

 

When Simon did travel in his neighbourhood, he was always accompanied by his 

mother and it appeared fairly controlled time, but it was more the lack of travel 

experiences rather than being accompanied that seemed to have the most impact on 

his experiences of his neighbourhood. 

 

Structured/ Uncontrolled 
 
Leo (Wigmore) had quite a different daily routine involving more structured activities 

and organised clubs. However, outside of these clubs and activities Leo was also 

granted a reasonable amount of autonomy and freedom over his time. 

 

Leo always walked to school with either a parent or carer, so this part of his day was 

under adult control to some extent. During the weekdays before and after school and 
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at the weekends, he also had a wide range of organised clubs and activities that he 

took part in, such as music lessons, climbing and swimming. He stated: 

 

“On Wednesday I go climbing at my climbing club. On Thursday I do orchestra 

before school and woodcraft after school. On Friday I do gymnastics before school 

and guitar after school. On Saturday I do violin in the morning and another 

orchestra.” 

 

These activities themselves were likely to be predominantly adult controlled and his 

travel to these tended to be as well. His entries in his travel diary told me that he 

usually went to these places accompanied by adults, either one of his parents or his 

au pair, often walking but sometimes by car. 

 

“I normally drive to my music, which is really close at Stoke Newington school but 

normally its either really raining or we would be late if we didn’t.” 

 

Yet, although Leo took part in many organised activities, outside of these he 

appeared to have a reasonable amount of autonomous time and was allowed to 

spend his time outside of these sessions relatively freely. This is implied in his 

comment about a typical Sunday, when he stated: 

 

“Then on Sunday I do whatever I want.” 

 

He suggested that he felt in control of his time outside of these organised settings 

and relatively free to do what he wanted. He also recognised that he might have 

more freedom than some his peers of his age because he had an older brother, 

saying: 

 

“I think because I’ve got an older brother I’m allowed to go to shops like Sainsburys 

on my own even though I’m younger.” 
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Leo’s experience highlights how a child having some structured time in their daily 

routine does not necessarily mean that they also have no autonomy over their use of 

time, and that it is possible to have a combination of both. 

 

Structured/Controlled 
 
Melissa (Wigmore) described a large amount of controlled time, in various activities 

and clubs, saying: 

 

“On Monday I do swimming after school and then on Tuesday I do fit for sport and 

then on Wednesday I just go home with my mum or I go with Alicia to swimming. On 

Thursday I do fit for sport and then go to ballet with Sophia. And on Friday I do guitar 

and then on Saturday I do ice skating. On Sunday I do a running club.” 

 

Then adding: 

 

“Oh I though you said after school clubs. I do running club before school too.” 

 

In terms of her travel to and from school and to and from these clubs and activities, it 

was all supervised by an adult and usually on foot. Melissa explained that her family 

do not have access to a car anymore due to her mother’s concerns about air 

pollution, although she would occasionally travel in a taxi with her father. Travelling 

on foot whilst accompanied by an adult still gave Melissa some autonomy over her 

actions when compared to travelling in a car. There was still a sense of adult control, 

though she did not always appear to mind this. Similarly to Melis, she demonstrated 

a nervousness about going out in her neighbourhood without an adult and being 

pressured into doing things that she didn’t want to by other peers. 

 

“I don’t like doing it either. Just because it’s sometimes quite dangerous because if 

you’re with someone else and they’re more daring than you you could do something 

you don’t want to do like if they’ve persuaded you to do something dangerous, so I 

think it’s more safe to go out with your parents.” 
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Conclusion 
 

Categorising children’s experiences risks losing some of the nuance around their 

daily routines and the fact that each individual experience could also be categorised 

differently. However, it is felt that it is helpful to use this analysis to provide a 

comparison of how the children went about their daily lives and to demonstrate the 

contrasts within their neighbourhood experiences. Although still simplifying their 

experiences to some degree, these measures can begin to help to understand the 

children’s lives in a more holistic way than just looking at, for example, percentages 

of children who walked to school or who were allowed to play outside independently. 

By looking at their routines in this way, it starts to build a more rounded picture of 

their experiences.  

 

The amount and type of time that children spent in their neighbourhoods and the 

proportion of this that was either structured or controlled, impacted on the children’s 

neighbourhood knowledge and how confident they were in getting around and 

spending time in public spaces. How the children’s time was structured appeared to 

link to a combination of social class and ethnicity, with the white, middle class 

children being most likely to have more structured time, as Lareau (2011) also found 

in the US. However, it was not possible to ascertain whether it was social class, 

ethnicity or the combination of the two that drove this, or the influence of other 

factors at the neighbourhood level. It was also evident that there was more 

nervousness from the girls in the study on increasing their levels of autonomous 

time. 

 

Kyttä (2004) has developed a model that theorises a link between the number of a 

child’s actualised affordances and their levels of independent mobility, hypothesising 

that those children that have more independent mobility will display an improved 

ability to explore their environment. The findings from this study support this model, 

but in addition suggest that it may be helpful to take a more nuanced approach to 

independent mobility, considering how autonomous a child feels rather than solely if 

they are physically independent. The findings from this study have also highlighted 
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the importance of understanding how much structured time a child has and how this 

can influence a child’s actualisation of environmental affordances. It is suggested 

that a proportion of structured time in a child’s daily routine can further support their 

exploration of their neighbourhood, by providing additional opportunities for this. This 

can be in addition to any autonomous time, which also forms a positive part of their 

neighbourhood experiences. 

 

There has been a tendency in some of the literature to view children’s structured 

time negatively, suggesting that children now have overly structured lives. As 

Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson (2018) discuss and as these findings suggest, this 

structured time can be beneficial for some children and provides them with a means 

to get to know their neighbourhood better and to begin to build confidence in 

spending time in their neighbourhood, even if this is done in a controlled setting. 

Without these structured activities, and where a child is not given other opportunities 

to spend time in their neighbourhood or interact with others, a child may end up 

under-scheduled (Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson, 2018) with a lack of social 

interaction and competence in navigating their neighbourhood. The evidence from 

this study suggests, as in the case of Simon for example, that there is much more 

risk of a negative impact on a child’s well-being from being under-scheduled in this 

way than there is from having a proportion of structured time in a child’s daily routine. 
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Mobility Throughout the Year 
 

A significant proportion of the research on children’s mobility has taken place in the 

summer months (Tucker and Gilliland, 2007), but those studies that have considered 

the effect of the different seasons on either active travel or physical activity levels 

tend to find that these are lower in the winter months (Fyhri and Hjorthol, 2009; 

Davison and Lawson, 2006). In the UK, the climate varies between the summer and 

the winter, with increased rainfall and lower temperatures in the winter (Met Office, 

2020). In addition, the winter months are darker, with it often getting dark not long 

after school finishes. On the shortest day of the year in London, sunset is at 3.58pm, 

with the primary school day generally finishing at around 3.30pm. 

 

Much of the data for this study was intentionally collected in the winter months in 

London, during January and early February, in order to enable a deeper exploration 

of how the seasons impacted on the children’s mobility and experiences, and the 

overall influence of the natural environment. Follow up workshops with each of the 

schools took place in May and at the start of June. By working with the children 

during the winter months, much of the data collected from them reflects their 

experiences during that time. That is not to say that some of the points that were 

made about where they were allowed to go and their overall neighbourhood mobility 

did not also reflect their previous experiences. However, it was felt that by doing the 

research at this time of the year, it was most likely to provide a more accurate 

reflection of their habits in the winter months. The go-along interviews were often 

completed in cold conditions and even in the snow on one occasion. 

 

The children in the study initially completed diaries for a week in January, describing 

time spent outside or going somewhere. From these diaries, it was clear that even at 

this time of year the children were making trips actively and often independently. For 

the regular trips that the children talked about making, the diaries that they 

completed showed that the time of year did not appear to have a significant impact 

on how they got around whilst travelling. A couple of children mentioned sometimes 

using the car instead of walking if it was raining. Aside from this and for most of the 
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children, it did not appear that they would change the way they travelled or where 

they went due to the weather when it was a regular journey. Although the children 

had a different experience of travelling in the winter months, they were all happy 

walking outdoors in a variety of conditions during the go-along interviews. In their 

diaries, the children noted that they would still walk to school even when the weather 

was “cold”, “windy”, “rainy” or “freezing”. They had permission from their parents to 

continue to make these trips and, although may have been less motivated on some 

occasions, the regularity of them meant they continued to do them in spite of this. 

 

Sometimes the children would be travelling in darkness due to the time of day. Most 

of these regular trips being done in the dark (ie. after school in the late 

afternoon/early evening) were not done independently and so the darkness did not 

appear to be a barrier to the children travelling or having permission. More of an 

impact may have been seen if these trips were usually taking place independently 

given that, out of the whole class surveys that were conducted, just 25% of the 

children responded that they were allowed outside on their own after dark. This 

response reflected the parent survey too where, of the nine parents in the study 

group who responded to this, only one of the children’s parents stated that they were 

allowed out on their own after dark. As Eva stated:  

 

“My mum always lets me go to the shop when it’s in daylight. But when it’s night time 

I’m not allowed to go” 

 

Although the children’s regular journeys and trips did not appear to be significantly 

impacted by the time of year, their other informal play experiences and less regular 

trips were. Ashok (Oakley) stated that he would go out to play football more in the 

summer and Zaidee (Mansfield) told me that if she ever did play outside of her 

home, it would be in the summer months. At the follow on sessions with the children 

in May and June, when asked how often Henry (Oakley) played out on the street he 

stated “every single day after school.” This differed from his diary written in January, 

when he did not note any occasions when he played outside after school. Marianna 

(Wigmore) stated that she was: 



158 

 

“Going to the park more and me and my mum are spending a lot of time in the 

garden.” 

 

For some children, this change was linked to a lack of motivation to go outside in the 

winter months. Eva (Oakley) noted how she didn’t like going out in the winter stating: 

 

“It’s really cold. First of all I have more summer clothes than winter clothes. Second 

of all I don’t want to mess up my new trainers when it’s snowing. Third of all it’s cold” 

 

The children understood the importance of wearing the right clothes for the 

conditions, and Melissa (Wigmore) commented that she would just wear warmer 

clothes if the weather was colder, but it was still clear that she preferred to spend 

time outdoors in the summer months. She told me that she would go to the park in 

the summer to spend time, but would choose to stay inside in the winter. A number 

of the children believed that they would catch a cold if they spent lots of time 

outdoors in the winter. Rebecca (Mansfield) explained: 

 

“Because I just feel like it’s so cold. I usually stay inside quite a lot. I usually feel like 

when it’s summer it’s boiling and you can run around the park whenever and you can 

relax because of the weather and you can have picnics and stuff. And you don’t have 

to worry about the wind blowing it away and you don’t have to worry about things 

getting freezing or going cold. And you don’t have to worry about catching a cold 

either.” 

 

The children were asked to draw their favourite place in their neighbourhoods at 

different times of the year, as shown in figures 7.2 and 7.3, which reflected these 

perceptions of the seasons. 
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Figure 7.2: Melissa’s drawing of her favourite place throughout the seasons 

 

 
 

Figure 7.3: Rebecca’s drawing of her favourite place throughout the seasons 
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Even those children who appeared to have a closer connection to nature still 

seemed to reduce their time outdoors playing in the winter months. Leo (Wigmore) 

and Rowan (Wigmore) talked about collecting conkers in the autumn and enjoying 

camping trips in the summer months when they would enjoy roaming free in the 

forest and spending time outdoors. Yet when Leo was asked at the follow on 

workshop in May what he was doing differently, he stated that he was going to the 

park a lot more and spending more time in is garden. When Leo and Rowan were 

asked how often they played out, they responded: 

 

L: In the winter not that much 

R: In the summer quite a bit 

 

This may, again, be linked to the fact that the increased levels of darkness in the 

winter reduce the opportunities for children to spend time outdoors if they are not 

permitted by their parents to go out after dark. 

 

When exploring the impact of the seasons in this way, it is also important to note the 

difference in the children’s age at the different times of year, which was impossible to 

avoid. Some of the changes in the children’s mobility that were seen may have been 

due to them being slightly older, but how the children’s experiences described above 

were justified suggest they were more to do with the change in seasons. For some of 

the other children however, it was apparent that the changes seen were also linked 

to their increase in age and an increase in granted independence from their parents. 

Melis (Oakley) had previously noted frustrations in the go-along interview in January 

at not being allowed to go out much on her own. When asked again in May if 

anything had changed, she stated: 

 

“Yes I’m going outside, I’m playing with my friends. I play with my scooter, with my 

bike. I go to the cage” 
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These were all activities she had expressed frustration at not being allowed to do 

previously. Similarly, Melissa (Mansfield) and Sophia (Mansfield) stated in the follow 

up workshop in May that they were allowed to walk to the shops on their own, 

something that they had not been allowed to do the previous winter. This appeared 

more related to their increase in age than the effect of the seasons as it was not 

something that they told me they had been allowed to do in the summer before 

either. 

 

Conclusion 
 

It was expected that all aspects of children’s mobility might be affected by the 

seasons, with lower levels of travel and play found in the winter months. It is positive 

to see that, for the children in the study, their regular travel behaviours did not 

appear to be significantly impacted by the seasons and continued in a similar way 

throughout the year. In her study in Scotland, Ross (2007) also found that children’s 

journeys to school tended to take place in all weathers. This highlights the 

importance of these regular journeys for children in enabling them to build 

confidence in navigating and getting around their neighbourhoods at different times 

of the year. All of the children in the study walked a large number of their trips and 

were therefore able to have these outdoor experiences even in the colder and darker 

winter months. This was in spite of few of the children having particularly strong 

connections to the outdoors and a number of them noting that they would rather be 

indoors during the winter months.  

 

The seasons did have an impact on the children’s outdoor play opportunities though 

and these were evidently reduced in the winter months. Very few of the children 

stated that they played outdoors during the winter months and for all of the children 

this appeared reduced versus the time that they spend in their neighbourhoods 

during the summer months. This appeared to be due to increased levels of darkness, 

with many children not being allowed out after dark, which would have been their 

only opportunity for free play after school. It also appeared related to feeling less 

comfortable being outdoors in the cold and this not being a cultural norm. The 
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children cited fears of catching a cold, for example, and it felt like it was simply not 

something that they thought they should do, in spite of some of the children being 

aware that they could just wrap up warmer to avoid getting cold. It appeared to be a 

combination of the children’s motivation to spend time outdoors in the winter months, 

as well as their parents’ willingness to allow them, that reduced their neighbourhood 

play at this time of year. 

 

This highlights the importance of considering children’s mobility not only in the 

summer months, but at other times of the year too. It is not only the summer in which 

children’s mobility is important, and knowing how this can vary throughout the year 

can help with better understanding children’s experiences of their neighbourhoods 

and the factors that affect these. 
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Activity Spaces and Independence 
 

Having an understanding of the children’s use of time and their daily lives is useful to 

begin to understand how some of their experiences are created. Having explored the 

concept of the children’s mobility, what will now be considered is how this mobility, 

and the independent element of this, came together for the children to form an 

independent activity space. The relevance of this as a measure of the children’s 

experiences of their neighbourhood will also be discussed. 

 

Activity spaces are commonly understood to represent the areas that children are 

allowed to roam within their neighbourhoods both actively and independently. 

Independently in this instance is without an adult, but may be with friends or peers, 

reflecting the fact that independence is about not being supervised, rather than being 

alone (Badland, 2012) and also that companionship is important (Pooley, Turnbull 

and Adams, 2017). This is an accepted way of measuring how a child uses a 

neighbourhood (Han et al, 2020). There are some instances where a child may have 

not been acting fully independently and there was a parent present at a distance, for 

example, when the child is playing outside the house. For the purposes of this 

assessment, this type of experience has been classed as independent as this is how 

it is usually considered, though it is noted that there are often inter-dependencies in 

how children experience and use space, as will be discussed later in the study 

(Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009). 

 

The children’s activity spaces from the study are shown in figures 7.4, 7.5 and 7.6, 

and begin to give an idea of where the children went, how far they were able to go 

and the spaces that they spent time in independently. These have been largely 

based on the marked up maps that the children completed, showing the places that 

they were allowed to go either alone or with other children and is believed to give as 

accurate a reflection as possible of this. These activity spaces should largely reflect 

the child’s ‘frequented domain,’ as conceptualised by Moore (1986), which are those 

spaces that they went to on a frequent basis rather than those that they may only 

have visited occasionally, though it was not always possible to clarify the exact 
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frequency of the children’s visits. Within this frequented domain is also the child’s 

habitual domain, or those spaces that they visit on an almost daily basis (Moore, 

1986). Following the concept that activity spaces show a child’s independent time in 

their neighbourhood, there is a difference between these and where the children 

spent their time in their neighbourhoods in general, perhaps with their parents or in 

structured activities. Within chapter 2, the difference between physical independence 

and a child’s autonomy and freedoms within a place has already been discussed. 

Looking solely at a child’s independent journeys may not reflect their overall 

experiences of their neighbourhood, but are still felt relevant in order to understand 

how much physical independence the children had and how this relates to their 

feelings of autonomy and their neighbourhood experiences. 

 

 
 

Figure 7.4: The children’s mapped activity spaces - Wigmore school 
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Figure 7.5: The children’s mapped activity spaces - Mansfield school 
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Figure 7.6: The children’s mapped activity spaces - Oakley school 

 

The children’s activity spaces reflected their regular journeys, such as the trip to 

school, where six out of the 17 children in the study walked to school on their own or 

with a friend. They also reflected other neighbourhood experiences, either related to 

going to other places or playing locally, and in total ten of the children had been 

granted some independence outside of the journey to school. Just four of the 

children in the study had not been granted any independence when I worked with 

them in the spring term and this had decreased to two by the summer term. These 

figures in relation to independence are comparable to what the rest of their school 

classes were doing, with 49% from Mansfield school, 39% from Oakley school and 

4% from Wigmore school saying they walked to school without an adult5. Similarly, 

outside of the trip to school, 68% of the children in whole class surveys said that they 

were allowed to play outside without an adult, and this was usually (68%) with other 

children.  

 
5 The figure for Wigmore school is particularly low due to school policy, which will be 
discussed further in chapter 8 
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In order to explore the children’s physical independence and activity spaces in more 

depth, these will now be described by school group.  

 

Mansfield School 
 

When looking at the children’s activity spaces from Mansfield school, some clear 

variances can be seen. Both Simon and Zaidee were granted no independent 

mobility and this is reflected in their activity spaces. Rebecca and Rafya stated that 

they were allowed to travel to some places on their own, including school, and this is 

broadly reflected in their activity spaces as plotted. Montel’s activity space is less 

reflective of his broader experiences as a large part of the space that has been 

mapped is his route from his home to his school, which usually took place on the 

bus. Due to the additional distance that Montel travelled to school compared to the 

other children, he effectively has two smaller activity spaces rather than one large 

one, with one around his home and one around the school. 

 

There are no obvious physical barriers to the activity spaces as mapped for the 

children from Mansfield school The diagram shows that some of the children are 

permitted and able to cross over busy roads on their own. Their activity spaces are 

mostly defined by specific places of interest that they wished to travel to and these 

acted as anchors to the spaces. In this group, these anchors were specific to the 

individual and there was no obvious local parks or other destinations that acted as 

an anchor for more than one child. 

 

Oakley School 
 

The children from Oakley school had slightly larger activity spaces on average than 

the other two schools, but there was still variances between them. All of the children 

from Oakley school were granted some independence to move around their 

neighbourhood. The school acted as an anchor for most of the children and all but 

one were allowed to travel to school on their own. Aside from the school, the three 

parks in vicinity to the neighbourhood also acted as anchors for a number of the 
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children and they were often allowed to travel as far as these spaces but not beyond. 

Melis and Henry had the smallest activity spaces from this group. Melis was allowed 

to travel to school independently with a friend, but this was the only trip she was 

allowed to take like this. Henry was not allowed to travel to school on his own, but 

was allowed to play outside in the vicinity of his house and was granted some 

independence when not travelling to school, which is reflected on the map. Ashok 

had the widest independent range in the group. He was allowed to go to a number of 

places within the neighbourhood, either on his own or with friends and this is largely 

reflected in the area that is drawn. Again, there were not any obvious physical 

barriers that appeared to restrict the children’s movements and many of the children 

were allowed to cross busy roads on their own to get around. Instead, their activity 

spaces were largely defined by the places of interest that they were travelling to. 

 

Wigmore School 
 

The children from Wigmore school showed a mix of independence levels. It is 

notable that the school does not act as an anchor for these children and that none of 

the children travelled to school independently. All three of the girls that were involved 

in the study had relatively small activity spaces, reflecting the independence that 

they had been granted to travel to a local shop but nowhere else. Two of the girls 

gained this independence to walk to the local shop between the spring and summer 

school terms. Finlay and Rowan’s activity spaces are also relatively small, though 

Rowan also had a large amount of freedom within this smaller space. Leo had the 

largest activity space from this group and it broadly reflected the amount of 

independence he was granted. As with the children from the other two schools, the 

activity spaces were anchored by places that the children travelled to. For Leo, the 

chid with the most independence in this group, the local park acted as one of these 

anchors. The main roads with a number of shops and facilities also acted as an 

anchor and what seemed to be a natural boundary for him that he would not usually 

travel past. 
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Intensity of Activity and Quality of Independent Time 
 

Although the children experienced varying amounts of physical independence and 

their activity spaces varied in size, what the size of these spaces does not 

demonstrate is the quality of the children’s time within them or the intensity of the 

activity. 

 

In the case of Rowan (Wigmore), his activity space looks relatively small on the map, 

largely centred on a few roads around his house. Marianna (Wigmore) has a larger 

activity space compared to Rowan. When Rowan and Marianna’s experiences are 

compared though, Rowan’s experiences of his neighbourhood are much deeper and 

he came across as both more independent and autonomous in his use of space than 

Marianna. Marianna stated that she was only allowed to go to the local shop on her 

own and never saw friends outside when she was not at school. Rowan, on the other 

hand, provided rich descriptions of his play on the street outside of his house with 

friends, even though it was within a smaller area. He described how he could ride his 

bike around the block with others, and talked about playing thumb ball against the 

wall. He also talked about sitting on the bike shed and hanging out with his friends, 

saying: 

 

“we just sit on them all day long.” 

 

Rowan’s experience within the space was more within the realms of his habitual 

domain. He spent his time with friends and he appeared to have autonomy over his 

actions. Marianna’s experience was more infrequent. Although she was physically 

independent, she did not demonstrate having that much autonomy over the journey 

she took and was also doing it on her own rather than with her peers. The nature of 

Rowan’s experience both as autonomous play and as a social experience appeared 

to enable a richer experience of his neighbourhood, where he could then see 

affordances both for playing and for getting around. Similarly to Rowan, Henry 

(Oakley) was allowed to play out regularly with friends on the streets surrounding his 
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house, yet his overall activity space was relatively small, partly because he was not 

allowed to walk to school on his own. 

 

The other children that reported having freedom to play within their neighbourhoods 

also demonstrated autonomy with these and described rich and detailed 

experiences. Leo (Wigmore) had a larger overall activity space, but was also given 

freedom to play on the streets surrounding his house. He stated:  

 

“Sometimes when Finlay comes to my house me and him just play out for like an 

hour and a half. Messing around on the street.” 

 

“Once me and my friends just went on our own to the cemetery and we were really 

messing around - it was so stupid.” 

 

Leo clearly valued the space that he had to play in his neighbourhood and even 

though he had a private garden, he stated that he would rather play out at the front 

as there was more space.  

 

In addition to playing in their neighbourhood, the children also developed better 

neighbourhood knowledge and had richer experiences if they travelled actively to 

places with friends. The mapped activity spaces were better at reflecting these, 

though only picking up on the independent journeys and not reflecting the quality of 

these or how they were perceived by the children. Rebecca (Mansfield), for example, 

was both allowed to walk to school with friends and go to some other places in the 

neighbourhood, such as friends and family’s houses, on her own. Although she did 

not tend to play outside in her neighbourhood, she exhibited confidence in getting 

around as she was used to navigating on her own and deciding on which routes to 

take, being autonomous in her decision making. Rebecca’s experience of the walk to 

school was enhanced by the fact that she travelled with friends rather than on her 

own. 
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“I go with my two friends. My friend Amira - there’s a fence next to the flats and she 

lives in the flats and my friend Lara. There’s a laundry place next to the breakfast 

place. If you go down there, somewhere there is Lara’s house. So she lives in flats 

as well. Everybody lives in flats! They walk to my house and then when both of them 

are there we walk to school.” 

 

This was similar for Melis (Oakley), who walked to school with her friend Eva 

(Oakley). For Melis, the walk to school was the only experience of independence that 

she had been given and appeared to be something that she particularly valued. She 

appeared quite excited about this daily trip, where she was able to be autonomous in 

her actions, talking about the details of how long it took, the time they met and some 

of the things that they did en-route. Melis and Eva had fun debating how long it took 

them to get to each other’s houses: 

 

E: Because you’re the closest to the school, I have to walk all the way down to pick 

you up. It takes me about five minutes. 

M: Not five minutes it’s not that long. It’s two minutes. 

E: Three. 

M: Well we’ll see who’s right. 

 

These experiences were in contrast to the girls from Wigmore school, such as 

Marianna, who were only allowed to occasionally go to the local shop on their own, 

without friends and would do this using one particular route. They did not show much 

sense of autonomy in these experiences, even though these short journeys were 

being made independently. Although they formed a part of their activity space, the 

quality of their experiences was much lower than for those other children who 

appeared to have more autonomy over their journeys and could do them with 

friends. This motivation to want to spend time with friends is also reflected in the fact 

that, from the whole class surveys, 39% of the children who walked to school on their 

own stated that they would like to travel with other children. 
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Conclusion 
 

This analysis has highlighted how, although activity spaces can help to demonstrate 

a child’s levels of independence, they are not necessarily indicative of their 

independent neighbourhood experiences. There is an understanding that children’s 

independent mobility and therefore their activity spaces have been reducing in recent 

years (Shaw et al, 2015). Although the size of activity spaces may be a useful 

measure in assessing how children’s behaviours have changed over time, it does not 

consider the quality of their time spent in these spaces. As other research has found 

with regard to activity spaces, distance travelled from home is not necessarily an 

indicator of the sense of freedom that a child has (Villanueva et al, 2012; Weller and 

Bruegel, 2009). 

 

The measure of distance ignores the fact that having spaces to go close to home 

can be beneficial to children, reducing the need to travel further afield and potentially 

increasing their neighbourhood experiences. It was evident from the children’s 

activity spaces and those that were granted more independence that specific 

destinations, such as parks, acted as anchors for their mobility. For the children in 

the study, these spaces were always located relatively close to home, and it 

appeared that it was the distance that these were from home that was most relevant 

in determining the size of the children’s activity spaces. A more detailed analysis of 

the impact of the neighbourhood environment will be provided in chapter 8. 

 

The focus of activity spaces on size and distance can mean that both the quality of 

independent time and the intensity of the activity is overlooked (Christensen et al, 

2017). The findings from the study showed that both of these were important, as well 

as how autonomous the children felt. Independent and autonomous time with other 

children, whether for play or travel purposes, was found to be beneficial in supporting 

the children to feel in control of their actions and in developing deeper interactions 

and experiences. Some children had frequent, high quality play experiences with 

friends in spaces very close to home or just outside of their front door that were not 

reflected in the size of their activity spaces, but were an important part of their 
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developing independence and neighbourhood experiences. Travelling to destinations 

independently would be mapped in the activity spaces, but did not reflect the quality 

of the journey, which varied depending on who they were with and their sense of 

autonomy. If the child was alone on the journey, they were likely to feel less 

autonomous and have a poorer experience. 

 

The children’s experiences were often inter-dependent, with the importance of being 

with friends having already been noted. Independence on its own did not appear to 

be a consistent marker of the quality of time a child spent in their neighbourhood and 

there was not always a clear line between what was independent or dependent time. 

This links to the theme of transitioning towards independence, which is the focus of 

the next section. 
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Transitions to Independence 
 

How autonomous children feel about their behaviours has already been shown to be 

an important indicator of the children’s neighbourhood experiences. It is accepted, 

however, that at some point any dependent autonomous experiences will need to 

take place independently and without an adult. This section explores the children’s 

journeys towards independence and the challenges that they encountered along the 

way. 

 

Ages of Independence 
 

The route towards independence for children is a gradual one and, in child 

development terms, begins well before any measurable independent mobility occurs. 

There were variances in how long the children in the study had had any 

independence for. When taking part in the fieldwork, they were aged nine or ten 

years old and whereas some children, such as Ashok (Oakley) and Melis (Oakley), 

had just fairly recently been allowed to walk to school on their own, Eva, from the 

same school stated that she had been travelling on her own since the age of seven.  

 

“The reason she let me go at age seven is because if you don’t go outside then 

when you’re older you won’t be used to not staying without your mum. For example, 

or if your mum dies you won’t be used to walking outside so my mum let me go 

outside when I was younger so I got used to it.” 

 

For some children, they stated that they were granted the freedom to go to the local 

shop or other local facilities before they were allowed to travel to school on their own, 

whereas for others the situation was reversed and the trip to school was their first 

opportunity to be independent in their neighbourhood. For those children who were 

not yet allowed to walk school on their own, they saw year six, when they would be 

10 or 11 years old, as being the point when they would expect to be given that 

independence, before they began secondary school. The children’s gaining of 

independence was a journey that the children were very aware of. 



175 

 

When they were asked to mark the places on a map that they would like to go to 

independently but weren’t allowed to, most marked a range of places, suggesting 

that they were constantly seeking out more independence. Once a child had been 

granted some independence, they were continually thinking about how they could 

have more, but this was still a gradual process rather than ‘all or nothing’. There 

were certain places they might want to go to, but they did not expect, or want, to be 

able to go everywhere independently immediately. 

 

Four of the children did not mark any additional places on their maps. Ashok and 

Eva from Oakley school had some of the widest activity spaces and neither of them 

marked any additional spaces that they would like to go. In the conversations I had 

with them, they both suggested that they were relatively content with their 

neighbourhood freedoms. Having more freedom than many of their peers might also 

have been a reason why they were not seeking more out at that time, and this would 

perhaps change as they got older and they saw other children’s freedoms increasing 

too. 

 

Simon (Mansfield) and Melis (Oakley) also did not mark any specific places on their 

maps that they would like to go but weren’t allowed to. Conversely, to Ashok and 

Eva however, they both had relatively limited independence. Although they both 

implied in the conversations I had with them that they would like more independence 

and freedom, the fact that they did not want to suggest any specific places that they 

would like to be allowed to go suggests a slight conflict or nervousness between 

what they might want to do and having the confidence to actually do it.  

 

As Simon and Melis demonstrated, an increased amount of independence is not 

always a comfortable choice to make. Through the children’s experiences, they 

showed a gradual and, often nervous, shift towards independence over a period of 

time. It was not that one day they suddenly became independent, but it was a 

gradual process of trial and error. In many cases, it developed as the children gained 

confidence to navigate around their neighbourhood. Melissa (Wigmore) and Sophia 
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(Wigmore), for example, described in the summer term session how they were now 

allowed to walk to the local shop on their own. This was something that they would 

previously have done with an adult, and both themselves and their parents had 

gradually gained the confidence for them to take the trip independently. 

 

Seeking out more Independence  
 

This process of seeking more independence took various forms. In Zaidee’s 

(Mansfield) case, she was keen to have more independence and appeared generally 

frustrated at her lack of it as it was restricting where she could go. She was not 

interested in playing outside, but she often wanted to go her friends’ house down the 

road to play and her mother needing to take her there and drop her off meant she 

usually wasn’t allowed to go. 

 

“Because the only reason I can’t go sometimes is because my mum doesn’t want to 

take me there and pick me back up.” 

 

Zaidee also told me that her mother would sometimes drop her off halfway to school 

so that she could walk the rest on her own and gradually build both her and her 

mother’s confidence to be able to go further. This appeared to be one way of her 

mother trying to gradually transition towards giving her more independence.  

 

Sophia (Wigmore) showed similar frustrations to Zaidee over her amount of 

independence, and told me how she wanted to go to the park but was restricted by 

the fact that her parents did not want to go, and that she wasn’t allowed to go on her 

own. 

 

“I hardly ever go to the park as much as my parents are always too bored and tired 

to go, which makes me really frustrated and they just want me to finish my 

homework on time.” 
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Again, her concerns appeared to do more with the need to be accompanied 

restricting her mobility, rather than necessarily wanting more independence.  

 

Simon (Mansfield) found it harder to voice his concerns about his levels of 

independence, defaulting to trusting his mother’s judgement about what she allowed 

him to do. He told me how he was not allowed to play freely outside of school time, 

although struggled to answer when I asked him if he was happy with how much play 

and free time he got saying: 

 

“My mum says I always get enough time to play in school because we get 1 hour 

and 15 minutes to play in school. “ 

 

He did later note, however, that he would like to be able to “go alone somewhere.” 

 

Some of these feelings of discontent also appeared to relate to how the children 

compared to their peers. None of the children from Wigmore school were allowed to 

walk to or from school on their own due to the school’s policy on this. Although 

Zaidee (Mansfield) was frustrated about not being allowed to go to school on her 

own, as most of her peers did it, the children from Wigmore school seemed less 

concerned about not being able to travel independently to school and they were all 

happy to accept that it was just the way it is. When I asked Rowan (Wigmore) if he 

would like to walk to school on his own, he simply said: 

 

“It would be a bit easier, as my mum has to do everything and we arrive late 

sometimes and it’s annoying when that happens.” 

 

Rowan suggested that the reason they have the rule is at school is in case the 

school get sued when they get run over. His main consideration seemed to be how it 

would impact his parents and the school rather than himself. Leo (Wigmore) also did 

not seem particularly concerned about not being able travel to school independently, 

although he did recognise the fact that it would allow him to go with friends and when 

he wanted to. 
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Rejecting Independence 
 

For some of the children in the study, their parents had attempted to grant them 

further independence but they had rejected it. In spite of some children wanting more 

independence, when it came down to being granted this, there was a realisation that 

it was not always that straight forward or easy.  

 

Both Rebecca (Mansfield), and Eva (Oakley) described times when their parents had 

allowed them to walk home from school on their own and they both stated that they 

did not want to do it again, because of having to go home to an empty house. 

Rebecca told me: 

 

“I’ve been home alone before and I haven’t really liked it because they were away for 

like an hour. I just felt horrible because I didn’t know how long they were going away 

so, yeah, it was just… I had to go to my neighbours because I was so scared. I 

knocked on the door. I left the door open and then they let me in and I closed the 

door and wrote a note and had to put in on the door. And then we got to make 

gingerbread. So it ended up good!” 

 

Rebecca stated how although she enjoyed walking to school with her friends and 

without an adult, she liked being picked up from school by her parent. Eva described 

how her mum gave her the key to the house to practice going home along but that it 

was scary, as she had no friends to go with. She told me that she did not do it again 

and told her mother that she did not want to. 

 

Only one of the children, Maya, told me that they had a key to get into their house. 

All of the other children were reliant on a parent or carer being at home when they 

returned. Independence, for the children that were granted it outside, did not 

therefore apply inside the home where many of them did not appear to be 

comfortable with being on their own.  
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Some of the children, although granted freedom by their parents to go out in their 

neighbourhood, chose not to. Maya (Oakley) for example, was allowed to go to lots 

of places on her own, but she told me that she generally chose not to and would 

head straight home instead. Warren (Oakley) was granted a reasonable amount of 

independence, as reflected in his activity space, but appeared to have mixed 

motivations about using it. He certainly had some experiences of being out with 

friends in his neighbourhood, as he was able to talk about these. However, when 

asked about going outside of his home, he told me that: 

 

“I don’t mostly. But when I’m bored and have nothing to do I do.” 

 

Being granted permission to go out in their neighbourhood independently, did not 

always mean that the child was motivated to want to do it. 

 

Virtual Independence 
 

Mobile phones appeared to play a role in the children’s transitions to independence, 

helping provide both the children and their parents with increased security and 

comfort and so meaning the parent was more likely to grant permission. When Rafya 

(Mansfield) was asked if he took his phone with him when he replied:  

 

“So basically, I call her [his mother] when I’m still inside the house and then we test it 

out and I go outside so she can hear everything that people are saying. And I put it in 

my pocket.” 

 

He described how his mother tracked what he is doing when playing outside by 

listening to him on his mobile phone. The other children described the tracking of 

their movement in other ways. Eva (Oakley) told me that her mother sometimes 

tracked her on her phone to make sure that she was not going out of the area. 

Sophia (Wigmore) was granted minimal independence in her neighbourhood on a 

regular basis. However, she described how, if she needed to go further, her parents 

would give her one of their phones. 
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“If I had to go to a further place my mum or dad would give me one of their phones 

so that they can check where I’m going and don’t do anything silly.” 

 

The use of mobile phones for monitoring the children’s movements like this did not 

appear to affect the children’s experiences negatively. In fact the opposite could be 

argued: that the ability to use their mobile phones in this way enhanced their 

experiences, by providing them with opportunities to explore their neighbourhoods 

independently when they otherwise would not have been allowed. This reflects 

Davie, Panting and Charlton’s (2004) findings that children often felt safer with a 

mobile phone. The use of mobile phones appeared to support children’s developing 

independence, but it does raise questions about what independence really means, 

and if those children who are being tracked or followed on a mobile device are truly 

independent or not. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The study found that the children developed independence within their 

neighbourhoods gradually, influenced by a range of factors that enabled them to gain 

confidence and develop the motivation to want to move around independently, and 

for their parents to grant them the permission to do so. The children’s experiences 

demonstrated how it may be too simple to class a child as independent or not. There 

are various forms and levels of independence that a child can have and the 

children’s experiences varied on a spectrum, with some having been granted 

elements of independence at younger ages and others still working through this. 

 

There was a nervousness shown in some of the children gaining independence, and 

although some of the children sought out more independence, others appeared 

content with the levels that they had, even if this wasn’t very much. This appeared 

more evident in girls than boys. This was often due to a lack of confidence to have 

more independence, which they appeared to gradually develop through their 

dependent journeys with an adult. The children’s concerns with not having sufficient 
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independence often related to the restriction that this had on their mobility, rather 

than wanting to be independent per se. When some of the children had been offered 

more independence, they had rejected it, citing a nervousness at being alone or 

preferring to spend time indoors at home. This also relates to other evidence that 

suggests that even historically when children played outside more frequently, there 

was often a parent in close vicinity, perhaps providing the child with some 

reassurance if something was to happen (Cowman, 2017). It is a long journey until a 

child will become fully independent of their parents or carers and those that had 

started that journey had not always had a smooth ride. 

 

As Goodman et al (2014) have discussed, travelling without an adult does not 

necessarily equate to feelings of autonomy. Milne (2009) also reflects on this 

nervousness in her work with children in Scotland, where the challenges of 

independently mobile children engaging with unknown adults are raised. Conversely, 

it is argued here that travelling with an adult can lead to feelings of autonomy and 

that this element of a child’s journey towards independence should not be dismissed. 

Benwell (2013) calls for a more sensitive and nuanced understanding of children’s 

experiences and freedoms, that recognise that adult boundaries can also be seen as 

positive. Ashok (Oakley), for example, highlighted the loss that some children see 

from becoming independent, telling his friend, Leo: 

 

“You should really be happy that your mum drops you off. Because I miss that time 

with my mum and dad.” 

 

Although the children showed benefits in their neighbourhood experiences of gaining 

independence, there are also other factors to consider that relate to their motivation 

to be independent in the first place and how this independence develops. Children 

need to be physically, cognitively and emotionally ready for it (Han et al, 2020). This 

motivation and the factors that influence this are important to understand, in order to 

support any shifts in behaviour. 
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Summary 
 

This section has described in depth the forms of mobility of the children in the study 

and how they used their neighbourhoods both for getting around and play. It has 

highlighted the benefit to the children of active movement in their neighbourhoods, 

whether with or without an adult. All of the children in the study will have started out 

moving around their neighbourhoods dependently and all demonstrated high levels 

of active mobility, usually walking, rather than travelling in a vehicle. This mode 

choice impacted on their neighbourhood experiences, helping them to develop 

neighbourhood knowledge and competence in navigating around. 

 

The children’s levels of structured and autonomous time have been discussed, 

highlighting how both of these elements can be important in enhancing children’s 

neighbourhood experiences. Those children who spent more time in structured 

activities and clubs tended to have more opportunities to navigate and spend time in 

their neighbourhood in different ways and to interact with others, even if it was in a 

controlled setting. This was found to be of particular importance in the winter months, 

where the children’s levels of play in their neighbourhoods was found to be reduced. 

These active journeys, conversely, continued throughout the year. It was found that 

having a sense of autonomy over their actions was often a more relevant indicator of 

a child’s positive experience than their independence. For this reason, the concept of 

activity spaces has been challenged as not always providing an accurate picture of a 

child’s holistic neighbourhood experiences. 

 

The children’s transition to independence was a gradual one. It is clear from the 

findings from this study that it was strongly reliant on those early, active, dependent 

movements, where children began to build up the confidence and motivation to want 

to move around their neighbourhood and their parents built up the confidence to give 

them permission to do this on their own. These early dependent journeys were often 

the ones where the children started to build some autonomy in how they used their 

neighbourhood, which then could be applied later as they became confident at 

moving around independently. Some of the children were further ahead in this 
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process than others, with some showing a nervousness to taking on more 

independence. The opportunity for social interactions when children were either 

playing or travelling independently were also found to be important in ensuring that 

they had a positive experience. 

 

 



184 

CHAPTER 8: The Importance of the 
Neighbourhood and 'Third Spaces' 
 

The previous chapter attempted to paint a picture of the children’s lives in their 

neighbourhoods. It touched upon some of the physical features of their 

neighbourhoods that influence their experiences but did not explore these in depth. 

This chapter considers these physical features in more detail and considers the 

impact that these had on the children’s use of their neighbourhoods. 

 

Whilst walking around their neighbourhoods and talking about their experiences of 

them, there were a number of features of the children’s local areas that it was 

evident were important to the children. With the study being focussed on children’s 

use of public spaces within their neighbourhood and outside of their home, these 

spaces, perhaps inevitably, fell into the category of third places. Third places are 

often described as the anchors of community life and are identified as those spaces 

outside of the home (first place) and work/school (second place) (Oldenburg, 2001; 

Carroll et al, 2015; Gardner, 2011). Third places can be divided into three groups, 

destinations, threshold spaces and transitory spaces, and it is these groupings that 

will be the focus of discussion. A focus on the children’s school is also incorporated 

within this chapter, as another space in the neighbourhood of relevance to children’s 

mobility and that has been shown to be an important influence on children’s lives 

(Collins and Coleman, 2008; Hollingworth and Archer, 2010). 

 

For each type of space there were aspects to do with their design that impacted on 

how the children used them. Another important element of these spaces that will be 

discussed was the social aspect of them. Children engaged in both positive and 

negative social encounters within their neighbourhoods, which had various impacts 

on their use of space and their experiences within it. 
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Threshold Spaces 
 

Threshold spaces are defined as a semi-public space that tends to straddle the gap 

between the private space of the home and the wider public realm (Gardner, 2011). 

These spaces were shown to be particularly important for the children in the study in 

terms of their neighbourhood play experiences, but they also influenced their wider 

experiences of their neighbourhood. These are spaces that a child would choose to 

dwell and spend time in or freely explore. The quality of these spaces from a child’s 

point of view is also often based on how playable it is and what affordances for play 

there might be. These include elements of flexibility, adaptability and creativity in 

order for a space to be playable for a wide range of users (Lester and Russell, 

2008), as well as the presence of other children. 

 

For the children in the study, these threshold spaces often included shared 

courtyards or green spaces within a housing estate or residential area, but 

sometimes also extended to the street on which the children lived. Streets are 

commonly seen as only transitory spaces and as having a predominantly movement 

function, aiding people in getting around, but the study shows that they can also 

function as a threshold space in the right setting, where it is perceived as a safe 

place and there are opportunities for social interaction. 30% of the children from the 

whole class surveys said they played on the street and a further 29% said that they 

would like to. 

 

For the children in the study, the quantity and quality of any threshold spaces in the 

vicinity of their homes affected their experiences of their neighbourhoods in two 

ways. It impacted on the children’s ability to play and spend time locally near their 

home and in their neighbourhood. It also impacted upon what additional journeys 

and explorations they would choose to make to other places within their 

neighbourhood outside of those necessary journeys, such as the trip to school. 

 

The evidence from this study suggests that although play can take place in formal 

play spaces and playgrounds, for many children their explorations of their 
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neighbourhood begin by playing in the threshold spaces near to home and these are 

the spaces that they can use most frequently.  

 

The Street as a Threshold Space 
 

A number of the children in the study lived on terraced streets in residential areas 

where there was no obvious threshold space, aside from the street itself. Whereas 

historically the street was seen as a place for play and socialisation, perceptions of 

the use of the street have shifted over time and children playing on the street is now 

a much less common occurrence in the UK (Cowman, 2017).  

 

The neighbourhood that the children from Wigmore school lived in was largely made 

up of Victorian terraced streets and it is these streets that the children in the study 

lived on. The layout of the streets that the children lived on was fairly typical for this 

type of neighbourhood, with a footway on each side and parking on both sides of the 

road. The roads were two-way but relatively narrow, with speed humps down the 

middle but no other speed or access restrictions. The children described the streets 

as relatively peaceful and quiet, although there was still traffic passing through at 

various levels throughout the day.  

 

Although the streets had low levels of traffic both by vehicle and people on foot, they 

still had a sense of a space for movement, or of being a transitory space, rather than 

that of a threshold space that might encourage someone to dwell and spend time 

there. This perception appeared to restrict some of the children’s use of the space 

for play. Sophia (Wigmore) described her street (see figure 8.1) as “really calm” but 

still did not spend a lot of time on it, apart from the annual street party that she told 

me happened every summer. 
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Figure 8.1: Photo of Sophia’s street 

 

For this, they would close the road to traffic, changing the quality of the space from 

one functioning as a transitory space to one functioning as more of a threshold 

space. Sophia talked about how they would “stay up really late” for the street party 

and that: 

 

“There’s lots of silly stuff, eating lots of junk food and being our own selves hanging 

out with our friends.” 

 

She appeared to recognise the change in use of the street that this street party 

created. The need for this street closure emphasises how, although her street was 

quiet, it was still a street that functioned for movement, rather than spending time in. 

For Sophia and a number of the other children living in this neighbourhood (Melissa, 

Marianna and Finlay), they did not perceive any signs or signals that it was ok to play 
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on their streets or that people in general should spend time on them. This meant that 

they rarely played outside in these spaces. 

 

Rowan (Wigmore) and Leo (Wigmore) lived in the same neighbourhood as Sophia, 

but their experience was different. Their street was also a Victorian terraced street 

and was relatively quiet. At a first glance, it appeared very similar to the streets that 

the other children were living on. However, Rowan and Leo’s street was shorter than 

the other streets in the neighbourhood, with a more compact and smaller block 

structure (figure 8.2). Their block was approximately 120 metres in length compared 

to Sophia and Melissa’s block, which as over twice this length at around 260 metres. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.2: Photo of Rowan and Leo’s street 

 

For the boys, this smaller block structure appeared to help to reduce the focus on the 

street’s purpose for movement, making it feel safer and motivating them to want to 

spend time there, as well as having permission from their parents to do so. Given the 
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shorter length, there was less risk of vehicles travelling down their street at speed. 

The boys talked about playing out on their street and also going “round the block.” 

They talked about sitting on the bike shed all day long and playing thumb ball on the 

street with a tennis ball, or playing on the pavement with a ball. Although they both 

had back gardens, they preferred to play at the front as there was more space. It 

was evident that their parents were always at home whilst they were playing, and so 

they were not wholly independent, but they still demonstrated autonomy over their 

actions. The fact that the two boys were friends and lived just a few doors away from 

each other also had an impact on their use of the space. The children themselves, 

by their presence, had turned the nature of the street into having more of a place 

than a movement function. This perception that Rowan and Leo’s street was a better 

place to spend time than others was backed up by Finlay, who stated that although 

he would not play outside on his own street, he would play outside on Rowan and 

Leo’s.  

 

Rebecca (Mansfield) also lived on a Victorian terraced street (see figure 8.3) and she 

showed similar behaviours to Sophia. Rebecca’s street had a modal filter at one end 

of it, which restricted vehicle access, only allowing pedestrians and cyclists to pass 

through. The area, however, still seemed to have a strong movement focus. The 

modal filter on Rebecca’s street appeared to create some feeling of safety for 

Rebecca from motor vehicles, but it wasn’t sufficient in this instance to motivate her 

to want to spend time on her street. There was still a sense from Rebecca that 

although vehicles weren’t able to pass through, people walking and cycling were. 

The vicinity to a major road also made this a relatively frequent occurrence. There 

were no other features on her street to encourage play or people spending time 

there in general and there was a sense that it was a space to pass through only. 

Rebecca also noted that her street would sometimes close for a street party in the 

summer, which was a chance for her and her neighbours to get together. 
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Figure 8.3: Photo of Rebecca’s street 

 

In contrast to Rebecca’s experiences, Henry (Oakley) also lived on a terraced street 

with a modal filter at the end (figure 8.4). Yet Henry used this space much more than 

Rebecca and for him it took on more of a threshold space function. The difference for 

Henry appeared to be that there was a play space at the end of the road, which was 

part of the neighbouring estate, plus a small greenspace. These, coupled with the 

restricted movement on his own street, gave a signal that it was ok to play and 

enabled him to explore these spaces relatively freely. He also knew other children on 

his street that he talked about playing with and his parents appeared to have good 

connections to his neighbours, which may have influenced their decision to grant him 

permission. He stated that he would sometimes play in the playground as well as a 

grassy area that he called a “garden” at the end of his road. He would play on his 

scooter and bike on the road. 
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“I play on the road and stuff because it’s a dead end at the end. And then there’s 

bike storage here. And then I know all of these people.” 

 

Henry would sometimes go to the cage at the end of his road with the children that 

he knew, but only when it was empty of the teenagers who he did not know or want 

to interact with, saying that they went around smoking and saying swear words. The 

contrast between Rebecca and Henry’s experiences begins to highlight the complex 

range of factors that are involved in influencing the children’s motivations and the 

permissions that they are granted. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.4: Photo of the view onto Henry’s street 
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Unfulfilled Affordances for Play 
 

The other children in the study lived in estate locations where there was a space 

near their home, aside from the street, that offered some opportunity for play, 

although perceptions of these varied. 

 

The environment that Simon’s (Mansfield) flat was located within featured both 

transitory and threshold spaces. His flat was located in a 17-storey tower block, 

located right next to a busy junction and main road (see figure 8.5).  

 

  
 

Figure 8.5: Photos of Simon’s block of flats 

 

There was therefore a significant movement function in the area around his flat. A 

green space located next to his block of flats, on the side furthest away from the 

junction, showed potential to create some form of place function for residents, albeit 

near a a major road junction, but was not actualised. The space was a fenced off 

area of grass with some trees, but it did not have any obvious affordances for play or 

evidence of having been used by children. Added to this, Simon’s flat was located 

near the top of his block of flats, restricting any potential for his mother to confidently 

watch him if he were to play outside (Gifford, 2007; Gehl, 2011). Unfortunately, these 

qualities of the space appeared to mean that Simon was not permitted to use it. 

When I asked him if he spent much time outside, he stated: 

 

“No, I have to stay inside.” 
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Zaidee (Mansfield) lived in a three storey block of flats in a small scale estate. An 

area of grass, with some simple play equipment was located between the blocks on 

her estate and provided some threshold space (figure 8.6). 

 

 
 

Figure 8.6: Photo of Zaidee’s block of flats 

 

A road running around this was for residents only and controlled by a locked gate at 

the entrance, which meant that there was a very minimal movement function on her 

street. Although Zaidee did appear to have permission to use the space and may 

have felt safe using it, unlike Simon, she was not motivated to do so. As Zaidee 

commented, she did not feel like there was anything for her in the space and 

although she used it sometimes when she was younger, stated that: 

 

“It’s fun but they need more stuff for older children. Because there’s only baby stuff. 

Even the swings are just for babies.” 
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When seeing the space that Zaidee had outside her home, her friend Rebecca 

(Mansfield) commented that she was “lucky” as she did not have a similar space 

outside her own home. Yet both girls agreed that they would like to see the quality of 

the space next to Zaidee’s home improved. Rebecca commented that they could 

build a little hut with a table and board games, for example. It was clear in this 

instance that it was not enough just to provide a space. It was the quality of the 

space that mattered and this needs to be considered in light of the age groups and 

people that may wish to use it. 

 

Zaidee also mentioned teenagers hanging around by her flat that appeared to put 

her off using the space. She did not mention any children of her own age that she 

was able to use the space with. The presence of others to play with in these spaces 

is important. 68% of children in the whole class surveys who played out yesterday 

said that it was with another child. 

 

Actualised Affordances for Play 
 

The other children in the study had more positive experiences of playing in the 

threshold spaces by their homes and often appeared to view the neighbourhoods 

surrounding their homes as having a good number of affordances and opportunities 

for them. Although the quality of these spaces differed, they all gave the children 

some signals that these were spaces to spend time in, they felt safe using them and 

there were other children to use them with. 

 

Eva (Oakley) lived on a relatively quiet through road, with speed humps but no 

modal filters or other restrictions. She also had access to a small public garden, 

which functioned as a threshold space, just 100 metres from her home. It was 

evident that the fact that this space was in such close vicinity of her home is what 

meant she was allowed to use it. She talked about how she would go to play there 

with friends and, because it was so close by, her mother could just call her when the 

dinner was ready or when she wanted her to come in. She suggested that she would 
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go to play there quite regularly and her strong links to the community also appeared 

to support this. 

 

“Some of my friends I have known them since I was really little.” 

 

The space, although not large, effectively shifted the balance of this part of the street 

from a space for movement to one that was more about place and spending time. 

 

Warren (Oakley) and Melis (Oakley) lived within the Frampton Park estate where 

through traffic was restricted with speed bumps and sharp bends, as was 

connectivity for vehicles. There were a number of green spaces and play spaces 

within the estate that formed these threshold spaces. The quality of these spaces 

was enhanced by the fact that there were restrictions on movement for vehicles and 

so possible concerns over the safety of moving between any of the threshold spaces 

was reduced. Warren talked about how he would play football on the grass directly 

outside of his flat (although building work later meant that access to this space was 

restricted). Melis’s flat looked onto a grassy area (figure 8.7), similarly to Warren. 

She was not allowed to play outside a lot at the time of the go-along interview and 

her movements in her neighbourhood were generally restricted. Yet she would 

sometimes ride on her bike in this space outside her flat with her father, and this 

appeared to be because it was in such close proximity to her home and was viewed 

by her family as a safe space to spend time in. 

 



196 

 
 

Figure 8.7: Photo of the grassy space outside of Melis’s home 

 

Although the quality of the space that Warren had to use was not necessarily any 

better than that of say, Zaidee’s (Mansfield) or Simon’s (Mansfield), he was able to 

perceive more affordances within the space and this motivated him to want to use it. 

From talking to Warren, this appeared to be partly from him having other children to 

play with in the space. As was seen for Rowan (Wigmore) and Leo (Wigmore), it was 

the children’s presence themselves that began to create a sense of improved quality 

and that it was a space for children to use. 

 

Ashok’s (Oakley) street was only likely to be used by people living there due to its 

design, (see figure 8.8) and this helped to create more of a sense of the whole street 

forming the function of a threshold space. Near Ashok’s block there was also a small 

fenced off play space for under 5s and a courtyard style pedestrianised area 

opposite. This also featured a ‘no ball games sign’ on it. The play space appeared to 

give Ashok, and his family, the signal that it was ok to play in this area and he felt 
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safe using it. When asked about the no ball games sign, he appeared undeterred by 

it, saying: 

 

“yeah we can still play, Most of the time there’s no-one there” 

 

 
 

Figure 8.8: Photo of the play space and road next to Ashok’s home 

 

He stated that he would regularly play football and play on his bike, and talked about 

how he would just move out of the way if a car came down the road, with clear 

autonomy over his actions. Although Ashok was concerned about teenagers hanging 

around outside his house, this did not stop him using the space due to his other 

positive social connections. 

 

At the front of Ashok’s block was also a square of grass, which all of the flats 

overlooked and that he implied he had played on in the past, but the gate to this was 

unfortunately locked (figure 8.9), with Ashok commenting: 
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“So this is where we have two of the gardens but we’re not allowed to go in here” 

 

He stated that people set off fireworks a number of years ago and since then the 

gates had been locked, with no-one allowed to use them.  

 

 
 

Figure 8.9: Photo of the locked space next to Ashok’s home 

 

Rafya (Mansfield) lived in a gated estate, which only those who lived there could 

access and this effectively turned the roadway within his square into a threshold 

space (figure 8.10). He talked about how he would play in his square on his bike with 

friends, as well as playing hide and seek and football with his father.  

 

“There are people next door that are my friends and we always come here and play 

on our bikes.” 
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His use of this threshold space outside of his home was clearly driven by the 

presence of other children playing in the space too. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.10: Photo of the road space outside Rafya’s home 

 

Montel (Mansfield) talked about playing football in one of the playgrounds next to his 

block of flats and racing his bike on the estate road (figure 8.11). He would also be 

playing with other children his age. 

 



200 

 
 

Figure 8.11: Photo of the estate road where Montel would race his bike 

 

Although there were some differences in how the individual children used and 

perceived spaces, having a good quality space outside of their home that was not 

just about movement and passing through was important in enabling them to use this 

space freely. This helped them to feel safe using the space. This then also made it 

more likely that other children would use it and they would be able to play together. 

The children that used these spaces were not necessarily wholly independent when 

in them and there was often an element of supervision. However, they all appeared 

to have some autonomy and control over their actions whilst in the space. 

 

Play and Exploration in the Wider Neighbourhood 
 

The impact of these threshold spaces extended further than the vicinity of the 

children’s homes though, and also affected their wider experiences of their 

neighbourhoods. When considering the impact that they have on a children’s 
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journeys and explorations moving away from their own home, it is evident that how 

children used the space in the vicinity of their home impacted on how likely they 

were to spend time freely in their wider neighbourhoods. 

 

Those children that were able to explore and play in the vicinity of their home were 

also more likely to explore their wider neighbourhood too. For Leo (Wigmore), his 

experiences of playing on his street appeared to act as a start point for his wider 

experiences of his neighbourhood. His mapped activity spaces were much larger 

than those of the other children from his school. For Leo, as long as the transitory 

spaces and connections were there, he was able to explore his neighbourhood more 

independently and his positive, autonomous experiences of playing near his home 

appeared to give him confidence in getting around the wider neighbourhood. These 

were also likely to support his parents in granting him permission. Leo’s friend, 

Rowan (Wigmore), on the other hand, who would also play with him on the street 

near their homes, did not spend time exploring the wider neighbourhood as freely as 

Leo did. This is a useful reminder that although certain conditions will enable 

neighbourhood mobility for children, they do not guarantee it. In spite of his frequent 

neighbourhood play outside of his home, Rowan’s parents had not yet granted him 

the permission to travel much further independently. 

 

Ashok (Oakley) talked of a rich play experience in the vicinity of his home, but also 

talked about being able to travel and explore his wider neighbourhood 

independently. His mapped activity space was one of the largest in the group and he 

did not appear to see barriers to connectivity in the area that would prevent him from 

getting around. He was a child who seemed to see the whole environment as a 

playground asking to climb up drainpipes and hanging and climbing on football 

goals. He described his experience of a new block of flats near his house before it 

was built. 

 

“Before there used to be like, I don’t know what it was. Some abandoned place there 

was poles and stuff like that and and me and my friends we’d do parkour and stuff 

like that in there.” 
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His friend, Henry (Oakley), also demonstrated his ability to use spaces creatively and 

find ways into places that are meant to be out of bounds. For example, there was a 

small patch of grass behind a block of flats that he called the ‘secret garden.’ It was 

locked but he seemed skilled at climbing the gate to enter.  

 

Those children who did not frequently play outside freely in and around their homes 

were less likely to have the freedom to explore their neighbourhoods more widely 

and this appeared to be due to a combination of their lack of motivation to do so and 

not having the parental permission required. Zaidee (Mansfield), for example, did not 

want to use the threshold space next to her home. She was also not allowed to 

explore her neighbourhood freely and appeared to have quite restricted freedoms. 

Perhaps if the threshold space outside of her home had been more appropriately 

designed for her use and she had others to use it with, this would have given both 

her and her mother confidence that other parts of the neighbourhood were also safe 

to explore and they would have perceived the quality of the spaces in a different 

way. 

 

There were some exceptions however. Rebecca (Mansfield) and Maya (Oakley) did 

not play outside in the vicinity of their homes, but did have some freedom to travel 

more widely around their neighbourhoods. Rebecca talked about making journeys 

around her neighbourhood often independently, though these tended to be for travel 

rather than play or exploration. For her, the lack of any threshold space on her street 

seemed less important than the connections that the transitory spaces created. This 

was similar for Maya, who did not tend to play outside, but was permitted to make 

journeys independently around her neighbourhood. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The children showed that having access to some form of a threshold space close to 

their homes was important, not only for their experiences in vicinity of their home but 

also for their experiences of their wider neighbourhood. How children perceive a 
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space and their motivation and permission to use it is individual, and influenced by a 

range of factors, but there are certain commonalities that affected many of the 

children within the study. Where there was a clearly defined space that was not 

predominantly transitory in nature, the children were more likely to spend time 

outside in their neighbourhoods and feel safe doing so. There did not necessarily 

need to be strong signals for play, but the clearer it was that it was ok to play and 

spend time there the more likely it was that the children would. This could be through 

the appropriate placement of play equipment or signage, but the simple presence of 

other children of their age was one of the strongest signals. This reflects other 

research in this area demonstrating the relevance of the social element of children’s 

time in these spaces (Biddulph, 2010; Bornat, 2016; Marzi, Demetriou and Reimers, 

2018; Lambert et al, 2019) and touches upon the importance of the need for children 

to be accepted within all forms of public space, not only formal playgrounds. 

 

The design features of the spaces that attracted children to them reflect other 

findings from the literature and often linked to perceptions of safety, such as the 

success of courtyard designs for children’s play in the case of Rafya (Mansfield) 

(Prezza et al, 2001) and cul-de-sac type designs in the case of Ashok (Oakley) 

(Wheway and Millward, 1997; Handy et al, 2008; Islam et al, 2016; Sharmin and 

Kamruzzaman, 2017; Moore, 1986). Although modal filters often create a form of cul-

de-sac, the impact of these on the children’s use of the space was more mixed and 

appeared influenced by whether or not there were also other indicators that it was a 

space for children to play in and how dominant the transitory nature of the space 

was. Living in a high rise tower, as in the case of Simon, significantly reduced the 

potential for overlooking and is likely to be one of the reasons for his lack of 

neighbourhood play (Whitzman and Mizrachi, 2012). 

 

For some children, the quality of the space mattered less and they were happy to 

play on an un-landscaped patch of grass or to play football on a quiet road with a ‘no 

ball games’ sign on it. Leo (Wigmore) and Rowan (Wigmore) demonstrated how 

streets can take on a threshold space function in the right setting. For others, such 

as Zaidee (Mansfield), the quality of the threshold space appeared more important. 
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Although the space next to Zaidee’s home was well-overlooked and gave some 

indications that it was ok to play, it still was not sufficient to motivate her to want to 

use the space. One of the reasons was the lack of other children to play with, linking 

again to social norms around the acceptance of children playing outdoors. This 

example highlights the importance of considering the features of these spaces that 

will motivate a child to use them, to ensure that they are spaces that all children will 

want to and enjoy using.  

 

The children’s play and exploration around their homes also impacted on their 

experiences in their neighbourhoods more widely. Those children that played in 

threshold spaces around their homes were more likely to take part in explorative 

journeys around their local areas and play more widely and independently within 

them. The play they took part in near their homes acted as a start point for further 

journeys and explorations. They had begun to build the confidence to navigate their 

neighbourhoods on their own through their autonomous play.   
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Transitory Spaces 
 

Transitory spaces are those spaces and places that the children pass through on the 

way to other places, sometimes termed ‘places between places’ (Gardner, 2011). 

The various modes that the children used for travel in their neighbourhoods has 

already been discussed in chapter 7. Given that the children’s travel around their 

neighbourhoods tended to be on foot, it was the spaces used for this that were most 

important to them and, for this reason, the analysis of transitory spaces focuses 

mainly on the footways and paths that the children used to get around on foot. These 

transitory spaces had an impact on how the children experienced their 

neighbourhoods and how they got around. 

 

The children in the study all lived in high density and relatively compact 

neighbourhoods. It was the connections that the transitory spaces enabled and 

created that impacted on the children’s mobility. The relationship of these spaces to 

other parts of the public realm, particularly roads and the connectivity that these 

create for vehicles, also had an impact on the children’s experiences. The features of 

transitory spaces that stood out as being most important for enabling connectivity for 

the children all related to being able to get around both safely or conveniently. 

 

Getting Around Safely 
 

Safety concerns are one of the most commonly reported barriers to active school 

travel (Mitra, 2013; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008), highlighting the importance 

of feeling safe when getting around actively for children either walking or by other 

means. When considering safety, the focus is on perceptions of safety rather than 

quantitative indicators of safety. It is these perceptions that have been found to have 

the most obvious impact on children’s behaviour and can begin to explain individual 

differences within the same neighbourhood (Timperio et al, 2004; McMillan, 2007; 

Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008). 
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There are various features of the built environment that can impact on both objective 

and perceived safety and that, in other studies, have been shown to lead to 

increases in active travel. Most of these relate to reducing the dominance of the car 

to some degree, although the measures that have been shown to have an impact on 

children’s mobility are relatively small-scale interventions rather than much larger 

scale reimagining of the traffic system where the priorities given to cars and people 

are fully rebalanced.  

 

Within each of the neighbourhoods that the children lived, it was possible to get 

around either on foot or in a vehicle. The children in the study generally travelled on 

foot in their local areas as has already been discussed. The children themselves 

rarely mentioned having concerns over the threat of vehicles on the road. However, 

how safety impacts on children’s mobility is also influenced by their parents’ 

perceptions of safety and whether or not they grant permission for certain modes 

(Timperio et al, 2004; McMillan 2007; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008; Carver et 

al, 2008; Veitch et al, 2006; Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Alparone and Paccilli, 

2012; O’Brien et al, 2000). Out of the nine parents that completed the parent survey, 

just two stated that traffic danger was a reason that they did not let their child travel 

unsupervised, suggesting that the children’s parents also were not concerned in this 

regard. 

 

This lack of safety concerns over the road and moving vehicles may reflect the fact 

that the children’s neighbourhoods had the infrastructure in place to enable relatively 

safe movement on foot, as will now be discussed. 

 

Footways 
 

Within the UK, most streets, particularly in urban areas, tend to be designed with a 

footway running along the edge. In the initial workshop that the children took part in, 

they were shown a range of historic images of children playing on the road. When 

commenting on these they did not suggest concern over the possible threat of 

vehicles affecting safety.  The impression that they gave was as long as they could 
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control the traffic, whether that was by being located safely on the footway, or being 

able to cross the road at a crossing point, then they did not feel threatened by 

vehicles when they were walking. This reflects other research, which has shown that 

both no traffic lights on crossings (Timperio et al, 2006) and a lack of footways 

(Davison and Lawson, 2006) will reduce active travel and physical activity levels in 

children. 

 

When looking at a black and white image of two girls sitting on the edge of the 

footway and two boys playing with a tyre, Melis stated: 

 

“When you look at the way the girls are sitting, they’re sitting where the cars go past 

and their feet might get stuck under a car when it goes past” 

 

She highlighted how she saw the footway as an area of safety that provided 

protection from the cars, but venturing onto the road may be a risk. When discussing 

another of the pictures showing children in a ‘walking bus’ travelling to school, 

Warren highlighted how he saw the pavement as protection when of sufficient 

quality, saying: 

 

“if someone trips over someone could fall into the road” 

 

Ashok also noted his feelings on the safety of this image and highlighted his 

concerns over the design of this particular street, stating: 

 

“there’s going to be lots of cars swerving around that might hit some people” 

 

The neighbourhoods that the children lived in had reasonable infrastructure for 

walking, but they were also heavily dominated by a road network for vehicles. 

Although most of the roads within their neighbourhoods were minor, each of the 

neighbourhoods had at least one major road passing through it. Again, the provision 

of footways along these roads meant that the children did not show particular safety 

concerns about walking along them. They would always be careful, however, to 
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remain on the footway and not to veer off these. This is evidenced in the 

photographs that the children took as part of the study (figure 8.12), where they were 

nearly always placed safely on the footway. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.12: Simon’s photo of the road taken from the footway 

 

Footways appeared to be a minimum standard for the children to be able to walk 

safely within an area. If a footway was in place, they were generally happy to walk 

along it and the provision of a footway along the side of the road meant that 

connectivity by walking was similar to that for vehicles. Although the children did not 

ever appear particularly fearful of cars and other vehicles on the road, this was partly 

because they were able to trust that they were in a safe space on the footway where 

they trusted that vehicles would not enter.  This may appear to be an obvious 

assertion to make in the context of London, but yet there are many places, both 

within the UK and in other countries, where footways are not the norm or are not 
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always evident alongside roads, and this is likely to have an impact on a child’s 

mobility and their neighbourhood experiences.  

 

Formal Crossing Points 
 

Formal crossing points over roads were also an important factor in how safe children 

felt in getting around their neighbourhoods by walking and how these transitory 

spaces functioned. Within all of the neighbourhoods, there was a least one main 

road passing through the neighbourhood that the children spent time in. It was these 

busier roads where crossing points were particularly important for the children in 

enabling them to be able to get around their neighbourhoods. Where there was a 

signalised crossing point, children were happy to cross the road and felt safe as they 

trusted that drivers would stop for them. This was evidenced in the go-along 

interviews where the children were only willing to cross busier roads at signalised 

crossings. Whenever there was a crossing point over a road, they would willingly 

walk further to cross at that point rather than crossing without it. 

 

At Oakley school, most of the children who attended the school needed to cross a 

busy main road to get to school from their home. A signalised crossing point just 

outside the school (figure 8.13) meant that this was never raised as a concern by the 

children in the study and the road was not seen as a barrier to them.  
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Figure 8.13: Photo of the crossing point next to Oakley school 

 

Rafya (Mansfield) lived across a main road from Mansfield school but was still 

allowed to travel to school on his own and spend time freely in the area, as there 

were a number of signalised crossing points along the road where he was able to 

cross and he felt safe in doing so.  

 

For the minor roads without crossing points in place, the children had to rely on 

feeling safe enough to cross without a crossing point and again, rarely commented 

on this being a concern. They would still be careful, however, and would often use a 

degree of caution. Eva (Oakley), for example, said as she crossed: 

 

“Look left, look right.” 

 

Some children’s mobility was restricted, however, where there was not a crossing 

point in place and their parent did not deem it safe for the child to cross on their own. 
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Rebecca (Mansfield) lived very close to a zebra crossing across the main road, but it 

required crossing another relatively busy junction to reach it. She was therefore not 

allowed to cross over the road at this point without an adult. When talking about 

going to the leisure centre on the other side of the road, she stated that: 

 

“With those cars it’s impossible to cross the road, so hard.” 

 

Henry (Oakley) was not allowed to travel on his own to school due to having to cross 

a road without a crossing point. He stated that he would like to walk to school on his 

own but: 

 

“my mum doesn’t let me because there’s a big road down there.” 

 

 
 

Figure 8.14: Photo of the street that Henry was not allowed to cross 

 

Henry was not referring to the major road but one of the more minor roads cutting 

through the residential area. The lack of a crossing point restricted him being able to 

travel independently to school and, if he was out in his neighbourhood on this own, 
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this road acted as a barrier for him (figure 8.14). It should be noted that since the 

fieldwork for the study took place, modal filters have been put in on this road to 

restrict vehicle movements. 

 

Simon (Mansfield) was not allowed to cross these types of minor road on his own 

either, but also showed a nervousness towards crossing at crossing points too. This 

nervousness from Simon appeared to reflect his mother’s safety concerns. When I 

asked Simon about his trip to school and the fact that he was always accompanied 

by his mother, he told me: 

 

“She doesn’t trust me because she wants me to be safe, before there are a lot of 

people always going in here. Especially the cars. Because we go past quite a lot of 

crossings. About five crossings. So I don’t really want to get hit.” 

 

Simon and Henry’s experiences highlight how parental perceptions of safety can 

have an influence both on children’s own perceptions of safety and their 

neighbourhood mobility.  

 

Stranger Danger 
 

Research has shown that children often reflect their parents fears, and ‘stranger 

danger’ is a common fear that parents hold, especially in lower socio-economic 

areas (Foster et al, 2015, Mitra, 2013; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008). 

Although parents in the study were not asked about their concerns over strangers, 

the children demonstrated a fear of people that they did not know. These were 

particularly prominent in the minds of the children from Oakley school, though all 

three groups showed some evidence of this. When the children from Oakley school 

were asked to say one thing about their neighbourhood, for example, the children 

responded as follows: 

 

“My neighbourhood is quite bad because there’s lots of gangs near where we live 

round us” (Ashok, Oakley) 
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“My street is quite quiet but the estate next to it has lots of teenagers who hang 

around and ride bikes around the place and steal things” (Henry, Oakley) 

 

“I live in a flat so sometimes I see gangs hanging around and I don’t feel so safe” 

(Melis, Oakley)  

 

The term ‘gangs’ has stronger connotations than ‘teenagers,’ though the children 

were not questioned further on what they meant by these terms. Nayak (2003) notes 

that children will often use the term ‘gang’ to describe groups of people hanging 

around, but often comes with connotations of fear. 

 

The children were concerned about coming across strangers in the transitory spaces 

and what they might do to them. Aside from potentially reflecting the concerns of 

their parents, the children’s association with strangers also appeared linked to anti-

social or criminal behaviour that they had experienced and that had made them feel 

less comfortable in using the space or in being able to trust a stranger. Eva (Oakley), 

for example, stated that she once saw a stabbing at the corner of her road. Ashok 

(Oakley) talked about two incidents where he said that he had seen someone with a 

gun.  

 

The children’s concerns over safety appeared to impact on their experiences in the 

space more so than their actual mobility and the children still seemed motivated to 

use the transitory spaces nonetheless. Some of the children marked places on their 

maps that made them worried or afraid, but these did not appear to impact on the 

places that they actually went to. They were good at overcoming fears and safety 

concerns if they were permitted by their parents to do so. The presence of other 

people that they knew also appeared to have an important positive impact on their 

use of the space. 

 

  



214 

Getting Around Conveniently 
 

Other features of transitory spaces that impacted on children’s use were related to 

convenience. Convenience was an important factor in decision making around which 

travel mode a child would use. In relation to walking, where there were clear, legible 

and direct routes that could be walked, this increased the likelihood that they would 

use the route, particularly if this meant that walking was more convenient than 

travelling by other means.  

 

There were very few examples in the children’s neighbourhoods of where there was 

not a clear, direct route available to the children and connectivity for walking was 

generally good. Where there was not a direct route available however, it impacted on 

the children’s experience of their journey. The local leisure centre within the 

neighbourhood near Wigmore school, for example, was located approximately a 0.6 

mile walk from the children’s homes but as the crow flies is only around half this 

distance. Whichever way the children walked, they had to take a detour to go around 

the High School that sat opposite it to get to the leisure centre. Set within a large 

site, going round the boundary of the school extended their journey time but also led 

to a more complicated route overall. When Sophia was asked the way to the leisure 

centre, she said: 

 

“We have to up that way, then that way and down that way.” 

 

This indirectness did not impact on the children’s choice of transport mode to get 

there, as there was not a more direct route for vehicles and so the children still chose 

to walk. However, it did appear to impact on their experiences of getting there and a 

sense that it felt quite complicated and this came across in the go-along interviews. 

When Melissa (Wigmore) and Marianna (Wigmore) were asked the way back to 

school, they were not aware of the quickest route. In spite of generally good overall 

neighbourhood knowledge, they ended up walking an longer route back and they 

showed a poor understanding of that particular space. 
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As well as helping the children to feel safer, crossing points also often helped to 

improve the directness of routes for the children and so made them more 

convenient. Rafya (Mansfield), for example, was allowed to walk to school on his 

own and this walk involved crossing a main road at a signalised crossing point. The 

crossing point created a clear and direct route for him to be able to take between 

home and school, meaning that he felt comfortable making this trip. 

 

Although direct routes tended to enhance the children’s experiences by making their 

journeys more convenient, directness did not always come across positively. Simon 

(Mansfield) described the straight route that he would regularly walk with his mother 

from his home to his piano lesson, telling me: 

 

“All we have to do is go forwards.” 

 

This directness got Simon to his piano lesson conveniently but it may also have 

played a role in his otherwise poor neighbourhood knowledge. Simon only viewed 

the route as somewhere that would get him from A to B, rather than appreciating any 

other qualities of it. 

 

Pedestrian Only 
 
Pedestrian only routes were well used and liked by the children, and tended to 

improve the efficiency of how they were able to move around their neighbourhoods. 

They created more direct routes for walking and enhanced their experiences of 

place. These pedestrian only routes also reduced any potential risk the children 

might have felt from having to cross roads, as well as tending to lead to better 

connectivity on foot compared to by vehicle. 

 

The Frampton Park estate, where three of the children from Oakley school lived, had 

much better connectivity on foot than by motor vehicle. The estate has a familiar 

design when compared to other post-war estates of its era. It is relatively inward 

facing and the streets within it have a number of traffic calming measures in place. It 

was not possible for motor vehicles to use the estate as a through route as 
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movement was restricted to travelling in a loop around it, with gates at some of the 

entrances (figure 8.15). 

 

  
 

Figure 8.15: Photos of the gated entrance and routes around the Frampton Park 

estate 

 

 
 
Figure 8.16: Photo of the pedestrian only entrance to Frampton Park estate 
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There were speed bumps and relatively tight bends, which all further reduced vehicle 

movement and speeds. For people on foot, connectivity was very different and the 

reduced vehicle movements meant that the children who lived there felt it was a safe 

place to walk around. It was possible to pass through the estate more easily on foot 

than by car and there were a number of pedestrian only access points which 

improved its permeability when on foot (figure 8.16). This allowed the children to 

walk to school easily and by taking the most direct route, which would not have been 

possible if they were travelling by car.  

 

In the neighbourhood where the children from Wigmore school lived, there were a 

limited number of access points for motor vehicles but three additional routes that 

were pedestrian only and that appeared to improve connectivity for the children by 

improving how conveniently and directly they could access places.  

 

 
 

Figure 8.17: Photo of the pedestrian only path that Marianna used to reach Church 

Street 
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For Marianna (Wigmore), she was allowed to travel from her house to a local 

convenience store on Stoke Newington Church Street using a pedestrian only cut 

through from the residential area to Church Street, meaning that she was able to get 

there without having to cross any roads (see figure 8.17). This was a slightly more 

direct way than someone would have to take travelling by motor vehicle. 

 

Leo (Wigmore) was allowed the greatest amount of freedom within the 

neighbourhood and was allowed to go to some of the shops on the High Street. 

Again, a pedestrian only cut through at Kynaston Avenue meant he could do this 

more directly than if he had to follow the road around and this is the route that he 

showed me he used. A fourth pedestrian only path meant that it was also possible to 

get to the leisure centre by a pedestrian only route, but this was not seen quite as 

positively by the children. Although enabling the children to travel away from the 

main road for part of their journey, this path did not create a more direct route to the 

leisure centre than remaining on the road and legibility of the route was poor. The 

path also passed through a housing estate and was not well signposted. Sophia 

(Wigmore) told me: 

 

“I do know a shortcut, a bit past my house. … It’s a bit tricky from here so probably I 

wouldn’t go from here.” 

 

Although Sophia was aware of the route, the poor legibility of it meant that she 

tended to stay on the busier roads, which felt easier to navigate for her. Within the 

estate where this pedestrian route existed, there was also a ball cage for playing 

football and basketball that Leo said he sometimes went to. None of the other 

children were aware of it as it was not obvious where it was and was hidden within 

the estate. Although the pedestrian routes to it meant there was reduced threat of 

traffic, the poor legibility meant its use by the children was limited in this instance 

(figure 8.18). 
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Figure 8.18: Photo of the footpath to the leisure centre and ball cage  

 

The children’s experiences of their neighbourhoods often seemed enhanced when 

using these pedestrian only routes. It is notable that although some of these routes 

may have been narrow and not well overlooked, the children did not raise concerns 

over their safety. Ashok (Oakley) talked of an alleyway next to the Frampton Park 

estate, telling me that he would always go with his friends there. He also knew that it 

was the quickest way to go. Rafya, from Mansfield school, described one of the 

routes to his home as a “secret passage.” He perceived a predominantly pedestrian 

space as more secret than other routes and appeared to like using it not only 

because of the improved connectivity that it led to but also because of the 

experience that came with it. The children generally liked these pedestrian only 

routes and, during the go-along interviews, suggested that they would always use 

them when they could.  
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Conclusion 
 
Transitory spaces created connections for the children and they used these spaces 

to get around on foot when they were perceived as convenient and safe by both the 

children and their parents. In contrast to their use of threshold spaces, the children in 

the study did not feel threatened by vehicles on the road if they were using a space 

to get around, and this appeared largely due to the physical infrastructure in place to 

support walking, particularly the presence of footways and signalised crossing 

points. In an otherwise vehicle dominated environment, these features influenced 

both parental and child perceptions of safety, making it more likely that the children 

were both permitted and motivated to get around on foot. Other studies have noted 

the importance of considering parent’s perceptions of safety and their attitudes as 

influences on children’s neighbourhood mobility and freedom (Wolfe and McDonald, 

2016; Vlaar et al, 2019). Parents effectively acted as a gatekeeper for the children 

and having permission from a parent was usually a first step towards being able to 

spend time in their neighbourhoods.  

 

Some of the children voiced safety concerns over interacting with strangers, but this 

did not appear to impact on their actual mobility, as has also been found by Huertas-

Delgado et al (2018). Positive social connections helped to support children moving 

around their neighbourhood in these spaces and having a friend to travel with or 

social connections that the child knew in the neighbourhood was an important 

influence, as Timperio et al (2006) have also found. These findings link to other 

evidence highlighting the importance of safety considerations in children’s use of 

transitory spaces (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Timperio et al, 2006; Whitzman and 

Mizrachi, 2012; Boarnet et al, 2005; Brussoni et al, 2020).  

 

Footways and crossing points helped to make the children’s trips on foot more 

convenient compared to travelling in a vehicle, as did pedestrian only routes and 

those that were either heavily traffic calmed or that restricted vehicle usage. Children 

also tended to feel safer on pedestrian only routes due to the absence of vehicles. 

The children particularly enjoyed travelling in these spaces, as they appeared to 
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provide a more sensory experience, linking to other findings from Kullman (2014) 

that children often appreciate the smaller details of the street environment that may 

be unobserved by adults. 
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Destinations 
 

Destinations, within the framework of third places, are those spaces outside of the 

home and work that might be used for meeting other people, such as community 

centres, cafes, shops, public parks and playgrounds (Gardner, 2011; Carroll et al, 

2015). These are places that children can play in or explore and that will engender a 

sense of belonging. The range of spaces that can be classed as a ‘destination’ in this 

sense is broad, but there are a number of specific types of these third spaces that 

this study shows are important to children. These include neighbourhood parks, local 

shops and other community facilities.  

 

The destinations considered within this study are the spaces that are within walking 

distance of the children’s homes. The proximity of these spaces is important when 

considering the impact that they may have on children’s experiences of their 

neighbourhood. How these destinations are linked up and the transitory spaces that 

connect them is also an important consideration. All of the children within the study 

lived in high density neighbourhoods and they all had a wide range of potential 

destination spaces within close proximity. However, there were clearly certain types 

of space that were more significant to the children than others and their experiences 

were influenced by these. 

 

When asked to list out their top five places in their neighbourhoods, the children’s 

most frequent responses were shops and cafes or the homes of friends and family 

and it was clear that they were drawn to these relatively urban and indoor 

destinations. Parks and public open spaces were also popular with the children as 

were leisure and sport centres. Only one child noted what might be called a ‘special 

place’ or somewhere that they had adopted as their own. Ashok noted the ‘tiny 

forest’ near his home and the local building site as two of his favourite places, but 

this type of place did not feature in any of the other children’s lists. As is evident from 

the above, the children’s focus on places to go centred on indoor space or a form of 

designated outdoor space. There was minimal evidence of the children engaging in 

natural, outdoor spaces, aside from Ashok’s experiences. This contrasts strongly 
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with Hart’s findings from the 1970s (Hart, 1979), who found that after friend’s homes 

and the ballfields, children’s favourite places all revolved around the natural 

elements. These ranged from rivers, lakes, trees and hills to play forts and frog 

ponds. Although it is acknowledged that the context was different, when comparing 

how the children in this study engaged with and perceived destination spaces, the 

difference is quite striking. 

 

Parks and Play Spaces 
 

When looking at the children’s activity spaces, as discussed in chapter 8, it is evident 

that the larger parks surrounding the children’s homes tended to provide anchors for 

the children’s activity spaces and influenced where and how far they would travel 

within their neighbourhoods. For the children from Oakley school, the parks of 

London Fields and Victoria Park/Well Street Common acted as anchors for many of 

them and these often delineated the outer boundaries of their activity space. For 

Ashok, for example, who had the largest activity space in the group, this spread east 

to Victoria Park and west to London Fields, but went no further than these.  

 

The children from Mansfield school were close to Hackney Downs, Clapton Square 

and Millfields park. Rafya’s activity space extended to Hackney Downs, though this 

was less than a five minute walk from his home. Rebecca talked about using Clapton 

Park for play, though always with an adult, which was just a short walk across the 

main road from her home. She stated that it’s a “really nice playground.” Simon 

noted an estate play space near his home (figure 8.19), though stated that he would 

only go there a couple of times per year and always with an adult. Millfields Park is 

located to the east of the children’s school, approximately a five minute walk away. 

Yet none of the children talked about visiting this space. This is perhaps because 

their activity spaces were focussed strongly around their homes and school, which 

did not tend to stretch in this direction. All of the children, apart from Zaidee, lived to 

the west of the school, and therefore Millfields Park appeared to fall outside of the 

zone that they would usually explore. 
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Figure 8.19: Photo of the estate play space near to Simon’s home 

 

In the neighbourhood of the children from Wigmore school, Clissold Park is a large 

park less than a ten minute walk from their homes. This did not appear within any of 

the children’s activity spaces and none of them stated that they travelled there 

independently. However, the park still appeared to be an important space for some 

of the children to visit with an adult, as was its proximity to their homes. A number of 

children talked about their frequent visits to Clissold Park: 

 

“In the summer I go to Clissold Park and stuff” (Melissa) 

 

“Leo and me have done a lot of things in Clissold Park” (Rowan) 

 

“I’ve had a lot of water fights with my brother in Clissold Park” (Leo) 
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Although the proximity of these parks to the children’s homes appeared important in 

enabling them to access to them on foot and often independently, their use of these 

spaces was quite different to the threshold spaces that were found in and around 

their homes. The parks may have widened their neighbourhood experience and 

been an enabler in their explorations of their environment, but in terms of a space for 

frequent and regular play, this tended to be found much closer to home. The larger 

parks appeared to act more as somewhere to go, perhaps for a very specific activity, 

rather than for informal play and leisure. The importance of estate-based public 

space and play opportunities is also evident in this regard. 

 

Melis (Oakley) and Eva (Oakley) discussed what sort of play space they might like. 

When I asked them what they might improve about the area nearest to where they 

live, they responded: 

 

M: You see the grass place that you saw next to my house. We could have a 

playground there 

 

E: Or maybe they could move all the London Fields equipment to that area. That 

would be cool 

 

This highlights how although they liked the play spaces in the larger park, they would 

prefer something closer to home. 

 

Many of the children also had access to smaller and less formal open spaces that 

were closer to home than the larger parks. Some of the children were able to make 

use of the threshold spaces right by their homes and some might also travel a short 

distance to a local play space. It was clear that the proximity of this to their homes 

was vital in determining their use of this. For the children from Oakley school, there 

were two play spaces within the estate that they could access (figure 8.21) as well as 

a ball cage (figure 8.20). 
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Figure 8.20: Photo of the ball cage on Frampton Park estate, near Oakley school 

 

Warren (Oakley) talked about using all of these spaces on a regular basis and 

suggested that he was able to freely move between them. However, not everyone 

felt as comfortable using them. As Melis (Oakley) noted above, for her even having 

to travel 300 metres to the sand park play space had restricted how much she was 

able to use it and she, instead, sought somewhere right outside her block that she 

could use. She was only allowed to go to the sand park playground with an adult and 

chose not to play in the football cage across the road from here house because: 

 

‘that’s where all the boys in my class play’ 
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Figure 8.21: Photo of the ‘sand park’ play space on Frampton Park estate 

 

There were also a couple of spaces that the boys from Wigmore used. Leo 

mentioned going to the ball cage in a neighbouring estate to play with his older 

brother and both Rowan and Leo mentioned going to Kynaston Park, a small green 

space near their school. Going with an older sibling or friend appeared important 

when visiting these spaces. They were also conscious of others older than them 

using the space. In relation to the cage, Leo told me how he would try to avoid it if 

the sixth formers were there and would sometimes specifically go when it was 

raining in order to avoid them. Wiliam (Oakley) highlighted the importance of positive 

social interactions counteracting those that he felt more negatively about. He stated 

that although he got annoyed with the teenagers hanging around, he felt safer 

because he knew other people in the neighbourhood: 

 

‘“I know everyone in the neighbourhood so if someone dares touch me my friends 

will come.” 
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“Once I came over here and they wanted to play with our ball so I let them and they 

kicked it right up - they kicked it up to the balcony and smashed up the glass and 

then my friend who is a good teenager went up to get it and I got my ball back” 

 

Parks and playgrounds were a common place for the children to meet and interact 

with friends. Ashok (Oakley) and Warren (Oakley) talked about playing with friends in 

the estate play spaces and Warren also said that he would go to Victoria Park with 

friends from school. That he was allowed to do this on his own appeared to relate to 

the fact that these were close friends that his mother knew. He stated:  

 

“My mum knows all my friends really well. I don’t hang out with bad people. I just 

hang out with my school friends” 

 

Eva (Oakley) and Maya (Oakley) also stated that they would go to the park with 

friends, as did Melissa (Wigmore), saying: 

 

“I don’t really have play dates inside. I just meet up with them in the park or 

something and play.” 

 

The quality of these parks and play spaces was also an important factor in how 

much the children used them. The children in the study were of an age where they 

were beginning to outgrow standard playgrounds and were less interested in using 

these spaces. Finlay (Wigmore) and Sophia (Wigmore) stated that they did not really 

go to the playground in Clissold Park and Sophia commented on the fact the she felt 

too old for playgrounds. When asked about the playground in Clissold Park, she 

stated: 

 

“There’s not much to do. In the playground it’s really cramped…. Some of it is boring, 

where you’re older there just doesn’t seem to be much stuff to do. Most of the stuff is 

for younger kids and what they like to do.” 
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Maya (Oakley), similarly, did not appear interested in playing in playgrounds. When 

given an opportunity to use a play space during the go-along interview, she quickly 

got bored and was not interested in carrying on. She stated: 

 

“I don’t really go to parks anymore. … I’m too focussed on technology.” 

 

Shops 
 

The importance of local shops to the children as part of their neighbourhood 

landscape and the impact that these had on the children’s experiences came up 

frequently. Most of the children knew many local shops, cafes and restaurants in 

their local neighbourhood and talked about them a lot (figure 8.22). They tended to 

be able to state the details of each shop, what it sold and often it’s history, 

demonstrating a good knowledge of these spaces and highlighting the significance of 

these to them within their neighbourhoods. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.22: The variety of local shops that the children visited in their 

neighbourhoods 
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First Experiences of Independence  
 

For many of the children, it was the local convenience store or corner shop that gave 

them their first experience of independence in their neighbourhood. Having a shop 

relatively close to the child’s home and on a walkable route was an important factor 

in enabling them to take this first step towards independence.  

 

Marianna (Wigmore), for example, was allowed to travel only to the local newsagent 

and grocery store on her own. These were both around 300 metres from her home. 

She stated that the shopkeeper in the local newsagent knew her by name and that 

they would have conversations together. The three boys from Wigmore school also 

talked about being allowed to go to this same newsagent and for Finlay, this was one 

of the few trips he was allowed to make on his own. They all lived less than 200 

metres away from it. Rebecca (Mansfield) stated that being able to go to the corner 

shop on her own was one of her first steps towards independence. She lived less 

than 100 metres from the shop and said that she had been going on her own since 

the age of seven or eight and that the shopkeeper knew her well: 

 

“The person that works in the place that I go to all the time. The corner shop. He’s 

known me since I was very little and he always calls me ‘princess.’” 

 

The local shop being the children’s first experience of independence is further 

highlighted by two of the girls from Wigmore school. During the first part of the study 

in winter, both Melissa and Sophia stated that they were not allowed to go to the 

local shops on their own. In the latter part of the study four months later, they stated 

that they were then allowed to go to their local corner shop, this being their only 

independent trip. Again this was located very close to their homes, at around 150 

metres away. 

 

Expanded Horizons 
 

For those children who had already been granted wider independence, the 

experience of visiting the corner shop was still an important one and provided a 
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range of experiences for the children. Maya (Oakley) tended not to spend much time 

freely exploring her neighbourhood, but she did go to two local convenience stores. 

Both located close to her school and less than a five minute walk from her home, 

these were an important part of the neighbourhood landscape for Maya. During the 

go-along interview, she stated how she was planning to go to the local shop straight 

after school that day: 

 

“I need to buy jawbreakers or no-one is going to be my friend anymore. I promised 

everyone jawbreakers and I ate one yesterday so I have two left. I need to buy 

jawbreakers” 

 

“Sometimes if you don’t have the exact amount but a few pennies less they let you 

have it for that amount of money. Once I got a lollipop for free.” 

 

The local shop acted as an important part of Maya’s social landscape within the 

community, with her feeling that she knew the shopkeeper too. Warren also knew 

the local convenience store well, as well as the shopkeeper, talking about how the 

shopkeeper knew him really well and played Fifa with him on the Playstation. He 

also talked about how he might get things for free, based on this social connection: 

 

“Once I got sweets for free and once my mum got cigarettes for free.” 

 

For a child such as Ashok (Oakley), who was granted a relatively wide amount of 

freedom and independence, the local shops very near his home still came across as 

important to him and and an important part of his neighbourhood experiences. Unlike 

some of the other children who may just have one local shop that they were allowed 

to visit or visit regularly, Ashok had a number of shops he would go to and talked 

about how he thought he was ‘really lucky’ as he has a pharmacy, sweet shop and 

Lidl to go to.  
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Restricted Mobilities 
 

All of the children mentioned so far had a local shop within 300 metres or less of 

their home and this proximity to home certainly appeared to be important. Children 

living in a lower density area are much less likely to have a local shop in such close 

proximity. For a couple of the children in the study, they had to travel slightly further 

to get to their local shop but were still able to get there on foot. There was still some 

positive effect on their experience of their neighbourhood, even if the increased 

distance meant that they tended to travel with an adult. 

 

Henry (Oakley) had to travel a bit further to his closest shop, which was located on 

Well Street, a small local high street. He stated that he was sometimes allowed to go 

the Turkish shop to buy bread for his dad although he did not give the impression 

that he did this that frequently on his own. He did however demonstrate a rich 

knowledge of the shops in the street, stating:  

 

“And there’s a newsagent and sweet shop and then a fruit and vegetable shops and 

then everyone knows Tesco. And this one sells lots of brownies and things. Then 

perfect fried chicken and fish and chicken. And this is a furniture shop. And this is a 

vegan shop” 

 

Although he might not have had the opportunity to visit all of the shops on his own, 

the fact that they were in close walking distance and he was able to easily journey 

there with an adult, still enhanced his knowledge and experience of his 

neighbourhood. 

 

Zaidee (Mansfield) lived very close to the local high street but was not allowed to go 

to any of the shops on it on her own. The nearest shop to her was around 300 

metres away but required crossing the main road, and the next closest was around 

500 metres away. There are various factors that have combined to restrict Zaidee’s 

independent mobility, but having a shop closer to her and away from the main road 

may have provided an opportunity for her to test out her independence at a younger 
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age. Zaidee was keen to gain some independence and she appeared to recognise 

that being able to travel to the shops alone often indicated a first step towards this. 

When asked about what she would like to be able to do, she responded: 

 

“I would like to go by myself to the shops so that I could get some stuff, some food 

and stuff by myself.” 

 

Although Zaidee was not allowed to travel to the shops independently, she did spend 

time going to them with her mother and this appeared to enhance her neighbourhood 

experience. An important part of Zaidee and her mothers’ morning routine was 

walking to a local cafe for her mother to buy a coffee. This was not the closest cafe, 

but still within walking distance, approximately 650 metres away. 

 

Similarly, Melis (Oakley) was not allowed to go to the shops on her own but she still 

demonstrated a good knowledge of the shops local to her and also knew the 

shopkeeper in one of them stating:  

 

“he calls me spicy because I love spicy things.” 

 

Simon (Mansfield) had a local convenience store just 200 meters from his home but, 

unlike some of the other children, he expressed no enthusiasm to go there telling 

me: 

 

“I only get some milk from there” 

 

He expressed a limited knowledge of the shops in his neighbourhood in general, 

which seemed reflective of his overall neighbourhood experience.  

 

Community Facilities 
 

There were a range of other community-based facilities that some of the children 

also used and proximity was clearly an important factor in how they travelled to these 
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spaces and their use of them. The provision of community halls and easy access to 

these was important to some of the children. The community hall on the Frampton 

Park estate was approximately a five minute walk away from all of the children within 

the study from Oakley school (figure 8.23), as was a church with a youth centre 

within it. Although none of the children appeared to be frequent users of these 

spaces, a number of the children mentioned attending these from time to time and 

their proximity meant that they would always travel on foot to these. Melis (Oakley) 

was also a frequent user of the local library, which was less than a ten minute walk 

away from her home. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.23: The youth centre near Oakley school 

 

Rafya (Mansfield) mentioned going to a youth group in a church hall just a couple of 

minutes’ walk from his home and implied that one of the reasons for him going there 

was how close it was and easy to get to. He also attended a maths group in another 
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community centre not from his home, that he would walk to. Similarly, Rebecca 

(Mansfield) attended dance classes in a different church hall very close to her home. 

 

Regarding sport and leisure facilities, all of the children from Wigmore school lived 

approximately a ten minute walk away from the leisure centre, which was also 

located near a secondary school that hosted activities such as dance and basketball. 

All of the children in the study from this school attended one of these locations for 

either swimming, gymnastics, dance or basketball and all of the children usually 

walked to these. 

 

Some of the children from Wigmore school also attended leisure facilities slightly 

further away and these highlight the impact that proximity can have on how the 

children get around. The three boys in the study from Wigmore school all attended a 

climbing centre, and one attended a kayaking centre adjacent to this. These were 

located a 20 minute walk from the children’s homes, part of which was through the 

local park. Although Leo said he would always walk to this facility with an adult, 

Finlay stated that: 

 

“Sometimes when we go climbing we’ll drive” 

 

Rowan also stated that: 

 

“I walk sometimes but not much because it’s quite far. I normally save my energy for 

actual kayaking.” 

 

Going further afield, Sophia (Wigmore) stated that she regularly attended the local 

ice rink, but would always be driven there as it was further away (1.7 miles).  

 

Religious activities were also important to a number of the children. Rafya 

(Mansfield), Ashok (Oakley) and Melis (Oakley) all attended a mosque regularly. 

Both Rafya and Ashok lived less than a mile away from their mosque and stated that 
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that they would walk there. Melis noted in her travel diary that she would usually 

travel to the mosque by car, perhaps due to attending with other family members. 

 

Friend’s and Family’s Homes 
 

For some of the other children, other people’s homes were important locations to 

meet others and socialise. Although both Rafya (Mansfield) and Ashok (Oakley) had 

a reasonable amount of freedom in the public spaces within their neighbourhoods, 

they also talked about spending time in other people’s homes in the local area and 

both appeared to have strong social and family networks that enabled this. Rafya 

had a number of close family and friends living nearby to him. He noted that his 

auntie and cousin live down the road from his house and that he would often visit 

them. Ashok was similar with a number of family members living nearby. 

 

“[My auntie]… lives up there on Holcroft Road and that’s my mum’s older sister. Over 

there is where my grandma lives with my youngest auntie and my uncle and his two 

children. One of my aunties lives in Ilford and one of my aunties lives right next to me 

just two blocks away.” 

 

He talked about going to visit them in their homes, but less about spending time 

outside with them in the neighbourhood. The fact that these family ties were close by 

enabled these children to be able to travel actively, and often independently, to these 

homes. 

 

Some of the children in the study talked about friends and family living further afield 

and this changed the nature both of visiting them and how they experienced their 

neighbourhoods close to home. Henry (Oakley) stated how, aside from the children 

that he knew on his street, his other friends didn’t live locally. This meant that if he 

wanted to visit them, his parents would have to take him there. This was quite a 

different experience to Ashok, for example.  

 



237 

Rowan (Wigmore) stated how lots of his school friends had either moved away or 

changed school and understood how this impacted on his neighbourhood play 

experiences. 

 

“A lot of people have moved away because it’s quite expensive this place now - it’s 

quite posh. So I only play out often with Leo because half of my friends don’t even 

live in Stoke Newington - they live on the outskirts.” 

 

He noted that it would take him 30 minutes to walk to some of his friend’s houses 

and this meant that he would not get to see them on a regular basis or would have to 

be driven there by his parents. 

 

Natural Spaces 
 

The urban setting that the children were living in is reflected in their use of space and 

the destinations that they tended to visit. Even if the children had wanted to, there 

was nowhere for them to engage with the wilder elements of the natural environment 

such as the mountains or the sea. There was no river nearby that the children could 

play in, in comparison to the children in Hart’s (1979) study had, who lived in a less 

urban setting. These spaces simply did not exist in the neighbourhoods in which the 

children lived. Landscaped parks and greenspaces were the closest that the children 

got to being able to engage with the outdoors and nature. 

 

Given this context, it is unsurprising that the children’s engagement with the natural 

environment was low and that they were more drawn to visiting indoor spaces or 

managed outdoor spaces, such as parks. This reflects findings from Derr (2002), that 

showed it was those children with greater access to natural places that were more 

likely to use them and to have the most in-depth experiences with nature. This is in 

spite of just four of the children stating that they prefer to spend time indoors. The 

children still had access to some forms of nature in their general living environments, 

whether that was within managed parks, grass verges, or threshold spaces near 

their homes, but they did not see the natural features of these spaces as 
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destinations in their own right. The lack of nature in their neighbourhoods did not 

seem to impact on their experiences of place. In fact, it was the children who had 

experienced more immersive nature in other places, such as on camping trips, that 

appeared to be impacted the most by the lack of these opportunities in their 

neighbourhoods. As Rowan said about camping: 

 

“You can roam free because there’s a forest. So we tend to go in the forest. And 

sometimes we play hide and seek” 

 

He appeared to miss this feeling when coming back to his neighbourhood in 

Hackney. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The destinations that the children spent time in within their neighbourhoods tended 

to either be parks or play spaces, shops, community facilities, friend’s and family’s 

homes and their school. Whereas the children’s use of threshold spaces were on a 

more informal basis, many of the children’s trips to these destination spaces were 

more formalised and pre-planned. Although trips to the local shop and to school 

often took place independently, trips to other destinations were more likely to take 

place supervised and in a planned way.  

 

Larger parks often featured on the edge of a child’s activity space, but the children’s 

usage of these spaces was less frequent than destinations closer to home. If there 

were smaller parks and play spaces available closer to home then the children would 

often use these instead and were able to talk more about their experiences in these 

spaces. The children did not always appreciate the provision of formal play 

equipment and were also looking for other opportunities for play within the spaces, 

highlighting the need for flexibility and adaptability in the use of a space to be able to 

accommodate a wider range of users. It shows that traditional play spaces can have 

a limited appeal and do not always meet a child’s needs, as also discussed by 

Woolley (2008) and Rasmussen (2004). The social aspect of these spaces was 
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important, with children choosing to use them with other children of the same age 

and that they knew. Older children and teenagers that they did not know often put 

them off using these spaces. 

 

Local shops formed an important part of the children’s neighbourhood landscape, 

highlighting the relevance of commercial space to children, as has been shown in 

other studies (Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Brussoni et al, 2020). This study 

explores this theme in depth and shows that the trip to the local corner shop is often 

one of their first steps towards children’s independent travel. The proximity of them 

to home and the ability to access them on foot had an impact on how frequently the 

children would visit them and whether or not this was done independently. The social 

connections that the children often made with the shopkeepers was also an 

important element of their wider social network.  

 

Community facilities and friend’s and family’s homes also played a role in the 

children’s neighbourhood landscapes. Most of these spaces that the children talked 

about using on a frequent basis were located close to home and within a walking 

distance, though children were more likely to be accompanied to these. For 

destinations further away, the children were less likely to walk and more likely to 

travel by car or public transport.  

 

Children’s use of natural spaces and their connection to nature was low, with just 

one of the children suggesting he saw the natural features of a space as a 

destination in its own right. This appeared related to the accessibility of natural space 

in their neighbourhoods. There were natural features evident, but there were no 

rivers or mountains within them. Although the children’s connection to nature and 

use of the natural environment was weak, it did not appear to impact on their 

enjoyment of their neighbourhoods, and it was the social elements of spaces that 

appeared most important to them, as has also been found my Matthews et al (2000). 
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The Influence of the School 
 

Another important feature of the children’s neighbourhood was their school, these 

being an integral part of the children’s everyday lives (Collins and Coleman, 2008). 

Schools had an impact in a number of ways. Their setting and location was of 

relevance. The school’s travel policies also had an obvious impact on the children’s 

travel behaviours. Other potential influences of schools on children’s behaviour 

related to school policies on children’s independence and freedom within the school, 

which also related to risk taking and the outdoors, as will be discussed. 

 

School Location 
 

All three of the schools in the study were located in locations with reasonable quality 

transitory spaces surrounding them. Two of the schools in the study were located on 

main roads (although entrance points were located to the side on quieter residential 

streets) but this did not appear to act as a barrier to the children walking. Following 

the earlier discussion on the quality of transitory spaces, as long as there was a 

suitable footway and appropriately placed crossing points, which there were, the 

children were able to travel actively to them.  

 

The location of the children’s schools and, in particular, their proximity to their homes 

was an important influence on how they travelled to school. The findings from the 

study support a range of other evidence demonstrating that the closer a child lives to 

school, the more likely they are to walk (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Ewing et al, 

2004; McMillan, 2007; Panter et al, 2010; Timperio et al, 2006; Trapp et al, 2012; 

Giles-Corti et al, 2009; Oliver and Schofield, 2010). All but one of the children walked 

to school and all but one lived a ten minute walk or less away. The proximity of their 

home in relation to the school was clearly an influencing factor on this and this is 

particularly evidenced by Montel’s (Mansfield) experience. 

 

Montel (Mansfield) lived the furthest away from school of all the children in the study, 

living approximately 1.6 km away. This is below the average UK distance a child may 
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travel to school, but still higher than most of his peers. During the go-along interview 

with Montel, although he had been told that we would be taking a walk around his 

neighbourhood and towards his home, from early on it was obvious that this was not 

his normal routine. Initially he was nervous to admit this, stating: 

 

“Sometimes I walk by myself. Sometimes I walk, sometimes I take the bus” 

 

Montel found it much more difficult to navigate to his home and back by walking than 

the other children in the study and it gradually became evident that his knowledge of 

the neighbourhood between his school and his home was poorer than others. 

 

I: Why don’t you show us which way you’d go to school if you walk?  

M: Let’s go this way [heads towards main road and bus stops - slightly away from 

school] You’ve just got to go up here and go straight and then you can see the 

cinema  

I: So is that the way you go if you walk? 

M: Yeah 

 

Following on from this and on arrival at the bus stop on the main road, Montel finally 

admitted, one hour into the walk 

 

“Yeah I always get the bus” 

 

The increased distance that Montel had to travel to get to school is likely to be what 

led to him taking the bus to school. This wider distance between home and school 

and travel by bus also meant that he had effectively ended up with two activity 

spaces, one around his home and one around his school. When looking at the 

children’s activity spaces, the location of their school is clearly an anchor in 

determining where they will go in their neighbourhood and this was the same for 

Montel. As his home was located further away than the other children from school to 

the south, he lived very close to many of the children who attended Oakley school. 

When his activity space is compared to theirs however, it is quite different. Whereas 
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the children from Oakley school tended to spend time further south, Montel’s activity 

space spread only to the north of his home, as shown in figure 8.24. 

 

 
 

Figure 8.24: Montel’s activity space and the locations of Mansfield and Oakley 

schools 
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This point is important when considering Simon’s use of his neighbourhood. 

Although his independent activity space was confined to his home, his knowledge of 

his neighbourhood and the time he spent within it with this mother was mostly linked 

to his journeys to and from school, as he took part in minimal other journeys. Living 

on a busy roundabout and near a main road, if the school had been located in the 

opposite direction from this it may have reduced the impact that this busy junction 

had on his mobility. 

 

Active Travel Policies 
 

The school’s policies on active travel were also found to have a role to play in 

influencing the children’s neighbourhood mobility. All three of the schools in the 

study were supportive of walking, in particular, and it is suggested that this positive 

support from the schools for this effectively gave permission to the children to travel 

in this way.  

 

At Mansfield school, there was a strong focus on reducing car usage, which came 

across clearly at the beginning of the interview with the deputy head teacher. The 

school had recently put in place a scheme called ‘school streets’, enabling the school 

to be able to close the road to motor traffic at the start and end of the day (figure 

8.25). When asked about the children’s travel patterns, the deputy head noted: 

 

“Car use has definitely gone down because you can’t park outside the school so 

more people are being forced to walk.” 
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Figure 8.25: Photo of the school street signage at Mansfield school 

 

At that time, this perception wasn’t backed up by the school’s own travel survey, 

which suggested that the number of children travelling to school by car had remained 

fairly stable since the intervention at around 7%. A further update on its impact has 

not been possible unfortunately. Research on the impact of school streets is limited, 

but a report by Hopkinson et al (2021) suggests they can lead to a mode shift of 3-

6%. Where levels of car travel are already low however, this might be harder to 

achieve. 

 

It may also have been that parents were still driving but dropping off their children 

outside of the restricted zone or that exempted vehicles from local residences were 

still driving through. When visiting the school at the end of the school day, there were 

still a lot of cars driving in the area and it did not feel as traffic free as the deputy 

head teacher had implied. As one of the children, Rebecca, noted when asked what 

impact the school streets scheme has had: 
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“I kind of feel safer but some people go against the rules so sometimes I don’t” 

 

At Wigmore school, the motivation to reduce driving to school was driven by a 

campaign to reduce the air pollution effects from the main road next to the school, 

which the children were very aware of. When asked about what they thought was a 

problem in their neighbourhood in the first workshop that the children took part in, 

they all responded to say “pollution.” Although this campaign appeared to have an 

impact on some of the children’s behaviours and their awareness of the impacts of 

air pollution, it relied upon a change in motivation and a willingness to change travel 

habits. This appeared to reduce its effectiveness and perhaps had more of an impact 

on some of the children’s views than their parents. As Sophia noted: 

 

“but if my parents are in a rush they usually just drop me off in the car. Only if they 

have to” 

 

It should be noted that since the fieldwork for the study took place, Wigmore school 

has also implemented a school street scheme, restricting motor vehicles on some of 

the residential roads used to access the school, and a bus gate is due to be 

implemented on the main road to restrict through traffic. Although the residential 

streets were already relatively low traffic, this may have an impact on travel choices 

such as the one noted by Sophia above. 

 

The deputy head at Oakley school had less to say about active travel, but it was still 

the case that levels of car travel to the school were low and as he noted “most 

children walk” anyway. Again, since the fieldwork took place this school has also 

implemented a school street scheme on the minor road next to its entrance, though 

no changes have been made to the major road that also runs past the front of the 

school. 
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Independent Travel Policies 
 

Another school policy that had an obvious impact on the children’s travel behaviours 

was to do with children’s independent travel and policies on this differed between the 

three schools in the study. At Mansfield school, the deputy head stated that children 

could travel without an adult in year 5 and 6 with written permission from a parent. 

The responses from the class survey reflected this, showing that across the whole of 

year 5, 51% travelled with an adult to school and 65% travelled with an adult from 

school. Some of the children in the study appeared aware of the school’s policy. As 

Rebecca noted, when asked about when she was allowed to go to school on her 

own: 

 

“Since year 5, because I don’t think you’re really allowed to do it in year 4” 

 

Rafya, on the other hand, appeared to have challenged the rules in the past, stating: 

 

“I started in year 3. Two years ago. Because my mum had an operation on her back 

and she couldn’t take me to school anymore” 

 

The policy appeared similar at Oakley school. The deputy head teacher at the school 

stated that it was rare that they would allow a year 5 child to go on their own without 

an adult to or from school, though he also noted that: 

 

“A parent could push it through and we wouldn’t be too strict about it unless there 

was a concern” 

 

This position is reflected in the results from the whole class where there is a mixed 

picture of children travelling to school with an adult or not. 61% of children stated that 

they travelled with an adult to school, and 67% from school. 
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At Wigmore school, their policy was that children were not allowed to travel on their 

own and this appears strictly enforced. When the teacher at Wigmore was asked 

about children travelling to or from school without an adult she stated: 

 

“Only in year 6 as long as they have parental consent” 

 

She stated that the teachers would not let children leave the school without an adult 

if they were in year 5 or below. The whole class survey results showed that the 

Wigmore policy had an evident impact on children’s independent travel, with 96% of 

children saying that they travel to school with an adult and 91% of children saying 

that they travelled home with an adult. 

 

As Rowan said: 

 

“The school says we aren’t allowed to walk there by ourselves and that’s the school 

rule”. 

 

School Attitudes to Risk and Independence  
 

The children’s schools also appeared to have an influence on them in relation to 

more general attitudes to both risk and independence. Oakley and Mansfield schools 

had quite contrasting policies in this regard and will be used as a comparison to 

explore the impact of these policies on the children’s behaviours.  

 

Oakley school came across as the most risk averse out of the three schools in the 

study as well as taking a very controlled approach to the school day and how the 

children’s behaviour was managed. This was clear even in their approach to adults 

visiting the school and, from my first experience at the school, where I was greeted 

quite formally. In none of my visits was I allowed to find my own way to the room I 

was using, having to be escorted by a member of staff. This appeared to mirror how 

children in the school were treated and contrasted to my experience at both 



248 

Mansfield and Wigmore school where I was given a lot more freedom and was 

trusted to find my own way around.  

 

With regard to school playtimes, the deputy head stated that they were very 

structured at Oakley school and that running around was discouraged. He talked 

about how there had been accidents in the past, meaning that they now considered it 

too dangerous to allow too much running and playing. As the children themselves 

said in the workshop with them: 

 

H: We’re not allowed to run 

E: We’re not allowed to run inside the playground. It’s against the rules 

M: When the apparatus in the main playground was there, we weren’t allowed on it, 

because apparently it was for the year 3s. We’re not allowed to play stuck in the 

mud, we’re not allowed to play ‘it’, we’re not allowed to play ‘hit and run’ 

A: I got put on the wall for running 

I: And do you know why that is? 

H: Because apparently the playground is too small. Even though it’s humungous 

 

The deputy head stated that they would particularly restrict running when it was 

slippery and wet. When asked specifically about whether children were allowed to 

play outside in all weathers, he said: 

 

“if it’s spitting it’s fine but it depends on puddles and how slippy it is. If it’s raining 

we’ll have indoor play.” 

 

The children were also not allowed out to play in the snow. This was evidenced 

during one of the fieldwork sessions, which took place at the school just after it had 

snowed and where the children had not been outside. 

 

In comparison, Mansfield school appeared much more supportive of the children 

taking risks as well as putting an emphasis on empowering them and giving them 

independence within the school. As a UNICEF rights respecting school, the deputy 
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head teacher said that they believe that children’s rights are important and this was 

evident in the respect that teachers showed the children throughout the school. 

Small touches, like addressing the teaching staff by their first names, helped to 

reinforce this. As the deputy head noted: 

 

“Independence is at the core of what we do.” 

 

Mansfield school encouraged children to take control of their actions and behaviours 

and when in the playground, their attitude was: 

 

“If you fall down, get out there and dust if off.” 

 

The children were expected to go outdoors in all weathers and the school 

encouraged outdoor learning. The deputy head stated that they were happy for 

children to climb things in play times and take risks. She did not see this as a 

problem for the school or with regard to health and safety as long as the children 

were supervised and certain rules were followed, such as equipment being in the 

correct place and padded floors where necessary. As she said: 

 

“They will fall but they need to learn to get up again.” 

 

The strength of the school’s policies on both risk taking and independence at Oakley 

and Mansfield schools had an impact on the children’s sense of control at school and 

their contentment. The children in the study from Oakley school appeared frustrated 

about the school’s policies and how they were restricting their play and freedom 

within the school. Maya (Oakley) was quite vocal on the matter, stating: 

 

“They need to listen to children’s rights. When we line up, we’re not even allowed to 

go toilet, to get water, we’re not allowed to do anything.” 

 

Eva (Oakley) wished they could play more games in the playground with less rules. 

Maya (Oakley) asked for more time when they could “just play” and complained that 



250 

it was “really, really strict.” When the children were asked if they were happy with the 

amount of choice they got about what they did each day in school, all of them stated 

“no.” 

 

The children from Mansfield school, who were given more freedom within the school, 

appeared less frustrated but were still not always content. Three out of five of the 

children also said that they were not happy with the amount of choice they got at 

school. When the children were asked how often they were allowed to do what they 

want at school, three out of five answered ‘never’ and two answered ‘some of the 

time,’ which was a similar response to the children from Oakley, where four out six 

answered ‘never’ and two answered ‘some of the time.’ The children’s perceptions of 

freedom and how this can differ to what the teachers and school see as freedom was 

also highlighted. For example, ‘freedom’ to go outside in all weathers isn’t seen as 

freedom to all the children. As Zaidee noted: 

 

Z: Sometimes they do it too much, because when it’s really cold they still make us go 

outside. 

I: And you’d rather stay in? 

Z: Yes it’s more warm 

 

None of the children in the study, even at Mansfield, which supported children’s 

autonomy the most, stated that they had freedom to do what they want at school 

most or all of the time. The children still felt controlled to some extent, even at the 

school that prided itself on giving children independence and feeling in control. 

Perhaps this is to be expected, given the evidence that school is generally a 

controlled environment where children are taught to behave within certain 

boundaries (Fielding, 2000; Holloway and Valentine, 2003; Catling, 2005). It 

suggests that even if children in school are given relative freedom to play in break 

times and are given elements of independence within the school day, there are still 

other controlling elements of school that affect how much freedom they feel that they 

have. How freedom is perceived and the difference in perceptions between child and 

teacher has also been highlighted. Ultimately the school is adult controlled and 
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although the children at Oakley school appeared more frustrated with the policies put 

in place to control their behaviour, it was clear that even those children in Mansfield 

school did not feel the sense of freedom or independence that the school and its 

policies implied. 

 

Outside of school, children are no longer bound by the rules within school and there 

are other influences that shape their behaviour. There was a recognition shown by 

the children in the study of this difference. Whereas only five of the children stated 

that they were happy with the choices they got each day at school, this increased to 

12 children when thinking about the choices they got outside of school. 

 

Using the findings from this study, it is difficult to ascertain if there is an impact on 

school policies on independence in children’s lives outside of school. There is 

evidence from other studies that ignoring the need for independence in school 

reduces the likelihood of feeling safe, secure and competent in the school setting 

(Catalano et al, 2002; Rubin, 2012) and that creating a positive school environment 

can have a positive effect on relationships within school (Wilson et al, 2010). It is 

suggested that the sense of lack of control that the policies at Oakley school gave 

the children when they were at school and the increased level of discontentment that 

they showed within school may have an impact on the children longer term and how 

they interact with their neighbourhoods, but further research would be required to 

explore this relationship fully. This would link to Proshansky and Fabian’s (1987) 

point that the school setting can influence children’s behavioural strategies. It is also 

evident that some of the effects are not from any individual school policies, but from 

the setting of the school itself and the adult controlled environment on which it is 

based. 

 

Conclusion 
 

The study showed that proximity of a child’s school to their home will influence how a 

child travels to school. This reflects other research that has consistently found the 

proximity of school to a child’s home to be one of the most consistent predictors of 



252 

active travel (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Ewing, Schroeer and Greene, 2004; 

McMillan, 2007; Panter et al, 2010; Timperio et al, 2006; Trapp et al, 2012; Giles-

Corti et al, 2009; Oliver et al, 2010; Mitra, 2013). All but one of the children in the 

study usually walked to school, and this is deemed to be due to the school’s close 

proximity to the children’s homes. School has also been shown to influence the area 

that a child will define as their neighbourhood, which tends to to cover the space 

between home and school.  

 

School policies supporting active travel also appeared to influence the children’s 

behaviours, by impacting social norms and perceptions of how to get around. 

However, it was also evident from the feedback on Mansfield’s school street policy, 

that influencing these social norms and perceptions can take time and if immediate 

change is expected, then stronger enforcement may be required to ensure that 

policies are adhered to. 

 

The school policies that had the most obvious impact on the children’s mobility were 

those related to children’s independent travel behaviours. Where his policy was 

strictly enforced at Wigmore school, with children not being allowed to travel to 

school on their own until year 6, there were very low levels of children going against 

the rules and travelling independently in year 5. Based on their behaviour and travel 

choices, most parents seemed willing to accept these policies without challenge and 

this had a clear impact on children’s travel patterns, something that is not known to 

have been explored before in the literature. 

 

The influence of the children’s school on their travel is also likely to have an impact 

on their wider neighbourhood mobility. The fact that most of the children were able to 

travel on foot to school, meant that any journeys that they made after school also 

tended to be on foot. The term trip-chaining is often used when talking about parents 

combining trips to drop off their children to school in the car and then driving on to 

work or to complete other tasks (Hensher and Reyes, 2000). The same principle can 

be used in the case of the children’s travel to school. As the children in the study 
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showed, leaving school on foot meant that they also then took part in any after-

school journeys on foot when they were within walking distance.  

 

The influence of the children’s school has also been shown to form a part of a child’s 

journey towards independence. Although the impact of school policies on the 

children’s wider neighbourhood mobility is unclear, it was evident from the study that 

school policies on children’s freedom and autonomy had an impact on the sense of 

control that the children felt they had during the school day.  
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Summary 
 

The children’s use of their neighbourhoods and the third places within them 

interacted and influenced each other so that a child’s experience in one would 

influence the other and begin to create a network of experiences within a child’s 

neighbourhood. The evidence from this study shows that it was often use of the 

threshold spaces outside of a child’s home, which were the start point for their wider 

experiences of their neighbourhood. The use of these spaces would enable a child to 

build confidence and motivate them to then explore further afield. Affordances for 

play in these spaces helped to support a child to use them, though these were 

individual based on the child’s preferences, as did the presence of other children of a 

similar age. These spaces needed to feel safe and have a primarily place function 

rather than a movement one. 

 

Once moving away from the threshold spaces outside of the home, then the quality 

of the transitory spaces and the street network become important. This was 

important for all children, but particularly those who did not have a suitable threshold 

space to use, as it was then these transitory spaces that enabled their initial 

neighbourhood explorations. The convenience of the routes that these spaces 

created and how safe they were perceived, impacted on how children used them. 

Children in the study travelled mostly on foot and this appeared linked to good 

connectivity on foot and it being better than by car. Footways and formal crossing 

points supported the children’s mobility and they were happy to walk along a road 

with a footway in place and cross a busy road if there was a crossing point. The 

presence of these were likely to influence perceptions of safety, which were shown 

to be an important influence on how the children used these spaces. 

 

The use of transitory spaces was also influenced by the children having a place to go 

to. Destination spaces that the children used and travelled to on foot tended to be in 

reasonable proximity to their homes. Parks and play spaces were the most talked 

about and frequented, but community facilities, the local shop and friend’s and 

family’s homes were also important in the children’s neighbourhood landscape. The 
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local shop was, for a number of the children, the first destination that they were 

allowed to travel to independently. The social element of these spaces was again 

important. Having someone to use these spaces with was important and the children 

often did not feel welcome if there were other older children that they did not know in 

a space. The children’s school was also found to be an important influence on 

children’s neighbourhood mobility, both in relation to its location and proximity to the 

children’s homes, as well as in relation to the school’s policies on active and 

independent travel. 

 

The findings from the study suggest that standard measures of walkability 

(Southworth, 2005) may not always be as relevant to children as to adults. Although 

a number of features of walkability were relevant to the children, such as a high 

degree of proximity, mix of land uses and a network of footpaths, perceptions of 

safety and the ability to have a social and sensory experience in a space were of 

heightened importance for the children. The relevance of children’s use of threshold 

spaces and their influence on children’s wider mobility has also been shown. This 

links to Carroll et al’s (2015) assertion that, for children, the public spaces within the 

neighbourhood are for more than just getting around. They form a part of children’s 

everyday life and, as such, a more holistic consideration of how they use them is 

required. 
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CHAPTER 9: Discussion 
 

This study has provided an in-depth account and analysis of children’s experiences 

in three East London neighbourhoods. It has taken a child-centred approach in order 

to try to fully understand what children do in the public realm in their 

neighbourhoods, how they feel about using it and how it impacts on their well-being. 

This is based around the main research question of: 

 

How do children use their neighbourhoods and what factors are important in 

influencing their experiences? 

 

This final chapter sets out the conclusions of the study, bringing together findings 

from the previous chapters and addressing the research objectives. It begins with a 

discussion of the main forms of children’s mobility found within the study. It then 

goes on to consider how the different factors that influence children’s neighbourhood 

mobility. It links to understandings around socio-ecological models to pull out the 

different levels of influence, and also draws on understanding of Complex Adaptive 

Systems (CAS) to consider how these factors interact and influence each other. 

 

Finally, it also considers the findings in relation to children’s well-being. It suggests 

that there may be a link between children’s physical and mental well-being and their  

neighbourhood mobility that warrants further exploration. The main conclusions are 

then followed by policy implications of the research and ideas about how the findings 

could be built into future research. 
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Forms of Mobility 
 

The children in the study had relatively high levels of neighbourhood mobility and 

often contradicted narratives around children’s loss of freedom (Gill, 2007). They all 

walked a large amount of their journeys with many also spending time playing in their 

neighbourhood spaces. Though they had varying amounts of freedom, the majority 

of the children in the study had some autonomy over their actions in their 

neighbourhoods. The children are not necessarily reflective of wider children’s 

mobility across the UK, but their behaviours were shown to be reflective of their 

school cohorts and it is suggested that they could be reflective of children’s mobility 

in inner London and potentially other dense urban areas in the UK. 

 

These relatively high levels of walking set the scene for the children’s neighbourhood 

mobility. For the most part, they knew their neighbourhoods well and were confident 

travelling around them on foot. Mitra (2013) has suggested that it is the repeated 

exposure to the neighbourhood environment that helps a child to develop the 

physical and cognitive abilities to be able to navigate their way around. Conversely, 

when children travel by car or public transport they tend to have a much poorer 

knowledge of the space that they travel through (Mitchell et al, 2007; Badland, 2012). 

The children did not necessarily have large activity spaces, but they were active in 

their neighbourhoods nonetheless. The importance of the intensity of use of the 

children’s activity spaces and the quality of time they spent in them was shown over 

and above the size of these spaces, as has also been highlighted by Christensen et 

al (2017). Some children did still seek more independence and their activity space 

may have not been fully realised (Babb et al, 2017), but there was minimal evidence 

of the backseat generation (Karsten, 2005), with very few of the children’s trips being 

with an adult in a car. 

 

Within these relatively high levels of walking were a range of different forms of 

neighbourhood mobility. The study describes a range of different types of childhood 

experience, with variations along the spectrum of structured/unstructured time and 

autonomous/controlled time, building on the work of Kyttä (2004) who broke down 
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children’s experiences into the four domains based on their degree of independent 

mobility and the number of actualised affordances (figure 9.1). Some children had a 

high amount of unstructured time, where they would spend time outside of a specific 

setting playing or spending time in their neighbourhood. Other children had a high 

amount of structured time, usually in an organised setting in a fixed space in their 

neighbourhood.  

 

 
Figure 9.1: Model showing the different forms of neighbourhood experiences that 

the children had 

 

Evidence from this study suggests that it was those children within the unstructured 

and controlled domain that had the poorest neighbourhood mobility and 

neighbourhood experiences. Structured time as part of a child’s daily routine was 
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found to be beneficial in children’s developing neighbourhood mobility, particularly 

when combined with autonomous time, challenging concerns around the over-

scheduled child and reflecting arguments made by Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson 

(2018), it was the under-scheduled child in the study, with only controlled and 

unstructured time, who the concern needed to be focused on. Structured time was 

also more common in the white, middle class children in the study, though it was 

challenging to disentangle the different influences of social class, ethnicity and the 

child’s neighbourhood, as Thomson and Philo (2004) also found in their study. 

 

The children’s independent time in their neighbourhoods was shown as a journey 

and the children’s lives and experiences demonstrated a gradual transition towards 

full independence. The measure of children’s physical independence has been 

challenged through findings from the study, and it is suggested that understanding 

how children feel about their neighbourhood mobility and how much autonomy they 

have over their decision making may be a more relevant measure of their 

neighbourhood freedoms. This draws on the work of Mikkelsen and Christensen 

(2009) who have previously highlighted the complexity of children’s mobility.   
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Space, Permission, Motivation 
 

The study has maintained a strong focus on the neighbourhood level and how this 

influences children’s behaviours and experiences, taking a child-centred approach to 

the work. The findings have highlighted that the physicality of the neighbourhood 

does not function in isolation in terms of its influence on children. Instead, the 

neighbourhood ‘space’ is just one factor that plays a part in determining what 

children do. The study has also considered the other factors, in addition to the built 

environment, that influence how children use and engage with it and the interactions 

between these factors, drawing on understandings of socio-ecological models 

(Brofenbrenner, 1999) and CAS (Glouberman et al, 2006). This has enabled a 

detailed consideration of how a child’s neighbourhood and their experiences within it 

influence their behaviour. 

 

A range of other factors have been identified, aside from space, that influence 

children’s behaviours in their neighbourhoods and these have been weaved into 

discussions of the main findings of the study in chapters 7 and 8. These cover social, 

political and individual factors. In terms of their influence on the children’s 

behaviours, these can be grouped under the themes of permission and motivation. 

The study has shown that, even if a child has a space that they can use, if they are 

not permitted to use it or do not feel motivated to use it, then the intended function of 

the space will not be realised. That is not to say that the design of the space is not 

important, but that those factors that influence the use of the space must also be 

considered. How the space itself impacts on permissions and motivations for use 

must not be forgotten. The interaction of these factors in the context of this study is 

shown in figure 9.2. 
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Figure 9.2: Systems map of factors influencing children’s neighbourhood mobility 

 

Space 
 

The public spaces in their neighbourhoods are important to children. The framework 

of third places has been used to help to differentiate the types of places that are 

important to children and to help to understand how they use them (Carroll et al, 

2015; Gardner, 2011; Oldenburg, 2001). 

 

This study has found that threshold spaces, or the places outside the front door, are 

important for children to be able to play in and around their home and that these can 

help to encourage autonomous play. For these to work for all children, however, the 
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quality of these spaces is important to consider. This firstly relates to whether or not 

a child is motivated to use the space, often driven by the potential for social 

interaction within the space, as has been found in other studies (Brussoni et al, 

2020, Horton et al, 2014; Biddulph, 2010; Bornat, 2016). This links to cultural norms 

around the presence of children in public space, which may have an influence on the 

number of children using these spaces for outdoor play (Wood, Bornat and 

Bicquelet-Lock, 2019). Secondly, whether or not the child is permitted to use the 

space is important, often driven by parental perceptions of safety, linking to other 

research in this area on the design of cul-de-sacs, which can create a feeling of 

safety and security (Hochschild, 2013). The importance of the potential for 

overlooking in threshold spaces was also shown (Whitzman and Mizrachi, 2012). 

Some of the children in the study had threshold spaces that they could use, but 

chose not to, as they were not motivated to use it, or they were not allowed, and this 

appeared to be due to how the quality of the space was perceived. The study also 

demonstrates how threshold spaces can act as a first step towards a child’s wider 

independent mobility and exploration of their neighbourhoods, adding to the literature 

in this area and highlighting the benefits of these spaces not just for play but for 

children’s wider neighbourhood mobility.  

 

How children use threshold spaces highlights the importance of seeing the 

development of a child’s neighbourhood mobility as a journey and as a gradual 

transition process. Although the children were able to take part in autonomous play 

in these spaces and to start to build the confidence to use their neighbourhoods 

more widely, there was always an element of dependence as there was usually a 

parent present at home to help out as needed. There was a sense of these spaces 

enabling a gradual building of confidence to move further away from the home to 

more full independent mobility. Children in the study would always use threshold 

spaces with an adult present at home and they enabled the child, and their parent, to 

start to feel confident in being out in the public spaces in their neighbourhood. Those 

children that did not have threshold spaces that they used often felt less confident in 

exploring their wider neighbourhoods and had more restricted freedoms. 
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Transitory spaces, or the places between places, were also shown to be important in 

how the children were able to get around a place. Children in the study were all living 

in high density inner London and footways and crossing points were relatively 

commonplace. Their use of these highlighted the importance of having this 

infrastructure in place to ensure that journeys made actively by the children and not 

in a vehicle were convenient and that they were perceived to be safe, both by the 

children themselves and their parents. Footways, crossing points, good connectivity 

on foot and pedestrian only routes increased how convenient walking was, reflecting 

previous research in this area (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Timperio et al, 2006; 

Whitzman and Mizrachi, 2012; Villanueva et al, 2012). They also needed places to 

go within close proximity, providing important evidence to support the idea that more 

compact, and therefore walkable, neighbourhoods lead to more active travel for 

children (Carroll et al, 2015; Villanueva et al, 2012; Carver et al, 2014). When 

compared to travelling by vehicle, where walking was the most convenient choice, 

the children in the study would tend to choose this mode. This is demonstrated by 

the fact that very few of the children’s trips were in a car and, when they were, it 

tended to be because the car was seen as being more convenient than walking. All 

of the children had started out using these transitory spaces with an adult. Their 

gradual transition towards independent mobility was highlighted in the study in their 

use of these spaces.  

 

Destination spaces, such as parks and shops, were also shown to be important to 

the children in the study and reflected the need to be able to use transitory spaces to 

access these. The range of spaces accessed by the children, and their dismissal of 

formal play spaces in a number of instances, reinforces the point that playgrounds 

are not the only public space for children (Cooper Marcus and Sarkissian, 1988; 

Woolley, 2008; Rasmussen, 2004). The importance of proximity of these spaces was 

shown in order for the children to be able to travel actively to get to them and to visit 

them frequently, as has been demonstrated in a number of other studies in relation 

to school travel specifically (Davison and Lawson, 2006; Ewing, Schroeer and 

Greene, 2004; McMillan, 2007; Panter et al, 2010; Timperio et al, 2006; Trapp et al, 

2012; Giles-Corti, et al., 2009; Oliver et al, 2010) and, slightly less comprehensively, 
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for other destination spaces (Sharmin and Kamruzzaman, 2017; Brussoni et al, 

2020; Loebach and Gilliland, 2016). The social element of these spaces was also 

shown to be important and the potential for social connections. It was this element of 

the spaces that was more significant than any natural features, which were not 

prominent in the children’s experiences. The importance of both the children’s school 

location and its policies on active and independent travel were also shown to be 

important influences on the children’s mobility. 

 

How the children in the study used these third spaces raises questions around the 

notion of activity spaces and the relevance of walkability, considering how these 

should be measured and the complexities involved (Weller and Bruegel, 2009). 

There is a tendency to assume that a larger activity space is better but this did not 

appear to always be the case. Analysis of the size of the children’s activity spaces 

was found not to reflect the importance of the quality of the space itself or the time 

spent within it. This raises important questions around how children’s mobility should 

be measured. A smaller activity space does not necessarily denote poor 

neighbourhood mobility. It can instead reflect that a child has everything that they 

need in close proximity to their home. Han et al (2020) note that a child’s activity 

space is a reflection of the proximity of destinations. With proximity being an 

important indicator of how a child will get around, this should be seen as a positive 

attribute, not a negative one. It links to recent themes around 20 minute 

neighbourhoods (TCPA, 2021) and the importance of having facilities close by, 

reducing the need to travel or the need to have a larger activity space. Measures of 

walkability take into account the importance of proximity (Southworth, 2005) but 

otherwise take an adult-centred view to how third spaces might be used in a 

neighbourhood, focussed predominantly on getting around. As the findings from this 

study show and has also been suggested by others (Carroll et al, 2015; Villanueva et 

al, 2012; Carver et al, 2014; Horton et al, 2014), children use these third spaces in a 

variety of ways and their experience within the space is as important as being able to 

get from A to B.  
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Permission 
 

Although the spaces themselves are important, a child will not use a space if they 

are not permitted to do so. Understanding how the design of the spaces influence 

permission granting is important, but there are also other broader factors in relation 

to permissions that need to be considered and that impact on what the children in 

the study felt they were allowed to do, that link to their parents, their school and 

social perceptions around children’s use of public space. 

 

Parental permission is the main form of permission that children require to be able to 

use their neighbourhoods as they wish (Vlaar et al, 2019). This study, and many 

others (Timperio et al, 2004; McMillan, 2007; Kelty, Giles-Corti and Zubrick, 2008; 

Carver et al, 2008; Veitch et al, 2006; Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Alparone and 

Paccilli, 2012; O’Brien et al, 2000), have found that this is strongly related to 

subjective perceptions of safety. Many of the parents in the study did allow their 

children to walk most of their local trips and one of the reasons for this appeared to 

relate to them perceiving it to be safe to do so. Having friends nearby acted as a 

motivator for the children to want to use their neighbourhoods, but also appeared to 

effect whether or not they would be granted permissions from their parent, linking to 

other research suggesting that parents perceive a space as safer when there are 

other people using it that they know (Lee et al, 2015; Veitch et al, 2006; Karsten and 

van Vliet, 2019; Karsten, 2005; Weller and Bruegel, 2009). Linked to this, is also the 

cultural influences on parents on whether or not it is the right thing to do to let their 

children out in the neighbourhood (Vlaar et al, 2019). An example from this study is 

where parents stated that they were more likely to let their children walk to school on 

their own than play outside on their own, seemingly reflecting different cultural 

perceptions around travel behaviours and play and what they perceived was safe to 

allow their child to do. Parents were also more likely to grant permission if the child 

had an older sibling, reflecting other similar findings (Ayllón et al, 2019; Christian et 

al, 2016; Mackett et al, 2007), and suggesting that perceptions of safety shift as the 

parent better understands the risks. 
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Parental permission to use one part of the neighbourhood did not mean that 

permission was granted to go everywhere in the neighbourhood and parental 

permission took different forms. Permission varied throughout the year, with many of 

the children not being permitted to go outside without an adult after dark, meaning 

their mobility during the winter months was more curtailed. This also appeared to be 

influenced by social norms around going out after dark and perceptions of safety, as 

also shown in findings from Shaw et al (2015) when comparing children’s mobility 

across countries. The local corner shop was often one of the first places children 

were permitted to travel to independently, which appeared to be due to its close 

proximity to home and parents perceiving there to be a safe route to reach it. Other 

studies have shown the importance of commercial spaces such as shops and cafes 

for children’s mobility (Loebach and Gilliland, 2016; Brussoni et al, 2020), but have 

not provided such in-depth insights into the relevance of the corner shop specifically. 

 

Signals relating to children being permitted to use space were evident in other ways 

aside from just parental permission. Some of the children in the study, for example, 

did not feel that they had permission to play in the street, and this seemed to relate 

to it having a more dominant movement function and a feeling that the space was for 

vehicles not people. The children also mentioned not feeling that they belonged in 

certain spaces, and feeling threatened if older children or an adult showed up. This 

suggested that they did not feel that they had full permission to use the space over 

others older than them, and links to wider social norms around the acceptance of 

children in public space (Cahill 1990, Collins and Kearns, 2001, Gillespie, 2013; 

Prout, 2004). ‘No ball games’ signs were not mentioned by the children as a specific 

barrier to use spaces but may put out a broader message to others that children 

should not be playing in them and are not welcome in public space (Gill, 2007). 

 

The children’s schools also had an influence on the children’s neighbourhood 

mobility in relation to permissions. Most significantly, the school’s policies on 

independent travel removed permission for children to travel to school without an 

adult until a specific age. Where this policy was strongly enforced, it had a significant 

impact on the children’s independent travel to school. At one of the schools in the 
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study, a policy to restrict independent travel to school until year 6 (age 10/11) meant 

that none of the children in the study travelled to school without an adult. Supportive 

school policies on walking, conversely, appeared to effectively grant permission for 

children to travel in this way and helped to create a normative walking culture. This 

study provides new evidence to demonstrate that school travel policies can have an 

impact on children’s travel behaviours (Crawford et al, 2017; Hinckson and Badland, 

2011; Hinckson and Faulkner, 2018), particularly in relation to independent travel, 

which appears to be an under explored area. 

 

There were also school policies that removed permission for children to behave in 

certain ways during school time, reflecting understandings that schools act to restrict 

children’s behaviour and opportunities for play (Blatchford and Baines, 2006; 

Woolley and Griffin, 2015; Thomson, 2005). One school, for example, did not allow 

children to run in the playground. The impact of this on children’s wider 

neighbourhood experiences is unclear, but a lack of sense of control during school 

time may well pervade into their wider behaviour outside of school too. The school 

setting is known to influence children’s behavioural strategies (Proshansky and 

Fabian, 1987). This would link to evidence showing how school policies can 

influence children’s views and behaviours during the school day (Fielding, 2000; 

Barclay and Tawil, 2013) and warrants further exploration. 

 

Perceptions of permission and whether or not permission was granted also varied at 

the individual level and in relation to the child’s gender. For girls, there was a 

perception that some spaces, such as ball cages, were not for them and they tended 

to have lower overall neighbourhood mobility than the boys, though this did vary 

depending on the child. Girls seemed less likely to be granted permission to use their 

neighbourhoods due to parental safety concerns. It is suggested that they may also 

be less likely to request permission due to an awareness of social and cultural norms 

around how girls should use space (Brown et al, 2008). Many of the girls appeared 

content with the fact that it was the norm to have more limited neighbourhood 

mobility than boys, and they would choose not the challenge but accept it and make 

do as they could with the permissions that they were granted or that they perceived. 
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Motivation 
 

In order for a child to use their neighbourhood spaces, they also need to be 

motivated to do so. Motivation can be either intrinsic or extrinsic, but it is the intrinsic 

motivation that is the focus here, where the motivation is simply taking part in an 

activity for its own sake or for its inherent interest and enjoyment, rather than for any 

extrinsic reward (Ryan and Deci, 2020). Although motivation comes from the 

individual, the context that the individual sits within will influence how they are 

motivated and what actions they choose to take. There were certain elements in the 

built environment that the children were more strongly motivated to use and spend 

time in than others, which were related to opportunities for social interaction, 

opportunities for play, social influences and social norms, and the natural 

environment. 

 

The provision of threshold spaces for the children was important in enabling their 

broader mobility. However, the children needed to be able to see affordances for 

play within these to be motivated to use them. How these affordances were 

perceived varied from child to child. In some instances, street space was seen as a 

place to play and children would find affordances within it. In other cases, a more 

clearly designated threshold space in the form or grass and a playground was not 

used by the child, because they perceived it as being for younger children and did 

not see affordances within it for them. 

 

The potentially playful nature of transitory spaces, though less important than their 

movement function, also sometimes acted as a motivator. Where there were 

pedestrian only routes, for example, the children enjoyed using these spaces, which 

appeared linked to the fact that these could be secret routes that others did not know 

about. The children liked to discover their own spaces that they felt belonged to them 

and were more motivated to use them when this was the case. They were able to be 

more playful in these spaces, reflecting the fact that moving in the outdoors is often a 

sensory experience for children (Mitchell et al, 2007; O'Brien et al, 2000; Mackett 

and Paskins, 2008; Ross, 2007; Romero, 2015; Moore, 1986). 
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The potential for social interactions in a space was an important influence in a child’s 

motivations to want to use it. Having other children of a similar age to use a space 

with, either for play or for travel purposes, acted as a strong motivator. In threshold 

spaces particularly, children would only use these if they had other children to use 

them with, reflecting other research showing the importance of social interaction in 

these spaces (Biddulph, 2010; Bornat, 2016; Marzi, Demetriou and Reimers, 2018; 

Lambert et al, 2019). In one instance, where the potential for social interactions was 

online and not outside in the neighbourhood, the child was only motivated to spend 

time indoors, online interacting. How strongly linked to the community the children 

were and how many community connections they had also influenced their 

motivation to use spaces, reflecting other research on this theme (Lee et al, 2015; 

Veitch et al, 2006; Karsten and van Vliet, 2019; Vlaar et al, 2019). Knowing people in 

the neighbourhood acted as a motivator for the children to use it more as it led to 

them feeling more in control. Where there were fewer community links and ties, the 

children appeared less motivated and confident to spend time in their 

neighbourhood. Their parents having community ties also appeared to impact on 

their mobility (Weller and Bruegel, 2009). 

 

Social and cultural influences were also important in influencing the children’s 

motivations. They were strongly motivated to go to local shops and local spaces that 

had specific affordances that they perceived were for them, whether this be the local 

park or a nearby friend’s home. In contrast, the children were less motivated to use a 

space when other older children or people they did not know were using it. This 

reflects knowledge that children are often not made to feel welcome in public space 

(Prout, 2004), and highlights how not feeling permitted to use a space will impact on 

motivations. The impact of social norms on children’s motivations is also evident in 

the findings. The context of the study meant that many of the children walked their 

everyday journeys and car usage was relatively low within their neighbourhoods. The 

fact that walking was relatively commonplace appeared to influence their motivation 

to want to do this. Very few children at one of the schools in the study travelled to 

school without an adult due to policies restricting this. The children appeared 
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relatively accepting of this and did not demonstrate a motivation to want to do 

otherwise, suggesting it just became a social norm that they accepted (Tranter, 

2006). 

 

Linked to social and cultural influences is perceptions of safety. The children’s 

concerns around safety mostly related to criminal behaviour and other people, rather 

than the risk of vehicles on the road. However, unlike parental concerns over safety, 

which then impacted on permission granting and therefore, on the children’s mobility, 

the same did not appear true of the children’s concerns. Although many of the 

children cited certain concerns over safety and fears of crime, there was not a clear 

connection between these concerns and their mobility. Some of the children had had 

previous encounters with criminal activity, which they talked about, but it had not 

stopped them using space. Some of the girls in the study seemed more fearful in 

certain aspects of their lives, such as spending time at home on their own, but it was 

still permission granting from their parents that had the impact on their 

neighbourhood mobility. Children’s perceptions of safety are relatively under-

explored. In their study from Belgium, Huertas-Delgado et al (2018) similarly found 

that there was no strong link between adolescents’ perceptions of safety and their 

neighbourhood mobility. Brussoni et al (2020) suggest that children’s perceptions of 

safety did influence neighbourhood mobility, though they note that this might be due 

to parents perceptions permeating their views, again highlighting the role of the 

parent in this process. 

 

The external environment and the weather also impacted the children’s motivation to 

use their neighbourhoods. Children in the study were relatively detached from 

nature, and there were few opportunities to engage deeply in the natural 

environment within their neighbourhoods. The children listed their favourite places as 

being a shop, cafe or friend’s home, with natural space only getting a mention by one 

child. This compares to Hart’s (1979) findings from the 1970s, where the children 

produced a long list of natural spaces that they enjoyed to use, such as rivers, lakes, 

trees, fields, hills and slopes (Chawla, 2015). This lack of connection to nature did 

not appear to impact on their experiences of place or motivation to use space. 
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Bornioli, Parkhurst and Morgan (2018) discusses how well-being benefits can also 

be gained through non-natural elements in the urban environment, which it is 

suggested is also the case for the children in this study. 

 

There was less motivation from the children to play outside in the winter months, 

when it is likely to be colder and darker, a pattern that has previously been noted by 

Valentine (2004). This was the case even with those children who appeared better 

connected to nature, and it is suggested this is due to the social norm of staying 

indoors, which also then meant there were less opportunities for social interaction 

with others. Parents in the study stated that they were less likely to grant permission 

for their children to be outside in the dark. They also had more safety concerns for 

children playing, compared to them travelling in their neighbourhoods. This might 

help to explain why the children’s travel patterns were more consistent throughout 

the year. They did not appear impacted by the weather or seasons in the same way 

that the children’s play was. This is an important finding in an area that is often 

overlooked in studies on children’s use of the outdoors, which tend to overlook any 

variation or consistency between the seasons (Tucker and Gilliland, 2007; Ergler, 

Kearns and Witten, 2016). 

 

The Influence of the System 
 

The discussions around space, permission and motivation highlight the importance 

of understanding children’s experiences of place as part of a wider system. It has 

been shown that how a child experiences their neighbourhood is not just about its 

physical features, but about how a child interacts with it and those factors that 

influence these interactions. As Muchow highlighted 90 years ago and as has been 

the focus of a number of more recent studies (O’Brien et al, 2000; Brussoni et al, 

2021; Villanueva et al, 2014; Prout, 2004), at the neighbourhood level it is important 

to consider the world (or space) that the person experiences and what factors are 

involved in influencing this experience. 
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Complexity can raise questions around generalisability. As has been show, each 

child has a different set of influences that will impact upon how they use their 

environment. The study has highlighted that there are certain elements of the 

physical built environment that are important nonetheless. It is important to have 

these in place to provide the potential affordances for someone to use it. What 

cannot be assumed however, and what isn’t always consistent, is that the person will 

use it in a certain way. There are various factors that interact with the built 

environment to influence children’s mobility and how they use public space. These 

combine to create a picture of children and childhood that may be different to what 

was seen in the past.  
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Making the Link to Well-Being 
 

At the heart of this study has been the question of how children’s experiences of 

their neighbourhood impact upon on the children themselves. The study did not to 

set out to quantitatively measure children’s well-being, but its consideration of the 

children’s experiences of their neighbourhood have led to some potential links 

between children’s neighbourhood mobility and their well-being being highlighted. 

This section will describe some of the possible links that have been found and it is 

suggested that further research could develop this further. This is felt to be important 

in the context of this study, because it can be easy to become adult centred and to 

make assumptions on what is ‘best’ for children, or to romanticise about historic 

childhood experiences (Karsten, 2005; Holloway and Pimlott-Wilson, 2018; Laureau, 

2011; Horton and Kraftl, 2017). A focus on children’s well-being helps to ensure that 

their feelings in the present are considered. 

 

Physical Well-Being 
 

As previous studies have found, the relationship between children’s physical well-

being and their neighbourhood mobility is complex (Mackett et al, 2004; Stone et al, 

2014; Schoeppe et al, 2014; Jago, 2017; Marzi and Reimers, 2018). In terms of the 

levels of physical activity that the children took part in, walking for travel purposes 

had an obvious impact on the children’s overall levels of physical activity. If the 

children were going somewhere, then walking rather than travelling in a vehicle 

always meant that their physical activity levels would increase. However, when it 

comes to the children’s broader mobility and those journeys that were more about 

play and exploration, findings were more mixed. Some of those children who had 

less overall neighbourhood mobility were taking part in other activities and clubs that 

tended to be active, and so their physical activity levels also appeared good, a 

finding also seen in Jago et al’s (2017) study of children’s physical activity levels in 

organised clubs versus playing in the neighbourhood. Conversely, those children 

with the lowest physical activity levels were those that neither had a lot of 

neighbourhood mobility nor attended activities or clubs. This meant the importance 
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for these children of travelling actively in their neighbourhoods was heightened, as it 

helped to ensure that they at least had some form of physical activity in their daily 

lives. 

 

The impact of children’s neighbourhood mobility and their physical activity levels 

warrants further investigation, to further unpick the various factors that influence this 

and the inter-relationships between them. 

 

Mental Well-Being 
 

There are various ways of measuring and viewing mental well-being. A model of  

psychological well-being called Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and developed by 

Ryan and Deci (2020) will be use here as a basis for discussions. This can be 

understood by considering the three basic psychological needs of autonomy, 

competence and relatedness,. This model has been chosen as it links well to 

previously discussed influences on children’s well-being (Layard and Dunn, 2009), 

as well as concepts of independence. It also relates to understandings around 

motivation, with Ryan and Deci arguing that if these three needs are not met, 

intrinsic motivation will be damaged. This study highlights that there is a possible link 

between children’s psychological well-being and their neighbourhood mobility that 

warrants further investigation. 

 

Competence 
 

Competence can be defined as developing mastery over tasks that are important 

and being able to effectively deal with the environment (Ryan and Deci, 2020). The 

children’s neighbourhood mobility helped them to develop competence in getting 

around their neighbourhoods and navigating the spaces within them. If a child had 

poor environmental mastery or competence, this led to a lack of motivation and 

nervousness in developing these skills further and using the spaces in their 

neighbourhood. 
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This highlights the importance of seeing children’s mobility as a gradual transition 

through childhood. For the children in the study, spending time in their 

neighbourhoods with adults when at younger ages, and making many of their trips 

on foot, had enabled them to gradually build this competence over time, 

demonstrating the ‘inter-dependence’ of their mobility (Mikkelsen and Christensen, 

2009). They were then more motivated to want to use the spaces further as they 

grew. The study has shown that it is important not to undervalue these dependent 

journeys and to recognise the importance of them in supporting children to gain 

neighbourhood experiences and to help to develop the competence to both support 

their overall well-being and their future neighbourhood mobility. It also further 

highlights the importance of having spaces for children that enable these early 

dependent explorations with an adult to take place. 

 

Environmental competence appeared less linked to children spending time in their 

neighbourhoods independently and more about simply feeling at ease moving 

around actively and having positive experiences. One child (Melissa: Wigmore), for 

example, was granted minimal independent mobility, but still showed competence at 

getting around her neighbourhood and navigating through it. This was partly because 

she took part in a range of activities within her neighbourhood, which she would 

usually travel to on foot. Although she was still developing this skill and had some 

concerns around her safety, having walked around her neighbourhood frequently 

with adults had helped her to start to build up this competence. Conversely, another 

child (Simon, Mansfield) spent minimal time in his neighbourhood aside from the 

walk to school with his mother. He showed much less competence and had concerns 

over safety, which appeared to reflect his mother’s nervousness. He was poor at 

navigating around his neighbourhood and was particularly wary and nervous about 

spending time in it. 

 

The study found that it was children’s early active travel behaviours that were the 

most important for developing competence and environmental mastery and thus 

supporting the children’s well-being. These were also the behaviours that the 

children were most likely to maintain throughout the year, whereas play in their 
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neighbourhoods tended to be much reduced in the winter months. With parental 

safety concerns around children being outdoors in the dark, travelling dependently 

meant that children could continue their active journeys throughout the year and that 

these did not curtail in the winter months due to parental fear of a child being out on 

their own in the dark. For those children who had developed environmental mastery 

of their neighbourhoods, they were then able to continue to develop this to later 

spend more time in their neighbourhoods independently, whether for play or travel 

purposes.  

 

Autonomy 
 

Autonomy can be defined as having a sense of control, initiative and ownership in 

your actions (Ryan and Deci, 2020). It highlights the importance of focussing not only 

on the physical independence that a child might have, but also how they feel about 

their neighbourhood mobility in terms of having autonomy over their actions and 

having a sense of control over what they do. This distinction is important to highlight 

as a child being physically independent may not necessarily be positive to their well-

being if they do not feel in control of what they are doing or do not have confidence 

in their actions (Sharpe and Tranter, 2010). It is the experience of freedom that has 

been shown to be an important dimensions in everyday life and to have a positive 

influence on children’s well-being (Csikszentmihalyi, 2014; Fattore et al, 2016; 

Abebe, 2020; Devine et al, 2008; Pooley, Turnbull and Adams, 2017). 

 

Those children in the study who used their neighbourhoods independently all 

showed autonomy in their actions as they were able to make their own decisions and 

were in full control of their decision making. Most of the children who did not use 

their neighbourhoods independently still showed some autonomy and control in their 

actions, through having a good knowledge of their neighbourhood and by being able 

to confidently use the space and navigate their way around, something they had all 

learnt by initially travelling or playing dependently with an adult. Travel on foot, even 

if with an adult, meant that they had some control over the speed and direction of 

travel, something they would not have gained if travelling in a vehicle. These findings 
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are similar to Rissotto and Tonucci’s (2002) study who explored the concept of 

autonomy and its impact on children’s journeys to school. They found that children 

had more autonomy when walking alone, but still had more when walking with an 

adult than travelling in a car. Any prior experiences of dependent play and travel on 

foot helped to support the children to make the shift to independence. The 

assumption is often made that if children are not travelling independently then they 

are travelling in a car, but this does not have to be the case (Sharpe and Tranter, 

2010). 

 

For those that children that did not travel or play independently in their 

neighbourhoods, they were often content with this and did not always feel ready to 

use their neighbourhoods without an adult, not necessarily seeing the boundaries set 

as negative Benwell (2013) also notes how children can sometimes see the 

boundaries set by adults in a positive light. Some of the children talked about having 

tested out increased independence and not enjoying it, or being nervous about 

having more. Where the children were discontent with their levels of independent 

mobility, it was often because not being able to get around independently was 

restricting what they wanted to do and, therefore, their ability to be autonomous, 

rather than the fact that they wanted to spend the time without an adult. One child, 

for example, noted her frustration at not being able to go to the park as her mother 

was too busy to take her. Not being able to travel independently was therefore 

restricting her autonomous decision making, and reflected notions of interdependent 

mobility (Nansen et al, 2015; Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009). Conversely, one 

child had permission to spend time in her neighbourhood but was also allowed to be 

autonomous in her decision making when she chose to stay at home instead. 

 
Relatedness 
 

Relatedness can be defined as having a sense of belonging and connectedness with 

others (Ryan and Deci, 2020). Social relations can develop in a variety of ways and 

are not solely related to neighbourhood mobility, but can be reinforced through this. 

Social relations, whether in the form of friends, siblings or community connections, 



278 

were found to be important in helping to support the children’s neighbourhood 

mobility and acted as a strong motivator for the children in the study to want to spend 

time in their neighbourhoods. Other studies have also found that children will feel 

more secure in a place when they are not alone (Sharpe and Tranter, 2010; 

Solomon, 1993) and that they will enjoy their experiences more (Fattore et al, 2016; 

Kirby and Inchley, 2012; Panter et al, 2010). There are a range of studies showing 

the importance of social capital in supporting children’s well-being and 

neighbourhood mobility (Ferguson, 2006; Drukker et al, 2003; Waterston et al, 2004; 

Ross, 2007; Lin et al, 2017) 

 

Where the children had friends or siblings to play or travel with, they appeared much 

more positive about their neighbourhood experiences and more motivated to use 

their neighbourhoods. Conversely, where these social connections did not exist, the 

children were more likely to choose to spend time indoors. Feeling a part of a 

community and having a range of community connections also appeared to act as a 

motivator, supporting a sense of belonging. This was influenced both by the 

children’s own neighbourhood connections as well as their parents’ community 

connections, as has been found in other studies (Weller and Bruegel, 2009), 

impacting on both the child’s motivation to use their neighbourhood and parental 

permissions to use it. O’Brien et al (2000) also found that factors such as social 

relations, a sense of belonging and mutual support all impact on children’s mobility 

and both permissions and motivations. O’Brien et al (2000) found that parents with 

weaker community connections had more concerns over their child’s safety, which is 

suggested as a reason for some of the findings in this study too. 

 

The theme of relatedness also links to the availability and opportunity to use space. 

It was easier, for example, for the children to develop positive relations with others if 

there were spaces available near their home to do so in, or if they had a route to 

school that they could safely travel together on. For those children that did not have 

this space available to them, their mobility was more restricted. They therefore did 

not build up these positive relations in their neighbourhoods and their motivation to 
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want to spend time there was reduced. There was a normative element to these 

behaviours, where children were more likely to want to take part if others were too. 

 

Other studies have also highlighted the importance of the social function of journeys, 

such as the trip to school (Pooley, Turnbull and Adams, 2005). When children travel 

actively, the social significance of such trips is important. The importance of social 

connections in children’s play links back to historical accounts of street play, which 

would always take place with other children (Mikkelsen and Christensen, 2009; 

Karsten, 2005; Opie, & Opie, 1969). In these accounts, a parent, usually the mother, 

would always be in reach if needed. This again links back to notions of inter-

dependence in children’s mobility. A lack of total independence did not appear to 

deter the children from playing so long as their peers were there. 
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CHAPTER 10: Conclusions 
 

The study set out to explore how children use their neighbourhoods and what factors 

are important in influencing their experiences. It has done this by focussing on the 

built environment and how this interacts with other factors to impact on what children 

do. The built environment is an important influence on children’s neighbourhood 

mobility, but also needs to be considered in relation to the wider system in which it 

sits. Children do not only need space in their neighbourhoods, but they also need 

permission and motivation to use that space. It is only then that a child is able to 

realise the full potential for neighbourhood mobility that the built environment 

provides. 

 

Many of the children in the study had reasonable amounts of neighbourhood mobility 

and relatively high levels of active travel. They demonstrated a good knowledge of 

their neighbourhoods and were generally good at navigating their local areas. With a 

wide range of variations and different influences on children’s mobility in the study, 

only a small minority of the children were found to have highly restricted lives. Within 

this exploration of children’s neighbourhood mobility, the study has challenged some 

existing understandings and new evidence is also provided to help to better 

understand the influences on children’s use of public space. 

 

Children’s use of time in their neighbourhoods is a key part of their experience of it. 

‘Independent mobility’ and how much time a child spends in their neighbourhood 

without an adult is often used as a measure of how successful a place is for children. 

This study suggests a more nuanced approach to considering children’s mobility is 

more appropriate, whereby how autonomous children feel in their actions is 

considered. This may or may not be without an adult. It was this autonomy, over and 

above their independence, that appeared to be the stronger influence on children’s 

experiences in their neighbourhoods. The relevance of considering quality of time 

over quantity of time is also discussed, with the finding that quality tends to be more 

important than quantity when it comes to children’s use of their neighbourhoods. This 

questions some existing measures of activity spaces that use distance as the main 
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measure and indicator. The children in the study benefited from having a range of 

activities close to home and not having to travel far to access these. Their activity 

spaces may have been smaller because of this, but this did not appear to have a 

negative effect on their experiences. This also links to current understandings 

around 20 minute cities and the benefits of having facilities close to home. 

 

Similarly, when considering the children’s travel and how they got around, the 

children benefitted from having things in close proximity. The children in the study 

had relatively high levels of active travel and walking specifically. Walkability is often 

used as a measure for walking levels, with connectivity being one of the main 

indicators, but these standard measures of walkability do not necessarily reflect what 

was important to the children in determining their behaviours. Connectivity as a 

measure of walkability was less important to the children, whereas safety and the 

potential for social interactions appeared to be more important considerations. This 

questions whether standard measures of walkability are appropriate to use when 

considering how children get around.  

 

The concept of ‘third places’ is used in the study to more fully consider the influence 

of the built environment on children’s mobility, breaking these down into transitory, 

threshold and destination spaces. Threshold spaces, in particular, are shown to be a 

relatively poorly understood part of children’s neighbourhood mobility in the 

literature. The study highlights the importance of improving understanding of the 

relevance of threshold spaces to children’s neighbourhood mobility. It demonstrates 

the importance of these spaces in both enabling children’s play close to home, but 

also in supporting their wider neighbourhood mobility, often acting as a start point for 

children’s explorations of their local area.  

 

Understanding what influences children’s mobility is also important in terms of 

considering what behaviours persist throughout the year. This is an area with limited 

existing research. The study found that children’s active travel behaviours were 

particularly important in ensuring that their neighbourhood mobility continued 

throughout the year. This was not the case in relation to the children’s outdoor play 
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in their neighbourhoods though and their use of threshold spaces, which was more 

likely to decline in the winter months. 

 

Understanding children’s neighbourhood experiences from the child’s point of view 

inevitably brings in considerations of well-being. It is suggested that there could be a 

link between children’s neighbourhood mobility and both their physical and mental 

well-being. In particular, there is a possible link between a child’s psychological well-

being and their neighbourhood mobility that warrants further investigation, linking to 

the concepts of competence, autonomy and relatedness. This would help to further 

develop the in-depth understanding of children’s use of their neighbourhoods and 

their experiences within them that this study has sought to explore. 
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Implications for Policy and Practice 
 

Although retaining a place-based focus, this study has sought to understand the 

various factors influencing children’s use of their neighbourhoods and how these 

affect children’s behaviour in a space. There are a number of specific contributions 

that this research can make to the field of urban design and planning and how to 

create neighbourhoods that enable children’s mobility. At present, most planning 

policies in England are lacking in any consideration of children’s needs at all, outside 

of the provision of schools (Wood et al, 2019). Even the provision of children’s 

playgrounds only tends to be mentioned in planning policy in exceptional 

circumstances. This needs to change and the study has highlighted some specific 

areas of relevance. 

 

The importance of threshold spaces for children’s play and for enabling wider 

mobility in their neighbourhoods has been shown and needs to be better embedded 

into urban planning policies and urban design decision making. This is something 

that, at present, appears poorly understood within urban planning. The importance of 

footways and crossing points for children’s journeys have also been highlighted, and 

the relevance of this infrastructure to children needs to be made an integral part of 

urban planning decision making. This may not seem like much at the local level, but 

providing it at scale is a much greater challenge. In terms of the destinations that 

children travel to, the need for these to be in close proximity to home should be 

reflected in urban planning policies and decision making. This understanding can 

help to further add to the arguments for 20 minute neighbourhoods.  

 

In addition to the physical design of neighbourhoods, the study has highlighted the 

need for a shift in the perceptions of use of space and how children are viewed in 

public space. This is important in influencing children’s motivation to use space and 

the granting of permission to use that space. A cultural shift in understanding is 

required, so that the general public begin to accept children’s presence in these 

spaces. There also needs to be a shift in perception of at what age it is acceptable 

for a child to be outside in the public realm without an adult, basing this on 
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competence and ability rather than age and size. School policies on independent 

travel have been shown in this study to have a significant influence on how children 

get around their neighbourhoods, and schools themselves should begin to address 

these perceptions through their policies and actions, recognising the influence that 

they can have on wider perceptions of children in the public realm. Other more 

physical changes can also help to shift perceptions of children in public space. There 

needs to be stronger guidance on the placement of no ball games signs, for 

example, which signal that children are not wanted in the space. Although these may 

not put off all children from using the space, they may make it less likely that they will 

be granted permission to use it. It is suggested that the removal of these would begin 

to shift how children are perceived in public space.  

 

The London Borough of Hackney, where this research study took place, have been 

working towards the Borough becoming a child-friendly Borough and putting 

planning policies in place to support this. They have recently adopted their ‘Growing 

Up In Hackney: Child-Friendly Places Supplementary Planning Document’ (Hackney 

Council, 2021) As much as this move is seen to be a positive shift, this sort of policy 

approach needs to be embedded at the national level for it to have the impact that is 

required. This is also the case for the wider shifts in the perception of children in 

public space that are needed. The requirements of the UN CRC need to be taken 

seriously in England. Ultimately, children need to be recognised as equal citizens, 

with their needs considered equally to adults, and systemic change at a number of 

levels is required in policy and practice in England to make this happen. 
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Scope for Future Research 
 

There are a number of areas for future research that have been highlighted by the 

study. The study focussed on three different neighbourhoods in east London. It 

brought out differences between these, but, due to the small sample, it was not 

possible to ascertain the impact of individual social class and ethnicity or their 

interaction with neighbourhood socio-economic characteristics. Further research on 

this theme could help to better understand the impact of social class and ethnicity on 

children’s neighbourhood mobility and how this impacts at the individual and 

neighbourhood level.  

 

The study focused on understanding children’s well-being and experiences in the 

present time. Longitudinal work could use this as a start point, but enable a useful 

exploration of children’s relationships with their neighbourhood over time and how 

these early neighbourhood experiences impact children in later life. This could help 

to more fully understand the longer term impacts on children’s well-being of early 

neighbourhood mobility. It would also be interesting to explore the longer term 

impact of school policies on autonomy and control and whether these have ongoing 

impacts on children’s well-being and their neighbourhood mobility. 

 

Safety was an important factor in terms of the children’s permission and motivation 

to use space. It was often challenging to disentangle the relationship between 

perceptions of safety and actual safety risks, as well as how this related to levels of 

crime. Further research to begin to better understand this relationship could be 

beneficial in helping to understand how to support children to feel safe in their 

neighbourhoods. 

 

The link between children’s neighbourhood mobility and their well-being requires 

further exploration. Understanding the impact of children’s neighbourhood mobility 

on their physical activity levels and the various factors that influence this is still not 

well understood. This study has also suggested a possible link between children’s 
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neighbourhood mobility and their psychological well-being, which should be further 

explored. 

 

Finally, future research needs to continue to consider the complexity of children’s 

neighbourhood mobility, considering the influences of the wider system and how 

different factors interact and influence each other. This study has shown this in the 

context of inner London. Further studies should continue to develop this 

understanding, working in different contexts and ensuring that consideration is 

always made not only regarding the design of a space, but how it is used and the 

behaviours that it leads to. 
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Epilogue 
 

“Consciousness is not static.” (Hart 1979, 10) 

 

I began researching and writing this thesis four years ago. In my own life, it has 

made up a small but significant part of it. In my children’s lives and those children 

involved in the study, it is nearly half a lifetime. Although as a researcher I only 

engaged with the children in the study for a few months during the fieldwork stage, I 

have been engaging with my own children every day. I have seen them grow up and 

gradually mature and develop. I want to reflect on this and my own role in the 

research as a mother, as it has been important in the development of the research 

study and the analysis and reflections that have come out of it.  

 

It has been challenging having two small but growing children at home whilst trying 

to complete a PhD. This was particularly so in the later stages of writing up, when 

the Covid-19 pandemic kicked in and they weren’t just at home some of the day, but 

all of the day. But reflecting on this, it has been a solely time related challenge and 

perhaps a positive one. Yes, looking after the children took time away from writing. 

But it also provided me with additional thinking and reflecting time and time just 

hanging out with children. It was often those moments when I was rushing around 

trying to make the dinner, whilst keeping half an eye on the boys playing out on the 

street, that I would have what I call a ‘PhD revelation’: an idea or concept that would 

occur to me that I’m sure would not have happened if I’d have been sitting at a 

screen trying to write. I feel it is important to reflect on these moments, highlighting 

the reflexivity of the research process and my role within it (Luttrell, 2000). 

 

As my own children have grown, so, of course, have those children who were 

involved in the study. When writing this, it is two and a half years since I worked with 

the children on the fieldwork. They will all have started secondary school now, 

having likely faced their own challenges with transitioning from primary to secondary 

school in the height of a global pandemic. I have revisited their neighbourhoods 

since the fieldwork took place, to take photos and for further inspiration. I have 
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noticed small changes to the urban environment. The pandemic has accelerated 

changes to the street scene, such as an increased number of modal filters and 

school streets, and perhaps a few less cars and a few more bikes. 

 

Recently, in my local skate park, when I was making a poor attempt at skateboarding 

whilst supervising my two sons who are much more skilled at it than me, I noticed 

Sophia from the study. She was there with a couple of other girls, no adult in sight. I 

noted that she had been one of the children in the study who had had fairly restricted 

freedom during the fieldwork, whose parents had not allowed her to go very far alone 

and who was nervous about gaining increased independence. On this occasion, over 

two years on, she appeared to have travelled across Hackney to come to this skate 

park, autonomous and in control of her actions, as well as unsupervised.  

 

I have noted throughout this thesis that children’s independence is a journey. This 

example of Sophia reinforces how her experience when I worked with her was a 

point in time. It was important to gain that understanding of her experiences at that 

time, but these were never fixed. She has moved on since then, in a positive way, as 

she has transitioned to independence and her neighbourhood experiences have 

broadened and developed. 

 

It is these developing neighbourhood experiences and gradual life transitions that I 

hope to have captured in this thesis. I hope that it can lead to a better understanding 

of children’s lives and experiences in public space, and of the changes required to 

benefit them in future. 
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Appendices 
 

Appendix 1: Go-Along Interviews Session 
Plan 
 
Items Required 
Risk assessment 
Gopro or video camera, plus dictaphone and individual mics as backup 
GPS watch charged 
Notepad and pen 
Camera 
Teaching assistant to support? 
 
Aims 
To explore where children and go and what they do in their local neighbourhood 
Inspired by Hart’s approach 
Explore their feelings of well-being and autonomy 
 
Activities 
 
Introduction 
Reminder of the project and what we talked about last week 
 
Tell them that I want them to take me on a tour of their neighbourhood. Mainly want 
to look at the places that they go already and discuss where they go, what they do, 
and who with 
 
Go through consents and risks.  
 
Factors to understand 
• What do they think of their neighbourhood? Who do they know? What community 

things are they involved in? 
• Where children go in their neighbourhood? 
⁃  obvious places 
⁃ outdoors/indoors 
⁃ ‘secret’ places 
• How do they move around their neighbourhood? 
• Who do they go with? Do they feel autonomous/independent? 
• Do you choose to come here? Do they have a free choice? Who chooses? Whose 

decision? 
• Do you feel safe? 
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• What if the weather was different? 
• What about the darkness at this time of year? 
• What would your parents think? 
• What would your school think?  
 
Output and Outcomes 
To better understand how children use their neighbourhoods 
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Appendix 2: Travel Diary Template 
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Appendix 3: Whole Class Questionnaire 
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Appendix 4: Parent Questionnaire 
 

Start of Block: Introduction 

 
1.1 Thank you for agreeing to take part in this survey, which is an important part of the 
research on child-friendly neighbourhoods that your year 5 child has been involved in at 
school.     The child-friendly neighbourhoods project is funded by the University of 
Westminster and will explore how children use their neighbourhoods for play and getting 
around. The project will be led by Holly Weir, a researcher from the University of 
Westminster. The Mayor of Hackney’s ambition is to make Hackney a child-friendly Borough 
by 2026. This project should support this ambition and follows on from a pilot study with 
another school in Hackney earlier this year. This survey forms part of the data collection for 
the project. This survey should only take around 10 minutes to complete. Data received will 
be kept anonymised and any names within the project will be changed. Data will be retained 
and stored securely for a limited period of time to allow analysis of it related to this project 
only.  If you have any questions before or during the study, please contact  Holly Weir at 
holly.weir@my.westminster.ac.uk or my supervisor  Rachel Aldred at 
R.Aldred@westminster.ac.uk. Please remember to answer questions in relation to your year 
5 child only as you progress through the survey. 
 
 

 
1.2 Please enter  your survey ID number  

________________________________________________________________ 
 

End of Block: Introduction 
 

Start of Block: Travel 

 
Q40 TRAVEL 
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2.1 How does your child usually travel to school at this time of year? 

o Walk/scoot/skate  (1)  

o Cycle  (2)  

o Local bus, train or underground  (3)  

o Car  (4)  

o Other - please specify  (5) ________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
2.2 How does your child usually travel home from school at this time of year? 

o Walk/scoot/skate  (1)  

o Cycle  (2)  

o Local bus, train or underground  (3)  

o Car  (4)  

o Other - please specify  (5) ________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
2.3 Who does your child usually travel to school with at this time of year? 

o On their own  (1)  

o Parent  (2)  

o Another adult  (3)  

o Older child/teenager  (4)  

o Child of same age or younger  (5)  
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2.4 Who does your child usually travel home from school with at this time of year? 

o On their own  (1)  

o Parent  (2)  

o Another adult  (3)  

o Older child/teenager  (4)  

o Child of same age or younger  (5)  
 
 

 
2.5 Is your child allowed to cross main roads alone? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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2.6 Do any of the following stop you from letting your child travel unsupervised? 

▢ Prefer to spend time with them  (1)  

▢ Take them on my way to work  (2)  

▢ School doesn't allow it  (3)  

▢ Too far to school  (4)  

▢ Traffic danger  (5)  

▢ Fear of assault  (6)  

▢ Fear of bullying  (7)  

▢ Might get lost  (8)  

▢ Child is unreliable or too young  (9)  

▢ Other - please specify  (10) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
2.7 Do you think your child is happy with how they travel? 

o Extremely happy  (1)  

o Somewhat happy  (2)  

o Neither happy nor unhappy  (3)  

o Somewhat unhappy  (4)  

o Extremely unhappy  (5)  
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2.8 Which type of transport do you think your child's school prefers children to use? 

o Walk/scoot/skate  (1)  

o Cycle  (2)  

o Local bus, train or underground  (3)  

o Car  (4)  

o Other - please specify  (5) ________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
2.9 Is your child's school happy for children to travel to/from school unsupervised? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Other  (3) ________________________________________________ 
 
 
Display This Question: 

If How does your child usually travel to school at this time of year? = Cycle 

Or How does your child usually travel home from school at this time of year? = Cycle 

 
Q52 What type of route does your child usually cycle on to travel to/from school? 

o Road  (1)  

o Pavement  (2)  

o Segregated cycle path/footpath  (3)  
 

End of Block: Travel 
 

Start of Block: Play 

 
Q42 PLAY 
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3.1 Where does your child play in their neighbourhood? 

▢ Home  (1)  

▢ Back garden  (2)  

▢ Front garden  (3)  

▢ Street  (4)  

▢ Local park  (5)  

▢ Friend's house  (6)  

▢ Other - please specify  (7) 
________________________________________________ 
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3.2 Which places is your child allowed to play in without an adult? 

▢ Home  (1)  

▢ Back garden  (2)  

▢ Front garden  (3)  

▢ Street  (4)  

▢ Local park  (5)  

▢ Friend's house  (6)  

▢ Other - please specify  (7) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
3.3 What is your child's favourite place to play? 

o Home  (4)  

o Back garden  (6)  

o Front garden  (7)  

o Street  (8)  

o Local park  (9)  

o Friend's house  (10)  

o Other - please specify  (11) ________________________________________________ 
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3.4 How does your child get to the places where they play? 

▢ Walk/scoot/skate  (1)  

▢ Cycle  (2)  

▢ Local bus, train or underground  (3)  

▢ Car  (4)  

▢ Other - please specify  (5) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
3.5 How often does your child play outside? 

o Daily  (1)  

o Weekly  (2)  

o Monthly  (3)  

o Less frequently  (4)  

o Never  (5)  
 
 

 
3.6 Is your child allowed to go and call on friends nearby without an adult? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Other - please specify  (3) ________________________________________________ 
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3.7 Do any of the following stop you from letting your child play in the neighbourhood 
unsupervised? 

▢ Prefer to spend time with them  (1)  

▢ Too far to where they play  (2)  

▢ Traffic danger  (3)  

▢ Fear of assault  (4)  

▢ Fear of bullying  (5)  

▢ Might get lost  (6)  

▢ Child is unreliable or too young  (7)  

▢ Other - please specify  (8) 
________________________________________________ 

 
 

 
3.8 Do you think your child is happy with their play opportunities? 

o Extremely happy  (1)  

o Somewhat happy  (2)  

o Neither happy nor unhappy  (3)  

o Somewhat unhappy  (4)  

o Extremely unhappy  (5)  
 
 
Display This Question: 

If How does your child get to the places where they play? = Cycle 
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Q53 What type of route does your child usually cycle on to get to where they play? 

o Road  (1)  

o Pavement  (2)  

o Segregated cycle path/footpath  (3)  
 

End of Block: Play 
 

Start of Block: Natural Environment 

 
Q44 NATURAL ENVIRONMENT 
 
 

 
4.1 Which statement best describes your child? 

o My child is an outdoors child  (1)  

o My child is an indoors child  (2)  
 
 

 
4.2 Do YOU enjoy spending time in green spaces, such as parks? 

o Definitely yes  (6)  

o Probably yes  (7)  

o Might or might not  (8)  

o Probably not  (9)  

o Definitely not  (10)  
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4.3 How often do you go to green spaces in your neighbourhood? 

o Daily  (1)  

o Weekly  (2)  

o Monthly  (3)  

o Less frequently  (8)  

o Never  (9)  
 
 

 
4.4 What is the closest green space to your house? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
4.5 Is your child usually allowed to go out alone after dark? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 

End of Block: Natural Environment 
 

Start of Block: Your Neighbourhood 

 
Q47 YOUR NEIGHBOURHOOD 
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5.1 How many people do you recognise to say 'hello' to within 5 minutes walk of your 
house? 

o None  (1)  

o 1-5  (2)  

o 5-10  (3)  

o 10-20  (4)  

o 20+  (5)  
 
 

 
5.2 How many people do you recognise to say 'hello' to in your neighbourhood? 

o None  (1)  

o 1-5  (2)  

o 5-10  (3)  

o 10-20  (4)  

o 20+  (5)  
 
 

 
5.3 How long have you lived in your current home? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
5.4 How long have you lived in your current neighbourhood? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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5.5 Are you happy with your neighbourhood? 

o Extremely happy  (1)  

o Somewhat happy  (2)  

o Neither happy nor unhappy  (3)  

o Somewhat unhappy  (4)  

o Extremely unhappy  (5)  
 
 

 
5.6 Do you feel safe in your neighbourhood? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  

o Sometimes  (3)  
 

End of Block: Your Neighbourhood 
 

Start of Block: You and Your Household 

 
Q49 YOU AND YOUR HOUSEHOLD 
 
 

 
6.1 Do you own a bike? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
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6.2 Does your child own a bike? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 

 
6.3 Does your household own a car? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 

 
6.4 Is your child entitled to free school meals? 

o Yes  (1)  

o No  (2)  
 
 

 
6.5 What are the ages of the other children in your household? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
6.6 Are you the child's parent? 

o Yes  (4)  

o No - please specify your relationship  (7) 
________________________________________________ 
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6.7 Are you 

o Male  (1)  

o Female  (2)  

o Prefer not to say  (3)  
 

End of Block: You and Your Household 
 

Start of Block: General 

 
Q51 GENERAL 
 
 

 
7.1 If you or your child would like to be involved in future similar projects, please provide 
your email address below 

________________________________________________________________ 
 
 

 
7.2 Please write any additional comments below 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

End of Block: General 
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Appendix 5: Summer Term Children’s 
Questionnaire 
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