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Abstract 

This paper summarizes the findings of a local study that analyzed changes in play across 

generations in the Hudson Valley.  Adult participants were surveyed about their childhood play 

experiences to identify changes of free play.  The decline of free play in the United States has 

been studied by other professionals to hypothesize its future impact on children.  Such research 

has brought about questions in regards to childhood development and academic success with 

future generations.  Through a short survey, the investigator examined changes in free play from 

1924 to 2001.  Changes include the setting of free play, the amount of time allotted for free play, 

the amount of supervision in play, and the use of electronics in play.  The results of this study 

displays qualitative and quantitative evidence of changes in free play in the Hudson Valley.  

Keywords: communication disorders; free play, activity that is freely chosen and directed by the 

participants (Gray, 2011, p. 444). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



AGE-RELATED CHANGE IN PLAY 3 

Age-Related Change in Play: Insights from a Survey of Hudson Valley Adults 

Play is a crucial activity in childhood.  Before reaching school-age, play can be seen an 

endeavor that fosters development and learning with caregivers.  There are many types of play 

that children and adults participate in, and each can yield its own benefits.  One example that is 

evident in childhood is free play.  In this context, free play is defined by psychologist Peter Gray 

as an “...activity that is freely chosen and directed by the participants (Gray, 2011, p. 444).  This 

study investigates changes in free play in the Hudson Valley by surveying the adult population. 

It was hypothesized that free play has changed in terms of setting, amount of play, and use of 

electronic devices integrated in play.  

Background 

The importance of play in childhood begins at birth, as children use play to grow in terms 

of cognition, motor skills, language, and socioemotional skills.  Therefore, the observed changes 

in play alarm professionals as they determine its impact on future age groups (Gray, 2011). 

Before one can understand how changes in play can influence development, it is crucial to 

understand the importance of play in childhood.  

Characteristics of Free Play  

Play is a broad construct that encompasses many types and subtypes that any individual, 

regardless of age can participate in.  While this paper focuses on free play, it is relevant to bring 

up constants that appear in many types of play.  First, play is self-directed and is a self-chosen 

activity.  To participate in play, an individual must initiate the activity without extrinsic 

motivation.  Next, play is an activity that values means more than ends.  During many play 

activities, the means is the act of playing, and the ends is the result--such as a score of a game, 
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choosing a winner or loser, or the act of completing an activity.  Although these can be 

motivators for players, one participates in play to play, not for the simple cause and effect.  The 

third condition is that play does not have structure that is dictated, rather it is in the minds of 

players.  This is especially important in free play, as the name references how it is free of rules, 

unlike many play-like activities such as games and sports.  The next condition asserts that play is 

imaginative, non-literal, and is removed from reality.  Lastly, play involves an active mind 

(Horwitz, 2016).  Further principles related to free play include the setting for play, supervision 

of players, and amount of time for play.  

One condition of free play that is malleable is the setting.  Many adults who recognize 

compare their play to current children by sharing that they frequently played outside, in their 

neighborhood until dusk (White, n.d.).  The benefits of playing outdoors from a health 

perspective is imperative because it promotes exercise.  Previous research indicates that playing 

outside fosters happiness, and outranks sedentary activities like watching television.  In an 

international survey, 89% of children indicated that they prefer playing outdoors to watching 

television, and 86% prefer outdoor play to computer play  (Gray, 2011, p. 446).  Activities such 

as running, jumping, and generally exploring through rule-free play allow children to become 

stronger in gross and fine motor areas.  Beneath the surface, such active play increase chemical 

emissions in the brain, and promotes more synapses forming by providing an enriched 

environment (Burriss & Burriss, 2011, p. 3).  Another benefit that outdoor play spaces are 

organic learning environments.  Through self-directed activities, children have the capacity to 

learn flexibility, improvising, and problem solving (Witherspoon & Manning, 2012,).  
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Another quality of free play that fosters development is its unsupervised nature. 

Previously, many children were granted access to play alone, unsupervised from their parents. 

This reinforces fundamental characteristic of play, which is the control players have.  Controlling 

the play environment and activities leads to development of decision making and problem 

solving skills (Gray, 2011, p. 12).  Gray also asserts that playing in the absence of 

authority--parents, neighbors, or even police, children can “...learn to make their own decisions, 

solve their own problems, create and abide by rules, and get along with others as equals rather 

than obedient or rebellious subordinates” (Gray, 2013, p. 18).  To an outsider, the importance of 

this freedom can seem foreign; however, the absence of parents compel children to become 

authoritative.  For example, if a group of children were playing unsupervised and a conflict 

arose, children would have to become negotiators to form compromises.  In turn, children can 

learn to empathize and think critically to problem solve.  Such experiences in play will be 

necessary as children age and interact with real conflicts (Horwitz, 2015).  

A third condition to free play that is the amount of time children have to play.  Again, 

many who grew up during a period where free play was unlimited will recount that they played 

until dusk everyday after school (White, n.d.).  As it has also been previously discussed, play 

provides a learning opportunity to children that a classroom or an adult cannot provide. 

Therefore, the more opportunities children are given for free play, the more they can benefit 

from.  Although this is an important aspect of free play, the amount of play that is considered to 

be optimal, or recommended is still being researched (Mediros, Cress & Lambert, 2016). 

Professionals specializing in pediatrics have estimated that children should be given at least three 

hours to play outside, excluding organized sports (Landau, 2017).  
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Changes in Free Play 

Shifts in play over time can be associated with each condition previously established; 

play is changing in terms of setting, supervision, and amount of time for play.  Studying these 

changes are necessary in order to understand the implications of this topic.  

Setting Changes. As mentioned, outdoor free play is beneficial because of its physical 

demands on children.  Although free play is self-directed and self-motivated, outdoor play is one 

that can require permission from a parent.  There are many factors that can contribute to parents’ 

allowing their children to play outdoors, free of supervision and rules.  For example, research has 

found that parents are apprehensive about allowing their children to play outside in fear of 

sickness or fear of safety concerns harming their children (Gray, 2013).  Another contributing 

factor can be the parent’s socioeconomic status.  Parents of lower socioeconomic status may not 

allow their children to play outdoors, as their neighborhood may not feel safe (Tandon, Saelens 

& Copeland, 2016, p. 681).  Aside from parents, children can face other barriers to achieve 

outdoor play.  For example, many recreation areas may be restrictive in designating play spaces. 

What was once natural play terrain may now be blocked off with “keep off grass signs” to 

maintain pristineness (Clements, 2004, p. 75).  These obstacles result in the world seeing less 

children playing outside. 

Supervision Changes.  Observation of supervision trends have indicated that play has 

not only changed from unsupervised to a more restrictive mode, but has reversed to a point 

where supervision in play has become a necessity.  The most effective example of this is the 

need to supervise children during their play time in school (Virtual Lab School, n.d.). 

Moreover, parents are now controlling play environments in the home.  This shift began in the 
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1920s and 30s when families integrated backyard playgrounds to provide safe environments for 

“home-centered” play (Chaudacoff, 2007, p. 124).  At this time, parental fear impeded play, as 

parents were hesitant about letting their children play in a dangerous environment.  Currently, 

parental fear still controls the amount of supervision children receive during play.  This fear is 

now heightened with easy access to mass media.  Frequent input of disheartening news about 

child abduction and accidents can incline parents to increase supervision during play.  As more 

parents control childhood play, sports and “adult-directed” classes are replacing play and hobbies 

(Gray, 2013).  

Changes in Allotted Time for Play. Shifts in time for play has become increasingly 

worrisome, especially for professionals surrounding education.  While free play is mainly 

conducted after school, decreasing free play in recess has become the most evident example of 

how children are given less time to play.  Higher academic standards cause children to spend 

“...more time being instructed and tested in literacy and math than they do learning through play 

and exploration…” (Nicolopoulou, 2010, p. 1).  Currently, policymakers are fighting for longer 

school days and school years to prepare children for a competitive world (Gray, 2013).  This is 

especially alarming to many because children spend a significant amount of time in school, and 

are already restricted in the amount of time for play.  As previously mentioned, free play teaches 

skills educators cannot; therefore restricting the number of opportunities for this play, or limiting 

the amount of time dedicated for play eliminates these organic learning opportunities. 

Importance of play in childhood 
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Play is essential because it contributes to childhood development in many ways, 

including physical, cognitive, and socioemotional development.  These benefits are secondary 

outcomes to free play, as children are unknowingly challenging these emerging skills.  

Free Play and Physical Development. As it was previously discussed, the physical act of 

playing adds to motor development, as children can improve dexterity and gross strength 

(Ginsburg, 2007).  Especially when free play takes place outdoors, the play environment is 

enriched with motor challenges.  Such challenges include natural obstacles, such as hills, rocks 

or trees (Fj⊘rtoft, 2001, p. 111).  Motor challenges can also be seen on a playground, as children 

are met with objects that foster climbing, swinging, and jumping.  Some playgrounds also 

provide puzzles to target fine motor skills, like twisting blocks and turning steering wheels to 

accomplish play.  

Free play and Cognitive Development. When given the freedom to play by one’s own rules, 

children exercise cognitive skills associated with problem solving and critical thinking in a 

creative outlet.  A 2012 study determined that play fosters “possibility thinking,” which involves 

children imagining with the objects at their disposal in ways such as “What can I or we do with 

this?” (Craft, McConnon & Matthews, 2012, p. 49).  For example, if a group of children are 

freely playing with blocks, they can create a formation to symbolize buildings in a fantasy world, 

or cars going down an imaginary street.  One fundamental characteristic of free play that fosters 

possibility thinking, decision making, and problem solving is the control players have (Gray, 

2011, p. 454).  Another characteristic that influences cognitive challenges are the physical 

aspects of play.  Evidence from a 2009 study correlates physical exercise in play to 

neuroplasticity that enhances brain activity and neurotransmitter activity.  Aerobic activity 



AGE-RELATED CHANGE IN PLAY 9 

stimulates neural growth, and reinforces more emerging neural synapses  (Sattlemair & Ratey, 

2009, p. 366).  Exercising these cognitive areas through play allows children to master and 

internalize these processes at school ages, and can correlate to internal speech and abstract 

thought (Vygotsky, 1966).  As children grow, this play also prevents cognitive decline in eldery 

years.  Previous longitudinal studies indicate that engagement in leisure activities lead to higher 

“intellectual function” in adulthood by strengthening intellectual flexibility (Kramer, Bherer, 

Colcome, Dong & Greenough, 2004, p. 944).  This is bolstered with more frequent engagements 

in play, as neuroscientists persist children and adults “use it or lose it” when discussing such 

theories of brain plasticity (Smith, 2017).  

Free play and socioemotional development. Lastly, free play can contribute to socioemotional 

development of children through peer interactions.  This includes development of executive 

functions, like attention and emotional regulation.  The most basic executive function a player 

must use is attention.  Attention holds a child’s engagement in play, and fosters learning from 

others.  For example, a child attending in group play can learn imaginative rules from peers. 

When playing with peers, emotional regulation is also needed to cooperate with others.  In some 

instances, free play can overlap with “rough-and-tumble play” and playmates must learn coping 

mechanisms to suppress inappropriate aggression.  In addition to this, children learn to treat their 

playmates as equals to maintain a playful atmosphere (Gray, 2011, p. 456).  Similarly, when 

conflicts arise between playmates, children must learn to negotiate and compromise (Gray 2013, 

p. 160).  These executive functions are crucial defining characteristics for individuals, and are 

constantly used in daily activities outside of play.  

Free Play in an Academic-Focused Society 
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Previous research dictates that childhood play provides a learning environment to 

develop skills that cannot be taught in a typical classroom.  This is because play creates a free, 

enriched, democratic environment, while a classroom provides an autocratic setting.  In school, 

children are met with competition and rules that do not give them the same free will and freedom 

to quit (Gray, 2013).  Even at the kindergarten level, children are met with dense curricula 

associated with competition and standardized tests (Nicolopoulou, 2010).  Outside of school, 

parents may control playtime in fear of academic failure (Witherspoon & Manning, 2012, p. 

468).  As it was previously mentioned, the divide between play and academics is growing, as 

policymakers and educators are decreasing play time in the school day to accommodate higher 

academic standards. This focus on academics overshadows play, and the purpose and importance 

of play is being ignored.  In addition to being a break from adult-directed learning activities, play 

creates a dynamic learning environment that cannot be replaced.  

 Free Play Competing Against Electronics 

Since their invention in 1976, computers have revolutionized many aspects of life.  Many 

individuals now rely on this technology for work, school, and recreation (Zimmermann, 2017). 

Once computers became popular, they immediately became integrated into play with the creation 

of games for children.  With the development of this technology, through phones, iPads, and the 

internet, new ways of electronic play have evolved.  

Many individuals who observe how free play has changed protest that nowadays play is 

only in front of screens.  To some degree, this statement is true, as electronic play has become 

increasingly popular for children. A CNN report captures these statistics, as children eight and 

younger spent forty-eight minutes a day looking at screens in 2017, compared to 2013, when this 
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was fifteen minutes a day.  Further, 42% of these children have an electronic device of their own 

(Howard, J. 2017).    One way this play captivates children is through drill-oriented activities that 

immediately gratify players.  Electronic play is also attractive to players through bright colors 

and different sound effects.  More recently, this type of play fosters peer interaction through data 

servers (Witherspoon & Manning, 2012, p. 468).  

While these electronics are becoming playful, it differs from free play in many ways. 

Electronic play typically provides rules for a player to follow, eliminating the enriched, 

self-regulated environment that fosters development.  Moreover, electronic play dictates a 

structure for the player instead of inspiring the mind of a player participating in free play. 

Lastly, electronic play often takes place in a supervised setting.  Although it may take place 

outside of reality, the child is usually physically in the presence of a caregiver.  As free play is 

becoming less popular in the presence of electronic play, research is quickly studying the 

possible effects to determine how this will impact future age groups.  

This study used a survey to analyze how free play has changed across age groups by 

asking adults to reminisce on their own experiences.  Questions in the survey related to 

characteristics of free play, such as setting, time for play, and supervision; and components of 

play that are changing, such as use of electronics and structure in play.  

Methods and Materials 

Eight sites in the Hudson Valley were used for the study’s participation recruitment. 

Prior to data collection, permission was obtained from each site, and the procedure for data 

collection was given for blinding purposes.  This experiment recruited participants who were 

employed at each facility, or frequently visited them  The eight sites include employees of ARC 
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of Westchester preschools; employees of  Boys and Girls Club of Northern Westchester, patrons 

and employees of Mount Pleasant Public Library; patrons and employees of Mount Pleasant 

Branch Library; members of the Mount Pleasant Recreation Center; and students and faculty of 

the SUNY New Paltz Honors Center; the last category includes participants that completed the 

survey at extraneous locations. The locations used for data collection and participant recruitment 

were chosen with the participants’ age in mind.  For example, the Mount Pleasant Recreation 

Center was used to recruit participants born between 1924 and 1944, and individuals at the 

SUNY New Paltz Honors Center were recruited to collect data from people born between 1996 

and 2001.  Participants of the study included English speakers over the age of eighteen who had 

the cognitive ability to independently complete the survey.  The investigator screened the age of 

each participant by asking for birth year.  To ensure that every participant was over the age of 

eighteen, individuals who indicated their birth year fell between 2002-2012 were excluded from 

data collection.  

Materials 

This study consisted of a survey.  The survey contained two sections, resulting in thirteen 

multiple choice questions.  One question also offered a short answer response if the participants 

wished to volunteer more information.  The instructions for each participant were summarized at 

the start of the survey and before each section.  For each question, participants were asked to 

“check the box that best describe[d]” them or their play experience.  

The first section of the survey obtained participants background information.  The 

questions asked about the individual’s birth year, socio-economic status, childhood community, 

and gender identification.  
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The birth year question offered seven answer choices, ranging from 1945-2012; however, 

write in responses were also accepted if the participant’s birth year was before 1945.  The birth 

year was a significant piece of information because it categorizes the participants by generation. 

This information permits the study of changes of play in childhood, as the investigator analyzed 

each birth year to determine changes of play overtime.  

Socio-economic status of the individuals was obtained by asking for the highest level of 

education received by the participant’s mother, ranging from less than a high school diploma, to 

a master’s degree.  This question was relevant to the study because socioeconomic status can 

influence a child’s play in different ways.  A child of low socioeconomic status may not have 

access to safe areas for free play, or may not have access to as many toys as a child of middle or 

higher socioeconomic status would.  Moreover, parents of these children may not feel 

comfortable allowing their children to play outside in their neighborhood (Tandon, Saelens & 

Copeland, 2016, p. 2).  This, in turn would change childhood play experiences.  For example, 

children of lower socioeconomic status may conduct in play activities associated with survival 

aspects, while children of higher socioeconomic status may conduct play centered around leisure 

activities (Fromberg & Bergen, 2008, p. 22).  

Participants’ communities were described as urban, suburban, or rural in each answer 

choice.  Although this study is concerned with one county, the type of community is influential 

during play.  The community provides a setting that can vary in factors such as materials, spatial 

arrangement and dimensions.  In addition to this, a particular community can provide a different 

experience for children, depending on the amount of nature, and the colors or textures that 

surround a child (Fromberg & Bergen, 2008, p. 241).  
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Lastly, gender identity was collected according to male, female, not specified, and a final 

option of excluding this quality.  Gender was chosen to be a distinctive characteristic for the 

participants because of the role it has in development, including play.  When studying play, 

gender can be tied to “sex-typed play.”  This type of play can be observed through the example 

of girls preferring dolls, and boys preferring vehicle toys (Zosuls, Ruble, Tamis-LeMonda, 

Shrout, Bronstein & Greulich, 2009).   In addition to this, the discussion of gender in play 

includes the discussion of gender stereotypes.  During development, females display more 

emotional expression and behave more prosocial.  Females also develop faster than males in 

certain areas, such as language and cognition, providing an advantage in social play (Barbu, 

Cabanes & Maner-Idrissi, 2011).  

The second section of the survey required that the participants reminisce about their play 

opportunities in childhood, and respond to each question accordingly. These questions asked 

about the ages when people felt they played the most, the amount of time they felt they played in 

a typical week (in hours), and their preferred setting of play.  Other questions inquired about 

certain details in their play experience, such as supervision, type of play frequently participated 

in, the amount of structure in play, the use of toys, the use of electronics, and activities 

frequently engaged in during play.  

Age in relation to free play was studied because a child’s age can influence the amount of 

play he or she may be exposed to.  For example, age can persuade parent’s involvement in play 

(Lee, Tamminen, Clark, Slater, Spence & Holt, 2015).  Especially in areas with safety concerns, 

a parent may forbid children of any age from playing unsupervised.  A child’s age is also a 

hallmark of free play, as children conduct different play activities at different ages.  For example, 
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children three and younger play through physical actions, such as taste and touch (Singer, Singer, 

D’Agostino & DeLong, 2009, p. 286).  

The question concerning individuals’ perceived amount of play is a qualitative question 

to determine if children in one age group were allotted less playtime compared to peer age 

groups.  The study of the decline of free play has caused a study of children’s overall amount of 

play.  Professionals studying this decline has hypothesized that outdoor play has decreased 25% 

since 1981, because of the introduction of electronics in play (Gray, 2011, p. 445).  With a 

decline in the amount of free play, there has been an increase in supervised, “adult-organised” 

play in chldrens’ homes (O’Brien & Smith, 2002, p. 127).  

Yes/no questions were provided in Likert scales for participants to choose from.  For 

example, when asked about the frequency of including toys in play, the participants had answer 

choices ranging from “yes, I often used toys during play” to “I would frequently [use toys in 

play],” “ I would rarely [use toys in play],” and “no I would not use toys during play.”  The 

question regarding frequent play activities included pretend play, game play, sports, and playing 

with props.  The final question was open ended, and asked participants to recount toys they 

engaged with during childhood play.  The answer choices had six categories, “household toys,” 

“adventure pretend play toys,” “play dolls,” “building toys,” “outdoor toys,” and “electronic 

toys.”  Each category had three responses to choose from as examples, and provided a write in 

option if they played with another toy of the same nature.  

Procedure 

The experimenter provided each participating site with surveys after obtaining written 

consent from an administrative employee of the facility.  When delivered, the cooperating 
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employee who provided consent placed the survey in an accessible location of the facility.  The 

directions for any participant gave explicit directions about completing the survey anonymously. 

Surveys were distributed for two weeks at each site.  After this time was concluded, the 

experimenter retrieved the surveys in a sealed envelope for data analysis.  

Surveys were categorized according to birth year for data analysis.  Although the survey 

provided seven possible birth categories the experimenter adjusted categories in preparation for 

analysis.  This included creating a category to account for write-in birth years before 1945.  This 

group was made up of participants born between 1924 and 1944.  In addition to this, the number 

of respondents in two groups caused the combination of age groups between 1966- 1975, and 

1976 -1985.  Responses were individually input into excel, and IBM-SPSS software for analysis. 

The mode and frequency of each answer choice were recorded according to birth year.  The 

investigator also ran Fisher’s Exact Test on some questions to quantitatively compare age 

groups.  Preceding values that are less than p=.05 indicate that the findings were not due to 

chance.  Values above this indicate that the findings are could be due to chance.  Two sets of 

data were created from data collection--one included 76 respondents that did not choose multiple 

answers for one, or more questions in the survey; and the other included all participants (111), 

some of which did choose multiple answers for one or more questions in the survey.  

Results 

This study had a total of 111 participants.  Not all respondents answered every question. 

In addition to this, some respondents indicated multiple answers for one or more questions.  For 

example, when asked what ages they feel that they played most, many participants indicated they 

played during ages 3-5 and 5-10.  The data below includes all respondents to holistically 
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demonstrate the trends of the results; however, statistical analysis excludes participants with 

multiple answers.  

Demographics 

Of the respondents, 18% were individuals born between 1945 and 1955; 15% were 

individuals born between 1956 and 1965; 16% were individuals born between 1966 and 1975; 

0.9% were individuals born between 1976-1985; 9% were individuals born between 1986 and 

1995; 16% were individuals born between 1996 and 2001; lastly, 23% were individuals who 

indicated their birth year was before 1945, resulting in a group for individuals born between 

1924 and 1944.  The low number of responses for individuals in the 1976-1985 age group caused 

the investigator to incorporate those responses with 1966-1975 age group for data interpretation. 

The mode of each question was calculated to observe trends of play through the most frequent 

answer of each age group.  The spread of respondents is illustrated in Figure 1. 

Figure 1.- Categorization of respondents according to birth year 
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Demographic Trends 

  The following data shows the demographics of each age group, according to 

socioeconomic status, childhood community, and gender.  Demographic trends are illustrated in 

Figure 2.0., Figure 2.1., Figure 2.2., Figure 2.3, Figure 3.0., Figure 3.1., Figure 4.0., and Figure 

4.1.  The following figures display all respondents, while cross-tabulations exclude participants 

with multiple answers.  

Respondents born between 1924 and 1944 were predominantly of a lower socioeconomic 

status (44% indicated their mothers’ education level was less than a high school degree), and the 

mode for their childhood community was an urban setting (56%).  The majority of the 

respondents in this age group were females (64%).  

Respondents born between 1945 and 1955 were also predominantly of a lower 

socioeconomic status (100% indicated their mothers had less than a high school diploma).  The 

majority of these respondents grew up in a suburban setting (45%), and 95% of these 

respondents were female.  

Respondents born between 1956 and 1965 were predominantly of a low-to-middle 

socioeconomic status (about 65% indicated their mothers completed highschool).  These 

individuals frequently indicated that they grew up in a suburban setting (about 65%).  This age 

group was also predominantly female (82%).  

Respondents in the 1966-1985 category were predominantly of a high socioeconomic 

status (32% indicated their mothers had a masters degree).  52% of these participants indicated 

growing up in a suburban setting.  All respondents in this category were female.  
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Respondents born between 1986 and 1995 were also predominantly of a higher 

socioeconomic status (40% indicated their mothers had a masters degree).  80% of these 

individuals indicated that they grew up in a suburban setting.  70% of these respondents were 

female.  

The respondents in the final age group, 1996-2001 frequently indicated a middle-to-high 

socioeconomic status (about 39% indicated their mothers had a bachelors degree).  56% of these 

participants marked that they grew up in a suburban setting.  72% of the participants in this 

group were female.  
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Figure 2.3.- Summary of demographics according to age group 

 1924-1944 1945-1955 1956-1965 1966-1985 1986-1995 1996-2001 

   
Socio 
% of 

 
economic 
individuals 
 

 
Status  

  

Low SES 
(indicated 

their mothers 
did not 

complete HS) 

32% 100% 17.6% 0% 0% 5.5% 

Low-Mid SES 
(indicated 

their mothers 
finished HS 

or an 
equivalent) 

 
 

56% 

 
 

0% 

 
 

23.5% 

 
 

26.3% 

 
 

30% 

 
 

27.7% 

Middle SES 
(indicated 

their mothers 
had an 

Associates 
degree) 

 
 

0% 

 
 

0% 

 
 

11.7% 

 
 

15.7% 

 
 

0% 

 
 

11.1% 

Mid-High 
SES 

(indicated 
their mothers 

had a 
Bachelors 
degree) 

 
 
 

12% 

 
 
 

0% 

 
 
 

17.6% 

 
 
 

26.3% 

 
 
 

30% 

 
 
 

38.8% 

High SES 
(indicated 

their mothers 
had a 

Master’s 
degree) 

 
 
 

8% 

 
 
 

0% 

 
 
 

29.4% 

 
 
 

31.5% 

 
 
 

40% 

 
 
 

16.6% 

  Communit
y 

of Individual
s 
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Urban 56% 40% 29.4% 26.3% 0% 22.2% 

Suburban 40% 45% 64.7% 52.6% 80% 55.5.% 

Rural 12% 15% 11.7% 15.7% 20% 22.2% 

  Gender Identity    

Male 32% 5% 17.6% 0% 40% 22.2% 

Female 64% 95% 82.4% 94.7% 60% 72.2% 

Gender Not 
Specified 

 
4% 

 
0% 

 
0% 

 
5.3% 

 
0% 

 
5.6% 
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Ages of play. To determine the age at which participants frequently engaged in play, the 

investigator asked individuals to estimate this range through a close-ended question.  The mode 

for each age group was between five and ten years of age.  Participants in the 1924-1944 age 

group also frequently indicated that they played most between ages five and fifteen years of age. 

This was the only age group that implied they played past age ten.  The data was applied to 

Fisher’s Exact Test to determine significant differences between age groups, which was at the 

level of p= .409.  Figure 5.0 and 5.1 display the spread of respondents answers, where 5.0 

includes respondents with multiple answers, and 5.1 excludes these respondents.  
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Structure in play. Participants were also asked if their play frequently included 

structured activities, such as sports or games with directions. This was asked to determine if 

structured activities may have outweighed free play for any age group.  Respondents answered 

this question on a Likert scale.  Fisher’s Exact Test revealed a significance level of p= 0.052. 

Figure 6.0 and 6.1 display the spread of respondents answers, where 6.0 includes respondents 

with multiple answers, and 6.1 excludes these respondents.  

  

Amount of time for play. Participants were asked about the approximate amount of time 

they had to play during a typical week in their childhood.  Respondents in all age groups 

indicated that they felt they played more than ten hours, or more per week. The difference found 
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through Fisher’s Exact test  was not found to be significant (p=.552).  Figure 7.0 displays the 

spread of this data for all respondents.  

 

Setting of play. Participants were asked about their most frequent play setting to observe 

trends about where children play.  Previous research has indicated that outdoor play is a frequent 

setting for free, unsupervised play.  Therefore, the investigator highlighted answers that indicated 

outdoor play.  Although the other settings in a home can provide a free play environment, this 

cannot be accurately determined through a closed-ended question that requires participants to 

reminisce about their childhood.  The mode of all age groups indicated outdoor play was their 

preferred setting; however, it should be noted that there was a higher ratio of respondents in the 

1924-1944 category than 1996-2001 category.  Participants in the 1996-2001 category also 

frequently indicated that their play took place at home.  Fisher’s Exact Test revealed a significant 

difference between groups, which was p= 0.010, supporting this trend of play moving indoors. 
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Figure 8.0 and 8.1 display the spread of respondents answers, where 8.0 includes respondents 

with multiple answers, and 8.1 excludes these respondents.  

Figure 8.0- Preferred setting of play for all respondents 

 

   

Amount of supervised play.  Supervision was another way to determine the amount of 

free play in the respondents childhood, because free play cannot take place in the presence of 

authority.  A notable trend was that the more individuals born between 1996 and 2001 indicated 

their play was supervised compared to other age groups (44%).  In addition to this, the collected 

data shows a trend of increased supervised play since 1944.  Fisher’s Exact Test revealed a 

significance level of p=0.210. This indicates that these results are not statistically significant. 

Figure 9.0 displays the spread of this data for all respondents. 
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Electronic Devices in play. Participants were asked about the use of electronic devices 

in play to observe trends that correlate to an increase in electronic play.  Although it was 

specified in the survey that electronic devices exclusively entailed computers, phones, or other 

technological devices, it is inferred that outlying answers indicated electronics to animate toys. 

This is because respondents in age groups born before the invention of the computer indicated 

that they played with electronic devices.  For example, individuals may have indicated use of 

electronics if they played with an electric train set.  Fisher’s Exact Test revealed a significance 

level, which was p < .001 as use of electronic devices in play increased.  This implies that, 

despite some misinterpretation of the question, the results display a significant trend of increased 

electronic play Figure 10.1 and 10.1 display the spread of respondents answers, where 10.0 

includes respondents with multiple answers, and 10.1 excludes these respondents. 
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Other notable trends in this study include the popularity of group play among all age 

groups.  When asked about their preferred type of play, between solitary, group, and supervised 

play, the majority of respondents overall indicated they preferred group play.  In addition to this, 

the majority of participants indicated they preferred to pretend play over play with rules, such as 

game play or sports.  

Discussion 

This study investigated trends relating to changes in free play across generations between 

1924-2001. Participants included individuals over the age of eighteen.  The data collected 

supports the study’s hypothesis that free play has changed according to setting.  The results also 

indicated an increase in the use of devices, and integration of structured activities. 

Setting Changes.  Previous research has indicated that play has moved indoors because 

of parental fears about safety or sickness (Tandon, et al., 2016, p. 681).  This trend was seen 

through a comparison of the oldest and youngest age groups.  Although individuals in both the 

1924-1944 and 1996-2001 age groups indicated that they preferred to play outdoors, 

approximately 35% of individuals in the younger age group indicated a home setting for play.  In 
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contrast, 12% of participants in the older age group indicated an at home setting.  While many 

factors were previously established to explain why setting can vary for play, it should be noted 

that as participants’ SES increases, at home play has also increased, contradicting previous 

findings (Tandon, et al., 2016, p. 681).  One potential reason for this can be because families of 

higher socio-economic status have better access to toys.  For example, a family of a high 

socio-economic status in 2019 can provide electronic toys for their children to have in the home, 

such as video game consoles and tablets.  

Devices in Play.  Although there was a misinterpretation for what qualified as an electronic 

device, the collected data shows an overall increase in electronic devices used in play.  As 

illustrated in Figure 10.0, 73% of the participants in the 1996-2001 age group indicated that their 

play included devices in some way.  This trend may be expected to increase, as electronic play 

has become increasingly popular (Witherspoon & Manning, 2012).  

Structure in Play.  Structure in play contradicts a previously established principle of play that 

dictates that play is free of rules (Horwitz, 2016).  Structure can be integrated into play through 

directions provided with equipment, rules associated with sports, or rules dictated by a parent.  A 

trend of an increase in structure can be seen, as 28% of the individuals in the 1924-1944 age 

group indicated that their play was free of rules, while 5% of the individuals in the 1996-2001 

age group experienced play that was free of rules. 

Supervised Play Trends.  Supervision amongst age groups varied greatly, where some age 

groups experienced little supervision, and the following age groups experienced more supervised 

play.  The results of this can be indicative of the historical factors that may have made parents 

apprehensive of allowing their children to play unsupervised.  However, the overall trend shows 
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an increase in supervised play from a level of 32% in the 1924-1944 age group, to 44% in the 

1996-2001 age group.  

During data analysis, several unexpected results were found.  For example, 23% of the 

participants were older than the expected data sample, resulting in the creation of the 1924-1944 

group during data analysis.  Also, 79%of the 111 respondents of these individuals identified as 

female.  Lastly, despite predictions about the use of devices in the 1996-2001 age group, 22% of 

individuals in this age group said their play did not include electronic devices.  Although this 

study provided qualitative and quantitative data for the research questions, some limitations of 

the study bring about questions for future research.  

Study Limitations 

One limitation of this study was the number of participants in each birth year category. 

Of the six age groups, only one age group was hypothesized to show changes in free play, which 

was the 1996-2001 age group.  This is because this generation grew up with technology 

integrated in play, and was hypothesized to have frequent supervised play.  However, there were 

significantly more respondents in the 1924-1955 categories, causing a skew in data.  Because of 

this, future data should consider asking parents about their children and to incorporate younger 

age groups.  

Another limitation of the study was the lack of gender diversity in the participants.  Of 

the 111 participants, 86 were female.  This is significant because gender stereotypes exist in play, 

and influence childhood development.  Before data collection, it was inferred that males would 

frequently partake in electronic play; but, this could not be studied with the amount of male 

respondents.  
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For improved results in future studies, this survey should be distributed in more areas of 

the Hudson Valley.  The test was predominantly placed in Westchester and Ulster County, which 

are both associated with mid-to-high socioeconomic statuses.  This could have skewed the data, 

as it has been established that socioeconomic status can affect play in terms of setting, amount of 

supervision, and access to play materials.  

Questions for Further Research 

This study displays data corresponding to trends of free play from 1924-2001.  While 

these changes show changes in free play, research studying younger age groups may show more 

prominent changes in free play.  Younger age groups are experiencing a novel play atmosphere 

because, unlike previous age groups, electronic devices are essential in many daily activities. 

This is especially relevant for children born after 2010, after the invention and marketing of 

iPads.  iPads are a popular device for children to play with, because of their size and light 

weight.  In addition to this, younger age groups are faced with higher academic expectations than 

older age groups.  Government policies, such as No Child Left Behind, and other state education 

standards add to this competitive and intense educational atmosphere (Singer, Siner, D’Agostino 

& DeLong, 2009, p. 285).  As a result, the amount of free play children are allotted should be 

investigated, along with the amount of supervision, and setting of alloted play. 

Conclusion 

This study investigated trends in free play by surveying adults who were born between 

1924 and 2001.  Participants were recruited in community establishments through a voluntary 

survey.  Recruitment ended with 111 participants across six birth year categories.  Participants 
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were categorized through demographic information in addition to birth year, including gender, 

socioeconomic status, and childhood community.  

Free play is changing with newer age groups, and may be deviating from its original 

definition of activities that are freely chosen and directed by the participants (Gray, 2011, p. 

444).  The results of the study show qualitative evidence of changes in free play, including an 

increase in supervision and use of electronic devices in play with more recent age groups. 

Quantitative data also shows that there are significant trends in a decrease in outdoor play, 

increase of structured play, and increase in electronic play.  These trends for play in the Hudson 

Valley provide avenues for further exploration on this topic, both inside the community, and in 

broader lenses.  
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