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Abstract: 

On one hand, we want to keep children as safe as possible; on the other, learning to 

take risks is a normal part of childhood and child development. In Norway, research 

has shown that early-childhood education and care (ECEC) practitioners have, in the 

past, taken a permissive approach to children’s risk taking. In this article, the authors 

surveys ECEC managers to explore how the increasing focus on safety in Norwegian 

society affects ECEC programs. They find the previously more relaxed attitudes 

regarding risky play among children to be changing in such settings. They describe 

restrictions recently introduced into everyday program activities, and they discuss the 

implications both for ECEC pedagogy and for children’s play, learning, and 

development.  
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Introduction 

Apparently culture influences how care givers and adults deal with children’s risk taking in 

play (Little and Wyver 2008; Guldberg 2009; Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012; Sandseter, 

Wyver, and Little 2012; Wyver et al. 2010; Wyver et al. 2012). According to Guldberg (2009, 

60), “The Norwegians have a special love for outdoor pursuits and are reluctant to restrict 

children’s freedom to roam outdoors—without adults watching them—to the same extent that 

other nations do.” Similarly, New and colleagues (2005) note that Norwegian, Swedish, 

Danish and, to some extent, Italian preschool teachers have fewer worries about children’s 

risk taking than do American preschool teachers. Studies indicate that Norwegian early-

childhood education and care (ECEC) practitioners view risky play positively compared to 

practitioners in other Western countries such as Australia (Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012; 

Sandseter, Wyver, and Little 2012; Wyver et al. 2010; Wyver et al. 2012). Norwegians 

acknowledge the importance of physically active play for children’s overall development, 

they allow risk taking in children’s play, and they have a relaxed attitude toward children and 

risk (Sandseter 2010b, 2012, 2013). One reason for this more relaxed attitude toward risky 

play may be that the Norwegian Kindergarten Act (NMER 2005) and the framework for 

kindergarten (NMER 2006/2011) emphasize children’s opportunities for play, exploration, 

meaningful experiences, and activities in safe yet challenging environments. 

Nonetheless, these attitudes and the practices they encourage could be threatened by 

Western society’s growing concerns about safety and by the debate about children’s risk 

taking in play and the extent to which adults should regulate it. Most of the time, play does 

occur under some adult supervision, which means that adults frequently decide what children 

are allowed to do and where they are allowed to go (Kyttä 2004)—and this is also true in 

early-childhood and care settings. In this sense, adults simultaneously contribute to child 

safety and represent the biggest constraint on a child’s exposure to the risks and challenges 

that ultimately benefit their development (see e.g., Ball 2002; Furedi 2001; Gill 2007; Hughes 

and Sturrock 2006; Brussoni et al. 2012). 

 

Children’s Positive Experiences of Risk Taking 

Objectively, risky play provides positive experiences for a child. Importantly, risky situations 

offer the potential rewards of intense exhilaration (Cook 1993; Cook, Peterson, and DiLillo 

1999). According to Sutton-Smith (1997), children’s play provides an optimal experience of 

arousal, excitement, fun, merriment, joy, and lightheartedness, allowing children to actualize 
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their potential through voluntary, intrinsically motivated activities. Similarly, Apter (2001) 

describes play as an activity driven by the search for fun and immediate enjoyment. 

Stephenson (2003) finds the joy of mastering new and challenging tasks, often at the edge of 

control, both a driving force and a rewarding experience when children engage in risky play.  

Similarly, Coster and Gleeve (2008), investigate risk taking in play, discovering that risky 

play offered children fun, enjoyment, excitement, thrills, pride, a sense of achievement, and 

self-esteem. The children they studied clearly described that simultaneously experiencing fun 

and fear was exciting. 

In an earlier study to determine why preschool children, from their own perspective, 

engaged in risky play, Sandseter (2010a, 2010b) interviewed twenty-three children from four 

to five years old about their risky play in preschool. The study showed that children engaged 

in risky play primarily for the pleasant emotions aroused by mastering risks they did not think 

they would dare to attempt. The children had several arousal-increasing strategies they used in 

their play, such as intentionally increasing the height and speed at which they played, acting 

rashly during such play, taking ever greater risks, and balancing on the edge of fear.  

Sandseter (2010a) concluded that the ambiguity of children’s experiences in risky play 

is central to their motivation for engaging in it. Risk taking in play involves both fear and 

excitement, and children explore in their play the ambiguity between the two (Cook 1993; 

Aldis 1975; Cook, Peterson, and DiLillo 1999; Stephenson 2003; Coster and Gleeve 2008; 

Sandseter 2010b).  

 

Risk Taking and Learning How to Handle Risks 

Other benefits that derive from children’s engagement in risky play are the lessons for life that 

they unconsciously learn while they practice handling risks. Risky play, as several researchers 

suggest, helps children enhance their ability to master peril. Aldis (1975) notes that much of 

children’s play involves fear and young children seek the thrills involved in such activities as 

swinging and jumping from high places. Driven by curiosity and a need for excitement, 

children approach the world around them through play. Rehearsing real-life, risky situations, 

they discover what is safe and what is not (Apter 2007; Smith 1998; Adams 2001; Sutton-

Smith 1997; Gill 2007). Theoretically, this means that children gain a more realistic notion of 

the objective risk in the situation (Adams 2001); in other words, the subjectively perceived 

risk in the situation approaches the objective risk (Teigen 2001; Boyesen 1997). Similarly 

Boyesen (1997) states that for a child to master a risky situation he or she needs to approach 
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the situation and thereby increase the risk. Additionally, Ball (2002) and Stutz (1999) 

emphasize the importance of letting children develop a sound sense of risk by taking risks in 

play. Aldis (1975) shows how children seek out thrills gradually in encounters with 

progressive risks that allow them to master comfortably the challenges involved.  

Support for these theories can be found in a German study that shows a reduction in 

injury rates after an intervention to promote coordination in children in kindergarten (Kambas 

et al. 2004), and in an ongoing Belgian study that finds the implementation of risky play in a 

child group leads to increased risk-assessment skills (Bertrands and Lavrysen 2014). 

There are even indications (Sandseter and Kennair 2011) that risky play has an 

antiphobic effect on the fears and phobias (such as fear of heights, fear of water, and 

separation anxiety), which appear naturally at a developmentally relevant age to keep the 

child safe, alert, and careful when addressing potentially dangerous situations (Poulton and 

Menzies 2002a, 2002b). Sandseter and Kennair suggest that the antiphobic effect of children’s 

risk taking in play results from exposure to typical anxiety-eliciting stimuli and contexts in 

combination with positive emotions (thrills, excitement, and fearful joy) in relatively safe 

situations. The children learn to handle risk and gain a more realistic risk perception that in 

turn make them less anxious of the stimuli and prevents developing more anxiety. 

 

The Possibility for Injuries 

Risky play can lead to injury, in which case the positive emotions children experience in risky 

play might instead be replaced by fear or anxiety about getting hurt (Cook 1993; Cook, 

Peterson, and DiLillo 1999). Because of the risk of injuries to children during play, formal 

risk-managing strategies have emerged in several countries. These include steps taken to 

regulate the physical features of children’s playgrounds such as reducing the height from 

which a child might fall, softening playground surfaces on which a child might land, and 

rounding off the sharp edges of playground equipment and making sure it is stable. 

Playground designers have attempted to eliminate the likelihood of a child being trapped, 

pinched, crushed, or struck (DSB 1996; Ball 2002, 2004; Little 2006; Mowat et al. 1998; 

Chalmers 2003). However, the statistics on playground injuries from several countries show 

that the most serious of them— those that result in death or permanent disability—are rare 

(Chalmers 2003; Bienefeld, Pickett, and Carr 1996; Ball 2002; Chalmers et al. 1996; Phelan et 

al. 2001). In the United Kingdom (UK), one fatal injury occurs every three or four years (Ball 

2002). Most playground injuries are bruises, contusions, concussions, and fractures, which 
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result from falls from or collisions with swings, slides, climbing frames. or other equipment 

(Bienefeld, Pickett, and Carr 1996; Ball 2002; Illingworth et al. 1975; Mack, Hudson, and 

Thompson 1997; Phelan et al. 2001; Sawyers 1994; Swartz 1992) and from bicycling 

(Chalmers et al. 1996; Peterson et al. 1994). 

Research indicates that a lack of supervision plays a key role in such childhood 

injuries (Rosen and Peterson 1990; Taylor and Morris 1996; Morrongiello 2005; 

Morrongiello et al. 2006). Studies have shown that children who attend child-care centers 

(institutions where adult supervision is typically rigorous), experience fewer injuries than 

children who spend their days at home (Schwebel, Brezausek, and Belsky 2006). The most 

common injuries in ECEC are minor injuries natural for active children, such as scrapes, 

small cuts, bruises, and minor fractures (Briss et al. 1994; Leland, Garrard, and Smith 1993; 

Schwebel et al. 2006; Cummings et al. 1996; Elardo, Solomons, and Snider 1987; Alkon et al. 

1999). Similarly, a recent mapping of injuries in Norwegian ECEC settings during 2012 

shows very low numbers. The study reports a ratio of 0.1 injuries per child per year, 98 

percent of them minor injuries not requiring follow-up from a doctor or dentist (Sandseter et 

al. 2013). We assume the low number of incidents results from the more intense adult 

supervision found in ECEC institutions (Sandseter 2010b), an assumption supported by 

studies that have found a lack of adult supervision one of the primary risk factors for injuries 

to children during play  (Morrongiello 2005; Morrongiello et al. 2006).  

 

Focus on Safety 

Although there seem to be few severe injuries in Norwegian ECEC programs, signs in 

Norwegian society indicate that there is a growing focus on injury prevention and child safety 

even in these supervised settings. In this article, we explore how Norwegian ECEC 

practitioners handle the increasing safety focus in Norwegian society and how it influences 

their practice in the ECEC setting. In short, how does Norwegian society’s focus on safety 

influence play and activities in its ECEC settings? 

 

Method 

Our data derives from a survey we conducted on injuries and injury prevention in Norwegian 

ECEC settings during 2012 (Sandseter et al. 2013). The Norwegian Ministry of Education 

funded our work, and Norwegian Social Science Data Services approved its ethical standards. 

We used a questionnaire to gather details on injuries based on the gender and age of the 
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children involved as well as by the nature and severity of the injuries. We sought to find how 

the ECEC settings worked to prevent injury, including asking about health and safety routines 

and the training offered in life saving. We also asked whether a focus on safety in society in 

general influenced play and activities in the ECEC setting.  

 

Procedure and Sample 

We distributed our questionnaire (QuestBack) about child injuries and procedures preventing 

them, by e-mail to the managers of every ECEC setting (N=6,469) in Norway. Managers from 

2,105 settings completed the questionnaire, a response rate of 32 percent. Our sample 

matched the geographical distribution of Norwegian preschools throughout the country, the 

number of private and municipal programs, the proportion of male to female employees, the 

number of children and their gender and age. The responding ECEC programs may have 

better established safeguards for and more vigilant attitudes toward preventing injuries than 

others, but because we aim merely to describe and analyze the answers of the study’s 879 

responses to our open-ended question, we did not test how representative our sample was, nor 

did we consider it vital to do so. 

 

Analysis 

The use of open-ended questions, then, raises some methodical issues, such as the need for 

extensive coding, the possibility of a lower response rate than might be expected, an over 

reliance on the rhetorical skills of the respondents, an inability to clarify the respondents 

interpretations of the questions, and the lack of framework for forming a coherent response 

(Schuman 1966; Reja et al. 2003; Geer 1988). Nevertheless, qualitative text data offer broad 

insight into information concerning a given topic. This broadness provides respondents with 

an opportunity to give detailed information in their own words, which allows for rich and 

diverse descriptions of their experiences (Jackson and Trochim 2002). In our study, we read 

the text of each response thoroughly and coded them thematically. We then categorized these 

codes into broader clusters by theme. The process involved constant comparisons with 

previously categorical descriptions (Zhang and Wildemuth 2005) to achieve an accurate 

interpretation and categorization. Although the questions concerned how a society’s focus on 

safety affects play in any ECEC setting, many respondents described the measures they used 

to prevent injuries in their ECEC program. The limitations we asked them to describe on 

physically active play, including not only during normal outdoor play on site but also during 
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field trips away from the institution. (We also asked what measures they took to prevent 

injuries, including staff training in injury prevention, the development of institutional routines 

that address child safety, and playground inspection and risk assessments. But we do not 

directly address actions for preventing injuries in this article.) 

We began with a total of twenty factors that limited children’s physically active play, then 

consolidated them into six subcategories: (1) play and activities, (2) outdoor space, (3) water, 

(4) field trips, (5) weather and seasonal conditions, and (6) other limitations in physically 

active play. After we had analyzed the descriptions and created these categories, two 

independent researchers reviewed every answer once more within each category to ensure we 

had been consistent in our coding. The length of the written responses varied from a few 

words to almost two hundred words. Some of the richer responses described multiple aspects 

of restrictions and limitations, and were therefore divided and coded into several of the 

categories. On average, the text of each response was placed in 1.3 categories, ranging from 

one category to four.   

 

Results 

A total of 879 respondents answered the open-ended question about how society’s focus on 

safety affects activities in an ECEC setting. Figure 1 illustrates the distribution of these 

responses for the main categories. Among the responding ECEC managers, 248 (28 percent) 

described limitations in children’s possibilities for physically active play, and 329 managers 

(37 percent) reported the measures they used to prevent injuries. A total of 87 managers (10 

percent) described both the limitations and measures they had established, while 215 

managers (25 percent) described other perspectives or actions that did not fit into the focus of 

this paper. 

 

Table 1 Distribution of the open-ended answers for main categories 

Category N % 

Both limitations and measures 87 10 

Limitations 248 28 

Measures to prevent injuries/accidents 329 37 

Not relevant 211 25 

Total 879 100 
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Since our scope for this article covers only the limitations placed on play, we excluded 

answers that reported measures to prevent injuries, such as playground inspection, first-aid 

education among staff, risk analysis, or installing soft surfaces. Instead, we examine here the 

responses from the 335 managers (38 percent of the total) who described limitations in 

children’s possibilities for physically active play (see figure 2). “Restrictions in play and 

activities” constitutes the largest category, with 188 managers describing the different ways 

they restricted children from play that could result in injury. Under the category “limitations 

in the outdoor space,” 83 managers describe how the space is designed, the play features they 

allow within that space, and how they allow the children to use the play space. Forty-nine 

managers mentioned the category “restrictions related to water,” and the two categories with 

the fewest counts were “limitations in field trips” (29) and “restrictions due to weather and 

seasonal conditions” (25). In addition, 57 managers describe more general and nonspecific 

limitations in children’s possibilities for physically active play. 

 

Table 2 Frequencies of the categories describing limitations due to safety concerns 

Restrictions in play and activities 188 

Limitations in the outdoor space 83 

Restrictions related to water 49 

Limitations in field trips 29 

Restrictions due to weather and seasonal conditions 25 

Other limitations in physical active play 57 

 

 

Restrictions in Play and Activities 

Restrictions in play and activities are described by a total of 188 managers, and the category 

includes a range of activities. We found the most commonly restricted play to be climbing: 

126 managers described how adults in the ECEC settings try to safeguard the children when 

climbing. In some institutions, they even prohibit climbing outright. In the following 

segments, we present sample comments from respondents identified by number. 

493: Fear of accidents from falling leads to no organizing or permission for climbing. 
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 811: We don’t allow children to climb trees. 

217: Tree climbing is one example. Several parents were concerned that their children 

could climb our apple trees. After a chat with the local authority, we were advised to 

prohibit climbing; this was an activity for the children to do outside the institution with 

their parents. Today, children are not allowed to climb these trees. 

 

Although some managers do not allow climbing in their institution, most have a less drastic 

approach. They restrict the height of the climbing, insist on adult supervision, dictate the 

nature of the climbing surface, require a child to demonstrate competence in climbing, or call 

for a risk assessment of the activity.  

367: Climbing in trees is accepted but only up to a certain height and always with 

adult supervision. 

737: We are more careful in regard to climbing trees with rocks below, where you can 

fall down and hurt yourself. 

 

Other activities limited by safety concerns include sledding, balancing, biking, ice skating, 

and rough-and-tumble play. Fear of  injuries is the leading reason the institutions give for 

restricting children’s play.  

676: As a result of worries among parents, balancing on the fence that surrounds the 

institution is not allowed unless there is deep snow underneath. 

584: Bicycling in hilly terrain is not allowed due to the danger of hitting other children 

and crashing into the wall. Playing with rope is avoided because of the danger of 

strangulation. 

 

Restricting children’s play may be related to worries by both managers and staffs about 

injuries or it may be related to external pressure. Several managers describe outside forces in 

society that pressure the institution to restrict physically active play—local authorities, 

playground inspectors, the media, and parents. The most frequently noted of these outsiders 

are parents, with forty-eight managers referring to pressure from parents as a reason to 

restrain children’s play (especially physically active play) in an ECEC setting.  
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Limitations in the Outdoor Space 

The eighty-three responses about limitations in the outdoor space mostly described 

playground equipment. Otherwise, limitations or changes in the outdoor space often related to 

playground inspection and playground regulations. 

145: With laws and regulation, we are guarded in every possible way. This restricts 

children. We have, for instance, been forced to remove a rope swing and a climbing 

net in the forest because of the surface. We can’t even hang a simple hammock 

between two trees! 

426: We had to remove the swing due to rules regarding the safety zone. A play hut 

was removed because of the danger of pinches and the lack of a shock absorbing 

surface. 

 

Managers also described their reluctance to purchase challenging equipment for fear 

playground inspectors may not approve it. Limitations in institutions’ outdoor space also 

involve challenges to integrating natural elements (such as trees) and nonstandard playground 

equipment. Some managers also described complications and difficulties related to self-made 

play environments and playground safety 

459: New rules on playground equipment define what is allowed in the institution’s 

outdoor space. More creative equipment voluntarily built by parents, an old boat and 

ropes between trees, had to be removed.  

191: All outdoor activities must be approved. We have limited possibilities for 

building nature playgrounds with natural climbing and play equipment.  

 

ECEC programs sometimes removed trees from an institution’s outdoor space in the name of 

playground safety to reduce children’s opportunities for climbing.  

376: The local authority has in reality removed all trees. Children are not allowed to 

climb. The major focus on injuries makes parents anxious and afraid of what type of 

activities their children are involved in, i.e., walking on slippery surfaces. We still do 

this, among other things, to teach children to handle different surfaces, but we have to 

consider this carefully and explain a lot to the parents. 

787: We have cut down the trees to avoid accidents due to falling.  

698: We have removed two trees that were used by children to climb in the outdoor 

space and replaced them with a play apparatus. 
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Some programs replaced trees with playground equipment. Other managers cite financial 

problems—according one, there were no replacements of removed trees or playground 

equipment, leading to a poorer play environment. In general, managers indicated that they 

find playground regulations and inspections useful to a point. In many cases, the managers 

described orders from playground inspectors that they considered to be too focused on danger 

and neglectful of children’s need for physical challenges and risky play in an institution’s 

outdoor space.  

 

Restrictions Related to Water 

Forty-nine managers noted limitations in the recreational use of water in their institutions. 

They wrote that they avoid lakes, sea shores, or swimming pools, and they often referred to a 

lack of the necessary life-saving training among the staff. 

392: We never go on field trips near water because this requires the staff to be trained 

in life saving in the water.  

 

The need to control and supervise children when they visit sites with dangerous areas, such as 

those related to water, leads to a higher demand for the presence of adults. Managers noted an 

insufficient adult-child ratio to ensure safety on field trips as a reason for avoiding sites with 

watery features. 

215: We are more seldom on field trips in forests and by the sea shore due to reduced 

staffing and the “fear” of not being able to supervise children’s activities. 

 

Although managers mentioned this problem mostly in relation to field trips to the sea and to 

various lakes, some of them described such limitations at an institution’s outdoor space. 

115: The younger children can’t be on the playground when large puddles have 

formed. 

544: The safety focus limits children’s physical activity. As an ECEC institution, we 

have become more afraid to let children climb, play in nature, jump in puddles, and so 

on.  

 

Some managers from institutions located near lakes or the sea expressed a wish to use these 

shores more but said they avoided them because of safety concerns. 
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Limitations in Field Trips 

Twenty-nine managers reported they took fewer field trips because of the focus on safety. The 

reasons managers gave for their institutions avoiding field trips included safety regulations 

and safety routines regarding staff-child ratio, staff training, and difficulties in securing safe 

transportation. 

88: Limitations in field trips because parents don’t allow their children to travel on 

public transportation without safety seats for children.  

628: More difficult to go on field trips: the transportation of children in private cars is 

prohibited. . . . 

 

The managers said that, in previous years, they had used private cars to travel on field trips 

but that such transport was no longer allowed. This, along with parents’ resistance to public 

transportation, led some institutions to take fewer field trips. The demands for specific 

routines and risk assessments for field trips, according to some managers, were reasons they 

went on field trips less frequently now than in previous years. 

 

Restrictions Due to Weather and Seasonal Conditions 

Twenty-five managers described restrictions related to weather and seasonal conditions. Some 

of them noted that the institution avoided outdoor activities or field trips in particular weather 

conditions:  

811: We stay inside when the outdoor area is slippery. 

 

However, the limitations in this category mostly related to the equipment or activities allowed 

under some conditions: 

462: Sledding under icy conditions is prohibited. 

215: Playground equipment is more often closed because of the requirement of a 

shock-absorbing surface (frost, ice, etc. make the surface harder). 

 

Some managers said their programs placed limitations on play in outdoor spaces under some 

surface conditions, while others said their institutions closed down parts of the outdoor space 

or remove equipment during the winter. 
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Other Limitations in Physically Active Play 

The category of other limitations in physically active play holds fifty-seven more unspecific 

descriptions. Many of these responses focus on difficulties in providing children with 

sufficient challenges for motor development. 

131: There are fewer challenges for children today. I experience more concerned 

parents. The younger children get frustrated over being stopped in “dangerous” play. 

I’m afraid that this safety focus makes it more unsafe for children. They become less 

competent in mastering “difficult” obstacles. 

433: The media focus in today’s society, where you risk being on the front page of 

both national and local newspapers if something happens, results in a heightened focus 

on safety. This limits children’s physical activity for fear of something happening, 

such as tree climbing, what playground equipment we allow, bicycling, etc. 

61: Children may need more physical challenges, but because of high safety demands 

we have some activities that we can’t allow (unfortunately). The safety hysteria has 

resulted in a lack of physical challenges for children. They need to be able to handle 

challenging situations, such as tree and rock climbing, etc. 

 

Some of the managers noted a change in recent years. Many activities that were once allowed 

are now prohibited. Safety concerns and risk assessment seem to be key in deciding which 

activities the institutions offered children. 

469: Over time, ten to  twenty years, we have allowed less and less challenging 

physical active play in terms of challenging play apparatus, trees, and climbing walls. 

517: Today, safety has, to larger extent, become the deciding factor for selecting and 

arranging activities. In principle, this is both positive and necessary, but the adults’ 

attitude to this, and the fear of something happening, can limit children’s physical 

activity and natural exploration. 

53: Children are under constant supervision in a fenced outdoor space. They are 

allowed little compared to our childhood. The transition from preschool, where they 

are under continuous supervision, to school, where they are, to a large extent, on their 

own, can be demanding. 
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Many managers express concerns over this development and to the extent safety concerns and 

measures affect both the possibilities for physically active play and everyday life in the 

institution. 

54: Children are more infrequently provided with opportunities to experience exciting 

“risky” play, such as play in heights, with tools—such as ropes, knives, sticks—and 

play in dangerous places. A higher focus on safety causes adults in the institution and 

parents to provide children with insufficient challenges. It’s different today from what 

it was 20 years ago. 

 

Although many managers resist this loss of risky play to safety concerns and argue for the 

importance of risky play in the ECEC institution, a considerable number of them describe 

specific limitations and restrictions resulting from pressure by outside actors and from the fear 

of injuries. 

 

Discussion 

Our findings mainly indicate that Norway’s once less risk-averse approach to children’s risk 

taking (Guldberg 2009; Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012; New, Mardell, and Robinson 

2005) may be changing. The pressure to make children’s safety the main focus of play 

activities seems to be growing in Norwegian ECEC settings. And, as our study shows, many 

restrictions on and limitations to children’s play and activities are now common.  

 Indeed, we see that it is common for the ECEC staff to meet the pressure of the focus 

on safety by restricting several types of children’s play. As Sandseter (2007) found in her 

study about the perceptions of both children and ECEC staff concerning children’s  risky play, 

each regard play involving heights to be possibly harmful, and the most common response to 

increasing worries about safety is some restriction on climbing. In this study we found a total 

prohibition of climbing in some ECEC settings, especially in tress. We also found limitations 

based on the situation or the features in the play environment—supervision by staff, the height 

allowed to climb, or the quality of the playground’s surface. These findings differ from the 

less risk-averse attitude Sandseter (2012, 2013) documented among Norwegian ECEC staff in 

previous studies . A study comparing Norwegian and Australian ECEC practitioners in 2009 

and 2010 (Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012) found that Norwegian practitioners were much 

more permissive than their Australian counterparts and allowed—and even initiated—

climbing with the children. The results in our study here imply that many Norwegian 
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practitioners have recently become similar to their Australian counterparts and now worry 

more about children climbing and play involving heights. Similarly, activities involving high 

speed and rough-and-tumble play, which Sandseter (2007, 2012) had previously found 

Norwegian ECEC staff viewed as risky but healthy activities, are now restricted or prohibited 

in some of the ECEC settings in this study. Even though the studies mentioned are based on 

data from different settings, Norwegian ECEC settings are in fact all very similar and the 

Kindergarten Act (NMER 2005), and the Framework Plan for the Content and Tasks of 

Kindergartens (NMER 2006/2011) applies to all settings. 

 The results in this study also show that many ECEC settings modify or change their 

outdoor play environment to prevent children from taking risks in their play. The examples 

provided by the ECEC managers in this study include both the actual removal of playground 

equipment, such as swings and climbing nets, and the removal of natural features, such as 

trees, as well as the decision not to buy challenging new playground equipment that may be 

too risky in the opinions of playground inspectors. This situation contrasts with earlier reports 

from Norwegian ECEC practitioners that showed they strongly emphasized children play 

environments affording a variety of challenges and risky play and argued strongly for the 

importance of risky play to the healthy development of children (Sandseter 2012; Little, 

Sandseter, and Wyver 2012). Even though managers worry about the changing focus this 

study indicates a movement towards a more risk-averse attitude in Norwegian society. We 

assume that this rise in more cautious play is not a result of the different settings in each of the 

different studies. 

 Another reason we believe that Norwegian ECEC practitioners have become more 

focused on safety and that this focus influences their practice in the ECEC setting involve 

results that show how they limit play and activities near water, even puddles on the 

playground; how they limit field trips because the transportation options are no longer 

considered safe enough; and how they limit play and activities due to weather conditions, 

including staying indoors when the outdoor area is slippery or prohibiting sledding on icy 

surfaces in winter. Once again, this is in contrast to the handling of risk Norwegian ECEC 

expressed in earlier studies (Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012; Sandseter 2007, 2012, 2013). 

The results of this study show a much greater focus on safety and a more restrictive play 

practice similar to those we find in many other Western countries (Furedi 2001; Gill 2007; 

Guldberg 2009; Ball 2002, 2004; Little 2006; Brussoni et al. 2012). 
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 Nevertheless, the answers from the ECEC managers who participated in this study 

indicate some resistance from ECEC staff toward these changes. We recognize a positive 

attitude towards children’s risky play (Sandseter 2012, 2013) when managers express 

frustration over safety pressure from parents, local authorities, the media, and playground 

inspectors. The practitioners in this study feel that things have changed over the last ten to 

twenty years, that play environments have therefore become less stimulating and challenging, 

and that both practitioners and children are frustrated by not having optimal play opportunities 

and healthy developmental conditions for children. It appears the outside pressures to create a 

greater focus on safety and to restrict risky practices mark play environments in several other 

Western countries, such as Australia (Little, Sandseter, and Wyver 2012; Little 2010), 

England (Gill 2007; Guldberg 2009; Ball 2002; Furedi 2001), Canada and the United States 

(Brussoni et al. 2012; New, Mardell, and Robinson 2005; Smith 1998), now pressure 

Norwegian play to become more risk averse. 

 Although this study did not collect data that might directly explain the reasons for this 

increased focus on safety, it does indicate that a fear of injuries is the main concern: As in 

other countries, regulations and laws embodied by the people who enforce them (Ball 2002, 

2004; Mowat et al. 1998; Little 2006; Chalmers 2003), such as local authorities and 

playground inspectors, as well as parents’ worries (Furedi 2001; Gill 2007; Little, Wyver, and 

Gibson 2011), have an impact on the kind of play offered to children. 

 From a wider perspective, this change affects the possibilities for children’s play, 

development, and learning. The exhilarating and positive experiences of engaging in thrilling 

and risky forms of play (Cook 1993; Cook, Peterson, and DiLillo 1999; Coster and Gleeve 

2008; Smith 1998; Stephenson 2003; Aldis 1975; Sandseter 2010b) are limited for children 

we prohibit from climbing, sledding and sliding, playing in and near water, and playing in 

generally less challenging environments. These restrictions constitute a loss of an important 

experience that children seek in their play (Sandseter 2010b), and they also eliminate the 

opportunity for children to enhance their own risk-mastery skills and learn how to handle 

situations of risk (Apter 2007; Smith 1998; Adams 2001; Sutton-Smith 1997; Gill 2007). 

From an injury-prevention perspective, this development seems contradictory because 

preventing children from approaching risky situations, learning how to handle them (Boyesen 

1997), and thereby developing a sound sense of risk (Ball 2002; Stutz 1999; Bertrands and 

Lavrysen 2014), may well lead to a higher injury occurrence among children at play precisely 

because they have missed out on this important risk-mastery learning (Kambas et al. 2004; 
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Boyesen 1997; Bertrands and Lavrysen 2014). Following Sandseter and Kennair’s (2011) 

hypothesis about risky play having an antiphobic effect, one may also assume that this 

development may lead to a higher prevalence of anxiety disorders. 

Overall, the results in this study show an increasing focus on safety and an increase in 

restricting children’s risky play, even in a country such as Norway that has been regarded as 

one of the least risk averse in terms children’s play (Guldberg 2009; New, Mardell, and 

Robinson 2005; Wyver et al. 2010; Wyver et al. 2012). The irony is that this is also happening 

in ECEC settings, in which few serious injuries occur (Briss et al. 1994; Leland, Garrard, and 

Smith 1993; Schwebel, Brezausek, and Belsky 2006; Cummings et al. 1996; Elardo, 

Solomons, and Snider 1987; Alkon et al. 1999) and in which the supervision of children’s 

play is extensive and, therefore, reduces the risk of injuries (Rosen and Peterson 1990; Taylor 

and Morris 1996; Morrongiello 2005; Morrongiello et al. 2006). 

To resist this trend, ECEC staff, ECEC owners, politicians, parents and other care 

takers need to inform themselves about how restricting children’s risky play and exploration 

affects children’s health, well-being, development and learning. Safety regulations and 

standards must incorporate the importance of risk in children’s play. The concept of risk-

benefit assessment, which has been introduced in the UK recently (Ball, Gill and Spiegal 

2013), could be an effective way of balancing both risks and benefits in children’s play and 

play environments. In the field of ECEC, it is especially important that staff and parents 

discuss this issue and develop a common and helpful attitude toward children’s play and 

exploration, thus providing optimal development and learning with reasonable risks. 

 

Limitations and Future Directions 

Elements of this study require further discussion. First, we received a low response rate 

calculated from the total number of ECEC settings in Norway. As noted, this may mean that 

the ECEC managers who decided to answer the questionnaire were not representative of all 

ECEC managers in Norway. Nevertheless, an examination of the participating ECEC settings 

showed that they cover the distribution of demographics of Norwegian ECEC settings as a 

whole. Another worry about the sample was that not all the participating managers responded 

to the open-ended question, and we may assume that those responding were more interested in 

the theme of the question than those who did not answer. Nonetheless, we have aimed to 

conduct a qualitative study and have analyzed and presented the results wishing more to 

indicate areas for further discussion rather than to make grand generalizations. 
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 A qualitative analysis also requires caution in drawing conclusions. The process of 

coding and categorizing textual material relies on the researchers who conduct the analysis. 

Other studies may have used other codes and categories. In this study, two independent 

researchers completed the coding process and also discussed the codes and categories.  

 Our results argue for a balance between children’s safety in play and their need for 

stimulating and challenging play to optimize development and learning. Having a sensible 

focus on safety and preventing child injuries are important, but the question is how much we 

should restrict children’s play in doing so. The participants in this study worry that the focus 

on safety has gone too far, resulting in a lack of physical challenges for children. They also 

believe the focus on safety has a negative effect on children’s risk-managing competence, and 

they are frustrated that the pressure to make play safe limits the play they can provide children 

in ECEC settings. Despite a low injury rate (Sandseter et al. 2013), activities that were normal 

a few years ago among Norwegian children are now restricted or even prohibited in some 

ECEC settings, as outside actors such as authorities, playground inspectors, and parents now 

have a stronger influence on the pedagogical work in ECEC at the expense of the professional 

early-childhood teachers. It thus seems that Norway, once held up as an example of less 

restrictive attitudes in encouraging challenging play, has joined the disturbing Australian, 

American, and UK trend toward overcautiousness, trepidation, and fearfulness in adult 

attitudes toward children’s play.  

This study highlights the need for more effective strategies in balancing children’s 

safety, on one hand, and their need for and right to challenging and risky play, on the other. 

This is an important issue for ECEC staff, ECEC owners and politicians, parents, and other 

caretakers. 
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