Irish Geography
Vol. 53, No. 2 November 2020 , )
DOI: 10.2014/igj.v53i2.1422 g SOCIety of

Ireland

Ceographical

An Cumann Tireolaiochta na hEireann

Back gardens and friends: the impact of
COVID-19 on children and adolescents use
of, and access to, outdoor spaces

Carol Barron® and Mary-Jane Emmett

School of Nursing, Psychotherapy and Community Health, Dublin City University, Ireland,
D09 NR58

First received: 02 December 2020 Accepted for publication: 18 December 2020

Introduction

Children are not the face of this pandemic, however its wide-ranging effects risk being
catastrophic to children and adolescents, with long lasting consequences (UNICEF
2020). In March 2020, the lives and normal daily routines of children and adolescents
were totally disrupted with the closure of childcare facilities, schools, playgrounds,
after school activities and sports clubs. This was compounded with social restrictions
on who they could play with and where they could play. Children’s access to, and lived
experience in, the outdoors was severely and abruptly curtailed. Loss of access to familiar
spaces for playing and ‘hanging out’ with friends is especially detrimental to children
and adolescents (Barron, 2020). This loss is accompanied by new dangers, such as
contracting or transmitting the corona virus, with the implication that outdoor play
becomes hazardous.

The practice of restricting children and adolescents from the private and public realm
is not new, nor unique to the current COVID-19 pandemic. Urban historian, Sanford
Gaster, described the restriction of children’s recreation within one neighborhood in
New York City (Gaster, 1991). He found that, in the generations between 1915 and 1975,
children in this neighborhood used constantly decreasing numbers of places within
the neighborhood, met growing numbers of physical barriers to place use, experienced
more direct control of places they might use, and participated more frequently in paid
supervised activities. Similar findings have been systematically repeated internationally
(Low, 2006; Munoz, 2009; Kilkelly, 2015). Over the past century and a half, there has
been a gradual, long-term shift in the ‘spaces of childhood’, from outdoors to indoors,
from woods, fields and streets, to back and front gardens, bedrooms and commercial and
other formal play sites (Skelton and Valentine, 1998; Burke, 2005).
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Children’s play does not occur in a vacuum; it happens ‘somewhere’ in a physical, social
and cultural context. In an Irish context, we know that outdoor play is highly linked to the
presence of friends nearby (Downey et al., 2007; Kilkelly, 2015; Barron, 2017). Playing
outdoors is seen as a normal part of a ‘proper childhood’ (Layard and Dunn, 2009) and
beneficial for children’s development (social, emotional physical) and their physical and
mental health (Brussoni et al., 2015) with recreation or leisure being acknowledged as an
important field for adolescents’ personal development (Larson, 2000).

All children and adolescents have the right to play and recreation. This has been
enshrined for over thirty years in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(1989) under Article 31. They also have the right under Article 12 to have their opinions
and views taken into account on any issue that affects them. Therefore, to identify the
impact of COVID-19 restrictions on children and adolescents’ play, their access to, and use
of outdoor spaces, and their friendship groups, we launched an online survey, following
ethical approval, in late May for two weeks during Phase 1 of the easing of restrictions in
Ireland. In total 1,476 participants completed the online survey; 214 were children (10-
18 years) and 1,262 were parents, predominantly mothers, who answered about their
children (aged 4-13). The survey generated a good geographical representation. We had
respondents from all 26 counties, with Dublin (37.36%), Kildare (14.57%), Cork (7.6%)
having the highest response rate. Analysis of the data is ongoing, but some preliminary
analyses provide interesting insights into Irish children’s lives during this unique period
of time and we will discuss the multiple role and functions of the humble back garden for
children’s outdoor play and activity in this short paper.

Findings

Ireland is a nation of house owners rather than apartments. 86.5% of all survey
respondents live in a house and 99.3% of them have access to outdoor space for playing
and hanging out. The top three most common outdoor spaces that children use and have
access to are back gardens (26.6%), front gardens (20.1%) and communal green areas
(14.18%). It is noticeable that the outdoor play spaces are in very close geographical
proximity to the home. Almost 7 out of 10 respondents with a front or back garden say they
have fixed play equipment. This number decreased as the children got chronologically
older. Only 4.9% of respondents live in an apartment and 69.8% have access to outdoor
space for playing and hanging out. Clearly children and adolescents living in apartments
were more severely affected in relation to the availability of outdoor play and hanging out
spaces and places.

Back Gardens

The majority of the children’s responses to the question ‘Tell us about the best idea you
had for playing outside your home’ focused on the back garden which mirrors the spaces
they had available for their play and recreation needs during the lockdown (see Figure 1
and 2).
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Figure 1. Urban Back Garden

This ranged from normal outdoor activities “camping in the garden” (Girl, 12 Yrs.,
Carlow), to socializing with siblings “play[ing] catch in my garden with my sister” (Girl
12 Yrs., Waterford) to undertaking normal daily activities “set a table in the garden to
do homework, art and eat outside” (Girl 14 Yrs., Dublin) to taking up new hobbies “I
think gardening is fun” (Boy, 12 Yrs., Wicklow). Equally the absence of a back garden
seriously detracted from children’s ability to play and socialize outdoors “I do not have
a back garden. It has been harder for me to spend as much time outside” (Girl 14 Yrs.,
Dublin). Adolescents came up with creative ideas to socialize with their friends whilst
maintaining the social distancing rules “I took a computer screen outside on a table and
connected it to a laptop and speaker out in the front garden. My sister and I sit beside each
other, and my best friend and her sister sit 2 meters away and we can have a movie night”
(Girl, 17 Yrs., Dublin). Parents also adapted the back garden to meet education needs of
their children “I made a home school in the garden shed, to at least try keep my child’s
academics ability” (Mother, Kilkenny).

Exclusion from public spaces and places

When asked the question ‘What is the most difficult thing about playing outside as you
used to?’, the social restrictions placed upon children and adolescents where they could
not engage with their friends was the dominant theme expressed by children, adolescents
and their parents. “I cannot see my friends to play anymore” (Girl 10 Yrs., Waterford), it
also impacted on the play activities that children could and could not engage in such as;
“You can’t play chasing games like tag or capture the flag and I just think sometimes it’s
the odd squeeze of a hand or a pat on the back or a hug that really makes you feel loved
by a friend so in ways, not being able to congratulate or support someone after something
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they did in a game or said when your just sitting down chatting on a bench makes playing
really hard”. (Girl 13 Yrs., Dublin). Friends serve as a strong motivator for children and
adolescents to occupy outdoor spaces.

Conclusion

This short paper only briefly addresses a small section of the study’s research findings
that impact on children and adolescents use of outdoor space during the lockdown
period of COVID-19 and it is hoped that a more detailed and wider discussion will be
forthcoming. The humble, ordinary, mundane back garden was portrayed by children,
adolescents and parents as a classroom, playground, socializing space, garden and
allotment, sports pitch, family play space, hobby room, exercise space and eating area.
Being a nation of house dwellers was very beneficial to Irish children enabling them to
occupy this space and maintain a limited presence in the outdoors. As playing outdoors
is strongly associated with the presence of friends, the social restrictions, which forbid
social contact with others severely impacted children’s ability to play with their friends.
This in turn decreased their outdoor play and ability to ‘hang out’ beyond the garden.
Both children and their parents identified the lack of physical contact with friends,
which predominantly occurs in outdoor spaces as the most difficult aspect of the social
restrictions. It is of notice that children and adolescents missed the element of physical
contact that comes with playing such as hugging, ‘high fiving and pats on the back’.
Historically, there was recognition that most environments are still designed to reflect
only adult values and their perception of children’s spatial desires and needs when it is
taken into account. However recent decades have shown a significant interest in children
and adolescents’ share in ownership and decision making regarding public spaces, but
this is still a contested field (Freeman and Tranter, 2011). Children and adolescents are
significant consumers of the humble back garden; we suggest that their voice, experience
and opinion should be involved in decision making moving forward in relation to best
practice for housing development plans.
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