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Abstract
Background: Although environmental characteristics as perceived by parents are known to be related to children’s
outdoor play behavior, less is known about the relation between independently measured neighborhood
characteristics and outdoor play among children. The purpose of this study was to identify quantitative as well as
qualitative neighborhood characteristics related to outdoor play by means of neighborhood observations.
Methods: Questionnaires including questions on outdoor play behavior of the child were distributed among 3,651
parents of primary school children (aged 4–12 years). Furthermore, neighborhood observations were conducted in
33 Dutch neighborhoods to map neighborhood characteristics such as buildings, formal outdoor play facilities,
public space, street pattern, traffic safety, social neighborhood characteristics, and general impression. Data of the
questionnaires and the neighborhood observations were coupled via postal code of the respondents. Multilevel
GEE analyses were performed to quantify the correlation between outdoor play and independently measured
neighborhood characteristics.
Results: Parental education was negatively associated with outdoor play among children. Neither the presence nor
the overall quality of formal outdoor play facilities were (positively) related to outdoor play among children in this
study. Rather, informal play areas such as the presence of sidewalks were related to children’s outdoor play. Also,
traffic safety was an important characteristic associated with outdoor play.
Conclusions: This study showed that, apart from individual factors such as parental education level, certain
modifiable characteristics in the neighborhood environment (as measured by neighborhood observations) were
associated with outdoor play among boys and girls of different age groups in The Netherlands. Local policy makers
from different sectors can use these research findings in creating more activity-friendly neighborhoods for children.
Keywords: Physical activity, Children, Outdoor play, Environment, Neighborhood observations

Background
As in many other Western countries, the majority of primary school children in The Netherlands does not meet
the recommended guidelines for health enhancing physical activity [1]. It is therefore important to find appropriate ways to stimulate physical activity among
children, for example by stimulating outdoor play [2].
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Time spent outdoors is consistently related to children’s
physical activity level [3-7] and hence stimulating outdoor play among children may contribute to their physical and mental health. A recent study by Kimbro et al.
has shown for example that time spent on outdoor play
was associated with lower BMI values among children
[8].
Research has shown that environmental characteristics
can play a role in children’s physical activity [5,9]. More
specifically, in a previous study we have shown that both
the perceived physical environment and the perceived
social environment were related to children’s outdoor
play [10]. This study showed that children of parents
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that perceive a high social cohesion in their neighborhood spend more time on outdoor play. Regarding the
built environment, the study showed that different environmental characteristics are related to children of different age groups.
Research among adults [11-13] and adolescents [14,15]
has shown that differences exist in correlates of physical activity when measured subjectively (i.e. perceived
environmental characteristics as measured with questionnaires among parents), independently (i.e. by neighborhood observations by independent observers), or
objectively (i.e. by means of geographical information
systems).
A previous Dutch study has investigated the role of independently measured physical environmental characteristics in disadvantaged neighborhoods on physical
activity among children aged 6 to 11 years by means of
neighborhood observations [16]. The authors conclude
that children’s physical activity is indeed associated with
certain modifiable factors of the built environment, such
as parking spaces in the neighborhood. The authors further stress the specificity of environmental characteristics in relation to different behavioral components
(e.g. moderate-to-vigorous physical activity, walking, bicycling etc.) [17], a point also mentioned by others [18].
While the abovementioned Dutch study mainly
described the quantitative aspects of the built environment (i.e. the absence, presence or amount of neighborhood facilities), it is assumed that the quality of
neighborhood facilities (e.g. the accessibility and state of
maintenance) may be important in relation to children’s
physical activity level as well. Therefore, the aim of the
present study was to identify quantitative as well as
qualitative neighborhood characteristics related to outdoor play among primary school children (aged 4 to
12 years) by means of neighborhood observations.

Methods
Study design and setting

This cross-sectional study was situated in four mediumsized cities in the Southern part of The Netherlands.
The number of inhabitants ranged from 77,450 to
201,259 and the population density ranged from 727 to
1,716 citizens per km2. Although one city was somewhat
smaller and less urbanized compared to the other cities,
they were comparable regarding the demography of their
population such as the percentage of non-Western
immigrants (range: 9.9 - 13.4%) and the percentage of
inhabitants aged 0–14 years (range: 16.7-17.6%). The selection procedures and characteristics of the participating cities are described in more detail elsewhere [19].
Data on physical activity behavior of the children were
obtained by means of a cross-sectional survey consisting
of a written questionnaire for parents between September
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2007 and January 2008. The data on neighborhood characteristics were collected approximately one year later (between October and December 2008) by means of
standardized neighborhood observations (audits) by
trained observers. Based on postal code (six positions: four
numbers, two letters available from both the questionnaire
among parents and from municipal data describing which
postal codes fall within one neighborhood), the data from
these two study parts were combined for the analyses of
this paper. Both study parts will be described in more detail below.
Survey among parents

The study was targeted at primary school children aged
4–12 years. In the Netherlands, children in this age
group attend primary school, which, in most cases, is
close to or within the area of residence. Initially, all
regular primary schools in the four cities (n = 149), except those already participating in other (research) projects aimed at physical activity among children (n = 34)
were invited by letter, followed up by a telephone call to
participate in the survey. Of the invited schools
(n = 115), approximately one third agreed to participate
(n = 42). As outlined elsewhere [19], the schools in our
study were representative for the total population of
schools in the participating cities in terms of school size,
socioeconomic status and type of neighborhood.
At each school enrolled in the study, all grades and
classes were included in the survey. Because no medical
or physical measurements were conducted and considering the negligible (psychological) burden to fill in the
questionnaire, no ethics approval was required according
to the Dutch Central Committee on Research Investigating Human Subjects. Parents were given written information about the study and by returning the
questionnaire they gave consent for the inclusion of
their data in the study. In total parents of 11,094 children were provided with a questionnaire. Parents that
had more than one child attending the same school,
were provided with a questionnaire for each individual
child. Response rate was 60%, resulting in 6,624 returned
questionnaires. During data entry, 12 questionnaires
could not be read and 11 questionnaires were removed
because they were completely empty, leaving 6,601 completed and returned questionnaires.
Parents were asked to report the frequency (number
of school days and number of days per weekend) their
child was involved in outdoor play, considering a typical
week in the past month. Parents were also asked to report the duration of outdoor play during week and
weekend days (less than 30 minutes per day, 30 minutes
to one hour per day, one to two hours per day, more
than two hours per day). Furthermore, the questionnaire
included items on age and gender of the child and
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parental education level and net household income per
month. Based on parental report of weight and height of
their child, BMI was calculated and percentage overweight and obesity (as determined by age and gender
specific cut off points provided by Cole et al. [20]) was
determined. Because parents were also asked to report
their postal code in the questionnaire, the survey data
could be coupled to the neighborhood observation data
described in the next paragraph.
Neighborhood observations

Neighborhoods were selected for observation based on
1) the number of respondents included in the survey living in the neighborhood in order to maximize the number of respondents in the analyses and, 2) physical
neighborhood characteristics (based on a neighborhood
typology score from the Ministry of Housing, Spatial
Planning and the Environment which classifies neighborhoods into the following six categories: city centre, city
non-centre, city green, town centre, rural area, and work
area [21]) and social neighborhood characteristics (based
on the status score from the Netherlands Institute for
Social Research which is based on the percentage of
immigrants, percentage of people with low education
and percentage of low income households per postal
code area [22]) in order to maximize the variance in
neighborhood characteristics included in the analyses. In
total, 57.6% of the parents that filled in a questionnaire
during the survey, were living in one of the 33 observed
neighborhoods. Hence, combining the data from the survey among parents and the data from the neighborhood
observations, resulted in 3,805 individual respondents
for the analyses described in this paper.
Data on neighborhood characteristics (the independent variables) were collected by two trained research
assistants by means of neighborhood observations in 33
neighborhoods. The observers were not part of the research team to enhance unbiased collection of the data.
The two research assistants observed the neighborhoods
using a checklist which they completed by mutual agreement. The checklist was based on the Neighborhood Environment Walkability Scale (NEWS) [23], but was
specifically adapted for screening Dutch neighborhoods
on environmental characteristics related to children’s
physical activity [16]. The inter-rater reliability of the
checklist was evaluated as good (percentage of agreement = 77%) in a previous Dutch neighborhood observation study [17]. The scoring form included the following
seven main topics: 1) buildings (residential density, land
use mix, presence of unoccupied houses and maintenance of buildings), 2) formal outdoor play facilities
(number and quality of play grounds, school yards,
paved play grounds, and half pipe or skating track), 3)
public space (presence and quality of green space and
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water), 4) street pattern (presence and quality of sidewalks and bike lanes) 5) traffic safety (traffic infrastructure and traffic volume and speed), 6) neighborhood
characteristics related to the social environment
(e.g. street hygiene such as a litter basket for dog waste,
graffiti and vandalism (indicating area deprivation) and
the presence of a dog walkers area or adequate street
lighting which may contribute to social safety) and 7)
general impression of the activity-friendliness of the
neighborhood for children.
Neighborhood boundaries were defined by local data
bases from the municipal organization, so that the
results of the study could be easily interpreted by local
policy makers. In general, these boundaries correspond
with what people perceive as “their neighborhood” and
boundaries often coincide with physical “boundaries”
such as a railway, busy road, channel or tunnel. In the
Netherlands, parents are free to choose a primary school
for their child, according to their own opinion and
beliefs. Due to practical considerations, many parents
choose a primary school close to their home. Hence, in
the majority of cases, both the residence and the school
of the children will fall within the same neighborhood.
Indeed, from our data sample it appeared that 76.5% of
the children included in the neighborhood observations,
attended school in the same neighborhood as they live
in. In cases where the school did not fall within the
neighborhood observation area, children were likely to
attend school in the adjacent neighborhood.
Similar to another Dutch neighborhood observation
protocol developed by Van Lenthe et al. [24], before the
start of the actual data collection, a random sample of
ten percent of the streets within each neighborhood was
selected for observation by foot, based on a list of all
streets per neighborhood. Thereafter, all remaining
streets in the neighborhood were observed per bicycle,
so that all streets were included in the observation. All
observations were carried out during normal school days
after school time and before dark, to mimic best the real
conditions under which children are usually involved in
outdoor play in their neighborhood.
Measures

The dependent variable in all analyses was outdoor play
in minutes per week which was calculated by multiplying the number of school days and weekend days the
parents reported their child was involved in outdoor play
by the average minutes per day the child was involved in
outdoor play during school days and weekend days
(which was recoded as follows: less than 30 minutes per
day = 15 minutes per day, 30 minutes to one hour per
day = 45 minutes per day, one to two hours per day = 90
minutes per day, more than two hours per day = 150
minutes per day). Finally, to calculate the total minutes
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of outdoor play per week, minutes spent on outdoor play
during school days and during weekend days were
summed.
As stated in the previous paragraph, the neighborhood
observation checklist included seven main topics, which
yielded in total 33 independent variables which will be
described briefly here. A detailed description of all variables included in the analyses is given in Additional file
1: Appendix A. Residential density was estimated by
weighting and summing nine items on type of residences
in the neighborhood, with a higher sum score representing higher residential density. Land use mix was defined
as the proportion of enterprises to residences (range 0100%). Presence of unoccupied houses was measured on
a five-point scale (none-all) and maintenance of buildings was measured on a three-point scale (bad, moderate, good). The total number of play grounds, school
yards, paved play grounds, and half pipe or skating track
per km2 was calculated and summed for each neighborhood, resulting in one score for number of formal outdoor play facilities per km2 per neighborhood. Quality of
play grounds, school yards, paved playgrounds, and half
pipe or skating track was defined on a scale from 0.00 to
1.00, according to ten quality aspects mentioned in Additional file 1: Appendix A. For each type of outdoor play
facility separately, 0.10 point per quality aspect was
awarded whenever applicable. Hence the quality score
per outdoor play facility could range from 0.00 to 1.00,
higher scores represent better quality. A mean quality
score for all outdoor play facilities per neighborhood
was then calculated. Presence of green space, water, sidewalks and bike lanes were each measured on a fourpoint scale (none-many). Quality of green space, water,
sidewalks and bike lanes were defined on a scale from
0.00 to 1.00 (see Additional file 1: Appendix A for specification of quality aspects). Traffic infrastructure
included the following single-item variables each measured on a four-point scale (none-many): pedestrian
crossings without traffic lights, pedestrian crossings with
traffic lights, traffic lights, refuges / safety islands, parallel parking places, parking lots (grouped), speed bumps,
home zones, 30 km/ hour zones, roundabouts, and
intersections. Traffic volume and speed was calculated
as a sum score of 6 items each measured on a four-point
scale (none-many) (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.898), with a
higher score representing higher traffic volume and
speed. Presence of a dog walking area was a dichotomous item, as was the presence of a litter basket for dog
waste and the presence of street lighting. The presence
of graffiti, vandalism and dark spaces were each measured on a four-point scale (none – many). General impression of the activity-friendliness of the neighborhood
for children was estimated by a score ranging from 1–
10, with a higher score representing a more favorable
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impression. Two items were removed from the analyses
due to lack of variation among neighborhoods: the presence of parking garages and the presence of low-traffic /
car-free zones. Except for the number of play facilities
(which were counted in each neighborhood), the research assistants that performed the neighborhood
observations had to give one overall neighborhood score
for each of the measures.
Statistical analyses

From the 3,805 individual respondents in this study, 52
questionnaires were excluded from further analyses because of missing values on the outcome measure outdoor play, and 91 additional questionnaires were
removed because of missing values on potential confounders: age or gender of the child (n = 6) and parental
education (n = 85). Furthermore, questionnaires of children living more than three days per week on another
address than the address described in the questionnaire
(n = 18) were removed. Since some questionnaires had to
be removed because of more than one exclusion criterion, the final data base for the analyses on outdoor play
encompassed 3,651 respondents.
Because different environmental characteristics are
expected to be associated with outdoor play between
boys and girls and children of different age groups [4],
analyses were conducted separately for boys and girls
and in age groups 4–6, 7–9, and 10–12 years. Descriptive analyses were conducted with SPSS 17.0 (Chicago,
Illinois). ANOVA and chi-square tests were performed
to assess differences (p < 0.05) in characteristics between
boys and girls in each age group for continuous and categorical variables respectively. Likewise, t-tests and chisquare tests were performed to asses differences
(p < 0.05) between respondents that were included in a
neighborhood observation (n = 3,805) and the original
sample of parents derived from the questionnaire
(n = 6,601).
To quantify the association between neighborhood
characteristics and children’s outdoor play, multilevel
GEE analyses were conducted with SAS 9.1 (Cary, North
Carolina). Because most of the independent variables
were collected at the neighborhood level, but the
dependent variable was collected at the individual level,
multi-level analyses with neighborhood as a clustering
variable were applied in order to correct for the multilevel structure of the data. Because data were collected
completely anonymously, there was no information
available on the number of children per household, and
hence family-related clustering effects cannot be
accounted for in the multi-level analyses. To estimate
the possible design effects associated with family clusters, design effect calculations were performed, using the
following equation: design effect = 1 + ICC*(n – 1),
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whereby n is the median number of children within one
family. Although municipal data showed that the median
number of children within one family was one (which always yields a design effect of 1.00), the calculations were
also performed for a median number of two children per
family. A pedometer based study by Jacobi et al. [25] has
shown that the ICC for physical activity of siblings
within one family can be as high as 0.3, hence an ICC of
0.3 is used for the design effect calculations.
Because of the non-normal distribution of the
dependent variable outdoor play and its error terms (as
assessed by histograms and normal probability plots,
data not shown) and since this outcome measure is a
count variable (number of minutes outdoor play per
week), a Poisson distribution was applied [26,27]. As a
consequence, exponents of the original regression coefficient estimates were calculated and interpreted as relative rates (RR). The RR can be interpreted as estimated
proportional difference in the amount of outdoor play.
For example, an RR of 1.10 indicates 10% longer outdoor
play for each additional unit in predictor variables. Due
to the Poisson analysis, the proportion of explained variance cannot be reported.
The first step in the analyses focused on environmental characteristics within each of the seven main topics
included in the neighborhood observations: buildings,
formal outdoor play facilities, public spaces, street pattern, traffic safety, neighborhood characteristics related
to the social environment and general impression of the
activity-friendliness of the neighborhood for children.
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All independent variables of one topic were entered simultaneously into a separate model (so one model per
topic), which was adjusted for age of the child and parental education level, as indicated by highest completed
education of the parent who filled in the questionnaire
(it was assumed that this person was the primary caregiver, in the majority of cases this was either the biological mother or the biological father, 81.8% and 11.6%
respectively). Parental education level is considered a
good indicator for socio-economic status in The Netherlands [28] and is preferred when statistically controlling
for socio-economic status in a regression model [29].
Quantitative (i.e. presence or amount) and qualitative
aspects of neighborhood characteristics were entered
simultaneously in each step of the analyses.
In order to quantify the association between the
environmental characteristics and outdoor play when
adjusted for the environmental characteristics from
other topics, multivariate regression analyses were also
performed. In these analyses, all significant (p-value <
0.05) variables from the analyses per topic were entered
into a multivariate model, which was also adjusted for
age of the child and parental education level. Nonsignificant variables (p-value > 0.05) were removed
one-by-one from the multivariate models (backward
elimination procedure), until all variables were statistically significant (p-value < 0.05, except for the potential
confounders age of the child and parental education
level which were forced into the multivariate model
irrespective of significance). In order to check whether

Table 1 Characteristics of the study populationa
Age 4–6 years b

Age 10–12 years b

Age 7–9 years

Total
(n = 3,651)

Boys
(n = 637)

Girls
(n = 611)

Boys
(n = 692)

Girls
(n = 665)

Boys
(n = 520)

Girls
(n = 526)

Age (years)

5.0 (0.8)

5.0 (0.8)

8.0 (0.8)

8.0 (0.8)

10.7 (0.7)

10.7 (0.7)

7.8 (2.4)

BMI c (kg/m2)

15.4 (2.0)

15.2 (2.2)

16.3 (2.7)

16.4 (2.7)

17.5 (3.2)

17.4 (2.8)

16.3 (2.7)

d

Overweight (%)

6.5

10.2

11.2

12.9

10.6

11.7

10.5

Obesity d (%)

3.4

3.8

3.1

4.3

2.7

1.3

3.2

25.3

26.4

29.5

28.1

35.0

35.6

29.6

Parental education level (%)
- Low

e

- Intermediate

f

36.6

40.6

36.4

37.4

33.3

31.9

36.2

- High g

38.1

33.1

34.1

34.4

31.7

32.5

34.1

Net household income (Euros per month)

2,754 (1,230)

2,818 (1,277)

2,814 (1,303)

2,761 (1,326)

2,720 (1,345)

2,596 (1,289)

2,751 (1,295)

Outdoor play (minutes per week)

408 (266)

378 (256)

455 (289)*

398 (272)*

444 (284)*

381 (285)*

411 (277)

a

Values are mean (SD), unless otherwise specified.
In The Netherlands, children aged 4–12 years are educated at the same primary school. In the current study sample, two children in the lowest age groups were
aged 3 years and 8 children in the highest age groups were aged 13 years. These children were included in the lowest (4–6 years) and highest (10–12 years) age
groups, respectively.
c
Based on parental self report of height and weight of their child.
d
Based on age and gender specific cut off points as provided by Cole et al. [20].
e
No education, primary education, lower general secondary education or lower vocational education.
f
Higher general secondary education, pre-university education or intermediate vocational education.
g
Higher vocational education or university.
* Boldface indicates significant differences between boys and girls within each age group (p < 0.05).
b

Aarts et al. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity 2012, 9:98
http://www.ijbnpa.org/content/9/1/98

choosing a more liberal p-value of 0.10 as a decision criterion for this backward elimination procedure would
have influenced the final multivariate models, additionally, all analyses were re-run with a more liberal p-value
of 0.10 (same procedure as stated above, only with a
p-value of 0.10 instead of 0.05. These additional analyses
were performed to check whether potentially important
variables were excluded too easily from the multivariate
models when applying a p-value of 0.05.

Results
Characteristics of the study population

The characteristics of the study population are summarized in Table 1. The study included 1,849 boys and 1,802
girls with an average age of 7.8 years. The average time
spent on outdoor play was 411 minutes per week. There
were no significant differences in characteristics between
boys and girls of the same age groups, except for time
spent on outdoor play, which was significantly higher for
boys compared to girls in the age groups 7–9 and 10–
12 years (p-value = 0.002 and 0.003 respectively).
Respondents included in this study were not different
compared to the original sample derived from the questionnaire among parents with respect to gender, age, and
BMI of the child, percentage of overweight and obese
children, and amount of time spent on outdoor play, except for parental education level and net household income, which were significantly lower among the
respondents included in the neighborhood observations.
Design effect calculations assuming an ICC of 0.3 and a
median of one child per family (as suggested by the data
from the included municipalities) yielded a design effect
of 1.00, whereas assuming a median of two children per
family yielded a design effect of 1.30.
Regarding neighborhood characteristics, the size of the
33 included neighborhoods varied from 0.2 to 2.4 km2
and the number of inhabitants ranged from 3,175 till
11,407 inhabitants per km2. The number of children
aged 0–14 years ranged from 449 till 2,000 children per
km2 and the percentage of children as part of the total
number of inhabitants per neighborhood ranged from
11% till 30%.
Environmental correlates of outdoor play

Table 2 shows the association between neighborhood
characteristics and outdoor play as derived from the
multivariate analyses for each subgroup of the study
population. Due to space limitations, the analyses per
topic are not shown, but these can be retrieved from the
corresponding author on request.
In the multivariate models, parental education level
was negatively associated with outdoor play in the two
highest age groups. The relative rates ranged from 0.94
to 0.96 between boys and girls in these two age groups.
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With regard to the topic “buildings”, the maintenance of
houses in the neighborhood was negatively related to
outdoor play among boys aged 10–12 years (RR = 0.88).
Within the topic “formal outdoor play facilities” the
number of formal outdoor play facilities per km2 was
negatively related to outdoor play in four out of six subgroups (RR = 0.99 in each subgroup), whereas the quality
of formal outdoor play facilities was unrelated to outdoor play in all subgroups. None of the variables
included in the topic “public space” were significantly
related to outdoor play in any of the subgroups. Within
the topic “street pattern” the presence of sidewalks
showed a positive association with outdoor play among
boys aged 4–6 years (RR = 1.44), girls aged 4–6 years
(RR = 1.66) and girls aged 10–12 years (RR = 1.45). Several variables within the topic “traffic safety” were positively related to outdoor play in the different subgroups
included in this study: the presence of pedestrian crossings without traffic lights (e.g. zebra crossings) among
girls aged 4–6 years (RR = 1.14) and boys aged 7–9 years
(RR = 1.20), the presence of pedestrian crossings with
traffic lights among boys aged 4–6 years (RR = 1.13), the
presence of traffic lights among girls aged 7–9 years
(RR = 1.48), the presence of parallel parking spaces
among boys aged 10–12 years (RR = 1.17), the presence
of grouped parking lots among boys aged 7–9 (RR =
1.28), the presence of speed bumps among boys aged 7–
9 years (RR = 1.25), and the presence of home zones
among boys aged 4–6 years (RR = 1.06). Other traffic
safety items were negatively associated with outdoor
play: the presence of pedestrian crossings with traffic
lights, the presence of refuges or safety islands among
boys aged 7–9 years and boys aged 10–12 years (RR =
0.89 and RR = 0.96 respectively), and the presence of
30 km / hour zones among boys in the highest two age
groups (RR = 0.82 and 0.91 for boys aged 7–9 and 10–
12 years respectively). In general, the presence of roundabouts was positively associated with outdoor play (RR
ranged from 1.10 to 1.15 in four out of six subgroups),
whereas the presence of intersections was negatively
associated with outdoor play (RR ranged from 0.78 to
0.87 in five out of six subgroups). Traffic volume and
speed was not significantly related to outdoor play in
any of the subgroups. None of the variables included in
the topic “neighborhood characteristics related to the social environment” were significantly related to outdoor
play in any of the subgroups, except for street lighting,
which showed a negative association with outdoor play
among boys age 4–6 years (RR = 0.78). Likewise, the general impression of activity-friendliness of the neighborhood for children was not significantly related to
outdoor play. Rerunning the analyses with a p-value of
0.10 did not drastically alter the results (data not
shown).

Aarts et al. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity 2012, 9:98
http://www.ijbnpa.org/content/9/1/98

Page 7 of 11

Table 2 Association between neighborhood characteristics and outdoor play: multivariate analysesa
Possible
range

Age 4–6 years b

Age 10–12 years b

Age 7–9 years

Boys
(n = 637)

Girls
(n = 611)

Boys
(n = 692)

Girls
(n = 665)

Boys
(n = 520)

Girls
(n = 526)

-

-

-

Confounders
Age (years)

3-13 b

-

-

-

Parental education level

1-8

-

-

0.95 (0.93-0.98) 0.94 (0.91-0.97) 0.94 (0.92-0.96) 0.96 (0.93-1.00)

198-368 c

-

-

-

Buildings
Residential density

-

-

-

Land use mix

0-100%

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of unoccupied
houses

0-4

-

-

-

-

-

-

Maintenance of houses

1-3

-

-

-

-

0.88 (0.83-0.93)

Number of formal outdoor
play facilities per km2

1.99 – 51.85 c -

-

0.99 (0.99-1.00) 0.99 (0.98-0.99) 0.99 (0.99-1.00) 0.99 (0.98-1.00)

Quality of formal outdoor
play facilities

0.00-1.00

-

-

Outdoor play facilities

-

-

-

-

Public space
Presence of green space

0-3

-

-

-

-

-

-

Quality of green space

0.00-1.00

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of water

0-3

-

-

-

-

-

-

Quality of water

0.00-1.00

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of sidewalks

0-3

1.44 (1.16-1.18) 1.66 (1.39-1.99) -

-

-

1.45 (1.05-2.01)

Quality of sidewalks

0.00-1.00

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of bike lanes

0-3

-

-

-

-

-

-

Quality of bike lanes

0.25-1.00

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of pedestrian
crossings without traffic lights

0-3

-

1.14 (1.01-1.28) 1.20 (1.11-1.29) -

-

-

Presence of pedestrian
crossings with traffic lights

0-3

1.13 (1.08-1.19) -

0.79 (0.67-0.92) -

-

Presence of traffic lights

0-3

-

-

-

1.48 (1.28-1.72) -

-

Presence of refuges /
safety islands

0-3

-

-

0.89 (0.85-0.93) -

0.96 (0.93-1.00) -

Presence of parallel
parking places

0-3

-

-

-

1.17 (1.07-1.28) -

Presence of parking
lots (grouped)

0-3

-

-

1.28 (1.18-1.38) -

-

-

Presence of speed bumps

0-3

-

-

1.25 (1.13-1.37) -

-

-

-

-

Street pattern

Traffic safety

-

Presence of home zones

0-3

1.06 (1.02-1.11) -

-

Presence of 30 km/
hour zones

0-3

-

0.82 (0.76-0.89) -

Presence of roundabouts

0-3

1.14 (1.07-1.22) -

Presence of intersections

0-3

0.82 (0.74-0.91) 0.78 (0.66-0.91) 0.81 (0.73-0.90) 0.78 (0.69-0.88) 0.87 (0.79-0.97) -

Traffic volume and speed

0-18

-

-

-

-

0.91 (0.86-0.97) -

1.15 (1.06-1.24) 1.12 (1.01-1.25) 1.10 (1.04-1.16) -

-

-

-

-
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Table 2 Association between neighborhood characteristics and outdoor play: multivariate analysesa (Continued)
Social environment
Presence of dog walking area

0-1

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of litter basket for dog waste 0-1

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of graffiti

-

-

-

-

-

-

0-3

Presence of vandalism

0-3

-

-

-

-

-

-

Presence of street lighting

0-1

0.78 (0.97-0.86) -

-

-

-

-

Presence of dark spaces

0-3

-

-

-

-

-

-

1-10

-

-

-

-

-

-

General impression
General impression
a

Values are relative rates (95% confidence intervals). Only significant associations are shown (p-value < 0.05), if the confidence interval contains the value 1.00,
this was due to rounding off.
b
In The Netherlands, children aged 4–12 years are educated at the same primary school. In the current study sample, two children in the lowest age groups were
aged 3 years and 8 children in the highest age groups were aged 13 years. These children were included in the lowest (4–6 years) and highest (10–12 years) age
groups, respectively.
c
For the variables residential density and number of outdoor play facilities per km2, the actual range instead of the possible range is shown.

Discussion
This study showed that, apart from individual factors
such as parental education level, certain modifiable characteristics in the neighborhood environment (as measured by neighborhood observations) were associated
with outdoor play among boys and girls of different age
groups in The Netherlands. The finding that parental
education level was negatively associated with outdoor
play, might be explained by the fact that higher educated
parents have more financial resources for organized
sports activities, and that this substitutes time spent on
outdoor play [30]. Moreover, as lower educated parents
might live in smaller houses, this makes it more likely
for children to play outdoors. Another explanation
might be found in the finding that parents living in more
socioeconomic deprived areas are more likely to allow
their children to take part in outdoor activities independently [31]. Veitch et al. recently have shown that
the correlation between parental education level and the
time spent on outdoor play, is different for different outdoor play locations, i.e. children of higher educated parents are more likely to play in the private yard at home,
but are less likely to play in their own street, in a park or
on a play ground [32].
In contrary with the expectation, the number of formal
outdoor play facilities showed a small, but significant,
negative association with outdoor play among four out
of six subgroups whereas the overall quality of formal
outdoor play facilities was unrelated to outdoor play.
The disadvantage of taking number of play facilities per
km2 as an indicator for “quantity of play facilities” and
calculating an average score for “quality of outdoor play
facilities”, is that it ignores the size and quality of each
individual play facility as a possible important factor in
relation to children’s outdoor play behavior, which might
be concentrated around the play facilities most close to
their homes. Therefore, future research should aim to

measure the size and quality of each individual play facility and this should further elucidate the exact correlation between presence and quality of individual
outdoor play facilities in proximity to children’s homes.
On the other hand, the presence of sidewalks and parallel or grouped parking places was positively associated
with outdoor play in three subgroups. This might indicate that in The Netherlands “informal” play areas such
as sidewalks might be more important in relation to outdoor play than the formal play facilities such as playgrounds or school yards. This hypothesis is in line with
other Dutch research using neighborhood observations,
which suggests that the presence of parallel parking
places might serve as an informal place to play, or could
function as a barrier between children playing on the
sidewalks and cars on the road [16]. The fact that the
positive association between sidewalks and outdoor play
was found in the lowest age group (both boys and girls)
suggests that especially for younger children, sidewalks
provide for an informal play space close to their home,
suitable for outdoor play activities such as rope skipping,
hopscotch or skating.
Features of the public space (i.e. presence and quality
of green space and water), characteristics of the buildings in the neighborhood, neighborhood characteristics
related to the social environment and the general impression of activity-friendliness of the neighborhood for
children were mostly unrelated to outdoor play. USA accelerometer and GIS data among overweight children
however, did find a positive association between parks in
the neighborhood and children’s physical activity [33].
UK data on the other hand showed that most of children’s outdoor physical activity occurs in non-green
urban environments [34], which is in line with the finding from the present study that sidewalks may provide
for an important outdoor play opportunity. These discrepancies underline the difficult comparison between
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research results from the USA vs. Europe and between
studies that utilize different methods and outcomes measures. Items included in the walkability concept (such as
land-use mix and residential density) have been shown
to be of importance in relation to active commuting to
school [35], but the results of the current study do not
point to an important role for those walkability items in
relation outdoor play among Dutch children, except for
the presence of sidewalks, which might be part of the
walkability concept as well. Holt et al. even suggest that
“low-walkable” neighborhoods (with for example many
cul-de-sacs) are more beneficial for younger children to
get involved in outdoor play [36]. Taken together, these
findings suggest that walkability is a different concept
than “playability” and that these concepts should both
be taken into account when designing activity-friendly
neighborhoods.
Furthermore, Giles-Corti et al. argue that traffic safety
should be included into the walkability concept when
applied to children’s physical activity behavior [35].
Items within the topic traffic safety indeed did show significant associations with outdoor play in the current
study, although there was some variation across subgroups (more specifically, traffic safety items were
related to outdoor play particularly among boys). The
presence of pedestrian crossings or traffic lights was
positively associated with outdoor play as was the presence of parking places. The fact that some traffic items
such as the presence of refuges / safety islands were
negatively associated with outdoor play, may reflect the
fact that these infrastructural facilities are usually
present at busy streets. Quite consistently among all
subgroups, we found a negative association between the
presence of intersections and outdoor play on the one
hand, and a positive association between the presence of
roundabouts and outdoor play on the other hand. Together with results from other studies that demonstrate
the importance of parental (traffic) safety concerns [37],
this might be a valuable finding for policy makers within
sectors such as spatial planning and traffic and transportation, when (re)designing neighborhoods that are
activity-friendly for children. Because the influence of
road safety on children’s physical activity level is
dependent on age, gender and type of physical activity
[38-40] it remains important to pay attention to these
differences and the local neighborhood context. Ideally,
a neighborhood should contain appropriate opportunities for play for boys and girls of different age
categories.
Neighborhood characteristics related to the social environment were not related to children’s outdoor play
behavior in this study. This is in contrary to a previous
study among the same study population using subjective
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methods (i.e. written questionnaires for parents) to
quantify the perceived environmental characteristics
related to outdoor play among children [10]. In the previous study, perceived social neighborhood characteristics such as social cohesion were consistently (and
positively) related to outdoor play. Social cohesion however, is a different concept than the neighborhood characteristics related to the social environment as measured
with the observation protocol in this study, which might
be an explanation for the discrepancies between the two
studies. For example, the social cohesion measure in our
previous study included items about the values, norms,
and trust prevailing among neighborhood residents, and
those concepts are difficult to measure by means of
neighborhood observations. Another possible explanation may lie in the differences between parent’s perception of the immediate environment that children have
access to around their residence and the overall neighborhood characteristics as measured by neighborhood
observations. Future research should address the relative
importance of both concepts in relation to children’s
age, because children’s action radius is enlarged with increasing age. Furthermore, these results indicate that it
is important to change both the actual neighborhood
characteristics, as well as the perception of these characteristics by people (parents as well as children) living in
that neighborhood.
Although the general impression of the activityfriendliness of the neighborhood was shown to be
related to moderate to vigorous physical activity among
children in a previous Dutch neighborhood observation
study [16], the general impression of the activityfriendliness was not related to a specific component of
physical activity (outdoor play) in this study. Once again,
this underlines the need for specificity in studying the
relation between environmental characteristics and components of physical activity behavior [18].
Regarding the study design, some limitations should
be mentioned. Due to the cross-sectional design of the
study, no causal relations can be demonstrated. However, because we derived the outcome measure and the
neighborhood characteristics from different data
sources, same source bias was prevented [41]. Although
the questionnaires were administered one year earlier
than the neighborhood observations, it is unlikely that
the neighborhood characteristics have changed within
the time span of one year. Moreover, although there is a
large overlap between the place where children live,
where they go to school, and where we performed our
neighborhood observation, the actual place where children are involved in outdoor play could be somewhere
else (at a friend’s home for example), and this cannot be
derived from the data gathered in this study. Future
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research using GPS technique could provide more
insight into the actual location where children play.
A major shortcoming of the neighborhood observation
technique used in this study is that some neighborhood
characteristics, for example the quality of play facilities
may vary within one neighborhood. The research assistants that carried out the neighborhood observations
reported that in neighborhoods with more than one play
facility, the quality of those facilities could vary. Especially for larger neighborhoods with more than one play
facility, it may be necessary to conduct additional research to reveal the exact location where children (living
in different parts of the same neighborhood) play, and
whether this correlates with the quality and location of
the different play facilities.
Although the questions on physical activity were not
validated, the questions were derived from a standard
questionnaire used for monitoring purposes in the Netherlands [42]. Because of the large scale set up of the
study, it was not possible to measure children’s physical
activity level more objectively (e.g. by use of accelerometers). Moreover, accelerometers cannot give information about the amount of time spent on specific types
of physical activity (such as outdoor play, sports participation or active commuting), whereas these different
types of physical activity are presumably associated with
different environmental characteristics [18].
Poisson regression analysis was applied to overcome
the violation of assumption of normality in the
dependent variable. This was possible because the outcome variable outdoor play was defined as the total
number of minutes per week the child was involved in
outdoor play. However, the questions underlying the calculation of the total number of minutes involved in outdoor play were categorical, which may have introduced
error in the measurements. In addition, although multilevel analyses were applied for clustering within neighborhoods, the analyses were not adjusted for clustering
within households (i.e. children within households, when
parents filled in a questionnaire for more than one
child). Additional design effect calculations however
show that with an assumed ICC of 0.3 for children
within one family and a median number of one or two
children per family, the design effect for clustering
within families is 1.00 and 1.30 respectively. In the latter
case this would mean that the power of our study would
be lower than expected as based on our initial power
calculations and the confidence intervals of our estimates would be wider. Lastly, because data were collected in four medium sized cities in the South of The
Netherlands, results can only be generalized to other cities with a comparable size and population. The results
are particularly suitable for underpinning local policy
measures in the four participating cities.
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Conclusions
In conclusion, the results show that the quantity and
overall quality of formal outdoor play facilities were not
positively related to outdoor play among children in this
study. Rather, informal play areas such as the presence
of sidewalks were related to children’s outdoor play.
Also, traffic safety was an important characteristic associated with outdoor play. Local policy makers from different sectors can use these research findings in creating
more activity-friendly neighborhoods for children.
Additional file
Additional file 1: Appendix A. Overview of the dependent and
independent variables included in the analyses.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
MJA coordinated the data collection, performed the data analysis and
drafted the manuscript. SIdV provided the neighborhood observation
protocol and critically commented on the data analysis and drafts of the
manuscript. JAMvO and AJS supervised the data collection and data analysis
and critically revised the manuscript. All authors read and approved the final
manuscript.
Acknowledgements
This project was supported by a grant from ZonMw, The Netherlands
Organization for Health Research and Development (grant number
71600003). The authors thank Ivo van der Steen and Anouk Hagelaar for
conducting the neighborhood observations.
Author details
1
Tilburg School of Social and Behavioral Sciences, Department Tranzo,
Scientific Center for Care and Welfare, Tilburg University, PO Box
90153, 5000, LE Tilburg, The Netherlands. 2National Institute for Public Health
and the Environment, Public Health and Health Services Division, PO Box
1, 3720, BA Bilthoven, The Netherlands. 3CAPHRI School for Public Health
and Primary Care, Department of Health Services Research, Maastricht
University, PO Box 616, 6200, MD Maastricht, The Netherlands. 4TNO,
Department of Life Style, PO Box 2215, 2301, CE Leiden, The Netherlands.
5
Department of Health Sciences and EMGO Institute for Health and Care
Research, VU University Amsterdam, De Boelelaan 1105, 1081,
HV Amsterdam, The Netherlands.
Received: 4 August 2011 Accepted: 25 July 2012
Published: 17 August 2012
References
1. Hildebrandt VH, Chorus AMJ, Stubbe JH: Trendrapport bewegen en
gezondheid 2008/2009 Trend report physical activity and health 2008/2009.
Leiden: TNO; 2010.
2. Farley TA, Meriwether RA, Baker ET, Watkins LT, Johnson CC, Webber LS:
Safe play spaces to promote physical activity in inner-city children:
results from a pilot study of an environmental intervention. Am J Public
Health 2007, 97(9):1625–1631.
3. Burdette HL, Whitaker RC, Daniels SR: Parental report of outdoor playtime
as a measure of physical activity in preschool-aged children. Arch Pediatr
Adolesc Med 2004, 158(4):353–357.
4. Cleland V, Timperio A, Salmon J, Hume C, Baur LA, Crawford D: Predictors
of time spent outdoors among children: 5-year longitudinal findings.
J Epidemiol Community Health 2009, 64(5):400–406.
5. Ferreira I, van der Horst K, Wendel-Vos W, Kremers S, van Lenthe FJ, Brug J:
Environmental correlates of physical activity in youth - a review and
update. Obes Rev 2007, 8(2):129–154.

Aarts et al. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical Activity 2012, 9:98
http://www.ijbnpa.org/content/9/1/98

6.

7.
8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.
23.

24.

25.

26.

27.
28.

Graf C, Koch B, Kretschmann-Kandel E, Falkowski G, Christ H, Coburger S,
Lehmacher W, Bjarnason-Wehrens B, Platen P, Tokarski W, Predel HG, Dordel
S: Correlation between BMI, leisure habits and motor abilities in
childhood (CHILT-project). Int J Obes Relat Metab Disord 2004, 28(1):22–26.
Sallis JF, Prochaska JJ, Taylor WC: A review of correlates of physical activity
of children and adolescents. Med Sci Sports Exerc 2000, 32(5):963–975.
Kimbro RT, Brooks-Gunn J, McLanahan S: Young children in urban areas:
links among neighborhood characteristics, weight status, outdoor play,
and television watching. Soc Sci Med 2011, 72(5):668–676.
Davison KK, Lawson CT: Do attributes in the physical environment
influence children's physical activity? A review of the literature. Int J
Behav Nutr Phys Act 2006, 3:19.
Aarts MJ, Wendel-Vos W, van Oers HA, van de Goor IA, Schuit AJ:
Environmental determinants of outdoor play in children: a large-scale
cross-sectional study. Am J Prev Med 2010, 39(3):212–219.
Ball K, Jeffery RW, Crawford DA, Roberts RJ, Salmon J, Timperio AF:
Mismatch between perceived and objective measures of physical
activity environments. Prev Med 2008, 47(3):294–298.
Hoehner CM, Brennan Ramirez LK, Elliott MB, Handy SL, Brownson RC:
Perceived and objective environmental measures and physical activity
among urban adults. Am J Prev Med 2005, 28(2 Suppl 2):105–116.
Kirtland KA, Porter DE, Addy CL, Neet MJ, Williams JE, Sharpe PA, Neff LJ,
Kimsey CD Jr, Ainsworth BE: Environmental measures of physical activity
supports: perception versus reality. Am J Prev Med 2003, 24(4):323–331.
Prins RG, Oenema A, van der Horst K, Brug J: Objective and perceived
availability of physical activity opportunities: differences in associations
with physical activity behavior among urban adolescents. Int J Behav Nutr
Phys Act 2009, 6:70.
Maddison R, Jiang Y, Vander Hoorn S, Ni Mhurchu C, Exeter D, Utter J:
Perceived versus actual distance to local physical-activity facilities: does
it really matter? J Phys Act Health 2010, 7(3):323–332.
De Vries SI, Bakker I, van Mechelen W, Hopman-Rock M: Determinants of
activity-friendly neighborhoods for children: results from the SPACE
study. Am J Health Promot 2007, 21(4 Suppl):312–316.
De Vries SI, Hopman-Rock M, Bakker I, Hirasing RA, van Mechelen W: Built
environmental correlates of walking and cycling in Dutch urban
children: results from the SPACE study. Int J Environ Res Public Health 2010,
7(5):2309–2324.
Giles-Corti B, Timperio A, Bull F, Pikora T: Understanding physical activity
environmental correlates: increased specificity for ecological models.
Exerc Sport Sci Rev 2005, 33(4):175–181.
Aarts MJ, Van de Goor IA, Van Oers HA, Schuit AJ: Towards translation of
environmental determinants of physical activity in children into multisector policy measures: study design of a Dutch project. BMC Publ Health
2009, 9(1):396.
Cole TJ, Bellizzi MC, Flegal KM, Dietz WH: Establishing a standard definition
for child overweight and obesity worldwide: international survey. BMJ
2000, 320(7244):1240–1243.
Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (VROM): Nota
Mensen, Wensen, Wonen. Wonen in de 21ste eeuw [Memorandum People,
Wishes, Living. Living in the 21st century]. Den Haag: 2000.
SCP Statusscores: http://www.scp.nl.
Saelens BE, Sallis JF, Black JB, Chen D: Neighborhood-based differences in
physical activity: an environment scale evaluation. Am J Public Health
2003, 93(9):1552–1558.
Van Lenthe FJ, Huisman M, Kamphuis C, Giskes K, Brug J, Mackenbach J: Een
beoordelingsinstrument van fysieke en sociale buurtkenmerken die gezondheid
stimuleren danwel belemmeren [An assessment tool of physical and social
neighbourhood characteristics that stimulate or hamper health]. Rotterdam:
Erasmus MC Universitair Medisch Centrum Rotterdam; 2006.
Jacobi D, Caille A, Borys JM, Lommez A, Couet C, Charles MA, Oppert J,
FLVS Study Group: Parent-offspring correlations in pedometer-assessed
physical activity. PLoS One 2011, 6(12):e29195.
Bolker BM, Brooks ME, Clark CJ, Geange SW, Poulsen JR, Stevens MH, White
JS: Generalized linear mixed models: a practical guide for ecology and
evolution. Trends Ecol Evol 2009, 24(3):127–135.
Manning WG, Mullahy J: Estimating log models: to transform or not to
transform? J Health Econ 2001, 20(4):461–494.
Van Berkel-Van Schaik AB, Tax B: Naar een standaard operationalisatie van
sociaal-economische status voor epidemiologisch en sociaal medisch
onderzoek. Reeks sociaal-economische gezondheidsverschillen, nr. 6 [Towards a

29.

30.

31.

32.

33.

34.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.
41.

42.

Page 11 of 11

standard operationalisation of socio-economic status in epidemiological and
social medical research. Series socio-economic health inequalities, nr 6.].
Rijswijk: Ministry of Welfare, Health and Culture; 1990.
Oakes JM, Rossi PH: The measurement of SES in health research: current
practice and steps toward a new approach. Soc Sci Med 2003,
56(4):769–784.
Brockman R, Jago R, Fox KR, Thompson JL, Cartwright K, Page AS: "Get off
the sofa and go and play": family and socioeconomic influences on the
physical activity of 10–11 year old children. BMC Publ Health 2009, 9:253.
Soori H, Bhopal RS: Parental permission for children's independent
outdoor activities. Implications for injury prevention. Eur J Public Health
2002, 12(2):104–109.
Veitch J, Salmon J, Ball K: Individual, social and physical environmental
correlates of children's active free-play: a cross-sectional study. Int J
Behav Nutr Phys Act 2010, 7:11.
Roemmich JN, Epstein LH, Raja S, Yin L, Robinson J, Winiewicz D:
Association of access to parks and recreational facilities with the
physical activity of young children. Prev Med 2006, 43(6):437–441.
Wheeler BW, Cooper AR, Page AS, Jago R: Greenspace and children's
physical activity: a GPS/GIS analysis of the PEACH project. Prev Med 2010,
51(2):148–152.
Giles-Corti B, Wood G, Pikora T, Learnihan V, Bulsara M, Van Niel K, et al:
School site and the potential to walk to school: The impact of street
connectivity and traffic exposure in school neighborhoods. Health Place
2010, 17(2):545–550.
Holt NL, Spence JC, Sehn ZL, Cutumisu N: Neighborhood and
developmental differences in children's perceptions of opportunities for
play and physical activity. Health Place 2008, 14(1):2–14.
Carver A, Timperio A, Crawford D: Playing it safe: the influence of
neighbourhood safety on children's physical activity. A review. Health
Place 2008, 2:217–227.
Carver A, Timperio A, Crawford D: Perceptions of neighborhood safety
and physical activity among youth: the CLAN study. J Phys Act Health
2008, 5(3):430–444.
Carver A, Timperio AF, Crawford DA: Neighborhood road environments
and physical activity among youth: the CLAN study. J Urban Health 2008,
85(4):532–544.
Miles R: Neighborhood disorder, perceived safety, and readiness to
encourage use of local playgrounds. Am J Prev Med 2008, 34(4):275–281.
Schaefer-McDaniel N, Caughy MO, O'Campo P, Gearey W: Examining
methodological details of neighbourhood observations and the
relationship to health: a literature review. Soc Sci Med 2009, 70(2):277–292.
Lokale en nationale monitor gezondheid. http://www.monitorgezondheid.nl.

doi:10.1186/1479-5868-9-98
Cite this article as: Aarts et al.: Outdoor play among children in relation
to neighborhood characteristics: a cross-sectional neighborhood
observation study. International Journal of Behavioral Nutrition and Physical
Activity 2012 9:98.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

BioMed Central publishes under the Creative Commons Attribution License (CCAL). Under the CCAL, authors
retain copyright to the article but users are allowed to download, reprint, distribute and /or copy articles in
BioMed Central journals, as long as the original work is properly cited.

