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ABSTRACT

Outdoor play in natural environments is vital for children’s holistic development, yet many parents may
undervalue its importance, limiting opportunities for engagement with nature. This mixed-methods study
examined Malaysian parents’ attitudes toward outdoor play and the barriers shaping children’s participation.
Survey data were collected from 132 parents using a validated instrument (McFarland et al., 2011), complemented
by semi-structured interviews with eight parents. Results indicated a modest but significant positive relationship
between parents’ attitudes toward outdoor recreation and the time children spent outdoors, while general pro-
nature attitudes showed no association. Interviews highlighted five recurring barriers: safety concerns, limited
facilities, time constraints, urbanisation, and family dynamics. Collectively, these findings reveal a disconnect
between parental awareness and actual practice. The study underscores the need for multifaceted strategies,
including parental education, stronger school-family partnerships, and policy reforms, to better support outdoor
play in nature. It offers practical implications for educators, policymakers, and caregivers seeking to foster active,
healthy, and environmentally connected childhoods in Malaysia.
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INTRODUCTION

Outdoor play in natural environments is vital for early childhood development,
supporting children’s cognitive, physical, emotional, and social growth. The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) affirms the right to play (Article 31),
highlighting its significance for early learning and wellbeing. Interacting with nature in the
early years offers rich sensory experiences that nurture creativity, problem-solving, focus,
resilience, and physical activity (Atkinson et al., 2025; Goldenberg et al., 2024; Mann et al.,
2022).
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These experiences also lay the foundation for environmental stewardship by fostering a strong
nature engagement and encouraging pro-environmental attitudes (Chawla, 2020; Speldewinde,
2023).

In addition, outdoor play in nature provides ideal conditions for holistic development,
enhancing physical health, cognitive growth, and emotional well-being (Dodd et al., 2022;
Goldenberg et al., 2024; Mann et al., 2022; Prins et al., 2025; Ryan et al., 2020). It also
strengthens nature connectedness, fosters resilience, and encourages Science, Technology,
Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) education (Harper & Obee, 2021; Mustapa et al., 2019;
Speldewinde & Campbell, 2022; Uline et al., 2021). Children’s relationships with nature are
reinforced, and active lifestyles are encouraged by simple activities like rough-and-tumble play
or splashing in puddles.

Despite its known benefits, outdoor play in nature is often constrained by parents, who
act as key ‘gatekeepers’ or supervisors of children’s experiences. Parents’ perceptions,
attitudes, and behaviours significantly influence the time children spend outdoors and their
comfort level engaging with natural environments (McHugh et al., 2023; Arnas & Deniz;
2020). Parents who value nature and model outdoor behaviour tend to promote children with
stronger environmental identities and greater physical and social competence. However, this
influence is not always linear, as some parents may express general environmental concern yet
fail to prioritise outdoor recreation due to competing obligations or cultural values (Hassan &
Khalil, 2024; Mart, 2021; McFarland, 2018; Zhai et al., 2024).

This study is grounded in the lens of Environmental Socialisation Theory (EST), which
asserts that environmental attitudes and behaviours are shaped through early social interactions,
particularly those involving parents (Waters & Rekers; 2019; Bugental et al., 2015). According
to EST, the more children are exposed to nature-related experiences in early childhood, the
more likely they are to internalise pro-environmental values. Parent—child nature interactions,
such as nature walks, unstructured outdoor play, or gardening activities, foster emotional
resilience, empathy, and environmental responsibility (Evans et al., 2018; Ray et al., 2022).

Modern parenting occurs within increasingly complex social and environmental
contexts. Several studies highlight safety concerns, urbanisation, digital distractions, and the
prioritisation of academic performance as common barriers to outdoor play (Dankiw et al.,
2023; Little, 2015). In densely populated urban settings, a lack of accessible green spaces and
traffic concerns further reduce opportunities for spontaneous nature engagement (Graham et
al., 2018; Sobko & Brown, 2021).

In Malaysia, these challenges are particularly persistent. Rapid urbanisation, changing
family structures, and rising concerns over child safety have altered traditional patterns of early
years outdoor activity. This issue is often associated with the rising rates of childhood obesity
and a high prevalence of sedentary lifestyles (Institute for Public Health, 2020; Raj et al., 2023).
Although studies have examined outdoor learning in Malaysian preschools (Affendi & Masnan,
2022; Saleh et al., 2018) and parental perceptions of the physical environment (Lim et al.,
2018), few have explored the relationship between parental attitudes and children's time
engaging in outdoor nature play.

Despite global recognition of parents’ roles in shaping children’s environmental
behaviour, there is limited research exploring how these dynamics play out in Southeast Asia.
To enhance parents’ encouragement of children’s outdoor play in nature, it is crucial to
understand their perspectives and opinions on this issue (Van Truong et al., 2022).
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Thus, this study seeks to address this gap by investigating Malaysian parents’ attitudes toward
outdoor play in nature, the barriers they face, and how these factors affect children's access to
nature-based experiences. Through this localised lens, the study contributes region-specific
insights that can inform culturally sensitive educational and policy interventions.

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a convergent parallel mixed-method design (Creswell & Plano Clark,
2018). In this design, quantitative and qualitative data were collected concurrently, analysed
separately, and then integrated to provide a comprehensive understanding of parental attitudes
and barriers toward children’s outdoor play in nature. The rationale for this design was to
capture both the breadth of parental perspectives through survey data and the depth of
individual experiences through interviews, allowing for triangulation of findings and enhancing
validity.

i) Participants and Sampling

For the survey, 132 Malaysian parents participated voluntarily. They were recruited using
convenience sampling from early childhood centres (TASKA), kindergartens (TADIKA),
online parenting forums, and social media platforms. To ensure variation, efforts were made to
include parents from both urban and rural residential areas.

For the qualitative phase, purposive sampling was used to select eight (8) parents from among
survey respondents to explore in more depth the obstacles and challenges in supporting their
children’s outdoor play in nature. Participants were selected to reflect diversity in gender, age,
and residential context. All participants provided informed consent before data collection.

Table 1
Inclusion and exclusion criteria for parent participants
Criteria Description
Inclusion Parents of children aged 3—6 years old, residing in Malaysia, and
currently responsible for their child’s daily care.
Exclusion Parents of children with medical or developmental conditions that
significantly limit outdoor play (e.g., severe mobility impairments).

ii) Quantitative Instrument and Procedure

Quantitative data were collected using an adapted version of the Parental Attitude Toward
Nature and Outdoor Recreation (PAN-PACOR) scale originally developed by McFarland et
al. (2011). The instrument was modified for local relevance, translated into Malay using a
forward—back translation procedure (Brislin, 1970), and reviewed by two bilingual experts to
ensure linguistic and conceptual accuracy. The questionnaire consisted of four sections:
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Table 2

Questionnaire structure on parental attitudes toward children’s outdoor play
Section A Section B Section C Section D

. Parental Attitude Amount of Time
Demographic Parental Attitude Towards Their Child's | Children Spent in
. towards Nature . .
Questions (PAN) Outdoor Recreation Outdoor Play in
(PACOR) Nature (Per Week)

This section
asked about the
basic
respondent’s
demographic
questions.

This section asked
parents to rate 15
statements about their
attitudes toward
nature. The scale
included questions
related to outdoor
play or activities in
nature.

This section asked
parents to rate 21
statements related to
their concerns about
the safety of their
child while outdoors,
the advantages and
drawbacks of children
spending time
outdoors, and
behavioural matters
associated with
outdoor activities.

This section asked
parents to indicate
the average daily
amount of time
their child spent in
various types of
outdoor play
activities in nature.

The questions
are about
gender,
residential area,
and age.

Some statement
examples are:

“[ like sitting beside a
quiet pond,” I feel
good when I am close

to nature,” and “I like | outside hurts my child’s

the sound that a school grades,” and

stream makes.” “My child gets too dirty
when playing outside.”

Examples of questions
include:

“I would let my child
walk in the rain even if
they got wet.”, “Playing

The parents were
asked to respond to
the following
statement:

“Average amount of
time my child (ren)
spends outside in
nature/outdoors in a
week.”

Responses were recorded on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (Strongly Disagree) to 5 (Strongly

Agree).

iii) Qualitative Interviews
To complement the survey findings, semi-structured interviews were conducted with eight
parents via the Zoom platform.

Table 3
Demographic information of the participants
Participant ID | Gender Age Range Residential Area Children (Age)

P1 Female 30-34 Urban 1 (age 5)
P2 Female 25-29 Suburban 1 (age 2)
P3 Male 35-39 Rural 3 (ages 2,3 & 5)
P4 Female 28-32 Urban 2 (ages2 & 5)
P5 Male 4044 Urban 2 (ages 4 & 6)
P6 Female 30-34 Urban 2 (ages 4 & 6)
P7 Female 25-29 Urban 2 (ages 3 & 6)
P8 Male 35-39 Suburban 2 (ages 3 & 5)
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The central guiding question was:

“What challenges do you face in supporting your child(ren)’s outdoor play in nature?”

In the semi-structured interviews, probes and follow-up questions were used to elicit detailed
narratives (Camfield, 2014). All interviews were conducted in Malay, audio-recorded, and
transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analysed in Malay, and only after analysis was
completed were the selected quotations translated into English for reporting. This approach
helped to preserve cultural meaning in participants’ responses.

iv) Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
Version 24. Descriptive statistics (mean, frequency, range) were generated, and Pearson’s
product-moment correlation was conducted to examine the relationship between parental
attitudes and children’s outdoor play time. The level of significance was set at p <.05.

Qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006)
six-step framework, with the aid of Atlas. ti qualitative analysis software. Initial codes were
generated from the transcripts in Malay, then collated into broader themes through iterative
review. Two researchers independently coded a subset of transcripts, and discrepancies were
resolved through discussion to enhance reliability and trustworthiness.

RESULTS
i) Quantitative Analysis
a) Parental Demographic

Of the 132 survey participants, the majority were female (90.9%), lived in urban areas (84.8%),
and were between 25-34 years old (62.9%). These demographic patterns reflect current
parenting dynamics in urban Malaysian contexts.

b) Parental Attitude Section (PAN) / Parental Attitude Towards Their Child's Outdoor
Recreation (PACOR)

Table 4
Parents’ attitudes toward nature (PAN) and child outdoor recreation (PACOR)
n Parents' Attitude Parents' Attitude Towards
towards Nature (PAN) Their Child’s Outdoor
Mean Score Recreation (PACOR)
Mean Score
Gender of Parents
Male 12 | 78.50 130.42
Female 120 | 79.27 132.36
Residential Area
Rural 20 | 78.90 129.00
Urban 112 | 79.25 132.75
Age of Parents
25 —34 Years Old 83 | 79.02 132.42
35 —44 Years Old 40 | 80.83 133.00
45 Years Old and above | 9 73.56 126.33
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Female parents and those in urban areas showed slightly higher PACOR scores than male and
rural participants, suggesting stronger support for child-led outdoor engagement in these
groups.

¢) Amount of Time Children Spend in Outdoor Play in Nature (Per Week)

Table 5
Weekly duration of children’s outdoor play in nature
Average Time n Percentage (%)
Less than 2 hours 41 31.1
2 hours — 5 hours 68 51.5
5 hours — 10 hours 21 15.9
10 hours and above 2 1.5
132 100.0

The majority of parents reported that their children spent less than 5 hours per week in outdoor
play in nature. These figures fall significantly below international guidelines recommending
approximately three hours of physical activity daily for preschool-aged children.

d) The relationship between parents' attitude towards nature and the average time
spent outside in nature

Table 6
Correlation between parental attitudes and children’s outdoor play time
Scale Measurement Average Amount of Time Spent
QOutside in Nature
Parents' Attitude Pearson’s Correlation 210
towards Nature (PAN) | P 0.15*
Parents' Attitude Pearson’s Correlation 257
Towards Their Child’s | P 003
Outdoor Recreation
(PACOR)
* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
** Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed)

These findings suggest that general environmental attitudes held by parents (PAN) do
not necessarily translate into behaviours or practices that affect their children’s outdoor
activities. On the other hand, the significant positive relationship between PACOR and outdoor
time implies that when parents specifically value and support their child’s interaction with
nature, it has a measurable effect on behaviour.

Moreover, the correlation between PACOR and outdoor time, although statistically
significant, is relatively modest in strength (» = .257). This indicates that while parental
attitudes toward their child’s outdoor play are relevant, other factors are likely at play, such as
the availability of green spaces, socio-economic status, neighbourhood safety, or school
policies.
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ii) Qualitative Analysis

The researcher subsequently transcribed the audio recordings and translated them into
English for data analysis. Using Atlas. ti software, Thematic analysis was utilised to identify
categories and themes, providing a clearer understanding of the issues and barriers encountered
by parents. From this research, five (5) themes were identified in this study.

Themes Zldentiﬁe.d

Sofety Time Fomily
Concerns Constraints DPynamics
Issues related to Challenges related Variations in

the safety of
children.

to moanaging time famnily structure
effectively. and relationships.

SR
U=

Limited
Facilities

Urbanizations

Impact of urban
development on

Lack of ad t
ack of anequate fanaily life.

resources and
services.

Figure 1. Themes of challenges parents face in supporting children’s outdoor play

i) Safety Concerns

The recurring theme from the participants' responses is their profound concern for their
children's safety. Several participants express these concerns in the context of current
challenges, particularly related to child abduction and criminal cases.

P1: I'worried about my child's safety since the abduction case is happening widely now.

P2: ... due to too many viruses. also, the kidnapping issue makes us as parents more worried
about letting our kids play outside of home.

P3: ...safety, especially given the number of kidnapping cases nowadays. So, I always have to
watch them whenever they are playing outside.

P4: They require supervision when playing outside due to the fear of possible crime. I let my
children play electronic games because it is safer than letting them play outside.

The participant responses vividly illustrate the depth of their safety concerns. One participant
explicitly mentioned their fear of child abduction, referencing the prevalence of such cases in
Malaysia. Another raised concerns about the spread of viruses and the fear of kidnapping,
which, in their view, exacerbates parental hesitations about allowing children to play outdoors.
Many parents emphasised the necessity of continuous supervision due to apprehensions about
potential crimes, underscoring the heightened vigilance required when children engage in
outdoor activities. P3 even admitted being afraid to let their child roam freely due to perceived
safety risks.
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Parental safety concern is aligned with real-world data and reports regarding child safety in
Malaysia. According to Malaysia's Bukit Aman's Criminal Investigation Department (CID),
1,509 children were reported missing between 2020 and 2022, with 85 still unlocated and some
tragically found deceased. This alarming statistic reinforces parental fears, validating the need
for heightened child protection measures.

This qualitative data has drawn a clear picture of the multifaceted safety concerns parents face,
spanning fears of abduction, crime, and health risks. These findings underscore the need to
implement safety measures to ensure children's well-being in outdoor settings. Aziz and Said
(2017) have emphasised, parental concerns regarding the physical and social environment play
a crucial role in shaping children's outdoor experiences. Addressing these fears is essential for
fostering safe, engaging, and developmentally beneficial outdoor play opportunities for
children in Malaysia. In addition, the participants also expressed concern for their children's
well-being when playing outdoors and cited the presence of wild animals, stray dogs, and
unsafe playgrounds as potential threats.

P6: There are too many stray dogs in my area, which is why I have difficulties letting my
children out of our house compound and play freely. An incident happened when a stray dog
nearly attacked my daughter, and that traumatised all of us.

P3: Wild animals around my house can also affect my children when they play outdoors.

P8: Our neighbourhood is full of stray dogs. I have to bring my children to the nearest parks
whenever they want to play outside.

The participants' concerns about their children's well-being during outdoor play extend beyond
worries about abduction and crimes; they also encompass fears related to environmental and
safety factors. These additional concerns further emphasise the complex landscape parents
navigate when considering outdoor play for their children. One common concern raised by the
participants (P6, P3 and P8) is the presence of stray dogs in their neighbourhood. A participant's
distressing incident where a stray dog nearly attacked their child, leading to trauma for the
entire family. This experience highlights the tangible risks that stray animals can pose to
children when playing outdoors, making it a significant concern for parents.

ii) Limited Facilities

P7: We rent a flat. Before, there was a small area for the children to play with no playground,
just a tiny space. Now, the space has changed to an area for youngsters. They park their
motorcycles in the area, smoke and vape. We do not have any safe open spaces or parks for
our kids to play in anymore.

P7 describes the evolution of a once-small area designated for children's play in their rented
high-rise house. Initially, this space served as a modest area where children could engage in
outdoor play in nature. However, the participant explains that this space has undergone a
significant transformation. Instead of being a safe and child-friendly play area, it has now
become a gathering spot for young individuals for smoking and vaping and raising concern.

iii) Time constraints

P1: Both of us are working, so it is hard to find time during weekdays. We go out early for
work and come home quite late. But we send our daughter to kindergarten. We believe she
spends time outdoors at the kindergarten, playing outside with her friends. Teachers always
share some photos when they have outdoor play sessions in the WhatsApp group.
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P7: My time is limited, so I do not have time to bring the kids to the park for play. If my husband
is not working on weekends, he is working in Singapore, or during school holidays, we can
have more time to have fun with our kids and bring them to the playground, parks, and lakes.

P7 shares a different perspective, where the husband works in another neighbour country and
the wife is responsible for taking care of the children while also working. She faced time
constraints when bringing their children to play outside. However, the participant emphasises
the importance of weekends and school holidays when the husband can spend quality time with
the children, including outdoor activities like visiting nature settings.

iv) Urbanisation

P6: My children love the beach/river more than hiking. Location is the real constraint, as those
are usually far from our homes; it takes at least an hour's drive.

P7: Our home is located in the city centre. Finding a suitable and safe area for kids to play
outside is pretty hard. Traffic is everywhere. It is quite challenging for kids to find safe parks
here unless we drive to the nearest park or playground.

These findings highlight how urbanisation can impact the accessibility of outdoor play spaces
for children in urban areas. Physical constraints, such as distance and traffic congestion, can
limit the opportunities for children to engage in outdoor play.

iv) Family Dynamics and Arrangement

P2: My challenge is that I have two kids: one newborn and a 2-year-old. My husband does not
like outdoor activities. So, I have to manage two children by myself. Before this, I started
camping when my child (the first one) was four months old.

P5: ...lack of support from my partner. They prefer our daughters to focus on academics and
attend tuition and art classes on weekends.

P8: I love to bring the children outside, but there is nothing to do. They get bored quickly and
ask for an iPad.

Despite the challenge, P2 highlighted her previous efforts to engage in outdoor activities,
including camping, with their first child when they were as young as four months old. This
emphasised the parents' commitment to providing outdoor play opportunities despite the
family's dynamics. These findings highlight the varying family dynamics and arrangements
that impact children's outdoor play access.

DISCUSSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS

This study reveals a paradox: although Malaysian parents generally express positive attitudes
toward nature and outdoor play, most children spend fewer than five hours per week outdoors,
far below international movement guidelines for young children (Koepp et al., 2022; Tremblay
etal., 2017). Unlike earlier studies that identified a strong link between parental environmental
attitudes and children’s outdoor play (McFarland et al., 2017), this study found that parents’
general pro-environmental attitudes (PAN) had no significant association with outdoor play,
while their child-specific attitudes (PACOR) showed only a modest correlation (r = .257, p =
.003). This disconnect between values and practices suggests that broad environmental
awareness alone is insufficient to promote outdoor play; supportive parenting behaviours are
constrained by structural, cultural, and environmental realities.
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From the perspective of Environmental Socialisation Theory (EST), which posits that
environmental attitudes are transmitted through parental modelling and early experiences
(Chawla, 2007; Evans et al., 2018), the divergence between PAN and PACOR highlights
weaknesses in the assumed linearity of value transmission.

Parents may endorse environmental ideals but fail to translate them into child-focused
practices. This study, therefore, extends EST by showing that child-specific parental attitudes
matter more than general environmental concern, but even these are diluted by wider contextual
constraints.

Both quantitative and qualitative findings highlight the multiple barriers parents face in
supporting outdoor play. Safety concerns, including traffic, strangers, and wild animals, were
pervasive, echoing international findings (Dankiw et al., 2023; Van Truong et al., 2022). Poorly
maintained play spaces, air pollution, and unpredictable weather further restricted
opportunities, often reinforcing children’s negative perceptions of outdoor environments
(Little, 2015). Urbanisation intensified these challenges: children in dense city areas with
limited green space engaged in less outdoor play compared with their rural peers (Beery, 2020;
Mohamad Muslim et al., 2017; Noor Hafizah et al., 2019). These findings undermine one of
EST’s central assumptions, that early exposure to nature is readily available and easily fostered
within family contexts.

Cultural expectations and family dynamics added another layer of constraint.
Consistent with Cheng et al. (2022) and MacQuarrie et al. (2022), some parents prioritised
academic achievement and structured learning over play, while others cited concerns about
cleanliness and “wasted time.” Such pressures reflect Bento and Dias’s (2017) argument that
childhood is increasingly “domesticated,” with limited space for unstructured exploration. This
reality is particularly acute in Malaysia, where packed schedules of tuition and digital screen
use limit time outdoors, despite parents’ stated appreciation for nature.

At the family level, interventions must focus on bridging the gap between attitudes and
behaviours. Awareness-raising alone is insufficient; parents need practical strategies and
community support to create safe, regular outdoor play opportunities (Waters & Reckers,
2019). Parent education programmes could, for example, address misconceptions about safety,
highlight low-cost nature-based activities, and demonstrate the developmental value of
unstructured outdoor time.

At the school level, early childhood centres are well-positioned to normalise nature-
based approches. Embedding outdoor play into daily routines, not just as recess but as a core
pedagogical practice, can counterbalance the pressures of academic-focused parenting.
Activities such as gardening, sensory walks, and outdoor storytelling (Ramsden et al., 2025;
Speldewinde & Campbell, 2022; Shaari et al., 2021) offer holistic developmental benefits and
may gradually shift parental perceptions about the value of outdoor nature play.

At the policy level, this study underscores the urgency of revisiting the National
Standard Preschool Curriculum (NSPC, 2017), which allocates only 20-30 minutes for outdoor
activity everyday, often treated as a break rather than an integral learning experience.
International benchmarks suggest much longer engagement, highlighting a gap in policy
alignment (Prins et al., 2022). This limited provision reflects a classroom-centric bias that
diminishes the pedagogical value of outdoor learning and risks sidelining global best practices.

This study further highlights the critical role of accessible public parks in supporting
sufficient outdoor playtime for children, which is essential for their healthy development and
well-being. Importantly, these findings resonate with Malaysia’s PEREKA guideline
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(PlanMalaysia, 2022), which promotes child-friendly, safe, and nature-inclusive design
principles in urban planning. Parents’ reports of unsafe, poorly maintained, or inaccessible play
spaces, however, indicate that such principles are not yet consistently realised on the ground.
PEREKA therefore offers a valuable model to strengthen neighbourhood planning, playground
design, and community infrastructure. Ensuring its active adoption across ministries, local
councils, and urban planners would help move child-friendly environments from policy
aspiration to everyday reality.

The findings also refine Environmental Socialisation Theory by demonstrating that
general environmental attitudes (PAN) are weak predictors of children’s actual outdoor
engagement. Instead, child-specific attitudes (PACOR), though modest in effect, are more
influential. This nuance challenges assumptions of linear intergenerational value transfer and
underscores the need for a more contextualised model of socialisation that accounts for
structural and cultural constraints, such as curriculum policy and urban planning discussed
earlier. Nonetheless, this study is not without limitations. Reliance on self-reported parental
data introduces potential bias, and the modest sample size restricts generalisability. Future
research should therefore adopt larger, more diverse, and longitudinal designs to better capture
how parental perceptions, environmental access, and cultural factors interact over time to shape
children’s outdoor play opportunities.

CONCLUSION

This study underscores the complex interplay between parental attitudes, environmental
contexts, and children’s opportunities for outdoor play in nature. Although parental support for
outdoor recreation was modestly linked to greater time spent outdoors, broader pro-nature
attitudes alone did not directly lead to increased engagement. This highlights that values must
be supported by enabling conditions, such as accessible and safe green spaces, school—family
partnerships, and community initiatives. The findings call for integrated strategies, combining
parental education, curriculum innovation, and urban planning to bridge the gap between
parental perceptions and children’s lived experiences. Strengthening these connections can
help nurture healthier, more active, and environmentally connected childhoods in Malaysia and
across Southeast Asia.
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