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Introduction

Since 2020, the spread of COVID—-19 has led to restrictions on going out and
physical activity, significantly reducing opportunities for children to spend time
outdoors. As a result, children’s outdoor play has sharply declined, while sedentary
activities such as using smartphones and watching videos—which strain their eyes—
have increased. Without opportunities for physical movement during early childhood,

children’s physical development deteriorates even before it fully matures.

Now more than ever, we must all come together to address the emerging mental and
physical issues facing children. To do this, society as a whole must first share a
common understanding of the importance of physical activity and outdoor play

starting in infancy and early childhood.

Promoting What Children Need During Development
We must emphasize the significance and effects of the following activities:

1. Imaginary emergencies, such as playing tag or dodgeball, which compel
children to move vigorously during safe outdoor play. These activities
stimulate the sympathetic nervous system and enhance the functions of the

brain and autonomic nervous system.



2. The importance of both success and failure in play, which contribute to the
development of the prefrontal cortex.

3. Encouraging exciting group play during the day, ensuring at least one
dynamic outdoor activity daily that makes them break a sweat.

4. Exposure to natural light outdoors, which suppresses the progression of
nearsightedness and protects vision. Alternating between looking at near and
far distances during outdoor play activates the ciliary muscles and enhances

blood circulation, metabolism, and visual safety.

Why Outdoor Play Is Important
1) From the Perspective of Physical Activity

There is growing concern over the sharp decline in children’ s physical activity. For
example, five—year—olds in nursery schools took about 12,000 steps between 9 a.m.
and 4 p.m. from 1985 to 1987. This dropped to 7,000—8,000 steps in 1991-1993 and
fell into the 5,000s after 1998. In the Reiwa era, activity levels are now nearly half of
what they were in the Showa era. The increased use of cars for school commutes

has also contributed to this decline.

Observations of children’s activities show that some children cannot maintain
balance on beams or logs and fall off due to underdeveloped foot muscles—
something unthinkable if they were walking regularly. Others trip and fall while
running because they can't lift their knees or swing their arms properly. With less
outdoor play and more screen time, spatial awareness is not well developed, leading

to accidents during interactions with peers.
2) From the Perspective of Healthy Development

For healthy growth, children need the “Three Ma ([8)”"—Time (BMH]), Space (Z2[&]),
and Companions ({#1f]). Playing under the sun during the day not only improves
physical fitness but also supports brain development, autonomic nervous system

function, myopia prevention, emotional stability, creativity, and independence.

However, modern life often lacks these three essentials, leading to what I have

termed the “Ma—nuke phenomenon” (Maehashi, 2003)—a lack of time, space, and



companionship. Regular outdoor play is crucial, especially in early childhood, where

about two hours of outdoor activity daily can be very beneficial.

One alarming trend is the declining function of the prefrontal cortex in children.
Playing tag or climbing trees stimulates the sympathetic nervous system, enhancing
brain development through imaginary emergencies. But today, such experiences are
limited by overprotective adults, depriving children of essential neurological

development opportunities.
3) From the Perspective of Physical Fitness

Outdoor play is more than just building physical strength; it lays the foundation for
resilience, perseverance, and the ability to live as human beings. Without basic
physical fitness, children cannot develop focus or grit. Outdoor group play helps

foster emotional richness and a strong spirit capable of overcoming adversity.

Children who engage in energetic play naturally build endurance, improve their
cardiorespiratory function, strengthen muscles, and enhance motor coordination.
They also gain balanced physical abilities through play that allows them to move

their bodies as they wish.
4) From the Perspective of Brain and Nervous System Development

Through outdoor play, children interact with peers, experiencing both success and
failure. These experiences feed back into the brain, particularly the cerebral cortex,
enhancing empathy and the ability to plan for the future. Exciting play also stabilizes

emotions and improves the perception of time and space.

Without the three essential elements of time, space, and companions, children
remain emotionally immature even into the upper elementary years. They exhibit
impulsive and unregulated behavior. When playing wrestling or sumo with adults,
children engage repeatedly with excitement, fostering emotional regulation and

frontal lobe development.
Let us not forget:

e Imaginary emergencies during safe outdoor play enhance the sympathetic

nervous system and brain function.



o Failure experiences, not just successes, are critical to prefrontal cortex
development.
e Children need exciting group play during the day and at least one dynamic

outdoor activity daily.
5) From the Perspective of Lifestyle Rhythms

An analysis of children’s lifestyle rhythms reveals a concerning chain reaction:
limited outdoor play, long screen time, and late dinners result in late bedtimes. Late

bedtimes lead to late wake—ups, delayed breakfasts, and late school arrivals.

Encouraging outdoor play, reducing screen time, and starting dinner earlier can help
children sleep earlier and establish healthier daily rhythms. Physical activity during
the day, when children are naturally most active, is vital for regulating these
rhythms. Daily outdoor play not only supports emotional balance but also plays a key

role in metabolism, temperature regulation, and neural development.
6) From the Perspective of Myopia Prevention

Prolonged screen time increases the risk of myopia. The reduction in outdoor time
and the rise in device use are closely linked to the development and progression of
nearsightedness. Extended device use also affects posture, increasing head and
neck strain. At least 60 minutes to 2 hours of daily outdoor play helps prevent
myopia and supports cardiovascular, musculoskeletal, and autonomic nervous

system development.

Is Physical Education Alone Not Enough?

While physical education (PE) is a wonderful educational experience, it's not enough
by itself. The “Tai” in “Taiiku” (PE) means the “core of a person,” and PE nurtures
that core. It supports human development through diverse physical activities, from

games and sports to dance and gymnastics.

PE enhances brain and autonomic function, fosters health, safety, and physical
competence, and promotes a positive lifestyle. Although daily physical activity is

ideal—60 minutes a day even for young children—pre—COVID surveys showed that



even boys played outside for only about 15 minutes and girls about 20 minutes after

school, and this trend has remained post—pandemic.

For PE to translate into daily life, classes must provide emotionally moving
experiences, not just extend class time. Children should feel excited to repeat what
they learned. PE should follow the principle of “Exercise, Emotional Engagement,

Inspiration, and Daily Practice.”

In reality, children’ s opportunities for outdoor play are declining. While PE provides
important movement opportunities, it differs in role and effect from free outdoor

play. Therefore, PE classes alone are insufficient.

Initiatives and Proposals to Promote Outdoor Play

e All adults, including national leaders, must share a common understanding of
the importance of outdoor play. Children who find comfort and joy through
outdoor experiences grow into adults who appreciate both their personal
development and the beauty of Japan.

e Children are our national treasure and the future. Now is the time to act and
promote outdoor play. Let us share the fundamental understanding of its
value and effects.

e If community play spaces remain scarce, economic disparities among families
could result in unequal childhood experiences. Access to extracurriculars,
sports clubs, and outings often depends on family income.

e Between 3:00 and 5:00 p.m. after school, we must find alternatives to the
home and classroom—safe places where outdoor play can flourish. Though
programs like after—school childcare, children’ s classes, and community clubs
exist, they often face budget shortfalls, with limited frequency and capacity.

e Today, without older child leaders (“gaki—daisho”), children with little outdoor
experience need adults who not only ensure safety but also share the joy of
outdoor play. Without such mentors, after—school time risks becoming

passive and unengaging.

Therefore:



1. Increase national funding for existing after—school programs so all children
can benefit.

2. Regardless of disability status, ensure all children have access to rich
outdoor play experiences, supported by qualified professionals such as
“after—school play coordinators” and “children’ s outdoor activity leaders.”
Their role is not to supervise but to engage with children, expand play
possibilities, and foster joy and curiosity through outdoor activities.

3. Provide professional development opportunities for teachers and staff at
kindergartens, nursery schools, and certified childcare centers, so that they
too can understand and promote outdoor play’ s importance and guide
children effectively. In this way, we can promote outdoor play across families,

early childhood education, and after—school settings.

Conclusion

The mental and physical health of young children has been significantly impacted by
the reduction in outdoor activity due to the COVID—-19 pandemic. As society begins
to recover, we must renew our understanding of the profound value that outdoor

play holds—not just for physical fitness, but for brain development, emotional growth,

social skills, and future resilience.

Outdoor play is not a luxury—it is a necessity. The time, space, and companionship
children find outdoors are foundational to their growth. We must protect and nurture

these elements in every environment: at home, in schools, and within communities.

The question is not “Should children play outside?”
The question is “How can we ensure every child has the opportunity to play outside

every day?”

Let us work together—across disciplines, institutions, and generations—to restore,
protect, and promote outdoor play for all children. By doing so, we are safeguarding

not only their health and happiness, but the future of our society as a whole.
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