
The Power of Risky Play: Why Letting Kids 
Push the Boundaries is Great for Their 
Brains 
As parents, our instinct is to protect our kids. We want to wrap them in bubble wrap to keep 
them safe from every bump, bruise, and scrape. But recent New Zealand research from 2018 
highlights something fascinating: kids actually need a bit of risk in their play to grow into 
resilient, confident, and capable adults. 

The study looked at how Kiwi parents perceive risk in schools and communities. It found that 
while we worry, we also value the massive benefits of "risky play." 

At our Kura, we work with 8 key elements of risk. Six of these perfectly match with the  Activ8 
framework, while the last two focus on the sheer physical joy of movement. Here is a breakdown 
of what these risks look like, why they matter, and how they help your child thrive. 

The "Activ8" Six: Core Elements of Adventurous Play 

These six elements are widely recognized in New Zealand research as crucial for childhood 
development. 

1. Heights and Balance 

●​ What it looks like: Climbing trees, balancing on logs, or navigating high playground 
platforms. 

●​ Why it matters: It teaches kids how to judge distance and space. When a child climbs, 
they are constantly assessing: "Is this branch strong enough? Can I reach the next 
step?" It builds spatial awareness and genuine self-confidence. 

2. Speed 

●​ What it looks like: Riding bikes down a hill, sprinting at full speed, or sliding down a fast 
slide. 

●​ Why it matters: Speed gives kids a thrill, but it also teaches them control. They learn 
how to navigate their bodies through space quickly and, crucially, how to slow down or 
stop safely. 

3. Using Risky Tools 

●​ What it looks like: Supervised handling of real tools like hammers, screwdrivers, or 
hand drills. 



●​ Why it matters: It sounds scary, but giving a child a real tool shows them that you trust 
them. It develops incredible hand-eye coordination, fine motor skills, and a deep sense 
of responsibility. 

4. Playing Near Dangerous Things 

●​ What it looks like: Exploring near water (lakes, beaches, pools) or open fire pits under 
adult supervision. 

●​ Why it matters: We can't eliminate water or fire from the world, so we have to teach kids 
how to respect them. Playing near these elements teaches children to recognize 
real-world hazards and understand boundary lines. 

5. Rough and Tumble Play 

●​ What it looks like: Play-fighting, wrestling, or battling with pool noodles. 
●​ Why it matters: This isn't aggression; it’s social connection. Kids learn emotional 

regulation and empathy here. They quickly figure out the line between "fun" and 
"hurting," and they learn how to negotiate rules with their peers. 

6. Hiding and Exploring Alone 

●​ What it looks like: Playing hide-and-seek, exploring the bushes at the local park, or 
being just out of the line of sight of an adult. 

●​ Why it matters: It gives children a taste of independence. When they are "on their own" 
for a few minutes, they learn to problem-solve without running to a parent first. It builds a 
sense of autonomy. 
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