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Overview

D-
for children’s overall 

physical activity levels 

since 2015

Australia 
scores a

95%
preschool children 

are not active 

enough

• Why the built environment matters for child health & 
development

• What built environment features matter?
• What role does neigbourhood disadvantage play?

• What is working in well in disadvantaged communities?

• The power of children’s voices

• Panel
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Young Australian children’s health status 

D-
for children’s overall 

physical activity levels 

since 2015

Australia 
scores a

95%
preschool children 

are not active 

enough

AHKA Report Cards – ASPA; Trost SG, Schipperijn J, Nathan A, Wolfenden L, Yoong S, Shilton T, Christian H (2024). Population-referenced 
percentiles for total movement and energetic play at early childhood education and care. Journal of Science and Medicine in Sport, 
27(12):856-862, doi.org/10.1016/j.jsams.2024.07.020

https://aspactivity.org/resources/ahka-report-cards/
https://aspactivity.org/resources/ahka-report-cards/
https://aspactivity.org/resources/ahka-report-cards/
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Young Australian children’s development status 

23%
Developmentally 

vulnerable as enter 

school

Worse for:
• First Nations

• Language diversity

• Regional/remote

• Lower SES

AEDC National Report 2024

https://www.aedc.gov.au/docs/default-source/default-document-library/aedc_national-report-2024_da7-409a37b9d-95ce-43e7-af00-51aa604cf0b3.pdf?sfvrsn=b56015ba_1


Children’s health & 
development is 
influenced by…





Australia ranked 30/43
 OECD countries 

• 10th (air & water pollution and lead poisoning)

• 20th (overcrowding, green space, road safety)

• 37th (ecological footprint, e-waste, Co2 
emissions)



The environment is the 
third teacher
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What is the built environment?

The built environment comprises places and spaces created or modified 
by people. It includes but is not limited to:   

• Buildings
• Parks
• Transportation systems

Lee V, Mikkelsen L, Srikantharajah J et al (2008). Strategies for Enhancing the Built Environment to Support Healthy Eating and Active Living. Healthy 
Eating Active Living Convergence Partnership, CA.



What is the built environment?
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Where you live matters

“The proximity of your house to town centres and job markets, proximity 
to transport links, … the social mix of the community and the provision 
of public amenities such as parks, health care and schools, can critically 
impact individual wellbeing” (KPMG. 2012)

See full size image

• Closing the Gap: Policy into practice on social determinants of health. Discussion Paper. 2011. Geneva: WHO.
• KPMG, Social Housing: A discussion paper on the options to improve the supply of quality housing. 2012. Melbourne: Victorian Department of 

Human Services 

http://household-tips.thefuntimesguide.com/images/blogs/you-are-under-surveilance-by-theeerin.jpg


Child-friendly built environments





Some Evidence = 

A Little Evidence = 

No Evidence = Features of the Neighborhood 
Physical Environment 

Early Child Development-
related behaviors 

(physical activity, play)

Early Child Development

Neighborhood Safety 

Destination and Services

Housing Density

Neighborhood Walkability & 
Aesthetics

Green Spaces

Outdoor Home Areas

REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCE 

Christian, H, Zubrick, SR, Foster, et al, 2015. The influence of the neighborhood physical environment on early child health and development: A review and call for research. Health & Place. 
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Suburb-level associations

Christian, H, Ball, SJ, Zubrick, SR, Brinkman, S, Turrell, G, Boruff, B, Foster, S, 2017. Relationship between the neighbourhood built 
environment and early child development. Health & Place, 48, 90-101. 

• Less developmental 
vulnerability on the 
Emotional Maturity domain

More home 
yard spaces

• Less developmental 
vulnerability on the Social 
Competence domain

Fewer main 
roads
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Individual child 
residence findings

• A weak but significant 
association

• The effects of which last 
many generations!

Less 
developmental 

vulnerability

Higher 
residential 

density

More child 
relevant 

destinations

High quality 
green spaces

Less traffic 
exposure

Bell MF, Beesley B, Boruff B, Trapp G, Turrell G, Zubrick SR, Christian H, 2020. Children’s neighbourhood physical environment and early 
development: An individual child level linked data study. Journal of Epidemiology and Community Health. 74, (4). 321-329
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Outdoor play at home is associated with…

➢ Increasing size of the yard

➢ More types of portable & fixed play 
equipment

➢ More natural features/vegetation

Christian, H, et al. Associations between the home yard and preschoolers outdoor play and physical activity. Public health research & practice, 2019, 
29, e2911907.
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Parent perceptions are important!

More positive parent 
perceptions of 

neighbourhood:

Better 
preschooler 

social-
emotional 

development

Safety

Street 
connectivity 

Land use mix 
- access

Aesthetics 

Robinson T, Nathan A, Murray K, Christian H. 2022. Parents’ perceptions of the neighbourhood built environment are 
associated with the social and emotional development of young children. International Journal of Environmental Research and 
Public Health. 2022; 19(11):6476. 



Current research.. 

Addressing the developmental vulnerability of Australian children through 
improved access to supportive neighbourhood environments



https://lifecoursecentre.
org.au/working-papers/





What we know – Early childhood matters! 

Identifying community-level factors that support healthy child development, particularly in disadvantaged 
areas, is essential for promoting equitable development opportunities. 

Kids who fall behind developmentally face long-term challenges in health, learning, and wellbeing.

Children grow best in safe, supportive environments—especially in their early years (ages 0–5).



• The AEDC helps track children’s developmental 

vulnerability across five key areas. 

• Previous research - 2009-2021 AEDC data identified 

10 disadvantaged communities demonstrating 

reductions in developmental vulnerability. 

10 Communities rising above… 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2018; Nathan et al., 2024) 









Effecting change…



National, State and Local Plans 



WA Active Travel to School Roadmap 2023-2030 

Kilanowski, J. 2017. ‘Breadth of the Socio-Ecological Model’, Journal of Agromedicine, 22:4, 295-297. 

10 initiatives

4 initiatives

3 initiatives

7 initiatives



National, State and Local Plans 



Effecting change: 

Christian H et al. 2021 ‘Built Environments and Child Health: A Policy Review’. 2021-22-Life-Course-Centre-Working-Paper-Christian-et-al.pdf (lifecoursecentre.org.au)



Ten Actions to Improve Streets for Children

1. Think from 95cm

2. Disincentivise private vehicles

3. Increase public transport reliability

4. Build wide and accessible footpaths

5. Add spaces for play and learning

6. Provide safe cycling facilities

7. Improve pedestrian crossings

8. Lower speeds by design

9. Add trees and landscaping

10. Prioritise children in policies



Panel Discussion

Dr Kelsie Parabear-Sear, Nature Play WA
Ainslie Sartori, Cancer Council

Sarah Quinton, Valuing Children’s Initiative



Questions?



Friday, 8 August 2025

A program to boost energetic 
play in ECEC
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