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Abstract 

Contact with nature is vital for the development of children and teenagers. In the past, 

informal urban greenspaces (IGS) such as vacant lots appear to have been used for such 

purposes. We need to better understand how previous generations used IGS to make 

sure young people today can also enjoy its social, mental, emotional and physical health 

benefits. This study quantitatively compared adult residents’ memories of IGS use in 

their childhood and teen age years in two geographically and culturally distinct cities: 

Brisbane, Australia and Sapporo, Japan. The results showed most respondents (>70%) 

remembered using IGS in the past, and preferred it over other greenspace because it was 

easily accessible. Most (>70%) recalled experiencing no problems (e.g. danger of 

injury) when using IGS, a contrast to recently increasing parental concern for children’s 

1 Changes: Inclusion of supplementary figures in text, renumbered figures.
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safety. Such factors may limit present IGS use and prevent it from fulfilling the 

important role it played for previous generations’ recreation. 

Introduction 

“When I was a child, there were lots of vacant lots and it was normal for kids to 

play there. Today most of them are hard to get into.” (Hiroko, 52, female, from 

Sapporo) 

There is a growing consensus that young people need contact with the natural 

environment (Cheng and Monroe 2012; Moore, 1997). It can offer children and 

teenagers opportunities for unstructured play, making sense of the world around them, 

encountering animals and plants, collecting items, and provides space for social 

interactions as well as time spent alone (Henniger 1994; Bell, Ward Thompson, and 

Travlou 2003; Lekies and Beery 2013; Ward Thompson 2002). Such activities play an 

important role for children’s social, mental, emotional and physical health and 

development (Maller 2009; Keniger et al. 2013; Wolch et al. 2011). However, 

children’s outdoor play time may be declining, driven by changing play preferences 

such as an increase in television time and concerns about crime and safety (Clements 

2004; Fukuya 1999), which could cause children to miss out on the benefits associated 

with nature contact.   

In urban areas, formal greenspace (e.g. parklands, recreation and conservation 

areas) is assumed to provide opportunities for nature contact (Brisbane City Council, 

2010; Hartig et al. 2014; Sapporo Kankyōkyoku Midori No Suishinbu 2011). Although 

parks are valued for the opportunities they offer, researchers have suggested they may 

fail to satisfy young people’s needs (Ward Thompson 2012; Platt 2012). Many parks are 

governed by strict rules limiting how they may be used (Gaster 1991). Park design 

usually circumscribes the experiences available (e.g. types of animals and plants 

present), and rarely allows users to modify the space (e.g. by building structures or 

storing items). In Japan, even popular activities such as ball games are often forbidden 

in parks (Figure 1).  
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To circumvent these restrictions, young people may seek out less controlled 

spaces, (e.g. vacant lots, river banks and other ‘informal greenspaces’ (IGS). Freedom 

from purpose makes these spaces malleable (Cloke and Jones 2005). Children and 

teenagers value such spaces (Berg and Medrich 1980; Elsley 2004; Mugford 2012; 

Schneekloth 2007). Scholars argue these spaces can offer excitement, provide 

opportunities for exploration, escape from adult supervision, and a sense of ownership 

(Carr and Lynch 1968; Donnelly 1980; Nohl 1990). But children and teenagers today 

seem less free in choosing how and where to spend their time; their contact with nature, 

and especially their use of IGS may be limited by increased parental concern for safety 

(Valentine and McKendrick 1997). Vacant lots are less commonly available, and are 

increasingly hard to access (Hayashi, Tashiro, and Kinoshita 1999). This begs the 

question: how widely did previous generations use IGS as children and teenagers? To 

what degree are young people today deprived of using greenspace types they have been 

taught to avoid – what Louv calls a ‘nature deficit syndrome’ (2008)? Five important 

Figure 1 Sign restricting ball play in public 
greenspace (Sapporo, Japan). Translation of sign: 
“Let’s refrain from ball play. –Kita Ward Civil 
Engineering Department” 
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gaps in our knowledge of past use of IGS need to be addressed if we wish to better 

understand how young people today may have reduced nature contact. 

Firstly, most previous work on children and teenager’s play in IGS provides few 

quantifiable details. What proportion of young people used informal greenspaces, and 

how often did they use it? While scholars have reported a wide variety of play activities 

(Cloke and Jones 2005; Platt 2012; Pyle 2002; Berg and Medrich 1980; Moore 1986;  

Ward 1978), it is unclear which are the most common (e.g. observing organisms, hiding 

from adults). 

Secondly, the literature suggests IGS was used to avoid restrictions encountered 

elsewhere (e.g. park rules, adult supervision) and fostered spending private time (Ward 

Thompson 2012; Louv 2008). But previous work makes it difficult to weigh how 

important the various reasons are. Given that children today are reportedly less free to 

roam, how did previous generations value proximity of IGS? Were they less constrained 

than children today? 

Thirdly, the literature says little about the problems children and teenagers in the 

past had with using IGS. How risky or dangerous did they perceive it to be? Did their 

parents forbid them from visiting such spaces? Did they encounter dangerous animals or 

plants? Were there conflicts with the IGS’ owner/manager, the police, or other users? 

Decades ago, efforts were already in place to regulate children’s play environments 

(Read 2010; Los Angeles Department of Playground and Recreation 1938). 

Fourthly, the current literature on gender differences in IGS use is scarce. Are 

there any differences between their IGS use or use frequency? Do girls and boys use 

IGS for the same activities and reasons? Are they experiencing the same problems? 

Answering these questions could indicate if there are gender-specific barriers to IGS use 

similar to those in public spaces (van der Burgt 2013). 

Finally, much of the prominent literature on young people’s use of IGS is 

published in English and reports results from Europe and the United States (Rupprecht 

and Byrne 2014a – see chapter 2; Jorgensen and Keenan 2012). Recent results showed 

residents in a Japanese city appreciated and used IGS significantly less than those in an 

Australian city (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming – see chapter 4). Rapid urbanization 

throughout the world (United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 

Population Division 2012) makes it important to learn about local histories of IGS use, 

as they may indicate what role IGS could play for today’s young people, who struggle 

with limited access to formal greenspace. 
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To address these five gaps in the literature, this paper reports the results of 

a study that asked the following five research questions:  

(1) How did adults use IGS in their childhood and teenage years, and what activities 

did they use IGS for? 

(2) Why did they use IGS and not a formal greenspace (e.g. a park or garden)? 

(3) What problems did they encounter when using IGS? 

(4) How did their IGS use, reasons and problems differ between females and males? 

(5) How did their IGS use, reasons and problems differ between geographically and 

culturally distinct locations?   

Methods 

Study area 

Brisbane (Queensland, Australia) and Sapporo (Hokkaidō, Japan) were selected as case 

study cities. As we have described elsewhere (Rupprecht and Byrne 2014b – see chapter 

3), these cities share similarities and differences that lend well to comparison (e.g., 

similarities in size, morphology, and geography; differences in available greenspace, 

population density and growth forecasts). In both cities, formal greenspace consists of 

networks of over 2,000 public parks in both cities, many of them small local parks. 

Brisbane has 3,290 ha of local parkland (32m²/capita), whereas Sapporo has 2,345 ha 

(12.3m²/capita). All parks in Brisbane comprise an area of 11,840ha (115m²/capita), 

while those in Sapporo combine to form an area of 5,508 ha (28.9 m²/capita) (Rupprecht 

and Byrne 2014b). 

Working with memories: possibilities and limitations 

Quantitative data (e.g. governmental statistics) is even less available for past IGS play 

activities (including customs and behaviours) than for present ones. We can, however, 

ask respondents to remember and report their childhood experience with IGS. 

Researchers have discussed the complexity of “memory as methodology” (Philo 2003; 

Jones 2003). Cloke and Jones (2005) also point out a gap between children’s real 

experiences and adult constructions of childhood. When using memory to look at 

childhood, three points need to be taken into account: our own experience of childhood, 

nostalgia as a result of an adult desire to reinterpret past experiences, and the different 



 

 6 

vantage point – adulthood – from which researchers approach childhood (Treacher 

2000). Nostalgia may pose the biggest problem when examining past play through 

adult’s memories. But prior research suggests adults do not necessarily paint a 

romanticized picture of their childhood. For example, Valentine and McKendrick 

(1997) found a majority of their respondents reported they were restricted in their play – 

contrary to the common narrative of past freedom. We thus believe that asking adults to 

recall their childhood experience with IGS can provide useful and meaningful insights. 

This approach situates our study in the context of similar on children and teenagers’ 

play experiences (Henniger 1994; Strudler and Schaefer 1997; Ward Thompson, 

Aspinall, and Montarzino 2007; Jorgensen and Keenan 2012; Karsten 2005; Valentine 

and McKendrick 1997). 

Data collection and analysis 

Data collection was undertaken as part of a larger study on IGS (Rupprecht et al., 

forthcoming; Rupprecht and Byrne 2014b). A letterbox-drop, reply-paid mail-back 

questionnaire kit was distributed to a randomized sample of 1,910 households in 

Brisbane and 1,980 in Sapporo (variation resulted from site accessibility). Households 

were located within a 400m radius (easy walking distance) of 121 sampling sites placed 

on the intersecting lines of a 10km by 10km grid, centered on the city centers with a 

one-kilometer distance between adjacent sites. This allowed coverage of most of the 

densely populated areas. 

The mail-back questionnaire used closed-ended questions with an “other” 

qualitative, open-ended answer field. Questions asked were part of a larger study on 

adult residents’ perception and evaluation of IGS (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming). The 

first question in this part of the study asked respondents whether they used IGS as a 

child or teenager. All follow-up questions regarding use frequency, activities, reasons 

for using IGS and problems with IGS use were only asked of self-reported child or 

teenage IGS users. Questionnaire kits included an IGS typology with color photograph 

examples for every IGS type to minimize the risk of respondents mistaking formal for 

informal greenspace. All material was initially written in English, translated into 

Japanese and edited by native speakers. The instrument was approved by the home 

institution’s human subjects research ethics committee (ENV/28/12/HREC) and both 

versions were pilot tested.  
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Data was analysed in SPSS (v. 21 and 22, OS X) to perform descriptive and 

inferential statistical tests. As the sample data was not normally distributed, non-

parametric tests (Mann-Whitney U, Fisher’s exact) were used to determine whether 

answers differed significantly (p<.05) between the two respondent groups (Field 2009).  

Finally, open-ended comments provided by the respondents in the instrument 

section on IGS appreciation were qualitatively analysed using coding and content 

analysis to identify key concepts (Sproule 2006). In the first round, all comments were 

screened and categorized based on their main topic with implicit coding (Sproule 2006). 

We then selected the comments from the category ‘young people and IGS’ and 

identified key concepts (e.g. “play”, “problems”) based on a conceptual content analysis 

approach (Sproule 2006). Based on these key concepts, the comments were drawn upon 

to provide a qualitative context in discussing the quantitative results of the survey. 

Respondents were assigned pseudonyms chosen from popular names during their time 

of birth in their respective cultures to protect their anonymity. 

Results 

The number of valid responses in Brisbane was 123 and 163 in Sapporo. To compare 

only Australian and Japanese experiences, we excluded responses from residents born 

in other countries from the analysis (Brisbane n=22, Sapporo n=0). Respondents in 

Brisbane were 59.4% female (median age 51, age range 19-84), respondents in Sapporo 

53.2% female (median age 58, age range 21-90). 

Memories of IGS use and activities 

In Brisbane, 85.1% of respondents recalled using IGS as a child or teenager, in 

comparison to 72.4% in Sapporo. Among those who reported using IGS as children or 

teenagers, daily users comprised the largest group in Sapporo, while weekly users 

comprised the largest group in Brisbane (Figure 2). Among those who reported using 

IGS as children or teenagers, weekly users still comprised the largest group in Brisbane, 

while in Sapporo the largest group were those who never used IGS (Figure 3).  
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Figure 2 Frequency of IGS use during childhood. 

Figure 3 Frequency of IGS use during adolescence. 
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When using IGS as children, the most common activities Brisbane respondents 

reported were exploration, playing games, and seeking a private place secret from adults 

(Table 1). As “other activities” they mentioned BMX tracks, riding bikes, horse riding, 

hunting, taking short cuts, swimming, thinking, and tree-climbing. Sapporo respondents’ 

most commonly reported activities as children were playing games, exploration, and 

observing wildlife or plants (Table 1, Figure 4). As “other activities” they mentioned 

tennis, badminton, side trips with friends on the way home from school, taking shortcuts, 

commuting to school, gathering bamboo, and fishing. 

Table 5.1 Recreational activities in IGS during childhood and adolescence. 

Question asked Response options Brisbane Sapporo 
  % % 
What kind of 
activities did you 
use IGS for as a 
child? 

Playing games 84.5 97.3 
Walks 57.1 12.6 
Exploration 90.5 61.3 
Private place secret from adults 58.3 36.9 
Building hut or tree-house 47.6 8.1 
Treasure-hunting (looking for items) 33.3 24.3 
Observing wildlife or plants 41.7 40.5 
Other  15.5 7.2 

What kind of 
activities did you 
use IGS for as a 
teenager? 

Playing games 29.3 75.7 
Walks 69.3 31.4 
Exploration 48.0 15.7 
Private place secret from adults 42.7 10.0 
Building hut or tree-house 8.0 2.9 
Treasure-hunting (looking for items) 5.3 5.7 
Observing wildlife or plants 26.7 30.0 
Other 20.0 10.0 

 

When using IGS as teenagers, the most common activities Brisbane respondents 

recalled were walking, exploration, and seeking seclusion from adults (Table 1). As 

“other activities” they mentioned contemplation, horse riding, bike riding, hunting, 

jogging, photography, relaxing, taking short cuts, swimming, and thinking in solitude. 

Sapporo respondents’ most commonly reported activities as teenagers were playing 

games, walking, and observing wildlife or plants (Table 1). As “other activities” they 

mentioned relaxing when tired from school, walking the dog, taking short cuts, and 

commuting to school. 
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Remembering reasons for preferring IGS 

Respondents reported various reasons for using IGS instead of a park or garden. 

Brisbane respondents recalled most commonly choosing IGS for its ease of access, 

because they perceived it as wild and exciting, and valued solitude (Table 2). As “other 

reasons” they mentioned it provided opportunities for unrestricted use, swimming, and 

modifying the environment, and also mentioned it contained elements that made it more 

interesting than formal greenspace (e.g., mounds of dirt, concrete pipes, thickets of 

bush). 

Sapporo respondents recalled most commonly choosing IGS for its ease of 

access, because they felt they lacked pleasant parks near their homes, the lack of use 

restrictions, and because they perceived it as wild and exciting (Table 2). As “other 

reasons” they mentioned it provided space for solitary contemplation, space to chat with 

friends away from parks occupied by children and their parents, opportunities to ski in 

winter. One mentioned IGS contained ‘a shack that was used as a secret base’. 

 

Figure 4 Butterfly net such as commonly used by children to catch insects, found in Sapporo 
IGS. 
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Table 5.2 Respondents’ reasons for using IGS 

Question asked Response options Brisbane Sapporo 
  % % 
Why did you use 
informal 
greenspace and 
not a park or 
garden (as a 
child or 
teenager)? 

It's near my home 75.6 81.0 
It's wild and exciting 53.7 30.5 
It's not crowded 42.7 13.3 
There are more or different animals or plants 20.7 17.1 
It has better privacy (nobody watching) 39.0 10.5 
There are no use restrictions (e.g., no dogs, 
no ball play) 35.4 30.5 
It can be used for many things (e.g., 
gardening) 12.2 3.8 
There are no nice parks near my home 13.4 31.4 
I don't have a garden or similar greenspace 4.9 7.6 
Other 11.0 5.7 

Recalling problems using IGS 

Remembering their childhood experience, no problems were reported with using IGS by 

77.1% of users in Brisbane and 77.5% of users in Sapporo. Brisbane respondents 

reported the most common problems experienced as children using IGS were danger of 

injury, lack of parental permission to use IGS, dangerous animals and litter (Table 3). 

As “other problems”, respondents mentioned they were unsure of the legality of using 

the space. Sapporo respondents’ most commonly experienced problems when using IGS 

as children were danger of injury, litter, and difficult access (Table 3). As “other 

problems” they mentioned hygiene concerns due to the presence of animal carcasses, 

and also mentioned that homeless people lived there occasionally. 

Remembering their teenager experience, no problems were reported with using 

IGS by 74.3% of users in Brisbane and 81.7% in Sapporo. Brisbane respondents 

reported the most common problems experienced as teenagers with using IGS by 

Brisbane respondents were danger of injury, conflict with other users and difficult 

access (Table 3). As “other problems”, respondents mentioned, as with childhood use, 

they were unsure of the legality of using the space. Sapporo respondents’ most common 

problems when using IGS as teenagers were danger of injury and “other problems”, 

such as the presence of bears or homeless people. 
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Table 5.3 Problems experienced while using IGS during childhood and adolescence 

Question asked Response options Brisbane Sapporo 
  % % 
Did you 
experience any 
problems when 
using informal 
greenspace as a 
child? 

I did not experience problems 77.1 77.5 
Hard to access (fence, signs etc.) 2.4 5.4 
My parents didn't allow me to go 6.0 2.7 
I was scared to use it 3.6 3.6 
Dangerous animals 6.0 1.8 
Dangerous plants 2.4 2.7 
Danger of injury 15.7 19.8 
Lots of litter 6.0 8.1 
Conflict with owner 2.4 1.8 
Conflict with police 0.0 0.9 
Conflict with other users 3.6 0.0 
Criminals used the space 0.0 2.7 
Drug users used the space 1.2 0.9 
Prostitutes used the space 0.0 0.9 
Other 1.2 2.7 

Did you 
experience any 
problems when 
using informal 
greenspace as a 
teenager? 

I did not experience problems 74.3 81.7 
Hard to access (fence, signs etc.) 5.4 2.8 
My parents didn't allow me to go 4.1 0.0 
I was scared to use it 0.0 2.8 
Dangerous animals 5.4 2.8 
Dangerous plants 2.7 2.8 
Danger of injury 12.2 11.3 
Lots of litter 2.7 8.5 
Conflict with owner 2.7 2.8 
Conflict with police 1.4 1.4 
Conflict with other users 5.4 0.0 
Criminals used the space 0.0 1.4 
Other 1.4 4.2 

 

Gender differences 

Comparing female and male respondents in Sapporo, neither the total proportion of 

respondents who recalled using IGS either as children or teenagers, nor the remembered 

frequency of IGS use as children was significantly different. However, female IGS 

users reported visiting IGS significantly less frequently as teenagers (n=109, p=.009, 

U=1070.0, z=-2.398, r=-.249). As teenagers, male IGS users were more likely to report 

using IGS for playing games (n=114, p=.005, odds ratio 3.10), and for observing 

animals or plants (n=114, p=.006, odds ratio 4.62), were more likely to report 

experiencing no problems (n=114, p=.024, odds ratio 2.76), and to recall using IGS 
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because it had more or different animals or plants (n=114, p=.019, odds ratio 3.80). 

There were no significant differences between female and male respondents’ memories 

of IGS activities or problems experienced as children. Comparing female and male 

respondents in Brisbane, the only significant difference found was that male 

respondents who recalled using IGS as children were more likely to report using IGS 

for walking (n=83, p=.021, odds ratio 3.32). 

Differences between study cases 

Comparing the two study cases, the number of respondents who remembered using IGS 

as a child or teenager was only moderately higher in Brisbane (p<0.05, odds ratio 2.19). 

Sapporo residents recalled using IGS more frequently as children (Figure 1; n=200, 

p=.035, U=4107.0, z=-2.106, r=-.149). In contrast, Brisbane residents recalled using it 

more frequently as teenagers (Figure 1; n=198, p<.001, U=3530.0, z=-3.286, r=-.234). 

While only 12.9% of IGS users in Brisbane reported they never used it as teenagers, the 

number in Sapporo (40.7%) was much higher. Regarding respondents’ childhood 

memories, the IGS activities that differed the most between the two cities were walking, 

building structures, and exploration (Table 1). Regarding respondents’ memories of 

teenage years, the IGS activities that differed the most were playing games, exploration, 

and using IGS as a private place secret from adults (Table 1). Only in Sapporo did 

respondents repeatedly mention IGS in connection with commuting to school. 

Reported reasons for using IGS and not a park or garden were similar between the two 

cities for the most important reason (proximity), while the memories differed most for 

crowding, privacy, and about whether IGS was wild and exciting (Table 2). Problems 

experienced while using IGS were very similar in both cities. Differences between 

female and male respondents were more pronounced in Sapporo, but the overall 

proportion of IGS users and IGS use frequency during childhood were not significantly 

different between the two case studies. Income and educational background of 

respondents did not affect recalled IGS use as a child or teenager, and only in Sapporo 

did respondents’ age have a miniscule negative effect (p<0.05, odds ratio 1.03). 

Discussion 

Diverging paths of IGS use: a matter of culture? 

The results of this study generally corroborate what scholars have argued – there 

appears to be a history of children and teenagers using IGS such as vacant lots and other 
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rough, liminal spaces for recreational purposes (Cloke and Jones 2005; Moore 1986; 

Ward 1978; Mugford 2012). This seems to apply independently of cultural and 

geographical context for children in this study. The same adults that differed in their 

appreciation and use of IGS (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming) showed only limited 

differences in the proportion of respondents who recalled using IGS as children in this 

study. But in Sapporo, 41% of those reported they stopped using it as teenagers, while 

only 13% did so in Brisbane. Such a decrease in use among teenagers has been 

previously noted (Bell, Ward Thompson, and Travlou 2003), and may indicate the point 

of departure that eventually leads to the pronounced difference in adult greenspace use. 

What factors could undergird the different ways IGS use has developed in 

Brisbane and Sapporo according to our respondents’ memories? One possible factor 

could be the large amount of time Japanese junior high and high school students spend 

participating in schoolwork and school club activities, which may leave them with less 

time for unstructured play (Nishino and Larson 2003; Larson and Verma 1999). 

Another possible factor may be differences in IGS characteristics between the two cities, 

such as a prevalence of street verge IGS type in Brisbane in contrast to lot and gap type 

IGS in Sapporo, or a more complex vegetation structure in Sapporo IGS (Rupprecht and 

Byrne 2014b). Finally, research suggests young people’s beliefs about nature are 

influenced by their family and surroundings (Cheng and Monroe 2012). Teenagers in 

Sapporo may have adopted a more negative image of IGS and used it less, if such a 

negative image was prevalent in their social environment. This is problematic, because 

it indicates that social pressure could constrain teenagers’ opportunities to engage in 

activities that some of their peers are using IGS for, even if abandoning IGS as a 

teenager does not preclude returning to it later in life. A loss of interest might also 

influence how much teenagers use IGS, as we will discuss in more detail below. 

In contrast, a predominantly positive view of IGS for Brisbane adults could 

possibly account for a comparatively higher reported IGS use by teenagers (Rupprecht 

et al., forthcoming). But compared to the respondents’ appreciation and use of IGS as 

adults (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming), the differences in proportion of respondents who 

recalled using IGS as children or teenagers were far less pronounced. This seems 

consistent with the finding that the problems (or lack thereof) respondents remembered 

experiencing when using IGS were very similar in both cities. As discussed above, 

Sapporo respondents reported using IGS less frequently in teenage years, which could 

indicate that IGS use patterns began to diverge in early adolescence under the influence 
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of a teenage social environment. Consequently, the case studies showed the most 

differences in IGS use as adults (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming).  

Comparing the IGS activities that respondents recalled between the two case 

studies, the observed differences (e.g. in playing games, building tree-houses or seeking 

privacy) could be explained by a variety of factors. The high percentage for ‘playing 

games’ reported by Sapporo respondents may partly be the result of a linguistic 

peculiarity. Even though ‘playing games’ is arguably a broad term, the Japanese term 

‘asobi’ (遊び) used in the localized questionnaire may have be interpreted even more 

broadly. The higher popularity of building huts or tree houses could possibly be 

explained by cultural differences, as recreational tree house building has been reported 

to be widely popular in the US, UK and Australian cultures (Pearn 2013). Finally, as 

discussed above the higher concern that Brisbane respondents showed for crowding 

could explain why seeking privacy seems to be more important for them. 

Losing access or losing interest? 

According to previous research, IGS may offer young people recreational opportunities 

that formal greenspace might fail to provide (Ward Thompson 2012; Platt 2012). The 

activities reported by the respondents in this study strengthen these claims. Many of the 

activities IGS was used for (e.g., privacy from adults or exploration), are only made 

possible by the absence of rules, safe design and passive surveillance. For example, 

respondent Haruka (39, female, from Sapporo) emphasized: 

“Children can experience nature, come in touch with all kind of living things, learn 

about the preciousness of life. It’s also a great chance for them to make up their 

own games and rules rather than just use the play tools they are given.” 

The reasons respondents recalled for using IGS instead of a park or garden 

reflect this; they mentioned less crowding, greater wildness, lack of use restrictions and 

better privacy. Additionally, respondents’ most common reason for preferring IGS was 

its proximity. This provides further evidence of the importance of greenspace within 

walking distance, as has been previously suggested (Sugiyama and Ward Thompson 

2008). These results imply that IGS was widely available to respondents and played an 

important role for satisfying their need of contact with the natural environment. 

However, some scholars suggest certain types of IGS such as vacant lots are becoming 

less common, especially in urban areas with high development and population density 
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(Tabata and Kim 1989) – where formal greenspace is already scarce, as respondent 

Emma (27, female, from Brisbane) pointed out: 

“As a child I used greenspaces as a playground/exploration ground. I feel they are a 

great space for children to experience the natural environment, especially in the 

inner city where this is rarely found.” 

Furthermore, researchers have shown that vacant lots are often made inaccessible, 

loosing some of their recreational potential (Hayashi, Tashiro, and Kinoshita 1999). 

This may again constrain children and teenagers’ opportunities for unstructured play 

and contact with the natural environment, putting them at risk of ‘nature deficit 

syndrome’ (Louv 2008) as well as health problems such as obesity (Wolch et al. 2011). 

Such risk may be further exacerbated if they have difficulties accessing IGS. 

But if rules and restrictions limit where teenagers in particular can pursue their 

recreational activities and IGS is offering such space (Ward Thompson 2012), why did 

respondents’ recall using IGS less as they grew older? Cloke and Jones (2005) suggest 

even young children seek to escape rules and restrictions, and seek to reimagine spaces. 

Adolescents could be shifting to different leisure and recreational experiences, such as 

movies, shopping, socializing, or (since the 1980s) video games (Clements 2004; 

Fukaya 1999). Such changes in behavior could be part of a gradual transition into 

adulthood and order, away from the disordered and ‘unruly’ spaces of childhood (Cloke 

and Jones 2005). Recreational experiences are also known to differ by cultural 

background (Larson and Verma 1999; Nishino and Larson 2003). Whether decreasing 

outdoor play opportunities and changing leisure preferences could be linked remains 

unclear. However, the popularity of video games could signify teenagers’ appropriation 

of cyberspace as new ‘unclaimed territory’ (Cloke and Jones 2005), a new way to 

escape adult control and construct identities (Thomas 2007) in ways not afforded by 

highly ordered and regulated built environments. 

‘For your own good’: children’s safety or adults’ convenience? 

Most respondents in this study recalled that they experienced no problems when using 

IGS either as children or teenagers, that very few were not allowed to use it by their 

parents; less than 20% experienced any danger of injury. This provides some important 

context: while Ward (1978) already reported children were severely restricted in their 

outdoor play and mobility due to parental safety concerns, newer research suggested 
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this tendency may be increasing (Valentine and McKendrick 1997; Karsten 2005; Pyle 

2002). Respondents could be romanticizing their childhood, yet researchers have shown 

this is not necessarily the case (Valentine and McKendrick 1997). Could IGS and 

similar spaces have been safer in the past, or could they have offered greater freedom 

from regulation, surveillance and order? There is little evidence to support this. Efforts 

to prevent children playing without supervision in the ‘gutter’ or street stretch back to 

the first decades of the 20st century (Read 2010; Los Angeles Department of 

Playground and Recreation 1938). In Los Angeles for example, supervised play was  

intended to ward off ‘un-Americanism’ as well as delinquency and the high cost of 

corrective institutional measures (Los Angeles Department Playground and Recreation 

1938). An unsafe environment was thought to foster juvenile delinquency (Burgess 

1916). However, the reason for increased parental restrictions may be found not in a 

more dangerous environment, but in a shift of parents’ attitudes, beliefs and values – a 

shift to even tighter regulation, surveillance and control (Karsten 2005; Cloke and Jones 

2005). 

Recent research has shown children and young adults face problems in finding places 

for free play and unstructured activity (Ward Thompson 2012). Respondent Akiko (42, 

female, from Sapporo) attests to such problems in Japan: 

“Today, there’s no place for young teenagers to go other than hanging out in front 

of convenience stores. Even in Doraemon* the children play in vacant lots every 

day. And parks are so overmaintained there’s nothing except a few ants.” (*a 

famous Japanese cartoon series, Authors’ note) 

Scholars argue this problem highlights the underlying conflict between 

children’s need for experiencing adventure and risk, and the trend of constant adult 

supervision and a low-risk parenting paradigm that denies children such experience 

(Gaster 1991; Pyle 2002; Cloke and Jones 2005). Mugford (2012, 94) notes such 

conflict is reflected in IGS-related child literature, where “the role of ‘parent’ 

constitutes a barrier to children’s access to challenging places and experiences”. She 

questions whether this is always done for the good of the child, asking “how many of 

the barriers to children’s adventurous play are not for the protection of children and 

based around genuine health and safety concerns, but are purely for adult convenience” 

(Mugford 2012, 92). Pyle (2002) also reports that even parents who used IGS in their 

youth may deny their children the same opportunity. But some researchers have argued 
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that the dangers and risks found in IGS may contribute to their attractiveness, and may 

provide opportunities valuable for young people’s development (Ward Thompson 2012; 

Edensor et al. 2012; Nohl 1990). This study’s results support these arguments, because 

they suggest respondents in both cities understood the danger but were not scared of 

using IGS. The topic of children’s access to informal nature warrants further research 

because, as respondent Thomas (41, male, from Brisbane) argues, such IGS-related 

aspects of the human-nature relationship may have wide-ranging implications: 

 “I think that there is a clear link between growing up in an area where children can 

"interact" with their environment, and environmental awareness/compassion as an 

adult. I have travelled extensively and I have seen areas where children grow up in 

high rise apartments, with only infrequent access to a sterile (i.e., unchanging) park, 

and these have been the areas of the most unnecessary (and widespread) 

environmental damage.” 

Does the fascination of IGS for young people lie in its natural features or in the 

weakened influence of adult order and power? Cloke and Jones (2005) argue childhood 

should be conceptualized in terms of otherness, rather than innocence, and disordered 

spaces represent territories of becoming-other. The seminal works by Ward (1978) and 

Moore (1986) provide considerable evidence for this – photographs document 

children’s informal play and ‘turf maps’, visualizing their understanding of landscape. 

As Cloke and Jones (2005, 321–322) observe, Moore (1986) ‘focuses heavily on the 

importance of “rough ground” and “abandoned places” as potential sites of childhood 

becoming’. Is the ‘green’ in IGS thus important, or even necessary? We propose that the 

spontaneous vegetation characterizing IGS provides a crucial link to the otherness of 

childhood. The plants that grow in IGS are often invasive weeds, thriving in a harsh 

urban environment (Del Tredici 2010) – species whose ‘otherness qualities need to be 

offset’ by beneficial effects before their existence is tolerated (Gobster 2012, 47). 

Overgrown fences, out of control grasses, and unstoppable creepers are visual cues for 

the liminal, informal and derelict that makes IGS attractive (Rupprecht et al., 

forthcoming; Cloke and Jones 2005). 

Playing with bugs: not just for boys 

Only Sapporo respondents showed significant gender differences. Similar differences 

have been reported in the literature before, such as girls spending more time reading 
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while boys are spending more time playing games (Nishino and Larson 2003). While 

previous research portrayed playing with insects as an activity younger boys usually 

engage in (Laurent 2005), this study found a male preference for animal- and plant-

related activities only during teen age years and only in Sapporo. In contrast, respondent 

Keiko (39, female, from Sapporo) described playing with insects as one of the reasons 

why she used IGS: 

“Finding bugs, playing in grass as high as the kids themselves – what a great 

experience for children! It certainly was for me. I found bugs that just weren’t there 

in parks.” 

While male respondents in Sapporo were more likely to recall experiencing few 

if any problems using IGS as teenagers, no category of problems showed a significantly 

higher number of affected female respondents. Further research may be necessary to 

better understand what barriers teenage Japanese girls could be encountering. Generally 

however, differences in IGS use appear to be limited, suggesting IGS may play an 

important role for both boys and girls.   

Limitations 

This study has some limitations and methodological considerations. The relatively low 

response rate (Brisbane 6.4%, Sapporo 8.2%) reflects common difficulties with mail-

back studies (Veal 2011) and demands careful interpretation of the results to avoid 

overgeneralization. However, the sample is sufficient for the exploratory research 

undertaken in this paper. The respondents’ age in this survey covered a large range. 

Consequently, the memories of two individuals may refer to different points in time, 

which may affect the study’s accuracy (Jones 2003). As discussed above, “memory as 

methodology” means we need to be careful in interpreting findings and their 

implications (Jones 2013). Cross-cultural comparative research is commonly based on 

translations of research material such as questionnaires, which may influence the way 

the text is interpreted by respondents. To minimize such influence, the instrument used 

in this study was pilot tested and adjusted with the help of Japanese native speakers. 

Finally, while the respondents were urban residents, the study did not assess the extent 

to which their childhood landscape was urbanized. Respondents growing up in rural 

areas possibly used spaces similar to urban IGS yet still identified themselves as non-

users.  
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Conclusions 

This study examined adult urban residents’ memories of using IGS as children and 

teenagers in Brisbane and Sapporo. The results showed IGS use was very common 

among respondents in both cities, and most frequent during childhood. IGS was used for 

a wide variety of activities. Proximity and distinctive characteristics of IGS were the 

main reasons underpinning its use. Over 74% of respondents did not experience any 

problems when using IGS as children or teenagers. 

These results corroborate previous research suggesting that in the past, children 

and teenagers have used IGS for recreational purposes, especially where there are more 

opportunities for play than those offered by formal greenspace (e.g. parks). However, a 

declining availability of IGS (such as vacant lots), and increasing safety concerns by 

parents may be limiting opportunities available to young people today. This raises a 

number of questions for future research. How do parental restrictions affect children and 

teenagers’ use of IGS? Under what circumstances would parents encourage access to 

and use of IGS? Does the quantity of IGS available for recreation change over time? 

Researchers could interview residents about past IGS use and accompany them on 

walks to retrace and map informal childhood landscapes, possibly with the help of old 

photographs (including aerial photography). GIS analysis could facilitate the 

reconstruction of past access and barriers to access. 

Are attitudes towards IGS changing over time? Such shifts have been observed 

in environmental attitudes (Inglehart 1995) and in parental attitudes towards safety (see 

above). While IGS has received increasing attention from scholars (Rupprecht and 

Byrne 2014a), inter-generational research on urban residents’ attitudes is scarce. 

Interviews with residents, and with professionals with long involvement in greenspace 

policy and planning could be compared with an analysis of policy and historical 

documents (e.g., newspapers, departmental annual reports) to examine how attitudes 

might have shifted. 

What role can urban planning play in providing young people with access to 

IGS? How can planners and designers improve the design of formal greenspaces to 

provide some of the benefits of IGS (e.g. re-wilding some parks)? Research suggests the 

special characteristics of IGS (e.g., legal uncertainty, liability issues) pose a challenge 

for planners, and IGS users are often wary of loosing the freedom and absence of order 

these spaces provide (Campo 2013). As Cloke and Jones note, a ‘culture of threatened 
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litigation’ (2005, 317) can make local authorities and land managers wary about wild, 

unkempt and disorderly spaces – lest they are sued for harm caused to children by 

physical objects, adults, or other children. Could resident-led informal management help 

to make IGS more accepted without losing its potential to provide what formal 

greenspaces cannot (Rupprecht et al., forthcoming)? 

Finding answers to these questions could improve young people’s opportunities 

for informal nature contact. Doing so could potentially benefit not only young people’s 

mental and physical health, but also their interest in nature conservation. As Dunn and 

colleagues (2006) argue, global conservation efforts may depend on the interest people 

have in nature conservation, an interest they form largely through experiencing nature 

within the cities they live in. Could the IGS of today become the treasured urban spaces 

of tomorrow? History has taught us that disparaged urban spaces regularly become 

urban treasures when they are seen in fresh ways. 
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