
The Issue

Physical activity is linked with promoting health and preventing obesity 

among children, and active outdoor play is highly important for healthy 

child development. Yet children today do not play outside as much as their 

parents did. Safety concerns and communities that lack access to safe 

places for play contribute to this decline in physical activity and outdoor 

play. Some communities organize Play Streets—temporary street closures 

that provide equipment, games and a safe, supervised place to play—to 

help encourage more children and families to engage in active outdoor 

play. This study systematically identified and reviewed information about 

Play Streets from 36 sources of non-academic literature, such as websites 

and local reports, to learn about how Play Streets are typically organized.

Results

Overall findings

The 36 non-academic sources reviewed provided 

important information about how Play Streets are put 

on, although the amount of detail available from each 

source significantly varied. The effectiveness of Play 

Streets in promoting physical activity or other outcomes 

was rarely mentioned. Outcomes that were mentioned 

mainly consisted of the number of people who 

attended. Non-academic literature on Play Streets could 

do more to encourage and help other communities 

implement Play Streets if they included more detail 

about the impacts of Play Streets and how they are 

organized.

Participation at Play Streets

Several sources (14 of 36) reported the number of 

people who participated in a Play Street. Nine sources 

described directly marketing Play Streets to children 

and families to encourage attendance. Five sources 

specifically held Play Streets in communities that 

lacked access to physical activity facilities, had low 

socioeconomic status residents, and/or had residents 

who were people of color. Information on race or 

ethnicity of the Play Street attendees was not reported 

by most of the sources.

Effectiveness of Play Streets

Fourteen of the sources included information about 

the effectiveness of Play Streets. Success of a Play Street 

was commonly measured by whether attendance 

increased with each subsequent Play Street held in 

a certain location. Five sources mentioned that Play 

Streets improved safety and relationships among 

neighbors, most often reported through interviews or 

focus groups. One source reported that Play Streets 

allowed more than 8,100 hours of physical activity 

among participating children; however, there was no 

information about how this was determined. Four 

sources surveyed participants to ask about their feelings 

toward Play Streets. Most of the people surveyed (more 

than 80%) felt Play Streets improved safety and wanted 

Play Streets to happen at least once per month.
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Implications 

 � Play Streets can provide a safe place for children and families to play and encourage children to actively play 

outdoors. 

 � Some sources reported positive feelings toward Play Streets and increased sense of safety among attendees; 

however, the results of this review show that non-academic literature has not clearly reported information on 

the effectiveness of Play Streets. 

 � Play Streets are gaining popularity, as evidenced by the growth of communities organizing Play Streets after 

seeing other locations do so. Reports about how Play Streets are implemented and their impact are needed to 

understand best practices and to help more communities organize and use Play Streets.

Methodology

 � A systematic search was conducted of non-academic literature on Play Streets to identify relevant documents 

published in English through 2017. 

 � Thirty-six sources were examined, and information about Play Streets was collected. 

 � The RE-AIM (Reach, Effectiveness, Adoption, Implementation, and Maintenance) framework was used to 

gather information from each source. This means information about the participants, effectiveness, adoption, 

implementation, and continuation of Play Streets was collected from each source.

Adoption of Play Streets

The adoption of Play Streets involves understanding 

what inspired people to host a Play Street. Twenty Play 

Streets started from partnerships between community 

advocacy groups and city departments, including those 

concerned with physical activity (e.g., departments 

of parks and recreation). Some sources reported they 

started Play Streets because other cities had them and 

multiple sources mentioned Play Streets in New York, 

which were initially founded by the Police Athletic 

League.

Characteristics of Play Streets

Seventeen sources described the types of equipment 

and activities available at Play Streets, including hula 

hoops, jump ropes, bicycles, and hopscotch. How the 

equipment was used and by whom was not reported 

by any of the sources. Thirteen of the sources reported 

the use of staff or volunteers to supervise Play Streets. 

Seven sources mentioned the cost of Play Streets, which 

ranged from $312 for a block party permit to $30,000 to 

host a Play Street with paid staff.

Continuation of Play Streets

Twenty-six sources mentioned Play Streets that 

happened more than once, and eight sources 

mentioned Play Streets that only happened once. Six 

sources mentioned that the people who organized 

Play Streets wanted to hold them more frequently and/

or increase the number of people who participated in 

them. Fourteen of the sources mentioned Play Streets 

were only held during the summer months. 
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