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Background
After-school programmes are largely documented in the United States, through the 
study of three main outcomes: academic achievement (Eccles and Templeton 2002; Cos-
den et al. 2004), “behavioural skills” (Mahatmya and Lomhan 2011; Rorie et al. 2011) and 
physical health, particularly the prevention of obesity (Elkins et al. 2004). Usually target-
ing children from low socioeconomic background and/or poor neighbourhoods, these 
programmes are assessed through their responsiveness to these main objectives.

In European countries, after-school programmes are progressively integrating edu-
cation and care policies and studies considering this specific type of services are still 
scarce (European Commission et al. 2014). The northern countries were the first ones to 
develop recreational services, as we will call them from now on, around the 1960s–1970s 
(Zeiher 2011). They were immediately conceived as part of a fully integrated early 
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childhood education and care (ECEC) system, which includes preschool, school and rec-
reational services for school-aged children into a coherent, multifunctional and inclusive 
system (Kaga et al. 2010; Zeiher 2011). This universalist model of ECEC policy refers to 
the decommodification of social benefits (Esping-Andersen 1999), where every citizen is 
entitled to benefits, regardless of his/her contribution to the labour market. Elsewhere in 
Europe, the interest of public authorities in children’s free time was more recent (around 
the mid-1990s) and rather motivated by economic, demographic, societal and spatial 
circumstances (Frønes 2011; Zeiher 2011).

On a societal level, the development of recreational services within ECEC policies 
takes part in the broader process of defamilisation (McLaughlin and Glendinning 1994) 
that has progressively externalised the care of children. Denmark, Finland, Norway and 
Sweden are clearly the first countries to have combined this externalisation of care of 
young children with the development of relevant public policies (Millar and Warman 
1996; Leira 2002). Mothers’ increased participation to the labour market created a need 
for childcare solutions outside of the home. From an exclusive responsibility of fami-
lies, the care of young children has thus shifted towards a shared responsibility with 
public authorities that has led to the development of distinct ECEC policies in Europe, 
concerning childcare and preschool services (Leira 2002). Recreational services have 
followed thereafter and, in the Scandinavian welfare system where an expanding propor-
tion of children are using recreational services, childhood is more and more becoming 
an “institutionalised” experience (Rasmussen 2004).

On a scientific level, institutional issues regarding children’s free time revolve around 
four main aspects: (1) children’s rights in reference to the Convention on the Rights of 
the Child (United Nations General Assembly 1989), with the issues of accessibility to 
services and infrastructures, or the freedom of choice and free disposition of one’s own 
free time, and also to the right to play; (2) public health priorities (Dyment 2013; World 
Health Organization (WHO) 2014), and more precisely the obesity epidemic (WHO); (3) 
socio-educational challenges (Durlak et al. 2010; Guèvremont et al. 2014), such as school 
readiness, equity in school achievement, or language acquisition; and (4) public invest-
ments, through the setting of priorities. Where the first aspect, relating to children’s 
rights, deals with the present child and his current wellbeing, the three other aspects 
refer to what Mollo-Bouvier (1994) and Strandell (2013) have associated with invest-
ments in human capital. These debates are paramount, since they significantly contrib-
ute to the case of recreational services as part of ECEC policies.

Children’s free time can, however, not be limited to formal recreational activities. Vari-
ous approaches to free time co-exist: from a residual perspective, of what is left after 
paid and unpaid labour (or school time) as well as personal care are subtracted (Goo-
din et  al. 2005; Janssen and Rosu 2015), to an elective perspective, where the notions 
of choice (Vandewater et  al. 2006) and leisure (Nippold et  al. 2005) are central. Con-
cerning children, recreational institutions can then either be included, excluded or be 
the focus of attention, depending on what aspects are in the definition. In a broad and 
inclusive perspective, children’s free time covers a heterogeneity of situations that range 
from hobbies to sports, toys and games, outdoor play, reading, watching television, and 
hanging out (McHale et al. 2001). In a context of increasing development and use of rec-
reational activities within children’s free time, one could wonder what is still free in free 
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time? Free play has shown its broad impact on young children’s development, beyond 
physical health, on attention (cognitive development), affiliation (social development), 
and affect (emotional development) (Burdette and Whitaker 2005; Ginsburg et al. 2007). 
Moreover, children’s emotional wellbeing is positively affected by their perception of an 
activity as play (Howard and McInnes 2012). When asked, children do describe recrea-
tional activities as activities that offer them more opportunities to choose their play, in 
comparison to home and to school playgrounds (King and Howard 2012). Issues related 
to free time are complex; more research is thus needed, from the standpoint of children, 
to assess the related benefits of recreational activities, as part of ECEC policies, within 
the panel of activities that children have access to in their free time.

Besides the choice and nature of activities, children’s free time is also affected by spa-
tial configurations. In urban contexts, children’s free time is as much an issue of space as 
it is of time. High building density, combined with housing pressure on open spaces, and 
a higher density of traffic, leading to mobility issues (Oliver et al. 2011), have rendered 
access to safe and high-standard green spaces and public playgrounds (Allen et al. 2013) 
an acute challenge. Moreover, the rise of a risk-averse society (Gill 2006) has led to a 
withdrawal of children from the streets and, accordingly, some parents await for sustain-
able options regarding their children’s free time. Besides the needed investments in green 
spaces and playgrounds in urban environments, comprehensive approaches to children’s 
access to public space have flourished. UNICEF has, since 1996, advocated in favour of 
Child Friendly Cities as “places where children’s rights to a healthy, caring, protective, 
educative, stimulating, non-discriminating, inclusive, culturally rich environment are 
addressed” (Riggio 2002). A perspective lobbying for a loose and open spatial organisa-
tion of cities is one that highlights the need for “children’s places”, which are physical and 
symbolic places assigned by children for themselves, instead of only “places for children” 
that are assigned by adults for children (Rasmussen 2004). In fully integrated ECEC 
systems, children are growingly framed by an institutional triangle of ‘places for chil-
dren’—the home arena, the school arena and the recreational facility—underestimating 
children’s experience of restrictions and contradictions. In such circumstances, Rasmus-
sen’s plea leads to the need to investigate the potential effects of such institutionalisation 
on today’s childhoods and the social space for ‘children’s places’.

With a focus on institutional issues relating to children’s wellbeing, our aim in this 
paper is to look at children’s recreational activities in terms of practices and perceived 
benefits. Our research rests upon a socio-ecological approach to wellbeing that heeds 
the intertwined and sometimes unequal nature of children’s experiences with their phys-
ical and social living environments. The issue of recreational activities is thus located 
within the broader context of children’s free time [in the line of McHale et al.’s (2001) 
definition], and studied in relation to contextual (availability of parks and playgrounds; 
access to recreational services) and individual factors (families’ socioeconomic and cul-
tural profiles).

Belgium is characterised by an ECEC ‘split system’, where educational (i.e. preschool 
and compulsory school) and recreational services are under separate ministries and 
distinct regulations. Recreational activities here refer to activities regulated by specific 
childhood legislation and defined as (…) activities offered to children who are of age to go 
to preschool, to primary school or until they reach twelve years old, during their free time 
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and with the exception of weekly periods that are covered by school. It includes independ-
ent supervised activities, as well as educational, cultural and sports activities (Ministère 
de la Communauté française 2003). The format of activities (such as the duration or 
the number of children enrolled per activity) may vary widely between activities (also 
according to the age group targeted) and providers (according to their resources): dur-
ing school year, most activities last around 1 h, and target groups of 7–20 children. The 
choice of activities for young children (under 6 years old) is however rather limited, due 
to a lack of diversity and supply (Aujean 2014). In the Brussels-Capital Region, about 
two-thirds of the services are non-profit organisations with activities outside the school 
premises, while the rest is run by local administrations and mostly takes place in schools 
(Delvaux and Vandekeere 2005). Furthermore, recreational activities are present in all 
types of socioeconomic areas in the Region, as a result of an important effort to coordi-
nate them locally over the last 10 years. However, cooperation with schools and teachers 
is far from generalised, and the recreational sector still suffers from disrepute in terms of 
training, working conditions, wages, and specific pedagogic framework.

Methodology
Dataset

The data come from a research project portraying institutional issues regarding the 
wellbeing of urban children aged between 2 and 8  years. The study took place in the 
Brussels-Capital Region of Belgium, with 28.1 % of its population of foreign nationality 
(ULB-IGEAT and OBSS 2010). The city is characterised by a steady increase in births 
over the past few years; a high proportion of migrants, who largely contribute to these 
births, with one in two of all newborns’ mothers not being Belgian at the time of their 
child’s birth (Leroy et al. 2013); and high socioeconomic inequalities among the popula-
tion, i.e. housing conditions, employment, education and health (De Spiegelaere et  al. 
2009; OBSS 2014). In respect to these socio-demographic characteristics, the Brussels-
Capital Region differs from the other two regions of Belgium (Flanders and Wallonia). 
As for policies and institutions of the Flemish Community and of the French-speaking 
Community concerning children, they overlap in Brussels. The region could be consid-
ered in that way as a kind of ‘Belgian laboratory’. The families are free to use services 
from either Community. Although French and Dutch are the official languages of the 
region, with French as its most used language, roughly half of Brussels’ inhabitants do 
not have either one as their mother tongue (Janssens 2013). French-speaking and Dutch-
speaking schools enrol, respectively, 78.9 and 21.1 % of pupils in preschools, and 82.3 
and 17.6 % of pupils in primary schools (IBSA 2012–2013).

In order to design a valid sample, a stratified purposive sample was selected. Firstly, 
four contrasted areas (regrouping several statistical sectors) were selected as survey 
areas, on the basis of three criteria (Table 1): the proportion of children within the popu-
lation, as an inclusion criterion, since only areas with equal to or higher than average 
proportions of children were considered; and the average level of income of the popu-
lation and the level of availability of green areas as our two segmentation criteria. The 
latter serves as an indicator of public investments on behalf of the population of chil-
dren, since only areas with higher than average proportions of children (criterion 1) have 
been selected. Furthermore, green areas (and potential adjoining playgrounds) were 
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considered as an extension of children’s play areas, since they are children’s favoured 
outdoor resource (Legendre 2011).

Secondly, within each area, two groups of proxy, or representatives for children were 
targeted for interviews: school professionals and parents. Indeed, both groups were con-
sidered for their specific expertise on children, as main responsible adults in children’s 
two primary arenas: home and school.

Concerning the construction of our sample of parents, we had one criterion of inclu-
sion: families comprising at least one child aged between 2 and 8 years were considered. 
The selection of families was based on two complementary procedures: parents were 
randomly selected on the basis of a population list (meeting our inclusion criteria: age of 
the child and survey area) and contacted by post, or they were solicited while attending a 
children’s public preventive care centre. All in all, each willing parent was interviewed, 
whether or not from foreign nationality1. Recruiting procedures were stopped in each 
area when saturation was met (Table 2).

As for school professionals, all French-speaking schools in each survey area (inclu-
sion criteria) were solicited by post, to announce our research and request, and then 
by phone, to seek response to our request and, where appropriate, organise our com-
ing. Upon principals’ authorisation, professionals working with children aged between 
2 and 8 years were more specifically solicited (inclusion criterion) and all agreeing par-
ties (teachers, teachers’ assistants, a principal, and a secretary) were interviewed. Our 
segmentation criteria referred to the types of schools (not discussed here) and grade 
levels (from first year of preschool to second year of primary school) included. The tar-
get sample was not met in area 4, due to a lack of availability of school professionals or 
their unwillingness to participate to our research (Table 2). In the one school of that area 

1 Our areas reflect this trend, with variations amounting to: 25 % in area 1 (Moroccans being first); about 30 % in area 2 
(with Turkey and North Africa as firsts); 14 % in area 3; and 27 % (with three quarters originating from Europeans coun-
tries) in area 4. For more detailed information on our sample, see Table 3.

Table 1 Criteria for the selection of survey areas

Proportion of children Level of income Availability of green areas

Area 1 High Low Intermediate

Area 2 High Low Low

Area 3 Intermediate Intermediate High

Area 4 Intermediate High High

Table 2 Description of samples procedures

Families Schools

Solicitation procedures Interviews Solicited  
schools

Participating 
schools

Individual 
interviews

Area 1 50 Post + 2 consultations 5 + 8 6 4 19

Area 2 4 Consultations 12 2 1 6

Area 3 100 Post 13 3 2 7

Area 4 100 Post 12 3 1 1

Total 250 Post + 6 consultations 50 14 8 33
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that had agreed to participate, we stopped after two reminders (phone contacts with the 
principal) since they did not provide any further reaction from the staff or any conclu-
sive idea of incentive towards them. The principal of that school was thus our only pro-
fessional’s interview in that area.

Semi-structured individual interviews2 were carried out in French3 in both groups. 
Topics discussed with the parents included: the household’s composition, its financial 
situation and housing; the neighbourhood’s rating; the family’s social networks and free 
time activities—including recreational activities; as well as the child’s health and care 
(education) pathways, and general wellbeing. With professionals, we covered: the class-
room and school environments (in their physical and social aspects); relationships with 
parents and the neighbourhood; children’s recreational activities and general wellbeing.

Anonymity was ensured and, with participants’ agreement, interviews were recorded 
and transcribed. For the six parents who refused recording, extended reports of the 
interviews were subsequently drafted. All interviews were conducted between May 2010 
and October 2011. For a brief presentation of socio-demographic characteristics of both 
groups of respondents, see Tables 3 and 4. As for the 50 children for whom data were 
collected within families, we find an equal share of boys and girls with a mean age of: 
4.4 in area 1; 4.1 in area 2; 6.0 in area 3; 5.3 in area 4. All children attended preschool at 

2 “Semistructured interviewing is an overarching term used to describe a range of different forms of interviewing most 
commonly associated with qualitative research. The defining characteristic of semistructured interviews is that they have 
a flexible and fluid structure, unlike structured interviews, which contain a structured sequence of questions to be asked 
in the same way of all interviewees. The structure of a semistructured interview is usually organized around an aide 
memoire or interview guide. This contains topics, themes, or areas to be covered during the course of the interview, 
rather than a sequenced script of standardized questions. The aim is usually to ensure flexibility in how and in what 
sequence questions are asked, and in whether and how particular areas might be followed up and developed with differ-
ent interviewees” (Mason 2004).
3 With the exception of one interview where we had to switch to English since the communication was rendered too 
difficult on both ends.

Table 3 Socio-demographic characteristics of families

AL Albania, AO Angola, BE Belgium, BI Burundi, CG Congo, CI Ivory Cost, CM Cameroun, DE Germany, DZ Algeria, FR France, 
GH Ghana, MA Morocco, PT Portugal, SL Sierra Leone, SN Senegal

Household  
type

Number of children 
in household

Parents’ age range (n) Mothers’ nation-
ality at birth

Parents’ activity status 
in household

Single Couple One Two Three 
or more

Mother Father Mother Father

Area 
1

4 9 4 5 4 25–40 (13) 34–49 (9) 8 MA, 2 BE, 1 BI, 1 
CI, 1 DE

8 Inactive; 2 
unem-
ployed; 3 
employed

1 Unem-
ployed; 8 
employed

Area 
2

4 8 2 5 5 25–47 (12) 27–47 (8) 4 MA, 3 BE, 1 AO, 
1 CM, 1 GH, 1 
SL, 1 SN

5 Inactive; 4 
unem-
ployed; 3 
employed

2 Unem-
ployed; 6 
employed

Area 
3

2 11 1 7 5 30–45 (13) 37–52 (11) 6 BE, 2 DZ, 1 AL, 1 
CG, 1 MA, 1 PT

2 Inactive; 2 
unem-
ployed; 9 
employed

1 Inactive; 2 
unem-
ployed; 8 
employed

Area 
4

0 12 3 5 4 34–49 (12) 34–58 (12) 8 BE; 3FR; 1DE 4 Inactive; 8 
employed

12 Employed

Total 10 40 10 22 18 25–49 (50) 27–58 (40) 19 BE, 13 MA, 3 
FR, 2 DE, 2 DZ, 
1 PT, 1 AL, 1 BI, 
1 CG, 1 CI, 1 AO, 
1 CM, 1 GH, 1 
SL, 1 SN

19 Inactive; 8 
unem-
ployed; 23 
employed

5 Unem-
ployed; 1 
inactive; 34 
employed
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some point, which is consistent with local enrolment rates of 96.9 % of two and a half to 
5-years-old children enrolled in 2007–2008 in Brussels (Humblet 2011).

Scope and data analysis

Through an inductive approach of our data, we performed a content analysis of our 
interviews that included: a free floating reading of all transcripts; an inductive identi-
fication process of categories related to wellbeing; and therein the identification and 
labelling of categories that corresponded to institutional issues; the embedding of the 
analysis of these issues in our socio-ecological framework. Through that process, rec-
reational activities, as part of the broader issue of free time emerged as a main topic 
of interest for parents; where they showed much care for their children’s free time, the 
issue of recreational activities crystallised the tensions between individual strategies and 
perspectives and contextual factors—as expressed by families. Their practices on the one 
hand, and their discourses as well as those of school professionals on the other hand, are 
confronted here.

Results
The analysis of parents’ practices of and discourses on recreational activities, as part of 
children’s wellbeing in their free time, permitted us to identify a generalised used among 
them of parks and playgrounds, and three broad profiles of positioning about utilisa-
tion of recreational services. Based on demand and accessibility issues, as expressed by 
parents, these three profiles are labelled as: users, voluntary non-users and involuntary 
non-users of recreational activities. As for the analysis of professionals’ perspectives 
on recreational activities, it lead to the identification of one main type of discourse, the 
school discourse, which is presented at last and confronted to parents’ perspectives.

The results hereunder thus contain two broad sections: families’ patterns of use and 
discourses on the one hand, and school professionals’ discourses on the other hand.

Families perspectives

Some convergences among families

All in all, every family addressed the issue of physical activity, as part of children’s well-
being, through recreational activities and/or family activities. All 50 families reported 
going to parks and playgrounds with their children, but they did it according to very 

Table 4 Socio-demographic characteristics of school professionals

Sex Age Years of  
experience

Teaching grades/position

M0-1 M1-2 M2-3 P1 P2 Other

Area 1 19 F 23–50 1–30 3 1 5 4 3 P4

Secretary

Trainer (M0-P6)

Area 2 6 F 27–48 5–27 2 2 1 0 1 /

Area 3 6 F, 1 M 31–49 1–27 3 0 2 0 0 Principal

Secretary

Area 4 1 M 39 4 (10) 0 0 0 0 0 Principal

Total 31 F, 2 M 23–50 1–30 8 3 8 4 4 6 Others
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different patterns. In socio-economically disadvantaged neighbourhoods, characterised 
by small housing, larger families and households with limited resources, green spaces 
and public playgrounds were reported to be visited every other day in area 1 (high avail-
ability) and more likely only over the weekend in area 2 (low availability), where families 
had to go further away. The availability of public transportation and/or cycling tracks 
was mentioned as being decisive when it comes to getting to these parks and green 
spaces.

‘So we take the bike, we go up there since there are cycling tracks. They’re safe so we 
can go up to the playground by bike. And they can ride.’ (Mother, two children, area 
3)

Recreational activities were also widely reported by parents as in favour of their chil-
dren’s wellbeing. But before going into it in details, let us mention some restrictions 
encountered by most families: (a) high fees, especially for the summer period; (b) over-
specialisation of services, regarding age groups or type of activities, since families with 
more than one child have to juggle with several services at the same time; (c) unsup-
ported daily trips between school and services, during office hours; (d) uneven distribu-
tion of supply, since certain activities cannot be found within a reasonable distance; (e) 
and poor access to information regarding available activities and the appropriate time to 
book them were mentioned as problems in our interviews. These barriers were mostly 
reported as limitations of use rather than actual barriers to access. Indeed, the funda-
mental difference that we observed between families referred to their perspective on the 
benefits of recreational activities for children’s wellbeing, even if for some families that 
were deprived of access to recreational activities for their children, affordability was the 
key issue.

Some main divergences among families

Now, as we will show, families can be distinguished into three main profiles, regarding 
the combination of their uses of and perspective on recreational activities: users, invol-
untary non-users, and voluntary non-users. These profiles take into account parents’ 
motivations to use or not to use recreational activities in relation to their children’s well-
being, and so they reflect distinct educational models, financial circumstances and levels 
of availability of parents to take care of their children during their free time. We will 
review these main aspects raised by parents in order to refine these three profiles.

Users, a diverse community

About half of children (23 out of 50) were reported as participating in recreational 
activities, from one to five times per week. Thus what could wrongly appear, in this fol-
lowing section, as distinct types of recourse to recreational activities depending on the 
discussed activity (sports, arts, outdoor activities, etc.) may well in fact depict various 
ways in which certain families see the many potential benefits of recreational activities 
for their children.

Many parents emphasised the need for fun and leisure time in recreational activities 
so that it offers children experiences outside the activities and goals of school. This per-
spective on children’s needs, centred on the pleasure and contents of activities chosen 
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by children, was a common denominator among them. And so was the need to be phys-
ically active. Sport was indeed the most cited recreational activity, since it concerned 
21 out of the 23 children enrolled in one. Psychomotor activities were widely reported 
among younger children (preschoolers), individual sports (gymnastics, tennis, swim-
ming, martial arts, etc.) across all ages, as were team sports (basketball and football) but 
more marginally.

‘Sport is good for the development of the body.’ (Mother, four children, area 1)

About ten parents insisted on the need for activities that go beyond a simple attend-
ance, to offer opportunities for children to discover and learn about the world. Recrea-
tional services were thus identified as a gateway onto the world, besides children’s two 
main living environments (home and school). More so, five parents explicitly empha-
sised the learning process involved in activities: some were referring to specific con-
tents that were not necessarily available at school or home (with ‘school-like’ activities 
as second most popular type of recreational activities, learning another language was 
extremely popular); others referred to the transmission of values, such as ‘effort’ and 
‘perseverance’, with an activity that lasted over time.

Music is a fun thing. It needs some getting used to and some practice. We must also 
learn that if we do something regularly and with some effort, it’ll be fun afterwards. 
At first and then from time to time, it’s hard. But if we continue, it’s to get the experi-
ence. (Mother, three children, area 4)

The opportunity to socialise with peers was also largely stressed as a gain from par-
ticipating in recreational activities. Although all children in our sample were attending 
school or preschool, and were thus already in contact with peers, many parents looked 
at recreational activities as a distinct opportunity to interact with other children. These 
services were then seen as a social environment, distinct from home and from school. 
Children would be confronted with other rules and other people, and would then learn 
more about respect and living together.

‘I like it a lot. It opens their mind, they discover other things, they’re under an 
authority that is not ours. (…) They must follow the rules, that means hold hands, 
behave normally in society.’ (Father, two children, area 2)

For other families, participation achieves social reproduction. Youth movements were 
specifically reported as all three parents whose children were enlisted in such organi-
sations specified that it was because they, as parents, had participated when they were 
young. Families with high cultural and economic capital selected activities for their own 
children by activating their social networks (friends and parents from school mostly).

It is arranged between the parents: ‘Who wants to do soccer?’ There are five boys 
now who do soccer, so we can manage. It’s great. Hockey, he does it with his friends, 
horse riding with his friends, flute too. There are always friends. It’s good. (Mother, 
three children, area 4)

Five other families had registered their children to Arab or Islamic classes. In such 
cases, the cultural (religious or linguistic) transmission was explicit.
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‘Us, parents, we have been to the Islamic school, we know what religion is. Because 
there are some who are Muslims like that, but who don’t know anything. But I want 
my children to know it.’ (Mother, four children, area 1)

Involuntary non-users, or when choice is not the issue

We encountered about a dozen families for whom choice of recreational activities was 
not the issue. These families were suffering from social isolation and precariousness or 
even poverty, either brought on by a change in the household situation (single mothers), 
employment termination (by both parents), or a child’s poor health (an undiagnosed 
frailty or a late discovery of deafness), but always by a more general profile of immi-
grant families with a low educational background. Among these families, single mothers 
appeared estranged from their own neighbourhood, standing out as single parents in an 
environment where dual households are the most common social unit.

In such contexts, recreational activities were often depicted as part of an unknown 
territory. Some families had never even heard of such services, although many showed 
interest in them. Other parents expressed their hopelessness to be able to offer such 
activities to their children due to lack of money, time, or resources to anticipate and 
react to unexpected events.

Yes, sure, activities for children… Me, I don’t know where, I don’t know… [Why 
would you want that?] To play… I don’t know. Because, me, I have the children, no 
activities, I didn’t know [experience] activities, me… Yes… It would be nice; it’s best, 
activities for children (Single Mother, two children, area 1)

Recreational activities were seen in this group, like school, as places for new opportu-
nities for children; opportunities that they, as parents, could not provide.

Voluntary non-users, when family is the absolute priority

Lastly and more surprisingly, some 15 interviewed families did not consider recreational 
activities as beneficial to their children’s wellbeing. The economic function of recrea-
tional activities was invoked as a main explanation for not using the services. Indeed, 
without trying to downgrade or argue against their quality, these parents perceived rec-
reational services as solely designed for children whose parents were both working and 
who had thus limited availability to take care of them. As it was, we were facing here 
two-parent families, with at least one economically inactive parent—neither employed 
nor unemployed—(in all but one case the mother was inactive), and who were all (first 
or second generation) migrants.

‘No… [You’re not interested by these services?] No… but I’m here. I prefer when we 
are together when there’s no school. It’s important to be with the family. (Mother, 
three children, area 2)

These parents deeply stressed their wish to spend as much time as possible with their 
children, to enjoy plenty of quality-time as a family. Those moments were depicted as 
full days spent over the weekend at the park (i.e. wider open spaces, situated outside of 
their neighbourhood and comprising parks, playgrounds and other facilities for families 
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with small children), or with the extended family or very close friends. There appeared 
to be a certain idea of tradition and positive routine for the whole family.

What sorts of divergences?

Without trying to draw hasty conclusions, lets us note that the two families with the 
same socio-demographic pattern as voluntary non-user families whose children did use 
recreational activities were families where the mother, though immigrant, had been fully 
educated in Belgium—as opposed to a later arrival in the country as a child or adoles-
cent with their parents. One could hypothesise that the full experience of the Belgian 
education system, by either one of the parents themselves (or maybe just the mothers, as 
in our case), may have reduced, to some extent, the unfamiliarity gap with the local edu-
cational services—which would, in this case, include recreational activities.

Having fun and leisure time, discovering and learning about the world, socialising and 
ensuring cultural and social reproduction are the main features that help us see how 
families’ characteristics and context can come together to define different educational 
patterns regarding children’s free time.

Into the school discourse

Perspectives on recreational activities of users’ families were close to those of school 
professionals.

According to professionals, recreational activities expose children to otherness 
through a diversity of experiences, outside the familiarity of home and school environ-
ments, which help them grow and eventually gain empowerment. Focus was either set 
on new activities (whether sports, arts, culture, or others), new people (essentially peer 
relationships), new territories (mainly outside of a highly deprived neighbourhood), new 
mentalities (regarding rules, for instance), or on new aspects of children’s developing 
personality—in terms of their potential.

Interestingly, they made parallel comments about school trips, whether these cov-
ered general activities (sports, culture or arts) or specific interactions with the natural 
environment. School professionals perceived, to various degrees, that one of their mis-
sions was to open up children to possibilities that the world has to offer and the need to 
behave respectfully towards it. In this manner, professionals aimed to render children 
full citizens—with rights and obligations.

Museums are fundamental! Just as to go see people who tell tales, with puppets, with 
any support… actually anything that is artistic and that allows therefore a greater 
tolerance because of a better understanding of the world. (Female teacher, 15 years 
of experience)

Behind the idea of widening children’s perspectives, some professionals specifically 
mentioned the inability of the educational system to stem the production of inequali-
ties. With that in mind, more than one emphasised the added value of recreational 
activities, especially for disadvantaged children and children with learning disabilities, 
as well as for children living in a foreign monolingual home environment. Recreational 
activities were then seen as additional educational environments. In this perspective, the 
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institutional triangle is acknowledged: home, school and recreational activities all form 
places for educational experiences.

Conversely, other professionals depicted the extreme tiredness of certain children who 
were over-exposed to recreational activities. As was previously mentioned, children 
in our sample were reported to participate in up to five activities per week. So these 
professionals pleaded for a more comprehensive approach to children’s time, one that 
acknowledges the time spent at school and the energy that it requires.

Even the ones in M3 are tired at three thirty… It’s long! (So what’s the best?) Ideally, 
to go home, to rest, to take the time to have a snack, and then, after, to do something, 
if one feels like it. But not necessarily every day, and not with this rhythm. (Female 
teacher, 10 years of experience)

Professionals also brought up children’s need for idleness. Such time was conceived as 
a time away from productivity and organised activities (i.e. recreational activities), a time 
for freedom and boredom. This perspective thus advocates for free time as a time and 
place designed by children.

Playing with friends, it’s learning! To play freely, I mean. Without setting any chal-
lenge, without imagining for them. (…) I think it is as enriching and important for 
the general wellbeing, as to always keep them busy, without letting them imagine, 
create, structure their learning. (Female teacher, 20 years of experience)

Discussion
The point of view of parents and school professionals: so what?

In this paper, we have studied recreational activities in relation to children’s wellbeing. 
Parents and school professionals that we interviewed had distinct perspectives.

Parents expressed a variety of perspectives on the potential benefits of recreational 
activities for their children’s wellbeing. Three profiles, economically and socio-culturally 
driven, were drawn out: voluntary non-users, involuntary non-users and users of rec-
reational activities. Where issues of social isolation and economic deprivation explained 
much of the pattern of involuntary non-users, family educational patterns distinguished 
the voluntary non-users from the users. Indeed voluntary non-users expressed their 
choice not to enrol their children in recreational activities, while users did the oppo-
site. However, where choice would seem to be a core aspect here, one could ask to what 
extent we can speak of actual choice. Indeed, differences in family resources, in refer-
ence to social and cultural capitals (Bourdieu 1979), combined with differences of access 
to recreational services due to contextual factors (mainly linked to the supply structure 
and the costs of services), affect families’ capacities to understand the nature of the offer 
of recreational services, as part of ECEC policies, and thereafter to make real choices 
for their children. Indeed, all parents showed interest for school and its paramount role 
in defining their children’s future. But coming back to recreational activities, it seemed 
we had on the one hand families reproducing habits of using recreational services, and 
on the other hand families reproducing the habit of not using them. However, the fact 
that involuntary non-users and users acknowledged the three components of the insti-
tutional triangle (Rasmussen 2004)—home, school and recreational services—as part of 
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children’s wellbeing, while voluntary non-user families did not (only home and school 
were identified), leads us to nuance this perspective. Indeed, the profile of involuntary 
non-users corresponds to parents most of whom have not experienced these local rec-
reational activities themselves. Yet they perceive these activities as opportunities, which 
they cannot provide themselves, for their children (Kaat et al. 2011). Individual and con-
textual factors do appear to produce various perspectives and practices among families 
concerning recreational activities for their children.

Among school professionals, recreational activities were repeatedly identified as 
opportunities to develop social and educational skills. Children from migrant low socio-
economic backgrounds were more specifically targeted, through the benefits of language 
acquisition and the prevention of school difficulties. We should emphasise that these 
educational benefits were likely this widely mentioned in our interviews since most pro-
fessionals were working in neighbourhoods of low socioeconomic status. Nevertheless, 
the temptation would be great to label recreational services as part of a toolset to coun-
ter school inequalities, especially since the educational system in Belgium is known to 
increase social inequalities (PISA 2012), and preschool participation being less frequent 
among migrant families (European commission et al. 2014).

In principle, recreational services under French-speaking authorities aim to contrib-
ute to the development and wellbeing of children, as well as to social inclusion. They do 
not, as such, target educational benefits. When confronting parents’ perspectives on the 
institutional discourse—as of school professionals we interviewed—about the benefits of 
recreational activities for children’s wellbeing, we see the proximity between user fami-
lies and school professionals on the one hand, and the distance between voluntary non-
user families and school professionals on the other hand. In other words, where users 
and professionals acknowledge the institutional triangle, voluntary non-users do not. 
Moreover, it appears that the children who would benefit the most from recreational 
activities, according to professionals, would be the least likely to resort to these when 
considering families’ profiles.

Policy issues

On a macro-level, this proximity of discourses between school professionals and families 
using recreational services leads to the question of the underlying values of accessibil-
ity of the recreational sector. In other words, it is unclear if the policy on recreational 
services follows a universalist model, based on the inclusion of all who desire to use such 
services, or if it follows a universalising model, based on a dominant and homogene-
ous model of “good childhood” that would now also concern how children spend their 
free time. The diversity of factors explaining the (non)-recourse to recreational activities 
requires a policy that addresses the complex challenges of accessibility, one that would 
require the acknowledgement of the diversity of families and therefore of their needs 
(Vander Gucht 1995). So far, the recourse to these services is considered as an opportu-
nity that is at the discretion of families and that is used on voluntary basis.

A clarification on the status and the objectives of this developing policy is also needed 
to avoid the limitations of ‘established truths’ (Strandell 2013) that mask normalising 
discourses, such as the one of a “good childhood”. In this line, the political argument 
should be distinguished from the scientific one; too much emphasis is nowadays devoted 
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to economic efficiency in political debates regarding ECEC policies, clearing out all pos-
sibilities of various policy orientations (Morabito et al. 2013).

If research on recreational activities has mainly focused on educational benefits and 
has shown certain positive results on at-risk populations (Durlak et al. 2010), we do not 
know if the use of such services would have any impact on school inequalities in Bel-
gium, and therefore on school achievement. Research is still needed, especially in a con-
text where a growing discourse on their perceived educational benefits is observed and 
could lead to a broader promotion of their use.

Furthermore, one could wonder how a policy towards systematic or broad enrolment 
in recreational activities would affect children’s free time. Far from denying the actual 
recreational potential of these services, the access of children to non-institutionalised 
free time would be compromised. Yet, as was mentioned in our results, parents and 
professionals do consider children’s access to an actual free time as paramount for their 
wellbeing. Research has also shown that children conceive free time as time away from 
adult supervision (Mayall 2000). Children’s right to free time is increasingly pressured 
by a reduced autonomy in their play (Veith et al. 2006) and by an increasingly utilitar-
ian approach towards their free time (Mollo-Bouvier 1994), which renders idleness an 
increasingly difficult activity for them to justify to adults (Griffiths 2011). This issue 
surely needs further investigations.

At last, let us emphasise that the development and sustainability of public policies 
regarding recreational activities in highly dense and heterogeneous urban environments 
relies on the interconnectedness of distinct policies—such as spatial planning, mobil-
ity, or education (Hood 2007), in order to meet an increasingly diverse demand: from 
full defamilisation (McLaughlin and Glendinning 1994), which calls for a broad supply 
of recreational services, to full refamilisation of free time, which relies on other pub-
lic investments to support families with children in their free time. Indeed, as we have 
shown it, the availability of parks and playgrounds is part of this equation of children’s 
free time in the Brussels-Capital Region. The literature shows that children themselves 
consider these outdoor spaces to be important spaces for play (Griffiths 2011), although 
they do not use them all in the same ways (Legendre 2011)—as was the case in our 
study. There is an overriding need for proximity, quality and diversity in the supply of 
these infrastructures: mixed-spaces for families with several children (Veith et al. 2006), 
as well as for children to exercise their creativity (Fjørtoft 2004). At the level of cities, 
neighbourhood greenness has proven to encourage children to go out and be physically 
active (Grisby-Toussaint et al. 2011). But safety has been repeatedly reported as parents’ 
main concern regarding their children’s outdoor activities (Gill 2006; Veith et al. 2006; 
Carver et al. 2008). Children themselves complain about their unequal access to public 
space, as well as to leisure and play infrastructures in urban environments (Hood 2007). 
Cross-sectoral policies are thus needed: social cohesion, accessibility to structures, and 
traffic safety have all been identified as paramount (Aarts et al. 2011).

Conclusion
Individual and contextual factors do appear to produce various perspectives and prac-
tices among families concerning the use of recreational services for their children. 
Parks and playgrounds on the other hand are used by all families. Nevertheless, the 
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potentially socially driven nature of the use of such services begs for more research. The 
acknowledgment of a diversity of perspectives on the added value of recreational activi-
ties, as elective activities, to children’s wellbeing leads to the recognition of a diversity 
of practices and of needs. In this perspective, affordability in children’s free time can 
be addressed, policy-wise, through two main channels: the provision of high-quality, 
diverse and accessible recreational services, in the line of a universalist model; and an 
parallel offer of parks and playgrounds in combination with an improved access to public 
space at large for children. In so doing, children’s access to free time would be ensured 
and the need for children’s places would be in balance with the need for places for chil-
dren (Rasmussen 2004).
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