
Summary: Decline of Play and the Rise of Psychopathology in Children and Adolescents  

(From Peter Grey. Also a Ted Talk)  

 Children are designed in our biological make-up to engage in (free play)  

o Free Play: freely chosen, “for the activity itself”, requires cooperation 

o 50’s, 60s, 70s, 80s- kids were outside all the time 

o Daily, 3 hours per day 

 Major Decline in Free Play: Parents sight fear- (traffic, bullies, child predators) 

o In truth the rate of child abduction has decline since the 90’s and is very 

o But children taken by strangers or slight acquaintances represent only one-hundredth of 

1 percent of all missing children.  

o We are safer today than we ever have been.  

 Increased time in school, homework, and adult directed activities (extra-curricular)  

o Recess time at schools decreased 

o More involvement in structured activities 

 Major increase in anxiety and depression 

o Approximately 85 percent of young people in the most recent samples have anxiety and 

depression scores greater than the average scores for the same age group in the 1950s. 

o Rates of anxiety and depression among children and adolescents were far lower during 

the Great Depression, World War II, the cold war, and the turbulent 1960s and early 

1970s than they are today. The changes seem to have much more to do with the way 

young people view the world than with the way the world actually is. 

 Reduced sense of personal control (despite increase in health, safety, and wealth) 

o Yet, the data indicates that young people's beliefs that they have control over their own 

destinies have declined continually. 

o The shift was so great that the average young person in 2002 was more external (more 

prone to claim lack of personal control) than were 80 percent of young people in the 

1960s. 

 Increased Narcissism 

o Individuals who score high on this scale tend to exploit others for personal gain, tend to 

value self-aggrandizement over cooperation, are more likely than others to commit 

white collar crimes, rank themselves unduly high in leadership abilities, and tend to lash 

out angrily in response to criticism. 

o The level rose sufficiently so that by 2007 nearly 70 percent of college students scored 

higher in narcissism than the average college student in 1982 

o Narcissists commonly experience anxiety and depression when their experiences with 

reality run counter to their high self-views. Moreover, narcissists are likely to attribute 

the lack of congruity between their perceived superior qualities and their relative lack of 

status and achievement in the world to factors beyond their control, a tendency 

consistent with an external locus of control. 

o Shifts toward greater materialism, which is a strong correlate of narcissism 

o U.S. college students who ranked "Being very well off financially" among their most 

important goals increased from 46 percent in 1967 to 73 percent in 2006. Over the same 



period, the comparable percentage for "Developing a meaningful philosophy of life" 

dropped from 86 percent in 1967 to 42 percent in 2006.2 

 Explanation for the rise in psychopathology: extrinsic vs. intrinsic goals 

o Intrinsic goals: developing competence at an activity that one enjoys, making friends, 

finding meaning in life, and pursuing a heartfelt religious path are examples 

o Extrinsic goals: getting high grades in school, making lots of money, achieving high 

status, and looking good to others are examples.  

 People have less control over extrinsic goals (decreased happiness) 

 Increases social isolation (extrinsic goals are self-centered)  

  (more people live alone), less family tradition, Increased individualism 

 In free play children develop intrinsic interests and competencies  

o In school, children work for grades and praise (extrinsic goals) and in adult-directed 

sports, they work for praise and trophies (extrinsic goals)—all of which depend on other 

people's judgments. 

o in play, children learn how to make decisions, solve problems, exert self-control 

o In play, children learn to control their own lives and to manage the physical and social 

environment around them 

o Children's strong desires to play and to keep the game going lead them to accept 

restrictions on their behavior that they would not accept in real life, and this is how they 

acquire the capacities for self-control that are so crucial to social existence. 

o It makes perfect sense that play deprivation would lead to an external locus of control. 

Children who do not have the opportunity to control their own actions, to make and 

follow through on their own decisions, to solve their own problems, and to learn how to 

follow rules in the course of play grow up feeling that they are not in control of their own 

lives and fate 

 Research into animal play has led to the theory that play serves to train young mammals in 

how to deal with the unexpected 

o They seem to be dosing themselves with moderate degrees of fear, as if deliberately 

learning how to deal with both the physical and emotional challenges of the moderately 

dangerous conditions they generate 

o When deprived of playmates during a critical phase of their development, these animals 

later overreacted emotionally (fear, anger) to stressful situations and, for this reason, 

failed to cope adaptively. 

 In play, children make friends and learn to get along with others as equals 

o Even among adults, a playful attitude, focused on intrinsic goals, promotes and nurtures 

friendships. The decline in play may be both a consequence and a cause of the increased 

social isolation and loneliness in the culture. 

o Social play, by its nature, is an egalitarian activity: requires cooperation, people can quit 

if they are not happen, forces others to compromise.  

o Social play is nature's means of teaching young humans that they are not special. 

 Social play makes children happy, and its absence makes them unhappy. 

o (Research study) indicating that children are, on average, happier in social play with 

friends than they are in any other situation. 


