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‘No one wants to say no to housing. But where do we fit in the 
children?’ Swedish city planners’ perspectives on the struggle 
to secure outdoor space for preschools in the dense city
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ABSTRACT
Stockholm is currently undergoing intense densification. Using 
interviews, this article discusses planners’ perspectives on the chal
lenges this brings for trying to secure space for preschools in the 
municipal land use allocation. We show how these planners take on 
the role of childhood rights activists, but that this does not have 
much, or any, effect on the planning outcome. We argue that the 
planning process seems to prioritize maximizing land value over 
the value of spaces for children, transferring the responsibility for 
securing space to individual planners and, ultimately, to preschool 
educators and children to navigate on a daily basis.
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Introduction

In 2015, Cele and van der Burgt discussed the ‘child-friendliness’ of Swedish 
urban planning. Locating Swedish planning practices in the context of urban 
densification and shrinking green and open spaces suitable for children, Cele 
and van der Burgt discussed the rhetoric of including children in urban planning. 
They concluded that rigid planning procedures and confusion about what chil
dren’s participation in planning really meant impeded planners from ensuring 
children’s rights and needs are met in planning. Since then, not much seems to 
have changed (Rodela & Norss, 2023). Oftentimes, children’s participation was 
equalled with consulting children, and this was done at too late a stage in the 
planning process. Cele and van der Burgt argued that planners need better 
research-based general competence regarding children’s environments in order 
to be able to plan for child-friendly outdoor spaces (see also Palmy David & 
Buchanan, 2020; Rodela & Norss, 2023). To plan for new urban development that 
is suitable for children, planners need to ensure children’s rights and needs, also 
when there are not (yet) any actual children to be consulted. In this article, we 
build on this and other research on children’s rights and needs in planning and in 
the built environment, and focus on areas and stages in planning where children 
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usually are not consulted. We focus on the space allocation stage of urban 
planning, specifically the allocation of space for preschool yards and for preschool 
children’s outdoor activities in areas for new urban development, like public parks 
and other green and open spaces.

Over the last few decades, since the ‘traditional’ dense city became the city 
planning ideal (Tunström, 2009), Stockholm has undergone a densification process. 
This has resulted in a steady population increase and a greater pressure on parks and 
playgrounds for recreation and play. This is not a new phenomenon; on the contrary, 
there has for several decades been ample research on the consequences of densifica
tion for the public in general and for children in particular (Björklid & Nordström,  
2007; Mårtensson & Nordström, 2017). When more people have to share fewer and 
smaller open spaces, such as squares and parks, there is a risk for overcrowding, wear 
and tear as well as conflicts. Less space available brings to the fore questions of who 
can access the space and what it should be used for, and hence questions of social and 
spatial justice (Soja, 2009).

We argue that more attention should be directed at municipal land use planning and 
the detailed planning phase where the size (quantity in terms of square meters) is planned 
for. In this planning phase – which in fact involves intense negotiation between different 
sections of the planning department, developers and other actors – it is decided how 
much of the space is allocated to buildings (mostly housing, but also (pre)school build
ings) and how much is to be allocated for (pre)school yards, parks and other open public 
spaces for outdoor and recreational use. Hence, in this article we direct attention to the 
spatial conditions for children’s outdoor activities in terms of the actual amount of space 
allocated for children (and other users). While participatory planning was integrated into 
the Swedish Planning and Building Act (PBL) in the 1970s and 1980s, the municipal land 
instrument was never democratized (Olsson, 2018, p. 47). The article also responds to 
Olsson’s (2018) call to study how public facilities and public spaces are handled in 
municipal land use planning, compared to for example space for housing. We show 
that while using space for housing generates income for landowners, outdoor spaces like 
parks, playgrounds and preschool yards generate costs in the Swedish planning system.

Using interviews with planners, we discuss their perspectives on the challenges of 
providing indoor as well as outdoor spaces for preschools and preschool children in the 
context of the political goal of building densely and expanding the inner-city urban 
structure in Stockholm. We show how these planners take on the role of childhood rights 
activists in the daily, yet rather unsuccessful, struggle of trying to secure space for 
preschool children’s outdoor play and preschool activities. While these planners work 
with a clear child perspective and have both the competencies and the will to provide 
both quantity and quality space for children, this does not have much, or any, effect on 
the planning outcome. We argue that the municipal land use planning seems to prioritize 
maximizing land value over the value of appropriate spaces for children, transferring the 
responsibility for securing outdoor space for children to individual city planners and, 
ultimately, to preschool educators and children to navigate on a daily basis. By discussing 
the everyday practices of securing space for children in the Swedish context, we wish to 
both highlight the specifics of the Swedish case and contribute to the wider under
standing of planning processes in general and child-friendly and socially sustainable 
planning in particular.

2 D. EKMAN LADRU AND K. GUSTAFSON



The Swedish planning system

According to the Planning and Building Act (PBL, 2010, p. 900), in which Swedish spatial 
planning is regulated, municipalities are responsible both for long-term comprehensive 
planning and for implementing legally binding detailed plans (land use). The Swedish 
planning system has been described as complex and non-transparent due to the colla
borative character of the planning and neoliberal influences (Koglin & Pettersson, 2017; 
Olsson, 2018). The implementation of a development project (the detailed plan) is 
dependent on whether the land is owned privately or municipally at the time the 
development is initiated, and on whether the developer participates actively in the 
preparation of the plan (Kalbro, 2000). Each detailed plan has its own financial budget, 
resulting from a negotiation between the municipality and the developer. In an interview 
study with planners, Koglin and Pettersson (2017) found that the planners described the 
planning process as having become more complex and harder to control compared to 
a decade earlier. Schmitt and Smas (2018) have argued that spatial planning in the Nordic 
countries increasingly includes strategic elements characterized by an output-oriented 
case-by-case logic instead of routines and procedures shared by different stakeholders in 
the planning process. This makes planning for a ‘just’ city (Fainstein, 2009) increasingly 
difficult.

A large and growing body of research has shown the consequences of neoliberal 
reforms for housing policy and urban planning in Sweden (Baeten, 2012; Christophers,  
2013; Loit, 2014). According to Christophers (2013, p. 885), ‘Swedish housing in the early 
twenty-first century constitutes a complex hybrid of legacy regulated elements on the one 
hand and neoliberalized elements on the other.’

Reaching the housing goal – urban densification as the overall planning strategy

Urban densification has been advocated since the 1980s as the guideline for sustainable 
development (Bengs, 2005) and is a pronounced urban planning strategy in Sweden 
(Boverket, 2016). The comprehensive plan for Stockholm in 1999 stated that the city was 
to be built ‘inwards’, turning industrial areas around the inner-city area into attractive 
residential and business areas (Smas, 2021). A dense urban structure with a variation of 
housing and public and private services and facilities is seen as a way to facilitate people’s 
everyday lives, decrease motorized transports and promote sustainable lifestyles (Bradley,  
2009).

Moreover, shortage of housing is put forward as an important incentive for densifica
tion. The current comprehensive plan for Stockholm (adopted in February 2018 by the 
municipality council) states that a ‘dense and cohesive city’ needs to be built in order to 
combat the shortage of housing in the city and to reach the goal of 140,000 new homes by 
2030. The densification process is driven by the ‘housing goal’ (in Swedish: bostadsmålet), 
which is Stockholm City’s main planning goal. In April 2020, the municipal council 
approved Vision 2040, which describes the city in 2040 and states that Stockholm is to be 
attractive as well as dense. The housing goal suggests that 100,000 dwellings are to be 
built until the year 2040 to expand the inner city. In order to provide for a large amount 
of dense housing in an efficient way, planners are instructed to plan for large urban 
development projects. Hence, the housing shortage is brought forward as the main 
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reason for building densely and on a large scale. The comprehensive plan also states that 
‘buildings and green structure need to interact and provide conditions for good living 
environments’ (Stockholms stad, 2020, p. 41). Research has shown that another incentive 
for large city development projects is to increase the city’s attractiveness for investors and 
its competitiveness as a city. As Loit (2014) shows in an analysis of planning visions for 
the city of Stockholm, the goal is to develop Stockholm as a world class city. While the 
planning rhetoric highlights both sustainable development and growth, housing develop
ments in the city of Stockholm are to be understood more as neoliberal prestige projects 
(Loit, 2014).

Olsson (2018) shows how municipalities use the municipal land instrument, as well as 
their dual role as both landowner-developers and planning authorities, to create favour
able conditions for private investment. For municipalities, this is an effective regulatory 
tool to set different levels of rent for different pieces of land. Municipal land is usually 
sold based on land allocation. Land allocation is an agreement between a municipality 
and a developer. The developer receives a promise to be able to buy land provided that 
the conditions in the land allocation are met by both parties. According to Olsson (2018, 
p. 633), ‘Sweden has a long tradition of systematically using public land ownership to 
facilitate, steer and control urban development’. From the Guidelines for Housing 
Provision for 2021–2024, it is clear that the municipal land instrument is to be used 
also in relation to the housing goal. The city’s planning organization as a whole is 
instructed to work quickly and efficiently in order to build the dense and cohesive city. 
This is to be done through an active land policy where the City Development Department 
is to give land instructions to negotiate with builders and developers. Olsson argues that 
the ‘municipal land instrument has supported neoliberal urban transformations in 
Sweden’, and it has been shown that the selling of municipal land is characterized by 
a lack of transparency and competition (Olsson, 2018, p. 634).

Densification and shrinking spaces for children

In Sweden, urban planning started to include children’s interests at the end of the 19th 
century, and one of the first measures was to create play spaces in urban parks (Boverket,  
2020, p. 32). Around this time, thoughts emerged about the importance of children’s 
physical activity for schoolwork, the importance of free play, and the importance of 
levelling out class differences in the opportunities for play and movement with the help of 
play equipment and materials. Children were to develop into good citizens. Around 
the year 1900, these thoughts materialized in the creation of Vasaparken in Stockholm. 
Even then, there was a struggle as to whether it would not be more profitable for the city 
to sell the land instead (Nolin, 2017). Other measures were to plan for playgrounds in the 
vicinity of children’s homes and to create large courtyards with space for children’s play 
(Boverket, 2020, p. 32). Besides these spaces designed especially for children’s play and 
mobility, children played in a multitude of other urban spaces, such as spaces between 
buildings and streets or other ‘unplanned’ spaces. However, already in the public inquiry 
of 1970 (SOU, 1970, p. 1), it was mentioned how densification processes negatively 
affected the open outdoor space available for children. Over the last decade or two, urban 
space for children’s play and everyday mobility has been shrinking steadily. For example, 
a study by Statistics Sweden shows that between 2014 and 2020, the outdoor space per 

4 D. EKMAN LADRU AND K. GUSTAFSON



child in schools has decreased. In general, school yards in larger urban areas are smaller 
than schools in smaller towns and rural areas (SCB, 2022). In addition, new types of 
preschools have emerged as consequences of densification; large preschools hosting up to 
200 children and preschools with roof-top yards (Manni et al., 2024).

Reflecting on playgrounds in the dense city, Nolin (2017) notes how there are huge 
differences in the quality, content and play-friendliness of playgrounds in Stockholm’s 
inner and outer areas and how access to high quality outdoor playgrounds is becoming 
a class issue. Urban densification processes and high land prices have led to a decrease in 
the size and number of unplanned spaces in between buildings and streets. This has in 
turn resulted in a higher pressure on existing parks. As a consequence, new parks are 
often smaller and designed with harder surfaces in order to be more durable (Jansson 
et al., 2021). Another development that follows the densification trend is the policy to 
instruct preschools to use residential courtyards – or a small part of the courtyard – as 
preschool yards. Preschools and residents are hence expected to share the courtyard.

In recent years, attention has been given to the need for both quality and quantity 
regarding children’s outdoor environments. Ensuring and developing environments in 
the urban area and the city for children and young people to find safe, pleasant and 
accessible places where they can meet and stay on their own terms is in line with society’s 
commitment to the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (Boverket, 2015). Among 
other things, municipalities should assess the stock of play and recreation facilities to 
ensure equal accessibility for all groups of children, including through child impact 
analyses. In accordance with the obligations under Article 31, public planning should 
give priority to creating environments that promote the child’s well-being. However, in 
the Planning and Building Act, no clear requirements on the size and quality of play 
environments for children are set (PBL, 2010, p. 900). This means that each municipality 
can decide for itself what is considered ‘sufficient’ open space. This is problematic, since 
economic gains tend to take precedence over other gains (Cele & van der Burgt, 2015).

In terms of preschool yards, the Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and 
Planning [Boverket] advises to build preschool yards of at least 40 sqm per child 
(Boverket, 2015). In order to enable children’s health, development and learning, 
Boverket (2020, p. 23) underlines the need for preschool’s outdoor environments to be 
spacious and advises municipalities to have clear guidelines (Boverket, 2015). The report 
underlines that outdoor space size matters, both for avoiding throngs, conflicts and 
giving space for diversity of activities. This is in line with research that has shown that 
having a small preschool yard puts pressure on the everyday organisation of educational 
and care activities and the ways in which educators and children are able to engage in 
outdoor play and learning (e.g. Ekman Ladru & Gustafson, 2025; Manni et al. 2024). 
Björklid (2005) argues that crowded spaces are often stressful for both children and 
educators, as it is difficult to both pursue their own activities (play, teaching, caring) and 
simultaneously being open to everyone else’s needs and activities. The City of Stockholm, 
however, has chosen not to have any official guidelines regarding the size of preschool 
yards in inner-city areas. However, as we will show in this article, there seems to be an 
internal, non-official policy at the planning department in the city of Stockholm that 
preschool yards should not be smaller than 10 sqm per child. In terms of guidelines for 
where to locate preschools, the only requirement is that preschools are to have access to 
an outdoor space in their near surroundings, for example an urban park. Research shows 
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that there is an increasing number of preschools in inner-city areas without their own 
preschool yards, with the result that urban parks become crowded and regarded as unsafe 
for outdoor activities (Gustafson & Ekman Ladru, 2025). In the literature on the size and 
layout of spaces for children, it is discussed whether the quality of the spaces in terms of 
adding ‘play value’ (through adding play equipment and variation in topography and 
vegetation) might compensate for the lack of space in cramped open spaces. A general 
stance however, is that a space for children needs to have both quantity (spacious 
enough) and quality (‘soft values’) in order to be ‘child-friendly’ and in order to be 
robust enough to endure wear and tear (see for example Mårtensson et al., 2009; Kylin & 
Bodelius, 2015). As Kylin and Bodelius argue, the ‘space grabbing’ (2015, p. 100) that 
characterizes the contemporary planning process has made too large a focus on the 
quality of spaces for children risky.

Method and material

The study is part of a research project1 on challenges and possibilities for supporting 
preschools’ mobility practices and space for play in dense urban environments. The 
empirical material in this article consists of qualitative interviews with planners. All 
participants worked (or had previously worked) in Stockholm and were selected through 
snowball sampling (Brinkmann, 2013) based on their involvement with young children 
and urban planning. We started by interviewing a planner known for her long experience 
of working with the question of children’s spaces in the city, and in the interview we 
asked for other involved colleagues to contact and did likewise in the following inter
views. Six interviews, including five individual interviews and one joint interview, were 
conducted in 2020–21 via zoom (due to the pandemic) and lasted between an hour and 
an hour and a half. These interviews were followed by two focus-group interviews on site 
a year later. Altogether, nine persons participated: six participants were urban planners, 
landscape architects and architects from various departments of the City of Stockholm 
(the City Development Department, the City District Department and the City Planning 
Department) nd three were consultants from private companies. Unless otherwise 
indicated, we refer to all of the participants as planners when discussing the results, 
regardless of their job title or employer. The interviews were audio recorded, transcribed 
and thematically analysed. The focus of the interviews was on children’s perspectives in 
urban planning as well as how to improve spaces for children and preschools in the dense 
city. In terms of the planning strategies, we study the rhetoric of practice, not the practice 
itself.

Securing space for children – an ongoing struggle

Due to the large-scale development of the Stockholm city area with the goal of 
turning large parts of the urban area into inner-city structure, the planners in our 
study talk about how it has become increasingly difficult for them to make sure that 
there is sufficient outdoor space for preschools to use for outdoor activities. Today’s 
building projects are the result of the city plans of the 1990s, which aimed to widen 
the city centre with a much denser urban structure than earlier plans. These plans are 
still in the process of being implemented in some areas, with the last blocks being 
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finished at the time of this study. As one planner mentions, the political idea of the 
1990s was that only few families with young children would be living in central areas, 
and if some were to move in, the space for them would be provided afterwards. 
Hence, the city plan ignored the need to provide enough physical space for pre
schools, in terms of both indoor space (number and size of the buildings) and 
outdoor space (preschool yards). Today, there are five times as many preschool 
children living in this area than estimated. Our analysis shows that the planners in 
our study consider the current densification process and large-scale development in 
Stockholm very problematic in terms of securing large enough preschool yards as well 
as other open and green spaces for preschool groups and for the recreational use of 
other people living and working in the city.

‘We are measured by how much housing we produce each year’

As described by the planners, the main problem is the very dense urban structure that is 
to be achieved in accordance with the political goals for city development and housing 
provision. Hence, the very ambitious political goal for housing provision in the increas
ingly dense inner-city area of Stockholm stands in direct conflict with other planning 
goals, such as to provide enough outdoor space for preschools. Fulfilling the housing 
provision goal is conceived by the planners as an important but also huge and extremely 
challenging task. As one planner said, ‘we have to squeeze something like [the population 
of] a new Gothenburg into Stockholm’.

The urgent need for housing in the Stockholm area has led local politicians to give the 
housing goal the highest priority. This means, according to the planners, that all other 
planning activities are measured against the housing goal, and so are hence the planning 
department’s achievements:

We are measured by how much housing we produce each year. This is how they measure 
and evaluate our activities in the planning department every year.

This results in an overall focus on securing as much space as possible in the detailed plans 
for the purpose of housing. Despite the obligation for housing companies to provide 
space for preschools as part of their assignment, this does not mean that enough outdoor 
space for preschools actually is provided. Our analysis shows that planners identify the 
way the housing development projects are organized and financed as one of the main 
problems – a strict project budget where everything is measured in a cost-benefit analysis 
characteristic of an economic-rationalistic planning system (Baeten, 2012). Each plan
ning project’s detailed development plan has its own financial budget related to the 
number of residential dwellings that are planned. The larger the number of dwellings, the 
larger the revenue. Everything else that is built or planned for in the specific planning 
project constitutes a cost. Hence, (pre)school buildings and yards, parks and other open 
spaces, playgrounds, libraries and other public amenities are all part of the project’s costs. 
Since high exploitation figures are what is needed to realize the housing goal – and also 
what is measured in the yearly evaluations of the planning department – there is a strong 
incentive for each housing project (and its detailed development plan) to present the 
highest exploitation figure. This translates into high buildings closely adjacent to each 
other and only a restricted amount of open space between the buildings. This, then, is the 
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open space available for planners to plan all sorts of public facilities, amongst which parks 
and preschool yards are two important ones for children. The cost-benefit analysis and 
other market-style principles hence govern how much space is available for children’s 
outdoor activities.

Securing ‘space’ for children – a no-go topic in a supposedly child-friendly 
planning administration

Our analysis shows that the securing of space (talked about in Swedish as yta, 
which translates into ‘surface’, ‘area’ or ‘space’) for children’s outdoor activities is 
subject to an internal struggle at the planning department of Stockholm City. 
According to the planners that took part in our study, there is a general con
sensus among both local politicians and city officials at all levels that urban 
planning should be child-friendly in both the planning process and the outcome 
(i.e. the planned space). Whenever the city was discussed in terms of what is 
important in relation to children, the planners felt that there were ‘good discus
sions’ with colleagues from other departments and administrations in the city 
organization regarding the need of having a child perspective in urban planning. 
Ever since the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child was turned into law, 
children’s rights issues were discussed in meetings, and impact assessments were 
now an integral part of the planning process. Also, local politicians communicated 
the need for a child perspective in the planning decisions made. All in all, the 
planners agreed that on an overall discursive level and in terms of values, there 
was an agreement on the importance of child rights in urban development and 
planning that permeated all discussions and documents in the planning 
department.

However, our analysis shows that these discussions were not connected to what 
planners viewed as essential for actually materializing children’s rights in the city. To 
actually ascertain the rights of preschool children in the city environment, you need to 
make sure that there is actual physical space for children’s outdoor activities in the 
detailed development plans. In regard to preschool children, the planners are clear on the 
best way to do this being to appoint ‘space’ for preschool yards. Preferably yards that are 
spacious enough to afford daily outdoor activities for all children enrolled in a particular 
preschool. However, according to the planners, there is no general stance in the City 
Planning Department on how to do this. The preschool yards that are planned for in 
inner-city environments are very small (and sometimes no yards at all). As previously 
mentioned, the city of Stockholm does not have any official guidelines for the minimum 
size of preschool yards. According to planners, the reason for this is that the political goal 
to build a dense inner-city structure is not compatible with the advising guidelines of 
Boverket to build yards that are 40 sqm per child (Boverket, 2015). However, planners 
mention that they are instructed to aim for building yards that are at least 10 sqm per 
child, but that also this is often not attainable. Planners state that 10 sqm or smaller is not 
enough space for a whole preschool group. Their experience – based on their own 
investigations on how local preschools organise their outdoor activities – is that pre
schools with very small yards need to take half the group of children out to a park 
every day in order to play and move around outside.
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This has to do with the fact that in order to secure actual space for children in the 
planning for a dense urban structure, children’s needs have to be taken into account in 
the budgets of the building projects. This, then, is where the discussions end and where 
the topic of children becomes extremely difficult to discuss, according to the planners. As 
one planner puts it, this is

(. . .) a very sensitive and infected issue. I still haven’t been able to put my finger on [why this 
is]. I have put myself in an uncomfortable position in several situations. (. . .) I guess it’s 
about [the fact that] we put housing before children.

Cele and van der Burgt (2015) and others (e.g. Rodela & Norss, 2023) have argued that 
there is a need for planners to get more training in how to include children’s rights and 
participation in planning in order to be able to go from theory to practice. In our study, 
we find that while the planning department with all its different administrations has 
mastered the proper discourse of the Convention on the Rights of the Child regarding the 
importance of including a child perspective in planning, going from theory to practice is 
still problematic. However, some planners – such as those in our study – do work to 
materialize children’s ‘rights to the city’. They, in turn, put a lot of effort into educating 
their planner colleagues at the planning department and persuading them to go from 
theory to practice by literally ‘making space’ for children’s bodies and activities. For 
example, by drawing their colleagues’ attention to the large number of preschool children 
that need to find space in the already crowded parks.

We also find that planners describe their efforts of ‘securing space’ for children as 
a daily struggle with few chances of succeeding, since the housing provision goal is what 
every planner is tasked to achieve. Since the City Planning Department works to achieve 
the housing goal set by the politicians, each project has to deliver as much housing as 
possible for the money spent. In reality this means that every square meter without 
housing is a cost in the project budget, resulting in less funds for housing. Hosting 
preschools in temporary barracks is one way of maximizing residential housing space. 
Barracks are a way of working around the rule that for every 100 residents, a preschool 
building hosting 25 children should be provided. One planner mentions how a building 
project used barracks to get down to 11 places per 100 inhabitants:

And then it turned out that . . . they put some barracks here a bit further up the hill, where 
there are these temporary preschool barracks, that’s very much how they solve it, quite 
simply. (. . .) It’s easy to reach high exploitation figures when you don’t have to build 
preschools for the children you are causing.

Hence, trying to achieve the housing goal and the highest exploitation figures possible 
creates incentives for the project groups to economize with everything that is not 
a housing unit. This, in turn, creates incentives to do everything to build indoor and 
outdoor preschool premises in the smallest possible way. Since every planner responsible 
for a project wants to achieve the housing goal, it is difficult for those who are trying to 
secure space for children to succeed. As we have shown, this is something the planners in 
our study struggle to counteract internally within the planning organization on a daily 
basis. The economic logic of the detailed plans maximizes the built-up space:

From a city planning perspective, they [the children] are only a cost. This space that perhaps 
is needed for children . . . in terms of space, it’s a negative in the project calculations. Our 

PLANNING PRACTICE & RESEARCH 9



project calculations always have to add up. So, in a way it is as though project finances are 
put up against public finances.

According to the planners in our study, the city’s planning organization does not on an 
overall level address the question of what needs preschools have and how these should be 
met. The city lets each planning project with a budget connected to this take on the 
challenge of solving the issue of outdoor spaces for preschools on its own. In addition, 
each city district handles the question as they wish, and how the question is handled 
depends very much on who works there.

As a public servant I have been quite disappointed that this question has not been dealt with 
at all, that silence has been the response, which means that the question ends up in each 
individual detailed plan, to solve as best one can and wants to.

Convinced of the importance of space for children, planners take on the role of child rights 
activists trying to secure space for preschool children’s outdoor activities. The struggle to 
secure space is discussed in terms of concerns for how cramped in- and outdoor spaces might 
affect children’s physical and mental health and well-being in the long run. Planners refer to 
the importance of a societal perspective and a social sustainability perspective sensitive to 
children’s lives and needs. Instead, the planning gets ‘stuck’ in a project budget perspective:

(. . .) we’re stuck in our economic model of urban development. (. . .) yeah, it’s the finances, 
as I see it. That’s where we always get stuck anyway.

In reflecting on the overall planning practice in Stockholm city and its consequences for 
preschool children and teachers, the planners express a sense of not being able to do 
a good job as planners. While these structural factors are perceived as very strong and 
seem to limit the planners’ sense of agency in being able to plan and design a ‘good’ living 
environment, they also take on a large amount of responsibility for doing everything they 
can to secure spaces for children that are ‘at least acceptable’. 

. . . Well we did . . . we fought and managed to get, still, a . . . before the detailed plan we 
managed to achieve that the whole courtyard must be accessible for the children. It just 
shouldn’t lie up there with daylight and can’t be on the same level as the garage together with 
cars . . . But we listed these demands clearly and they . . . there was a change then. But it . . . it 
didn’t turn out well. But I can honestly say that it probably turned out as well as it could, and 
if we hadn’t intervened it would have ended up even worse. But it’s still hard to sleep at night 
when you think about these preschool environments, because it’s not okay.

Part of this daily struggle is also that becoming a child rights activist collides with their 
assignment as planners to see to the needs of the general public (that is the general public 
in a broad sense, not only children). Hence, everyday planning practice clashes with 
planners’ sense of professional pride and responsibility.

The planners’ level of commitment and skills in collaborating, negotiating and finding 
solutions determines how they are able to secure the space for the preschools in the 
detailed plans. In addition, planners agree that the only way to escape the current 
economic model is the political will to put children’s issues at the top of the political 
and administrative agenda.

I think what’s absolutely the most important, and I think it’s regardless of what you work 
with when it comes to issues concerning children, is that it has the support of the 
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management. High up, that is. All the way up to city hall. In politics among high officials, 
among managers, among directors.

In addition, these planners underline that what is needed is a strategic planning that takes 
its starting point in an overall perspective of the city instead of using a case-by-case logic 
(Schmitt & Smas, 2018).

The whole city as a preschool yard?

Building a dense urban structure has consequences not only for the size of the preschools’ 
indoor and outdoor space but also for the layout. According to the planners, this affects 
the ways preschools can organize their indoor and outdoor activities and their time- 
spatial organization. Overall, the planners are concerned about preschools’ access to 
‘good quality’ spaces for preschool children and what this means for children’s health and 
development as well as for the teachers’ well-being and work environment. In the 
planners’ perspective, the city authorities transfer their responsibility for providing 
‘proper’ space for children’s outdoor activities to individual preschool teachers to man
age. This is seen as questionable from an ethical perspective and short-sighted in terms of 
societal economics.

One of the consequences of the contemporary densification model is the hosting of 
preschool units in residential instead of separate buildings. Sharing floor plans with 
residential units has consequences for the design of the preschool and furthermore for 
the preschool activities that can take place there. Preschool units are often placed on the 
ground floor but sometimes also on the second floor or higher:

Elevators come down and staircases and sewage pipes from all of the toilets and things like 
that, so that the premises for the preschool are often very split up, it’s difficult to create good 
conditions for preschool activities in such premises.

The dense urban structure results in small preschool yards that are too small to be 
functional and of good quality. In addition, not all children fit in the cramped yard at the 
same time. Hence, to manage everyday outdoor activities, half of the group needs to go 
out to a park. Parks are the only available outdoor space for preschool groups to engage 
in preschool activities. In fact, planners describe preschool groups as the most frequent 
park users.

Therefore . . . because it becomes like a communicating vessel, the less space you have for 
your own [preschool] yard, the more park space you need, because you simply need space.

As a consequence, planners report how parks become overcrowded and become worn 
down due to intense use. Planners find this extremely problematic. First of all, on an 
overall level, this creates a built structure where preschool groups by default have to 
transport themselves to other spaces in order to engage in basic daily preschool activities. 
In a report from Boverket, parks are described as part of an infrastructure for children’s 
and young people’s everyday mobility and ‘contact with nature’ together with courtyards, 
playgrounds, school routes and (pre)school yards (Boverket, 2015). However, the report 
makes clear that parks are to be considered a complement to preschool yards and school 
yards, not a substitution.
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The large number of preschool children in public parks has resulted in crowded parks 
that need to be fenced for safety reasons. The use of parks by preschool groups, the 
overcrowdedness as well as the resulting wear and tear hinders other groups from gaining 
access to the green and open spaces available. Intense use also causes damage to the green 
structure and crowded parks are therefore often hardened, loosing important green and 
ecological qualities and becoming less park-like. Further, since preschool groups do not 
have their own preschool yards and therefore have become the main users of parks, the 
parks need to be adjusted to the activities of young children. Public parks turned into 
fenced playgrounds are not the kind of public space that the planners feel they are 
supposed to provide. Planners fear that if this continues to be the case, parks in very 
dense urban environments will not be perceived as parks anymore but more as play
grounds. In terms of spatial justice (Soja, 2009), this is problematic. In many urban 
spaces, spatial public goods, resources and services are increasingly concentrated in 
certain locations, challenging ‘the fair and equitable distribution in space of socially 
valued resources and the opportunities to use them’ (Soja, 2009, p. 2). Urban parks can be 
described as a socially valued spatial public good and are, as such, important for 
inhabitants of urban spaces to be able to use on an everyday basis. Hence, the provision 
of parks and other green spaces in urban areas is a central task in urban planning for 
a ‘just’ city. An overall view among planners in our study is that the city should provide 
for preschools’ own – spacious enough – yards and that parks should be 
a complementing space where preschool groups can go for excursions, but that parks 
also are a spatial public good that has to be accessible to everyone.

Discussion

This article has provided an in-depth analysis of the challenges faced by planners in 
Stockholm regarding the allocation of outdoor space for preschool children in the 
context of a dense urban structure. We have shown that while there is rhetorical 
commitment to child-friendly planning, the actual planning practice prioritizes housing 
over outdoor spaces for children, leading to overcrowded parks, ethical concerns and 
struggles within the planning administration to secure spaces necessary for preschool 
activities. Parks in the inner city of Stockholm, overcrowded due to their use by pre
schools and residents, are suffering from wear and tear. Planners are concerned about 
parks being overused and losing their green and ecological qualities, being transformed 
into fenced playgrounds rather than public parks.

We have shown that there is a conflict between the provision of housing and the 
provision of outdoor spaces suitable for children. The political priority in Stockholm is to 
meet the housing provision goal, which leads to conflicts with other planning objectives, 
such as providing enough outdoor space for preschools. Planners are evaluated based on 
how much housing they produce each year, which incentivizes the allocation of space for 
housing at the expense of outdoor spaces for children. This neoliberal planning approach 
and economic pressure result in a lack of incentives for developers to prioritize outdoor 
spaces for children. This, in turn, leads to preschool yards in inner-city districts often 
being undersized 10 m2 per child or smaller, forcing preschools to rely on nearby parks 
for outdoor activities. For the planners in this study, this entails an everyday internal 
struggle within the organization to secure sufficient space for children’s activities, as 
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housing is prioritized in cost-benefit analyses in urban planning projects. Planners 
express frustration over the lack of concrete strategies to secure outdoor spaces for 
children, despite rhetorical commitments to child-friendly planning. The lack of 
a unified stance on allocating preschool yards exacerbates the issue, as planners are left 
to navigate this challenge individually within their projects. This means that the respon
sibility for providing proper outdoor space for preschoolers is placed on individual 
teachers, raising ethical questions about the city’s planning practices.

The planners in our study agree that solving these issues requires political commit
ment to prioritize children’s needs as well as a shift toward a strategic, city-wide 
planning perspective instead of case-by-case solutions. Integrating children’s needs 
into the early stages of planning and ensuring sufficient space for preschools and 
outdoor play in dense urban environments is crucial. There is a need to shift the 
focus from short-term economic gains (maximizing housing) to a more holistic, long- 
term approach that values urban social sustainability. To do so political commitment 
at the highest level is needed to put children’s needs at the forefront of urban 
planning, with clear national and municipal guidelines and strategic planning that 
prioritize both housing and public spaces. We suggest that clear guidelines and 
strategic planning on a national as well as on a municipal level are crucial for 
planners to be able to go from theory to practice in ensuring children’s rights and 
needs in planning and the built environment. This balanced approach will create 
more liveable and socially sustainable cities.
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