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Designing child-friendly streetscapes is a pragmatic and effective approach to addressing the limited outdoor play
spaces and social exclusion experienced by migrant children living in vulnerable residential areas. Addressing the
development and well-being of all children in urban communities is important for the sustainable development of cities
and society. A growing body of research emphasizes the need for urban planning strategies and community initiatives
that promote safe and accessible play spaces for children, as well as social integration policies and support networks,

thereby fostering children’s overall well-being.

child-friendly streetscape migrant workers China

| 1. Introduction

Urbanization has led to an increasing number of children residing in urban areas. A significant subset of this population
is migrant children, who are influenced by immigration [, The urban social-ecological environment presents various
challenges to the well-being and development of children living in cities, including traffic hazards, social safety
concerns, academic competition, and excessive engagement in digital gaming, all of which result in a substantial
reduction in their outdoor play time and space [&. Moreover, migrant children who have migrated from developing areas
to developed cities face the additional risk of social and cultural exclusion Bl. Addressing the development and well-
being of all children in urban communities is important for the sustainable development of cities and society ©l. A
growing body of research emphasizes the need for urban planning strategies and community initiatives that promote
safe and accessible play spaces for children, as well as social integration policies and support networks, thereby

fostering children’s overall well-being.

To promote children’s sustainable development in urban areas, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) launched
the Child-Friendly Cities Initiative (CFCI) in 1996, aiming to create safer, healthier, and more inclusive urban
environments for children through urban planning and environmental design 2. Among the various types of urban
public spaces, community streets are the basic units of children’s daily activities and are essential components of child-
friendly urban spatial networks 8. Streets provide pedestrian networks, areas for play and social interaction, and
opportunities for children to explore their surroundings and develop life skills . Burton and Mitchell’s (2006) work
highlights that children allocate significantly more time to streets (eight to ten times more) than to playgrounds,
emphasizing the importance of prioritizing the design of streets as inclusive, playable spaces [El. Especially in
communities facing social segregation with limited public spaces, streets serve as vital informal activity spaces and

community hubs, contributing to positive social relationships among children and adults [£!.
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Migrant workers’ communities in China face similar challenges and exhibit regional characteristics. Rapid urbanization
has led to nationwide internal migration, with a large number of migrant workers seeking employment opportunities by
moving from underdeveloped regions to developed cities along the southeast coast of China [22. The “ What the 2020
Census Can Tell Us About Children in China: Facts and Figures” report released by the National Bureau of Statistics of
China in 2023 reveals that the total number of migrant children is 71.09 million, accounting for 23.88% of the total child
population of 297.66 million X1, This means that, in China, one out of every five children is a migrant child. The majority
of these migrant children, along with their parents, commonly reside in older neighborhoods or urban villages with lower
rents, forming a significant number of migrant workers’ communities. Most of these communities experience issues
such as poor environmental quality, inadequate public spaces, and social exclusion 1213 Recognizing the importance
of children’s sustainable development in cities, China government makes child-friendly city construction one of the key
priorities in the “14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025)" [14]. The migrant children and the migrant workers’ communities they
live in have started receiving attention and policy support from the government. However, welfare funding specifically
for child-friendly spatial improvements remains limited 15, In this context, prioritizing small-scale streetscape
improvements emerges as a pragmatic and economically viable strategy for addressing the challenges of insufficient

outdoor play opportunities and social exclusion faced by migrant children 18],

Research on child-friendly urbanism related to streetscapes has had a positive impact on urban planning and
environmental design practices 2. However, the current child-friendly planning and design guidelines issued by global
authorities and governments often lack specificity in addressing the unique social-ecological contexts of migrant
workers’ communities in China. These guidelines primarily cater to larger-scale and general street projects 8 and do
not provide specific discussions on the principles and elements of small-scale streetscape design at the community
level. Furthermore, landscape designers involved in practical projects often lack formal training in designing child-
friendly streetscapes, and their knowledge of child environmental psychology and spatial sociology may be limited 221,
As a result, the current trend in child-friendly streetscape renewal projects in China tends to be homogeneous,
standardized, and adult-oriented 29, Jacking children’s perspectives and a full-cycle design process. The consideration
given to addressing local social issues through child-friendly spatial interventions is also inadequate, particularly
regarding the value of children’s participation in these interventions as a means of promoting social inclusion. This

aspect is often overlooked in many outcome-oriented practices.

2. Child-Friendly Streetscape in Migrant Workers’ Communities
in China

2.1. Child-Friendly Streetscape Design

Child-friendly streets are safe, playable, comfortable, and inclusive pedestrian walkways, designed to cater to children
of all ages and backgrounds . Constructing child-friendly streetscapes can bring numerous advantages to local
communities. They not only provide children with opportunities to explore their daily surroundings but also foster
positive social connections among children and adults, contributing to the development of children’s individual and
social identities 2. Research that incorporates children’s perspectives reveals their strong appreciation for streets as
playgrounds 7. Children not only use the constructed environment as a play area but also make use of the nearby

informal built environment. They value “hang out” spaces like community streets. As Colin Ward (1978) stated in his
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book The Child in the City: “Children should be able to play anywhere, easily, informally, and not be forced into a
‘playground™ [l Street play is important in the holistic development of children, encompassing physical, cognitive,
social, and emotional aspects [22. According to a theoretical framework developed by Jacobs, social networks can
develop when a street’s layout and facilities encourage engagement and walking 23, These studies provide compelling
evidence supporting the social and ecological benefits of creating child-friendly streetscapes. Designers should reclaim

the streets as vital spaces for community livability and playability, particularly for children (241,

Local governments all over the world have launched policies or community planning to facilitate this shift to make the
streets in neighborhoods more friendly for children. Delft in the Netherlands introduced the Woonerfs program,
transforming residential streets into pedestrian-oriented and creative yards 23], In the UK, the Home Zone Program
integrates formal and informal spaces to facilitate children’s social and play activities [28. Scholars are also active in the
study of child-friendly street design principles. According to Lynch, a child-responsive street should help children’s
comprehension of fundamental concepts like size, shape, and number, learning to create a body of knowledge by
connecting knowledge to experience 2. This concept is fully developed in the area of playful learning landscape
design 28, Jan Gehl's Twelve Quality Criteria serve as a guideline for street design, emphasizing walkability, active
street frontages, and suitable street furniture that aligns with daily activities 2. Regarding planning and design
guidelines for child-friendly spaces, global authorities have released valuable resources. UNICEF has published
handbooks on child-responsive urban planning and child-friendly communities, emphasizing the creation of comfortable
and stimulating physical spaces for children to play, socialize, and relax with their families 2. The Global Designing
Cities Initiative (GDCI) has collaborated with experts from various cities worldwide to develop the guide “Designing
Streets for Kids”. This guide focuses on addressing the specific needs of children and their caregivers as pedestrians,
cyclists, and transit users in urban streets globally 1. It offers tools, strategies, street design examples, and case

studies that can be customized to local circumstances.

The literature above affirms that child-friendly streetscapes offer substantial social-ecological benefits as prototypes of
unstructured play spaces, positively impacting children’s physical health, cognitive development, and social
interactions. Insights from scholars in environmental design and early childhood development, along with national
practices from diverse countries and guidelines from global professional organizations, have established fundamental

principles and frameworks for designing child-friendly streetscapes.

2.2. Streetscape Regeneration in Migrant Workers’ Communities in China

In China, migrant workers’ communities have emerged as a distinct type of community due to internal migration 32,
Rapid urbanization in China has caused a substantial influx of people from rural or underdeveloped areas to urban
centers, seeking better employment opportunities [29. This has resulted in a migrant population of nearly 380 million.
Among this population, approximately 71.09 million are migrant children; 66.93 million of them are living in urban areas,
accounting for around 22% of the total child population in China 2. The majority of the migrant population resides in
older neighborhoods or urban villages characterized by lower rental costs, forming numerous migrant workers’
communities. These migrant children encounter issues such as unfavorable living environments, inadequate social
integration, and limited access to education. The communities they live in commonly have poor living conditions and

limited infrastructure, impacting the residents’ health and environmental satisfaction 32, In addition to the challenges
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posed by their parents’ inconsistent employment, migrant children still face barriers from the Hukou system when it
comes to accessing education, healthcare, and housing 12, These difficulties ultimately result in social exclusion and
disparities in opportunities for migrant children 22 To address these challenges, the Chinese government has
implemented certain policies and measures. For instance, child-friendly city construction was included in the national
“14th Five-Year Plan (2021-2025)". The living and educational environments of migrant children have attracted
attention, emphasizing the significance of addressing their spatial rights and social integration within migrant workers’
communities 23, Addressing this emerging research issue holds significant implications for improving the well-being

and social inclusion of migrant children in China’s urban habitats.

The migrant workers’ communities in China exhibit complex spatial and social characteristics. These communities often
coexist with older residential areas or high-density urban villages that lack adequate public spaces and suffer from poor
environmental quality 4. Consequently, the migrant children residing in these communities face a lack of dedicated
playgrounds or parks, relying primarily on streets and small pocket spaces for outdoor activities 2], Socially, migrant
workers’ communities consist of diverse individuals from various regions, leading to limited social connections and
support networks, which may result in social and cultural exclusion 8. These social-ecological constraints significantly
impede children’s adaptation to city life, limiting their access to outdoor activities and social integration 3. Although the
eligible migrant workers’ communities have access to apply for certain financial support for child-responsive
environmental improvement 71, budgetary constraints lead to a kind of micro-scale regeneration, which is one of the
most viable and economical design strategies (8. Small-size streets are often selected as the key areas for
regeneration because they play a crucial role in the loosely knit social structures of children 28 and serve as important
spaces for their physical activities and informal education B2, Therefore, employing a design-led approach to
maximizing the ecological and social value of streets is crucial to addressing the insufficient outdoor play facilities and

the social exclusion faced by migrant children in migrant workers’ communities !,

In recent years, Chinese scholars have conducted research on child-friendly community streets and migrant children.
Wu expanded the concept of “friendliness” to encompass the dynamic notion of “friendship” from a spatial perspective
49 some studies have focused on the behavioral differences between children and adults on the streets. The CEB
analysis framework was developed to promote safety, health, care, and vitality in child-friendly streets 41, Shen
proposed the “co-ware” design strategy, integrating spatial and social structures in the street environment to create a
child-friendly community where these structures coexist (. Cognitive mapping was utilized to study migrant children’s
perceptions of the urban village environment in Guangzhou 42, The catalytic value of children’s outdoor play spaces in
improving the overall environment of old communities was emphasized 4. While these studies offer diverse
perspectives on improving the social and spatial environments of child-friendly communities, they lack specific design
criteria and procedural frameworks for child-responsive streetscapes and addressing social issues in migrant workers’

communities.
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