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The Forecast 
Calls for Play

Feel Confident 
Outdoors 

No Matter 
The Weather
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All the Fuss About The Weather

The weather: it’s what we talk about when there’s nothing else to say. But weather is more important than we 
think. Far from just a polite conversation starter, weather is preventing American kids from doing an activity that is 
no-cost, really good for them and right outside their doors: spending daily time outside. 

According to a 2012 survey of 1000 parents commissioned by National Wildlife Federation (NWF), weather topped the 
list of barriers to getting kids outdoors. Sixty-one percent of those surveyed cited weather as most problematic, over 
concerns about strangers (38%), homework (31%), and a busy schedule (5%). 

Parents protect their kids; it’s their job. So, it’s natural when the weather turns really nasty or dangerous to keep 
children inside. But, children are far more adaptable, resilient and hearty than we modern parents give them credit 
for.  Two decades ago, kids routinely ran in the sprinkler to cool off on a sweltering day, made igloos when it snowed, 
splashed in puddles when it rained. How many do that now? Not many, statistics say. Modern children spend only 
minutes each day outside in unstructured activities. 

They spend most of their time, 
seven hours per day on average, 
away from the elements entirely, 
in front of some kind of electronic 
screen. 1,2,3 

Less than ideal weather—too 
cold, too damp, too hot—can 
quickly put a damper on outdoor 
play for today’s moms and dads. 
A drizzly Monday can mean 
carpooling to school rather than 
walking. Temperatures below 
40 degrees and over 80 give us 
pause. But is all of this caution 
really necessary? Weather is, 
by nature, changeable. As the 
climate continues to warm, this is 
ever more the case, with greater 
extremes at both ends of the 
thermometer. But barring truly 
threatening conditions such as 
poor air, flooding and storms, 
children are safe to play outside 
in most kinds of weather.

  

“Think we’ll get snow this winter?” 
“It’s raining cats and dogs out there!” 
“Hot enough for ya?”
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In addition, being outside is life insurance 
for the environment. Studies have shown that 
kids who play outdoors when they’re young 
grow up to be more conservation-minded. So, 
as adults, they care more about the wild things 
and places they’ve come to know and love as 
kids—and will work to preserve them for future 
generations.

When kids are kept unnecessarily indoors due 
to imperfect conditions, we “protect them” 
from something crucial to their health and 
well-being. As kids spend less and less time 
outside, it’s clear that staying indoors is far 
more risky than going out. Today, one-third 
of children and adolescents are overweight 
or obese; 5.4 million U.S. kids are currently 
diagnosed with ADHD, with a 22% increase 
between 2003 and 2007 alone; 7.6 million U.S. 
children are vitamin D deficient, and the use of 
antidepressants in pediatric patients has risen sharply.5-8

But outdoor activities kids love, like running, jumping, climbing, playing games with friends and taking nature 
walks are a great strategy for keeping children healthy, physically, mentally and even academically. Kids who play 
outdoors maintain healthier body weights, are less likely to be near-sighted and have healthier vitamin D levels. 
In addition, “green time” enhances empathy, lengthens attention spans and improves critical thinking skills.9-13

In this report, we’ll address for parents their concerns about inclement weather and provide information they 
need to take kids out with confidence.

YOUR WEATHER REPORT:  
Feel Confident Outdoors, No Matter the Forecast

Don’t Rain on My Parade . . . . . . . .Pg 4 
When it comes to outdoor play, wet can be wonderful

Feeling Hot, Hot, Hot . . . . . . . . . . . .Pg 6
Keeping kids safe, happy and comfortable all summer

Baby, It’s Cold Outside . . . . . . . . . . .Pg 8
Don’t let frosty temperataures leave you cold
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Parents of young children often keep a running list of 
“rainy day activities,” crafts or games to do indoors when 
forecast is soggy. How many include playing outside on 
that list? For those who don’t, perhaps worries about wet 
weather making kids sick or getting caught in a storm—or 
even messing up the carpets—figure in. But if your kids have 
never dodged rain drops, jumped in a puddle or sang in the 
rain, they’re missing out on something wonderful.

Rain can sometimes be blamed for causing children to 
catch colds or flu, particularly when kids’ hair or feet get 
wet. The fact is, rain cannot make you sick.14 While getting 
wet may be inconvenient, dressing children in waterproof 
hats and boots and raincoats can protect kids from getting 
too soggy. Pick cheerful rain gear with cartoon characters 
or bright colors. This will help children want to don their 
slickers and get outdoors to play. Returning to a warm cup 
of cocoa helps, too.

In spring and summer, rain can bring along its less hospitable and more dangerous cousins, thunder and lightning. 
When storms pop up, extra care is necessary. 

To stay safe during a storm:  
• Get out of the pool, lake, ocean, or any body of water. 
Water conducts electricity, meaning that electricity can 
travel through water. 

• If you’re outside, seek shelter in a house or building. If 
there’s no house or building, wait out the storm in a car. 

• If you’re outside and can’t get inside, don’t stand under 
or near large objects, like tall trees. Lightning is more 
likely to hit something tall. 

• Plan ahead. Talk with your kids about what to do if 
you get caught in a storm. Also be aware of the weather 
forecast when you’ll be outdoors, such as on a camping 
trip. Then you’ll be ready with a plan for getting to shelter 
if a storm blows up.15

Don’t Rain on My Parade When it comes to outdoor play, 
wet can be wonderful

   Pick    
   cheerful,  
rain gear with cartoon 
characters or bright colors. 
Returning to a warm cup of 
cocoa helps, too. 
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Sometimes, however, the biggest obstacle to playing in the rain is not the fear 
of getting sick or a storm on the horizon: it is mom and dad. When parents are busy 
working and taking care of kids and a home, the last thing they want to deal with is 
muddy tracks across the foyer or wet, ruined carpets. 

With a little forethought, a mess can be avoided:
• When you’re heading out for some rainy fun, make sure you have a mat by the front door for wiping 

feet when you return 

• Have kids remove boots and any wet or muddy items as soon as they walk in the door 

• Keep some old towels just inside for spills 

• Should mud get on the carpet, experts say to let the mud dry completely before vacuuming to 
ensure stain removal.16
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Summertime and the outdoor living is easy, right? Not so fast. “Global warming is bringing more frequent 
and severe heat waves to much of the country,” says Dr. Amanda Staudt, NWF climate scientist.  With extreme 
heat comes increasing risks of heat-related health problems such as heat stroke and sunburn, as well as 
worsening asthma and allergies—all of which could make for a less than ideal summer vacation. But, summer is 
the ideal time to spend time outdoors. Kids are free of the pressures of school and homework and ready to take 
in all nature has to offer. By getting educated, planning ahead and being prepared, you can make the most of 
your kids’ two-month break and spend time enjoying the season. 

How hot is too hot? With summer 
temperatures reaching 90 degrees and triple digits 
starting in late May or early June in some parts of 
the country, how do you know if it’s safe to take 
kids outdoors to play? According to Dr. Melinda 
Bossenmeyer, “Kids absorb more heat than adults, 
while sweating less. The result is kids have a greater 
propensity for heat cramps, heat exhaustion and 
heat stroke.”24 On a day where a high in the 80’s 
is expected, making sure you have sunscreen and 
water along for the fun are great tips. But as the 
mercury rises further, it’s important to check the 
weather report. In addition to forecasting high and 
low temperatures for the day, many also forecast 
heat index, pollen count air quality. Knowing what to 
expect can help you know when it’s probably better 
to stay in and take steps when you do venture out.

Of course, swimming in a pool is a wonderful way to beat the heat, 
as is playing in a sprinkler. The Center for Disease Control (CDC) also 
recommends the following tips to prevent heat-related illness:17

• Drink plenty of water, and if kids are very active and sweating heavily, 
replace minerals and salts with kid-friendly sports drinks. 

• Schedule your children’s outdoor time in the coolest parts of the day, 
early in the morning and later in the afternoon. 

• Dress kids in lightweight, light-colored, loose-fitting clothing. 

• NEVER leave a child (or pet) in a closed, parked vehicle. 

• Give kids a cool shower or bath after returning indoors.

Feeling Hot, Hot, Hot Keeping kids safe, happy and 
comfortable all summer

http://www.nwf.org/News-and-Magazines/National-Wildlife/Outdoors/Archives/2010/Heat-Related-Illnesses.aspx
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And don’t 
forget the 
sunscreen!

Apply about a shot glass full of sunscreen to all exposed areas before going out. 
The health benefits for kids playing outdoors are numerous—from lower body weights, to better eyesight and 
emotional well-being but it’s important to be safe. As much as 80 percent of a person’s lifetime exposure to skin-
damaging ultraviolet rays occurs by age 18. Multiple studies have shown that the more youngsters are exposed 
to the sun early in life, especially if they suffer serious sunburns, the greater the risk of later developing both 
superficial skin cancers and deadly melanomas. Sadly, the issue of sun protection is all the more important these 
days because the thinning of the ozone layer has rendered everyone more susceptible to skin-damaging solar 
radiation. Experts say to apply about a shot glass full of sunscreen to all exposed areas before going out and 
insisting infants and children wear a hat.18 The American Melanoma Foundation recommends a broad-spectrum, 
waterproof or water-resistant sun block with a minimum of 15 SPF.

From April to October, in many areas, seasonal allergies are another challenge for parents to contend with in 
regard to outdoor play. When pollen counts are high, kids with hay fever may experience itchy-watery eyes, 
scratchy throats and sneezing. Experts say, in addition to any allergy medications recommended by your 
pediatrician, there are steps you can take to help allergic kids enjoy the outdoors: 

1. Choose the right time of day to play may go a long way toward mitigating flare-ups, as pollen counts are lower 
in the early morning and evening.  

2. Get kids some cool shades or sunglasses will prevent allergens from entering their eyes. 

3. Have them shower and wash their hair once they come back in.18
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Baby It’s Cold Outside

“Kids should get at least 60 minutes of exercise every day, and it’s great if they 
can do so outside for the fresh air and more room to play.” 

Don’t let frosty temperatures leave you cold

Dr. Jennifer Shu

Despite their own winter wonderland memories, contemporary moms and dads can be reluctant to send kids 
outside when temperatures drop. Myths about cold and illness, concerns about safety and preparedness, and 
ignorance of the mental and physical health benefits to year-round outdoor play combine to make moms and 
dads think twice about braving the elements.

Take the commonly-held belief that spending time in the cold can give you one. Is there evidence spending time 
outside in the winter will make your child sick? According to the experts, no, because cold air does not cause 
colds, viruses do. In fact, staying indoors where germs are more likely to catch up with you may be a bigger 
problem.19

“Kids should get at least 60 minutes of exercise every day, and it’s great if they can do so outside for the fresh 
air and more room to play,” says Dr Jennifer Shu, a pediatrician and author of Heading Home with Your Newborn. 
“You can’t catch a cold from simply being in the cold.”

Playing outside in the winter does have its health risks, however. Having appropriate cold-weather gear is crucial.
 

• The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) 
urges dressing infants and children in several 
thin layers to keep them dry and warm. 

• Don’t forget a warm coat, boots, gloves or 
mittens, and a hat.  

• In addition, setting reasonable time limits on 
outdoor play and having children come inside 
periodically to warm up will help prevent 
hypothermia and frostbite. 

• AAP also reminds parents to coat kids’ faces 
with sunscreen, as sunlight, especially reflecting 
off snow, can cause burns.22 

Dressing for Winter

“Be sure to bundle up and limit exposure to as few as 20 or 30 minutes for little kids if it’s [below 
freezing], and make sure they warm up and change into dry clothing if necessary when they come in,” 
says Dr. Shu.23
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When days get short and cold in parts of the country, especially the northeast, getting a daily dose of the 
outdoors may be an important, all-natural prescription for kids’ mental health. Some kids and teens, 
like some adults, are more susceptible to Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD), also known as “the winter blues.” 
According to family psychologist Dr. Susan Bartell, SAD symptoms may include crankiness, sleeping more than 
usual and difficulty concentrating, among others. The good news is spending time outdoors can help.24

“Get outside as much as possible during the winter months to be sure kids get plenty of sunlight,” says 
educational psychologist Dr. Mary Johnson-Gerard.

She suggests organizing winter theme walks to collect rocks or twigs; going sledding on plastic trays; or 
organizing a winter track meet with activities such as jumping backward the farthest, running sideways or 
blowing bubbles.25

“Be sure to bundle up and 
limit exposure to as few 
as 20 or 30 minutes for 
little kids if it’s below 
freezing.

Dr. Jennifer Shu
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The Forecast Calls for Play!
Spending time outside is great for kids, with benefits to their mental and physical health hard to get anywhere 
else. They need time outdoors to be healthy and happy. But nature needs our kids as much as our kids need 
nature: if they don’t learn to love and appreciate it while they’re young, who will ensure it will be there for them, 
and future generations, when they grow up? When we stay indoors because we don’t want our kids to brave 
a few snowflakes—or we don’t want to—we are doing a disservice not only to them and ourselves, but to the 
environment. 

Don’t Be a Fair-Weather Friend to Nature

It’s time to make like postal carriers and be outside in all kinds of weather.

For more wonderful 
outdoor activities visit:  
www.BeOutThere.org

http://www.beoutthere.org/activityfinder


11

Sources
1Hofferth, Sandra and John Sandberg (1999), “Changes in American Children’s Time, 1981-1997,” University of Michigan Institute for Social 
Research

2Juster, F. Thomas et al. (2004). “Changing Times of American Youth: 1981-2003,”Institute for Social Research, University of Michigan. 
http://www.umich.edu/news/Releases/2004/Nov04/teen_time_report.pdf

3Rideout, Victoria et al. (2010). “Generation M: Media in the Lives of 8-18 Year-Olds,” The Henry J. Kaiser Family Foundation. http://www.
kff.org/entmedia/entmedia030905pkg.cfm

4Chawla, L. (2007) “Childhood experiences associated with care for the natural world.” Children, Youth and Environments 17 (4) : 144-170

5CDC’s National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. Division of Adolescent and School Health. Childhood Obe-
sity. 20 Oct. 2008. http://www.cdc.gov/HealthyYouth/obesity

6Sax, Leonard, “Ritalin - Better Living Through Chemistry?” The World and I. Nov. 1, 2000

7American Academy of Pediatrics. “Many Children have Suboptimal Vitamin D Levels.” October, 2009. Pediatrics. http:///www.aap.org/
advocacy/releases/oct2609studies/htm

8Delate T, Gelenberg AJ, Simmons VA, Motheral BR. (2004) “Trends in the use of antidepressant medications in a nationwide sample of 
commercially insured pediatric patients, 1998-2002.” Psychiatric Services. 55(4):387-391

9“Outdoor time may protect kids from nearsightedness.” Reuters. Optometry and Vision Science, Jan. 2009

10American Academy of Pediatrics. “Many Children have Suboptimal Vitamin D Levels.” October, 2009. Pediatrics. http:///www.aap.org/
advocacy/releases/oct2609studies/htm

11Weinstein, N., Przybylski, A. K., & Ryan, R. M. (2009). “Can nature make us more caring? Effects of immersion in nature on intrinsic aspi-
rations and generosity.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 35, 1315-1329

12Kuo, PhD, Frances E., and Andrea Faber Taylor, PhD. “A Potential Natural Treatment for Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder: Evidence 
From a National Study.” American Journal of Public Health 94.9. Sept. 2004

13Ernst, Julie (Athman) and Martha Monroe. “The effects of environment-based education on students’ critical thinking skills and disposi-
tion toward critical thinking.” 10.4 Environmental Education Research, Nov. 2004

14Rush, J. mcdlifeciences.com. http://www.mcdlifesciences.com/why-can-rain-make-us-sick/.html

15Kids Health. http://kidshealth.org/kid/watch/out/thunderstorms.html 

16Carpet and Rug Institute http://www.housekeepingchannel.com/a_315-Mud_Mania_Cleaning_Muddy_Carpet

17Bossenmeyer, Belinda. Keeping Kids Cool at School http://www.peacefulplaygrounds.com/keeping-kids-cool-at-school.htm
 
18CDC, www.bt.cdc.gov/disasters/extremeheat/heat_guide 

19Brody, Jan. nytimes.com, June, 2012. Slathering on Sunscreen Early and Often. http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/06/04/slathering-on-
sunscreen-early-and-often/

20Shaw, Gina. Webmd.com  http://www.webmd.com/allergies/features/5-ways-to-beat-spring-allergies 

21Pope, Tara Parker. nytimes.com. June, 2009 http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/06/29/11-health-myths-that-may-surprise-you/

22AAP, January 2013. http://www.healthychildren.org/English/tips-tools/newsletters/Documents/HCNewsletter_Jan2013_WinterWeather.
htm

23Shu, Jennifer http://www.ivillage.com/how-cold-too-cold-recess/6-a-316650 

24AAP, January 2013 http://www.healthychildren.org/English/health-issues/conditions/emotional-problems/pages/Winter-Blues-Seasonal-
Affective-Disorder-and-Depression.aspx

25Gerard, Mary Johnson. http://www.ehow.com/how_8457441_beating-winter-blues-kids.html 



12

National Wildlife Federation’s (NWF) Be Out There is a national movement to give back to American children 
what they don’t even know they’ve lost – their connection to the natural world.

With a wealth of activities, events, and resources, Be Out There reconnects families with the great outdoors to 
raise happy, healthy children with a life-long love of nature.

Join us and take the pledge to Be Out There
www.BeOutThere.org/Join

Join the Be Out There Movement
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