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Welcome to the 2017 PLAY & PLAYTHINGS
report, a comprehensive look at the macro- and
micro-trends in U.S. kids’ play patterns and play
“things.”

sample of over 8,200 kids and tweens ages 6 to
12, and their parents. Data collection took place
in June and July in order to capture both school
year and summer learning.

The report—published by SMARTY PANTS® youth
and family research firm—is derived from
industry news, case studies, primary qualitative
research, and quantitative findings from the
2017 BRAND LOVE® study.

Kids and parents evaluated a total of 347 brands
across 20 categories. Each participant assessed
up to 15 brands, providing both closed and openended responses.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

BRAND LOVE® is a proprietary study of the
lifestyles and behaviors of kids and tweens ages
6-12. The study also includes kids’ awareness,
affinity, perceptions, and usage of hundreds of
family-facing brands. Parents evaluate the same
brands as their kids, providing a holistic look at
the preferences and behaviors of U.S. families
with children.
The 2017 wave of the annual study—its 9th–was
fielded online with a nationally-representative
3

Closed-ended responses included rating each
brand on 30 attributes & descriptors:

Kids and tweens also rated how popular they
perceive each brand to be. The results aid in
mapping each brand’s momentum and
understanding play trends.

• I can make it my own/personalize it
(Customization)
• Active/physical
• Good for me/healthy/safe

Two proprietary measures are referenced
throughout the report:

• A good value
• I can buy it with my own $ (Affordable)

KIDFINITY is an aggregate measure of
kids’ brand awareness, love, and
popularity perceptions. Composite scores range
from 0 to 1000, with most brands scoring
between 400 and 900 points.

• Made well/good quality (High-Quality)
• Been around a long time (Heritage)
• Has great varieties/options
• Easy to use/do/make
• Has great commercials/advertisements

PARENTFINITY is a similar, independent
composite metric that factors in parents’
brand awareness and love. Scores also range
from 0 to 1000.

• Has a great website
• Has a great app
• Does good things for the environment/world
• Convenient/portable

Both measures have a .86+ correlation to current
and future usage, making them critical indicators
of brand success.

• Exciting/adventurous
• Tastes great
• For the whole family (All-Family)

Brands can be ranked within and across
categories based on their KIDFINITY and
PARENTFINITY scores. Note, however, that
absolute scores are a truer indicator of YOY
brand performance, as rankings can be impacted
by the number of brands and the actual brands
included in the study each year.

• For kids my age
• For kids younger than me
• For kids older than me
• Good for connecting with others (Social)
• My mom/dad let me have/use it (Allowed)
• Challenges/educates me

• Gives me rewards/rewards me
• Innovative/always has new things
• Fun
• Different/unique
• Cool/trendy
• Looks good/good design
• Hard to get/find (Elusive)

Note that “me” is
replaced with “my
child” for parents

An analysis of these attributes leads to a deeper
understanding of how brands perform and
categories behave.

Brands referenced in the report in bold orange
were evaluated in the 2017 BRAND LOVE® study.
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It’s such a fun time to be a kid! The opportunities
for play are boundless—from video games to
board games, robotic playmates to tiny
collectibles, licensed plush to DIY creations.
There are literally millions of ways to be
distracted and delighted in 2017. All the while,
digital
content developers
and
analog
manufacturers are aggressively working to keep
the pipeline of new diversions and playthings full.

leisure are created and the line between playthings and content blurs.
This 2017 report explores these behavioral
transformations, zeroing in on trends in:
• organized, structured play such as sports or
other adult-led, competitive activities
• unstructured, self-guided play that can
range from construction to role play
• digital gameplay on consoles, handhelds,
computers, and other devices
• connected, social play characterized by techbased creating, sharing, and “hanging out.”

The 2017 Play & Playthings Report unpacks this
complex and cluttered world of kids’ play, and the
toys and games that populate it. The analysis
covers young Gen Z’s behaviors and the objects/
brands that comprise their play ecosystem.

Given the report’s focus on toys and games, the
nearly-100 brands included in the 2017 analysis
are those that have at least some consumer
product presence. (see page 6) Apps and digital
games that are solely screen-based experiences
are analyzed as part of the 2017 Clicks, Taps &
Swipes report.

Play comes in many forms: creative play, cooperative play, parallel play, and movement/body
play, just to name a few. But these classic play
patterns are quickly evolving as unique forms of
5
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Kids’ Play Activities, 2017

Digital play—namely playing games on apps—
has become the second most common play
pattern, with 82% of kids ages 6-12 doing so at
least weekly.

Digital

Surprise! More kids play outside weekly than
any other form of play. While digital play gets
the media coverage, it’s outdoor play that
remains the most common play activity among
U.S. kids 6-12. Qualitative learning indicates that
while the frequency of outdoor play may be
declining, kids happily jump at the chance to put
down their devices when afforded the
opportunity.
They enjoy the space, the
freedom, the exhilaration, the endless possibilities, and the joy of being with friends.

Unstructured

(% of Kids Who Do Activity At Least Weekly)

A look across play types reveals that unstructured activities lead, followed by digital
game play, then social connectedness.
Structured activities are netted at the monthly
level, and even then, they trail all other forms of
play.

Structured

The social play of “hanging out with friends” is
the fourth most common play pattern. It’s also
the language used by tweens who are quick to
correct adults who suggest they are “playing”
with friends.

Connected

Traditional toy play—from putting a LEGO
playset together to donning a Belle dress and
pretending to be a princess—is next.

The nature of play is rapidly changing. The
amount of play is increasing (see arrows at
right), play patterns are expanding, and the
playthings that kids 6-12 engage with are
transforming. Each of the following 13 trends
speaks to one of these phenomena. But first, a
foundational look at macro-shifts in play.

Play outside
Play w/(non-digital) toys
Hang out w/friends
Pretend play/imagine
Paint/draw/sculpt
Build things
Play board/card games
Play an instrument

Play games on an app
Play games on tablet
Play games on phone/mobile
Play games on a console
Play games on a website
Play games on handheld VG
Play games on computer
Play AR games on tablet
Play AR games on mobile/phone
Play games on VR headset
Take pictures with digital device
Make videos on a digital device
Use a social network app/site
Post photos to app/site
Post videos to app/site
Swimming
Soccer
Basketball
Baseball/tee ball/softball
Dance/ballet
Football
Gymnastics
Martial Arts
Cheerleading
Volleyball
CC/Track & Field
Tennis
Golf
Ice hockey
Lacrosse
Field hockey
Base: Kids 6-12
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91%
77%
76%
74%
69%
64%
58%
40%

82%
73%
69%
66%
62%
55%
51%
29%
29%
23%
75%
49%
49%
39%
35%
25%
24%
23%
19%
13%
13%
12%
10%
7%
6%
(Structured
5%
activities
5%
netted on
monthly basis)
4%
2%
2%
1%

Arrows reflect a 2016-2017 change of + /- more than 5%

GoldieBlox

on products with an educational slant. Whether
it’s the chemistry of slime-making or the coding
required to build a robot, STEM is helping propel
some of the most popular play brands of 2017.

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math, aka
STEM, has powered its way into kids’ lives both at
school and at home. What began as a
curriculum-based push to help prepare students
for a technology-driven future, has become a
legitimate play trend. Along the way, STEM has
also picked up another under-served field—art—
which is why the movement is now often referred
to as STEAM.

Evergreen brands are not wasting any time
integrating STEM into their brand extensions.
The wildly popular Minecraft, which is loved
(57%) and liked (25%) by over four in five kids,
continues to entertain and enrich kids who put
their building and coding skills to work on screen.
And its real-world counterpart— LEGO Minecraft
—engages kids at the tactile level. What began
as an open world building
video game has come full
circle to include a host of
physical building sets and
mini-figures that allow kids
to imagine and engineer
their own play environments.

Though STEM-based toys still only account for 23% of the toy market, it is evident that this sector
is growing fast. Look no further than retail giant
Amazon, which recently launched a monthly
STEM club. For just $20 a month, kids can receive
a shipment of handpicked, age-appropriate toys
that promise to develop their STEM skills.
Toy aisles and online stores have also expanded
their STEM-related offerings, delighting many
parents who are happier to spend money
8

Kids, and boys in particular, love the Minecraft
franchise. In 2017, 90%+ love or like the digital
and physical articulations of the brand.

Newer brand introductions that are exclusively
devoted to STEM-related activities, such as
littleBits, Bloxels, and GoldieBlox, are also
making a name in the educational playscape. A
few of these brands position themselves
specifically to girls in an early effort to close the
gap between men and women in STEM-related
professions.

Two-Year Change in Net Appeal of Select STEM
Brands Among Boys

2017
2015

91%
84%

2017
2015

90%
74%

Base: Aware boys 6-12

This year, 62% of aware kids are engaged with
LEGO Minecraft, a number that continues to
grow each year. Unsurprisingly, boys are leading
the charge with nearly three-quarters of boys
ages 6-8 using the brand—a significant jump from
just a year ago. Young girls, too, are on the rise.

Bloxels

Change in
Current Usage
Among Kids 6-8, 2015-2017

littleBits lets kids invent and create their own
smart products using electronic blocks. This year,
the brand partnered with Disney to create the
Star Wars Droid Inventor Kit which enables kids
to design the next generation of robotics in a
branded context.

73%
56%

57%

55%
52%

GoldieBlox and the Parade Float

36%
2015
Boys 6-8

2016

2017
Girls 6-8

Base: Aware kids 6-8

LEGO Boost is also a STEM dream, giving kids a
lesson in coding and engineering as they build
one of five controllable robots. The whopping
847 different physical LEGO bricks are
accompanied by an
entertaining app that
turns programming
code into a game that
LEGO Boost robot and
children of all ages can
accompanying app
master.

littleBits Star Wars Droid Inventor Kit
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“I like to build the
things and then
watch how they
work. It makes me
feel like an
engineer.”
– 10-year-old boy on littleBits
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Mattel’s Bloxels lets kids build their own video
game with a free app, an IRL game board, and
their imagination. “You don’t have to understand
fancy code,” they assure kids in their marketing.

increasingly useful to them as they grow up in a
tech-centric world.
The investment in STEM seems to be paying off.
In the past three years, there has been a
significant increase in boys and girls who
describe themselves as smart. Now more than
half of kids select the word when asked to
choose up to five attributes that define them.

GoldieBlox continues to disrupt the toy aisle
with its inventive use of storytelling-meets-STEM
aimed at creating a fairytale future where girls
lead the charge as computer programmers and
engineers.

Change in Kids Who Self-Describe as Smart By Gender

With six out of 10 kids planning to use each of
the brands in the next 12 months, these STEMbased activities show definite promise in the
future.

56%
41%
29%

Kids Who Plan to Use Select STEM Brands in
the Next Year, 2017
59%

62%

24%

30%

62%

37%

2014
Base: Kids 6-12

35%

32%

Definitely

55%

2017
Boys

Girls

The fact that girls are as likely to identify as
smart as their male peers (after markedly trailing
them) is a trend that is certainly indicative of the
changing times—and perhaps a direct
consequence of girl-centric STEM toys and
games. Offerings like Project Mc2 (with
entertainment support on Netflix) and Kano Pixel
Kit are here to remind kids—and girls in
particular—that smart and fun go hand-in-hand.

25%

Probably

Base: Aware kids 6-12

As robotic technology incorporates other
advancements like AI, it seems certain that
STEM and STEAM toys will continue to wow
and thrill. The category has moved past being
glorified RC, and has now evolved into a more
intricate connection between kids, creativity,
customization, and learning.

Kano Pixel Kit lets
kids make and
code with light

Perhaps most important about the popularity of
these playthings is the way they stealthily arm
kids with tools and skills that will become

Project Mc2
“empowers girls
through S.T.E.A.M”
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possible, and dares them to try something new—
and kids are all-in. A full 96% of kids are aware
of YouTube, and 94% say they either like (23%) or
love (71%) it! With awareness and love comes
usage, and in 2017, 90% of kids who know the
brand use it, 65% of whom are on the app/site
multiple times a day. Daily frequency of use is up
20 percentage points from just two years ago,
and it isn’t slowing down anytime soon.

With a KIDFINITY score of 900, YouTube is the #1
brand among kids for a second year in a row.
But while it provides countless hours of video
entertainment, it has also become a medium for
disseminating trends and shaping kids’ play
patterns. In this sense, it has become a
plaything—for tapping, sharing, role playing,
giggling, inspiring, instigating, and challenging.
Change in

Change in Kid Usage of
Several Times Per Day by Child Age

KIDFINITY

65% 65%

900
846

858

852

844

869

53% 55%

48%
40%

798
749
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017
Base: Kids 6-12

2015

YouTube is also a playmate. For many kids, it’s
the rowdy, digital friend that connects them to
other kids, expands their perception of what’s

2016
Kids 6-8

Base: Aware kid users 6-12
12

Tweens 9-12

2017

“I love watching videos all the time of
famous YouTubers and people playing the
video games that I like to play.”
– 12-year-old boy on YouTube
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Kids are not just turning to YouTube for DIYs,
music videos, life hacks and family vlogs. They
have come to rely on the platform as both a
connector and a toy in and of itself.

narrative, seeing it move around as if it has a life
of its own, and learning all the cool tricks and
intricacies are often kids’ first encounters with a
newly-released toy.
Kids easily spend hours going from one video to
the next, seeing toys come to life in a way that
was not possible before YouTube. And when
they have watched enough, they may no longer
even want to own the physical toy at all!

What started as a grown-up trend for tech
gadgets has trickled down to kids. LEGO
Minecraft, Hot Wheels, Teen Titans Go!, PlayDoh and Angry Birds Surprise Eggs have scored
major fans among the millions of kids who watch
these products get unboxed on YouTube every
day.

As kids increasingly love this type of vicarious
play, YouTube has essentially become a direct
competitor to toy companies. It takes the
novelty out of having the physical toys, and
ultimately may prevent purchases from
happening altogether.

This Play-Doh unboxing video has close to 1 billion views!

Turns out, watching hands unwrap cellophane,
open a box and pull out what’s inside is a
mesmerizing form of entertainment for kids.
Though parents may not fully understand the
appeal, they also say it’s a great way to learn
about new playthings and see how they work
before buying.

Vicarious play is not the only new play pattern
birthed by YouTube. The platform has also
given rise to a new genre of real-world play
known as audience play. In the same way
younger kids play house or play school, tweens
are now acting out life as their own movie. They
pretend that they are performing for a digital
audience, when in fact, there is usually no
camera around. It typically starts with “Hey
guys, it’s me. Today I’m going to…” – a pattern
they’ve heard thousands of times from YouTube
influencers. Think of it as influencer role play.

Kids not only love watching a new toy being
unboxed and unwrapped, but they find it even
more entrancing to watch someone play.
When given the choice to play with a toy in
person or to watch a YouTube video of
someone else playing with the same toy, many
kids would choose the latter. Hearing a
14

The ubiquity of screens in kids’ lives has meant
that their connection to the physical world is
fading. Today, kids would much rather tap their
2D screens than experience the sights, sounds,
smells, tastes and feelings of the 3D world.
Right?

In an era when ADD and ADHD are commonly
diagnosed, it’s not surprising that the biggest
fad of the year is one kids (and adults)
“borrowed” from those who have trouble
focusing. Doesn’t everyone?

Not so fast. While kids and tweens do love their
devices and the content they house, young
people are still drawn to the multi-sensory
experiences of real-world play.

The hottest plaything of 2017 has, no doubt,
been the fidget spinner. These low-tech
gadgets were originally marketed as a way to
relieve stress and release nervous energy. But,
fast forward a few months, and nearly seven in
10 kids ages 6 to 12 are currently using these
whirling gadgets.

Look no further than recent trends in making
slime, “wearing” food, and, of course,
whirling those fidget spinners.
All are clear indications
that screens will never
fully replace the physical
world and all of its tactile,
visual, auditory, olfactory,
and gustatory sensations.

Fidget spinners are inexpensive, portable,
conducive to self and peer challenges, and
curiously addictive. Now, the fun has less to do
with a need to fidget and more to do with kids’
fascination with the fast, seemingly frictionless
spinning—just like a top from yesteryear.
15

Kids love to see how long they can keep the spin
“live” and to reposition themselves and/or the
spinner while it’s still going.

The fidget spinner is not the only sensory-based
fad this year. It is joined by squishy, sticky,
colorful, homemade slime. Thanks to Elmer’s
glue, cornstarch, water, food coloring, beads,
glitter, extracts, and more, kids are having a blast
getting their hands gooey with this seemingly
supernatural substance. In addition to engaging
their senses, slime gives kids the opportunity to
tap into their own creativity. They’re crafting
their very own recipes using unique
combinations of ingredients, starting their own
businesses selling custom slime creations to
their peers (and adults), and sharing tips and
tricks through how-to videos. (See more on
digital media’s impact on creativity in the The
New DIY section.)

Cool new videos of fidget spinner tricks and
challenges are added to YouTube every day,
feeding the spinning frenzy. The result: most
schools across the country have banned the
once-encouraged contraptions–the unequivocal
stamp of being the “it” thing.

Given that it’s a
school staple and a
primary ingredient in
slime, it may not be a
shock that Elmer’s is
among the top 100
brands for both kids
and parents this year–
its debut in the
BRAND LOVE® study.
A whopping 89% of
kids say they like or
love the brand, and
more
than
half
consider it to be really
popular now.

Though this little device didn’t exist a year ago,
Addictive Fidget Spinners (the flagship brand on
which the generics were derived) whirled its way
to the #8 spot with kids among all brands in the
2017 BRAND LOVE® study. Moreover, fidget
spinners are a craze that is popular among all
kids, regardless of age and gender.
% of Kids Who Love or Like
82%

20%

62%

Total Kids

81%

82%

80%

14%
23%

68%
58%

19%

23%

61%

60%

KIDFINITY RANK #80
PARENTFINITY RANK #67

Boys 6-8 Boys 9-12
Love

83%

Girls 6-8 Girls 9-12

For those who don’t feel like
creating their own at home,
Crazy Aaron’s Thinking Putty
is a popular store-bought
version of this new-school
gak that can be found in any
variety of color or texture.

Like

Base: Kids 6-12

Perhaps even more impressive is the more than
80% of kids who say the brand is really popular
now—the highest popularity score of all 347
brands assessed in the study!
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Like fidget spinners, kids love these simple notech playthings that provide an outlet for their
perpetual need to engage their senses.

Crayola’s bold colors have
always allowed kids to
be creative and expressive.
But the brand knows kids
don’t just want to touch and
feel, and their new line of
Silly Scents adds a whole
new dimension to engaging
the senses. These scented markers, crayons,
and colored pencils feature fun smells like
cotton candy, root beer, and fresh air that
stimulate young artists’ senses and
imaginations. It’s a multi-sensory scent-sation
that speaks to kids’ evolving desires in 2017.

The idea that food can be fun for kids is not new,
but recent trends show that food has become a
great medium for sense-ational play. It delivers
on all five senses, and it facilitates boundless
creativity.
Take the Jelly Belly BeanBoozled game. It
requires kids to try various flavors of jelly beans,
but any given bean could be a familiar, delicious
food or a repulsive shocker like lawn clippings or
canned dog food. The experience is based in
dares, which naturally facilitates peer (or family)
fun. It creates excitement and stimulates the
senses. (Read more in the Challenge Accepted
section.)

The success of the line may be contributing to
the ongoing growth of Crayola among families.
The brand is now #16 and #2 among kids and
their parents, respectively. And of all 347
brands in the study, Crayola takes the #2 spot
for being “fun” among girls this year!

The kitchen is also home to the creation of lip
balms, bath bombs, crayons, wacky desserts,
and more. Pinterest, YouTube, and Instagram
feed (pun intended) these sense-ational
creations.

Change in
KIDFINITY and PARENTFINITY Scores
900

893
862
823

2015

828

2016
KIDFINITY

843

2017
PARENTFINTY

Base: Kids 6-12 and parents of kids 6-12

Sensory cross-overs akin to Crayola delivering
on scent are now common in the marketplace.
Lush, the handmade soaps and cosmetics
brand, is tantalizing kids with their brightly
colored bath bombs and yummy scented soaps
that look good enough to eat. The handmade
cosmetics company inspires kids with an

These multi-sensory play balls
are made with Jell-O, so kids
can eat them after they play
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As the toy and game playscape continues to transform, expect to see these trends emerge — and expand
— in the next 12 to 24 months:
• TECH-TOY TAKEOVER Toycos will keep incorporating the newest tech breakthroughs into their
products. Tech companies will entertain their playful side and create more offerings that integrate fun
and functional. Hi-tech playthings will become more intuitive, emotive, affordable, and prevalent.
• ACCELERATED AR A host of media studios will continue to innovate in the augmented and mixed
reality spaces to get/keep kids engaged in innovative new ways that leverage their mobile tendencies.
The lines will increasingly blur between: 2D and 3D, content and experience, and digital and physical.
• VIRTUAL BECOMES REALITY Toys and IPs will develop more kid-directed VR content, and
technological advances will make VR devices more affordable and accessible to families.
• VOICE IMPRESSIONS Products that leverage voice technology will surge, making a bigger impression
on play. Voice-activated bots, agents, and playthings will become better listeners of kids, while kids
learn a new IoT language. The children’s privacy battle will rage on.
• GATEWAY PLAY As kids are introduced to more advanced tech, and share devices with their parents
and older siblings, their tastes are becoming increasingly sophisticated. Watch as savvy start-ups and
tech-driven companies create offerings that bring kids into their brand at younger ages.
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