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Do you remember 
the sense of thrill and 
giddiness during games 
of hide and seek as 
a youngster? Do you 
remember some of your 
favourite hiding places? 
Maybe as you’re reading 
this, memories of hide 
and seek are bringing 
a smile to your face 
or maybe you’re even 
having a little giggle to 

yourself.  Thirty years 
on, I love witnessing my 
own children hiding in 
the same cramped under 
stairs cupboard in my 
Grandma’s house as I 
used at their age.  
As well as being immense 
fun, hide and seek has 
some seriously positive 
impacts on growing 
brains and key life skills 
here’s why…
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Written by
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BONDING AND ATTACHMENT

Peekaboo is the first version of hide and seek 
that babies experience. To begin with, their 
brains are wired up to think that ‘out of sight’ 
means ‘out of mind.’  When the adult temporarily 
covers their face, baby believes that the adult has 
disappeared which can trigger anxiety. However, 
as soon as the adult’s face re-emerges this triggers 
smiles, laughter, joy and the feel-good hormone 
serotonin. 

As the game is played again and again, baby 
eventually starts to laugh in anticipation of the 
adult’s face reappearing rather than crying with 
fear at the separation.  Repeatedly experiencing 
the separation and joy of reunion through this 
game is comforting and it rewires baby’s brain 
because they have come to learn that people 
(and objects) still exist even when they can’t be 
seen: relationships can be sustainable in the face 
of temporary separation.  This is known as ‘object 
permanence.’ 
 
Unfortunately, children who experience early 
chaotic, inconsistent parenting and trauma may 
not achieve a sense of object permanency. This 
can make daily living extremely tricky for instance, 
becoming highly distressed if their parent goes 
upstairs or out into the garden without warning. 

At school, such children may struggle with sharing 
adult attention, become pre-occupied with trying 
to gain and maintain connection with the teacher 
at seemingly any cost. These behaviours are a 
communication of the child’s underlying fears of 
separation, of being forgotten and not being held 
in mind. Opportunities for hide and seek for these 
children regardless of their chronological age 
should be actively encouraged as it will help them 
to master object permanence. The joy of being 
found and of being positively acknowledged will 
fill their brains with serotonin, which plays a vital 
role in regulating mood and increasing happiness.

Sometimes, at times of heightened stress, change, 
loss or crisis, children who have experienced 
safe, stable, consistent parenting and who have 
achieved a sense of object permanency, will 
return to ways of being that are more typical of 
a younger child. This is sometimes referred to 
as ‘regression’ and is often a communication of 
underlying anxiety or fear. For example, a seven 
year may act more like a toddler with increased 
wetting/soiling or having ‘tantrums’. 

During such times, revisiting games of peekaboo and 
hide and seek can be an incredibly powerful way of 
connecting in with your child, without the need for words.
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MEMORY
Hide and seek can improve memory skills and 
create new connections in the brain by:
Remembering:

the rules

where you have already looked

where you have already hidden 

who/what to look for if there’s a few people/
objects involved

PROBLEM SOLVING
Hiding games can strengthen connections in the 
brain linked to problem solving as a result of:

Assessing whether somewhere is a suitable 
hiding place for example, will my feet stick 
out from under the bed?

Taking perspectives for example, thinking 
through that your three-year-old brother 

might not hide in the same kind of place as 
your 12-year-old sister or that your brother 
may need to be found sooner to maintain a 
sense of emotional safety

Trying other options and becoming 
increasingly inventive about hiding locations

EMOTIONAL LITERACY & EMOTIONAL REGULATION
Sharing feelings that arise during the game can 
help build children’s emotional literacy skills 
(the ability to understand and express your own 
feelings and those of others) for example, being 
amused, excited, frustrated, shocked, scared

The uncertainty of how and when you will be found 
can trigger anxiety. However, experiencing such 
feelings within the safety of a close relationship 
and through playful activities, can help them be 
more prepared for more significant separations 
in real life. For example, starting school or going 
for a sleep over. Hide and seek type games can 
help them tolerate and contain feelings of anxiety 
without having to ‘behave’ it.
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PHYSICAL SKILLS

Set out some ground rules:

Identify safe areas that children should keep 
within 

Identify no go areas

Agree a signal for the end of the game 
such as clapping hands, if you can’t track 
somebody down because of their highly 
inventive hiding location

Offer choice about who hides and who seeks: 

It may be too scary for some children to hide 
unless they are accompanied by a partner 
or they may need to repeatedly experience 
being the seeker – again partner up if this 
helps your child feel safe

Give a running commentary in your role as 
seeker to help your child feel connected in 
even if they can’t see you for example:

Could Max be under the table… let’s take 
a look…oh no!  Could he be behind the 
curtains instead… no he’s not there either…
maybe I will take a look behind the sofa?!

Gradually extend the time it takes to ‘find’ 
your child – this will help them to develop skills 
of patience and emotional regulation

Hide and seek involves the use of a variety of physical skills such as co-ordination, balance, fine 
and gross motor skills and may raise the heart rate dependent upon the energy levels and speed 
involved!

HANDY HINTS FOR PLAYING HIDE AND SEEK
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WAYS TO ADAPT HIDE AND SEEK

Play peekaboo

Take turns hiding objects in a sand 
tray 

Hide a toy in the room 

Count in number patterns 
for example in 2s, 5s, 10s or 
backwards 

Adopt roles for example: 
Superheroes & Villains – where the 
Villains hide and the superheroes 
have to find them or Ghost Busters, 
where the ghosts are hidden and 
the Ghost buster has to find them
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Play Sardines which is hide and 
seek backwards where only one 
person goes to hide and everyone 
else goes out on their own to seek 
them out. When one of the seekers 
finds the hider, they must join them 
in their hiding place, hopefully this 
isn’t somewhere too small as more 
and more seekers will eventually 
end up with them. The last person 

who is still looking for the group 
loses the game and becomes the 
hider the next round.

For older children or young people, 
try activities like paint balling, laser 
quest or even using water pistols 
to squirt at those hiding…they all 
hold the same premise and can 
develop the above skills.
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