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Play is essential for children’s healthy development and well-being. 

As children grow up the ability to meet up with friends to visit the local

park, swimming pool or shops under their own steam is central to their

developing competence. Being able to have fun in public spaces and

participate in cultural life is one of the hallmarks of a vital and vibrant

city. And London has much to offer.

Yet many parents and the wider community believe that children today

have fewer opportunities to play than they did – citing fears about 

safety and traffic as major concerns. Children and young people

themselves highlighted the lack of safe places to play and the lack of

facilities for older children and young people as major priorities in their

response to my Children and Young People’s Strategy (January 2004).

This draft guide has therefore been developed to assist the London

boroughs in preparing local strategies for children’s play within a 

regional policy framework. Your views on this draft guide are welcome 

and I am sure will help make the final guide create a city where all young

Londoners have safe and attractive play spaces within easy walking

distance of their homes. 

Ken Livingstone 
Mayor of London 

foreword by Ken Livingstone, Mayor of London
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‘A consistent theme… is the importance of having communities where

there is somewhere safe to go and something to do… (providing)

recreational activity for children and young people… building the 

fabric of communities and increasing young people’s skills, confidence

and self-esteem.’

Every Child Matters, Government Green Paper, September 2003

1.1 Making London Better for All Children and Young People, the Mayor’s

Children and Young People’s Strategy (January 2004), sets out the Mayor’s

policy on children’s play, based on the belief that all young Londoners

should be able to play within their local neighbourhoods and have safe and

attractive play spaces within easy walking distance of their homes.1

1.2 The London Plan (February 2004) sets the strategic context for planning

and contains measures to protect and improve open spaces, including

children’s play space, and to produce supplementary planning guidance on

children’s spatial needs. The plan requires boroughs to undertake an audit

and assessment of open space as part of an Open Space Strategy (OSS). 

1.3 Children and young people have the right, under article 31 of UN

Convention of the Rights of the Child, to rest and leisure, to engage in

age-appropriate play and recreational activities and to take part in cultural

life and the arts.

Purpose of the guide
1.4 The purpose of this guide is to assist the London boroughs and their

partners in preparing local strategies for children’s play within a regional

policy framework. It seeks to establish some common principles and sets

out the need and the basis for providing free, open-access play spaces

and opportunities. It offers good practice guidance on preparing

strategies to deliver this for all London’s children and young people. It is a

companion to the Mayor’s Guide to Preparing Open Space Strategies

(March 2004), which sets out best practice guidance to the London Plan

on the methodology and content of an OSS within the London context.

1.5 This guide provides more detailed and focused guidance on developing a

children’s play strategy, either as an integrated part of the OSS, or as a

sub-strategy. It is also intended to assist the boroughs and their partners

in ensuring that the play strategy is based on clear understandings about

children’s play, that it leads to a focused but widely scoped play policy,

and is ‘integrated with other relevant community, corporate and

departmental plans’ as recommended in the Audit Commission’s Best

Value Performance Indicator on play strategies (see page 28).

Draft guide to preparing play strategies 
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1.6 The guide is not intended to be overly prescriptive, but to provide a

framework, a proposed structure and some common principles for 

these strategic developments. It provides a tool kit of different

approaches illustrated by practical examples, with some suggested

processes and references. 

The need for play
1.7 ‘Enjoyment’, with ‘achievement’, is one of the five key outcomes for

children and young people in the government green paper Every Child

Matters (2003).2 Play is intended to be a major part of the duty to

provide for ‘recreation’ within the requirements of the subsequent

Children Bill (2004), as amended in the House of Lords. 

‘A focus on education and attainment without a focus on play and

enjoyment suggests a view of children as adults in waiting; play and

enjoyment are, in their very essence, about the quality of children and

young people’s lives.’

Nancy Kelley of Barnardo’s in Community Care
(on ‘Children, Young People and Families’ Response 

to Every Child Matters) Barnardo’s 

Making the case for play
A government-funded research programme by the Children’s Play

Council, as well as calling for a national play strategy with mainstream

funding and a central unit to support it, recommended that local

action was also urgently needed: 

• Every local authority should work with local partners to develop and

promote a corporate play policy and strategy.

• Where there is currently no play development officer, local

authorities, partnerships and other local agencies should work

with the local play sector to (resource and appoint to) a post with

this responsibility.

Making the Case for Play, I Cole-Hamilton and T Gill, 
Children’s Play Council, 2002

1.8 Traditionally, children’s play as a discrete service has been generally

regarded as having no statutory basis3, and may be subsumed by the

priorities and remit of the Education Service4 or, more recently, the Early

Years Development and Childcare Partnership/Sure Start. A borough play

strategy is recommended as the best way to ensure that the objective of

enjoyment - play and recreation - is realised for children and young



people. The national policy context for play is further discussed on 

pages 22-23.

Health

‘The right to play is a child’s first claim on the community. Play is nature’s

training for life. No community can infringe that right without doing

enduring harm to the minds and bodies of its citizens.’ 

David Lloyd George

1.9 Play is essential for children’s healthy physical and emotional

development. The Chief Medical Officer advises that ‘children and young

people should achieve a total of at least 60 minutes of at least moderate-

intensity physical activity each day’.5 There is growing research evidence

that increased opportunity for free play is the most effective way to

ensure this for children, and that a range of increasing health problems

are associated with the decline in such opportunities.

Research on play and health
• The British Heart Foundation says a third of under-sevens fail 

to reach the minimum recommended activity levels - and by 15,

two-thirds of girls are classified inactive.6

• Physical inactivity, along with unhealthy diets, has contributed 

to the growth of obesity in England. Around 16% of two to 

15-year-olds are now obese. Obesity brings its own health

problems, including hypertension, heart disease and type 2

diabetes.7

• The proportion of children judged overweight has increased

sevenfold in 30 years to 30 per cent. Seven out of ten school

leavers abandon physical activity.8

• The British Medical Journal reported in 2001 that there is ‘an

obesity epidemic in young children’ and that the main solution

should be to ‘reduce television viewing and promote playing’. 

The report identifies that ‘opportunities for spontaneous play may

be the only requirement that young children need to increase their

physical activity’.9

• A study by University College London in 2004 highlighted the

benefit of unstructured play to children, placing it as second only 

to PE in calorific intensity. It concluded that ‘walking and 

playing provide children with more physical activity than most 

other activities’.10

Draft guide to preparing play strategies 
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• A survey of 1001 young people aged 15 to 21 published in

February 2003 found that serious mental health problems are far

more common among young people than has previously been

recognised, with 86% of those interviewed knowing someone who

has experienced a mental health problem, and more than a third

knowing someone in their age group who has attempted suicide.11

• The Mental Health Foundation has reported that the increasingly

limited amount of time children have to play outside, or to attend

supervised play projects was a causative factor in the rise of mental

ill health in young people.12

Environment

1.10 A research report by Demos and the Green Alliance13 has found that

there is a big gap between children from rural and urban backgrounds in

their level of access to natural environments and that this is detrimental

to city children. Among the report’s key recommendations was that

children from disadvantaged backgrounds should be provided with more

and better opportunities to good quality open space; and that there

should be a greater consideration of their role in decisions on the design

of public space.

‘Children are losing their connection with the natural environment and their

well-being and environmental quality are inextricably linked. The worse a

local environment looks, the less able children are to play freely…’.

A child’s place - why environment matters to children, 
Green Alliance/Demos, 2004

Equalities and social inclusion

1.11 There is also evidence that access to open spaces, and to free play and

leisure opportunities, is a significant compensatory factor in alleviating

the effect of disadvantage on young people’s well-being.14 Play provision

should be universal and its planning should recognise that play

deprivation is in itself a serious disadvantage for young people.

Nevertheless, fully-inclusive and accessible provision, developed with a

strategic view to local economic and social conditions, can have an

important role in enhancing the lives of vulnerable children and those

living with discrimination, disability or the risk of social exclusion.

1.12 Research has shown that certain minority ethnic groups are

disproportionately excluded from play provision. For example, Asian children

- and girls in particular - are widely discouraged from attending mainstream

play services owing to a range of cultural and ethnic pressures including

overt and implicit racism.15 A good play strategy will take such local issues

into account and develop policies and provision to address them.
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1.13 There is evidence that black and minority ethnic playworkers are

disproportionately under-represented in senior or managerial posts in

some London boroughs’ play services.16 The function of playworkers as

role models, and of supervised provision as representational of diverse

communities, is an issue that a play strategy should address.

1.14 Statistical research shows that there were over 20,000 race-related

incidents and 18,000 racial offences in London in 2001.17 A survey of

3,000 young Londoners18 found that many children and young people in

London have had experiences of racist abuse and bullying and that this

inhibits their enjoyment of open space.

1.15 In London, as across the UK as a whole, there is evidence, too, that

disabled children do not enjoy equality of opportunity where play and

leisure activities are concerned. A recent survey of 1,000 parents of

disabled children demonstrated how their children were excluded from

ordinary leisure opportunities. Bowling alleys were ranked the best for

offering inclusive amenities, while parks and playgrounds were the least

user-friendly, with few facilities for disabled people.19 Public play facilities

will be required to take ‘reasonable steps’ to be accessible to disabled

children and adults from October 2004 under the Disability Discrimination

Act. A play strategy will enable the borough and its partners to establish

clear policies on inclusion and accessibility in play provision, and ensure

that plans are developed for best practice to be implemented.

1.16 There are around 4,000 unaccompanied asylum-seeking children and

young people in London and many more with families.20 Many of them

experience a lack of respect and overt discrimination in public spaces. 21

The primary objectives of a play strategy - to increase the availability of

play spaces where all children and young people feel safe and welcomed,

and to help improve the child-friendliness of the public realm in general -

will help to combat this.

‘Children’s freedom… (in) their own communities can be significantly

reduced by their fear of encountering racism and crime.’

State of London’s Children Report, 2001

Barriers to play
1.17 Children and young people commonly identify many barriers to play,

recreation and their enjoyment of public space.22 These include: fears for

their safety, especially from bullying; traffic; dirty and/or run-down play

areas and parks; lack of choice; and lack of access.



Draft guide to preparing play strategies 

Towards the provision of safe and attractive play spaces in London’s neighbourhoods 

8 Mayor of London

‘There is evidence of an increasing number of bye-laws against

skateboarding or bike riding and restrictions on children playing in public

spaces. This is socially excluding children from playing in our towns and

cities. What are public spaces for, if not to bring the community, including

children, together?’

H Wooley, Sheffield University Urban Planning Department, 
Children’s Society/Children’s Play Council 2003

1.18 Parents and the wider community strongly believe that children today

have fewer opportunities to play than they did as children, and believe

they are spending too much time watching television or using computers.

This is a serious concern for many adults. A 2001 MORI poll cited

activities for teenagers as people’s top priority for local improvement,

ahead of crime reduction, road repairs and better transport. More and

better facilities for younger children was next.23 People cite fears about

children’s safety and fear of traffic as the main reasons behind children’s

loss of freedom.

1.19 Children and young people themselves talk about being prevented from

playing out in public. In the 2003 ‘Playday’ survey24 of seven to 16-year-

olds, two-thirds said they like to play outside daily, mostly to meet

friends, but:

• four in five say they have been told off for playing outdoors

• half say they have been shouted at for playing out 

• one in three aged 7 to 11 say being told off stops them playing

outdoors 

• 11-year-olds say they are told off more than any other age group.

1.20 A play strategy, developed by a range of local authority and community

stakeholders, will promote better understanding of the importance of

play and ensure children’s needs are taken into account within the

wider community.

1.21 Studies show dramatic decreases in children’s independent mobility, 

a major factor in their access to play opportunities. For example, the

proportion of seven and eight-year-olds walking unaccompanied to school

fell from 80% in 1971 to 9% in 1990.25 Whilst fear of ‘stranger danger’ is

often cited as a major reason, other studies have shown that traffic is the

more significant factor. One study demonstrated that, where traffic is

slower, parents allow their children to play out in much greater numbers

than in similar streets where it is faster. The same study concluded that

fear of abduction was more of an effect of children not being allowed to

play out than its cause.26
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1.22 Research in Zurich compared children aged five who could play out by

their own homes, with those who could not. It found that where they

could play out, the children and their parents had more friends and the

parents had three times as many people they could call on to look after

their children. The children who could not play out had less physical and

social development and were less autonomous.27

‘Anti-social behaviour’
1.23 Groups of children or young people ‘hanging-out’ in the public domain

are often characterised as posing a threat or a nuisance, even when they

are simply enjoying being together. A good play strategy can address this

issue positively by engaging with all parts of the community, including

young people themselves, to challenge negative perceptions and

engender shared ownership of - and responsibility for - public space.

Implementation of the strategy (discussed in detail on pages 53-61) can

include mediation strategies to reduce fears and conflict by engaging

young people with other sections of the community in constructive

dialogue.

Young people are often represented as the perpetrators of crime, and yet

it is clear that in terms of parks and green spaces they see themselves as

the victims. They suffer anti-social behaviour in the form of bullying from

other age groups but also on the part of adults - ranging from the

possibility of attack in unlit areas to adults allowing their dogs to roam

loose in children’s areas. Contrary to expectations, young people are also

very concerned about issues of maintenance in parks and green spaces.’

Groundwork research report to the 
Urban Green Spaces Taskforce, 2002

Play strategies

Benefits

1.24 The benefits of preparing and implementing a play strategy include:

• bringing together a range of issues, disciplines and interests to promote

closer inter-departmental, inter-authority, cross-sectoral and

community relationships around the key theme of children and young

people’s enjoyment of play and recreation

• providing the evidence base, building the strategic partnerships and

developing the plans to support funding applications to a wide range

of potential funders, including the National Lottery

• helping to meet the requirements for assessments and audits for open

spaces contained in Planning Policy Guidance 17 (PPG17): Planning

for Open Space, Sport and Recreation (July 2002)
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• promoting a more holistic view of play space provision, distribution 

and quality

• providing the basis for a consistent approach that contributes to a

strategic overview within current priorities

• identifying areas of play space deficiency, gaps in types of provision

and the need for improvements

• assisting in the identification of priorities, and in planning for

improvements or the creation of new play spaces or services

• highlighting issues of quantity, quality and accessibility

• maximising the effectiveness of limited local authority budgets

• assisting in development plan review, development control, decision

making and the negotiation of developer agreements

• contributing to Best Value reviews and other corporate strategies

• promoting partnership working, social inclusion and 

community involvement.

Scope

1.25 Play is important in its own right and is also a cross-cutting issue. It is

relevant to many areas of children’s lives and many spheres of local

authority activity. The Play Strategy should assess and analyse the

quantity, quality and current usage of existing play spaces and facilities,

and the needs of local children and young people. 

Too old to play?
Whilst most older children do not themselves refer to ‘play’ in

describing their free-time pursuits, the issue of space and resources for

their recreational and leisure activities is equally important to that of

younger children. In line with the age-definition adopted in the UN

Convention on the Rights of the Child, and the Mayor’s Children and

Young People's Strategy, this guidance is for strategies applying to

children and young people under the age of 18. Unless a particular

age-group is specified, all references to either ‘children’, ‘young

people’ or to ‘children and young people’ should be taken to include

this full age range. Similarly, references to ‘play’ should be taken to

include all freely-chosen leisure activities - actual or aspirational - of

any child or young person.

1.26 As well as requiring a close strategic fit with both the OSS and the

Children and Young People’s Plan, the preparation of the Play Strategy

should include those involved in the borough’s other corporate strategies

such as the Unitary Development Plan, the Children’s Strategy, the

Community Strategy and the Cultural Strategy. Play spaces and play

provision should not be viewed in isolation or as the sole responsibility of

a single service area, but as a corporate priority reflected across a range of
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developments. The Play Strategy is the vehicle for ensuring this, and the

range of borough departments involved in its development should reflect

this cross-cutting approach.

1.27 As well as a broad range of local authority activities, the Play Strategy will

also be significant to, and need the involvement of, a range of other

stakeholders from the community (see box, above). It is important that

these groups, many of whom will have important information and

expertise, should be consulted and fully involved. 

Stakeholders in the development of a play strategy
The cross-cutting nature of play provision means that the widest range

of local authority activities and community groups should be involved,

such as:

Local authority departments 

• Children and young people’s directorate

- play services, extended schools, children’s centres, children’s

services, education, social services 

• Highways, traffic and transport

• Housing

• Planning, development and regeneration

• Leisure and recreation

• Parks and open spaces

• Youth provision

Community groups and external partners

• Children and young people

• Parents / carers

• Play associations 

• Disability organisations

• Housing associations

• Amenity interests and ‘friends’ groups

• Black and minority ethnic community groups

• Children’s charities

• Faith groups

Partnerships and other statutory agencies

• Local strategic partnerships

• Cultural groups

• Children’s trusts

• Children’s fund boards

• Early years development and childcare partnerships 

• Sure Start services 

• Strategic health authorities – children’s leads

• Primary care trusts – public health 
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1.28 Much data will be available as part of preparing a borough’s OSS and

there will be benefits to integrating the development of the two

documents so that the collection and use of data is maximised and

duplication avoided. There will, however, be important differences. Those

preparing the Play Strategy should be enquiring into the extent that

children play out and the level of opportunity for challenge and variety,

rather than simply the extent of play facilities. The Strategy should assess

and analyse where and how children are playing and identify where they

are not. It should assess what modifications need to be made to existing

open spaces and playgrounds to enable children to play out. It should also

assess and analyse the quantity, quality and accessibility of supervised

play opportunities.

Purpose

1.29 The Play Strategy should convey a vision of what the council wants to

achieve, setting out aims, objectives and broad policies. This vision should

be based on an understanding of the supply, distribution, quality, level of

use, and the needs of children and young people. It should be placed

within the wider borough, sub-regional and London context. An action

plan or delivery mechanism should be developed as a key component that

focuses on the implementation of the Strategy.

Main objectives

1.30 The main objectives of the Play Strategy should be to:

• protect and improve play space and play provision in terms of quality,

quantity, accessibility and safety

• ensure play space and play provision meets the needs of all local

children and young people 

• promote greater social inclusion

• develop a balance between supervised and unsupervised provision

according to local need

• ensure play spaces enhance the quality of the local environment for

children and young people

• improve the public realm as a child-friendly environment

• provide a clear framework for investment priorities, action and

workforce development

• make clear links to other relevant strategies and plans in the borough.

1.31 The development of the Play Strategy should reflect the new focus on

liveability and delivery of the urban renaissance. It should seek in

particular to meet the needs of the children and young people of local

communities, including groups that have traditionally suffered exclusion,

such as disabled children and young people, those from minority ethnic or
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refugee communities, girls and young women, looked-after children and

young people, and those at risk from social exclusion.

1.32 It is recommended that the preparation of the Play Strategy should be

based on the following general principles, which develop the main

objectives outlined above:

• establishment of a clear policy framework

• shared understanding and adoption of the principles of play as a

child’s right and essential to their healthy development

• understanding the play needs and aspirations of local children and

young people 

• formation of collaborative and enabling partnerships

• development of a clear and shared vision

• long-term viability and sustainability

• understanding of risk and safety issues in relation to children’s play 

• sustainable management and maintenance arrangements

• understanding and promotion of the recognised objectives of good

play provision

• inclusive and accessible design principles.

Defining children’s play
1.33 Whilst play is something we all recognise when we see it, it is difficult to

define. Nevertheless, it is important to agree a definition. The National

Occupational Standards of the playwork, childcare and early years

professions define play as ‘freely chosen, personally directed, intrinsically

motivated behaviour that actively engages the child. It can be fun or

serious’.28 This definition goes on to describe the importance of play to

child development: ‘By playing, children learn and develop as individuals

and as members of the community’. 

1.34 The Children’s Play Council and the Children’s Society build on this in

their Charter for Children’s Play29: ‘Play is an essential part of every child’s

life and vital to their development… It is essential for physical, emotional

and spiritual growth, for intellectual and educational development and for

acquiring social and behavioural skills… it may or may not involve

equipment or have an end product. Children play on their own and with

others. Their play may be boisterous and energetic or quiet and

contemplative, light-hearted or very serious’.

1.35 The more recent, government-funded play review, uses the

straightforward description: ‘What children and young people do when

they follow their own ideas and interests, in their own way and for their

own reasons’.30
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1.36 Whilst the strategy group may decide to adopt a simple definition, it is

important to recognise the diversity and complexity - the richness - 

of children’s play if the Play Strategy is to fully address the need to

accommodate it. The playwork profession has identified no less than 

15 distinct ‘play types’, which are listed and described at Appendix C.

1.37 What these definitions all suggest is that the benefits of play are derived

because children choose it and do it for themselves. The imagining of

what to do, the working out of how to do it, the reaching of agreements

and compromises with friends, and the execution itself, are essential

elements of play. It is developmental because children do it for

themselves. The role of the adult is to enable rather than to organise; 

to provide the right environment, rather than to control the process.

When and where children play

1.38 Half of all days in the year are weekends or school holidays, when, given

the opportunity, children will play out for many hours. 

1.39 Research has shown that, while children enjoy having the option of

accessing special and ‘secret’ spaces (dens and hideaways), their main

inclination is towards playing in places that are open and visible: in the

heart of the communities and the environments with which they are

familiar and where they feel socially and emotionally secure. Successful

play places generally fulfil two criteria: where they can see and be seen

and ‘where it’s at’.31 Play spaces that do not comply with these two

criteria are generally used by fewer children and are more vulnerable to

vandalism.

1.40 Children’s regular play spaces are nearly always where they can see and be

seen by a trusted adult. In most instances this adult will be a parent, carer

or that of a friend. It may also be a playworker or someone without direct

responsibility, such as a park keeper or neighbourhood warden. This

explains why putting children and their playgrounds ‘out of sight and out

of mind’ leads to facilities that are little used and often vandalised.

1.41 Children instinctively like to be within the heart of their neighbourhoods.

They tend to play where there is a high probability that they will meet

friends and other members of the community. This is why they often

congregate ‘where it’s at’: in front of shops, on street corners and in other

well-used public spaces. All children depend upon the suitability of these

environments to be able to play. If not on the roads and pavements

themselves, they certainly depend on these being safe routes to spaces

where they can play. Strategies that attempt to simply corral children into

‘safe places’ are not likely to succeed.32
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1.42 A large number of children, but by no means all, have opportunities to

visit dedicated, unsupervised play spaces: playgrounds with appropriate

equipment and landscaping. These can be successful if they meet the

various criteria and at least some of the objectives for good provision, 

but can be underused, neglected and vandalised if they do not.

1.43 Destination or ‘show case’ parks are sometimes seen as the solution to

the need for more play provision, and the popularity of large town parks

with quality equipment is clear. However, research analysis demonstrates

that the majority of users of such facilities are on a family visit, and that

they do not meet the everyday play needs of more than small numbers of

local children.33

1.44 Childcare facilities have developed significantly in recent years to meet

the needs of working parents. Within quality childcare provision there are

good opportunities for play, but these are restricted to those children who

are registered to attend. In many cases childcare provision has been

expanded at the expense of open-access play services, to the detriment

of children who are not registered.34

1.45 A good play strategy will address all these issues by developing more

and better play spaces and opportunities and a more child-friendly

public realm, but also by engaging all parts of the community, including

children and young people themselves, in the process. This can

engender community cohesion and a sense of shared ownership and

responsibility for public space. It can help to cultivate a young

population that identifies with, and feels a sense of belonging to, its

physical and social environment.

Objectives of play provision
1.46 Consultation exercises regularly find that parents want ‘a safe place for 

my children to play’. This is often interpreted as referring to the safety 

of equipment. However, when asked, parents often complain that play

equipment is not exciting enough and that children have grown out of 

it by the time they are seven or eight.35 Parents want somewhere where

they feel that their children are socially safe (to ‘see and be seen’) but

know that, physically, they want and need excitement and challenges

from their play. 

‘Best Play’ objectives
Best Play, produced with government funding by three national play

agencies, is a widely-recognised benchmark document describing the

objectives for good play provision:
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1 The provision extends the choice and control that children have

over their play, the freedom they enjoy and the satisfaction they

gain from it.

2 The provision recognises the child's need to test boundaries and

responds positively to that need.

3 The provision manages the balance between the need to offer risk

and the need to keep children safe from harm.

4 The provision maximises the range of play opportunities.

5 The provision fosters independence and self-esteem.

6 The provision fosters children's respect for others and offers

opportunities for social interaction.

7 The provision fosters the child's well-being, healthy growth and

development, knowledge and understanding, creativity and capacity

to learn.

From Best Play: What play provision should do for children,
Children’s Play Council, the National Playing Fields Association

and PLAYLINK, 2000

Timetable
1.47 A play strategy may take anything from eight to eighteen months to

produce, depending on a number of factors. The timetable should take

into account potential constraints or milestones such as Best Value

Reviews and council elections. Some key issues determining the timing 

of the process will be: 

• internal resources and funding 

• the role of external consultants

• the involvement of voluntary and community groups

• production/review of related policies and strategies.

1.48 The times and the duration suggested for different tasks is a rough guide

only and will depend upon key stakeholders’ and officers’ other time

commitments, the resources available and other variables. This suggested

timetable is illustrative of the general scale of the project.

Indicative timetable
Stage Process Substantive time Duration

(days) (months)

1 Preparation / scoping 2 - 4 1-2 

2 Review 9 -12 1-6 

3 Identifying, mapping and auditing current provision 8 - 15 2-3 

4 Consultation 8 - 10 2- 3

5 Analysis 3 - 5 1-2 

6 Preparation of strategy and action plan 6 - 9 2- 6
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Introduction
2.1 This section of the guide makes recommendations for producing and

implementing a play strategy. It is designed to be used in conjunction

with the Mayor’s Guide to Preparing Open Space Strategies, with which it

shares a general structure and some suggested methodologies. Those

responsible for preparing the OSS should be involved from the outset in

order to avoid duplication and ensure that the two strategies are

integrated wherever possible and desirable. A staged approach is

recommended, as set out below:

1 preparation and scoping

2 review

3 identifying, mapping and auditing current provision

4 consultation

5 analysis and identification of objectives

6 preparation of strategy and action plan.

Process and development

2.2 Whilst setting out a suggested approach, it is recognised that each local

authority is different in the current status of its play provision, the history

and role of its children’s services, the development of its OSS and in the

current needs and aspirations of its communities. The process set out

should not therefore be considered prescriptive, although certain key

elements are strongly recommended. 

2.3 It is essential that the right people are engaged, both across the borough

and vertically within the council as described at 1.26 and 1.27. Equally, the

values and principles underpinning the strategy should be founded in a

sound understanding of the importance of play, children’s participation and

the diversity of environmental, spatial and social factors affecting these.

Stage 1: Preparation/scoping

Managing the process
2.4 As the corporate nature of the strategy will need to arise from the

involvement and engagement of a range of key officers and departments

and include key stakeholder representatives, it is recommended that a

Play Strategy Group be formed to steer the process. 

Lead Officers and Play Champions

2.5 Many local authorities in London have experienced and qualified play

practitioners in management positions or development roles. Where this is

not the case, it will be an important first step to recruit such a person to

be the Lead Officer with responsibility for researching, consulting, co-

ordinating and drafting proposals for the strategy. It is vital that the lead

2 methodology of developing a play strategy
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officer has a full understanding of the diverse nature of children’s play and

its relevance to the full range of local authority and community activities.

2.6 As well as a lead officer it is strongly recommended that the authority

designate a Play Champion, who can advocate for the strategy in the

council’s policy discussions and provide political leadership. This should,

ideally, be a cabinet member, other senior elected member or a

departmental director. In Croydon, for example (see Appendix B), the

involvement of the Chief Executive’s Office provided political leadership

and gave authority to the development work of a specially recruited Play

Strategy Officer. Without such authority, it is less likely that the strategy

will develop at a sufficiently senior policy level to be effective.

External advice and facilitation

2.7 It is also recommended that, particularly where the authority does not

have an established play service and may therefore lack the relevant

expertise, consideration be given to the involvement of external agencies

with specific knowledge, skills and experience in play policy and practice.

A current list of play agencies is contained in Appendix E. 

Agreeing the principles
2.8 An effective, value-led strategy first requires a clear and coherent policy

framework based on an agreed set of principles and understandings.

These should be set out in a Play Policy Statement based on agreed

definitions of play, its value for the children and young people within the

borough, and the broad objectives of the strategy. The formulation of this

statement should consider certain key issues such as: understandings

about play’s role in child development; the importance of consulting with

and engaging children and young people; risk and safety; access for

disabled children and ethnic minority children; and children and young

people’s use of shared public space.

2.9 The necessary diversity of the steering group means that arriving at

common understandings, shared values and joint objectives will not

necessarily be easy. A literature review is recommended and, while the

range of publications that could inform such a process is potentially vast,

there are some key texts quoted throughout this document, with

suggested further reading at Appendix A.

2.10 It is recommended that the literature review be supplemented by some

play policy workshops, which could be led by the Lead Officer or an

external facilitator. The purpose should be to arrive at a shared

understanding of play at an early stage in the process and so avoid

wasted effort later. The literature review might inform the development of
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a ‘key issues’ paper, which would provide the basis for discussion in the

policy workshops. The purpose is to create shared ownership of the policy

proposals that will emerge, based on common understanding about

children’s play and its role for the borough’s children.

2.11 There should be consultation with the community, including children and

young people, during this stage of the process in order to establish their

view of what the broad aims of the strategy should be. The later, more

detailed consultation will be more about finding out what local children

and their families want for their area. 

2.12 Once the principles and broad aims are agreed, a Play Policy Statement

should state clearly what these are and what they are based upon. The

Audit Commission has produced a model statement of principles in

support of its Best Value Performance Indicator (PI) for local Play Policies

and Strategies (BVPI 115) and this is reproduced here in full (the full PI is

reproduced on pages 29-30).

Model statement of principles for a play strategy
The Audit Commission includes this model statement as a supplement

to its Best Value Performance Indicator for developing local play

strategies (reproduced on pages 29-30):

The Authority recognises the significance and value of play and the

poverty of play opportunities in the general environment. It is

committed to ensuring that all children have access to rich, stimulating

environments, both in and out of doors, free from unacceptable risks,

thereby offering them the opportunity to explore through their freely

chosen play, both themselves and the world. The policy is based on the

understanding that every child needs opportunities to play both on

their own and, crucially, with others. 

The Authority is committed to ensuring that environments, services

and provision for play are attractive, welcoming and accessible to every

child irrespective of age, gender, background or origin or of individual

capacities and abilities. 

The Authority will work towards increasing play opportunities for and

eliminating barriers to the take up of play provision by disabled

children and children with specific cultural needs. This will take the

form of developing increased inclusive provision or, if necessary,

separate provision, recognising that separate provision may sometimes

be a valuable staging post for particularly vulnerable children. Use of

specialist services should only be at the choice of the child or their
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advocate and all mainstream services must be welcoming and

accessible to all children.

The Authority recognises:
• children play in a of variety public spaces as well as in 

dedicated provision

• play environments should provide safe, stimulating play

opportunities that place children at the centre of the play process 

• children need to encounter and learn to manage an acceptable level

of risk in their play

• children’s views should be sought and listened to

• children should have access to the widest possible range of play

experiences and play environments, both indoors and outside. 

Judgements about quality in provision will be based on the degree to

which children are provided with opportunities to experience directly:

• the natural elements – earth, air, fire and water

• fabricated and natural materials and tools – consumables,

‘loose parts’

• challenge in the physical environment, in the social context 

and in private

• free movement – running, jumping, climbing, rolling, balancing

• emotions – both painful and pleasurable, the chance to validate a

range of feelings

• a variety of stimulation to the senses – hearing, taste, smell, 

touch, sight

• play with identity – drama, dressing up, role plays, masks, 

face painting

• varied social interactions – freely chosen across the age, ability,

gender, ethnic and cultural barriers, co-operating, resolving conflict,

chatting, negotiating, sharing

• change – building/demolishing, transforming environments, the

effect of the seasons and weather, growth and decay, predicting

and planning, staff joining/leaving interesting physical

environments – plantings, varied levels, enclosed/open spaces,

mounds, steps, walls, shelters, surfaces, platforms, seating, privacy,

vistas, flexibility.

Audit Commission (BV PI 115)
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Stage 2: Review

2.13 There are some key questions to begin the process of reviewing current

play provision in the borough, which should then be placed within the

national, regional and local policy context. These questions might include:

• Which services within the local authority deliver play opportunities? 

• Which other organisations deliver provision? 

• What relationships exist between different providers?

• Who is involved in the planning and development of play provision in

the borough?

• What written plans and policies are there? 

• What do these documents cover and how are they implemented?

• How does play provision fit into other local authority priorities 

and initiatives?

• Are there processes for mediating between children’s play needs and

the needs of others?

2.14 Apart from assessing the use of space, the Play Strategy Group will also

want to consider questions about resources. These might include: 

• How much is spent on play provision? 

• What is the spending per child or resident? 

• How is this spending allocation between different provisions?

• Are Section 106 agreements used to provide/improve play provision?

• Are other funding streams available for play provision?

2.15 The Play Strategy will need to take account of a range of national,

regional and local policies and initiatives across the full range of relevant

areas. This is an important stage; ensuring that there is a strategic fit with

regional and national strategies and opportunities. In drafting the

strategy, the group should seek to make the appropriate links and

demonstrate how it helps the borough to meet corporate objectives

within this wider context. Some of the key current policy areas to be

considered are set out below.

National policy context
2.16 The Government Green Paper, Every Child Matters (2003) identifies

enjoyment, twinned with achievement, as a key outcome for children and

young people. The draft Children Bill (2004), as amended, specifies

‘recreation’ (with ‘education and training’) as one of the key outcomes for

the newly configured Children’s Services. 
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‘We are completely at one in the importance that we attach to play as a

developmental aspect of children’s lives in terms of learning and

enjoyment. It is extremely important that there are opportunities for

informal as well as formal play.’

Baroness Andrews, speaking for the Government 
in the Children Bill amendment debate, June 2004

2.17 As well as considering children and young people’s play and recreation as

a key outcome, children’s services will be required to signpost local play

spaces. The Extended Schools Initiative is to look at opening the use of

school grounds and premises to out-of-school activities, including

children’s play. These are expected, as a priority, to provide leisure

facilities that include disabled children.36

2.18 Supervised provision that is open to children under eight must be

registered with Ofsted under the National Standards for out of school

care. Under the standards, open access playgrounds or playschemes have

alternative criteria to those that apply to childcare, and these are set out

in Out of School Care: Guidance to the National Standards (Appendix A).

PLAYLINK has published a valuable guide to how the National Standards

apply to open access play: Open for Play – the National Daycare

Standards in open access play provision.

2.19 Planning Policy Guidance Note 17, Open Space, Sport and Recreation

(PPG 17) aims to safeguard open spaces and playing fields. It was revised

as recently as 2002 to become much more focused on assessing the need

for different types of open space, rather than - as in the previous

guidance - merely setting quantitative standards. This is the national

context for the play space and open space aspects of a play strategy. 

At the same time, new legislation was introduced to lower the threshold

(from 0.4 ha to 0.2 ha) above which local planning authorities are

required to consult Sport England about developments affecting playing

fields, with objections referred to the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister.

Play Review, 2004
2.20 In 2001, the government announced that a National Lottery fund of

£200m would be allocated to improving and expanding children’s play

space. Getting Serious About Play - a Review of Children’s Play (2004)

made recommendations on how best to invest the fund. In his foreword 

to the report, the Review Chair, the Rt. Hon. Frank Dobson MP, said that

‘a commitment to continue lottery funding of play facilities for the next

decade would be a great step forward for children’s play and also a

sensible and popular use of lottery funds’. A government response to the

report has been postponed pending the establishment of new programme
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criteria for the new distributor, the Big Lottery Fund, formed in June 2004

from a merger of the Community Fund and the New Opportunities Fund.

Among the Review’s key recommendations were that:

• ‘The local authority or a local partnership should be responsible for

drawing up proposals ... prepared in partnership with other local

agencies, children and young people and local communities.

• Local authorities should take the opportunity provided by the

programme to improve the planning and operation of play facilities

across their area. They should designate a ‘play champion’ to carry out

this task and to help ensure the success of the lottery funded projects’.

A fuller summary of the recommendations of the Play Review is set out

on page 56.

Regional Context
2.21 The London Plan, the Mayor’s Spatial Development Strategy for London

(2004) sets out the spatial planning framework for London for the next

15 to 20 years. It contains a number of policies in respect of London’s

open spaces, including:

• realising the value of open space to communities and to protect its

many benefits, including those associated with play and recreation

• requiring the London boroughs to produce Open Space Strategies that

include an audit of existing provision and an assessment of needs 

• protecting locally important open space

• creating new open spaces where there is inadequate provision

• promoting improvements in existing provision

• ensuring that everyone has equal access to and can use London’s

open spaces.

The Mayor is producing London Plan Supplementary Planning Guidance on

the spatial needs of London’s diverse communities, including children and

young people.

2.22 Making London Better for All Children and Young People - the Mayor’s

Children and Young People’s Strategy, (2004) sets out the Mayor’s vision

for developing London as a ‘genuinely child-friendly city’ where ‘children

are seen and heard’. It contains specific policy commitments and action

points about children’s play and young people’s leisure. A Children and

Young People’s Unit has been set up to ensure delivery, implementation

and monitoring of its objectives. 

2.23 The Mayor’s Transport Strategy also includes proposals for Home Zones,

20mph restrictions and safe routes to school. Transport for London’s

Children Action Plan will aim to influence the boroughs’ transport
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spending plans to ensure that they fully take into account the provision of

safe and accessible transport for children and young people.

2.24 The Walking Plan for London has been produced as an integral part of

the Mayor’s sustainable transport strategy. It aims to promote walking

as the most environmentally-friendly mode of transport by making it an

‘attractive, safe and convenient mode of travel for everyone’. It includes

the increased introduction of Home Zones (see page 32), where

pedestrian and community needs are placed ahead of traffic

considerations. 

2.25 Making Space for Londoners is an initiative of the GLA’s Architecture and

Urbanism Unit aiming to create or upgrade 100 public spaces in London

over the next five years. The strategy outlines ten initial pilot projects to

highlight how to achieve the best quality for public spaces.

Local context
2.26 Unitary Development Plans (UDPs) and Local Development Frameworks

(LDFs) provide the framework for decisions on the nature and location of

new developments within London, and are therefore extremely important

in shaping the physical aspects of children’s play opportunities. It will be 

a requirement of the boroughs to have regard to the relevant policies and

themes set out in the London Plan. 

2.27 Open Space Strategies should develop detailed policies and objectives for

open space based on an assessment of existing provision and the needs

of the local community. The strategy should inform other local authority

strategies and plans including the UDP. The Guide to Preparing Open

Space Strategies (London Plan Best Practice Guidance, 2004) gives

practical advice to London boroughs on the preparation of an OSS. It is 

a companion to this guide.

Play and the Open Space Strategy (OSS)
The London Borough of Ealing’s Open Space Strategy survey and

consultation work included a play audit, which found that

playgrounds were the single biggest asset to play within the borough,

and resulted in play provision being established as one of the main

priorities of the Strategy. This had the effect of raising awareness of

play within the borough.

2.28 The authority may also develop a Green Space Strategy as a sub strategy

to the OSS. In this case the Play Strategy will need to be integrated with

this development as well as that of the OSS. CABE Space has produced a

good practice guide on Green Space Strategies37 that sets out the
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relationship between the OSS and its potential sub-strategies. As

discussed, authorities in London, where there is substantial supervised

provision, will also want to ensure that the play strategy is integrated with

the Children and Young People’s Strategy or Children’s Plan as well as the

wider Community Strategy and Unitary Development plan.

The Open Space Strategy and its sub-strategies

From Green Space Strategies - a good practice guide, CABE Space

Play and the Cultural Strategy
2.29 Community strategies are required by the Local Government Act (2000).

They should be aimed at improving the economic, social and

environmental well-being of their areas through sustainable development. 

2.30 Boroughs are required to produce a cultural strategy as part of the

community strategy. According to a government funded report38, this is

‘the opportunity to respond to fundamental questions about children,

families, communities and wider society… In developing the vision, aims

and objectives of their cultural strategies, local authorities should bear in

mind that:

• play is an essential aspect of children’s culture and quality of life

• children’s play is an initiation into a wider cultural life

• play and culture share the characteristic of being intrinsically

worthwhile’.

2.31 As well as sitting alongside the OSS, there should be a clear link between

the play, cultural and community strategies.

‘The culture of childhood has play at its heart. By recognising this and

fully incorporating play provision into Local Cultural Strategies, local

authorities will be extending the enhanced quality of life… to children,

whose voices too often go unheard…’

Richard Caborn, Minister for Sport, from Play as Culture, 
PLAYLINK and the Children’s Play Policy Forum, 2002

Open Space Strategy

Green Space Strategy Civic Space

Allotment Strategy Tree & Woodland StrategyPlaying Pitch Strategy Play Strategy



Draft guide to preparing play strategies 

Towards the provision of safe and attractive play spaces in London’s neighbourhoods 

26 Mayor of London

2.32 The Mayor’s Culture Strategy (2004) promotes the cultural benefits of

open space as an important cultural resource and recognises children’s

play as a distinct cultural activity for inclusion in local cultural strategies.

Play in childcare
2.33 Early years development and childcare partnerships are required to

produce childcare plans as part of the Government’s National Childcare

Strategy. Partnerships are encouraged by the DfES to promote play as an

integral part of these plans. Government guidance to the partnerships

sets out a range of measures to ensure the quality of play opportunities

within childcare provision, stating that ‘partnerships have a crucial role in

the promotion and development of good quality play opportunities’. 

Summary of government guidance on play within childcare
• Children need opportunities to play in different ways at 

different times.

• Children need safe play spaces where they can be physically active

as well as quiet and still.

• Childcare staff and playworkers can enrich and enhance 

children’s play.

• Children’s play needs may differ depending on their age, ability,

culture and circumstances.

Good Practice Guidance for Early Years Development 
and Childcare Partnerships, No 13, DfES 2001)

2.34 The Mayor’s London Childcare Strategy (2003) was launched in response

to the Government’s National Childcare Strategy and contains a range of

strategic proposals that the Mayor will implement in order to increase the

availability of affordable childcare in London.

Play and Best Value
2.35 Boroughs are required to undertake Best Value Reviews of all their

services. Many authorities will find that some of the information they

need to start preparing a Children’s Play Strategy has already been

gathered as part of a previous Best Value Review. Conversely, the audit,

consultation and analysis stages of the Play Strategy development will

prove useful to future reviews. 
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Example - Best Value and play
The London Borough of Southwark’s Best Value Review determined that

the council should ‘implement a cross-cutting review of play areas’.

The target outcome was to jointly commission a review of play areas to

be funded by the parks department budget, and ultimately linked to

the production of the Open Spaces Strategy. Contributions to the

review were to come from planning, housing and play services, with

external contributions from Sport England, the NPFA and the Green

Spaces Forum.

2.36 The Audit Commission identifies the development, adoption and

implementation of an appropriate play policy and strategy by the local

authority as a Best Value Performance Indicator in the Quality of Life

category. This indicator, PI 115, is reproduced here in full as it represents

a good overview of the purpose and position of a play policy and strategy

as well as a tool for assessing its progress and effect.
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Play Strategy Performance Indicator from the Audit Commission

PI referenceLIB115

Short title The status of the local authority's policy and strategy for play

Rationale This indicator identifies the extent to which the authority has developed and adopted a

comprehensive play policy. To what extent the play policy can act as a practical working

tool to influence, and guide, any decisions made across all relevant departments, which

affect or relate to children’s play opportunities. How far an authority achieves in relation

to the processes the indicator details will be determined by local objectives and resources

but it is important that achievement is related to goals as set out in the ‘advanced’,

‘established’ and ‘emerging’ criteria.  The indicator should be supplemented by further

information relating to quality and cost effectiveness determined according to local

priorities.

It assesses the extent to which the development, adoption and implementation of a

corporate play policy has involved users and providers, is responsive to local and diverse

needs and demonstrates an understanding of the importance of play and the child’s right

to play.  

Definition (a) Status of the local authority’s development and implementation of a corporate
play policy (advanced, established, emerging)

The status of the local authority’s contribution should be matched as closely as possible

to the criteria for 'Advanced', 'Established' or 'Emerging' as detailed in the table below,

against each of the components A to I. Please note that the policy must meet all of the

criteria to qualify at the higher levels.

Columns entitled 'Advanced', 'Established' and 'Emerging' each identify the different

actions required against each of the component elements of a play policy and strategy,

as identified in A-I. To assess your position, review the columns to identify for each of

the criteria A-I below, which best describes your current position.  For example, if your

policy has identified the range of authority services with relevance to play and their

responsibilities, but has not provided guidance to staff in these departments, then 'tick'

column 'Established' for line A.  Continue working through criteria A-I, selecting for the

corresponding line the columns which best describe your current position.

Your position to be reported for part (a) of this indicator, is that for which you have been

able to tick all of the behaviours required, or demonstrated behaviour required at the

higher level, ie the programme must meet all of the criteria to qualify at the higher

levels. For example, an Advanced status would need to demonstrate evidence for all of

the criteria A-I as detailed in the ‘Advanced’ column. For an authority that meets 5 of the

criteria shown in the ‘Established’ column, but can only demonstrate the action detailed

in the ‘Emerging’ column for the remaining 4, the authority's policy and strategy for play

would be reported as having an ‘Emerging’ status.

(b) Number of ‘Advanced’ criteria met as a percentage of the total advanced criteria

Of the components detailed, the number of these for which the authority meets the

criteria as detailed for an ‘Advanced’ plan, as a percentage of the total nine component

areas detailed.
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Development and implementation of a corporate play policy: assessing your progress

Advanced Established Emerging

A The policy is

widely scoped,

including any

local authority

services that

might directly or

indirectly impact

on children’s play

opportunities.

The policy clearly identifies the range

of authority services with relevance to

play and their respective

responsibilities. Supporting guidance

is provided to the relevant staff in

these departments to ensure that the

policy is implemented in practice.

The policy clearly

identifies the range of

authority services with

relevance to play and

their responsibilities.

The policy broadly

identifies services

which have

relevance to play.

B The play policy

clearly identifies

the importance

of play.

The policy includes a clear assessment

of the specific needs and priorities for

the local area, identifying - for

example - particular locations where

action is required. It displays a clear

understanding of: 

• the child's right to play, in line with

the United Nations Convention on

the Rights of the Child 

• why a variety of play opportunities 

is important

• defines play, play opportunities,

children, and acceptable risks.

The policy includes a

broad assessment of

needs and priorities

for the local area, 

but does not identify

specific areas of

action. It displays 

a broad 

understanding of:

• the child's right to

play, 

• why play is

important.

• it defines play, play

opportunities, and

acceptable risks.

The policy shows

an understanding

of why play is

important, and

defines what 'play'

and 'play

opportunities'

mean. The policy

is couched in

general terms and

does not identify

the specific

requirements and

priorities of the

local area.

C The policy is

integrated with

other relevant

community,

corporate and

departmental

plans.

The policy is consistent with the

authority's corporate objectives, and

identifies the role of play in

contributing to the achievement of

these objectives.  The policy should be

linked to a corporate strategy on

children and young people. Where

there is no separate corporate strategy

for younger people, links to other

corporate strategies should be explicit.

It considers or makes reference, where

relevant, to other existing activities

and corporate or departmental plans

which may impact on the delivery of

the play policy.

The policy is

consistent with the

authority's corporate

objectives, and

identifies the role of

play in contributing to

the achievement of

these objectives. The

policy does not

consider or make

reference to specific

departmental plans or

activities which may

impact on the delivery

of the play policy.

The policy is a

stand-alone

document that

makes little or no

reference to

corporate or

relevant

departmental

policies and

activities.
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Stage 3: Identifying, mapping and auditing current provision

2.37 This part of the process will need to be methodical and systematic in

order to arrive at a sound understanding of the extent, the quality and

the accessibility of existing play spaces and play opportunities. The

following steps are offered as guidelines.

1 Desk-top study and identification of children’s play space.

2 Develop a play space typology.

3 Audit of existing provision:

• assessment of the quantity of play spaces

• qualitative assessment of play spaces

• assessment of the social and physical accessibility of play spaces.

Desk-top study
2.38 In deciding what play spaces to include in the audit, consideration should

be given to the range of spaces within the agreed scope of the strategy.

As a minimum, audits should assess areas where play is intended to be at

least one of the functions of the space. 

Dedicated play spaces 

2.39 These will be where play is identified as one of the prime functions. These

include playgrounds, playing fields, skate parks and other recreation

areas. Dedicated play spaces can be publicly owned and open to public

access. Many private play spaces are outside the influence of local

authorities, such as play areas in shopping centres and private gardens.

Dedicated play spaces can be supervised - such as adventure playgrounds

and play clubs - or unsupervised areas. They may include play equipment

and facilities, such as playgrounds, skateboard parks, basketball hoops

and teenage shelters. Alternatively they may be informal non-equipped

areas, such as landscaped areas and playing fields that can be used for a

variety of recreational activities, including children’s play.

Adventure playgrounds

2.40 Because of the added human and material resources they afford,

supervised play facilities - especially those with substantial open space

like adventure playgrounds - often provide opportunities for children to

experience more challenging, exciting and creative activities than are

otherwise available. The Best Play objectives are most achievable through

this type of provision. 

2.41 Adventure playgrounds typically include indoor play facilities and options

as well as the characteristic and perennially popular rope-swings, aerial

runways and elaborate climbing structures. They offer to children a level
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of physically challenging play, and a range of other activities - from

making fires and building dens to cooking and arts and crafts - within a

safe environment and where their choice is paramount. They can offer

extremely positive play opportunities to disabled children and young

people. This is enabled through the presence of trained playworkers who

also provide positive adult interaction and role models. Estimates suggest

that the number of adventure playgrounds in London have reduced from

around 150 to around 80 today.39

Non-dedicated play spaces
2.42 Children also play in spaces where play is not considered a main function.

Some of these non-dedicated spaces will not be considered appropriate

and may be dangerous, such as building sites or railway lines. However

adults may also consider some areas unsuitable for play because of

potential or actual conflict with adult activities in the area. These can

often be made more available for play by reducing tensions. Education,

consultation and mediation - leading to improved understanding between

children and young people and adults - can be part of the strategy’s

development and implementation.

2.43 Other non-dedicated play spaces are valuable environments for play, not

least the street environment. Children have always played in the street more

than anywhere else. Even children whose homes have back gardens will

often prefer it: offering opportunities to meet friends while still being close

to home. As discussed earlier, streets have become less and less safe due to

the increase in volume and speed of traffic. One solution which should be

considered as part of the Play Strategy is the development of Home Zones.

2.44 It is advisable, where possible, to include this wider appraisal of the public

realm from a children’s play perspective as part of the Play Strategy, and

for these findings and considerations to be integral to wider discussions

informing policy and strategy affecting the planning of spatial

development. The borough Unitary Development Plan is one key

document that might be used to inform this process.

Home Zones
‘Neighbourhoods should be recognisably designed, maintained and

managed in children's interests and should include the principles

contained in the Department of Transport's Home Zone programme.’ 

The Mayor’s Children and Young People's Strategy, 2004

A Home Zone is a street, or group of streets, where people and

vehicles share space safely and on equal terms. They are part of the

Mayor's policy to create more child-friendly neighbourhoods and to
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generally improve the quality of life for London's communities. They

can include traffic calming measures, reconfiguring the road, creative

parking, and the installation of benches, planting, play and informal

sports areas. They are designed - according to local need and with

active community participation - to encourage people of all ages to

use and enjoy the public space in their immediate environment. Home

Zones are attracting funding from a range of environmental and

regeneration budgets. As well as the Mayor's Children and Young

People's Strategy, Home Zones are also part of Transport for London's

Streets for People programme.  Well-designed Home Zones, developed

with the participation of children and young people and their families

as well as the wider community, can be a major part of the solution to

creating play-friendly neighbourhoods. 

There are examples of Home Zones in boroughs of Ealing, Camden and

Tower Hamlets, among others. More information can be found at

www.homezones.org or from London Play.

Example - appraising play in the public realm
The London Borough of Camden’s Play Service mapped the use of the

public realm for play through the use of a pro-forma observational

survey. It recorded by area, age and ethnicity the type of environments

where children and young people where playing, the type of activity

and the level of adult supervision. The categories of location were:

• Library

• Park/square

• Street

• Doorstep

• Playground

• Open space - grassed

• Open space – non-grassed

• Shopping area

• Sports pitch/area

• Train station

• Other

Where do Children Play in Camden? LB Camden, 2003

2.45 In addition to information contained within council departments, other

organisations may have information on play spaces within the borough

that can be used in the strategy. It is important to maximise existing

information to avoid duplication. For example the GLA Open Space and

Habitat Survey of Greater London, as outlined in the OSS Guide, will have

a lot of information, although only on sites larger than 0.25ha. 
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2.46 Pooling knowledge and ideas from a range of local authority departments

will help identify types of space to include in the audit. Engagement with

external play practitioners and with local play providers would also help in

this process. External organisations with data on children’s play spaces

might include:

• London Play 

• PLAYLINK

• children’s trusts

• children’s funds

• local play associations

• Kidsactive

• Barnardo’s

• The Children’s Society

• Greater London Authority

• Groundwork

Borough departments that may have data on children’s play space include

the Play and Youth Services, the Education Department, the Children’s

Information Service, the Parks, Planning and Housing Departments and

Community Services. 

Using Geographical Information Systems (GIS)
2.47 GIS is the generic term for computer-based mapping and data assessment

tools increasingly used by local authorities. It is a valuable tool for the

preparation, monitoring and review of the Play Strategy and is

recommended as the best way to record, analyse and maintain

information throughout the process. 

2.48 It helps identify areas of deficiency, measure catchment areas (see

Appendix D) and relate the distribution of play spaces to socio-economic

and demographic characteristics, ie areas with a high number of children

and areas with potentially greater needs. Crucially it can be used to

identify real travel distances and likely barriers to accessibility, such as

busy roads.

2.49 Mapping the data collected in the audit on GIS makes it much easier to

monitor changes in play provision and add these to the database, making

long-term planning and monitoring easier. Some authorities use a GIS

database, or database system linked to GIS, as a more sophisticated tool

to assist in the maintenance of play space (eg London Borough of

Bexley). Maintenance tasks and requirements can be included in the

database as part of day-to-day management. The OSS Guide sets out

some minimum criteria for standard collection. Boroughs may wish to use

this in order to facilitate benchmarking and sharing of information.
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Developing a play space typology 
2.50 Typologies of play space should be developed by individual boroughs to

reflect their local characteristics and facilities, and how local children

perceive their environment. Planning Policy Guidance 17 (PPG17) sets

out a typology of open space. Play space is included, described as play

areas, skateboard parks, outdoor basketball hoops and other, more

informal areas. 

2.51 The decision to describe a playground by any particular category will

inevitably have a degree of subjectivity. The following two-tier typology is

suggested: the first identifying the type of space; the second relating to

the type of facility. The descriptions should relate to purpose, rather than

rigid physical attributes like the number of items of equipment, or the

amount of space. The typology below is offered as a starting point for

boroughs to develop their own.

Tier 1 - Description of location
2.52 For the purposes of an audit, the spaces where children play will be

detailed and a proportion of these will not be playgrounds as such. It is

therefore suggested that the following be used as a first tier; they may or

may not contain playgrounds.

• Playground The primary purpose of the space is that of a

playground and it will have some equipment, or design, that clearly

indicates this to be the case.

• Open space (small) This will be informal open space, usually in

close proximity to housing and smaller in size than a quarter of an

acre (one quarter of a football pitch). 

• Open space (larger) This will be informal green space, usually in

close proximity to housing and of a more substantial size. 

• Playing field A large area, mainly of flat grass, that either has, or is

intended to have, sports pitches on it. 

• Local park A park within an area of housing, which is essentially

for the use of local people. It would not generally attract people

from other areas. Local children probably attend unaccompanied.

• Destination park This would be a major town park, or country

park, that is primarily used by people as a special visit location. The

majority will arrive by car, public transport or cycle; it may or may

not have housing nearby. The majority of children attending will be

accompanied. 

• Ball games area A flat area, usually surfaced, which has one or a

combination of basketball net, goal etc.  Its primary purpose is for

informal use.
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• Wheeled sports area An area for use with skateboards, bikes etc.

It will have mounds and/or ramps.

• Other Not covered by any of the above.

Tier 2 - Playground classification 
2.53 The second tier will classify the playground situated at the location. In

calculating the number of items of equipment, a multi-play should be

calculated by the number of major elements contained eg slide, clatter

bridge, fireman’s pole = three.

• Space There is no specific equipment or design for children’s play. 

• Doorstep/toddler This is designed for small children and is very

close to housing. It may or may not have one or two items of

equipment (this approximates to a ‘LAP’ in the National Playing

Fields Association’s Six Acre Standard descriptions - see page 48).

• Small equipped This has a few play items (approximately three to

five) generally for younger children (this approximates to a ‘LEAP’

in the Six Acre Standard but with a smaller amount of equipment).

It is near to housing.

• Large equipped A reasonable variety of play items (approximately

four to eight) generally for children up to the ages of 10 or 11 (this

also approximates to a ‘LEAP’). It is near to housing.

• Neighbourhood A good variety of play items for children of all

ages (including young teenagers). It will probably have ball games

or skateboard areas, or spaces that encourage activities for this

older age group (this approximates to a ‘NEAP’). It serves an area

of housing.

• Attraction The purpose of this area is primarily to serve family, or

similar, groups, as a visit location; visitors will exceed the number of

people reaching the playground on foot. The amount of equipment

will usually be substantial. Above a dozen items it should be called

‘Large’; around eight to twelve items it is ‘Medium’ and below this

it is ‘Small’. Children are unlikely to attend unaccompanied.

• Adventure Playground A playground with playworkers at which

children have challenging opportunities; this may well include using

tools, lighting fires, digging etc. It will have sufficient space outside

for these activities and will have indoor space for arts and craft

activities.

• Playcentre This has playworkers and indoor space for arts and

crafts activities. Its outdoor space will be insufficient or unsuitable

for adventurous activities. 

• Other Not covered by any of the above.
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Audit of existing provision
2.54 In order to make an assessment of play spaces, it will be necessary to

undertake site visits, unless sufficient up-to-date information is

available from existing studies. Assessments of play space may have

been included in surveys as part of an OSS, or as a review by recreation

or housing departments.

2.55 If site visits are done, a standard form is invaluable in ensuring that a

consistent approach is used to assess all the sites that are visited. 

A recommended approach is to organise the assessment under 

broad headings: 

Issues to address in the audit
2.56 The audit needs to provide the data necessary to answer a range of

questions on the quantity, quality and accessibility of play spaces for

children. It is therefore important to consider what questions need to be

answered before undertaking any major data collection exercise,

particularly site audits. The questions asked through the audit will be

informed by the aims and objectives set for the study. 

i. Quantity

2.57 Assessing the quantity of play space can include the total provision as

well as amounts of different types of play space. There are a number of

measures of the quantity of open space. This would be descriptive and

may relate to the National Playing Fields Association’s (NPFA)

descriptions in its Six Acre Standard (see page 48). It should also assess

usability. For example, a large area of playing fields may have a

proportion near housing, which is used for play. Comments could be made

about its suitability for purpose e.g. its size may not be ideal for family

homes within a reasonable catchment. Other facilities available at larger

parks, such as accessible toilets, cafes, sports facilities etc. should also be

briefly detailed, including:

• total area and area of different types of provision based on typology -

recorded and mapped

• distribution - travel distance to play provision

• area per population / area per child population.

2.58 Factors restricting access, such as roads, railways, watercourses, isolated

or secluded routes and social divisions associated with location, all need

to be included in assessments of catchment areas. Barriers such as the

main road network and railways should overlay the catchment areas of the

publicly accessible facilities. Where the catchment areas cross the barriers

the catchment area should end. This will reduce the catchment area and

indicate where a deficiency area exists. This process can be refined for
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different types of provision. In addition, action plans can seek to

overcome these barriers through the creation of child-friendly traffic

calming, crossings and signage, or by identifying opportunities for new

facilities that serve areas without the need to cross significant barriers.

GLA public open space hierarchy

Type Approximate size Indicative Indicative catchment 

catchment area area  (refined to take 

into account barriers 

to access)

Regional Over 400 ha 8 km

Metropolitan 60 - 400 ha 3.2 km

District 20 - 60 ha 1.2 km

Local parks 2 - 20 ha 400 m 280 m

Small local parks 0.4 - 2 ha 400 m 280 m

Pocket parks Less than 0.4 ha 400 m 280 m

Linear open spaces Variable Where feasible

ii. Quality 

2.59 A key aim of the Play Strategy should be the identification and

recognition of what constitutes good play opportunities and provision.

The key measure is its popularity with, and use by, the fullest range of

children and young people for whom it is intended. In the vast majority 

of cases, this will be all children and young people (often within a locally-

specified age range) in a particular geographical location. A simple scoring

system can be drawn up, giving scores of numerical value for the various

opportunities available. This can then be used to identify deficiencies in

general or for a specific age group.

‘Long term popularity with children and young people is the main 

test of success.’

Getting Serious About Play, a Review of Children’s Play, Frank
Dobson MP, Chair, 2004

2.60 A range of different play experiences enables children to engage in

different types of play, as set out in Appendix C. It is not necessary that

every type of play experience is provided in a single place, but important

that children have access to this range in their local area, in a number of

different play spaces.

2.61 Where a quality assurance system is already in place, the latest

assessment or internal evaluation reports will provide valuable information
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about the need for improvements in supervised provision. More

information about quality assurance appears on page 60.

2.62 It is important to assess the types of play engendered by different play

spaces, and to also consider the Best Play objectives. This then needs to

be viewed across a wider area to look at overall play opportunities. The

range of types of play space in parts of the borough, based on the

defined typology, will help assess the range of play opportunities available

to local children.

2.63 Fitness for use (related to, but not dependent upon, standard compliance)

should also be assessed, based on the overall condition of the equipment

and its life expectancy. This may be covered in an annual inspection

already carried out, or an audit may additionally include these elements.

iii. Accessibility

2.64 Good quality play spaces only provide a quality play opportunity if they

are accessible. Physical and social barriers need to be carefully considered.

This section should assess whether there are any significant barrier to

access, such as busy roads, railway lines and travel distances, as well as

access to sites for the purposes of the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA).

Access audits can be useful. Accessibility to different types of transport -

accessible bus routes, space for car and minibus parking - is important for

children with mobility impairments, as is the design of entrance gates and

paths which should all have wheelchair access from the road.

2.65 Distance is a key barrier to children’s play. Distance benchmarks are given

in the GLA Open Space Hierarchy and the NPFA standards. These can be

useful rules of thumb - and can help to identify deficiencies - but it is

important to consider what are the particular barriers to children accessing

even those areas that are within the recommended distance. These include:

• roads where speeds are in excess of 20 mph40

• railways

• watercourses 

• isolated or secluded routes

• social divisions associated with / by location.

Risk and safety

2.66 The issue of risk and safety in play provision is a crucial one to get right, if

the Play Strategy is to be effective. What concerns children about their

play space and public space generally is often quite different to the

concerns of those in authority. Because of insurance issues and concerns

about liability, those in charge of public parks are increasingly wary of

accidental injuries caused by equipment. On the other hand, playgrounds
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that are too safe are underused and so are an inefficient use of resources.

This tension in expectations needs to be addressed. Over-safe playgrounds

can, paradoxically, create more danger for children by causing them to look

for their fun elsewhere. Conversely, a playground equipped with the best

apparatus can be similarly underused, or vandalised, if it is not under some

kind of supervision to safeguard against bullying. 

2.67 The Play Safety Forum, a national body with government funding, was set

up to consider this issue, and its position statement is recommended for

adoption as part of the play policy framework. 

Risk and safety in play
The national Play Safety Forum offers this perspective:

‘There is growing concern about how safety is being addressed in

children’s play provision. Fear of litigation is leading many play

providers to focus on minimising the risk of injury at the expense of

other more fundamental objectives. The effect is to stop children from

enjoying a healthy range of play opportunities, limiting their enjoyment

and causing potentially damaging consequences for their development.

This approach ignores clear evidence that playing in play provision is a

comparatively low risk activity for children. Of the two million or so

childhood accident cases treated by hospitals each year, less than 2%

involve playground equipment. Participation in sports like soccer,

widely acknowledged as ‘good’ for a child’s development, involve a

greater risk of injury than visiting a playground. Fatalities on

playgrounds are very rare – about one per three or four years on

average. This compares with, for instance, over 100 child pedestrian

fatalities a year and over 500 child fatalities from accidents overall.’

Summary Position Statement
‘Children need and want to take risks when they play. Play provision

aims to respond to these needs and wishes by offering children

stimulating, challenging environments for exploring and developing

their abilities. In doing this, play provision aims to manage the level of

risk so that children are not exposed to unacceptable risks of death or

serious injury.’

Extracted from the position statement of the 
Play Safety Forum, 2002
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2.68 Research with children and young people in London41 shows that bullying

and traffic are children’s main concerns, rather than the physical dangers

of play itself. To be enjoyable, play areas should be challenging and ‘fun’.

‘Safe’ to them would mean meeting friends, having opportunities to

stretch themselves physically, whilst being free from harassment. This

section should assess whether children are likely to feel secure at a play

area because of such factors as good sightlines from their homes, the

presence of passers-by, casual supervision from park staff or actual

supervision from park rangers or playworkers. These factors can be highly

significant to the degree of use. They can also be used to identify why a

particular play facility may be particularly vulnerable to vandalism or

inappropriate activities.

2.69 This issue is even more acute for many disabled children who are often

discriminated against on misguided  ‘Health and Safety’ grounds. The

experience of adventure playgrounds, like those provided by Kidsactive,

suggests that disabled children can - and need to - enjoy play

opportunities that are as robust and challenging as those of their peers. 

A recent guide to accessibility and inclusion, published by the National

Playing Fields Association, cogently makes this point:

‘We strongly recommend that a ‘can do’ approach is taken in all play

situations and that, whilst regard to health and safety must always be

taken, it should only be used reasonably and not as a knee-jerk reaction

to discriminate against disabled children. We recommend those with

health and safety responsibilities consider the danger to the health and

well-being of disabled children if they are discriminated against by over-

cautious application of recommendations and guidance’. 

Wheway & John, ‘Can Play Will Play’, National Playing Fields, 2004

Inclusion and access
2.70 Many children are excluded from playing out for fears of bullying or

intimidation. These may be real or imagined. Children may have

experienced bullying because of a different ethnicity or culture or because

of an obvious impairment. They or their parents may have suffered abuse,

or even attacks.  It may also be the case that their lives are so segregated

from the rest of their neighbourhood that all they see are strangers,

rather than friends. They may be overly influenced by media reports,

which exaggerate dangers. In all of these cases the exclusion of children is

real and their opportunities to play are therefore severely limited.  

2.71 Overcoming this exclusion will require specific strategies of inclusion and

mediation. It is likely that this will be best achieved by those with

playwork, youth and community skills, working together with those who



Draft guide to preparing play strategies 

Towards the provision of safe and attractive play spaces in London’s neighbourhoods 

Mayor of London  41

are responsible for the play spaces. The aim should be to facilitate

informal, unsupervised play within neighbourhoods, rather than to solely

rely on a strategy of supervised facilities.  

Inclusion and access for disabled children

‘Enabling disabled children to access play spaces helps them and their

families build relationships and neighbourhood networks that can bind

communities and promote social inclusion.’

Developing Accessible Play: A Good Practice Guide, 
Office of The Deputy Prime Minister, 2003

2.72 The DDA requires service providers to include disabled people, and, from

October 2004, requires providers to make ‘reasonable adjustments’ to the

physical features of their premises to overcome barriers to access. In 2003,

the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister published guidance42 to

accessible play provision, noting that ‘the key recommendation of the

guide is that developers should concentrate on making the environment

fit the child. There is no need to focus on impairment-specific issues -

rather identify the obstacles to play for any child who might wish to

access the play space and think about ways to circumvent them’. 

2.73 Other recommended guidance on providing for the widest range of

children and their needs is available from: 

• Kidsactive, whose guide Side by Side43 sets out project management

processes designed to engender inclusive practice 

• the National Playing Fields Association, whose Can Play Will Play44

offers advice on accessibility for existing playgrounds within the social

model of disability.

‘Enabling all children to play, and to play together, is about a benefit to

the whole community. It is not about overcoming legal hurdles or making

expensive provision for a small section of the community. If any child is

prevented from playing then it diminishes the play experience of all.’

Wheway & John, ‘Can Play Will Play’, National Playing Fields, 2004
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Stage 4: Consultation - engaging children and young people

‘Proposals must be prepared in partnership with other local agencies,

children and young people and local communities...’

Play Review, 2004

2.74 Engaging with and consulting children and young people as fully as

possible is an essential part of the process: at least as important as the

audit of provision. It is from determining the young community’s needs

and aspirations for their free time, and assessing this against current

provision and how it is used, that the specific objectives for the Play

Strategy should emerge.

2.75 Children’s play tends to be very local, particularly for younger children.

They have ‘expert’ knowledge of the strengths and weaknesses of their

local area for play. An approach that cumulatively builds on local

consultations, rather than trying to obtain a strategic view from a

representative group, is likely to give greater insights and will have the

added advantage of engaging those children with their local facilities.

2.76 There should have been consultation with the community, including

children and young people, during Stage 2. This stage is much more

about finding out what local children and their families want for their

area, although local consultations can also inform the wider strategy.

2.77 Careful planning is needed to engage children and young people in a

meaningful way that both empowers them and helps the borough to

respond effectively to their needs. Employing special workers or engaging

consultants with the relevant skills and experience is highly

recommended. They should then be provided with the time and the

resources to do the job properly.

‘The most important outcome from undertaking consultation with

children was the sense of ownership that it gave them. This ultimately

increased the number of children that actually used the play opportunity

once their views had been accounted for and actioned upon.’

Borough Officer, LB Ealing

Consultation methods
2.78 Methods of consultation with children and young people vary

considerably and may include one-to-one or group interviews,

questionnaires, conferences, arts and drama workshops, youth councils

and forums, focus groups, postal surveys and ‘playing for real’ sessions.
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Example - ‘Playing for Real’ in Devon
In Devon, several play areas have been developed using the Playing for

Real process, inspired by the Planning for Real method: using scale

models as the basis for discussion.

At the request of the local community a  playworker visits the site with

a group of local children. The children are asked what they like and

dislike, how they access it, plus their play preferences. They then go to

an indoor venue where there is a short discussion and a viewing of

display materials. Questionnaires are completed with assistance. The

practical session begins with a map of the play site on either cloth,

sand or clean compost. The children then create models from various

materials to show the features and equipment they would most like to

see. Finally the model is discussed and a consensus reached on the

most important aspects. This is used as the basis of a report to the

planning authority, who will typically incorporate at least some of the

ideas presented.

2.79 Observational surveys can also give insights into how and where children

actually play and where they do not. When consulting with children a

deliberate approach should be taken to involve those who do not play

out, or who do not use particular facilities. It may well be that they have

the greatest need.

Example - Young Consultants in Lambeth
In 2000, the Article 31 Children’ s Consultancy Scheme, working for LB

Lambeth with funding from the Health Action Zone, recruited a team

of 16 young consultants, aged seven to 13, to review play provision in

the borough and to inform the development of the council’s Play

Policy. The team were trained in peer consultation methods and

conducted a survey of over 1,000 children and young people. They

visited play facilities in the borough and, for comparison, in

neighbouring boroughs. They analysed their findings and produced a

report to the Council. Their recommendations included ensuring

shorter travelling distances to play spaces, better lighting, safer road

access to play space, more variety, cleaner toilets and more indoor play

space for bad weather days. The council incorporated many of the

recommendations in its Play Policy, adopted in 2001.

2.80 Consultation exercises can broadly be used in two different ways: firstly,

as a basic means of gathering views and information in order to inform

broad decision making about provision throughout the borough; secondly,

as a means of influencing decisions to be made of a more site specific or

financial nature, such as for an actual play area. For the wider issues
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informing the Play Strategy, the former is appropriate, whereas the latter

approach may be more relevant for the action plan.

2.81 An understanding is also needed of children’s timescales; considerably

shorter than for adults. If expectations are raised for provision that cannot

be delivered within a few months, disenchantment with the process is

likely to set in. Once the views of children and young people have been

received, they need to know that they will learn the outcome of the

process and how they have influenced it. What has changed or will

change as a result of their involvement? The methods and purpose of

different types of consultation are set out below.

Method Purpose

Children’s conferences Opportunities for delegates to share ideas and projects and 

develop future directions and initiatives. Multimedia and video 

conferencing present further opportunities.

Surveys and consultation exercises Obtain information and necessary feedback in developing 

child-aware services and structures

Access days; children’s days For a specified time each year, programmes are organised whereby 

children are able to voice their concerns with leaders and officials 

in government at all levels

Youth councils/fora Meetings of young people who come together, usually as a 

committee, to voice views about their social and physical 

environments

Websites, videos, audio-visual Allow children to use sound, images and text to get their messages 

or other new media projects across in new, exciting and engaging ways

Focus groups Where children come together, either with or without professionals 

to address particular issues

Adapted from ‘More than Swings and Roundabouts’, Children’s Play Council, 2002 

Note Tick-box consultations should be avoided or used with discretion.

Though ‘multiple choice’ or ‘yes/no’ questionnaires can be useful, they

can also limit qualitative responses and introduce bias to the results.

Children, eager to please, can be susceptible to giving responses that they

have heard in the question. Open questions, discussion groups and

playful planning exercises will give greater insights into what children

really think.



Draft guide to preparing play strategies 

Towards the provision of safe and attractive play spaces in London’s neighbourhoods 

Mayor of London  45

Consultation with children
Consultation with children is vital if their true needs are to be

considered. The following guidance may be helpful in 

formulating consultations.

1 Children should NOT be interviewed without the permission of their

parent/carer. 

2 It is important that the children realise that there are no ‘right’

answers. Consultations should be deliberately open (asking closed

questions such as ‘You do like swings don’t you?’ limits the answer

both to equipment and to a specific item of equipment).

3 Asking children ‘Where do you go?’ or ‘Where do you hang out

after school or at weekends?’ is likely to reveal a wider range of

places than ‘Where do you play?’ to which the obvious answer is

‘Playground’. Favourite play places may not be designated play

places. 

4 ‘What things do you like doing?’ will reveal a much wider range of

activities than ‘Which equipment do you play on?’. 

5 Having identified locations and activities, asking how often will

indicate whether they are regular play places or places that are only

visited occasionally. 

6 Asking why they go to those places will indicate whether the reason

is proximity, friends, specific equipment etc.

7 Asking why children do not go to specific places in the area will

indicate physical or social barriers to their attending. 

8 Asking if they like what is at the play places in their neighbourhood

will indicate the play value of what is on offer.

9 Inviting their suggestions for improvements, both for themselves

and for children of other ages, will encourage them to use their

expertise - they are after all the experts in children’s play. 

10 When consulting children it is important to select a wide cross-

section by age, gender, culture, ethnicity, disability etc. It is as

important to consult those who do not get out and play as those

who do.

11 Consulting in this more open way does make analysis more difficult

than simple tick-boxes. However, it will give a much truer picture of

where children need their play opportunities to be located if they

are to use them and what they think will give good play value.
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Stage 5: Analysis and identification of objectives

Analysis of the audit
2.82 This stage is to assess the results of the stage 3 audit of provision

(supply-side), with the results of the stage 4 consultation (demand-side).

The analysis should be within the context of both the broad policy

statement (stage 1) and the review (stage 2) in order that gaps and

shortfalls in provision can be viewed strategically. This should enable

priority objectives to emerge and form the basis of the strategy. 

2.83 A list of suitable questions to use in analysing the audit are suggested

below, adapted from the Children’s Play Council:

Questions for the play space audit
• Do all children and young people have easy access to play spaces

appropriate to their age, needs, culture, interests and abilities?

• How well is existing space currently used by different groups of

children and young people?

• What are the reasons for the ways in which the space is used?

• Where is existing provision in relation to children and to where they

want it to be?

• How safe, easy and accessible are the routes between home, school

and play spaces?

• How easily can children and young people travel independently to

outdoor play spaces and other areas?

• In spaces used by other groups and other sections of the community,

how is shared use managed and negotiated?

• What plans exist for the future development of land currently used by

children and young people for play and recreation?

Comparing supply and demand for children’s play space 
2.84 The questions above should provide key comparisons of the current

provision against its usage and against the needs of the community,

allowing gaps in provision to be identified:

• where children and young people’s outdoor play needs are currently

being met, where they are not, and the implications of this

• deficiencies in access for disabled children and other minorities

• what works within existing provision and what are the problems

• where provision is staffed and supervised and where it is not.

2.85 Where there is a play service, or supervised provision offered from the

voluntary sector (remember we are primarily concerned with free, open-

access provision, not commercial or fee-charging services), an assessment

of the extent and role of playworkers will be appropriate:
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• How many community groups are involved (formal and informal)?

• How many paid and unpaid playworkers are there? 

• How many have playwork qualifications and/or access to training?

Developing local standards and indicators
2.86 Standards for local play provision should be developed locally.

Government policy on recreational open spaces (PPG 17) recognises that

it is important to modify standards to reflect local need, identifying that

consultation on children’s play needs and consideration of the socio-

economic context of an area will enable boroughs to adapt measures

accordingly. In some cases, it may be appropriate to adopt different

thresholds for different sub-areas of a borough to reflect the needs of

different neighbourhoods.

2.87 This guide is not prescriptive as to quantity of space. It is recommended

that the vision and aims contained in the Play Policy should inform the

strategy and therefore the standard of provision for each community. This

in turn should be informed by local need and aspirations, with children

and young people’s own view being paramount. The guiding principle

should be that ‘all children and young people should be able to play

within their local neighbourhoods and have safe and attractive play

spaces within walking distance of their homes’ (The Mayor’s Children and

Young People’s Strategy, 2004).

2.88 There are some widely used measures in planning for play. Some of these

have been used as minimum standards, or as benchmarks against which

progress can be evaluated. They have also been used for different sub-

areas to be evaluated against each other or for external comparisons to be

made against other boroughs. They are, however, subject to a considerable

degree of interpretation and very often what is found on the ground

cannot fit precisely into a set framework. They should therefore be used

for indicative purposes, rather than specifications to be rigidly adhered to,

or aimed for. They are detailed below for information purposes.

Best Value performance indicators
2.89 A number of Best Value performance indicators other than the one

relating to the overall play strategy (see page 29) relate to provision of

play space. Again, these indicators can provide useful benchmarks for

assessing the level of play space provision and measuring how this

changes over time. The Best Value indicators most relevant to the

provision of play space are summarised on page 48.
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Best Value Performance Indicators relating to play

The Six Acre Standard 
2.90 The NPFA Six Acre Standard45 is a widely used standard for provisions of

open space. It is, however, based on children’s travelling distances as

researched in 1970. As children’s ranges have reduced dramatically since

this time, its recommendations should be treated with some caution.

Recent experience using GIS has shown that the radial distance can be

misleading and the walking distance is a truer reflection of its usefulness

from a child’s point of view. 

PI Ref Title Type of PI Description Technical

description

Source

LIB037 Number of

playgrounds and

play areas provided

by the council per

1,000 children 

under 12

Service delivery

outcome

Every child

should have

equal access 

to play

opportunities.

Looks at the

level of

provision of

playgrounds*

A ‘playground’

is any area

formally

designated by

the council for

children’s play

and open to the

public.

Last set as an

ACPI AC-I2 for

2000/01

LIB038 The number of

sports pitches

available to the

public per 1,000

population

Strategic

objective

To assess the

level of

provision of

publicly

available 

sports pitches 

Pitches

available for

team sports. 

A pitch should

only be counted

once regardless

of how many

sports it can

accommodate.

Last set as a

statutory PI I3

for 99/00

LIB039 Area of parks and

green spaces per

1,000 head of

population

Strategic

objective

To provide an

indication of 

the extent of

green available

to the public 

for recreational

purposes

Hectares of

publicly

accessible 

green spaces per

1,000

population.

Currently being

piloted as a

quality of life

indicator
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2.91 It sets a minimum standard for outdoor playing space of 2.4 ha (6 acres)

for 1000 people. This comprises: 

• 1.6 ha (4 acres) (per 1000 population) for outdoor sport 

• 0.8 ha (2 acres) (per 1000 population) for children’s play.

‘The Six Acre Standard’
The National Playing Fields Association’s recommended minimum

levels of provision for different types of facility:

Facility Time Walking Radial Min Nearest Characteristics

LAP 1 min 100m 60m 100m2 5m from Small low-key 

Local Area activity games area

for Play zone

LEAP 5 min 400m 240m 400m2 10m from 5 types of 

Local Equipped activity equipment, small 

Play Area zone games area

NEAP 15 min 1000m 600m 1000m2 30m from 8 types of 

Neighbourhood activity equipment, 

Equipped Area zone opportunities for 

for Play ball games or 

wheeled activities

2.92 Deficiencies in the quality of provision should be identified. This can be

assessed against meeting whichever qualitative standard the borough

adopts or establishes, always aiming that children and young people with

a wide range of needs and abilities will find any new developments both

attractive and accessible. A list of improvements that are required to meet

the standard could then be compiled for each site, feeding into the

production of management and action plans.

Prioritising
2.93 Consideration should be given to how investment in play spaces is to be

prioritised. A simple scoring system can be adopted relating to a number

of standard categories including socio-economic characteristics. The

contextual review (Stage 2), including data relating to indicators of

deficiency, is a valuable source of information for prioritising, particularly

in identifying opportunities to improve the quality of existing play space

through better management, maintenance and use of resources. 
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Example - Prioritising investment
LB Ealing has adopted a Priority Matrix for Open Spaces which enables

investment to be prioritised on the basis of a number of standard

categories. Each park is assessed in relation to:

• deficiency in play provision

• park deficiency as defined in UDP

• nature conservation deficiency

• parks audit score

• playground audit score

• deprived area in line with Multiple Deprivation Indicators

• funding available to undertake improvements

• is it a key park?

• community involvement / usage

• potential sports centre of excellence.

Each category is scored: 3 Important, 2 Medium, 1 Less important.

Each category is also given a weighting so that an area of deficiency in

park provision is highly significant and weighted 5, whereas access to

nature conservation has been weighted as 2. The overall assessment is

presented in the form of a spreadsheet. 
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Stage 6: Preparation of the strategy and action plan

Strategy
2.94 The strategy should bring together the work done in each stage of the

process and set out the framework for the future planning and

management of open spaces in the borough. The document should, first,

give a statement of the broad policy framework and understandings about

play agreed at Stage 1. It should briefly set the context (national, local

and regional) within which the strategy is being written. It should give key

findings from the audit and identify significant issues that have arisen

from the audit and the consultations. The strategy and action plan should

also be available in a child-friendly format.

Suggested structure for the play strategy
• Broad statement of principles (vision and rationale)

• national and regional context

• local context (including local needs)

• results of audit of existing provision

• summary of consultation 

• analysis and identification of priorities 

• development of policies and goals.

Action plan
2.95 The draft strategy should include an action plan that shows how the

opportunities for play will be maintained and improved. It should include

a programme of annual review to enable effective measurement of targets

achieved and to reflect changes in strategic priorities. In particular it

should address the issues identified in Stage 5 and set targets that are

achievable, as well as those that are more aspirational. The action plan

should identify who would be responsible for meeting those targets, and

within what timescale.

2.96 The plan should also indicate significant changes that are needed in the

policy or management of play, both within the local authority and by

other organisations. It should identify any funding applications that will

need to be made. The plan will also identify the ways in which the

strategy will be assessed, reviewed and modified in the light of changing

circumstances. Annual reviews are recommended. The draft strategy and

action plan should then be subject to consultation, both within the

authority and with key stakeholders outside the authority.
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2.97 The approach to the preparation of an action plan will relate to the Best

Value Review and preparation of Service Delivery Plans. It should,

however, seek to:

• identify and prioritise a set of actions, initiatives, timescales and

delivery agents in order to implement the policies and to achieve 

the goals

• establish means of assessment, performance indicators and targets 

for these actions and initiatives, how these will be monitored and, if

necessary, how they will be adjusted in the light of actual performance

and changing circumstances

• indicate implementation, those who will be responsible and sources 

of funding.

A series of management plans should be prepared in respect of key

provisions. These can take the form of individual site management plans

which reflect local needs and specific issues.

Consultation
2.98 The Draft Play Strategy should be the subject of consultation with the

stakeholders identified at Stage 2. This can take the form of requests for

formal responses, questionnaires, public displays and focus group

meetings. In order to ensure that consultation on issues relating to play is

maintained, consideration could be given to the establishment of a

permanent consultative network, or Play Forum.

Play fora
In many local authority areas where play strategies have been

developed, the Play Strategy Group has formed an ongoing Play Forum

to provide a borough-wide perspective on play issues. An annual

meeting could be held to review progress on the Play Strategy and

inform and set priorities for future action to improve and develop

provision. This forum could also scrutinise the borough’s achievements

in meeting the objectives expressed in the strategy.

Adoption
2.99 Once the consultation exercise is completed and any necessary

amendments made, the Play Strategy should be adopted by the borough.

The adoption of the strategy will provide the framework for the delivery

of the identified aims and objectives. The strategy and the audit

information should be made available as widely as possible, for example

on the borough’s website and in libraries.
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Policies for play
3.1 The development plan should contain policies regarding the protection 

of play space, how to address deficiencies, the enhancement of existing

provision and the creation of new open space. The emphasis should be 

on the achievement of improvements in the quantity and quality of play

space, with clear policies relating to implementation. Depending upon the

results of the earlier stages, policy themes could include:

• protection of play space using appropriate designations

• improved access to and linkages between play space, other open

space, residential streets and other routes used by children

• more and better recruitment and retention policies - including training

and development - for playworkers

• improving the quality and safety of existing provision and creating new

play spaces

• promotion of inclusion for girls and young women

• addressing deficiencies

• adoption of Quality Assurance for supervised play provision

• promoting the inclusion of disabled children, children from minority

ethnic communities and those at risk of social exclusion

• the use of vacant land as temporary play space

• the use of Section 106 agreements to address deficiencies and improve

the quality of play space.

3.2 Development plans should identify all open space in the borough that is

to be protected, including play space. Consideration should be given to

the identification of standards for play space in new developments. 

Development briefs/frameworks/masterplans
3.3 The preparation of development briefs or guidelines in respect of major

development sites can provide an effective mechanism for securing new

open space provision and improving the quality and facilities of existing

open space. These measures should include play spaces, covering issues

such as safety, accessible design, lighting and staffing. Refer to the OSS

guide for more information.

External funding
3.4 The OSS will provide the detailed framework for supporting funding

applications and implementing the action plan. There are a number of

external sources of funding that are available for the creation and

improvement of open space. It is more difficult to attract revenue funding

than capital funding, often resulting in the deterioration of open spaces

despite good initial investment. 

3 implementation and delivery
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3.5 Potential external funding sources for parks and green spaces

developments are set out in Claiming Your Share, a guide to external

funding for parks and green space community groups, published by Green

Space (2004). This extremely helpful guide also sets out guidance for

developing a fundraising strategy.

3.6 There may also be opportunities for the joint funding of initiatives with

other agencies and organisations. Voluntary organisations and charitable

trusts have an important role to play in open space provision and

management and the various guides to charitable trusts published

annually by the Directory of Social Change are useful sources of

information.

Government funding

3.7 Many Government initiatives are supported by dedicated funding that can

also be used to develop outdoor play space. These include

Neighbourhood Renewal Strategies and the Children’s Fund.  

3.8 A free access website, www.governmentfunding.org.uk contains up-to-

date information on funding from four key central government

departments. It is an online portal to grants for the voluntary and

community sector from:

• the Department for Education and Skills 

• the Department of Health 

• the Home Office 

• the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister. 

It is possible to search the site for suitable grants and to download

application forms and guidelines. Users can also register to receive grant

updates by email. 

‘Futurebuilders’

3.9 Now that play and recreation are required outcomes for the statutory

children’s services, this new government fund, aimed at supporting the

voluntary and community sector’s involvement in delivering public

services, may be a useful source. Full details were published in July 2004.

National Lottery

3.10 The National Lottery is currently the largest funder of voluntary and

community activity and has a particular focus on sports, arts and heritage

projects. The Heritage Fund can be a vital source of capital revenue,

whilst the Big Lottery Fund (formed from a merger of the Community

Fund and the New Opportunities Fund) should be considered for revenue

funding by the voluntary sector. There is a Young People’s Fund of



Draft guide to preparing play strategies 

Towards the provision of safe and attractive play spaces in London’s neighbourhoods 

Mayor of London  55

£200million due to be launched in 2004. This fund is expected to be

available for play and recreational projects, although a sizeable amount 

of it is ring-fenced for government programmes.

3.11 New initiatives are being announced on a regular basis and it will be

essential to keep up to date with changes in funding opportunities,

criteria for eligibility and potential partnerships. London Play’s website

www.londonplay.org.uk contains regularly updated funding information 

of particular relevance to the play sector in London.

3.12 In 2001 the Government announced that a National Lottery fund of

£200million would be allocated to improving and expanding children’s

play space. Getting Serious About Play, a Review of Children’s Play

(2004), made recommendations on how best to invest the fund. In his

foreword to the report, the Review Chair, Frank Dobson MP, said that ‘a

commitment to continue lottery funding of play facilities for the next

decade would be a great step forward for children’s play and also a

sensible and popular use of lottery funds’. A government response to the

report has been postponed pending the establishment of programme

criteria for the new distributor, the Big Lottery Fund, formed in June 2004

from a merger of the Community Fund and the New Opportunities Fund. 

Developer agreements

3.13 Planning conditions and Section 106 agreements can be used to address

identified quantitative and qualitative deficiencies in provision or where

new development would increase the need for local provision. Agreements

can secure both capital and revenue funding to provide for the future

maintenance of open space. Boroughs should develop a broad strategy

for the use and negotiation of Section 106 agreements. Again, refer to

the OSS guide for more information.
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Key recommendations of the Play Review, 2004
‘Getting Serious About Play’, the report of a major national play

review, chaired by Frank Dobson MP, sets out how best to invest the

£200m lottery fund pledged in 2001, for improving children’s play

opportunities. It recommends that:

• Funding should be focused on areas and groups with the poorest

access to good quality play opportunities with a major emphasis on the

inclusion of disabled children and young people. 

• Long-term popularity with children and young people is the main test

of success. 

• The main emphasis should be on projects with medium or small-sized

catchment areas. Access should be free.

• Play opportunities with some form of adult supervision or adult

oversight are likely to prove more successful.

• The local authority or a local partnership should be responsible for

drawing up proposals for the use of the funds allocated to their area

which add to existing provision and reflect the priorities set out above.

Their proposals must be prepared in partnership with other local

agencies, children and young people and local communities.

• Local agencies will be expected to fund the consultation and

preparation of plans from their own resources. However, the

distributor, government and local agencies should work together to

ensure that all areas, especially the most deprived communities, have

the necessary support to prepare sound, high-quality proposals and to

implement them.

• Where possible, local proposals should try to maximise the impact of

lottery funding by complementing and augmenting it with funds from

other sources. 

• Out of hours use of school grounds and buildings should be promoted,

most especially when schools are being built or refurbished. 

• Local authorities should take the opportunity provided by the

programme to improve the planning and operation of play facilities

across their area. They should designate a ‘play champion’ to carry out

this task and to help ensure the success of the lottery funded projects.

Getting Serious About Play, a Review of Children’s Play, Frank
Dobson MP, Chair, 2004

Community and partnership working
3.14 The creation of partnerships, and increased community involvement in the

use and management of facilities, can assist in project implementation.

Supporting local community organisations may lead both to an increase in
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playwork schemes and a greater feeling of ownership of their children’s

play opportunities by local people. 

3.15 Maximum use should be made of existing community resources, such as

play associations, in the design, implementation, monitoring and

operating phases of all forms of play development. Where there is no

play association, community organisations with experience of consulting

and working with children and young people should be involved

wherever possible. 

3.16 Implementing a play strategy can potentially provide training opportunities

associated with playwork, the management and maintenance of play

spaces, and the involvement of children and young people.

Involving children and young people
3.17 There is a vast range of methods that can be used to engage children and

young people - and their parents and carers - in planning, designing,

creating, maintaining and managing play spaces. It is important to adapt

the techniques to the needs and aspirations of the different preferences,

backgrounds and ages of the young community in question. Techniques

range from Planning (or Playing) for Real exercises (see page 42), to less

resource-intensive techniques such as informal surveys and interviews.

Several techniques should normally be used to ensure a wide range of

young people have an opportunity to participate.

3.18 Artwork, logo design, and playground naming competitions are all good

ways to stimulate creative thinking and to generate interest and

ownership with children and young people. Art workshops engage them

in designing and constructing artwork to improve their local

environments. Community arts projects are particularly useful with young

people to enable them to express their creativity, build confidence,

develop skills, and develop a sense of identity and community pride.

3.19 It is critical that the techniques for promoting community and young

people’s involvement are understood to be part of a fuller process of

meaningful community engagement. Applying techniques in isolation can

raise unrealistic expectations. In addition, the post-consultation process is

essential in order to analyse the results of a community involvement

process, to generate options and to work with communities to prioritise

and agree preferences.

3.20 CABE Space has produced a good practice guide to involving children and

young people in the design, development and ongoing management of

public urban spaces (April 2004). This can be downloaded from
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www.cabe.org.uk. Some of the key points from its good practice examples

are set out below.

Involving children and young people in design and care for
their space
A good practice guide by CABE Space offered some key points:

• Playworkers can encourage and support all children who use a play

space to get involved in the design process.

• Links should be made with disabled children and their carers, and the

space developed with their views and needs in mind.

• Trips to different play and public spaces can help young people to

develop ideas.

• Giving young people support for decisions, and enabling them to

present projects externally, engenders creativity and responsibility.

• Using models helps children to understand designs and allows them to

comment and suggest changes.

• Young people, especially from ethnic minorities, can be unwittingly

stereotyped, for example being seen as anti-social. Only contact and

ongoing dialogue will realise genuine relationships.

• Physical regeneration can provide a starting point for 

continuing participation.

• Playworkers provide a high level of maintenance and help to create a

safe and secure atmosphere for children and young people.

• Building on existing networks can be effective in involving 

young people.

• The political will to involve them can be critical to creating a dialogue

between the council and young people.

Ways to improve provision
3.21 Boroughs should consider innovative approaches to the creation and

enhancement of open spaces. This will involve creative approaches to

funding and to the use of land. A number of schemes in London

demonstrate interesting features or management approaches; examples

included in Appendix B demonstrate how benefits can be achieved

through the application of a comprehensive strategy.

3.22 In some neighbourhoods the simple provision of additional play

opportunities may not be possible. In others, improving the quality of the

opportunities may be the main concern. The box on page 59 offers a

range of ideas and solutions that could be included in the action plan.
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Options for the Play Strategy Action Plan
a) Traffic calming and Home Zone schemes

These may reduce barriers to local provision and/or increase the distances

children are allowed to travel unaccompanied. In this way, accessible

provision can be increased without any actual increase in provision.

b) Opening up sightlines

Judicious thinning and pruning of hedges or replacing fencing with 

see-through fencing may assist children to feel more secure in

playgrounds and also to reduce vandalism and thereby improve usage.

c) Increasing supervised provision

Where there is an under-provision of open play space and limited

opportunities for creating it, priority might be given to developing

supervised provision like adventure playgrounds and playschemes. 

These should be staffed by qualified playworkers.

d) Re-siting playgrounds

When playgrounds are refurbished, re-siting them so that they are 

nearer to housing, or changing the access points, so that travel distances

are decreased, may widen catchment and improve usage.

e) Inspection and maintenance

Reviewing procedures to ensure that adequate maintenance and

replacement schedules are built into any improved or new provision 

can significantly improve efficiency and release resources for park ranger

type schemes, which can take a much more positive approach to

promoting play.

f) Play value assessments

Play value assessments can be used to assess whether current provision

gives value for money and improvements can be made to ensure

opportunities for a wider age or ability range of children. 

g) Inclusion strategies

Inclusion strategies can be developed to ensure the fullest use of

provision by the widest possible range of children and young people.

Kidsactive has a range of resources and models, including literature and

training programmes on inclusive play.

h) Involvement strategies

Maintaining and developing the level of involvement of children and

young people in their own play space can be a vital factor in ensuring 

its sustainability. A strategy for this should be a key element of the 

Play Strategy.
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i) Mediation strategies

Mediation strategies can be used to reduce fears and conflict and

ensure that children who are just ‘being children’ rather than ‘a

nuisance’ are enabled to play within their own neighbourhood. 

j) Housing developments

Children only make limited use of back gardens for play. A greater

provision of communal open space will therefore give more benefit for

children’s play than back gardens.  

k) Poorly-used playgrounds

Where the location of a play facility means that it is poorly used and

this is unlikely to change, permitting development on this site but

replacing with the same, or better, in a more appropriate location,

could be considered. 

Quality assurance 

3.23 For supervised provision, it is recommended that an appropriate quality

assurance (QA) system be adopted and evaluation within such a scheme

built into the monitoring and review process. Childcare partnerships are

currently required to develop plans for at least 40% of their childcare

places to be quality assured by an appropriate scheme.

3.24 In addition, in 2003 the Government launched its Investors in Children

(IiC) QA accreditation framework, endorsing QA systems that comply with

specific standards for the out-of-school sector. It is recommended that

boroughs adopt a QA system that has received Government accreditation

within the IiC framework. 

Example - Quality in play
London Play has produced a quality assurance system specifically for

supervised play provision, based on the values and assumptions of

playwork and the Best Play objectives. It was originally developed

through a collaboration of playworkers and quality assurance

specialists, by the Hackney Play Association. The system identifies 19

different quality areas ranging from ‘a warm and welcoming

environment’ and ‘play environment audit ‘, to ‘managing resources’

and ‘working with families and the community’. Each quality area has a

specific written standard and the system provides for assessment of

current performance against the standard to three levels of

achievement, with examples of the appropriate evidence. Quality in

Play was awarded endorsement within the Government’s Investors in

Children framework in June 2004.
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Monitoring and review
3.25 A strategy document and action plan are tools that need to be kept under

constant review to be effective. Regular review of the action plan will be

especially important in ensuring that targets are being met, or that they

need to be modified in the light of changing circumstances. The action

plan should be subject to annual review. The play strategy should be kept

up-to-date and the need for review will depend on whether there are

significant changes in funding, legislation, Section 106 opportunities,

other strategies or planning.

3.26 To effectively review the plan, performance will need to be monitored by

agreed Performance Indicators. These could include:

• cost related to usage

• actual catchment area, as defined by users

• numbers using and times spent at specific facilities

• usage on the basis of gender, ethnicity, age, impairment

• involvement of community groups

• children and young people’s satisfaction

• inclusive access

• attainment of quality assurance standards by supervised provision.

3.27 Given the complexity and variety of children’s play opportunities, it is

clear that every single play opportunity cannot be monitored. For many

performance indicators, monitoring may need to take place at a sample of

local sites. 

3.28 Existing opportunities may need to be used; for example a traffic survey,

following traffic calming, could also be used to ascertain children’s

travelling distances around their own neighbourhood. A community

consultation on facilities in general might include a few questions on

children’s play.  Schools may be assisted to undertake projects, which

meet National Curriculum criteria, on such subjects as geography and

citizenship. Their findings may be related to performance indicators.

3.29 In some instances proxy indicators may be used. For example, an increase

in children travelling unaccompanied to school is very likely to indicate

the freedom of children to travel other routes unaccompanied within

their neighbourhood.
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This list is not intended to be comprehensive and inclusion does not imply

specific endorsement of the content or the views expressed.

Play principles
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Information about many of these and other play-related publications can

be obtained from:

Children’s Play Information Service
National Children’s Bureau
8 Wakley Street
London
EC1V 7QE
020 7843 6303
www.ncb.org.uk

All the referenced strategies and guides of the London Mayor and the

Greater London Authority can be obtained from:

Greater London Authority
City Hall
The Queen’s Walk
London SE1 2AA 
020 7983 4100
www.london.gov.uk
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Note: this selection is intended to be purely illustrative. It is not intended

to confer particular merit over examples not included.

A play strategy for Croydon
A dedicated play strategy development officer was appointed, and 

co-ordinated a steering group including representatives from:

• Cultural Services

• Education

• Housing

• Chief Executive’s Office

• Planning & Transportation

• Social Services

• Primary Care Trust

• Voluntary Play Sector

• Youth Service 

• Early Years Development & Childcare Partnership

• London Play (external consultant).

The audit divided play space into unsupervised and supervised play

provision and included unsupervised playgrounds, multi-games courts,

skate ramps and youth shelters and supervised after-school clubs, holiday

clubs, youth centres, mobile play, organised sports, and libraries. The

consultation identified young people’s concerns about the lack of choice,

a shortage of supervised open access provision, and limited opportunities

for disabled children. 

The Croydon Play Strategy was launched in November 2003 with a three-

year action plan aimed at raising awareness and developing a cohesive

approach involving partnerships across the borough to identify resources

and stimulate the creation of new play projects.

Welsh Assembly Government play policy
The Welsh Assembly published this broad play policy statement in

October 2002 to ‘underpin a national strategy for providing for children’s

play needs’. It adopts a version of the playwork definition of play: that it

is ‘freely chosen, personally directed and intrinsically motivated…

performed for no external goal or reward and is a fundamental and

integral part of healthy development - not only for individual children,

but also for the society in which they live’. The policy is predicated upon

three principles:

• every child is entitled to respect for their own unique combination of

qualities and capabilities

• the child’s perceptions, views and opinions should always be respected,

for each child is connected to, and the bearer of, a wider culture

Appendix B - examples of play strategies
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• the child’s free choice of their own play is a critical factor in enriching

their learning and contributing to their well-being and development.

It commits the Welsh Assembly Government to working in partnership to

develop a strategy that seeks ‘every opportunity to support (play) and

create an environment that fosters it. Decision making at all levels of

government should include a consideration of the impact of those

decisions on children’s opportunities to play’. Development of the Play

Strategy is work in progress. One concrete outcome to date is that all new

children’s centres in Wales will be required to have an open access

adventure playground.

‘Play in Partnership’: a play strategy for the City of Edinburgh

‘Edinburgh will be a child-friendly city where all children and young

people have access to play opportunities which offer variety, adventure

and stimulus. They will be able to play freely and safely and make choices

about where, how and when they play.’

From The Play Strategy for the City of Edinburgh 

The City of Edinburgh Council published this ‘strategy for play

development in Edinburgh’ in 2001, saying that ‘it applies to all of the

organisations in the city and is not a strategy solely for the Council’. It

sets out some core values and identifies ten objectives for the strategy:

• To establish a Play Development Unit to implement the Play Strategy.

• To raise awareness of the importance of play and promote its positive

perception.

• For every child and young person to have access to good quality

playgrounds and play areas which meet their needs for variety,

accessibility, choice, open space, adventure and play aspirations.

• To provide safe outdoor play areas in city parks, open spaces,

woodlands, shorelines and other areas used for play.

• To maximise the benefits to local communities of school playgrounds.

• To ensure that relevant training and qualifications are available to

professionals involved in the delivery of services to children and

young people.

• To communicate effectively with the public and external organisations.

• To ensure that children and young people with disabilities have access

to the widest possible range of play opportunities and that play in

Edinburgh conforms, at a minimum, to the requirements of the DDA.

• To provide mobile play equipment to support play activities and events.

• To access appropriate funding to implement the Play Strategy.
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Each objective is developed into a number of action points, which are then

set out across a timescale to form an implementation plan. Council

departments responsible for education, housing, recreation, social work,

strategic policy and transport were all consulted, as were a range of external

organisations and community groups. There was an extensive consultation

with children and young people to inform the strategy’s development.

A play policy for Bristol and Avon

‘Bristol City Council ranks play alongside formal education in terms of its

fundamental role in enabling children and young people to engage

positively with the complexities of the world around them.’

From Bristol City Council’s Play Policy

The Bristol and Avon Play Policy established an interesting value base by

identifying six core dynamics that happen, to a greater or lesser degree, in

all children’s play:

• exploratory/discovery

• physical energetic 

• creative

• imaginative

• social (co-operative and solitary)

• cognitive/manipulative/problem-solving

The policy statement sets out both the positive benefits associated with

each dynamic, and the negative effects of its absence in children’s lives. 

‘Say it… Play it’: a play strategy for the City of Stoke-on Trent
This ongoing strategy aims to:

• increase the control that children have over their own 

play opportunities

• allow playworkers and other adults to develop consultation techniques

with children and young people

• ensure children’s play needs are reflected in the city’s strategic bodies

and inform other City Council strategies

• develop a practical evaluation template based on the 

‘Best Play’ objectives.

Responding to its own extensive consultation with children and young

people, using their innovative Say it… Play it model (developed with

support from the National Lottery), the City Council’s play and youth

service has developed 21 new play sessions for over 1000 children in the

city, and had direct input to the Cultural Strategy and the Community

Strategy. The consultation model is being adopted across the city,
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enabling children and young people’s views to be expressed across a

range of council strategies.

‘Play Alert’: North Lincolnshire Council’s play strategy
The Council has produced a play strategy as a ‘central plank’ of the

Cultural Strategy and the Community Strategy. It was developed by a

multi-agency partnership with the key aims of:

• raising awareness of the importance of play in children’s development

• engaging children and young people in the planning and delivery of

play services

• increasing the provision of self-sustaining community play facilities.

An audit of provision resulted in the Childcare Partnership identifying play

as a distinct and separate outcome to childcare. A five-year action plan

was produced to be monitored and reviewed by three play forums

established across the county. The strategy and the action plan have been

adopted by the Local Strategic Partnership, and will be part of the

Council’s ‘pathfinder’ development of its Children’s Trust.
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Play type Explanation

Symbolic play Play, which allows control, gradual exploration and increased understanding, without the risk 

of being out of one’s depth.

Rough and tumble Close encounter play which is less to do with fighting and more to do with touching, tickling, 

play gauging relative strength, discovering physical flexibility and the exhilaration of display. For 

example playful fighting, wrestling and chasing.

Socio-dramatic play The enactment of real and potential experiences of an intense personal, social, domestic or 

interpersonal nature. For example playing at house, going to the shops, being mothers and fathers.

Social play Play during which the rules and criteria for social engagement and interaction can be revealed, 

explored and amended. For example any social or interactive situation with abiding rules or 

protocols, such as games or conversations.

Creative play Play allowing a new response, the transformation of information, awareness of new connections, 

with an element of surprise. For example, enjoying creation for its own sake, with a range of 

materials and tools.

Communication play Play using words, nuances or gestures - for example mime, jokes, play-acting, mickey-taking, 

singing, debate, poetry.

Dramatic play Play dramatising events in which the child is not a direct participant. For example, presentation of 

a TV show, an event on the street, a religious or festive event, even a funeral.

Deep play Play which allows the child to encounter risky or even potentially life threatening experiences, to 

develop survival skills and conquer fear.  For example, leaping onto an aerial runway or riding a bike 

on a parapet.

Exploratory play Play to access factual information consisting of manipulative behaviours such as handling, throwing, 

banging or mouthing objects. For example engaging with an object or area and, either by 

manipulation or movement, assessing its properties, possibilities and content, such as stacking bricks.

Fantasy play Play which rearranges the world in the child’s way, a way which is unlikely to occur. For example, 

playing at being a pilot flying around the world or the owner of an expensive car.

Imaginative play Play where the conventional rules governing the physical world do not apply. For example, 

pretending to be a tree or ship, or patting an imaginary dog.

Locomotor play Movement in any and every direction for its own sake. For example, chase, tag, hide and seek, 

tree climbing.

Mastery play Control of the physical and affective ingredients of the environments. For example, digging holes, 

changing the course of streams, constructing shelters, building fires.

Object play Play which uses infinite and interesting sequences of hand-eye manipulations and movements. 

For example, examination and novel use of any object e.g. cloth, paintbrush, cup.

Role play Play exploring ways of being, although not normally of an intense personal, social, domestic or 

interpersonal nature. For example, brushing with a broom, dialling a telephone, driving a car.

Adapted from Hughes, A Playworker’s Taxonomy of Play Types, 1996, as cited in Best Play: What play

provision should do for children, PLAYLINK, NPFA and the Children’s Play Council, 2001

Appendix C - play types
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By using GIS the differences can be seen between the real catchment of a play area

(walking distance) as opposed to previously used radial or straight-line distances.

Maps reproduced by permission of Medway Council

Appendix D - using Geographical 

Information Systems (GIS)
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Londonwide play organisations
London Play

Units F6 to F7, 89-93 Fonthill

Road

Finsbury Park

London, N4 3JH

020 7272 2464

www.londonplay.org.uk

London Centre for Playwork

Education 

Block D, Barnsbury Complex

Offord Road

London N1 1TH

020 7527 5824

www.playworklondon.org.uk

London Borough play
associations
Barnet Play Association

Old Barn Youth and Community

Centre 

Tarling Road

East Finchley 

N2 8LB

020 8343 1449 

Enfield Children & Young Person’s

Services

(incorporating Enfield Play

Association)

Unit 9, Centre Way, 

Claverings Industrial Estate

Montague Road, 

London N9 OAP

020 8373 2699 

Hackney Play Association

All Saints Centre, 

Haggerston Road 

London E8 4HT

020 7923 7897

Hammersmith & Fulham Voluntary

Sector Resource Agency

1 Gayford Road

London W12 9BY

020 8762 0862

www.hammersmithfulham.cvs.org.uk

Haringey Play Association

N17 Studios, 

Unit 22 F, 784-788 High Road, 

Tottenham, 

London N17 ODA 

020 8808 0533

www.haringey-play.org.uk

West Play 

(Hounslow Play Association)

c/o Sue Coates at London Play

(address as above)

020 7272 8782 

Islington Play Association 

West Library

Bridgeman Road

London N1 1BD

020 7607 9637 

www.islingtonplay.org.uk

www.islingtonplay.demon.co.uk

Lambeth Play Association 

205 Stockwell Road

London SW2 9SL

020 7771 2111

Merton Voluntary Service Council

The Vestry Hall, 

London Road,

Mitcham

Surrey CR4 3UD

020 8685 1771

Southwark Play Network 

Southwark Children & Families

Alliance

32 - 36 Rye Lane

London SE15 5BS 

020 7639 9807

Sutton Centre for Voluntary Service

Unilink House, 21 Lewis Road,

Sutton

Surrey SM1 4BR

020 8643 3277

www.sutton.gov.uk

PATH (Play Association Tower

Hamlets)

Oxford House 

Derbyshire Street

London

E2 6HG

020 7729 3306

Westminster Play Association

18 Paddington Green 

London W2 1LG 

020 7258 3817

National play organisations
The Children’s Play Council

8 Wakley Street

London EC1V 7QE

Tel: 020 7843 6016

www.ncb.org.uk/cpc/

SkillsActive Play Unit

Castlewood House

77-91 New Oxford Street

London WC1A 1PX

020 7632 2000

www.skillsactiveuk.com

Appendix E - play agencies and other sources of information
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PLAYLINK

The Co-op Centre

Unit 5 Upper

11 Mowll Street

London. SW9 6BG

Tel: 0207 820 3800

www.playlink.org.uk

The National Playing Fields

Association

Stanley House

St. Chad’s Place

London WC1X 9HH

Tel: 020 7833 5360

www.npfa.co.uk

Children’s Play Information Service

National Children’s Bureau

8 Wakley Street

London

EC1V 7QE

020 7843 6303

PLAY-TRAIN

Farm Road

Birmingham B11 1LS

0121 766 8889

National Playbus Association

AMS House

Whitby Road

Brislington

Bristol BS4 3QF

0117 977 5375

National Association of Toy and

Leisure Libraries

68 Churchway

London

NW1 1LT

020 7387 9592

KIDS London (incorporating

Kidsactive)

49 Mecklenburgh Square

London 

WC1 2NY

020 7520 0405

www.kidsactive.org.uk

4Children

3 Muirfield Crescent

London E14

020 7512 2112

www.4children.org.uk

Fair Play for Children

35 Lyon Street

Bognor Regis

PO21 1YZ

www.arunet.co.uk/fairplay

Other London organisations
London Youth

Bridge House

Bridge House Quay

Prestons Road

London E14 9QA

020 7537 2777

London Voluntary Services Council

356 Holloway Road

London N7

020 7700 8107

www.lvsc.org.uk

3rd Sector Alliance

356 Holloway Road

London N7

020 7700 8107

www.actionlink.org.uk

Planning Aid for London

Unit 2

11-29 Fashion Street

London

E1 6PX

020 7247 4900

www.pafl.org.uk

London Playing Fields Association

Framer House

29 Albermarle Street

London

W1X 3FA

The Royal Parks Agency

The Old Police House

Hyde Park

London

W2 2UH

www.royalparks.gov.uk

Government Office for London

Riverwalk House

157-161 Millbank

London

SW1P 4RR

www.go-london.gov.uk

Association of London Government

59 1/2 Southwark Street

London 

SE1 0AL

www.alg.gov.uk

Groundwork UK regional office,

London

1 Kennington Road

London

SE1 7QP

020 7922 1230

www.groundwork.org.uk
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Other national organisations
CABE Space

The Tower Building

York Road

London

SE1 7NX

020 7960 2400

www.cabespace.org 

RoSPA Play Safety

The Old Village Hall 

Kingston Lisle Business Centre

Wantage 

Oxon OX12 9QX

01367 820 9889

www.rospa.org.uk 

Centre for Accessible Environments

(CAE) 

Nutmeg House

60 Gainsford St

London SE1 2NY 

020 7357 8182 

www.cae.org.uk 

The Child Accident Prevention

Trust

18-20 Farringdon Lane

London. EC1R 3HA

020 7608 3828

www.capt.org.uk

The Children’s Society

Edward Rudolf House

Margery Street

London WC1X 0JL

0845 300 1128

www.the-childrens-society.org.uk

Barnardo’s

Tanners Lane

Barkingside

Ilford

Essex IG6 1QG

020 8498 7589

www.barnardos.org.uk

Institute of Leisure and Amenity

Management (ILAM)

ILAM House

Lower Basildon

Reading

Berks.

RG8 9NE

0870845 8475

www.ilam.co.uk

Sport England

3rd Floor Victoria House

Bloomsbury Square 

London

WC1B 4SE 

020 7273 1500

www.sportengland.org
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Other formats and languages
For a large print, Braille, disc, sign language video or audio-tape version 
of this document, please contact us at the address below:

Public Liaison Unit
Greater London Authority Telephone 020 7983 4100
City Hall Minicom 020 7983 4458
The Queen’s Walk www.london.gov.uk
London SE1 2AA

You will need to supply your name, your postal address and state the 
format and title of the publication you require.

If you would like a copy of this document in your language, please 
phone the number or contact us at the address above.

Chinese Hindi

Vietnamese Bengali

Greek Urdu

Turkish Arabic

Punjabi Gujarati

City Hall

The Queen’s Walk 

London SE1 2AA

www.london.gov.uk
Enquiries 020 7983 4100
Minicom 020 7983 4458 MoL/Jul04/SD D&P/MT/682




