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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Purpose of the Study 
This report provides an overview of the 
findings emerging from a study undertaken 
with families who have a family member(s) 
with physical disability; learning difficulty; 
sensory, medical, undiagnosed need or a 
combination of needs. 

The study, undertaken in Northern 
Ireland during the Spring of 2019, was 
developed in response to an appeal by 
families who are experiencing exclusion 
from essential outdoor play experiences 
within fixed play parks. The purpose of 
this report is to inform policy makers and 
those involved in play park development 
about the lived experience of families. 

Development and delivery of the study was 
led by a partnership between PlayBoard NI 
and the Mae Murray Foundation. 

1.2 PlayBoard NI
PlayBoard is an independent charity and 
lead organisation for the development 
and promotion of children and young 
people’s play in Northern Ireland. Since its 
establishment in 1985, PlayBoard has been 
committed to supporting children and young 
people’s play through a combination of:-

• Service delivery and development

• Campaigning and lobbying

• Research, evaluation and  
awareness raising

• Working in partnership to put play  
on the agenda of policy makers and 
resource providers; and

• Promoting best practice in Play  
and Playwork.

PlayBoard works from the premise 
that play is fundamental to a healthy 
and happy childhood, contributing to 
children’s physical and emotional health; 
learning, skills and social development. 

PlayBoard’s vision is of ‘A society where 
the right to play is realised’. Its mission 
is to achieve this by ‘Leading the Play 
Agenda’: ensuring that at every level 
of decision making across society, 
the child’s right to play is not only 
acknowledged but made a reality within 
the lives of children, young people, 
families and communities.

1.2 The Mae Murray Foundation
The Mae Murray Foundation is a ‘lived-
experience led’ membership-based 
organisation with a vision to create 
true inclusion within society. With over 
1000 member families, the Foundation 
works to break down societal, attitudinal 
and environmental barriers and bring 
solutions which allow all ages and 
abilities to participate together. 

Membership is made up of those who 
identify as having a physical disability; 
learning difficulty; sensory, medical, 
undiagnosed need or a combination of 
needs. The commonality in membership 
is that all members have experience of 
social isolation and/or exclusion.

The need for the study was identified by Mae 
Murray Foundation member families who 
reported that, despite the creation of new 
and elaborate outdoor fixed play spaces, 
they continue to face barriers (physical, 
environmental, attitudinal and social) which 
restrict opportunities to take part in play. 

1.3 The Children and Young People’s 
Strategic Partnership
In developing this research, PlayBoard 
and the Mae Murray Foundation wish to 
acknowledge the support of the Children 
and Young People’s Strategic Partnership 
(CYPSP). The CYPSP is a multiagency 
strategic partnership, consisting of senior 
leaders of all key agencies across statutory, 
voluntary and community sectors that 
have responsibility for improving outcomes 
for all children and young people in 
Northern Ireland.  The CYPSP has been 
developed and supported by the Health 
and Social Care Board (HSCB) to support 
the Children’s Services Planning process.

1.4 The Importance of Play
Play is one of the most developmentally 
important activities that children and young 
people engage in. Not only is the urge 
to play natural and intrinsic, it represents 
an essential element of all children’s lives 
contributing to the enjoyment of childhood 

and impacting upon social, emotional, 
intellectual and physical development.

Through play children learn about, and 
engage with the world around them, 
exploring ideas and concepts whilst 
developing understanding and new skills. 
Research has highlighted the importance 
of play for children as a means of 
supporting growth and development 
across a number of key areas:-

• Physical Health
• Skills Development and Learning
• Connections to the Natural Environment
• Risk and Challenge
• Social Development.

1.5 The Right to Play

Over recent years, acknowledgement  
of play’s central role in shaping the lives 
of children and young people, and its 
positive impact on wider society has 
become more explicit at international  
and regional Policy level.

United Nations Convention on the  
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) 

The importance of play and the 
fundamental right to play for all children 
is enshrined in Article 31 of the UNCRC 
which states that:

i. “Parties recognise the right of the child 
to rest and leisure, to engage in play and 
recreational activities appropriate to the 
age of the children and to participate 
freely in cultural life and the arts.”

ii. “Parties shall respect and promote the 
right of the child to participate fully 
in cultural and artistic life and shall 
encourage the provision of appropriate 
and equal opportunities for cultural, 
artistic, recreational and leisure activity.” 

UN Convention on the Rights of  
Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD)

The UNCRPD (adopted 2006, ratified 
by the UK in 2009) is an international 
human rights treaty which identifies the 
rights of disabled people as well as the 
obligations of Parliament and public 
bodies to promote, protect and ensure 
those rights.

The UNCRPD reaffirms the right to play 
for children with disabilities in article 
30 which states that governments must 
ensure that children with disabilities 
have equal access with other children 
to participation in play, recreation, and 
leisure sporting activities.

INTERNATIONAL
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As part of study approach 1, families 
from within the Mae Murray Foundation 
membership were invited to participate  
in a series of focus groups and  
one-to-one interviews. 

In total two face-to-face focus groups 
were held with 10 families in attendance, 
whilst sixteen one-to-one family 
interviews took place: three in person 
and the remainder by telephone. Family 
respondents totalled 78 including a mix 
of parent/carers, disabled children, non-
disabled children and disabled adults.

Both the focus groups and one-to-
one interviews followed an informal 
discussion format centred on barriers 
to participation in outdoor play, and the 
identification of potential solutions to 
addressing those barriers.

Contributions were made by families 
from a number of council areas including: 

• Antrim & Newtownabbey Borough Council
• Ards & North Down Borough Council
• Belfast City Council
• Causeway Coast & Glens Borough Council
• Lisburn & Castlereagh City Council, and
• Mid & East Antrim Borough Council. 

In order to collect the views of non-
verbal children with complex physical 
and varying needs, site visits took place 
at two outdoor play parks. Ten children 
and young people aged between 
4-20 years took part, all of whom use 
either a buggy or wheelchair. None of 
the participants were able to transfer 
out of their mobility device to play, 
so accessing play was only possible 
whilst remaining seated in their own 
chair. During site visits the children and 
young people were able to direct the 
play experience, indicating where, when 
and for how long they wanted to play. 
Preferences and duration of time spent 
engaged with differing pieces of play 
equipment were recorded. 

The play parks used were Loughshore 
Park in Antrim and Diversity Park in 
Portstewart. These play park locations 
were chosen as they both offer disabled 
toilets to Changing Places standard - 
providing dignified toileting for all.  
It should be noted that these locations 
offered mainly equipment-based 
activities. Sand, water or loose-parts  
play activities were not available.

Children Services Co-Operation  
Act (NI) 2015
The Children’s Co-operation Act 
places a duty on public authorities, 
framed around eight defined 
characteristics of well-being, to work 
together to deliver the best interests 
of children and young people. 

One of the duties contained within 
the Act focuses specifically on play 
stating that “All children and young 
people enjoy play and leisure”.

Children and Young People’s Strategy
This sets out a strategic framework 
for improving the well-being of 
children and young people in Northern 
Ireland. It outlines how all government 
departments, agencies and those who 
provide children’s services will work 
together to deliver better outcomes for 
all children and young people and links 
directly to the draft Programme  
for Government outcomes, primarily  
“we give our children and young people 
the best start in life”.

The strategy is closely aligned to the 
Children Services Co-operation act 
and incorporates the ‘Enjoyment of 
play and leisure’ as one of its eight 
key strategic outcomes.

Disability Discrimination Act 1995  
(Northern Ireland)
The Disability Discrimination Act 
(DDA) has introduced, over a period 
of time, laws and measures aimed 
at ending the discrimination faced 
by many disabled people. The DDA 
defines disability as “a physical or 
mental impairment which has a 
substantial and long-term adverse 
effect on a person’s ability to carry 
out normal day-to-day activities”.

The DDA gives disabled people a 
range of rights, including access to 
goods, facilities and services, including 
transport. Those who provide goods, 
facilities and services to the public, 

or a section of the public, cannot 
discriminate against a disabled person.

Under the DDA, discrimination in 
the provision of goods, facilities and 
services occurs when:

• A disabled person is treated less 
favourably than someone else and 
the treatment is for a reason relating 
to the person’s disability, and this 
treatment cannot be justified.

• There is a failure to make  
a reasonable adjustment for  
a disabled person.

Dept of Health: Physical & Sensory 
Disability Strategy/Action Plan
The strategy establishes an action 
plan for the improvement of 
outcomes, services and support for 
people in Northern Ireland who have 
a physical, communication or sensory 
disability. It identifies the need for 
urgent action to promote the social 
inclusion of all citizens, particularly 
those who are marginalised or 
disadvantaged in society.

Dept for Communities NI:  
Disability Strategy
In accordance with the New Decade 
New Approach, the Executive is 
developing a suite of Social Inclusion 
Strategies, including Disability 
Strategy, for which the Department 
for Communities is responsible.

Programme for Government
The Programme for Government 
provides a focus on helping to deliver 
improved wellbeing for all citizens, 
recognising the impact of early life 
experiences in relation to future 
health and wellbeing. 

The Programme for Government 
further seeks to support parents to 
ensure children enjoy good health; 
emotional resilience; secure family 
and community environments  
that provide space to play.

2. METHODOLOGY

2.1 STUDY APPROACH 1 –  
FOCUS GROUPS AND INTERVIEWS

Adopting a co-production methodology, 
PlayBoard NI, working with a six-member 
‘lived-experience’ team from Mae Murray 
Foundation, developed a dual study 
approach to the identified issues:- 

Both study approaches were open to 
families from across Northern Ireland who 
identified as having a family member(s) 
with physical disability; learning difficulty; 
sensory, medical, undiagnosed need  
or a combination of needs.

• Study approach 1: a qualitative study 
engaging with children and adults 
through a series of focus groups,  
one-to-one interviews and play park 
site visits. 

• Study approach 2: a cross-sectional 
survey to identify the key issues 
impacting on families which restrict 
play opportunities within play parks.

REGIONAL
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2.2 STUDY APPROACH 2 –  
REGIONAL SURVEY

3 KEY FINDINGS

Building on the focus groups and  
one-to-one sessions, a regional  
survey was undertaken using the 
SurveyMonkey platform.

Again, the aim was to identify key 
issues impacting on families who have 
a disabled family member or complex 
need and the fulfilment of the right to 
play, when visiting fixed play parks. 
The survey gave families opportunities 
to suggest solutions to the barriers 
they face alongside space to provide 
examples of their experiences to date. 
This study method allowed for the 
capture of a larger number of opinions 
across a wider geographic spread to 
identify patterns and consistencies.

The survey, which was open for a six week 
period, was promoted through a range 

of mechanisms including the Mae Murray 
Foundation member list, social media 
accounts and newsletters (physical and 
e-based) linked to both the Mae Murray 
Foundation and PlayBoard NI. There were 
twelve questions in total. The questions 
asked were consistent with those asked 
in the first half of the study and five 
provided space to add additional free 
comments, so that respondents were not 
restricted in their response.

Survey respondents were asked to 
identify the age group of their family 
member(s) and to indicate the relevant 
disability/disabilities, condition or need. 
In total 424 respondents participated 
to this section of the study. Further 
information on the breakdown of 
respondents ages and conditions can  
be found in Appendix B.

Map showing location of Respondents to the Survey  
(mapped by Postcode)

Transcripts, notes and observations 
from study approach 1 were coded and 
grouped together (as appropriate) with 
the survey responses from study approach 
2. Consistent themes between the two 
respondent groups were apparent, with 
the views expressed by the smaller 
group reinforced by the larger cohort. 
Six thematic areas were established as 
causing, or contributing to, the exclusion 
of families from play parks, namely:-

• Wider infrastructure surrounding  
play parks

• Play Park site facilities

• Access

• Participation

• Communication

• Attitudes.

57% are unable to engage  
in play as often as they would like.

60% viewed play parks as 
important spaces for their child/
children which they would like  
to attend more regularly.

40% rated the play experience 
on offer within fixed play parks as 
being poor or very poor; 20% rated 
the play experience as average with 
40% rating it as being good or  
very good.

66% identified a lack of 
opportunity to actively take part  
in play as the key barrier faced. 

56% reported having to travel 
long distances just to be able to 
access a play park that met their 
family’s play needs.

Prevalence of need  
reported can extend to up to 

4 children in a family. 

Detail of findings by thematic area, together with key learning summarised  
for play space providers, can be found in section 3.1. At an overall level the survey  
also captured further overarching information, in respect of families and their 
engagement in play parks:-

Further information is detailed at Appendix B.
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3.1 THEMATIC AREAS

Overview of Theme 1 Findings

Study respondents highlighted 
the importance of infrastructure 
surrounding the play park and  
good connectivity.

• Approaches to play parks require 
pavements with appropriately 
placed drop-kerbs to enable all 
families to journey safely on foot.

One respondent commented

“Powerchairs generally 
cannot mount kerbs, even 
small kerbs. This means we 
can end up having to use  
the road, which is scary, 
when we cannot remount  
the footpath.”

• Public transport, that is buses, 
trains etc. must be accessible to 
all abilities. Study respondents 
highlighted a range of negative 
experiences including little or no 
information provided on route specific 
accessibility, lack of ramps or space, 
and convoluted, inconsistent  
booking processes.

• Public Realm Scheme improvements 
are welcomed but respondents 
indicated that design flaws still exist. 

Key Messages for  
Play Space Providers

• Acknowledging that no single 
authority has the scope to address 
all infrastructure issues, there is a 
need for greater cross-departmental 
working and engagement with 
play park providers, to ensure that 
infrastructure outside of the play 
park space meets the access needs 
of all users.

• Connectivity through accessible 
public transport and public 
realm schemes are particularly 
relevant and can provide a barrier 
to accessing play parks if not 
addressed.

Overview of Theme 2 Findings

Play Park site facilities, which meet 
the needs of all users, are fundamental 
to inclusion. Examples of common 
barriers were given by respondents.

Toileting: 
• 49% indicated that in order to use  

a play park they required a disability 
friendly toilet, to Changing Places 
standard. These toilets offer: 

o Space needed to fit mobility 
chairs and/or personal assistants.

o Hoisting and adult sized  
changing benches. 

o Showering facilities. 
o Independence.

As noted by one respondent

“Changing Places toilets are  
so important. Our journeys 
are all planned around the 
availability of these toilets, 
otherwise we return home 
– which can make for a very 
short outing! No one should 
be forced to change their child 
on a disgusting toilet floor. 
Everyone should be afforded 
basic human dignity.”

In line with basic human rights, 
respondents feel the provision of 
Changing Places toilets should be 
viewed as a core requirement in the 
design of play parks which offer 
toilets and identify as being inclusive. 

Parking: 

• 30% identified insufficient or 
inappropriate parking provision. 

• Disabled parking bays are often 
unsuited to longer wheel-base 
vehicles, and those with side  
or rear ramps. 

• Unsafe car parks. Hatched areas 
should lead from parking bays to 
footpaths with dropped kerbs –  
as universal standard design.

As noted by one participant 

“There are never enough 
parking spaces, and their 
positioning and length is 
inconsiderate of risk. My 
wheelchair accessible vehicle 
is ramped at the rear and my 
daughter exits into ongoing 
traffic frequently.  
 
Then we dodge the cars  
in a busy car park to  
find a dropped kerb! 
Increasingly, vendors  
are placed in disabled 
parking bays too.”

THEME 1: GETTING TO THE PLAY PARK

THEME 2: PLAY PARK SITE FACILITIES

This section gives further information and verbatim quotes, across the  
six themes, which the study identifies as contributing to the exclusion  
of families from play parks in Northern Ireland. 

P
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THEME 3: ACCESS TO PLAY

Overview of Theme 3 Findings

There was broad acknowledgement 
amongst respondents that progress 
has been made over recent years in 
terms of innovation in outdoor fixed 
play parks. Whilst welcomed, these 
improvements have not been sufficient 
to provide high quality participative 
play opportunities for all.

General accessibility could be 
improved in a range of ways.

•  Attention to wayfinding throughout the 
play space (guides on ground, texture 
changes, signature sounds etc.).

•  More space to allow mobility device 
users to move around.

•  Provision of ramps at gradual gradients, 
particularly when landscaping has been 
incorporated on-site.

•  Easier access to wheelchair swings. 
If swings are locked, provide access 
to the key onsite (ideally) or within 
walking distance.

•  Increased seating to offer rest points 
for disabled parents/carers.

•  More grab bars and guard rails 
generally aids independence.

Access to swings and slides: 
Respondents focused heavily on the 
importance of access to appropriately 
designed swings and slides, and the 
need for greater attention to detail.

•  Swings create hazards for blind or 
vision impaired users who may be 
unaware of associated dangers. 

•  Swing access is inhibited by queues 
and lack of size or support options.

•  Wide slides increase usability as 
children who have no balance can  
be held by parents or carers.  

• Some need to transfer out of 
mobility equipment at the top of 
a slide and require a supported 
seat at the bottom, to wait whilst 
equipment retrieved.

• Improved accessibility to slides 
is needed with both ramped and 
stepped approaches, as well as 
transfer platforms and handrails.

Respondents voiced frustration, 

“Many parks have two slides, 
yet they are both inaccessible. 
My son cannot cross monkey 
bars, use a rope bridge or steps 
to get to the top of the slide.”

A small number of 
respondents (less 
than 10) suggested 
labelling equipment 
‘for disabled children 

only.’ However, the vast majority felt it 
important to use the same equipment 
where possible, to progress inclusion. 

“We don’t want special 
equipment. We want equipment 
to meet everyone’s need.” 

Key Messages for Play Space Providers

In designing accessible and inclusive 
play parks, at the heart of the process, 
must be an understanding of the  
full and complex variety of need.  
This can best be achieved through 
a co-production design and 
development approach with the local 
community – especially those who  
are experiencing exclusion.

Refreshment Facilities and  
Picnic Provision:  
 
• A lack of space (tables/chairs close 
together) makes moving around 
difficult. High serving counters, 
without table service options, create 
barriers. Badly designed picnic tables 

which don’t meet the 
needs of wheelchair 
users means families 
and friends cannot 
eat together.  

 
Table overhang should be in the 
region of 600mm with options  
to sit at end or middle of the table. 
Hard surfacing should always  
extend to, and around any picnic 
table, giving plenty of room  
for access.

Boundaries: 

• Safe enclosed spaces are essential 
for play park users who may 
run off without notice. Lack of 
enclosure means some families  
are unable to take part.  
 
Fenced or landscaped secure 
boundaries with one or two entry/
exit points are preferred. Gates 
should be challenging enough 
to delay a child who is trying 

to leave, without 
creating a barrier to 
independence for 
disabled children 
and adults. 

Other issues noted by study 
respondents included:

• Rubbish bins – Can be poorly 
positioned on inaccessible terrain. 
Tamper proof bins are preferable.

• Hand-dryers – Noisy and upsetting  
to some. Alternatives requested.

• Bikes – Can block access routes  
if left on the ground, bike racks are 
helpful in this regard.

• Shelter – Wind, sun and rain create 
hazards for vulnerable persons.

• Vandalism – Site monitoring  
would be welcomed.

Study respondents also suggested 
that within larger fixed play parks  
the provision of covered space 
(whether permanent or pop-up) 
would be advantageous for the 
provision of first aid support,  
training and/or indoor play activities 
such as arts and crafts, loose  
parts play etc. 

Key Messages for  
Play Space Providers

Any planned infrastructure,  
such as toilets, parking and  
eateries, should be designed  
with attention to the detail of 
everyone’s needs – not simply  
the majority. Create best practice,  
not common practice!
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Overview of Theme 4 Findings

Respondents were keen to highlight 
that whilst infrastructure and access 
is essential, participants must be 
able to actively engage in rich play 
experiences. 

“We can’t bring our 
grandchildren to any play 
parks together because our 
disabled grand-daughter 
only ever has one item to 
play on. It’s not fair and it’s 
very upsetting for us all. It 
shouldn’t be like this.”

A range of barriers to participation 
were identified alongside a number  
of suggested improvements.

Barriers to Participation

• Equipment Size: Often limited by 
age group which means it is not 
suited to ability and can exclude 
older participants, or those of 
smaller stature.

• Challenging Play: Essential for 
childhood development. People 
who are disabled benefit from 
challenge in the same way 
non-disabled people do, with 
appropriate risk/benefit approaches 
in place.

• Noise and Busyness: Triggers of 
anxiety or other difficulties. Quiet 
areas, and enclosed spaces that 
move and give sensory feedback, 
are helpful to allow time out as and 
when required. Scheduled quiet 
sessions are useful, if appropriate 

timings are chosen, in consultation 
with families. Early morning is not 
considered ideal for most. 

“It doesn’t cost anything 
to go to the park – really 
important factor for us, yet 
it’s not an option for a day 
out as it’s too busy. If one 
can’t take part, we all don’t 
take part.”

• Access to the play park but no 
play opportunities available: 
Respondents reported that play 
units can cause frustration due  
to a lack of play options within  
the structure. 

Choices for those with limited 
mobility is often restricted to play 
panels, which are difficult to reach 
and are unlikely to hold interest for 
long. This lack of play value results 
in the participant becoming a by-
stander within the play unit, watching 
others play whilst not having a 
comparable play experience. One 
accessible route in and out can cause 
difficulty for those exiting as  
others enter. 

“They go to all the trouble 
and expense of ramping a 
play unit, then we get to the 
top and there is absolutely 
nothing my child can do. 
It just emphasises his 
limitations. We avoid it now, 
it’s so upsetting!”

THEME 4: PARTICIPATION IN PLAY

• Lack of choice for those remaining 
seated in wheelchair/buggy: 
Respondents highlighted that 
provision for this group is often 
overlooked. Equipment options 
offering movement experiences can 
be limited to a wheelchair swing, 
roundabout or trampoline, but all 
three items are rarely provided 
together. Across the survey, 54% 
reported requiring a wheelchair 
swing specifically for a quality  
play experience. 

Site focus group 
visits with children 
and young people 
with complex needs 
further demonstrated 
preferences of non-
verbal participants:-

• All 10 participants chose the 
wheelchair swing as their first  
play choice. 

• Wheelchair swing – high play 
value: holding attention for 30mins 
or more. (Average play value on 
equipment for a non-disabled  
child is two mins.) 

• Second choice preferences were 
evenly split between roundabout, 
trampoline and ramped play units, 
however these had a lower level of 
play value. (Sand, water or loose-parts 
play activities were not available.) 

• Time spent in park averaged two 
hours due to Changing Places toilet  
being onsite.

• Rain curtailed play as no shelter.

“Our disabled son is too 
heavy to lift. He loves the 
thrill of movement and  
would stay on the wheelchair 
swing for ages. He doesn’t 
like the roundabout so  
could really do with other 
activities which he can enjoy 
whilst seated in his chair.”  
“It’s very important for 
siblings to be able to  
go to the park together,  
and with other families  
and friends. Equipment 
which they can all  
go on together, like 
roundabout or trampoline,  
is really important.”
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Various other suggestions to improve 
participation were also made, including:- 

• Adventure-based 
spaces which 
encourage use of 
the imagination.

• Natural play environments which 
offer an opportunity to explore and 
experience natural play materials 
(stones, rocks, wood etc.).

• Sand and water play that is accessible 
to all/adjustable height levels.

• Musical equipment and sensory 
items (wind chimes, pipes, 
xylophone, visual stimulus, touchy 
feely walls, lights etc.).

• Enclosed large open spaces that allow 
running, ball play, bike riding etc. 

• Exercise equipment suited to 
children and adults.

• Low level balance beams.

• More spinning equipment.

Nature walks and trails with interactive 
points. Accessible paths through 
parkland to allow young wheelchair 
users to practice driving skills in  
open space.

• Areas which encourage social 
interaction and integration, with 
consideration given to wheelchair 
and other mobility device users.

• Zip wires with supportive seating 
or adapted to take slings with hoist 
transfer equipment.

• Soft ground to allow crawling.

Key Messages for Play Space 
Providers & Equipment Manufacturers

The study highlights the need for 
greater creativity, innovation and 
planning in play park design. Inclusive 
play park environments should offer 
quality experiences and choices, equally 
rich in value to all. Flagship features are 
a key opportunity to demonstrate the 
inclusive nature of the space.

THEME 5: COMMUNICATION
Improving Participation

Respondents were asked to indicate which types of play most benefited their child 
within outdoor play environments.

Overview of Theme 5 Findings 

Respondents 
identified effective 
communication 
regarding 
play parks as 

paramount. This includes information 
on which play opportunities and 
facilities to expect, opening and closing 
times, as well as other information to 
help prepare an anxious child for a visit. 

“My child gets so anxious 
about anything new. Being 
able to view the park and 
facilities online before a visit 
and having a spacious area at 
the entrance so he can take 
everything in, without being 
overwhelmed, would make 
such a difference – and mean 
we could get further than the 
car park before a meltdown.”

• Accessible information formats 
available both in advance and at the 
play park support understanding 
of the play space layout. Study 
respondents listed a range of 
formats required, including 
accessible websites; easy read text 
versions; signage in braille; raised 3D 
tactile maps; picture form and audio. 

• The inclusive aims of the play space 
should be clearly displayed, and 
positive signage should be used 
to address the stigma which often 
exists around older disabled people 
using play parks. 

“My daughter is registered 
blind and is striving to be 
more independent the older 
she gets. She doesn’t want 
me shadowing her, it affects 
her self-esteem.   
If she had a 3D map, she 
could learn the layout and I 
could stop worrying about 
her walking in front of the 
swings as she explores.”

Key Messages for  
Play Space Providers

Communication with communities  
is key. The flow of accurate 
information regarding the facility, 
good accessible signage, and 
assessment of how the play park 
meets need should be ongoing. 
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Overview of Theme 6 Findings 

Unfortunately, many 
respondents reported 
encountering poor 
attitudes from other 
users whilst using play 
parks, including both 

witnessing and experiencing firsthand 
exclusion or being treated with disdain. 
At a societal level, it is clear that some 
struggle to understand the importance 
of all abilities mixing and playing 
together from a young age. 

“Kids who know my nephew 
will deliberately trigger him 
into a rage by whistling at 
him or calling him names. He 
hits himself not others when 
triggered. We need better 
raised children and educated 
adults who raise these 
children. Schools could play a 
much bigger role in increasing 
awareness of diversity and 
hidden disabilities.”

• Attitudes towards older children in 
play parks was identified as a specific 
issue with many other play park users 
not recognising the importance of 
play to this particular group. 

“We can feel uncomfortable 
bringing our son to the park, 
due to his vocalisations. Plus, 
he’s older now so we get 
stared at more.”

Whilst attitudinal issues are not 
restricted to play parks, respondents 
felt much more could be done to 
address negative attitudes. 

• Regular facilitator-led sessions in 
play park spaces could help support 
learning. For example, wheelchair 
games for everyone to try, including 
non-disabled people. Or, the use  
of virtual technology, to experience 
the environment in the same way  
as people with vision challenges.

• Community initiatives to celebrate 
and raise awareness of diversity.

• Focus on diversity education, within 
the school curriculum, delivered in 
partnership with those experiencing 
barriers first-hand. 

• Artwork which shows park areas to 
be inclusive spaces alongside positive 
signage (using a name such as ‘Park for 
All’ to help communicate messaging for 
a modern inclusive space.) 

• Media awareness campaigns.
• Equipment suited to size and height 

rather than age. Signage should state 
that some who will benefit from play, 
may be adult.

• Time slots aimed at encouraging the 
older age group to take part.

Key Messages for Play Space Providers

Play parks offer a unique opportunity  
and environment to introduce children  
to diversity and difference in a positive 
way from an early age – highlighting the 
value of every child as an individual. 

Play providers alone cannot deliver 
societal attitudinal change. Pro-
active, cross-sectoral working which 
celebrates diversity and tackles 
negative attitudes, through practical 
action in play environments is key.

The study was undertaken to provide 
an insight into the experience and 
challenges faced by those who have 
family member with a disability, sensory, 
undiagnosed or complex need. 

The findings provide compelling evidence 
that families are facing exclusion from 
play park environments in Northern 
Ireland. Adults and children, parents and 
carers, who are living with disability, 
sensory, complex or undiagnosed 
need are experiencing barriers to their 
inclusion and participation. These 
barriers have patterns and commonality 
across families, regardless of where  
they live.

Despite the ongoing building of new and 
improved play parks, families continue to 
have poor play park experiences, unsuited 
to their needs. The study provides an 
opportunity for play space providers 
to gain an insight into the experiences 
of those families, the impact of poor 
infrastructure and design, and to take away 
important learning from key messages. 

Play park or play space providers 
frequently use the terms inclusive and 
accessible interchangeably in reference 
to play park descriptions, yet they 
are not the same. Inclusive means, ‘to 
leave no one out.’ The study shows 
that when the term is used to describe 
environments which have not addressed 
all barriers and do not offer equal dignity, 
choice and participation then its use  
is inappropriate and misleading, leading 
to disappointment for families.

Play park provision and design must evolve 
if people of all abilities are to have their 
right to play realised. Opportunities to 
play which are equally rich in choice and 
challenge, with infrastructure to address 
basic human need, within reasonable 
distance of homes are required. 

Positive and helpful next steps would be:

• Play park providers engage with 
families with lived experience and 
fully involve them throughout the play 
park design process to co-produce 
workable solutions.

• Leading play organisations and other 
interested parties agree universal 
terminology and definitions in relation 
to fixed play parks and spaces within 
the UK. 

• Development of guidance to support 
play park and play space providers to 
build inclusive play parks and spaces.

A summary of the themed  
findings can be found at Appendix A,  
whilst a printable poster can be 
downloaded here.

4 STUDY CONCLUSIONTHEME 6: ATTITUDES

https://www.playboard.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Let-me-Play-poster.pdf
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APPENDIX A:  
DO WE HAVE INCLUSION IN OUR PLAY PARKS IN NORTHERN IRELAND?

Are we enabling or disabling…

During the Spring of 2019, a study was undertaken by PlayBoard in co-production with a ‘lived-experienced’ team from Mae Murray Foundation.  
The work was developed in response to appeals by families suggesting that play parks can be disabling environments which cause social exclusion.   
Over 500 people contributed, all of whom identify as having a family member with a disability, sensory, undiagnosed, medical, or complex need.

The barriers faced by families, and the solutions proposed, were found to be consistent and repetitive. The ‘Let me Play’ study explains why exclusion  
from play parks can happen and provides information which could be further developed to effect real change.

2: PLAY PARK SITE FACILITIES
Site facilities which offer toilets, parking and 
eateries, should be designed with attention  
to the detail of everyone’s needs - not simply 
the majority. Create best practice, not  
common practice!

P
1: GETTING TO THE PLAY PARK 
Connectivity to play parks, through accessible 
public transport and accessible public realm 
schemes is essential. All stakeholders and 
departments must work together. 

3: ACCESS TO PLAY
Understanding the complexity of access and 
the need for equipment and activities to be 
accessed in a range of differing ways is key. 
Co-production with the local community 
brings lived-experience – maximise it!

4: PARTICIPATION IN PLAY
Greater creativity and innovation in design can offer quality 
experiences and choices, equally rich in play value, allowing active 
engagement for all. Play equipment is extremely important, but the 
power of other types of play should not be underestimated.

6: ATTITUDES
Play parks offer a unique opportunity to celebrate 
diversity and promote visibility. Practical activity-
led programmes, within the play park environment, 
can contribute significantly to driving attitudinal 
change across society.

5: COMMUNICATION
Up to date, accurate information is fundamental to support visit planning, 
and avoid disappointment or upset. Review of how a play park meets 
need should be ongoing. Prioritise both review and communication!

57% are unable to 
play in play parks 
as often as they 

would like

40% rate  
their play park 
experience as 

poor or very poor
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APPENDIX B: 
REGIONAL SURVEY  
RESPONDENT OVERVIEW
Age Groups

Survey respondents were asked to identify the age group their child/children fell into. 
The largest proportion (68%) were aged 10 years or under with 12% of the group aged 
between 0 and 2 years, 30% between 3 and 6 years and 26% between 7 and 10 years. 

Of the remainder, 16% were aged 11 to 14 years, 9% aged 15 to 18 years with 7%  
aged over 18.

Reported Children’s Disabilities  
and Conditions

Respondents were asked to indicate type 
of disability/disabilities, condition  
or need, relevant to their family. 

Respondents were almost equally  
split between three main groupings: 

• Physical disability and/or  
wheelchair user (33%)

• Sensory or processing need (31%)
• Learning disability (29%)
• Undiagnosed need (7%).

Analysis of the findings highlights that 
for many families, disability or medical 
conditions were not restricted to one 
child. Prevalence of the need reported 
extends to four children with additional 
needs in some families.

The charts below show the number of 
respondents reporting specific disabilities/
conditions for each child within their family.

12%

30%

26%

16%

9%
7%

Respondents Children by Age Group

0-2
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7-10

11-14
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Over 18
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7 3

Wheelchair User
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18 4
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