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Annual Review 2024
Building a culture of Play



As we approach PlayBoard’s 40th 
anniversary, it gives us great pleasure 
to introduce our Annual Report, 
offering an overview of PlayBoard’s 
considerable activity and impact over 
the past year.
Alongside our many colleagues across the wider community, 
voluntary and charitable sector, this past year has been 
especially challenging for PlayBoard. Ongoing political 
instability has embedded an unfavourable external funding 
environment, impacting at core, strategic and operational 
funding levels. Whilst the resumption of the NI Assembly is 
welcome and offers some signs of positivity and hope, the 
legacy of political instability continues to cause significant 
concern, with a continued deficit in decision making and a 
lack of budgetary sign-off.

Beyond the political arena, the continued economic 
downturn, coupled with rising utility and material costs, 
has added significant further financial pressure to the 
organisation whilst creating a hesitant and undefined 
environment. These wider economic pressures, alongside 
the imposition of funding cuts of around 20%, acted to 
increase operating costs significantly whilst reducing income 
raising and fundraising opportunities. Such external factors 
have led to PlayBoard reporting an end of year deficit for 
the first time. Throughout the year, the Board and Senior 
Management Team have worked diligently to circumnavigate 
the many challenges we have faced. We are, however, 
confident that the resumption of the political institutions will 
allow us to move swiftly back towards stability and growth 
over the coming years.

At societal level, the need for quality play has never been 
more apparent. Continued physical and mental health 
concerns regarding our children and young people, 
alongside recognition of the critical role of play in supporting 
educational, skills and social development, make the work of 
PlayBoard as necessary as it ever has been. Indeed, during 
the past year, the need for further action at government 
level to embed the right to play in Northern Ireland was 
emphasised by the United Nations Committee on the 
Rights of the Child during its most recent reporting review. 
At the core of the Committee recommendations was the 
establishment of a clear Play Strategy for Northern Ireland - 
a key target for PlayBoard as we move forward.

Despite the many challenges presented throughout the year, 
PlayBoard has continued to develop and deliver key services 
in support of achieving its overarching strategic plan. 
Advocacy, campaigning and lobbying at all levels remain a 
cornerstone of PlayBoard’s work, with a focus on making the 
right to play a reality for all children through a combination of 
research, communications and public campaigning.

From a campaigning perspective, following initial budget 
cuts, PlayBoard successfully secured the resumption 
of funding for at-risk Bright Start School-Age Childcare 
providers, and delivered a celebration campaign highlighting 
the benefits of play-based School-Age Childcare.

PlayBoard’s increased membership and growing reach lends 
ever increasing support to our lobbying work, providing us 
with a clear mandate for continued political engagement 
aimed at securing a Play Strategy for Northern Ireland.

The delivery and enhancement of play opportunities has 
been at the core of PlayBoard’s work since its establishment 
in 1985. Over the year, we have continued to work at a local 
level supporting the delivery of community play sessions 
within local council areas, delivered training and support 
to the primary school sector, and delivered a pilot prison-
based programme. The SEUPB-funded OUR Generation 
programme came to an end, having delivered to over 1,000 
children, over 300 practitioners and 300 parents over its 
three years of delivery.

Demand for PlayBoard’s support, training and resources 
again stretched beyond Northern Ireland, with an increasing 
demand from the Republic of Ireland (RoI). In line with 
growing levels of interest, we will continue to explore play 
and playwork development opportunities across the island of 
Ireland over the coming years.

On behalf of the Board and wider staff team, we would like to 
thank our members for your continued support over the past 
year, and for your continued belief in our vision of a playful 
future for our children and young people. On your behalf, we 
will continue to strive to achieve the vision as laid out in our 
strategic plan.

Finally, a huge thank you to our passionate staff team who, 
despite repeated challenges and uncertainty, with skill and 
fortitude, continue to deliver the right to play for so many 
children and young people across Northern Ireland and 
beyond.

Stuart Buchanan	 Alan Herron
Chairperson		  Chief Executive Officer
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Our vision
A society where 
the right to play 
is both valued 
and realised

Our mission
Leading the
play agenda



infographic

Opportunities
for play

Increased profile, access 
and quality of play at a 

local level.

Research & advocacy
Play is secured as an outcome in its 
own right within both the Children’s 
Services Co-operation Act (2015) 
and Children and Young People’s 
ten-year strategy. An increased 

evidence base on play and 
establishing good practice.

Playwork practice
The profile and professionalism 
of playwork has been enhanced, 

and training and practice has 
stimulated collaboration and 

cross-sectoral mobility within the 
children’s workforce.

Relationships
Working collectively has resulted 

in shared learning, a greater 
appreciation and understanding of 

play, and more effective and efficient 
play services.

Outcomes
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X (Twitter) 
followers

X (Twitter)
impressions

Facebook
followers

Facebook
reach

members

E-Play newsletters to 
members/subscribers

6,106
281,400

7,085
352,200
1,693

16

Our year in review
Our reach
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OUR Generation is supported by the European Union’s PEACE IV Programme, managed by the Special EU Programmes Body (SEUPB).

Youth@Play builds the capacity of 
youth workers in statutory youth 
settings to facilitate play for their 

younger members. The project was 
developed in collaboration with the 

Education Authority.

200 
Delivered training 

sessions to almost 200 
regional youth workers

 
Delivered taster 
sessions in the 

Republic of Ireland

Projects & services

“Really beneficial 
to see how play 

can help promote 
positive mental 

health.”

“The team spoke really positively of 

the training and have taken a lot of 

positives from it. We already have 

identified small changes we can make to 

our current programmes to introduce 

a more playwork approach. We plan 

to pilot Youth@Play into our new 

timetable.”

“This has got me 

thinking about how 

we can improve play 

opportunities in my 

setting.”

“Refreshing to 
focus on play and 
playwork; lots of 
new ideas for my 

setting.”

“Discussion 

around ‘risky’ 

play was really 

useful.”

PlayBoard’s Spaces to Be 
programme, delivered as 
part of the overarching 

OUR Generation project, 
advocates the use of play 
as a means of supporting 

the development of 
childhood resilience, 

and as a mechanism for 
positively addressing 

differences.

Publication of Archie’s 
Adventures in Emotions 

children’s book with 
accompanying activity cards

Launch of animated film 
documenting the legacy 

of the programme

3 shared 
learning 
events

4 cross-community 
events

“From having difficult conversations during the programme, 
the children’s conversations surrounding difference have 

changed, particularly around communities. The children are 
more open and accepting of other communities.”

“I learned more about 

community and I joined a club 

in my school, and it has helped 

me make new friends.”

The three-and-a-half-year programme reached:

Highlights:

300+
practitioners

300
parents

30
settings

1000+
children and 
young people
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Play in schools
Through a combination of training and focused play development programmes, 
PlayBoard supports schools to develop and implement effective play strategies, 
enhancing growth, development and learning. Working with the whole school 
community, PlayBoard supports and enriches knowledge and understanding 
of play, whilst guiding development of the outdoor environment to maximise 
opportunities for play, leading to improved learning and play experiences.

“TOPS has been really beneficial for the children 

in our school. Our outdoor play has been enhanced 

this year and our children have astounded us with their 

creativity and imaginative play. It has been particularly 

beneficial to the health and well-being of the older 

children in our school. The staff have embraced 

the changes whole-heartedly with the help and 

encouragement of the TOPS team. TOPS has set 

us on an outdoor play journey which we will continue 

in the coming years.””

“The training was very 

informative and filled 

with lots of fun too.”

2 primary 
schools achieved 
our Taking Outdoor 

Play Seriously (TOPS) 
Award

Delivered 8
Positive 

PlayGrounds 
sessions within 
primary schools.

“I’ve learnt that we should be 
using play to help the children 
who struggle socially and with 

their behaviour in school.”

“The training was delivered to 
a very high standard and some 

valuable suggestions were made – I 
plan to take them onboard. It also 

made me see how much fun we 
could have with the children during 

play.”
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“It was so good of you to 
come to meet us and we 
found our discussion 

highly informative and 
helpful.”  

Delivered 
12 cluster 

sessions on 
themed topics 
responsive to 
the ongoing 
needs of the 
SAC sector.

Delivered 
2 training 

sessions with 
accompanying 

resource 
packs through 

Early Years 
Development 

funding.

Delivered 
a webinar 

on Effective 
Management 
of Complaints 

to 70 
attendees.

Led a successful 
social media 

campaign helping 
secure ongoing 

funding for Bright 
Start funded 

groups following 
anticipated cuts.

Delivered 
training for 
staff within 
HSCT Early 

Years Teams 
on the essential 
components of 

play.

School-Age Childcare
 
As work continues on the development of the NI 
Executive’s Early Learning and Childcare Strategy, 
PlayBoard continues to administer the Bright Start 
programme on behalf of the Department of Health 
through the Strategic Planning and Performance 
Group (SPPG). As well as providing targeted 
support to 48 Bright Start groups, PlayBoard delivers 
advice, support and training to the wider School-Age 
Childcare (SAC) sector across Northern Ireland.

PlayBoard represents the interests of the sector at 
a strategic level through membership of relevant 
forums, and ongoing engagement with regional 
Health and Social Care Trusts and NI Executive 
Departmental officials.

“Your 

meetings are 

brilliant!”

Ran a follow-up campaign 
celebrating the work of 
the groups, focusing on 
the benefits for children, 

families and wider 
society, with input from 

Bright Start practitioners, 
parents, children, political 
representatives and senior 

officials.
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Councils
In addition to supporting area specific delivery, PlayBoard continues to provide secretariat support 
to the all council Play Development Officers’ group, facilitating quarterly NI Play Development 
Forum meetings and play park site visits with councils and the Department of Education.

Pop-up play session 
for 60 children.

Commenced reviews of Play Strategy Impact 
within Newry, Mourne and Down District Council, Armagh City, Banbridge and 

Craigavon Borough Council, and Causeway Coast and Glens Borough Council. 

Pop-up play 
session for 70 

children.
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Research, advocacy, policy & engagement
PlayBoard continues to advocate for improved conditions for play and strives to put play firmly on the agenda 
of policy makers and resource providers at regional and local government level. Our research aims to inform, 
shape and influence practice and policy for children and families in Northern Ireland.

Undertook 
consultation with 
younger children 

on behalf of The Executive Office to 
support and guide the development 
of a new Good Relations policy, and 
for the Department of Education in 
support of the Early Learning and 
Childcare Strategy development.

Strategic 
representation 

on 30+ networks, 
forums, and partnerships including 
the European Network for School-

Age Childcare, UK Play Safety 
Forum, UK Play Policy Forum, DE 

Sectoral Partnerships, Network 
Youth NI, All Party Groupings, 

Childcare Partnerships, and NICCY 
Participation Forum.

Active representation 
of the School-Age 

Childcare 
and wider play sector on the 

Department of Education’s Early 
Learning and Childcare Strategy 

Reference Group and Stakeholder 
Forum.

Development and 
submission of 

evidence 
focused on the benefits of play 
within School-Age and wider 

childcare settings to the Early 
Learning and Childcare Strategy 
team aimed at influencing policy 

direction.

Ongoing engagement 
with senior 

government officials 
across a range of departments 

aimed at enhancing the 
commitment to delivering quality 

play opportunities.

Worked strategically 
with a range of partners 

including government departments, 
Childcare Partnerships, local authorities, 

training providers, colleges and 
employers to promote greater access 
to training and qualifications, greater 

choice of courses and greater access to 
variety of approaches to learning.
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Input to the National 
Occupational 

Standards Review 
(4 Nations group, representing 

PETCs across the 4 Nations) and 
participation on PETCUK and 

PETCNI.

In partnership with the 
Mae Murray Foundation, 

completed 
development of the 
ADAPT Framework 

for designing and developing Inclusive 
Play Spaces with launch at Stormont.

Delivery of Street 
and Community Play 

programme 
with Radius Housing with 50 

children in attendance.

Delivered a play 
programme within 
Magilligan Prison. 

Sessions were held with staff and 
prisoners within the prison to 

highlight the importance of play and 
how play can reconnect families.

Delivered targeted 
social media 
campaigns 

and information resources aimed at 
supporting parents, schools, childcare 

settings and youth organisations to 
enhance play-based activities.

Joined global delegates 
participating at the International Play 
Association’s 22nd Triennial World 

Conference in Glasgow.

Undertook focused
political engagement 

with all major parties aimed at progressing the 
development of a Play Strategy for Northern Ireland.

Input into 
the new 

ISO safety 
standard.
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Hosted Playday event in
Ormeau Park, Belfast 

in partnership with the Mae Murray Foundation, Belfast 
City Council, Disability Sport NI, Bryson Energy, and 

Play Resource. The fully-booked event with 120 children 
attending focused on loose parts and inclusive play.

Supported and 
promoted local 
Playday events

held by councils and other providers, 
with a focus on encouraging people to 

celebrate play within their communities.

Continued to develop our work in the RoI in partnership with the 
National Childhood Network (NCN). This included

direct delivery of play sessions,
targeted play training 

and advocacy work aimed at pro-actively advocating for play by 
developing relationships with key stakeholders including political 

representatives, government officials, colleagues, and practitioners 
from across the children’s sector.

Delivered 
training in RoI 

to Dublin YMCA, National 
Libraries and Healthy Ireland 

co-ordinator group.

During the year, an internal subgroup 
has continued to work to 

develop a research and evidence 
base to underpin advocacy 

aimed at securing a Play Strategy for Northern Ireland.

Delivered series of 
webinars to audiences 
in Northern Ireland and RoI focused on 

improving knowledge and understanding 
of play and its role in supporting children 

and young people’s development.

Continued to promote 
low-cost play ideas 

aimed at supporting families facing 
budgetary hardship due to the 

cost-of-living crisis including organising 
a community toy swap event.
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Board and staff as at 31 March 2024

PlayBoard Board of Directors

Mr Stuart Buchanan 	 Chairperson
Mr Roger Winter 	 Vice-Chairperson
Miss Joy Hadden	 Treasurer 

Mrs Fey Cole
Mr Neil Galway
Mr Israel Hontavilla
Miss Sinead Kelly
Mrs Pam Lowry
Mrs Alix Crawford 	 (Stood-down 22 November 2023)

PlayBoard staff

Alan Herron 	 Chief Executive Officer
Jimmy Gillen 	 Director of Corporate Services & Finance
Angela Stallard 	 Director of Service Delivery & Development (Acting)
Maria McBride 	 Senior Marketing & Communications Officer
Frances Walsh 	 Regional School-Age Childcare Co-ordinator
Mairead McLaughlin 	 Finance Officer
Roberta Johnson 	 Play Participation Officer 
Ciara McKenna	 Project Officer 	

Maeve McLaughlin	 Training Development & Delivery Officer (Left 31 January 2024)
Rebecca Smith 	 Training Development & Delivery Officer (Left 31 March 2024)
Michelle McGee	 Development Officer (Left 31 March 2024)
Shauneen McCusker	 Play Development Officer (Left 30 June 2023)
Bríd Duffy 	 Play Participation Officer (Left 30 November 2023)
Katherine Lindsay Dunlop	 Service Delivery & Development Co-ordinator (Left 30 September 2023)
Aidan Burns 	 Play Participation Officer (Left 27 September 2023)
Bernadette McCann	 Play Participation Officer (Left 30 September 2023)
Laura Perry 	 Play Participation Officer (Left 30 September 2023)
Sara Madsen	 Administrator (Left 31 August 2023)
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PlayBoard NI    
7 Crescent Gardens

Belfast BT7 1NS
Northern Ireland
T: 028 9080 3380

E: info@playboard.org
www.playboard.org

PlayBoard NI is registered with the 
Charity Commission for Northern Ireland 

NIC104724, company limited 
by guarantee no. NI30225, 

charity no. XR86639.

RAS
Solutions
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