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Bristol – pioneering 
children’s play

One of the greenest cities in 
the UK, Bristol has wonderful 

public parks, estates and woodland. 
Children have always had great places to play here.

The city boasts one of the first adventure playgrounds 
in the country: Southmead Adventure Playground opened  
in the 1950s at a time when the UK adventure playground 
movement was just beginning to establish itself. Along with 
Lockleaze, St Paul’s, Hartcliffe and Felix Road, adventure 
play is still going strong in Bristol over 60 years later. 

Bristol has always been at the forefront of new and 
playful ideas. 

Scrapstore PlayPods in primary schools and Playing Out’s 
resident-led street closures are just two recent examples 
that have revolutionised  how we think about play in 
different contexts and taken off nationally. 
Along with a thriving relationship between 

play, youth, media, art, museums 

and music, Bristol has maintained its innovative 
reputation as a city committed to play.

Bristol: a leading city for children’s play
Playful Bristol’s strategy for play

Playful Bristol
Playful Bristol is a 
consortium of leading 
play organisations in 
Bristol. Formed in 2018, 
we share a commitment 

to play in all its forms. 

Bristol’s play sector currently 
provides a crucial service to 
children in many areas of the 
city, especially where there 
are few opportunities and 
barriers to play are high. The 
organisations comprising 
Playful Bristol all advocate 
for children and young 
people’s play and create play opportunities for the city’s 
children and young people, through providing services or 
supporting families. We have been working collaboratively 

for many years, coming 
together to organise the 
city’s annual and much-

loved Play Day, sharing ideas 
and best practice and acting 
as a combined voice for 
children and play in the city.

Playful Bristol Steering Group includes:
Bristol Association for Neighbourhood Daycare

Southmead Development Trust

Children’s Scrapstore

Felix Road Adventure Playground

Groundwork South West

Imayla

Learning Partnership West

Playing Out

St Pauls Adventure Playground

Woodland Tribe CIC

There is also a wider range of organisations working with 
Playful Bristol to support children’s play.

“A child educated 
only at school is an 
uneducated child.”

George Santayana

Bristol: A leading city for children’s play

Why Bristol needs a new play strategy
Bristol has always been seen as a playful city – it’s one of 
the main reasons why Bristol has an international reputation 
as a family-friendly place to live. 

That reputation means that Bristol is growing fast – it has a 

younger than average population, with the number of 

      growing at nearly 
the national average. There will be an additional 11,000 
children in the city by                      .

Multiple play opportunities are important to 
children and families and vital to a healthy, 
happy childhood. It is because of this central 
importance of play in children’s lives, and to Bristol’s future 

growth and development, that Playful Bristol has produced 
this new strategy for children’s play.

“If someone has a bad 
morning, they can come 
here and play off their 

sadness.”  Aisha, 11
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Play benefits everyone, not just children 
     Education
Play increases children’s ability to learn and cognitive 
development including: language skills, problem 
solving, independent learning skills, self-efficacy, gaining 
perspective, representational skills, memory, creativity and 
attainment.

    Health 
Play improves children’s physical health and development 
including: physiological, cardiovascular and fine/gross 
motor skills and the reduction of childhood obesity. 

    Brain development
Evidence of the benefits of playing can be seen in brain 
studies and neuroscience

            Well-being 
Play promotes mental health, happiness and emotional 
well-being including: building confidence, improved child/
parent attachments, coping with stress, tackling anxieties, 
aiding recovery in therapeutic contexts, and alleviating the 
symptoms and behaviours related to ADHD.

        Risk management and resilience
Play allows children to safely experience and respond to 
unexpected, challenging situations. 

       Responsible citizenship
Through play children feel connected to their 
neighbourhood and valued as citizens and social 
development including: working with others, sharing, 
negotiating and appreciating others’ points of view. 

          Cultural capital
Children’s play is children’s culture, it’s how they creatively 
interpret the world around them

        Confidence-building 
Play puts an emphasis on problem solving, risk assessment 
and exploration that results in confident and self-assured 
children

       Social capital 
Play provides unique life changing childhood experiences 
that can inspire children to be ambitious and socially 
mobile

       Community cohesion 
Play initiatives generate high levels of volunteering and 
community action.

    Countering isolation 
Families can meet up and support each other while their 
children play

     Improved environment 
Community play spaces reduce vandalism and anti-social 
behaviour

    Thriving city 
When children and adults are able to co-produce the places 
where they live, work and play, the outcome is a city where 
everyone wants to live

All this, and it saves money too!

A proud reputation under threat?
Bristol City Council’s last play policy was published 
over        years ago. Despite the initial success of that 
policy, children’s play became less of a priority locally 
and nationally. A lack of public funding for spaces and 
services and increased social and environmental barriers 
have combined to reduce children’s opportunities 
to play in the city. These issues have exacerbated 
existing inequalities, with the most vulnerable children and 
communities being hit the hardest by austerity measures 

and a lack of investment.

If Bristol is to safeguard its reputation as a play-friendly city 
and address the needs of a growing child population, a new 
strategy is needed that brings together the play sector and 
the city as a whole to address the current barriers to play 
and to continue the work of developing opportunities that 
build upon 
Bristol’s rich play history. 

This document sets out our vision for Bristol as a 
leading city for play; why play is so important to the 
lives of children and the many positive outcomes a play-
friendly environment creates for families, communities 
and wider society with a focused on an aged range of 4-12 
years. It also introduces a three-year implementation plan 
for achieving this through collaborative working as part 
of a happy, healthy, connected and thriving city culture. 

What is play? 
Playful Bristol uses Play 
England’s definition of 
play: 

“Play is what children 
and young people do 
when they follow their 
own ideas and interests, in their own way, and for their own 
reasons”. 

In other words, play is not something “done to” or “provided 
to” children. It is what children naturally do when provided 
with the right conditions, freedom and choice.

“Play is what I do when 
adults stop telling us 

what to do.”

name, age

“There’s a lot of cultures and 
religions [in this area] that people don’t 

understand unless you meet those people… 
I don’t think [I] would understand the 

Romanian or Muslim community if I hadn’t 
met them at the adventure playground, 

because we wouldn’t meet them on the street.”
 Angelina, parent



           Economic value 
Every   invested in playwork returns £4.60 in immediate 
and deferred benefits 

For detailed evidence of the multiple benefits of children’s 
play see:

Play Builds Children 
    Children’s Play Policy Forum 2019, plus evidence list
The Play Return
    Tim Gill 2015
10 Reasons to Continue Providing Adventure Playgrounds   
    The Playwork Foundation 2016 

Play is a human right

Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of 
the Child obliges all countries, including the UK, to:

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

The Convention recognises that free play is not an optional 
extra for children: it is fundamental to their physical, social, 
mental and emotional development and intrinsic to their 
health and happiness in the present moment. As such, play 
relates closely to many of the other important articles in the 
Convention.

The partners in Playful Bristol are committed to 
advocate for and support all children’s right to play. 

Meeting every child’s needs
Every child’s play should be rich and varied full of unique 
experiences that build social and cultural capital. Children 
don’t need to be told how to play – they just need the 
barriers to be removed. 

Children need:

Opportunities to play in both the natural 
and the constructed world

Sensory immersion that includes rich and varied sights, 
sounds, smells, tastes and tactile sensations

To range freely in a variety of ways 
through the landscape of the city

Access to materials that they can use in novel ways – 
for construction, for fantasy and for creative expression

To be able to test the boundaries of their own limits 
physically, emotionally and psychologically while at the 

same time feeling safe, held by their family and friends and 
to experience a bounded security

Case Study
Roma child living in Easton

When J arrived in Easton, she had no English 

and Felix Road adventure playground knew very 

little about her. The Roma community is very 

guarded and staff suspected she was not at school 

or registered with any statutory organisation in 

the area. Aliya – a playworker who has a great 

relationship with the Roma girls – was able to help 

build a picture of home life and sibling relations. 

In spring, Felix Road contacted the Education 

Welfare Officer and started the process of getting 

J allocated to a local school. Through continuous 

support, staff have watched J grow. Her English is 

now in fluent sentences, staff have noted emotional 

growth and a marked increase in her confidence. In 

September, she arrived at the playground in uniform 

after school and was chatting with classmates 

about what they thought of their teacher. With 

J in the school system she is now ‘visible’, she is 

learning to write in English, and she is developing 

peer relationships that she did not have access 

to while she was stuck at home. To many parents 

and professionals J’s progression might sound 

unremarkable, but for this child and others like her, 

these are significant milestones. The life outcomes 

for Roma girls and women are amongst the poorest 

of any community in the developed world. 

Putting these ideas into action 
Three key pre-requisites for children’s play to thrive are: 

  Space to play 
perhaps the most important factor when looking at play in 
the context of the city. Well-designed and managed formal 
play spaces are important, but we need to also ensure 
that public spaces in the city are child-friendly, safe and 
playable.

   Understanding the importance and value of play 
underpins everything and ensures that children’s play is 
a priority for policy-makers, educators and parents alike. 
Parents and teachers in particular should understand that 
play is at least as important formal education and organised 
activities for children’s healthy development

   Time 
once the other pre-requisites are in place, children must 
have sufficient time to play

These provide a useful lens through which to assess how 
well a city enables children’s play and what needs to 
change.

“It’s not dangerous. They keep us safe.”
 Denmarka, 10



Our Vision for Play in Bristol 

We want to work for a city where:

all children can grow, flourish and be happy

play is a vital part of childhood for all children in 
Bristol, regardless of where they live or their 

family’s economic status

every child’s need for free, unstructured play is 
met and supported

children’s play is embraced and celebrated citywide, held by 
communities, supported by adults, designed into the built 

environment of a playful city. 

The principles underpinning this strategy are:

Equality
a child’s opportunities for and access to play 
must not be determined by where they live 
or economic status

Inclusion 
children and parents with additional needs 
must be given particular consideration, 
provision and support

Freedom 
children need freedom of movement to get to play 
spaces and freedom to choose how, where and 
when they play

Collaboration 
creating a truly playful city is not just the job 
of the play sector – it requires meaningful 
engagement from across sectors and 
civil society

Whole-city 
children need to play everywhere and anywhere 
as part of their everyday lives

“I feel really safe and 
secure; it’s a place 

to be free.”
Jen, 10

Case Study
Playing Out 

Playing Out is a community interest company set up 

to promote street play through regular, resident-led 

road closures. Started by a group of Bristol parents, 

the organisation now supports a UK-wide street 

play movement involving thousands of parents and 

children. Many local authorities have established play 

street policies based on that developed by Bristol City 

Council. Research by Bristol University found significant 

increases in children’s physical activity, as well as greater 

community cohesion across all ages resulting from play 

street sessions. 

Ensuring genuine inclusion and equality of 
opportunity
With less funding currently available from government and 
local authorities for children’s play, we need to make 
sure that the funding that is available is targeted 
at children who need support the most. 

We believe in inclusion in the broadest sense and our 
priorities are:

  Disabled children and their families

Children living in areas of highest deprivation in Bristol

Children at risk of harm, discrimination, harassment and 
isolation

Marginalised ethnic minority groups, refugees and asylum  
     seekers

Children struggling with the school system

Families suffering from the effects of food poverty

Areas of the city with limited access to green space or 
organised play opportunities

Projects that promote equality and inclusion

“It’s a really cool place to come and to express 
yourself. It’s filled with opportunities.”

 Holly, 13

Making Bristol a Play-friendly City

The focus of this strategy is to remove obstacles 
to play and provide a supportive, enabling 
environment, whether through city-wide policy, 
advocacy or specialist play services. Achieving this 
across the city will require political will and the 
prioritisation of children and play in planning and 
decision-making, as well as a strong play sector.



“Gets me out of trouble; gets 
me away from all the bad people 
near me, something that is way 
more welcoming and gets you 

ready for life.”
 Asad, 14

For healthy play to happen here in Bristol:

Children need access to a rich and diverse environment

That access must be as independent as 
possible. If children are reliant on adults 
to take them to parks, playgrounds etc., 
they will spend much less time there than 
if they are able to get there independently. 
Being able to get about and be outside 
independently also has huge play value in 
itself, as children naturally find playful ways to use their 
journeys and the built environment around them. So, 

after decades of car-centred planning, the restoration 
of children’s independent mobility through child-
friendly transport planning and policy is key to the 

future of Bristol as a playful city. 

The future should be built on the proven successes 

of the past. We would like to see more adventure 
playgrounds in Bristol and an adventure play 
methodology across the city. This could mean: new 
permanent adventure playgrounds in new parts of the 
city; temporary pop-up adventure playgrounds; mobile 
playworkers in communities; adventure play areas in 
schools or parks; and adventure play in art galleries or 
museums. Always at the forefront of new ideas, playwork 
theory and practice adventure playgrounds are models for 
child centred communities. 

The value of playwork should be 
recognised – Playworkers are not primarily 
instructors or educators. Rather, they are 
specialists in play, whose work is guided by 
the Playwork Principles. These establish the 
professional and ethical framework for playwork. 
They are based on the recognition that children 

and young people’s capacity for positive development 
will be enhanced if given access to the broadest range of 
environments and play opportunities.

Case Study
Out of School Clubs

Thousands of children in Bristol attend Breakfast Clubs, 

Afterschool Clubs and Holiday Playschemes every 

week. For many working and training parents and carers 

these clubs offer a vital service allowing them to gain/

retain employment or undertake/continue with their 

studies. Typically children attending most out of school 

clubs are aged 5 to 12, usually from the same school 

or neighbourhood. Although it is usually the parents’ 

and carers’ decision for the children to attend, it is the 

skills and knowledge of the playworkers at the settings 

that support children in deciding on and directing the 

activities on offer. High quality out of school provision 

offers children a huge range of stimulating activities, 

access to materials, and can support inclusive play 

enabling children with additional needs to play with 

children from their locality. 

Working with the grain – play and city-
wide initiatives
This strategy complements a number of key city-wide 
initiatives, for example: 

Bristol Child Friendly City
part of a worldwide network of Child Friendly Cities, 

supported by UNICEF and the European Network 
of Child Friendly Cities. 

Bristol Children’s Charter 
a set of ten pledges made by organisations from across the 

city, led by Bristol City Council, to set the rights and best 
interests of children as a priority for decision makers in 

Bristol. Two of the pledges directly relate to children’s right 
to play. 

The One City Plan
 the product of our city’s commitment to come 

together to agree and work for the future 
we want for Bristol to 2050.

Implementing this strategy – enabling 
Bristol’s play sector to thrive and grow

Bristol’s existing play sector is already providing 
a huge and valuable service to children in many 
parts of the city. 

This provision needs to be secured and built on, so that 
children in other areas of Bristol can benefit equally from 
the experience and best-practice of the city’s play scene. 

We have therefore prioritised a number of activities to:

•  Build the capacity of the sector

•  Develop service delivery

•  Advocate for play services and communicate with    
    stakeholders



Stabilise, Develop, Sustain

Given the current critical state of provision and funding, 
we have sequenced these activities as follows:

Year 1 (2019/20) 
Stabilise the places and services that form Bristol’s 
rich play heritage. Organisations which have championed 
play and playwork for decades and contributed most to the 
sector.

Year 2 (2020/21) 
Develop the sector and ‘fill in the gaps’ in the next three 
years. This will include testing new ideas and sharing what 
works well in neighbourhoods and communities where 
there is greatest need.

Year 3 (2021/22) 
Sustainable play sector across Bristol. A sector that is 
valued and respected, with a diverse funding base, working 
in collaboration with exciting new partners.

For full information refer to Playful Bristol’s Play Strategy 

Implementation Plan 2019-22.
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Conclusion

Bristol’s play sector cannot 
begin to meet children’s play 
needs by itself. This policy 
makes clear that children 
need to play all the time and 
everywhere: at home, in school, in streets, parks, public 
space and informal ‘in-between’ spaces. That requires a 
wide range of people and organisations – including parents, 
schools, funders, policy-makers, transport planners, 
housing authorities, developers, police and children 
themselves – to come together and take responsibility for 
creating the conditions needed for play to thrive across the 
city.

It’s time for everyone to stand up for children’s play in 
Bristol, to ensure that children today have the same 
opportunities that past generations took for granted. The 
implementation of this strategy will ensure that Bristol 
safeguards its reputation as a play-friendly city and brings 
together all sectors to address the barriers to play and build 
on Bristol’s rich play history.
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