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Content of presentation

•Background to Irish context and 
outdoor playspace research: sample 
projects

•Introduction to 4 exploratory 
projects

•Current gaps and plans for future
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Background 

When all else is equal, children prefer to play 
outside, with nearby friends (Kilkelly et al., 2015)

• HOWEVER: Changing nature of childhood: 
• Shrinking horizons of childhood (Gill, 2005)
• Play deprivation (Bundy et al., 2011)
• Nature deficit disorder (Louv, 2005)
• Erosion of everyday social participation (Hart, 

2016)

Outdoor designing for play: Issue of social 
inclusion

The Nature of the Irish Outdoors
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Playspaces in Ireland 

Better Outcomes Brighter Futures: 
searching for outdoor play 2014-2020

• DATA SOURCES: GUI/HBSC • GOVERNMENT COMMITMENTS: 
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Children’s Participation: Putting ‘VOICE’ in 
Context

•Children will have a voice in matters which 
effect them (UNCRC, 1989; Children’s 
Strategy, 2000) 

•This includes being heard in relation to 
places for play (UNCRC, 1989; General 
Comment, 2013)

Children Communicate in MULTIPLE ways
VOICE ≠ VOICE!

INSTITUTIONAL PLACES
Day-care
Schools
Schoolyards
Sports parks
Theme parks

PUBLIC PLACES
Streets
Sidewalks
Parks
Trails
Malls
Waterfronts
Beaches

PRIVATE PLACES
Home
Cars

FOUND PLACES
Vacant lots
Natural areas
Waterfronts
Street corners

FOUND/OFF LIMITS 
PLACES

Discovery/adventure
places
Vacant lots

WILDERNESS
Urban wilderness
Natural areas

NEW AND INNOVATIVE
Community gardens
School gardens
City farms
Greenways
Skate parks
Town trails
Front porches
Cyberspace

Typology of Designed and Planned Places for 
Children: guiding our starting point..

(Francis & Lorenzo, 2002, p. 158)



03/10/2017

5

Play and Playspaces Research
(Dept. of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy, University 

College Cork, Ireland)

Playgrounds
(Built Environment)

Scoping 
Review -

Accessibility 
and 

Usability
Moore & Lynch 

(2015)

School Yard -
Inclusive 

Design Cagney, 
Carroll & Lynch 

(2015)

Play in 
Nature

(Natural 
environment)

Heritage 
Council 
Project

Kilkelly, Lynch, 
Moore, O’Connell 

& Field (2015)

Inclusive 
Play 

(Inclusive 
environments)

Fitzgerald’s 
Park -

Usability 
Enright, 

Keating & 
Lynch 
(2015)

COST Ludi 
European 

Project
Play and Children 
with Disabilities 

(2014-2017)

Overview of Play and Playspaces 
Research

Moore, A., & Lynch, H. (2015). Accessibility and usability of playground environments for children under 12: A scoping review. 
Scandinavian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 22(5), 331-344.  

Scoping Review: Accessibility and 
Usability of playgrounds 2015 
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Key Findings 

▪The physical, social, political 
environment present barriers to 
participation in playground settings, 
particularly for children with 
disabilities. 
▪Children’s voice is absent from the 
majority of research on playspaces.

NEED FOR DATA
ON CHILDRENS 

LIVES:THAT 
INCLUDES THE 
CHILDS VOICE 

IN 
RESEARCHING 

PLAY NEEDS/ 
PREFERENCES
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Play and Playspaces 
Research

(Dept. of Occupational Science 
and Occupational Therapy, 

University College Cork, Ireland)

Playgrounds
(Built Environment)

Scoping 
Review -

Accessibility 
and Usability

Moore & Lynch 
(2015)

School Yard -
Inclusive 
Design 

Cagney, Carroll & 
Lynch (2015)

Play in 
Nature

(Natural environment)

Heritage 
Council Project

Kilkelly, Lynch, 
Moore, O’Connell & 

Field (2015)

Inclusive Play 
(Inclusive 

environments)

Fitzgerald’s Park -
Usability Enright, 
Keating & Lynch 

(2015)

COST Ludi 
European Project
Play and Children with 
Disabilities (2014-2017)

Overview of Play and Playspaces 
Research

Traditional Irish School yard..
http://www.silvabuild.ie/index.php/component/content/article?layout=edit&id=19

Where the children currently play at break-time in the Cork city school
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From December 2014 – June 2015

Clark & Moss, 2001. Listening to Young Children – The Mosaic Approach 

▪ 125 
CHILDREN 
in total

▪ 18 children 
in 3 focus 
groups 

THE CONSULTATION MODEL
Phase 1: WHOLE 

SCHOOL
Drawings and 
Observations

Phase 2: Focus group A- 18 CHILDREN
• Discussion of Drawings
• ‘Design your play space’ activity

Phase 3: Focus Group B
• actions and feelings chart 

(child-led analysis)
Themes emerged in second focus group

Phase 4: REPORT PRODUCED TO INFORM 
DESIGN
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School Yard – Inclusive Design 

FROM DESIRE TO DESIGN 

Place for climbing, jumping,

Place for socialising, talking

Outcomes:
• Increase in resilience
• Increase in social inclusion
• Sense of ownership
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NEED FOR 
GUIDELINES ON 

CHILD 
PARTICIPATION 

IN DESIGNING FOR 
PLAY

(not just consultation) 

Play and Playspaces 
Research

(Dept. of Occupational Science 
and Occupational Therapy, 

University College Cork, Ireland)

Playgrounds
(Built Environment)

Scoping 
Review -

Accessibility 
and Usability

Moore & Lynch 
(2015)

School Yard -
Inclusive 
Design 

Cagney, Carroll & 
Lynch (2015)

Play in 
Nature

(Natural environment)

Heritage 
Council Project

Kilkelly, Lynch, 
Moore, O’Connell & 

Field (2015)

Inclusive Play 
(Inclusive 

environments)

Fitzgerald’s Park -
Usability Enright, 
Keating & Lynch 

(2015)

COST Ludi 
European Project
Play and Children with 
Disabilities (2014-2017)

Overview of Play and Playspaces 
Research
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National Heritage Council Project 2015-2016 

The Heritage Council of 
Ireland commissioned 
research report to 
conduct a review of 
contact with the 
outdoors and natural 
heritage among 
children aged 5-12. 

http://www.heritagecouncil.ie/content/files/children_%20outdoors_commissioned_report_26mb.pdf

Irish Heritage Council

Purpose: to explore 
children’s experiences 
of nature and natural 
heritage
• University College 

Cork: Law and 
Occupational Science

Project: 
• review evidence, law, 

policy 
• Children - 3 schools -

city, town and country
• 123 children 

contributed pictures
• 39 children took part 

in focus groups
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Review of evidence of benefit of 
children’s engagement with nature

Gill (2014):
• Rapid evidence assessment-due to disparate nature of 

evidence
• Acknowledging challenge of gathering robust evidence

• The environment under study included:
• Woodlands
• Urban green public spaces
• Outdoor green domestic spaces
• School grounds, including school gardens
• “Wild areas” that may be found in or
• near urban areas

• 61 studies met the criteria for inclusion

General benefits identified: majority 
in area of health….

‘The significance of playfulness as an engagement style is perhaps
this reviews  most important contribution to the literature’ 

Gill, 2014, p. 19
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Children prefer to be outside

• Children report preferences 
for being outdoors rather 
than indoors. 

• Location, weather and 
having friends nearby are 
strongly linked to the 
attractiveness of being 
outdoors. 

I prefer outside because with 
your friends you’ve got like, 

so many options to do 
outside.  And like, even you 
can just talk outside and it’s 

being nice, and you get some 
sun, except for when it’s 

raining. 
(Girl, 10-12 years)

NEED TO 
INCLUDE 
NATURAL 

ELEMENTS IN 
OUTDOOR 

DESIGN FOR PLAY

Children prefer to play 
outdoors, when they have:
1. Safe places to play 

(places that are 
welcome/comfortable); 

2. Access to nearby 
nature; and 

3. Close proximity to 
friends
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Play and Playspaces 
Research

(Dept. of Occupational Science 
and Occupational Therapy, 

University College Cork, Ireland)

Playgrounds
(Built Environment)

Scoping 
Review -

Accessibility 
and Usability

Moore & Lynch 
(2015)

School Yard -
Inclusive 
Design 

Cagney, Carroll & 
Lynch (2015)

Play in 
Nature

(Natural environment)

Heritage 
Council Project

Kilkelly, Lynch, 
Moore, O’Connell & 

Field (2015)

Inclusive Play 
(Inclusive 

environments)

Fitzgerald’s 
Park -

Usability 
Enright, 

Keating & 
Lynch (2015)

COST Ludi 
European Project
Play and Children with 
Disabilities (2014-2017)

Overview of Play and Playspaces 
Research

Fitzgerald Park playground project 2015-2016
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Fitzgerald’s Park – Usability 

11 children 
with disabilities

aged 9-16 years, 
7 boys and 4 girls 

Usability: What the children said…
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Need for research on 

GOOD PLAYSPACE DESIGN

ACCESSIBILITY

USABILITY

PLAY PREFERENCES OF 
CHILDREN WITH 

DIFFERENT ABILITIES

Play and Playspaces 
Research

(Dept. of Occupational Science 
and Occupational Therapy, 

University College Cork, Ireland)

Playgrounds
(Built Environment)

Scoping 
Review -

Accessibility 
and Usability

Moore & Lynch 
(2015)

School Yard -
Inclusive 
Design 

Cagney, Carroll & 
Lynch (2015)

Fitzgerald’s 
Park -

Usability 
Enright, Keating 
& Lynch (2015)

Play in 
Nature

(Natural environment)

Heritage 
Council Project

Kilkelly, Lynch, 
Moore, O’Connell & 

Field (2015)

Inclusive 
Play 

(Inclusive 
environments)

COST Ludi 
European Project
Play and Children with 
Disabilities (2014-2017)

Overview of Play and Playspaces 
Research
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37 
countries 
across 
Europe

http://ludi-network.eu/

European COST Action: Ludi TD1309 (2014 –
2017)

Brief summary of the research

1. Children prefer to play outdoors, when there are 
safe places to play, nearby nature and friends

2. However, children in general and children with 
disabilities are rarely included in research on 
usability and accessibility of outdoor playgrounds

3. There are no national guidelines on designing 
playspaces for inclusion in Ireland- and few 
guidelines in Europe

4. FEW POLICY GUIDELINES combine NATURE-
ACCESSIBILITY-USABILITY- CHILD PARTICIPATION
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NEED FOR GUIDELINES 
ON UNIVERSAL DESIGN 
AND CONSTRUCTION 
OF PLAYSPACES FOR 
SOCIAL INCLUSION 
FOR 
CHILDREN WITH 
ALL ABILITIES 

Current Research Priorities – Good Playspace 
Design

ACCESSIBILITY USABILITY

CHILDREN’S 
VOICE

GUIDELINES 
(UNIVERSAL 

DESIGN & 
CHILD 

PARTICIPATION)
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In Development…...

Research Grant 
September 2017 – March 2018

National Research Grant 
commissioned by the National 

Disability Authority (NDA) and the 
Centre for Excellence and Universal 

Design (CEUD), IRELAND

Progressing Lifetime Communities through 
Universal Design 
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How do we ensure outdoor play 
is not hijacked 

by adult perspectives 
on health, exercise, sports, & 

learning?

Thank you!
h.lynch@ucc.ie

alice.moore@ucc.ie

▪ A special thank you 
to the children and 
staff of schools in 

the southern region 
of Ireland, without 

whom these 
research projects 
would not have 
been possible. 

▪ A thank you is also 
extended to 

colleagues and 
friends that have 

offered insights and 
experiences to 

inform our works. 
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Useful resources

• PlayEngland organisation:
http://www.freeplaynetwork.org.uk/pubs/design-
for-play.pdf

• Learning Through Landscapes network-video:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=13-
BGhXQG20&app=desktop

• Malone, K. & Tranter, P. (2003).Children's 
Environmental Learning and the Use, Design and 
Management of Schoolgrounds. Children, Youth and 
Environments, 13 (2),87-137


