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Challenges for urban childhoods
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Children are being ‘designed out’ of city  
streets and  public spaces
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Children’s ability to roam  their 
neighbourhood has deceased



Benefits of child-friendly cities
Focusing on the needs of children  
has the potential to act as a unifying 
theme to navigate complex 
challenges and gain support for 
progressive ideas.



Playful Cities 
Toolkit

Playful Cities Toolkit
RESOURCES FOR RECLAIMING PLAY IN CITIES



The Real Play Coalition is a global non-profit coalition created in 2018 with the ambition to "change perceptions 
around the value of play, mobilise decision makers, influence behaviour change and eliminate the play deficit for 
children, for their optimal development and learning.“ 

The Real Play Coalition
Catalyse the collective knowledge, skills and resources of different partners, to stimulate 
collective learning and knowledge sharing, and scale up impact.



Barriers to Play
• Reduced access to open space
• Changes in urban lifestyles
• Limited evidence and knowledge on the state and value of play in cities
• Limited guidance for city authorities and urban planners on child-friendly urban planning

Play is a silent emergency
Low-play lives and play-poverty are seen across all strata of society and socio-
economic levels.



The Urban Play Framework is an assessment and planning 
tool to help city authorities and urban practitioners better 
understand the complexity of play in cities – challenges and 
opportunities; to guide the design of play-based 
interventions; and to measure specific outcomes achieved. 

What it  is

The Power of Play

The Urban Play Framework



The Playful Cities Toolkit was 
developed by ARUP and the LEGO 
Foundation to provides a range of
resources to support local
governments, urban practitioners 
and local communities to 
understand the complexity of play
in cities, to guide the design of 
play-based interventions, and to
measure their impact.

It helps understand the 
complexity of play in cities –
challenges and 
opportunities,considering
different urban scales and 
systems. 

It helps support the 
planning and design of
play-based interventions at 
different stages of a master 
planning process.

It helps measuring impact or 
outcomes achieved through
play- focused interventions.

The toolkit is structured on a simplified design process comprised of three 
main phases:

UNDERSTAND D ESIGN MEASURE

Desktop Study

Field StudyReporting

Prioritisation Solutions Impact Measurement

Playful Cities Toolkit
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Assessment Tools
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Design Tools



Get
Inspired
C A S E S T UDI E S

A selection of case studies were 

identified in different international

urban contexts, to inspire multiple 

ideas, actions and strategies aimed at 

promoting play in cities.
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Activating Play in Khayelitsha, 
Cape Town, South Africa 

Understanding Play in Barnet, 
London, UK 

Activating Play in Milan, Italy

>

The Playful Cities Toolkit was used to undertake holistic assessment of play challenges 
and opportunities in London, Cape Town and Milan; and helped identify and prioritise 
play activation interventions.

Reclaiming Play in Cities



Understanding Play in 
Barnet, London

With the support of Barnet Council, UNICEF 
UK and the LEGO  Foundation, Arup and the 
Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI)  trialled 
the Urban Play Framework in the community 
of Burnt  Oak in the Borough of Barnet.

We undertook an assessment using the Urban Play Framework and organised 2 
assessment and 1 co-creation workshops with children 0-12, their caregivers and the 
broader community to understand the state of play in the Borough.



Understanding and co-creating play solutions



Reclaiming Play in Khayelitsha 
Township, Cape Town

Co-creation 

Play Assessment 

>



Playspace 01
S O C I A L  S K I L L S

Playspace 02
E M O T I O N A L  
S K I L L S

Playspace 03
C O G N I T I V E  
S K I L L S

We designed a solution to increase  learning-through-
play opportunities in Khayeli tsha, through the  
Activation of a Network of Play Spaces. 

Activating a Network of Play Spaces



We engaged children, caregivers and community to 
activate play in Khayeli tsha.

Play Activation in Khayelitsha



Reclaiming Play in 
Milan

Play Assessment 



Facilitation for play is promoted by the presence of a 
rather solid and widespread network of associative 
realities, which provides social assistance, support for the 
organization of play and educational activities'. However, it 
was recognized a lack in aggregative spaces, and in a 
specific training for tutors to formalize and improve play's 
moments. 

Time and choice for play is favoured by a high 
accessibility to main places of interest, and a wide range 
of play options. However, there is a diffused perception 
of a limited time availability for shared and unstructured 
play activities, especially outdoor due to real or 
perceived safety problems. 

Spaces and facilities for play. The neighbourhood is 
served by a good number of formal and informal play 
spaces, of various sizes. The lack of a safe and pleasant 
connection system, however, limits movements, and 
inhibits from taking full advantage of them. A low safety 
perception, in addition, obstacles children to explore 
independently the neighbourhood. 



Co-creation



Play Street



› Creation of a network of play spaces. 
› Promotion of the role of the school at the centre of 
neighbourhood relations. 
› Use of digital  play as a bridge to physical play.

Play Strategy



Proximity of Care Design 
Guide
A new guide to designing for children’s well-being 
in vulnerable urban contexts

In collaboration with:



How to improve well-being of the most vulnerable groups?  
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Personal / Immediate / 
Intimate 

+ Home, compound, street 
+ Family, household members
+ Stimulation & confident play

Communal / Public / Local

+ Local public spaces
+ Neighbours, community
+ Relationship-building

Institutional / Official / Distributed

+ Broader city infrastructure
+ Decision-makers, politicians
+ Policy & governance

Proximity of Care Approach



Understand Design InfluenceIntro Get 
Inspired

Case 
Studies

Understanding

- Principles & Case 
Studies

- Assessment 
Tools

Designing

- Principles & 
Case Studies

- Design Tools

Influencing

- Principles & 
Case Studies

- Advocacy 
Tools

- 30+ cases
- Images/drawings
- Key Learnings
- Link to author/source

Catalogue of 
- Case Studies
- Tools
- Publications
- Design Ideas

- Project 
purpose

- Partnerships
- Contact

Proximity of 
Care

- Proximity of 
Care Approach

- Dimensions
- Levels of 

Proximity

www.proximityofcare.com

http://www.proximityofcare.com/


Guiding Principles
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UNDERSTAND DESIGN INFLUENCE

1. Build health & safety by 

design 

2. Create networks of open 

spaces and social 

infrastructure

3. Take play and learning 

beyond playgrounds and 

schools

4. Connect the community 

inside and out

5. Connect children with nature

1. Build early childhood 

development awareness

2. Develop local skills and 

support caregivers

3. Empower champions and 

local leaders

4. Open lines of communication

5. Follow up and follow through

1. Understand before designing

2. Ensure meaningful 

engagement with children 

and the community

3. Value local resources, skills 

and patterns

4. Derive multiple benefits from 

everyday spaces



We shape a better world

www.arup.com

http://www.arup.com/
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