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Contributing to a South East Regional Play Structure

Views Gained from Playwork South East Executive, RePlay Steering Group and 
Action RePlay (PSE Strategy) Event Consultation 

INTRODUCTION

Purpose of exercise

Playwork South East has commissioned real strategies Ltd (October 05-March 06) to 
build on previous South East play structure work 1 by:

�ƒ�� Assessing what stakeholders would like from a regional structure
�ƒ�� Assess how those currently involved can best contribute to this (given 

national and PSE developments)
�ƒ�� Detail the contribution (project plan)
�ƒ�� Explore possibilities for resourcing it (including fundraising possibilities)

Purpose of consultation phase

In order to do the above in a meaningful way, our first step was to get a picture of 
structure requirements through the eyes of those involved in its inception and/or with a 
stake in it.

METHOD

Interviews

1. We conducted ½ -1 hour telephone discussions with: Playwork South East 
Executive and staff, and the new Steering Group established to push structure 
developments forward. These took place during the first two weeks of November 
2005.

2. The conversations took the form of semi-structured, informal interviews. These 
were guided by the questions outlined at appendix 1. This was not a quantative 
piece of research: it was a way of judging what those involved feel/think about a 
regional structure and what they perceive as the main issues associated with 
this.

3. Potential interviewees received an e mail which introduced them to the exercise. 
This was accompanied by: an outline of our brief, the interview questions and an 
extract from a previous Playwork South East Strategy document outlining 
suggested principles and structure for a South East play structure. 2

                                               
1 For example,  In to Play Draft Strategy (2004) 
2 Pages 14-18 of the above referenced document
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4. These interviews were recorded in writing and used to inform the ‘findings’ 
section of this paper. 

E mailed questions

1. In order to ensure maximum input and common-accord, we re e-mailed those 
individuals that had been unable to be interviewed due to workload/holidays etc.

2. This e mail was accompanied by a summary of the questions asked of others. It 
invited comment by e mail by a set deadline.

Consultation with groups

1. The interview and e mail response findings were then presented in draft form, for 
comment, to the Steering Group and Executive. 

2. During the audit process the November ACTION REPLAY (Play work South East 
Strategy Day) event occurred. One organisation was interviewed at this event 
and the event was used to sound out the views of attendees on draft audit 
findings (36 play and play work attendees). 

Summary of how views were collected

Telephone interviews 15
Face to face interview 1
E mail responses 4
Discussion at consultation event 1

Total 21

Group work at Strategy Event 36 organisations
Consultation on drafts Steering Group and Executive

THOSE REACHED

1. There are ten Playwork South East Executive Officers, advisors and Directors. 
There are recorded as being fifteen Steering Group members. One member of 
the Executive sits on the steering group and two members of steering group 
represent the same organisation. There could therefore be considered to be 21 
members of these two groups. There are also three Playwork South East staff.

2. All of these were informed of the exercise and the following numbers contributed 
to the audit:

Executive Officers/Directors Advisors 6
Steering Group members 12
Staff 3

Total 21

3. 84% of the Executive, Steering Group and staff had therefore been reached.
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4. Those interviewed (excluding Playwork South East staff) were working/or had 
previous worked in play within the following sectors:

Voluntary and community 7
Statutory/ex-statutory 6
Private 3
Cross-sector partnership 1
Not recorded 1

Total 18

5. Those interviewed were drawn from across the region. They worked in: Surrey, 
Hampshire, East and West Sussex, Berkshire, Southampton, Oxford, Medway, 
Milton Keynes, Bracknell and regionally. 

6. The 36 organisations that attended the PSE Strategy Event (Action Replay) were 
drawn from throughout the region and represented the voluntary and community 
(X organisations), statutory (Y organisation) and private (AZ organisations) 
sectors. 

FINDINGS

General

1. Everyone spoken to was easy to approach, open to discussion, generally frank, 
gave freely of their time and had very valuable opinions on the potential structure. 

2. Many interviewees commented on how valuable they found having an 
opportunity to individually comment on play and play structures given that their 
input was usually within meetings where they may not be as freely able to 
express themselves.

3. Many people commented on the forward-thinking work conducted by the Play 
Work South East Development Officer. They valued this and understood it as 
being central to getting structure development to this stage.

4. When asked to comment on possible structures people spoke about what they 
wanted out of a structure (the purpose and outcomes) rather than the shape of a 
structure. We have therefore made suggestions about what a structure should 
result in rather than identify the shape of the structure (as this will be influenced 
by national developments).

5. Some interviewees stated that they were not clear about the role of the new 
steering group (including members of it). Others expressed confusion about how 
the South East Regional Play Association, Playwork South East and Re: Play fit 
together and can transform into a structure. We have not yet formulated 
suggestions on these issues but will do in future with the groups involved. For 
now, it would seem prudent to concentrate on what a structure should do and be 
like in order to best support the sector. 



4

6. We recognise that there is a debate around the overlap and distinctions between 
play/child/youth work. This debate may have arisen as a result of national 
agendas and resources that have flowed or not flowed from this. In the interest of 
finding common accord in a sector that very much wants and requires a clear, 
strong voice, we felt that at this stage such a debate would detract from pulling 
together on structure development. This issue has therefore not been addressed 
in this paper.

7. It was found that there were many areas of common ground between 
interviewees and agencies and that the development of a regional structure 
should build on this. If the development is executed in a fair and participative 
way, then this could be instrumental in bringing people and organisations 
together. 

8. It was felt that the ideas and suggestions made about what a structure should 
yield, were reasonable and achievable, although they may take some time.

9. In order to lend a framework to the findings, we have formulated findings under 
the operational headings for Playwork Southeast (found on page 14 of the 
Business Plan 2003-2006). We have omitted the training heading because very 
few interviewees mentioned training issues and these are already well addressed 
by the Skills Active-related activities of Playwork South East. We have added the 
heading of Advocacy/Representation because this was found to be an important 
concern.

10. We have not put forward lengthy suggestions of our own because the findings 
are suggestions in themselves. We have however, concluded this document by 
recommending ‘next steps’ in the light of national developments.

11. Below are the suggestions that were frequently mentioned and/or important 
suggestions.

Requirements of a structure

A. Enhancing work on the ground (service performance)

1. Unanimously agreed that an adequately funded and staffed regional structure 
would be welcomed and was required – emphasis was given to the structure ‘being 
fit for the purpose of enhancing work on the ground’.

2. Ways of linking structure to grass roots voluntary and community sector 
organisations (including ‘unregistered provision’ needs to be ensured. For this to 
occur benefits to the sector have to be clear (and therefore have impact on improving 
ground-level services).

3. Any structure should include the voice of children and young people and parents 
and building on good consultation and participation practice.
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4. It should have performance indicators. Those on the ground should feel a 
positive difference and be able to measure it.

5. Affordable and free play is becoming rarer. The regional body should represent 
the need for this.

B. Account for regional and sector diversity

1. Take account of size, diversity and complex make up of the region (borough 
councils, parish councils, rich and poor etc) and make special efforts to include 
locations ‘on the extremities’ e.g. Isle of Wight and certain rural areas.

2. Allow for sub-regional differences in play work structure (these vary greatly e.g. 
some sub-regions having more than one play association whilst others have 
none and even these associations have a variety of aims/services). Sub-regional 
arrangements should be influenced locally.

3. Where there are practical advantages to workers and service, the structure 
should work across or break down standard boundaries e.g.  LA boundaries.

4. Account for the wide variety of agencies that deliver play and play work, or have 
an influence on play e.g. housing sector, small voluntary organisations, and local 
authority departments. Bring them together and allow for voluntary, community 
and local voices to be heard. 

5. It should permit the development of ‘sub-regional network structures’ (e.g. hubs) 
that feed local agencies into regional developments and vice versa.  Play 
Associations, and/or existing networks could form the basis of these but would 
require capacity building/resourcing. The ‘hubs’ could be thematic and/or 
geographic. LSC regions may offer a good geographic basis for hubs.

6. Structure should ensure that any voluntary and community sector 
networks/committees are developed in a manner that maximises their 
contribution. Members of groups should be selected with consideration to skills, 
experience, knowledge and who they represent. Those involved should have a 
clear remit that is agreed by, and has benefits to, their deploying organisation.

7. Links with Skills Active practice and structures would require teasing out. 

C. Enhance Information and Communication

1. Two way flow from ground to national bodies and vice versa. Mechanism for 
linking sub-regional information sharing networks into regional meetings/events is 
necessary.

2. If meetings are held they should have clear purpose – large, regional meetings 
will not involve ground level staff unless they are one-off themed events (e.g. 
Spirit of Play).

3. People should be consulted on issues in a way that gives them enough 
information to make an informed contribution.
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4. It should be remembered that some play workers will not be IT literate and 
therefore predominately IT based dissemination/information sharing may not be 
inclusive (training implication here).

5. There is a need to balance the need to communicate across the region by 
electronic means with the need to develop strong relationships and partnerships.

D. Facilitate Networking and Delivery Partnerships

1. Link voluntary and community sector into local authority/Children’s Trust Play 
Strategy creation.

2. Cross- sector collaboration requires encouragement and nurturing. Practical 
(delivery-based) partnerships should also be encouraged.

3. Needs to be recognised that regional meetings are difficult for ground workers 
and voluntary and community sector to attend: time, travel distance, whether 
meeting has clear purpose that links to employing organisation and staffing levels 
are some factors affecting this. 

4. Links between play and play work and planning of open spaces/Section 106 
plans requires encouragement.

5. Administrators should have networking opportunities.

E. Provide Advocacy and Support

1. Structure developments should be a motivational force for a demotivated and 
dispersed sector.

2. Provide the sector with a representative voice and be a source of good PR for 
play work.

3. Pay levels are poor – campaigning work required. 

4. At the moment, in some locations, is difficult to know who can represent the 
sector at local, sub-regional and regional meetings. The new structure should 
make provision for better and clearer representation.

5. Play should be well-represented on EYCDP’s and Children’s Trusts. 

6. Awareness raising vis a vis the value of play and play work is necessary, 
especially with regard to ‘mainstream strategists’ e.g. those involved in planning 
health, leisure, social services, councilors. 

7. Support with developing and monitoring organisations’ contribution to play 
strategies is important.
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F. Assist Quality Assurance 

1. On-going consultation, evaluation and review systems should be built into 
structure developments. These should be performance related. Performance 
should be measured in terms of what the sector achieves and what the structure 
brings to the sector. 

2. The sector should contribute to review.

3. A structure which accommodated research into the value of play and play work to 
the agendas of related fields of work (e.g. education, health, Children’s matters 
outcomes,) would be beneficial to the sector. 

4. Impact assessment measures require consideration and should lead to methods 
of monitoring play and play work performance.

5. Measures of quality should take account of access/inclusion issues. Rural and 
isolated areas should constantly be involved and the level of their involvement 
measured.

6. Sub-regions often have their own particular practice strengths. There should be a 
conscious effort to transfer strong practice across the region and beyond.

7. Some organisations feel that there are no common policies and procedures for 
the sector; others spoke of those that existed. Policy formulation and documents 
should be shared.

8. There is a skill-shortage with regard to filling ‘middle management/coordination’ 
play work posts. This should be addressed and may have implications for 
structure developments.

G. Encourage Inclusion

Structure should accommodate development of researched and informed practice 
with: 

�ƒ�� Over 11’s;
�ƒ�� Rural and disadvantaged children and young people;
�ƒ�� Children and young people with disabilities, behavioural challenges and other 

special needs;

And other groups of young people that are proven to have less access to play.

H. Enhance Funding and Sustainability

1. Funding, including that for themed ground-level service projects (in line with 
purpose and researched sector improvements) required. This could focus 
‘ground-workers’ on the structure and make it meaningful to them.
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2. Funding should be used to focus the sector and pull it together – not used to pull 
it apart or encourage duplication of effort and displacement of services.

3. Funding advice for small play organisations is very important. Co-ordinated 
Support with drawing down funds is important. Influencing funders’ agendas is 
necessary.

4. If there is only short-term funding available to support a structure then it should 
be designed with future sustainability in mind.

Next Steps

1. In the draft document the above findings were translated into a preliminary 
structure. Given national CPC and PSE developments November-February 2006 
it is felt necessary to use the above comments for Replay and PSE Exec to re-
consider the way forward with reference to the original GOSE brief.

2. It may be that building the capacity and infrastructure of the voluntary and 
community sector to mesh with, and fully contribute to, local authority play 
strategies and CPC structure developments would be a useful approach. This 
would involve the development of local hubs by resourcing and  capacity-building 
selected lead sub-regional organisations to build local networks that reference 
these findings, coherently influence play strategy creation and ‘grow to meet’ 
national and regional CPC structures. Such a suggestion is in line with the 
recommendations resulting from previous PSE strategy work (In to Play – Draft 
South east Regional strategy for Playwork, 2004).

3. The above would naturally, eventually, need to occur within all the local 
authority/LSC areas within the South East Region. Given current PSE and 
Steering group resourcing, to build infrastructure across these 6-12 locations all 
at once would require enormous investment, may be confusing and could limit 
the opportunity to steadily transfer lessons learnt. 

4. It is therefore recommended that two lead bodies from different sub-regions are 
selected on the basis of their potential to maximize lessons learnt for other 
locations and useful cross-comparisons being drawn. These pilots should form 
the basis of a project plan in preparation for fundraising. 

Sue Lelliott and Imogen Slater February
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Appendix 1 – INTERVIEW QUESTIONS_________________________

i. What is your role in Playwork South East and/or Re-Play?

ii. What would the existence of a regional play-care structure mean to you?

iii. What are your thoughts and suggestions about the principles and 
structures outlined in the attachment?

�¾��Workable?
�¾��Challenges and opportunities?
�¾��Need updating or changing?

iv. Given the size of the region, what do you think could be built into a 
regional structure to strengthen personal contact/relationships? 

v. What do you feel would enhance sub-regional voluntary and community 
sector commitment and buy in?

vi. When devising structure are there any particular social inclusion issues we 
should take on board e.g. rural areas, deprived areas?

vii. How would you like to be kept informed of, and consulted with further, 
during this exercise (non-steering group members)?

viii. How can we help you to own the plan? (steering group members)

ix. Is there anything else you would like to say?


