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Executive summary  
 
Dr Deborah Moore, Deakin University, and Mary Jeavons, Jeavons Landscape Architects, were 

commissioned by Yarra Ranges Council in November, 2018 to investigate the Yarra Ranges residents’ 

attitudes toward the Council’s Draft Playspace Strategy. The main aim of this project was two-fold: 

first, to enable the residents to learn more about the content of the Draft Playspace Strategy and 

why Council’s approach to playspace provision is changing; and, second, the project offered an 

opportunity for the community to comment on these changes while the Strategy was still in draft 

form. 

Targeted groups of residents were invited to participate in the research project through their 

association with Council organised groups, including parents/ grandparents; youth; and, older adults. 

In addition, the general public were invited through advertising via the Council’s website. In total, 28 

participants signed the consent forms as willing and anonymous research participants from various 

locations within Yarra Ranges ranging from rural to more suburban sites. Stories from the residents 

about their past and present play experiences were prompted by sensory materials and photographs 

during small focus group conversations. Following the storytelling, an interactive presentation was 

provided by the researchers which illustrated changing societal trends about outdoor play and the 

benefits of play for all age groups in natural playspaces. Participants were asked to position their 

attitudes and knowledge of natural playspaces on a continuum graph with sticky coloured dots 

before and again after the presentation. Overall, the participants shifted in their thinking toward an 

increased understanding about why this was a worthwhile change to the Council’s strategy. 

The key findings from this project indicate that all the participants acknowledged the importance of 

outside play for all age groups; understood that outside play could occur in a variety of places, not 

just in ‘designated playgrounds’; and, that outside play was not just a physical activity but was 

important for social experiences, emotional restoration and imaginative expression.  However, it was 

also noted that not all residents felt welcome nor that they belonged in the playspaces currently 

provided due to issues around community perceptions of safety and the ‘ownership’ of playspaces. 

Following on from the presentation of evidence supporting these findings, some suggestions and 

recommendations for future directions of the Draft Playspace Strategy were offered by the residents 

and researchers. 
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Introduction 

The above quote from the Yarra Ranges Council’s Community Values Statement, highlighted as an 

integral element of the Annual Report for 2017-2018, represents the consultative model the Yarra 

Ranges Council use as a framework for their strategic planning. In terms of the Playspace Strategy 

Project, this process can be seen where community consultation and community values inform the 

Council Plan 2017-2021 and the Corporate Action Plan; which in turn shapes service improvement 

through the provision of natural spaces for play. Community values come strongly through these 

plans from the very beginning. 

According to the Local Government Act (1989), Councils are required to “promote and support 

people’s health and well-being” within their respective municipalities (cited in Draft Playspace 

Strategy, Yarra Ranges Council, 2018, p. 10). As indicated in the extract from the Yarra Ranges 

Annual Report 2017-2018 below, one way that Yarra Ranges Council has encouraged the health and 

well-being of their residents is by providing spaces for people of all ages and abilities to enable them 

to enjoy physical exercise as well as creative, social and emotional connection to local places and the 

community, by stating: 

Our local planning approach enables us to recognise that each community is unique, and 
enables us to embrace the diversity and strength of local communities and support their 
health, safety and wellbeing needs. Services are accessible in many ways and cater for 
children, youth, families and older people. People actively participate in recreational and 
cultural activities using the facilities and programs developed for all ages and abilities.  

        (Vision 2036 Statement, Yarra Ranges Council Annual Report 2017-2018, p. 2) 

Further to this inspirational statement, the recent Yarra Ranges Annual Report states that the 

Council aims to consistently invite, listen to and respond to residents’ opinions, attitudes and 

recommendations in matters pertaining to themselves and their local community. This can be seen 

in the Yarra Ranges Council CEO, Glenn Patterson’s statement:  

We aim to listen and respond to residents’ needs, concerns, ideas and feedback to 
continuously improve our services and align them more closely with community expectation. 

 (CEO Report, Yarra Ranges Annual Report 2017-2018, p. 7) 

“We value our active spaces and our healthy lifestyle and how it sustains us in 
both mind and body. We value our close connection to place. We value the 
spiritual connection the traditional custodians of our land have to place in 
Yarra Ranges, and our role in respecting these places, learning about them 
and preserving them for future generations.” 

 Community Values Statement, Annual report, 2017-2018, p. 13 
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As a consequence, consultation with residents is an expectation of both the Council and the 

community to enable reciprocal discussion around future planning of recreational places within the 

local government area. Similarly, the Corporate Action Plan (2017-2018) for Quality Infrastructure 

and Liveable places proposed the development of a Draft Playspace Strategy to plan for and provide 

“quality recreational facilities to activate communities” (p. 4).  Subsequently, a Draft Playspace 

Strategy (2018-2028) was recently developed by Yarra Ranges Council which therefore required 

community consultation to enable the residents to provide feedback about the strategy in relation 

to their own expectations and aspirations for themselves, for their children and for their 

community. This was particularly important at this time because the Draft Playspace Strategy 

represented changes in the Council’s approach to their playspace provision within Yarra Ranges due 

to shifts and changes in international and national understandings, literature and research around 

the best way to provide for outside play in the municipality. 
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Background to the Playspace Strategy   
 
In spite of the call for children’s voices to be heard on matters that are relevant to them through the 

ratification of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989), contemporary 

children have become even more “hemmed in by surveillance and social regulation than ever 

before” (James, Jenks & Prout, 1998, p. 7) with a perception they are in need of constant protection 

in our risk-averse society (Gill, 2007). The subsequent result of this rise in community anxiety has 

been the “general decline in access to outdoor play spaces” with barriers to children’s play in natural 

environments including not only community fear but also a lack of time for parental supervision; 

limited accessibility to green spaces; and, the rise of technology (Waller et al, 2017, p.3). 

Consequently, the community’s perception around safety and risk has impacted on the provision of 

public play spaces for children, with a tendency toward the use of fixed equipment playgrounds, 

positioned on impact absorbing artificial surfaces, where parents are expected to supervise their 

children’s ‘safe’ outdoor play.  

What is the problem with ‘standard’ fixed equipment playgrounds?  
 
However, many authors1, researchers, parents and educators (not to mention the children who use 

this equipment as the major stakeholders) express a broad dissatisfaction with the manufactured 

and specifically plastic settings that have become standard issue in many outdoor settings 

constructed for children.   

 

 

Figure 1: Playgrounds like this one do not allow any role for the child’s imagination or input. 

                                                           
1 See for example, Tim Gill in the U.K. www.http://rethinkingchildhood.com  

http://rethinkingchildhood.com/
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These many stakeholder concerns generally focus on variations on the following themes: 

 the focus on management-oriented issues such as ease of maintenance, 
efficiency and safety rather than children’s interests or preferences;  

 the containment of children’s activity to small, fenced and frequently 
sterile spaces (and the resulting feeling of exclusion from the rest of the 
‘real’ or adult world);  

 the lack of input children have into the play activities these provide; 
 the lack of opportunities for children’s self-directed play, and for risk-

taking, decision making and skill development;  
 the overly prescriptive and narrow nature of many activities;    
 the frequent lack of loose materials with which children can engage 

creatively; and,  
 the frequent lack of exposure to or engagement with nature (especially in 

urban neighbourhoods). 
 

Alexander, Ishikawa and Silverstein (1977) sum up these ideas in their pivotal work, ‘A Pattern 

Language’ as follows: 

Any kind of playground that disturbs… the role of the imagination and makes the 
child more passive, more the recipient of someone else’s imagination… cannot 
satisfy the fundamental need which play is all about. (p. 368) 

In the past, none of these dissatisfactions would be of a major concern as play in these purpose-

provided play spaces made up only a small percentage of children’s free time, when they were also 

able to roam more freely around their neighbourhoods in self-directed activities. However, society 

has now changed in terms of children’s independent mobility, the constant supervision of children, 

and indeed, where, with whom and with what children are ‘permitted’ to play during their short 

periods of outdoor play. As a consequence, children are now frequently wholly dependent upon 

spaces that are provided for them and designed by adults.  

More recently, this phenomenon is starting to shift with current research illustrating the need for 

children to have access to natural playspaces (Elliott, 2010); that children are capable of organising 

their own highly imaginative play in these places (Moore, 2017); and, that the provision of only ‘fixed 

equipment’ on artificial surfaces is no longer considered a quality outdoor environment for play 

(Jeavons, 2017). Further to these significant shifts, is the increasing understanding that all age 

groups2 and members of the community have the right to access natural spaces for play, and that 

multigenerational play is becoming increasingly important to assist with connections to nature, to 

ourselves and to others within our community.    

                                                           
2 See for example, Maddock, J. (2017) The Conversation: Why communities should be designing parks for older 
adults; and, Derr, V., (2015). Parks for teens: 10 features teens want to see. See Reference list for online links. 
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Research aims, methodology and methods  
 
The main aim of the Playspace Strategy Project was to garner a range of Yarra Ranges residents’ 

experiential and personal stories of their past and present experiences of outdoor play, and then, 

ascertain how these experiences may influence their attitude toward the Draft Playspace Strategy. 

Storytelling as a method for creating qualitative data has become increasingly commonplace as 

researchers acknowledge the value of participants’ narratives of their lived experiences. Therefore, 

an adapted version of a Narrative Inquiry (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) was chosen as the 

methodology used in this inquiry because it enables stories to be told as memories infused with 

emotion through personal conversations rather than a more formal question/answer approach to 

interviewing participants. A central research question guided the project, the methodology and the 

methods used, which was:  

What past and present understandings do the community hold in relation to the value of 

natural playspaces for children’s and adult outdoor play? 

As a consequence, subjective stories of residents’ past and present outdoor play experiences and 

their recommendations were invited, recorded anonymously as part of small focus group 

conversations, and collected as valuable data to further inform the Council’s future directions in the 

Draft Playspace Strategy development.  

Five separate community consultations in the form of interactive presentations and the associated 

research focus group conversations were held in November, 2018; with a total of 28 participants3 

signing the consent forms to participate in the research; conducted at a range of rural, semi-rural to 

suburban sites within Yarra Ranges LGA. Three of these presentations were delivered to targeted 

groups of residents who were invited to participate through their association with Council organised 

groups, including parents/ grandparents in a playgroup (n= 4 participants); a youth group (n=8 

participants); and, older adults who attended an elderly persons’ club (n=8 participants). The other 

two presentations were delivered to participants who were members of the general public initially 

invited through advertising via the Council’s community consultation website (n= 5 participants; and, 

n=3 participants).  

Prior to and again after the focus group conversations and the interactive presentations, each of the 

participants were invited to position their current understandings of natural playspaces and the 

                                                           
3 Please Note: There were other people present at the presentations at times who preferred not to be involved 
in the research, and so did not give consent to be considered research participants. Therefore, they were not 
recorded, nor involved in the focus group interviews. This number only refers to the number of research 
participants who gave consent to be involved in the project. 
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benefits to children and adults on a continuum graph, using a coloured sticky dot ranging from “I do 

not know what a natural playspace is” to “I know and understand why natural playspaces are 

beneficial for children’s and adult play”.  

Emotional connections to outdoor places and experiences were prompted through the provision of 

sensory artefacts, for example, gum leaves, pine needles, twigs, bird nests, stones and pebbles; as 

well as, photographs of outside play from the past and present. Participants were invited to choose 

an object/s and photographs that resonated with their outdoor play experiences to trigger 

memories of play and the places where it was enacted. Questions such as, “Can you imagine yourself 

as a young child playing outside in a favourite place for a few moments?” and, “Can you recall where 

you were, what you were doing, and how you felt?”; “What was important about these places?”; 

and, “Can you tell a story about this outdoor play experience?” 

The interactive presentations were conducted between the focus group conversations, using a 

powerpoint presentation with many photographs used as provocations for the points we wanted to 

raise around the advantages of outdoor play for all ages; and, the benefits of natural playspaces for 

children’s and adult health and well-being.  

 

Figure 2:  An example of a restrictive playground to provoke discussion in the interactive presentation 
 

After the presentation, a follow-up focus group conversation was conducted with the participants, 

with additional question prompts, such as, “What outside playspaces would you want for yourself 

now? For others?” and, “Do you think it is important to spend time outside?” Recommendations and 

suggestions for the future direction of the Draft Playspace Strategy were also invited at this stage. 
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Analysis and Key Findings 
 
In each of the five community consultations, there was a notable shift in the participants’ thinking 

from the beginning of the session to the end, moving from less understanding to one where they 

were more informed about the importance of natural playspaces for children and adult play.  

 

Figure 3: An example of one Continuum graph showing the shift in participants’ thinking from the beginning 
(yellow spots) to the end of the session (green spots) after the interactive presentation. 

 

This was evident in the shifting dot positions on the Continuum graph, but more importantly, in the 

stories all the participants told in the small focus group and whole group conversations with the 

researchers. Rich stories of past experiences of outdoor play were told with much enthusiasm and 

passion, so too, were the stories of recommendations and aspirations for playspaces now and in the 

future. 

The anonymous recordings of stories from the five community consultations were transcribed and 

read through a number of times, with notes from the transcriptions systematically transferred onto 

a mind-map of recurrent themes within and across generations; as well as noting any tensions or 

silences apparent in the stories. In line with the analysis of a narrative inquiry, issues around 

temporal, societal and place-based dimensions were also noted as a part of the deeper, critical 

analysis of the data. 

The following table briefly illustrates the strongest recurrent themes across generations; and the 

tensions and issues of concern that had been identified in the data analysis: 
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Recurrent themes across generations Tensions and issues of concern 
Natural, loose materials with a blend of some 
fixed equipment for play:  
The majority of participants spoke fondly of 
their preferred use of natural and loose 
materials in outside natural places to provide 
playspaces and to extend their own and their 
children’s imaginative play in the past and the 
present. This was strongly evident in their 
stories about making cubbies and ‘special 
places’ in trees, in the collection of stones, the 
use of water, sticks, wood, gumnuts and 
banksia seedpods for play. Together with the 
natural playspaces, most participants said they 
also wanted to see a blend of fixed equipment 
with the natural playspaces, especially including 
multiple swings for multiple age groups. 

A sense of loss: 
 
A perception that many ‘new’ regulations 
around play, playground provision and 
playspaces had irreversibly changed the notion 
of play was apparent in many stories, which in 
turn created a sense of loss and despair, such 
as not being allowed to climb trees; not being 
allowed to have bare feet; no children playing 
on the street; the removal of favourite 
playground equipment, such as monkey bars 
and ‘blue’ spinning equipment; children today 
not able to make their ‘own fun’; and, that 
there is not enough space allocated for play or 
playspaces within communities. 

Risky and challenging play: 
Risky play and challenging playspaces were 
discussed with nostalgic longing and sparked 
interest in many of the participants ranging 
from teenagers to elderly, including climbing 
tall trees, ‘mischief making’ such as raiding fruit 
trees, night time play, swinging very high, and 
the use of playground equipment in ways that 
were not its original purpose.   

Safety and fear:  
A pervading perception of fear and a lack of 
safety creating uncertainty was a barrier to the 
use of playspaces for some of the participants, 
including a sense that dangerous, unknown 
people were in these playplaces; that all 
teenagers were members of gangs; and, that 
the paths and seating in parks and playspaces 
were not safe to use. A lack of connection with 
others in the neighbourhood was perceived as 
the cause for many of these problems. 

Places for conversations and innovative play: 
A strongly recurrent theme throughout all of 
the participants’ stories was how the 
playspaces were not only important for physical 
exercise, but for social, emotional and cognitive 
experiences too. In particular, the use of 
playspaces for conversations between siblings, 
parent/child, and between friends; the use of 
playspaces as a place for ‘retreat and escape’ 
and places for creative and imaginative play.  
 
 

Not welcome in this space: 
Some participants felt they were not welcome 
nor had a feeling of belonging in the current 
provision of playspaces, sometimes because of 
the plastic, primary coloured equipment with 
limited choices available for creative play that 
was not welcoming nor comfortable to be in; 
and, sometimes because the participants were 
verbally or non-verbally ‘told to leave’ because 
they were deemed ‘not appropriate’ to play in 
these places by parents of younger children. 
The participants who noted they felt 
unwelcome and/or did not belong included 
parents with their adult children on the Autism 
Spectrum Disorder, teenagers, and, the elderly. 
 

Table 1: Summary of recurrent themes and tensions from the analysis of the participants’ stories 
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From these recurrent themes and tensions, four key findings have been identified in response to the 

research question and the aims of the project. These four key findings are: 

1. The majority of participants across all groups acknowledged the significance of 

outside play ‘in nature’ on their childhood and adult identity; however, many 

participants felt a sense of loss and concern that there have been dramatic societal 

changes which have severely impacted on contemporary children’s ability to play 

outside.  

  

2. Most, if not all, participants across all groups agreed that outdoor play could occur in 

multiple places including up a tree, in a garden, or on a swing; and that the 

purposeful design of natural playspaces with some fixed equipment and the 

inclusion of amenities, provided optimal opportunities for multigenerational play 

experiences.   

 

3. All participants across all groups acknowledged that outdoor play is not only a 

physical activity that involved challenge and risk-taking, but also provides important 

opportunities for social, emotional, imaginative and creative experiences across all 

ages for multigenerational play; and, 

 

4. While the youth/younger parents acknowledged that ‘playground equipment’ 

represented the symbolic marker ‘this is a place for play’, there were tensions felt by 

all participants around ‘who felt welcome in these spaces?’; ‘who belonged there?’; 

‘who felt safe there?’; and, ‘when and how they should play there, if at all?’ 

 

Each of the four findings will be discussed in turn in the following section with excerpts from the 

participants’ stories embedded throughout as further evidence of the data analysis undertaken. 
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Four key findings and data evidence  
 
1. The majority of participants across all groups acknowledged the significance of outside play 

‘in nature’ on their childhood and adult identity; however, many participants felt there was a 

sense of loss and concern that there have been dramatic societal changes which have severely 

impacted on contemporary children’s ability to play outside.  

Throughout the focus group conversations and the interactive presentations, all the participants 

were very willing to engage in storytelling and reminiscing about their childhood play experiences, 

and then move onto their present-day experiences, concerns and suggestions. In doing so, deeply 

emotional connections to their outdoor play and specific places were evident, prompted by the 

visual and sensory artefacts they chose which had resonated with their personal stories of how their 

early experiences ‘in nature’ had influenced their childhood experiences and adult identities.  

For example, one of the teenage participants from the youth group recalled her childhood 

experience of making cubbies up a tree with her younger brother, saying: 

 

 

 

 

 

This excerpt not only illustrates the consistent use of natural materials that was evident in the 

majority of participants’ outdoor play stories, it also foregrounds the predominance of trees used as 

playspaces for childhood play from the youngest to the oldest participant. One of the elderly group 

participants also spoke of the importance of trees in her childhood play in Europe, saying:  

  

 

 

 

 

 

“I remember that where I used to play was probably with my brother, at the back of 
our house is the aqueduct trail and there’s like bushes, so like this area we called it our 
cubby house and we used sticks up the trees and we’d climb up the trees and put a 
rope between the branches and put things in a bucket and haul it up… one was my 
brother’s tree and one was my tree…”   
                                                                      Teenage Girl participant, 15th November, 2018 

 

“I grew up in the country about 15 kilometres from the city, my father was one of the 
rangers there, and we had no kindergarten, so we had to find our own 
entertainment… I remember when I started school, I played in a Linden tree with its 
hollowed out branches, it was a 1000 years old, and has a fence around it to protect it 
now…”  
                                                                 Elderly female participant, 16th November, 2018 
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Similarly, a participant from the general public group who grew up on a rural property during the 

1980s, passionately told stories about her ‘safe place in nature’, and how it influenced her keen 

awareness of place as part of her identity as an adult, saying: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is interesting to note how many references to trees permeated the whole study in all groups 

across all generations as significant and important places for play during childhood. While this could 

be simply attributed to participants living in the heavily-vegetated Yarra Ranges area, this is a 

common theme in other studies I have conducted with intergenerational participants from suburban 

to inner city locations as well as more rural areas (see Moore, 2015). However, there were other 

stories told by participants in this project where they lamented that society had changed so 

dramatically in more recent years, they felt it was difficult to see how children today could enjoy the 

childhood ‘in nature’ they themselves once had. The changes the participants commented on 

included, “there are too many regulations now… you can’t climb trees anymore” (Playgroup parent 

participant, 14th November, 2018); and, “…you made your own fun then, television has destroyed a 

lot of this…” (Elderly group participant, 16th November, 2018). Rather than this response being 

considered merely a romantic quest to return to the ‘good old days’ by the older participants, it is 

important to note this attitude was evident in the teenage participant stories as well as the 

parents/grandparents and elderly participants, for example:  

  

 

  

 

 

“I grew up on a 1000 acres… so, I spent most of my time in nature. It’s my safe place, 
and that carries through to being an adult, of course. I spent a lot of time with my 
siblings on Country, exploring and having the freedom to do that from quite a young 
age… the key thing that comes back is that it was a place to retreat too, that solo 
place… there was a tree that I would climb really high, and my love of writing began, 
and my connection to myself… and the rest of my life I did things on my own, like 
hikes, that I pushed the challenges of what I could achieve by myself… emotionally, 
all through nature.”  
                                                   General public Female participant, 28th November, 2018   

 

“I feel like the playgrounds we have are all pretty good actually… children are 
capable of getting a lot out of something...it’s just whether or not they can 
expand their creativity and imagination, it’s kind of made smaller these days by 
ongoing technology expanding and that kind of thing…”  
                                                                Teenage girl participant, 15th November, 2018 
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With this insightful comment in mind, it is interesting to note the following illuminating excerpt of a 

story told by another teenage participant, where she said: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

From these stories, it can be extrapolated that young people (that is by default, children and 

teenagers) are still as eager and excited at the prospect of playing in natural playspaces, collecting 

stones and climbing trees as the older generations were, if they are given the opportunity to do so. 

The educational programs and campaigns to ‘market’ the use of natural playspaces suggested in 

many of the second focus group conversations across the community consultations was an attempt 

by the participants to address this concern and sense of loss on behalf of young children today and 

in the future.   

The final excerpt in this section is a heartfelt plea from a grandparent as a response to being a 

participant in this project, where she stated she had learnt how “vitally important playspaces” are to 

children and that we therefore need to devote more “space to play”, arguing: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“This has been a wonderful exercise, and what I have learnt from it, it’s 
convinced me, that playspace is just so vitally important. I am also involved on 
school council, and I realise the challenges that are involved in schools today, 
behavioural and other ways… but when something is made, we are not devoting 
or giving enough space, considering that most children have little access to space 
in their own homes, we need a great more importance given to space for play, 
bigger parks…. I really feel it is vital… I can see the link between behaviour and 
children’s ability to become better citizens by having natural play spaces… that is, 
the lack of natural spaces to play makes such a difference.”  
                                         Grandparent participant, Playgroup, 14th November, 2018. 

 

“…by the time I was a kid [playing in playgrounds] they had cut down a lot of 
trees you could climb in the playground…’  

and then said, 

“…playgrounds are cool, but to roll down hills…making mud piles….what I could 
do with sticks, dirt and little hiding places…the natural landscape was super fun 
too.”                                                      

                                                               Teenage girl participant, 15th November, 2018 
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2. Most, if not all, participants across all groups agreed that outdoor play could occur in multiple 

places including up a tree, in a garden, or on a swing; and, that the purposeful design of natural 

playspaces with some fixed equipment and the inclusion of amenities, provided optimal 

opportunities for multigenerational play experiences.   

Yarra Ranges Council’s Draft Playspace Strategy acknowledges the “importance of play for all 

people…for children, teenagers and adults of [all] abilities” (p. 4). An integral part of this renewed 

strategy is the notion of referring to ‘playspaces’ instead of ‘playgrounds’, understanding that play 

occurs within an environment rather than merely on fixed equipment. The Draft Playspace Strategy 

Report (2018) continues by stating,  

This strategy refers to playspaces instead of playgrounds to appropriately reflect the process 

of designing for play in specific environments rather than with specific structures. (p. 4) 

The Draft Playspace Strategy shift in terminology from ‘playground’ to ‘playspace’ was noticed and 

evident throughout the residents’ conversations, although the elderly participants struggled at times 

with the changed term, one elderly participant ironically referred to these spaces as ‘playstations’. 

Overall, the participants agreed with the notion of outdoor play occurring in multiple places and 

spaces, not just in a designated ‘playground’.  

This can be seen in the participants’ stories where ‘place’ fundamentally informed the creative, 

emotionally restorative play that occurred, first in a teenage participant’s story that follows, then a 

parent participant’s story excerpt: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I really like what they did in the [Ian Potter] Children’s Gardens where there is a 
bridge thing to sit on, and an old tree that is hollowed out, that’s really cool, for 
older kids as well in the [enclosed] space… it’s good that it is separated for older 
kids as well because you feel really out of place, with the little kids, even in a 
public park…”  
                                         Teenage participant, Youth Group, 15th November, 2018 

“… [my Gran] had a massive tree… and it reminded me of the Magic Faraway 
Tree cos you could literally climb up like a spiral…you could get really really high, 
which is what I loved… I also loved I was the only one who would go that high so 
it was a place that was just for me… but there was something for everyone in 
that garden with no limits, there was room to explore and play, my best 
childhood memories…”  
                                                   Parent participant, Playgroup, 14th November, 2018 
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Many participants commended the Council on its shift to designing a ‘blend’ or ‘mix’ of fixed 

equipment with natural features in the space, noting in particular the inclusion of important 

elements such as, stones, large rocks, water, indigenous grasses, low bushes, trees; while also 

making loose natural materials available, such as branches, twigs, banksia seed pods, pebbles, to be 

used for play [rather than collected and then discarded as is commonly the case for park 

maintenance]. This was clearly evident in one general public participant’s story when he said: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Playgroup parent participant spoke of her appreciation for the Council’s new approach to creating 

playspaces. She suggested that such a considered design with ‘some’ fixed equipment amongst 

natural features and materials, and with the provision of amenities, will attract a wider use of the 

playspaces by the residents than a few fixed pieces of the ‘usual’ playground equipment, stating: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I’m always looking for somewhere that has, not the equipment as such, but the 
ability to be used for training… it doesn’t need to be structured equipment as 
they have put in at Lilydale Lake, but more [natural] freestyle … that can be 
used for play and training, that replicates primal movements like swinging and 
jumping, the things we want children to do anyway, but what we can use for 
adults too… Things to wobble on and doing something like that will bring so 
many more people to a park other than just aiming it at children. So, a park that 
has those facilities and the amenities that go along with that, plus a drink tap…  
Redwood Forest or down at the river offers the creative play, but doesn’t 
always have the facilities to utilize it best… That’s the difference between just 
general bush play and a playspace that is specifically designed with those things 
in mind…” 

                                             Parent participant, Playgroup, 14th November, 2018   

“I like the idea of a mix of things that is happening [in playspaces]… I love to 
play in natural spaces, it’s more mysterious, that’s why kids like it a bit more… 
and use their imagination a bit more, which is what kids do best. Also, I guess 
that structured thing is good for me, because I always liked climbing things and 
it’s a little bit easier to climb structured things… sometimes it can be the way 
nature is but sometimes it’s just a bit too hard… trees too tall, or harder to 
climb… it’s easier to climb [structured equipment], but everything else could 
be more natural.” 

                     Male adult participant, General public, 29th November 2018 
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This participant’s insightful comments illuminate the essence of what the Council are intending to 

achieve with their new approach to playspace provision through the designed combination of built 

equipment and natural spaces. However, throughout the project, it was very clear that the older and 

younger participants were very anxious for swings to be retained in the newly designed natural 

playspaces, in fact, wanted more swings than had previously been provided, as is illustrated in the 

final focus group transcript excerpts below: 

“I absolutely adore swings, it feels like it’s really free…swaying back and 
forth…sitting on a swing, it’s sort of calming… even as an adult… it reminds you 
of that time in your childhood… yeah, kind of nostalgic…” 

  Teenage participant, Youth Group, 15th November, 2018 

“The thing I liked best at Yarra Glen is that I can watch my 18 year old and my 6 
year old on the swing together, having a ball…”  

  Parent participant, Playgroup, 14th November 2018 

Teenage Girl 2: “I really like swings…but I always get scared, when you swing 
back and kick…”  

Teenage Girl 3: “…and little kids are always so fast…just want to be around, and 
swarm around… you don’t want to stop what you are doing, but you don’t want 
to hurt the kid.” 

Teenage Girl 1: “…when I’m on a swing, and a kid walks up, I always feel 
pressured to give it to them…but I was here first… but I only feel like I can have 
it for one minute even if you wanted for so long… and, then another kid walks 
up, and you think, I’ve only been here for 20 seconds, but you think, okay, 
that’s my time gone…” 

Focus group facilitator: “So, are there enough swings?” 

Teenage girls 1, 2 and 3: “NOOOO” 

Teenage girl 3: “….there’s like two swings and one of them is the baby 
swing…no, not nearly enough swings.” 

Teenage Girl 2: “…those big ones that you can fit two or three people on, they 
are the best, so cool.” 

 Teenage participants, Youth Group, 15th November 2018 
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3. All participants across all groups acknowledged that outdoor play is not only a physical activity 

that involved challenge and risk-taking, but also provides important opportunities for social, 

emotional, imaginative and creative experiences across all ages for multigenerational play.

Traditionally, outside play (particularly in playground provision) was considered important only to 

provide ‘exercise’ and physical development opportunities for children (Gill, 2017). More recently, 

Dyment, Bell and Green (2017) have proposed instead, “…that green outdoor environments can 

contribute to children’s physical, mental, social and spiritual wellbeing…” (p. 39). The Yarra Ranges 

Council’s Draft Playspace Strategy (2018) has taken these researchers’ proposal further by 

advocating for multigenerational play in natural playspaces for “children, teenagers, and adults of all 

abilities” (p. 4) to enable social, emotional, imaginative and creative experiences as well as for the 

purposes of physical exercise. Some of the participants in this study were already aware of the 

multiple benefits of natural playspaces, with one parent participant from the Playgroup session 

saying she felt “a little disheartened that we still had to talk about these issues…after all these years 

of knowing” (14th November, 2018); while another participant in the General Public group 

announced, “this is just what we had access to as kids… and now we have to quantify what we 

already knew” (28th November, 2018).  

Overall, the participants’ understanding around natural playspaces for all ages was fostered, 

extended and/or reinforced by the Community Consultation presentation and focus group 

conversations, as seen in the previous stories captured for this report. Further to these stories, the 

following brief story excerpts illustrate the participants’ understanding about the social, emotional 

and imaginative benefits of outside play – in a mix of built equipment and natural playspaces. First, a 

teenage participant’s account of the strong social connection found by playing and talking at night 

sitting “for three hours” on a see-saw at Lilydale Lake park:   

“And thinking of swings again, if you sit together on the swings, you can 
have really great conversations… I remember I had a group of friends a 
couple of years ago, we went geocaching in the middle of the night, there 
was this thing that can only be found in the night and there were eight of 
us… if something happened, we’d be safe, so we thought let’s go, so it was 
down at Lilydale Lake and when we were finished with geocaching… and 
cos there was no one else there, we had free range and we thought, ‘yes’ 
and all eight of us fitted on the a two-person see saw (the one with 
pelicans) yes, and we had the greatest chat… for about three hours, rocking 
back and forth...that is one of my favourite memories ever…” 

  Teenage participant, Youth group, 15th November 2018. 
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Followed by another teenage participant’s story of searching for a place to sit and talk, especially 

noting that the favourite piece of equipment had been removed from the playspace: 

 

 

 

 

 

The lack of places for teenagers to “sit and talk” was a consistent theme throughout the project, 

made even more problematic when they were asked to leave from playgrounds assumed to be only 

for young children; and, when parents with children/grandparents and older adults appeared to 

label them as ‘gangs’, so walked away rather than sharing the space. If adults were cognisant of 

what teenagers actually wanted and needed from these playspaces, it would assist in formulating a 

sense of belonging for all age groups rather than adults basing their assumptions on media 

statements that have been “blown out of proportion”, as one participant from the General Public 

session concluded (29th November, 2018). Meanwhile, another teenage participant casually 

announced, that the park environment triggered her creativity when in the park: 

 

 

 

 

 

It was interesting to note that many of the older adults proudly discussed their capacity for risky play 

as children (such as raiding fruit trees, scaling fences and riding on top of steam trains), but were less 

inclined toward the idea of contemporary children or teenagers enacting similar ‘risky’ play now, 

suggesting they were “worried about the teenage gangs” (Elderly participant, 16th November, 2018). 

Toward the end of both the Playgroup consultation session and the Elderly group session, a number 

of older adults re-interpreted their stories, and decided instead that, “society has changed, not the 

children” (Grandparent, Playgroup, 14th November, 2018): whilst, the conversation with the Elderly 

group shifted from “we had to be more inventive back then” to “Children are very inventive and 

creative if you give them the chance” (Elderly participants, 16th November, 2018).  

“…for our age, we want more places where we can sit and talk rather than 
play chasey and hide, we would sit on and talk up there (like on the old 
blue thing that has been taken away now). We would sit up there… or find 
a place underneath, where we could talk together…” 

                    Teenage participant, Youth group, 15th November, 2018 

“…me and my friends would go to the park, and just paint in the park, so 
we’d take our supplies… just sitting out in the sun, that environment that 
parks tend to bring, people are happy and so it’s like chilled and 
calming…”  

  Teenage participant, Youth Group, 15th November 2018. 
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4.While the youth/younger parents acknowledged that ‘playground equipment’ represented the 

symbolic marker or signpost ‘this is a place for play’, there were tensions felt by all participants 

around ‘who felt welcome in these spaces?’, ‘who belonged there?’, ‘who felt safe there?’; and, 

‘when and how they should play there, if at all?’ 

Many of the older participants did not refer to ‘playgrounds’ in their stories as places to play in their 

childhoods, saying they were either “allowed to wander anywhere as long as we were home by 

dark” or conversely, “we had to stay in the street out the front of our house...” (Elderly participants, 

16th November, 2018). Although the Guild of Play established its first supervised playground in 

Australia in 1914, many children at the turn of the last century through to the 1970s found their own 

places to play away from organised playgrounds (Williams, 2015). It was evident from the comments 

made in the general discussion with the Elderly participant group that although they would like the 

idea of “spending time sitting under a tree” in a natural playspace, and, indeed they were highly 

aware of the benefits of being in nature, they did not feel welcome nor safe to go to parks, 

playspaces or playgrounds, as seen in the brief excerpts below: 

 

 

 

  

 

 

The issue of safety was a dominant theme throughout the project, with the teenage participants 

making visible what the older participants implied through gaps and silences in their conversations, 

as when some teenage participants stated:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“…I feel like our age group gets a bad name, sure there are a couple doing no 
good, but most of us are hanging out [in the park] for genuine reasons, like to be 
with our friends…”  

And, 

“…because we don’t have things to do other than eat food and go shopping… 
there are so few places to go, so they all congregate and parents think, this looks 
like a gang so let’s not go there…”  
                                         Teenage participants, Youth group, 15th November, 2018 

“I’d love to go to the park, but I wouldn’t feel safe…” 

“…the media says all the time that it’s not safe to go to the playground…” 

“…we used to play in the street outside our house, it was the only safe place to 
be… we weren’t allowed to go too far in case we got lost…” 

“I wouldn’t be game to go to a playground… scared of others…too much going on 
now…” 
                                                                      Elderly participants, 16th November, 2018.  
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Further to these issues surrounding the safety of elderly participants, other elements of safety were 

also discussed amongst the teenage participants who were intensely aware they were ‘not welcome’ 

nor did they feel like they belonged in the ‘little children’s’ playspaces. This was poignantly evident 

in the stories many teenage participants told, such as in these brief excerpts below: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One young adult participant from the final General Public group claimed he would feel “more likely 

to play if it was an empty space” than if children were already in the playspace (29th November, 

2018); while a parent of an adult child who has Autism Spectrum Disorder was anxious to present 

the ‘voice’ of her child who felt unwelcome in these spaces (28th November, 2018). In the small focus 

group conversation, and again in the whole group discussion, this parent spoke up strongly about 

how unwelcoming many people have been towards her and her adult child when they were using 

the playspaces perceived to be ‘just’ for young children. This parent’s stories foregrounded the 

multiple issues around ‘sharing’ the playspace with people with disabilities, as well as confirming the 

common experience of ‘not belonging’ in playspaces that the teenage participants often referred to. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“I think they [parents] are just really scared of their little kids getting hurt, cos 
we’re too big and we are…because the equipment is not big enough for us, and 
they tell us to leave…” 

“…societal perception has changed, cos if you go near a playground, you feel like 
you don’t belong… [with people asking] what are you doing there?” 

And, 

“…they [parents of small children] think you are creepy if you go near children”  
                                                                    Teenage participants, 15th November 2018 

 

 
                                                   

 

“My son has autism and he loved the playground, but he can’t go… simply 
because he’s so big and he’s behaving like a young kid, those parents and their 
children are not welcoming him…they stare at him, stare at me, stare at him, 
saying ‘Why are you here? It’s for young children who are five or six years old…’ 
but he just loves the playground. He just loves the new one at Lilydale, he just 
loves it, especially the water. Because we took him a few months ago there, and 
there was a mother who was bringing her children, so I had to call him and take 
him away…” 

                                             General public/Parent participant, 29th November 2018 
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The following story emotionally told by a parent from the Playgroup session has been included in a 

longer format because of its significance to this project overall; and, because she was able to 

articulate so clearly how she felt about natural places for play, and what she did and did not want for 

her children and herself. Please note the parent is referring to the artefacts and photos she had 

chosen from the table as prompts for storytelling:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

“I also grabbed this photo (photo of child in an indoor play space on plastic 
equipment) because this is what I DON’T want or connect with, it jumped out 
at me, for my children it doesn’t resonate with me or my kids. The reason we 
don’t spend a lot of time at playgrounds is because this is what they feel like a 
lot of the time…the plastic…there is a place for primary colours …cos not 
everybody thinks like me, and it’s nice to have options, but it’s not the option I 
would choose or my children, going to that playground. I don’t enjoy being 
there… obviously it’s indoors and small scale in a childcare or something, the 
plastic version of a playground. If I was going to go somewhere and watch my 
children play, I don’t enjoy this (the red plastic playground) I enjoy this (the 
photo of a fallen tree). So, if they are saying ‘can we go to the playground’ and 
they are my two options, I know where I am going… and if that is my only 
option, then we are not going and we are staying home. I don’t enjoy it, it’s not 
welcoming for me and I don’t think with this style of playground you don’t get 
that risky play or that creative play because it so dictates what they should do 
in this little plastic house… there’s really only one option for them. Creative 
kids will find a way, they will turn it into something else, but this has a million 
opportunities to be this or something else…  

The other thing I look for in a playground is multi-aged playgrounds, I have four 
children from 15 to 1, we do like to go together, but to get my 15 year old to 
come along, it has to be somewhere that she is also comfortable and she would 
very much prefer to play on here (tree photo) with the little kids, than this one 
(the plastic playground) she wouldn’t want to come to this one. .. somewhere 
for us to sit and talk, in comfort, somewhere a little bit sheltered while the little 
ones are running around in the rain, but a little bit sheltered, close to the 
playground, doesn’t have to be structured seating, logs at the right height 
rather than sitting on grass, something like that. And, my 11 year old, 
somewhere to ride the scooter or the bike in an area, track around the outside 
because the soft fall isn’t always suitable for that kind of play, a gravel trail 
within the vicinity, doesn’t have to be too close, something like that for the 
older ones. Somewhere to park the car too… “                     

                 Parent participant, Playgroup, 14th November, 2018 
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Future Steps: Recommendations by Yarra Ranges Residents 
 
In the second of the focus group conversations following the interactive presentations, participants 

were invited to offer suggestions, ideas, aspirations and recommendations in relation to the Yarra 

Ranges Playspace Strategy. Given the methodology employed two opportunities for small group 

conversations, together with a whole group interactive presentation/discussion, these methods 

enabled all participants’ voices to be heard at some stage during the community consultation 

process. The following examples of brief statements were made by participants who were eager to 

have their ideas and opinions heard about the future development of the Draft Playspace Strategy, 

as follows: 

Parents/Grandparent participants (14th November, 2018) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Youth group participants (15th November, 2018) 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“…more sensory playspaces… I wish we could have more of those sort of spaces 
within our close proximity…with some water play, some movable things to make 
things, natural things (like branches), something to climb on, something to slide 
down, and absolutely essential to have a swing.” Grandparent participant 

 “…we need more space for play” Grandparent participant 

“…more [natural] freestyle [materials] … that can be used for play and training, 
that replicates primal movements like swinging and jumping, the things we want 
children to do anyway, but what we can use for adults too…”  Parent participant 

“I don’t go outside… if something is ‘new’ not just the general idea of slides, 
swings…maybe with fancy benches…or a dance platform… then I might go there”  

“…[something that] subconsciously differentiates equipment for young kids to 
older kids… naturally implies it is for older people so you wouldn’t get stares 
from people [just] being there…”  

“…it would be great if there were different sensory stuff there…like sand, a whole 
range of different noises and textures…”   

“…if it’s lighter…it might make people less inclined to do bad stuff there…more in 
the open, feel safer…” 

“…bring in music…[to stop the ‘bad’ things]” 

“…monkey bars, we need them BACK!”  

“I feel like… there needs to be some sort of group, like a ‘parent supporting 
parent’ and you meet at the park and you can all talk together, while your kids 
are playing and hanging out…” 
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Elderly people Club participants, 16th November 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

General Public participants, 28th/29th November 2018 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We need seating improvements…” 

“I don’t need a wobble board, I’m wobbly enough as it is…”  

“Toilets close to the car parks…it’s too far to walk” 

“Safe paths for people using ‘walkers’…”  

“Seats under trees”  

“Larger signage to warn about swooping birds” 

“…events for people with disabilities” 

“we need permission to have fun as an adult…” 

“spaces where people can create sculptures” 

“educating people in the community about Autism…he is tall, a big boy, very 
excited, but not welcome there… other parents, families, children are there…” 

“People are so defensive now… we need to educate and help people 
understand…with signage saying ‘adults and children are welcome here’…it’s a 
community space, all ages welcome” 

“it’s a complete mindset [change]… people get so territorial about their 
space…we need to provide an opportunity for a different lens showing 
Indigenous stories, so people will understand this is a shared space and change 
the way people think…” 

“Educating the wider community… that is what we are trying to achieve, not just 
making spaces… “ 

“we need ‘Permission to play’ signs plus marketing campaign [directed at 
kindergarten children, who will then pass it on to their parents/families]…” 

“…public places are more spaced out and open [now], which is good for 
supervision, but as a kid I reckon, I would still want to find a place where I could 
play without Mum watching me…” 

“...it’s not about being naughty, just a space to escape…” 
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Summary of Residents’ recommendations and ideas for Draft Playspace Strategy 
Infrastructure 
recommendations 

Education and marketing 
recommendations 

Amenities and assistance 
recommendations  

More space allocated to 
playspaces, 
because many children do not 
have access to this in their 
family homes, gardens 

Campaign directed to young 
children about play in nature 
(which in turn leads onto 
educating families) 
 

Better signage to say where 
and how far away things are; 
Symbols for toilets, danger of 
swooping birds 

Fancy benches/seats ‘Re-branding’ playspaces 
through signage to say 
“adults and children play here”  
“everyone welcome here” 

Toilets near car parks 

Dance platforms (in private 
spaces for creative expression) 

Establishment of specific 
‘Parents supporting Parents in 
Parks’ groups (time in park not 
a ‘chore’ for parents) 

Seating under/close to trees 

Differentiated places, spaces 
and equipment for older and 
younger players (to assist in 
sense of belonging, safety) 

Education ‘to change mindset’ 
campaign about ‘permission to 
play’ for multigenerational 
playspaces 

More lighting eg fairy lights for 
night time play 

Monkey bars returned – 
multiple heights  

Educational signage explaining 
Indigenous stories in these 
places to illustrate this is a 
‘shared space’ not territorial 
for young children only  

Music in parks (to keep ‘bad’ 
people away) 

More swings available at each 
site – multiple sizes 

Events for people with 
disabilities in parks and 
playspaces to demonstrate 
how they can be used  

Accessible paths 

Bushy spaces and places for 
children to hide and ‘escape’, 
even if provided using plants 
to enable the ‘illusion of 
seclusion’ for supervision 
purposes 

Education around community 
thinking about the legitimacy 
of ‘night time play’ for 
teenagers 

Appropriate height and size of 
seating for people using 
walkers 

Designed blend of fixed 
equipment (especially swings) 
and natural playspaces, 
including climbing, swinging, 
jumping opportunities using 
‘natural’ materials 

There is an urgent need to 
challenge the perception of 
playspace ‘rules’ and 
‘regulations’ that do not exist 
in reality, such as, who can use 
these spaces, equipment 

Water taps/fountains for 
drinking 

Sound, texture, sensory 
provisions, natural materials 
available for creative use, 
collections of stones, loose 
materials; water 

Visits organised for elderly 
groups to natural playspaces 
where young children play  

Cooking and/or food available 

Natural materials to move 
around, create sculptures 
   

  

Table 2: Summary of infrastructure, marketing campaigns and amenities recommended by residents 
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Future steps: Recommendations and design ideas from a landscape architect   
 
Parents as filters of children’s experience  
 
It is clear from the research in this project and the current literature that many families generally 

value outdoor play but patterns of engagement with the outdoors have changed for children. 

Children are now predominantly taken to parks and play spaces by adults. Ironically, the key to 

children’s re-discovery of independent play ‘in nature’ still lies in the hands of their parents. The 

types of play opportunities that are found in natural playspaces therefore first need to appeal to 

parents, grandparents and other carers or else it is less likely they will ever be discovered by 

children.    

 

 

 
Figure 4: Parental presence: a fine line between responsible supervision and children’s independent play. 

Clearly the age of the child affects the degree of supervision required. 
 

It is interesting to note that the teenage participants in the research project commonly referred to 

the use of playspaces for “retreat” or “escape” and the need to be able to “play without their 

parents watching” when they were younger (Teenage participants, Youth Group, 15th November, 

2018).  
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‘Signposts’ to signal places for play - Designed to attract parents, grandparents, families 

Sometimes adults need an indicator, message or a signpost that this is a suitable place to take 

children (or themselves) to play. Many parents are not confident about outdoor environments, are 

sensitive to criticisms about their parenting, and are concerned about being seen as an irresponsible 

parent. Play equipment is a typical design element that identifies suitable playspaces to adults 

(regardless of the quality of the space or the equipment). In order for children to benefit from play in 

natural settings, the design of playspaces today is therefore a fine balancing act which needs to:  

a) provide spaces that are generally appealing to adults and are 

recognisable to them as suitable spaces to bring children, (especially 

pre-school or younger primary school age groups); 

b) provide opportunities for social interaction (for adults as well as 

children); 

c) provide some play opportunities with which children and adults can 

instantly engage (such as the wide range of activities that are offered by 

play equipment of all kinds); and then,   

d) provide links and connections to other opportunities in the park or 

playspace that demand inquiry and further exploration by children, and 

thereby provide the benefits and opportunities of play in more natural 

environments.  

 
Nature Play in Natural Playspaces – Definition   
 
For the purposes of this Report, the term “natural playspace” is interpreted here to mean a purpose-

provided outdoor space intended for play and social interaction that: 

 comprises predominantly natural materials (such as durable timber, logs, 

rocks/stone, grass, trees, and other plant materials)  as well as terrain, 

paths and other components of the space; 

 is inherently open-ended and therefore adaptable for children’s 

purposes; 

 deliberately provides some loose materials with which children can 

engage (these may be flowers, gumnuts, twigs and small branches), with 

plants selected for these loose natural materials to regularly occur; 
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 encourages parents and carers to support and encourage children to 

develop their skills, self-reliance and adaptability and take on challenges 

and considered risk-taking; 

 receives less intensive management (and commensurately reduces the 

expectations of the community for the more intense management found 

in other types of play spaces); 

 is managed with the expectation that children will interact with some 

loose materials and that this is an acceptable purpose of these spaces; 

and, 

 is backed up by an education and marketing program to showcase the 

benefits of natural playspaces for play. 

 

Figure 5 (left) and Figure 6 (below): A pathway through the 
bush from the adjacent playground to a natural playspace 
seen below where ‘loose materials’ have been re-purposed 
for imaginative play in an enclosed area. 
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Micro-Location of Natural Playspaces  
 
To provide successful natural playspaces in a community, they need the right local, physical and 

social context. The following principles guide where natural playspaces should be located:  

Prominent  
 A location that is prominent enough for people to be aware of their 

presence and purpose.  

Visible  
 Passers-by need to be able to see into the playspace.  

 People need to feel secure when they are using a space, and that there is 
some public surveillance of the space from active areas and/or houses.    

View in  
 Every natural playspace design needs a view into the heart of the space 

from the street or footpath.  

Activated  
 Natural playspaces must be located where they are faced onto by fronts 

of houses, shops, cafes and/or active public areas.  

 A space at the back of houses, or a long way from a road or any active 
viewing area is much less likely to be successful and should be avoided 

Connected 
 Natural playspaces must be located where they are connected to active 

areas within the neighbourhood. Ideally people will move past or through 
the spaces. 

 

Providing sufficient diversity/complexity to engage a range of children, teenagers and adults 
 
Everyone differs in their interests and abilities, in their physical size and scale; in their inclination to 

take risks and explore, in their creativity and interest in loose play materials, as well as in their social, 

physical and cognitive abilities. Any one family may typically include a diverse range of play interests. 

These will also change and develop over time. Natural playspaces need to accommodate this diverse 

range of interests, so that families can find something for everyone to enjoy during a group visit. This 

was one of the consistent themes the participants in the project mentioned to enable ongoing visits 

by all family members. Natural playspaces which do not provide ‘signature’ playground pieces such 

as spinning, swinging, rocking and sliding, need to provide other equally appealing activities to 

accommodate the diverse range of interests to multigenerational players. 
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Design elements to include in a natural playspace:  
 
The right degree of enclosure  

 Natural playspaces need to be designed with a careful balance of degrees 

of enclosure, balancing a partial backdrop, views out, and visual 

connections to other sub-spaces.   

Access, Inclusion and Orientation - Entries and Paths 
 Natural playspaces need at least a basic path system and level of 

accessibility to ensure that all people can access the space, regardless of 

any disability or mobility limitations;    

 We all benefit from the social mix of users in public spaces; people of all 

ages and abilities, including children through to the elderly. A path needs 

to create an invitation to enter, and make it possible for everyone to 

physically access the space; and, 

 Paths also orient people within a space, can function as an organising 

element, can direct users to an attractive view, and can themselves be a 

playful element.   

Amenity and Amenities  
 In order to attract users (and especially adults) for return visits, natural 

playspaces need to be agreeable, comfortable places in all seasons. They 

need to provide: 

o summer shade, winter sun and wind protection;  

o a pleasant, accessible place with some resting spaces, formal or 

informal;   

o furniture/social spaces located with a view out of the space, 

and where activities can be seen; 

o drinking water if available;  

o attractive planting; and,  

o a basic level of cleanliness and maintenance. 

Seating  
 Natural playspaces need simple seating, placed where it can be accessed 

by users of all abilities; and,  
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 Ideally a space should offer a choice of seating or perching positions, 

placed to offer a choice of possibilities for social interaction and/or 

privacy.  

Management  
 If natural playspaces are expected to attract all age groups for multigenerational play, 

they will also typically need a basic level of design intervention and a level of 

management in order to satisfy some basic, common expectations by adults. These 

include: 

o a basic level of safety and sense of personal security; 

o regular maintenance that might include cleaning and weeding 

to avoid a general air of neglect.  A neglected looking space will 

repel users;  

o however, the level of maintenance should not include the 

removal of loose materials such as branches, sticks, seedpods, 

and other natural materials that can be used for creative play.  

 

 

Figure 8: An example of a carefully designed natural playspace blended with some fixed equipment  
and natural features, materials and places to retreat, sit, talk and play. 
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Conclusion 
 
This project has highlighted that how playspaces are used, both in the Yarra Ranges and the wider 

community more generally, is highly influenced by societal assumptions and perceptions. 

Paradoxically, it appears there is a perception that playspaces are officially only for young children, 

and that “gangs of marauding teenagers” use these spaces for illegal activities at other times. 

Fortunately, neither of these assumptions are correct. An educational and/or marketing campaign 

through social media; young children’s educational settings; posters in shops; and, pamphlets in 

letterboxes has been proposed as a way to ‘rebrand’ playgrounds as natural playspaces where all 

age groups of all abilities are welcomed and all players belong. The successful introduction of the 

Yarra Ranges Council’s Playspace Strategy will promote the implementation of multigenerational 

play into natural playspaces where a purposeful design of some fixed play equipment (especially 

multiple swings) with the inclusion of natural features (especially trees, rocks, stones, seedpods, 

indigenous grasses and ‘green’ space) will become commonplace in the Yarra Ranges communities. 

Over time, each generation of players will be able to observe each other’s multifaceted play and 

activities more closely and discover what each prefer and are capable of, rather than making ill-

founded assumptions about their capabilities, interests and behaviours. In this way, a richer, more 

connected community will be made possible into the future based on the foundation of 

multigenerational play in natural playspaces.  
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Appendices 
Appendix One: Plain Language Statement and Consent form 
 

 
Wednesday, 7 November 2018 
 
Dear Yarra Ranges Resident, 

Invitation to participate in a research project on Yarra Ranges Playspace Strategy 
 

You have been invited to participate in a research project on the Yarra Ranges Draft Playspace 
Strategy because you have registered to attend one of the free presentations provided by the 
Council to explain and present the strategy to Yarra Ranges residents. 

My name is Deborah Moore, I am a lecturer and researcher from Deakin University, with a particular 
interest in play environments for children and adults. I have been commissioned by Yarra Ranges 
Council to discuss their Draft Playspace Strategy with the residents of Yarra Ranges through a series 
of interactive presentations.  

As part of these presentations and discussions, we would like to invite residents to participate in two 
15 minute small group/focus group interviews (one before the presentation and again, one after the 
presentation) during which you would be invited to tell stories about your past and present 
experiences of play in outside playspaces.  These stories will be audio-taped for research purposes, 
however no names or other identification would be possible, and so the data will be completely 
confidential and anonymous. 

We will also be inviting residents to use sticky dots to position their understanding of play and 
playspaces on a graph before and again after, the presentations that we will be providing. 

The data collected from this research project will be analysed to identify key findings for a Report to 
Yarra Ranges Council. The Council are interested in gathering local and personal stories of playspace 
experiences to inform the Draft Playspace Strategy. With your consent, some stories as data may 
also be used to write academic journal articles and present at conferences around intergenerational 
use of playspaces, noting that no names or locations would be identifiable in the Report, articles or 
conference papers. 

If you have any further questions you would like to ask prior to consideration given to signing the 
consent form, please contact me on deb.moore@deakin.edu.au or by phone on +61 3 9244 6635. If 
you are willing to participate in this brief storytelling project, please sign and complete the 
accompanying consent form and bring it with you to the presentation you have registered to attend. 
Participation in this project is completely voluntary, and you are able to attend and participate in the 
Playspace Presentations provided by Council without participating in the research project. You are 
also able to withdraw from participating in the focus group interviews or to have your stories 
included in the project at any time up to the analysis of the data. 

 

 

 

Deakin University  
deakin.edu.au 

mailto:deb.moore@deakin.edu.au
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If you have a complaint about the processes involved, the conduct of the researcher or any other 
aspect of the research project, please contact the Yarra Ranges Council representative, Kelly Dohle, 
Project Manager, at k.dohle@yarraranges.vic.gov.au , and the Head of School, Faculty of Arts and 
Education, Deakin University, Professor Christine Ure, on c.ure@deakin.edu.au to discuss these 
issues. 

 

 

Thank you, and I look forward to meeting you at the forthcoming presentations, 

Dr Deborah Moore 

 

Lecturer in Education (Curriculum & Pedagogy, Early Years) 
 
School of Education  
Faculty of Arts and Education 
Deakin University 
Burwood campus 
211 Burwood Highway 
BURWOOD VIC 3125 
Phone: +61 3 9244 6635 
Email: deb.moore@deakin.edu.au   
 

 

mailto:k.dohle@yarraranges.vic.gov.au
mailto:c.ure@deakin.edu.au
mailto:deb.moore@deakin.edu.au
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Consent form for the Yarra Ranges Playspace project 
Copy for participant to keep 
 
 
Title of project:            
 
Principal investigator:    Dr Deborah Moore 
 
  
 
 
I ___________________________________________________ (the participant) have read and 
understood the information provided in the Invitation to Participate Letter. Any questions I have asked 
have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree to participate in two small focus group interviews, one 
before the presentations and one after the presentations, to tell stories about my playspace 
experiences in the past and the present. These focus group interviews will take approx. 15 minutes 
each, with the presentation taking approx. 50 minutes. I am aware that I can withdraw my consent at 
any time (without adverse consequences).  I agree that research data collected for the project may be 
published in a Council report, academic articles or for conference presentations in a form that does 
not identify me in any way.   
 
 
Name of Participant:  ______________________________________________________  
 
Signature: _______________________________________________________________ Date: 
______ 
 
 
Name and Signature of Principal Investigator:  
 
Dr Deborah Moore 
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Appendix Two: List of prompts and questions for focus group conversations 

 

Yarra Ranges Playspace Project: Presentation Two 
Facilitator questions to prompt participant stories 
 

Before the presentation: 

1. Can you imagine yourself as a young child playing 
outside in a favourite place for a few moments…  Can 
you recall where you were, what you were doing and 
how you felt? What was important about these places? 
Can you tell a story about this outdoor play experience? 
 

2. Where do you like to spend time now? Is it the same as 
your experience in the past?  
Why or why not? 
 

After the presentation: 

1. What outside playspaces would you want for yourself 
now? For young children? For older adults?  
 

2. Do you think it is important to spend time outside? 
What should these outside playspaces provide for you, 
for others? 
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