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Abstract  

Playwork is an emerging profession and little is known about the demographics of the playwork 

sector. The lack of demographic data has hampered the development of the professionalisation of the 

playwork field, as playworkers have been unable to substantiate claims about the extent and impact of 

their field with sufficient reliable evidence.  As part of an online survey undertaken to explore 

playworker’s understanding of the Play Cycle theory (King and Newstead, 2019), playworkers were 

asked to provide background demographic data on years of practice, job role, qualification and 

location. This created a data set with which to explore possible relationships between these four 

factors using Pearsons Chi Squared analysis. The results indicated that there are potential 

relationships between playwork practice with firstly years of practice and secondly with highest 

playwork qualifications.  Perhaps more significantly, this study highlights  some of the key challenges 

in collecting and analysing demographic data in the playwork field and offers some potential solutions 

which, although imperfect, could be built upon in further studies to produce demographic data with 

which to inform the he professionalisation of the playwork field.  

 

Key Words:  Playwork; Playwork Education; Playwork Training; Playwork Qualifications; Playwork 

Profession 

 

Introduction 

Playwork evolved out of the adventure playground movement in the 1950s and 1960s (King and 

Newstead, 2017) and is currently one of the seven skills sectors within SkillsActive, the Sector Skills 

Council for the Active Leisure, Learning and Well-being sector (SkillsActive, 2010a).   SkillsActive 

is an independent UK employer-led organisation licenced by the Government to develop skills to 

meet employer needs (SkillsActive, 2010a, 3) and defines playwork as: 
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A highly skilled profession that enriches and enhances provision for children’s play.  It  

 takes place where adults support children’s play, but it is not driven by prescribed 

 education or  care outcomes 

 

However, the journey from a community of practice (Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2015) to a 

‘profession’ has been anything but smooth. The question of professional identity has perplexed the 

playwork field for the last seven decades (Kershaw, 1985; Joint National Committee on Training for 

Playwork (JNCTP), 1997). The playwork field has invented and reinvented itself from a handful of 

committed but untrained adventure playground pioneers sharing their experience about their work in 

order to better understand it, into a disparate array of adults working with (largely) school-aged 

children in a wide range of out of school settings, including out of school clubs, holiday playschemes, 

open access in parks and open spaces, within hospitals and within prisons (Newstead, 2016). 

According to Banks (2010) four characteristics of a profession (training; code of ethics; professional 

associations and recognition in law), the playwork field has made some advances in securing 

professional status but is still lacking in others. Playwork has its own vocational qualifications (Bonel 

& Lindon, 1996) and there has been some work undertaken in the area of professional ethics 

(JNCTP), 2006, Stonehouse, 2015). In recent years there has also been a growing interest in the study 

of playwork. Playwork  courses have been offered at various Further Education (FE) and Higher 

Education (HE) institutions across the UK, including Foundation Degrees, three year undergraduate 

courses, research degrees at Masters levels and playwork practitioners undertaking research at 

doctoral level (Dallal, 2015; King and Newstead, 2017). Despite these advances, the playwork field 

still lacks one of the key features of a profession: a professional association or regulatory body.  Since 

the early days of the adventure playgrounds, playworkers have repeatedly complained that their 

voices are not heard or valued as a valid alternative approach to working with children, but several 

attempts to establish a professional body to represent the collective views of those working in the 

playwork field have been tried and failed (Allen, 1953, Fewtrell, 1987).   
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This lack of a professional body for playworkers means that there is no single officially recognised 

and standardised definition of the terms ‘playwork’ and ‘playworker’.  Whilst the Playwork Principles 

No. 5  state that “the role of the playworker is to support all children and young people in the creation 

of a space in which they can play” (PPSG, 2005), in the playwork field there are currently several 

different competing definitions of about what playwork is and what it is for (Conway, Hughes and 

Sturrock, 2004, King & Sturrock, 2019). Numerous attempts over the last forty years to articulate 

playwork, and the aim and role of those who do it have created plenty of disagreements as to the 

nature of “true playwork” (Else, 1997), which has resulted in schisms amongst those who describe 

themselves as playworkers (PlayEducation, 1983; Benjamin and Welsh, 1992).  In the absence of any 

widely recognised definition of playwork or playworker, further definitions of playwork have also 

been developed by those outside the playwork sector, with playwork often being conflated with other 

sectors within the children’s workforce, such as childcare and extended education (Leach, 2009).  

This lack of a standard definition of playwork creates significant limitations for the collection of 

meaningful demographic data about the playwork field, as it hinders accurate or meaningful 

operationalisation of terms such as ‘playwork’ and ‘playworker.  Despite the playwork field’s 

established history and semi-professional status, currently anybody can call themselves a 

‘playworker’ irrespective of their job role and level and type (if any) of qualification.  

 

Claims about the value or validity of playwork as a profession need to be substantiated by meaningful 

and robust demographic data which demonstrates that playwork is a collective alternative approach to 

working with children, rather than the coincidental practices of a handful of like-minded people.  

Establishing meaningful and robust demographic data is a key issue in operationalisation.  In recent 

years there have been several attempts to estimate the number of people in the playwork sector, yet 

these figures are flawed by the lack of a robustly constructed operationalisation of playwork.  For 

example, in 2003, it was estimated that there were 275,000 paid staff in the childcare and playwork 

sector (Rolfe, Metcalf and Meadows, 2003) whilst a survey by SkillsActive (2010a) estimated that 

there were around 146,700 playworkers in the United Kingdom, with approximately 7,100 in Wales 

(SkillsActive 2010b), and 12,100 in Scotland (SkillsActive, 2010c). However, these figures are based 
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on an estimate which included those working in playgroups (i.e. with under-5’s) and therefore cannot 

be said to portray an accurate picture of the numbers of those working in playwork settings, as 

playwork is generally associated with working with school age children (SkillsActive, 2011).   In 

addition, how many workers in these samples would consider themselves to be playworkers rather 

than childcare workers is highly debateable. Perhaps a more reliable figure might be found in the last 

UK census, where 52, 429 respondents stated that they were ‘playworkers’ by trade, although only 

32,754 reported themselves to be employed as such (Office for National Statistics (ONS), 2011). 

However, one of the difficulties with this census data is that it is unclear on what basis respondents 

defined their role as a playworker, or which of the many iterations of playwork they adhered to.  

 

Alternative approaches to operationalising the term ‘playworker’ were therefore explored for the 

purposes of this study. One approach to operationalising the term ‘playworker’ might be to define 

playworkers as those with playwork qualifications. Within the playwork field, there are currently two 

recognised levels of qualifications:  vocational, based on the National Occupational Standards for 

Playwork (NOS) e.g. SkillsActive, 2017), and higher education.  However, there are two difficulties 

with defining a playworker as somebody who holds a playwork qualification. Firstly, the playwork 

NOS have been heavily criticised within the playwork field for not accurately reflecting the role of the 

playworker and for conflating playwork with childcare (see for example, Milne, 1998; Wood, 2006). 

It is therefore highly debateable whether holding a playwork qualification can be said to truly reflect 

whether somebody is ‘doing playwork’, or, given the number of variations on the theme of playwork 

as mentioned above, which variety of playwork they are doing.  Secondly, as this study and other 

literature confirms, not everybody who describes themselves as a playworker holds playwork 

qualifications (SkillsActive, 2010b).  To count playworkers simply as those who hold playwork 

qualifications therefore runs the risk of excluding a significant sample of experienced playwork 

practitioners, trainers, theorists and academic lecturers and researchers.   

 

Another approach to defining who or what is a playworker might be to ask those who call themselves 

playworkers to state whether they work according to the Playwork Principles, which underpin the 



5 
 

National Occupational Standards for Playwork (PPSG), 2005). The Playwork Principles were 

developed by the playwork field and attempt to set out “a fundamental and ethical framework 

describing the unique playwork perspective” (PPSG 2005, 1).   However, using the Playwork 

Principles for the purposes of defining who is a playworker is also unreliable, as, according to 

SkillsActive (2007), only half of the playwork workforce have heard of them. Furthermore, no data is 

available as to how many playworkers actually use the Playwork Principles to guide their practice. 

The Playwork Principles have also been critiqued by those working in playwork as being 

unrepresentative of the true aims and objectives of the field (Brown, 2008), raising the question of the 

validity of using the Playwork Principles as a defining feature of playwork.   

 

It is in this fluid field of definitions and variations on the theme of playwork that a broader study on 

playworker’s understanding of the Play Cycle (Sturrock and Else, 1998) theory was undertaken (King 

and Newstead, 2019) which involved demographic data of job role, qualifications, years of practice 

and location. This paper reports on how potential relationships between playwork job roles, playwork 

experience and playwork-specific training and qualifications were explored from the demographic 

data collected as part of this larger study.  It should be stated from the outset that neither the original 

study nor the present one set out to address the significant question of the operationalisation of 

playwork as a field or a profession, but instead relied on a self-selecting sample of adults working 

with children who described themselves as playworkers. (It should be noted that, for ease of reading, 

the term ‘playworker’ is used as shorthand throughout this paper to mean ‘adults working with 

children who describe themselves as playworkers’, rather than referring to any particular definition of 

playwork or the playwork role.) On that level it therefore should be recognised that this study is as 

flawed as previous studies which have involved self-selecting samples, for all the reasons stated 

above.  However, the playwork field has traditionally treated quantitative research methods with 

suspicion, eschewing notions of measurement in favour of narrative methods of describing and 

explaining playwork (see for example PLAYLINK, 1998; Lester and Russell, 2004). One of the 

arguments advanced against the use of quantitative methods in playwork is that they are prescriptive 

and therefore result in prescriptive playwork practices or outcomes (Russell, Lester and Smith, 2017). 
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This paper demonstrates how challenges in the professionalisation of playwork which have vexed the 

playwork field for the last seventy years can be explored and advanced through the use of statistical 

data.  It also identifies how further studies could build on this methodology to collect more 

demographic data with which to inform the professionalisation of playwork. 

 

Method  

This study was granted ethical approval by the ethics committee within the College of Human and 

Health Science at Swansea University.  The online survey addressed the important aspects of 

informed consent of non-coercion, voluntary participation, confidentiality, anonymity and right to 

withdraw before the online survey was submitted.  Once the online survey was submitted, all 

information was used. 

 

The online survey was made available between September and December 2017 and was circulated 

through a range of methods that included data bases, local and national playwork networks and social 

media.  The online survey can be divided into three main components: 

 

1. Demographics:  current playwork practice; years of service and level of qualification 

2. Understanding of the Play Cycle:  how playworkers were introduced to the Play Cycle and 

their current understanding of the components of the Play Cycle (meta-lude; play cue; play 

return; play frame; loop and flow and annihilation) 

3. Potential Influence of the Play Cycle:  this included the adult role in the Play Cycle and if the 

theory has influenced playwork practice 

 

This paper is only focused on the demographics looking at current playwork role, years of service, 

playwork location and level of qualification.  For more information on the research of playworker’s 

understanding of the Play Cycle see King and Newstead (2019) and King and Sturrock (2019). 
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Playworkers were asked to provide the following demographic data by stating (see King and 

Newstead cited in King and Sturrock, 2019): 

 

• How many years they had worked in playwork with options of less than 1 year, 1 year, 2 

years in annual increments up to 11+ years.  

• Their main current role from Playwork Practitioner, Playwork Trainer, Development Officer, 

Manager, FE lecturer, HE lecturer, Student and Volunteer (allowing for the possibility of 

someone having more than one playwork role).   

• Their highest playwork qualification with options of no playwork qualification; level 2, level 

3, level 4, undergraduate degree, postgraduate degree and PhD. 

• Where most of their playwork practice was undertaken with options of England, Wales, 

Scotland, Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland and outside the UK. 

 

With the lack of responses from Northern Ireland, Republic of Ireland and Rest of the World, it was 

decided for this demographic study to focus only on the responses from England, Scotland and Wales.  

It was deemed that the low number responses would not be a fair reflection of playwork outside of 

Great Britain.  This resulted in a sample size of 137 (from the 157 total sample size). 

 

 

The data collected from the online survey for playwork practice and highest playwork qualification 

are nominal type data.  Nominal type data is assigned to groups or categories and thus analysis is 

often limited to descriptive statistics.  However, it is possible to use Chi Square statistical analysis to 

hypothesis potential relationships between nominal categories.  The following hypothesis were 

considered for this study: 

 

H1:  There is a relationship between years of practice and current playwork role 

H1:  There is a relationship between years of practice and highest playwork qualification 
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H1:  There is relationship between current playwork role and highest playwork qualification 

H1:  There is a relationship between location of playwork practice and highest playwork 

qualification 

 

Possible relationships between any of these variables might to provide meaningful data which 

identifies key characteristics of the playwork workforce and thus begin to move the playwork field 

from a well-meaning community of practice to a distinct body of professional practitioners.  

 

Descriptive Statistics  

 

Initial analysis of the demographic data showed for years of playwork practice, two population curves 

were identified:  0-7 years and 8+ years (see King and Sturrock, 2019).  The different playwork roles 

were collapsed into three groups:  playwork practitioner; playwork educator and playwork 

management and development in order to create large enough group to undertake statistical analysis.  

With respect to highest playwork related qualification, three groups were produced:  no playwork 

qualification, up to level 3 and level 4-8.  A summary of the descriptive statistics is shown below:  

  

• 17% of playworkers have been working 0-7 years (n=23) and 83% working 8-11+ years (n-

114).  Most playworkers completing this online survey clearly have 11+ years of playwork 

practice. 

1. 29% were playwork practitioners (n=40), 19% were playwork educators (26) and 52% were 

playwork management and development (n=71) 

2. 15% had no playwork qualification (n=17), 38% had up to level 3 qualification (n=42) and 

47% had up between level 4 and level 8 (n=52). 

3. 69% worked and studied playwork in England (n=94), 18% from Wales (n=24), 14% from 

Scotland (n=19). 
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The advantage of combining variables into smaller groups (0-7 years and 8+years, playwork 

practitioner, educator and management/development, no playwork qualification, up to level 3 and 

level 4-8) is that it enables a better chance to carry out a Pearson’s Chi Square for association (Ugoni 

and Walker, 1995).   

 

The Pearson’s Chi Square test for association tests for independence of two nominal (categorical) 

variables or whether there is a pattern of dependence between them.  A series of Chi Square tests were 

undertaken to test for possible relationships between years working in playwork, current playwork 

role, highest playwork qualification, and location of playwork practice.  For each Pearson’s Chi 

Square test for association, a Cramer V test was also undertaken to find out effect size where a value 

of up to 0.2 is a small effect, 0.3 is a medium effect and 0.5 and above is a large effect.  In addition, 

post-hoc adjusted residue analysis was also undertaken.  Residue analysis “identifies those specific 

cells making the greatest contribution to the chi-square test result” (Sharpe, 2015, 2) where “A 

residual is the difference between the observed and expected values for a cell.  The larger the 

residual, the greater the contribution of the cell to the magnitude of the resulting Chi-Square obtained 

value” (Sharpe, 2015, 2).  A residual value above 2.0 or below -2.0 indicated which nominal 

(categorical) variables have the strongest relationship. 

 
Chi Square analysis for years of practice and current playwork role, years of practice and highest 

playwork qualification and current practice and highest playwork qualification.   

The final set of nominal variables related to location for England, Wales or Scotland.   

 
 
Results 
Chi Square analysis found two significant relationships only.  The first was between years of 

playwork practice and main playwork role.   

 

[Insert Table 1 Here] 
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There is a significant relationship between years in playwork and main role in playwork x2(2, N = 

137) = 11.04, p < 0.004.  Post-hoc analysis indicates that playworkers working between 0-7 years are 

more likely to be a practitioner (adjusted residue 3.2) and playworkers with 8+ years playwork 

experience are more likely to be an educator (adjusted residue 3.2).  Cramers V is 0.284 which has a 

medium size effect.  Although one observed count is below 5 (teaching and -0-7 years), this is less 

than 20% so does not violate the Chi Square analysis. 

 

The second relationship was between years of playwork practice and highest playwork qualification.  

The is shown in Table 2. 

 

[Insert Table 2 Here] 

 

There is a significant relationship between years in playwork and highest playwork qualification x2 (2, 

N = 111) = 6.19, p < 0.045.  Cramers V is 0.237 and has a medium size effect.  A post-hoc 

standardised test shows that those working in playwork between 0-7 years are more likely to have no 

playwork qualification (advanced residue 2.4), whereas playworkers with 8+ years playwork 

experience are less likely to have no qualification (advanced residue -2.4).  Table 2 also shows that a 

playwork educator is less likely to have a playwork qualification up to level 3 but more likely to have 

a qualification between 4-8, whilst playwork managers and development officers are more likely to 

have a playwork qualification up to level 3. 

 

 
The results from the Pearson’s Chi Square test for association identified a relationship between years 

of practice and current playwork role and a relationship between years of practice and highest 

playwork qualification.  This playwork demographic data has implications for the development of 

playwork as a profession, particularly in the area of playwork education and training. 
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Discussion 

The findings indicate that there is a potential relationship between current playwork role and years of 

playwork practice where more playwork practitioners were found to be working 0-7 years without any 

playwork qualifications.  Playworkers with 8+ playwork experience are more likely to hold a 

playwork qualification and more likely to be an educator. Whilst these findings may appear on the 

surface to be relatively modest, within the context of an emerging profession such as playwork which 

currently has no demographic about its workforce, these findings raise some important  questions 

about the development of the playwork profession and highlight areas for further research.  

 

Perhaps somewhat paradoxically for a sector which has traditionally shunned data in favour of 

narrative ‘evidence’ for its existence, the data produced by this study appears to confirm what has 

been believed to be the case in the playwork field for a long time: that experience is important 

(Nicholson, 1954). ‘Hands on’ experience (that is, experience of doing playwork directly with 

children) has always been highly valued as an indicator of being able to fully understand the true 

nature and purpose of playwork and of being able to deliver high quality playwork when working 

with children. By extension, managers and educators without significant or current playwork 

experience are often treated with suspicion, as their understanding of what it means to put playwork 

into practice is regarded as limited by their lack of practical experience (Wood, 2003). The data 

collected in this study appears to indicate that only those with substantial hands on playwork 

experience (more than seven years) become playwork educators, which may confirm the generally- 

held playwork assumption that playwork experience is a pre-requisite for good quality playwork.  

Further research on a larger scale needs to be carried out to establish whether this is the case.  

 

However, further research should investigate why playwork experience is an indicative factor in good 

quality playwork and also whether playwork experience makes a difference to the quality of training 

and education in the playwork sector. It is commonly believed in the playwork sector that a lack of 

practical experience and playwork-specific knowledge in playwork educators is one of the most 

significant factors in the creation of different understandings of the nature and purpose of playwork 
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(Else, 1997).  However, the data collected in this study indicates that the level of qualifications could 

also play a role in developing understandings of good quality playwork. According to this data, 

playwork educators are more likely to be more highly qualified than playwork practitioners or 

managers. This would suggest that playwork educators have more playwork experience on which to 

base their knowledge of professional practice and should also possess a greater understanding of the 

knowledge which underpins the playwork profession due to their increased levels of study.  

 

Training in the playwork field, a key feature of professions (Banks, 2010), has been heavily informed 

by the development of playwork theory, such as Hughes’ (2002) Play Types and Sturrock and Else’s 

Play Cycle. The original research on playworker’s understanding of the Play Cycle theory found that 

playworker’s understanding of some elements of the Play Cycle theory varied with years of playwork 

practice and playwork qualifications (King and Newstead, 2019). This could suggest that playwork 

educators have different understandings of this central playwork theory regardless of their substantial years 

of practical experience and higher qualifications and are therefore teaching different understandings to 

those working at grass roots level. If training of key playwork theories is inconsistent and depends on 

the experience of the trainer, the professionalisation of the playwork field could be undermined by 

potential variation in playwork knowledge across the workforce.  Further research is required to 

explore the respective roles of playwork experience and playwork qualifications in developing a 

sound and unique theoretical basis for playwork. This might include further studies on the Play Cycle 

theory, building on the existing work in this area, or examining how other key playwork theories are 

understood by those working in the playwork field.   

 

This neglected area of the development and transmission of playwork knowledge raises potential 

concerns for the future development of the professionalisation of playwork, as theory underpins 

professional practice and discrete professions are defined by their own unique knowledge base (Eraut, 

2003).  A discrete knowledge base for playwork is crucial to the development of playwork as a 

recognised and valued profession, and yet is one which to date has barely discussed in the playwork 

literature.  Instead, the playwork field has relied on experience to develop and define its unique 
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approach to working with children rather than theory (Battram, 2003). However, experience alone 

cannot create robust theory, and without a strong theoretical foundation the playwork field will 

struggle to develop its own distinct knowledge base with which to distinguish itself from other 

professions. In the move from community of practice to full-blown professionalism, there is a need 

for the playwork field to pay serious attention to what constitutes playwork knowledge and how it is 

delivered to ensure a consistency of understanding which could be described as a basis for 

professional practice.    

 

Another key issue of potential concern highlighted by the data set is how experienced playworkers 

pass on playwork-specific knowledge to less experienced playworkers. The demographic data in this 

study indicates that after 8+ years of playwork experience, practitioners take on more management 

and development responsibilities, which often includes the recruitment and support for new 

playworkers.  Part of this role will include passing on information about the nature and purpose of 

playwork to less experienced playworkers. In the current era of austerity in the UK, playwork 

qualifications and Higher Education courses have been cut, rendering playworkers increasingly reliant 

on local and in-house training (King and Newstead, 2019). If playworkers with 0-7 years playwork 

practice are not undertaking professional qualifications, this could indicate that their  playwork 

understanding and knowledge is being ‘passed down’ through work settings, making them reliant on 

their managers’ interpretations of what playwork is and what it is for. This raises further questions 

about defining playwork as a unique profession and whether the variations in understandings passed 

down from experienced to less experienced playworkers will further diversify the already fragmented 

playwork sector.   The data from this study suggests that a drop in the uptake of playwork 

qualifications and more localised and ‘on the job’ training may result in further inconsistencies in 

understandings which could make it more likely that the  future playwork field will still be  unable to 

agree on the nature and purpose of playwork or what constitutes specific playwork knowledge. This 

would mean that the long-cherished playwork vision of achieving a distinct playwork identity with its 

own professional body to raise its collective voice is as unachievable in the next seventy years as it 

has been in the last seventy. 
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In many ways this paper has only been successful in rehearsing the circular forays into the 

complexities of developing a new profession which have already been debated in the playwork field 

over the last seventy years.  An initial statistical attempt to understand potential relationships between 

playworker’s job role, years of experience and qualifications has resulted in the possible confirmation 

of what playworkers believe they already know: that there is a relationship between playwork 

experience and job role. However, in exploring the implications of this relationship, this paper has 

also highlighted questions which the playwork field has been unable to answer for the last seventy 

years, such as what is a playworker? (JNCTP, 1997); what is the role of theory in playwork? 

(Newman, 2003); is playwork experience more important in developing good quality playwork than 

playwork qualifications? (Potter, 2003); what is playwork knowledge and how should this be taught? 

(Melville, 1998); who trains the trainers? (Abernethy, 1975); who regulates practitioners? (Kershaw, 

1985); what distinguishes playwork from other approaches to working with children? (Davy, 2007). 

And perhaps most importantly, how to define the nature and purpose of playwork? (Kingston, 2008). 

Perhaps what this study has demonstrated more than anything else is the need for the playwork field 

to focus whatever collective effort it can muster on developing answers to these questions to progress 

the professionalisation of playwork. For until the playwork field can collectively and coherently reach 

its own (robust) conclusions about the extent and validity of its work, others will be free to draw their 

own.   

 

 

 

Conclusion 

This paper has discussed some of the key challenges in both collecting demographic data and using 

data to support the professionalisation of playwork.  The analysis of the demographic data showed a 

relationship between current playwork role and years of playwork practice and playwork 

qualifications, which presents challenges for the professionalisation of the playwork field.   Rather 
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than presenting solutions to age-old questions, this paper has demonstrated that statistical data could 

play an important part in helping the playwork sector to define not only its foundations, but also itself. 

Further studies could build on the methodology used in this study and also further explore the barriers 

identified to the collection of numerical data with which to inform the professionalisation of 

playwork. 
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