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An Exploration in Play Opportunities for Children aged 2-5 that come from Economically Deprived Communities within South Wales
A Literature Review
Play is widely known as a fundamental aspect of childhood development contributing to their physical, social, emotional and cognitive development. It supports creativity, builds resilience, and fosters relationships. However, it is often the case that children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds do not always experience equal play opportunities. The Social Mobility Commission (2020) highlights that individuals from deprived areas may lack certain opportunities whilst growing up, and this can also be applied to access to play. Atherton and Webb (2024) agree and state that people from deprived areas can often experience difficulty accessing essential resources and facilities needed for safe and beneficial play. Milteer, et al. (2012) emphasises the importance of play and the substantial impact it has on a child’s development but does go on to say that children from less privileged backgrounds can often face more barriers which could lead to a lack of meaningful play opportunities. This literature review will explore all of this in more detail and discuss the lack of space, resources and facilities provided for these children, as well as the wider consequences for their development and wellbeing.
Shoari, et al. (2021) study indicates that there is a lack of outdoor areas for children to play in amongst urban areas, especially where deprivation is high. Ellaway, et al. (2007) argues that although deprived areas may have a relatively high amount of outdoor play areas, it is the quality of these spaces that is often poor and lacking. Similarly, Moran, Plaut, and Merom, (2017) agrees that lack of high quality space for play could restrict opportunities for children to play freely and safely. Sutton, (2008) also states that children from disadvantaged backgrounds lack space for play and tend to stay on the streets, however, does say that they are limited because of certain rules and social constraints. Kimbro, Brooks-Gunn and McLanahan (2011) study indicates that parents may have safety concerns which could contribute to how much time they spend outdoors. Hence a major factor in limiting children’s outdoor playtime highlighting how perceptions of danger in local environments impact on children’s access to play. 
Eyre, (2022) also highlights that children from disadvantaged backgrounds may face further barriers particularly when it comes to engaging in physical activity. This could be down to a lack of affordable and accessible resources and facilities as supported by Macintyre, Macdonald and Ellaway, (2008). Gidlow and Ellis (2011) found that there were barriers to using green spaces such as antisocial behaviour and a lack of facilities and resources. Abbasi, Alalouch and Bramley (2016) similarly found that whilst there was lots of open space in deprived areas, they were often under used due to the area being in a poor condition and not being well kept. Mölenberg. et al. (2019) acknowledges that more physical activity spaces may increase play opportunities but believes further research is needed to understand how to implement this effectively. Pawlowski, et al. (2019) found that involving the children in the process of designing and creating places where they can play encourages them to keep using those places.
Gleave and Cole-Hamilton, (2012) highlight the many developmental benefits of quality play experiences and warning that a lack of such play opportunities can have long term negative impact on their development. Hodson and Sander (2016) suggest that having opportunities to play outdoors and interact with nature may positively impact children’s learning, indicating that having these experiences is important. Beere and Kingham (2017) agree and also found that children who engage in outdoor play, tend to perform better academically. Suggesting that children from deprived areas that do not have as much access may perform lower academically. Browning and Rigolon, (2019) also found a positive correlation between access to green spaces and academic achievement. This could mean that children from more urban areas that have less opportunities and access to green areas could have a negative impact on their cognitive development. Browning and Locke (2020) findings also show a link between access to green spaces and academic performance, emphasising the need for children to be able to play in these areas. Bento and Dias (2017) agree and believe that outdoor play should be promoted as it often significantly improves their health and wellbeing both physically and mentally. A lack of play opportunities throughout childhood could lead to further inequalities as they grow up and widen the gap between other individuals from more affluent areas. 
Adjei-Boadi, et al. (2022) believes that government policies can play a key role in providing rich play experiences for children from all backgrounds. Balseviciene, et al. (2014) states that accessibility to green spaces can affect a child’s mental health and behaviour reinforcing the need for equitable provision. Providing children with more green spaces to play in could have a positive impact on their overall well-being (Aerts, et al. 2025). Almanza, et al. (2012) states that children who have less access to green spaces could mean that they do not participate in as much physical play, which could lead to a decline in their overall health in the long term. Bao, Bai and Geng, T (2023) further highlight that there are inequalities to access of green spaces among disadvantaged groups and that government planning needs to be more inclusive. Beckett, (2023) emphasises the positive impact outdoor play can have on disadvantaged children and how it can build resilience and interaction within their community. Casey, et al. (2012) highlights how children can experience play differently depending on geographical location which could lead to further inequalities in development. According to the Sutton Trust (2021) children from deprived areas often miss out on early years education opportunities due to funding policies. offers such as the childcare offer do not apply to them and instead apply to those from more wealthy areas, which therefore leaves them in a disadvantaged position from an early age. 
To summarise the literature that has been researched shows a consistent pattern of inequalities in play opportunities for children from disadvantaged backgrounds. Barriers include limited access to safe, high quality, and engaging play environments, parental concerns, and systematic inequalities. While research has been conducted on a national and international level, there is a notable gap in understanding how these issues affect children in South Wales highlighting the need for further research on this important topic. 
Methodological Considerations
The chosen sample to be researched will consist of early years practitioners working in settings amongst economically disadvantaged areas and parents of children who attend those settings. The sample will be drawn from three early years settings in South Wales amongst the more deprived areas. The participants will be selected carefully, 3 staff members from each setting one of which will be the manager/leader of the setting and 3 parents of children aged 2-5 who attend each setting. This will give a total of 18 participants. By selecting both early years practitioners and parents this will allow for a wider range of views on children’s access to play opportunities. Whilst the researcher acknowledges that the child’s view is important and valued (Harcourt, Perry, and Waller, 2011), for this particular study using children would not be appropriate as the topic is complex and as such it would take up a lot of time to construct.
Newby (2014a) suggests that carrying out the right type of sampling method is crucial to ensuring accurate data is collected and even states having the best possible methods, but poor sampling can give inaccurate findings. The type of sample that is going to be used in this research is non-probability purposive sampling. This has been chosen because the research focuses on individuals from specific backgrounds that only those with the knowledge and experience would be able to give a true and accurate insight into the topic. A total of 18 participants has been chosen because this amount is a substantial number to gain a wide range of data but is also a manageable amount to ensure that the research is carried out. 
A mixed methods approach will be used for the research, using both qualitative focus groups and quantitative questionnaires. A mixed method approach means to use multiple data collection methods. Kara (2015) highlights that using a mixed method approach gives a well-rounded result as more than one method has been used. Focus groups will be used with early years practitioners to gain a depth of knowledge and questionnaires will be given to the parents to collect more measurable data. The combination of both of these methods will allow for the collection of a wide range of data. The focus groups will be semi structured as this allows for more flexibility. The use of focus groups takes a qualitative approach, which according to Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013a) allows the researcher to gain different perceptions from various individuals providing a more personal element to the data collected. Tilly (2022) states that using the focus groups method provides a more informal approach as the researcher does not have such an authoritative role and participants could be more likely to voice their opinions and goes onto say that this method is less structured so there could be more unexpected data collected. Madondo (2021) also highlights the benefits of using focus groups but does consider that all participants should have an equal contribution when carrying out this method. The data for the research using the focus groups method will be collected by using a voice recorder and this will then be written up onto a document. consent will be required for this, and it is important to ensure privacy and confidentiality of all the information gathered and this will be done by anonymising the participants using person A, B, C etc.
 Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013b) also points out that quantitative methods provide the researcher with numerical data, this could mean it is easier to identify any patterns and trends. Using a mixed method approach will mean that the research will be less biased and ensure that it will be more credible and reliable. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2018) highlight that using questionnaires has many benefits such as being a quick method so that it does not take up too much time, it gives numerical data so that we can use measurable data and they can include open ended questions allowing for various perceptions and views. Hopkins (2014) supports this noting that questionnaires are an easy method to carry out and they provide specific information. Lambert (2019) also highlights the benefits of questionnaires being that they are able to be analysed, however does acknowledge that questionnaires can often be surface level and only answer yes or no questions. Therefore, in this research there will be open ended questions and answers using a scale, participants will also have the option to leave a comment underneath the question if they wish to do so. Newby (2014b) also suggests that participants can lose interest when completing a questionnaire if the questionnaire itself is too long or the questions are too long. With this information the researcher will limit the number of questions asked to six questions and will keep the questions concise in order to keep the participants engaged with the study. 
According to Hammond and Wellington (2021) using focus groups as a method has many advantages being that the researcher may be able to get more information out of the participants as they may feel more comfortable in a group setting rather than on their own. this may then lead to them bouncing ideas off of each other encouraging interaction and idea sharing. This method is also less time consuming than conducting one on one interviews. Focus groups gives a range of different views however there is potential that the participants may be biased and conform to the groups view unlike in a one to one interview. This could be influenced by peer pressure or the Hawthorne effect, where participants give responses that they believe the researcher expects. Questionnaires were used because it allows for more quantitative data meaning it is measurable, however they do not necessarily give a deep understanding, and they may misunderstand some questions due to their literacy level. The Hawthorne effect can also apply to questionnaires as they may respond how they think the researcher wants them too. 
Another method that could have been chosen to collect data is through child observations. However, this method was not chosen as there are a lot more ethical guidelines to follow and observations would need to be analysed in depth which can often be time consuming. Also, the researcher did not choose one to one interviews as they too are very time consuming as they are done with all individuals and each individuals response would need analysing. Interviews do not have as much flexibility as focus groups as they are more structured questions meaning responses may be less meaningful and the participants may not have the same confidence as they would do with their peers in focus groups (Coolican 2014). Another option the researcher considered but they did not choose was child interviews and this was because the children are so young they would not be able to provide the researcher with much depth, they may also not understand a lot of the questions due to language constraints.
When considering Triangulation this is the use of multiple methods, often using both qualitative data and quantitative data and involves multiple participant groups (practitioners and parents). Walker and Solvason (no date) believe that the use of triangulation plays a key role in the success of research studies and that using more than one method makes the research more credible. The strengths of using a triangulated approach is that it improves the validity and reliability of research and gives researchers a greater ability to generalise experiences. This means that the researcher has a more holistic view of the study. In this study triangulation is used by using practitioners and parents and using two different research methods, avoiding potential bias and increasing the credibility of the study. This gives an overall better understanding of children’s play opportunities amongst disadvantaged areas in South Wales.
Ethical Considerations 
When completing any research gaining Informed consent is essential in order for a study to be ethically carried out. According to Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel (2013c) all information must be clearly provided to every participant involved in the research so that they can make an informed decision on whether to participate before they consent to being involved. Wiles (2012) agrees and suggests participants should be given accurate information and that consent should be continuous throughout the study. Therefore, in this study all participants that are involved will receive a participant information sheet before they sign the consent form. All of the participants, parents/carers and early years practitioners will be required to sign a consent form to fully confirm that they understand the research and that they are happy to proceed and fully participate. This consent form will be as detailed as possible and will contain all of the information that they will need to know about the study. The consent form will be comprehensive and include clear and concise information about the aim of the research, what they will be expected to do as a participant, how the data will be stored and used and will also detail that they will have the right to withdraw at any time should they wish to do so. Miller (2012) argues that consent should be ongoing throughout the research, therefore in this research participants can involve themselves as much or as little as they feel comfortable and will be briefed throughout.
Openness is essential and this will be shown clearly through the participant information sheets and by in depth discussions. All of the details will be explained clearly to the participants before any of the research is carried out. I will ensure the Participants understand the purpose of the research, who will be carrying out the research, what their involvement will be, what will happen to the data collected and their right to withdraw at any time. Bera (2024) emphasises the participants right to withdraw at any time and without reason and goes on to say the researcher can try and encourage the participant to remain in the study but should not coerce them into doing so. This will ensure openness and transparency, and if any changes occur throughout the participants will be kept fully informed and given the option either to continue with the research or to withdraw without penalty. Bos (2020) states that any misinformation or withheld from participants is unethical and would deceive the participants. 
Bos (2020) argues that when carrying out research confidentiality is one of the most important factors to consider. He goes onto say that informed consent and a confidentiality agreement is necessary for the research to remain ethical. Ensuring confidentiality and anonymity is a fundamental aspect of carrying out ethical research. Any data collected throughout the experiment that could be personal such as names will always be changed to codes, therefore nothing will link any information about the participant to the research. All Participants will also be asked not to share any information involving the study or other participants details. The researcher will also ensure that all data that is gathered will be stored securely by using password protected devices and files.
Israel (2014) says that conducting research will always carry some risk but acknowledges it is important to minimise those risks as much as possible. When carrying out research there will always be some risks and some of those risks could be emotional distress to the participants due to the sensitive nature of the topic, loss of confidentiality or a power imbalance may influence willingness to participate, especially if participants feel obligated. In order for the research to be ethical it is important that all risks are minimised. The subject matter, inequalities for play amongst disadvantaged areas could be an extremely sensitive topic for the participants and they could become upset or feel uncomfortable. To minimise this risk questions will be worded in a way that is sensitive to their needs and the researcher will be clear that they will also be able to withdraw at any time if they start to feel distressed or uncomfortable. The researcher will also hold a debriefing session with the participants after answering the questions to provide any emotional support and allow opportunities for any questions. During this session participants will be given information of where they may be able to access further support outside of the study if needed. Alongside the risks to the participants there are also risks to the researcher. For example the researcher being exposed to emotional or distressing information or ethical dilemmas of safeguarding issues come to light and personal safety if visiting unsafe areas. In order to reduce any risks, there will be clear protocols put in place around disclosures and any necessary risk assessments will be completed. There could also be a risk to the settings or the University if confidentiality is broken, therefore all participants will be anonymised as well as the setting itself. The research will also follow all GDPR guidelines and all of the universities policies. The universities guidelines state that the upmost ethical research must be carried out (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022).

All Participants in the research will be informed of the rights that they are entitled to under the UK General Data Protection Regulation 2018 (GDPR) and Data Protection Act 2018 legislation. It will be ensured that the research complies with this legislation and follows the correct procedures. Bera (2018) states that researchers should do everything that they can to ensure participants remain anonymous and they are not able to be identified. As a result, all data will be stored securely on password protected devices and alongside these files and any paper documents that are used will be stored in a locked cabinet that only the researcher will have access to. The data collected will only be stored for the length of time that it is needed and when that period of time has come to an end all data will then be securely deleted. As well as this the data collected will not use any personal information such as individuals’ names and all participants will be anonymous by using Person A, B, C, etc. Therefore, participants will be reassured that they can not be identified. By Ensuring data is collected and stored in this way it reduces the risk of any emotional harm for the participants and also ensures that the policies and legislation is followed. Participants can also request access to any personal data that they provided at any time and can ask for their data to be deleted. Wiles (2012) highlights that confidentiality must be maintained throughout the study, however, does acknowledge that a breach in confidentiality may occur if anyone is at risk of being harmed. Marusic (2023) highlights that all data from participants should be protected but even more so when it comes to special categories such as religion or ethnicity.

Therefore, in conclusion as a result of these ethical considerations the researcher will ensure that all of the participants involved are aware of all details regarding the research study, that they are treated with dignity and respect, given the ongoing right to withdraw and protected from any potential harm. Confidentiality will remain throughout for all participants and all data will be fully anonymised and stored securely in line with the requirements of GDPR and Data Protection guidelines. 
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