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How effective is therapeutic play in supporting the emotional and social development of children from diverse backgrounds, and what are the implications for inclusive practice?
The aim of this essay is to address the way in which play can influence social and emotional development for children from different backgrounds such as different cultures, migrant and refugee children, children with physical disabilities or chronic health conditions, children that have neurological disorders or learning disabilities and also children and young people that struggle with their mental health. There will also be considerations as to the reliability of the research within these areas and how they may support or differ from previous research. It will also be beneficial to consider the barriers addressed within the research that can prevent play from being used to support children and young peoples emotional and social development, and how findings implement on inclusivity. 
It can be very challenging to describe what play is, due to its nature. However, play can be thought of as an activity or behaviour initiated and directed by the child, which is spontaneous (Macdonald, 2022). Arguably, the most important part of play is that it is fun. It can be suggested that for an experience to be considered as ‘play’, it should consist of the following elements; pleasure, understanding, surprise, anticipation, enthusiasm and strength (Eberle, 2014, cited in Macdonald, 2022). Children have an instinctive interest in play that they are born with, so that they can explore, and learn about their surroundings. Children and adults may have different ideas about what play is, which can be particularly problematic when play is being used to form interventions, teaching and curricula (Macdonald, 2022). Play can be used to provide experiences that are purposeful and authentic, with independence and autonomy (Tovey, 2020, cited in Macdonald, 2022) being fundamental aspects of play, which are necessary for development to take place. 
In play work, that is play that is used by adults to guide outcomes in children and young people, play is amplified by the adults in the hope of influencing the child’s development (Play Wales, 2021, cited in Macdonald, 2022).Through play, children are able to develop both socially and emotionally as well as develop skills in planning, decision making, emotional regulation and resilience (Siviy, 2016; Frost et al., 2012; Yogman et al., 2018, cited in Canning and Rekers, 2022). Children can also learn from their peers through play, as well as from adults and siblings, to better be able to follow rules, observe behaviour, reduce stress, learn restraint, regulation, and develop a sense of well-being (Bodrova et al., 2013; Stewart et al., 2016; Yogman et al., 2018; Vygotsky,1967, cited in Canning and Rekers, 2022). It is clear then that play can be used to support both social and emotional development in children and young people, yet how does it impact the development of children from diverse backgrounds? 
One example of children from diverse backgrounds would be those from crisis situations. Situations that are thought of as crisis, include ones in which people are living in areas of conflict, refugees, and survivors of natural disasters. Children within these communities are more likely to have experienced trauma, face difficulties caused by language barriers, and have their own unique needs based on limited access to safety and shelter, resources and education. Therefore interventions that use play to support children from crisis situations needs to assess the way that the intervention has a positive impact on health as well as emotional and social development, and it needs to be inclusive and focus on providing support to children that experience marginalisation or have additional learning needs (Laxton and Cooper, 2022). 
Almeida et al. (2021) aimed to explore children’s experiences within a shelter by using play as a therapeutic tool for communication. They found that the use of therapeutic play enabled to children to use play to communicate, experience relief, and also provided opportunities for reflection to better understand their experiences. The researchers also found that the children within the shelter experienced increased levels of anxiety, were highly dependent on caregivers, and had experienced difficulties with having to cope with separation from their family. However, it is not possible to generalise these findings across populations as the study had a small sample size and was conducted within a specific setting that does not match the experiences of all children from crisis situations. 
It is important to consider that there are barriers to play interventions being used as a way to support children from crisis situations. There are a lack of resources available for play interventions, along with limited options for safe environments. There is also a lack of knowledge regarding the positive impacts of play on children’s development alongside a lack of emotional capacity due to the stress of their environment. Such communities may have also experienced separation or loss of family and also traumatic experiences impacting suitability of therapeutic play (Laxton and Cooper, 2022). There are however ways that play can be used to promote inclusivity and positively influence development within learning environments for refugee and migrant children. 
Popyk et al. (2025) aimed to investigate the experiences of refugee and migrant children within early childhood education and care settings in order to consider the changes that are required to increase inclusivity and ensure that settings are appropriate for children from different cultural backgrounds. They found that implementing inclusivity within settings allowed for refugee and migrant children to feel safe and welcome. The researchers also highlighted the importance of play-based methods, agency, integrated community, and trauma-informed care and that the way that refugee and migrant children succeed academically is largely dependent on their past personal and environmental experiences. The celebration of different cultures and languages also was integral in the children’s development of identity and belonging. It was also reported that the use of puppets was beneficial for supporting children that have experienced adverse childhood experiences and trauma to process their emotions. 
Such practice is central to natural inclusion theory developed by Rayner (2017, cited in Popyk et al., 2025) which suggests ways that educational inclusion can be promoted by all educational settings. The study differs from previous research as the focus isn’t on the experiences of teachers that work with children from diverse backgrounds (Struzik et al, 2021 cited in Popyk et al., 2025), or on the parents of refugee and migrant children and their inability to positively influence children’s experiences of education due to the barriers that they face (Graham et al, 2015 cited in Popyk et al., 2025). It is difficult to generalise the results across populations due to the sample being small and lacking individuals from different cultural backgrounds. The researchers also gathered data from self-reported measures, increasing the risk of bias within the findings, alongside the reliance on the perspectives of teachers, not those of migrant children (Popyk et al., 2025).
However, of concern is the research of Giraldo (2026), who conducted a review of pre-existing literature and was to investigate the importance of play on development for children in crisis situations as well as promote inclusion for all children in regard to their access to play. The study found that play is of particular importance developmentally for children that experience crisis, in order to positively influence development and increase overall well-being. Children that experience crisis, are often recipients of play that is used to rehabilitate them and provide a therapeutic intervention as part of a programme, instead of being used as an essential part of their development. According to the study, children that also had disabilities were often not adequately considered within interventions following disasters, resulting in their needs not being met. Therefore, Giraldo highlighted the importance of play for increasing levels of resilience and happiness for children exposed to crisis. Therefore, it is clear that play is beneficial to children from crisis situations, it just appears to lack inclusivity and accessibility in such situations.
It is clear that cultural backgrounds are an important factor to consider within play. A person’s cultural background forms the way in which they behave socially and the expectations and the way that they perceive their environment (Bourdieu, 1977, cited in Rekers and Waters-Davies, 2022). This influences their values and beliefs, shaping the way that children play and communicate. Play can also provide opportunities for children to experiment with activities and behaviour outside of their cultural norms and potentially adapt as a result (Vygotsky, 1978, cited in Rekers and Waters-Davies, 2022). Therefore then, clearly inclusivity is an important part of play. Ryder and Greenway (2022) suggest that in order to ensure that a learning environment is inclusive, children need to be provided with opportunities and the support or adjustments necessary to ensure that they are all able to take part. It is also necessary to consider cultural differences, neurological disorders, learning disabilities, socio-economic backgrounds, physical disabilities, and language barriers as factors that can create barriers to play. 
Yet in the research carried out by Giraldo (2026) mentioned previously, it was suggested that there are both physical and social barriers for children with disabilities and their access to play, preventing them from participating in play. Inability to access play was shown to have negative impacts on children’s resilience and well-being, as well as impacting on both social and emotional development, due to children suppressing their emotions and lacking in social skills. There were limitations to the study, in that it relies on pre-existing research, and that it is challenging to explore and highlight the needs of children in crisis situations due to how complex and varied such experiences are. However, there is a clear need for adaptions to be made to improve inclusivity in play. 
For play to be considered as inclusive, it needs to be the type of play that is accessible and engaging for all children, regardless of disabilities, cultural differences or other backgrounds (Casey and Harbottle, 2018). Children need to be able to engage in play without feeling discriminated against or marginalised and every child, regardless of their background, is important (Ryder and Greenway, 2022). Research conducted by Yang and Ostrosky (2023) examined the way that learning and development was impacted as a result of an inclusive play-based intervention that was semi-structured and used physical activities, as reported by teachers within a preschool setting. Their findings were more promising as the interventions that they used were also effective for children with and without disabilities. They reported that the play-based interventions had a positive impact on communication, social development and learning, with skills that they learn being used within different environments outside of the intervention. Learning was directly influenced by the way that play was managed and supervised by the adults within the intervention. This suggests that play can be used inclusively and have a positive outcome, however, the sample size used in the study was small and the results were based on self-reported measures, increasing the risk of bias within the results and a lack of generalisability of the findings. 
On the other hand Wenger et al. (2020) set out to investigate the way that children both with and without disabilities experienced playgrounds that are inclusive and highlight the ways that disability may limit their access to social interactions. They found that the experiences of play that occurred in inclusive playgrounds differed depending on whether a child has a disability or not. Lack of access and the experiences of marginalisation was found to create barriers for disabled children due to children without disabilities lacking the ability to think in an inclusive way, compared to children with disabilities who were able to think inclusively. The findings suggest the need for inclusive playgrounds to be more accessible for children with disabilities and the need for ways to improve the social experiences within inclusive playgrounds, which can be achieved by considering the perspectives of disabled children. These findings support earlier work which also found that the social environment determined how welcome children with disabilities felt, suggesting that inclusive playgrounds can only successfully meet the needs of all children if they consider both the social and physical barriers when attempting to make settings inclusive (Jeanes and Magee, 2012; Moore and Lynch, 2015; Woolley et al., 2006, cited in Wenger et al., 2020). 
Ensuring that all children can access play is critical, particularly when children experience challenges within their life that can negatively impact their mental health. Nijhof et al. (2018) aimed to explore the positive benefits that play can have on development and mental health for children that suffer from chronic illnesses. They found that there was a greater risk of developing mental health problems and experiencing delayed development for children suffering with chronic illness. Interventions that make use of play can support children and young people with chronic illness to be able to cope, build resilience and experience more healthy development. They conclude that play is an important aspect of physical, emotional, cognitive and social development. The study supports previous research (Patenaude and Kupst, 2005; Pinquart and Shen, 2011; Pinquart and Teubert, 2012, cited in Nijhof et al., 2018), which found that chronic illness has life-long negative impacts upon the emotional, physical, social and cognitive development of children and young people. The study also supports the research that suggested that play can both support and maintain the social, physical, emotional and cognitive development in children and young people (Graham and Burghardt, 2010; Pellis and Pellis, 2009; Sutton-Smith, 2008, cited in Nijhof et al., 2018). Although, there are limitations within the study, due to the difficulty in providing a definite definition of play, and in providing evidence of the benefits of play for chronically ill children, with the researchers highlighting the need for more extensive research to be conducted (Nijhof et al., 2018). 
There can be many benefits of inclusive play. Inclusive play promotes friendships and positives relationships; teamwork and communication; acceptance and appreciation of diversity; recognition of individuality; confidence and competence; emotional and social development; community; freedom and independence; decision making skills; and environmental and physical awareness. Children with additional learning needs may have social and emotional developmental delays that negatively impact their ability to experience the positives developmental impacts that play can have, which in turn can then hinder their developmental outcomes (Ryder and Greenway, 2022). It is therefore reasonable to consider the importance of play for children with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) for emotional and social development. 
A study by Edmiston, Merkle, and Corbett (2014) aimed to investigate social decision makings skills in children with ASD in comparison to typically developing children using fMRI technology. The results indicated that children with ASD experience neurological differences within the brain responsible for social perception, awareness, empathy, attention and theory of mind when engaging in play with other people, causing social defects. ASD children were also found to have higher cortisol levels when engaging in play with other people suggesting that they find social play to be more stressful and anxiety inducing. The researchers suggest that these findings are due to a difficulty in social decision making and working within groups for ASD children. The results of the study support earlier research where results indicated the presence of social defects as a result of reduced activation of the brain region responsible for empathy (Rilling et al., 2008; Dichter, 2012, cited in Edmiston, Merkle, and Corbett, 2014), and also increased level of stress in individuals with ASD when engaging in a social interaction with another person (Corbett et al., 2014, cited in Edmiston, Merkle, and Corbett, 2014). However, previous studies did not find such contrasts between children with ASD and typically developing children (Cascio et al., 2012; Dichter et al., 2012, cited in Edmiston, Merkle, and Corbett, 2014). It is important to note that there were limitations within the study due to the sample size being small and the lack of autistic participants which could have caused a type 2 error and impacted on the analysis of the data and the way that the results were interpreted by the researchers (Edmiston, Merkle, and Corbett, 2014). 
On the other hand, Gibson et al. (2021) Executed a review to analyse the pre-existing research on interventions that target communication and social skills through play for children with autism spectrum disorders in order to consulate evidence for decisions that are made clinically. The results of the review indicate that interventions based on play tend to be suitable in supporting the development of social and communication skills for children with autistic spectrum disorders, however the need for inclusion of special interests and autonomy within play interventions was highlighted. It was indicated within the review that approaches were either based on play and were child-led, which were found to increase social abilities and collaborative skills, or they were adult-led and based on technology. The review was limited with a lack of diversity within the chosen sample with the need for further research to include females, children from different socio-economic backgrounds, and children of minority backgrounds. It seems then that play can be very beneficial for the social and emotional development of children with ASD, as long as interventions are inclusive and child-led. 
Hagarty and Morgan (2020) set out to investigate the effectiveness of learning programmes that focus on social and emotional development for children with learning disabilities. The learning programmes used within the study were based on behavioural psychology and social learning theory and focused on play and the development of social skills. The findings suggest that children with learning disabilities can develop social skills through play, but that more research needs to be carried out to confirm such findings. It is pointed out within the study that further research needs to include larger samples that better control the variables that can effect the reliability of the findings. Researchers that have been discussed previously have also drawn similar conclusions within the studies on the effectiveness of play on development. 
Barnes et al. (2017) explored the way in which children with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) were able to develop social skills via the use of a play based intervention. They also followed up with the children twelve months after the study to test whether the social development lasted long-term as a result of the intervention. They found that The interventions was effective at improving social development in children with ADHD, and that the effects did indeed last long term. The researchers highlight the importance of the results, due to previous interventions being thought to only have a short term effect on social development. The results of the study are very promising, however as it was conducted on a smaller scale, further research would be required to confirm the effects observed within the current study (Barnes et al., 2017). 
On the other hand, McCormick (2017) took a different approach by investigating the effect that play that took place within greenery had on mental health in children. This was achieved via a review of pre-existing literature. The study found that play that occurs in green spaces had a positive impact on ADHD in particular due to its ability to restore attention, reduce stress, and reduce negative behaviours. In general access to play within greens spaces for children was found to improve overall health, mental health, development and academic achievement. It also improved both social and emotional development. The findings support previous research that also found that increases in play that takes place within greener environments, leads to improved development in children (Dadvanda et al, 2015, cited in McCormick, 2017). However, the study highlighted that the amount of researched reviews was limited and the studies that were included, depended on data from self-reported measures (McCormick, 2017). 
Interestingly, Paquet et al. (2022) explored the way that children with ASD interacted socially during play with others, and during play taking place on a tablet. They found that some social interaction differed for children with ASD when playing the game on the tablet and that they showed more engagement within that condition. Otherwise there were no differences within social interactions between the different methods of play. There was also the risk of bias due to the presence of an observer during the play sessions. The researchers concluded that the type of play that had a positive impact on social interaction for children with ASD was the co-operative activity, while the tablet-based game can still be used to influence social behaviours. However, the study was conducted on a small scale and used limited materials, limiting the generalisability of the findings. These findings suggest that social play can influence social development for children with ASD, and that technology can be used as a tool to increase social skills. 
Furthermore, research conducted by Van Rooig et al. (2012) used a virtual reality game to explore its effectiveness in relaxation and reduction in the development of anxiety in children. They found that the virtual reality game was significantly effective at reducing self-reported anxiety levels, with the game also inducing a state of diaphragmatic breathing which was the intended anxiety intervention set out in the study. As a result, the researchers suggest that game play that uses virtual reality can be an effective method for preventing the development of anxiety in children and young people. Arguably, such a method of play would also be more inclusive. The researchers argue that the reason in which the study and its findings differ from that of previous work is due to the previous research not allowing for enough time for children to develop the skills required to reduce anxiety (Karver et al., 2006, cited in Van Rooig et al., 2012). However, the current may have been impacted by the setting in which it took place, that is a multimedia exhibition setting, in which there are vast amounts of technology and stimulus which could potentially influence the results (Van Rooig et al., 2012).
In summary, the vast majority supports the effectiveness of play as an intervention for social and emotional development, particularly for children from diverse backgrounds. When interventions are inclusive they can help migrant and refugee to feel welcome and experience improvements within their social and emotional development, which is particularly important to help them overcome adverse and traumatic experiences. Inclusive play can be highly beneficial for individuals with learning disabilities and neurological conditions, especially as a tool for social development which can be a particular area of difficulty, yet it can also be effective for emotional development in such groups. Play can both improve mental health and reduce the likelihood of developing mental health problems, with promising research suggesting the effectiveness of technology for increasing accessibility to play that positively influences emotional development. Finally, play can also be very beneficial for people that have physical disabilities, however there are many barriers to inclusive play in this area. As a result of the research, methods of creating areas for inclusive play need to take into account the views of disabled people and focus on both the physical and social factors within the environment. One thing that is clear, is the need for more research regarding the benefits of play that covers a larger scope and can increase the reliability within the results. 
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