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Part 1: Business Proposal – Introducing Open Play
Introduction to the Enterprise
Open Play is a proposed early years social enterprise based in South Wales, designed to challenge gender stereotyping in toys and play through workshops, parental guidance, and consultancy services. The enterprise responds to growing recognition in early childhood education that play environments significantly influence children’s identity formation, social development, and long-term educational trajectories (Reimers, 2018). While equality and inclusion are embedded within policy frameworks, there remains a gap between policy aspiration and daily practice in early years settings (Alahmari, 2023 and Prioletta,2018). Open Play seeks to bridge this gap by equipping adults with the knowledge and strategies required to create inclusive, stereotype-free play environments.
The mission of Open Play is to promote inclusive early childhood experiences that allow all children to explore play, learning, and identity without restriction based on socially constructed gender expectations. The vision underpinning the enterprise is a future in which children’s opportunities are shaped by interests and developmental needs rather than societal assumptions about gender roles.
Unlike retail-based initiatives that focus on producing or selling gender-neutral toys, Open Play operates as an educational and consultancy-based enterprise. It recognises that sustainable change occurs not through products alone, but through reflective adult practice and systemic shifts in early years environments.
The Business Model and Entrepreneurial Rationale
Open Play will operate through a blended delivery model combining in-person workshops, online seminars, digital resource subscriptions, and consultancy services for early years settings and primary schools. This structure enables both local impact and national scalability. The primary revenue streams will include school-based training packages, subscription access to digital resources, and collaborative partnerships with local authorities and teacher training providers.
The enterprise is positioned as a social business that balances financial sustainability with social impact. The demand for equality-focused professional development is increasing, particularly considering policy emphasis on inclusive practice and children’s rights (Welsh Government, 2022). However, most current provisions address equality in broad terms rather than focusing specifically on play-based gender stereotyping in early childhood. Open Play fills this niche by targeting a clearly defined, underdeveloped market gap.
From an entrepreneurial perspective, the enterprise demonstrates innovation through specialisation. Rather than duplicating general equality training, it concentrates on a specific developmental mechanism and its relationship to gender identity formation. The low overhead structure, particularly through digital delivery, enhances sustainability and reduces financial risk in the early stages of operation.
Links to Early Childhood Development
Early childhood is widely recognised as a critical period for cognitive, social, and emotional development (Michael, 2025). During these formative years, children construct understandings of themselves and others through interaction, observation, and play (Fleer, 2021). Play functions as a central mechanism through which children develop language, problem-solving skills, emotional regulation, and social competence (UNICEF, 2022).
Research demonstrates that gendered expectations can influence the types of toys offered to children, the language used to describe them, and the behaviours that are reinforced (Blakemore and Centers, 2021). For example, construction-based play is often marketed towards boys and supports spatial reasoning and analytical thinking, while nurturing and domestic role-play toys are frequently directed at girls and associated with empathy and communication skills (Weisgram, 2019). When access to these activities is restricted by gender norms, children may experience narrowed developmental pathways (Barea, 2020 and Ichel,2025).
The statutory framework for the Early Years Foundation Stage (Department for Education, 2023) emphasises enabling environments and inclusive practice, while the Curriculum for Wales promotes the development of confident individuals and ethical citizens (Welsh Government, 2022). Open Play aligns with these frameworks by promoting diverse play experiences that support holistic development across cognitive, social, emotional, and physical domains.
By encouraging practitioners to reflect on classroom organisation, toy placement, language use, and adult interaction patterns, the enterprise directly addresses environmental influences on development. Inclusive play environments support identity exploration, enhance self-esteem, and promote a sense of belonging, all of which are central to wellbeing and engagement in learning (Rafat, 2022 and Dhibar,2024).
Target Audience and Stakeholder Engagement
The primary audience for Open Play consists of early years practitioners, nursery staff, foundation phase teachers, and trainee educators who shape children’s daily learning environments. Parents and carers represent a secondary audience, as home environments significantly influence play experiences and identity formation.
Key stakeholders include local authorities, early years networks, teacher education institutions, and community organisations. Collaboration with these bodies will enhance credibility, facilitate access to training opportunities, and support long-term sustainability. Children are the ultimate beneficiaries, although the enterprise strategically targets adults to achieve systemic impact.




Barriers and Initial Challenges
Despite strong developmental justification, several barriers may affect implementation. Cultural norms surrounding gender roles remain deeply embedded within society, and some families or practitioners may interpret non-stereotypical play initiatives as ideological rather than developmental. This presents a reputational risk that must be carefully managed through evidence-based communication (Song et al, 2017 and Olgasola, 2018).
Financial constraints within early years settings also pose a challenge, as professional development budgets are often limited. Additionally, as a new enterprise, Open Play must establish credibility in a competitive training market. Addressing these barriers requires strategic marketing, policy alignment, partnership development, and a clear articulation of measurable impact. To overcome these financial barriers, Open Play has done research on working with the Welsh Government to secure grants to help support the business. This is discussed in more detail under the ‘Strategic Grant Applications and Enterprise Development’ section of the business plan.
Personal Suitability and Leadership Capacity
My academic background in early childhood education provides a strong theoretical foundation in developmental thinking, inclusive pedagogy, and policy frameworks. My commitment to child-centred practice and equality of opportunity aligns directly with the mission of Open Play. The combination of subject expertise, personal motivation, and awareness of current policy contexts positions me well to design and deliver evidence-informed training.
Entrepreneurially, I demonstrate opportunity recognition, social value orientation, and commitment to scalable delivery. The integration of research, policy alignment, and sustainable revenue models reflects a strategic approach to enterprise development within the early years sector.

Part 2: Critical and Reflective Analysis
Research Conducted: Survey of Parents and Practitioners
To explore the perceived value of Open Play, I conducted a small-scale survey shared via social media and local early years networks, receiving ten responses from nursery practitioners, primary teachers and parents of children aged 0–7. I had mixed views and responses. Several participants strongly supported the concept, recognising that gendered play can restrict children’s interests and development; one teacher noted that play environments often “unconsciously reflect gender bias.” Others were more sceptical, questioning whether gender stereotyping should take priority over issues such as behaviour management or limited resources. A small number believed children naturally choose how they play regardless of adult influence.
Respondents also highlighted practical challenges, including limited time for professional development, financial constraints, and uncertainty about implementing inclusive practice sensitively. Some parents reported difficulty encouraging diverse play at home, where cultural or family expectations reinforced traditional roles. Although small in scale, the survey demonstrates the need for Open Play to clearly evidence its developmental value while offering accessible, practical and low-cost resources tailored to real-world early years settings.
Distinguishing Between Sex and Gender in Early Childhood Contexts
A critical foundation of Open Play lies in understanding the distinction between sex and gender. Sex refers to biological attributes such as chromosomes and reproductive anatomy. Gender, by contrast, is socially constructed and encompasses roles, behaviours, and expectations shaped by cultural and societal norms (Lips,2020 and Shudson,2019)
In early childhood environments, gender is often reinforced through toys, classroom organisation, adult language, and peer interaction. Research suggests that toy marketing and adult responses can subtly guide children toward gender-conforming behaviours (Blakemore and Centers, 2021). These influences are not biologically determined but socially produced, meaning they can also be socially challenged.
Critically, the objective of Open Play is not to erase gender identity but to prevent restrictive stereotyping that limits developmental opportunity. This distinction is essential when engaging with stakeholders who may conflate inclusive practice with ideological agendas.
Theoretical Perspective: Lev Vygotsky
Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory situates play as a primary context for learning and identity development through social interaction, language, and cultural tools. Research applying his framework highlights how adults scaffold plays to extend children’s cognitive and social capacities (Veraksa, Samuelsson & Colliver, 2022; Bodrova & Leong, 2023). Within early years settings, gendered behaviours and expectations are transmitted and reinforced through these interactions. Open Play’s focus on reflective practitioner practice aligns with Vygotskian principles, emphasising the role of adult facilitation in expanding children’s developmental opportunities beyond restrictive norms.
Strategic Grant Applications and Enterprise Development
[bookmark: OLE_LINK3]To support the financial development of Open Play, I investigated potential grant opportunities within Wales. Many social enterprises and early years initiatives benefit from funding streams aimed at professional development, inclusion, and early intervention. For example, the Welsh Government and associated bodies offer funding for early years innovation and workforce development, particularly where initiatives align with policy priorities such as inclusive education and play sufficiency (Play Wales, 2025). 
The grant application process I undertook began with identifying relevant funders, including local authority children’s services grants and early years inclusion funding streams. I created a proposal that linked Open Play’s objectives directly to national policy goals such as the Welsh Government’s Early Childhood Play, Learning and Care strategic framework, which emphasises play as fundamental to development and inclusive practice (Welsh Government, 2024). 
The application detailed:
· The developmental need based on research and survey data,
· Alignment with Welsh statutory guidance on play sufficiency and inclusive practice (Play Wales, 2025), 
· A sustainability plan demonstrating how initial funding would support digital resource development and pilot workshops.
This process illuminated key challenges in grant seeking, including the need for robust evidence of long-term impact, evidence of demand, and clear alignment with strategic priorities held by funders. While not all applications were successful, this exercise improved the business’s readiness to engage with future funding rounds and highlighted the importance of evidence-informed design.
Cultural Barriers and Ethical Considerations
Cultural resistance represents one of the most significant potential barriers. Gender roles are shaped by family traditions, religious beliefs, and community values. A culturally insensitive approach risks alienating families and practitioners, thereby undermining the enterprise’s objectives (Murnen,2016 and Alanzi, 2020).
To address this, Open Play must adopt a culturally responsive framework that emphasises child wellbeing and developmental research rather than normative arguments about identity. Framing discussions around evidence of cognitive and emotional benefits reduces defensiveness. Engaging stakeholders through dialogue rather than prescription allows for gradual reflection and change.
The Children’s Commissioner for Wales (2023) highlights the importance of a rights-based approach that promotes non-discrimination while respecting diversity. Open Play must balance these principles carefully, ensuring that equality promotion does not disregard cultural identity.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4]PESTLE Analysis of Open Play
Political Factors
Politically, Open Play operates within a Welsh policy context that formally supports equality and inclusion. Gender equality is embedded within broader commitments to social justice under the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021. The Curriculum for Wales aims to develop “ethical, informed citizens” and “healthy, confident individuals” (Welsh Government, 2022), providing a strong foundation for challenging restrictive gender norms in early childhood.
From a gender perspective, this alignment is a significant strength. Open Play’s mission to reduce gender stereotyping directly supports national educational priorities and can position the business as helping schools meet inspection expectations around equity and wellbeing (Estyn, 2024).
However, political support does not eliminate contestation. Gender discourse can become politicised, particularly where it intersects with parental beliefs and media narratives. Although Welsh policy promotes inclusivity, implementation is shaped by school leadership and community context. Estyn (2024) notes that while many schools demonstrate commitment to equity, approaches to sensitive aspects of inclusion vary. This presents a weakness: policy alignment does not guarantee consistent practice-level acceptance.
From an early year’s perspective, the emphasis on equity strengthens the case for early intervention. Research shows that gender stereotyping emerges in early childhood and can shape cognitive, social and aspirational development (Endendijk and Portegijs, 2018; OECD, 2021). Early years settings therefore play a crucial role in reinforcing or disrupting restrictive norms, aligning Open Play with preventative policy agendas (Welsh Government, 2022).
Within Wales, devolution enables a progressive, rights-based educational framework distinct from other UK nations (Welsh Government, 2022). This creates opportunity for inclusion-focused enterprises. However, shifts in Welsh Government funding priorities, particularly in early years budgets, could affect schools’ ability to commission external services (Welsh Government, 2024). Political alignment therefore creates opportunity, but not financial certainty.

Economic Factors
Economically, early years settings across Wales face sustained funding pressures. Gender-inclusive consultancy services may be perceived as non-essential when budgets prioritise staffing ratios and core provision. This constitutes a structural weakness for Open Play.
However, from a developmental economics perspective, investment in early childhood produces long-term social and economic returns (OECD, 2021). Gender stereotyping can limit children’s aspirations, subject choices, and career pathways, reinforcing economic inequalities later in life. By framing its services as preventative, supporting cognitive flexibility, confidence and identity development Open Play can align with the economic rationale for early intervention (The Fawcett Society,2019).
In Wales, programmes such as Flying Start target areas of socio-economic deprivation. In communities such as Merthyr Tydfil, Blaenau Gwent, Rhondda Cynon Taf and parts of Newport, children may experience compounded disadvantage (Welsh Government, 2024). In these areas, rigid gender norms can intersect with socio-economic inequality, narrowing children’s perceived opportunities. Open Play’s approach could therefore contribute to widening aspiration and supporting the Curriculum for Wales’ ambition of enabling children to realise their potential regardless of background.
A strength lies in the scalability of digital delivery. Online training reduces overhead costs and increases affordability for smaller rural settings. However, digital poverty in some Welsh communities may limit engagement, requiring blended delivery models (Ichen, 2025). 
Social Factors
Social attitudes toward gender are shifting, with increasing awareness of equality and diversity. This creates market opportunity. Parents and practitioners are more frequently questioning pink/blue marketing divides and stereotyped role play expectations (Sagheer,2025).
However, gender remains socially embedded and culturally reinforced. Research suggests that adults often unintentionally reinforce gendered expectations through language, toy selection and behavioural responses (Blakemore and Centers, 2021). Open Play challenges deeply normalised practices, which may provoke resistance from families who perceive gender-neutral approaches as ideological rather than developmental.
From an early year’s perspective, developmentally appropriate practice emphasises child-led exploration. Restricting play through gendered expectations can limit spatial skills, emotional expression, or leadership behaviours depending on the child. Open Play’s strength lies in reframing inclusion not as social activism, but as developmental enrichment (King and Priest, 2021).
In Wales, the Curriculum for Wales promotes belonging, diversity and identity exploration. This provides a culturally supportive backdrop. However, Wales also includes communities with strong traditional or faith-based values. Cultural competence and sensitive engagement strategies are therefore essential to avoid alienation (Welsh Government, 2022).
Technological Factors
Technological infrastructure enables Open Play to deliver webinars, digital toolkits and reflective practice modules. This is a strategic strength, particularly in geographically dispersed Welsh regions such as rural Powys or Carmarthenshire.
Technology also enables data collection, evaluation and impact measurement critical for demonstrating improvements in inclusive practice and linking outcomes to early years developmental frameworks.
However, digital inequality remains a concern in parts of South Wales, particularly in lower-income households. If practitioner access to digital training is inconsistent, implementation may be uneven. Furthermore, reliance on digital delivery may reduce relational engagement, which is often crucial when discussing sensitive gender topics (Adams, 2021).
Linking to early years pedagogy, reflective dialogue and practitioner modelling are central to change. Technology must therefore enhance, not replace, professional reflection (Early Childhood Education Journal,2024).
Legal Factors
Legally, educational settings in Wales must comply with equality legislation and public sector equality duties. Schools are required to prevent discrimination and promote inclusive environments. This regulatory framework is a significant strength for Open Play, as it creates institutional accountability (Welsh Government,2024).
Gender stereotyping, while not always overt discrimination, can contribute to unequal participation. By offering structured guidance, Open Play supports settings in evidencing inclusive practice during inspection processes.
However, legal alignment does not eliminate ambiguity. The distinction between sex and gender can be contested in public discourse. Schools may fear misinterpretation of equality guidance. Open Play must therefore ensure its materials are legally robust, clearly grounded in child development research and consistent with Welsh Government guidance.
The Curriculum for Wales emphasises rights-based education and children’s participation. Framing inclusive play as supporting children’s rights to explore identity strengthens legal and ethical legitimacy (Welsh Government, 2024).
Environmental Factors
Environmental considerations intersect with gender inclusion in early years settings. Open Play encourages sustainable, non-gendered, open-ended resources, aligning inclusive pedagogy with the Curriculum for Wales’ emphasis on ethical, informed citizenship. Outdoor and nature-based learning provide ideal contexts for stereotype-free play, promoting social and environmental sustainability. However, eco-friendly materials may carry higher upfront costs, posing challenges for settings operating within constrained budgets while striving to embed inclusive, developmentally appropriate practices.
Flying Start
The Welsh Government’s Flying Start programme is a targeted early intervention initiative supporting families with children under four in socio-economically disadvantaged areas (Welsh Government, 2024; 2025). It provides funded part-time childcare, enhanced health visiting, parenting programmes and support for early language development, with eligibility determined through the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation. In South Wales, Flying Start operates in areas including Ely, Llanrumney and Rumney in Cardiff; Sandfields and Aberavon in Neath Port Talbot; Ebbw Vale in Blaenau Gwent; and targeted wards within Caerphilly and Merthyr Tydfil. These communities often experience overlapping challenges such as income deprivation and lower educational attainment, increasing the importance of high-quality early years provision.
Open Play holds relevance within these contexts. Research indicates that children in disadvantaged communities benefit most from enriched early intervention (OECD, 2021), and restrictive gender stereotyping may further narrow developmental opportunities. By complementing existing Flying Start provision with inclusive play training, Open Play could enhance the quality of early years experiences while aligning with Welsh policy priorities around equity and workforce development (Welsh Government, 2024). Targeting these areas strengthens the social enterprise dimension of the business, positioning it not only as a gender-inclusive initiative but as a contributor to broader social justice and educational equality objectives within Wales (Pinoncely, 2016).
Links to Current Practice and Government Legislation
Contemporary early years practice increasingly recognises the importance of child-led learning and enabling environments (Liberto,2016 and Woods,2017).  However, unconscious bias in resource organisation and adult interaction persists. Policy frameworks advocate inclusion, yet implementation varies across settings (Whitsel et al, 2024).
The Curriculum for Wales positions early education as foundational to lifelong learning and citizenship (Welsh Government, 2022). By addressing gender stereotyping at this stage, Open Play contributes to long-term educational equity. Equality legislation and inspection requirements further reinforce the necessity of inclusive provision (Estyn, 2024).
Open Play, therefore, operates not as an external critique of practice but as a supportive mechanism enabling practitioners to translate policy into everyday classroom strategies.
Future Development and Strategic Growth
In the future, I would like to expand Open Play across the whole of the UK and potentially into Europe, reaching a wider audience of children, families, and practitioners. I aim to have a greater influence within the early childhood education community by developing accredited professional development programmes in collaboration with higher education institutions and establishing research partnerships to generate empirical evidence of impact. The creation of national and international online platforms would support this broader reach. Long-term sustainability will depend on robust impact measurement, strong stakeholder engagement, diversified funding, and adaptive service design. As societal understanding of inclusion continues to evolve, Open Play has the potential to shape the wider discourse on early childhood education.
Conclusion
Open Play represents a strategically designed social enterprise addressing the developmental implications of gender stereotyping in early childhood play. By integrating academic research, policy alignment, and entrepreneurial sustainability, the initiative bridges the gap between inclusion rhetoric and daily practice. While cultural, financial, and institutional barriers exist, careful positioning, evidence-based delivery, and policy engagement provide strong foundations for viability and impact.
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