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A national study of playground professionals universal
design implementation practices

Alice Moore , Helen Lynch and Bryan Boyle

Department of Occupational Science and Occupational Therapy, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland

ABSTRACT
Globally, Universal Design (UD) is promoted as an evidence-informed
approach for planning and designing accessible and inclusive public
playgrounds, which are valuable sites for outdoor play in child-friendly
cities. However, it remains unclear the extent to which UD has been
implemented in public playgrounds. The purpose of this study was to
explore the extent to which UD is implemented, from the perspectives
of playground professionals in the Republic of Ireland. A descriptive,
cross-sectional online survey was used to gather data. Data analysis
revealed that playground professionals recognise the importance of UD
for planning, designing, and providing public playgrounds for inclusion,
and implement UD in various ways. Still, a lack of knowledge and good
practice guides for embedding UD, constitute significant barriers.
Numerous opportunities, initiatives and training prospects were identi-
fied to better support the implementation of UD. Moreover, further
research with ‘professional experts’ and ‘user-experts’ is required to
strengthen socio-spatial inclusion.

KEYWORDS
Playground; inclusion;
universal design; inclusive
design; child-friendly cities;
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Play is such an important part of childhood that it is enshrined as a fundamental human right of
all children in Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC)
(United Nations, 1989). The value of play for children’s development, health, and wellbeing is
increasingly recognised (Milteer, Ginsburg, Mulligan, & Committee On Psychosocial Aspects Of
Child & Family Health, 2012; Moore & Lynch, 2018), and outdoor play is a significant contributor
to these positive outcomes (Loebach, Sanches, Jaffe, & Elton-Marshall, 2021; Tremblay et al.,
2015). Outdoor play refers to play that takes place outside, and is typically active, freely chosen,
process rather than outcome oriented, and intrinsically motivating (Bundy, 1993). When children
play outdoors, they tend to be physically active (Gray et al., 2015), think creatively (Clements,
2004), solve problems (Burdette & Whitaker, 2005), interact with peers (Dowdell, Gray, & Malone,
2011), learn important motor, social, emotional and cognitive skills (Brussoni et al., 2015;
Burdette & Whitaker, 2005; Clements, 2004), and develop a more positive relationship with the
natural environment (Bixler, Floyd, & Hammitt, 2002).

Despite the known benefits, researchers have noted a decline in children’s outdoor play in
recent decades’ (Dodd, FitzGibbon, Watson, & Nesbit, 2021; Loebach et al., 2021; Tremblay et al.,
2015). Evidence suggests that multiple ongoing societal shifts have contributed to this decline,
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such as lifestyle changes (Tremblay et al., 2015), urbanisation (Karsten, 2005), neighbourhood
social and environmental conditions (Loebach & Gilliland, 2016; Ross, Wood, & Searle, 2020),
children’s safety and parental concerns (Brussoni, Olsen, Pike, & Sleet, 2012; Brussoni et al., 2020),
and changing social norms around children’s mobility (Kytt€a, Hirvonen, Rudner, Pirjola, &
Laatikainen, 2015; Tremblay et al., 2015). The subsequent effects on children’s health, develop-
ment, and wellbeing are concerning as researchers have attributed the rise of childhood obesity
(Tremblay et al., 2015) and childhood psychopathology (Gray, 2011) at least partly to the reduc-
tion in outdoor play.

Consequently, policymakers, practitioners, and communities are working together to mediate
this impact, by delivering better play opportunities in urban locations (Arup & The Lego
Foundation, 2020; Vincelot, 2019) as 60 per cent of the world’s children are projected to live in
cities by the year 2030 (UNICEF, 2019). Target 11.7 of Sustainable Development Goal 11 states
‘by 2030, provide universal access to safe, inclusive, and accessible, green and public spaces…’
(United Nations General Assembly, 2015, p. 22). One way to ensure equitable play opportunities
in public open space is through the planning and provision of playgrounds (Jansson, 2010); thus,
those that plan, design, and/or provide (referred to hereafter as playground professionals) public
playgrounds are expected to provide accessible and inclusive public playgrounds, which is the
primary focus of this paper.

Public playgrounds are usually located in neighbourhoods or at locations that playground
patrons travel to (Daniels & Johnson, 2009), and offer structured, free-of-charge, safe spaces for
children to play (Lundman, 2021). They typically contain play equipment and structures with
paths to and between equipment (Brown et al., 2021), and have evolved in recent decades to
include natural materials and landscaped elements alongside equipment designed for children
(Herrington & Studtmann, 1998; Woolley & Lowe, 2013). The design of playgrounds, however, is
often shaped by an idealised norm of children’s bodies, mobilities, and abilities (Brown et al.,
2021). Subsequently, many children and their families, who do not fit within such norms, experi-
ence public playgrounds as sites of spatial and social exclusion because of physical barriers to
access and social barriers to participation (Lynch, Moore, Edwards, & Horgan, 2020; Prellwitz &
Sk€ar, 2007, 2016; Ripat & Becker, 2012).

Nevertheless, the right of all children to play and to access the physical environment for play
is recognised in Article 31 of the UNCRC (UN, 1989) and further supported in the UN Convention
on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (United Nations, 2006). However, challenges
in implementing these rights prompted the publications of General Comment No. 17 (GC17) on
play and leisure (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013) and of General Comment No. 2
(GC2) on accessibility (Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, 2014) to address
society’s failure to protect and provide for children’s right to play and disability rights more
broadly. Both General Comments endorse Universal Design for providing conceptual guidance
for designing environments (including public play environments) that are accessible and inclusive
for all.

The term Universal design (UD) was first introduced by Ronald Mace in 1985 to describe ‘a
way of designing a building or facility, at little or no extra cost, so that it is both attractive and
functional for all people, disabled or not’ (Mace, 1985, p. 147). Later, the UNCRPD defined UD as
‘the design of products, environments, programmes and services to be usable by all people, to
the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialised design’ (United
Nations, 2006, p. 4). While related design concepts exist, for example, inclusive design (Coleman,
1994; Imrie & Hall, 2001) and design for all (European Institute for Design & Disability, 2004),
what differentiates UD is that it is underpinned by seven principles and eight goals (Table 1).

Although UD has become widely accepted by supranational institutions such as the UN and
the World Health Organisation, researchers within various design disciplines acknowledge that
the implementation of UD is often hampered by knowledge-based, attitudinal, and practical bar-
riers (Ielegems, Herssens, Nuyts, & Vanrie, 2019). Knowledge-based barriers include a lack of
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knowledge on UD (Dong, Clarkson, Ahmed, & Keates, 2004; Goodman, Dong, Langdon, &
Clarkson, 2006) and limited education in UD (Goodman-Deane, Langdon, & Clarkson, 2010;
Manley, de Graft-Johnson, & Lucking, 2011). Attitudinal barriers include associating UD merely
with accessibility (Ielegems et al., 2019; Ostroff, 2011; Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012), incorrect percep-
tions that UD sacrifices aesthetics, raises costs, requires a more complex design process, and
slows down time to market (Dong et al., 2004; Goodman et al., 2006; Goodman-Deane et al.,
2010). Practical barriers include time and budget limitations, the client’s influence, or the com-
pany’s culture (Dong et al., 2004; Goodman et al., 2006), barriers to evaluation (O Shea, Pavia,
Dyer, Craddock, & Murphy, 2016), and limited economic incentives and recognition in design
awards (Heylighen, Schijlen, Van der Linden, Meulenijzer, & Vermeersch, 2016; Manley
et al., 2011).

Within this context, barriers for implementing UD in the built environment also extends to
playground design. Knowledge-based barriers include a lack of UD knowledge among play-
ground professionals (Lynch, Moore, Edwards, & Horgan, 2019, Lynch et al., 2020; Prellwitz,
Tamm, & Lindqvist, 2001; Prellwitz & Tamm, 1999; Sterman, Naughton, Bundy, Froude, &
Villeneuve, 2019; Woolley & Lowe, 2013), a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of UD (Moore,
Lynch, & Boyle, 2020; Moore & Lynch, 2015), and inconsistent terminology being used to
describe to describe non-discriminatory planning and design concepts (Moore, Boyle, & Lynch,
2022). Attitudinal barriers include incorrect perceptions that UD raises costs (Lynch et al., 2019).
Practical barriers include lack of play-policy that incorporates UD (Lynch, Moore, & Prellwitz,
2018; Van Melik & Althuizen, 2020), and limited efforts to translate UD principles to include play
value principles (Casey, 2017; Lynch et al., 2018). Also, among landscape architects, there is a
consensus that there is a need for play-specific approaches to playground design (Jansson,
2010), a robust evidence-based (Refshauge, Stigsdotter, Lamm, & Thorleifsdottir, 2015), and good
quality urban parks (Guo & Mell, 2021).

Therefore, this review identifies that many communities are struggling to implement UD and
facilitate the provision of accessible and inclusive public playgrounds in urban locations. Yet, UD
is endorsed by the UN for providing conceptual guidance for designing environments (including
public play environments) that are accessible and inclusive of all. Instrumental in ensuring the
implementation of UD are those responsible for the design, building, and commissioning of pub-
lic playgrounds. Thus, there is an urgent need to explore the ways in which UD is understood
and implemented by playground professionals to overcome the inequalities faced by diverse
children and families in public playgrounds. While some evidence exists concerning how UD is
understood and implemented by playground professionals in the Republic of Ireland (Lynch
et al., 2019, 2020), these studies were limited to one urban location.

Therefore, this study aims to provide a comprehensive ‘first impression’ of the ways in which
UD is understood and implemented by a national sample of playground professionals in the
Republic of Ireland and accordingly, lay the groundwork for future research. This study aims at
addressing the following research questions: (1) how is UD understood? (2) in what ways is UD
implemented? (3) what legislation, policies, and/or guidance documents are utilised? (4) what are
the opportunities and barriers to implementing UD? and (5) what training is important to

Table 1. Seven principles and eight goals of universal design.

Principles of UD (Connell et al., 1997) Goals of UD (Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012)

1. Equitable use
2. Flexibility in use
3. Simple and intuitive use
4. Perceptible information
5. Tolerance for error
6. Low physical effort
7. Appropriate size and space for approach and use

1. Body fit
2. Comfort
3. Awareness
4. Understanding
5. Wellness
6. Social integration
7. Personalisation
8. Cultural appropriateness

LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 3



support the implementation of UD? These questions are important for generating awareness and
informing the field of landscape research and its allied fields for future decisions that can impact
the planning, designing, and provision of accessible and inclusive public playgrounds, in sustain-
able child-friendly cities.

Methodology

Study design

A descriptive, cross-sectional online survey was used to gather data. Permission to undertake the
study was granted by the Social Research Ethics Committee, University College Cork, in
December 2019 (Log 2019-195).

Study setting

The Republic of Ireland is divided over four provinces (Munster, Leinster, Ulster, and Connacht)
with 31 local authorities that are responsible for a range of local services, including public play-
grounds. In 2012, the Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration, and Youth estab-
lished the Local Authority Play and Recreation Network (LAPRN) which comprises of key local
authority staff responsible for the local delivery of play and recreation services (including public
playgrounds).

Questionnaire

Following a comprehensive review of the academic literature (Moore et al., 2020) and grey litera-
ture [Manuscript submitted for publication], the research team developed a questionnaire con-
sisting of 26 items for the study. The draft questionnaire was reviewed by two UD experts, from
the Centre for Excellence in Universal Design in Ireland. The revised questionnaire was pilot
tested with four professionals with knowledge on the design of built environments and UD to
identify possible operational errors (it was not pilot tested with playground professionals so that
potential participants would not be excluded in this study).

The final questionnaire consisted of 15 quantitative items (closed questions including multiple
choice and Likert scales) and 11 qualitative items (open-ended questions).

Sampling

Purposive sampling techniques were employed, and recruitment email invitations, with a link to
the questionnaire, were sent to sixty groups (Table 2). A gatekeeper responsible for the LAPRN
distributed the survey to LAPRN members. Also, eleven individual playground professionals were
contacted directly. Snowball sampling was encouraged; thus, potential participants were con-
tacted directly by the researcher or via gatekeeper(s).

Table 2. Groups contacted for sampling.

Groups n

Local authorities 31
Playground suppliers 14
Institutes for architects, landscape architects, planners, and designers 4
Housing councils and associations 4
Forestry organisation 1
Government departments 3
Play organisations responsible for the promotion of children’s play in Ireland 2
Playground safety organisation 1
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Data collection

Data were collected via Google Forms through an anonymous link distributed to playground
professionals in April and May 2021 (7-weeks). From the outset, potential participants were pro-
vided with information concerning the research purpose, confidentiality of information, and
advised that by completing and submitting the survey they were consenting to participate.

Data analysis

For the 15 quantitative items, descriptive statistics were used to describe, synthesise, and sum-
marise the data. Answers to the 11 qualitative items were analysed using descriptive qualitative
content analysis. Data analysis was led by the first author and confirmed by the remain-
ing authors.

Results

36 playground professionals from all provinces in the Republic of Ireland completed the survey.
Given the multiple routes to distributing the survey, it was not possible to determine a response
rate. Also, because this survey was anonymous, no information was obtained regarding
non-responders.

A summary of respondents’ demographics and practice contexts is presented below, and
main results are presented under the heading of each research question.

Respondents’ demographics and practice contexts

Data of 36 playground professionals were included (Table 3).

Table 3. Respondents’ demographics (n¼ 36).

n (%)

Role
Playground planner 5 (13.9)
Playground designer 5 (13.9)
Playground provider 13 (36.1)
Other 13 (36.1)

Years’ professional experience in planning/designing/providing playgrounds
0–5 20 (55.6)
5–10 4 (11.1)
10–15 2 (5.6)
15–20 6 (16.7)
20 or more 4 (11.1)

Practice setting(s) in Ireland
Leinster 16 (44.4)
Munster 10 (27.8)
Connacht 0
Ulster 3 (8.3)
Other 7 (19.4)

Educational background/qualification(s)
Engineering 6 (16.7)
Architecture 6 (16.7)
Arts 5 (13.9)
Landscape architecture 4 (11.1)
Landscape and/or horticulture 4 (11.1)
Sports and/or leisure 3 (8.3)
Other* 8 (22.2)

*Note: six respondents named their qualifications (e.g. administration), two respondents listed non-
specific qualifications (e.g. ‘Level 8’).

LANDSCAPE RESEARCH 5



Most respondents (n¼ 23; 63.9%) planned, designed, and provided playgrounds, and had
0–5 years (55.6%) professional experience. A further thirteen respondents (36.1%) listed their roles
as ‘other’, which included, for example: ‘playground inspector/trainer’, and ‘play advocate’.

Respondents mainly practiced in the Leinster and Munster provinces (n¼ 26; 72.2%); six
respondents (16.7%) had a broader remit which included multiple provinces in the Republic of
Ireland (including Connacht) and multiple countries. One respondent (2.8%) listed their role in
education. Information was also sought relating to respondents’ qualifications. Half of the
respondents had qualifications in engineering (16.7%), architecture (16.7%), and landscape and/
or horticulture (16.7%).

Main results

How is UD understood?
When asked to describe what they understand by the term UD, most respondents (n¼ 22;
61.1%) described UD as designing for: different abilities and/or disabilities, everyone, and for
inclusion (Table 4).

Moreover, respondents were asked how important UD is for public playground design
(Table 4). Most respondents reported that UD was very important (n¼ 32, 88.9%); however,
when asked who UD playgrounds are important for, only five respondents (13.9%) noted that
UD playgrounds were for everyone. The remaining respondents defined their importance relating
to specific characteristics, which is perhaps unsurprising when considering the ways in which UD
is understood.

Table 4. Understandings and applicability of UD for public playgrounds.

Description n (%)

Understandings of UD
Respondents described UD as designing for … Different abilities and/or disabilities 8 (22.2)

Everyone 7 (19.4)
Inclusion 7 (19.4)
Physical accessibility 5 (13.9)
Usability 4 (11.1)
Different ages and abilities 3 (8.3)
Opportunities for participation 1 (2.8)
Other 1 (2.8)

Importance of UD
On a scale of 1–5, how important is UD? 1 (Not at all important) 0 (0.0)

2 0 (0.0)
3 1 (2.8)
4 3 (8.3)
5 (Very important) 32 (88.9)

Who are UD playgrounds important for? Everyone 5 (13.9)
‘Age’ 19 (52.8)
‘Age and ability’ 6 (16.7)
‘Ability and/or disability’ 6 (16.7)

Knowledge about UD
What percentage of projects require knowledge about UD? 100% 13 (36.1)

90% 1 (2.8)
80% 2 (5.6)
50% 2 (5.6)
40% 1 (2.8)
10% 2 (5.6)
2% 1 (2.8)
100% accessible 1 (2.8)
Not specified 7 (19.4)
Not applicable 6 (16.7)
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Also, when asked to determine what percentage of projects require knowledge about UD,
only thirteen respondents (36.1%) reported that all projects require knowledge (Table 4). Also,
thirteen respondents (36.1%) did not specify a percentage or deemed UD not applicable.

Overall, results suggest that although respondents value and adopt UD in principle, respond-
ents seem to view UD as something to apply in specific circumstances as opposed to a standard
design strategy for every playground. While a lack of knowledge has previously been identified
as a barrier, results from this study reveal that a lack of understanding and the subsequent lack
of UD knowledge meant that the design of playgrounds that benefit everyone was poten-
tially hindered.

What legislation, policies, and/or guidance documents are utilised?
Respondents were asked to comment on what legislation and/or policies they refer to, relevant
to UD and inclusion. Table 5 lists the documents identified by most respondents (n¼ 29; 80.6%).
However, almost one-fifth of the respondents (n¼ 7; 19.4%) determined that legislation/policy
documents were not applicable or did not identify any documents.

Also, respondents were asked to identify what guideline documents they refer to. Despite an
array of guideline documents listed by most respondents (n¼ 25; 69.4%), guideline documents
were often listed interchangeably with legislation and/or policy documents (Table 5). Yet, eleven
respondents (30.6%) determined that guidance documents were not applicable or did not iden-
tify any.

Overall, results suggest that most respondents value legislative, policy, and guidance docu-
ments; however, many respondents did not differentiate between documents that are mandatory
(legislation and policy), or voluntary/optional (guidance documents). This lack of differentiation
may be attributed to the lack of play-policy that incorporates UD, identified previously, and sub-
sequently many playground professionals relied on guidance documents to support
their practices.

Table 5. Legislation, policy, and/or guidance documents utilised.

Documents n (%)

Legislation and/or policy documents Policy documents (e.g. county specific playground policies) 16 (44.4)
Disability Act 8 (22.2)
Playground standards (EN1176; EN1177) 8 (22.2)
Safety standards and guidelines 7 (19.4)
Building regulations 6 (16.7)
National Play Policy 5 (13.9)
United Nations Conventions (UNCRC; UNCRPD) 5 (13.9)
Equal Status Act 5 (13.9)
National Disability Authority Guidelines 3 (8.3)
Other (e.g. National Recreation Strategy, Healthy Ireland Plan) 15 (41.7)
Not applicable 4 (11.1)
None listed 3 (8.3)

Guidance documents Guideline documents for UD in the general built environment
as well as playground specific guidelines (e.g. Building for
Everyone, Everyone Can Play, Inclusive Play Design Guide)

11 (30.6)

Publications, best practice examples, relying on the expertise
of playground installers or ‘as above’ referring to the
previous question on legislation and policy

11 (30.6)

Consultation with playground companies, colleagues,
members of the community, and play champions

8 (22.2)

Standards 3 (8.3)
Building regulations 2 (5.6)
Policies 1 (2.8)
Not applicable 4 (11.1)
None listed 7 (19.4)
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In what ways is UD implemented?
Respondents were asked to provide examples of how they implemented UD in practice. Most
respondents (n¼ 30; 83.3%) provided examples including: providing accessible and/or inclusive
play equipment and/or spaces, consulting with stakeholders, making playgrounds accessible,
selecting specific elements for a site, implementing UD at different design stages, and making
playgrounds inclusive.

Also, respondents were asked to rate, the extent to which they address and/or are consulted
on five UD issues (listed in Figure 1). Most respondents (n¼ 25; 69.5%) reported that they often
or always embed UD into the design process and go beyond minimum accessibility legislation.

Overall, results suggest that most respondents go beyond mere accessibility legislation and
implement UD in various ways; however, the implication of implementing UD is rarely or never a
matter of discussion (n¼ 11, 30.5%) which potentially does not facilitate opportunities to learn
from each other. This may subsequently contribute to a lack of evidence on the effectiveness of
UD, previously identified in the literature review.

Respondents were subsequently asked to rate the extent to which they prioritise UD over six
other factors (listed in Figure 2). One quarter of respondents (n¼ 9; 25.0%) reported that they
always prioritise UD over cost, play and play value. Still, half of the respondents (n¼ 18; 50.0%)
reported that they never prioritise UD over safety, suggesting that a ‘standards first’ approach
continues to dominate in public playgrounds, a phenomenon previously described by Ball
et al. (2019).

Also, respondents were asked to rate the extent to which they implement UD in different
design stages (listed in Figure 3). More than half of the respondents (n¼ 21; 58.3%) reported
that they always implement UD at stages 1, 3, and 4. Eleven respondents (30.6%) reported that
UD was mostly not applicable or that they never implement UD at stage 6.

What are the opportunities and barriers to implementing UD?
Respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of importance, the extent to which seven factors
(listed in Figure 4) were important for implementing UD. Factors respondents considered to be
most important (rated very important) were good practice guides for embedding UD (n¼ 27;
75.0%) along with play and play value (n¼ 26; 72.2%).

In contrast, respondents were asked to rate, on a scale of agreement, the extent to which
they perceived nine factors (listed in Figure 5) as a barrier to implementing UD. The most
perceived barriers (rated strongly agree or agree) were a lack of knowledge on UD (n¼ 25;
69.4%) and a lack of good practice guides for embedding UD (n¼ 24; 66.7%).

Respondents were subsequently asked to rate, on a scale of importance, the extent to which
nine initiatives and practices (listed in Figure 6) would better support the implementation of UD.

Figure 1. UD implementation.
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Initiatives and practices respondents considered to be most important (rated 8 and above on a
nine-point scale) were good practice guides for embedding UD (n¼ 27; 75.0%) and user involve-
ment (n¼ 27; 75.0%).

In sum, results suggest that respondents considered not only the built environment, but also
what happens in public playgrounds (i.e. play). While Watchorn et al. (2021) recently asserted
that what people do in built environments is rarely considered, results from this study show that
respondents do consider what people do in playgrounds. Nevertheless, a lack of knowledge on
UD and the lack of availability of good practice guides for implementing UD constitute signifi-
cant barriers to implementing UD; this lack of availability extends upon previously known bar-
riers, identified in the literature review. Thus, it is not surprising that respondents identified good
practice guides and user involvement as important to address these barriers and support the
implementation of UD.

Figure 2. How UD is prioritised over other factors.

Figure 3. The design stages whereby UD is implemented.
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What training is important to support the implementation of UD?
Given that a lack of knowledge was identified as a barrier, most respondents reported that they
would (n¼ 26; 72.2%) or may be (n¼ 7; 19.4%) interested in further education to support the
implementation of UD. Two respondents identified that they would not be interested, while one
respondent noted that there is ‘… no point in attending these workshops if decision-
makers don’t’.

Figure 4. Important factors for implementing UD.

Figure 5. Perceptions regarding barriers to implementing UD.
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Overall, further education was particularly desired (rated 6 and above on a seven-point scale)
on knowledge on good design features that promote inclusion (n¼ 30; 83.3%) and knowledge
on how to plan/design/provide inclusive play options (n¼ 29; 80.6%) (Figure 7). While a lack of
education on UD was previously acknowledged as a barrier to implementing UD, these results
offer specific direction on pertinent areas that need to be addressed in future education efforts.

Almost all playground professionals identified that a half-day (n¼ 19; 52.8%) or full day
(n¼ 16; 44.4%) training would suffice; one respondent (2.8%) identified a longer duration. In-

Figure 6. Initiatives and practices to support the implementation of UD.

Figure 7. Further education topics deemed most and least important.
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person training was identified as the most preferred method (n¼ 20; 55.6%), followed by online
e-courses (n¼ 11; 30.6%).

Discussion

This study aimed to create a comprehensive ‘first impression’ of the ways in which UD is under-
stood and implemented by a national sample of playground professionals in the Republic of
Ireland and, on this basis, lay the groundwork for future research. As we embark upon the 30th
anniversary of the ratification of the UNCRC in Ireland in 1992, these results offer insights into
the ways in which UD is understood and implemented, and provides policy makers, researchers,
and educators with the information needed to more effectively address the barriers that play-
ground professionals face in implementing UD.

Data analysis revealed that playground professionals, from diverse professional backgrounds,
recognise the importance of UD for public playgrounds. However, knowledge-based barriers
meant that few respondents recognised the importance of UD playgrounds for everyone.
Instead, a strong reference to designing for disability was evident and UD was viewed as some-
thing to apply in specific circumstances. However, at the core of UD is the commitment to inclu-
sion and the provision of environments that can fully be experienced by all people irrespective
of age, size, gender, class, or (dis)ability (Disability Act, 2005; Gossett, Mirza, Barnds, & Feidt,
2009). Therefore, designing for disability is in stark contrast to the underlying philosophy of UD.

Moreover, few respondents acknowledged that all public playground projects require know-
ledge about UD. In fact, more than one-third of respondents identified that UD was not applic-
able to public playground design. However, UD for public playground design is endorsed by
GC17 (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013), GC2 (Committee on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities, 2014), the UNCRPD (United Nations, 2006), and the new European standard EN
17210:2021 (National Standards Authority of Ireland, 2021). Thus, all public playground projects
in the Republic of Ireland should require knowledge about UD.

Although knowledge-based barriers to implementing UD, confirms findings from previous
studies with playground professionals (Lynch et al., 2019, 2020; Prellwitz et al., 2001; Prellwitz &
Tamm, 1999; Sterman et al., 2019; Woolley & Lowe, 2013), practical barriers such as a lack of
good practice guidance documents was a new finding. Confusion existed among the respond-
ents as a sizeable proportion of them did not refer to guideline documents and sometimes failed
to differentiate between what is mandatory (legislation and policy) and what is voluntary or
optional (guidance documents). Given the strong focus on safety, it could be argued that the
practices of these playground professionals were influenced primarily by a legislative, policy,
and/or a standard imperative, which have different sets of outcomes to guidance documents
which account for the entirety of playground design, as opposed to a specific component, such
as safety.

However, a recent review of guidance documents in the international context found that
guidance documents potentially make a fundamental contribution to the design of public play-
grounds for inclusion [Manuscript submitted for publication]. Thus, the establishment of Irish
guidelines specifically for an Irish context could overcome current barriers, and act as a middle
ground for implementing UD. In this way, the establishment of guidelines, that also includes
updating the National Play Policy in Ireland (National Children’s Office, 2004), needs to represent
the entirety of playground design, with consideration for legislation, policy, and standards, as
well as UD, play, and play value.

Despite these challenges, there are glimpses of hope. Indeed, a significant proportion of
respondents identified that they go beyond mere accessibility legislation and implement UD in
various ways and at different design stages, albeit inconsistently. This contrasts with previous
research in other contexts that found that design professionals associate UD merely with
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accessibility (Lelegems et al., 2019; Ostroff, 2011; Steinfeld & Maisel, 2012). Moreover, although
Watchorn et al. (2021) recently asserted that the current discourse on UD and the built environ-
ment focuses on the person and the environment, with much less attention being directed
towards what people do in built environments, consideration for wider aspects of provision was
evident; specifically, play and play value were identified as very important.

Also, several efforts at the international, national, and local levels currently place UD at the
forefront of the political and social agenda (Hitch, Larkin, Watchorn, & Ang, 2012). As mentioned,
GC17 (Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2013), GC2 (Committee on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities, 2014), the UNCRPD (United Nations, 2006), and EN 17210:2021 (National
Standards Authority of Ireland, 2021) endorse UD. Also, Ireland’s ratification of the UNCRPD in
2018 (United Nations, 2006), will further support the implementation of UD. Furthermore, the
Community Participation (Disability) (Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill, 2019) currently before the
Irish Government promotes the concept of UD and aims to expand upon the existing building
regulations in Ireland to improve inclusiveness across Ireland.

Therefore, there is a growing awareness of, and demand for, public playgrounds that support
participation and inclusion in urban contexts, and for playground professionals who are
equipped to take up the challenge of implementing UD. In this study, respondents proposed
numerous opportunities, initiatives, and training prospects to better support the implementation
of UD. However, there is a significant need to embed knowledge on UD in education for play-
ground professionals. Given the multi-disciplinary nature of the profession, as confirmed by the
numerous disciplines represented in this study, this would warrant a multidisciplinary approach
to educational provision and an interdisciplinary commitment to child-friendly cities.

While this study represents a rich insight into the ways in which a national sample of play-
ground professionals in the Republic of Ireland understand and implement UD, there are some
limitations which impact upon the extent to which the results can be generalised. First, despite
the breath of recruitment strategies used, the overall population drawn from is very small as it
represents a niche element of the design industry. Second, as this was a voluntary, online-based
purposive and snowball sample study, no information was gathered on non-responders to the
survey. As non-responders may be systematically different to the responders, results of this study
should be interpreted accordingly. Finally, this survey involved playground professionals in the
Republic of Ireland, thus, expanding this survey research to a larger sample (within and beyond
the Irish context) is warranted, alongside more qualitative in-depth research. Specifically, further
international research with ‘professional experts’ (i.e. playground professionals) and ‘user-experts’
(i.e. diverse public playground users and non-users) is required to strengthen knowledge on
socio-spatial inclusion in sustainable child-friendly cities.
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