
1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2 
 

Contents 
1. About this framework ..................................................................................................................... 3 

1.1. About play .............................................................................................................................. 4 

1.2. How this framework was developed ...................................................................................... 6 

1.3. How this framework measures ‘play’ ..................................................................................... 8 

Table 1 – Outcomes Development ....................................................................................................... 9 

1.4. Outputs, outcomes, and indicators ...................................................................................... 10 

2. What outcomes are relevant to play ............................................................................................. 11 

2.1. Hard and soŌ outcomes ........................................................................................................... 13 

3. The Play Outcomes Framework .................................................................................................... 14 

Appendix 1 – A Play Outcomes Framework ........................................................................................... 15 

Appendix 2 – Database Search Strategies.............................................................................................. 16 

References ............................................................................................................................................. 19 

About Community Impact ..................................................................................................................... 24 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How to cite this guide: Community Impact (2026) An Outcomes Framework for Play: 
The play evaluaƟon toolkit 
 
Copyright © 2026 Community Impact. All original wriƩen content, framework design, analyƟcal 
text, outcome structures, and indicator systems contained in this publicaƟon are the 
intellectual property of Community Impact. This publicaƟon may not be reproduced, 
distributed, adapted, or used for commercial purposes without prior wriƩen permission from 
Community Impact. The cover image used in this publicaƟon was created using licensed Canva 
content and remains subject to Canva’s Content License Agreement and the rights of the 
original creators where applicable. 



3 
 

1. About this framework 
This framework sets out the outcomes and indicators that organisaƟons providing play 

and toy-enabled play can use to measure developmental change in children. The 

outcomes in this framework have been idenƟfied through a review of play research, 

and represent the main areas that play has been evaluated against. Across the 

literature reviewed, different forms of play were examined in relaƟon to social 

interacƟon and competence, self-regulaƟon, cogniƟve development and problem-

solving, communicaƟon and language, creaƟvity and imaginaƟon, physical and motor 

development, and emoƟonal wellbeing. These study areas provide seven broad 

outcome areas around which a play-related evaluaƟon can be organised.   

 

The framework presented here treats play as an experience through which some or all 

of these outcomes may develop. Toys, games, loose parts and other play materials can 

enable, shape or extend the play experience; however, simply providing a resource 

does not itself guarantee that play occurred or that a developmental outcome 

followed. Play-related evaluaƟons therefore need to consider what children actually 

do through play as well as the changes or behaviours observed alongside it. The seven 

outcomes developed in the framework here are not intended as a checklist that every 

play intervenƟon should measure. Different forms of play, delivery seƫngs, levels of 

intensity and groups of children will make different outcomes more or less relevant. 

Play organisaƟons should select the outcomes that are plausible for the types of play 

opportuniƟes they provide and only then select a manageable number of indicators 

describing what they would expect to observe if those outcomes were developing. 

 

The framework below provides a common structure for making these decisions. Each 

outcome is unpacked into indicators expressed in terms of what a child can do, does or 

demonstrates. These indicators can then be used to inform structured observaƟon, 

assessments, pracƟƟoner records, parent or carer reporƟng and other data-collecƟon 
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tools. In this way, the framework provides the link between broad developmental 

outcomes and the evidence collected through an evaluaƟon.   

 

1.1. About play 

Play can take many different forms and can occur across different physical and social 

seƫngs, with different levels of structure and adult involvement. Research 

disƟnguishes, for example, pretend, social, physical, exploratory and construcƟve 

forms of play, while also showing that play is shaped by the physical and social 

environment and by adult parƟcipaƟon (Stagniƫ, 2004; Whitebread et al., 2017; 

Sandseter et al., 2022; Fein and Diamond, 1974). Play may be solitary or shared with 

peers, siblings or adults, and the same broad form of play can occur in different social 

configuraƟons (Smits-van der Nat et al., 2024; Howe et al., 2022). These characterisƟcs 

are not mutually exclusive and may occur together within the same play experience. 

The form that play takes is important because different play experiences provide 

different opportuniƟes for developmental change.     

 

Play therefore is not a single intervenƟon and there is no single established 

mechanism through which all forms of play can be expected to produce 

developmental change. Across the literature, however, play provides opportuniƟes for 

children to engage in processes including exploraƟon and problem-solving, 

imaginaƟon and symbolic representaƟon, social interacƟon and cooperaƟon, 

communicaƟon, self-regulaƟon, planning and adaptaƟon, and physical movement and 

coordinaƟon (Stagniƫ, 2004; Whitebread et al., 2017). Different forms of play provide 

different opportuniƟes for these processes to occur. Social and pretend play, for 

example, can require children to negoƟate roles and acƟons, coordinate their 

behaviour with others and sustain shared acƟvity (Slot et al., 2017; Smits-van der Nat 

et al., 2024), while construcƟve and exploratory play can involve manipulaƟng 

materials, tesƟng possibiliƟes and solving problems (Ness and Farenga, 2016; Chen et 

al., 2025). 
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Some studies have examined these processes more directly as possible mechanisms 

through which developmental change occurs. Kalkusch et al. (2022), for example, 

found that the quality of social pretend play helped explain some of the relaƟonship 

between play tutoring and subsequent social skills. The wider evidence does not, 

however, establish a common causal mechanism across play. Much of the evidence 

linking parƟcular forms of play with developmental outcomes remains observaƟonal 

or correlaƟonal, and intervenƟon studies do not consistently find effects across all of 

the developmental areas examined (Smits-van der Nat et al., 2024; Smits-van der Nat 

et al., 2026). 

 

Toys, games and other materials sit within this process as resources that can enable, 

shape or extend different forms of play. Research examining loose parts, object 

structure and other play materials shows that the characterisƟcs of the resource can 

influence the possibiliƟes available for exploraƟon, construcƟon, symbolic use and 

interacƟon, but that the resulƟng play also depends on the child, other players and the 

wider seƫng (McLoyd, 1983; Gibson et al., 2017; Howe et al., 2022). The same toy or 

material may therefore support different forms of play depending on how the child 

uses it, who they play with and the seƫng in which play occurs. The provision of a toy 

or game should therefore be disƟnguished from the play experience that develops 

through its use. 

 

For this reason, the framework focuses on seven developmental areas that the 

literature has examined in relaƟon to play. These are social interacƟon and 

competence; self-regulaƟon; cogniƟve development and problem-solving; 

communicaƟon and language; creaƟvity and imaginaƟon; physical and motor 

development; and emoƟonal wellbeing. These are not intended as fixed categories, or 

as outcomes that will emerge uniformly for every child, every form of play or at the 

same point in Ɵme. Instead, they provide pracƟcal categories through which 
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organisaƟons can idenƟfy, organise and measure the different types of developmental 

change that may be observed through play. 

 

1.2. How this framework was developed 

To understand how change in children has been examined in play research, a rapid 

review of 36 studies and reviews was undertaken. Three further database searches 

were used to broaden the evidence base using ERIC (the EducaƟon Resources 

InformaƟon Center), a US government-funded database of educaƟon research, 

containing more than 2 million journal arƟcles, research reports and other educaƟon 

literature. The first looked for research connecƟng toys and play materials, access or 

provision, different forms of play and child development. The second focused more 

specifically on whether the type, structure or availability of toys and play materials 

affected how children played. The third looked across different forms of play, including 

pretend, imaginaƟve, construcƟve, exploratory, social, cooperaƟve and child-directed 

play, as well as areas of children’s development examined alongside them. This third 

search returned 2,170 records; the first 200 were screened for relevance rather than 

aƩempƟng to review the full search result. The search strategies are provided in 

Appendix 2, below.  

 

For each relevant paper, the areas of development were examined and the ways in 

which these were measured were logged. Across the literature, around 50 differently 

named outcomes or areas of development were idenƟfied. These included, for 

example, social competence, social skills, peer competence, cogniƟve and emoƟonal 

self-regulaƟon, inhibitory control, spaƟal cogniƟon, problem-solving, recepƟve and 

expressive language, creaƟvity, imaginaƟon, motor competence, posiƟve affect and 

internalising and externalising behaviour. Many of these described closely related 

types of change rather than genuinely separate outcomes. 
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The different outcomes were therefore compared and grouped where they described 

the same broader area of children’s development. The language used by different 

studies was then simplified and made consistent. This produced seven outcome areas:  

 

 social interacƟon and competence;  

 self-regulaƟon;  

 cogniƟve development and problem-solving;  

 communicaƟon and language;  

 creaƟvity and imaginaƟon;  

 physical and motor development;  

 emoƟonal wellbeing. 

 

Each outcome area was then given a working definiƟon seƫng out what it means 

within this framework. The specific abiliƟes, behaviours and changes examined within 

the studies were then reviewed to idenƟfy what might be observed if a child were 

developing within each. These were used to produce an iniƟal longer list of possible 

indicators.  

 

The indicator list was then reviewed to remove repeƟƟon and substanƟal overlap. The 

remaining indicators were wriƩen as observable statements describing what a child 

can do, does or demonstrates, and sense-checked against both the research and their 

pracƟcal use in play-related evaluaƟon. This produced 35 indicators, five for each of 

the seven outcome areas. 

 

The resulƟng framework therefore moves from the many differently named areas of 

development examined across the play literature to a smaller, common set of 

outcomes and indicators that organisaƟons can use to structure the collecƟon and 

interpretaƟon of play-related impact data. 
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1.3. How this framework measures ‘play’ 

This framework measures developmental outcomes associated with children’s play. 

These are changes in the child that may be observed or assessed through play and 

play-based intervenƟons. The framework does not measure provision itself. The 

number of toys provided, children reached or play sessions delivered are outputs. Nor 

does it measure the play experience itself, such as whether children played, what form 

that play took, how long they played for, whether play was solitary or shared, or how 

engaged they were. SaƟsfacƟon and enjoyment data also sit separately, describing 

how children, parents or carers experienced and valued the provision. Instead, the 

focus is on the change observed in relaƟon to play. 

 

The literature reviewed idenƟfied seven broad developmental outcome areas against 

which play has been evaluated. Alone outcomes areas are oŌen unhelpful as they 

require interpretaƟon to apply to observed play behaviour. For instance, social 

interacƟon and competence idenƟfies an area of development, but does not by itself 

specify what social interacƟon and competence means or what a pracƟƟoner would 

need to observe to determine whether it had changed. To avoid this problem two 

interim stages were followed, following Adcock and Collier (2001), moving from the 

broad outcome area to a clear definiƟon of what it means and then to specific 

indicators that can be observed or measured. 

 

 ConceptualisaƟon – this means defining what each outcome area means for 

the purposes of this framework. For example, social interacƟon and 

competence is conceptualised as improved ability to interact posiƟvely with 

others, cooperate, negoƟate, share play and develop posiƟve peer 

relaƟonships. 

 OperaƟonalisaƟon – this means translaƟng that conceptualisaƟon into 

indicators that can be observed or measured. For social interacƟon and 

competence, these include whether the child can join and sustain play with 
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other children, share toys or play materials, wait and take turns, negoƟate roles 

or rules, and assert preferences or set limits appropriately during play. 

 

In pracƟce, this allows broad areas of development idenƟfied in the research to be 

translated into specific behaviours or abiliƟes that organisaƟons can observe and 

measure. The indicators can then be used to develop observaƟon items, pracƟƟoner 

raƟngs, parent or carer quesƟons and other play-related data collecƟon tools. 

 

Table 1 sets out these outcomes, provides a working conceptualisaƟon of what each 

means within this framework, and idenƟfies the studies that informed its inclusion. 

 

Table 1 – Outcomes Development  

Outcome 
ConceptualisaƟon (‘what this 

means to us’) 
Studies informing the outcome 

Social 
interacƟon and 

competence 

Improved ability to interact 
posiƟvely with others, 

cooperate, negoƟate, share play 
and develop posiƟve peer 

relaƟonships 

Smits-van der Nat et al. (2024; 
2026); Kalkusch et al. (2022); 

Dankiw et al. (2020); Gibson et 
al. (2017); Whitebread et al. 

(2017) 

Self-regulaƟon 

Improved ability to regulate 
emoƟons, behaviour, aƩenƟon 

and impulses, and persist during 
challenging situaƟons 

Goldstein & Lerner (2018); Slot 
et al. (2017); Van Reet (2020); 
Whitebread et al. (2017); Brian 

et al. (2025) 

CogniƟve 
development 
and problem-

solving 

Improved ability to think, 
reason, solve problems, 

understand concepts and apply 
learning through exploraƟon 

and play 

Lai et al. (2018); Chen et al. 
(2025); Vogt et al. (2018); 
Harbourne et al. (2021); 

Whitebread et al. (2017); Brian 
et al. (2025) 

CommunicaƟon 
and language 

Improved ability to understand 
and use language, communicate 
with others, develop vocabulary 

and construct or retell 
narraƟves 

Lake & Evangelou (2019); Kasari 
et al. (2008); Lai et al. (2018); 

Whitebread et al. (2017) 

CreaƟvity and 
imaginaƟon 

Improved ability to generate 
ideas, imagine possibiliƟes, use 

objects symbolically and express 
ideas through play 

Al-Mansour (2018); Lai et al. 
(2018); Dankiw et al. (2020); 

Whitebread et al. (2017); Ness 
& Farenga (2016); Tsai (2012) 
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Physical and 
motor 

development 

Improved movement 
competence, coordinaƟon, 

balance, object-control skills 
and parƟcipaƟon in physical 

acƟvity 

Johnstone et al. (2018); Jones 
et al. (2020); Dankiw et al. 

(2020); Pawlowski et al. (2023); 
Harbourne et al. (2021); 
Whitebread et al. (2017) 

EmoƟonal 
wellbeing 

Improved posiƟve mood and 
emoƟonal wellbeing and 

reduced emoƟonal or 
behavioural difficulƟes 

associated with posiƟve play 
experiences 

Vasilopoulos et al. (2026); 
Dankiw et al. (2020); Brussoni 

et al. (2015); Gibson et al. 
(2017) 

 

1.4. Outputs, outcomes, and indicators 

At this stage, it is useful to disƟnguish between outputs, outcomes, and indicators so 

that different types of evidence generated through play can be interpreted 

consistently and used appropriately for monitoring delivery, assessing progress, and 

reporƟng impact: 

 

 Outputs – these describe what a play intervenƟon delivers, for example, the 

number of toys or games provided, the number of play sessions delivered, the 

number of children reached, or the amount of Ɵme made available for play. 

ReporƟng outputs helps show the scale and intensity of provision. 

 

 Outcomes – these describe the areas of developmental change that play is 

expected to support, such as social interacƟon and competence, self-

regulaƟon, cogniƟve development and problem-solving, communicaƟon and 

language, creaƟvity and imaginaƟon, physical and motor development, or 

emoƟonal wellbeing. 

 

 Indicators – these describe the observable signs that progress is taking place 

within each outcome area. In this framework, they are expressed as statements 

describing what a child can do, does, or demonstrates during or through play. 
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These provide the basis for structured observaƟon, assessments, pracƟƟoner 

records, parent or carer reporƟng, and other data collecƟon methods. 

2. What outcomes are relevant to play 

The outcomes presented in this framework represent the main areas of 

developmental change examined across the play literature reviewed. The same broad 

area of development were conceptualised and operaƟonalised differently between 

studies: researchers used different constructs, focused on different dimensions of 

development, or uses different measures to examine closely related forms of change. 

The seven outcomes used in this framework therefore provide organising categories 

through which these related constructs and measures can be brought together. For 

example: 

 

 Social interacƟon and competence: This outcome brings together related 

constructs and measures concerned with how children interact with others, 

including social competence, social skills, peer relaƟons, peer competence, 

social communicaƟon, social acceptance, prosocial behaviour and aspects of 

social-emoƟonal behaviour (Kalkusch et al., 2022; Smits-van der Nat et al., 

2024). 

 Self-regulaƟon: This outcome brings together related constructs and measures 

concerned with children’s regulaƟon of behaviour, aƩenƟon and emoƟon, 

including cogniƟve self-regulaƟon, emoƟonal self-regulaƟon, behavioural 

regulaƟon, inhibitory control, emoƟonal control and delay of graƟficaƟon 

(Goldstein and Lerner, 2018; Slot et al., 2017; Van Reet, 2020). 

 CogniƟve development and problem-solving: This outcome brings together 

related constructs and measures including general cogniƟve development, 

means-end problem-solving, spaƟal cogniƟon, spaƟal orientaƟon, 

mathemaƟcal competence, reasoning and aspects of execuƟve funcƟoning 

(Vogt et al., 2018; Harbourne et al., 2021; Chen et al., 2025; Cunha et al., 2024). 
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 CommunicaƟon and language: This outcome includes related constructs and 

measures such as recepƟve language, expressive language, recepƟve and 

producƟve vocabulary, narraƟve ability, mean length of uƩerance, social 

communicaƟon and joint aƩenƟon (Kasari et al., 2008; Lake and Evangelou, 

2019). 

 CreaƟvity and imaginaƟon: This outcome brings together constructs and 

measures concerned with children’s generaƟon, representaƟon and 

development of ideas through play, including creaƟvity, imaginaƟon, symbolic 

representaƟon, object subsƟtuƟon and symbolic transformaƟon (Fein and 

Diamond, 1974; Al-Mansour, 2018; Ness and Farenga, 2016). 

 Physical and motor development: This outcome brings together measures of 

gross and fine motor development, reaching, grasping, balance, coordinaƟon, 

fundamental movement skills, object-control skills, motor competence and 

physical acƟvity (Johnstone et al., 2018; Harbourne et al., 2021; Dankiw et al., 

2020). 

 EmoƟonal wellbeing: This outcome brings together related constructs and 

measures concerned with children’s emoƟonal and behavioural wellbeing, 

including posiƟve affect, internalising difficulƟes, externalising difficulƟes, 

anxiety, withdrawal and wider measures of emoƟonal or social-emoƟonal 

adjustment (Dankiw et al., 2020; Vasilopoulos et al., 2026). 

 

These ways of describing change are related but are not necessarily interchangeable. 

The purpose of the seven headings is therefore not to suggest that the literature uses 

a single agreed definiƟon or measure for each outcome. They provide pracƟcal 

organising categories that allow evidence examining closely related dimensions of 

development to be brought together within a common outcomes framework. 
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2.1. Hard and soŌ outcomes 
This framework here focuses on developmental, or ‘soŌ’, outcomes. These describe 

changes in the child that may develop through play, such as improved social 

interacƟon, self-regulaƟon, communicaƟon, problem-solving or emoƟonal wellbeing. 

The indicators in the framework are used to idenƟfy and measure these changes. 

Some play intervenƟons may also be associated with harder outcomes. These are 

more concrete changes that sit outside a developmental framework. Depending on 

the type of play, they might include physical acƟvity levels, mathemaƟcal or language 

aƩainment, developmental assessment scores, or other measures already collected by 

a school, nursery, health service or delivery organisaƟon. These harder outcomes do 

not need to be added to the outcomes framework as addiƟonal indicators. Instead, 

where the informaƟon is available and relevant, it can be brought into the evaluaƟon 

during analysis and reporƟng. For example, an organisaƟon might find that children 

whose self-regulaƟon improves also show improvements in recorded behaviour, or 

that children showing stronger communicaƟon and language outcomes also improve 

on an exisƟng language assessment. Similarly, an acƟve-play programme might 

consider changes in physical and motor development alongside informaƟon about 

children's levels of physical acƟvity. 

 

Looking at the evidence together can provide a fuller picture of what is happening. 

The outcomes presented in the framework shows how children are changing in the 

areas most closely related to the play experience, while harder measures show 

whether other relevant changes are occurring alongside that development. 

 

An important point is not to assume that one caused the other. If improvements occur 

together, the evaluaƟon can report that relaƟonship and consider what it may mean, 

but should not claim that change in one outcome produced change in the other unless 

the evaluaƟon was specifically designed to establish this. 
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3. The Play Outcomes Framework 
The table below sets out the core outcome areas associated with play and play-based 

intervenƟons. The headings used in the table provide a pracƟcal structure for 

organising evidence about children’s development through play, while accommodaƟng 

the different terminology and measures used across the literature. Not every form of 

play should be expected to contribute to every outcome, and organisaƟons should 

select the outcomes and indicators that are relevant to the play experience being 

evaluated. 
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Appendix 1 – A Play Outcomes Framework  
A. Social interacƟon and 

competence 
B. Self-regulaƟon 

C. CogniƟve development 
and problem-solving 

D. CommunicaƟon and 
language 

E. CreaƟvity and 
imaginaƟon 

F. Physical and motor 
development 

G. EmoƟonal wellbeing 

A1. The child can join and 
sustain play with other 

children 

B1. The child can persist 
with play when an acƟvity 

becomes difficult 

C1. The child can work out 
how to achieve a goal 

using available objects or 
materials 

D1. The child can 
understand words used 

during play 

E1. The child can use one 
object to represent 

something else 

F1. The child can reach for, 
grasp and manipulate play 

objects 

G1. The child has posiƟve 
mood and enjoyment 

during play 

A2. The child can share 
toys or play materials with 

others 

B2. The child can wait for 
something they want 

rather than act 
immediately 

C2. The child can idenƟfy 
and use spaƟal 

relaƟonships between 
objects 

D2. The child can use a 
wider range of words to 

communicate 

E2. The child can invent 
pretend roles or 

characters 

F2. The child can 
coordinate hand and eye 
movements during play 

G2. The child has fewer 
signs of anxiety or 
emoƟonal distress 

A3. The child can wait and 
take turns during shared 

play 

B3. The child can regulate 
emoƟonal reacƟons 

during play 

C3. The child can use 
number and quanƟty 
concepts during play 

D3. The child can use 
longer spoken uƩerances 

E3. The child can create 
imaginary situaƟons or 

narraƟves 

F3. The child can balance 
and control their body 

during movement 

G3. The child has fewer 
withdrawn or other 

internalising behaviours 

A4. The child can 
negoƟate roles, rules or 
play acƟons with peers 

B4. The child can adapt 
their behaviour to the 

rules or demands of the 
play situaƟon 

C4. The child can 
remember informaƟon 

needed to complete a play 
task 

D4. The child can describe 
and sequence events or 

acƟons 

E4. The child can combine 
or transform materials in 

different ways 

F4. The child can run, 
jump or hop with 
increasing control 

G4. The child has fewer 
aggressive or disrupƟve 

behaviours 

A5. The child can assert 
preferences or set limits 

appropriately during play 

B5. The child can plan, 
monitor and adjust their 

own play acƟons 

C5. The child can change 
their approach when an 
iniƟal aƩempt does not 

work 

D5. The child can iniƟate 
and respond to another 

person’s shared aƩenƟon 

E5. The child can extend or 
change a play idea as the 

acƟvity develops 

F5. The child can throw, 
catch or kick objects with 

increasing control 

G5. The child has greater 
confidence about 

themselves 
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Appendix 2 – Database Search Strategies 
The rapid review searched ERIC (EducaƟon Resources InformaƟon Center), a US 

government-funded database of educaƟon research maintained by the InsƟtute of 

EducaƟon Sciences within the U.S. Department of EducaƟon. ERIC contains more than 

two million records covering journal arƟcles, research reports and other educaƟon 

literature. Searches were undertaken during August 2026. This was not a systemaƟc 

review and was not intended to provide an exhausƟve account of the play literature. 

Its purpose was narrower. It was designed to ground the outcomes and indicators in a 

jusƟfiable body of play-related research and to idenƟfy the main areas of children’s 

development that have been examined in relaƟon to play. The search strategy was 

developed iteraƟvely. An iniƟal search aƩempted to idenƟfy studies that connected 

toys or play materials, the resulƟng play experience and developmental outcomes 

within the same record. This produced very few results. The search was therefore 

refined in two direcƟons. Search 2 examined the relaƟonship between toys and other 

play resources and the type or quality of play that followed. Search 3 examined 

different forms of play in relaƟon to developmental outcomes. Together, these 

searches allowed the review to examine both the role of play resources and the 

developmental evidence associated with play. 

 

Search 1 – Toys and play materials, play and developmental outcomes 

 

The first search aimed to idenƟfy studies connecƟng access to toys or play materials 

with children’s play and developmental outcomes. Search string: 

 

("toy*" OR "play material*" OR plaything* OR "loose parts") AND (access OR provision 

OR availability OR exposure) AND ("play behavio*" OR "play engagement" OR "free 

play" OR "unstructured play" OR "pretend play" OR "symbolic play" OR "construcƟve 

play" OR "social play") AND ("child development" OR "developmental outcome*" OR 
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self-regulaƟon OR creaƟvity OR "problem solving" OR "social competence" OR 

wellbeing OR "motor skill*") 

 

The search idenƟfied 7 records. None met the requirements for inclusion in the final 

literature reviewed. The small number of results suggested that requiring a single 

record to connect the resource, play experience and developmental outcome was 

overly restricƟve. 

 

Search 2 – Toys and play materials and children’s play 

 

The second search therefore focused on whether the availability, characterisƟcs, 

design or structure of toys and other play materials influenced how children played. 

Search string:  

 

("toy*" OR "play material*" OR plaything* OR "loose parts" OR "play resource*") AND 

(provision OR access OR availability OR exposure OR characterisƟc* OR structure* OR 

design) AND ("play behavio*" OR "play engagement" OR "play type*" OR "play 

paƩern*" OR "pretend play" OR "fantasy play" OR "symbolic play" OR "construcƟve 

play" OR "exploratory play" OR "social play" OR "free play" OR "unstructured play" OR 

playfulness) 

 

This search idenƟfied 110 records. The records were screened for relevance to the 

review quesƟon. The search idenƟfied research subsequently used in the review on 

areas including toy structure, loose parts, open-ended materials, play environments, 

pretend-play materials and the relaƟonship between play resources and children’s 

social interacƟon. 
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Search 3 – Forms of play and developmental outcomes 

 

The third search broadened the review beyond toys and play materials and examined 

different forms of play in relaƟon to children’s developmental outcomes. Search string:  

 

("pretend play" OR "symbolic play" OR "imaginaƟve play" OR "construcƟve play" OR 

"exploratory play" OR "social play" OR "cooperaƟve play" OR "games with rules" OR 

"free play" OR "child-directed play") AND ("self-regulaƟon" OR creaƟvity OR 

imaginaƟon OR "problem solving" OR cogniƟon OR "social competence" OR 

communicaƟon OR cooperaƟon OR agency OR wellbeing OR "motor skill*" OR "child 

development") 

 

This search idenƟfied 2,170 records. Because the work was designed as a rapid review 

rather than a systemaƟc review, the first 200 records returned by ERIC were screened 

for relevance rather than screening all 2,170 records. Records were included where 

they contributed evidence on either of the following. 

 

 How toys, play materials or other play resources shaped the form or experience 

of children’s play. 

 How parƟcular forms of play had been examined in relaƟon to children’s 

developmental outcomes. 

 

Records that used play only incidentally, focused on unrelated educaƟonal acƟvity, or 

did not provide evidence relevant to either of these quesƟons were excluded. The 

ERIC searches supplemented an exisƟng play evidence base. In total, 36 studies and 

reviews were used in developing the Play Outcomes Framework. The review was 

therefore intended to provide a sufficiently broad and defensible evidence base for 

the framework, rather than the exhausƟve coverage expected of a full systemaƟc 

review.  
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