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A Commitment to Foster Play 
Opportunities in Your Community
Imagine a child’s life with limited opportunities to 
play – how boring! Children not only WANT to play, it’s 
essential to their healthy development. In fact, play is so 
important, it’s actually included in the United Nations 
Convention on the Rights of the Child1. It’s their right!

WHAT is a Play DeclAration and WHY Create one
A Play Declaration is a formal, signed commitment for communities or 
municipalities to share their vision for play. This commitment is created 
and supported by organizations within the community or municipality. 
It’s a first step to create specific actions to promote and support play. 
These actions are concrete and measurable. Play Declarations can have 
a national scope (for example, Canada’s newly released Play Declaration; 
also see Australia, England and Scotland). They can also be local in 
scope. A local Play Declaration can be championed by an  
organization(s) (e.g., City of Lethbridge) and/or by a municipality  
itself (e.g., City of Calgary).

There are many benefits of a municipal Play Declaration. It can:
• ensure the unique needs and priorities of community members  

are considered and represented
• identify unique gaps that exist in the community that  

should be addressed by future action
• include specific timelines that suit your community
• highlight existing play opportunities
• leverage community collaborations to promote play
• build on individual and/or organizational strengths already  

in your community

1. https://www.ohchr.org/en/professionalinterest/pages/crc.aspx

Definitions of Play
Play: any behaviour, activity, or 

process initiated, controlled, and 
structured by the child. 

Risky Play: includes behaviours 
or actions on the edge of a child’s 

self- identified comfort zone. A 
risk is not the same as a hazard. 

Child-led Play: play decisions are 
made by the child.
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There are most likely 
amazing play opportunities 
already happening in your 
community. What a great 

starting point!
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http://www.ipacanada.org
https://www.playaustralia.org.au/sites/default/files/PLAY025-Play-Charter-WEB-3.pdf
https://www.playengland.org.uk/charter-for-play
https://www.playscotland.org/about/scotlands-play-charter/
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ImporTance of Play
Play, especially unstructured outdoor play, is key to healthy 
childhood development. It can build children’s confidence, 
decision-making skills, and overall health3,7,8. Being outside 
and exposed to natural elements helps children to be more 
active and they experience fewer depressive symptoms9. 
Risky outdoor play also encourages creativity, social skills, 
resilience, and increased time playing10. A local Play 
Declaration can be a great starting point to promote play. 

tackling CHallenges to PlaY
Opportunities for child-led, outdoor, and risky play are declining2. 
This is not just an urban problem3. Many Indigenous, rural, 
remote, and northern communities continue to experience 
inequities in developed infrastructure4 and dedicated supports 
for play. This can include limited access to purposeful services 
and spaces to be active and play. Children living in poverty and 
marginalized neighbourhoods do not necessarily have access to 
safe, age appropriate play spaces or adequate parks5. COVID-19 
restrictions have also impacted opportunities for active play. 
Canadian children and youth had lower physical activity levels, 
less time outside, and higher sedentary behaviour at the time of 
initial restrictions6.

Given these challenges, play is more important than ever. 

The good news is we KNOW play is beneficial. 

 

Think of a Play Declaration as 
a children’s parachute – all 
programs and opportunities 

for children within a 
municipality or community 

can be seen under the 
‘Parachute of Play’.

I like to play in the I like to play in the 
sandbox and get dirty sandbox and get dirty 
CHILD WHO PARTICIPATED IN 
THE CALGARY PLAY CHARTER 
DEVELOPMENT 

“
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3. Bauer, E. M., Brussoni, M., Giles, R. A. (2021). Rural mothers’ perspectives on 
keeping their children safe during outdoor play: ‘it’s hard to raise a child in a 
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longer-term outcomes
• Support for life-long  

physical activity
• Reduced stress, anxiety,  

and depression
• Happy and healthier 

communities
• Increased partnerships 
• Healthy childhood development
• Increased community connection
• Environmental stewardship

overlap WITH other MandATes
• Increase access to nature-based play or  

active outdoor play
• Increase physical activity
• Access to free or low-cost programs for children  

and families
• Improve mental health outcomes
• Outdoor winter programming
• Increase cultural and creative opportunities 
• Support healthy childhood development
• Increase opportunities for socialization for  

children and families
• Neighbourhood safety
• Use of existing city/town (or community) facilities  

such as fields and parks
• Increase partnerships in both the private and public sectors 

The City of Calgary: City of Calgary staff led the creation 
of the Play Charter. A Play Committee of those invested 
in children’s play was also formed. Membership included 
local play and child development experts and organizations 
(both from the public and private sector). First signed at 
the International Play Association Conference in 2017 by 36 
signatories (including the Mayor of Calgary and members of 
the Provincial Government). Re-signed a year later with over 
50 signatories. Key highlights11 include: 

• 8 organizations initiated play marketing and 
communication projects reaching 48,715 people

• 11 organizations formed 51 new partnerships 
specifically focused on play initiatives

• 8 organizations opened 27 new spaces that incorporated 
features inviting people to play more creatively

• 6 organizations created 10 new policies to facilitate play

• 12 organizations integrated play into 200 programs that 
impacted over 230,600 participants

 

Case studIes A note on terminology: The term ‘Declaration’ is now the 
preferred terminology instead of ‘Charter’.

The City of Lethbridge: Created by a working committee of 
six organizations along with 27 broader stakeholders. Each 
organization made a ‘play’ commitment to at least two of 
the seven play pillars. Lethbridge City Council unanimously 
adopted the Play Charter in 2018. A re-signing of the Charter 
took place a year later at their first annual Play Summit. Key 
highlights include:

• 81% of signatories reported excellent or good 
communication and marketing tactics for play 
opportunities to the public and Lethbridge organizations

• Lethbridge Parks Department provides a higher than 
national average of parks, open spaces, and pathways 
where play can happen as well as higher per capita 
provision of playgrounds

• 81% of signatories reported they had excellent or good 
partnerships in place to advance a common interest in 
supporting/enhancing play

• 75% of signatories reported excellent or good training 
opportunities, tools, and resources for staff and 
volunteers that enable them to support play

Family Ties Lethbridge now 
offers Play Therapy. They 
have found this program 
helps children and youth 

express their feelings, develop 
problem-solving skills, and 

increase communication skills 
and relatedness. 

Calgary Police Services  
used various forms of 

marketing to highlight their 
programs that include 

elements of play, such as the 
Junior Police Academy and 
Positive Ticket programs. 

The Calgary Zoo 
created more natural 
play zones, including 
the Canadian Wilds 

play zone. 

exAmples of  
coMmitments

Lethbridge Public Library 
created a weekly “Adventure 

Play” in the summer for 
unstructured play with loose 
parts (old tires, ropes, tarps, 

and other items).

Value for InvesTment 
Supporting opportunities for play can meet multiple priorities for 
communities. Play Declarations can also support longer term outcomes.

Increased Play 
opporTunities

Both the Calgary and Lethbridge Play 

Charter took about one year to create, 

write, revise, and have signed.
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11. Calgary’s Play Charter Collective Impact Report 2018

https://www.calgary.ca/csps/recreation/research-and-development/calgary-play-charter.html
https://www.lethbridge.ca/Things-To-Do/Pages/Play-Charter.aspx
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leT’s PlaY! 
Example Timeline for Creating a Play  
Declaration in your Community or Municipality

A user-friendly ‘How to Guide’ (based on the City of 
Calgary’s experience) is an excellent resource and starting 
point. The guide details the whole process of a Play 
Declaration, from initial creation to evaluation. The Guide 
details how to:

• set the foundation, timelines, and budget
• create a play committee and set realistic goals
• draft and revise the Declaration 
• gain commitments from signatories to specific and 

measurable goals
• sustain momentum (e.g., monthly committee meetings) 
• measure collective impact in the short and longer terms

plAy along! GetTIng started 

Overview of Play – Exciting 
Things are Already Happening!
• identify organizations and 

programs already committed 
to children’s play

• connect with local play and 
child development experts

Engage Other Groups – Think Outside the Box!
• can include individuals from private, public, or non-

profit organizations (e.g., libraries, child and youth 
advisory committees, child care providers, schools, 
children’s hospitals)

• consider organizations that have an ‘indirect’ impact 
on play (e.g., developers, landscape architects, 
transportation, health and education experts)

• don’t forget about small business owners in  
the community

• include children and families tooConsider Specific Context – 
Embrace the Unique Aspects of 
your Community!
• identify unique aspects specific 

to your community (e.g., 
cultural, environmental, size, 
location, natural elements, 
climate)

• consider existing spaces – 
can they be repurposed or 
enhanced to better  
support play?

Identify Gaps – What’s Missing!
• identify where there is room for 

play in ‘non-traditional’ areas 
(such as neighbourhood design, 
healthcare, education, etc.)

• consider the full spectrum of 
abilities and ages of children – 
are there opportunities for all 
children? 

Areas of Focus – Increase Play 
Opportunities! 
• identify what play means to 

your community 
• can include active play,  

but also imaginative, 
creative, social, and other 
forms of play 

                    
 

    

 
 

 
  

 

 
            send To a coWorker

let’s sTart  
a Play  

DeclAraTion!
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