
Play guide: Creating play 
opportunities for refugee children

Abstract
In recent years, migration flows have accelerated, displacing individuals and 
causing lasting adverse effects. A significant portion of the migrant population 
consists of children. Research highlights that play is essential for refugee children’s 
well-being, aiding their social adaptation and helping them establish routines. 
However, design practices must be adapted to their specific needs. As the country 
hosting the largest number of refugees globally and a signatory to the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), Türkiye must ensure 
refugee children’s right to play.
This study aims to create a comprehensive guide for local governments to 
provide play opportunities for refugee children. It is structured in two stages: 
first, identifying challenges and solutions through a literature review; and 
second, proposing solutions based on five criteria—disabilities, education, child 
development, inclusive planning, and ecology. Specific practices are also reviewed 
within these criteria. Key findings indicate that local authorities should prioritize 
inclusive design, foster collaborations, and allocate resources to develop play 
spaces that support the physical, emotional, and social development of refugee 
children.
As a result of this study, a play guide was developed, offering strategies for local 
governments to create new play opportunities and improve existing ones. The 
guide outlines methods and partnerships that local authorities can adopt to ensure 
inclusive, well-designed play environments for refugee children.
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1. Introduction 
In the 21st century, migration flows have 
accelerated due to economic instability, 
health crises, climate change, wars, 
and internal conflicts (International 
Organization for Migration [IOM], 
2022). These migration patterns have 
had a significant impact on Türkiye 
because of its geographical location as 
a key destination for refugees, migrants 
and displaced populations through 
history (İçduygu et al., 2014). Türkiye 
has long hosted migrants from various 
regions, recent waves, particularly 
from Syria, Afghanistan, and Ukraine. 
According to The United Nations 
Children’s Fund’s (UNICEF) reports, 
it hosts the world’s largest registered 
refugee population (UNICEF, 2019a). 

Children represent a significant 
portion of the migrant population. Ac-
cording to UNICEF, one in every eight 
international migrants is a child, and in 
Türkiye, over half of the Syrian popula-
tion under temporary protection con-
sists of children (UNICEF, 2022; Mülte-
ciler Derneği,  2023).  These numbers 
underscore the urgent need to address 
the specific challenges refugee children 
face, particularly their right to play—a 
critical yet often overlooked aspect of 
their development and well-being.

This study focuses on developing 
a comprehensive guide for local gov-
ernments in Türkiye to ensure refugee 
children have access to play opportuni-
ties. By examining the legal framework, 
design principles, and case studies, this 
research aims to offer practical solu-
tions for creating inclusive play spaces 
that meet to the unique needs of mi-
grant children. This study is especially 
important in light of Türkiye’s commit-
ment to international child rights con-
ventions and the growing number of 
displaced children within its borders.

In this study, “refugee” encompasses 
migrant children, refugees, and those 
under temporary protection.

2. Providing play for refugee
children
2.1. Legal and psychosocial frame
The rights of refugee children are protected 
by the UNCRC, of which Türkiye is a 
signatory. According to Article 22, 
signatory states are responsible for 
ensuring that all children within their 

borders enjoy all the rights outlined 
in the convention (UNICEF, 2019b). 
Therefore, every signatory state of the 
convention must provide the right 
to “rest, leisure, play, recreational 
activities, and cultural and artistic 
activities,” as recognized in Article 31 
(UNCRC, 2013).

While these legal protections pro-
vide a foundation, they often fall short 
in addressing the complex psycholog-
ical trauma that refugee children en-
dure. It illustrates again that political, 
legal, and even psychological barriers 
come interlinked in providing protec-
tion to the children. This gap between 
legal protections and actual psycholog-
ical support shows how intertwined 
political, legal, and psychological bar-
riers are.

Although legal frameworks like 
the UNCRC aim to protect the rights 
of refugee children, they cannot fully 
mitigate the impacts of displacement, 
war, and social exclusion. Psycholog-
ical challenges, such as post-traumat-
ic stress disorder (PTSD), often arise 
from the loss of familiar places and 
routines, which are critical to child 
development (Eskiocak, 2013). With-
in a psychosocial framework, play 
helps children reestablish routines, 
connect with their environment, and 
restore a sense of normality (Ergin, 
1982).

Research underscores that play can 
help refugee children’s emotional re-
covery and social integration after trau-
matic events like war, displacement, 
and cultural dislocation. Studies by 
Betancourt and Khan (2008) and Ager 
et al. (2011) shows that structured play 
in supportive environments enhanc-
es psychological resilience, reducing 
symptoms of PTSD, depression, and 
anxiety. By providing a safe space for 
emotional expression, play supports 
children in processing trauma and fos-
ters self-expression.

Studies also show that play promotes 
social bonding. Mariam (2021) re-
ported that children in refugee camps 
who participated in structured play 
were more likely to develop empathy, 
trust, and a sense of belonging. Simi-
larly, Bratton et al. (2005) revealed that 
play therapy helps children externalize 
traumatic memories, enabling gradual 
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emotional processing. As stated Mas-
ten and Narayan (2012), play acts as a 
protective factor against trauma’s ad-
verse effects and brings adaptive skills 
for children, which enhance their resil-
ience.

Research by Marsh and Dieckmann 
(2017) and Agutter (2016) shows that 
group play develops essential social 
skills, like communication and collab-
oration, that foster community integra-
tion. These studies highlight how play 
cultivates a supportive environment 
where refugee children can practice 
social behaviors critical for adapting to 
new settings.

Küçükali (2015) underlines the 
importance of play for holistic devel-
opment, impacting physical, social, 
emotional, cognitive, and linguistic 
growth—all vital for resilience and 
trauma recovery. Indeed, providing ac-
cess to play is as essential as meeting 
children’s basic needs for health, nutri-
tion, and shelter.

2.2. Limitations and problems in 
refugee children’s access to play
Refugee children encounter various 
barriers to accessing play in urban 
settings, including physical, cultural, 
social, political, psychological, and 
economic challenges. These barriers 
often interact with one another, 
increasing the difficulties refugee 
children face in exercising their right 
to play.

Physical barriers such as disabil-
ities present significant challenges. 
Although data on disabled refugee 
children is not precise, it is known 
that they are at risk of injury, abuse, 
and violence during displacement 
(UNICEF, 2016; Williamson & Çetin, 
2019). A study conducted in Lebanon 
and Jordan revealed that over 60% of 
refugee households had at least one 
disabled member, with 14.6% of girls 
and 19.1% of boys aged 2-17 living 
with disabilities (Humanity & Inclu-
sion & IMMAP, 2018). The lack of 
accessible play areas and suitable ac-
tivities for children with disabilities 
exacerbates this issue (Handicap In-
ternational & HelpAge International, 
2014). This situation illustrates the in-
teraction between physical and social 
barriers.

Cultural barriers further isolate ref-
ugee children, as ethnic discrimina-
tion (Crush & Tawodzera, 2014) and 
language differences (Portes & Rivas, 
2011) prevent their integration into lo-
cal social networks. Environmental de-
sign can exacerbate these issues, with 
park signage and information systems 
often inaccessible to non-native speak-
ers (Çocuk İzi, 2021). These barriers 
intersect with social exclusion, where 
communication challenges and ethnic 
prejudice contribute to further isola-
tion. Cultural factors, such as exclusion 
from local peer groups and negative 
societal attitudes, also limit refugee 
children’s opportunities for play (Yanık 
Özger & Kozandağı, 2021). Addition-
ally, parental concerns about academic 
success or the necessity for children to 
assume caregiving roles further reduce 
time for play (Wirunrapan et al., 2018). 

Political barriers also play a signif-
icant role in restricting access to play. 
Despite the UN Convention on the 
Rights of the Child (UNCRC), many 
countries, including signatories, lack 
comprehensive policies to guarantee 
children’s right to play (Rico & Janot, 
2021). Temporary or limited legal mea-
sures fail to create sustainable play en-
vironments. This highlightes the need 
for more political action to address and 
mitigate these barriers (Woolley, 2021).

Psychological barriers are also prev-
alent among refugee children, with 
conditions such as post-traumatic 
stress disorder, anxiety, and depres-
sion leading to social withdrawal and 
cognitive difficulties (Yalın Sapmaz et 
al., 2017). Despite the importance of 
psychological support, many refugee 
children have limited access to these 
services (Barghadouch et al., 2016). 
The neglect of psychological needs un-
dermines the effectiveness of legal and 
social interventions.

Economic barriers significantly ex-
acerbate the challenges faced by refu-
gee children, as many are forced into 
child labor to support their families, 
leaving little time for play (Wirunra-
pan et al., 2018). In low-income urban 
neighborhoods, the lack of safe and 
accessible play spaces presents an ad-
ditional economic barrier (Christie, 
2003; Chen & Knöll, 2022). In Türkiye, 
for instance, research shows that eco-
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nomic difficulties, particularly in slums 
with high concentrations of Syrian ref-
ugees, limit the supply of play spaces 
(Bilgili, 2019). Budget constraints in 
urban planning further restrict the 
development of green spaces and play-
grounds (İstanbul Büyükşehir Beledi-
yesi Park Bahçe ve Yeşil Alanlar Daire 
Başkanlığı. 2021). Moreover, factors 
such as traffic, noise, and pollution in 
low-income areas, where refugee chil-
dren often reside, further impede the 
creation of healthy play environments 
(Bilgili, 2019).

In summary, refugee children face 
multiple, interconnected barriers—
physical, cultural, social, political, 
psychological, and economic—that 
restrict their ability to engage in play. 
The studies focusing on the relation-
ship play and refugee childrens pro-
vide valuable insights but most are 
geographically specific and based 
on narrow sample sizes. It is limited 
their ability to present a broader un-
derstanding of the factors influencing 
refugee children’s access to play. The 
existing literature highlights the need 
to address these barriers holistically. 
Key gaps, such as the lack of suitable 
play areas for disabled children, the 
intersection of cultural and social ex-
clusion, and the inadequacies of legal 
frameworks, guide the approach of this 
study in evaluating play opportunities 
for refugee children.

This research aims to explore not 
only the individual barriers but also the 
ways in which they interact, offering a 
more comprehensive understanding of 
refugee children’s experiences in urban 
environments. By proposing solutions 
to these complex and interrelated chal-
lenges, this study seeks to contribute 
to the development of more effective 
strategies to ensure that all children, 
regardless of their refugee status, can 
exercise their fundamental right to 
play.

3. Methodology
This study aims to create a play 
guide for local authorities, offering 
opportunities for refugee children. 
The goal is to assess the challenges and 
requirements of refugee children in 
accessing play, provide a comprehensive 
analysis of existing play options, and 

present recommendations to enhance 
inclusivity. The research consisted of 
two parts as systematic review and a 
case study analysis.

3.1. Systematic review
A systematic review collects, evaluates, 
and synthesizes existing information 
to research a specific topic (Prince et 
al.,1980). It involves examining prior 
studies, enabling access to cumulative 
knowledge, and facilitating critique, 
reproduction, and diversification of 
existing knowledge (Popper, 2014; 
Kuhn, 1970). In this research, the 
choice of a systematic review as the 
method is based on:
•	 Ethical considerations in reviews 

involving refugee children.
•	 Challenges related to on-site re-

search during the COVID-19 pan-
demic

•	 The desire to establish a broad un-
derstanding of the research field by 
comparing national and interna-
tional studies

3.1.1. Data collection process
This study begins by establishing a 
theoretical framework to explore 
the relationship between migration, 
children, and play. Data collection 
involved a comprehensive search 
of academic databases of Scopus, 
Web of Science, and Google Scholar, 
using targeted keywords like “refugee 
children,” “migrant children,” “benefits 
of play,” “right to play,” and “barriers 
to accessing play.” Specific inclusion 
criteria were set:
•	 Studies focusing on refugee chil-

dren’s access to play, especially in 
urban environments

•	 Articles examining the psychologi-
cal, social, and developmental ben-
efits of play for children

•	 Research addressing barriers to ac-
cessing play, including physical, cul-
tural, social, or economic challenges

•	 Fieldwork and case studies from NGOs 
and international organizations 
working with refugee populations

Studies that did not specifically ad-
dress play or focused solely on adult 
refugee populations were excluded.

Both quantitative and qualitative 
studies were reviewed to gain a com-
prehensive understanding of the bar-
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riers and opportunities in this area. 
From this analysis, criteria were devel-
oped to evaluate existing play spaces 
and to guide the creation of new, in-
clusive play environments for refugee 
children. These criteria serve as an an-
alytical tool for assessing play opportu-
nities, offering a structured approach 
to improving access to play for this 
vulnerable group.

3.1.2. Analytical tool development
The analytical tool developed for this 
study was designed to systematically 
evaluate barriers and propose solutions 
for providing play opportunities to 
refugee children. The process involved 
several key steps.  As illustrated in 
Figure 1, a schematic overview was 
constructed to depict the analytical 
tool’s development.

To elucidate the relationship be-
tween barriers, solutions, and criteria 
categories, the cross-section focusing 
on cultural barriers serves as an illus-
trative example, simultaneously rep-
resenting the development process 
across all criteria (Table 1).

Identification of barriers
It began with a comprehensive 
literature review that identified barriers 
to play across physical, cultural, social, 
political and psychological dimensions. 

Formulation of proposed solutions 
In response to the barriers, a variety of 
solutions were proposed. To facilitate the 
development of these solutions, specific 
needs for effective play opportunities 
were identified.  Solutions to the 
barriers are presented below, with 
reference to Figure 2.

One critical aspect is creating acces-
sible play environments with appro-
priate equipment for disabled refugee 
children (Figure 2, a). Play opportuni-
ties should respond to different needs, 
such as wheelchairs, speakers and xy-
lophones for kids with sensory impair-
ments, or a sandbox designed for those 
with autism. Besides, pop-up play and 
mobile play activities should be or-
ganized in residential environments 
when the playground is not accessible 
for children with disabilities.

Another area of focus involves devel-
oping solutions to address the challenge 
of limited play spaces in low socioeco-
nomic areas where refugee children re-
side (Christie, 2003). The following rec-
ommendations are advised:
•	 Utilizing suitable structures in the 

surrounding area as play areas (Fig-
ure 2,m).

•	 Expanding the park system (Figure 
2, m).

•	 Using schoolyards as parks after 
school hours (Cranz, 1989; Figure 
2,m).

Figure 1. Steps for the analytical tool development process.

Table 1. Cross section about the analytical tool development process.
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•	 Developing alternatives like play 
kits to enhance access to play (Fig-
ure 2, f).

To make play opportunities more 
widespread, the rehabilitation and re-
use of existing structures, parks, or 
play equipment (Figure 2, m), using re-
cycled and recyclable materials (Figure 
2, ı) and local materials (Figure 2, n), 
should be promoted.

Play is a standard method for provid-
ing education and psychosocial support 
for refugee and disabled children in con-
flict areas (Kinyera, 2019). Play opportu-
nities in disaster areas should promote 
self-confidence, teamwork, motor skills, 
muscle and coordination development, 
and imagination (Save the Children, 
2008). For refugee children undergoing 
migration as a social disaster, designing 
play environments that incorporate edu-
cational play tools for various age groups 
(Figure 2; c, d, g) and emphasizing devel-
oping diverse skills is crucial.

For children lacking access to safe 
play spaces, particularly those without 
suitable home environments, indoor 
play kits, accompanied by play guides 
for children and caregivers, offer viable 
alternatives (Figure 2; d, f). 

Overseeing play areas is crucial to 
tackle safety concerns such as violence 
and vandalism (Figure 2, k). Further-
more, collecting feedback from children 
and residents regarding safety issues in 
play areas and violations of children’s 
play rights serves to understand com-
munity needs and facilitate a participa-
tory design process (Figure 2, k).

Child labor, another significant eco-
nomic barrier, requires urgent attention 
and action to protect the rights of ref-
ugee children. Preventative measures 
should include formulating robust pol-
icies specifically addressing the rights 
and welfare of refugee children, increas-
ing inspections to monitor and enforce 
these policies, and offering caregiver 
education to raise awareness about the 
detrimental effects of child labor. By 
addressing these areas, stakeholders 
can work collaboratively to create safer 
environments that prioritize education 
and development over labor for these 
vulnerable children (Figure 2; e, k). 

To minimize cultural barriers, lan-
guage education through play should 
include also the languages of minorities 

(Figure 2, c); the play experience should 
be designed to eliminate language bar-
riers by featuring sensory-focused play 
equipment like memory cubes and 
polyphonic toys (Figure 2, h). The play 
design and equipment should enhance 
interaction between communities and 
provide opportunities for group play 
(Figure 2; f, h); organizing workshops 
and events can be an excellent approach 
to support the integration process of 
communities (Figure 2; i, j).

Social barriers generally arise as 
caregivers ignore or violate the right to 
play, such as restricting access to play 
based on gender distinctions among 
children or expecting children to take 
on caregiving responsibilities. There-
fore, there is a need to increase aware-
ness in this context by conducting 
educational programs and producing 
printed materials on the right to play 
and its impact on child development 
for caregivers (Figure 2; d, e).

To eliminate political barriers, it is 
necessary to report refugee children’s 
play and recreational activities, enhance 
expert capacity for monitoring chil-
dren’s rights locally, carry out support-
ive initiatives related to leisure and play 
activities, and formulate policies (Figure 
2; i, e). Local authorities should collab-
orate with local partners such as Istan-
bul Metropolitan Municipality Parks, 
Gardens, and Green Areas Directorate, 
Turkish Red Crescent Migration and 
Refugee Services Directorate, Ministry 
of Interior Directorate General of Mi-
gration Management, Ministry of Inte-
rior Disaster and Emergency Manage-
ment Authority, Ministry of Family and 
Social Policies, NGO’s, design offices, 
and volunteers (Figure 2, k).

As for eliminating psychological bar-
riers, adventure playgrounds can be cre-
ated to support rehabilitation through 
play for refugee children with limited 
access to psychological support (Fig-
ure 2, f). In adventure playgrounds that 
emerged in the 1940s, it was observed 
that children reenacted their war expe-
riences through war games (Lisul, 2004), 
and this controlled play experience had a 
healing effect on children with post-trau-
matic stress disorder (Kinoshita & Wool-
ley, 2015). In such play environments, 
playworkers must guide the play when 
needed (Hurtwood, 1968) (Figure 2, b).
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Play therapy is another method for 
providing psychological support. Of-
fering training and creating guides for 
instructors and playworkers can help 
spread play therapy.

As mentioned earlier, it is essential 
to note that caregivers may also need 
psychological support. In this context, 
establishing programs for caregivers 
(Figure 2, i), organizing play activities 
and workshops in which caregivers and 
children participate together (j), and cre-
ating instructional materials and guides 
for caregivers (Figure 2; I, e) will support 
the psychological well-being of caregiv-
ers and the caregiver-child relationship.

Engagement with stakeholders
The needs were refined through 
consultations with academic experts, 
practitioners from NGOs and child 
welfare organizations experienced in 
working with refugee populations, 
ensuring their relevance and real-
world applicability.

Establishment of criteria
The minimum requirements necessary 
for implementing the proposed 
solutions were established as the criteria. 

Categorization of criteria
The criteria were categorized by their 
area of impact, such as designing 
for disabilities, education, child 

development, inclusive and socially 
effective planning, and ecological 
considerations (Figure 2). This 
categorization helps in clearly defining 
the objectives of each criterion and 
facilitates a structured approach to 
implementation.

Documentation and implementation
The analytical tool facilitates a 
comprehensive evaluation of existing 
play opportunities for refugee children, 
using criteria for an inclusive play 
environment that considers refugee 
children. For example, if the assessment 
identifies a lack of language-inclusive 
play equipment, the tool highlights 
this gap and recommends solutions, 
such as introducing multilingual 
play materials or activities that 
encourage group collaboration.  
Play guide includes practical guidelines 
for integrating the criteria into play 
programs and initiatives aimed at 
refugee children.

3.2. Case study analysis
3.2.1. Determination of case studies
The second section evaluated 36 
applications offering play opportunities 
for refugee children using stated criteria. 
These applications were identified 
using the following keywords: ‘refugee 
children,’ ‘right to play,’ ‘bringing play 

Figure 2. Criteria to be considered in providing play opportunities for refugee children.
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to refugee children,’ ‘playgrounds in 
refugee camps,’ ‘play in crisis,’ and 
‘alternative play opportunities for 
refugee children.’ The selection of these 
applications was based on the following 
criteria:
•	 Providing play opportunities for 

refugee children or both refugee 
and local communities.

•	 Being publicly accessible (Private 
play areas are not included in this 
scope).

•	 Excluding digital gaming tools

3.2.2. Case study analysis
The analysis of the selected applications 
was evaluated in two stages:
(I) Firstly, the examples were 
categorized according to method, 
location, and sustainability. The guide 
includes recommendations for different 
methods, such as playgrounds, pop-up 
games, activities, and workshops. It has 
also developed strategies for offering 
play opportunities in various locations 
and ensuring their continuity, taking 
into consideration the existing play 
environments
(II) Secondly, the examples were 
evaluated according to specific 
criteria, including disability-friendly 
design, education, child development, 
inclusive and socially engaging 
planning, and ecology. This evaluation 
provided a comprehensive analysis 
of the play opportunities offered to 
refugee children, highlighting their 
potential for inclusivity and identifying 
challenges and needs for improvement. 
This analysis forms the basis for the 
strategies presented in the play guide

As a result of the study, a play guide 
has been provided for local authorities 
including recommendations for re-
solving current issues and making im-
provements. 

4. International practices
providing play opportunities for 
refugee children
National and international 
organizations, civil society groups, 
associations, and local authorities 
are dedicated to advocating for, 
protecting, and facilitating children’s 
right to play and creating suitable 
environments for them. Notable 
international organizations working 

in this field include UNICEF, Child 
Watch International, the European 
Child-Friendly Cities Network, the 
International Council on Children’s 
Play, the International Toy Library 
Association, Right to Play International, 
the World Leisure Association, the 
International Play Association (IPA), the 
LEGO Foundation, Save the Children, 
War Child Holland, Plan International, 
United Nations High Commissioner for 
Refugees (UNHCR), Pop-up Adventure 
Playground, and many others. 

In the systematic review, 36 applica-
tions have been identified to provide 
play opportunities for refugee children 
(Table 2).

Two notable features distinguish 
these applications: the timeframe and 
geographical focus. Although the re-
search did not specify a particular date 
range, a significant concentration over 
the past decade was observed. It can be 
attributed to the growing recognition 
of the benefits of play and the increas-
ing necessity of providing play oppor-
tunities for refugee children due to the 
rising mass migration movements.

According to UNICEF and UN-
HCR, despite approximately 35 million 
displaced children worldwide, the play 
opportunities for refugee children are 
mainly concentrated in countries heav-
ily affected by the Syrian crisis, such as 
Lebanon, Türkiye and Jordan.

4.1. Classification of existing play 
opportunities for refugee children
Various tools are utilized to provide 
play opportunities for refugee 
children, including physical spaces and 
advocacy for the right to play. These 
can be categorized into four groups: 
play parks, pop-up play, play activities, 
and guides.

Play parks encompass playgrounds, 
school sports areas, camp play tents, and 
child-friendly spaces in disaster-affect-
ed regions. They are advantageous due 
to their permanence and role as com-
munity meeting points (Ergin, 1982). 
However, they face challenges such as 
vulnerability to environmental condi-
tions (climate, pollution, noise, security 
issues), difficulties in site selection, high 
installation costs, maintenance needs 
(Sülün, 2019), and susceptibility to van-
dalism in urban settings (Akyol, 2006).
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Pop-up play involves mobile play 
solutions, including portable equip-
ment and temporary structures. It 
offers significant advantages over 
traditional parks, being easily trans-
portable to areas lacking suitable 
conditions or facing economic chal-
lenges. The costs and time associat-
ed with production, transportation, 
and installation are lower compared 
to permanent parks (Gürdoğan et al., 
2020). Additionally, it allows for cre-
ative use of natural and recycled ma-
terials like boxes and ropes (Leich-
er-Saxby & Law, 2014).

Play activities include one-off events, 
scheduled activities, and workshops 
that foster cognitive and educational 
development while promoting inter-
action between local and refugee chil-
dren, aiding integration. They also raise 
awareness among caregivers regarding 
children’s right to play and are generally 
cost-effective, primarily involving mate-
rials and instructor payments.

Play guides include play kits and 
guides for children, as well as resourc-
es for educators and caregivers. This 
study recognizes reports that recom-
mend play opportunities and monitor 
the right to play, emphasizing the need 
for structured play implementation.

Among the 36 assessed applications, 
43% are play parks, 12% are pop-up 
play, 22% involve play activities and 
workshops, and 13% are guides, with 
11% incorporating a combination of 
methods. Additionally, 50% of appli-
cations are permanent, while 34% are 
temporary. Six projects, comprising 
16% of applications, include workshop 
reports and guides that have yet to be 
evaluated (Table 3).

The analysis indicates that permanent 
play opportunities are mostly found in 
play parks. While this consistency can 
help establish familiar spaces for chil-
dren, it also presents challenges related 
to cost, construction, and maintenance.

In terms of location, 21% of activi-
ties occurred in refugee camps, 16% 
in public parks, 21% in schools, 9% in 
NGOs, and 19% in transformed spac-
es like warehouses and sports centers. 
Notably, six projects (14%) lacked spe-
cific spatial representation. No studies 
documented refugee children playing 
at home or in their immediate vicini-
ty, highlighting a gap for play kits and 
guides designed for home use.

4.2. Evaluating for inclusive play on 
existing play opportunities for
refugee children
Applications were evaluated based on 
design criteria, identifying areas with 
less than 50% compliance as needing 
development (Table 4).

A key criterion is disabled-friendly 
design, crucial for reducing injury risks 
among refugee children in disaster ar-
eas. Unfortunately, only 20% of appli-
cations meet this criterion (Table 4).

Table 2. Assessment matrix for evaluating play opportunities for 
refugee children.
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Education is another essential as-
pect, as refugee children often lack 
educational opportunities. Play-based 
educational activities are essential, 
along with workshops and guides to 
promote awareness of the right to play 
and prevent rights violations related to 
child labor and discrimination.

Regarding child development, equal 
play opportunities should offer diverse 
play structures catering to various age 
groups (Table 4). Ignoring age-appropri-
ate play can harm children’s self-esteem 
and achievement. It’s essential to support 
habits and self-confidence through play, 
especially for children facing trauma-re-
lated developmental challenges. This 
could include memory cubes, language 
cards, and group play toys that foster 
community and collaboration.

The assessment highlighted the most 
favorable results in inclusive and so-
cially effective planning criteria (Table 
4). To ensure the well-being of refugee 
children, collaboration among NGOs, 
local authorities, international organi-
zations, and communities is necessary. 
Addressing the diverse needs of refu-
gee children, acknowledging physical, 
ethnic, and cultural differences, is vital 
for overcoming barriers to play access 
and promoting the right to play.

Participatory processes are crucial 
for fostering a sense of belonging, aid-
ing integration, and increasing aware-
ness of play rights, which can mitigate 
security and vandalism issues.

The ecological criterion is essential 
for creating cost-effective, portable 
play areas. Reusing parks and equip-
ment through relocation, repair, and 
repurposing materials can reduce costs 
and support local economies. This is 
particularly important for refugee chil-
dren in economically disadvantaged 
regions, as enhancing ecologically 
friendly play opportunities can lower 
expenses, ensure sustainability, and 
empower local communities to create 
their play environments (Table 4).

5. Play guide: A toolkit for local 
authorities
This study presents a play guide designed 
for local authorities to address barriers 
and establish play opportunities for 
refugee children. It outlines three play 
methods: playgrounds, pop-up play, 

and workshops/activities. Each method 
considers common factors such as 
location, equipment, supervision, 
and reporting, while addressing 
unique requirements like equipment 
design and program content. Figure 3 
summarizes these methods and their 
components (Figure 3).

The “Playgrounds” section prioritiz-
es areas with limited resources, focus-
ing on inclusive adventure playgrounds 
and utilizing existing spaces. Collabo-
ration with local governments and uni-
versities is encouraged. The “Pop-Up 
Play” method emphasizes mobile, flex-
ible setups using recyclable materials, 
supported by local volunteers for sus-
tainability and safety. “Workshops and 
Activities” encourage social interac-
tion and emotional support, involving 
caregivers and educators to improve 
children’s well-being. Each section in-
cludes mechanisms for regular super-
vision and feedback to optimize play 
environments. The guide is organized 
into three main sections: play design, 
management, and implementation.

5.1. Design of play
The play guide has a decision-making 
process shown in a flowchart (Figure 4) 
to choose the most suitable type of play 
opportunity—playground pop-up play, 
or workshops/activities—for an area.

The process begins with assessing 
existing play opportunities. If they are 
limited or nonexistent, the guide exam-
ines nearby buildings (indoor sports 
complexes, cultural centers) that could 

Table 3. Classification section about the 
analytical tool development process.
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be repurposed. If such spaces are avail-
able, playgrounds or indoor play areas 
can be established. If no spaces exist, 
the budget is assessed. With sufficient 
funding, a new playground can be cre-
ated; otherwise, pop-up play solutions, 
being more flexible and temporary, are 
recommended.

The flowchart also distinguishes be-
tween temporary and permanent play 
areas. Temporary options like pop-up 
play are suited for locations available 
only for a limited time. Permanent 
spaces are prioritized when location 
and budget allow for long-term solu-
tions. In cases where neither condition 
is met, workshops and activities are 
recommended as flexible, cost-effec-
tive alternatives. They are flexible and 
relatively cheap to organize and be held 
in different settings.

This systematic approach can ex-
pand and diversify the play opportuni-
ties based on specific contexts and the 
resources available (Figure 4).

5.1.1. Design and implementation of 
playgrounds
First of all key areas for new playgrounds 
should be identified, particularly in low 
income neighborhoods which often 
have few play spaces or places that can 
be transformed such as schoolyards 
or community centers. A network 
map illustrating focus areas should 

be created to attract funding and 
volunteers, and to keep the community 
informed.

Adventure playgrounds are particu-
larly beneficial for supporting children 
who have experienced trauma, such as 
refugee children (Kinoshita & Woolley, 
2015) (Figure 5).

If outdoor play is not feasible, in-
door spaces like workshops, commu-
nity centers, or vacant shops should be 
considered for welcoming play areas 
(Leicher-Saxby & Law, 2014). These 
settings provide safe places for chil-
dren, support parents and children 
connect, and assist families in getting 
used to new areas (Vandekerckhove 
& Aarssen, 2020) while helping care-
givers support children’s right to play 
(UNICEF, 2022). It’s important to con-
sider the children’s backgrounds and 
play habits. Workshops with children 
can be helpful to gather their input on 
play spaces and understand their sense 
of belonging (Mart et al., 2022).

Designing play spaces with acces-
sible equipment for children with dis-
abilities is also crucial (Dunn & Moore, 
2005). Temporary play areas or mobile 
play events can bring play directly to 
neighborhoods. Utilizing 3D printing 
for 1:1 scale prototype can save time 
and resources (Knaapen, 2018), with 
modifications based on feedback from 
children during interactive sessions or 
surveys.

Engaging with local universities can 
also involve students or faculty in de-
signing process. This can provide to cre-
ate affordible play opoortunities. It will 
also support local talent and enrich de-
sign education by addressing communi-
ty needs and diverse user requirements.

Local materials and labor can sig-
nificantly reduce costs while support-
ing the local economy (Dabaj & Conti, 
2020). Preferring modular components 
that are easy to assemble and disassem-
ble simplify maintenance and allow for 
more playgrounds at lower costs.

For funding, local organizations, 
social responsibility projects, and lo-
cal donors which are interested in 
supporting play initiatives should be 
connected. Raising awareness of play 
as a fundamental right for children is 
essential for building support and se-
curing funds (Woolley, 2021).

Table 4. The evaluation of existing play opportunities in terms of 
the criteria.
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Figure 3. Play guide scheme (Produced by the author).



505

Play guide: Creating play opportunities for refugee children

Figure 4. Play design decision tree (Produced by the author).

Figure 5. Adventure playground (Conceptual collage crafted by the author).
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5.1.2. Designing and implementing 
pop-up play
The primary strategy for establishing 
pop-up play areas involves organizing 
time-limited outdoor activities 
that align with favorable weather 
conditions. These schedules should 
be communicated via bulletin boards, 
schools, and social media platforms 
to keep everyone informed (Leichter-
Saxby & Law, 2014). It’s crucial that 
pop-up play areas are accessible 
to children and caregivers with 
disabilities; municipalities can facilitate 
this by providing transportation 
and setting up portable platforms, 
ramps, and adaptive equipment for 
various terrains (Sungur Ergenoğlu & 
Czaplinska, 2018).

When outdoor conditions are un-
suitable, indoor spaces provide an ex-
cellent alternative. Community-friend-
ly spaces such as warehouses, stores, or 
other public areas can serve as indoor 
play zones during specific hours or 
when they are not in use. Local admin-
istrations may also rent private spaces 
to meet this need (Leichter-Saxby & 
Law, 2014). Indoor play areas are par-
ticularly beneficial for refugee children, 
as many family members work during 
the day due to economic constraints 
(Copeland et al., 2012). Activities and 
workshops in these spaces can enhance 
integration, strengthen family bonds, 
and ensure that all family members 
are involved in the adaptation process, 
helping caregivers recognize the sig-
nificance of play (Vandekerckhove & 
Aarssen, 2020; UNICEF, 2022).

Play buses represent another inno-
vative approach to bringing play to 
communities. Inspired by Japan’s ex-
perience with play buses in post-di-
saster areas, these buses deliver play 
materials and facilitators directly to 
neighborhoods, setting up play areas 
around temporary shelters, parking 
lots, or community spaces (Kinoshita 
& Woolley, 2015). Play buses enable af-
fordable and flexible play options on a 
larger scale (Bozkurt, 2016). They pri-
oritize accessibility for children with 
disabilities and families in lower-in-
come neighborhoods (Mould & Fabi-
an, 2009). They can range from smaller 
vehicles equipped with toys to larger 
buses designed for interactive play. 

Municipalities can adapt buses for play 
and schedule regular visits to residen-
tial areas, schools, or safe spaces. These 
visits can be publicized through social 
media, bulletin boards, and local offic-
es. 

Selecting flexible, creative, and af-
fordable play materials—such as milk 
cartons, cardboard, plastic pipes, and 
rope—facilitates easy transport and 
accessibility. Selecting recyclable or 
reusable materials especially benefi-
cial in lower-income areas where many 
refugee children reside (Neill, 2013; 
Leichter-Saxby & Law, 2015). Local 
authorities, community members, and 
volunteers can contribute by gather-
ing and donating materials, including 
surplus from university design proj-
ects (e.g., paper, cardboard, glue, and 
paint). Play materials need supervision 
due to vandalism. Therefore they can 
be stored at nearby schools, local of-
fices, or community centers and trans-
ported to play sites as needed (Akyol, 
2006).

Play kits are another ideal option for 
pop-up plays (UNICEF, 2015). These 
kits can be prepared in single box or in 
multiple boxes to accomadate varying 
group sizes (UNICEF, 2013). The con-
tents of these kits should be determined 
in consultation with local partners and 
professionals, including educators, psy-
chologists, and play specialists. Obser-
vations of caregivers about children’s 
play habits can inform the design of kits 
intended for home use.

Production, packaging, and distri-
bution of play kits require additional 
workforce and budget. Funding and 
volunteer assistance from NGOs, inter-
national funds, and socially responsible 
companies can significantly impact the 
program’s success. The municipality can 
take the lead in establishing a distribu-
tion network to ensure kits reach local 
centers like schools and community 
warehouses. Volunteers can then deliver 
those kits directly to families in need.

5.1.3. Programming play activities 
and workshops
Activity areas should be selected from 
the previously mentioned network 
map to bring play to the locations 
with limited or nonexistent play 
opportunities. This method supports 
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continuity in educational play activities 
and promotes the integration of refugee 
and local children into the same 
programs (Ancın, 2019). Considering 
the challenges and inequalities refugee 
children face in accessing education 
(Aydın & Kaya, 2017), a dedicated 
program within educational activities 
can help overcome these challenges.

Activities and workshops can take 
place in diverse settings—schools, 
NGOs, cultural centers, sports facili-
ties, or even local businesses (e.g., in-
ternet cafés when computer labs are 
unavailable). When possible, these ac-
tivities should occur near playgrounds 
or be integrated into mobile play op-
tions like play buses.

Workshops and activities often have 
specific goals, including supporting 
educational objectives, fostering social 
integration (Chayder, 2019), and pro-
viding psychological support through 
sports (Whitley & Gould, 2011). They 
can also play a vital role in participa-
tory design efforts for play areas and 
equipment, enabling children to share 
their ideas (Rigon et al., 2021).

Activities focusing on social integra-
tion should avoid highlighting cultur-
al or ethnic differences, encouraging 
instead for shared, expressive activ-
ities. Physical activities, art, music, 
and dance allow children to express 
themselves nonverbally (Yanık Özger 
& Kozandağı, 2021; Chayder, 2019). 
Collaboration with local educators can 
enhance language learning support, le-
veraging their expertise and insights.

Workshops and activities for both 
children and their caregivers are es-
sential for strengthening family bonds 
(Sim et al., 2018) and raising awareness 
about play as a fundamental right. En-
gaging caregivers from both local and 
refugee backgrounds helps address 
issues of discrimination and exclu-
sion. Children can assist their parents’ 
adapting to new environments (Agut-
ter, 2016).

To ensure the sustainability of these 
activities, it’s advisable to avoid high-
cost, long-lead-time equipment. Es-
sential items, such as computers and 
specialized software, may be funded 
through partnerships with national 
and international supporting organi-
zations.

5.2. Managing play
5.2.1. Supporting volunteering and 
cooperation
Volunteering and community 
cooperation are essential for 
managing the costs of providing 
play opportunities, fostering new 
collaborations, and supporting 
children’s social development. 
Volunteers enhance children’s access to 
play while cultivating a sense of trust 
and support (Weinberger, 2020). Both 
playgrounds and pop-up play events 
require playworkers to supervise 
activities and assist when necessary 
(Leichter-Saxby, 2019). The number 
of playworkers can be adjusted based 
on the number of children present, 
their age groups, and daily routines, 
such as naptimes and school schedules. 
Scheduling playworkers by the hour 
can enhance flexibility for the pop-up 
events. In order to have more trained 
playworkers without increasing costs, 
it is crucial to concentrate on volunteer 
support (Bozkurt, 2019). Training 
should be offered for playworkers, play 
therapists, and project managers at 
playgrounds and pop-up sites. Local 
partnerships can facilitate in-house 
training programs.

Funding for the play opportunities 
for refugee children, can be secured 
through collaborative projects with na-
tional and international organizations 
(Bozkurt, 2016). Additionally, univer-
sity departments in fields such as fine 
arts, design, and sports science can or-
ganize social responsibility projects to 
foster interdisciplinary collaboration 
and reduce costs.

5.2.2. Supervision and safety
Supervision is a vital component of 
pop-up play, playground activities, 
and workshops. It helps sustain a safe, 
engaging environment. Permanent 
playgrounds, however, require more 
supervision since the equipment, 
seating, and lighting may be vandalized 
in urban areas (Akyol, 2006). 
Community members and regulatory 
agencies must collaborate to ensure 
the safety of play areas. Areas with low 
income, where most refugees reside, 
tend to experience more vandalism 
(Park & Burgess, 1924). Therefore, 
playgrounds need to be equipped 



ITU A|Z • Vol 22 No 2 • July 2025 • S. Avcı Karaduman, M. Bozkurt

508

with security cameras The Parks and 
Gardens Department should regularly 
monitor playgrounds and address 
any issues regarding their physical 
conditions.

A community monitoring system is 
essential, as it allows residents to report 
repairs or dangerous conditions quickly 
through an online mechanism. So, res-
idents can follow issues until they are 
fixed (Figure 6). In neighborhoods lack-
ing digital access, community members 
can report concerns directly to staff on 
site. By engaging residents in moni-
toring, the community can proactively 
prevent security issues and foster shared 
responsibility (Scott et al., 2007).

5.2.3. Reporting and documentation
Understanding the needs of children 
and caregivers in playgrounds is vital 
for developing effective solutions. 
Conducting needs assessments 
through surveys and face-to-face 
interviews helps identify gaps and 
ensures resources are used effectively 
(McDonald, 2011). For example, a 
poorly utilized park may indicate 
safety concerns, child labor issues or a 
need for relocating equipment to more 
frequented areas.

For pop-up play activities, document-
ing participation rates, repeat visits, and 
popular areas is beneficial. Monthly or 
annual reports help assessing program 
effectiveness (Miller & Piliavin, 1957). 
If attendance declines, factors such as 
location, transportation, and publicity 
should be reevaluated. Observations 
by educators and psychologists during 
activities and workshops can provide 
valuable insights into refugee children’s 
mental health needs (MacMillan et al., 
2015), guiding improvements in play 
programs.

Finally, documenting the efforts in 
designing play opportunities is essen-
tial for promoting inclusive play envi-
ronments. The information will be use-
ful for local reports on the right to play, 
advocacy for varied play equipment, 
and enhancement of research on play 
and social integration.

5.3. Implementing play
Ensuring the sustainability of accessible 
play opportunities is crucial. There are 
numerous strategies to achieve this. 
Materials such as guides, handbooks, 

and reports, holding workshops and 
educational programs, or creating 
supportive policies can effectively 
promote the right to play in 
communities. Awareness campaigns 
and informational resources for 
caregivers, experts, and the public 
(UNICEF, 2022) are particularly 
valuable. For instance, handbooks 
developed in partnership with play 
therapists and educators can provide 
practical guidance on age-appropriate 
games and possible needs or conflicts 
during play. Such resources can be 
adapted for various contexts, including 
public spaces, residential areas, 
schools, and disaster zones, ensuring 
children have safe play options without 
requiring extensive equipment.

Organizing workshops and semi-
nars can raise awareness and publicize 
their outcomes. Creating a coordinat-
ing group can help monitor play op-
portunities for refugee children. The 
community can identify where play 
spaces may be lacking or in need of 
improvement. Community members 
from schools, local councils, and asso-
ciations, can be encouraged to gather 
feedback from caregivers about access 
to play spaces.

In times of crisis, it is important to 
prioritize the right to play alongside es-
sential services like health and shelter. 
Policies considering play opportunities 
for refugee children can ensure that 
their rights are upheld (Woolley, 2021).

Figure 6. Control mechanism data flow diagram (Produced by 
the author).
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6. Conclusion
The number of child migrants is 
expected to increase due to ongoing 
conflicts, wars, natural disasters, 
climate crises, and pandemics. This 
situation demands immediate and 
proactive action from states party to 
the UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child (UNCRC) to safeguard the rights 
of refugee children, particularly their 
right to play. While current efforts are 
encouraging, they must be enhanced 
to fully address the unique needs of 
these vulnerable children. This study 
highlights the essential role of play 
in the well-being of refugee children, 
identifies barriers to accessing play 
opportunities, and proposes solutions 
to overcome these challenges.

The play guide developed in this 
study offers a comprehensive frame-
work for creating inclusive play spaces 
that nurture the physical, psychologi-
cal, and social development of refugee 
children. Although the findings offer 
valuable insights, it is vital to recognize 
that some existing initiatives may not 
meet the specific needs of these chil-
dren. The focus should not be on segre-
gating refugee children from their host 
communities but on understanding 
their play habits and fostering inclusive 
play environments.

This research aims to serve as a 
lasting resource for local authorities, 
NGOs, volunteers, and professionals 
dedicated to improving the lives of ref-
ugee children. By continuously adapt-
ing this guide, stakeholders can ensure 
that play remains a central aspect of 
these children’s lives, promoting resil-
ience, well-being, and social cohesion. 
The guide functions as a foundation-
al tool for future initiatives, offering 
adaptable strategies to advocate for the 
right to play, design appropriate play 
environments, and strengthen collabo-
rations that support children’s growth 
and integration into their communi-
ties.

However, this study has limitations. 
It relies primarily on a systematic re-
view due to ethical considerations and 
restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 
pandemic, which hindered extensive 
on-site observations. As a result, the 
findings may lack the contextual un-
derstanding that fieldwork could pro-

vide. Additionally, focusing on refugee 
children in Türkiye may limit the ap-
plicability of the proposed play guide 
to other countries due to potential cul-
tural and social differences.

To address these limitations, future 
research could incorporate field-based 
studies involving direct interactions 
with refugee children and local com-
munities. Ethnographic studies or 
participatory action research could 
provide deeper insights into the lived 
experiences of refugee children and 
their interactions with play spaces. 
Comparative studies across various 
countries hosting refugee populations 
could also enhance the guide’s adapt-
ability to diverse contexts.
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