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THE ARCHITECTURE OF PLAY & PRESENCE [CAe®

A New Blueprint for Social Infrastructure in Public Parks RS
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after. Parks function as
signals of how much a place
cares about itself.

to fear, poor maintenance,
and a feeling that spaces
are not for people like us.

4 ..
"""" ) ~A ~ ~
\ "-‘ The Emotional Reality The Physical Reality
“ i Residents feel deep pride 3 Many spaces are avoided
: when spaces are well looked or only partially used due

Cocial Connection & Decline & Exclucion
; Belonging = Active Activation ' i o | —> Pagcive Neglect

. //

o/ /
.‘ “When a park declines, residents read that decline as a i
R sign that the community itself has been neglected.” ///
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Installing physical equipment does not automatically produce activity.
Informal space is more valuable than formal space.

Cost $

Traditional planning assumes playgrounds create play. The reality is
that children prefer adaptable spaces—slopes, trees, edges, and
grass areas—where they can invent games, climb, and build.
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The Invisible Barrier: Redefining Sa-f—ety

Positive
Presence
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The Safety Diagnostic

The true barrier to use isn't just crime;
it is the absence of positive presence.

e Environmental Safety

Broken equipment, poor lighting,
overgrown paths.

e Psychological Safety

“Fine in the day, but not somewhere
I’d send kids on their own.”

The Pivot

Spaces feel instantly safer when positive
activity—families, dog walkers,
community groups—is visible. We cannot

police our way to safe parks; we must
activate our way there.
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The Strategic Shift

“To fix our parks, we must stop upgrading physical
spaces and start designing social ecosystems.”

Shift from physical P E O P L E Spaces come alive through
AT relationships and local
iokaciat i ownership.
PERMISSION &,
this space.
Adult and intergenerational
77 activity that naturally displaces
anti-social behavior.

The three pillars

of activation

Visible cues that tell the

Capital improvements alone are rarely enough.
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The Failure of Traditional Consultation .|

Survey / Consultation Strategy Top-

Institution to Public

Down

Town Hall Report Document Delivery

Teolatee
Recidente

>

\{ Extracte Data [rancactional Dynamic

Traditional consultation isolates residents in meeting rooms, extracts data,
and creates a transactional dynamic. It asks narrow questions about facilities
and misses the emotional, historical, and imaginative connection people
have to their t their landscape. It produces data, but fails to build trust. s
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" Introducing ‘The Path and The Hearth’ ™.

Two phases of the same community learning process.
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‘ The Path: Walking Quests The Hearth: Fireside Conversations .
' : Generating Observation. We walk to see Generating Meaning. We sit by the fire to '"/___f;'_.,f,‘,‘.-f-f)
_\\.' \ how the space is experienced. understand why those experiences matter. >
e NS S "/ .o “',/ :"f /
\\ NN Both walking and gathering around fire are ancient human behaviors. Paa /
\ NN Bogmpiias Together, they form a unified community learning process. .« e —
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The Path: Seeing Through a Child’s Eyes

Walking Quests reveal that adults overlook the exact spaces children value
most. We design for the center, but play happens at the edges.

The Lenses of the Landscape Matrix
 Dimension | AdultLens ChildLens | T4 It
/D/ay ZomeS’

Safety, equipment, Adventure, imagination, é/
facilities wildlife

Primary Focus

The formal center, The messy edges,
paved paths slopes, hidden paths

Preferred Space

Visual aesthetics, Utility, climbing

Value Metric tidiness potential, materials
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I used fo budd deas exactly
like this wheu | was a KA."”
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“This coruer used to

feel so forgotten.”

The Hearth: Fire as a social anchor

The Mechanics
of the Hearth

The Format

6-12 people, 60-90 minutes,
physically located in the park itself.

The Psychology

Fire slows the conversation down.
Instead of formal answers, it elicits
personal stories, childhood memories
of den building, and emotional
connections to place.

The Output

It reveals pride and local knowledge,
validating the need for adaptable,
hyper-local spaces. The event itself
models positive use of the park.
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i Shifting the Paradigm of Engagement

The Consultation Pivot Matrix

Dimension Traditional Consultation Community Sense-Making

Setting Fluorescent meeting rooms The physical park landscape

Format Surveys and structured Q&A Walking, observing, and
fireside storytelling

Output Quantitative data & reports Emotional insight, shared
meaning, and trust :

Dynamic Institution to Public Community to Shared Action

é& J Good places emerge from paying attention :
| together, not from filling out forms separately.
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This circular process mirrors how communities naturally evolve, L
replacing the linear, bureaucratic delivery model. ;

SLesatve 1. Experience
Loop (Explore)

Walk the landscape J
through a chiid's
eyes.

f 4.Learning

(Observe Again)
Watch how the

physical changes J

% shift the social
N dynamic.

(Reflect)

Sit by the fire,
capture memory J
and possibility. //

3. Small Action
(Experiment)

Deploy quick wins
(e.g., a stick stash,
fixing lighting,
a play day).
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‘““Children do not just want to

use an environment designed

by adults. Children want the power
to CHANGE their environment.”

The Theory of Loose Parts

The more loose, adaptable materials a play environment has,
the more creative and imaginative children become.




Camps: Unlocks K | i Secret Bases: Builds

2o & Rolepla : Spatial Awareness &
Imagination A0 | . Ownership

‘ Complex Structures: Group Effort: Forces ;

* Teaches Structural Thinking Negotiation & Teamwork ‘\‘
&%y & Risk Assessment | .
0‘ ' ]
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Synthesis: Den building turns simple play into deep insight. It reveals natural play zones, encourages

intergenerational storytelling, and turns an empty park into a bustling, creative ecosystem.
e * A NotebooklLM
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. The 3-Layer Architecture of Play

; We over-invest in the base and ignore the middle. To create true "= "

play ecosystems, we must fill the loose parts gap.
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Exploration

Adventure Space

Woodlands, slopes, wild edges /
for exploration.

o Imagination

CRITICAL GAP
ST Loose Parts (MISSING)

Adaptable materials (sticks, logs) to
build and shape the world. Currently
absent in most UK municipal parks.

Building ~

Adaptation —>

Formal Equipment

Swings, slides, and fixed structures.
High cost, rigid usage.
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Introducing ‘The Stick Stash’

A permanent, loose-material play zone where natural materials
are deliberately replenished for community play.

The Weave:

Flexible branches
and long sticks for
wall construction.

— ° = -
The Permission:

™ Den Building Ares.

Use the cticks te bulld

.. sometlring amasing. _
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The Permission:

Council sign
stating: Den
Building Area.
Use the sticks to
build something
amazing. Work
together.

S The Weatherproofing:

Large, heavy logs serving as structural Piles of leaves and

bases and stepping stones. smaller debris.
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Mapping the Invisible Play Zones =~ .

Den building sessions reveal that children naturally %
gravitate to the edges, slopes, and sheltered
corners. The Stick Stash belongs here, turning X
Vi< Eorest overlooked, zero-value maintenance areas into
high-value play ecosystems. o

tree canopies
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The Economics & Mechanics of the Stash .

: Low Cocst, HigA Value ;
Council Tree Wy :
Maintenance / Repurposed as %epqsﬂed :jn ghgh-Valpte
f Storm Fallen Loose Parts S bl
" Park Zones Play Ecosystem
Branches
: A . . Suctainable ‘
/ /s Financial Insight Cycle
s Compared to a $50,000 playground refit, a Stick Stash costsnear | .-+
calt: zero. It transforms expensive municipal green waste disposal
e L into free, hyper-local community play infrastructure. High impact,
= 4 low capital cost, high visibility.



Shifting from Equipment to Imagination
The Play Architecture Matrix

Dimension Formal Playground

Play Type Fixed, single-use structures
User Action Play here exactly like this
Cost Profile High capital, high replacement

cost

Core Qutcome

Physical recreation, motor
skills
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staying longer in the park.

Ring 1 (The Anchor)
Children begin building,

Ring 2 (The Pull)
Parents, grandparents,
and dog walkers stop to
watch, increasing

dwell time.”

\\ e

Ring ¢ (The Result) /
“The park achieves sustaine
psychological safety and [

community pride.” \\\

Ring 3 (The Displacement)
The sheer volume of visible,
positive intergenerational
presence naturally displaces
anti-social behavior.”

Ring 4 (The Result)

“The park achieves sustained
psychological safety and et
community pride.” .



ABCD in Action: From Service to Asset

..... Materials Permission + Space == Commumty- -
(Tree Waste) + (Signage) (Park Edges) == Le d Play .

(A il o)

This is the essence of Asset-Based Community Development. Outcome

The local council does not run an activity or provide a “When children shape their

finished product. The institution provides the raw materials environment, they feel the
" [+ and the permission; the community provides the imagination, park is their place, building
% thelabor, and the play. lifelong stewardship.”
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Every neighbourhood park should

have a ‘Stick Stash’ - a natural play
area with loose branches and logs

that allows children to build,
invent, and leave their mark.

Good places do not come from catalogs.
Good places emerge from paying attention together.
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