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Definitions

Playgroups – aka parent and baby, parent and 
toddler, parent and child groups, baby groups etc - 
refers to any groups which provide activities for 
children and social interaction for adults and 
children.

‘Community wellbeing is the combination of social, 
economic, environmental, cultural, and political 
conditions identified by individuals and their 
communities as essential for them to flourish and 
fulfil their potential (Wiseman and Brasher 2008, 
358).
Resilience: ‘The ability of a nation, community, 
individual to harness resources and expertise to help 
themselves prepare for, respond to and recover from 
adversity and communal challenges’ [Scottish 
Government].

A polycrisis is a situation in which multiple, distinct 
crises occur simultaneously and interact in ways that 
amplify each other, producing outcomes more 
severe than the sum of the individual crises.



Navigating the everyday during a 
polycrisis



Playgroups

• In the UK since the 1960/70s

• Parent run, church/charity run, council run

• Can be ‘stay and play’ or follow more formal Early Years 
activities/syllabus 

• Include subsidised, free or ‘pay what you can’ groups

• Research gap:
• Most research focused in Australia, some in 

Europe – very little in UK

• Most focus on child development and parent and 
child socialisation – particularly of families 
considered ‘vulnerable’

• Much focus on online parenting communities (ie 
Mumsnet)

• Focus from education, health and early years 

• The unpaid/invisible role of women have been 
overlooked by social scientists 

The Good Practice Guide for 
Parent and Toddler Groups 
(2014) describe them as 
‘offering vital friendship, 
making a valuable 
contribution to community 
life, and a life-saving avenue 
for families in crisis’ .



Methods 
and 
Projects

2022-23
Pilot study

• Participatory observation of 3 playgroups
• 7 interviews
• Comparative analysis 
• Thematic analysis

2023-2024
BA / Leverhulme 

project

• 6 months of participatory observation 11 playgroups
• 27 interviews (organisers, members, non members)
• 2 deliberative expert discussion groups (experiential / professional) 

2024-present day
Ongoing work

• 3 years evaluation of ‘blended childcare in Govanhill (PI), focus groups, surveys, 
storytelling

• Scottish Government work: ‘Whole Families Approach’ and Communities of 
Practice project (co-I, facilitator)

• AcrossEU Seedfunding ‘Family life at the margins: work/care organisation, 
wellbeing and resilience in remote rural communities in Switzerland, Finland and 
Scotland’ (Glasgow PI), spatial mapping and storytelling



Findings 
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Create a sense of 
belonging and identity

• Transition into parenthood: 
the ‘matrescence’

• Share experiences, hear 
from others

• Meet people at the same 
stage in life

• Structure and routine
• Embed families into a 

‘community’





Social 
capital 

and 
informal 

networks 

Bonding: Creates sense of belonging 
and roots new families in the 
community, weak and strong ties / 
‘thick’ and ‘thin’ communities

Bridging: between those that have 
children of similar ages facing similar 
challenges at similar stages of life 
between class, race, gender, age / 
generation

Linking: Networks, friends, connections 
with wider local area and groups, inc 
service providers, schools, community 
leaders, organisations, councils, 
political representatives

Creating long term connections and sense of community



Skills and 
knowledge 
development

Deliberation: emphasises mutual 
understanding by hearing, discussing, 
comparing and reflecting on different 
approaches

Enlarged thinking: transcending “private 
subjective conditions” and taking into 
account the perspectives of others, helps 
members to form closer bonds and 
understand different ways of doing things

Public good: Develop deeper knowledge 
about the local area (place and space) and 
the needs of the community

Community capacity and community 
leadership: Volunteers gain confidence in 
their skills (key for parents returning to work 
and future volunteering and community 
leadership)



Trauma and 
crisis support 

Birth related 
trauma Anxiety and fear

Sleep deprivation Feeding problems

Loneliness and 
isolation

BUT further crisis 
experienced by 

members: 

Family 
breakdown Covid lockdown

Seeking asylum 



Spending time with parents 
in learning environment 

Increased confidence and 
practice social and life skills

Exposure to community 
parenting, helping develop 
trust in other adults – widens 
their safety net

Opportunities for parents to 
observe other children’s 
behaviour and parenting styles

Opportunities to observe (and 
celebrate!) developmental 
changes in behaviour over 
time (parent support)

Child development 
and parental 

learning



What role can playgroups play in community 
wellbeing and resilience in the everyday?



Playgroups: Women’s invisible role in 
supporting families within the community

provide 
companionship and 

limit isolation

provide a safe place 
for families and their 
children to socialise

provide a space for 
parents to enter and 

feel unburdened 

help make 
connections between 

other parents and 
carers 

link with wider 
communities

provides social 
networks and support recruit new members develop skills of 

volunteers

keep playgroups going 
for next generation

develop community 
leaders

provide information 
and skills about local 

area

signpost needs and 
opportunities

storytelling and share 
experiences

normalise and reduce 
worry related to child 

development

increase ability of 
members to verbalise 

and communicate 
issues/problems

potentially reduce 
burden on health 

services



Barriers to playgroups: 
(in)accessibility and 

infrastructure



Gender

• Women predominantly volunteer and 
attend playgroups

• Designed and shaped for their needs
• Men seem to prefer to socialise 

differently with their children than 
women

• Women work hard to embed their 
whole family within the community

Future proofing: Do men and women 
want / need different things from outdoor 
spaces when caring for children? (Alarcón-
García et al. 2024 says yes!)

…dads are strange creatures. They 
won't really interact with each other 
unless you really force the matter. 



Accessibility
• Decreasing number of volunteers

• Shutting of key services – libraries, community 
centres, museums etc

• Transport difficulties

• Cost: playgroup, transport, outdoor necessities

Future proofing: 

• Support and invest in volunteers 

• Valuing community spaces

• More women in local politics or better 
representation

• Subsidise, free services



Weather
• Lack of outdoor spaces
• Lack of access to wet weather gear, concern 

about heat

• Nowhere to dry clothes, buggies (Naughton-Doe 
et al. 2025)

Future proofing:

• Need to consider how climate change is going to 
create additional problems ie increased rain fall, 
flooding, heat related illness, pollution, lack of 
green space or appropriate play areas



Infrastructure
• Navigating public transport (timings, 

distance, cost)
• Crossing busy roads and unfit 

pavements

• Suitable spaces 
• Intimidating and unknown 

buildings
• Access to changing/feeding spaces
• Parks and outdoor spaces

• Future proofing:

• Feminist urban planning
• Public policy
• Co-design with users



Concluding remarks

Playgroups able to provide a valuable service to 
community and wider society – skilled volunteers, 
community leaders, better supported and connected 
families

Playgroup members have the capacity and inclination to 
adapt in a crisis, be responsive to members, able to rely 
on skills, and tap into other formal orgs and institutions

Playgroups provide a good case study for exploring 
infrastructure, community and wellbeing, and examining 
future proofing 



Sharing the findings:

  
 



Thanks for 
listening!

Further reading:
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