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This policy has been created by the Society of Health Play Specialists- (SoHPS) in response to the NHS and Starlight Play Well Toolkit; standards and guidance for health play services. Standard 1, -” We have a clear policy or standard operating procedure for play, and we promote the importance of play across our service.  NHS England Play Well Resources

This resource is about play services in children’s healthcare. Specifically, it is about commissioning, designing and delivering therapeutic health play services that help to ensure babies, children and young people (BCYP) experience the best health care possible and improve outcomes from their treatment and care. 


	Who is this policy for? 



This policy should be read by commissioners, healthcare professionals, and providers of NHS or local authority healthcare services in England and the UK, as well as anyone involved in delivering healthcare services to babies, children, and young people (BCYP). This includes Trust leadership teams, allied health professionals, nurses, doctors, healthcare support workers, health play specialists, safeguarding teams, operational managers, students, volunteers, and partner organisations involved in the planning, delivery, or oversight of children’s healthcare services. The policy is relevant to all settings where healthcare is provided to BCYP, including hospitals, community services, outpatient departments, and virtual healthcare environments

It is also relevant to non-clinical staff who come into contact with young patients, as well as to children using healthcare services, their families, carers, and the wider public.

This document can be used to inform the development of a play strategy for health play services, as well as to support the creation of standard operating procedures (SOPs) in line with the Play Well Toolkit NHS England Play Well Resources. It has been developed by the Society of Health Play Specialists (SoHPS) Workforce Development Workstream https://sohps.org.uk/workforce-development/ in partnership with the SoHPS therapeutic play leadership development group, with the aim of producing a document which is tailored to all areas with healthcare play services, whilst allowing for information to be added which is specific to the organisation delivering BCYP healthcare services 
The Society of Health Play Specialists (SoHPS) is the professional body representing Health Play Specialists (HPS) in the United Kingdom. Play specialists work primarily in healthcare settings to support BCYP through illness, medical treatment, and hospitalisation using therapeutic play. https://sohps.org.uk/
SoHPS is the official education and registration body for Health Play Specialists working in the UK and elsewhere. They play a central role in maintaining professional standards within this field. It sets guidelines for training and practice, supports accreditation, and ensures that members adhere to the professional and mentoring standards. The organisation also advocates for the importance of play in healthcare, raising awareness among medical professionals, policymakers, and the public about the benefits of child-centred care. https://sohps.org.uk/registration/
	Acronyms



Please add any additional acronyms that are relevant to your service 

· HPS 		Health Play Specialist
· MDT		Multidisciplinary Team
· SoHPS 	Society of Health Play Specialists 
· TYA		Teenagers and Young Adults
· YP                 Young People
· GA 		General Anaesthetic
· BCYP 	Babies, Children and young people
· YSC		Youth Support Coordinators 
· SLA 		Service Level Agreement
· PPI		Patient and Public Involvement


	Table of contents



(Please add page numbers to the following table once you have completed all 
customisable sections)
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	Introduction


Babies, Children and Young People (BCYP) accessing healthcare services have a fundamental need for play and recreation. This need should be routinely met across all hospital departments providing services to BCYP, including neonatal services and provision for siblings.
Play is essential for normal development and is recognised as a therapeutic intervention within healthcare. It enables children and young people to:
· Understand and process new information
· Adjust to unfamiliar and potentially distressing environments
· Develop coping strategies for treatments and procedures
· Exercise their right to play (UNCRC 1989. Article 31) https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/UNCRC_summary-1_1.pdf
· Maintain normal developmental processes
Evidence demonstrates that play is essential for children’s health and wellbeing. When in receipt of healthcare services, it contributes to improved clinical outcomes, including faster recovery and a reduced need for interventions under general anaesthesia.
(NHS England and Starlight (2025) Play well – resources for health play services for England. Available at: NHS England Play Well Resources)
This Policy aligns with the NHS Play Well Toolkit: Recommended Standards for Health Play Services. All practice standards in this policy have been referenced and linked to the recommended standards for health play services. NHS England (2025) Play well: recommended standards for health play services. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/play-well-recommended-standards-for-health-play-services/
The seven standards that Health Play Services strive to deliver are:
1. We have a clear policy or standard operating procedure for play, and we promote the importance of play across our service.
2. All children have access to safe and appropriate play resources while in our care.
3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists.
4. Play is recognised and advocated for by all members of the multi-disciplinary team.
5. Our community health play staff are recognised as an integral part of the service.
6. Our healthcare environment for children is playful, welcoming, and accessible.
7. All our health play staff are trained and qualified to the recommended level for their role, registered with their professional body wherever relevant, and supported in their continued professional development.


This policy also aligns with national guidance and frameworks, including:
· SoHPS Professional Standards https://sohps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/SoHPS-Professional-Standards-Mentoring-Standards-May-2026.pdf
· Play Well: Resources for Health Play Services in England NHS England » Play well – resources for health play services for England
· UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) (https://www.unicef.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/UNCRC_summary-1_1.pdf) 
· CYP National Cancer Plan https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-cancer-plan-for-england/the-national-cancer-plan-for-england-delivering-world-class-cancer-care-accessible-version
· Preoperative Care Services for Children and Young People: Best Practice Guidance. London: Centre for Perioperative Care. https://cpoc.org.uk/sites/cpoc/files/documents/2026-06/Preoperative_Care_Services_for_Children_and_Young_People_guidance2026.pdf
· The Best Possible Experience for Children: A Workforce Development Strategy for Play Services Supporting Babies, Children and Young People in Healthcare. Starlight. https://www.sohps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/workforce/Starlight_WorkforceStrategy_8pp_DIGITAL_(1).pdf 
· NHS England (2017) The Fifteen Steps Challenge: Quality from a patient's perspective – An inpatient toolkit. London: NHS England. Available at: https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/15-steps-inpatient.pdf 

Our Commitment 
Play and recreation are integral to empowering children, young people, and families throughout their healthcare journey.
The Health Play Service at (Insert Trust Name) is committed to providing a safe, inclusive, and welcoming environments, delivering high-quality and BCYP -centred care through play.

We uphold the principles of the Play Well Promise and are committed to delivering services in line with recommended national standards

The Play well, promise. 

[bookmark: _Int_9DsdgsYs]“We recognise all children’s right to play as part of the best possible healthcare. All our staff working with children understand the importance of play to their care, and we also employ specialised health play staff. We want our health play services to be of the highest possible quality and are committed to adopting and implementing the recommended standards”





	Service Aims



The play service aims to support BCYP in the following ways:

· Create a welcoming and supportive environment for every child and young person accessing healthcare services
· Advocate for the needs and rights of BCYP, and families
· Ensure that each child’s healthcare experience is as positive and supportive as possible
· Reduce distress and trauma caused by medical interventions
· Contribute to improving services for BCYP efficacy and outcomes through health play. 

In June 2025, NHS England launched the Play Well: Quality Checklist for Health Play Services  PRN01936-iii-play-well-quality-checklist-for-health-play-services.docx. Closely followed by an interactive spreadsheet version developed by the Surgery in Children Operational Delivery Networks Play_Well_Interactive_Checklist.xlsx.

It is recommended that all Trusts utilise this resource to audit their health play services to identify areas of good practice and any gaps within current provision. The findings should be used to inform action plans and establish objectives to support future service development and continuous improvement. 

In June 2024 the Workforce Development Strategy was published by the Starlight Children’s Foundation in collaboration with the Society of Health Play Specialists with support of Skills for Health resulting from a multi-agency collaborations convened by Starlight with support from NHS England: Starlight_WorkforceStrategy_8pp_DIGITAL_(1).pdf 

It is recommended that all Trusts reflect the recommendations of the Workforce Development Strategy in the future development of Play Services. More information on the NHS 10 year plan can be found via https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/10-year-health-plan-for-england-fit-for-the-future

	Service Delivery 


The service will deliver support through:

Pre-admission 

Health Play Specialists provide support to BCYP and families prior to admission to promote preparation, reduce anxiety, and ensure individual needs are identified at the earliest opportunity. The support can be provided in person or via virtual appointments. This may include liaising with external professionals, services, and MDTs to obtain relevant referral information, assessments, and clinical handovers. Effective communication and information sharing via the HPS will support the team in planning and delivering appropriate, patient-centred interventions tailored to BCYP’s developmental, emotional, and healthcare needs. This could include the transfer of information between healthcare settings from other professionals who have worked with the BCYP through previous interventions. Further information on the role of HPS in preoperative care for BCYP can be found here.
Preoperative Care Services for Children and Young People | Centre for Perioperative Care
Normalising Play and Recreation

Health Play Specialists Provide opportunities for play that promotes normality, enjoyment, learning, and development. Play is essential to children’s physical, emotional, social, and cognitive development and supports the achievement of important developmental milestones. Access to play helps children build confidence, communication skills, creativity, independence, and resilience, while also supporting their overall health and wellbeing. All children have the right under the United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child (Associated Document – 4) to access play and recreational opportunities appropriate to their age, ability, and individual needs. 

Specialised & Therapeutic Play

The Health Play Specialist delivers individualised play programmes designed to support the developmental, emotional, and clinical needs of BCYP. This may include the use of a wide range of resources, such as real and replica medical equipment, to support familiarisation, preparation, and desensitisation as part of treatment and procedural pathways. Specialised play interventions may also be provided within services offering highly specialised care, including cancer, radiation therapy, imaging departments, and sexual assault referral services, where tailored therapeutic support is essential in reducing anxiety, promoting understanding, and enabling children and young people to cope with complex or sensitive healthcare experiences.

Preparation

The Health Play Specialist Supports children and young people to understand procedures, treatments, and healthcare experiences through developmentally appropriate preparation. Preparation should be tailored to each child’s individual needs, age, stage of development, communication style, abilities, and previous experiences to help reduce anxiety and promote understanding and coping. A variety of resources and approaches may be used, including play, visual aids, books, digital tools, demonstrations, and sensory or communication supports. Preparation may take place face to face or through virtual sessions, ensuring children and families can access support in a way that is flexible, inclusive, and appropriate to their needs.

Distraction & coping strategies

The Health Play Specialist provides distraction and coping support during treatments and procedures to help reduce anxiety, fear, and distress for children and young people. Distraction techniques should be tailored to the child’s individual needs, age, stage of development, interests, and communication preferences to support positive coping and engagement. A range of approaches and resources may be used, including play, conversation, sensory items, music, breathing techniques, books, games, digital devices, and relaxation strategies. Effective distraction can help BCYP feel more in control, improve their overall experience, support emotional wellbeing during healthcare interventions, and may also help to reduce the need for sedation and general anaesthetic (GA) during some procedures and treatment.





Post-Procedural Play

The Health Play Specialist provides opportunities for play that supports children and young people in reflecting on and processing their experiences of treatment or procedures. Post-procedural play helps children develop understanding, express thoughts and emotions, reduces anxiety, and makes sense of what has happened in a safe and supportive way. Through play, children and young people can revisit experiences at their own pace, build coping strategies, regain a sense of control, and correct any misunderstandings or fears. Activities and approaches should be tailored to the child’s age, developmental stage, communication needs, and individual preferences to promote emotional wellbeing and support positive healthcare experiences.

Community Support

Health Play Specialists working within the community may support BCYP with long-term or complex health conditions by providing therapeutic play, preparation, and emotional support in a range of familiar environments, including the home, schools, hospice settings, primary care settings, neighbourhood health hubs, and other local care settings. Community-based support may also extend to BCYP receiving palliative or end-of-life care, ensuring care is delivered in a sensitive, individualised, and developmentally appropriate manner. The HPS will work collaboratively with families, carers, and MDTs to promote coping, reduce anxiety, and support the emotional wellbeing of the child or young person throughout their healthcare journey.

Sibling and Family Support

The Health Play Specialist recognises the importance of supporting the wider family throughout the BCYP healthcare experience. Illness, treatment, and hospitalisation can have a significant emotional impact on parents, carers, and siblings, and support should consider the needs of the whole family. Siblings may experience anxiety, confusion, fear, isolation, or changes in family routines and relationships, and should be given opportunities where possible for inclusion, communication, reassurance, and emotional support appropriate to their age and understanding.

Bereavement support/ Palliative and end of life care 

The Health Play Specialist delivers and leads specialist therapeutic play interventions within bereavement, 	palliative, and end-of-life care services, supporting BCYP and families through preparation, emotional expression, and memory-making activities, while working collaboratively as part of the multidisciplinary team (MDT)



	Service Structure



The Health Play Specialist (HPS) role is a recognised professional discipline that complements the multidisciplinary team (MDT). All staff must work within their scope of practice and adhere to professional standards set by the Society of Health Play Specialists (SoHPS).
Practice should adhere to the standards outlined within the SoHPS Professional Standards (2024). https://sohps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/SoHPS_ps.pdf
	Play & Youth Service Team at (Insert name of Trust)



(Please customise your staffing structure, roles and banding using the template below)

CYP Divisional Manager




Play Service Manger






Deputy Play Service manager







Advanced Health Play Specialists/
Team leads 





Senior Health Play Specialists / 
Youth support coordinators 






Health Play Specialists






Play Workers 





Play Volunteers  






	Play Services Team – Roles and Responsibilities


There are many roles within Health Play Services. The list below demonstrates the range of roles that support BCYP nationally (titles may vary within various Trusts). Each role contributes to service delivery, leadership, supervision, service development, and the delivery of high-quality child-centred care in line with Trust objectives. The structure and roles of health play services our outlined in the NHS Play-Well Toolkit guidelines for commissioning and designing health play services. lhttps://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/play-well-guidelines-for-commissioning-and-designing-health-play-services/

Information in the following section is aligned with the Workforce Development Strategy Starlight_WorkforceStrategy_8pp_DIGITAL.pdf

· Play Service Manager – The Play Service Manager oversees all Play staff and within the Trust. In designated children’s hospitals and larger tertiary services, Play Service Managers lead multidisciplinary teams that may include health playworkers, health play specialists, youth workers, and youth support coordinators. The role includes operational leadership, strategic development, and the promotion and advocacy of play-friendly, child-centred services across the organisation. Play Service Managers may also contribute to safeguarding boards, patient engagement initiatives, and quality improvement projects, while in some settings continuing to provide specialist clinical support within complex services alongside their leadership responsibilities.
In some settings, Play Service Managers are also responsible for leading the Youth Service, providing management and oversight to Youth Workers and Youth Support Coordinators (YSCs) and may be called “Play and Youth Services Managers”.In other settings, the Youth Service operates as a separate service led by a dedicated Lead or “Youth Service Manager”.

· Play Service deputy manager – normally works clinically as well as supporting the manager in the day-to-day running of the service. Can hold responsibility for managing referral caseloads and coordinating staffing and recruitment. 

· Team Leads/ Advanced Health Play Specialists – carries out the clinical role of the HPS whilst also undertaking leadership responsibilities for service development, line management of the play workers, and HPS. Can hold responsibility for a specific service such as oncology, imaging or radiotherapy.

· Senior Health Play Specialists – overseeing the day to day running of specific areas/ departments, carrying out therapeutic and specialised play. Supporting and working alongside other HPS and play workers colleagues. Can hold responsibility for leading on local service improvements or specific areas such as the mentoring and coordination of student placements. 

· Health Play Specialists (HPS) - are qualified & registered professionals who use play therapeutically to support BCYP in healthcare settings. Their role is centered on reducing anxiety, promoting understanding, and helping children cope with illness, treatment, and hospitalisation.

· Youth staff- Youth Support Coordinator (YSC) / Youth worker – 
Health-based Youth Support Workers provide age-appropriate support to young people receiving healthcare, helping them navigate their care while maintaining connections with education, family, friends, and everyday life. They promote emotional wellbeing through therapeutic and recreational activities, facilitate peer support, advocate for young people's voices, and work alongside healthcare, education, and community teams to improve engagement, experience, and health outcomes.

· Health Play Specialist Apprentice – The Health Play Specialist Apprenticeship enables apprentices to be employed by the Trust while combining workplace experience with academic study. The programme includes one university study day per week during term time and protected off-the-job learning, which is a statutory apprenticeship requirement and includes study, teaching, reflective practice, and supervised learning undertaken outside normal day-to-day duties. Apprentices must complete 400 placement hours over the two-year programme (200 hours each year), which, for those already working in a relevant role, will be incorporated into their existing working week. Throughout the apprenticeship, apprentices are supported by a qualified HPS workplace mentor to help them apply their learning in practice and achieve the required professional competencies. This can be an productive model to grow and develop a sustainable workforce.
· More details about the Health Play Specialist apprenticeship can be found here https://skillsengland.education.gov.uk/apprenticeships/st0829-v1-1
https://sohps.org.uk/training-entry/


· Senior play and activity worker – provide normalising and age/developmentally appropriate play and recreational opportunities for BCYP. Through play they support and promote play based interventions to enhance the patient experience. They may undertake additional responsibilities including the planning and coordination of sessions and supporting Play Workers in the facilitation and delivery of activities and interventions.

· Play Worker/ Play Assistants / Nursery Nurse– providing normalising play and activities, and age/developmentally appropriate play and recreation opportunities for BCYP. Through play, play workers support and promote play-based interventions to enhance the patient’s experience. They adapt play and recreation activities ensuring these are accessible and inclusive for all BCYP.

· Practice development HPS – Promotes high standards of care through exemplary clinical expertise, leadership, and professionalism. Works collaboratively with the Play & Youth Service Manager and the Practice Educator to support the development of qualified and registered HPS, Play Workers, Youth Workers, and Youth Support Workers through effective education programmes, training courses, and simulation-based learning. Collaborates with Deputy Play & Youth Service Manager to monitor competency compliance and provide ongoing support. Engages with internal and external stakeholders to promote innovation and advancement within the field, contributing to continuous improvement in patient care standards.

· Community and Outreach play specialists provide health play services to BCYP in their home, school or community setting. In addition, they may provide focused specialised play for children with complex needs or deliver Portage services (associated document - 9). Outreach play specialists may be attached to specific services, for example, Pediatric Oncology or Children’s Hospices and may include end-of-life support. Working in the home offers opportunities for these professionals to work therapeutically with other family members. 

· Research Health Play Specialist - works collaboratively with the wider play and youth service team to support the implementation of service development projects and undertake service evaluations, audits, and research activities. The role includes the collection and analysis of data to measure the impact and effectiveness of provisions, inform evidence-based practice, and support continuous improvement and ongoing development within the service. The Research HPS is vital to support the growing evidence base for the impacts and benefits of health play.

· Gamer in residence – Utilises gaming, virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and related technologies to enhance the healthcare experience for children and young people. Oversees bedside and ward-based gaming services, including equipment inventory, set-up, and maintenance. Provides therapeutic engagement and social interaction for children and young people requiring prolonged hospital admission, acting as a dedicated “Player 2” during gaming sessions. Liaises with internal and external stakeholders to ensure software and systems remain updated and fully operational within the Trust. Accepts individual referrals from the Play Team and multidisciplinary team (MDT) to facilitate tailored gaming interventions for children and young people. This role promotes online safety and ensures compliance with organisational trust, safeguarding and digital safety policies.

· Students/ apprentices - A variety of students may be seen on the wards, learning alongside the HPS, for example FDA Health Play Specialism, Early Childhood Studies, Health and Social Care and Medical/AHP Students. Students may be observing the HPS at work to learn the role, or they may be practicing themselves under supervision.

· Play volunteers - work alongside the health play teams to help facilitate play and recreation opportunities for BCYP. They assist in preparing activities and helping to maintain a safe and clean environment

· External Partners - HPS work collaboratively with external partners, including charity visitors, entertainers, volunteers, community organisations, and other support services, to enhance patient care and experience for BCYP. Partnership working helps create positive, engaging, and supportive healthcare environments that promote emotional wellbeing, reduce anxiety, and improve the overall healthcare experience for children and families. These partnerships complement the role of the HPS by providing additional opportunities for play, distraction, social interaction, creativity, and emotional support, while ensuring care remains child-centred, inclusive, and responsive to individual needs. It is important that Service level Agreements (SLA), honorary contracts or memoranda of understanding are completed in line with individual trust policy. 

An example of a SLA and other supporting documentation can be found within the workforce development section of the SoHPS website  
Workforce Development – SoHPS


	Service & Workforce Provision



The Health Play & Youth Service is committed to delivering a high-quality, sufficient, sustainable, and equitable service. Providing fair and equal access for all BCYP regardless of age, ability, background, culture, or clinical need, while maintaining a sustainable model that can respond effectively to changing demands and service priorities.

[bookmark: _Hlk229654921]The service operates: (please customise to reflect your own service cover) 

· Monday to Friday: 08:00–18:00
· Extended hours in selected areas: 07:00–21:00
· Weekend provision in designated departments –08.00-16.00

A 7-day service is a strategic objective set out in the NHS Play Well Toolkit standards and recommendations to ensure that health play services, are providing consistent and equitable access to therapeutic play and general play and recreational support for BCYP.


Please specify what your service is currently providing eg we are currently delivering a 6 days a week service including bank holidays/ Saturday etc

Departments/ wards at (insert your trust name) 

(this section is bespoke to your service, please include all areas that support BCYP)

	[bookmark: _Hlk229655005]Ward/ Department
	Description

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


 
***In circumstances where a HPS is not available cover should be provided from an alternative area prioritising preparation, specialised play, procedure/treatment support and distraction. ***


	[bookmark: _Hlk233728518]Registration, CPD & Documentation



All HPS must be registered with SoHPS - Public Register https://sohps.org.uk/public-register/
and registration must be maintained throughout the duration of their employment.

HPS are required to participate in professional supervision every 6–8 weeks, in accordance with local Trust policy and professional standards. Supervision provides opportunities for reflective practice, professional development, and the maintenance of safe and effective clinical practice.

As part of the SoHPS re-registration requirements, HPS must complete an annual Profile of Evidence, demonstrating continued professional development and competence. Profiles are subject to audit every three years in accordance with SoHPS requirements. https://sohps.org.uk/cpd-profile/

HPS must accurately and reflectively document all activity and patient interactions in line with Trust policies and local documentation standards. Accurate documentation of interactions with BCYP & families is vital to communicate effectively with the wider MDT and to evidence service provision.

Where a Healthcare Play Specialist intervention has been identified but is unable to be provided, this should also be documented where appropriate. Recording missed opportunities helps identify unmet need, informs service evaluation and quality improvement, and provides evidence to support workforce planning and future service development.
Th SoHPS Professional Standards & mentoring standards can be found via the following link:
https://sohps.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/SoHPS-Professional-Standards-Mentoring-Standards-May-2026.pdf


Practice Standards 

7. All our health play staff are trained and qualified to the recommended level for their role, registered with their professional body wherever relevant, and supported in their continued professional development.
•	Our health play staff work within role profiles aligned to Agenda for Change.
•	All health play specialists are qualified for their role and registered with The Society of Health Play Specialists or are in relevant accredited training.
•	Health play staff have regular opportunities for continuing professional development (CPD) and applications for study leave are given due consideration.
•	Health play staff annually record their CPD and reflective practice for their appraisal and/or professional re-registration.
•	Regular reflective practice and/or clinical supervision sessions take place for our health play staff, either as a group or individually.
•	All our health play staff uphold the relevant codes of conduct for their profession.

	Normalising Play and Recreation



Play and recreation are essential for healthy development. All BCYP have the right to play and should have access to appropriate play opportunities during their healthcare experience. This includes those who are patients, and those who are visiting siblings and adult patients. It is essential that toys and resources and inclusive and accessible and reflect the diversity of the BCYP in our care. 

This includes making reasonable adjustments to meet the individual needs of BCYP, including those with learning or physical disabilities, and those who are neurodivergent.

HPS are often able to adapt play activities, resources and communication methods to provide inclusive, accessible, and person-centred play and support, in line with the Trust's Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI) Policy, ensuring all BCYP have equitable opportunities to engage with and benefit from the Health Play Service.

Supporting information can be found vis the link below. 
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/cg170/chapter/recommendations#general-principles-of-care

Practice Standards 

1. We have a clear policy or standard operating procedure for play and we promote the importance of play across our service
· Play, and supporting access to appropriate and safe play provision, is the responsibility of all staff who may encounter children in the course of their work. Our policy considers the play needs of children visiting adult patients 
· The importance of play and the role of health play staff is included in training for all staff who may encounter children in the course of their work.
· Our health play staff take every opportunity to promote play within our service and with children and their families in the community.

2. All children have access to safe and appropriate play resources while in our care.
· Developmentally appropriate toys and play resources are available for all children we care for, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.
· Toys and resources are inclusive, accessible and reflect the diversity of the children we care for.

3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists
· Health play staff are employed to encourage and facilitate normalising play and recreation
· Sufficient, appropriately qualified staff are available to meet children’s needs for play, recreation, and clinical support regardless of age, developmental stage, or state of health
· Consistent, facilitated play sessions are offered to children who are frequently admitted, or admitted for significant periods, and to those who frequently access outpatient or daycare settings. This includes children who receive their care in the community or a hospice setting
· We have play and recreation programs for all children admitted for longer stays and those who have frequent admissions. This includes those who regularly spend time in outpatient or daycare settings and children who receive care in the community or a hospice setting
· The play and recreation needs of children admitted to isolation cubicles are considered and assessed on a daily basis

6. Our healthcare environment for children is playful, welcoming, and accessible.
· Children in inpatient settings have access to a designated play space away from their bedside 24 hours a day, 7 days a week (unless restricted due to infection control procedures).
· Our designated play spaces are safe and fully adaptable to meeting the differing needs of the children using them.
· A proportion of our available outdoor space is suitable and utilised for promoting outdoor play opportunities for all children who can use it.


	Specialised & Therapeutic Play



Specialised and therapeutic play is delivered by qualified, registered HPS to meet the individual clinical, developmental, and emotional, needs of children and young people. Play interventions are tailored to the needs of each patient, ensuring they are inclusive, developmentally appropriate, and responsive to individual abilities and circumstances.

Preparation for procedures and interventions.

Preparation allows children and young people to understand forthcoming procedures, treatments, and interventions in a developmentally appropriate manner. This helps to reduce fear, anxiety, and uncertainty while promoting a sense of control and active participation in their care.

By supporting children and young people to understand what is happening to them and their bodies, preparation facilitates informed participation, promotes autonomy, and enhances cooperation throughout care. These interventions contribute to improved experiences and can positively influence both immediate and longer-term clinical and psychological outcomes.

Preparation through therapeutic play provides opportunities for role play, rehearsal, and emotional expression, enabling children and young people to explore their thoughts and feelings, ask questions, and develop effective coping strategies in a safe and supportive environment

Distraction Play and Coping Strategies

Distraction play and coping strategies are used to reduce distress, minimise anxiety, and support BCYP during clinical procedures, treatments, and other potentially challenging interventions. Effective distraction promotes positive coping, enhances engagement, and can contribute to improved pain management and increased cooperation throughout care.

For distraction techniques to be effective, children and young people should be actively engaged in the chosen activity. Distraction interventions should be developmentally appropriate, individualised, and adapted to the child's preferences, abilities, and clinical needs.

Children and young people should be offered choice wherever possible, enabling them to participate in selecting distraction and coping strategies that best meet their individual needs. This person-centered approach promotes autonomy, increases engagement, and supports a more positive healthcare experience.

The agreed distraction and coping plan should be communicated clearly with the MDT, as well as parents, carers, and other appropriate caregivers, to ensure a consistent and coordinated approach to supporting the child or young person throughout their care.

Post-Procedural Play

Post-procedural play supports children and young people to process and make sense of their healthcare experiences following procedures, treatments, or interventions. Through therapeutic play, children are provided with opportunities to express emotions, explore their experiences, and develop understanding in a safe and supportive environment.

Post-procedural play also enables Health Play Specialists to identify and address any misconceptions, fears, or misunderstandings relating to the child's experience. This supports emotional recovery, promotes resilience, and contributes to the child's longer-term psychological wellbeing and engagement with future healthcare.

Post-procedural play is particularly beneficial for children and young people who have experienced a distressing or traumatic procedure, especially where there has been limited opportunity for pre-procedural preparation. It can help reduce the risk of ongoing healthcare-related anxiety, support the development of positive coping strategies, and improve confidence and cooperation during future healthcare encounters.

Practice standards

3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists.
· We employ qualified and registered health play specialists to provide specialised therapeutic play interventions, including but not limited to preparation, alternative focus activities, distraction therapy and post-procedural support.
· All general and therapeutic play interventions are documented in line with trust policy.
· Children are supported to prepare for invasive procedures by a health play specialist
· Our health play staff have access to medical areas where children would benefit from their presence. This includes anaesthetic rooms, radiology suites, nuclear medicine and other areas
· We have a robust referral system in place for accessing support from health play specialists.

4. Play is recognised and advocated by all members of the multi-disciplinary team.
· Our multi-disciplinary team work collaboratively with our health play staff to ensure that all children with complex or special educational needs, high anxiety, or poor mental health, have a health passport or ‘All About Me’ document in place.
· Our multi-disciplinary teams encourage play and adopt playful approaches to communicating with, treating, and supporting children.

[bookmark: _Hlk235003364]6. Our healthcare environment for children is playful, welcoming, and accessible.
· Our health play staff have access to an appropriate and private space where they can carry out one-to-one therapeutic play sessions
· [bookmark: _Hlk213398782]Our designated play spaces are safe and fully adaptable to meeting the differing needs of the children using them.


	Family & Sibling support



Healthcare Play Specialists (HPS) should offer appropriate support to families, including the siblings of BCYP, recognising the important role they play in the child's healthcare experience. Providing family-centered care supports a holistic approach to treatment, promotes understanding of the child's condition, procedures, and interventions, and helps to reduce anxiety, uncertainty, and misconceptions.

Support should be tailored to the needs of the individual family and may include providing information through play, facilitating opportunities to ask questions, and offering emotional support where appropriate. Involving siblings, where appropriate, can help them understand the healthcare environment and their sibling's treatment, promoting emotional wellbeing and positive family adjustment.

Supporting families and siblings is a multidisciplinary responsibility. HPS should work collaboratively with the wider MDT and, where additional or specialist support is required, signpost or refer families to the appropriate professionals or services in accordance with local pathways.

Practice standards

3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists.
· [bookmark: _Hlk235008174]We have a robust referral system in place for accessing support from health play specialists.


	Supporting Young People



Young people should receive age-appropriate, developmentally appropriate, and person-centred healthcare and support that recognises their individual needs, preferences, and stage of development.

Healthcare Play Specialists (HPS) primarily provide support for young people up to the age of 18 years. Youth Workers/ YSC provide support for young people aged 13–24 years. These services work collaboratively to ensure a coordinated and holistic approach that meets the individual needs of each young person throughout their healthcare journey.

Recognising the differing developmental, emotional, and social needs of young people, healthcare settings should provide access to age-appropriate environments and recreational resources that promote privacy, independence, engagement, and wellbeing.

Young people should be actively involved in decisions about their care and be given opportunities to express their views, ask questions, and participate in care planning in accordance with their age, maturity, and capacity. Where appropriate, opportunities for individual and peer support should be facilitated to promote emotional wellbeing, reduce isolation, and enhance the overall healthcare experience.
Due to the specific of needs of young people, an age and developmentally appropriate space, and recreational resources should be provided.

HPS/ youth workers/YSCs should support young people with transition between services,  
https://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/supporting-young-people-to-transition-into-adolescent-and-adult-services/

More information on age and developmentally appropriate care for young people can be found via the following link
https://www.england.nhs.uk/london/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/15-steps-children-young-people.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com

More information on the role of the YSC/ youth worker in supporting young people can be found vis the following link 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-cancer-plan-for-england/the-national-cancer-plan-for-england-delivering-world-class-cancer-care-accessible-version#children-and-young-peoples-cancer


Practice standards

[bookmark: _Hlk235008200]3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists.
· We have a robust referral system in place for accessing support from health play specialists.

6. Our healthcare environment for children is playful, welcoming, and accessible.
· Inpatients aged 13 or older have access to a designated young people area 24 hours a day, 7 days a week (unless restricted by infection control procedures) 
· We regularly use the 15 steps challenge to allow children and young people to assess and improve the child-friendliness of our environment.

	Community Support



Healthcare Play services may extend into community settings to support continuity of care and ensure children and young people continue to receive appropriate therapeutic play interventions beyond the acute hospital environment.

Community-based support may be delivered in a range of settings, including local healthcare hubs, GP practices, schools, the child's home, and through therapeutic events or residential programmes, depending on the individual needs of the child or young person and the objectives of the intervention.

Community interventions should be planned and delivered in collaboration with the MDT to ensure coordinated, person-centred care and clear communication across services. All community-based practice must be undertaken in accordance with Trust policies and procedures, including those relating to safeguarding, lone working, consent, information governance, documentation, and risk assessment.

Practice standards

3. All children have access to play services, including qualified and registered health play specialists.
•	We have a robust referral system in place for accessing support from health play specialists.

4. Play is recognised and advocated for by all members of the multi-disciplinary team.
· All multi-disciplinary team members know how to refer children and families to our health play service or a local community play team and make such referrals as appropriate.

5. Our community health play staff are recognised as an integral part of the service.
· Our hospital play team, and our community health play team are in regular communication and liaise with one another as appropriate.
· We have a robust referral pathway in place to ensure that the children we care for have consistent access to play support in hospitals, hospices, and within the community (including children looked after by the local authority).
· We encourage networking and shared learning opportunities between our community- and hospital-based health play teams.


	Wider Roles and Responsibilities



HPS may undertake additional roles and responsibilities that complement and enhance the delivery of play services, supporting the holistic care of BCYP, and their families.

These responsibilities may extend beyond direct play interventions and can include supporting procedures outside usual care areas, contributing to bereavement support, promoting the role and value of Health Play service, participating in events and awareness campaigns, and undertaking link roles that support wider Trust priorities, such as safeguarding, wellbeing, and inclusion.

Any additional roles should be undertaken in accordance with individual competence, professional standards, and Trust policies, with appropriate support and communication across the MDT to ensure they enhance the quality and effectiveness of care provided to BCYP and their families.


	Professional learning and workforce Development



Continuous professional development (CPD) is essential to maintaining safe, effective, and up-to-date clinical practice, as well as meeting the requirements for continued registration with SoHPS. 

This is achieved through regular clinical supervision and annual appraisal, completion of all mandatory training, attendance at relevant meetings and training sessions, and active engagement in ongoing CPD opportunities. It also includes contributing to teaching, service development, and supporting BCYP with special educational needs and disabilities (SEND), neurodiversity, and learning disabilities (LD). Annual registration with SoHPS is maintained in line with professional requirements.  

Workforce development and related documents can be found via the following link:  
https://sohps.org.uk/workforce-development/

All registered Health Play Specialists are required to maintain an ongoing record of their continuing professional development (CPD) as a condition of registration.
https://sohps.org.uk/cpd-profile/


Practice standards

1. We have a clear policy or standard operating procedure for play and we promote the importance of play across our service.
Standards
· The importance of play and the role of health play staff is included in training for all staff who may encounter children in the course of their work.
· We encourage and support the continued professional development (CPD) of our health play staff.
· We encourage, support and plan for health play specialist students and apprentices to be professionally mentored within our service.

4. Play is recognised and advocated for by all members of the multi-disciplinary team.
· Our multi-disciplinary teams have access to training on the use of play in a healthcare environment.









	[bookmark: _Hlk229656479]Professional meetings and MDT participation




It is important for HPS to attend MDT meetings, safeguarding meetings, BCYP boards, discharge planning meetings, and other professional meetings to ensure the holistic needs of BCYP are fully represented within care planning and decision-making processes. Health Play Specialists provide valuable insight into a child’s emotional wellbeing, developmental needs, communication preferences, coping strategies, and response to healthcare experiences. Their involvement supports trauma-informed, child-centred care and helps professionals understand how play interventions can reduce anxiety, improve cooperation with treatment, and promote positive outcomes. Attendance at safeguarding and discharge planning meetings ensures that emotional support, preparation for procedures, family dynamics, developmental considerations, and ongoing psychosocial needs are considered alongside medical care. Participation in professional forums and BCYP boards also strengthens advocacy for children’s rights, promotes service development, and supports collaborative working across disciplines to improve the overall healthcare experience for children, young people, and their families.
More information on the importance of HPS attending professional meetings can be found here
https://www.england.nhs.uk/long-read/play-well-recommended-standards-for-health-play-services/?utm_source=chatgpt.com#recommended-standards



Practice standards

4. Play is recognised and advocated for by all members of the multi-disciplinary team.
· Our health play staff are recognised as part of the multi-disciplinary team. This includes attending multi-disciplinary team meetings, handovers, case conferences, and safeguarding meetings.
· Our multi-disciplinary team work collaboratively with our health play staff to ensure that all children with complex or special educational needs, high anxiety, or poor mental health, have a health passport or ‘All About Me’ document in place.


	Patient and Public Involvement & Engagement



Patient and Public Involvement and Engagement (PPIE) is fundamental to service development and continuous quality improvement. Meaningful opportunities should be provided for children, young people, families, and carers to share their feedback and experiences. This feedback should be actively considered and used to inform service development, quality improvement initiatives, and decision-making. The voices of children and young people must be sought and embedded within service planning and evaluation to ensure services are responsive, person-centred, and meet the needs of those who use them.

The Health Play Service is committed to embedding PPIE by listening to and acting on the experiences of BCYP and their families to shape and improve services. This approach recognises that those with lived experience are best placed to identify what matters most. 

Sophie Fairall, a young person and advocate for children's health play services, stated: 

"I'm still here. Are they saying I can only play Monday to Friday?" She also highlighted the value of Health Play Specialists, saying, "You wouldn't run a ward without nurses – I don't think you should run a children's ward without play specialists." 

These perspectives reinforce the importance of ensuring equitable access to play and HPS support throughout a child's healthcare journey.
Play specialist - Sophie's Legacy

Information on Youth forums and giving young people a say on Health service can be found vis the following link :
NHS England » NHS Youth Forum – giving young people a say on health services

Practice standards

1. We have a clear policy or standard operating procedure for play, and we promote the importance of play across our service.
Standards
· We regularly seek feedback from children and their families on the play provision available to them.
6. Our healthcare environment for children is playful, welcoming, and accessible.
· We consult children, young people, and their parents or carers when we want to design or improve a setting where children will be cared for.
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