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Contents Introduction

Children and their families have played and learned 

on Australian lands for many thousands of years. 

Connecting with this history, playgroups have a rich 

place in Australian communities. Communities are 

where children and their families live, sharing social 

connections with each other as they play and learn. 

Playgroup participation contributes to family support 

and early childhood development outcomes and sits 

within the context of Family Support services and the 

Early Childhood Education and Care (ECEC) sector. 

Playgroups provide play and socialisation 

opportunities for children and adults best suited to 

their unique circumstances. Playgroups have 

demonstrable benefits for children, families and 

communities. These benefits translate into increased 

social and economic wellbeing for Australian society.1

This Playgroup Statement represents the collective 

efforts of a National Advisory Group committed to the 

universal recognition of the contribution playgroups 

make to family support and early childhood 

development outcomes. The National Advisory Group 

included representatives from national government, 

not-for-profit and community organisations, early years 

academics and individuals with a history of service to 

Australian children and their families. The substantive 

work of the Playgroup Statement was guided by the 

National Advisory Core Group, alongside contributions 

from the National Advisory Group and Playgroup State 

and Territory organisations. This work involved 

completion of a systematic review of the literature2 and 

a stakeholder consultation strategy.3

The National Advisory Group values the many national 

and international initiatives and frameworks that 

already promote the significance of play in the lives of 

children and their families.4,5,6,7,8,9 Among these are the 

Early Childhood Australia Statement on Play 

(forthcoming) and the United Nations Children’s Fund 

Learning through Play.10 This Playgroup Statement 

builds on these contributions, recognising that 

playgroups uniquely involve children and their families 

in opportunities for shared play and socialisation in 

their local communities. The Playgroup Statement 

acknowledges the centrality of play in the lives of all 

children and their families and is consistent with the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 

and the right to “rest and leisure, to engage in play and 

recreational activities”11 and the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities in 

which “the best interests of the child shall be the 

primary consideration”.12

This Playgroup Statement acknowledges the 

contribution playgroups make to family support and 

early childhood development outcomes comes with 

known complexities in practice policy and research. It is 

the responsibility of all governments and stakeholders 

to recognise and address these complexities to realise 

the benefit of playgroup participation for all children 

and their families. Accordingly, the Playgroup 

Statement ends with a call to action across three 

priority areas. These are: 1) Access and participation; 2) 

Policy formation and implementation; and 3) Research 

scale and translation.

Introduction 4

What are playgroups? 6

The benefits of playgroups 9

Playgroups in practice,  
policy and research 10

A call to action 11

References 12
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Figure 1.0 

Playgroups are central to local communities and sit within  
the context of Family Support services and the ECEC sector

 

What are playgroups?

Playgroups are groups of young children (birth-to-

school age) and their parents who meet regularly to 

play and socialise together.13 Playgroups are central 

to local communities. Healthy communities promote 

a sense of belonging. They help people to fulfil their 

social, emotional and cultural potential by building 

shared connections with each other. Within 

communities, playgroups sit in the context of Family 

Support services and the ECEC sector, achieving 

outcomes commonly associated with both  

(Figure 1.0).

Family Support services connect parents with 

resources that enable them in their role as caregivers 

of young children. They help parents learn about 

childhood development and assist with the health and 

wellbeing of families. Family Support services also 

network parents with other health and education 

professionals and agencies. Examples include Maternal, 

child and family health, family violence prevention, 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community liaison, 

multicultural programs and disability supports.

The ECEC sector recognises the importance of working 

in collaboration with children, parents and early 

childhood professionals to promote optimal 

developmental and educational outcomes for children. 

Early childhood professionals are guided in their work 

with young children under the National Early Childhood 

Development Strategy.14 The ECEC sector has a range 

of service types in which young children participate in 

quality education and care. These include Family Day 

Care, Long Day Care and 3- and-4-year-old 

kindergarten and/or preschool.

There are three components of playgroups which 

operate in various combinations to differentiate 

playgroups by type for children and families (Figure 

2.0). The first component is the extent to which 

playgroups are parent-led or service-led. Parent-led 

playgroups are initiated and run by the families that 

attend. These groups typically access venues in their 

local communities and may charge a small participation 

fee to cover their own expenses. Service-led 

playgroups are offered to children and parents by 

a range of government, not-for-profit, school-based 

and/or religious organisations and often have paid staff 

to facilitate the playgroup. Children and families 

attending these groups may also pay a small fee or 

attend at no cost. 

The second component is the cohort. Cohorts are 

about the groups of people who attend playgroups. 

Playgroups can be inclusive of all people or specifically 

defined by the language, disability, capabilities, culture 

or interests of participating children and families. 

The third component is the focus of activity within the 

playgroup, such as outdoor play, learning another 

language or enabling caregivers in their parenting. 

The focus of activity can vary according to the 

aptitude and interests of the cohort. For example, 

intergenerational playgroups facilitating children’s and 

families’ connections with senior Australians through 

play or Indigenous playgroups building strong 

relationships with community. Parent-led playgroups 

and service-led playgroups both make decisions 

around cohort and focus. Community

Family
Support
services

Playgroups ECEC
sector
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The benefits of playgroups

Children
Playgroup provides opportunities for children to build 

social and emotional skills through relationships and 

interactions with others. The social interaction and play 

children experience at playgroup can have flow-on 

effects into the home.16,17 Children who play at home 

and participate in community-provided play 

opportunities have better educational outcomes over 

the longer term.18 Children who may experience 

developmental vulnerabilities also benefit from 

attending playgroups.19 Playgroup participation is 

associated with a positive transition to school and 

children being developmentally on-track at school 

commencement.20 ,21,22 Children who are 

developmentally on-track at school commencement 

are predicted to begin secondary school with enhanced 

literacy and numeracy skills and are well-equipped to 

take advantage of their continuing educational 

opportunities.23,24

 
Families
Playgroups bring families together, enabling them to 

socialise and develop peer support networks and 

friendships. Extended social networks improve parental 

mental health and support engaged 

parenting.25,26,27,28,29,30 Playgroups are a safe, accessible, 

and affordable place to visit where there are other 

adults with young children. They provide a forum in 

which the challenges of parenting can be discussed 

and normalised. Participating in a playgroup can 

increase the quality of relationship between children 

and parents, with a flow-on effect of enhanced 

relationships within families overall.31,32,33,34 Playgroups 

promote and develop family engagement with the 

importance of play for early learning.35 When parents 

play with their children at playgroup and observe 

others doing the same, they are more likely to play with 

their children at home.36

Communities
Playgroups build capacity in local communities by 

fostering connections between children, families and 

local organisations, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander education groups, toy libraries, religious 

groups, neighbourhood houses, learning networks, or 

sporting clubs. Playgroups also provide children and 

parents with an entry point into allied health services 

supporting children’s speech, general development and 

health and wellbeing. Parents who are involved with 

playgroups are confident participants in their local 

communities.37 They can assume community leadership 

roles, managing sporting groups, participating in 

kindergartens committees, and acting as parent 

representatives on school councils. When parents take 

on these roles, they sustain the local organisations that 

provide recreational and educational opportunities for 

all the children in their community, not just their own 

children.38

 

Social & economic wellbeing
The benefits of playgroups for children, adults and 

communities are cumulative. Improved learning and 

development for children, increased social connections 

and mental health for adults, and stronger local 

communities improve Australia’s overall social and 

economic wellbeing. Playgroup participation 

contributes to better health outcomes for children and 

adults,39,40,41,42,43 improved education use and 

outcomes,44,45 less reliance on welfare,46 and reduced 

demand on the justice system.47 Playgroup 

participation is also associated with enhanced 

employment opportunities for adults when their 

children start school.48,49 Likewise, children who attend 

playgroup are advantaged over the long-term with 

increased productive employment into adulthood.50 

Cost benefit analysis shows that there is a $3.60 return 

on investment for every $1.00 spent on Australian 

community playgroups. Over the next ten years, this 

suggests a $584 million net benefit to Australia.51

The Australian Institute of Family Studies describes  

nine core principles of playgroups regardless of 

type:15

1.  Playgroups are about play

2.   Playgroups are child-focussed,  

child-inclusive and developmentally appropriate

3.   Playgroups are about connections

4.   Playgroups are safe and welcoming

5.   Playgroups are culturally safe

6.   Playgroups are flexible

7.   Playgroups are both strength-based  

and strengthening

8.   Playgroups have organisational level support  

and governance

9.   Playgroups draw on skilled facilitators  

(volunteer or paid) to engage families  

and link to local services 

These principles ensure that playgroups meet the needs 

of various cohorts of children and families with diverse 

abilities and from a range of cultural, gendered, 

geographic and socio-economic backgrounds. When 

parent-led and service-led playgroups work 

collaboratively they increase the range of play and 

socialisation opportunities available to children and 

families in their communities. These opportunities 

optimise playgroup participation. Playgroups are 

therefore well-placed to meet the unique circumstances 

of families in their communities.

Playgroups Cohort Focus

TYPE (examples):
Open to all
Indigenous
Father-only
LGBTIQI+
Refugee
Single-parent
Intergenerational

Three components

Parent-led

Service-led

Figure 2.0 

Three components of playgroups operate in various combinations  
to differentiate playgroups by type for children and families
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Playgroups in practice,  
policy and research A call to action

The reported benefits of playgroups for children, 

families and communities, and their overall contribution 

to the social and economic wellbeing of Australian 

society are such that they should be universally 

recognised for their contribution to family support and 

early childhood development outcomes. However, this 

recognition comes with known complexities associated 

with playgroup provision in practice, policy and 

research. In practice, playgroup access and 

participation may be compromised in local 

communities by competition between parent-led and 

service-led offerings competing over: accessible and 

affordable venues; access to funding; and family 

participation.52 In policy, the design and implementation 

of playgroups are represented in various local, state 

and national frameworks, directives and/or curriculum 

documents. These representations occur across 

multiple organisations and jurisdictions without any 

coordinated oversight regarding implementation  

and/or funding.53,54 In research, multiple discipline areas, 

such as family studies, early childhood education and 

care, psychology, physical activity, and social work 

are generating data and datasets using various 

methodologies that are yet to be integrated.55,56 The 

scale and translational impact of playgroup research is 

limited by the lack of integrated data sets comprising 

a multidisciplinary evidence base specifically about 

playgroups.

Australian playgroups have a rich history in local 

communities, providing opportunities for children and 

their families to play and connect with others. Universal 

recognition of the contribution playgroups make to 

Australian society requires that governments at 

multiple levels (i.e., local, state and federal) and other 

stakeholders (e.g., playgroup associations, not-for-

profits, and/or research institutions) direct their 

attention towards addressing these complexities in 

practice, policy and research. The next step in the 

history of Australian playgroups is a call to action 

directed to this task.

This Playgroup Statement calls on 

all Australians and governments 

at all levels to recognise the 

invaluable contribution 

playgroups make to Australian 

society. Together we can ensure 

the known opportunities 

playgroups provide for children 

and families through shared play 

and socialisation are maximised 

nation-wide. We must prioritise 

three areas for action:

1.  Access and participation
1.1  Promote the rights of all children and their adults to access localised 

play and socialisation opportunities via safe and affordable 

playgroups that are developmentally and culturally appropriate.

1.2  Advocate for the accessibility and availability of venues that support 

the fair and equitable participation of all children and families in 

playgroups according to their unique circumstances. 

2.  Policy formation and implementation
2.1  Embed reference to playgroups within Family Support services, the 

ECEC sector and local community initiatives to optimise the 

demonstrated benefits of playgroup participation for children, 

families and communities.

2.2  In the funding and implementation of playgroups in local 

communities, facilitate the availability of playgroups to all children 

and families proportionate to their needs and capabilities. 

3.  Research scale and translation
3.1  Develop multidisciplinary approaches to playgroup research that 

maximise available organisational and external funding opportunities 

to achieve scale in dataset linkage and generation.

3.2  In the funding and implementation of playgroups in local 

communities, facilitate the availability of playgroups to all children 

and families proportionate to their needs and capabilities. Foster 

consistency and coherence in the translation and dissemination of 

playgroup research to ensure findings facilitate access to playgroup 

types that best suit children and families in practice and policy.
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