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Report on Play Highland Events 2015

The partners

Highland Play Improvement Group (also known as Play Highland) is a partnership group which aims to 
implement the national and local Play Strategies and has the specific aim that 87% of children are actively 
involved in self-directed ‘free’ play with access to the outdoors daily by 2017 through improved societal:

•	 Acceptance of appropriate risk taking

•	 Expectation of being outside in different weather conditions

•	 Recognition of the importance of self-directed free play for children and young people of all ages. 

Room 13 International is a charity supporting a network of artists’ studios in schools and communities 
worldwide, in which participants of all ages are encouraged to be creative and to think for 
themselves.

Our key collaborators on this project were Bright Productions (delivering theatre events, education 
and entertainment Highland-wide) and Nevis Radio (a community radio station based in Fort William, 
broadcasting to the surrounding region of Lochaber and all parts of the Western Highlands). 

Highland Play Events 2015 were delivered by:

Funded and facilitated by:

With support from community partners:



What we set out to do

We envisaged the den as a playful participatory artwork, constructed in situ by a lead 
artist with the help of members of the public, resulting in an intriguing temporary 
artwork in an urban setting.  Using a variety of materials commonly used in such 
endeavours (reclaimed materials where possible) such as plywood, planks, tarpaulin, 
canvas, branches and paint we aimed to create a structure that was den-like without 
being enclosed, open on one or more sides, with only a partial (lightweight but 
waterproof) roof.  

Once constructed, the den was to be used as a forum for outgoing and friendly 
volunteers to invite members of the public, with particular emphasis on adults, to 
share stories of outdoor play, den-building and childhood.

We planned a launch event in Fort William on 4th July 2015 to promote and encourage 
den building and unstructured play activities in communities Highland-wide 
throughout the summer, culminating with a principle event in Inverness on 1st August.

Our aim was to engage with willing community partners across Highland, and reach 
out to participants of all ages via community radio, youth clubs, Play Highland group 
representatives and professionals such as youth workers, childrens’ services and play 
workers. The effect of the individual events would be amplified by preliminary work in 
various mediums and a campaign of engagement running alongside, enabling greater 
accessibility and involvement at community level in addition to the city and town 
centre events.  

Process / Methodology  

1. Construction: In the weeks running up to the first event, the basic framework 
for the den was created in the studio. This allowed the construction method to be 
worked out and the structure tested for robustness and safety. A timber framework 
was built, with wall and floor panels secured in sections and colour-coded for ease 
of transportation and assembly. The structure included a section of bamboo poles 
into which materials could be woven, blackboard panels in various colours, and roof 
sections which could remain open or be covered. Materials were gathered, donated 
and foraged to adorn the den.

2. Performance: In preparation for the events we hosted one rehearsal session 
with performers and one further planning session for the project leads. As a 
participatory artwork, it was necessary to develop a clear strategy for engagement 
so that the delivery team are prepared to present a consistent approach to engaging 
members of the public in the event.  Following the launch event we held another 
session with the project leads to debrief and refine our approach for the principle 
event. 

3. Communication: Getting the message out was the main purpose of the events 
so our approach to communication was first to make people aware of the events and 
encourage them to come along, and second to promote and encourage free play and 
get people to reconsider their attitudes to play.

Background to the Commission

In response to a brief from Play Highland, Room 13 International was tasked with planning and delivery of a 
participatory artwork and event aimed at engaging people in play and exploring the benefits of play, while 
challenging people’s views on play in public places. We proposed an artist-led den building activity in an 
urban setting, using salvaged materials, supported by a story-telling and performance element to capture 
public reaction and gather stories and memories relevant to the activity and campaign.



The Campaign 

We enlisted the help of Play Highland to reach out via the existing network of play workers / youth workers 
and others professionally invested in the Play Improvement Plan. In our approach to the general public, 
rather than targeting children, we directed our campaign towards adults who can encourage and facilitate 
the type of play activities we were promoting.

The communication strategy in the run-up to the events included the following elements: 

•	 Press release circulated Highland wide prior to the launch and principle events 

•	 Advert in Inverness edition of the Press & Journal 

•	 Posters for printing and sharing online, linked to #MudnMischief social media campaign, promoted 
via Play Highland, Youth Highland, Room 13 International and Room 13 Community Studio pages, 
Dramafish, Bright Productions and Highland Youth Arts Hub 

•	 Extensive support from Nevis Community Radio Station in promoting the events and social media 
campaign, including an appeal for donations of materials, and live radio link-up during the launch 
event in Fort William.

A Social media campaign was launched to promote den building and outdoor play prior to the first event 
using the #MudnMischief.

By posting a ‘Question of the Day’ to prompt responses on twitter and facebook, we encouraged members 
of the public to share their personal stories of den building and childhood exploits. 

By inviting people to get involved by sharing their memories of their own childhood dens, we hoped to 
encourage parents, grandparents and adults of all ages to reflect on the value of play and thereby influence 
their attitudes towards their own children and those around them. Parents and carers are best placed to 
enable play experiences by allowing freedom and encouraging independence. 

The promotion of this campaign was support by Nevis Community Radio station who repeated the question 
of the day on air, and encouraged listeners to phone in or contribute to the campaign via social media. This 
worked extremely well in a local context where individuals were able to build participation through word of 
mouth and personal connections, but it proved more difficult get the same level of engagement Highland-
wide. 

In future, the effect could be amplified by engaging a larger grouping of volunteers across Highland with 
local connections in participating communities. This could be done by signing up volunteers and involving 
them in both the campaign and events, holding a rehearsal day at a central location early in the process, to 
give them the skills and confidence to promote the message at a local level. A larger team would also allow 
us engage with more people in the vicinity of the event/s.



Go on! Tell us about the mischief you got up to as a child…

Qu
esti

on of the Day . . .  

We 
used to get dragged 

out the house for Sunday 
family walks. My favourite were 

forest walks. We built dens out of 
pine branches and old pieces of rusty 
corrugated iron! Then our Dad would 

help us to make bow and arrows and try 
and old tin can targets. We’d make 

potions from flower petals 
and pine needles.

I remember 
building dens in the field 

behind our house after the 
council had cut the grass. They were 
intricately sculpted affairs with walls 

and doorways made out of grass 
clippings.

We built a 
trench, lined it with polythene, 

used corrugated iron over the top and covered 
with grass, moss branches etc to make camouflage, 

it was brilliant. Or used mums old curtains and pinned 
them to the fence with clothes pegs, and bricks to 

hold it in a tent shape.

We 
weren’t allowed 

to go off the back street...
but we quite often found 

ourselves playing in and around 
the garages or the old barn. I fell 

through the ceiling as it was rotten 
and landed on a beam....my mum just 

said “I told you not to go in there.” 
Haha. Good old fashioned 

lesson learnt!

Wendy 
houses and 

wigwams! Loved my 
bike...and we went miles 

without a helmet! But 
nothing ever beat the 
joy of a bucket and 

spade!

One 
of my favourite games 

was called night hawk. We 
blacked out all the windows in the 
house and had to hunt for each 

other. Great for a rainy day!

What did you use to build an outdoor den?

What did your mum or granny give you to 
build an indoor den on a wet day?

What did you play when you were 

forced outside on a rainy day?

Where did you go that your 
mother said you shouldn’t?

What was your favourite outdoor toy?

What was your favourite 
outdoor game?

What were you told never to do?

Who was the pal that always got you into mischief?



The Events

The delivery team for each event consisted of: project lead, lead artist, performance team lead, performers, 
photographer, roving mic operator (story collector), first aiders and volunteers.  An event plan was created 
and circulated to all members of the delivery team prior to each event. Each day began with a safety 
briefing to cover site rules and safety procedures, allocate duties including responsibility for supervision 
and tools, and share strategy for engaging with the public. 

For promotion of events on the day, instead of producing handouts to be distributed in the vicinity of the 
events, we opted to create a set of placards. This seemed to be in keeping with the nature of the event and 
appropriate as a way of making sure that the message was clear to all who encountered the den, even at 
a distance or in passing, as well as being more environmentally friendly and photogenic. We decided the 
placards would make a more lasting impression on the public than a leaflet which would likely be quickly 
discarded.

Event 1 (Fort William) was well attended by families. Despite spells of inclement weather, there were at 
least a dozen children playing in and around the den at any point throughout the day. Adults with children 
were equally willing to enter the den. Unaccompanied adults were less tempted to enter the den, but 
generally happy to chat. The open access nature of the event and constant flow of people made it difficult 
to determine participant numbers, however on 3 separate occasions throughout the day a headcount 
recorded over 30 people engaged in the event. 

At the Fort William event communication through local networks via radio, facebook or word of mouth 
resulted in greater numbers of people for whom the den was a ‘destination’, and who had brought their 
children along with time to stop and play. The setting in Cameron Square, as a diversion off the main high 
street with seating, made it appealing for people to linger. One family stayed for the whole afternoon and 
several children proclaimed they never wanted to leave! 

For event 2 (Inverness) we anticipated a different dynamic in the way that members of the public would 
encounter the event, and adopted a slightly different strategy for engagement. With less ability to reach 
people via social media and local networking, and the site of the den in Falcon Square being less contained 
and very much en-route to the big draw of the Eastgate shopping centre, we expected a greater footfall in 
passing, but less in the way of families and children stopping to play for any length of time. To counter this, 
we fielded a larger team of adult performers and volunteers to talk and put the activity into context for 
participants and passers by, making sure the purpose and message behind the event was being promoted 
loud and clear. As a result we engaged far more adults in this event, both formally in those that we 
interviewed on film and with the sound recorder, and informally in those that we chatted to or who took in 
the nature of the event in passing.

At both events performers and volunteers took turns to stand back from the den to engage with adults 
on the periphery, who were then enticed to chat about their own experiences and childhood exploits, with 
much laughter and not a little pride at their inventiveness and daring! 

They also discussed concerns and issues they saw as barriers that restricted their own children’s play. 
Primary among these were concerns over the volume of traffic, and parental peer pressure to keep children 
in sight so as not to be seen to be irresponsible. Many said that they had less concern for their own children 
but were worried about the reactions of the parents of their children’s friends, in case they felt they had 
not been watching the children closely enough, should any other child go missing or get injured while 
under their care.





Public Reaction

If the purpose of the Play Highland events was to encourage members of the public to consider and 
perhaps adjust their attitudes to play, the best assessments of outcomes of these particular events is in 
public reactions to the activity, such as one example from a conversation with an elderly lady:

“Kids play football in our street, I didn’t use to like it. A lad kicked a ball against the window and I spoke 
to him about it. He has stopped playing now. [Pause] If I see him I am going to say that he can play. I only 
meant him to be careful.”

In terms of the people we reached with the events, almost 100 % were appreciative of the impetus behind 
the campaign and were broadly in favour of the key message. A small number were extremely enthusiastic, 
while the majority were simply in agreement, as though it were commonly accepted that it is good for 
children to play outdoors, and in agreement that most children do not get enough opportunity to do so. 

Two or three individuals expressed regret that they were not encouraged to play outside as children at 
all, for various reasons, but no-one we spoke to reacted negatively to the idea. A few dads expressed 
admiration for the construction of the den and said it had rekindled their desire to go out and build dens 
with their now superior tools and competence, saying: “Just imagine what we could have created if we’d 
had access to cordless power tools when we were kids?!”



Future Growth and Opportunities

In spite of somewhat limited response via social media, at both the Fort William and Inverness events, we 
found people who encountered the den were very happy to talk and tell their stories in person. As a result 
we have produced the following documentation: 

•	 Around 10 filmed interviews and 20 sound recordings collected from members of the public, telling 
their stories of den building and outdoor play in childhood

•	  A short film clip documenting the events, and containing a brief interview with Cath King, Chair of 
Play Highland, on risk taking and creative, constructive free play as an important aspect of children’s 
development

•	 A visual record of the process resulting in over 150 photographs from Fort William and Inverness 
events taken by a professional photographer. 

The story-gathering aspect of this proposal lends itself to further dissemination in either a published, 
performance or digital media format. Supported by the visual record of the den building activity, and the 
reactions of participants, this could be shared and used as the basis for a continuing campaign to promote 
reflections on play, and the value of unstructured outdoor exploration and play. 

Supporting material available:

Event Photos, Film and sound clips on DVD.

Copies of poster and publicity images

Stories collected at events and responses to ‘Question of the Day’ 

Author: Claire Gibb / Room 13 International / Oct 2015

Contact: info@room13international.org 
Room 13 International Unit 1 Glenloy Street Caol Fort William Scotland PH33 7DR



Come and Play!
Free event for Big Kids and Wee Yins. 

Drop by anytime for drama, stories, den building and other top 
secret amazing fun stuff.

Saturday 1st August
Falcon Square, Inverness 11am – 3pm

Pssst! We’re building the best den ever! (But DON’T tell!!!)

Highland Play Event 2015 is brought to you by: Supported by:

Going out to play this summer? 

Or remembering what you used to get up to in the past?

Share your best den pics & memories of mud & mischief... #mudnmischief

Tall Tales of Mud and Mischief 
Going into Inverness this weekend? Look out for an intriguing temporary 
artwork in Falcon Square! To mark the finale of a campaign to promote and 
encourage den building and unstructured play activities in communities 
Highland-wide throughout the summer, Highland based arts initiative 
Room 13 International have teamed up with performing arts group Bright 
Productions to create the perfect setting for big kids of all ages to let their 
inner child out to play. 
Members of the public, young and old, will be invited to collaborate with 
lead artist Richard Bracken to construct ‘the best den ever’ while storytellers 
and performers will be on hand to gather stories and memories of mud and 
mischief, weaving new tall tales and generating much laughter and a few 
surprises along the way!
If you ever built a den or played outside, or even just wished you could, then 
come and play - you’re sure to feel at home. Bringing the children is optional!

Tall Tales of Mud & Mischief Saturday 1st August 11am – 3pm 
Falcon Square, Inverness 
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