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I know it costs a lot to be able to provide 
what you do, but to the families you help  
it’s priceless. One day I will lose both my 
sons, but I will always have the memories  
that Starlight has made possible.”

Starlight Children’s Foundation

Starlight Children’s Foundation is the national 
children’s charity that exists to preserve 
childhood throughout serious illness. 

We do this through our hospital play & distraction 
services, wish granting and Starlight Escapes. Access 
to play during serious illness is especially important 
as a contributor to successful treatment and healthy 
development. It enables children to grow and develop; 
and to experience childhood as it should be.

Thanks to the generosity of our supporters,  
Starlight is able to offer a unique combination of 
services which make the experience of treatment  
a more positive one. This year we have worked with 
more than 500 hospitals and distributed over 4,000 
boxes of play & distraction equipment. Our hospital 
services reached more than 1.3m children in the UK.

Our play & distraction services provide vital 
resources in hospitals and hospices throughout 
the UK. Play isn’t just a nice-to-have, it is essential 
to maintaining the wellbeing and normal, healthy 
development of a seriously ill child as well as  
helping them with coping strategies in hospital.  
Our services play a vital role in helping children 
prepare and cope with the experience of being in 
hospital and build trust and good communication  
with health professionals in an environment that 
doesn’t automatically feel safe. 

Outside hospital, our Escape days enable families to 
spend valuable time together, while our wish granting 
programme empowers children to have choices and 
make important decisions for themselves at a time 
when inevitably most decisions must be made for them.

The need  
for Starlight’s 
services  
has never  
been greater.”

5.5K 
new diagnoses  

each year

49K
estimated children and 
young people live with 
a life-limiting or life-
threatening condition 

Health Play Specialist of the Year

We make an impact in so many ways: but we  
can’t do it alone. In 2018 we launched the Starlight 
Health Play Specialist of the Year award. 

The winner, Frenchesca James, represents everything 
that Starlight values in providing children, young people 
and their families with a break from the routine and 
reality of treatment.

I see so many 
frightened children 
every day. They 
might have been 
dreading their routine 
treatments, or they 
could be reeling from 
a bewildering rush to 
hospital. But thanks  
to Starlight, I’ve got  
a Distraction Box  
on hand. 

I let the children pick 
out whatever shiny toy 
or intriguing game 
catches their eye — 
and use special play or 
breathing techniques 
to calm them.

You wouldn’t believe 
how smoothly even 
invasive procedures 
go when you 
introduce play.”
Frenchesca James



Hospital play & distraction

Starlight Distraction Boxes are an essential,  
and iconic, part of play & distraction. 

Our portable toolkits are filled with toys, games and 
puzzles which provide health professionals with 
different ways to distract children who are undergoing 
medical procedures in a range of healthcare settings 
including hospices, A&E departments, hospital clinics, 
ambulances and long-stay wards. 

Starlight Boost Boxes are a treasure trove of toys, 
games and arts & crafts which are given out to 
patients who need comforting, distracting or simply 
cheering up. As a result, they are most commonly 
used by play teams in hospitals and hospices.

Hospital  
play &
distraction

Children reached across the UK

Boost Boxes – 194k children

We all feel extremely lucky to have the 
job we do. The biggest reward is seeing a 
child smile and have fun in hospital. Play 
has a vital role in providing these children 
with that little bit of normality; whether 
it be for a day or months on end. As 
play staff, we are there to try make the 
hospital experience a positive one.

We don’t have a budget, so we rely heavily 
on donations. Starlight provides us with 
Distraction Boxes with toys that entertain 
during play sessions or help distract a 
child while going through a procedure.

One of our long-term patients, who was 
very challenging to entertain, loved the 
Starlight Distraction Box. He would sit and 
play with it for long periods and his little 
face would light up.”

1.3m

1,152
Distraction Boxes 

distributed

20% 
increase

2017-18 2018-19

The memory 
of a childhood 
illness can impact 
for life. If we 
can make it a 
little bit more 
interesting they 
may not have such 
awful association 
with their illness 
or experience.”
Health care provider

2,984
boxes distributed to  

332 
hospitals

Costs per unit 
based on full  
cost recovery

 children reached

% of Professionals who use Distraction Boxes and  Boost Boxes

Ninewells Hospital Play Team

Boost Boxes

£124

Distraction Boxes

£128

Distraction Boxes – 1.3m children

1,152 professionals reached with Distraction Boxes
1,144 professionals reached with Boost Boxes  

Play Team
Nurse

Radiographer
Health Care
Paramedic

Clinical Assistant
Consultant

Phlebotomist
Dentistry

Other



Escapes

Having fun together as a family can often  
drop down the list of priorities when parents  
are trying to cope with the reality and routine  
of serious illness. 

Days out can be too complicated to organise and  
it’s easy for both adults and children to become quite 
socially isolated when they’re removed from day to  
day life because of hospital visits and stays.

That’s why Starlight steps in to offer ‘Escapes’ and 
they are quite literally an escape from all that serious 
illness entails, just for a day. We give families a day  
filled with fun and unique activities.

Escapes

Eleven-year-old Logan lives with a very rare 
genetic condition that means he is partially 
sighted, has mobility issues and is non-verbal. 
In the summer, Logan and his family joined 
us at our Popham Escape. Logan and his Dad, 
Malcolm, had the opportunity to go for a spin 
around our track on a motorbike. Malcolm shared 
with us just how important moments like this  
are for the family:

Logan is a little boy often in a lot  
of pain and this picture shows exactly 
why Starlight do the amazing job they do.

It speaks volumes about what it means  
to Logan and all of us. The support 
Starlight have given us has been so  
heart-warming and vital. It means 
so much that there are people that 
understand the massive effort it is to 
just try and function as a working family 
with such profound disabilities. 

Thank you from the bottom of our hearts!”

Every Starlight event we have attended 
has been memorable for us as a family. 
We can not express our gratitude enough 
to be invited to them. The thought and 
care that goes into making the events 
safe, accessible and fun for our children, 
who would otherwise never be able to 
enjoy such experiences in their restricted 
lives, is evident. I keep the events a secret 
for my daughter as the look on her face 
on the day is priceless. Please keep up the 
amazing work for our children.”

Types of Escape events

Aeroplane & helicopter 
displays and rides  
Sky High Escape, 

Northamptonshire

Film screenings

No. 11 Downing Street 
Christmas party

Duxford Christmas party 
With USAF 492nd  
Fighter Squadron

Helicopter, plane, 
motorbike and car rides 

Popham Airfield

Boating escape
Sonning

Summer party  
London

of parents 
completely agreed 
that the Starlight 
summer Escape 
allowed them to 

enjoy time together 
as a family

children, young people  
and their families  

came to our Escapes  
this year

1,859

Going to the Starlight Escape was huge  
for my daughter. She didn’t feel different 
— she felt part of something really special. 
It had a really positive effect on her.”



Hospital storytelling & pantomime

The Starlight Pantomime and Storytellers tours 
bring fun and entertainment to children and their 
carers, in hospitals and hospices throughout the UK. 

An hour-long interactive performance by four trained 
actors, gives children an important opportunity to get 
out of bed if they can and socialise with other children. 

For many children it’s the first time they’ve seen a live 
performance so it’s something to look forward to and  
a happy memory from their time spent in hospital.

Hospitals and hospices told us our pantomime...

provides an 
opportunity  
for people to 
come together 

socially

makes the 
hospital a 

positive fun 
environment

gives an 
opportunity to 
do something 
they otherwise 

wouldn’t be  
able to allows the  

children and  
families to feel  
their normal  

selves

reduces  
anxiety and  
the need for 
medication

is a  
distraction  

and something 
that children, 
families and  
staff enjoy

Children in Intensive Care often have no experience of positive 
stimulants due to the severity of their condition. The visit to  
their bed space gave them something to look forward to that  
day and also a positive memory for them to take away.”

166
shows put on by 

Starlight last year

Hospital  
storytelling  
& pantomime

To have fun with 
our granddaughter 
in a place that  
she enjoys going 
to was brilliant. It 
gave the children 
a chance to enjoy 
and experience 
something that 
otherwise she 
may not have  
been able to.

1,539
children in hospitals  

and hospices across the 
UK saw the shows

93.2%
of hospital staff surveyed agreed that it gives  

children access to entertainment that they wouldn’t  
normally experience outside of the hospital or hospice



Conditions of 
wish recipients 
April 2018 - March 2019

 Cancer (257)

 Neurological (138)

 Genetic (86)

 Chronic (22)

 Cardiac (19)

 Other (119)

Wishes granted

Types of wish

Material items  
 e.g. gaming, devices,  
hot tub, bike, camera

70

Group trips  
e.g. Lapland, Monaco, Florida

36

Hope is a happy and sociable five-year-
old who has a rare metabolic condition 
called GA1 where the body can’t process 
certain proteins, causing a harmful build-
up of substances in the blood. Hope loves 
to explore, is a great problem-solver and  
a very loving little girl. Her mum says 
she’s also great at making a mess!

Starlight helped Hope’s wish come true 
with a family trip to a holiday camp. 

We know that spending time together as 
a family is vital to have a break from the 
routine and reality of treatment which 
is why we granted over 400 holiday 
wishes this year.

A holiday for Hope

As a family,  
we have enjoyed 
quality time 
full of laughter 
— something we 
haven’t had in a 
very long time!  
We have 
experienced  
things the children 
could have only 
ever dreamed of.”

Wish
granting

He’s on the bike a lot — riding around  
the house on it, much to the delight of the 
family dog! He really, really loves it and  
it’s having a really positive effect on him.”

Experience  
 e.g. animals, theme parks,  

celebrity meets, party,  
theatre, sports

70

Home improvements 
e.g. garden, bedroom, 

bathroom

26

Travel

440

641

Wish granting

We grant personalised wishes for children  
who are suffering from a life-threatening  
or life-shortening illness. 

When granting a wish, we aim to restore the magic 
and fun of childhood and create happy memories 
for the whole family to share. Serious illness can 
take away so many things that are precious about 
childhood, and with so much emphasis on medical 
treatment, it can be a struggle to make life special. 

All our activities are designed to preserve childhood 
and normality when they’re probably in short supply, 
but our wishes really are the icing on the cake.
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Our research objectives for 2020

Starlight Children’s Foundation 
Company limited by guarantee 02038895
Registered Charity 296058 (England & Wales)  
SC047600 (Scotland)

 Develop a robust evidence base and case  
for support to expand our hospital services 

 Develop a voice for play & distraction from  
the feedback we receive and the insights  
we generate

 Set up an Insights and Impact Reference Group 
and issue a call for evidence to coordinate and 
bring together the evidence in this sector 

 Continue our primary and participatory  
research with children, families and health 
professionals to bring their voices to the fore 

 Scope and pilot our new services

 Continue to apply for further research funding to 
expand our knowledge, insights and evidence.

mailto:fundraising@starlight.org.uk
https://www.facebook.com/StarlightUK/
https://www.instagram.com/starlight_uk/
https://www.twitter.com/starlight_uk/
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