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HOW SAFE IS YOUR 
PLAYGROUND? – ARE YOU 
PLAYING WITH DANGER?
In 2007, a 10 year-old child was playing with his brother and best friend 
on a playground provided for the residents at an apartment complex in 
Alabama. The boys were playing tag when one boy tripped and fell on a metal 
stake protruding from the ground inside the playground area. The child 
was impaled and suffered severe lacerations and internal injuries. During 
the investigation it was discovered that the apartment complex had no real 
maintenance program to check for and repair dangerous conditions on the 
playground. The case settled prior to trial for a confidential amount. Source

Each year, more than 200,000 people are treated in emergency rooms for 
injuries received on playgrounds. Over one-third of all injuries are severe: 
internal injuries, fractures, concussions, dislocations and amputations. 
Every year, approximately 15 children age 14 and under die from playground 
injuries. Most of these deaths are from strangulation or falls to the 
playground surface.  Source

A PLAYGROUND FOR LITIGATION
Providing a safe environment for children should be paramount in any 
playground discussion, and providing a safe play area also helps to reduce 
many of the costs associated with injuries. In one year alone, costs from 
playground accidents involving children 14 years or younger were estimated 
at $1.2 billion dollars.

In past years, multi-million dollar settlements have been awarded in claims 
of negligence – claims that might have been avoided or mitigated by frequent 
and documented inspections of the play areas. Inspections are a critical tool 
that allows a property owner or manager to uncover areas of maintenance 
or equipment deficiencies that could lead to injuries and could be the basis 
for litigation.

MAKING PLAYGROUNDS SAFER
The most effective way to reduce the frequency and severity of playground 
injuries is to develop a comprehensive playground safety program. When 
developing a program, consider the following:

 � Have your playground inspected by a certified playground safety 
inspector (CPSI) initially and at least annually. To find an inspector 
near you contact the National Recreation and Parks Administration. 

 � Provide and maintain adequate depths of 
surfacing below the play areas. Inadequate 
surface depth of compactible material is the 
number one cause of playground injuries. 
The Consumer Products Safety Commission 
guidelines for various types and depths of 
compactible surfacing material is based on 
the height of the equipment used, as well as 
other playground safety information. The 
guidelines are set forth in their free Public 
Playground Safety Handbook. 

 � Adult supervision should be required at 
all times while children are playing. Many 
playground injuries could be prevented with 
proper adult supervision.

 � Install highly visible signage that includes 
rules of use, adult supervision required, 
hours of operation, age appropriateness 
of the equipment and any additional 
information deemed necessary for providing 
a safe playground.

 � Develop and use a site and equipment 
specific checklist for frequent and 
documented inspections of the playground 
equipment and surrounding area. 
Conducting a playground inspection on a 
regular basis will help identify potential 
problems quickly and will establish a 
documented best practice for equipment 
conditions.
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PLAYGROUND DESIGN AND 
EQUIPMENT CONSIDERATIONS

 � Select playground equipment appropriate to the ages 
and abilities of the children who will be using it. 

 � Allow sufficient space around entry and exit points 
when designing a playground area. The minimum 
“distance for the use zone” is six feet in all directions 
from the perimeter of playground equipment. Many 
accidents are caused each year by collisions with 
children on swings or other equipment which often 
requires an even large designated use zone.

 � Equipment currently not recommended by the 
Consumer Products Safety Commission for use on 
public playgrounds include:

 – Trampolines
 – Swinging gates
 – Giant strides (maypoles)
 – Climbing ropes not secured at each end
 –  Heavy metal swings – These are usually seen on 

older playgrounds as animal figures
 –  Multiple occupancy swings (excluding tire swings)
 –  Rope swings – A loop could form creating a 

strangulation hazard
 –  Equipment considered for use as athletic 

equipment, such as swinging dual exercise rings 
and trapeze bars

Additional information regarding design and equipment can 
be found in the Consumer Products Safety Commission’s 
Public Playground Safety Handbook.

PLAYGROUND SAFETY 
CHECKLIST
Any playground safety program must include the 
identification of playground components and conditions 
that are to be reviewed by personnel responsible for 
playground maintenance. A checklist can guide the inspection 
process, and when properly developed and completed on 
a frequently scheduled basis, can not only uncover areas 
needing improvement but provide documentation in the 
event litigation is brought based on improperly maintained 
playgrounds.

Although the use of checklists and scheduled maintenance 
programs will not eliminate the possibility of liability 
litigation, it may help significantly reduce exposure to 
large claims asserting negligence and failure to fulfilll 
responsibilities.

No single pre-designed checklist will cover all known hazards. 
The person responsible for developing your sites specific list 
must include known hazards specific to their equipment and 
playground area such as:

 � The appropriateness of the equipment for the ages and 
stages of development of the children who will use it, 

 � Temperature extremes or inclement weather
 � Playground location and accessibility to the 

general public 

Careful considerations should be given to the rules and 
regulations of the state and local jurisdiction to ensure 
compliance with requirements.

The items below are a starting point in developing a 
customized list of playground hazards, and items should 
be added or deleted based upon your specific equipment 
placement and composition. Some of the items to consider for 
an inspection checklist include:

 � Is the play area free of trash and are trash receptacles 
free from overflowing or spills?

 � Is the play area free of animal feces as well as any sharp 
objects, such as broken glass?

 � Is the play area free of thorny or poisonous plants as 
well as mushrooms and other fungi?

 � Is the play area and equipment free from 
insect infestation?

 � Are the playground equipment and signage free 
from vandalism?

 � Is the equipment free of any user modifications such 
as swing chains looped over top support, rearranged or 
relocated equipment, etc.?

 � If loose-fill surfacing (wood chips, mulch, shredded 
rubber, etc.) is used, has displaced surfacing been raked 
back into the areas of high use (e.g., under swings and 
slide exits)?

 � Are equipment surfaces and hard surfaced pathways 
free of slip hazards such as leaves, water or ice?

 � Is the equipment free of loose, missing or broken 
components?

 � Are all “S” hooks closed to no greater than .04” (a dime 
inserted vertically should not be able to pass through 
the opening)?

http://www.cpsc.gov/en/Regulations-Laws--Standards/Voluntary-Standards/Topics/Public-Playground-Equipment/
http://www.cpsc.gov/en/Regulations-Laws--Standards/Voluntary-Standards/Topics/Public-Playground-Equipment/


A playground should be a safe place for children to have 
fun. Proper equipment selection, playground design, a site 
specific inspection protocol and equipment maintenance 
are critical for the prevention of injuries and any potential 
insurance claims that may arise from playgrounds. For 
additional information contact your local Willis Risk 
Control Consultant or:
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The observations, comments and suggestions we have made in this publication are advisory and are 
not intended nor should they be taken as legal advice. Please contact your own legal adviser for an 
analysis of your specific facts and circumstances.
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