
Playground Safety 
Playgrounds are an essential part of childhood development and their enjoyment. Jungle 

gyms, climbers and swingsets are often where children learn to interact with others, climb, 

balance and increase their coordination. While playground equipment is fun, an 

excellent source for burning off energy and a common staple for 

many religious organizations, many hazards do exist. 

Over 200,000 children visit emergency rooms 

each year due to playground-related injuries. 

Around 15 child fatalities occur each year 

from playground accidents. The 

leading cause of injuries on the 

playground involves falls, which 

account for 79% of all playground 

injuries. Fifty-eight percent of 

fatalities on the playground are 

due to accidental strangulation. 

While inspecting and maintaining 

equipment, these statistics are 

critical to keep in mind. Are you 

familiar with the American Society for 

Testing and Materials (ASTM) F1487-17 

guidelines for proper public-use playground 

setup and maintenance? Below are a few crucial tips 

to reduce the risk of serious injuries occurring while using 

your playground equipment.

Age-Appropriate Equipment

Playground equipment is separated into three major age groups: 

6–23 months, 2–5 years and 5–12 years. It is critical that proper signage is present to 

differentiate the three. The main difference in the designs is related to the height of the 

platforms, railings, slides, entrances and exits on the structures. While other variables exist, 

the overall structure designed for a 2- to 5-year-old is more accessible and safer for a child 

smaller in size than a structure designed for 5- to 12-year-olds. It is important to ensure that 

your playground is properly labeled and age appropriate.
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Use Zones

Not only is the equipment itself crucial to safety, but the layout of the equipment is as 

well. Use zones are the clearance areas around the equipment, and are especially 

important when looking at slide chute exits, and around swings and other moving or 

rotating equipment. 

The use zone for a slide up to six feet in height is six feet from the chute of the slide. For 

slides greater than six feet in height, the use zone is anywhere up to eight feet from the 

chute. This allows for excess space for the child to land safely if they propel over the exit 

region of the chute.

Surfacing 

Surfacing at playground equipment should be impact attenuating, meaning the surface 

should be a material that lessens the impact force on a child falling from above and 

reduces the likelihood of life-threatening head injuries. ASTM F1292 impact-attenuating 

surfaces include (but are not limited to):

Accepted Surfaces Unaccepted Surfaces

Poured-in-place (PIP) rubber (6”) Asphalt

Loose fill rubber (6”) Grass/dirt

Sand (9”) Stone

Engineered wood fiber (9”) Brick

Pea gravel (9”) Hard tiles

Bark mulch (9”) Concrete

Guardrails and Protective Barriers

Are your guardrails and protective barriers acceptable? ASTM F1487-17 accepted 

guardrail and protective barrier heights include:

2- to 5-year-olds 5- to 12-year-olds

Guardrails

Platform > 20” Platform > 30”

Height ≥ 29” Height ≥ 38”

Lower opening ≤ 23” Lower opening ≤ 28”

Protective Barriers

Platform > 30” Platform > 48”

Height ≥ 29” Height ≥ 38”
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Strangulation Hazards

With strangulation being the leading cause of death and serious injuries on the playground, 

these hazards are crucial to identify and mitigate. While inspecting your equipment, look for 

bolts, wooden splinters, raised corners, or any other protrusions or projections that could catch 

a child’s hood, drawstrings, necklace or any other items around their neck. ASTM guidelines 

state that protrusions or projections should stick out no greater than one-eighth inch. 

Drainage

Ensure proper drainage throughout play area. Check for ponding after rainfall and 

mitigate promptly.

Supervision and Security Monitoring

Religious organizations should take care to maintain playground supervision by at least two 

adults at all times, and more if large numbers of children are present. Supervisors should be 

positioned for full coverage of the playground, with periodic checking of tunnels and other 

hidden spots. They should avoid cellphone usage or other distractions during play. 

Organizations should also consider 24–hour automated monitoring and surveillance, with 

multiple cameras if possible to provide expansive coverage. The presence of cameras and 

posted signage alone can be a deterrent to illegal entry or criminal activity, and can also 

provide valuable forensic evidence to law enforcement. 

Maintenance and Inspections

A formal maintenance and inspection schedule should be in place for your playground. Reach 

out to your playground manufacturer to request a form specific to your play structure. Having 

documented maintenance and inspections is key to preventing injuries and ensuring that 

your playground is safe and fun for children. If your playground was donated to your 

organization, inquire with the donor about where and when the structure was purchased to 

further investigate proper maintenance efforts. 

For more information visit:

ASTM International’s website at  

https://www.astm.org/Standards/F1487.htm 

or the CPSC Handbook at 

https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/325.pdf 

https://www.astm.org/Standards/F1487.htm
https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/325.pdf

