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Detecting Playground Defects

While playgrounds are designed to provide graduated physical, psychologi-
cal and emotional challenges to children, according to the U.S. Consumer 
Product Safety Commission (tinyurl.com/yco9drf7), repetitive or frequent 

injuries on a piece of equipment suggests that an unsafe condition exists. How do 
you go about investigating, identifying and eliminating a potentially dangerous con-
dition in the interest of public safety and agency liability, and when does a piece 
of equipment warrant removal from service? Ultimately, the decision of whether to 
remove a playground or a piece of playground equipment from service remains a 
matter of professional judgment.

Going beyond the obvious

By Lee E. Martin, AIA, CPSI 
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The decision of whether to 
remove a playground or piece 
of playground equipment from 
service is a matter of professional 
judgment.
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How soon a playground defect 
requires attention depends on the 
priority level of potential injuries. 
The ASTMI/CPSC Playground Audit 
Guide (tinyurl.com/y439r39p) states 
that injury priority level is determined 
without regard to the potential cause 
of the injury or the standards met by 
a piece of playground equipment. A 
hazard that exists may or may not be 
a priority level one (likelihood of per-
manent disability, loss of body part, 
death) depending upon location. A 
piece of playground equipment that 
complies with applicable standards 
can be the location of recurring se-
rious injuries. Where the likelihood 

of priority level one injuries exists, 
remediation must be done immedi-
ately, according to the Certified Play-
ground Safety Inspector (CPSI) train-
ing course administered by NRPA. 
Otherwise, the piece of equipment 
must be taken out of service.

Cause of serious injury on a piece of 
play equipment can only result from 
the way in which the playground or 
its components are used, maintained, 
constructed or designed. Patent (i.e., 
obvious) defects are most often noted 
and remediated routinely. An appro-
priate method of detecting a latent 
(i.e., hidden) defect would address 
each of the following known causes, 
in turn, from most to least obvious:

Improper Use and 
Poor Supervision
Are playground patrons misusing the 
equipment?

Manufacturers of playground equip-
ment are required to anticipate how 
their equipment can be misused and 
provide safety measures in those sit-
uations. If serious injuries result from 
improper use of a piece of equipment, 
then the equipment needs to be mod-
ified by the manufacturer. Warnings 
and supervision are less reliable pre-
ventive measures. As modifications 
require time to design, fabricate and 
install, the equipment should be tak-
en out of service if the likelihood of 
priority level one injuries exists.

Site Planning Issues
Are other physical aspects of the 

playground contributing to injuries?
Having already checked sight lines, 

surfacing and conformance of the 
playground apparatus to applicable 
standards, we must check to ensure 
pieces of equipment are not in con-
flict with one another in terms of ad-
jacency and zone of use separation. 
If conflicts exist, equipment may 
have to be relocated. Climatic condi-
tions are another area to investigate.

Poor Maintenance
Have we performed timely and ef-
fective maintenance on the piece of 
equipment?

Inspections must be performed 
by staff members who are properly 
trained to recognize safety issues and 
equipment defects. If the inspection 
does not reveal a defect, additional 
effort is required. While the investi-
gation continues, risk of serious in-
jury would determine whether or not 
the equipment was left in service.

Does the piece of equipment com-
ply with applicable regulations and 
standards?

The purpose of playground audits 
is to determine conformance with 
applicable standards. Conformance 
will not eliminate all playground in-
juries. If the piece of equipment is 
compliant with applicable regula-
tions and standards, additional ef-
fort is required to find a defect. Risk 
of serious injury would determine 
whether or not the equipment was 
left in service during that time.

Are we maintaining adequate man-

Playground inspections must be 
performed by staff members who are 
properly trained.
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agerial controls in the form of safety 
policies, staff training, inspection re-
cords and injury incident reports?

The Risk Management Plan, the 
General Playground File and the 
Site History File developed by the 
playground owners and managers 
are designed to provide useful in-
formation regarding what require-
ments need to be verified through 
audit, inspection and retention of 
agency records, including injury re-
ports, to ensure playground safe-
ty. Audits and inspections must be 
comprehensive to be effective. To 
avoid future injuries, it is critical that 
playground owners and managers 
use data, such as injury reports, to 
identify hazards or general trends in 
accident frequency.

Installation Errors
Was the piece of equipment construct-
ed in accordance with the manufac-
turer’s drawings and specifications?

If the manufacturer’s drawings or 
specifications were used to deter-
mine compliance with applicable reg-
ulations, standards or guidelines, it 
would be necessary to verify that the 
equipment on the playground com-
plies with those documents. Errors 
can occur during fabrication of play-
ground equipment, and changes in 
the field can alter critical dimensions. 
If a defect is detected and remediation 
cannot be done immediately, removal 
of the equipment from service would 
be justified if there is a likelihood of a 
priority level one injury.

Design Defect
Was the piece of equipment designed 
with a safety defect?

It is possible that a piece of play-
ground equipment could be de-
signed with a safety defect that is 
not addressed by current playground 
standards, yet injuries occur on a re-
petitive basis. Standards can be re-
vised based on field data.

Currently, there is no actuarial table 
with acceptable numbers of serious 
injuries based on usage. Playground 
safety literature often refers to sin-
gle incidents, using phrases such as 
“a playground incident investigation 
should include…” or “in the event of 
a serious injury….” Priority level one 
injuries should not be occurring reg-
ularly or frequently on a piece of play-
ground apparatus.

The CPSI Code of Professional 
Conduct requires certified playground 
safety inspectors to “…sustain and ad-
vance the integrity, honor and veracity 
of their certification by…holding the 
safety of playground users paramount 
in all professional services.” NRPA’s 
CPSI course materials warn that:

Not all playground accidents 
‘just happen.’ They may occur 
because those who, by proper ac-
tions, could have minimized the 
opportunities and removed the 
conditions for accidents failed in 
this responsibility to the children.
Operating a playground or a piece 

of playground equipment while seri-
ous injuries continue to occur would 
be an abdication of that responsibil-

ity, and a violation of the CPSI Code 
of Professional Conduct.

It’s better to explain that a piece 
of playground equipment was taken 
out of service in the interest of public 
safety than to argue it was left in ser-
vice in the interest of expediency. 

Lee E. Martin, AIA, CPSI, is Principal  
Consultant at Rimkus Consulting  
Group, Inc. (lmartin@rimkus.com).

How soon a playground defect requires 
attention depends on the priority level of 
potential injuries.



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages false
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU ([Based on '[High Quality Print]'] Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (Adobe RGB \(1998\))
      /DestinationProfileSelector /WorkingCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [648.000 774.000]
>> setpagedevice


