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A Toolkit for Bui lding 
Communities through Play 
& Recreation Initiatives
Play and recreation bring communities together in a variety 
of meaningful ways. They develop physical, social, cognitive, 
and emotional skills in children and families. They also 
uniquely build social capital through (1) the many community 
engagement opportunities along the way, (2) the outcomes 
that result from the physical enhancement of the actual 
built environment, and (3) the resulting play and recreation 
experiences that will happen there over many years. 

This toolkit is intended to inspire communities to maximize the 
very process itself as a pivotal opportunity to bring stakeholders 
together for a community based initiative. Engaging people, the 
ultimate users of the play space, promises to ensure the following, 
each of which correlate to a title in the Blueprint for Play series:

Refined and user-focused 
planning process.

Robust funding initiative 
that embraces giving.

Unique play space designed to 
meet specific community goals. 

Dynamic build initiative that 
celebrates the community members’ 
talents and builds social capital. 

Comprehensive plan for using and 
sustaining the space to ensure a wise 
investment and a lasting legacy.

Just as every play space should be customized to a community, 
this toolkit is designed so that you can ultimately customize 
the resources to meet your needs. Use the comprehensive 
Blueprint for Play suite of tools to guide your overall master 
plan, or select the parts of the series that apply to the initiative 
you are pursuing. While the series does imply a comprehensive 
process, it is important to note that it isn’t necessarily a linear 
one. The most successful groups are engaged in a passionate 
and dynamic process that is focused on achieving defined 
outcomes. However you use it, it is designed to put the power 
that drives the decision process in your hands, and guide 
you in engaging both volunteer and professional resources 
to ultimately create a unique play and recreation space that 
meets your defined outcomes and inspires your community. 

Although your project may not require all of the guides in 
the Blueprint, we recommend reading each, as there are 
key planning points, programming ideas, and motivation 
in each that may help to inspire you and your team 
in the creation of your unique playground plan.

Blueprint for Play TM

Tip :  Request other 
books in  the Bluepr int 
for P lay toolk it 
to learn more on 
p lann ing ,  funding , 
design ing ,  bu i ld ing , 
and sustain ing your 
p lay space by v is it ing 
www.p laycore.com 
/toolk it .
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The purpose of the Blueprint for Play toolkit is to raise awareness and provide educational resources about some considerations for engaging the community in the planning, funding, designing, building, and 

sustainment of outdoor play and recreation environments.  It is not to be considered an all inclusive resource.  Please refer to the manufacturer specifications and safety warnings, which are supplied with 

playground equipment, and continue with normal safety inspections.  Safety goes beyond these comments, requires common sense, and is specific to the play environment involved.  While our intent is to 

provide general resources for building communities through play and recreation initiatives, PlayCore disclaims any liability based upon information contained in this publication.  Site owners are responsible to 

inspect, repair, and maintain all equipment and surfaces and manage site specific supervision sightlines, landscaping, and safety requirements.  PlayCore and its divisions provide these comments as a public 

service in the interest of uniting and engaging the community in play projects while advising of the restricted context in which it is given. 

© 2012 PlayCore, Inc.  All rights reserved.  Blueprint for Play is a trademark of PlayCore. 

(877) 762-7563 
www.playcore.com
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Introduction

Play offers dynamic hands-on experiences that provide 
people of all ages critical opportunities to explore, learn, 
and make connections with their community. (PlayCore, 
2011) Research reveals that through play we develop skills 
as youth, and preserve youth as we mature. Play teaches 
children how to interact and cooperate, builds self-esteem, 
and develops strength and a host of other life skills.

Congratulations on your decision to build a play and 
recreation space for your community. Studies show that 
play spaces encourage healthy behavior, promote family 
interaction, and enrich community capital. By choosing to 
unite and involve the community in your project, you make a 
valuable statement about the care and concern you have for 
its members. It also speaks to your commitment to provide 
children and families with healthy recreation choices.

Involving the community in the process will take involvement 
and planning, but the rewards are many. A sense of ownership 
among community members, development of new and 
beneficial relationships, and a network that is ready and 

receptive for future projects are just a few of the benefits 
that will be developed as you undertake this journey.

There are several steps along the way, but none are difficult 
with the proper planning and preparation. This book, Plan It, 
addresses the planning phase of a meaningful play project. 
Other titles in the series, Fund It, Design It, and Build It focus 
on the other steps needed to bring a play and recreation space 
to life. The Blueprint for Play will also take you “beyond the 
grand opening” in Sustain It, to show you how to successfully 
use the space through maintenance and supervision, as well 
as implement programming and event planning to promote 
interaction and use of the space, ensuring it is meaningful to the 
community.  Taken together, the guidebooks in this Blueprint 
for Play, along with a wealth of referenced material, research, 
and complementary program guides highlighted throughout, 
will provide you with the tools you need to ensure your new 
play space is celebrated and embraced by your community!   
Your project will instill pride of ownership in each person that 
contributed volunteer time or funding toward its completion, 
and the families who use the space will know the true value 
you have placed on them. The friendship and respect shared 
by the committees who made the dream a reality will last 
for years. Your playground will serve as a reminder of your
community values and what a great recreation space is all about.

To request additional research, programs, and guidebooks to 
help you plan and build your new play space, be sure to visit 
www.playcore.com/toolkit.

Involving stakeholders early, and on the site, can help harness 
broad support.

Tip :  Request a 
compl imentary copy 
of Words on P lay to 
he lp  advocate for 
the va lue of p lay 
in  your community 
at www.p laycore.
com/wordsonplay.
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Assessing Your Needs & Budget
In order to determine your priorities and how much money 
you will need to raise, there are some key factors to consider. 
By determining these factors in advance of meeting with 
a playground vendor, they can give you a realistic budget 
figure to work with. Ask them if they have a fact finding tool 
you can use to help prioritize your wishes and needs. The 
following considerations are important points of discussion.  

The size of the play space, number of children who will use it, 
and type of surfacing and amenities you choose will play a major 
role in your overall budget.

Review your goals, vision, and budget with your playground 
vendor to help narrow down equipment choices.

Choosing Equipment

Making wise equipment choices is one of the most important 
steps you’ll take. If a playground is not inviting or enticing to 
children, they simply will not play there. The desire to play is a 
natural instinct to all children. The process of playing increases 
a child’s self-esteem, and develops social, communication, and 
problem-solving skills. Over the years, playground design in the 
U.S. has advanced dramatically from the traditional playgrounds 
of isolated metal pieces of play equipment to today’s modular 
structures with imaginative play activities that are designed 
to high standards of safety and durability. Close attention is 
often taken to promote moderate to vigorous levels of activity, 
inclusion, and/or engagement with nature. Still, it is important 
to remember that the quality and methods of play provided 
by the child’s imagination and desire to use the space are key. 
Therefore, the goal of designing for play is simply to create 
an environment that will beckon to children and enrich their 
‘work’ of play. You will want to have a basic idea on what fits 
the community’s priorities in order to help you make the best 
decision on equipment vendors. They will be a great resource 
in finalizing your plan and budget, but before choosing a 
vendor, the considerations below should be addressed.

Existing Equipment

If there is existing equipment on the site, bear in mind it will 
need to be evaluated for condition, current standards, and 
accessibility before deciding whether to remove, replace, 
or augment. Does it meet the Consumer Product Safety 
Commission’s Guidelines for Public Playground Safety, 
and/or the American Society for Testing Materials’ Safety 
Standards? Does it conform to the current Americans with 
Disabilities Act standards? If not, it should be removed, 
retrofitted, and/or replaced as part of the new playground 
plan.  Your playground representative can help you understand 
which standards apply in your region or can recommend a 
certified playground inspector to assist with this phase of the 
planning process. Check the www.cpsc.gov, www.astm.org, 
and www.access-board.gov websites for more information.

Age Appropriate

Play must provide children with a comfort level to 
pursue and develop skills in an environment that is 
appropriate, while still offering a challenge. 

Activities should provide appropriate challenge levels and 
promote a developmental progression of skills as children 
gain confidence and coordination through beginner, 

Tip :  Be thoughtfu l 
about adding 
activ it ies designed 
for a var iety of 
sk i l l  and age leve ls 
to encourage 
interest and 
partic ipation in  p lay.
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intermediate, and advanced activities. For instance, 
it is reasonable to plan 3’, 4’ and 5’ slides for children 
aged 2-5, in addition to a leaning climber, a climber 
with closed frame steps, and perhaps an upper body 
development climber, all of which are age appropriate for 
this group, and provide graduated levels of challenge.

Accessibility & Inclusion

Is the playground and equipment accessible to children or 
adults with disabilities? For example, in order to meet basic 
guidelines for access, there is a ratio of ground level to 
elevated activities that need to be met. Within the ground 
level activities, there is also a number of activity types 
that need to be included so that the ground level activities 
offer variety. Your playground vendor can answer all your 
questions about accessibility and should be able to provide 
a plan that will meet or exceed the ADA guidelines.

Keep in mind that an accessible route of travel should 
encompass the entire environment, from the parking 
area to the playground area, and on to the equipment 
itself. If any of these areas are overlooked, the play 
environment cannot be accessed by children and/or adults 
using mobility devices. It is appropriate to think of this 
route of travel as an electrical conduit: if any connection 
along the way is broken, the entire system fails.

Be sure you are addressing inclusion, not just access. Access 
allows people to “get there,” while inclusion describes the 
opportunity for everyone to play together once they do get 
there. This type of environment promotes understanding 
and acceptance among children. Request a copy of Me2: 7 
Principles of Inclusive Playground Design to learn more about 
inclusion and universal design principles for the playground 
at www.inclusiveplaygrounds.org. The program was created 
in partnership with PlayCore and Utah State University’s 
Center for Persons with Disabilities, to help communities 
understand the importance of a playground that goes 
beyond accessibility.  This design guide helps ensure both 
the physical and social inclusion of people of all ages and 
abilities, focuses on the developmental needs of the whole 
child, and demonstrates implementation of best practices in 
various projects of distinction and model play environments.  

Custom themed play products can help transform a play space into 
a unique destination that embraces the culture of a community.

Customization

If you are planning a themed play space, your costs may run 
higher, but the effort is well worth it! A themed play space 
can allow you to maximize your community’s history, heritage, 
or create a fantasy-based look to your playground. Ask your 
playground representative for ideas and sample costs in these 
areas to help you formulate a budget, and don’t forget surfacing 
in the plan as this may also increase your design capabilities, 
play value, and cost, depending on your needs and desires.

Freestanding Equipment & Site Amenities

Consider adding bike racks, shade, picnic areas, 
seating, and/or outdoor fitness equipment near the 
play space to  provide additional activities.

Tip :  For more 
information 
on design ing 
mult igenerational , 
inc lus ive p lay 
env ironments, 
check out www.
inc lus ivep laygrounds.
org.
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Freestanding equipment, or equipment that is separate 
from a large play system, can also add play value, increase 
physical activity, and help spread traffic patterns throughout 
the play area. Be mindful that space requirements will 
need to be considered, and that items with moving parts 
and larger use zones, meaning the minimum area requiring 
safety surfacing beyond the ground footprint of the 
equipment, will take more space in your overall site plan. 

Also be mindful of the entire family when planning the 
space. Are there shaded benches for parents to comfortably 
supervise and observe play and for children to socialize and 
rest? What about trash receptacles to promote a clean area? 
Have you provided picnic tables to give families places to 
enjoy meals or parties together near the play space? Are 
there nature areas, pathways, or activities that the family can 
explore together? All of these can help raise the level of
participation and activity. If the entire family is comfortable 
at the space, they will tend to stay longer and reap more 
of the physical and social benefits your space provides.

Surfacing

Playground surfacing can be fun, playful, educational, and even 
make interactive sounds!

Playground surfacing is an essential part of the playscape, as 
it provides impact attenuation properties that help cushion 
inadvertent falls from the play equipment. It can also add play 
value to the overall playground. Request a copy of Strong 
Foundations: Planning, Purchasing, and Protecting Surfacing 
Investments from www.playcore.com/strongfoundations 
to learn more about the history, standards, types, benefits, 
maintenance, and play value of a variety of surfaces, as well 
as which may or may not be appropriate for your unique 
play space. Color, sound, games, themes, and learning 

opportunities can all be incorporated into the surface, creating 
fun and excitement as well as required fall attenuation 
properties! Some surfaces can be installed by volunteers, 
others will require a professional installation team, so be sure 
to consult your vendor to understand costs and options.

Phasing

Remember, you can also ask your playground vendor to 
offer phasing options to illustrate how your playground can 
be built and improved in multiple steps. In a phasing plan, 
the playground is designed in 2 or more phases. Phase one 
is built with the budget available, and additional phases are 
added on as funds are raised. Phasing provides a method 
to build a playground sooner, as you do not have to wait 
for the money needed to build all phases at the same time. 
This is also a fun way to build excitement for fundraising, 
by showing the community what they need to raise to 
reach each phase. Often, this will rally participation, and 
your playground may be completed all at once through 
the momentum that fundraising by phase can create.

Phasing

Remember, you can also ask your playground vendor to
offer phasing options to illustrate how your playground can
be built and improved in multiple steps. In a phasing plan, the 
playground is designed in 2 or more phases. Phase one is built 
with the budget available, and additional phases are added 
on as funds are raised. Phasing provides a method to build a 
playground sooner, as you do not have to wait for the money 
needed to build all phases at the same time. This is also a 
fun way to build excitement for fundraising, by showing the 
community what they need to raise to get to phase 1, phase 
2, and phase 3, for example. Often, this will rally participation, 
and your playground may be completed all at once through 
the momentum that fundraising by phase can create.

These images illustrate how phasing can provide 
an option to add to the play space as additional 
funding benchmarks are achieved.

Natural Elements

Incorporating plants, shrubs, and trees into the overall play 
space helps naturalize and add aesthetic beauty and play value 
to the design.  Studies show that playgrounds featuring a mix 
of nature and the built environment enjoy increased physical 

Tip :  To learn more
about types,
maintenance,  and p lay
value of surfacing ,
request Strong
Foundations: 
P lann ing ,
Purchasing and
Protecting
Playground Surfacing
Investments at
www.p laycore.com/
strongfoundations.
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activity, social interactions, play value, and sustainability. 
Request a copy of NatureGrounds: Creating and Retrofitting 
Play Environments from www.naturegrounds.org to learn more 
about research-based best practice guidelines for designing 
environments that integrate manufactured play equipment 
with the living landscape. The guidebook offers case studies, 
benefits, design principles, and phasing options to help 
communities create more naturalized playgrounds. If there 
are existing tress and shrubs, the play space can often be 
designed around them, as opposed to removing them prior 
to building the playground. Be sure to ask your playground 
designer for a rendering and top view that illustrates plants 
and to provide a planting plan that you can take to a landscape 
architect to help fulfill your vision of a naturalized play space. 
Like the playground, natural elements can also be incorporated 
through phasing to help meet budget requirements over time.

Overall Budget

Generally, your playground budget will be determined by 
how many children you expect to use the playground at 
a given time. A good general rule is to budget for about 
$1,000 per child, meaning that if you expect 50 kids to be 
able to play there together, you should budget for about 
$50,000. Bear in mind that special design considerations 
like fully ramped or custom systems may require additional 
funds, and that site preparation, surfacing, freight, and 
installation will also need to be added to this figure.

For projects that are to be developed through a standard 
construction process, the following formula may be 
useful. The United States Access Board, as part of 
the Play Area Accessibility Guidelines, developed the 
following formula to provide an estimate of the costs 
associated with the development of a playground: Cost 
of playground equipment (x) + Cost of installation (.30x) 
+ Cost of surfacing (.12x) + Cost of design fees, grading, 
landscaping, and other expenses (.10x) = Total project 
cost or budget (United States Access Board, 2000).

Bear in mind there can be wide varieties within the model, 
depending on whether you choose a professional installation 
or a community build model. The type of surfacing can 
also have a dramatic effect on the budget. As an example, 
consider the following model, a large playground with 
a 50x75 use zone and $74,400 of equipment:

With poured rubber surfacing, a supervised volunteer 
installation for the equipment, and a professional 
installation for the surfacing (required with poured 
rubber) the cost and breakdown is as follows:

Total cost $124,900

 Equipment   $74,400 or 60% of overall 
Freight   $6,000 or 5% of overall 
Surfacing and preparation   $36,000 or 28% of overall 
Miscellaneous Services     $8,500 or 7% of overall

By changing the surfacing to 100% engineered wood fiber, 
enabling it to be installed by a volunteer crew, the model 
changes as follows:

Total cost $94,900

 Equipment   $74,400 or 79% of overall 
Freight   $6,000 or 6% of overall 
Surfacing & Preparation $6,000 or 6% of overall 
Miscellaneous Services $8,500 or 9% of overall

As you can see, the overall cost changes, causing percentages 
to shift dramatically. It is important to consider the lifetime 
cost of maintenance when choosing surfacing, as poured 
rubber will have a higher initial cost compared to wood fiber, 
but wood fiber will require more maintenance, including 
regular raking to maintain depths and top offs to correct 
decomposition and potential migration. Request a copy 
of PlayCore’s surfacing resource, Strong Foundations : 
Planning, Purchasing, and Protecting Playground Surfacing 
Investments, to understand more about surfacing options, 
costs, and play value. Your playground vendor can assist with 
a variety of design, surfacing, and installation models, so that 
you have a cost estimate for the project. This will help you 
with your fundraising, by allowing you to share the funding 
goal, as well as the finished design. Be sure to request the 
toolkit guidebooks titled Fund It and Design It for additional 
information on designing and fundraising for your project.

Timeline

Your timeline is the last step of the needs assessment and 
will depend on the complexity of your play space, and the 
funds you need to raise to make it a reality.  You will also 
need to check with your city government to determine what 
approvals and permits are required, as well as the time frame 
for obtaining them.  Build out a timeline list with deadlines to 
stay on top of your overall project, keep your team informed, 
and ensure all goals are accomplished in a timely manner. 
Your playground vendor is a great resource to assist you.

Tip :  Choosing a 
leve l  space with 
good drainage,  no 
underground ut i l it ies , 
and easy access, 
w i l l  he lp  control  s ite 
preparation costs. 
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Choosing a Site

Adding natural elements, while maximizing existing ones can 
help add beauty and play value to the space. 

Location & Jurisdiction

One of the first decisions you’ll need to make is the location 
of your play space. Do you already own the site or will you be 
donating a playground to the community to be constructed 
on land belonging to others? If you are donating a play space 
to the community, and it will be built on land you don’t own, 
be sure to meet with the site owner and get sign off from 
them on each step of the process, including size, design, 
color, and scope of the play space. Be sure to include them 
on release forms that volunteers sign when working on the 
site, and ensure that they review any schedules that involve 
the site. You will also want to draft a document deeding 
the playground back to the site owner upon completion.

Choosing the right site can help avoid unnecessary work later. It 
can also be a fun assignment for a group of volunteers. Begin by 
contacting your community parks and recreation department, 
schools, recreational facilities, and any other organization that 
offers play and recreation opportunities for children. Survey 
them as to their need, the number of children they serve, 
whether they have equipment on site that needs replacing, and
their general recommendations for a play space.  If you choose 
to renovate an existing playground rather than install a new 

site, be sure to have it evaluated for current safety standards. 
Your playground vendor can help direct you to a qualified 
person to perform a safety inspection. Invite a committee of 
at least four to six people to aid in the evaluation so potential 
issues are not overlooked, local priorities are addressed, 
and current safety standards are used in the evaluation. 
 
Topography

Utilizing berms with ramped play spaces is a great way to 
achieve higher deck heights, instead of ramping from level 
ground. 

The level grade of the land is one of the most critical elements 
to consider. A playground will need a fairly level plot, so 
choosing a site that doesn’t need major grading will help 
you save time and money.  Remember, even a site that looks 
level may have elevation changes that will affect drainage, 
and need to be addressed, as you will want to be sure 
that surface water drains away from your playground. The 
exception to the level ground rule is in the planning of ramped 
structures, where the topography and strategically located 
berms can help reach higher deck levels with less expense.

Soil

Soil conditions and ground water/drainage will influence the 
stability and installation of equipment. Be sure to have your 
soil evaluated to see if it is it sandy, clay, loam, or peat. If a 
soil testing facility is not readily available, you can contact the 
local Master Gardener or the Department of Agriculture for 
assistance.  Also be aware that some sites near large bodies 
of water or low elevations may need to address ground water 
in their installation process, and test holes may need to be 

Tip :  The p lant 
database at www.
naturegrounds.org 
is  a great resource 
for d iscover ing zone 
spec if ic  p lants that 
offer p lay va lue !
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dug to perk or check for ground seepage. A local playground 
representative will be familiar with a variety of conditions from 
their installation experience in the area, and can advise of any 
special treatment the ground may need. Be sure to discuss 
all of your soil findings with them to determine if it will affect 
the budget. A landscape architect is also a great resource 
to provide guidance on soil-related issues and drainage.

Community Connectivity

Choosing a location that is in close proximity to highly 
populated neighborhoods, and meaningful destinations 
like schools, entertainment facilities, libraries, and trails will 
help ensure your new play and recreation space is within 
walking distance for the greatest number of families. This can 
also help in your fundraising efforts, as families who will be 
easily served by the play space are more likely to generate 
support for it. In the book Pathways for Play, Best Practice 
Guidelines, you will find additional information on maximizing 
connectivity, along with case studies that demonstrate best 
practice implementation. By developing the playground 
as part of an overall master plan, you can support healthy 
development of children and families, stimulate outdoor play, 
and promote usage and physical activity to the greatest extent.

Trees & Planting Pockets

New or existing vegetation can enhance the play area by 
providing shade and a more aesthetically pleasing environment. 
Family friendly plants also provide opportunities for wildlife 
enhancement by attracting birds and butterflies, and can 
augment play value with loose parts, sensory stimulation, 
and sinuous paths to promote family activity and usage. If 
large shade trees will be near the playground be sure they are 
evaluated for viability and life span by an arborist or landscape 
architect. Be sure you address any plant removal with the 
site owner, if applicable, and get written permission before 
making any changes. It will be easier to address damaged 
and/or decayed trees before the playground is installed 
and proactively prevent any damage they may cause. 

This top view illustrates existing trees, plus shows 
what planting pockets can be added to increase the 
natural aesthetic and functionality of the space.

Request the NatureGrounds best practice guidebook and 
use the resources at www.naturegrounds.org to learn 
more about using natural materials to enhance the natural 
beauty and play value of the play space. Integrating 
planting pockets into the play area is an effective approach 
to achieving naturalization while providing plants as part 
of the play experience. Planting pockets can be installed 
as individual trees or plant groupings that are beyond 
equipment use zones within the playground area.  There are 
research based design considerations in the guidebook that 
can help you combine the living landscape with the built 
environment to increase physical activity and play value. 

Climate

Wind temperature, sun position, and rain can affect the 
enjoyment and lifespan of your equipment, and should be 
considered when deciding on the play system’s placement.  
Your playground vendor will be able to help you identify the 
best placement for your playground to ensure maximum life and 
enjoyability. Be thoughtful about placement of site amenities, 
so that shade structures are positioned to best screen the 
sun, and benches and tables are comfortable for the people 
who will be using them. Including tables designed for mobility 
device access will help ensure that people of all abilities 
can utilize this great opportunity to gather and socialize!

Tip :  Ask loca l  ut i l ity 
companies to mark 
the locations of 
any underground 
ut i l it ies at the s ite 
to ensure there wi l l 
be  no conf l icts.
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Utilities

Be sure to give attention to both the utilities you can see 
and those you can’t. Although it’s easy to avoid overhead 
power, cable, and other utility lines, the ones buried under 
the ground must also be evaluated. Most cities offer 
complimentary services to help identify the location of 
buried utilities, which should be avoided when siting your 
play space. Be sure to contact power, gas, cable, phone, 
water, and sewer companies to ensure all potential utilities 
are located and marked, then ensure your playground’s 
footprint can be placed to avoid digging in these areas.

Circulation & Access

Include shaded seating options at the playground so that visitors 
have a comfortable place to sit, observe, socialize, and rest.

When selecting a site and laying out your play area, be 
thoughtful about parking, accessibility, water fountains, 
pedestrian and bicycle paths, shade, trash disposal, and rest 
rooms.  Its also a good idea to consider emergency telephones 
or added security provisions. You should also plan for ease of 
adult supervision; are there benches, picnic tables, and visibility 
from key areas around the site so that parents and caregivers 
can supervise the play space easily and comfortably?

Liability

Anyone thinking about a playground or recreation facility 
must consider the question of liability. From utilizing waivers 
for volunteers involved in a community build, to ensuring 
that ownership of the playground and/or other equipment is 
passed to the site owner (in the case of a third party raising
funds and donating the play space), it is important to be 
thoughtful about how your group is engaged in the creation or 
remodeling of a playground or recreation space. All companies 
hired to design or build the playground should be asked 
to provide references and information about their liability 
insurance and training of their representatives. Before being 
hired, they should provide documentation that the playground 
will conform to national safety standards and guidelines.

If you own the land already, be sure that you use waivers 
for any volunteers, that your play space is inspected after 
the build, and that you continue a regular inspection and 
maintenance schedule to ensure it is always in good condition. 
If you are a third party group with no interest in the land, like a 
community organization, you may want to consider forming a 
separate organization specifically for the improvement of the 
playground. It’s a good idea to seek advice from an attorney 
who understands the state and/or local laws on liability.

The community organization should also make provisions 
from the beginning of the process to donate the playground 
to the school, park, town, or other organization that will 
be liable for the maintenance, supervision, and upkeep of 
the playground. The agreement to donate the playground 
should involve a plan for the school or government agency 
to sign a hold harmless agreement that states liability for the 
playground is assumed by the school or government agency. 
Before signing a hold harmless, their agency representatives 
will want to see design plans and evidence that the playground 
meets safety standards. They may want to also arrange 
for their own safety inspection. The agency that assumes 
management responsibility should be urged to develop a 
maintenance program, train adult supervisors, and provide 
supervision to children who play there. See more information 
on supervision and maintenance in the booklet titled Sustain It.

Tip :  Members of your
community can be
powerfu l  assets in
moving the project
forward.  Be sure
to tap into their
ind iv idual  strengths
and en l ist their  he lp !
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Evaluating & Enl isting 
Community Support
Community involvement is one of the most important 
aspects of your project in terms of local priorities, 
awareness, fundraising, and volunteers. Before committing 
to a project, you’ll want to solicit and ensure the 
support needed to execute the plan successfully.

Every community has the power to make change happen, but 
you will need to champion the cause, inspire your community 
to feel the passion you have for the project, and help them 
identify what a valuable resource this is and, therefore, 
worth the TIME and EFFORT they will need to contribute to 
make it a reality. Words on Play: A Treatise on its Value is a 
notable resource to help you prepare to communicate the 
value of play. The book features articles on the importance 
of play from leading play scholars who approach it from 
their respective disciplines, including brain development, 
inclusion, nature, and more, and will provide you with valid 
citations to use in building support for the project.

A great way to begin is by listing key influencers that you 
know personally who can help you promote the project and 
generate interest. Conducting a stakeholder assessment 
to identify who should be involved, and whose support 
will be critical for implementation will help ensure that no 
one is left out of the planning process. Some questions 
to ask when determining the list of stakeholders are:

 Who will be impacted or affected by the project

 Whose support or involvement will be 
critical to the project’s success?

 Are there key individuals who must be “won over”?

 What are the interests, motivations, and 
perspectives of each individual?

 Are the individuals or groups organized? 
Do they speak with one voice?

 What can they bring to (or take away from) the project?

 How will the project contact and involve them?

 What role might the local media play in 
relation to the project? (Driskell, 2002)

Expand the list, considering local businesses,
school officials, city officials, and other influencers that can
help expand the reach. Also, if any of the people on the list have
special skills, be sure to list them by the person’s name, 
for example, do they own heavy equipment, have they 
written grants, are they the top fundraiser in local 
events? Brainstorm every resource you can think of – 

individuals, businesses, organizations, and institutions. 
This list and the connections that everyone on it can 
make to expand it are the keys to your success!

Once you have identified your key list of influencers and met 
with them to ensure their support, hold a larger public meeting 
to introduce the idea to the entire community, explore their 
priorities, and evaluate how they can best support the initiative. 
Be sure to plan schedules so that your key influencers, as well as 
city and school officials, parents, etc. can attend and voice their 
support.  You can also refer to the Design It Blueprint for Play 
guidebook to explore additional ways to engage the community.

Anticipate the questions you may be asked and formulate the 
answers in advance, to allow community members to see that 
you have given this thought, planning, and are prepared to lead 
the charge. Some potential questions you may encounter are:

 Why does our community need this?

 Is there a better way to spend the money?

 How will the playground benefit me, my 
child, my needs, our community?

 Will the playground address a specific 
problem in the neighborhood? How?

 What are the long-term effects the project 
will have on the community (i.e., more livable, 
attractive to families, health, fitness, etc.)?

Remember, there are a lot of people every day who wish 
they could make a change in their community, but have 
no idea how to contribute. It is your job to draw those 
people out, and find an opportunity for them that meets 
their skill and interest level.  It may be helpful to provide a 
survey to meeting participants to obtain a snapshot of the 
skills, resources, and support they are willing to offer to the 
project.  This will also help you determine the key influencers 
and other community resources you wish to recruit.  

Community Partnerships

Partnerships that can be formed with like-minded organizations 
may help you move forward with your project at a faster 
pace. Partnerships between schools, parks, recreation 
centers, hospitals, etc. where the ownership, maintenance, 
programming, and responsibility may be shared are a great 
way to expand the effort and recruit new resources. Request 
a copy of Unified, We Play: Partnership Best Practices for Play 
and Recreation at www.playcore.com/partnerships to discover 
partnership trends and read successful case studies where 
partnerships were implemented to reach a common goal.

Tip :  En l ist
community partners
l i ke  schools ,  park
departments,  and
recreation prov iders
who share your
mission ,  va lues,
and goals .
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Selecting a Vendor
Your playground vendor should be a valuable resource 
and partner in the planning process, as they have already 
planned, designed, and installed many projects and will 
have the experience to act as a consultant for many facets 
of your project. You can do an initial evaluation by checking 
the International Playground Equipment Manufacturer’s 
Association website at www.ipema.org, then using the 
“Companies with Certified Products” search under the Search 
Tools tab to ensure the company you are considering has 
products that meet relevant safety standards. Choose two 
to three to consult with and be sure to discuss special areas 
of interest with them to ascertain the support and expertise 
they can give you in those areas. If you plan on providing 
a totally inclusive play space targeted toward children of 
all abilities, or a naturalized playground, or a themed play 
environment, these are specific areas of experience that 
should be investigated through references, interviews, and/
or photos of projects that are similar to your vision.  Your local 
playground representative can help you determine the scope 
of your project based on the size of the playground site, the 
number of children to be accommodated, and any specific 
design requests you wish to incorporate. This information is 
essential for determining your budget and project timetable.

Your playground vendor will be a valuable partner in bringing 
your project to fruition, be sure to evaluate them thoroughly.

When working with a vendor, you should expect the 
following support. Some of these roles may be shared by 
the same person, but this gives you an outline of how your 
project will be supported by a variety of champions.

Lead Project Manager-This person may be local or at a regional 
office and is the main contact for your project. This is your 
point person for design, purchasing, scheduling, and pricing 
questions, as well as all applicable standards and guidelines.

Designer-This person is responsible for translating 
your budget and site dimensions into a playground 
design that meets your needs and requirements.

Local Project Manager-This person will be in charge 
of schedule coordination, supervision information, 
organization, and deployment of your volunteer teams.

Customer Service Rep-This person is your contact for additional 
product questions, concerns, warranty claims, and more. They 
will have complete knowledge of your project, and can also 
help you contact any of your other vendor team members.

Accounting Manager-This is your contact for 
insurance,  billing, and accounting questions.

Professional Supervisor-This person will have received 
professional certification in playground installation 
from the company they represent, and will be on site 
to ensure your volunteers follow instructions to ensure 
compliance of your playground. See the section titled 
“Professional Installation or Supervised Build?” to help 
determine the type of build you may wish to consider.

Use the following checklist to help evaluate potential vendors

Experience

• How long has the manufacturer been in business?

• How long has the manufacturer’s representative 
agency been in business?

• Is the representative from your area?

• What experience do they have in designing to meet ADA 
guidelines? What about universal or inclusive design?

• What experience do they have in designing to 
promote a continuum of skill development?

• Are their installers factory trained and 
certified in playground  installation?

• How many successful community 
builds has the company done?

• Do they have experience in themed design? How long 
has the company been offering themed playgrounds, 
and do they have a portfolio of ideas to share?

Tip :  Your p layground
vendor wi l l  be  a
valuab le  resource
and a l ly  in  the
project,  so be 
sure you
are comfortab le
with their  serv ices
and support.
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Products

• Do their products meet or exceed applicable standards?

• Are their products certified by the International Playground 
Equipment Manufacturers Association (IPEMA)?

• What is their warranty on equipment?

• Can they provide a comprehensive list of products 
to complete the project (surfacing, site amenities, 
etc.) to minimize dealing with multiple vendors?

• Do they offer multiple surfacing options to 
meet a variety of budgets and needs?

• Do they carry product liability insurance? 
How much is the policy?

• What is the response time for designs/proposals? 

• What is the time frame required for ordering equipment?

• How are their play systems installed? Are 
they volunteer-build friendly?

• Is their manufacturer ISO 9001 certified for company 
compliance with quality management systems?

• Is their manufacturer ISO 14001 certified for company 
compliance with an environmental management system?

Budget

• What are the charges for providing community build tools?

• What are the charges for providing 
community build supervision?

• Will they provide a line item invoice so you know what you 
are paying for equipment vs. other services, like installation?

• Do they charge for design services?

• Is there a separate charge for images, top views, 
and renderings of the play space design?

Service

• Will they conduct a thorough and collaborative needs 
analysis to determine your needs and priorities?

• Can they provide local references and 
addresses of playgrounds for review?

• Will they assist in engaging stakeholders and funders?

• Can they recommend how many volunteers 
you will need to install the equipment, if you 
are choosing a community build?

• Do they have the capability to do site assessment, 
site work, and/or remove old equipment?

• Do they make you feel comfortable with their services?

• Are they excited about and committed to your project?

Resources

• Do they offer research-based program 
resources for designing for inclusion?

• Do they offer research-based program 
resources for designing around nature?

• Do they research based program resources for 
physical education on the playground?

• Do they offer grant source and grant writing guides?

• Do they offer a community build toolkit?

• What type of maintenance guides/
recommendations will they provide?

• What kind of supervision guidebooks/
recommendations will they provide?

Your vendor should be able to provide you with project 
renderings that will help you build excitement and support 
within the community.

Not all of the previous questions may be applicable to 
your particular project, but reviewing these questions 
with potential vendors will help you determine 
their expertise, experience, and capabilities.

Tip :  If  you choose 
a professional 
instal lat ion ,  but 
st i l l  want to invo lve 
vo lunteers,  ask your 
p layground vendor 
what options may 
be avai lab le ,  such as 
surfacing instal lat ion 
or landscaping .
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Professional Installation or Supervised Build?

Depending on the skills and abilities of your Construction 
Committee, you will need to decide how much (or how little) 
involvement you want in the actual construction process.  
There are many jobs for willing volunteers, whether you 
install the playground yourself, or have it professionally 
installed for you. Here are options to consider:

Supervised Community Build:  
One or more professionally trained  installers recommended by 
the playground manufacturer will come to your site to supervise 
your volunteers. This means that this person will be on site to 
tell your volunteers what to do, from locating and digging holes 
to spreading surfacing, and they will organize the overall build 
effort. Their time will be spent instructing others, not building. 
This is a great option when you have several construction 
minded volunteers who can lead the balance of volunteers 
and may be the most cost effective method of installation. 

Construction Supervisor Build: 
This method utilizes more of the manufacturer’s factory-
trained certified installers, who can be contracted to assist 
in pre-construction planning and in actual installation.  
They can come in advance of construction day to stake 
your site and dig the postholes and/or remain on the job 
site to help with the installation, assuring you that your 
playground equipment is being installed according to 
specifications. This is an excellent option for the Construction 
Committee with willing, but unskilled workers.

Professional Installation: 
The same factory-trained, certified installers mentioned 
above can also completely install your playground for you, 
should this be your preference. This is a great option if you 
prefer not to recruit volunteers for the build. There will still 
be other tasks, like spreading wood fiber surfacing and 
assisting with landscaping, that are good jobs for volunteers, 
even when the professional installation option has been 
selected, which can save you money in your overall budget.

A supervised installation may vary from customer to customer, 
based on need, cost, type of equipment, and number of 
volunteers required.  To help you choose the supervision that 
is right for your group, be sure to interview your playground 
vendor to get their supervisor guidelines, hours of supervision, 
and to let them know the level of participation you expect 
from your volunteers so that together you can properly plan 
the correct installation method for your unique build.

Managing a Successful Event
A successful playground build is a function of all who are 
involved. Although you may be the influencer who started the 
ball rolling, it will be a responsibility of your entire support team 
to ensure that the project goes smoothly from start to finish.

Organizing Volunteers

Your project will require the enthusiasm, resourcefulness, 
and manpower of a dedicated group of volunteers.  The 
project chairperson will find it necessary to organize these 
volunteers into committees, each with their own specific 
responsibilities to help them champion for success.

The first step towards your project kick-off should be organizing 
a playground planning meeting that includes everyone who 
indicated interest at the public meeting in participating in 
the playground project.  The purpose of this meeting is to 
discuss goals, timetables, budgets, and most importantly, 
confirm volunteer resources. To ensure that this meeting is a 
success, the entire community must be aware of your project.  
This can be accomplished by publicizing in local newspapers, 
TV stations, distributing flyers, and by word of mouth.

At this meeting the duties and responsibilities of each 
committee should be discussed and your Executive 
Committee should be formed.  This committee should 
include: Chairperson, Co-Chair, and Treasurer, plus Chairs 
for Design, Fundraising, Construction, Public Relations, and 
Hospitality. The committee should also include the School 
Principal, Park Director, and/or site owner, if applicable. (See 
“Committees” section of this manual.) You should have a 
good idea of interest from your public meeting forms, and in 
fact, may want to contact these people in advance to confirm 
the committees they may wish to participate in or lead. 

After your Executive Committee has been selected, 
volunteers can sign up or be assigned to working committees 
to meet project needs and to best utilize the skills and 
talents of your community volunteers. Keep in mind that 
some volunteers may be unable to commit to a specific 
committee, but may be able to help when called upon.  
These people will be part of your “Support Group”.

Your first meeting will most likely be a “brainstorming” 
session, where a conglomeration of ideas are discussed, but 
no real decisions are made. Therefore, before your project 
“kick-off”, it may be necessary to schedule a second planning 

Tip :  If  you are st i l l 
lack ing vo lunteers for 
certain  jobs after 
your in it ia l  s ign ups, 
take t ime to ca l l  and 
interv iew ex ist ing 
and new volunteers 
to f ind out if  they 
may have the sk i l ls  to 
jo in  another team.
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meeting, to finalize the project timetable and committee 
organizations. Make sure  to encourage everyone present 
to bring at least one new volunteer  to the next meeting.

The following breakdowns will prove helpful in 
organizing your committees. Adjustments should be 
made for your own individual project needs.

Committee Recommendations 

A.   Executive Committee:

 Key decision makers that can represent the 
views of the various committees while also 
championing the project’s goals.

 Members:

 Chair

 Co-Chair

 Treasurer

 Design Chair

 Fundraising Chair

 Construction Chair

 Public Relations Chair

 Hospitality Chair

 School Principal, Park Director, and/or Site Owner

 Role:

 Leads all other teams, responsible for 
final decisions and coordination

B. Design Committee:

 Relevant users and experts that can promote the needs 
and priorities while aligning to budget and timeline. 

 Members: 

 Site owner, manager, or representative

 Parents

 Students or children

 Design professionals such as landscape 
architects or engineers 

 Roles: 

 Organizes and coordinates feedback from other 
stakeholders  Edits and returns results of design 
meetings to playground vendor Chooses colors and 
components with assistance from playground vendor.

C.  Construction Committee:

 Build volunteers with construction experience

 Personnel who will be responsible for 
playground maintenance

 Members: 

 2 to 4 Persons (familiarity with construction helpful)

 Playground Maintenance Personnel

 Roles: 

 Outlines site requirements and addresses 
any special needs before installation

 Determines extent of involvement in actual construction

 Enlists adequate volunteers for construction

 Checks local zoning and building codes

 Contacts local utility companies prior to installation

 Obtains tools required for completion

 Plans security at the construction site

 Supervises Construction Day

D.  Fundraising Committee:

 Outgoing individuals who aren’t timid about 
“making the ask.”  Having a wide network 
of contacts also helps in this role. 

 Members/Roles:    

 Corporate Sponsorship Chair – obtains 
sponsorships from local business community

 Promotions Chair – organizes and executes fundraising 
promotions such as T-Shirt sales, Walk-a-thons, etc.

 Special Events Chair – coordinates auctions, 
spaghetti dinners, pancake breakfasts, etc.

 Special Funding Chair – researches and 
obtains grants and donations from charitable, 
municipal, and corporate foundations

E.  Public Relations Committee:

 People with basic marketing, writing, and 
communication skills to ensure your messages 
are compelling and well distributed. 

 Members:

 Non Specific

 Roles:

 Issues regular press releases

 Updates and maintains website

Tip :  Be sure 
your committee 
addresses p lans for 
how the p lay space 
wi l l  be  ut i l ized for 
events,  programs,  or 
community activ it ies .
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Tip :  Being thoughtfu l 
dur ing the p lann ing 
phase wi l l  he lp  ensure 
a more meaningfu l 
p lay space

 Maintains and updates fundraising progress signs

 Organizes and executes Grand Opening ceremony

 Maintains journal, website, social media platforms

 Recognizes corporate and local sponsors 
through media and social networks

F.  Hospitality Committee:

 Organized individuals who enjoy a support role, connections 
with local sitters and food establishments a plus! 

 Members:

 Non Specific

 Roles:

 Leads volunteer recruiting, confirmation, 
and check in on construction day.

 Sets up child-care for meetings, Design 
Day, and Construction Day

 Provides meals and snacks for meetings 
and Construction Day

G.  Support Group:

 For individuals who cannot commit to a designated 
committee, but still want to help. Besides their names 
and contact information, ask them to write in applicable 
skills they may be able to utilize in the project.

 Members:

 Non Specific

 Roles: 

 Provides support and back up for all other committees. 

Planning for the Future
In the Blueprint for Play guidebook, Sustain It, we’ll explore 
ways to help ensure your play and recreation space is a 
valuable resource to the community for years to come. Part 
of this success is being thoughtful in the planning stage 
about how it can be used. The way the community engages 
with the space says a lot about its overall value. Be sure to 
discuss your ideas with your playground vendor to see if he/
she has additional resources and tools to help implement 
them. Here are some ideas that can be considered. 

Family Parties & Events

A play space is a wonderful resource for holding parties and 
family gatherings. To help ensure it is a comfortable place for this 
type of event, think about how families will want to engage with 
the space beyond the play area. Tables and benches grouped for 
gathering will be an important consideration. Providing shade 
to increase comfort should be a consideration when creating 
spaces to gather. Offering options for food service may also 
be necessary if the space is intended for family events and 
picnics, so shelters with tables grouped underneath, strategically 
located grills, and receptacles for trash disposal should be 
considered. Be thoughtful about designing for intergenerational 
and inclusive play so that everyone  can comfortably access and 
actively use the space. You may also want to consider adding 
an outdoor adult fitness area within sight of the playground, 
so that parents have active options to pursue while their 
children play. Finally, planning should always include proximity 
to parking and restrooms for maximum comfort and usability 

Allowing birthday celebrations at the play space is another 
way to increase usage and promote active behaviors.
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Programming & Learning

Playgrounds can be the perfect location to provide a 
variety of programs for the community.  Camps, before/
after school activities, school field trips, and outings planned 
through organizations such as scouts, 4-H, and other 
clubs can utilize the outdoor play space to bring learning 
outdoors, be physically active, and interact socially with 
their peers.  Well designed playgrounds can greatly enhance 
their programming efforts, while offering new and exciting 
opportunities using their new community resource!

This weather center, nestled among natural plantings, 
provides a fun learning opportunity for children.

There are many considerations that can help bring meaningful 
learning to children during your programming initiatives. By 
creating naturalized playgrounds to engage children with nature, 
utilizing the playground to promote physical activity and fitness, 
and/or intentionally bringing academic concepts of math, 
science, social studies, creative arts, and language outdoors 
can dramatically impact how the community utilizes the space.  

Community Specific Activities

Are there specific activities that your community would 
like to offer that currently have no space for consideration? 
Be sure to involve the community to determine additional 

opportunities for activity at the play and recreation space, 
and be thoughtful about getting their input on what would 
be required for this activity to be successful. The more the 
community feels involved in the outcomes of the space, the 
more likely they will be to use and engage with the space.

Thinking strategically the planning phase will give you the 
foundation to move forward and pursue the rest of the steps 
needed to make your play and recreation space a reality. 

Management, Maintenance & Supervision

It will be the responsibility of the playground owner to develop 
a sound management plan that addresses the broad, long-term 
sustainability strategy for the space. In the planning phase, 
be thoughtful about this aspect, and involve the site owner 
in gathering input and ultimately making the decisions that 
will affect this plan. A robust management plan will include 
regular maintenance inspections, risk management strategies, 
expenses related to upkeep, and developing a response strategy 
to potential issues, among other considerations. This plan will 
be crucial in the protection of the investment you are making.

Be thoughtful about the equipment and surfacing choices, 
and ask your playground vendor what tools and resources 
he/she can provide to assist in developing the plans needed 
for sustainability. Involve the site owner in every step, and 
ensure they approve of the product choices, and what is 
required to maintain them. The resources and information 
in the Blueprint for Play book titled Sustain It will provide 
additional information to help in the planning and execution 
of management, maintenance, and supervision.  

Tip :  Be sure 
your committee 
addresses the p lan 
for programming and 
usage of the space 
dur ing the p lann ing 
phase to ensure 
the overal l  des ign 
and s ite amenit ies 
wi l l  support the 
community’s needs.
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To learn more about a 
var iety of p layground 
and design features 
to promote active 
programing in  your 
community,  p lease 
v is it  www.  p laycore.
com/programs.aspx
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