
GUIDANCE FOR 
FUNCTIONALLY LINKED 
PLAY COMPONENTS 
Playground equipment is considered functionally linked when unattached equipment, such as 
stepping forms or balance beams, are used to connect playground equipment. Functionally linked play 
components add value to the play experience by allowing children to move between other playground 
components without touching the ground. It acts as a single, continuous playground structure.

The image shows stepping forms placed within the 
use zone (below and around play components), to 
functionally link the starting and finishing platforms 
of two play components.

Use Zone Considerations
When developing functionally linked designs, be 
cautious when placing stepping components in 
the use zone, the area below and around play 
components. The use zone should allow children to 
move freely around the equipment. To minimize risk, 
the surface material of the stepping components 
must meet standards that protect children from 
serious injuries due to falls. 

Design Recommendations
•	 Allow children to maintain natural body 

positioning and transition easily across 
functionally linked play equipment.

•	 Encourage a flow pattern that minimizes 
overcrowding within the playground use area

•	 Avoid functionally linking climbing components, 
such as arch climbers, which are intended to be 
stand-alone features. These components should 
be accessed from ground level and remain free 
from surrounding objects, including stepping 
forms.

•	 Provide adequate handrails or handholds at 
steps, platforms, and transition points to support 
safe movement between stepping forms and 
play structures.

•	 Ensure the direct distance between stepping 
surfaces on functionally linked play structures 
does not exceed 12 inches for children ages 2–5 
and 18 inches for children ages 5–12.

•	 When reviewing design plans that include 
functionally linked equipment within the use zone: 
– Refer to ASTM F1487-25 and the Consumer 
Product Safety Commission (CPSC) Public 
Playground Safety Handbook. 
– The local health officer may require written 
confirmation from the equipment manufacturer 
that the product is designed for installation as 
shown in the plans.

•	 Consult the manufacturer’s playground 
equipment specifications to assess use-zone 
requirements and identify any limitations that 
may prevent functional linkage with other 
playground equipment.

https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/325_PublicPlaygroundSafetyHandbook2025_7-30-25_1.pdf?VersionId=tpCoaKp.DSdJ0QmD4_29kwEHeQgFphM2
https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/325_PublicPlaygroundSafetyHandbook2025_7-30-25_1.pdf?VersionId=tpCoaKp.DSdJ0QmD4_29kwEHeQgFphM2
https://www.cpsc.gov/s3fs-public/325_PublicPlaygroundSafetyHandbook2025_7-30-25_1.pdf?VersionId=tpCoaKp.DSdJ0QmD4_29kwEHeQgFphM2


Examples of functionally linked designs that are not recommended:

Not recommended: 
Photo shows a climber ascending upward and 
inward toward the stepping form. This increases the 
risk of injury with a fall from the climber with the 
stepping form placed closely below and within the 
use zone.
This playground is unfinished, and the surfacing has 
not been installed.

Not recommended: 
Photo shows a vertical climber functionally linked 
to a play structure. This does not allow for a child to 
easily transition between the vertical climber and 
adjacent horizontal platform.

Not recommended:
Photo shows a 3-dimensional (3D) climber. Stepping 
forms are inside the use zone within a couple of feet 
of the climber. This increases the risk of injury if a 
child falls from the 3D climber.



Example of functionally linked designs that are not recommended:
A platform is functionally linked with stepping forms to a climbing dome. This is not an acceptable use.
A child could fall from a greater height onto the stepping form instead of onto an approved surfacing 
material.

Figure 1- front and Side profile
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Example of a design that could meet criteria for approval:
Platforms are functionally linked by stepping forms. This may be an acceptable use since the stepping 
forms and platforms are similar height.
The transition from the stepping forms to the play equipment must be safe and easily navigated by a child. 
Add handrails or handholds as needed.

Figure 2- front and Side profile
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