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Rope-Based Play Equipment…
Movement is fascinating for children. 

It is always exciting and engaging to 
bounce, jump, spin, swing or see-saw. 

This is the reason children – and 
even adults –  have so much fun on 
rope-based play equipment. Rope is 
not dead material. Instead it is flexible 
and enables a child to ‘connect’ with the 
equipment, as every action is followed 

by a reaction. Rope is a play ‘partner’ 
and there is always a dialog between the 
child playing and the structure.  

While rope-based play equipment 
may seem relatively new, it actually 
started in the 1950s, thus making it an 
‘old’ concept that has seen a resurgence 
in the last couple of decades.
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The invention of rope play 
equipment.

The invention of rope-based play 
is attributed to a 1930s former boxer 
by the name of Joseph Brown. Born in 
1909, the son of Russian immigrants 
in Philadelphia, Joe attended Temple 
University where he studied physical 
education; however, he left the univer-
sity to become a professional boxer. 
Joe returned to complete his studies in 
1931 after suffering an injury. He then 
spent six years as a sculptor before be-
ing hired to train boxers at Princeton 
University.

Joe recognized that movement 
through sport and play was important 
for the development of young people. 
He turned his attention to play equip-
ment for the first time in 1950. Many 
experts believe his designs to have 
been revolutionary. He developed 
what he termed play communities, 
which drew attention for their play 
function. 

Joe installed a number of proto-
types in Philadelphia and outside the 
United States; however, there was no 
mass production of his designs since 
he did not have the manufacturing ca-

pacity. The inability to mass produce 
stalled the concept in the ‘50s and ‘60s 
from taking off.

Joe derived his play concept for 
rope play equipment from a classic 
boxing ring. He also created the first 
designs for today’s very popular high 
rope gardens. He attempted but failed 
to find a licensee so he implemented 
individual special projects instead.

In 1971, Berliner Seilfabrik, who 
manufactured steel cables for eleva-
tors, picked up the rope-based play 
concept. While Joe Brown started 
with a loose rope structure modeled 
after a boxing ring design, Berliner 
used one of the 5 Platonic solids, 
also called regular polyhedrons, to 
make the design very solid. Using 
this concept, Berliner designed and 
mass produced the first net climber, 
starting the whole rope-based play 
industry on a commercial basis.

Why Rope-Based Play  
Equipment?

On a daily basis, children need to 
develop social and cognitive skills 
along with fine and gross motor skills, 
and the playground offers an ideal 

Joe Brown (top) and his play community 
rope designs (bottom).
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environment in which to do so. Rope-
based play, those 3-dimensional spatial 
net structures, are more engaging and 
physically challenging for children than 
traditional play equipment for several 
reasons.

Material. One big difference between 
rope play structures and traditional is 
the material itself. A well-designed net 
structure is responsive, giving children 
an additional interaction with the mate-
rial as the steel inside the ‘rope’ makes 
it behave differently. The net structure 
bounces back, engaging children on a 
different, more in-depth level than just 
climbing stairs and sliding down a slide.

Design. Rope play structures are a 
different design concept. Most tradi-
tional structures have specific entry and 
exit points (i.e., stairs in one area and a 
slide in another area). In addition, they 
tend to limit a child’s movement or how 
a child uses the structure. A 3-dimen-

sional net climber gives children a struc-
ture that allows for open play – allowing 
the child to decide how to play on the 
equipment, which angle to enter or exit 
from, how to progress throughout the 
structure and more.

Endless Play Options. With the 
3-dimensional design, the climbing and 
playing options are endless. Even if a 
child wanted to repeat the way he or she 
climbed the day before, he or she prob-
ably couldn’t. A child has to figure out 
each time how to get to the top or move 
from one corner to the other, making 
decisions on when to take the next step 
or which rope to grab.

Increased Socialization. Traditional 
play equipment tends to be wide-spread 
and closer to the ground. It separates 
children in their play behavior; for 
instance, one child may be using a 
slide while another is using a climb-
ing component. The 3-dimensional net 
structures offer a more compact design 
without these same barriers separat-
ing the children. As they play, children 
can get close to each other allowing for 
social interaction and communication. 
Even if a child stops playing while on 
the structure, he or she can still sit and 
talk to the others on the structure.  

Rope-based play structures bring 
children as well as adults together. 
Berliner products, like the Pegasus, are 
true multigenerational play structures. 
Because of its height, the Pegasus, while 
classified for ages 5 to 12, offers a large 
enough space inside the net for both 
children and adults, something not 
offered by many traditional playground 
solutions.

This interactive play keeps children 
engaged.

Connecting Traditional and  
Non-Traditional Play

On the playground today, one of the 
trends you see is the idea of connecting 
traditional and non-traditional play-
ground equipment. For instance, in the 
3D rendering on the next page, one of 
the main elements on the playground is 
a rope-based structure connected physi-
cally using a bridge. 

The complexity of net structures, such as the Pegasus, offers children (and adults) endless options 
to climb through the ropes. Lea McKeighan Playground, Lee’s Summit, MO.

What is rope?
In rope-based play equipment, 
‘rope’ as used for commercial 
play equipment refers to a 
galvanized steel cable wrapped in 
a polyester yarn. Steel cable was 
invented in the 1830s, and the 
first net structures developed for 
playful climbing equipment were 
created in Germany in the early 
1970s. Rope used for net play 
structures can be a broad range 
of diameters. Typically, most ropes 
in reach of hands have a course 
surface texture which provides an 
optimal grip.

Today’s Trends with  
Rope-Based Play Equipment
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Rope-based structures can also be 
connected by play functionality, where 
the children jump from one stepping 
form to another, to reach the more tra-
ditional play structure. 

This combination of traditional and 
non-traditional play equipment can 
often provide a community with the 
needed playground equipment familiar-
ity combined with something new and 
exciting; a combination that offers kids 
more fun and more play value.

3-Dimensional vs. 2-Dimensional
Two-dimensional structures offer 

‘paths’ for a child to climb vertically, 
horizontally, or possibly across on a 
bridge or ‘link.’ Although the 2-dimen-
sional ropes add to the play experience, 
they can fall short of the benefits 3-di-
mensional structures provide.

Three-dimensional rope structures 
come in all shapes and sizes and are 
commonly referred to as ‘space nets’ and 
‘net climbers.’ Structures can be quite 
tall, or closer to the ground and full of 
low course challenges, or a mix of both. 

A properly designed, true 3-dimen-
sional net climber encourages a sense 
of agility, achievement and power in a 
playful environment. There are no pre-
scribed entry points. There are no spe-
cific paths to be followed as are found 
on more traditional and 2-dimensional 
rope play structures. 

Children playing on a 3-dimensional 
structure are empowered to make deci-
sions. The open environment encourag-

es social interaction and more benefits, 
such as:

•	 psychomotor development
•	 sense of balance
•	 skills to react
•	 body strength
•	 sense of achievement
•	 self-confidence

The difference between 2-dimension-
al and 3-dimensional is a very impor-
tant consideration when choosing your 
equipment. 

Includes All Children, All Abilities
Rope structures can actually be more 

inclusive than what we refer to as a 
traditional inclusive playground. The 
degree of inclusivity is different when 
using rope-based play structures.

Most of the net structures are consid-
ered ground level components, meaning 
a child with a disability can enter or 
exit off the ground without the need for 

a ramp or transfer system because the 
structures are so close to the ground.

Net structures provide an experience, 
a play value for children with or without 
disabilities.

Many playgrounds include play 
structures that focus on children with 
disabilities only, neglecting over 90% of 
children who have no disability. It can 
be challenging to design a playground 
that includes everyone, one that has a 
certain degree of challenge and excite-
ment in the product to keep all engaged. 

Rope-based play equipment meets 
that challenge.

•	 Cognitive disabilities, which make 
up more than 50% of all disabilities, 
are served by designs like the net 
structures helping to develop criti-
cal thinking skills, such as decision-
making and problem-solving.

•	 Children with sensory issues gain 
play value from the interaction of 
rope and the feel of its’ coarseness.

•	 Rope-based play enables children 
to play together without barriers, 
furthering the needs of those with 
social or communication disabilities. 

•	 Incorporating hammocks into the 
design enables children with strong 
physical impairments the opportu-
nity to participate in the action. 

•	 Another strength of this type of 
equipment lies in the motor chal-

As you can see, a net structure is very easily 
accessed by a child in a wheelchair. She is able 
to interact with the structure to the degree her 
disability allows. That’s what accessibility is 
all about.

The open design of the net structures 
enables children to easily communicate 
with each other while playing. Valley Park, 
Grandview, MO.
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lenge that they pose. For instance, 
children with ADD or ADHD ben-
efit from the need to concentrate 
on their movements. At the same 
time, they can burn off a lot of their 
overwhelming energy by using their 
whole body.

•	 Children with hearing impairments 
can move across the different levels 
while maintaining eye contact with 
the other children or their caregiv-
ers outside the equipment. The 
transparency of the rope play-
ground equipment enables them to 
use sign language when playing and 
not feel obliged to speak to draw 
attention to themselves.

•	 Net structures provide a play space 
that brings together the different 
languages of the deaf and hearing, 
enabling them to experience their 
possibilities and their limits in com-
mon play, encourages understand-
ing and acceptance of one another. 

•	 For children with a visual impair-
ment, a low rope climbing course in 
which the individual climbing ele-
ments are connected, or a play net, 
could mean a new play experience 
altogether. They can climb close to 
the ground or in a space secured by 
net mesh without fear, leading to 
experiment and mastering greater 

challenges.
•	 If a child with limited mobility does 

not have the strength to get on the 
structure, he or she at a minimum 
can hold the rope and feel its move-
ment. There is no opportunity to do 
this with traditional play equip-
ment.

And, children without any disability 
can experience all of this, too.

Innovations in Technology 
and Design

There are constant innovations in 
technology and design with rope-based 
play equipment. 

Technological Innovations. For the 
first time in history, with the Joe Brown 
series of equipment, Berliner com-
bined physical and mental benefits to a 
well-designed net climber using natural 
materials on the outside. On the inside, 
high end technology offers durable, eas-
ily maintained equipment. 

Another of Berliner’s innovations in-
cludes a patented cloverleaf connection 
that allows the replacement of a single 
cable vs. the entire net structure, which 
can be done on-site making repairs 
much more cost effective.

Design Innovations Keep Children 
Safe. Height is often a concern on the 
playground, especially from a safety 
perspective yet we are seeing taller 
and taller structures. Rope-based play 
structures are designed to give a child a 
thrill, enticing them to come back and 
actively play on the structures but at 
the same time be very safe. Rope-based 
play structures are no riskier than other 
structures; in fact, all of Berliner struc-
tures installed over the past 45 years, 
even the 30’ tall ones, still have unchal-
lenged safety records.

Availability and Affordability
Rope-based play has been around 

since the 1970s in Europe, particularly 

Open design of net structures. Curé of Ars, Leawood, KS.

Rope play structure provides a bridge close to the ground suitable for younger children.
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in Germany. In the U.S., it was seen to 
be more of a luxury item for prestigious 
locations. In 2008, Berliner established 
a U.S. headquarters positioning itself 
as a manufacturer of rope-based play 
equipment. This has led to improved 
customer support, increased distribu-
tion and lowered pricing. Rope-based 
play equipment is now a more afford-
able alternative for many schools, parks 
and cities with smaller, more limited 
budgets.

We also are seeing more rope on 
the playground as other manufacturers 
adopt the concept, more open play-
ground designs are developed and the 
use of more deckless systems. Tradi-
tional manufacturers who used to do 
post and deck only are now mixing and 
matching traditional play equipment 
with rope-based play equipment.

Larger manufacturers are now also 
buying high quality products from 
Berliner Seilfabrik, a trend which has 
improved the perception of rope-based 
play equipment from a compliance, 
durability and safety perception. With 
these manufacturers promoting the 
concept more, it has generated a fol-
lowing and motivated more architects, 
landscape architects, park and school 
planners to consider the concept.

The rope play equipment originally 
invented by Joe Brown remains as popu-
lar as ever, and continues to provide a 
lot of fun for children in playgrounds as 
well as having an educational effect.

LUKAS STEINKE, CEO 
BERLINER SEILFABRIK PLAY EQUIPMENT CORPORATION

In 2009, Lukas moved to Greenville, SC to es-
tablish Berliner’s North-American headquar-
ters. As the subsidiary’s CEO, he is in charge of 
all aspects of the company’s operations in the 
U.S. and brings 13 years of experience in rope-
based playground equipment to the company.

www.berliner-playequipment.com

info@berliner-playequipment.com
Toll free: +1.877.837.3676
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