
OPAL Risk Benefit Assessment 

 

Activity: Den building 
 

Benefits: 
1. Cognitive Development 

• Problem-solving: Children plan, experiment, and adapt their structures. 
• Critical thinking: Children decide on the best materials, shapes, and designs. 
• STEM learning: Introduces basic engineering and spatial awareness. 

2. Physical Development 
• Gross motor skills: Carrying, lifting, and assembling branches, sticks, or tarps. 
• Fine motor skills: Tying knots, weaving materials, and adjusting details. 
• Coordination and balance: Navigating uneven outdoor terrain while building. 

 3. Social and Emotional Skills 
• Teamwork: Den building encourages collaboration, negotiation, and role-sharing. 
• Communication: Children must explain ideas, listen to others, and solve disagreements. 
• Confidence and resilience: Seeing their project succeed (or adapt after failure) builds perseverance and self-esteem. 

4. Creativity and Imagination 
• Children invent stories, games, or role-play scenarios within the dens. 
• The open-ended nature of den building allows for creative expression and storytelling. 

5. Connection to Nature 
• Promotes environmental awareness and appreciation for natural materials. 
• Encourages outdoor learning and reduces screen time and sedentary behaviour. 

 6. Emotional Wellbeing 
• Time outdoors and creative play are shown to reduce stress and anxiety. 
• Dens can become safe, personal spaces that promote emotional regulation. 

 
 



Activity ideas: 
 1. Build a Den Challenge 

• Instructions: In teams, build a den using natural or provided materials (sticks, tarps, string). 
• Variation: Give each team a different “mission” (e.g., a shelter from rain, a secret spy base, or an animal’s home). 
• Skills: Teamwork, creativity, problem-solving. 

2. Role-Play in Dens 
• Setup: Once dens are built, children act out stories (e.g., jungle explorers, woodland creatures, emergency rescue teams). 
• Encourages: Imaginative play, storytelling, collaboration. 

3. Natural Camouflage Dens 
• Goal: Build a den that blends in with the environment. 
• Tools: Leaves, twigs, grass, mud. 
• Extension: Use it to teach about camouflage in nature or animals' survival tactic. 

4. Maths in the Forest 
• Instructions: Measure the den’s height, length, and area. Count materials used. Sort by size or type. 
• Skills: Real-world measurement, estimation, data collection. 

5. Decorate Your Den 
• Provide natural art materials (flowers, leaves, clay, stones) or recyclable items. 
• Let children personalize their den, make signs, flags, or name plaques. 
• Great for: Art lessons and self-expression. 

6. Den Photography or Drawing 
• After building, children take photos or draw their dens. 
• They can write a short description, name the den, or create a den “passport.” 

7. Rotate and Rebuild 
• After 15–20 minutes, children switch dens and must repair or redesign what another team started. 
• Teaches flexibility, adaptability, and creative thinking. 

8. Story Time in the Den 
• Use the finished dens as reading spaces for storytelling or quiet time. 
• Encourages a positive association between reading and outdoor spaces. 

 9. Puzzle Den 
• Hide clues or parts of a puzzle in each group’s den. 



• Children must visit and cooperate with other groups to solve a mystery or riddle. 
 

Risks: 
1.Injury from Materials 
• Hazards: Sharp sticks, heavy branches, splinters, unstable items 
(e.g., pallets), or tensioned ropes. 
• Risks: Cuts, bruises, crushed fingers, eye injuries, rope burns. 
• Control: Provide age-appropriate, pre-checked materials and teach 
safe lifting, carrying, knot tying, and rope handling.  
2.Structural Collapse 
• Hazards: Poorly built dens can fall or shift. 
• Risks: Head bumps, trapped fingers, panic, or minor trauma. 
• Control: Encourage supervised construction, teach basic stability 
principles, and check dens before play.  
3. Trips and Falls 
• Hazards: Uneven ground, tools lying around, low overhead 
branches, loose or low ropes. 
• Risks: Sprains, bruises, scraped knees, trips, or collisions. 
• Control: Clear the area of major obstacles, set boundaries, keep 
tools and materials organized, and ensure ropes are clearly visible 
and positioned away from head/neck height.  
4.Rope Use Between Trees 
• Hazards: Rope tied between trees being misused for climbing, 
swinging, or becoming tangled; rope positioned at unsafe height (no 
lower than 6 foot). 
• Risks: Falls, strangulation risk, rope burns, impact injuries. 
• Control: Use strong, suitable rope secured safely between stable 
trees. Keep rope above head height, supervise use closely, and 
explain that ropes are for den support only — not swinging or 
climbing. Regularly check knots and rope tension.  

Risk Management 
1. Control Measures 
Before the Activity 
• Risk assessment of outdoor area (remove hazards, check for 
poisonous plants, unstable trees, or insects). 
• Inspect trees before attaching ropes to ensure they are healthy and 
stable. 
• Select safe, appropriate materials: e.g., smooth sticks, fabric, 
crates, and strong suitable rope. 
• Ensure ropes are brightly coloured or clearly visible where possible. 
• Set clear ground rules: e.g., no running, safe lifting (2 children to lift 
the log if longer than the child’s arm), no swinging or climbing on 
ropes. 
• Position ropes safely —above head height at 6 foot to reduce 
strangulation risks. 
• Plan for supervision: staff trained to manage outdoor risk and safe 
rope use. 
During the Activity 
• Provide safety equipment if needed (e.g., gloves for handling wood 
or rope). 
• Teach basic den-building techniques (stable bases, secure roofs, no 
sharp points, safe knot tying). 
• Explain that ropes are for supporting dens only and not for 
swinging, pulling, or climbing. 
• Remind children to work cooperatively and take turns with 
tools/materials. 
• Regularly check rope tension, knots, and structure stability during 
play. 



5.Environmental Hazards 
• Hazards: Insects, thorns, stinging plants, allergens, unstable trees 
or dead branches. 
• Risks: Bites, rashes, allergic reactions, falling branches. 
• Control: Check the site beforehand, inspect trees for safety, avoid 
risky vegetation, and be aware of children’s allergies.  
6.Weather-Related Risks 
• Hazards: Wet ground, high winds, excessive sun, cold weather, or 
slippery ropes/materials. 
• Risks: Slips, exposure, sunburn, dehydration. 
• Control: Choose safe weather conditions, stop activities in strong 
winds, provide sun protection, and ensure children are dressed 
appropriately.  
7.Conflict or Disputes 
• Hazards: Disagreements over roles, design, or materials. 
• Risks: Upset children, exclusion, or physical conflict. 
• Control: Encourage team roles, model positive communication, and 
intervene if needed.  
 
 
 

• Monitor weather conditions: provide water, sunscreen, shade, or 
ensure children are dressed appropriately. 
• Stop the activity during strong winds or unsafe weather conditions. 
After the Activity 
• Safely dismantle or inspect any remaining structures and remove 
ropes safely. 
• Check the area for loose materials or trailing ropes that may cause 
trips. 
• Reflect with the children: What went well? What could be safer? 
• Report any incidents or near-misses to improve future risk 
planning. 
2. Emergency Preparedness 
• Keep a first aid kit and trained staff nearby. 
• Ensure staff know emergency procedures for falls, cuts, allergic 
reactions, or entanglement incidents involving ropes. 
• Have access to emergency contact details and communication 
methods if outdoors off-site. 
3. Review and Evaluation 
• Evaluate the activity with staff and children. 
• Update the risk assessment based on any incidents, near misses, or 
new observations. 
• Review the effectiveness of rope placement and supervision 
arrangements. 
• Share lessons learned with the wider teaching team. 
 

Additional information to be considered: 
 

 


