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Entrepreneurial Mom Pioneers ‘Unplugged’ Indoor Play

LAKE ZURICH, Ill.—As owner Michele Balaka prepares for an August grand opening of her new TreeHouse in Lake Zurich, modeled after the wildly popular Chelsea TreeHouse in Michigan, she is pioneering a new concept called “unplugged” indoor play for children.
Parents won’t find any arcade games or other electronics here. No flashing lights or loud music, no laser tag guns. The unplugged TreeHouse gets its energy and noise from happy, busy children while parents relax in a decidedly upscale setting with leather couches, free Wi-Fi, a gourmet café with sandwiches, salads and soups, and healthy food and snacks (lots of it organic) for the kids.
Balaka was a pharmaceutical representative for several years with Chicago’s Abbott Labs before she became a stay-at-home mom of two children.  She was horrified to discover the low levels of service and cleanliness at businesses designed for kids. Whether at pools, arcades, or pizza-game centers, she found plastic chairs, unhealthy concession-style food, and coin-gobbling machines dispensing throwaway trinkets. 
“These were not the standards I’d been used to as a professional,” she says. And other options for entertaining children indoors in a safe and healthy environment were non-existent.
Balaka, with a degree in economics from the University of Michigan, asserts that the current state of entertainment centers for children misses the mark.  “The bar is set so low in this field – just rent a space, plug in the video games, inflate the bouncers, install a concession stand with plastic tables and chairs, and, voila, you’re in the family entertainment business,” laments Balaka.  “The mantra is more, bigger, and electronic. These places are really designed for absentee investors, not today’s parents and kids.”
Building upon the success and knowledge she gained from her Chelsea TreeHouse -- winning Nickelodeon’s 2008 “Parents’ Pick Best Indoor Play Place/Space” award in Michigan -- Balaka has big plans for her unplugged concept in the Chicago area and beyond.
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AD1 TreeHouse

According to Balaka, this is what many parents want from an indoor play space:
1.  No video games or coin operated machines – “Too much time and money is already wasted on these things.”

2.  Absolute cleanliness and certainty that everything about the play structure is safe – “These are foundational prerequisites.  If you can’t meet these conditions 100 percent of the time, find another line of business.”
             3.  Real gourmet food for adults and healthy food and snacks for kids – “Why can’t parents and kids have both healthy and good food in a comfortable setting?”
4.  An engineer-designed indoor play structure – “Just inflating a bouncer or plugging in arcade games is easy and cheap, but parents want to exercise their children’s imaginations and bodies, and that requires a tailored, professionally-designed structure.”
5.  Appropriately scaled size for children’s play and parents’ peace of mind – “Parents want clear sightlines to their kids at all times, and children interact better with each other when the play structure is big enough to accommodate lots of kids, but not so large that it overwhelms.”  
 “We don’t give kids enough credit, thinking they need a lot of bells and whistles,” says Balaka. “When play places meet these unplugged criteria, children socialize, use their imagination, build gross motor skills, and give their parents a break at the same time.”
 “Unplugged indoor play is new kind of family entertainment destination that truly serves the whole family,” says Balaka.  Parents can entertain younger children in a spacious baby area.  Older kids can wear themselves out in a multi-level play structure, with swinging bridges, enclosed slides, padded mats and ramps, swings, and soft basketball courts.  Here children play with minimal supervision, while their parents relax.
Full service birthday parties are a specialty of an unplugged play space.  “Too often today, family entertainment centers offer party space, but little else,” says Balaka.  “They are self service, and poorly accommodate families who want to enjoy their children’s birthdays, not labor at them.  At an unplugged party, families and friends just bring the kids and the cake; everything else is supplied.”
Balaka notes that, especially considering the long grey winters of Chicago, unplugged indoor play spaces feature lots of light.  “Walls of windows bring in natural light to a space that is sunny and 70 degrees, every day,” she says.  “Unplugged play spaces also accommodate children with allergies -- my play spaces are completely peanut free.”
The idea of an unplugged play space is to let kids —all in stocking feet—create their own social world, without the need to bother adults. “Parents can plan play-dates here instead of in someone’s home,” says Balaka. “Mothers schedule meetings with their interior designer or real estate agent and can talk uninterrupted, catch up on their correspondence or just plain relax.”
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AD2  TreeHouse

While the well-trained staff at an unplugged play space are not baby-sitters, they will make sure children are playing nice, and they work with kids on how to talk to adults, how to order, how to count money.  They empower children to make choices and build new skills. 
Balaka is a confident and assured businesswoman with ambitious plans to open several unplugged TreeHouses in the Chicago area, and is surveying at several other major metropolitan areas as well.  “Parents are desperately looking for play places that work for them, exercise their children’s’ minds and bodies, and do it without plugging their children into even more of our electronically-obsessed culture,” she says.  “Unplugged is the right concept, at the right time, and everybody wins with it.”
Balaka’s first Chicago area TreeHouse is located at 985 South Rand Road, Lake Zurich, and will be open from 9 a.m. to 8 p.m., seven days a week.
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Editors Please Note:  High resolution photographs of the TreeHouse and owner are available at thechicagotreehouse.com , click on “Media.”
