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a b s t r a c t 

Lego Serious Play was founded within the Lego Corporation in the mid-90s as a response to an un- 

usual problem why a company that sold creativity by the kilo was struggling for market share, profit and 

new thinking. Built from the ground up as a make-or-break proposition, the LSP process is an industry 

strength business solution designed to create conducive conditions for problem recognition, knowledge 

creation, and shared understanding. Based on these condition, and the 2010 open source licence of the 

protocol, this paper outlines the Lego Serious Play process, the history and origin of the method, and the 

seven principles underpinning its operation. The paper then outlines the adaptation of the LSP method 

from industry to academy, to showcase how to bring the technique into the classroom. Educators can 

use the step by step guide to construct a classroom activity that draws on Lego Serious Play to further 

promote key graduate outcomes of communication, creativity and shared understanding. 

© 2018 The Author. Published by Elsevier Ltd on behalf of Australian and New Zealand Marketing 

Academy. 

This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license. 

( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 
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. Introduction 

Co-creation is a foundational element of the contemporary mar-

eting domain. You can not so much as cite a cat without need-

ng to cross-reference Vargo and Lusch (2004) and the myriad of

o-creation concepts that followed in its wake. For the market-

ng educator, bringing practical co-creation exercises to the class-

oom is an opportunity to apply theory to praxis. This paper in-

roduces the use of the Lego Serious Play facilitation technique as
Abbreviations: LSP, Lego® Serious Play TM the formal title of the serious play pro- 

ocol open sourced by the Lego Corporation in 2010 https://www.lego.com/en-us/ 

eriousplay . 
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 means to teach co-creation through experiential learning and to

roduce co-created experiences connected to the coursework ma-

erials. Lego Serious Play was created in 1996 by the Lego Corpo-

ation in response to their financial and creative slump. Based on

 combination of management theory, applied use of flow state,

nd structured play, the LSP platform has been a mainstay of Lego

perations, open sourced and shared with the world in 2010, and

pplied across a range of industry settings. The paper outlines

he LSP process, case examples of use scenarios from Canada and

ustralia, and an indicative session plan to facilitate in-class co-

reation experience. The paper explores the delivery of a Lego Se-

ious Play classroom workshop, class case studies, and a few bricks

nd pieces. It demonstrates how the “Three Permissions” of play,

wnership, and use enable co-creation conditions, and it provides
Zealand Marketing Academy. This is an open access article under the CC 
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suggestions for mapping LSP to learning outcomes, graduate at-

tributes, and assessment tasks. 

2. Lego Serious Play: creativity and play 

2.1. Co-creation 

When Vargo and Lusch (2004) badge engineered coproduction

out of a pure services context and into the co-creation for services

dominant logic, it gave life to the beautiful paradox of co-created

meaning in the context of what marketers meant by “Co-creation.”

Bereft a permanently agreed upon co-creation definition, each

marketer finds their preference, and thus for this paper, the

Ballantyne and Varey (2008) approach to co-creation as a stand-

alone concept from co-production will be used. This allows for

co-production through known resources and capabilities to pair

with co-creation of distinct value as the service-dominant logic

approach to inform adapting Lego Serious Play into marketing.

Co-creation is also central to the application of many aspects of

the Serious Play process – not least of which is the requirement

of the participant to respond by building a Lego model when

faced with a task, challenge or question. Using Lego as a tempo-

rary medium quickly generates conditions of co-creation as mod-

els are only capable of existing through deliberate human inter-

vention ( Said et al., 2001 ), and require the individual to explain

any attached meaning during the LSP process ( Hyvönen, 2014 ).

At the conclusion of each exercise, as models are reduced to

component pieces, no residual meaning resides within the bricks,

with the consequence that value-in-ownership is absent the model,

and until used to build and explain, the bricks hold no inherent

value ( Ballantyne and Varey, 2006 ). Further, as the process is com-

munal, with the conversations between participants, unexpected

for co-creation and SDL, the value can arise in exchange of ideas,

and in the use of the model. Even where participants keep the LSP

bricks for themselves (ownership), the models that are made (use)

provide the canvas for explanation (exchange) with no meaning

being held or stored by pieces. 

2.2. Lego Serious Play 

Lego Serious Play is a process by which participants use small

amounts of Lego pieces to create visual 3D models of ideas, con-

cepts, and thoughts, which they explain to fellow participants. Se-

rious play is a protocol where the method of play (fun, enjoy-

ment, risk-taking) is coupled with task-specific activity (learning

outcomes, strategy, ‘serious’ topics. By combining these two ap-

proaches, Serious Play enables participants to create an environ-

ment in which the benefits of the play state can assist in the

surfacing of ideas, thoughts, and knowledge that would otherwise

have been inaccessible in conventional conditions ( Blair and Rillo,

2016 ). The process uses time bounded activity, with a balance of

challenge and skill set to evoke the flow state, and engage the

constructionism hand-mind connectivity through the use of Lego

pieces ( Kurkovsky, 2015; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996 ). Constructionism

draws on a management theory background where the process of

“thinking with the hands” results in different ideas, thoughts and

process being drawn out from a participant than occurs in a non-

constructionism environment ( Middleton, 2015 ) 

Lego Serious Play is a facilitation technique that uses a combi-

nation of personal focus through Lego model creation, the creation

of meaning through story-telling and structured sequences of ac-

tive listening, engagement, and story-making. As a commercially

orientated business process, it has evolved to apply structured play

to enhance creativity, communication, and innovation. By build-

ing visual metaphors in Lego, and explaining the meanings of the

model, LSP supports deeper insights into problems and unlocks
ore creative solutions through storytelling, meaning-making, and

xperimentation ( https://www.lego.com/en-us/seriousplay ). It was

eveloped within the Lego Corporation as a facilitation toolkit

o level the playing field within meetings, and to augment both

nowledge discovery from participants, and creativity in solutions

owing from the meetings ( Victor et al., 2002 ). This method was

etained in-house from 1996 to 2010, at which point Lego® Seri-

us Play TM was released as an open source methodology, adapted

or use in a wide range of business contexts from strategic reviews

hrough to team building, and beyond into business process mod-

ling ( Kristiansen and Rasmussen, 2014 ). 

.2.1. Serious play in academia 

For the reader, there are certain key elements to consider. Lego

erious Play began as a problem-solving mechanism for the Lego

orporation and was solely dependent on practical outcomes for

ts survival. From the author’s experience, this facet of the process

s important to establish in the outset, before any well-meaning

uestion of “Do you see an application of this for business?” at-

empts to derail the process. This is an industry technique forged

rom real-world application and one that survived the trial-by-fire

rocess of getting Lego out of a financial crisis and into profit. The

volutionary process Lego undertook with LSP, particularly with re-

ards to “If it does not work, the process is over” attitude out-

ined by Kristiansen and Rasmussen (2014) , turned LSP into an in-

ustrial strength facilitated method to be adapted into academic

ontexts. While it may not translate easily (or at all) to complex

tructural equations; partial least squared analysis or correlations,

nough success has been invoked through the process to warrant

egitimacy at the industrial scale. 

Similarly, although this process may be new to the reader, and

elatively unexplored in the marketing literature, it was initiated in

996, patented in 2001, and open sourced in 2010. The LSP method

as weathered economic downturns, post-9/11 America, the Global

inancial Crisis, the rise of the internet, and a host of other condi-

ions that are ill-suited to the survival of a faddish management

echnique with technicolor toy sets. That marketing is once again

ate to the party is indicative of a problem in our house, and not

eflective of the viability or survivability of the technique. Finally,

he decision by Lego in 2010 to go into open source was described

y Kristiansen and Rasmussen (2014 ) as taking the third path be-

ween the decision of “Gear up or Give up,” where instead the plat-

orm chose to “Grow up.” A conscious decision by Lego was, and

emains, to use the open source approach to expand LSP’s value to

he community through public development ( Nerantzi et al., 2015 ).

ontributions based on the LSP core tenets are expected to ad-

ere to the principles of open source – public availability of shared

nowledge, new developments, and to reinvest contributions back

o the community to forward the advancement of LSP as an on-

oing activity. The necessity of giving back to our community may

un contrary to the desires of publication houses for exclusivity,

nd we need to adhere to the rule of the open source community

n the development, delivery, and use of this LSP process ( Hyvönen,

014 ). As the methods and techniques presented here owe their

edigree to the open source community, and the willingness of

ego to share, so too will any derivation on these themes in the

eader’s practice. 

.2.2. Serious play and service dominant logic in the classroom 

Similarly, the principles of service-dominant logic have sur-

ived similar market conditions and trial by peer review across the

ecade and a half following that Vargo and Lusch (2004) paper.

he approach of moving from the value of objects as inherent in

ossession, to the requirement of participant interaction to create

alue through use opens the opportunity for temporary applica-

ions of reusable objects to create significant meaning and affect

https://www.lego.com/en-us/seriousplay
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Fig. 1. Lego for meaning making. 

Caption: It looks like you are trying to integrate Lego into your andragogy, would 

you like some help?. 
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or the customer. SDL has recast the role of objects as embedded

ervices, meaning that possession is no longer nine-tenths of the

ore in marketing thinking about value creation. As value becomes

ime and context-dependent, and reliant on the situational condi-

ions of use, demonstrations of co-creation move from the abstract

you own, you have value) to the applied (how do you use what

ou have to make value?). Within the classroom environment, al-

hough education is largely recognized as a coproduced and co-

reated experience ( Dann, 2008 ), demonstrating the flexibility of

o-creation requires open-ended experiences based on replicable

rameworks to be taught six times a week across different tuto-

ial cohorts. To that end, the Lego Serious Play platform is present

ere as a case-illustration of a protocol that supports replicability

hrough the structure, and co-creation through participation in the

lassroom. 

.3. Facilitating the learning process 

Integrating the LSP process into the classroom requires a level

f constructivist alignment to fit the potential of the process to

he purpose of the course ( Biggs, 1996 ). Alignment can transpire

t the graduate attribute, learning outcome or assessment task

evel. For example, programs and courses with a Graduate Attribute

n teamwork, communication or similar functional skills can use

he LSP process for the meaning-making, active listening and dis-

ributed cognition skills sets. Course and subject level learning

utcomes can be reached through tailoring specific questions

ithin the process to engage key knowledge activity (demonstrate

n understanding of marketing), or specific cognitive tasks (apply

onsumer insight to developing a segmentation strategy). Subject

evel learning outcomes can provide a roadmap for using the LSP

rotocol late in the semester for a concept and content review. A

pecific group assessment LSP activity (assignment alignment) was

eveloped for improved teamwork and collaborative understanding

n group assessment tasks with the aim of having team members

odel and explain their understanding of an assignment task to

ach other to confirm alignment on core areas before assessment

ubmission. It is also possible to use the LSP process in a post-

emester class review project to map learning journeys, and insight

for details see Nerantzi et al. (2015) . 

There are preconditions to assist the deployment of LSP as

 teaching tool. First, the students must be in a position where

hared knowledge will create a beneficial outcome ( Blair and Rillo,

016 ). Given LSP assumes that if you gather the right participants,

he answer to a problem can emerge from those involved in the

rocess ( Hyvönen, 2014 ), it is important to have a problem to be

ddressed. This can be at the beginning of an assignment around

roject scope and team identity; partially through semester as a

eflection of personal experience and content knowledge, or late

n the semester to align an assignment outcome, the LSP process

unctions best when assigned a problem to explore, define and

hare. 

Knowledge discovery emerges from the system through the use

f Lego bricks to visualize ideas, and the necessity to explain those

deas through metaphor and story ( Kristiansen and Rasmussen,

014 ). LSP functions most effectively in the absence of a “perfect

olution” as it better suits discovery rather than recall. A question

f “build a model of the AMA (2007) definition of marketing” has

ess freedom to explore than a question of “build a model to ex-

lain your understanding of the value of marketing to an organi-

ation.” As a knowledge discovery platform, it can be used as a

wo-stage process of establishing agreement as to the understand-

ng of a problem, followed by the discussion of potential solutions.

ore to the process of knowledge discovery is the movement from

ego as “representations of the real” and models of actual world
bjects, and into the use of metaphorical models, abstraction, and

ser-defined imagery ( Fig. 1 ). 

. Adapting Lego Serious Play to the classroom: a case history 

As Lego Serious Play originated in the boardroom rather than

he classroom, adaptation, and adoption of a commercial technique

o a pedagogical environment has required the use of a social mar-

eting mindset of “adapt, adopt and export” to creative fit com-

ercial process into teaching spaces. Given social marketing’s track

ecord with borrowing commercial marketing interventions, it pro-

ides a conceptual lens to focus the recasting of a commercial tool

nto other contexts ( Andreasen, 2001; Dann, 2010 ). To that end, fol-

owing the adaptive path requires field testing, modification, and

ling the serial numbers off theories and claiming them as new

evelopments. 

The recast of LSP was conducted across three studies A quan-

itative experimental design conducted in Canada in 2017, a retest

f LSP protocol in 2017, and an expanded cross-disciplinary repli-

ation of the core framework presented in Section 5 . As an ex-

loratory examination of the impact of Lego Serious Play, and the

uitability of the LSP process for the classroom environment, qual-

tative observational methodologies have been the primary data

athering technique minus the preliminary quantitative analysis of

SP interventions on creativity. Each study period is presented as a

ase study of key insight and learning from the period. 

.1. Case study 1: 2017 pilot paradoxical experience 

A pilot study classroom intervention and 15 experimental ses-

ions were used at the University of Lethbridge in 2017, with the

hillon Business School in management and marketing. A pilot ex-

rcise in a management entrepreneurship course piloted two ap-

roaches – a short, six brick exercise known as “Operation Platy-

us: The Duck Build Exercise” and a case-specific use of the Lego

erious Play Landscape and Connections kits for exploring paradox-

cal tensions ( Fig. 2 ). 

Data collected via observational technique, student self-

ssessment within learning journals, and qualitative feedback.

rom the classroom pilot, the research workshops were developed
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Fig. 2. The pilot test. 
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to test the value of LSP as a paradoxical tension-resolution system.

Within this larger study, the efficacy of the warm-up and training

exercise techniques were examined. Workshops consisted of two

small teams (3–6 person per team), who were engaged in creat-

ing two ‘warmup’ exercise – the Tower, and the Metaphor exer-

cise (detailed below). A sample of n = 102 students, industry and

general public participants engaged in the process. Data were col-

lected from surveys including qualitative creativity measures, and

quantitative measures of self-reported items of creativity and con-

fidence. Additional qualitative debriefing and observation data

were used to support the study. For this paper, the key finding of

the data collection was the necessity of three construction tasks

to maximize the effect of the LSP process. By observation, model

complexity was consistent between individual rounds. However,

story complexity increased dramatically following the third con-

struction. 

3.2. Case study 2: 2017 education interventions 

Based on the experience of the workshops, and the resultant

need for a minimum of three constructions, the three-stage process

showed significant similarity to the co-creation literature around

difference stages of value – value in use, the value in exchange,

and value in ownership. Within the process, the initial steps of

learning to use the Lego in the warmup exercise demonstrated a

coproduction orientation – participants used the Lego to make a

model, and both Lego and model needed to be present for the re-

sponse to be generated. Similarly, the initial step of the second

exercise asked participants to create from a pre-set list of mod-

els using pre-specified pieces. Coproduction resulted in assembled

pieces with value arising at a predetermined interval ( Ballantyne

and Varey, 2008 ). Notably, the second half of the coproduction step

resulted in the re-use an existing model as part of a process of

meaning making – a method that was recognizably similar to the

co-creation of value-in-use. 

Data was collected by observational analysis, photo record,

and extracts of qualitative course reflective tasks and end of

semester evaluations. The study consists of 8 Australian and 4

Canadian teaching events. Analysis of anonymized post-class ‘re-

flective tasks,’ both immediately following the LSP session, and

where LSP was raised later in the semester in a feedback item.

Care was taken to separate the reflective task collection to teach-

ing events where the author had no power dynamic through as-

sessment or evaluation. 
Each workshop was structured on a five construction round –

ower, Metaphor A and B, Restricted Inventory and Open Build. As

ith the Canada pilot study, the Tower and Metaphor A focused

n coproduction through the use of existing resources for a pre-

et outcome. Metaphor B and Restricted Inventory, and Open Build

mphasized the use of co-creation techniques. The Restricted In-

entory mode reduces the participant’s available inventory to 15

ricks, five compulsory and ten self-selected, with all bricks se-

ected before the participant knows what they will be building. Re-

ults of the qualitative feedback indicated both an initial, and on-

oing, the impact of the open-ended constructions and restricted

ondition builds. Notably, students expressed in debrief sessions

hat the 15 brick model, combined with the need to articulate a

tory around both model and their knowledge gave them an oppor-

unity to create something unexpected through their interactions. 

Nice challenge to express theories in a very unconventional way 

– Male, Undergraduate, Session 6

It makes me think more creatively and think of something for the

assessment that I have not thought before. 

– Female, undergraduate, Session 4

We can build the model by ourselves and show them with my

team members and also we should say a story or meaning of it.

It is freedom. 

– Female, undergraduate, Session 12

This resonates with the Ballantyne and Varey (2006) vew of

o-creation conditions including spontaneity and dialogical inter-

ction. By removing the infrastructure of plans and pre-set require-

ents, the students were able to engage deeply in the co-creation

rocess by using models, pieces and meaning-making in unex-

ected (to them) manners. Having identified the co-creation oppor-

unity within the model though 2017’s workshops series, attention

as turned to maximizing the method of creating value from the

estricted Inventory build. Several participants noted raised levels

f cognitive dissonance, frustration and opportunity cost from se-

ecting pieces before the question being raised. 

“Having to select the pieces before the upcoming unknown event

round really forced my hand. I kept thinking “If only” about the

pieces I wanted to use to answer the question, but didn’t know to

select 

– Female Respondent, Debrief, Session 12 2017

Based on respondent feedback, and elevated levels of cognitive

issonance, an additional variation on the Restricted Build model

as piloted on an academic cohort in late 2017, whereby the 15

iece model was paired with a second exercise that allowed par-

icipants to create a model in response to their original build. The

Call and Response” model has been the focal point of the co-

reation experience for the 2018 education events. 

.3. Case study 3: 2018 interventions 

Having established a sequence of movement from coproduc-

ion to co-creation through decreasing the level of intervention in

he brick sets, the final step has been to integrate a fully self-

etermined build structure into the process. With the “Call and

esponse” exercise, the participant starts from the compulsory se-

ection of five (5) pieces and ten additional for the “Call” part of

he exercise. The call challenge uses questions that will establish a

otential response – for example, a question that asks participants

o “build a model of their customer’s needs” creates an opportu-

ity to respond with a model as for how those needs are met by

he product, project or proposed value offer. Similarly, models of

uture opportunity create the potential for response questions that
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Fig. 3. The asset. 

Caption: Contents of a Lego window exploration bag in an Adafruit window tin. 
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ocus on how opportunity can be pursued, what steps can be taken

r similar planning orientated questions. 

Data from the 2018 education interventions were captured us-

ng qualitative self-report instruments, observation data, collabora-

ive field observations, and a Polaroid camera. Qualitative reflec-

ive feedback was captured by cohort data for two postgraduate

asters classes ( n = 150), and three undergraduate management

lasses ( n = 180). Students completed an in-class activity sheet

nd a reflective task, which they submitted to their respective class

eacher. During the marking process, the teachers, tutors and mark-

ng team collated feedback that was provided to the author, main-

aining a double-blind level of anonymity for the students. It also

eant the author did not have to try reading 500 or so handwrit-

en feedback sheets in under a fortnight. Results from the 2018 ed-
Fig. 4. A large puddle of Lego brick
cation events have informed the development of the Step-wise

uide. 

. The step-wise guide to using Lego Serious Play in the 

lassroom 

Three aspects of the process are noted at the outset. The

uthor is a trained Lego Serious Play facilitator and endorses

he use of the training processes both in Australia and over-

eas. While Serious Play suffers the marketer’s curse in that

nyone can claim expertise without qualification, as academic

arketers, we should recognize the importance of formal train-

ng. What is presented here is a trial opportunity based on 90

ducation workshops by a qualified practitioner, and a start-

ng point for other marketers. Second, the process documented

ere is designed to fit a 2–3-h window and requires the ex-

enditure of capital for Lego hardware, and time for the activity

o be valuable. For classroom teaching, the author recommends

he Lego Window Exploration Bag ( https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/

EGO- SERIOUS- PLAY- Window- Exploration- Bag- 20 0 0409 ) repacked

nto an AdaFruit window tin ( https://www.adafruit.com/product/

471 ) as illustrated in Fig. 3 . 

For the paper, the three other pre-made kits – Starter Kit ( https:

/shop.lego.com/en- AU/LEGO- SERIOUS- PLAY- Starter- Kit- 20 0 0414 ), 

onnections Kit ( https://shop.lego.com/en- AU/LEGO- SERIOUS- 

LAY- Connections- Kit- 20 0 0431 ) and Identity & Landscape

 https://shop.lego.com/en- AU/LEGO- SERIOUS- PLAY- Identity- and- 

andscape- Kit- 20 0 0430 ) will not be addressed. 

Third, the following outline describes Ballantyne and Varey

2008) ‘known resources and requisite capabilities’ approach to co-

reation. To maximize the effective delivery of the LSP process,

rameworks and structures are pre-established to guide partici-

ants into the co-creation opportunities. This is not an open-end

Here is a puddle of Lego, good luck’ mechanism, as that is a sep-

rate process that uses different hardware ( Fig. 4 ). 

That is a puddle of Lego, and it has a separate purpose not cov-

red in this paper. 
s for unrestricted co-creation. 

https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Window-Exploration-Bag-2000409
https://www.adafruit.com/product/1471
https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Starter-Kit-2000414
https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Connections-Kit-2000431
https://shop.lego.com/en-AU/LEGO-SERIOUS-PLAY-Identity-and-Landscape-Kit-2000430
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Fig. 5. The tower. 

Caption: The Black Lego 4 ×6 base plate is recommended as a compulsory part of 

the build. 
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4.1. A sample Lego Serious Play classroom activity 

The following section outlines a sequence of task-specific exer-

cises to guide participants in learning to apply metaphors to brick-

work and develop story making skills that integrate meaning into

their models ( Kurkovsky, 2015 ). This is one pathway to attaining

the required skill set, comfort levels and personal engagement of

the students, and alternative approaches can and do, exist, and

the reader is encouraged to explore different exercises to suit their

own class needs and facilitation style. The Lego Serious Play work-

shop is built upon practicing the Three Permissions, deploy a Tar-

get Exercise for maximum gain, and a debrief session. 

4.2. Three permissions 

The first phase of any Lego Serious Play workshop is the cre-

ation of a safe environment conducive to sharing, exploration and

social risk-taking. The workshop proceeds through a sequence of

“permissions” whereby the task activity introduces the participant

to a core concept of serious play and gives them experience which

is built on in subsequent steps. The process follows a sequential

learning pattern of introducing the process of model making, then

meaning-making, then combining both under a changed condition.

The creation of a safe environment comes through the use of the

following internalized permissions - Play, Ownership, and Use. 

4.2.1. Permission to play: the tower 

The first activity in the workshop is aimed to both introduce

participants to the Lego set, and to either acquaint or reacquaint

the individual with the creation of a model from Lego pieces. Stu-

dents are asked to construct a tower with the criteria of “as ele-

gant, as stable and as tall as they feel comfortable building.” Con-

struction time is one minute, with a reminder at halfway and ten

seconds remaining. This first activity engages the first experience

of constructionism where the individual places pieces together in

pursuit of a model that is tall, elegant, and stable ( Fig. 5 ). 

Participants are invited at the end of the build time to move

in sequence around their group (Player 1, Player 2, etc.) to intro-

duce themselves, and “Share the story of their tower, what makes

it their tower, and what is special about it?” Although tasked with

a structural sequence of cues, reframing the explanation to per-

sonalization “What makes it your tower?” activates a story-sharing

mode, and introduces the participant to several techniques that are

built on in subsequent rounds, including the ability to share infor-

mation in a short time window (30 s). This activity is a classic co-

production environment where pre-set pieces off a menu are used

to construct a user-generated experience, within the boundaries of

the available time, task, and assets. 

4.2.2. Permission to own: Metaphor A and B 

Permission to own is conducted in two steps – Metaphor A and

B. Metaphor A continues the co-production approach by asking

participants to build a model as per specification from a pre-set

sequence of bricks and a predesigned model ( Fig. 6 ). 

Following the construction of the model, participants are in-

vited to modify, change, rearrange, or build in support of the

model to be able to use the model to answer a question such as

“What brings happiness to your day?” or “What is your goal for

the semester?” ( Fig. 7 ). 

The purpose of the exercise is to encourage the students to take

ownership of the meaning of their models through storytelling,

meaning making and visual metaphor. This exercise is valuable

for marketing students, particularly those with limited marketing

communications training, to be able to explore the use of visual

metaphors as part of their repertoire of marketing techniques. For

those embedding SDL or services theory into the performance, this
s an opportunity to explore the creation of meaning, and the cus-

omization process as part of a service-dominant Lego environment

here the pieces hold no meaning without the contribution of the

reator. Consequently, issues of inseparability arise as no other per-

on can place meaning on a model, so the creator must participate

or the Lego to have a value-in-use capacity. 

The Permission to Own phase also introduces the use of the

ego Serious Play questioning technique. The LSP approach requires

hat questions are asked of the model in a manner that does not

lace meaning onto the other person’s build. For example, a ques-

ion that asks “Why that piece?” or “What does that brick repre-

ent?” can be used to extract more of the story from the model

aker. Unlike traditional academic questions, participants may not

ake statements with “Right?” or “The model means X, yes?” Nor

ay they repeat back the storyteller’s previous statements to seek

onfirmation. Questions are asked to give the builder the opportu-

ity to tell more of their story, including the opportunity to change

nd modify previously stated meaning. 

This phase also introduces two significant safety caveats – first,

s the builder owns the meaning of the model, they have the

hoice as to how much, or how little, of the meaning, they chose

o disclose. This aspect of the co-creation process also evokes the

oncept of emotional labor and cognitive labor that is an additional

sychic cost for the consumer to bear during a co-production or

o-creation process. The hand-mind connection through construc-

ionism can surface unexpected thoughts, feelings, and emotions,

articularly when elements of the model are questioned as to

eaning or representation. To that end, the second safety mech-

nism of “it’s always okay for a piece to be ‘just a brick’” is in-

roduced. For some participants, the surfaced idea or emotion can

e defused by stepping behind the model and stating “it’s just a

rick,” and other times, connecting Brick A to Brick C requires Brick

, and the brick has no metaphorical value beyond being just a

rick. As the author has reduced several participants to tears dur-
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Fig. 6. Instructions for the base metaphor model. 

Caption: As meaning cannot be ascribed to another person’s build, the pre-set model does not have a working title. 

Fig. 7. From model to metaphorical. 

Caption: Taking ownership of the Model by making another person’s design into your meaning. 

Fig. 8. Compulsory bricks. 

Caption: Surprisingly few people elect A and B plus 6. Models made in mecabricks.com. 
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ng this phase, it is important to always ensure the psychic safety

f the participants by giving them the control over the meaning,

nd the option to step back behind the model. 

.2.3. Permission to use: call and response 

The third phase of the training and warm-up activity builds on

he prior techniques by adding a restrictive requirement to force

reativity through scarcity. For this exercise, a Lego Efficiency Div-

dend is applied to reduce the Lego inventory to 15 pieces – five

4) compulsory pieces from a choice of two sets, and ten pieces

dditional pieces to chosen by the participant ( Fig. 8 ). 

Participants are required to select the pieces before being in-

ormed as to the purpose of the build, or the question to be ad-

ressed. This creates a necessary condition of uncertainty requir-
ng the individual to decide under limited information, and dove-

ails with the recommended processes of “trusting your hands.” As

oted above, the unknown, uncertain task condition can be used

or a range of different question types when partnered with a re-

ponse model. As this phase reduces the emphasis on the bricks,

nd raises the coproduction/co-creation of meaning as central to

he success of the round, it moves individuals towards focusing on

heir storytelling ( Fig. 9 ). 

This is the first point of significant co-creation of value through

he Lego medium. Time permitting, and content connected, it

s worth engaging the students in reflection on any perceived

ifference between the Metaphor A/B round, and the restricted in-

entory. As with the previous phase, questions are used to encour-
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Fig. 9. A restricted brick build. 

Caption: Compressed construction creativity due limited brick budget encourages 

expansive engagement. 
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age further development of the builder’s story. The initial aspect

of uncertainty, combined with cognitive dissonance (why did I se-

lect these pieces), and the level of complexity of the build task (a

definition of a core subject matter concept) can invoke pushback

from the audience. In the event of resistance, indicated by the non-

verbal reaction, verbal feedback, and body language (arms crossed,

leaning away from the Lego), it is important to reiterate the princi-

ples of the LSP process – builder owns the meaning of the model,

trust your hands, and trust yourself. This activity also requires a

level of risk-acceptance from the participant as they have to set

their resources without full knowledge, back their previous deci-

sion through their build, and place greater weight on the story

they tell than the complexity of their build. In essence, this round

creates a microcosm of the customer side experience of having to

co-create their value in complex product offers. After the creation

of the Call model, the facilitator may continue with either a discus-

sion phase (30 s to talk, 30 s questions), a written reflective task

(1 min), or combination of both before asking for the creation of

the response model. 

The response model processes invite the participants to use the

remaining Lego pieces set aside from the first build (approximately

34 parts) to construct a model as a “reply” to their first build. In

doing so, the participants experience a full co-created environment

in that the meaning, function, and purpose of the second model is

dependent on their previous round of construction, and the ques-

tions are seeking to address elements such as “How will you act

on the decision made in the first model?”. After the build time,

participants are invited to share the story of both models, with an

extended speaking time (1 min), and question time. This 

I really love this activity, how it uses Lego to really tap into one’s

mind and thinking. 
– Female, undergraduate, Session 5, 2018 r
.3. Targeted exercises: accessing the knowledge inside the student 

The fourth phase and any subsequent phases of LSP exercises

an be based on the core outcomes of the task. While the ques-

ions in Phases 2 and 3 can be structured to produce insights valu-

ble to the students; they remain training activities. At the fourth

onstruction, participants are conversant with method and tech-

ique and have used a range of build styles (minimalism, max-

malism, and modification). The fourth phase build is left as an

pen-ended task for the facilitator to design a purpose and role

or the question to be asked, and the process of discovery to be

ndertaken. For example, role setting builds can be used to create

odels to outline a participant’s desired role within a team for a

orthcoming project. Alternatively, projective exercises using “What

o I?” and “How do I?” questions allow for the LSP process to be

sed for goal setting, task orientation, and goal alignment. 

I liked this session because I realized that if I just start talking, the

story tells itself. My ideas are worth sharing, 

- Male. Undergraduate, Session 5, 2018

Finally, where used late in the semester, the open build can

e focused on an assignment alignment task whereby students to

onstruct a model in response to the question “what do I under-

tand my group assessment to be about?” Students work in as-

essment groups during the workshop, and at this round, are en-

ouraged to take notes as to the similarity and difference in views

ithin the group for post-session evaluation and discussion. The

pen build rounds rely strongly on the co-creation of experience

hrough the making of models and sharing of meaning within the

iscussion groups and may prove a rich area for in-class discussion

New interesting way to get ideas out when you don’t even know if

have them in your head already 

-Postgraduate, Female, Session 8, 2018

.4. Debrief 

If you do not have time to debrief, you do not have time to

un a session. As the process is structured to use a warm-up pe-

iod, this is the cooldown and post-exercise stretching part of the

vent. Given the way Lego Serious Play gets under people’s skin,

ses different thinking patterns through hand-mind construction-

sm, and surfaces knowledge, it is important to give participants a

hance to express their experience in the debrief process. A stan-

ard debrief script talks through the process of Serious Play, how

onstructionism uses different ways of thinking, and that may be

 new experience with the repercussion of surfaced thoughts or

 slight case of brain itching post-session, and how the classroom

rocess is considerably accelerated and compacted compared to in-

ustry experience. Facilitators should set at least five to ten min-

tes aside to allow for time for people to also explore the event

n context with their peers – a brief discussion of “How was the

xperience?” can help normalize sensations of surprise as to the

ffect and impact of playing with Lego in a structured process. As

ith warmup activity, removing this section does not save time, it

imply wastes the whole of the session length 

. Caveats to the process 

Lego Serious Play is a modular, flexible and highly adaptive im-

erfect tool for the classroom. The strength of the methodology

ies in the capacity for discovery, tapping into both known expe-

ience, and unlocking previously unknown knowledge within the

tudent. To this end, it suits scenarios where discussion, differing

iewpoints, and subjectivity are valuable – it would not suit perfect

ecall environments, lower order thinking associated with memo-

ization and conditions that have single correct responses. 
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Fig. 10. The Runsheet calculator. 

Caption: The recalculation sheet also incorporates speaker rotation so all participants in a four-person, four exercise event have the pleasure of going first. 
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.1. Time 

Lego Serious Play is time expensive within the context of the

odern university. The author has reduced the workshop run-time

rom an initial 4-h process to a 90-min event. However, on test-

ng, when reduced to a 60-min operation, the workshop fails to

each the fourth phase build and becomes all warm up with no

elivery. Attempts to circumvent the three-phase warmup were

ested in the Canadian conditions in Case Study 1, and findings

rom the experiment demonstrated a need for three builds be-

ore metaphor, meaning-making and story complexity emerged.

he time “saved” in reducing the warmup results in whole-session

ffectiveness losses, rendering the few minutes shaved off the front

nd immaterial and deeply counterproductive. 

In workshop planning, time is allocated for building, speaking,

nd questioning in advance – the second round metaphor exer-

ise, participants are allocated two rounds of 2 min to construct

heir model. Following the construction, each speaker receives 30 s

o speak, and their tablemates have 60 s to ask questions. Con-

equently, a four-person group requires a minimum of 6 min of

peaking time, and a six-person group requires 9 min of speaking.

acilitators need to trade off the value of group size against avail-

ble time to run the exercises. 

Fig. 10 shows a sample recalculation chart for performing

he necessary bistromath to arrive at the predetermined deadline

hen added time has been needed to address a group, share an

utcome or reiterate the explanation of the LSP questioning pro-

ess. Bistromaths is the recognition that the performance of maths

s contextually specific (Adams, D, 1989), and as such, numbers,

quations and similar processes are determined by their likelihood

f succeeding in awkward locations without a convenient notepad,

r when attempting to calculate the splitting of a bill at a pre-

onference dinner ( Dent, 2007 ). The field of bistromath is relatively

nderutilized in teaching, where time, relativity, and the propen-

ity of numbers to be wiggly under pressure are used to readjust

emporal allocations to ensure that everything is wrapped up be-

ore the lecture ends. 

.2. Ownership of meaning 

Ownership of the meaning of the model, and the inability to

roject interpretations onto others constructions may be frustrat-

ng to facilitators wishing to apply post-facto analysis, content
nalysis or any observational data collection processes. No data re-

ides within the brick, either through n-count of pieces or use of

olors, shapes, and sizes. Observational measurement of similarity

nd difference in physical models is similarly ineffective as brick

hoice is secondary to applied meaning – only the words said by

he participant can be captured and contrasted. Any other efforts

o use the bricks for data is an exercise in metaphoraging, the

ost-facto assignment of meaning to collages for the purpose of

ublishing from visual datasets is to be discouraged as such treat-

ents would impart meanings other than those expressed stated

y the builder. 

.3. Roles in the process 

.3.1. Facilitator 

The teaching academic will take the role of facilitator who sets

he terms and conditions for the activities, monitors the duration

nd notifies participants of key intervals (start, stop, halfway). As

 moderator, the academic does not use the Lego during the ses-

ions – they should familiarise themselves with the assets before

he workshops to be able to guide and assist students with unfa-

iliar combinations of pieces. Facilitators model the ideal behav-

or, inclusive of not commenting on models, passing judgment or

ngaging in meaning-making for someone else’s model. This role

hift can pose a challenge where the facilitator is either used to re-

eating questions as reinterpretations or has previously used their

ole to correct student interpretations of concepts, ideas or frame-

orks. From the author’s experience in LSP facilitation, not impart-

ng meaning by questioning is the hardest aspect of the facilitation

rocess. 

No judgments and no expectations which made the whole experi-

ence more collaborative 

- Male, Postgraduate, Session 4, 2018 

.3.2. Participant 

The role of the student participants is to engage in the activities

ith an open mind by “thinking with their hands, listening with

heir eyes, and responding by building.” Thinking with the hands

s an active invitation to engage in the constructionism processes

 Roos and Victor, 1999 ) through modeling abstract ideas in Lego

o generate a hand-mind connection. “Listening with the eyes” is

he means by which participants are invited to look at the model

ather than the speaker during the explanation processes. 
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From awkward to not awkward, this practice makes everyone en-

gage in. I think everyone is enjoying this, flash back to the child-

hood time, and the practice does help people share the thoughts 

– Male, Undergraduate, Session 2, 2017

For some students, the encounter with Lego raises psychic resis-

tance, either due to the unfamiliarity of the exercise, the perceived

childishness of the Lego, or, in cases of students from collectivist

cultures of Europe and Asia, a reluctance to commit to an unknown

outcome without shared prior agreement. Although the nature of

play is conducive to risk-taking in the controlled circumstances of

the play environment, so students may be sufficiently risk-adverse

to want to disengage at the first process ( Middleton, 2015; Ner-

antzi et al., 2015 ). Facilitators actively remind participants to “trust

their hands, put pieces together and see what happens next” to en-

gage resistant participants and to lower the perceived risk of per-

formance in contrast to the perceived risk of non-participation. 

The LSP procedure flattens hierarchical structures through the

structured reflection, engagement and shared storytelling to cre-

ate an equalized discussion. This may support or hinder team

development, specific goals, and structures, and should be ap-

proached accordingly. The democratized voice also presents a

challenge to established social orders, rank and hierarchy, and in

industry applications of the process, this can often be confronting

for managers, and senior staff to have to drop rank and title in the

process. Again, this may be a positive for an MBA classroom with

an aggressive alpha structure, or it may be too confronting to the

established cultural order of the group to be engaged safely. While

the process is designed to reduce the first mover advantage, and

curtail the loudest voice, this needs to be considered as a facet of

potential conflict, perceived loss or psychic challenge for the par-

ticipant ( Kristiansen and Rasmussen, 2014 ). 

Finally, although the process presented in this paper is struc-

tured around individual builds, and single structure models, all

participants in the LSP experience are engaged in the distributed

social cognition processes of uncovering an answer within the sys-

tem by shared dialogue. Caution should be taken around asking

questions which require personal disclosure without establishing

both the safety nets of “A brick is just a brick” and “builder owns

the meaning of the model.” As constructionism builds in the mind

and the hand, students may unlock unexpected meanings and con-

nections during reflective tasks and should be reminded that they

always have control over the disclosure as they own the meaning

of the model ( Dixon, 2016; Blair and Rillo, 2016 ). This is a partic-

ular risk for the MBA cohorts with ambitious, aggressive or alpha

types who may not take the safety message seriously, and push

themselves harder than required in session resulting in tears, un-

expected emotional turbulence, and extended debriefing tasks. 

5.4. Process impact 

The process needs to be respected by facilitator and partici-

pant. Facilitation training is widely available through commercial

providers, and highly endorsed as the Lego Serious Play process

has a strong pedigree in management theory, psychology, and a

host of other approaches. Similarly, as the hand-mind connection

can reduce psychic barriers, noted in the LSP language as “carving

through the onion layers.” Consequently, it needs to be used with

caution – the combination of nostalgia from childhood toys, flow

state for out-of-presence focus on the task, and constructionism for

differing thought patterns can surface unexpected thoughts, feel-

ings, and experiences. Facilitators are reminded that we are mar-

keters and educators, and unless trained as psychologists, should

not delve deeply into the minds of students without adequate

backup and support. 
You bastard. You broke me. Scratchy skull might take a day or two

to recover. 

Stupid magic bricks. 

- Academic Participant, Lego Serious Play Review Session, 2017

. Implications for industry, praxis, and practice 

Given Lego Serious Play is an industry evolved practice, and has

een applied in boardrooms, meetings and consultation sessions

orldwide, the adoption of the process into marketing classrooms

ould have the significant implication of bringing our andragogy

p to speed with contemporary practice. One of the point of hubris

or the marketing academy is the propensity to look upon any re-

orted event and ask “So what are the implications for industry?”

n conditions when Industry itself is well far in advance of our

cademy. Lego Serious Play was created, adopted, open sourced

nd adapted to different conditions by industry long before the

cademy took notice of the commercial knowledge gathering tech-

ique that took Lego from bankruptcy to top of the charts. Perhaps

hen the most important lesson would be to listen to industry, seek

ut a new technique, and explore the adaption, adoption, and im-

ort of commercial practice to the classroom environment. As stu-

ents seek more and more real-world applications, the Serious Play

ethod from the Lego Corporation fits exactly into a framework of

ndragogic validity, practical application, and commercial pedigree.

dopting this to teaching praxis will support marketing’s drive for

elevance, creativity, and constructive engagement with co-creation

hrough a myriad of technicolor Lego pieces. 

. Conclusion 

Lego Serious Play in the classroom is an experiential process

hat provides a structured framework to introduce marketing stu-

ents to a range of metacognitive reflective tasks, different think-

ng styles, listening approaches and questioning patterns. It pushes

he individual participant to do things differently by making with

he hand and the mind simultaneously, by reserving judgment of

thers works, and by stepping back from hierarchical power struc-

ures of conversations based on the speed of reaction or volume of

oice. This alone maps into the many nebulous learning outcome

tatements of communication, group work and verbal skills. The

rocess also connects to the graduate attribute traits around lead-

rship, critical thinking, and reflective practice. A well designed

ego Serious Play intervention can, in the space of a two or three

our experience, introduce marketing students to new ways of de-

cribing the world, listening to understand rather than respond,

nd ultimately, improve many of the processes we seeking from

arketers in the commercial wilds – creativity, customer centric-

ty and communication. 
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