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The Playbox, organizational play and workplace meetings 
Koncept Kompagniet’s PlayBox is a toolkit of carefully selected toys and games that are used to 
encourage playfulness during workplace meetings. The included Play Guide suggests how the toys 
can be used to add a playful dimension to various common meeting objectives such as enhancing 
creativity, communication and decision making.  

The main aim of this report is to explore the scientific evidence for the benefits of inducing play in 
workplace. This report presents an overview of the research on the benefits of organizational play 
and provides evidence that playing at work is a promising means by which to improve workplace 
meetings. Play has been linked to improved creativity, communication, engagement, learning, 
performance, and enhancing relationships. As the Playbox is developed as a tool for improving 
workplace meetings this report will attempt to highlight play in the context of organizational 
meetings. But first, lets start with some historical context:  

When we are at work we ought to be at work. When we are at play we ought to be at play. There is 
no use trying to mix the two. The sole object ought to be to get the work done and to get paid for it. 
When the work is done, then the play can come, but not before.  - Henry Ford 

Play was unwelcome in Henry Ford's factories. His employees were there to work, not to play and it 
is clear that there should be no mixing of the two. This anti-play approach to work has outlived the 
industrial revolution and the notion that work and play are opposites still lingers in many 
workplaces. As we move away from the factories of the industrial revolution and find ourselves in 
the knowledge-based economy, play seems to be increasingly welcomed in the workplace, and there 
is growing evidence of the benefits of play in the workplace. 

A recent conceptualization defines play as an absorbing and intrinsically motivated activity that is 
apparently purposeless and provides enjoyment and a suspension of self-consciousness (Brown, 
2009). Play is defined as a »a state of mind« and as a behavioral approach to an activity. To be 
playful at work involves approaching a work task in such a way that it is more enjoyable for oneself 
and others. The five characterizing elements of play are that it be self-chosen, fun, frivolous, 
imaginative, and in some way bound by structure or rules (West, 2013). 

Team meetings are ever-present in modern organizations (Allen, Lehmann-Willenbrock, & 
Rogelberg, 2015). The average employee spends more than six hours per week in scheduled 
meetings. Supervisors spend twice as much time in formal meetings, and in larger organizations 
managers spend more than 75% of their time preparing and executing meetings. Many managers 
spend up to 80% of their working time in meetings. The average employee has at least 3 meetings 
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per week, but meeting quality is evaluated as poor in 41.9% of these meetings (Allen et al, 2015). 
There is much room for improvement of workplace meetings! 

Creativity 
Research in organizational psychology has established play as a powerful enhancer of creativity. 
Playfulness has been identified as an essential aspect of a creative organizational climate and an 
encourager of a creative and innovative work environment. (Ekvall, 1996; Starbuck & Webster, 
1991; Deal & Key, 1998; Costea, Crump, & Holm, 2005; Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006; Statler, 
Roos, & Victor, 2009; Chang, 2011). Experimental research suggest that play triggers a shift 
towards a creative state of mind and directly benefits creative performance. The following are some 
examples of playful activities that have in peer-reviewed articles been reported to boost creativity: 

• Playing silly meeting games. (West, Hoff & Carlsson, 2015) 
• Temporarily imagining oneself as a child. (Zabelina & Robinson, 2010). 
• Framing work tasks as playful (Glynn, 1994) 
• Playing table-top role playing games. (Chung, 2012) 
• Playing a physically active video games (Hutton & Sundar, 2010) 
• Role play games (Karwowski & Soszynski, 2008) 
• Lego blocks in the board room  (Statler, Roos, & Victor, 2009; Statler, Heracleous, & Jacobs, 
2011). 
• Improvisational theater games (West, 2015) 
• Tinkering with art supplies and plastic building blocks (Schulz, Geithner, Woelfel, & Krzywinski, 
2015; Nisula, Kallio, Oikarinen, & Kianto 2015). 

Research has suggested a number of theoretical mechanisms by which play increases creativity. 
Playing stimulates mental flexibility by expanding perspectives and practicing the use of 
imagination. Imagining new information, situations and relationships that are not true in the real 
world is possible in the imaginary world created by play. (Brown, 2009; Russ, 2011). The 
frivolousness of play, and the excuse to be spontaneous and silly allows individuals to temporarily 
let go of prestige and correctness which are obstacles to creativity. (West, 2013). Play allows us to 
temporarily suspend organizational objectives, encouraging experimentation and exploration. A 
playful climate also fosters risk-taking mistake-making (Dodgson, Gann & Salter, 2005; West, 
2015) 

Neuropsychologists have found that play develops novelty and behavioral flexibility in both 
animals and humans (Bateson & Martin, 2013). Arguing that play is a source of behavioral variety, 
researchers within organizational psychology have suggested that play promotes creativity by 
giving employees a legitimate excuse to behave in new ways (March, 1991). 

A playful work climate encourages employees to be open for the unexpected by generating a 
surplus of possibilities and allowing them to operate with indeterminate expectations (Roos, Victor 
& Statler, 2004). Play also exercises non-judgement and openness to others. In the safe boundaries 
of play, habitual beliefs can be questioned which facilitates a shift of perspectives (Barry & 
Meisiek, 2010). Research has also shown the introducing play in workplace meetings enhances the  
the experienced creative climate in organizational meetings (West, 2014). 

Although not yet well-researched, one interesting theory suggests that the element of playful 
surprise in workplace meetings may partially explain the how play benefits organizational creativity  
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(Filipowicz, 2006). Also on an different note, unconventional leader behavior (such as standing on 
furniture, hanging ideas on clotheslines) has been shown to lead to increased creativity among 
subordinates (Jaussi, & Dionne, 2003).

Performance and productivity 
Workplace meetings are often experienced as being unproductive to the extent that ineffective 
meetings are dreaded by many employees (Allen et al., 2012). Unproductive meetings have also 
been associated with decreased job satisfaction and may effect employees’ well-being (Rogelberg, 
Allen, Shanock, Scott & Shuffler, 2010). Due to the frivolous nature of play it is understandable that 
it is not always welcome in organizational contexts, such as meetings, where efficiency and a focus 
on results are relentlessly pursued. Seen as a waste of time, play becomes a threat to organizational 
productivity and must therefore be managed, minimized and controlled (West, 2014). However, 
play scholars have suggested that play may in fact enhance productivity in the workplace by making 
work tasks more fun and engaging (DeKoven, 2014). Advocates of organizational play have argued 
that play and having fun at work leads to enhanced productivity as playful activities allow 
employees to develop cognitive, social, and emotional capacities that are conductive to a productive 
work environment (Starbuck & Webster, 1991; Statler, Roos & Victor, 2009; Owler, Morrsion, & 
Plester, 2010). There is good evidence that humor and a fun work environment enhances team 
performance (Romero & Pescosolido, 2008). Research exploring the effect of playfulness on the 
productivity of workplace meetings has found that adding playful elements to otherwise mundane 
work meetings leads to an increase of experienced productivity (West 2015).  

Workplaces that require their employees to persist to solve complex problems can greatly benefit 
from creating a playful culture that encourages the use of humor. Exposure to humor and 
amusement increases persistence in challenging work tasks. (Cheng & Wang, 2014). Team 
collaboration requires the meeting participants interact with each other (Bonito & Sanders, 2010). 
Playful games and activities during meetings create a forum for positive social interaction that is 
vital for collaborative meetings. The frequency of interaction behaviors such as problem-solving, 
action planning lead to improved meeting satisfaction, productivity, and even organizational success 
(Kauffeld & Lehmann-Willenbrock, 2012). 

Engagement and intrinsic motivation 
One of the core characteristics of play is that it is fun and intrinsically motivated,and play is often 
social and physical. It should therefore not be surprising that play has been linked to an increase of 
energy levels and enhanced engagement (Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006). Play engages us at work by 
tapping into out intrinsic motivation by being inherently enjoyable and creating scripts for people to 
engage in. Put another way: The fun of play increases participation and engagement. As an 
energizer, play activities provide both novel physical and mental challenges that stimulate body and 
mind (West, 2013). Laboratory experiments have found that playfully performing challenging work 
tasks increased intrinsic motivation (Glynn,1994). Group intrinsic motivation also increases when 
the meeting chairperson or leader displays playful behavior (Jaussi, & Dionne, 2003). 

Relationships and communication 
Play fosters joy and goodwill amongst team members (Roos & Roos, 2006). Research focusing on 
play in the work environment has suggested that play builds collaborative relationships. In the safe 
boundaries of play meeting participants are free to deviate from socially prescribed behaviors and 
ordinary conventions which allow them to relate to others in new ways (Mainemelis & Ronson, 
2006). Play promotes high-quality exchanges amongst team members (Muñoz-Doyague & Nieto, 
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2012), and is thought to serve as an effective shortcut to developing and maintaining the level of 
psychological safety needed for team work (West, 2016). 

The fun and silly aspects of play include a lot of humor. Research on humor in the workplace helps 
explain the benefits of play for building relationships in the workplace. Humor and laughter have 
likely evolved as group behaviors because they promote group cohesion (Gervais & Wilson, 2005; 
Van Vugt & Kameda, 2013). Playfulness and shared laughter reduces tension in problematic 
situations and enhance communication and collegiality. (Kangasharju & Nikko, 2009). Humor 
decreases tensions and facilitates communication (Meyer, 2000; Holmes & Marra, 2002) 
Researchers focusing on organizational meetings have found that playful humor triggers positive 
socioemotional communication (Lehmann-Willenbrock, & Allen, 2014). 

An interesting “side-effect” of play related to improving relationships and communication is that 
play seems to counteract the negative effects of organizational hierarchy. By bringing fun into 
relationships play helps break hierarchical and social barriers so that people find a common 
connection point and move into meaningful collaborative relationships  (West, Hoff & Carlsson, 
2013). 

Promotes learning 
Organizational researchers have reported that ludic learning (playful learning) promotes deep 
learning (Kolb,& Kolb, 2010).  A playful work or meeting environment experientially teaches team 
members to be aware that there is no right way to think and act (Bakken et al., 2012). Playing 
games has been successfully used to teach positive  social interaction and interpersonal dynamics in 
organizations (Bogers & Sproedt, 2012). Playing with toys during workplace meetings may also 
foster learning by establishing a collective shared understanding. Getting a group of professionals 
from different backgrounds and with different stakeholder positions to collaborate is a formidable 
task for meeting organizers. A recent study reported that playing with art supplies and plastic 
building blocks enhances collaborative learning amongst diverse stakeholder groups (Schulz, 
Geithner, Woelfel, & Krzywinski, 2015). One means by which play aids learning in organizational 
groups is by increasing a sense of psychological safety which fosters knowledge sharing (Kessel, 
Krater, & Schultz 2012). 

A recent doctoral thesis studying the positive effects of playful teaching with adults in higher 
education highlighted the elements of high energy, fun, lightheartedness, and spontaneity as being 
benefitional to learning. Moreover, educators identified the unexpected, surprise or unplanned 
occurrence as being a vital aspect of a the playful classrooms that benefit a deeper more engaged 
learning (Tanis, 2012).  

Playing for a healthy work environment 
Playfulness, especially the fun and silliness of playfulness, is associated with positive psychological 
functioning in adults (Proyer & Ruch, 2011). Organizational leaders often use playful joking as a 
coping strategy, which helps them to put a problem into perspective and examine various 
interpretations (Grugulis, 2002). Functioning as temporary diversion from work tasks, play may 
function as relief from stress or boredom (Mainemelis & Ronson, 2006). A playful fun work climate 
may be especially important for modern organizations wishing to retain talent. Younger generations 
of employees expect work to be fun and creative, and providing opportunities for this is becoming a 
competitive advantage (Romero & Pescosolido, 2008). In addition to fostering employee well-
being, play can also be exploited to improve leadership skills and to contribute to leadership 
development (Kark, 2011). 
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Qualitative interview study 
A pilot study was done to explore the real-life experiences of using the Playbox as well as 
participants’ observed benefits to workplace meetings. 

Participants and procedure 
The Playbox was evaluated by seven different organizations in Denmark and Sweden. Each client 
tested the Playbox for about 2-3 weeks. A representative or contact person from each participating 
organization was then interviewed. There were four males and three females that varied in age from 
33 to 52 years. The organizations represented a diverse spectrum of large and smaller businesses as 
well as governmental organizations. Four participants were from companies from the private sector: 
facility management (Sweden), conference center (Sweden), organizational development 
consultants (Denmark), and a software engineering firm (Sweden). Three participating 
organizations were from the public sector: department of culture at a city municipality (Sweden), a 
medical healthcare center (Sweden), and a business college (Denmark). 

The participating organizations were recruited as testers after expressing interest in the Playbox, 
being willing to test the Playbox and committing to being interviewed about their experiences. As 
the study aimed to explore the practical use of the Playbox in the field rather than be a basis for 
theory generation, the respondents were selected to represent a diverse variety of organizations and 
meeting environments. Participants were interviewed in person or by phone and eventual follow-up 
questions were answered by e-mail. The interviews lasted about 20 minutes. 

A semistructured interview guide was constructed to explore how the Playbox was used in various 
meeting contexts and how the Playbox influenced the meetings (Patton, 2001). The interview guide 
provided direction and structure, yet encouraged free on-topic discussion as well as any 
unanticipated points. Follow-up questions were actively posed to encourage the development of 
ideas (Kvale, 1997). The main themes of the interview guide were: general thoughts about the 
Playbox and initial expectations, and more importantly their experiences of using the Playbox in 
different workplace meetings. Participants were requested to give concrete examples and 
descriptions of using the Playbox. 

Results 

Initial thoughts and expectations  
Many participants explained that their initial enthusiasm for the Playbox was that it is new and 
exciting, and that they were motivated to test the box out of curiosity. A common theme was that 
they expected the box to liven up and energize their meetings. They furthermore hoped that the box 
would make their meetings a little more fun and engaging as well as lead to increased creativity. As 
a manager of a conference facility said our clients are always looking for new ways to improve their 
meetings and expect us to have suggestions for ways to do so, the Playbox seemed lika an easy and 
inexpensive way to generate interest in a fun engaging way. 

On a similar note, a project manager working with software development said we have so many 
meetings every week and although we are mostly younger professionals at the company who enjoy a 
good laugh and enjoy having fun at work, our meetings sometimes tend to become routine and 
perhaps a little boring… I wanted to shake things up a bit 
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There was also an expectation that increased playfulness would increase meeting engagement, for 
example a manager at a municipal office said: We are the city’s department of culture -  if there is 
any workplace that should be creative and playful it is us. I wanted to see if adding a touch of 
playfulness to our meetings would make my team feel more engaged. 

My colleagues and I here at the business college are very curious about the potential of using play 
to accelerate learning. I don’t think novelty is enough, we need to try to engage our students…and 
the box of toys helps people dare to play - university teacher, who added that his decision to test the 
Playbox coincided nicely with the university leader’s current initiative on improving teaching. 

Designed for meetings  
Most of the respondents agreed that a crucial aspect of the Playbox concept is that it is specifically 
designed to be used in organizational contexts. What I initially liked about the Playbox is that it is 
primarily designed as a meeting tool. It is fun and silly but at the same time it is based on a serious 
ambition to improve meetings. - project manager at a software development company. The 
respondents found that the playguide helpful when explaining the how and why they should spend 
valuable meeting time playing games. The games were used to make meetings more efficient: As a 
project manager, I am allergic to lengthy meetings, so I loved the hourglass and the buzzer [desk 
bell]. I used them to keep everyone focused on the meeting agenda. The hourglass made sure we 
didn’t spend to much time on each issue and we loved ringing the bell to signal that we had strayed 
off topic.  

The Playbox testers experimented with the box in a variety of meetings, but the most common 
context was that it was during regular staff and project meetings. These meetings were generally not 
focused on collaboration or creativity. The most frequently observed effect of using the box was 
that it led to increased energy and engagement. An example from a software development company: 
We started our project meeting with a game of Ping Pong. The box only has two rackets so the rest 
used books as rackets. The ball flew all over the room.. it was a simple. And so fun. All of us got a 
nice dose of energy that lasted well into our meeting. 

Other participants choose games to facilitate specific meeting processes. A healthcare professional 
described how she chose to use Oogi (a funny looking flexible plastic figure) as a Talking Stick 
during their monthly meetings: We try to keep these meetings brief as everyone just wants to get 
back to work, but some people end up talking waaaay to much. I instructed them that Oogi would 
be joining us and he [Oogi] would make sure everyone took turns taking and listening. It was 
lighthearted and unthreatening… so simple and actually surprisingly fun. 

Some respondents described an initial hesitation to introducing the Playbox fearing that other 
meeting participants would not share their enthusiasm or that their co-workers would find the box to 
be too silly or childish. For example, a owner af a small business admitted Even though I own the 
company and the people in the [meeting] room were my employees, I felt a little uncomfortable 
being a game leader so I simply placed the black box on the table before our Monday meeting 
started. Without any instructions from me, people immediately started picking up the toys and 
playing with them. He then felt comfortable starting the meeting with a quick game from the 
Playguide.  

Stimulating play effects of play  
The respondents reported that the box generated a lot of interest from curious co-workers. We were 
like children unwrapping Christmas presents said one respondent who works at a community 
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medical center. She added that her colleagues started joking that she should keep the box locked in 
her room otherwise they would steal the toys. 

At a conference facility the Playbox was offered to customers who booked meeting rooms. The 
manager of the conference facility described how she suggested that a small meeting group play the 
game Heart Attack to energize an afternoon meeting. They played the game in the lounge area 
outside the meeting room during a ‘leg-stretcher break’. It was crazy… they laughed and made so 
much noise that I had to ask them to continue playing in their meeting room. She explained that 
many people attend a lot of meetings and thought they had “seen it all” when it comes to meeting 
techniques and methods, and that the Playbox feels innovative and exciting. 

Introducing the Playbox can stimulate interest and change the meeting atmosphere, a organizational 
consultant explained: I like to place the box in the middle of the room. It makes people curious. I use 
the playbox to get people into a playful state of mind. I do this to facilitate change in organizations. 
Play breaks down barriers to change. In a state of play collaboration and co-creation become 
easier. it makes people more open-minded. In a way, we use play to transform theory into practice.

When the box was tested in meetings aiming for more collaboration and co-creation the Playbox 
games were used to enhance ideation. A conference facility manager said We are pretty good at 
brainstorming but it is always fun to try new methods. We tried the basket ball net game where you 
write your ideas on a paper slip and then wad it together and throw it in the net. Everyone yelled 
out their ideas as they aimed for the net. There was only four of us but you should have seen the pile 
of paper on the floor under the net. We had tons of ideas for new types of conference fika (Swedish 
for coffee and a snack)  

Describing his experiences of using the Playbox to facilitate learning, an associate professor was 
very enthusiastic after testing the playbox with his students: Play accelerates learning, we are 
social creatures and we are born to learn from play  Play stimulates your brain, fun and happiness 
relaxes the brain.

Choosing favorites and bending the rules  
Although the respondents tested the box for a limited time, many began bending the suggested rules 
and changing the instructions. The testers adapted the Playguide instructions in their own way. “We 
tried the game Basketball 2.0. Everybody takes turns throwing a ball into the net but no-one can 
throw it the same way. Anytime someone missed the net they had to ring the bell before anyone else 
ringed it. We played this game as an energizer even though the instructions say it is for creativity. 

A organizational consultant firm reported that they easily adapted the Playbox to suit their 
objectives: We have used the Playbox as a lot of our meetings have objectives to inspire and initiate 
discussions. But we didn’t follow play guide very much. Our favorite toy is Cranky.! [wind up toy] 
The unpredictable toys/objects are the ones that are the most interesting.

The Playbox testers mentioned that they liked certain toys better than others. The two rubber figures 
Mox and Oogi would have easily won a popularity contest. One person said My favorite is Oogi. I 
love to throw him at the whiteboard and try to get him to stick. Sometimes he actually crawls down 
with his suction cups. And the phone stealing.. haha… (Author note: Oogi loves to steal mobile 
phones when the owners are not watching). The blue rubber-ball-squishy-head with a big mouth 
also known as Mox was mentioned as especially versatile … you know that you can knock him on 
your head and he makes this stupid sound that echoes inside your head? It is so stupid… and with a 
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little imagination you can actually hear him saying something. But you can also just have fun 
throwing him around since it doesn’t hurt even if you hit somebody with him. 

Discussion 
Given the organizational benefits of play, it remains surprisingly uncommon in most organizations 
(Statler et al., 2009). Most organizational leaders are convinced that a fun work environment 
increases creativity and promotes group cohesiveness (Leeder, 2014), yet they also report that there 
is too little fun in their work environments (Ford, Newstrom, & McLaughlin, 2004). Research on 
promoting play in the workplace suggests the following as encouragers of play that can be applied 
to promote a playful meeting climate: (West 2015) 

• Giving employees the permission to play  
• Meeting leaders demonstrating playfulness 
• Matching play activities to groups and meeting objectives 
• Create safe boundaries with instructions and game rules 
• Making play purposeful 

The most powerful encourager of play in the workplace is when the permission to play is explicitly 
given to employees. This is ideally done both with verbal instructions and by contextually cueing a 
playful attitude. This “giving employees the permission to play” can be accomplished by using 
contextual cues of playful props such as games or toys to informalize a meeting environment, which 
implicitly convey the permission to play. These play-cues aim to cue participants that new, more 
playful rules temporarily apply during the meeting. The Playbox with its playful design and toys is 
a good example of such a explicit cues that convey to meeting participants that they are free to 
engage in play. (Dodgson, Gran Phillips 2013; West, Hoff & Carlsson, 2013) 

The permission to play can be enhanced when senior management model playfulness by serving as 
role models. When managers and meeting leaders are the first to lean into play and demonstrate 
their willingness to engage in playful activities group members also feel free to start playing. When 
a leaders takes the risks involved with being playful in a serious organizational setting they makes a 
visual statement to followers that such risk taking is encouraged and perhaps even expected. (West, 
Hoff & Carlsson, 2013). The Play Guide included in the PlayBox gives meeting leaders the 
confidence to involve meeting participants in playful meeting games. 

A third encourager of play in the workplace and in meetings is that the play or the games be 
matched to the group. This means that a meeting leader must be selective, and choose a type of play 
that is appropriate to their group and type of meeting. The nature of play and fun is highly 
individual; what is playful to one person or one group is not playful to another (Owler, et al., 2010). 
This issue is well-addressed by the PlayBox including a variety of games and playful objects 
tailored to different meeting objectives. With the variety of meeting games, both verbal, non-verbal, 
competitive and non-competitive, silly and serious games the Playbox provide possibilities for 
various learning styles and group preferences. 

A fourth aspect to consider when encouraging playfulness is that people are more likely to engage 
in play when they understand the structure and rules. Constraints and rules increase participation 
because individuals feel more secure within the boundaries of a game, or structure of an activity. 
The PlayBox Play Guide helps meeting leaders and participants quickly begin to play as the basic 
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structure and rules of the suggested games are clearly described. Once participants feel comfortable 
with the game rules they will feel free to negotiate and re-design the games as they wish. 

Research has shown that unlike children, adults often need a sense of purpose before engaging in 
play in the workplace. The Play Guide with its instructions on using play to improve various 
meeting processes helps meeting leaders introduce playfulness within a meaningful organizational 
context. The Play Guide in the Playbox gives meeting leaders and facilitators simple instructions on 
how to use the various toys and games to enhance meeting objectives of communication, 
networking, giving and receiving feedback, increasing attention, improving decision making, 
enhancing brainstorming and idea generation, encouraging reflection, and last but not least: Office 
Fun. 
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