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INTRODUCTION 
Three years ago, I spent an amazing week on a tropical island - working. A group of diverse 
scientists, policy-makers, and educators, including myself, arrived at an all-inclusive resort in the 
Dominican Republic to sit in a heavily air-conditioned, windowless conference room and 
develop projects to address environmental sustainability. On the Monday morning when we 
began, we were strangers to each other. But before dinner had finished that evening, we had 
formed small teams with the goal of developing tangible research proposals by Friday. The days 
were long and intense; at times my group would hover around a single laptop well into the night 
to continue our brainstorming sessions. I don’t think that I could tell you how many hours we 
actually worked that week - I’m sure it was well beyond your standard 40-hour work week - but 
we didn’t care. We didn’t even make it to the ocean until Friday afternoon, while our proposal 
was being reviewed by the senior advisors for the seminar. The fact was, logging hours just 
wasn’t the point. We had fun while working; we wanted to work together. It remains one of my 
favourite team experiences, and we continue to stay connected in spite of the fact that our project 
has since concluded.  
 
Let’s say that my team spent 60 hours during that week working. The average person spends 
over 90,000 hours in a lifetime at work (Thompson, 2016) - that’s 1,500 of those transformative 
island seminars (and that’s if you’re working overtime - bring it to 2,250 seminars if you only 
want to work 40 hours a week). And yet, unfortunately, that invigorating week and team has not 
been my norm throughout my professional life. Based on personal anecdotes, social media posts 
celebrating #friyay or #tgif, and evidence - 53% of employees are disengaged and an additional 
13% are actively disengaged in a typical American workplace (Harter, 2018) - it is not others’ 
reality, either. Coming away from that week, I asked myself - what was so special about that 
team and the ways in which we worked together? How could I capture our collective passion and 
creativity, and translate our group processes to use in other environments? I loved the energized 
feeling of being inspired while in a team and sharing mutual energy. I wanted more of that, and I 
wanted to help others to feel that way more often, too.  
 
Many of us experience teams in the context of work. Work takes up a significant amount of our 
physical, mental, and emotional energy. It is a common observation that we interact with our 
coworkers more than our families. And yet, in spite of the time commitment to our workplaces, 
searching “work memes” on the Internet inevitably turns up countless pages of negative jokes 
(but relatable in their humour) that present work environments, coworkers, and bosses as painful, 
unfulfilling, and/or uninspiring (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Sample search results on Google with search query “work memes” 
(retrieved November 24, 2019).  

 
These memes capture the exact opposite of my positive team experience. And for many 
individuals, “work” is seen as something taxing, arduous, and/or inherently negative. I recently 
attended a seminar for K-12 teachers in which we were encouraged to not refer to classroom 
tasks as “work”, lest it deter students from fully engaging in the activities. What does this say 
about how we respond to both the word and concept of work? How are the teams of people that 
work in these disengaged cultures functioning? I reflected that the last word that one would 
likely think of to describe the people or culture in these work-related images would be “playful”. 
Play and playfulness - both separate from work, but also embedded in the work itself - was 
something that had characterized my favourite team. And so I asked myself, why not play? 
Could play bring an essential ingredient to the table?  
 
While examples of what constitutes “play” will come later in this paper, it is important to 
establish what is meant by play. Many play theorists have attempted to define core features and 
characteristics of play in adulthood; I will be adopting the definition preferred by Petelczyc et al. 
(2018), which states play as any activity that has all of the following key elements: 
 

1. Play has the goal of amusement and fun for the participant (note: while play should be 
fun, not all that is “fun” can be considered play!). 

2. Play is undertaken with enthusiasm and a spontaneous (or in-the-moment) approach. 
3. Play is highly interactive (either among a team, or with the activity itself). 
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There is a certain amount of this definition that is subjective, and hard to quantify or measure. 
Further, the types of play we may engage in will differ. Blanche (2007) effectively captures this 
diversity both in terms of what people may classify as fun and playful, as well as the resultant 
emotional responses such as excitement, energy, and pleasure derived from participants’ play 
(whether at a place of employment, or outside of it). For example, “play” could range from 
creative baking to gardening to singing along to the radio. However, regardless of how play is 
practiced, it propels individuals into a new space both physically and psychologically. While a 
play activity takes place within a defined time (i.e., being in-the-moment and interactive, it can 
not go on forever), playfulness as an enduring mindset is something that can powerfully 
influence how we view the world around us. 
 
I am exploring play for several reasons. First, coming from my background in youth education - 
which began with summer camps and traveling workshops, then progressed into classroom 
teaching - I directly observed the benefit of kids being given space to play. Play seems to be 
something instinctive, not just for humans but shared across species as well (Brown, S., 2008; 
Behncke, 2011). However, the nature or frequency of play shifts as we age, sometimes 
seemingly completely overshadowed by labouring towards quantitative metrics and deliverables 
(which certainly hold value, but do not need to be at the expense of play). By tapping into the 
youthful energy that comes with play, I might remind adults of their own early play experiences 
and how these might translate into workplace contexts. I have also had the great benefit of 
experiencing a wide variety of teams, both in order to understand work as play and play separate 
from work. Sharing these experiences with others may permit them to reap the same benefits that 
I have gained from participating in and leading playful teams. 
 
Finally, play has had an enormous positive impact on me in terms of managing my own mental 
health and well-being in the workplace. In Steve Keil’s TED Talk on play (2011), he quotes Dr. 
Stuart Brown, founder of the National Institute for Play, who said “the opposite of play is not 
work. The opposite of play is depression.” As someone who has long struggled with anxiety and 
depression, I have come to actively practice and appreciate intentional playfulness across the 
environments I work in. This positive physiological and psychological state resulting from play 
is something I further detail in the section “Creating Something New”. 
 
Taking all this into consideration, I asked myself - with a professional culture that was focused 
on embracing playfulness and fun, might we come up with better, more creative ideas and 
solutions together? My goal in undertaking this project was to consider the following: By 
understanding the connections between play, creative output, and organizational culture, 
how might I coach teams to optimize their performance from this synergy? (see Figure 2) 
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Figure 2. The connections between play, creativity, and culture are assumed to be 
reciprocal, yet the nature of these connections - as well as potential overlap or 
interconnectedness of all three - remains to be defined in this model. 

 
SETTING THE STAGE: CREATIVITY, PLAY & CULTURE 

I. Creativity 
One understanding of creativity is the ability to generate relevant and unique solutions to 
problems (Mumaw, 2014). When viewed this way, creativity is a highly valuable trait for 
individuals, teams, and entire organizations. A creative organization is one in which innovation 
is valued and challenges overcome, often creating a competitive advantage when highly unique 
ideas can be marketed. Creativity is something that has value beyond just humans; the benefits of 
creativity to animals include leveraging creativity for conflict avoidance, obtaining resources, 
and survival (Bateson et al., 2013; Behncke, 2011); in humans, these same benefits can be seen 
in terms of how an elevated creative capacity creates greater openness, adaptability, and 
innovation in the face of challenges or problems. Schmidt and Rosenberg (2014) explain in part 
how Google values creativity, including it (in part) of their definition of “Googleyness” as a 
critical trait for employees - thinking outside of the box, being out of the norm, and being 
disruptive are part of this Googleyness. When creative individuals come together to form 
creative teams, and when these creative teams are encouraged by an organizational culture that 
further fosters creativity, organizations are more likely to be disruptive and excel in their 
industry.  
 
Team or organizational leaders have the ability to influence what Amabile (1998) describes as 
the three components of creativity: expertise (technical, procedural, and intellectual knowledge), 
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creative-thinking skills (how flexibly and imaginatively people approach problems), and 
motivation (an intrinsic passion or drive to solve problems). Things like restricting freedom and 
removing individual autonomy, not providing appropriate challenge (or conversely, giving too 
much), pushing long hours with impossible-to-achieve deadlines, relying on external motivators 
such as money and not paying attention to team fit and support can kill creativity. In my 
conversation with a Google team member, autonomy was high on the list of factors contributing 
to a successful and creative environment; the more restrictive the organization, the more likely it 
is to suppress creativity or lose high-performing creative employees to other businesses. 

 
II. Play 

It is interesting that “play”, while a simple word and something that is nearly universal, is still 
hard to define - in particular as it connects to work environments. The work of Petelczyc et al. 
(2018) synthesized literature on play over the past hundred years or so, and their definition of 
play presented earlier was based on identifying common elements of play across researchers and 
play theorists. Play has its roots in curiosity and exploration (Brown, S., 2008). It has been 
described as imaginative (Brown, S., 2008), able to stimulate intrinsic motivation (Mainemelis & 
Ronson, 2006), process-oriented (Tartakovsky, 2018), and freely chosen within a given time and 
space (Petelczyc et al., 2018). And while play is focused on fun and enjoyment, many play 
theorists agree that it still occurs within a framework or with governing rules in which the group 
can participate (Brown, T., 2008, Petelczyc et al., 2018). For example, traditionally this may take 
the form of foosball or ping pong tables, sports, board games, or video games in which players 
know what is expected of both themselves and fellow participants. There is a sense of governing 
the activity occurring within a defined time and space. One contemporary example of 
rule-governed play is through LEGO Serious Play (The LEGO Group, 2019), in which work 
teams are guided through a methodology using LEGO as a tool to practice physical 
representations of challenges, creative expression, and building visions for future growth. These 
sorts of professional development sessions using play are deliberately and intentionally 
structured so as to foster collaborative play, invite all participants to freely enter this playful 
space, and reap the mutual benefits of the experience. This type of model presents an interesting 
opportunity for coaches and leaders to build on for intentional practice of play and playfulness in 
work; not everyone may enjoy sports or a climbing wall, but engaging teams in a facilitated play 
experience like LEGO Serious Play may be an easy entry point. Those play activities that require 
no previous experience, no particular expertise, and facilitate communication and connection 
among participants will likely be best received.  
 
Both Mainemelis and Ronson (2006) and Wright (2018) explain an additional important aspect 
of defining play, which is the differentiation between play separate from work (for example, the 
recreational exploration of play such as through pool tables or video games in shared spaces at 
work) and playfulness as it starts to be embedded into work - that is, an increasingly blurred line 
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between work and play in which play can start to be seen as an integral part of the work itself. 
When explaining IDEO, an organization known for both innovation as well as curiosity and 
experimentation, Brown, T. (2008) cites playful exploration, playful building and role-play as 
three ways in which play is embedded into IDEO’s processes. This may be through hands-on 
prototyping (i.e., creating through basic physical materials such as play-dough or LEGO), acting 
out or role-playing situations for which one may be designing solutions in order to foster 
empathy (this is a key part of IDEO’s design thinking cycle), or exploring ideas sometimes to 
their extreme limits through creative exercises and brainstorming. IDEO makes the important 
point that play does not (nor should) be viewed as frivolous or unprofessional; one can be a 
serious professional and be in the midst of solving real work-related challenges while also being 
playful. They are not oppositional characteristics on a binary, but rather, can co-exist in any 
given person or team. 
 
III. Culture 
Whenever groups of people come together, behaviour and social norms begin to form - that is, 
culture takes shape. Organizational culture may be strong and cohesive, catapulting individuals 
and teams within the larger group towards innovation and solution-finding. Conversely, culture 
can be dysfunctional and toxic, stifling communication and problem-solving. In an article for the 
Harvard Business Review, Watkins (2013) attempted to define organizational culture based on 
hundreds of responses on LinkedIn, all attempting to land on a commonly accepted definition of 
culture. Key elements that emerged were culture as consistent, observable patterns of behaviour; 
shaped by incentives; a process of sense-making or creating shared awareness among diverse 
individuals; that tells the why or the story of an organization; a system in which norms are 
created and upheld; and dynamic and changing over time. A further consideration was the 
concept of multiple cultures within a larger organizational culture, thus introducing even more 
complexity in terms of the level(s) at which teams may live out “culture”. A small operating 
team’s culture may be well-defined and co-exist as part of a larger, organization-wide culture. 
Regardless of the team size, organizational culture, at its core, is a group’s way of being. Some 
organizations have cultures that are well-known for their unique and/or progressive systems and 
processes, and these can be viewed as models for other groups who may wish to foster (or create 
shifts towards) a particular type of culture.  
 
For the purpose of this research, it is difficult (and perhaps impossible) to address all the ways in 
which teams work within professional contexts; further, the breadth of industries and types of 
work we engage in (everything from cooperative farms to manufacturing plants to marketing 
agencies, and everything in between) makes it challenging to make generalizations about what 
culture is “best”. To narrow this scope, the arguments and examples made here pertain mostly to 
corporate office-based work teams in mid- to large-sized corporations. That being said, the 
concepts of play and creativity and how they may be applied to teams through organizational 
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culture is something that can have relevance well beyond the confines of a boardroom or cubicle 
space. 
 
CREATING SOMETHING NEW: A MODEL OF INTERCONNECTED 
CONCEPTS 
While the core themes of play, creativity, and culture within organizations have been explored in 
literature independently, uniting them as interconnected concepts with reciprocal connections is a 
new framework for exploration (see Figure 3).  
 

 
Figure 3. An interconnected framework for exploring play, creativity, and culture. 
These three core themes have reciprocal influence on each other and mutual 
overlap; this model situates maximum team performance at the centre whereby 
teams can create and implement change through coaching, learning and 
development, and leadership intentionally structuring workplaces with the core 
themes as organizational priorities. 
 

In this new model, the three core concepts of play, creativity, and culture are equally weighted, 
reciprocally connected, and share a common core where team performance is optimized for 
maximum creativity. In developing this work, I situated myself (as a coach or trainer) at this core 
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of creating change, teaching others, and taking steps as a leader to promote this model; however, 
any team leader or organizational head should see themselves here, working to optimize team 
performance. At the intersection of play, creativity, and culture there is the opportunity to create 
change and develop a team that maximizes their collective creative output.  
 

I. Culture-Play Connections 
Organizational cultures are a framework within which play and creativity can be integral parts. 
In Ritchhart’s (2015) work, he discusses how cultures are established; for each of Ritchhart’s 
aspects of culture, organizations can make choices to foster a culture of play. This then becomes 
a way in which play is both practiced (through activities or exercises) but also inherent in the 
ways in which work is approached (a play mindset). There are a multitude of ways in which 
leaders or organizations can work towards building a playful culture; it is not as simple as 
someone creating a team value of “playfulness” or telling people to use the breakout rooms to 
play games. Ritchhart uses cultural factors as a means of outlining how any team or leader can 
thoughtfully consider how these factors might support play; while it is essential for leadership to 
“buy in” or otherwise create the appropriate conditions for certain environments, all team 
members have a role to play in committing to the following cultural factors: 
 

● Time: How might time be allocated both separate from work tasks as well as embedded 
during the work day to encourage play? Will there be appropriate opportunities in the 
schedule during which play might be explored? 

● Modeling: How will team leaders and organizational leadership set the example of play? 
What specific practices, activities, or ways of working might encourage others to 
embrace playfulness?  

● Language: Both in speech and in writing, how can play and/or playfulness start to 
permeate the ways in which a group works? For example, Schmidt and Rosenberg (2014) 
describe how the common “Error 404” web page message, while it could be 
communicated in a dry or practical way, was conveyed through more informal/fun 
language and doodles - weaving playfulness into a seemingly straightforward message. 

● Environment: How might the physical workspace encourage play, or demonstrate 
playfulness? In an interview with Chris Henry (Google Toronto), he described how there 
is a sense of play in Google’s architectural design (e.g., conference rooms have morse 
code in the wallpaper) as well as in recreational elements (Google offices on a global 
scale are well known for features including climbing walls, bicycles, or slides). 

● Interactions: How can the interactions among team members and others within an 
organization encourage each other to embrace play; and how can play support the 
formation of strong interpersonal relationships and interactions among all individuals 
within an organization?  
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● Routines: What types of predictable practices or ways of doing things could place play at 
the centre? Are there playful diversions from work that could become routine (e.g., 
Google has culture clubs, separate from work) and what work-embedded routines (e.g., 
creative brainstorming) might encourage play? 

● Expectations: How will an organization’s values and mission reflect play, such that the 
beliefs around what is expected of others in an organization demonstrate a value placed 
on play?  

● Opportunities: What conditions or circumstances might encourage play - either for 
individuals or teams? How will organizations create these opportunities? 

 
When people are attuned to these cultural factors, the likelihood of pushback (e.g., perceptions of 
those “playful” individuals at work being off-task, distracting, or unprofessional) is mitigated. 
Team members, when coordinated through shared cultural factors, have the ability to work 
together towards both process and product-related goals. When leaders communicate the benefits 
of play as part of the culture, this further supports team and organizational adoption of practices 
and mindsets that encourage play. In the literature review of Petelczyc et al. (2018), the authors 
state that workplace play is more likely to occur when organizations support it and when 
leadership demonstrates it (i.e., if they display playfulness as a trait). Those organizations that 
embrace play at work are more likely to be viewed by employees as having a friendlier and more 
committed culture, and outwardly the teams of playful organizations demonstrate more flexible 
decision-making, openness, intrinsic motivation, and collaboration when compared to 
organizations that do not endorse or practice play (Petelczyc et al., 2018). 
 
In their research on play and creativity in the context of organizations, Mainemelis and Ronson 
(2006) found that organizations that placed play as a value created space in which employees 
could better resolve interpersonal conflict or tension, and that play helped encourage free 
expression of alternate ideas and processes (leading to increased creativity). Brian Sutton-Smith 
is an important play theorist, whose research over multiple decades also supported strengthened 
interpersonal dynamics of groups of people engaged in play (Sutton-Smith, 2001).  
 
II. Play-Creativity Connections 

The creative output-play connection that initially attracted me to working on this project is the 
concept of mental well-being. Bateson et al. (2013) describes play as “sensitive to prevailing 
conditions and [occurring] only when the player is free from illness or stress...play is an indicator 
of well-being”. These researchers also make connections between play and a prevailing positive 
mood. This well-being or positive physiological state can also be seen as something that results 
from engaging in play; for example, Brown, S. (2008) suggests that if you are having a bad day, 
feel better by engaging in play. Burke (2016) also sees workplace play as supporting “engaged, 
positive, and energized people”and that the positive emotional well-being that results from play 
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can lead to heightened creativity. Given that “fun” is a critical definer of play, things like 
laughter and enjoyment are frequently associated with play as well. Physiological, emotional and 
mental well-being connect play to creativity as a positive affect is a precursor to engaging in 
highly creative tasks. Creative ideation, which necessitates an open mind and a sense of 
psychological security, hinges on this well-being.  
 
A second key connection between play and creativity is that play has distinct physiological 
effects on individuals. The positive affect resulting from play increases endorphins and oxygen 
as well as blood flow to the brain, which is correlated to creative thought processes (Petelczyc et 
al., 2018). Keil (2011) cites studies in which the degree of play in species is correlated to their 
brain size. Further, play stimulates neural growth in the amygdala (the area controlling 
emotions), promotes prefrontal cortex development (responsible for cognition), and overall play 
has a positive correlation with emotional maturity. Engagement of adults in play has positive 
correlation to physical well-being throughout life (van Leeuwen & Westwood, 2008), as well as 
capacity for greater learning in multiple dimensions (Rieber, 1996; Kolb & Kolb, 2009). With 
positive neurological effects resulting from play, a connection can be made to the necessary 
physical well-being and open-mindedness necessary to maximize creativity.  
 
Mainemelis and Ronson (2006), researchers who explored play in the context of workplaces, 
found that “by temporarily suspending ordinary conventions, structural obligations, and 
functional pressures, and by encouraging behaviors whose value may not be immediately 
evident, play stimulates, facilitates, and even rehearses creativity.” These researchers found that 
play had a direct impact on five cognitive processes connected to play: problem framing, 
divergent thinking, mental transformations, practice with alternative solutions, and evaluative 
ability (p. 93). Further, hands-on, experiential object play has been shown to support the 
development of idea generation and problem-solving (Brown, S., 2008; Brown, T., 2008). There 
is a reciprocal connection between creativity and play in terms of this experiential learning; the 
curiosity and experimentation that can drive play (as well as creativity) works to encourage both 
creative problem-solving and continued playful exploration. Through an analysis of adults 
participating in various occupations, Blanche (2007) found that process-oriented (as opposed to 
product-oriented) creativity was a form of adult play, in which adult participants found great 
enjoyment, freedom, and heightened self-awareness.  
 
Finally, play by its nature is highly interactive. When this interactivity is the context of 
interpersonal collaboration, it helps to build connections among individuals and teams. When we 
engage in play with colleagues, it can help to facilitate conversation (work related or otherwise) 
that builds bonds, encourages trust, and can invite opportunities for creative ideation - both 
because of a resultant emotional state, but also because of the potential to land on unique 
solutions in any given environment. In an interview with Chris Henry of Google (further 
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discussed later in this paper), he described how play with coworkers often led to the sorts of 
informal conversations that would lead to creative solutions and future project ideas. Sometimes, 
stepping away from our typical work environments helps to bring about this sort of creativity. 
When we interact with others, either separate from work or in playful approaches to our work, 
we create the collaborative conditions that are needed for collective creativity. Brown, T. (2008) 
further explains this connection by saying “we need trust to play, and we need trust to be 
creative...there’s a connection.” In sum, the interpersonal nature of play intrinsically links it to 
collaborative creativity. 

 
III. Creativity-Culture Connections 
When creative individuals form creative teams, there is a real value that can be seen for 
organizations. This value comes both in the form of employee motivation and inspiration as well 
as financial return when these creative teams deliver innovative solutions. This return on 
investment (ROI) of creativity is quantifiable and builds a business case for organizations that 
may need persuasion that a playful culture, which leads to creativity, has longer-term business 
pay-off. In an Adobe study of several hundred global senior executives (Forrester Research Inc., 
2014), they found that creative companies were more likely to enjoy greater market share and 
competitive leadership, that organizations that fostered creativity achieved more revenue growth, 
and that the employee experience was superior to that found in less creative teams. Leaders are 
encouraged to build creative organizational cultures and to invest in them - whether it is through 
corporate training, investment in infrastructure such as technology that supports greater 
creativity, rewarding risk-taking and innovation, or prioritizing creative projects and processes. 
 
The ROI on creative culture is something that is realized across disciplines. It is possible that 
some workplace teams will experience limitations in implementing play or creativity (for 
example, a factory manager will have a different experience than a communications or marketing 
manager), the inherent value of creativity within teams does not change. Finding new ways to 
address challenges and crafting solutions within constraints is something that is not bound by 
geography, team size, discipline or industry. When creativity is framed as the ability to find 
novel and relevant solutions to problems, it makes sense that creativity should be 
industry-agnostic - whenever teams find innovative solutions to challenges, there are benefits to 
the overall organization. The opposite of creativity (which might perhaps be mundane or 
predictable solutions, if solution-generating at all) does not seem to serve any organization in the 
long term. 
 
IV. Intersection of Concepts 
At the centre of the diagram is where play, creativity, and culture merge. In many ways, the 
diagram should be interpreted as the core intrinsically connecting these core concepts in such a 
way that they can not be disentangled; there is fluidity in moving between concepts as well as a 
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constancy in their connection. When teams position themselves such that their culture is founded 
on elements of playfulness and creativity, they maximize their effectiveness and improve how 
they work together - reaping the benefits of a strong organizational culture that engages in play 
and creative ideation. 
 
The intersection carries the header of “optimal team performance”; there is a goal to unite the 
concepts and connections in order to optimize the ways in which teams work together. 
Leadership - whether it is organizational leaders or team leaders - have the capacity to set the 
stage or conditions through which this model can be implemented in order to work towards such 
optimization. Initially I placed myself at the intersection of concepts, as a potential coach or 
leader that could support teams in building a culture of play and creativity. The role of leadership 
in fostering a team culture that endures is further discussed in the next section, “Making 
Change”. I see myself (currently as a facilitator of professional development for educators, and 
moving towards building learning and development and coaching programs for other disciplines) 
as a leader in terms of supporting teams in realizing the benefits of a playful culture, and taking 
action towards it. Such a coaching role would permit me to help teams in realizing the benefits of 
such a culture, overcoming challenges they may encounter, and create lasting change.  
 
Skeptics of this model may take issue with bridging organizational culture with either play or 
creativity, particularly when a given workplace team does not seem to lend itself well to either 
concept. There are certainly limitations to the model, many of which stem back to the foundation 
of organizational culture. Petelczyc et al. (2018) point out that more research is needed into “the 
dark side of play”; that is, what the unintended consequences of fostering a playful organization 
might be. For example, playfulness and creative processes are often fun but also potentially seen 
as inefficient; individuals or teams may enjoy short-term benefits of play but find it distracting, 
hard to balance against needs for productivity, or struggle with guilt. Play uses employee 
resources including time, energy, focus, and attention; while there may be an argument that 
resultant emotional well-being and creative output may have a net benefit of time gained (e.g., by 
avoiding mental health days, frustrated meetings, etc.), there is still a potential drawback for 
some teams. Further, there is a certain implied applicability here for the model to be adopted by 
mid- to large-sized corporate organizations and the teams that work there. While a strong culture 
of play and creativity may also work for smaller groups, especially start-up entrepreneurial 
ventures that may have more of a “work hard, play hard” mentality, it may not be appropriate for 
other small teams. Certain industries may find the model also lacking. As an example, I recently 
toured a new open-concept building for employees of a national museum. They seemed 
overwhelmingly miserable with the set-up, craving solitude, quiet and individual space to work 
alone or perhaps methodically with coworkers as needed. As such, the model and its 
intersections are not perfect for everyone; however, for the teams that it may benefit, it has the 
potential to create openness for great opportunity and innovation. 
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MAKING CHANGE: APPLICATION TO ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERS 
& TEAMS 
While teams and organizations may believe in the value of this interconnected concept model, 
and see ways in which they may implement it, there remains a challenge in creating lasting 
change. All too often in workplace learning and development or training initiatives, an idea is 
exciting but not implemented in an enduring way. Perhaps teams try new behaviours for a 
month, or even six months or longer. But like new year’s resolutions that may result in treadmills 
becoming glorified laundry racks, these ideas around teams embracing play and creativity may 
lead to dusty game rooms and unused colourful post-it note collections.  
 
While I began this research personally experiencing the value of play, professionally coaching 
teams on processes and exercises that ultimately lead to culture shifts embracing playfulness as a 
shared mindset is a new area for exploration. I find myself considering how best to coach others 
such that change actually happens. Perkins and Reese (2014) wrote about four key factors of 
when change “has legs” - that is, when it is most likely to be enduring. These factors are: 
 

1. Frameworks: A framework that a team or organization can follow improves the 
likelihood of groups being able to take sustained action towards change. The model 
presented here is the bare bones of such a framework; the role of a team lead (or perhaps 
myself, as an external coach) might be to take the concepts of this model and build it into 
a relevant framework that speaks to the needs of a particular team or organization.  

2. Leaders: Initiatives need leaders; Perkins and Reese talk about both “political 
visionaries” (senior leaders like CEOs who are advocates at a high level for an initiative) 
as well as “practical visionaries” (on-the-ground leaders like managers, who would lead 
and organize teams with the change being implemented). As such, lasting change is most 
likely when influence is created at both the political and the practical visionary levels; 
through learning and development programs and/or coaching to these two types of 
individuals, enduring change is more likely.  

3. Community: The concept of community-building is grounded in transparency, steadily 
expanding initiatives from early adopters outwards. For a culture shift towards play to be 
successful, a collective buy-in would be important; however, it is likely unrealistic that 
every employee would have equal stake at any given phase. By openly communicating 
both successes and failures being experienced, inviting dialogue, and engaging a wide 
group of stakeholders as well as the organization in change, there is reduced likelihood of 
people feeling alienated or excluded from a culture shift - which can be detrimental to 
long-term impact and change.  
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4. Institutionalization: For a change to endure at the organizational level, it needs to be 
bigger than any given team or leader - that is, staff turnover should not be detrimental to 
organizational culture. This means that organizations need to consider how to make a 
culture of play and creativity written into every aspect of how they function - something 
that would be reflected in mission and values, hiring processes, communications, and all 
business practices.  

 
This “institutionalization” - the fourth leg of change - is something that we can see in 
organizations that are known for having a culture of play and creativity, such as IDEO, Apple, 
and Google. In the book How Google Works (Schmidt & Rosenburg, 2014), they outline both 
how the playful culture of Google was first established, and how it has continued to be known 
for its play and creativity - something that is easily seen even through photos of Google’s work 
environments (Office Snapshots, n.d.). Bock (2015) went into further detail specific to Google, 
in particular talking about how Google’s hiring practices have supported this culture - that is, 
how institutionalization of Google’s culture has been successful.  
 
As part of this project, I was keen to learn more about Google’s culture, one that is known for 
play and creativity, in an effort to understand how other organizations might learn from Google - 
either how to launch a culture that embraces play and creativity, or how to shift towards that. 
Chris Henry (Google Toronto) explained an important concept: that every individual shapes 
culture, not just the leaders writing the mission statement. He described that in his experience, 
leadership sets the environment and gives permission for a certain culture (for example, through 
modeling or providing opportunities to practice playfulness), but every individual must take 
ownership and has autonomy in terms of building the culture as well. If an organization aims to 
create the conditions under which any given team member believes that not only is it “okay to 
play”, but beneficial and ultimately driving increased creativity, each individual must exercise 
their autonomy in terms of practicing that throughout their day. 
 
NEXT STEPS: FUTURE DIRECTIONS 
Imagine a time and place in which you and your teams embrace these concepts. Where there is a 
strong group culture in which play is encouraged and practiced, both embedded into work 
processes as well as recreationally and separate from work. What would that look and feel like? 
How might that be different from what the “typical” workplace is today? What would it take to 
get there? 
 
Creating change is not an overnight process, and building effective teams (or shifting existing 
teams’ practices to be more effective) takes intentional energy. My goal is for the concepts found 
in the play-creativity-culture model to inspire teams to work better together, and to achieve this 
through external support - something I currently do through professional development for 
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educators, but could take beyond teacher teams to a range of workplace environments. To 
support organizations with maximizing teams’ collective creativity through play, my vision is to 
build a learning and development or coaching program that would focus on educating others 
about these concepts, then providing both tangible exercises that can be implemented in the short 
term, as well as longer-term mindset shifts needed to move in this direction. 
 
Teams also need to be able to identify to themselves and others what elements of their work 
processes are working, and what are not - part of this learning program needs to focus on 
evaluating success with implementing play and discerning whether a shift towards play truly 
results in a thriving, creative work environment. While this is outside the scope of this research 
paper, there is a second phase planned for this work in which a coaching program for play will 
be designed along with assessment of the efficacy of play. In doing this, organizational leaders 
should see real and measurable benefits to engaging in a coaching program for play - whether 
through morale and communication, and/or financial success through highly innovative solutions 
generated in these teams. 
 
Teams exist in many environments, not just workplaces. Another future direction for exploration 
is how this knowledge and training might support other types of groups and teams, and improve 
the ways in which humans collaborate and exist together. The family units in which we live, the 
sports teams or book clubs or neighbourhood social groups that we participate in, and  even the 
spontaneous groups that arise at conference tables or events we attend might all be seen as 
functional teams. When we ask ourselves what might happen if we were predisposed to play in 
these settings, we might start to move towards heightened creativity in every aspect of our lives. 
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