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1. Intro

The Baltic Fashion work group 
”accidentally” came up with the thought of 
using Barbie dolls in creative processing. 
Somehow somebody started talking about Somehow somebody started talking about 
the way little girls act out different life 
situations when playing with Barbie dolls. 
We discovered that for the most part it is 
role play in a reality where everything is 
possible. 



The meaning of creative thinking is 
discussed a lot, but the truth is that creative 
thinking is constantly restricted through 
different practices, instructions and rules. 
For example, the traditional meeting format For example, the traditional meeting format 
with its agenda, protocol, turns to speak, 
secretaries and chairmen is not the most 
constructive alternative, at least not when 
the goal is to develop something new. 



At Novia we developed a business clinic with 
the purpose of supporting small businesses 
within the fashion industry, especially in the 
initial phase. We had discovered that the 
existing business incubators and other existing business incubators and other 
supporting services for businesses rarely 
challenged the entrepreneur into critically 
consider the starting points of the business 
activity and the actual business idea.



Various means of creative 
innovation is seldom used in 
incubators and the entrepreneur 
is left alone with his or her 
concept, instead of it being 
processed when it can still be 
changed.
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2. Theory

In the Barbie method, play, role play and 
creative processing are combined. 
According to brain researchers, playing According to brain researchers, playing 
has in itself a lot of positive effects not only 
on our wellbeing, but also on learning new 
things. 



In sociology the meaning of play in the 
development of society has been 
emphasized in Johan Huizinga’s 
research. Homo ludens, the playing 
man does not play only to kill time, but 
through playing he creates meaningful 
content in his culture and society. 
Playing is an important part of being 
human. 
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Playing is the work of children, but it is 
useful also for adults. Playing is relaxing 
and liberating. A relaxed person is 
creative. In play, unconventional ideas and 
solutions are born.    Role play is often solutions are born.    Role play is often 
part of playing and it is a very efficient way 
of breaking restricting conceptions of 
oneself and of others. When playing, one 
can loosen up and be brave. 



The fear of messing up is one of the 
obstacles for success, but when 
playing one also has the permission 
to fail. Storytelling that is a part of to fail. Storytelling that is a part of 
playing is also a factor that 
increases creativity. 
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According to Stuart Brown, playing not 
only energizes and entertains but it also 
supports intellectual development. Playing 
is beneficial at any age. It normally is beneficial at any age. It normally 
happens in an environment where it is 
safe to have adventures, try out new 
things and let curiosity lead outside the 
comfort zone. 



One basic element of playing is having 
confidence in the partners in play. When 
playing, we surrender to our imagination 
and pretend to have an experience in a and pretend to have an experience in a 
way that makes it feel real. 
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It’s a question of multidimensional 
visualization where we enter an 
alternative reality and live it out by 
adopting a desired role. When playing, adopting a desired role. When playing, 
children try out activities that they have 
learned from adults. It is part of the 
process of growing up. 



In the western countries people have 
unfortunately lost the ability and the 
courage to play.  According to 
anthropologist Marshal Sahlins, most 
of the wake-up time among primitive 
people is spent playing. Because 
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people is spent playing. Because 
playing is no longer part of our lives, 
it doesn’t come naturally to us to 
engage in it. Adults might even feel 
that playing is embarrassing. 



Tuning in to playing 
requires equipment and 
preparation.
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preparation.



Creativity researcher Bob MacKim has 
developed a creativity test that has become 
a classic. The test involves drawing a 
picture of the person sitting next to you in 
30 seconds. This simple task takes adults 
out of their comfort zone and they even feel 
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out of their comfort zone and they even feel 
ashamed of their ”poor” accomplishment. 
Children on the other hand do the task fast 
and in a straightforward way and they don’t 
feel the need to question the result.



Creativity is not something we 
learn, it’s something we 
forget as we get older.forget as we get older.

Bob MacKim



According to MacKim, the 
precondition for playing, 
and the risk-taking it 
involves, is feeling safe. 
Playing is something we do Playing is something we do 
among friends and in a 
relaxed state of mind. The 
same goes for creative 
processing. 



Pekka Himanen talks about ”enriching 
communities” where the members support 
each other and where it also is ok to fail. 
According to Himanen, the typically Finnish According to Himanen, the typically Finnish 
fear of messing up is preventing 
innovations.
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In some work places, like Google for 
example, they have understood how to 
create play-like conditions. In the world’s 
leading design agency IDEO they have leading design agency IDEO they have 
realized the meaning of play and the 
significance of good friendships in 
creative activities. 
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Creative play is useful especially when the 
goal is to produce a lot of ideas and 
unconventional solutions in the phase of 
so called divergent thinking. However, the so called divergent thinking. However, the 
activity cannot stop at only producing 
ideas, but at some point the ideas have to 
be systematically pushed forward by 
advancing to the phase of convergent 
thinking. 



Playing and playfulness produce creative 
solutions. When playing, anything can 
become anything. Children use anything 
they can find as toys without reservation, they can find as toys without reservation, 
since one of the basic ideas in playing is not 
to categorize things in advance.   
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What can we make out of 
this? What could this be? In 
play there are endless 
possibilities for how to use 
things.  A boy who has things.  A boy who has 
been denied gun games 
makes himself a gun out of 
hard bread for example. 



Playing is experimental by 
nature and so is creative 
processing. Many design 
innovations have been born 
as a result of playful 
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as a result of playful 
experimentation with 
materials. David Kelley 
from IDEON calls this 
”thinking with your hands”. 



In service design quick 
prototyping is central so 
that products can be 
quickly simulated. That too 
is a kind of playing where 
activity surroundings are 
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activity surroundings are 
created with the material 
available, such as 
cardboard boxes, cellular 
plastic and corrugated 
cardboard.



see
www.stanford.edu/class/engr280/



In service design the drama method is often used 
as a means of simulating service experiences. 
Adults develop a way of hiding themselves behind 
a role directed by their ego, which might restrict 
creative thinking. These roles may be very creative thinking. These roles may be very 
different from the person’s real me. For example, 
many people may not think of themselves as very 
creative, but they might still be just that when they 
come in touch with their real me. In role play it is 
easy to be free from the power of the ego.



Lets start
- get the experience – through play

- live through the experience

- try on the identity – like a kid plays a fireman

- empathy tool and prototyping

- surrender yourself to the experience



3. Workshop

30

3. Workshop
Before starting

Photo Cecilia Pahlman



This is a description of Barbie’s journey into the corporate world. It’s an 
experimental series of exercises where the entrepreneur/person planning a 
business processes his or her business concept and puts it into practice. 
Barbie’s journey includes a number of exercises applied in service design.

Photo Ofelia Pahlman
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bulletsandblessings.wordpress.com

The exercises consist of playing with 
Barbie dolls. Your thinking/business is 
transferred into Barbie’s operations. 



Barbie is the 
world’s best 
known and most 
sold doll. It was 
first introduced in 
the United States 
in 1959. It is 
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in 1959. It is 
manufactured by 
Mattel Inc. Barbie 
was created by 
Ruth Handler, who 
named the doll 
after her daughter 
Barbara. 

Photo Cecilia Pahlman



The doll was originally 
based on the German doll 
Bild Lilli. It has the body of 
an adult and it differed from 
other 50’s dolls that were 
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http://www.christies.com

other 50’s dolls that were 
mostly childlike. 



Barbie has a history of 
more than 50 years. It has 
changed its shape and 
multiplied into new 
characters. It’s a human 
figure, it has a 
questionable history and 
we all have some kind of 
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isolafelice.forumcommunity.net

we all have some kind of 
recollection of this toy. 
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That is why it is well suited for role play and performative processes; we remember 
something and at the same time the space is open and often contradictory.

Barbie Training in Logomo, Turku, October 2013.
Photo Mari Krappala


