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Abstract
Over the past decade, numerous business schools have begun experimenting 
with studio-based inquiry, often drawing inspiration from professional studios 
used within art and design schools and from business and governmental 
studios used for problem-solving and innovation. Business school studios 
vary considerably in form, ranging from temporary “pop up” studios to 
dedicated facilities with full-time staff, with the primary purpose of educating 
managers in craft, art, and design-based approaches to business problems. 
The jury on the studio phenomenon is out—can they deliver on their 
educational promise? To address this question, we pull together 25 years 
of studio experimentation in multiple settings, visits, and observations of 
studios around the world and interviews with studio makers from various 
disciplines. We consider the question of “what is a business studio?” in some 
detail, conjecture about the value that studios might have for management 
education, provide examples of four different business studio orientations 
and how these might translate into practice, and highlight what we believe to 
be some essentials when starting and running a business studio.
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Introduction

The idea of having a dedicated place for hands-on, creative experimentation 
around some problem, question, or task is a very old one; think of the ceramic 
workshops of ancient Greece, where artistic design, experimentation with 
materials, and production came together within dedicated spaces. Yet it is 
from the Enlightenment in the 16th century that the studio concept became 
fully articulated, distinctively combining intellectual curiosity, craft skills, 
aesthetic expression, and artisan-style production. Many notables of the 
Renaissance were scholars, inventors, and craftsmen all in one, and the studio 
was their place of work. During the 19th century, advancing industrialization 
replaced many craft domains, separating art and craft, and causing significant 
changes in how studios were used. Intellectual curiosity and aesthetic expres-
sion came to characterize studios in professional artistic practice and training. 
For a time institutions like École des Beaux-Arts were standard-bearers for 
what constituted good and bad studio practice, until a broadening art market 
and independent artists challenged these institutions and gave rise to our 
present notions of the art studio (Wijnberg & Gemser, 2000). With the artisan 
workshop in demise, the craftsman’s studio became a place for design—the 
design of industrial products and services, factories and offices, marketing 
campaigns, expressions of corporate identity, and the like.

Today, the studio landscape is a vast one, with studios appearing in all 
kinds of settings (including cyberspace), and using widely varying technolo-
gies, materials, rules, values, assumptions, and processes. For both art and 
design, studios are places for inquiry into the pernicious problems of business 
and society, and for creatively expressing the results of the inquiry process. 
In art the expression itself is the final product, whereas in design the final 
product is usually something that can be produced and sold in quantity.

Within this landscape is a relatively new but important entity—the business 
studio. Variants can be found in a number of business schools, for example, 
Copenhagen Business School’s Studio at CBS, DesignWorks at Rotman 
Business School (Fraser, 2012), the d.studio at the Sauder Business School, 
Case Western’s “Managing as Designing” at the Weatherhead School of 
Management, Aalto University’s Design, Media and Service Factories, the Cass 
Business School Learning Laboratory, RMIT’s business school studios, and the 
former Imagination Lab (Roos, Victor, & Statler, 2004). These and many tem-
porary, pop-up studios such as those at Bled Business School, Nova SBE, St. 
Gallen, or WPI tend to draw inspiration from three key sources: design schools, 
art practices, and dedicated studios within private and public organizations.

Relative to design schools, the methods developed by the design consul-
tancy IDEO and practiced at Stanford’s d.school and Potsdam’s School of 
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Design Thinking have been particularly influential within business settings 
and education. IDEO fostered the belief that designers have an approach to 
innovation and problem solving that is superior to the analytical, science-
based processes taught at business schools. Other studio-based design sys-
tems such as the British Design Council’s “double diamond design process 
model” are also finding their way into business-focused studios, not only 
within business schools but also arts and design schools that have business 
educations; for example, the Design MBA studios at the California College 
of the Arts, the studios associated with Parsons’ Master in Strategic Design 
Management (The New School for Design), the Business and Design Lab at 
Goteborg University, KADK, and the studios linked to TU Delft’s Master in 
Strategic Product Design.

With respect to arts practices, business studios draw from numerous tradi-
tions. Theater has long been a popular source, where studio facilitators use 
methods from forum theatre (Meisiek & Barry, 2008) and improv theater. 
Studios become places for examining business issues through role-playing, 
scripting, voicing, lighting, and props. The visual and plastic arts (including 
drawing, painting, sculpting, photography, and video) provide perspectives 
around seeing and framing, composition, two- and three-dimensional repre-
sentation. For example, at the Studio at CBS, the Sauder d.studio, and 
Denmark’s MindLab, the walls have floor-to-ceiling whiteboard surfaces that 
encourage large-scale, multiperspectival drawing around business issues and 
yield insights that small-scale drawings cannot. The conceptual arts provide 
methods for deconstructing and reframing business issues. Music, dance, and 
choreography provide methods for considering the rhythmic, tonal, har-
monic, temporal, percussive, and kinesthetic elements of business problems. 
For instance, Tillt (Gothenburg, Sweden) uses a range of choreographically 
optimized studio spaces in this way. Even methods from the gastronomic arts 
are now being used. At the Studio at CBS students have studied merger and 
acquisition issues, board composition, and company branding using perspec-
tives from fusion, molecular, and classical haute cuisine.

Business school studios have also been influenced by corporate and gov-
ernmental studios, for example, at Proctor & Gamble, Mattel, Volkswagen, 
SAP, Phillips, LEGO, France’s 27eme Region, the U.S. Department of 
Personnel Management, Denmark’s MindLab (Bason, 2010), the former 
Helsinki Design Lab in Finland (Boyer, Cook, & Steinberg, 2011), and 
Australia’s studio projects within in its Ministry of Taxation. Here the studio 
practices and processes go considerably beyond IDEO’s product and service 
centered methods, often focusing on organization-level problems that have 
macro-level implications.
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While studios in private and public organizations stress problem solving 
and innovation, studios in business schools have a broader educational task 
and vary in their disciplinary focus; for example, entrepreneurship, business 
development, management, leadership, organization design, strategy and 
policy, and innovation. The central aspect that sets studio work apart from 
other educational practices in management (e.g., problem-based or experien-
tial learning; Kolb & Kolb, 2005), is the strong emphasis on participant-led 
inquiry through hands-on, creative engagement aimed at producing atypical 
results—imaginative problem reframing, innovative solutions, synthesis-
oriented skill sets, integrative learning.

Collectively, the proliferation of studios raises the question “why studios, 
why now?” More specifically, what might studios contribute to business and 
management education that other pedagogies do not, and why might these 
contributions be valuable? Given their potential value, how might these stu-
dios be designed and managed? Should business studios be established and 
run differently from more established genres, for example, architecture or 
music studios? Given that business studios are a recent phenomenon com-
pared with other management/business pedagogies, what would it take to 
give them the same kind of persistence and worthiness as studios within 
architecture, the arts, and design?

In this article, we consider these questions via 25 years of experimentation 
with studio-inspired pedagogies, the building and managing of physical busi-
ness studios, extensive discussions with other studio makers/users in multiple 
settings (e.g., design, the arts, cuisine, and different business and organiza-
tional settings), and extended observations of studios at work. We begin with 
a discussion of “what is a business studio?” coupling this with thoughts about 
their potential value for business education. Next, we elaborate the concept 
by depicting and discussing four studio variants, all having different empha-
ses, processes, styles, and outcomes. We then consider the interrelationship 
between business studio development and various institutional logics—for 
example, how to gain studio support and resources within environments 
where such pedagogies are uncommon. Finally, we conclude with a brief 
discussion of future research directions.

Places for Learning by Making

To understand what a business studio is, we first turn to the studio concept 
itself. The term “studio” derives from the Latin “studium” (to study), which 
early on evolved to mean a room for study (in Italian), and eventually, a place 
where learning happens through making. Most studios today are places of 
inquiry that emphasize craft, artistry, design, or some combination of these. 
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The place aspect of studios derives from the earlier “room of study” heritage, 
and still figures prominently in studio thinking. That is, many think of studios 
as designated, purpose-built places that have the tools, ambiance, and other 
affordances needed for creative making. Place is closely related to space—stu-
dios start out as spaces and with time and effort might or might not become 
places. By “space” we mean a bracketed, dedicated area—physical, virtual, or 
otherwise. By “place” we mean a space that has become embodied, personal-
ized, and characterized. We roughly equate space to an address, and place to a 
home, where through conscious, extended efforts a space becomes a place.

Although there are plenty of books on the look and feel of artistic and 
designerly spaces (e.g., Doorley & Witthoft, 2012; Jacob & Grabner, 2010; 
Zander & Zander, 2000), trying to understand the studio by looking at studio 
surroundings and furnishings is insufficient. No creative space is creative by 
itself. It always requires someone to make it into a legitimate place for cre-
ative inquiry. This means we need to direct our attention to the kinds of 
inquiry-by-making that a place called “a studio” legitimizes, attracts, and 
supports. Such making spans the craft-art-design continuum, ranging from 
the imaginative, crafts-based refinement of tools and production skills (e.g., 
recording studios), to the conceptual experimentation associated with fine art 
(e.g., music composition studios), to places of design where art and craft 
come together in creative ways (e.g., studios for designing and producing 
musical events).

With respect to craft, art, and design, we take craft to mean “make or con-
struct skillfully” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2009). The operative emphasis 
is on inventing and refining tools and methods for skillful production 
(Sennett, 2009). Art, in contrast, focuses on the imaginative expression in 
ways that depart from everyday emotional and cognitive states:

The fine arts were described and typed at the close of the eighteenth century 
and the associated notion of the artist as a genius unfettered by the rules of a 
craft or by social conventions was presented at much the same time. (Davies, 
2007, p. 54)

Design is perhaps harder to pin down, but from a studio perspective we are 
referring to “designerly design” (Cross, 2006, 2011)—where imagining, 
making, crafting, aesthetic appreciation, prototyping, iterating, and human-
centeredness prevail. With this type of design, artistry and craft usually join 
up with technology and science to create people-focused solutions. This 
designerly approach also underpins the design thinking studios within busi-
nesses and management education (e.g., Brown, 2008; Fraser, 2012; Liedtka, 
King, & Bennett, 2013; Liedtka & Mintzberg, 2006; Martin, 2009).
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What studios are becomes clear when we compare them with laboratories, 
including those commonly found in business schools. The making in labora-
tories has a scientific emphasis where controls, prediction, lawful explana-
tions, and utility rule the day. With both studios and laboratories, learning by 
making is intimately tied to space and place, but in different ways. Studios 
encourage spaces where inspiring accidents and creative associations can for-
tuitously happen, while laboratories discourage the accidental and unpredict-
able. Within educational settings like business schools, laboratories emphasize 
a tightly controlled inquiry process, bound by models and formulas, rather 
than the unscientific learning by creative making seen in teaching studios. To 
appreciate the difference between laboratory and studio, we need to accept 
that art making, designing, and crafting imply inquiry processes that have 
fundamentally different principles of operation than scientific inquiry, but 
that are nevertheless nonarbitrary, rigorous, and can be taught. We can come 
closer to identifying the differences between scientific inquiry and studio-
based inquiry through literature on art making as research (Sullivan, 2005), 
design anthropology and research (Doorst, 1997), and tracing innovations in 
the crafts over time (Sennett, 2009).

Along with this, we have discovered that studio inquiry is not (and should 
not be) the scientific version of inquiry that we see operating in laboratories. 
Rather, it is a more open, symbolically rich one. While laboratories are places 
to cut away the context of a problem in order to cleanly separate causes and 
effects, studios live through keeping the context in the room—augmenting it 
in imaginative ways and finding new approaches to pernicious problems. In 
laboratory settings, concepts are tested for generalizablility, whereas in stu-
dio settings, local here-and-now concepts and theories are created. Graeme 
Sullivan (2005) described art making as a rigorous research process, involv-
ing study, sketches, attempts, and rethinking so as to come to an expression 
that suits the art. Design thinking often prides itself on its human-centered-
ness and design anthropology. It meticulously focuses on how individuals use 
products and services, and encourages interesting points-of-view that invoke 
rethinking and improving these products and services. And craftsmen are 
often proud if they discover a new way of making an item, one that honors 
their mastery, skill, and feel of the material. These forms of inquiry aim at a 
broader, embedded understanding, within which scientific investigation and 
theories nevertheless have a role to play. They accompany the steps of a 
reflective practitioner. It comes as no surprise that Schön (1987) drew on 
pragmatism to formulate his ideas of reflective practice, and that pragmatism 
itself was very preoccupied with inquiry.

As an example of studio practice where space, place, art, craft, and design 
come together in rigorously focused ways, consider Hetland, Winner, 
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Veenma, Sheridan, and Perkins’s (2007) study of New England art school 
studios. They conclude that successful studio inquiry and learning depends 
on developing a “studio habit of mind”; such a mind results from the careful 
orchestration of physical setups, social climate, and studio culture. Furniture, 
walls, tools, light, and sound are especially set up for each session to promote 
work flow. Facilitation and conversation mark the teacher–student interac-
tions, where teachers work mostly with individual students or groups and 
only occasionally call everybody together to present knowledge or demon-
strate techniques. Students are encouraged to develop generative peer rela-
tionships, where they give each other helpful comments and suggestions in 
critique sessions and develop a common sense of the standard of quality 
demanded. As the studio culture is established, the studio teacher focuses on 
challenging students’ thinking through studio assignments. According to 
Hetland et al. (2007), studio assignments

specify or suggest the range of materials and tools to be used, and they pose one 
or more challenges that are open-ended and result in varied solutions. . . . Most 
centrally, assignments focus students on particular intentions teachers have for 
their learning. (p. 17)

Assignments might develop skill at using particular techniques, test inclina-
tions toward working with particular approaches to a problem, or foster alert-
ness to the intricacies of particular problems at hand. Finally, students learn 
to study and explore the masterpieces of the profession, as well as the works 
under development at the studio. A typical day at the studio involves short 
lectures and presentations of assignments, facilitated work time of students, 
and critique sessions. Over time students learn to observe, craft, envision, 
engage and persist, go beyond the familiar, express, reflect, and understand 
the professional domain of their activity, all of which rounds off their studio 
habits of mind.

Csikszentmihalyi and Getzels (1973) studied art students to identify par-
ticular studio habits and ways of thinking that would explain later career 
success. They found that successful students engaged in what they called 
“problem finding,” meaning that they kept the problem framing open as long 
as possible throughout their work process. The issues under scrutiny might 
have had a societal or personal nature, and the students sought to lend expres-
sion and meaning to these. Through problem finding, students can incorpo-
rate what they learn during their work. In contrast, students who early on 
define what the problem should be and then concentrate on finalizing their 
work in the best way possible, keep themselves from incorporating new 
insights that grow out of the process of working itself. Csikszentmihalyi and 
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Getzels’ study gained renewed relevance in the design thinking literature, 
given that designers and artists share this approach to learning-by-making 
(Doorst, 1997; Lawson, 2006) and consider it to be a central difference 
between institutional studio work and analytical laboratory work.

Joining “business” with “studio,” we get a place where business and asso-
ciated concepts such as management and leadership, organization, venturing, 
business functions, are studied via the emphases and processes described 
above: using spaces, places, and processes that emphasize the original and 
imaginative, aesthetic awareness, tangibility, playfulness, human-centered-
ness, and that challenge basic assumptions. Business studios might empha-
size craft (e.g., rehearsing and filming new venture presentations), design 
(e.g., designing a “delightful” strategy; Brown, 2008), art (e.g., addressing a 
corporate issue through an installation or performance), or some mixture 
(e.g., where aesthetically sophisticated organization designs are generated 
through mixtures of artistic and craft considerations).

If learning-by-making characterizes studios, what is being made in a busi-
ness studio? Early studios at business schools, public, and private organiza-
tions focused mainly on innovation. Managers and business students were 
taught the studio habit of mind in order to create novel products and services, 
mostly following IDEO’s iconic design process. From there, studio work 
found its way into business modeling (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010), where 
spreadsheet prototypes are replaced by variants of two- or three-dimensional 
models (Buur & Matthews, 2008; Buur & Mitchell, 2011), and further on to 
the design of new ventures (Hargadon, 2010) and the redesign of established 
organizations (Boland & Collopy, 2004; Youngjin, Boland, & Lyytinen, 2006). 
Organizational culture and identity, value chains, organizational change inter-
ventions, effectual entrepreneurship, crisis leadership, marketing strategy, 
management IT systems, and many more business topics are now the topic of 
business studio inquiries, often using a mix of tangible creations such as draw-
ings, models, collages, mood boards, and others means of representation, 
coupled with references to theory, scientific studies, and practitioner models 
(Barry, 1994, 1997; Barry & Meisiek, 2010; Meisiek & Barry, 2014).

While the problems and language of management are often abstract and 
general, business studios attempt to bring these down to the level of the par-
ticular by using learning-by-making inquiry processes. Just as architecture 
students use studios to inquire into particular architectural problems using 
scientific theories, engineering formulas, artistic originality, and iterative 
design methods, business studio students inquire into particular problems at 
hand using a combination of general management theories, best practices, 
artistry, and design—all with the aim of creating solutions that give expres-
sion to their personal ability and problem solving style. No two solutions in 
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the studio are the same, even if they deal with the same particular problem 
and draw on the same management theory.

A Timely Phenomenon

Why are business studios increasingly being used in both educational and 
professional settings? We suggest three possible answers, one rooted in a 
resurgence of interest in business craft, another in the increased needs for 
creative problem solving and innovation in today’s organizations, and a third 
that stems from a sense that today’s organizational complexities and the 
speed of societal change are imposing limits to what rational analysis can 
achieve.

During their early years, business schools were known for their craft ori-
entation, essentially building on apprenticeship traditions. Business educa-
tion focused on exemplary practices—retired or part-time executives 
employed as professors would didactically impart business craft through 
examples of how they and others solved business problems:

Business schools worked to be useful to the business community. They focused 
on practical instruction in current business practice, particularly in bookkeeping, 
finance, marketing, and accounting, and often differentiated themselves from 
other parts of collegiate institutions by their involvement in the part-time 
education of individuals already in the workforce. They reflected a conception 
of education as providing practical instruction in useful skills. . . . They sought 
to become the carriers of “best practice.” (Augier & March, 2011, p. 26)

After World War II, studies from the Carnegie Foundation (Gorden & 
Howell, 1959) and Ford Foundation (Pierson, 1959) concluded that American 
business schools were deeply flawed—even the most prestigious schools 
were heavily criticized for employing mediocre faculty, admitting “callow” 
and below par students, and having undemanding curricula. The proposed 
solution was to base business education on science, following the Flexner 
Report (1910) which had revolutionized medical education and turned 
American medical schools into elite research institutions. Herbert Simon 
(1991, p. 138) notes: “Accurately or not, we perceived American business 
education at that time as a wasteland of vocationalism that needed to be trans-
formed into science-based professionalism, as medicine and engineering had 
been transformed a generation or two earlier”—despite that Flexner himself 
argued that “management was not a profession in the sense that medicine 
was, and medical education was not a particularly good model for business 
education” (Augier & March, 2011, p. 34).
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Given that the reports criticized the caliber of faculty, students, and curri-
cula, other directions could have been suggested. For instance, American 
business schools could have adopted something like the Bauhaus model, 
where elite craft, art, and science were taught by world-class faculty using 
experiential pedagogies that combined analytics with intuition. But this was 
not to be. Instead, U.S. business schools zealously embraced the business-as-
science model to a point where it became (and remains) the global “gold 
standard.” This model has in turn been blamed for a decline in business eth-
ics, various financial crises, and business graduates who are analytically 
adept but poor at hands-on, innovative problem solving (cf. Augier & March, 
2011; Colby, Ehrlich, Sullivan, & Dolle, 2011)—so much so that calls for 
reform have now reappeared. For instance, the “Carnegie II” report (Colby et 
al., 2011) concludes that today’s business schools should balance humanities-
based and science-based education, and with this, reconsider the importance 
of business practice—which we read as an invitation to reconsider business 
craft and the use of experiential pedagogies.

With respect to these calls, the business studio appeals. It is an apt vehicle 
for experimenting with, exploring, and inculcating business craft. It is not the 
only one by any means, but more than many other pedagogic settings it 
emphasizes the hands-on and holistic mixing of practice and theory across 
multiple content disciplines. The successful business studios we know tend to 
incorporate multiple conceptual viewpoints (including existing scientific 
knowledge), captivating real-world problems, skills training around how to 
address these problems, and expert guests whose “master classes” mix craft 
considerations with artistic ones (frequently bringing in evocative and exotic 
considerations). As such, these studios look rather different than the pre–
Carnegie I educational forms discussed above—less didactic, more hands-on, 
and perhaps more Bauhausian.

A second explanation for the uptake of business studios is the heightening 
demand for business innovation, one that has been fueled by global hyper-
competition and rapidly increasing market access. Early on, Tom Peters pith-
ily captured this with his “Get Innovative or Get Dead” series (Peters, 1991), 
and subsequent research has only confirmed his arguments. There are many 
ways to convey knowledge about business innovation and its creativity coun-
terparts—some didactic, some case-based, and some a mixture of these two. 
Often these involve a combination of innovation-based PowerPoint slides 
delivered in large amphitheaters, accompanied by cases that require some 
kind of managerial decision. While these typically highlight tensions between 
business-as-usual and the need for change, it is difficult to convey the felt 
sense around such conflicts, let alone the in-the-bones artistry and craft 
needed to cope with such conflicts (Baker & Baker, 2012). Comparatively, 
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business studios tend to naturally encourage creative responses, at least those 
that take their leads from the arts and craft studio traditions. All the studios 
mentioned earlier encourage innovative solutions, regardless of the problem 
being considered.

Finally there is the growing sense that analytic inquiry has its limits. It is 
very suitable for lecture theatres and case discussions, and many employers 
demand analytic skills from their new hires, but as a method of inquiry it is 
also bound by its basic assumptions. It demands distance rather than close-up 
involvement with the topic under scrutiny. It asks the analyst to disregard or 
even suspect the context at hand, concentrating instead on objective solutions 
to first mover problems. Instead of seeing the context as a canvas for interpre-
tative experimentation that might utterly shift how a problem is framed, the 
classical analyst must convert subjective contexts into objective texts and 
fields of numbers into functions. Inasmuch as the embodied, emotional, or 
intuitional aspects of a problem are considered, they usually end up illustrat-
ing chosen solutions rather than functioning as departure points for possible 
framings and solutions. Relative to this, the complexities of present organiza-
tions combined with the fast pace of technological and environmental change 
have created a need for more holistic perspectives. Cartesian theories and 
abstractions no longer provide a sufficient sense of understanding—whether 
from a sensemaking or a direct sense perspective. Appreciative inquiry 
(Cooperrider, Sorenson, Whitney, & Yeager, 2001) was one of the first moves 
away from analysis as the sole modus operandi; with the business studio, 
analytic operations can easily be complemented by other forms of inquiry 
and thus provide a more complete picture for participants.

Business Studios in Practice

Having discussed some potential ways in which business studios can add 
value to management education, we turn to studio “how’s”—some of the 
ways in which studios have been established and run. We attempt to land-
scape the world of business studios using four lenses: materiality, space and 
place, process, and theme. Each lens espouses different core assumptions and 
accordingly results in different forms of inquiry.

Materialities

Some of the earliest business studios concentrated primarily on materials, 
with the core assumption being that if one uses the right materials, good 
inquiry will follow—regardless of space, time availability, or even some pro-
cesses. Perhaps this emphasis grew out of a mimetic logic; that is, if one uses 
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the same materials as artists use in their studios, the work will automatically 
take on desirable art-like properties, becoming more multisensory, aestheti-
cally appealing, inventive, and original. For instance, if one wants to learn 
about business oratory via studio pedagogy, having suitable stages, props, 
lighting, and scripts should ostensibly help. Having a lot of sculpting materi-
als about should result in haptic exploration—the tangible modeling of busi-
nesses for instance (Barry, 1994, 1997; Buur & Matthews, 2008; Buur & 
Mitchell, 2011; Roos et al., 2004). If developing business vision is of interest, 
then having whiteboards, poster paper, markers, paint, and magazine pictures 
should do the trick.

In short, a material-focused approach to business studios assumes that 
“material matters” (Taylor & Statler, 2013)—different materials elicit differ-
ent kinds of engagement and cognition. Fluid, plastic, natural materials like 
clay are thought to bring about more emotional engagement, while hard, fin-
ished materials like LEGOs foster more abstract and cerebral encounters. In 
a related vein, Jamie Wallace (2010) found that changing material was key to 
project success or failure within a large design firm—for instance projects 
that shifted from computers to paper to spreadsheets, and from small formats 
to large ones (and vice versa) outperformed those using just one material or 
perspective.

A distinctive example of material-based, business studio inquiry is the 
LEGO Serious Play (LSP) system developed by LEGO and the Imagination 
Lab in the 1990s and targeted at business and government organizations 
(Bürgi, Jacobs, & Roos, 2005; Roos et al., 2004; Roos & Victor, 1999). LSP 
involves having stakeholders model organizational problems and questions 
using LEGO materials. The LSP system is strongly rooted in theories of 
handedness, specifically the haptic, constructivist/constructionist work of 
Piaget and Papert (cf. Bürgi et al., 2005). From this perspective, how we use 
our hands directly influences how we think:

The physical construction of things in the world simultaneously constructs 
knowledge of the world in the mind. Simply put, a constructionist approach to 
teaching ensures that learners are put together with appropriate materials, in 
relevant contexts, and with set tasks directly related to the learning outcomes 
sought. (Bürgi et al., 2005, pp. 80-81)

The LSP system is also distinguished by a particular look and feel. When 
a participant comes into an LSP studio—often a temporary conference room 
that has loose seating and lots of LEGO materials heaped up on tables—she/
he enters a liminal world that is part hotel yet part a land of plastic play toys. 
Because of the way LEGO bricks work, the resulting models tend to be 
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notably blocky, decomposable, and toy-like. When working with this system, 
we have been struck by how these characteristics influence what happens. 
Ideas that can be readily formed in LEGOs tend to dominate (e.g., modeling 
organizational structure, competitor landscapes, supply chains). In contrast, 
the studios we have run using rich pictures (e.g., photo collage or the Visual 
Explorer system from the Center for Creative Leadership) invariably result in 
more anthropomorphic representations. The handed quality of LEGOs (as 
well as other sculptural materials such as wood or clay) encourages handling 
and building; after only a few minutes, most participants in an LSP studio 
find themselves fiddling with the materials in front of them.

This almost magnetic propensity of materials can be both helpful and 
unhelpful. The atomistic quality of LEGOs coupled with their seemingly 
neutral character creates a kind of tabula rasa, blank slate canvas where a 
concomitant open-ended feeling predominates—“I can represent whatever I 
want and I’m not constrained by my abilities/inabilities to draw, sculpt, sing, 
or dance.” This open-ended quality would seem to be ideal when it comes to 
encouraging “blue sky,” free-ranging inquiry. At the same time, the brittle 
plasticity and form of the LEGOs is constraining, as described above. In our 
experience, successful LSP outcomes depend more on interpretive facilita-
tion than they do on LEGO materialities—indeed, the toy-like character of 
LSP results in constructional and interpretive obstacles.

LSP’s material deceptiveness extends to business studio materialities in 
general—we find that the common stereotypes of artists’ materials and their 
alchemical potentials are deeply embedded, mostly unexamined, and can 
have very strong effects. Like language itself, materials have built-in associa-
tions, affordances, and constraints. Yet like language we rarely think about 
these fixities. Hence our inquiry processes can become blindly driven by 
“glass ceiling” effects, where studio participants happily model business 
problems without considering how these models are affected by the materials 
they are made of.

Place

Following from the idea that “material matters,” we consider how space and 
place matter within studio environments. Just as studio materials can steer 
inquiry targets, studio surroundings can make a big difference in how inquiry 
unfolds. A core assumption here is “get the surroundings right and good 
inquiry will follow.”

When we ask others what they associate with the word “studio,” we often 
hear something like “a studio is a place where you make stuff.” One goes to 
studios. Studios have historically been places that have a distinctive look and 
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feel. Many professional studios we know have a palpable, tangible, almost 
other-worldly presence, where their look and feel appear to be intrinsic to 
how they work. In architectural education for instance, one typically finds 
some large open spaces with steel beams, industrial pipes, and mixtures of 
natural and industrial lighting, punctuated by work stations plastered with 
drawings, models, photos, and lots of colorful personalization. As with 
Hetland et al.’s (2007) description of art studios, architectural studio spaces 
are intentionally set up and framed such that place-making happens. A Pratt 
architecture graduate we know characterized her studio experience as

being given a patch of floor space with a blank table and where I was told that 
for the next few years I would have to turn this space into my home; otherwise 
I wouldn’t make it through the program.

The architecture studios we have studied have all been pulsing, living habi-
tats—organisms almost—sometimes inhabited around the clock. The studios 
we have visited in schools of design, music, cuisine, cinematography, and the 
fine arts also tend to have these attributes. Some have so much presence that 
they have achieved a certain mythical status; for example, the studios of 
Bauhaus, Frank Lloyd Wright, and Renzo Piano have been regularly por-
trayed within modern art museums and elevated in documentaries as environ-
mental exemplars.

As places, studios often exhibit a calculated, uncut roughness. This rough-
ness encourages experimentation and a “kill-your-darlings” attitude—the 
speed and quantity of making-based experimentation takes prominence over 
finesse. We conjecture that rough surroundings may also assist with focus—
when there are few frills around it can be easier to focus on the task at hand. 
As examples of business studios that have a strong space/place presence, we 
consider Proctor and Gamble’s Clay Street studio in Cincinnati and the 
University of British Columbia’s d.school, housed within the Sauder Business 
School.

From its beginnings in 2004, Clay Street has been a distinctive place 
(Groves, 2010). It was deliberately housed in an abandoned brewery, several 
miles away from P&G’s corporate headquarters. As such it epitomizes the 
“roughness” assumption described above—its walls, the neighborhood, and 
the building’s legacy exemplify a working-class sensibility that contrasts 
heavily with the corporate glass and stone buildings nearby. Clay Street’s 
progenitor, David Kuehler, brought his multiple backgrounds in theater, engi-
neering, and design to bear on how Clay Street was outfitted and managed; 
the rough-yet-finished surroundings and distinctively casual, second-hand 
furnishings have been critical to its functioning (personal communication, 
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November 28, 2012). To use Clay Street, would-be P&G participants have to 
pass rather stringent requirements—they must present a problem that has 
proven unsolvable by other means and sequester themselves for up to 12 
weeks, leaving their emails, cell phones, and personal/social lives behind. 
The dedicated Clay Street staff work with the problem and participants as 
well, pulling together creative materials and exercises that they think might 
inform and reframe the problem. Like a theater stage, the Clay Street space is 
converted into a particular place for a particular time, one that facilitates out-
of-the-box inquiry in bespoke ways.

Clay Street appears to work well. A number of critical P&G problems 
have been effectively addressed within its walls, so much so that P&G has 
extended the approach to other corporate settings. The intent is to both con-
tinue solving P&G problems and to educate employees in creative problem-
solving methods. The question remains whether Clay Street has been 
successful because of environmental factors—for example, its particular off 
site conditions—or because of the methods used within its walls. As we sug-
gest below, probably both are necessary. Place and process interact with one 
another such that one can pull the other up or down.

In contrast to the heavily financed Clay Street studio, UBC’s d.studio 
operates on an extremely modest budget. It was conceived and built up by 
Moura Quayle, who originally trained as a landscape architect, went on to 
become Director of UBC’s Landscape Architecture Program, Dean of UBC’s 
Faculty of Land and Food Systems, Deputy Minister of Advanced Education 
in British Columbia, and eventually a Professor of Management at the Sauder 
Business School. Given her architectural background, Professor Quayle’s ini-
tial studio efforts focused on securing a dedicated studio space (personal 
communication, May 17, 2011). Concomitantly, Sauder’s reputation has been 
largely built on scientifically oriented research and education; hence, the idea 
of a studio was as foreign as could be. In light of this, Professor Quayle was 
given an unwanted, windowless, fluorescently lit, 30 square meter classroom 
with which to experiment. She and her staff managed to equip it with floor-
to-ceiling whiteboards that, when opened, double as storage lockers; mov-
able tables and chairs round out the space. Despite these modest surroundings, 
the d.studio seems to work at least as well as Clay Street; numerous courses, 
executive workshops, and events have been staged there and participants 
regularly praise their experiences and achieve notable outcomes. Would the 
d.studio work better if it were housed in Clay Street-like facilities? Maybe, 
but maybe not. While the d.studio could not be more physically different than 
Clay Street, it nevertheless stands out as an example of successful bricolage 
and effectuation (Sarasvathy, 2001), where significant somethings are regu-
larly made out of practically nothing. We can speculate that like Boeing’s 
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Moonshine Shop (Austin, Nolan, & O’Donnell, 2007), a similarly rough and 
impoverished studio environment, the d.studio’s lack of resources might be 
partly responsible for the out-of-the-box achievements that occur there.

Process

While both Clay Street and the d.studio exemplify the role that studio envi-
ronments can play, they also point to the importance of studio processes: get 
the right processes and good inquiry will follow. At both Clay Street and the 
d.studio, the studio facilitators have extensive training in design and art pro-
cesses, and they adeptly apply this training to their work—both within Clay 
Street and the d.studio and the pop-up studios that they run elsewhere.

The importance of studio process becomes even more evident in the work 
of the former Helsinki Design Lab (Boyer et al., 2011; Hill, 2012). Though 
HDL had “lab” in its title, it effectively worked as a studio; hence Boyer et 
al.’s title “In Studio: Recipes for Systemic Change.” HDL was charged with 
doing strategic, policy design for Finland and solving problems that could not 
be tackled by other government agencies or consultancies, either because the 
problems were too big or too financially risky. When visiting HDL, we were 
surprised to find that most of the staff were Harvard trained architects rather 
than the public policy graduates we had expected. What struck us even more 
was their collection of strategic design methods and frameworks. In addition 
to using very original and creative concepts to frame policy processes—for 
example, likening government infrastructures to “dark matter,” or their use of 
“Trojan horses” to change policy landscapes (Hill, 2012)—they did not have 
a permanent studio. Yes, they had an office where they planned things, but the 
basic HDL studio was a week-long session that took place in various rented 
spaces around Helsinki—in other words, pop-up studios. Physically, these 
studios were fairly simple and quite tidy, with a great deal of emphasis being 
placed on timing, comfort, food, and social etiquette.

As with Clay Street and the d.studio, the HDL facilitators were masters of 
process design. In one of their more controversial studios, they tackled the 
problem of how to future-proof Finland’s coveted reputation in education; 
more particularly, Finland’s education ministry asked HDL to solve Finland’s 
“school dropout problem” (Bryan Boyer, personal communication, July 6, 
2012; Boyer et al., 2011). As they researched the problem, the HDL staff 
concluded that the dropout problem was anything but a problem—Finland 
has one of the lowest dropout rates in the world. With this in mind, they orga-
nized a studio that brought together a number of key educational stakehold-
ers, and in classical studio fashion the participants generated a solution that 
might well pass as conceptual art: Turn the existing Finnish dropouts into 
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lead advisors for the next generation of Finnish education. While we can 
speculate whether solutions like this were ultimately responsible for HDL’s 
demise, there is no doubting that HDL’s studio processes led to some remark-
able policy changes, and have influenced thinking about what strategic design 
is and what it can do.

Theme

Our last studio lens considers what happens when a theme is used to drive 
choices about studio processes, space and place, and use of materials. Our 
thinking on this derives from visits to the RMIT architecture studios in 
Melbourne. Unlike the HDL studios, RMIT has dedicated studio facilities. 
But like HDL, RMIT’s architecture professors stress process over material 
(see van Schaik, 2003). In particular, they use “thematic studios” in their 
educational programs. These studios are lines of inquiry that change from 
semester to semester and year to year, depending on current architectural 
trends and student interests. Examples are the “Alessi Mutant Studio” where 
students inquire into design mutation, the “x-tremes” studios that investigate 
how we might build in extreme outer-space environments, and the “Urbanism 
of Population Bursts” studios. Many disciplines converge within these stu-
dios, ranging from material sciences to social psychology, and architecture is 
conceived in terms that go far beyond buildings.

Having experimented ourselves with using thematically driven business 
studios at the Copenhagen Business School, we find that they can be particu-
larly helpful for encouraging multidisciplinary and cocreative inquiry. As an 
example, we ran a studio-based organizational innovation course around the 
theme “Alien to the System,” a concept inspired by Anke Strauss’ research on 
artists working within business organizations (Strauss, 2009). Our students 
concentrated on the general problem that dedicated innovation centers have 
when it comes to getting their innovations adopted by the parent organiza-
tion. We worked with the innovation center of a large pharmaceutical com-
pany that was experiencing this problem, but the focus toggled between the 
center and the more general Alien to the System problem as it occurred across 
industries. When comparing the outcomes of this course with other more 
company-focused, problem-solving courses that we have taught in studio set-
tings, we found that that the graduates learned to inquire in broader, more 
holistic ways—thinking across industry sectors. From a business school per-
spective, such outcomes may well be more valuable than learning to work 
materially and aesthetically.

These experiences have caused us to fundamentally reexamine our work-
ing ideas of what studios are, and to see studios as a phenomenon that works 
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with, around, and through many spaces—physical and conceptual. We now 
realize that one of the key differentiators of how a studio looks, feels, and 
works is the degree to which it is aimed at inquiry, not materiality. What mat-
ters most in a studio are not the physical and visible outcomes, but the knowl-
edge and experiences generated in the process of making. These are what 
keep the studios going. It is the continued human curiosity, paired with rigor-
ous inquiry processes, that make studios interesting places.

Studio Legitimization

An important metafinding has been just how difficult it can be to establish a 
studio at a business school. Business schools know laboratories, but they 
have little in common with the professional schools of architecture, design, 
arts, or crafts. In the latter, studios are common. After the first year of study, 
architecture students cannot imagine that they could learn differently than in 
a studio environment. For craftsmen, the workshop, a particular kind of stu-
dio, is essential for creating their works. It is a different story in business 
schools, which as academic institutions know lecture halls and laboratories, 
but not studios. The very use of the word “studio” is problematic, since most 
staff and faculty do not know what the term could possibly mean within busi-
ness education. How then can a studio become a natural part of a business 
school?

From our experience with trying to fund, build, and manage business stu-
dios, we have concluded that they must be institutionalized in numerous 
ways if they are to remain active. If a studio stays at the fringe of the business 
school it is likely to be swept away as a fad in due course. The studio, just like 
the laboratory, needs to serve the aims of the educational organization. In 
most business schools those aims are teaching and research. Only if the stu-
dio is a better place to learn with theories and is a great place for inquiry will 
it find acceptance among administration and faculty.

How exactly to gain studio legitimization in a business school will be 
idiosyncratic from school to school, but we feel we are now in a position to 
make a few observations. First off, we have found it necessary to make the 
studio serve the school strategy. When we have tried to be different for differ-
ence’s sake, our efforts have failed miserably, despite that our various univer-
sities seek to be innovative. Conversely, when we began aligning the studio 
concept with the direction of the school, doors began to open. The good news 
is that the studio is a versatile concept that can contribute to almost anything, 
and can thus be aligned with most other business education. This can be seen 
even with highly positivist and science-based business schools, such as the 
Sauder d.school example discussed above.
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Teaching in a business studio does not come naturally to all faculty mem-
bers. In fact, the opposite is usually the case. Hence, we have found that 
offering faculty development courses in studio methods can be helpful. And 
while some of the faculties might not want to use the studio, we have found 
it important to signal that they can. In other words, it is important to make the 
studio inclusive.

With this, the securing of top-level support has proven essential. A studio 
will only be possible if the leadership team supports its creation. Space is a 
precious resource in most business schools, and giving the top team a good 
reason for supporting a studio is important. Finally, developing a studio-
based research agenda has proven helpful. Faculty members are promoted on 
research more often than on teaching. Hence, a business studio should 
advance research interests directly or indirectly.

Further On

As we have hopefully demonstrated above, choices around material, spaces, 
processes, themes, and institutional positioning all affect how studio-based 
inquiry will unfold. Though we have presented them as separate consider-
ations, they are in fact intimately connected. A given theme tends to call for 
some spaces, processes, and materials more than others. When one has an 
abundance of some materials and not others, these slant the processes used 
and the place where things are made. Future studies might focus on distinc-
tive combinations that do and don’t work.

Another important variable that has received scant attention here is the 
invitation list; who should be brought in to do studio work, and how might 
this vary with the work being done? For example, at Clay Street the invita-
tional rule-of-thumb has been to maximize diversity within a given group. 
Yet from what we understand, this diversity strategy is very carefully man-
aged—not any old diversity will do. When is it helpful to mix work orienta-
tions and when not? We ran a studio course where the students had to redesign 
the offerings of a consulting company. Half the class was composed of MBAs 
and the other half of Master of Design students. As the course progressed, the 
business students came to meetings with more colorful clothes, and affected 
more laid back attitudes. Meanwhile, the design students found the business 
students boring and stopped coming to the project meetings. They turned all 
the financial and operational analyses over to the business students, who hap-
pily obliged. As instructors this was the opposite of what we had hoped for, 
and the experience has made us realize that group composition within studios 
could be a fruitful research area.
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Studio staging and sequencing is another potential area of study. Over our 
years of working with studios, it has become quite clear that studio skills take 
time to acquire. Just as students must learn to master their questions, answers, 
and dialog within case-based classes, in studios they need to learn how to 
juggle questions of focus, role shifting, bodily and emotional comfort, theo-
retical content, judgment, and the like. While some of these considerations 
can be discussed and even modeled, in the end it simply takes time and care-
ful staging of studio activities before such skills are mastered. Some studio 
sequences seem to be more fruitful than others. For instance, we have found 
that having a studio on “applied creativity” as a preface to studios on business 
design and leadership has worked better than the other way around.

These are just a few research items to consider—undoubtedly there are 
many more. Whether business studios will continue to proliferate or simply 
be dismissed as another fad depends in part on whether more studio research 
is carried out and whether this research can work at higher theoretical levels 
while simultaneously improving studio outcomes. Regardless, we find it 
encouraging to see more and more business schools and organizations experi-
menting with this ancient-yet-novel educational form, something that was 
hardly possible just two decades ago. We can only hope that the trend 
continues.
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