
At work and play; business events as entrepreneurial 
spaces

CROWTHER, Philip <http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0124-4547> and BEARD, 
Colin <http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3836-3072>

Available from Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive (SHURA) at:

http://shura.shu.ac.uk/18852/

This document is the author deposited version.  You are advised to consult the 
publisher's version if you wish to cite from it.

Published version

CROWTHER, Philip and BEARD, Colin (2018). At work and play; business events as 
entrepreneurial spaces. International Journal of Entrepreneurship and Innovation. 

Copyright and re-use policy

See http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html

Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive
http://shura.shu.ac.uk

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Sheffield Hallam University Research Archive

https://core.ac.uk/display/151479444?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/information.html


At Work and Play;  

Business events as entrepreneurial spaces 

 

Introduction  
 

Cities are both containers for many thousands of events each year and also the canvas upon 

which these events are designed and experienced (Richards and Palmer, 2010).  Outcomes 

are far reaching, and their legacies prolific in shaping the physical and social landscape and 

also influencing the economic prosperity of organisations and people (Foley et al., 2014; 

Richards, 2013).  The extent, to which these event experiences engage and inspire 

participants, and specifically facilitate future innovation and entrepreneurial opportunity, 

impinges, to a large extent, upon the nature of their design.          

Planned events are bound together by key traits of which designed experience is foremost 

(Berridge, 2012), they also include; purposefulness (Crowther, 2014), transience, 

uniqueness, programme, and congregation (Getz, 2012; Goldblatt, 2005).  Business 

events are distinct from other event types, with the participation of attendees usually 

determined by their status as employees or business owners, and not private 

individuals.  Although there is no agreed definition of business events (Rogers, 2013) 

conventional terminology categorises them as meetings, incentive travel, conferences and 

exhibitions (MICE), while others refer more generally to usi ess tou is  “ a ooke a d 

Horner, 2001).  Their design is evolving with the adoption of more free-thinking and 

experiential formats aligned with the delivery of specific objectives (Berridge, 2012; 

Crowther, 2014). Henceforth the term business event is increasingly inclusive of other much 

more experiential formats, such as festivals, competitions, and brands creating their own 



product visitor attractions (Wood, 2009).  These more progressive approaches are partly a 

response to the challenge of attention scarcity cited by Richards (2013) and the imperative 

to create moment of focussed mutual energy among select groupings of people.  

Business events are conceived as an intentional disruption to time and space and distinct 

from the patters of ordinary life (Patterson and Getz, 2013; Turner, 1969), offering 

opportunities for knowledge exchange, problem solving, understanding customers, markets 

and competitors (Maskell et al., 2006; Schuldt and Bathelt, 2011).  Each of these can be 

considered as a precursor to innovation and entrepreneurial strategy (Drucker, 2007) as 

they contribute to opportunity recognition, an important topic of debate in 

entrepreneurship literature (Hansen et al., 2016).  This paper offers a novel perspective on 

the process of opportunity recognition, arguing that  lu i g  work and play (Hechavarria 

and Welter, 2015) through adept and inventive event design, it is possible to harness the 

potential of business events as a space where entrepreneurial opportunities are created or 

discovered. Starting from the premise that events are designed to induce settings and 

contexts which heighten attention, and create social space for bonding and elicit 

certain moods and behaviours, it demonstrates that the tradition of passive audiences and 

didactic delivery is outdated (Nelson, 2009).  There is increased acceptance of the virtue 

of u h o e e gagi g fo ats offe i g pa ti ipa ts a  i itatio  to pla  (Foley et 

al., 2014: p60).  The intense and instantaneous fusion of playing while working blurs 

boundaries, challenging the archetypal dichotomy of play and work, or sacred and profane 

(Belk et al., 1989).  Such paradoxical design is advantageous in creating freer and more 

agreeable settings through which business people can coalesce and mutually prosper 

(Crowther, 2010).    



There is inadequate literature examining, and illustrating, the integration of play and 

business events (Jonson et al., 2015) and no research was found connecting this to the 

facilitation of entrepreneurial opportunities.  Therefore to address these gaps in the 

literature, and contribute to theory development, the paper focuses on three research 

questions. 

1. What is the role of play in the creation of entrepreneurial outcomes during 

business events  

2. What are the characteristics of a playful event environment 

3. How does the physical space influence playfulness in an event context 

The remainder of this paper is organised as follows.  Firstly the literature relating to events 

design and playfulness is analysed to understand how it contributes to the development of 

entrepreneurial and innovation opportunities.  Then the research methods are described 

and the three case studies are introduced; ranging from a charity event with participants 

sleeping with the homeless on a city's streets, a major flooring manufacturer designing 

events to outsource innovation, and a playful event activity which has been successfully 

implemented in events across the world stimulating collaborative and creative 

dialogue.  The findings section provides an analysis of the case studies, emerging from which 

are four principles, outlined in the conclusion.  Finally, there is a discussion of theoretical 

and managerial implications, limitations of the study, and identifying areas for future 

research.  

 

 



 

Literature 

Events as opportunities for innovation and entrepreneurship  

To fully understand the utility of play as an event design tactic that facilitates 

entrepreneurship and innovation opportunities it is necessary to explore the underlying 

intent, and future oriented consequence, of business events for individuals and 

organisations.  Business events are characterised by networks of social relations that shape 

thei  a to s  p ese t a d futu e a ti ities Fole  et al., 2014) thus intensifying relations with 

employees, clients, and wider stakeholders.  The relationship with entrepreneurship is 

esta lished ith e e ts p o idi g a i h a e a fo  p o esses of k o ledge e ha ge a d 

a uisitio  he e s all o se atio s o  hi ts a  lead fi s i to e  li es of thi ki g a d 

ha ge thei  s ope fo  eati g o el a d p ofita le o i atio s of e isti g ideas and 

apa ilities  (Maskell et al., 2006: p1001).  Business events can thus be conceived as 

temporary sophisticated knowledge ecosystems where creative competitive advantages are 

augmented through problem solving and idea generation (Bathelt and Cohendet, 2014; 

Schuldt and Bathelt, 2011). 

Freire-Gibb and Lorentzen (2011) provide a useful illustration of this through the example of 

a lighting festival in a Danish small city which has become a platform for local 

entrepreneurs. Born as a cultural event in an effort to diversify the local struggling 

industrially-based economy, the event morphed into a business event that created a 

knowledge network of local lighting companies, the local technical college, other businesses 

such as banks and local service providers, taking advantage of their geographical proximity 



but also reaching some international exposure. The festival included a lighting design camp 

for students and an international conference, and offered opportunities to test and 

showcase prototypes of new products, to promote local services and, most importantly, to 

extend the network of lighting firms at national and international level. 

This case study demonstrates how business events can offer the space, time, activities and 

socialisation for both opportunity discovery and creation. Entrepreneurship opportunities 

are characterised as the result of a single moment of insight or the result of a creative 

process (Hansen et al., 2016). They may be discovered intentionally or serendipitously (Dew, 

2009; Fiet, 2007) and the underlying debate of whether entrepreneurial opportunities are 

out there to be discovered or are instead emerging through interaction with the 

environment has characterised the entrepreneurship literature for a long time with some 

authors claiming that the two perspectives are in fact complementary (Hechavarria and 

Welter, 2015). Hansen et al (2016) developed a framework to organise and synthesise the 

component parts of entrepreneurial opportunity, identifying moderators as key contextual 

(or environmental) factors such as resources, technologies or ideas which entrepreneurs 

find themselves exposed to.  Events are occasions which assimilate many and varied 

moderators - and therein instigate outcomes such as a new business idea, a new product or 

business opportunity, or a step along a development process.  Event designers can 

deliberately affect this environment and can take advantage of the short term proximity to 

provide spaces and activities for both finding existing opportunities and forming new ones 

(Hechavarria and Welter, 2015)   

Geog aphi al lo atio  a d ph si al dista e of a fi s pa t e s a e a al sed  Fitja  et al 

(2013) to explore how they affect innovation opportunities. They emphasise how the 



innovation process is characterised by social complex interactions of knowledge sharing 

across individuals and organisations, and the entrepreneurial activity is the capacity to seize 

these opportunities and navigating threats.  Geographical proximity and the physical spaces 

where events take place are important in facilitating these knowledge ecosystems as they 

provide the setting for socialisation, (Fjelstul et al, 2009) engender the required trust and 

therefore coalesces collaborators.  In this context the expedient role of playful settings 

encourages a more casual and creative environment within which the desired relationships 

can be built (Foley et al., 2014).   

Designing opportunities for social bonding  

Socialisation and trust, and the creation of a shared social reality, underpin the potential for 

entrepreneurial outcomes through events (Foley at al., 2014).  In this inherently sociable 

space people, have the potential to be, detached from their own personal and social 

constraints, finding themselves in an artificial environment of temporary equality which 

enables a freedom to experiment and engage in creativity (Simmel, 1964).  It is argued that 

purposeful event design is crucial to facilitate this and significant time and spaces, within 

the event schedule, to allow participants to esta lish thei  sha ed ea i gs, o  e-feeli g , 

based on a commonly shared social reality that breaks away power structures and allows 

the sharing of individual values and perspectives (Wolf and Troxler, 2008).   

The i teg al ole of desig  i  shapi g the e e t e pe ie e is palpa le.  Be idge s (2012) 

view is that event experiences should be created using an integrated design-based process, 

defining event design as a purposeful activity aimed at solving a problem.  Importantly it 

goes beyond the customary tangible aspects of setting, theme, décor, atmospherics, and 

se i es ape a d i to the eal  he e a pla ed a d deli e ate p o ess is u de take  to 



ea h spe ifi  out o es  (2012: p276). Hence interwoven design p i iples, su h as pla , 

are established, such as in the case of the Marketing Bureau in the city of Copenhagen.  

With the aim of promoting the city as a backdrop for effective events, they introduced the 

eeto atio  o ept, a eeti g desig  app oa h underpinned by notions of creative 

setup (akin to play), active involvement, responsible thinking, and local inspiration (Visit 

Denmark, 2016).  These principles are all encompassing and permeate each aspect of their 

event design process, demonstrating how play extends beyond singular activities within an 

event and could become an underlying philosophy central to the achievement of desired 

outcomes such as entrepreneurial and innovation opportunities.  

In achieving such outcomes Brown (2005) stresses the influence of the emotional and 

ps hologi al espo ses of pa ti ipa ts hi h, sti ulated  desig , allo s ea i g 

aki g  i  e e ts.  It is ithi  this o te t that the sig ifi a e of a o e pla ful app oa h 

can be perceived, particularly when reviewing the analysis of Proyer (2012) who establishes 

the relationship between playfulness and positive emotions and also intrinsic motivation 

(Amabile et al., 1994). Constructively engagement in play allows participants to express, 

regain, or reconstruct a sense of self (Kim and Jamal, 2007), and also allows moderating 

fa to s to e aptu ed a d a so ed, as i  Ha se  et al. s  f a e o k.  He efo th 

play is positioned as an innovative stratagem for event creators in the context of facilitating 

entrepreneurial outcomes.    

Play as an innovative event design tool 

Jonson et al (2015) and Getz (2012) discuss the commonality between events and play, 

spe ifi all  pi poi ti g out of the o di a  as sha ed ha a te isti  of oth. “i ila l  Veal 

et al reflect upon ho  pla  i ol es e o al f o  the lite al, u da e, e e da -life 



o ld  (2012: p19). The integration of playful settings and activities provides stark contrast 

to the more serious connotation of work (Yu et al., 2007), yet the facilitation of these 

engenders productive responses such as; activity, humour, spontaneity, unpredictability, 

impulse, cheer, energy, and sociability (Barnett, 2007). This has similarities with 

Csikszentmihalyi (1975) theory of flow which also includes the idea that play should provide 

a sense of fulfilment and enjoyment occurring as the result of a balance between a 

challenging environment and the individual skills that are being used to overcome the 

challenge.   Such responses, and associated behaviours, underpin the interrelationship 

between play and events, heightening the potential of the event to prompt the 

entrepreneurial and innovation opportunities where partnerships are formed (Hjorth, 

2004).  

The embedding of play in events provides a safe environment for experimentation and the 

thus generation of creative ideas, promoting the formation of social groups that have no 

ulterior motive for taking part other than having fun (Jonson et al., 2015).  Fontijn and 

Hoonhout (2007), uildi g o  the o k of Malo e a d Leppe s (1987), discuss how fun (as a 

by-product of play) is an intrinsic motivation for learning, corresponding to three core 

sources; accomplishment, discovery and bonding.  The first two being personalised 

outcomes, derive from curiosity and a drive to gain knowledge by exploring new things, 

whilst the third, bonding, relates to interpersonal intrinsic motivations (Malone and Lepper, 

1987).  Bonding requires a balancing of competition and cooperation aligned with some sort 

of recognition.  

An illustration of how fun is integrated as an enhancement factor in events is presented by 

Raftopoulos and Waltz (2013) where an entertaining crowd sourcing exercise was 



i t odu ed as pa t of a ga e desig  festi al  to de o st ate ho  p o le  sol i g e e ises 

can be engaging and encourage collaborative ideation.  Interestingly, one finding of the 

exercise was that participants engaged with the activity primarily because of its entertaining 

characteristics rather than the problem solving challenge.  So, in this instance, the fun 

component became more relevant to participants than the actual contribution to the 

achievement of the event objectives; of course the objectives were inadvertently achieved.  

Playfulness and physical spaces 

Fontijn and Hoonhout (2007) discuss the importance of fun enhancement factors which 

they identify as fantasy, aesthetics and physicality.  Two key elements of the Meetovation 

concept introduced earlier (Visit Denmark, 2016) are creative setup and local inspiration, 

which explicitly rely on the use of aesthetic and physical elements such as existing facilities 

and outdoor spaces to immerse participants in more authentic and conducive experiences 

that enhance learning and socialisation. Their annual MIND Conference is an example of 

how the city can be used as a playful space with, for example, event participants 

communicating through silent breakout sessions in public parks, adventuring through the 

streets of the city on rickshaws, relaxing and dining in the home of local residents, and 

cycling to preserve the electricity while they learn about sustainability.  Such design 

contributes to the achievement of event outcomes by deliberately constructing the 

relationship not only between participant and participant, but also between participants 

and the environment.      

Hence physicality, aesthetics, and also the insertion of fantasy are designed with clear intent 

as is evidenced through wider studies, such as Beard & Wilson (2013), who examined the 

advantageous use of simulation for organisational and individual learning and development, 



a d also Bateso s (1972) development of the pla  f a e .  Ho e e , the pu poseful 

crafting of event settings and activities by those designing the event, must be matched by 

endeavour and skill from active (not passive) participants in learning the norms and 

understanding the goals of the activity. Once this is achieved the social groups that are 

formed tend to persist once the playful activity is over (Mainemelis et al, 2010; Jonson et al, 

2015). 

Summary of key literature themes 

The literature discussed, reveals a clear rationale for an integration of play both as a 

principle guiding the design of business events and more tangibly in the physical layout, 

aesthetics, activities and so forth.  Furthermore the role of playful events, and their many 

dimensions, as moderators precipitating entrepreneurial discovery is noteworthy 

particularly, but not limited to, social bonding, and forums for ideas generation. The three 

case studies introduced in the methodology section, and discussed in the results, provide a 

rich illustration of the integration of play within event design.   

Methods 

Plummer (2010) discusses the spatial and contextual (in addition to temporal) complexity of 

entrepreneurship research, with Zahra (2007) suggesting that the specific context requires 

suitable methods. Exploratory case studies are thus favourable, enabling the development 

of new theories and providing an in-depth understanding of complex phenomena 

(Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2014).  To explore these cases an ethnographic approach is adopted; 

reflecting the subjectivist views of the authors and the belief that research should be 

designed to reveal a richer and more holistic picture (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000).  The three 



case study events are examined in the Findings and Discussion section below and in each of 

the cases one of the authors of this paper, who is also a consultant, was embedded within 

the setting; in the case of Interface in the dual role of participant and facilitator, NHS as 

facilitator, in the final case of CAP co-researching the event with one of the events 

participants.   

The approach, to examining these cases, is consistent with the view that a hunt for 

knowledge is best achieved through highly participative and inductive research methods 

(Gill and Johnson, 2010: 233).  Henceforth an ethnographic approach is utilised involving 

observation and the keeping of a field diary, or research log, as a way of recording the 

events and experiences before, during, and after.  The researcher was immersed in the 

events settings, interacting, observing, and also questioning (Hammersley and Atkinson, 

2007), and undertaking the ole of o se e  as pa ti ipa t  (Saunders, 2003).  Analysis of 

the varied records of the event (field diary, pictures, and participant feedback) enabled what 

Geertz (1973) calls a thi k des iptio .   

Purposive sample, criteria based and non probabilistic, was selected to provide information-

rich cases, which enable learning about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 

research (Patton, 1990); namely entrepreneurship and play. Given the authors role 

i pla ted ithi  the e e ts, “p adle s 1980) four key dimensions (for ethnographic 

research) were achieved; simplicity, accessibility, unobtrusiveness, and permissibleness.  

Content analysis from the field diary, and associated notes, was undertaken to manage and 

classify the qualitative data.  Particularly the reflections of the researcher were given 

emphasis in the analysis process to enrich the more superficial information and therefore 

e eal ea i g Be g, 99 .  This is i po ta t gi e  )ah a s : 445) critique of some 



entrepreneurship esea h that ... eade s ha e o se se of hat the esea he s ha e 

o se ed, felt o  thought  : , a d also the need to access the more experiential 

dimension of events, given the studies focus (Holloway and Todres, 2003).   

Inherent within the approach is acceptance of the assumption that researchers collect data, 

analyse it, and also actively influence the research process (Easterby-Smith and Malina, 

1999; Piekkari et al., 2009).  Careful analysis of the emergent data and artefacts enhances 

reliability, ensuring the interpretations make sense and are of use (Gummesson, 2000; Yin, 

1994).  In the case of this study the participation of the other two authors in the analysis of 

the experiences and reflections of the involved author is notable in moderating partiality 

(Morgan and Smircich 1980), and also mitigating risk of retrospective sense making 

(Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007).  Therein data was coded leading to the development of 

descriptive and analytical themes which were co-developed through examination of the 

data and artefacts.  Ultimately this process underpinning the development of the four 

principles detailed in the conclusion.      

  

Key principles of anonymity and confidentiality, as identified by Holloway et al (2010), have 

been adhered to in the information revealed.  Gatekeepers, within each organisation, are 

aware of the intention to use the cases for publication and appropriate permissions are in 

place.      

Each case is initially introduced below and examined and analysed in the below section.  

Interface – Between 2009 and 2011 Interface, a global floor textile company, outsourced 

innovation by using a network of contacts to bring together a selective group of people from 

across Europe who had a reputation of being very creative, and committed to 



environmental sustainability. The entrepreneurs took part in, and helped shape, a 

succession of playful events in unique and enticing spaces to support their immersion in an 

intense co-creative process that resulted in the design of a range of new products. 

NHS – In 2012 a group of senior managers working for the National Health Service in the UK 

were concerned by workplace design and its adverse influence upon organisational culture.  

Their shared interest led to a series of development events with a view to investigating this 

further and designing recommendations and solutions for new work spaces.  An innovative, 

and indulgent, 'coffee and papers' format was adopted.  

Cathedral Archer Project (CAP) – In 2014 the CAP, a Sheffield UK based charity for the 

homeless, designed an atypical event in order to inspire the achievement of objectives 

relating to awareness, benefactors, and fundraising.  The Sleep Out event involved staff 

f o  thei  pa t e  o ga isatio , H“BC, pla i g  the ole of a ho eless pe so  a d spe di g 

a night on the streets chaperoned by a homeless buddy.         

Findings and Discussion 

This section has been structured to reflect, and respond to,   the research questions posed in the 

introduction. 

Role of play in the creation of entrepreneurial outcomes 

Interface quite literally dispatched invitations to pla  th ough thei  et o k of contacts.  

More than twenty recognized thinkers from Europe, including both natural and social 

scientists, all passionate about innovation and the environment, were invited to engage in 

expenses paid, and play inspired events - by recommendation. Each received personalised 

invitations to join the European Innovation Team (EIT) and participate in the co-design of 



future groundbreaking product solutions.  Therein Interface successfully produced an 

outsourced knowledge ecosystem (Schuldt and Bathelt, 2011) and live action moderator 

(Hanson et al, 2016), as a stimulus for entrepreneurial ideas. Over forty significant ideas 

were generated and developed to varying degrees. The ideas ranged from resin-based floors 

poured onto objects such as sweats or pebbles, carpets that light up when walked on, 

breathable carpets, and educational flooring with symbols and numbers embedded within 

floor tiles.  

I terface s p opositio  to pa ti ipa ts as i t igui g, as as CAP s who offered a highly 

experiential, and somewhat unnerving and exigent, night on the streets. This event targeted 

objectives such as; stimulating PR and social media buzz, increasing fundraising / 

benefactors, and also cultivating their collaboration with HSBCs.  Through a significant 

disruption to the patterns of ordinary life, the attendees gain new knowledge and changed 

attitudes, becoming vigorous advocates for the charity and collaborators in identifying 

future opportunities for the charity. 

Joh so  et al s  otio  of ho  pla  i spi es e pe i e tatio , a d thus ge e atio  of 

creative ideas and intent, is palpable in the Interface and NHS cases.  For the hard pressed 

executives from the NHS the invitation to play was a significant departure from the norms of 

both everyday working life and previous event attendance (Turner, 1969).  Colleagues 

engagement was instantaneously heightened when they were surreally invited to find a 

pe so al spa e to ela , uite lite all  put thei  feet up , a d e steadil  i spi ed  

carefully selected reading material.  Their reaction to such uncharacteristic setting and 

activity was stark, encapsulated by one chief executive who, sat in her stocking feet 

surrounded by strawberries coated in chocolate, said:  I a  i  heave . I ever have the ti e 



to read any more. I have lost the power to think or read with any depth these days...I am 

e jo i g this e perie ce so uch! .  This playful activity bestowed a dreamlike, yet 

industrious, environment within which to be - a symbolic place that signified time for 

concentration, and emphasised the importance of such edification as a justifiable extension 

of everyday work (Yu et al, 2007). Similarly Veal et al reflect upon how play involves removal 

f o  the lite al, u da e, e e da -life o ld  (2012: p19). 

Both Interface and the NHS gained significant innovations as a result of the events, indeed 

NHS executive were inspired to incorporate in their future investments sensory spaces 

where staff could escape and be immersed in their clinical reading and also launched an 

internal campaign to endorse and encourage protected time and space for clinical reading, 

thinking and sharing.  The fleeting nature of the playful paradox was evident in sparking 

creativity and enhancing relationships and entrepreneurship opportunities (Hansen et al, 

2016; Fitjar et al., 2013).  

Characteristics of a playful event environment 

The pa ti ipa ts  a a e ess of the t ansient nature of the event experience is a conspicuous 

characteristic of playful environments and their capacity to facilitate knowledge sharing and 

creation activities (Maskell et al., 2006). The role of the event designer is to take advantage 

of this short term proximity to orchestrate as many of these opportunities as possible so 

that innovative ideas are discovered or created (Hechavarria and Welter, 2015). In the NHS 

case participants were invited to find a personal space to relax, and their experience was 

carefully managed through the provision of specific foods, drinks, and props so as to 

enhance the essential sensory and emotional experiential dynamic (Nelson, 2009). 



Immersing participants in the event experience and engaging several core human 

dimensions, through play, is a powerful tool for event designers. As well as the participant 

sense of being and belonging, discussed above; sensorial, affective, cognitive, and conative 

aspects are involved (Beard, 2014). In CAP, the act of physically going with the homeless 

person to get bedding from the commercial dustbins that contain large sheets of cardboard 

known as 'cardboard city', is a significant ritualistic component of the experience that 

immersed participants senses as well as affectively. Perhaps the depth of realism of this 

e pe ie e is est aptu ed i  this efle tio  f o  a pa ti ipa t; He e as this ladd , all 

dishe elled a d e e thi g, put his a s a ou d e a d ga e e a ig hug a d said I 

lood  lo e ou I do  a d I said o e o  the  I ll buy you a cup of tea. What amazed me 

was that here was me in my business outfit and my suit and all the rest of it heading to 

meetings, posh briefcase and here was this laddy with his mangy dog giving me a hug in the 

iddle of the st eet . 

In all three cases the events were designed to create conditions for specific orchestrated 

activities to combine with serendipitous discoveries as discussed by Dew (2009). These 

irregular activities, distinct from the patterns of ordinary life (Turner, 1969) were 

unexpectedly calming, stimulating high levels of engagement at the same time. In NHS, for 

instance, the solo experience of reading the paper was followed by collaborative 

conversational, facilitated in a similarly playful manner, to generate ideas. In the Interface 

case brainstorming, on an ambitious scale, was orchestrated by facilitators through playful 

collaborative sketching, imagining, dreaming, talking, reading, presenting, and also walking.  

All linked to focus on enjoyment and inspiring imagination (Jonson et al, 2015) about 

possible sustainable futures. As a result there was a strong sense of trust and belonging 



within the group leading to the development of an extensive range of innovative 

commercial ideas.  

Physical space and playfulness 

The discussion above shows that in all cases the purposeful creation of playful 

circumstances was conducive to the cultivation of a social space (Fjestul et al., 2009), as 

participants experienced a sense of belonging (Baumeister and Leary, 1995) and became 

absorbed in mutual commitment to the cause. This in turn generated further ideas and 

contributions towards the creation of new products (Interface), new work spaces (NHS), and 

charitable initiatives that took place after the event (CAP).  

The purposeful creation of playful physical activities and spaces facilitates the creation of  

temporary communities of individuals propelling them into a freer and safer environment 

which encourages risk-taking and exploration (Wearing, 1998); for example Interface 

utilised unusual spaces like circular room in the turret of a tower, and talking journeys 

around outdoor grounds known as Socratic Walks. CAP arranged that the homeless person 

take the group to the area known as 'cardboard city', to get their bedding for the night from 

the skips at the back of city stores. Thanks to the physical proximity in unusual settings , 

participants got to know each other in a different context or social role and created a shared 

social space that was distinct from their usual daily experience and provided opportunities 

for bonding and value sharing (Veal et al, 2012; Wolf and Troxler, 2008). 

Fantasy, aesthetics and physicality (Fontijn and Hoonhout, 2007) were prominent in the 

integrated design features of all three cases, with an emphasis upon out of ordinary and 

enticing spaces. Interface demonstrated a consistent approach to unlikely settings, whether 



these be city or countryside, futuristic or intensely green, and with bizarre furniture, 

including for example straw bales as the environmental theme resonated, combined with 

the intent to create a stimulating environment. Equally, for the NHS executives, the 

atmosphere was enhanced by indulgent and stimulating smells and tastes; on one occasion 

the smell of fresh coffee and croissants, faint background piano music and a log fire was 

utilised to enhance the essential sensory and emotional experiential dynamic (Nelson, 

2009).  The influence of the designer in shaping the physicality and ambience of the event is 

conspicuous in influencing mood, eati g a  affe ti e state k o  as ela ed ale t ess , 

the psychological flow state (reference) as a precondition to creative and collaborative 

thinking.  The city spatial dynamics and the theatrical experience are also a significant 

element in CAP, highlighting how spaces define the memories associated with the 

experience.  The soup kitchens, cathedral, doorways, and sheltered places were some of the 

significant places referred to in the participant data.  The authentic city at night; dark and 

sometimes very noisy with revellers emptying out of nightclubs, cold floors in the doorway 

of a department store, is a simultaneously beautiful and scary place. Experiencing a city, 

that participants know so well, but from a perverse perspective was disturbing and 

hu li g fo  the  as i di ated  this uote; ….a d it just so t of akes ou ealise ho  

fi e the li e is et ee  ou k o , hat ost of us ha e a d hat so e othe s do t.   

Conclusion 

As indicated throughout the above, noteworthy connections exist between business events, 

which are ubiquitous in cities, and play.  This paper has exemplified many instances of 

distinct playful settings and activities in the design of events; however it has, more 

pervasively, specified the value of a playful philosophy underlying the design of business 



events and therefore impinging upon their many and varied design aspects. It has illustrated 

the interrelationships between playful design and trust and sociality, and henceforth how 

these features are recognised as precursors for entrepreneurial outcomes.  The case 

examples demonstrate this multifaceted relationship and how the cultivation of a playful 

tenor is a catalyst for opportunity recognition and the creation or discovery of 

entrepreneurial outcomes.  

The extent to which playful experiences within a business event context are socially (with 

other people), emotionally (feelings), environmentally (space/place/more-than-human 

world) constructed is significant and all three case studies demonstrate notable aspects of 

each.  They each highlight how playfulness has meaningful application to business events 

and provide additional insights into what makes play such an effective tool for successful 

event creation (Malone and Lepper, 1987; Proyer, 2012).  Realising the possibilities of play 

in business events enable learning (Mainemelis, et al., 2010; Maskell et al., 2006) and 

relationships (Foley et al., 2014; Wearing, 1998), motivation and positivity (Glynn and 

Webster, 1993; Yu, Wu et al.,, 2007), which each trigger innovation and creativity (Barnett, 

2007; Glynn and Webster, 1992).  Clearly the shaping of playful event settings which awaken 

the i di idual s i e  self a d the ei  p o ote e pe i e tatio  (Jonson et al., 2015) are 

worthy.   

Integral within the above is a destabilising of the notion that event creators should be active 

and imaginative whereas attendees are passive recipients.  This outdated tenet has been 

superseded by a healthy recognition of the important of co-creation and experience 

facilitation; indeed the marked role is design conditions where participants engage and 

share knowledge, values and experiences (Getz, 2012).  Henceforth playfulness is fostered 



 a fusio  of atte dees  i di idual ualifi atio s a d p epa atio s a d the p ope ties of the 

design (Strandvad and Pedersen, 2014).   

In conclusion to this study, and research questions 1-3, four emergent event design 

principles are identified.  This o t i utio  also espo ds to Joh so  et al s , a d 

P o e s , appeal fo  esearch on the conditions that allow and also hinder 

playfulness.  

The fi st p i iple is to aft halle gi g ut safe e i o e ts  hi h ill e te d 

participants in ways which are oriented towards the events purposes, but in contexts that 

are, in the view of Huizinga (1980), real and not real, pretend and not pretend, at the same 

time.  So, within the boundaries provided by the event creator, participant's individualities 

can surface and active contributions can be facilitated, which may lead to the discovery or 

creation of innovation and entrepreneurship opportunities.   

This u de pi s the se o d p i iple, hi h is to fa ilitate a sha ed so ial ealit  fo  

pa ti ipa ts .  Whe  pa ti ipa ts e te  a te po a  state of affe ti e o di g, the  

inadvertently realise the latent socialisation possibilities, which act as a pre-requisite for 

meaningful knowledge sharing and creation. Once this shared reality is achieved, 

participants can also be encouraged to evolve their own parameters for playful activities 

with the event creator progressively conceding control, but maintaining an overarching 

sense of purpose.  

The thi d p i iple is the i agi ati e use of spa e , hethe  fo al o  i fo al, a d i deed 

indoor or outdoor. As illustrated by all the three case studies, space, layout and facilities do 

not only provide the backdrop of the event experience but are integral influencers in the 



creation of immersive playfulness that is conducive to a state of bonding and the resultant 

identification of entrepreneurial opportunities. 

The fi al o side atio  elates to the halle gi g ou da ies  a d the i teg al ole of the 

event creators and facilitators in setting the modus operandi. This includes the temporal, 

spatial, and procedural parameters for the playful activities balancing direction with the gift 

of freedom to experiment, explore, and play that allow for entrepreneurial and innovation 

opportunities to emerge (Dew, 2009; Fiet, 2007).   

A blurring of the play / work dichotomy thus emerges as an integral consideration for event 

creators seeking to realise entrepreneurial outcomes through events.  Unadventurously 

conceding to the premise that that business events are work, with connotations of 

seriousness, results in customary and staid approaches that can be underwhelming for 

attendees and similarly for investors.  Creators of business events can conversely embrace a 

fusion of play and work, rather than polarizing them, and in so doing facilitate playful 

contexts which trigger entrepreneurial outcomes. 

Implications 

The backdrop to this study is a notable shift in business event research, pedagogy, and 

practice towards a sociocultural context which increasingly fixates on human experience, as 

opposed to the more conventional preoccupation with operational efficacy.  This study 

further endorses this direction of travel indicating how a more progressive, and adventurous 

approach to design facilitates success.  In the three cases examined play was pervasive in 

the design mindset and not a token activity within a wider, and more conventional, event.  

This paper therefore has implication for event practitioners and academics alike in how they 



approach and discuss the topic.  Playfulness emerges as a noteworthy approach to business 

event creation that requires wider, and more varied, research among peers, particularly 

when considered as a comprehensive design strategy rather than a simple design tool. 

The study has also revealed the role of playful event settings as a multifaceted moderator 

for entrepreneurial activities. Considering business events as temporary knowledge 

ecosystems that facilitate problem solving and idea generation, allows an analysis of their 

role as social and physical spaces for opportunity identification and/or creation. This 

provides a contribution to the ongoing discussion in entrepreneurship literature on the 

moderating factors affecting opportunity recognition. As demonstrated by the case studies, 

the contextual and environmental influences leading to opportunity recognition can be 

captured or recognised through playful activities that require interactions with others. 

These in turn deliver event outcomes such as a new product or business opportunity 

(Hansen et al, 2016).   

This is the first time that events have been researched for their role in providing the setting 

for entrepreneurship and innovation so further research is required into the characteristics 

and activities that generate this type of outcomes. Playfulness is a facilitating factor 

embedded in event design but the broader contribution that events can offer to 

organisational innovation and growth from a strategic perspective remains to be explored.  

Limitations and Future Research 

Whilst this study has answered the three research questions which were established at the 

outset, it should be considered in light of certain limitations.  Firstly, as indicated above, 

there is scant research looking at business events as opportunity for the creation of 



entrepreneurial outcomes, with which to compare the findings. Secondly, while the multi 

case study approach provides context dependant (as opposed to context independent) 

knowledge which is of high worth in management research (Flyvbjerg, 2006, in Kale et al., 

2010) this does inevitably limited the generalisability of the findings.  Therefore while the 

findings are rich in revealing a depth of insight relating to the specific contexts they require 

much wider examination in different contexts, and using varied methods.   

In advancing discussion about the integration of play within business events, and the 

implications this has for the use of space, considerable potential exists for further research.  

More specifically, the role of the city would deserve further exploration. As shown by the 

Visit Denmark Meetovation concept and by the CAP case study in particular, the city is an 

essential backdrop of the event experience and provides the setting where the participants 

co-create their solutions. Further research is needed on how the physical spaces in a city 

affect the discovery or creation of entrepreneurship opportunities during events. 

The notion of playfulness as, not (more simply) an activity or feature of an event, but 

instead an overarching philosophy underpinning the events creation is a concept that is ripe 

for exploration both in the outcomes it enables but also its dimension, akin to the principles 

advanced in this study.    
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