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Total Paper Clip Chains, Round 1:  5

Total Paper Clip Chains, Round 2:  14

The paper clip chain activity was very interesting.  During the first round, it almost seemed as if the participants were fighting the activity.  The box opener began the trouble by dumping the paper clips on the table in such a way that almost a third of the clips fell off the opposite side of the table.  The counter became so frustrated with the box opener that he almost punched the other individual at one time.  The stringer and the inspector had their troubles, too.  Without being able to speak, the inspector could not efficiently communicate what needed to be altered by the stringer.  Finally, the more I “encouraged” the group, the more they began to falter.
When the speaking ban was lifted for round two, things began to move along at a much more efficient pace.  The first determination made was that the dumper and counter jobs were consolidated into one dumper/counter job.  That opened up another linker position.  This in turn gave the inspector a little more interesting job (She would add clips to incomplete chains and subtracted clips from “over-“ complete chains.).  The time keeper had more fun, too, since he could tell his off color jokes.  The most important change made, however, is that I could not say a word during the second round.
The best interpretation I can give, after initiating and observing this activity, as to what motivates individuals or organizations to make and sustain a positive change is this:  Individuals given ownership in a process or organization are more apt to work for its success and are, therefore, willing to change things that don’t work.  Once the group was allowed to talk and direct their own work, things began to work smoother all around.  Production in the paper clip chain more than doubled!  This ownership led to focused and productive communication, cooperation among workers, and innovations in procedures (One stringer developed a very quick way to link the clips).  In the end, it was the group taking control of their own endeavor that led to sustainable change.
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