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EXERCISE: MARSHMALLOW TOWER
AUTHOR: BRADLEY GEORGE
Description

Groups of students compete to see who can build the tallest freestand-
ing structure supporting a marshmallow on top out of 20 pieces of
spaghetti, three feet of tape and three feet of string. This exercise is used
to illustrate that under conditions of uncertainty, entrepreneurs rely on
experimentation and iterative learning as a means to discover informa-
tion about their environment. Students are often taught and are familiar
with traditional methods of planning and analysis, which work well in
stable environments where the future is likely to be similar to the present.
In these cases the future is fairly well known and understood. While some
uncertainty exists, it can be categorized as risk. However, if the future
is unknowable, the only way to learn what may work is through experi-
mentation. Typically many of the students spend a large portion of their
time designing and planning the structure and only start to build it at the
end to find out at the last moment that it cannot support the weight of
the marshmallow, and they then go into “crisis” mode. The teams that
perform the best are usually those that just start experimenting, learning
what works and then modifying their tower based on what they learn. If
you are using lean start-up concepts it is also a good way to illustrate the
value of market tests.

Usage Suggestions

This exercise works for all audiences, undergraduate, graduate, execu-
tive, or practitioner. It is appropriate for new venture creation courses,
entrepreneurship bootcamps, or workshops. The session is best positioned
early in the course for discussions around planning versus action.

Learning Objectives
® Practice and learn the concepts of effectual versus causal logic.

® [llustrate when planning is appropriate versus action.
® Employ experimentation techniques.
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None.
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Step 2
Begin the challenge by starting the clock.
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also helpful to tell them that this has been done by tens of thousands of

people around the world from children to CEOs. The rules and goals are
as follows.

Goal Build the tallest freestanding structure: The winning team is the one
that has the tallest structure measured from the table top surface to the top
of the marshmallow. That means the structure cannot be suspended from
a higher structure, like a chair, ceiling, or chandelier.

Rules

e The entire marshmallow must be on top: The entire marshmallow
needs to be on the top of the structure. Cutting or eating part of the
marshmallow disqualifies the team.

e Use as much or as little of the kit as you choose: The team can use
as many or as few of the 20 spaghetti sticks, and as much or as little
of the string or tape, as they choose. The team cannot use the paper
bag as part of their structure.

e Break up the spaghetti, string, or tape if you choose: Teams are free

to break the spaghetti or cut up the tape and string to create new
structures.

The challenge lasts 18 minutes: Teams cannot hold on to the struc-

ture when the time runs out. Those touching or supporting the struc-
ture at the end of the exercise will be disqualified.

Ensure everyone understands the rules: Don’t worry about repeating the
rules too many times. Repeat them at least three times. Ask if anyone has

any questions before starting; a good idea is to provide a handout with the
instructions in the kit.

0:05-0:25 (20 minutes)

® Walk around the room and note the process that different teams are
using.

® Remind the teams of the time: Increase the reminders as time

gets shorter (for example, you might remind them at 9 minutes, 5
minutes, 3 minutes, 2 minutes, 1 minute, 30 seconds and then a 10-
second countdown.

Call out how the teams are doing: Let the entire group know how

teams are progressing. Build a friendly rivalry and encourage people
to look around.
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e Remind the teams that holders will be disqualified: Several teams
will have the powerful desire to hold on to their structure at the end,
usually because the marshmallow, which they just placed on to their
structure moments before, is causing the structure to buckle. The

winning structure needs to be stable.

Step 3 0:25-0:30 (5 minutes)

After the clock runs out, ask everyone in the room to sit down so everyone
can see the structures. Usually only about half the teams will have a stand-

ing structure.

Measure the structures: From the shortest standing structure to the

tallest, measure and call out the heights. If you're documenting the

challenge, have someone record the heights.
e Identify the winning team: Ensure they get a standing ovation and a

prize (if you've offered one).

Step 4 0:30-0:45 (15 minutes)
Start by asking some of the teams about the process they used to go about
building their structures. You can choose based on what you observed
during the challenge. You will generally notice as you go around the room
that teams that spend most of their time planning will fail to have a stand-
ing structure in the end. Those who experiment and learn through trial and
error tend to do much better. It is usually best to start with some of the

teams whose structures collapsed.

e What process did you use in building your structure?
e Focus on whether they spent a lot of time planning and

drawing their structure oT trial and error.

e What went wrong?
e This often highlights issues around unknown factors such as

how much weight the spaghetti could support or how much
the marshmallow weighed relative to the structure.

e How did you deal with that?
e This will often point out the fact that extensive planning

Jeaves little time for adjusting and learning from experience
and resultsin a “crisis.”

Repeat this with one or more of the more successful groups and try to

capture differences and commonalities between them.
You can draw comparisons to various other groups who have done this

challenge. The creator of the challenge, Tom Wujec, has performed this
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