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Propeller Production Plant, Inc.
A Tinkertoy® communication game

Created by Aaron Crosby, MBA student BYU Marriott School – Class of 2005
Additional copies can be obtained by sending an email to abc@byu.net or by downloading them from: marriottschool.byu.edu/clubs/scmsa/challenge.html

This game is designed to illustrate the importance of accurate communication in all facets of business. 
It is also intended to emphasize the need for few layers in the management structure to ensure 
the correct information is disseminated down to the front-line workers in a timely manner.

Preparation
• Read all the instructions carefully before you begin. The instructions are as detailed as possible to 

limit the chances of cheating or otherwise diminishing the usefulness of the game.
• Divide the Tinkertoys® into equal size sets based on the number of teams plus one set to build a 

production model. 
– For these instructions two large Tinkertoy® sets (200 pieces) were used to construct 5 equal 

smaller sets, 1 for the model and 4 for the teams. A parts list is included on page 4 to help 
you divide them up faster. You should not use less than 3 teams in order to keep the game 
competitive.

– Teams of at least 5 players are ideal and should be no smaller than 4 players.
• Construct a production model from the extra set and keep it hidden until you are ready to start the 

game. An example is provided on pages 5 and 6 to get you started. (A propeller assembly is used 
in these instructions, hence the name of the game).

– Variations: you can use all the pieces from the set (full capacity) to build your model or leave 
some pieces out to simulate extra capacity or a raw materials surplus. If your chose the 
surplus option, consider adding a second model (like the airplane shown on page 7) to “ramp 
up” to full capacity.

• Place the production model in an adjacent room or behind a screen.
• The participant’s instructions (to be handed out as the game progresses) are labeled with 

numbers in the upper left-hand corner. 
• The game may take more than 30 minutes to complete, so allow ample time or create a more 

simple model to fit the given time.
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Playing The Game
• Give each team one set of Tinkertoys® and a copy of the Propeller Production Plant –

Instructions (1). Give each team 5 minutes to strategize, organize their Tinkertoys®, and select 
one person to be the General Manager (GM). Explain that the GM is the ONLY person on the 
team allowed to look at the production model.

• A the end of the initial 5 minute period take the GMs outside the build area and allow them to look 
at the production model. Give them a few minutes to look at the model before allowing them to go 
back to their team and start construction. Instruct the GMs that they are only allowed to TALK to  
their teams, they are NOT allowed to:

– Take notes, pictures, or make any other reproductions of the model.
– Touch their team’s Tinkertoys®, or the production model.
– Participate in the construction process. (This is a VERBAL communication game.)

• GMs may return to look at the model as often as they like, but the other team members are not 
allowed to enter the immediate area surrounding the model. 

• The first team finished is the winner.
Changes – Optional (it is recommended you do at least one of them)
1. Rapid Growth
• After the teams have had time to develop a rhythm and working style, give each team the Rapid 

Growth card (2) and have them select an Operations Manager (OM). (This adds one layer to the 
communication chain. In some cases this may be hindrance, in some it may help. Discuss this 
during the debrief at the end of the game)

– The OM is not allowed to see the production model, but communicates the GM’s instructions 
to the Production Team. The OM is no longer able to assist in construction.

– The GM is no longer allowed to interact directly with his team. He must give all instructions 
through the OM. 

2. Accounting Scandal
• When the team is becoming comfortable again, introduce the next change, Accounting Scandal 

Option #1 or #2, cards (give 3a to the team, and 3b to the GM) or (give 4a to the team, and 4b to 
the GM). Option #2 is better for larger teams, and Option #1 may help get things moving if some 
of the teams have stalled.
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Debrief
• At the conclusion of the game, take a few minutes to ask the participants about any insights they 

may have gained. Hopefully they will be able to reach a conclusion about the effectiveness of few 
layers of communication and the advantages of being located near the decision maker.

• Ask for feedback about what worked and what didn’t work so that you can improve upon the game 
in the future.

Reminders
• The last pages contain instructions for participants in the game. They should ONLY be give these 

pages when indicated in the facilitator’s instructions. DO NOT give them the diagrams or 
facilitator’s instructions. You may want to go over the parts list to make sure every team has all 
the parts needed.

• There are enough copies included to give each team one paper (based on 4 teams). Make 
additional copies if you wish to give each player a copy, you may want to do this with the first set 
of instructions, after that you should be fine.

• REMEMBER: this should be a FUN learning activity and will have to be tailored to each group. 
Don’t forget to do the debrief afterwards, otherwise you have missed a great learning opportunity.

Facilitator’s Instructions
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Parts List
Per packet (5 packets) based on two 200-piece Tinkertoy®

sets

4 Blue Connectors

4 Blue Wheels

13 Yellow Wheels

1 Purple Swivel

12 Green Rods

6 Blue Rods

7 Purple “X”s 9 Orange Washers

7 Purple Rods

4 Orange Rods

8 Red Rods

Facilitator’s Instructions
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Possible Production Models

Completed Propeller Assembly:
Side View

Completed Propeller Assembly:
Front View

Propeller Assembly
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Propeller Housing:
Rear View

Propeller:
Front View

Propeller:
Rear View
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Airplane:
Front and Side Views
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In f or mat i on  Fl ow

General  Manager

Product i on  Team

Propeller Production Plant - Instructions
You are all employees of Propeller Production Inc. 
(PPI). Select one of your team to be the General 
Manager (GM), the rest will be the Production Team. 
The GM will have access to the production model 
and will communicate production specs to the 
Production Team. The Production Team will not be 
allowed to see the production model. The first team 
to complete their model(s) correctly will win market 
share as the first mover and the game.
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New  In f o Fl ow

General  Manager

Operat i ons Manager

Product i on  Team

Rapid Growth
Your company is experiencing rapid growth. 
Promote one of your production team to 
Operations Manager. The General Manager will 
now communicate with you through the 
Operations Manager. Chose wisely, the General 
Manager will not be able to see your production 
line, and the Operations Manager will not be able 
to see the template. Effective communication is 
key.
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Accounting Scandal – Option 1
Your company is involved in an accounting 
scandal. The General Manager has been 
fired and the Operations Manager is 
promoted to General Manager. Promote 
one of your production team to Operations 
Manager. The General Manager will join 
another team as a Production Team 
Member.
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Your company is involved in an accounting 
scandal. The General Manager has been 
fired and the Operations Manager is 
promoted to General Manager. Promote 
one of your production team to Operations 
Manager. The General Manager will join 
another team as a Production Team 
Member.

Accounting Scandal Option #1 – Team3a
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You’re Fired! – Option 1
Due to an accounting scandal you 
have been fired as General 
Manager. You will join Team _____ 
in Room _____ for the rest of the 
game as a production worker.

Pink Slips – Accounting Scandal Option #1 – GM3b
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Accounting Scandal – Option 2
Your company is involved in an accounting 
scandal. The General Manager has been 
fired and the Operations Manager is 
promoted to General Manager. Promote 
one of your production team to Operations 
Manager. The General Manager will now be 
a silent observer of the production 
processes. He is not allowed to help in 
the building process.

Accounting Scandal Option #2 – Team

Accounting Scandal – Option 2
Your company is involved in an accounting 
scandal. The General Manager has been 
fired and the Operations Manager is 
promoted to General Manager. Promote 
one of your production team to Operations 
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processes. He is not allowed to help in 
the building process.
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Accounting Scandal – Option 2
Your company is involved in an accounting 
scandal. The General Manager has been 
fired and the Operations Manager is 
promoted to General Manager. Promote 
one of your production team to Operations 
Manager. The General Manager will now be 
a silent observer of the production 
processes. He is not allowed to help in 
the building process.
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You’re Fired! – Option 2
Due to an accounting scandal you 
have been fired as General Manager. 
For the rest of the game you will be a 
silent observer of your production 
team. You will be asked to break down 
the successes and failures your team 
experienced at the end of the game.
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