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Problem solving activity (Workshop): “Building brid ges - together”    
 

Date, Time:  Thursday, 30.09.2010, 10:00 - 13:00 and 14:30 - 17:15 

 

Trainer: Peter Hofmann       

 
Workshop content/theme 

Imagine … 2 villages, very close together – but separated by a deep valley. The local 
communities of the 2 villages – both curious and interested in the other – want to be able to meet 
each other. Therefore they decide to construct a bridge across the valley. They want to make 
sure it is a common bridge – built together in they way they both want. So they decide to agree on 
the model of the bridge and then each build half of it – hoping the two halves fit together nicely to 
create a whole bridge. 

Put yourself in the shoes of these local communities and build a bridge together. In two separate 
teams you will get the task to construct the common bridge out of paper and cardboard … and at 
the end of the task we will put the two halves together hoping it is both strong and beautiful. 

Aims 

·  Improving skills of teamwork. 
·  Better understanding of the challenges of international project management and 

especially of teamwork 
·  Increasing awareness of what effective communication means 

 
Method(s)/Approach 

Step by step: 

1. Divide the group in two. Explain that they are the inhabitants of towns that are separated by a 
huge river. After years of discussion, you have decided to build a bridge to cross the river; one 
town will make one half, the other the second half. There is a problem, however, since it is almost 
impossible to communicate with each other. Only one person will be able to speak with one 
person from the other group to discuss the design of the bridge on two intervals. This 
spokesperson will be elected within the group. 

2. Each group then goes to a different room, from which it is impossible to see or hear the other 
group. In the room they will find all sorts of materials out of which to build the bridge. The only 
thing they know about the design of the bridge is that it should cross the river, which - in scale - is 
1 meter, and that the bridge, once connected, should support a toy car. They will have to work out 
with the other group how wide or high the bridge should be. The group then has half an hour to 
elect their spokesperson, divide tasks and get started. After half an hour, the spokesperson can 
speak in private to the spokesperson of the other group for ten minutes. They are only allowed to 
speak, not to exchange designs or so. After that, the group once again has half an hour to hear 
the report of the spokesperson, work on the bridge and adjust the design if necessary. Then, 
there is again ten minutes time for deliberation between the spokespersons in another room. After 
that, the last half hour of work starts. 

3. Then, the two groups are supposed to get together again and present their part of the bridge, 
and the bridge is tested. 

4. After the test with the toy car, the group discusses the cooperation, both within their group and 
with the other group, and how tasks were divided. 
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Questions for workshop reflection 

Students together with teachers: 

What supported the success of the work? 
What was challenging? Why? 
How was the communication in the team and between the spokespersons? 
 
Impressions, outcomes of the workshop 

We had 2 parallel groups doing the exercise – 14/15 each. Thus in each sub-team were 6-7 
people which is a lot for intensive teamwork; it leads easily to 2-3 people being “in charge” and 
other 2-3 being passive. But it seemed (since we did not have observers this is difficult to verify) 
almost all were very engaged and participating. Funnily all the times the spokespersons could talk 
in their mother tongue – by pure coincidence. This could have helped the communication 
process. For one group the spokespersons were for all three meetings the same (one student 
and one teacher); in the other group the spokespersons changed – at the beginning one teacher, 
one student and then only teachers. 
Both groups managed to complete the task successfully. 
 
In the reflection the importance of clear communication with clear messages and the ability to 
make decisions also when there is little time was mentioned. Everybody enjoyed the teamwork 
aspect of the activity. 
 

 
 
 
 
 


