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The Tri-Part Model of Health: Social Health as a Biological Imperative

The contemporary mental health landscape necessitates the adoption of a Tri-
part Model of Health, establishing Social Health as a third, equal pillar alongside 
Physical and Mental health. Social Health is not merely a predictor of wellness; it 
is a dynamic, biologically embodied state defined by the quality and quantity of 
relationships necessary for meaningful connection. 

The absence of this connection—manifesting as Isolation, Withdrawal, and 
Avoidance (IWA) or 'Hikikomori' (hee-kee-koh-MOR-ee) —constitutes a primary 
driver of poor health outcomes and functional decline, clinically significant 
independent of physical comorbidities. Severe play deprivation and social 
isolation correlate with abnormalities in neurological development and 
increased aggression, fear, and uncertainty.



Operational Mechanism: 

'Health by Stealth' and ‘Shoulder-to-Shoulder’ Interaction 

Traditional therapeutic settings often induce 'social strain' through the cognitive 
tax of direct, face-to-face communication. The 'Pieces Together' Community 
Shed model utilizes a 'Health by Stealth' approach, where social connection 
emerges as a secondary outcome of shared activity rather than the primary, 
explicit focus. This 'Shoulder-to-Shoulder' methodology reduces social pressure, 
allowing conversation to flow naturally during collaborative tasks. This approach 
aligns with the concept of 'convivial tools'—technologies that are flexible, 
encourage individual self-expression, and foster conversation—as opposed to 
'industrial tools' that isolate individuals.



Neurological Foundations: 'Thinkering' and Constructionism

The intervention leverages the LEGO® System, utilizing 'hand knowledge' based 
on the theory of embodied cognition, where thinking takes place in the hands as 
well as the brain. This process is defined as 'Thinkering'—the creation and 
understanding of concepts in the mind while tinkering with the hands. When 
individuals construct physical models, they simultaneously construct theories 
and knowledge in their minds, a core tenet of Constructionism.

Constructing tangible objects allows for the externalization of thought, arranging 
ideas in an 'external memory field' where they can be examined, classified, and 
manipulated. This process allows the participant to separate their identity from 
their challenges, externalizing internal conflicts so that 'the person is not the 
problem, the problem is the problem'. This externalization creates a vivid and 
enduring representation of thoughts that is impossible for the unaided brain to 
achieve.



Evidence for Recovery: 

CHIME Framework and LEGO-Based Therapy

The intervention is grounded in the CHIME Recovery Model (Connectedness, 
Hope, Identity, Meaning, Empowerment). The methodology supports these 
components through:

● Flow and Intrinsic Motivation: The construction process induces a state of 
'flow,' an optimal state of intrinsic motivation where the individual is fully 
immersed, reducing self-consciousness and fostering engagement.

● Positive Psychology: The system balances the human 'negativity bias' by 
making positive explorations tangible, visualizing concepts like 'best 
possible selves' or 'ideal futures.

● Structured Social Roles: Drawing from LEGO-Based Therapy (LBT), 
participants engage in defined roles such as 'Engineer,' 'Builder,' and 'Parts 
Supplier'. This structure necessitates verbal and nonverbal communication, 
joint attention, and collaboration, effectively training social competence 
and reducing rigidity.



The Play Spectrum: 

Guided Engagement and Executive Function

Play must be conceptualized as a spectrum ranging from free play to guided play 
and games. While free play supports social development, 'guided play'—where a 
framework scaffolds the environment toward a learning goal while maintaining 
participant agency—is often more effective for specific skill acquisition.

Guided play acts as 'constrained tinkering,' helping participants hone in on 
learning objectives without the distraction of infinite degrees of freedom. This 
structure supports the development of Executive Functions, including inhibition, 
working memory, and cognitive flexibility. The LEGO System facilitates this by 
offering a 'low floor' (easy entry for novices) and a 'high ceiling' (capacity for 
complex mastery), alongside 'wide walls' for diverse creative expression.



Social Prescribing and Systemic Integration

Addressing the 'loneliness epidemic' requires integrating non-clinical community 
interventions into the healthcare system via Social Prescribing. Referring 
patients with mild depression, anxiety, or isolation to community-based 
constructive play environments addresses the root social determinants of 
health. This approach is critical for equity, as marginalized groups 
disproportionately suffer from poor social health. The 'convivial' nature of the 
LEGO System ensures a democratic, non-hierarchical environment where social 
capital is built through the universal language of construction.
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