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Introduction 

I find that the participatory design tradition has transformed the role of the designer in to a facilitator. From 

my point of view the designer is needed as a role of steering the design process, the designer should carry his 

intentions through. The title of this paper is provoked by an absence of the designer in collaborative 

“democratic” design. This paper shows that there is room for more than “facilitators” also when designing in 

collaborative and participatory design processes.  

 

In a study of designers’ practice, John Habraken and Mark Gross develops “concept design games” as a way of 

‘isolating and focus on single aspects’ of designing (Habraken and Gross, 1987 p.1-2 – 1-3). By observing the 

games being played they studied how designers manipulate and transform artifacts during a design process, 

while making agreements and rules about how to go about their work. Their notion of games is ‘linked’ to 

Wittgenstein’s language-games (Wittgenstein, 1953). Just like Wittgenstein, Habraken and Gross are interested 

in how rules are negotiated. They explain the similarities between their game and the notion of ‘language-

games’ in terms of both being “played according to a specific but not fixed aggregate of rules” (Habraken and 

Gross, 1987 p.2-1) and “Our design games are a conceptual tool then, in the way that Wittgenstein’s language-

games emphasize what people say, our design games emphasize what people do” (ibid p.2-11). Wittgenstein 

established that language derives its meaning through use. Habraken and Gross explore how the design 

artifacts (game pieces) acquire meaning in their design games (ibid, p.2-12). Taking as a starting point a similar 

view, the gaming idea presented here elaborates on the ‘concept design games’ aimed at imposing a design 

practice and creating a basis for collaborative design work. The idea behind design games is to construct a 

collaborative design laboratory to provide a structure for collaboration. 

 

There are no established conventions (formats) for collaborative designing, and due to that it is crucial that 

rules are set up and made explicit. In this paper I show how rules can be set up to guide collaborative design 

work. Using design games as a way to isolate and focus on single aspect of designing when designing. In other 

words applying the very same techniques that Habraken and Gross used for studying design, but instead of 
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studying using it to manage design work. I first introduce how design games have been used in earlier 

Participatory Design projects. I then present how the projects, in which I have been involved, have created and 

used design games. A number of design games are described and explained in relation to the projects in which 

they played a role. Finally, I include some thoughts about how the creation of design games can be a design 

activity in itself, i.e. a way of focusing the collaborative design work in a desired direction.  

 

The design games have been developed and used in six different projects that were carried out by the author 

and his colleagues. All but one project has been presented in research papers, book chapters etc. by different 

constellations of authors. In this paper I refer to my colleagues as “we”, and refer to all publications produced 

as our work.  

 

Background 

Within the Collaborative Design tradition the most widespread example of design games is probably Ehn and 

Sjögrens games created for carpenters and newspaper workers (journalists’ and typographers) (1991). The 

justification for the design games developed by Ehn and Sjögren was to involve users in the design process. It 

“is about the participatory side of design, and the necessity of taking the users’ experience seriously. This is 

why we have been playing games, not at the price of seriousness, but as a necessary precondition for engaged 

and more democratic participation” (ibid p.267). Ehn and Sjögren stress that the design artifacts in the design 

games must “make sense to all participants” (ibid p.253). One of the games, “Carpentrypoly”, is inspired by 

the game Monopoly, In Carpentrypoly the players must adapt to the changing circumstances the game presents 

to the players’ carpentry shop. In the case of the typographers, an “organizational kit” was used. The game is 

described as a learning process which serves to find a common language for discussing future visions, work 

organizations and technology (ibid p.252). While learning ‘how things are’ is the aim of the games presented by 

Ehn and Sjögren, the games that Habraken and Gross developed strive to frame emergent concepts. The 

games are not only a way of passing on knowledge but also a way of creating new categories and perspectives.  

 

More recent work is presented by Buur and Søndergaard (2002) who created a video card game that was used 

within the domain of process industry. The video material originates in a usability test workshop, where users 

were asked to install prototypes of heating regulators. In the design sessions, developers looked at video 

snippets selected by the usability team and organized the video cards in groups to explicate particular themes. 

In one sense this approach can be seen as a way of doing “evaluative ethnography” (Hughes et al, 1994) in a 

gaming format. On the other hand, Pedersen and Buur argue that participants in a gaming session develop a 

“design vocabulary” and “carried out rapid experiments” (2000), something that goes beyond evaluation and 

toward envisioning the future. This approach has been inspiring to what is presented here, although it is more 

evaluative in character. 

 

Liz Sanders and her colleagues have created several design games that share a common desire to give 

participants the means for expressing themselves. Sanders regard the games as a new language for collaborative 

designing. The games provide a toolbox filled with a large number of components with which the participants 

can “create artifacts that express their thoughts, feelings and/or ideas” (Sanders, 2000). The components may 
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take the form of schematic figures or paper cut in geometric shapes. The participants are encouraged to draw 

on the material to produce the desired results. The games “take advantage of the visual ways we have of 

sensing, remembering and expressing. The tools give access and expression to the emotional side of experience 

and acknowledge the subjective perspective” (ibid). The format of the design games presented by Sanders are 

comparable to the approach presented in this paper, it is in the design material that it is possible to see the 

distinguishable differences. What Sanders present is a highly evocative and conscious-making way for 

participants to express themselves, while what is presented here imposes snapshots from field studies that 

offer resistance to existing ideas and that encourage exploration as a way to find design openings. 

 

Iacucci, Kuutti and Ranta have developed “role playing games with toys” (2000 p.193). The goal of the games 

is to create a number of use-scenarios that can be used later by developers. The game takes place on a table 

where a campus and other relevant places are represented. Each player is given one plastic toy person 

representing him/herself and acts out how to use new devices and services. During the game the players must 

deal with “non predefined aspects” and “incidents” After the games, storyboards are created showing several 

different scenarios that have been acted out. Rather than trying to support a “rational discussion” the games 

functioned as a way of “projecting the group of players in the future situation” (ibid p.199) 

 

A structure for collaboration 

In the approach presented here, the design games are a ‘structure’ for collaboration at the same time as the 

games are sketching material [more can be read about sketching material in Johansson, 2006]. Ehn and Sjögren 

stress that design artifacts should make sense to all participants; they also suggest “good examples” which are 

useful when wishing to make design moves (1991 p.253). Based on work carried out together, my colleagues 

Brandt and Messeter (2004) presented how design games can be used to manage power aspects, this paper 

highlight how design games allow focusing on “framed” aspects of designing. The cornerstones in the 

approach presented here are design material and event driven design. 

 

The design material 

The video cards that are referred to here are inspired by the “Video Card Games” developed and described by 

Buur and Søndergaard (2000). The video material that Buur and Søndergaard are using in their video card 

game origins from usability test workshop, during the users was asked to install prototypes of heating 

regulators. Selected video sequences from these tests were viewed and “made sense of [...] for usability 

matters” (ibid p.63). We adjusted the cards to try this technique. Instead of filming lab situations we chose to 

work with ethnographic field studies and create our material out of the videos from the field studies. Each card 

consists of a snapshot from a video snippet and a reference to the snippet. When playing the design games 

presented here one looks at the video snippet connected to the card (at least) the first time one uses the card. 

In the games there are 25 to 40 different cards, each connected to a video snippet from the field study. 

 

The design sessions 

The design games presented here have all been used in one or more projects. Each project were carried out 

with more than one industry partner, and where we as a research group coordinated the projects and set up the 
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processes. Each process was built up with a few design sessions where all stakeholders meet, and time in 

between where everyone worked within their own organization; we called it the design lab (Brandt et al, 2005). 

The design games where used in the design session when everyone met.  

 

Building stories of future use 

The design games presented here are used as structure for collaborative sketching, and making sense of the 

design material is a part of the game. Participators in design games should be active in establishing the stories 

because it is in the process of creating meaning that opportunities for initiating change arise. It is about getting 

to the state of a story where it is possible to imagine what is reasonable that the next step could be. Gislén 

describes collaborative storytelling as “a telling that is created collaboratively by several participants, and where 

everyone has the feeling that the common creation is the direct result of their own actions. […] an activity that 

circles around the question of possible human action, and causes and circumstances for these actions” (Gislén, 

2003 p.201, 200). The design games are not only a means of communication but also for establishing a ‘story 

telling mode’, e.g. in the Portrait game (presented below) the players add small stories to what is already on the 

table. The rules of the game make the participants connect the new story to the existing ones when at least one 

card must be shared. All games presented are created, carried out and evaluated by the author and his 

colleagues in collaboration.  

 
Portrait game 

 
To get a grip of the people that we designed for in the Experimental office project we created the Portrait game. It is a game 

where we mix material from different people and sites. The idea is to explore what a potential future user might be like, and 

what that person does and doesn’t do. 

The players gather around a table and cards are divided among them. One player is given seven extra cards; this player 

makes the first story with seven cards. When the first story is on the table, all the players take turn to add their own stories 

using three cards. These cards are connected to the story/ies already on the table in a crossword-like manner. There need 

to be enough cards for at least two rounds of the game plus the extra seven for the initial story. 

We have played this game in the Experimental office project, the Atelier project, and in one commercial assignment. 
 

The reason for creating the Portrait game was that we felt that it was essential to establish ‘the users’ as central 

in the design process. In the design group this game is a way of establishing the users as dynamic social beings 

to design for. The created ‘users’ become boundary objects to which the design group can relate. More details 

about this game can be read in Johansson and Messeter (2005), as well as in Brandt and Messeter (2004). 
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Landscape game and Vision game 

The Landscape game is a game about how things, activities and people relate to each other and how they may relate in the 

future. In this game we have used game boards. Some were generic boards of which the participants have to invent a 

meaning; others were physical layouts resembling for example an office. 

 

The rules of this game are that the players take turns in choosing and placing video cards on the game board. For each card 

that is placed there must be a reason, and the other players needs to be convinced that the reason make sense. All video 

cards should be placed on the board, before the game is finished. The outcome of the game is a pattern that creates a 

portrait of a user. 

 

 

The Vision game is a version of the Landscape game where visions of technology are placed together with the video cards. 

We have worked both with existing technology, and on occasion new concepts have been created during the course of the 

game. 

This design game can be played in two ways. Either as an extension to an already played Landscape game where the 

participants are asked to place the technology in relation to what they have already placed on the board. The other version 

starts with an empty game board, video cards are placed in such a way that resembles what the participants  
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would anticipate that the ‘use domain’ would look like. In both versions, the players take turns in picking technology cards 

and place them where they are useful. Some cards may be rejected as unsuitable in this game (this indicates that these 

visions might need to be reconsidered). If a player thinks of any relation that is not represented by the cards, s/he may add 

this on a blank card. 

This game was played in the Atelier project, the Experimental office project and in a commercial assignment. 

 

The Landscape game and the Vision game have a simple construction. Playing the games, on the other hand, is 

a complex exercise. In the Experimental office project we wanted to create game dealing with relations among 

activities and places (and technology in the Vision game). Since we wanted to explore what kind of office we 

were to work with, we chose to use boards that did not resemble an office. The participants had to make sense 

of the boards; this has at least two advantages. First, new/different interpretations of an office could (and did) 

occur; second, this strategy allows participants to feel an ownership and a feeling that they have considerable 

influence over what is designed. When we found an office that could match the needs of the project the same 

game was played as a way of making the concepts developed meet the restrictions and realize the possibilities 

of the physical layout. This game is described in more details in Johansson et al (2002).  

 

 

Framing game 

The Framing game is perhaps the game that comes closest to an ethnographic exploration. The group develops and refines a 

theme for each round. 

The video cards are divided equally among the players. The first player starts a story by placing one video card on the table. 

He explains what it is he sees in the card and why it is interesting. The following players take turns in adding a video card to 

what is already on the table. When there are four cards on the table the players must exchange one card if they wish to add a 

card of their own. The game continues until the group agrees that they do not want to change what is on the table. A quick 

debriefing session follows in which the players write done what the story is about.  

 

Different versions of the Framing game have been played at different times in the Atelier project. 
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The Framing game was created as a way of encouraging the participants in a design session to work with 

ethnographic field material. In the Atelier project we worked with Interaction design students; we were both 

teachers and researchers and our task was to design their facilities. The game was a way of demonstrating the 

strength of engaging in existing practices as well as a means of obtaining the students’ views of their own 

practice. The Framing game proved to be a simple way of generating several ‘categories’ or ‘themes of interest’ 

even when the group had little or no prior experience of working with ethnographic material. This game is 

described in Johansson and Linde (2005) 

 
Trend game 

To explore trends within a specific IT-development domain we have created a version of the Portrait game. The game 

challenges trends by requiring ‘evidence’ or arguments for a trend in video material from field studies. 

 

The Trend game is played in a similar way as the Portrait game. It starts with one story with seven video cards. The 

participants take turns in picking a ‘trend note’ which specifies a tendency that has been observed. The participants create 

stories about the different trends using at least three video cards as well as one of the cards already lying on the table. 

The Trend game was developed and played in a commercial assignment and the ‘trends’ were provided by the marketing 

division of the company with which we collaborated. (Picture from workshop at PDC 2004) 
 

Habraken and Gross explored different roles and ways of collaboration. They set up the rules in the concept 

design games so that the participants were issued with roles and they were told to strive to win the game. This 

is different from the design games presented in the present paper, where the participants are themselves and 

there is no winner. The goal is not to win but to find design openings that are realistic for the participants to 

adopt and take responsibility for.  

 

The Trend game was a way of approaching data that was contributed by a marketing division. Part of this 

game was to make the trends less ‘flat’ and relate them to existing practices. Another part was to eliminate 

trends that did not move the project in the desired direction. A large project group played the game. The 

trends which persisted were accepted and included in the design world of the project (the group recognized the 

trends as their own).  

 

Discussion: Imposing a flair for practice 

The design games focus on different aspects of human practice. In all the games, players need to make 

arguments using the video cards. This is a way of imposing a flair for the practice (that is designed for). In the 

design games there is also a rule that says that each move must be explained to the other players. Sometimes 
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this starts a discussion that might lead to a change of move. When the design games are finished, traces of the 

discussion remain in the form a specific card arrangements. The arrangements are not thought of as 

independent representations of the process which anyone can understand without help. It is those who have 

been part of the process that can make sense of the arrangements.  

 

A combination of a number of the design games was played as part of the different projects. The Portrait game 

is a way of entering the field material, and the portrait created can be used in, for example, the Landscape game 

or the Trend game. It was noted in relation to the Trend game that after working with the Portrait game, 

participants had accepted “the user”. Rather than question ‘the user’ which they had created, they questioned 

the trends. When ‘the user’ met the trends that the marketing division had provided, the players could 

determine which trends were of interest and which were not. The Trend game and the Vision game should not 

be seen as ‘conservative’ ways of restricting new ideas, undermining the work of marketing divisions; rather, 

they are a way of applying a use and user perspective to the process (a reality check). In the Vision game, ideas 

have been revised and new ideas developed. 

 

In the Atelier project we played the Framing game in a digital version using digitally projected ‘video cards’. 

This game incorporates different gaming qualities; it is a mixture of the Landscape game and the Framing 

game. Instead of limiting the number of cards on the table (as in the Framing game) central cards were placed 

in the center and less central ones were moved to the periphery thereby creating a relation map (as in the 

Landscape game). 

 

Lessons learned: Design sessions with design games 

Using design games changes the role of the workshop facilitator. Workshop participants appear to accept the 

rules of the design games as a way to go about. In the Process visions project we did not explicate that we had 

organized the workshops with design games. We could have done the same assignments but introduced them 

in the guise of games and game rules; we did not do so, however. Later, in other projects, when we made it 

explicit that it was games with rules, the participants found it easy to grasp the design sessions. The facilitator 

did not need to be as active in ‘steering’ the collaboration; instead, his/her role became more that of a 

secretary, summarizing what had been said etc. I felt that it was easier for me as a facilitator to participate as a 

designer (player of design game) once we had made the game structure clear. The participants are quick to 

adopt the rules and do not hesitate to discuss them (Johansson and Linde, 2005). Being able to rely on the 

other participants, and the rules of the game has the added advantage of not having to act with an authoritarian 

facilitator role (as it often turns out when the participants do not know ‘the rules’ of a design session) 

something that made me feel comfortable playing as one of the group participants. 

 

In the Experimental Office project we started to use game boards; it was indeed at this time that I began to see 

the design sessions using video cards as design games. In retrospect, the design sessions in the Process Visions 

project can also be seen as design games. There were rules, some kind of turn taking, and a facilitator who 

managed and maintained the momentum of the group activities. In the Experimental office project the games 
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set-up integrated some of the responsibility of the facilitator into the format; this was a new development. The 

role of the facilitator as a driving force became less conspicuous.  

 

Lessons learned: Game pieces 

Working with the design games has changed the format of the design material. Some changes were of a very 

practical nature, e.g. we realized in the preparations for the Experimental Office workshop that the video cards 

had to be smaller than the earlier versions in order to fit a game board. The alternative of making the game 

board larger would have meant that the participants would not be able to reach the whole board; for this 

reason we chose to go for smaller cards. Adjusting sizes when creating design games is one practical way of 

designing and managing the design process. On a more conceptual level, we chose for the Experimental office 

different kinds of video snippets than those previously chosen. The design game we created was based on 

relations, both spatial and social. When choosing the design material to work with we chose activities that had 

a relation to the office space, we called those ‘set-pieces’. The only real difference between the set-pieces and 

the activity card was that the set-pieces incorporated things in the office in a more obvious way. At a later stage 

we also used the same video cards and snippets in much the same ways we had done in earlier projects focused 

on activities. Bringing in an ‘object perspective’ enriched the material; this perspective has continued to feature 

in the projects that have followed.  

 

We have worked with a number of different game boards. In the workshops we have let the groups choose 

which boards to use and to decide what the markings on the boards mean. The aim is to create a feeling of 

ownership, and to make the participants think about and discuss the board they use. In one workshop in the 

Experimental office project we had divided the group into three smaller groups; coincidentally, all the groups 

choose a game board with the same layout. They read different meanings into the layout, however. In two of 

the groups the participants made changes to the game board: one group added extra areas that represented 

things which were not permitted in their office; the other group moved the center of the board towards one of 

the sides They saw a connection to the physical layout, where the center of activities in their concept was the 

reception desk which they agreed should be close to the entrance. This could be described as co-authoring of 

the design games. The players adopt and start to experiment with the materials of the design situation. 

 

Lessons learned: Design is designing design games 

Board games look like the games one plays for fun, and the rules are explicit. These qualities make the 

participants feel comfortable with the ‘unfamiliar’ designer role. The designing qualities of design games are, in 

my view, features which create the openness for experimentation that is so necessary in design. The design 

game approach suggests a way of collaborating, and it provides design artifacts that can function as building 

blocks. We have designed the games to encourage exploration of the field material. The building blocks 

created from video material based on field studies, when combined with the rules of the design games, impose 

a special flair for practice, grounding.  

 

Constructing design games is design work in itself. Habraken and Gross created the design concept games to 

study how designers work. Design games presented here are used to structure and impose focus in the design 
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process. The design game designer sets the rules and frames for the design work. With the design games it is 

possible to create experiments and the dialogues. This is a designer role that focuses on design as a process. 

Within the field of architecture a similar role comes under the label of “process architect” (Horgen et al, 1999; 

Fröst, 2004).  

 

The design games we have been working with have rules that are explicit from the beginning. If the rules are to 

be changed this has to be discussed as part of the game. The design games frame the design situation and make 

it possible to impose perspectives and focus on the design process. The understanding and the evolution of 

design ideas are done in an interwoven collaborative process. Donald Schön has described the way architects 

work (1983) and Louis Buccairelli has done the same within the field of Design Engineering (1994). Schön 

writes about “design worlds”, how sketches talk back and how a conversation with the design situation is 

established with the sketch. Buccairelli writes about “object worlds” as both the physical place where design 

work takes place and the mental image that designers create (1994). Design games can be seen as developing 

models of ‘design worlds’ and ‘object worlds’ in which designers experiment with ideas and concepts in the 

same way as chemists in a laboratory or chefs in a kitchen. Design games create micro cosmoses, playgrounds 

where experimentation is permitted. 

 

Conclusion 

In this paper a number of design games have been presented as an approach to facilitate and organize design 

work. The design games frames the experiments, the scenarios about possible products and practices. The 

beauty of the design games is that they allow the design team to “isolate” what to consider in each game or 

session, at the same time as they organize the work. In the landscape game we accepted the people and 

activities/places in the scenarios as they were (described), only the relation among the parts were up for 

discussion. In the trend game we accepted what a marketing division had found out, and questioned the 

concepts that where under development. Similar focal aspects have been the reason for the other games. The 

design games presented here are only examples. For each new design project the designer has to design the 

process and the games. By combining different games several aspects can be worked with thoroughly. A lesson 

learned from the projects mentioned here is that there should be a strong connection between the different 

games, for example by using the same “video cards” in all games.  

 

The design games offer an approach for the (participatory) designer to contribute to the collaborative design 

process. Instead of the typical reticence to becoming a facilitator, the designer can, by framing the design 

sessions, again become the active designer that s/he is hired to be.   
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