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Introduction 
Applying game elements to influence and change people’s behaviour is a concept 

that has been around for a long time. For example, it had been used by 18th century 

masterminds such as famous composer Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and writer Mark Twain 

(Fuchs 2014). Apart from music and literature, games and play have found useful appliance 

in contexts such as business, education, health, policy, and research among others 

(Richards et al. 2014). In the design and innovation research community, the term design 

games assembles a multitude of methods and techniques that make use of games and play 

in the design process. This paper aims to serve as an introduction to the broad area of 

design games. In the first part of this paper, a basic understanding of `gamification´ as the 

theoretical background of design games is conveyed. The second part, introduces the 

methodological concept of design games as an innovation method, before an example of 

an ideal-typical process of the application of a design game is given. The last part of this 

paper reflects upon the learnings from the presentation and Lego Serious Play mini-

workshop that was given in the Innovation Research Methods class on October 23rd, 2018.  

Gamification 
The term gamification was coined by consultant Nick Pelling in 2002. Ever since, the 

topic has received increasing public attention, as is illustrated by the rising numbers of 

publications dedicated to `gamification´ that can be found on academic search engines (see 

figure 1). Despite the growing academic interest, a universally accepted definition of the 

 

(Figure 1 – Search hits for ‚gamification‘). Adapted from „Does Gamification Work? – A Literature Review of Empirical Studies on Gamification“ by Hamari, J., Koivisto, J., 
& Sarsa, H. (2014) In proceedings oft he 47th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences. Hawaii, USA, January 6-9, 2014.  
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term has yet to be established. Houtari and Hamari turn to the psychological experiences 

invoked by games, in order to arrive at a definition (Houtari & Hamari, 2012). Deterding et 

al. in contrast, emphasize that the characteristics applied in gamification have to mirror 

those used in games, irrespective of the outcomes (Deterding et al., 2011).  

While both definitions have their justifications, for purpose of this work the definition 

by Deterding et al. shall be used, by which gamification is understood as: ”...the use of 

game design elements in non-game contexts.” (Deterding et al., 2011: 10). The term game 

elements in this context, refers to characteristics that are readily associated with games, 

that are relevant for gameplay. This specifically excludes the mere use of game tools as a 

mode of input (Deterding et al., 2011: 11 f.). Furthermore, the definition by Deterding et al. 

is particularly useful for our purpose as it sets basically no boundaries to the applicability of 

gamification, by simply referring to non-game contexts. This is in line with our 

understanding of design games, which also can be applied widely across varying 

circumstances. 

Having established a basic understanding of `gamification´ as the broad theoretical 

backdrop against which design games can be viewed, 

Figure 2 illustrates how design games are situated at 

the overlap of the theoretical concept of `gamification´ 

and the methodological approach that is participatory 

design.            (Figure 2) 

Emergence of Design-Games  
Participatory Design, the overarching area where Design Games reside, is an 

approach that emerged in the 1970’s in Scandinavia. This emergence stemmed from the 

growing interest at the time in the democratization of the work force (Kimbell, 2014),  
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specifically the ideas of participation and joint decision-making (Bjögvinsson, Erling, Ehn, & 

Hillgren, 2012).  

Early attempts to conceptualize Design-games within the area of Participatory 

Design were done in reference to Wittgenstein and the language-game philosophy 

(Bjögvinsson, Erling, Ehn, & Hillgren, 2012; Ehn, 2008). This is the idea that when users 

and designers are brought together they are able to create a common language, building on 

their respective experience, expertise, and tacit knowledge. Boundary objects and/or 

artifacts (i.e. paper, games, etc.) can also be utilized to bind the different vernaculars 

together, to develop a shared understanding and language from which everyone can draw 

upon (Bjögvinsson, Erling, Ehn, & Hillgren, 2012). 

As Design-Games as a method has evolved, the idea of bringing users and 

designers together has expanded to include bringing additional stakeholders as well. It was 

recognized that additional groups could bring important value to the process, and so in 

more recent research it can be seen that design games have become more inclusive and 

focused on a more diverse range of players (Brandt, Messeter & Binder, 2008).  

Spectrum of Design Games 
With ‘Gamification’ as the fundamental concept behind this method, it opens the field 

up to a wide spectrum of possible options, including game types and formats. The research 

points to a number of examples ranging from the use and integration of what one might call 

‘classical’ games such as Monopoly or The Game of Life, to explicitly constructed or 

purpose-built games by designers for a specific project or initiative, and in some cases 

proprietary tools, which are games created by organizations codified and packaged for sale 

(i.e. LEGO’s Serious Play) (Ehn, 2008).  
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It is also important to note that design-games were not just available as analog tools, 

but that there were also examples of digital games or digital components of games, such as 

online hackathons (Zukin & Papadantonakis, 2017) or video snippets as boundary objects 

(Brandt, 2006).  

Integration of Other Methods/Techniques 
This spectrum can also be looked at in terms of the wide array of other methods or 

techniques that can be integrated or overlapped with Design-Games. There are 

performative based examples that build upon the shift from ‘design-by-doing’ thinking to 

‘design-by-playing’ (Ehn, 2008). There are also examples where role-playing, prototyping, 

metaphorical reasoning, scenario-based, storytelling, co-design, and/or probes are used in 

a gamified manner. Adding another dimension, differing lenses can also be overlaid onto 

this method, such as intersectionality or accessibility.  

An Attempt to Define the Method 
With such a broad spectrum of possibilities it is difficult to provide one concise 

definition. In an attempt to distill the research down, it seemed the best option was to focus 

on the main characteristics – or defining aspects – of the method. That is to say, what 

elements are typically present when using a gamified approach?  Based on the research 

there appear to several characteristics which could be considered essential.  

Design-Games:    

• Operate in a playful way 
• Build on familiar experiences or tools for the participants (either through the 

game or the content) 
• Are not competitive in nature, instead the idea of achievement is a driver 
• Create a common language 
• Level the playing field among stakeholders  
• Are guided by rules and roles but are not rigid, and can be customized 
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• Use boundary objects and artifacts for framing 
• Involve multiple stakeholders 
(Brandt, 2006; Brandt & Messeter, 2004; Vaajakallio & Mattelmäki, 2014) 

 
When these aspects are present, gamification is present, and participants can work 

together, think, and ideate in new ways.  

Diving further, we also see that by design these gamified experiences build and draw 

on the existing knowledge and experience of all stakeholders, both codified and tacit. Using 

that historical knowledge and experience, design-games are then able to focus on both 

present and/or future possibilities. By bringing multiple stakeholders together (beyond users 

and designers), the process can draw from a greater breadth and history of knowledge 

leading to more insights (Brandt, 2006; Vaajakallio & Mattelmäki, 2014).  

Using the gamified approached, also ‘levels the playing field’ among all participants 

for co-discovery and makes it possible to cut through organizational barriers. This leads to a 

more collaborative format, and better supports the collective generation of concepts. With 

the playful approach, safe circumstance in which to test ideas and play them out 

(Vaajakallio & Mattelmäki, 2014), and removal from the day, combined with the level 

playing field, design-games are able to increase creativity and lateral thinking allowing for 

new pathways of thought (McCamon, n.d.) 

This lateral approach can ultimately can lead to one or more possible design options 

(Brandt & Messeter, 2004). This of course assumes that design options are the actual goal 

of the game.  

When to Use Design Games 
Adding to their broad application, Design-games are more than a method for 

research and producing possible design objects. The research shows that this method may 

also be used as a tool to empower users, to foster engagement among multiple 
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stakeholders, to build design competence, and/or democratize organizational environments 

(Vaajakallio, & Mattelmäki, 2014). 

Given the multiple purposes of this method, there are several considerations that 

would likely be important when deciding on the use and format of a design-game:   

• What is your research / design objective? For instance, if the goal is to 

understand how many users are engaged in an online tool during a specific time, a 

design game may not fit. 

• What type of information are you hoping to gain? For example, metaphorical 

reasoning could work with a construction-based game to gain qualitative data.  

• What type of game might yield the best results? Consider the participants, 

subject matter, and available space to work in, and select an appropriate format. i.e. 

Prototyping for gaining insight on how users might utilize a new software tool.  

• Who should be involved as participants and how many? Consider who might 

have insights, who may be directly affected by the research and/or end result, as 

well as the main users. In some cases a participant may represent multiple 

viewpoints. How many depends on budget, time and space as well as potential 

benefits. 

• How do you plan to capture and analyze the data? The results could be captured, 

for example via video, written down during or after the process, and/or photos could 

be used. It is important to identify this ahead of time so that an appropriate 

tool/process can be used to analyze any data. 

• What is your budget and what costs are expected? Proprietary games such as 

Lego’s Serious Play require trained facilitators and are often done on a large scale. 

This can increase a budget substantially so it should be considered in advance. 

• What is your timeline? Knowing the timeline of the research project is essential as 

it could impact the feasibility of a specific method. Using the Lego Serious Play 

example, sourcing, planning and executing a facilitated session could be lengthy 

process and might not be suitable for a project with a shortened timeline. 

• How can we limit any possible bias in building the Design-Game approach? 

This is a more complicated consideration but an important one. Exploring this in 

advance can help awareness and allow for steps to be taken to minimize any 
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potential bias. For example, it is important to consider whether the design-game is 

culturally relevant or relatable to the participants.  

When not to use Design Games 
There may also be times when Design-games are not a suitable tool for the desired 

goals. These may be situations where the subject matter is too serious, and where 

gamification could be perceived as a lack of 

appreciation for its weight. Another possible 

area where they might not fit would be where 

the outcomes desired, fit outside of the 

scope of a gamified approach. For instance if 

in the ‘Discover’ phase of the research process, a game many not be best.   

                          (Figure 3) 
Design games instead, typically fit within the Conceptualize and Design areas of the 

research process (Stein, n.d.), and then possibly again in the Evaluation phase when 

looking for feedback as shown above in figure 3.  

Types of Design Games 
Taking into consideration of when to use which design game for optimal results, we 

have chosen to highlight the following design games as examples of this method. 

Specifically, these are examples of proprietary games codified and made available for use. 

Poster Session - In this game, the objective of the game is for participants to create 

a self-explanatory poster, using simple pictures or any other method of visual 

representation, to communicate an idea the participants are most passionate about. (Gray, 

2010)  The suggested duration for the poster development process is 20 minutes, and then 

there additional time – no specific limit – allotted for browsing the posters afterwards (Gray, 

2010). The browsing stage of the design game invites all participants to identify common 
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interests and view problems from a design possibility perspective (Gray, 2010). Following 

the browsing stage, the participants/designers are then able to then set a clear research 

direction to work towards collectively, setting in motion the next step of their project (Gray, 

2010). In examining the structure of the Poster Session design game, there were some 

advantages identified including the flexibility in allowing participants to either create posters 

individually or in teams, as well as the ability to accommodate sessions made up of both 

small and large groups (Gray, 2010). By limiting time for poster development and using only 

visual cues, the poster designer is encouraged to think about the most fundamental points 

of their idea. By focusing on communicating only the Why, What and How graphically from 

their viewpoint directly, the presentation process can be greatly accelerated. There is a 

limitation, however, in implementing this design game into an ideation session, as it does 

have a heavy emphasis on graphical representation. This exercise may be more suitable 

for visual thinkers while the ideas of kinesthetic, analytical and auditory type thinkers might 

struggle with 2-dimensional compositional skills. As an alternative, the facilitator is able to 

prepare for and suggest the method of assembling objects to create a collage poster for 

those who are not comfortable with illustration. 

Make A World - The Make A World game is 

typically best suited for the beginning of the 

conceptualization stage. For this game participants are 

able to work in groups to work in a more 3-dimensional 

form, and model the possible future state of the idea or 

product (Gray,2011). Although it might seem to appeal 

mostly to kinesthetic type thinkers, the process of modeling a possible future state creates 

layers of interaction, inviting all types of thinkers to communicate and bring to life intangible 
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ideas (Gray, 2011). This exercise can utilize basic materials such as paper, tape and 

markers but would require a longer timeframe for construction and further discussion. 

Prune the Product Tree - In this exercise, Prune The Product Tree, designers are 

given the opportunity to re-evaluate their product or service, 

prior to its launch or after it has been on the market (Gray, 

2011). With the diagram of a tree representing their product or 

service as a whole, participants are asked to write down 

existing product/service offerings on sticky notes and map out 

its growth accordingly on the product tree (Gray, 2011). This 

allows the designer(s) to view patterns of growth and identify 

where specific offerings may no longer suit the greater whole 

of the product, or where they might need to introduce new offerings to fulfill unmet needs 

(Gray, 2011). This exercise is also available online at weave.conteneo.co, allowing teams 

to collaborate remotely. 

 

Lego Serious Play - Workshop Reflection 

The Lego Serious Play (LSP) method had its origin in the 1990s. Owner and CEO of 

Lego Kjeld Kirk Kristiansen was at the time dissatisfied with the strategy development 

processes in place at Lego and was, therefore, looking for alternative methods. In 

cooperation with Bart Victor and Johan Roos, professors at the International Institute for 

Management Development (IMD) in Lausanne, and Robert Rasmussen the head of product 

development at Lego, Lego Serious Play was developed (James 2013). It was originally 

developed for the corporate sector, with the main purpose to generate more engagement, 

imagination and playfulness in staff meetings and has since been used by companies such 
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as Google, eBay, Roche, and NASA as an alternative to traditional planning meetings 

(Nolan 2010: 364). The process encourages participants to use metaphorical and symbolic 

representations to explore complex issues through the use of Lego bricks (Ibid.). The 

theoretical foundation of LSP consist of four key theories: play, constructivism, hand-mind 

connection, and Imagination (Frick et al. 2013: 8).  

In 2010 Lego licensed the core principles of LSP under a creative commons license, 

making it publicly available free of charge. Different implementations of the method have 

since been developed by the LSP community, meaning that a standard application does not 

exist. However, the LSP process can be broadly summarized in four steps: 1. Challenge 

[participants are presented with a challenge], 2. Building [participants build their answer to 

the challenge], 3. Sharing [Participants share stories and meanings of their stories], 4. 

Reflection [Participants reflect on what they heard and saw] (Frick et al. 2013: 7).  

Building on these principles, we designed a shortened and modified version of an 

LSP workshop, which we included in our presentation in class. It should be noted here, that 

Lego specifically, points out, that LSP workshops typically take at least one day with 

shortened versions taking three to four hours (Lego 2010). The goal of the class workshop 

therefore was not to demonstrate how LSP can be successfully applied in an organizational 

context, but rather to give students an idea of how LSP encourages metaphorical thinking 

when facing complex problems through the use of Lego. Lego has developed Lego Serious 

Playsets, that are designed specifically for LSP, which are available through their online 

shop. Since the aim of this work was not to give a full LSP workshop, we used standard 

sets of Lego which are more readily available and less cost-intensive.  

We structured our workshop according to the different stages of the LSP process. 

However, due to the shortened timeframe of the class context, we developed a workshop 
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that consisted of an individual and a collaborative task. For the individual part, everyone 

was given three minutes to build anything they wanted from a set of legos that was placed 

on the table in front of them. In the next phase, participants were confronted with three 

questions which they were asked to answer with help of the pieces they had built. The three 

questions were designed in a way that they led up to the collaborative task. In this part of 

the exercise, the participants were formed into groups or four and given 5 minutes to 

collaboratively build their vision of schools in the future. The presentation ended, with a 

short reflection on the outcomes of the exercise and the process itself.  

From observation of the workshop, a couple of shortcomings immediately became 

obvious. Firstly, the timeframes, which were allocated to the different parts of the exercise 

were insufficient. While this had been anticipated beforehand, having the participants rush 

through the workshop significantly hindered their ability to unlock their creative potentials. 

More significantly, the time-pressure may have left some participants feeling lost in the 

exercises, not being certain what was asked of them and for what reasons. This leads to a 

second major limitation of the workshop, lacking experience in facilitating LSP workshops. 

Lego emphasizes, that for a workshop to be successful facilitators must be adequately 

trained. Since none of the presenters possessed any experience with the LSP method, 

structure and facilitation of the workshop naturally could not reach the standard normally 

associated with LSP workshops. Nonetheless, in our opinion, the workshop succeeded in 

introducing students to LSP as a method. Students were able to experience, that the use of 

hands can be useful to unlock cognitive capabilities. It also gave them an idea of how LSP 

can help to understand complex problems by invoking metaphors and symbols through the 

use of Lego bricks. 
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