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ABSTRACT

The paper explores the potential of design games as a method for developing empathetic 
understandings between designers and end users. With this aim, we have developed the Feeler 

Reflection Game, a board game designed to serve the contextual inquiry and early participa-
tory design sessions of a design research looking for solutions to help people reflect on their 
well-being and learning. The text includes a description of the game design process, as well as 
an analysis of the game’s use in a workshop. The case study confirms findings of earlier studies 
demonstrating the power of storytelling, personas, and scenarios in design. Furthermore, the 
case study shows that by playing the design game, the participants were able to identify them-
selves with the concept design and with the main situations of use. We conclude that the game 
acted as a boundary object that allowed participants and designers to engage in an empathic 
and productive dialogue.

KEYWORDS: Design Games, Participatory Design, Empathic Design, Design Methods, User-

centered Design

INTRODUCTION 

In Participatory Design (PD) tradition, people who are expect-

ed to use the product or service have a special role. First of 

all, because they are experts in the field in which designers 

want to approach; and secondly, because in the end, the users 

are the ones who will benefit or suffer from the final design. 

For this reason, designers must ensure that the solutions pro-

vided are truly beneficial and sustainable. In order to come 

up with innovations that respond to the users’ needs and ex-

pectations in a certain context, it is necessary to incorporate 

the users’ insights into the design process. The Scandinavian 

tradition has strongly advocated democratic processes within 

the design project through the inclusion of points of views, as 

well as by offering participants the means to understand the 

design process and have a true impact on it. According to the 

Scandinavian tradition, users have the right to intervene in the 

design process.

PD has had an influence in areas such as HCI, user-centered 

design, interaction design, and information systems develop-

ment. Key background assumptions and methods of the PD 

approach, such as the right of people to take part in decisions 

dealing with their living and working conditions, the aware-

ness of the benefits that users’ insights can bring to the design 

process, as well as the value of techniques like mock-ups, low-

fi prototypes, workshops…etc., have been widely adopted 

(Bannon & Ehn, 2012).

In design, especially in user-centered design, empathy has 

been stressed as a way to achieve a better understanding of 

the user and the user’s experience. Through empathic design 

(Koskinen et al., 2003), designers try to get closer to the lives 

and experiences of end users, in order to design a product or 

service that truly meets the users’ needs. The PD tradition has 

emphasized mutuality and reciprocity (e.g. Muller, 2003) as 

means to improve communication and collaboration. The rec-

ognition of everyone’s knowledge and the possibility to learn 

from each other are some of the traits that Muller attributes 

to hybrid spaces, situations that enable new relationships and 

understandings (2003). It is interesting to consider how differ-

ent methods in PD, such as workshops, stories, photos, dra-

mas, and games, among others, contribute to this hybridity. 

Games seem to be a promising option for developing shared 
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ownership, questioning assumptions, achieving mutual learn-

ing, synthetizing new ideas, negotiating, and co-creating. In 

PD, playing games with the end users may improve commu-

nication and provide not only new information and space for 

participants to contribute to the design, but also a shared 

space for emphatic, communal, and situated learning.

To study the potential of games in PD, we have designed sev-

eral board games for various design cases. The games are cus-

tom made, since the idea is to design a game for each specific 

design case. In this paper, we present the Feeler Reflection 

Game, a board game designed to serve the contextual inquiry 

and early participatory design sessions of a design research 

looking for solutions to help people reflect on their well-being 

and learning. We describe the experience of designing the 

game and analyze the use of the game as a participatory prac-

tice that enables researchers and designers to develop an em-

pathetic understanding of their participants.

In the following section, we present design games as a research 

technique for supporting empathy in the design process. We 

continue describing and analyzing the Feeler Reflection Game, 

a case in which a design game was used with the aim of aug-

menting understanding about the users’ contexts, needs, and 

expectations. In the discussion, we defend the key role of de-

sign games for creating a playful and relaxed atmosphere that 

facilitates communication and collaboration. We conclude by 

considering design games as boundary objects that facilitate 

an empathic understanding between users and designers.

DEVELOPING EMPATHY THROUGH 
DESIGN GAMES

In order to promote empathy during the design process, a va-

riety of methods and tools have been developed. The Kouprie 

and Visser (2009) classification recognizes three main classes 

of techniques: (1) for research, (2) for communication, and (3) 

for ideation. Research techniques that aim to foster empathy 

are often focused on promoting direct contact between de-

signers and users. In the PD tradition, Johansson (2005) has 

noted that ‘User involvement enabled the development of a 

special kind of field studies that is much more design-oriented 

than traditional ethnographic studies’ (2005, p.15-16). Hence, 

knowledge about the end users and the design context goes 

beyond descriptive practices, since researchers and designers 

seek to achieve an empathetic understanding of users’ experi-

ences. Mattelmäki (2006) points out the need for creative and 

collaborative methods that enable designers to develop open 

interpretations about the design context that will help them to 

develop empathy. The creative and collaborative practices can 

be, for instance, the use of probes (Gaver et al., 1999; Mattel-

mäki, 2006), mock-ups and prototypes (Ehn, 1988), Make Tools 

(Sanders & Dandavate, 1999), design games (Ehn & Sjögren, 

1991; Johansson, 2005; Brandt & Messeter, 2004), scenarios 

(Binder, 1999), or drama (Brandt and Grunnet, 2000).

Some researchers see a lot of similarities between design 

and games. These are, for instance, their social component,  

evolving, and rule-based nature. According to Salen and Zim-

merman (2004, p.80), ‘A game is a system in which players 

engage in an artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results 

in a quantifiable outcome’. In the case of design, the design 

problems, the available resources, participants and their 

roles, as well as the work processes form boundaries for the 

design work and define the design space in a similar way as 

the rules in a game define what one can do in it. According to 

Vaajakallio (2012), games have been used in design for design 

research (Habraken & Gross, 1988), for building design com-

petences among design students (Iversen & Buur, 2002), for 

empowering users, like in the ‘layout kit’ developed by Ehn and 

Sjögren (1991), and for engaging multiple stakeholders (Brandt 

& Messeter, 2004). Design games can be tools to define the 

design space. According to Botero (2013, p.59), a design space 

can be understood as ‘the space of potentials that the avail-

able circumstances afford for the emergence of new designs 

at multiple levels’. Building on this definition, playing a design 

game can be a tool to intensify the relations among people, 

things, and activities. When playing a game, end users, de-

signers, and stakeholders in general, can explore different 

alternatives and make collective design decisions. This trans-

forms and expands the initially given design space by increas-

ing empathy among participants.

Including empathic thinking in design can be a way to find 

inspiration and creativity about future products or design so-

lutions (Steen et al., 2007); in other words, to broaden the 

design space. In PD, design games have gained popularity as 

a method for designers and users to jointly explore design is-

sues on a conceptual level — to involve users in creative activ-

ity (Brandt, 2006). From this angle, explorative design games 

support formatting design dialogues that ‘engage intended us-

ers, various stakeholders and the design team in joint inquiry 

into existing practice and participatory design of possible fu-

tures’ (Brandt, 2006, p.61). Exploratory design games are a 

specific type of design game named by Brandt and Messeter 

(2004) that place great emphasis on engaging multiple stake-

holders (Vaajakallio, 2012). Brandt (2006) distinguishes four 

types of exploratory design games: (1) games to conceptual-

ize designing, (2) exchange perspective games, (3) negotiation 

and work-flow-oriented design games, and (4) scenario-ori-

ented design games.

The capacity of games for creating stories, in which participants 

step in and play a role, helps to dissolve hierarchies, which 

in turn promotes a more relaxed participation. In this regard, 

Kronqvist et al. (2012, p.4) highlight ‘Games introduce a way 

for engaging the participants in a mode of storytelling through 

the use of certain rules, material props, and visual aesthetics 

that set the context’. The use of storytelling in games enables 

players to develop an empathic connection with the situations 

presented. As Costikyan (2000, p.51) claims, players create 

experiences when participating in a game, and these generate 

emotional responses. ‘And because a player is involved in the 

creation of the experience, because the experience of play is 

at least as much his product as that of the game designer, the 

emotions he feels can affect him much more deeply than the 

surface, empathic response you feel when viewing or reading 
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about characters in a story’. Design games can take advantage 

of storytelling as a strategy to produce empathy among par-

ticipants and, therefore, allow for a better and deeper under-

standing of the design concept and its challenges.

From the design perspective, storytelling has proved useful 

for designers. The use of techniques such as the creation of 

personas, scenarios, storyboards, and role-playing has been 

applied to help designers gain understanding and empathy to-

wards users’ experiences (Buchenau & Suri, 2000). As Fulton 

Suri states (2003, p.52), empathic design aims at ‘achieving 

greater awareness, an extended imagination and sensitivity to 

another person’s world in a powerfully memorable way’. Build-

ing on these contributions, we can claim that games create an 

enjoyable atmosphere that allows equal communication and 

facilitates sharing experiences between participants. Smooth 

communication and willingness to collaborate are key condi-

tions for understanding how people experience things and for 

developing empathy with their world visions.

FEELER REFLECTION GAME

The Feeler Reflection Game is a board game, where the players 

are invited on a journey by moving from one square to another 

in turns. In the game, each player picks a predefined persona 

from six options. The players’ personas are all university stu-

dents, aged 19 to 23, that have different motivations for self-

monitoring (Table 1). 

JENNA – 23-year-old medical student

Jenna has suffered from migraines and 

insomnia since she was a teenager. 

Throughout time, she has learned to lis-

ten to her body in order to prevent the 

headaches and the insomnia. She likes 

to experiment and find new ways of do-

ing things.

PEKKA – 19-year-old industrial design 

student

Pekka enjoys testing new gadgets and 

mobile apps. For him, understanding how 

something works is a challenge he can’t 

let go. Once he has solved a problem, 

he completely forgets it. He is quite dis-

persed, and quite often he has problems 

staying attentive for long periods of time.

MING – 19-year-old computer science 

student

There’s nothing Ming enjoys more than 

work that’s done well.  She is very orga-

nized but has a terrible memory. For this 

reason, she writes lists of things to do, so 

she can make sure she doesn’t miss any-

thing. Her ability for prioritizing is appre-

ciated when leading group projects.

SAMIR – 22-year-old business student

Samir likes to think that everything has 

a solution; it’s just a matter of having 

enough data. He also thinks that every-

one has the limits one wants to have. He 

is ambidextrous, and when he was a child 

he was diagnosed as dyslexic. He is not 

afraid of mistakes, and he enjoys trying 

new things.

OLGA – 20-year-old communication  

student

Olga makes great use of social media. She 

has traveled a lot, and she likes to stay in 

touch with all her friends. Feeling part of 

a group is very important to her. Over the 

last two years, she has experienced some 

tiredness and mild depression during the 

winter term.

TIMO – 21-year-old art student

Timo is very social, but sometimes he 

wants to have some time for himself.  

From his point of view, one should focus 

on the present and experience it with all 

the senses. Even if he makes use of digital 

technologies, he is quite skeptical about 

its benefits.

Table 1. Feeler Reflection Game persona descriptions

Source: Feeler Reflection Game
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The goal of the game is to change the behavior of the per-

sona each player is playing in order to improve the personas’ 

learning performance. For this, players need to reach the last 

square of the game board. Although the game is not competi-

tive, all players should go through all the squares of the board 

to earn a minimum of eighteen points, which will enable them 

to move to the final square. The game has ten squares, each 

one requiring that players perform a specific action. The ac-

tions in the squares are:  

Square 1: Choose a persona. Decisions are made based on 

the image displayed in the pawn. Once the selection is made, 

players receive the character card corresponding to their per-

sona and have some time for carefully examining the profile 

information. 

Square 2: Define the persona degree of motivation for engag-

ing in self-monitoring. On each of the character cards, the 

persona’s level of motivation for improving their well-being is 

expressed quantitatively. On this square, participants have the 

opportunity to increase the number initially given by rolling 

the dice and adding the points earned.

Square 3: Select the type of data to monitor. Players choose 

from a pre-made list that includes monitoring: a) learning per-

formance and sleep, b) learning performance and physical ac-

tivity, and c) learning performance, sleep, and physical activity.

Square 4: Define a research question. Participants need to 

write a concrete question that they can answer through the 

data. The aim is to gain a better understanding of the perso-

na’s condition and, therefore, to be able to find a solution.

Square 5: Pick a device for data collection. Players can choose 

between the following options for gathering their data: a) by 

hand, b) mobile app, c) mobile in-built sensor, or d) wearable 

device. Each device is numerically evaluated according to sev-

eral features dealing with battery, data management, comfort, 

cost, and data accuracy. All devices award the same amount 

of points, but are differently distributed depending on the tool 

strengths and weaknesses. Players have to make their choice, 

taking into consideration their character’s idiosyncrasy. On 

this square, participants receive a sticker containing the infor-

mation about the data collection device chosen that they have 

to attach to their character’s card.

Square 6: Collect the data. In this square, players must choose 

between two card piles: one dedicated to challenges dealing 

with data collection, whereas the other one is dedicated to 

positive aspects. Players roll the dice and, depending if the re-

sult is even or odd, they take a card from a different pile. If the 

player gets a challenge card dealing with a particular feature, 

some points are subtracted from the total amount assigned 

to the device. In the opposite case, if the player takes a card 

focused on the advantages, some points are added.

Square 7: Choose a data visualization type. Participants can vi-

sualize their data using: a) a bubble chart, b) a line chart, c) a 

radar chart, d) a metaphor, or e) a dashboard. Once they have 

made their selection, they get a sticker with the representation 

of the data visualization type.

Square 8: Analyze the data. Again, on this square, there are 

two card piles. In one pile, cards refer to positive aspects of 

data visualization and give points. In the other pile, cards are 

focused on data visualization challenges. If players take one of 

those cards, they get zero or negative points. Players decide 

from which pile they can take the card by rolling the dice. 

Square 9: Determine the readiness for a change. Players count 

the total amount of points earned during the game in order to 

determine if they can move to the next square. Those who get 

more than eighteen points are supposed to have enough mo-

tivation, data, and insights to modify their habits and, there-

fore, reach the last square. Those who haven’t gained the 

necessary amount of points to access the last square must 

remain in this position.

Square 10: End of the game. Players who reach this square 

have successfully completed the game.

The game pieces include:

 Pawns with a printed representation of the characters 

available for players.

Figure 1. Images of the design game used during the contextual inquiry of the Feeler prototype.
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 Character cards containing the personas’ descriptions, in 

which players can annotate their game choices.

 Stickers of the devices for data collection and the data vi-

sualization types.

 Data collection and data visualization cards identifying 

challenges and possibilities.

 Dice. Although players are expected to consciously make 

some decisions during the game, on some occasions, they 

just roll the dice and this determines the consequences.

In the Feeler Reflection Game, each pawn is different and is 

associated with a character card that includes a description, 

motivation level to solve the particular problem he/she fac-

es, as well as some empty fields that players need to fill in as 

the game advances (figure 2). The characters portrayed in the 

game are personas built according to the research developed 

by Gimpel et al. (2013), as well as to interviews made with po-

tential end users. 

The aesthetics of the Feeler Reflection Game borrow from 

traditional game boards. The selected colors and materials 

seek to recreate a playful, enjoyable environment that arous-

es players’ curiosity. From the beginning, it was considered 

important to make participants feel confident and willing to 

experiment. The use of vivid colors, along with simple and 

roundish shapes, creates a safe environment, which is visu-

ally appealing. In order to stress the storytelling side, it was 

decided not to use photographs and, instead, adopt an aes-

thetic based on hand-drawing for the characters and icons for 

the rest of the game materials.

ANALYSIS OF FEELER REFLECTION 
GAME INTERACTIONS

The Feeler reflection Game has been created in the framework  

of a design research looking for solutions to help people to reflect 

on their well-being and learning. The game is used to elaborate 

on a design concept called Feeler, a software and service that  

is able to visualize learning performance and well-being based 

on data collected from online learning services and tools cap-

turing physical activities, such as movement, exercise, nutrition, 

and sleeping. The aim of Feeler is to encourage people to reflect 

on their lifestyle and its impact on their learning capabilities.

The Feeler reflection game has been developed for a series of 

workshops of the Feeler prototype. In the following, we focus 

on the latest, which was conducted with five graduate stu-

dents of art and design. The three design research objectives 

of the game and playing it with various participants were to:

1. Develop empathic understanding of participants’ practices 

and needs related to self-monitoring,

2. Share and explore the design challenges with the partici-

pants related to reflection and behavior change,

3. Obtain feedback and validate initial design concepts that 

are based on previous research.

Participants started the workshop by playing the Feeler reflec-

tion game, lasting approximately 45 minutes. The game was 

followed by a discussion about several issues dealing with the 

prototype design, such as motivation, data collection, data vi-

sualization, and how to better support behavior change. The 

data gathered during the game for further analysis included a 

video recording of the session, participants’ character cards 

on which they annotate their game actions, and the design re-

searcher’s notes.

In order to infer to what extent playing a game helped par-

ticipants develop an empathic understanding of the design 

goals and challenges, qualitative content analysis was used as 

a method for analyzing the data. Qualitative content analysis 

is, according to Sandelowski (2000, p.338), ‘a dynamic form of 

analysis of verbal and visual data that is oriented toward sum-

marizing the informational contents of that data’. The codes 

used for categorizing the data were generated from the data 

in the course of the study. In this case, the codes that show 

an empathetic understanding of the situations presented are 

identification, role-playing, connection with real-life experi-

ences, and creation of a relaxed atmosphere.

Figure 2. Images of the Feeler Reflection Game character cards and pawns.
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At the beginning of the game, players picked their character 

based on the pawns’ images. Despite the lack of information, 

participants’ choices showed some sort of identification with 

the character, mainly based on physical resemblance.

Player 3: ‘I… uhmmm…. Actually I want to be this one (referring 

to the character). My hair use to be like that’.

Transcript 1. Player picks the character she would use during  

the game.

After the character selection, players received a characters’ 

card in which they could read a short description of their char-

acters’ traits and motivation for engaging in self-monitoring. 

This background information helped them to make some deci-

sions and to engage in role-playing.

Player 1: ‘I want to get feedback if what I’m doing is good for my 

health… because I have some mild depressions in winter… and 

also I feel quite tired so I want to monitor my sleep to see if I 

can find some relationship between… I don’t know yet’.

Transcript 2. Player tries to define a research question to answer 

through self-monitoring.

One aspect that indicates the players’ identification with their 

characters is the use of first person when referring to their 

game persona. In some cases, players referred to their char-

acter using first person at all times, therefore, showing a high 

level of involvement in the role-play; whereas in others, they 

only used third person or alternated between both forms.

Player 5: ‘Pekka has this problem of keeping attention, so then, 

how long I sleep, but also how I… So, whether if my physical 

activity and my sleep impact my attention span’.

Transcript 3. Player combines the use of third and first person when 

talking about her game character.

Another aspect that shows players’ empathy towards their 

characters deals with the connection between real-life and 

game decisions. In this regard, it is interesting to note that, 

before playing the Feeler Reflection Game, some of the players 

had experimented with self-monitoring of different aspects of 

their habits. Curiously, in the game, rather than experiment-

ing with new ways of self-monitoring, some of them replicated 

what they had tried in real-life.

Player 2: ‘Yes it was. In my case, I was monitoring sleep in the 

same way I was acting in the game’.

Transcript 4. Player recognizes she self-monitored herself in the 

same way as in the game. 

Despite that self-identification with the characters only hap-

pened while playing the game, we can infer that it allowed for 

an empathic understanding of the personas and scenarios deal-

ing with self-monitoring. From our point of view, role-playing 

and self-identification contributed to a meaningful and situated 

discussion about the design challenges of self-monitoring tools.

The use of a game allowed combining formal and informal reg-

isters. This was noticeable in the case of the facilitator, who 

used a more formal register when explaining about the re-

search aims and the instructions of the game and a more infor-

mal one while playing. During the game, the use of storytelling 

techniques enabled the facilitator to abandon the academic 

register and get into the situation by making jokes, naming 

players by their characters’ names and thus creating a playful 

and relaxed atmosphere. In this regard, the use of humor con-

tributed to liberate players from prejudices and spontaneously 

express themselves.

Figure 3. Workshop participants playing the Feeler Reflection Game.

Despite the fact that the game board presented a linear time-

line highlighting main moments in the process of self-moni-

toring, participants felt confident enough to bring other topics 

to the discussion, which were not initially foreseen, such as 

reward systems or other types of data they would like to moni-

tor, such as stress, weather conditions, or nutrition.

At some point, they also considered it necessary to rearrange 

the order of the board squares, since, from their point of view, 

some decisions, such as the definition of the research question, 

should be approached at the very beginning of the process. The 

fact that each square on the board was independent from the 

others enabled the rearrangement of the squares to be fast 

and easily. In this regard, the visualization of information, ei-

ther by noting down information on the characters’ cards, or 

by altering the initially given order of the squares, contributed 

to maintaining the focus and discussing the issues in detail.

During the discussion, participants reflected about the use of 

a game as a way for presenting academic research. Although 

they enjoyed playing the Feeler Reflection Game, from their 
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point of view, it was necessary to improve the game playabil-

ity. According to the participants’ comments, the game was 

too short and offered few opportunities to make decisions that 

had consequences later on. Since the game was intended to 

be used at the beginning of the workshop as a way to pres-

ent the research topics, it was considered important to keep 

a time limit. However, according to participants, these initial 

constraints are not so important, and stress should be placed 

on creating opportunities for players to meaningfully intervene.

DISCUSSION

The Feeler Reflection Game was designed during the contex-

tual inquiry of the Feeler work-in-progress prototype. Accord-

ing to Leinonen (2008, 2010), contextual inquiry is an initial 

stage of the research-based design process that consists in an 

exploration of the socio-cultural context of the design. During 

the contextual inquiry, designers may use rapid ethnographic 

methods, such as participant observation and user interviews, 

for exploring design situations and defining design challenges. 

Although design games have been highly used in co-design 

sessions in PD (Brandt 2006; Vaajakallio, 2012), we consider 

that they are powerful tools to use in the early stages of the 

design process in order to create a productive dialogue (Kro-

nqvist et al., 2012; Vaajakallio, 2012).

Considering that the Feeler Reflection Game was used as a 

strategy for presenting end users’ different personas and ini-

tial scenarios of the use of the future design, it shares some 

characteristics with the scenario-oriented design games de-

fined by Brandt (2006). According to this author, ‘enacted 

scenario construction can be viewed as an exploratory design 

game because it involves a play with props, takes place within 

a pre-defined location, is limited in time, and follows specific 

rules’ (2006, p.59). In the Feeler Reflection Game, the creation 

of personas allowed participants to interpret a role and de-

velop it further according to their own views. Similarly to the 

Brandt et al. User Game (2008), the Feeler Reflection Game 

aimed to create a shared image, between designers and work-

shop participants, of the end users, based on the field data.

The generation of scenarios in design is a well-known prac-

tice. According to Schön (1983), the creation of scenarios is 

a design technique that helps to restructure a design situa-

tion and provides new insights. The scenarios presented in the 

Feeler Reflection Game described a particular interpretation 

of a QS tool use situation, but incomplete and open to negotia-

tion (Carroll, 2000). The actions taken and decisions made by 

players when playing the game contributed to recreating and 

completing the scenario of use.

Player 1: ‘I could do the same thing (noting down the data by 

hand as another player decided to do), but I’m a computer 

science student (referring to the persona she picked), so I use 

technology (a smart phone with an built-in sensor)’.

Transcript 5. Player explains why her character makes a certain 

decision.

The game board layout offered participants a comfortable 

environment in which they could already advance certain as-

pects, such as the presence of rules and the existence of a 

certain path, among others (Johansson, 2005). Furthermore, 

as Kronqvist et al. (2012) highlight, the game board acted as 

a design medium with a double function: presenting informa-

tion to participants and engaging them to freely communicate 

personal experiences and views. The game board was also a 

great resource for guiding and informing the discussion about 

the concept design of the future prototype.

The game materials were used as ‘things-to-think-with’ (Pa-

pert, 1980; Brandt, 2006) that participants used to analyze 

the situation and give new meanings to it. The game offered a 

common language that helped structuring the argumentation 

and exchange of people’s views (Brandt & Messeter, 2004). In 

this regard, as Brandt (2006) and Kronqvist et al. (2012) out-

line, game materials can function as boundary objects (Star, 

1989), since they support dialogue between different disci-

plines and interests.

Finally, we would like to present the design of games as a de-

sign work (Johansson, 2005). The construction of a design 

game requires designers to structure and define what would 

be at the center of the design process. In the case of the Feeler 

Reflection Game, a lot of effort was put into presenting previ-

ous research results in a suggestive and playful way, so partici-

pants would feel comfortable to freely express themselves and 

contribute to the concept design. In this regard, the game de-

sign had its own process. A couple of weeks before the work-

shop, a low-fi prototype of the game was tested, and some 

aspects were redesigned according to the feedback provided. 

The experience of creating a game was an interesting exercise 

for enabling designers to identify with end users and for im-

proving communication techniques with them.

CONCLUSIONS

In this article, we present design games as a useful strategy in 

PD to develop an empathic understanding of end users from 

early stages of the design, concretely during the contextual 

inquiry. Design games act as boundary objects that provide an 

engaging and pleasurable experience that facilitates players’ 

free expression, and in which participants’ concerns are taken 

into consideration. 

According to our experience, design games work in two dif-

ferent ways. In the case of users, the game players, the game 

offers a unique environment for presenting previous research 

results, such as scenarios and personas through storytelling 

techniques. This way, players can easily identify themselves 

with the personas and scenarios and contribute to the re-

search by helping to envision future practices in design.

From our perspective, as designers and researchers, creating 

a design game requires putting ourselves in the end users’ po-

sition in order to present a situation that stimulates end us-

ers’ communicability and creativity. In this regard, the game 

works as an example of empathic design since it seeks to find  
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inspiration in end users by empathizing with them. Further-

more, the game works as workshop agenda, since it contrib-

utes to presenting the design topics and creating an experience 

on which players can discuss later. Considering all the above-

stated information, design games offer great opportunities for 

developing mutual learning and empathy among end users 

and designers. 
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