
Session focus: (1) How can {co-design (games)} support knowledge mobilisation? 
(2) How can {co-design (games)} be applied across sectoral and disciplinary 
contexts? (3) How can we improve and integrate tools and technologies to 
better mobilise evidence for action? and (4) How can we work together to take 
the next steps for the field?

5 min pitch brief: (1) Overview of {co-design (games)} (2) Settings {co-design 
(games)} is used in and (3) How {co-design (games)} is applied to mobilise 

evidence to address a crisis?

The short answer to the last question is “co-design games provide an 
accessible sense-making process for people of all backgrounds to convert 
multiple forms of complex evidence into personal knowledge. Co-design 

games also give people the agency to see how they might act on this 
knowledge.” But a brief critical overview to justify how and why…
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For an overview, we need to start with Co-design and break this down a bit.
I’m sure everyone has heard of or even used codesign …. Or think they may 
have.
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The term design thinking has spread into many different arenas, much like codesign. 
Images like this (top left), broadly describing what a design thinking process is, are 
probably familiar.
When methods, approaches and tools are taken across disciplinary boundaries, they 
inherently evolve in different directions. And this is not a bad thing. However, I’d 
suggest it is wise to periodically critically examine such evolutionary paths to see (and 
understand) what has changed, why – and whether any core or essential elements 
have been lost or eroded along the way.
Johansson-Skoldberg and colleagues do a great job of this in their review about 
Design Thinking. Broadly speaking Design Thinking is found in 2 dominant  academic 
discourses; Design and Business Management. The authors found there was a 
superficiality and an almost populist nature to the Business/management discourse; 
it was less anchored in academic research and empirical evidence. The discourse in 
the Design discipline was much older, and anchored on observational studies, 
interviews of what designers did; of designerly practice at all levels from Design 
students to ‘elite’ design professionals. They note the subsequent application of 
design thinking in the business domain is a simplified form of designerly thinking. 
More rigourous and complex forms of design thinking are founded on design skills 
and competencies as part of the thinking practices and processes. So what is design?
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A central feature of design practise is in the application of a variety of prototyping 
and visualisation methods, that act as a way for a designer to combine and try out 
different strands of often competing (even conflicting) evidence – synthesising this 
evidence - and as a way of working out how to optimally meet a real world need, 
within constraints of competing (even conflicting) requirements.
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But lets just also remember – for design its not all just about evidence and how it is 
applied. If it was, we would never create anything new.
Its also about imagination  - how evidence can be applied in new ways.

It has to be based on evidence of what we know now – but through imagination, 
apply this to new (better) ways of doing things 

5



The design practices (of which design games are one example) are one of the key 
things missing from the application of Design Thinking processes when they move 
into new domains. And these practices are key to this notion of ‘playing’ with 
evidence, and to combining evidence with imagination. It is not design processes or 
design thinking but Design Practices that are fundamental to how design mobilises 
knowledge. 
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In the context of co-design, these design practices play similar roles and functions as 
when designers apply them in terms of exploring evidence, ideas and the constraints 
of real contexts and users.

However, they take on additional roles/functions in the way they bring people 
together, build relationships, and support communication across various boundaries.

On a micro or personal scale, these games help individuals or small groups to 
‘play’ with evidence and make sense of it in the context of their own 
experiences – so the evidence is mobilised into knowledge at this individual –
small group scale. Within a co-design process, people can then be supported to 
apply this knowledge in new and novel ways.
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I have brought two of these games with me for you to try out.
I selected these two because of their differences. The first was pre-COVID and 
a face-to-face game for small groups of 3-4 people. It was developed and 
made in the space of 24 hrs. It came organically from our design practice. Me 
and my design team initially developed the cards from a long list of If…Then 
statements as our way of trying to help us make sense of them. This spurned 
us to use the game with our co-design partners for the same reason. These 
games took 10 minutes to play. And there were 3-4 different ways it could be 
played.

The second game was a much more deliberate and elaborate approach, to a far more 
complex project. Complex in terms of the evidence and in terms of the co-design 
partners involved. It was a deeply emotive issues with some very entrenched, 
oppositional views. It was developed during COVID and sent out via post to each 
individual co-design partner. Some completed it on their own, others with colleagues, 
or even family members. 
It was a few days later that they all came together online for the first codesign 
meeting.
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In terms of settings where co-design has been applied…

Co-design games have been applied in a wide range of settings but typically to enable 
co-design partners to reflect on their own experiences and bring these to a co-design 
process.
What I have done is to use co-design games differently; to bring evidence to co-
design partners and enable them to make sense of it in the context of their own 
experiences and so bring a richer body of knowledge to subsequent co-design 
processes, that is based on both personal, lived experience evidence and research 
evidence.
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This is relatively new… and perhaps this is one of the things that can be 
considered here today.
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