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Abstract

Participatory Design (PD) processes provide a limited glimpse
into participants’ life worlds. Projects developing technolo-
gies more holistically embedded in these lives, however,
require a deeper understanding. We envision a novel tech-
nique named Playful Inquiry allowing PD participants to talk
about their lives in game terms via the development of a
game situated in their everyday experiences. Initial steps
towards a fully fledged concept show – in an exploratory ex-
ample case – the potential of such an approach and how it
might tie into Participatory Design.
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Introduction

Participatory Design (PD) workshops are necessarily events
that only get a little glimpse into the life worlds of partici-
pants. Design sessions are embedded in an (often crucial)
aspect of future users’ lives, but are limited in their informa-
tive capabilities. Projects such as OutsideTheBox (cf. [8]
aim at design concerning the life worlds of their participants
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more holistically. Those require a vehicle to those areas of
participants’ life worlds, which are absent from the design
session. This need becomes more pressing, when a verbal
description is not sufficient or not feasible to get. Playful In-
quiry could bridge into participants’ absent life worlds in a
novel way.

Within OutsideTheBox we design technologies with autistic
children1, that have a meaningful place in their lives and
afford positive experiences the children can share with their
environment.

It is not feasible to define the terms play or game in this
contribution. For work discussing these terms we refer to
e.g., [5], [4], [3] or [12]. We describe here a shared activity
with a rule set and goals that are jointly developed by par-
ticipants and researchers in a PD process.

Game elements and playful elicitation of ideas has already
sparked some interest in the HCI research community. Next
to playful probes and triggers used to investigate the po-
tential use of novel technologies (see e.g. [1] or [14]) and
the use of playful elements for requirements analysis (as in
e.g., [6]) there has also been research into the development
of games that assist ideation (see e.g. [11], [2] ). Our work
starts earlier in that it Playful Inquiry is used to bring absent
life worlds to the design session before the creative work
begins.

Background and Purpose

Playful Inquiry relies on play and games as a known activity
to a large variety of potential participants in PD workshops
(cf. [10]). Elements of play and games combine a known

1While the discussion about advantages and dis-advantages of
person-first language is still ongoing, I adopted the label-first way of re-
ferring to the user group, in order to respect the predominant self-chosen
form (cf. [13]).

language with an unknown context. This builds bridges to
new experience in an environment which is perceived as
safe (cf. [16]). This is especially relevant in our project con-
text of designing with autistic children.

Known elements of games, such as achievements, antag-
onism, awards, discovery, levels, obstacles or progression
are used to talk about an absent life world through a differ-
ent lens (an approach which can also be seen as gamifica-
tion (see [7] and [15]) of contextual inquiry [9]). In Playful
Inquiry researchers and participants create a game whose
elements are inspired by the life world of the participants.
For this, researchers might want to come to the session
with a rough game outline, that defines e.g. type (board
game, spatial game, social game...), genre (puzzle, single-
player, maze...) and general game objective beforehand in
order to provide structure for the inquiry.

Description of Probing Case

Our first attempt at Playful Inquiry within OutsideTheBox
was inspired by one of our children (let’s call them M). One
of M’s focus interests were on everything related to SUPER

MARIO WORLD. They liked playing it, they identified with
the characters and they even invented new games with their
Mario-themed plushies. In preparation for our workshops,
the research team developed a maze like spatial game with
doors. Behind doors there would be power-up items and
the goal of the game was not to be caught by monsters.
The maze was drawn on the floor using tape, the monster
was played by one of the researchers with a mask depicting
the face of Bowser (one of Mario’s antagonists). Power up
items were small tokens that resembled the power ups used
in SUPER MARIO games.

We provided a functional rule set and an initial narrative
frame. While both are subject to change in discussion with



participants, the general focus is on the latter. By remod-
elling the monsters into obstacles in M’s life and giving
power-ups the functionality of currently employed strategies
to deal with these obstacles, we learned what M finds diffi-
cult in their life and how they cope with these. By bridging
SUPER MARIO WORLD with M’s life world by superimposing
the latter on the former we were able to talk about topics M
was previously shy to discuss.

M showed some acceptance of the new language, but did
not accept the direct analogy with SUPER MARIO WORLD.
However, they took the template and altered the playing
field and the rules according to their ideas of how the game
should work. That means that next to the narrative frame,
they also took ownership of the functional side of the game.
Both combined gave us a deeper understanding of how
they interact with their world and what matters to them.

Implications for Future Work

First probing into Playful Inquiry gave us a promising look
into what is possible and we hope to realise more case
studies with more diverse participants soon. We would also
like to investigate different forms of playful interaction along
game types. Furthermore, we currently explore different
options to use the games created during Playful Inquiry as
design generating tools.

Playful Inquiry also needs better grounding in theoretical
background to become a fully developed method for par-
ticipatory design that balances out structure and creative
freedom. Additionally, it is of interest to us to see how Play-
ful Inquiry relates to certain theories about games, such as
the rule set Juul [12] presents.
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