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The PhD project, ‘Child-Centred Design for Play’, relates
to the workshop ‘Analyzing Children’s Contribution and
Experiences in Co-design Activities’ by focusing on how
co-creation with children influences the designer’s
mind-set. The paper describes the scenario for a ‘Be In
It Together’ workshop, where children invite designers
into their life, acting as facilitators in a co-creation
process to co-analyse and co-test insights gained.
Qualitative interviews with the designers before and
after the workshop reveal potential changes in their
mind-set, the quality of the insights gained and also
how the methods applied support the perspective of a
child when designing for play.
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Introduction
This paper relates the PhD project ‘Child-Centred
Design for Play’ to the IDC 2017 workshop ‘Analyzing
Children’s Contributions and Experiences in Co-design
Activities’. It will introduce the research topic and the
main research areas and theoretical concepts of the
PhD project as well as state the purpose and the
research question and its relevance to the workshop
theme. Amongst other things, The PhD project will
examine how to support designers with relevant
approaches and tools to engage in co-creation
processes with children.

Contextualisation
HUB for Design & Play
In 2014 the study ‘HUB for Design & Play’ [4] identified
Denmark as one of the leaders within the concept of
design of play; however, the study identified a number
of challenges and barriers in the field, among them:
Lack of professional design competencies and methods,
lack of accessible knowledge in designing play
experiences, and a lack of ability to engage children in
the design process. Some of the same concerns have
been identified within the practices of The LEGO Group
(The LEGO Group, personal contact, 2016) and in small
and medium-sized enterprises (Play User Lab, personal
contact, 2016), and they have also been described in
the international literature of design for play in practice
[5].
Design for Play
Hence the initiative ‘Design for Play’ is being launched
at Design School Kolding as a Scandinavian hub for
play and design that demonstrates how research about
play can have a practical impact. The founding partners
are Design School Kolding, The LEGO Foundation, The

LEGO Group and a range of other associates. The
initiative aims to produce specific solutions and will
hopefully inspire a general dialogue about identifying
and recognising the potential of play. With an applied
research approach Design for Play is closely related to
practice and will include a strong element of making,
engaging and co-creating with users, thereby revealing
ways to learn from and inspire children to grow up to
be creative designers of their own life and the world
around them.
The PhD project ‘Child-Centred Design for Play’ is a part
of this initiative and is motivated by the HUB for Design
& Play study as well.

The research topic
Designing for child-centred play experiences
There is a close resemblance between the mind-sets of
designers and of children. Both like to play, imagine,
explore, experiment, etc. (E. Ackermann, personal
communication, 2015) [9]. The designer’s exploration
of materials, forms and ideas can be viewed as a kind
of play. Even though it can take years of experience to
see the world from a child’s point of view the designer
has a head start because her personality is often similar
to that of a child and she can relate better to childhood
than other people [5]. In child-centred design for play
the starting point is the children and their everyday life.
There is also the option to take the step fully and
accept children as your design partners, which provides
valuable insights and a better understanding of the
child [3]. However, it requires the right competencies
to facilitate the process, ethically, and to interpret the
output of the data in a way that gives you the
perspective of the child [1, 2, 5].

Child-Centred Design for Play
Due to the demands stated above we have to figure out
how we can ensure professional competencies in
designing for play in practice with an increased focus on
children as users. But how do we obtain the
competencies to conduct child-centred design for play?
And how does co-creating and co-designing with
children influence the designer’s mind-set?
The purpose of the PhD project ‘Child-Centred Design
for Play’ is to address the above-mentioned challenges
by exploring and answering the research question:
How does co-creation with children influence the
designers’ mind-set when designing for play?
The PhD project includes the development of an
approach for co-creation with children in design for play
based on existing research. By initiating and facilitating
the use of a co-creation approach in workshops
attended by play designers it will be feasible to test and
evaluate the quality and effect of the approach and
thereby refine them through iterations and reflections
in practice. Pre/post interviews with the participants will
make it possible to identify potential changes in the
mind-set of the designer, the quality of the insights
gained and the designer’s ability to adopt the
perspective of the child.

Research design
Research approach
With a background in design practice and a
specialisation in facilitation of design thinking, the PhD
student of this research project found it natural to
apply the ‘Research through Design’ (RtD) approach to
her PhD project. Koskinen [6] defines Research through

Design as the ability to bridge the gap between design
research and design practice claiming that this kind of
research cannot be done without a design background
[6]. The PhD student is using her own experience in
facilitation of design methods and design processes to
gain qualitative data from real-world research for the
PhD project.
The following sections will elaborate on the specific ‘Be
In It Together’ approach [10] and how it relates to the
workshop theme.
Be In It Together
With a BIIT – Be In It Together approach, a term
coined by the Swiss-born American psychologist, Edith
Ackermann [10] – the designers are playing with the
children, on the children's terms. The kids are the
experts at being children and at playing, and the goal is
for the designer to indulge in the play by being part of
it. Thus, the workshop will focus on co-activities in
order to strengthen the designers’ opportunity to not
only spend time with the children, but also co-analyse
the children’s experiences and contributions.
Workshop format for co-activities between designers
and children
The introduction of the approaches, tools and methods
will be incorporated into a three-day intensive
workshop where designers from play design companies
immerse themselves in co-activities with children – in a
closely integrated combination of theory and practice.
The three days of co-activities will consist of coexistence, co-creation and co-analysis, and will be a
way to explore and test the designers’ ability to
understand the children, and what types of insight they
derive.

Methods for co-activities in the front end of design
The methods will consist of different hands-on tools
with simple, practical instructions and visual guidelines.
The tools will include a specific approach to gathering
knowledge and inspiration and will help identify needs
and/or provide direction. They will establish the
foundation that is needed in order to get started
creating and designing good play experiences for
children.
Pre/post studies
The project aims to formulate a method for conducting
a baseline study of the designers’ (child-centred) mindset before and after attending the workshop suitable for
comparison of the two positions. The method should
incorporate qualitative measurements and a timeline
interview combined with other design-based research
methods.
Furthermore, the project will analyse potential
improvements to the approach, e.g. how the tools can
provide better support for designers and children to
generate useful contributions to a design process.
These results will also be interesting for the IDC
community and contribute to the line of reasoning for
conducting more child-centred activities when designing
for children.

Future work
The next three years of research will demonstrate
whether it is possible, through the activities described
in this paper, to develop a (more) child-centred mindset in design for play and how that new mind-set will
affect the designers’ ability to analyse and deduce

relevant knowledge that can be integrated into future
product developments.

Figure 1, Feder, 2017: Draft of the framework for a ‘Be In It Together’ [10] workshop with co-activities between
children and designers. On day one the designers immerse themselves in the life of the children by co-existing. On day
two the children facilitate a co-creation session to co-identify relevant knowledge about being a playful child. On day
three the designers facilitate a co-analysis workshop to test the insights gained. The purpose is to let the designers
experience the life of the children from the inside out, instead of only from the outside in.
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