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ABSTRACT
In this paper we discuss strategies to support our design research
agenda of promoting playful engagement within everyday activities
and situations. We argue that this agenda is in alignment with the
ethos of the third wave of HCI. To support design in this space, we
build upon Situated Play Design, an open methodological frame
that focuses on uncovering existing manifestations of contextual
play as a starting point for designing playful technology. Towards
further developing that approach, here we highlight a series of
emergent methodological challenges, and speculate tactics to ad-
dress them. Our contribution is a methodological reflection of how
to support situated play design, as well as an invitation for design-
ers to continue envisioning, articulating and sharing new methods
in this emerging space.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Human-centered computing→ HCI theory, concepts and mod-
els.
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1 INTRODUCTION
During the last years we have witnessed how digital technology
has been increasingly present in our lives. Human-Computer In-
teraction (HCI) has extended its focus from creating useful tools
for task-related application domains to exploring how technology
can support us experientially and respond to our socio-emotional
needs, e.g. [27, 30, 32]. This experiential turn has characterized the
so-called third wave of HCI [8].

Within this context, play and game design research has flour-
ished within the HCI and Interaction Design (IxD) communities. A
major strand of work has embraced play design knowledge to craft
compelling experiences in application domains that are not purely
entertainment activities [19, 24, 29, 33, 39]. Playful technologies
now transcend the scope of entertainment games, and are more
present in our lives [60] featuring in a variety of domains such as
education (e.g., [49]), health (e.g., [56]), or the workplace (e.g., [43]).
Given the broadening of the design space of play design and its ap-
plication domains, we see a need to revisit play design approaches
and methods.

Addressing recent calls for new methods in HCI/IxD [62] and
Participatory Design [7, 9], and building on User-Centered Design
methods in play design [2, 3, 22], Situated Play Design (SPD) [1]
was recently proposed as an approach to designing playful experi-
ences intertwined with everyday activity. Rather than specifying
and prescribing a fixed set of design methods and practices, SPD
gives pointers to a diverse set of tools for designing for play—it is
an evolving framework open for the play design community to ap-
propriate and complete with new methods. To continue developing
this approach, in this paper we highlight a series of methodological
challenges we have encountered when designing for situated play,
and highlight the need for future research that addresses them. We
hope that our contribution will inspire play designers to create
new design research methods, under the open frame of Situated
Play Design, that respond to the emergent challenges of designing
playful interventions that intertwine well with everyday activity.
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2 THE DESIGN SPACE OF SITUATED AND
EMERGENT PLAYFUL TECHNOLOGY

The design space of situated and emergent playful technology, i.e.
technology design that supports the emergence of play interwoven
with everyday practices and activities, includes works that respond
to diverse values and understandings the role of play in human life.
One subset of non-entertainment play designs are those that lever-
age the motivational power of play to support utilitarian agendas.
For example, gamification [12, 18, 61] uses game elements to make
non-game activities more compelling, responding to the ultimate
goal of motivating users to perform specific tasks that are necessary
to achieve productive results in activities that are not intrinsically
motivating enough by nature.

Although popular in academia, and especially in the industry
sector [61], approaches that focus on the power of play to fulfill
productive agendas have received criticism for: reflecting a narrow
understanding of play [41, 50]; being too designer-centric [45]; and
focusing more on supporting productive outcomes rather than on
the play experience itself [40], which has raised ethical concerns
[11, 46]. Play designers have proposed inspiring alternatives that
embrace a broader understanding of play, a more even focus on
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, and a better balance between
the in-the-moment play experience and the productive outcomes.
For example, Pearce advocates for the design of productive play
[47] that is tied to a purpose beyond entertainment, yet one that
is meaningful to users. Nicholson’s meaningful gamification [45]
advocates for player-generated content that emphasizes the experi-
ential value of play. Playification [39, 50] embraces a more diverse
and nuanced idea of play than gamification, advocates for playful
rather than gameful behavior [39], and focuses on the design of
meaningful playful experiences that are intrinsically compelling to
players—it strives to make everyday tasks intrinsically fun through
the emergence of meaningful situated play [55].

While instrumenting play to support productive goals has re-
ceived much attention in HCI, works that embrace a less utilitarian
understanding of the role of play in human life are gaining traction
as well. Those works respond to other values than productivity,
e.g. promoting curiosity and exploration, facilitating social connec-
tions or, more generally, supporting well-being. For example, Sicart
makes a “call to playful arms [...] against efficiency, seriousness, and
technical determinism” [53, p. 5], and Gaver proposes that technol-
ogy should allow us to “pursue our lives, not just work” [24, p. 1].
The idea of using technology to help people enjoy experiences they
long for, and not only help them “get the chores done” [24, p. 1], is
shared by others, e.g. Bekker et al.’s work on open-ended and tangi-
ble playful interaction [4–6, 57]. or Isbister et al. [34] and Márquez
Segura et al.’s [37] work on the social affordances of co-located
play.

3 CHASING PLAY POTENTIALS TO INSPIRE
INTERACTION DESIGN

In our design focus to support the emergence of open-ended playful
engagement within everyday activity, we align more with playifi-
cation than gamification approaches, as well as with less utilitarian
everyday play interventions that focus on enriching everyday ac-
tivities playfully with added social and emotional value. Situated

Play Design (SPD) [1] was recently proposed as a novel approach
to support that agenda. SPD focuses on uncovering existing mani-
festations of contextual play and using them as a starting point for
design. These manifestations, framed as play potentials [1], emerge
naturally as users engage in their everyday context and activities,
and are presumably meaningful to them. SPD proposes three itera-
tive steps to pursue and make design use of these play potentials:
First, designers chase play potentials when interacting with users in
(semi-) naturalistic settings; Second, a design intervention is created
to support and enhance those potentials; Third, the intervention is
deployed in the wild, where its impact can be evaluated.

SPD builds on and extends existing User-Centered Design (UCD),
Participatory Design (PD) or game and play design strategies. Simi-
lar to UCD, SPD includes users in the design process, but considers
them as more active design contributors, and creative partners
[20]. Regarding user participation, SPD is inspired by Participatory
Design (PD) [21, 28, 44], but it is primarily concerned with play
and playfulness. Instead of focusing on what stakeholders want,
SPD focuses on what they do and, in particular, on how they en-
gage playfully in their everyday activities. Further, while in SPD
users take a prominent design role, solutions do not necessarily
reflect a completely democratic process like in PD; the designer
is responsible for identifying and building on the observed play
potentials. The novelty of SPD is the proposal of chasing play po-
tentials that naturally emerge in real-life activities as the starting
point of play design—thereby supporting, rather than disrupting,
real-life activities by realizing their play potentials.

4 CHARTING THEWAY FORWARD: NEW
METHODS TO REALIZE THEWORLD’S
PLAY POTENTIALS

Existing design research methods can be useful to design for play
that intertwines well with everyday activity. In our work, we found
several of them useful, ranging from active interventions in direct
interaction with stakeholders (e.g. embodied sketching [38]) to more
passive non-disruptive observations (e.g. design ethnography [16]),
and interventions with diverse degrees of designer involvement
in between (e.g. cultural probes [23], provotypes [10], or tangible
interviewing tools [15]).

We suspect that other game and play design works may be using
participatory and situated strategies (e.g. some playification works,
like [39]); yet many do not often fully elaborate on how this can be
done. As a result, designers often lack methodological guidance and
examples for how to uncover and use play potentials in design. We
point to this area as one that needs attention from the play design
research community. Here we highlight a number of unaddressed
challenges we have encountered in our practice, which we argue
are inherent to SPD.

How do we talk about play? Play is an abstract, elusive concept.
It is often difficult to talk about it—not only do we lack a robust
language for the aesthetic experience of play [52], but we also lack
mechanisms to facilitate multi-stakeholder conversations about it.
Design researchers have long been using tangible tools to facilitate
conversations, e.g. [15]. However, those tools often explore issues
other than play (e.g. business innovation [13] or stakeholder em-
powerment [59]) and focus more on the stakeholders’ pragmatic
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needs than on their playful cravings. We see a need for tangible
conversation materials that focus specifically on play by bridging
current tools with play-focused theories (e.g. [52]), frameworks (e.g.
[2]) and taxonomies (e.g. [14]).

How can we chase play in the wild? Play potentials are often
spontaneous and hard to predict. Their ephemeral nature challenges
the task of chasing them and realizing them by design. We see a
need for mechanisms that help designers respond effectively to the
emergence of playful engagement. Inspired by existing methods for
first-person research [36] and embodied ideation [58], we propose
to create tools that empower designers to capture the play potentials
emerging around them. We also suggest it might be interesting to
crowd-source that process. Given the ubiquitous nature of social
media, we wonder: could we use it to capture personal accounts of
playful engagement, and share those play potentials so that they
can be discussed through, and cross-referenced with, other people’s
very own personal experiences?

How can we ground playful inspiration in culture and traditions?
We argue that culture and traditions are rich areas for chasing
play that have not yet received enough attention. That is a missed
opportunity, as play shapes and is shaped by culture, everyday
practices are imbued with play [14], and societies can be under-
stood by looking at how their members play [31]. We see a lack of
actionable methods that help designers chase and make design use
of play potentials embedded in traditions. We propose to explore
how to leverage such latent knowledge. We wonder: how might
play designers identify interesting manifestations of play that are
culturally embedded, and unpack them so that they can become a
useful design material?

How can we design for playful engagement within future activities
and scenarios? The role of IxD is not only to design for today, but also
to envision the technologies of the future. Speculative methods help
designers and other stakeholders imagine technology futures and
reflect on the human-technology interplay in those future scenarios.
They typically result in design concepts that embody a critique of
mainstream approaches to technology design. Although there are
exceptions (e.g. [42]), those methods are often more critical and
rhetorical than embodied and experiential—they are better suited to
raise controversial issues than to explore the potential of technology
to support novel and rich playful experiences. We propose to adapt
existing speculative design methods to focus on projecting playful
futures. That move can be inspired by existing design methods
that put the focus on embodiment, improvisation and material
engagement, e.g. embodied sketching [38], post-dramatic theatre [48],
or LARPing as a platform for technology co-creation [17, 37, 51].

How can we realize the world’s play potentials here and now?
We argue that one of the limitations of contemporary play de-
sign research is that its outcomes are mostly disseminated within
academia. That is at odds with the notion that play designers have
both the opportunity and the responsibility to be political and ad-
dress important social issues [26]. Inspired by recent calls to rethink
Participatory Design [9], we argue that our research should have a
direct impact on people’s lives, here and now, and not only within
academia. If we want to realize the world’s play potentials, pro-
moting playful transformations in the communities involved in
our research should be as important as publishing academic work.
Existing HCI dissemination forms hardly serve that purpose—even

annotated portfolios [35], highly visual and inspirational, target
researchers and designers as audience. Inspired by experimental
forms of knowledge-transfer in art and design (e.g. Gaver’s cultural
commentaries [25] or Simon’s participatory exhibitions [54]), we
invite play designers to experiment with new forms of dissemi-
nation that make accessible to the general public the outcomes
of situated play design, e.g. through public annotated exhibitions
of their multi-stakeholder play design processes and the resulting
designed artefacts.

5 CONCLUSION
In this paper we focused on a research agenda of infusing play into
everyday life, which aligns with the values of the third wave of
HCI. Situated Play Design is an approach to design that proposes
an open set of methods that can help designers chase play poten-
tials and realize them by design. Here we discussed existing design
research strategies that can be helpful for this purpose. Most im-
portantly, we also: i) stressed the need for more methods to guide
situated and emergent play design; and ii) highlighted a series of
unaddressed challenges, speculating about their implications and
relevance. While this paper does not cover all the methodological
gaps within Situated Play Design, it serves as a provocation for
playful interaction designers to share their own practices within
the frame of SPD.
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