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Generative design research brings the people 
we serve through design directly into the 
design process to ensure that we can meet 
their needs and dreams for the future.

These 29 cards show a selection of methods 
that can be applied in the development of 
human-centered products, systems, services 
and/or environments. 



1. Image collaging

2. What if? cards

3. Collective visioning

4. Persona posters

5. Conceptual modeling

6. Collective experience 
mapping

7. Decision making games

8. The sandbox

9. Ecosystem mapping

10. Velcro-modeling

11. Improvisation

12. Lego making

13. Puppet play

14. Make a package

15. Observations

16. Collective dreaming

17. Interviews

18. Conversations

19. Surveys

20. Daily logs

21. Immersion workbook 
or spreadsheet

22. Full scale space planning

23. Small scale 
space planning

24. The dollhouse

25. Provotypes

26. Card sorting

27. Exploring self perception

28. 2D space planning

29. Individual experience 
mapping

Methods



Image 
collaging

1
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Image collaging

Images and words are selected to form a toolkit 
which is used by people to make a collage that 
expresses their memories of the past, their feelings 
about the present or their hopes and dreams for  
the future.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future



What if? 
cards
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What if? cards

A deck of cards each of which contains a provocative 
image or statement about the future. The cards 
can be used for sorting, clustering, categorizing, 
prioritizing, choosing, etc. They can also be used for 
stimulating idea generation.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future



Collective 
visioning
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A collaborative event that is held to facilitate a 
group’s ideation and expression of a shared vision  
for future experience. Supporting materials are  
pre-selected to provoke the elicitation of latent and 
tacit needs.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Collective visioning



Persona 
posters
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A toolkit with headers, pictures and words that have 
been pre-selected to support people’s creation of 
personas and/or extreme characters. People often tell 
you a lot about themselves when they are asked to 
describe others.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Persona posters



Conceptual 
modeling
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The use of either 2D or 3D toolkits to facilitate 
people’s ability to express their understanding 
of abstract or difficult to describe (in words) 
phenomena. These photos show conceptual models 
of the writing process made by different people.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Conceptual modeling



Collective 
experience 
mapping
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A collaborative event that is held to facilitate a 
group’s ideation and expression of a timeline for 
future experience. The timeline can be short or long. 
Two endocrinologists are mapping a future clinic visit 
for patients with Diabetes. Healthcare providers and 
architects have mapped a future healthcare journey 
for hospital patients.

Collective experience mapping
ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future



Decision 
making 
games
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You can learn a lot about how people make  
decisions or respond to challenging scenarios by 
watching them play a game. The game must be 
designed specifically for the content domain you 
want to learn about. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell 
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Decision making games



The 
sandbox
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The sandbox, together with a range of sand toys, 
encourages playful sessions that are particularly well 
suited for exploring future scenarios. This method 
is therapeutic, projective and capable of reaching 
people’s latent and tacit needs.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

The sandbox



Ecosystem 
mapping
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People can create and visualize systems when they 
have an appropriate set of 2D or 3D (or mixed 2D and 
3D) materials to work with. It is important that they 
are well prepared for this activity since you will ask 
them to engage in big picture thinking and making. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Ecosystem mapping



Velcro-modeling
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A toolkit of 3D components that connect quickly with 
Velcro. Velcro-modeling is typically used at the end 
of a co-design session as a way for people to make 
“dream catchers” that they can use to enact future 
scenarios of use.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Velcro-modeling



Improvisation
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Improvisation refers to action that takes place 
without prior preparation. It can be used to  
reveal people’s intuitive responses to unanticipated 
yet possible future situations. Improvisation is  
aimed at revealing people’s intuitive ways of  
knowing and doing.  

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell 
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Improvisation



Lego 
making

12
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People can make imaginary places and spaces 
by building them with Legos. The use of Lego 
minifigures encourages people to act out the 
scenarios (past, present or future) that would  
take place in the places and spaces that they  
have created.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact 

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Lego making



Puppet 
play
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Puppets can be used to encourage people to 
enact their experiences. Puppet play is a form of 
improvisation that is often more acceptable to 
participants than is whole-body improvisation. But 
keep in mind that, while extroverts love it, puppet 
play is not for everyone. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Puppet play



Make a 
package
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People can show you what they want in a new 
product or service by making a package for it. 
This method is ideal for sparking creativity and for 
exploring new product/service innovation. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Make a package



Observations

15



Made by 

maketools.com

Watching what people do in their natural 
environment is a good way to learn about them. 
Observations can vary in terms of the equipment 
used to capture the observations, the role of the 
observer,  the level of structure used to record the 
observations, etc.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make 
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Observations



Collective 
dreaming 
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Collective Dreaming is an application of the basic 
Image Collaging method that has been adapted for 
on-line collaboration between people anywhere in 
the world. The pilot version was developed by David 
McKenzie and Darwin Muljono as graduate students 
at The Ohio State University.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Collective dreaming 



Interviews
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Interviews refer to meetings where one person 
questions the other. They are structured 
conversations. Interviews that are conducted in the 
participant’s own environment can provide a greater 
understanding about the participant and their  
daily experiences.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Interviews



Conversations
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Conversations between people are less structured 
than interviews. They can occur on the spur of 
the moment and are usually quick and informal. 
Conversations are usually a good first step in the  
co-design process. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Conversations



Surveys
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Surveys contain a series of questions to be asked of 
people. They can be conducted face-to-face or  
on-line. On-line surveys are a good way to get 
responses from many people from around the world. 
The results of the survey are only as useful as the 
questions that go into it. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Surveys



Daily 
logs
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Ask people to record their daily routine behaviors in 
order to understand their current experiences. This 
activity can be used as “homework” that helps to get 
the participants immersed in reflecting on their daily 
experiences before they come to a co-design session. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Daily logs



Immersion  
workbook or 
worksheet
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It is best to prepare people ahead of time to think 
about the topic that they will be exploring in a 
co-design session. You can send a workbook or 
worksheet to participants before they come to the 
session to guide them in making notes and reflecting 
on something they do everyday but do not think 
about often. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Immersion workbook 
or worksheet



Full scale  
space 
planning
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People can easily express their ideas for future 
spaces that they will work or live in when they are 
given the opportunity to make the space.  After they 
have made the space they can actually test it out to 
see if it works for them. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Full scale space planning



Small scale 
space 
planning
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People can express their ideas for future spaces 
that they will work or live in when they are given the 
opportunity to make the space. Dolls are important 
to include in this toolkit to help the participants 
understand the scale. Dolls are also useful for 
encouraging the participants to enact scenarios in 
the spaces.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Small scale space planning



The 
dollhouse
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The dollhouse is a small scale space planning toolkit 
that was designed specifically for exploring new 
hospital spaces. The photos show nurses exploring 
new patient room ideas. Many additional  uses for 
the dollhouse toolkit have emerged over time.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

The dollhouse



Provotypes
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A provotype is a prototype that has been created 
for the purpose of provoking people to think about 
the future. Provotypes that are made of material 
such as Velcro-modeling can be quickly modified by 
participants to better reflect their views on the future.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Provotypes



Card 
sorting
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Ask people to sort a pre-selected collection of 
cards into categories to get a glimpse of how they 
understand a content domain. The sorting categories 
can vary. For example, “cluster the cards in whatever 
way makes sense to you”, “organize the cards into 
your likes and dislikes”, “make a story using the 
cards”, etc. 

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Card sorting



Exploring 
self 
perception
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How do your participants see themselves? The self 
perception triangle encourages them to prioritize 
their thoughts and feelings since they can place only 
the one most salient item at the top.  People can 
show you how they perceive themselves or how they 
would like others to perceive them in the future.

ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future

Exploring self perception



2D space 
planning
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People can imagine and express ideal spaces using 
2D materials that have been designed to elicit their 
thinking about the qualities of the space including 
the physical components, the activities that take 
place there , the feelings they would like the space to 
evoke, etc.

2D space planning
ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future



Individual 
experience 
mapping
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People use the pre-selected images, words and 
shapes to describe an experience along a timeline. 
Everything above the line is positive and everything 
below the line is negative. The higher up you go, the 
more positive it is. And the lower down you go, the 
more negative it is.

Individual experience mapping
ACTIVIT Y

Individual
Collective

METHOD

Say
Do
Make
Tell
Enact

EXPERIENCE

Past
Present
Future


