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How can we play with the systems we’re in? Our Playing With Systems workshop

explores the use of playful activities to foster and support interdisciplinary

connections and collaborations in a systemic design context. Building on our

previous workshop, Playing With The Trouble at RSD11 (Figure 1), we focus

specifically on the challenges of “unmaking” systems as part of a wider

programme of developing creative prototype minigames addressing different

aspects of the challenges faced in collaborations between disciplines—in practice

and academia. We invite you to bring your systems, and we’ll explore and

unmake them together through activities that, we hope, can be useful (and,

perhaps, ultimately transformative) in your research and practice.

The systemic design community, with experience in crossing boundaries and

co-designing, working at different levels of abstraction, is well positioned to

tackle many of these challenges, including surfacing (and understanding each

other’s) worldviews, facilitating collective imagination, and embracing ambiguity

and uncertainty. But the notions of collaboratively interrogating the systems we

are in, excavating assumptions, dismantling and unpicking power structures, and
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proposing new ways to intervene and (re)build, are central to the kind of

reflexive understanding that systemic designers bring to interdisciplinary (and

transdisciplinary) projects. Our facilitation team (a subset of the authors)

includes project members from a large interdisciplinary team of researchers

working at the intersection of technical, social, political, (bio)medical, and

humanistic fields, and we aim to make the most of participants’ (inter- )

disciplinary and systems expertise. This is a co-design session in which

participants make new connections and collaborations with each other through

play.
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This workshop is a development of our previous session, ‘Playing With The Trouble’, at

RSD11 (Lockton, Chambers, Vervoort, Vervoort, Browne, Ripoll-Bosch, Ruijtenberg,

Duncan, Waardenburg, and de Lint, 2022), and also builds further on some previous

workshops and papers at RSD from the authors and others, for example, Swat and

Lockton’s (2021) online session on ‘Manifesting Worldviews’, Dudani and Lockton’s

(2021) online session ‘Singular and Shared’ which explored metaphors and systems, and

Lockton, Brawley, Aguirre Ulloa, Prindible, Forlano, Rygh, Fass, Herzog, and Nissen’s

(2019) workshop on ‘Tangible Thinking’ which explicitly explored ways for participants to

externalise the ways they think about disciplines and interdisciplinarity through physical

materials.
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Figure 1. Moments from the RSD11 workshop in Brighton, UK, with the ‘Roles & Relics’, ‘New
Metaphors’, and ‘Lost Futures’ activities
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Interdisciplinary interactions and collaborations are central to systemic co-design, not

just in terms of people with different areas of knowledge and expertise working

together, but also recognising patterns and parallels at multiple levels of abstraction

across disciplines and perspectives—the “pattern which connects” (Bateson, 1979).

Systemic design can be an approach which seeks to dissolve established disciplinary

boundaries (and binaries): it often involves working at a level above—or perhaps

below—the divisions which might keep different expertise areas separated. The RSD

community brings together people with a variety of disciplinary backgrounds, and

presentations and workshops often seek to address and cross boundaries or to develop

and explore methods which transcend the boundaries entirely, perhaps through tools

for framing complexity (e.g. the Systemic Design Toolkit (Jones & van Ael, 2022)). The

scales of this boundary-crossing can be at the global level of planetary issues, such as

climate crisis, health, inequality, or ecology, through national or cultural-political

contexts, right down to small-group or team collaborations. When the challenge

becomes not just collaboration as an end in itself but cooperation to address and foster

societal transitions and transformations at every scale—even though the specifics of the

challenges may be different—there are some similar critical issues. But practically, how

can this kind of interdisciplinarity be facilitated, enabled, and supported? Are there

lessons from the kinds of approaches that systemic designers take?

We focus specifically on the challenges of “unmaking” systems as part of a wider

programme of developing creative prototype ‘minigames’ addressing different aspects

of the challenges faced in collaborations between disciplines—in practice and in

academia. The notion of ‘unmaking’ in design has emerged in recent years (e.g.

Lindström and Ståhl, 2020; Twigger Holroyd, 2022; Sabie et al., 2022a) as a counterpart

to the common framing of design as ‘making’ (even critical making (Ratto, 2011)), but,

especially in a co-design and participatory context, it can be a way of addressing and

contesting existing power structures. Sabie et al. (2022b) argue that critical unmaking

can be an agonistic practice, a collaborative way to challenge, undo, disassemble, or

(propose to) destroy systems, a provocative interrogation of systems, often from the

perspectives of those who have been most hurt or marginalised by them. In a design or

rather human-computer interaction context, Jackson et al. (2023) suggest that unmaking

“foregrounds concerns of materials, decay, breakdown, precarity, and the rich spectrum
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of quasi-states in between”. Many of these concepts also have relevance as metaphors

within systems (Lockton, 2021): we are well-attuned to the notion of systems decaying,

breaking down, or failing. The idea of unmaking systems potentially also overlaps with

”‘letting go” in transitions to more sustainable ways of living (Coops, van der Veen, van

der Horst, Bogner, and Lockton, 2023), “figuring out what needs to be phased out,

broken down and let go of”. Outside of a co-design context, unmaking systems can be

seen as part of a larger trend of unmaking as a way of addressing degrowth,

alternatives to capitalism, and decolonising of imaginaries (Feola, 2019).

While unmaking systems is a serious topic, potentially a provocative and critical

endeavour engaging with issues of power, privilege, and entrenched interests, we aim

to approach this in a way which encourages playfulness, exploration, and imagination.

Together, participants excavate assumptions, explore how to dismantle and unpick

power structures, and propose new ways to intervene and (re)build via a series of

activities. These are still under development but are likely to include an evolution of our

activity, Tentacular Worlds, inspired by the Futures Wheel (Glenn, 2021; Bengston,

2016), Fashion Fictions (Twigger Holroyd, 2022), and Aguirre Ulloa & Paulsen’s (2017)

relational materials mapping (Figure 2). We also link to other purposes around more

playful forms of interdisciplinary exchange and collaboration, including facilitating

collective imagination, surfacing worldviews, and embracing ambiguity and

uncertainty.

We aim to make the most of participants’ own (inter-)disciplinary and systems

expertise—this is a session in which participants make new connections and

collaborations with each other through play, in the process playtesting prototype

activities which in turn could be useful in their own work and practice. We have a variety

of activities within the 90-minute slot. The workshop is facilitated in person by members

of the project team.
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Outline

90 minutes | 15–25 participants | in-person1

● 5-minute introduction to interdisciplinarity, its challenges, the idea of unmaking

systems, and systemic design perspectives

● 10-minute activity on getting to know each other, including feedback

● 20-minute activity creating worlds in pairs or threes as a way to explore

alternatives framing of systems, including feedback

● 5-minute break

● 40-minute activity joining, making, and unmaking the worlds and possible

consequences, all together

● 10-minute closing discussion with whole group

1 Our intention is that this is a physical, in-person workshop, due to the use of physical materials in the
activities.

PROCEEDINGS OF RELATING SYSTEMS THINKING AND DESIGN, RSD12



7

Figure 2. An example of one of the activities, Tentacular Worlds, being tested at a recent

workshop in Ede, Netherlands, with participants from different (non-design) backgrounds.
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