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Game manual: abstract  
 
Aim: In the past decade, major humanitarian actors such as UNICEF, WFP and the 
Red Cross Red Crescent movement have started developing serious games for activities 
ranging from early warning to handwashing. They celebrate their games as a promising 
channel to engage the communities they work with. This study focuses on non-digital 
humanitarian games used in disaster and health risk-reduction contexts. It analyzes and 
categorizes the various techniques these games use to create engagement. It also provides 
an overview of the functions, examples, and evaluation strategies of humanitarian games. 
By categorizing the engagement techniques of humanitarian games, the study provides 
new inputs for the ongoing debate about improving humanitarian community 
engagement. At the same time, it provides guidance for aspiring practitioners of 
humanitarian games, which is currently lacking. 
 

Methods: A review of literature and facilitation guides from relevant games, as well as 
eight semi-structured interviews build the core of this study. Interview partners include 
five humanitarian professionals who work with games, and three game designers who 
develop games for humanitarian organizations. In addition, the games developed by the 
interview partners (e.g. UpRiver, Handwashing with Ananse, Risque Péï) serve as small 
case studies. All data collected in this study is analyzed through a realist game-design 
lens and the six-step model for qualitative thematic analysis developed by Braun and 
Clarke (2006).  
 

Key findings: The evidence studied suggests three main target audiences for 
humanitarian games: the general public, humanitarian professionals, and communities 
who host humanitarian interventions. Given this study’s focus on engaging 
communities, the emphasis is on the third category. Games catered towards 
communities serve five main functions: learning, building practical experience, fostering 
dialogue, changing behaviors, and taking action. Engagement—the need to attract and 
sustain a participant’s involvement and encourage him or her to interact—is necessary to 
accomplish all functions, and hence, is a crosscutting concern.  
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The interviews and literature suggest that disaster and health risk-reduction games use 
six main techniques to create engagement. The interviewees have confirmed the 
effectiveness of these six techniques through playtests. However, this study has also 
found that formal evaluations of humanitarian games and their engagement remain 
scarce, which underlines the importance of further research. The six engagement 
techniques identified are: 
1) To provide a fun environment which attracts interest and avoids boredom. This is 

achieved through a combination of attractive visuals, competition, emotions, new 
experiences, and even mascots.  

2) To avoid overwhelming the audience by providing clear goals, simplified content, a 
feedback system, and sessions tailored to the attention span of players. 

3) To ensure that games feel relevant for players by building on local needs, by 
reflecting everyday realities, and by including elements of local folklore  

4) To give players agency—that is the chance to impact a game’s outcome through their 
decisions—in a safe space.  

5) To apply the same rules and consequences to all players. This creates a level playing 
field that can engage low-status community members who are excluded from 
traditional engagement channels. 

6) To train facilitators who set the stage for games, provide directions, and use exercises 
to enhance other engagement techniques. 

 
Author contact: e-mail: nadinekueng[at]bluewin.ch; twitter: @na_kueng 
 

 
 
 
Cover photo: Community members of Ampandroangisa, Madagascar, play a game called 
Gender Walk as a part of a disaster risk reduction project of the Malagasy Red Cross, 
November 2016. Gender Walk is a game developed by the Red Cross Red Crescent Climate 
Centre to raise awareness about how differences in gender, age, and status could impact a 
person’s capacity to prepare for disasters (see annex I). Image: Küng.  
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Loading: preface 
 

 

 

 

 

Games might not be the first thing that comes to mind when we think about 
humanitarian action. In a sector where numerous life-saving skills compete for the 
attention of practitioners, games might appear like an unnecessary luxury. This was at 
least my opinion until I came across the vacancy posting for what would become my 
master degree’s internship with the Red Cross Red Crescent Climate Centre. The task 
at the core of this internship was to join the Malagasy Red Cross and implement games 
with interesting names like Dissolving Disasters and Gender Walk (see cover 
photo). According to their descriptions, the goal of these games is to prepare 
communities for potential disaster risks and a changing climate, which begs the 
question: why spend time playing instead of taking a more serious approach?   
 

During the months that followed, I received my answer. I witnessed the power of games 
to motivate communities, to compel participation, and to generate discussion of complex 
topics. For instance, I observed how games made participants realize that their ancestors’ 
farming techniques may no longer be effective, or that disasters do not impact everyone 
equally. Furthermore, I experienced how games have the ability to break down societal 
barriers. For a brief moment, the differences between communities and staff, expats and 
locals, elders and teenagers, seemed to disappear. Ultimately, I concluded that games 
could be an efficient form of taking action and engaging communities. 
 

Once I understood the potential of humanitarian games, I began to notice their 
existence almost everywhere in the sector; there are games to fight germs and mosqui-
toes, games to predict floods, games to collect rice donations, games to trace the journey 
of refugees.1 Even NOHA is not immune, given that at Ruhr-University Bochum, we 
played the so-called “Beer Game” to learn about logistics in emergencies. Still, upon my 
return to Europe, I kept on encountering colleagues who dismissed games as a waste of 
time. This clash between the potential of games I had witnessed and their reputation as 
frivolous pass-times intrigued me, and pushed me to research humanitarian games. 
																																																								
1 These descriptions hint the following games: Handwashing with Ananse, Humans vs. 

Mosquitoes, UpRiver, FreeRice and Against All Odds – see mission 3 and annex I. 
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MISSION 1:  
UNDERSTANDING THE RESEARCH PROBLEM AND DESIGN  
 

 
 

“We found that the old ways of working 
were entirely inefficient and people 
weren’t engaging. So a new way needed 
to be found. Games were tried and tested 
– and found to be really useful.”  
 

> Margot Steenbergen, Red Cross Red Crescent Climate 
Centre, interviewed on 31 March 2017. 

	

1.1  Introduction: launching the problem  
	

Games are on the rise in the humanitarian sector. Over the past decade, major 
humanitarian actors such as the UN Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the World Food 
Programme (WFP), and the Red Cross Red Crescent movement (RCRC) have started 
developing and deploying games for purposes ranging from fundraising to disaster risk 
reduction (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.63, see 2.2.3). This might sound strange to new 
ears who only know about games as a diversion, or even a distraction from real world 
problems (c.f. Stokes, 2012, p.2-3). However, it coincides with a wider trend of 
harnessing the power of games for good (McGonigal, 2011, loc.205), and mounting 
evidence that games can help tackle tough challenges (Suarez et al., 2012, p.2). 
 

An important feature of any game is the way it engages its players. A game, by 
definition, cannot play itself, but demands participation to unfold. Unless it manages to 
adequately involve its audiences, it will fail (Stokes, 2012, p.3). Hence, game designers 
have come to master the delicate balance of engagement that makes or breaks a game 
(Stokes, 2012, p.3). They “know better than anyone else how to inspire extreme effort 
and reward hard work. They know how to facilitate cooperation and collaboration at 
previously unimaginable scales […]” (McGonigal, 2011, loc.263). In short, game 
designers have become adept wielders of power over the hearts, minds, energies, and 
attention of masses (McGonigal, 2011, loc.221). Overall, games have unique affordances 
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for fostering engagement in complex social systems (Gordon et al., 2015, p.5). As the 
quote at the beginning of this introduction shows, humanitarian actors have started to 
recognize this, and experiment with games for engagement. 
 

While game designers are praised for their mastery of engagement, humanitarian actors 
continue to attract criticism for the way they engage the communities they serve. Recent 
examples of such criticism emanate from the community consultations leading up to the 
World Humanitarian Summit (WHS), and the evaluations of the Ebola response. The 
WHS consultations in Afghanistan showed that among the communities served, “very 
few had direct communication with aid organizations” (Jones, 2016, p.38). Meanwhile, a 
recent ALNAP report on the Ebola response found that “engagement was not 
prioritised in the response, particularly early on, and top-down communication fostered 
fear and mistrust […]” (Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.15). Organizations later had to 
spend an important proportion of their resources to resolve problems arising from this 
initial lack of engagement (Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.15). Even if engagement is 
prioritized, existing tools often do not engage communities beyond having them show 
up (Gordon et al., 2016, p. 4). They lack opportunities for communities to voice their 
opinions in a way that makes a difference, and leave communities feeling that the issues 
presented are out of their hands (Gordon et al., 2016, p.4,17). 
 

Why are games praised for their engagement techniques whereas humanitarian actors 
are criticized for theirs? Starting from this observation, we will explore how games used 
within the humanitarian sector engage their participants. For now, the player 
engagement of games and the humanitarian engagement of host communities1 might 
seem like two completely different concepts. However, for games studied in the 
following, the players are communities, which brings the two concepts together (see 
																																																								
1 I borrowed the term “host community” from anthropology, where it designates any kind of 

social group that hosts a researcher. For this study, host community describes any group that 
is in some way served by humanitarian organizations, and therefore host the organizations 
and their games. I chose the term to avoid more popular terms such as target communities, 
beneficiaries or recipients, which do not reflect the agency of the groups they designate. 
Please keep in mind that host community regroups a wide variety of people, ranging from 
subsistence farmers to urban school children across five continents (Suarez, 2013, p.3). 
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2.3). By studying how games engage communities, I hope to contribute to the ongoing 
debate about improving community engagement (c.f. ICRC & IFRC, 2016, p.4). After 
all, high-quality community engagement is required by multiple humanitarian standards 
(CHS Alliance, 2014, see mission 2), and proven to increase programming quality 
(IFRC & ICRC, 2016,p.9-10). By capturing the engagement techniques, I also hope to 
provide guidance for aspiring practitioners of humanitarian games, who currently have 
little documentation to rely on (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.66; see 1.5). 

	

1.2 Research aims and focus 
 

This study first aims to explore how humanitarian games are used, focusing on games 
that target host communities. Within this context, it then aims to identify and 
categorize what techniques the creators of such games—be it game designers working in 
the humanitarian sector or humanitarian professionals working with games—employ in 
order to engage game participants. By engagement techniques, I am referring to the 
different building blocks that game designers arrange and rearrange to create enga-
gement (c.f. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.7). I will identify such techniques through a 
literature review, game guides, and interviews (see 1.5), with a focus on non-digital 
games that are used mainly for disaster risk reduction (DRR) and some public health 
activities1. In order to determine whether a game falls into this category, we will follow 
the identifications provided by their designers rather than applying external definitions.  
 

I chose to focus on non-digital games, meaning games that do not require any kind of 
electronic device, for two practical reasons2: 
 

• Non-digital games are easier to implement. They build on resources readily 
available in the communities and are independent of the availability of electricity, 

																																																								
1 From now on, we will simply refer to this overall focus as DRR and health games. Alternatively, 

we also refer to the games studied as risk-reduction games, since reducing risks is the main 
goal of all the games examined. We will illustrate with examples in section 3.2. 

2 The reasons are based on my personal experience in Madagascar, as well as the interviews 
conducted with Lien Tran and Wade Kimbrough in March 2017 (see 1.5).  



 

 

Games for Humanity                15 

	

access to technology, and digital literacy. Even though the latter is becoming more 
normalized across the world, a recent evaluation of a UNHCR mobile game still 
found that digital devices tend to distract players; players will spend their energy 
learning how to use the devices instead of paying attention to the game’s messages 
(Gonsalves et al., 2014, p.2-3).  
 

• Non-digital games are cheaper to research and design than their digital counter-
parts since they do not require expensive equipment. Hence, non-digital games are 
more prevalent when working with host communities (see 3.2).  

 

The focus on health and especially DRR games was chosen to facilitate the research:   
 

• Health and DRR projects have long emphasized the importance of engagement. 
Both sectors recognize that human factors are key in shaping outcomes, and 
consider communities’ involvement as critical to succeed in the prevention of health 
or disaster risks (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.39; Mossoux et al., 2016, p.135).  
 

• Both sectors have long relied on games to engage stakeholders. Thus, they provide 
more material to work with than sectors where games are less prevalent (see 3.2). 
 

• Both sectors face criticism for their engagement. They need to find new ways to 
integrate young people and adapt engagement strategies to changing risks (IRIN, 
2013; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.62; Mochizuki et al., 2016, par.8).  

 

Due to its focus on DRR and health, this study hovers at the border between 
humanitarian and development work. To avoid entering that debate, we adopt the Core 
Humanitarian Standard (CHS)’s broad definition. CHS defines humanitarian action as 
any “action taken with the objective of saving lives, alleviating suffering and maintaining 
human dignity during and after human-induced crises and natural disasters, as well as 
action to prevent and prepare for them” (CHS Alliance, 2014, p. 19). Both, disaster and 
health risk-reduction, are included in the category of preventing and preparing for crises. 
Still, engagement in conflict situations poses challenges very distinct from risk reduction 
(IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.26). Therefore, the results of this study should be applied to 
other domains with care—if they are applicable at all.  
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In terms of thematic limitations, it is also important to point out that this study does not 
aim to evaluate existing games with respect to their content or overall objectives. Rather, 
it categorizes common engagement techniques and contributes to a better understanding 
of how humanitarian games work. As we will see in section 1.4, this knowledge has not 
been captured so far. Categorizing the engagement techniques is an important pre-
condition to allow other researchers to evaluate humanitarian games in the future. After 
all, they need to know what they are evaluating for (c.f. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, 
p.6). Finally, we should keep in mind that CE usually combines a variety of approaches 
(IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.42). The arguments in the following explore games as 
complementary to other engagement approaches, and are not meant to dismiss 
alternatives. 
 

1.3 Research questions 
	
In order to find out how humanitarian games are currently used, and to categorize the 
engagement techniques employed by their creators, we will divide our research into three 
questions: 

1) How do humanitarian actors currently use serious games in their work? 
2) What techniques do non-digital DRR and health games use to attract and 

engage their host communities according to the people who design such games?  
3) How can we know whether the engagement techniques identified are successful? 

 
The second question (see mission 4) forms the core of this research, while questions one 
and three are secondary questions necessary to fully understand the engagement 
techniques. The first question helps us situate the humanitarian games and their 
engagement techniques (see mission 3). The third question became necessary when, 
during the literature review, I noticed that evaluations of humanitarian games are hard 
to come by due to various challenges (see 4.3). Hence, I realized that it would be 
difficult to provide evidence for the techniques identified and—in absence of other 
sources—decided to take the problem straight to the interviewees to see how they 
measure the success of the engagement techniques they described. 
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1.4 Relevance: why research humanitarian games?  
 

In the introduction, we have established why it is necessary to reflect on improving 
engagement, and why games are a promising vehicle to do so. You might still wonder 
why I decided to focus on games among all the engagement approaches that the 
humanitarian sector is currently exploring. To answer this, we will now see how such 
research is relevant from the point of view of the three main stakeholders of 
humanitarian games: 
 

• Current and aspiring game practitioners: Even though serious games have found 
widespread use in humanitarian work, little effort is made to describe, analyze and 
improve them (Gralla et al., 2015, p.117; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.68). The 
games are often developed and executed by a few experts who do not document 
their game-design know-how (Gralla et al., 2015, p.114). Similarly, even though 
games are commonly used for engagement, I could not identify research that 
directly links the two fields. Existing research on humanitarian games focuses on 
learning, and at best touches upon engagement as a side note (c.f. Özpolat et al., 
2015, p.101). Literature on humanitarian engagement makes no mention of games 
(c.f. ICRC & IFRC, 2016). Due to this lack of documentation, there is little 
guidance for practitioners of humanitarian games, and a risk that new practitioners 
reinvent the wheel (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.66). By capturing how games are 
used to engage, this study aims to start providing such guidance.  
 

• Host communities: The lack of documentation of game practices and effects also 
impacts host communities. They have a right to know what or why they are playing, 
and what the consequences are (Mayer et al., 2014, p.204). They have a right to 
interventions that are relevant, appropriate to their needs, and that do not negatively 
affect them (CHS commitment 1: CHS Alliance, 2014, p.9). By creating a better 
understanding of how games engage, this study hopes to contribute to meeting 
communities’ right to know about the relevance and effects of games (c.f. Mayer et 
al., 2014, p. 204). 
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• Game donors: More research about games is needed to account for the investments 
made towards games (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.64; Stokes et al., 2016, p.16). As 
the funding base for social impact games broadens, more games try to tap into the 
language of impact. From the perspective of donors, this increases the need for 
research on good practices that provides criteria to judge the effectiveness of 
proposed games (c.f. Stokes et al., 2016, p.6). 

 

1.5 Methodology 
 

This study situates itself in a realist and qualitative research tradition. Its methodology is 
inspired by the comprehensive framework for the research of serious games developed by 
Mayer et al. (2014), as well as Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis framework. 
It builds on a mix of relevant academic literature, game documentation, and eight 
interviews to achieve a triangulation of sources (c.f. Meyer et al., 2014, p.509). I chose to 
follow a realist approach because I aim to obtain the raw views of game practitioners 
rather than understand how these views were shaped (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.81). The 
qualitative approach was chosen for two reasons: First, given the limited number of 
people working on humanitarian games, it would be difficult to apply quantitative 
methods. Second, this study aims to gain an in-depth understanding of how engagement 
in humanitarian games works. Qualitative expert interviews are well suited to gain such 
an understanding (c.f. Mayer et al., 2014, p.512-515). 
 

Given the lack of research on humanitarian games, appropriate theoretical approaches 
have yet to be developed. Even the discipline of serious games itself lacks theories to 
formulate research problems and relations between concepts (Mayer et al., 2014, 
p.503,509). To overcome this theory vacuum, we will combine literature on key concepts 
from the perspective of humanitarian communications as well as game design, which in 
itself borrows from various other disciplines such as psychology and anthropology (Salen 
& Zimmerman, 2004, p.1; see 2.1).  
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1.5.1 Data collection  
	
 

I identified relevant literature by searching the online journal databases of Uppsala 
University’s library, and the bibliographies of the few peer-reviewed articles on 
humanitarian games in existence (e.g. Harteveld & Suarez, 2015; Gralla et al., 2015). In 
addition, I considered game facilitation guides and material shared by the interviewees 
(e.g. UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016; Suarez et al., s.d.). Interviews were chosen as the 
main empirical method since, according to Meyer et al. (2014, p.512-514), they are 
especially suited for non-digital games. To identify interview partners, I went through a 
list of humanitarian games that I had compiled during the literature review. First, I 
marked all games that met the non-digital, host community-centric, and DRR/health-
related criteria (see annex I). Next, I proceeded to identify contacts for the marked 
games by searching the blogs1 of the responsible organizations. In the end, I contacted 
twelve potential interviewees, paying attention to a healthy mix of backgrounds, gender, 
geography, and experiences. Ultimately, six agreed to be interviewed, while two more 
interviews came about through my internship contacts at the Red Cross Red Crescent 
Climate Centre (RCCC). All interviewees and their backgrounds are listed in annex III.  
 

Four of the interview partners have a background in humanitarian action: Sylvester 
Baffoe of UNICEF, Margot Steenbergen and Brigitte Rudram of RCCC, and Mathieu 
Pasquet of PIROI (a French Red Cross intervention platform active in the Indian 
Ocean region). On the other hand, three of the interviewees are in academia and in 
humanitarian game design: Wade Kimbrough of Emerson College’s Engagement Lab, 
Lien Tran from the University of Miami, and Benjamin Stokes from the American 
University. Stokes deserves special mention: Even though most of his humanitarian 
games were designed for a US audience, I decided to interview him because his research 
focuses on games and civic engagement. His answers will help us understand the 
engagement techniques in a larger context, reminding us that humanitarian games can 
also target audiences outside of the usual intervention areas of humanitarian 
																																																								
1 For example IFRC News, available at: <http://www.ifrc.org/en/news-and-media/news-

stories/>; UNICEF Stories, available at: <http://unicefstories.org/> [accessed 5 February 
2017]. 
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organizations. The last interviewee, Sam Rich, works as an independent consultant for 
education and behavior change, and has designed several games as a part of his work. In 
terms of geography, the interviewees were located in the Philippines, the United 
Kingdom, Ghana, Uganda, and the United States. 

	
The interviews were conducted between 8 and 31 March 2017, lasting between 45 
minutes to two hours each. Given that the interview partners are located around the 
globe, all interviews took place via Skype. Seven of the interviews were conducted in 
English, while I interviewed Pasquet in French. Everyone was sent the same question 
guide about their games and engagement (see annex II), as well as a few additional 
questions tailored to their projects. This semi-structured approach allowed for enough 
standardization to compare answers, and remained flexible enough to account for 
individual expertise (c.f. Mayer et al., 2014, p.509).  

	

1.5.2 Data analysis 
 

All data collected was analyzed using the deductive six-phase thematic analysis 
framework coined by Braun and Clarke (2006, p.87-93). As a first step, I familiarized 
myself with existing literature and transcribed all interviews. Next, I identified initial 
codes for the data sets and used mind-maps to organize them into themes (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p.87-89). I reviewed the data for each theme to assure accurate 
representation, named the themes, and analyzed them in relation to the research 
questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.90-93). Many of the themes are reflected in the 
section titles of this study, especially in mission 4. In line with the realist approach, I 
focused on the verbal accounts, and assumed that the language of the data reflects 
reality. Reversely, I did not apply any contextualist or constructivist interpretations 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.80,85). 
 

There are various reasons for choosing the thematic analysis framework for this study: 
since it is not wedded to any pre-existing theoretical framework, it is easily applicable to 
a new field such as humanitarian games (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.77,81,97). Moreover, 
it is easily accessible and understandable for both humanitarian professionals as well as 
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game designers, who usually work with very different methods of analysis. Finally, it 
recognizes the active role of a researcher in identifying themes, which is especially 
relevant when researching new fields (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.80).	

	

1.5.3 Ethical considerations and limitations 
 

The methodology outlined above comes with four important limitations—they add to 
the thematic limitations in which we identified in section 1.2: 

• As we have seen, research on humanitarian games is all but abundant. This means 
that we have to work with whatever has been written, even if some of the research 
has not been peer-reviewed (e.g. Gonsalves et al., 2014; HTS, 2013). This is where 
the triangulation of sources comes in. It allows us to carefully crosscheck the 
findings of non-peer reviewed articles.  

• Even though great attention was paid to diversify the interviewees, the world of 
humanitarian game practitioners is a small world (c.f. Revet, 2013). Interviewees 
tend to read the same journals and attend the same conference. Apart from Rich, 
Stokes, and Pasquet, all have, at some point, designed games with RCCC. Thus, 
they have inevitably influenced each other and acquired shared representations. 

• In terms of geographical representation, I was not able to conduct interviews with 
partners based in South America—my lack of Spanish and Portuguese language 
skills might have prevented me from doing so. Meanwhile, the US was 
disproportionately represented as it hosts the majority of humanitarian game 
designers. As a result of this geographical distribution, it is important to keep in 
mind that many of the findings might be biased towards Anglo-Saxon thinking.  

• Finally, given the data collection’s focus on the views of game creators, this study 
does not consult host communities. Hence it cannot reflect how the communities 
experience the engagement techniques. Rather, it sees itself a first step to document 
the know-how that goes into game engagement. Other researchers might then be 
able build on the findings, and test the techniques identified with host 
communities. 
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In terms of ethical concerns, all interviewees formally consented to the process and to 
the use of their names. They have also receive a chance to review their statements before 
publication to assure that answers were not misunderstood or taken out of context, and 
that examples and partner organizations are anonymized wherever requested. Beyond 
that, there were no ethical constraints, given that I explicitly avoided interviewing 
populations that might be considered vulnerable or in a situation of dependence. 
 

1.6 Summary and outline 
  
Congratulations, you have successfully completed the first mission (chapter)1 of this 
study. Over the course of the next missions, we will document the know-how that goes 
into humanitarian games, and explore how games could be a promising vehicle for 
improving community engagement. As established in sections 1.2 and 1.5, we will 
explore what engagement techniques humanitarian game designers utilize by analyzing a 
mix of literature reviews, game documentation, and interviews. The study is outlined in 
the following structure: 

 

• Mission 2 details the results of the literature review. It defines key concepts and 
provides an overview of the evolution of humanitarian games. It also collects 
engagement techniques that are commonly used in games according to the key 
publications. 

  

• Mission 3 answers the first research question by exploring common functions and 
examples of games targeted at host communities. To do so, it mainly draws on 
games developed by our interviewees, which helps us better understand the games 
studied in mission 4. Mission 3 also briefly looks at humanitarian games for 
audiences other than communities, mainly the general public and aid workers. 

 

																																																								
1 You might have noticed that main headings in this study were phrased in a way that reflects a 

game experience. Abbreviations become secret codes, acknowledgements are presented as 
credits and chapters turn into missions. This reflects one of the main arguments of this study: 
to bring fun and playfulness back into the humanitarian sector whenever appropriate (c.f. 
mission 4 & FINISH).  
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• Mission 4 presents and analyzes the empirical findings. First, it unlocks and 
categorizes the engagement techniques used in the games developed by our 
interviewees. Then, it looks at how interviewees measure the success of their 
engagement techniques through playtests and evaluations. Mission 4 answers the 
second and third research questions. 

 

• The “Finish”-mission compiles all the lessons learnt over the course of the previous 
missions to develop recommendations on the use of humanitarian games and the 
improvement of engagement.  
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MISSION 2:  
REVIEWING KEY CONCEPTS AND EXISTING LITERATURE 
 

 
 

“Compared with games, reality is hard to 
get into. Games motivate us to participate 
more fully in whatever we are doing.” 
 

> Jane McGonigal, 2011, loc. 2187 

	

2.1 Introduction: key publications 
 

As announced at the end of the last chapter, mission 2 aims to define the main concepts 
of this study: serious games and engagement. It provides the background information 
necessary to fully understand missions 3 and 4. For the concept of games, we first look at 
general definitions before we turn to serious games, and have a closer look at 
humanitarian games and their evolution. For the concept of engagement, we will look at 
definitions by humanitarians as well as game designers. Finally, we will combine the two 
concepts and look at what key publications tell us about creating engagement in games. 
The arguments thus identified serve us as a basis for the analysis in mission 4.  
 

In the absence of literature that links humanitarian games and humanitarian 
engagement, this chapter builds on key publications for each concept. When it comes to 
engagement, the guiding publication is the RCRC Guide to Community Engagement and 

Accountability (ICRC & IFRC, 2016). For humanitarian games, most publications are 
linked to Pablo Suarez, who has been researching such games for nine years with RCCC 
(Bhagani, 2014). He, for example, edited a special issue of the Journal of Humanitarian 

Logistics and Supply Chain Management dedicated to humanitarian games (vol. 5, no.1, 
2015), and spearheaded a task force to explore the potential of game-based processes for 
humanitarian and development work (Suarez et al., 2012). Most other publications on 
humanitarian games are case studies of individual games (e.g. Mossoux et al., 2016; 
Özpolat et al., 2015; HTS, 2013; Gonsalves, 2014). These publications are 
complemented with more general academic writings about serious games, including 
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Stokes’ Restructuring Civic Engagement: Meaningful Choice and Game Design Thinking 
(2012), McGonigal’s Reality is broken: Why games make us better and how they can change 

the world (2011), and Salen and Zimmerman’s Rules of Play (2004), as well as practical 
guides for designing social impact games (Gordon et al., 2016; Haskell, 2015). 

	

2.2 Concept #1: games  
	

2.2.1 General definitions 
 

Games come in many forms and on many platforms. Some require computers or phones, 
while others rely on boards, cards, or fields. Some can be played within minutes, while 
others turn into full-time activities. Some require a single player while others take the 
form of massive multi-player games. Some activate the body while others stimulate the 
brain (c.f. McGonigal, 2011, loc.337-342). As a result, it is challenging to define what 
games are. Still, McGonigal (2011, loc.346) observes that we intuitively know when we 
are playing a game. She distills existing definitions down to four traits shared by all 
games— goals, rules, feedback systems, and voluntary participation: 
 

1) A game needs a goal— a specific outcome—that players work to achieve. This goal 
gives players a sense of purpose. It focuses their attention and orientates their 
participation throughout the game (McGonigal, 2011, loc.348; Harteveld & Suarez, 
2015, p.65).  

 

2) A game has rules, which are like the “grammar” of a game, and describe how game 
elements interact with each other (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.44, 103). Rules 
limit what players can do to achieve the goal. They oblige players to explore 
unchartered realms of possibility, and thus, unleash their creativity and strategic 
thinking (McGonigal, 2011, loc.351; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.65). For 
humanitarian games, rules can be designed to mimic real-world conditions (Suarez 
et al., 2012, p.7; see 4.2.3). 

 

3) A game builds on a feedback system that regularly informs players about how close 
they are to achieving the goal (McGonigal, 2011, loc.355). A feedback system shows 



 

 

Games for Humanity                26 

	

players the impact of their actions—it makes actions discernable and integrates them 
into the game context (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.35; Suarez et al., 2012, p. 8; 
Stokes, 2012, p.8). It can take many forms, ranging from points to game-overs. It 
sets games apart from other media, since it enables open two-way interactions with 
the audience (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, loc.159). 
 

4) Games need at least one participant—a so-called player (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, 
p.64). The player has to knowingly and willingly accept the goal, rules, and feedback 
system. In other words, she or he has to voluntarily participate (McGonigal, 2011, 
loc.357; Suarez et al., 2012, p.2).  

 

We will meet all of these elements again when discussing engagement techniques in 
mission 4. As we can see from the literature quoted above, McGonigal’s defining 
elements also frequently come up in articles that discuss humanitarian games. For 
McGonigal, any element not mentioned in the above list is not a defining element in 
games. Most notably games do not need a winner, competition or a narrative; such ele-
ments are simply added to reinforce the four defining traits (McGonigal, 2011, loc.362-
401). McGonigal’s definition is the most accessible one for newcomers to the field of 
games, and already contains arguments to refute or integrate all previous definitions. 
However, she is of course not the only author to attempt a holistic definition of games. 
In order to get a more comprehensive understanding of games, we will look at one more 
game definition that is commonly quoted in articles about humanitarian games. 
 

Salen and Zimmerman (2004, p.73-79) have reviewed dozens of game definitions by the 
most known philosophers, anthropologists and designers working on games, and 
distilled them down to 15 defining elements. The most recurring element is rules, 
followed by goals, conflict, decision-making, artificial, voluntary, and activity (Salen & 
Zimmerman, 2004, p.79). Based on the definitions reviewed, Zimmerman and Salen 
(2004, p.80) then proceed to define games as a system in which players engage in an 
artificial conflict, defined by rules, that results in a quantifiable outcome (or goals). This 
definition adds three elements compared to McGonigal’s definition— system, artificial 
and conflict:  
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• System refers to the fact that games are made out of a set of parts that interrelate 
and interact to form a complex whole (Lieberoth, 2015, p.231; Salen & 
Zimmerman, 2004, p.50; Suarez et al., 2012, p.6). Like the humanitarian context, 
game systems contain plenty of trade-offs, feedbacks, non-linearities, delays, and 
unanticipated side effects (Suarez et al., 2012, p.7).  

• Artificial refers to the fact that games take place outside of real life. Salen and 
Zimmerman (2004, p.97) later describe this as the magic circle of play, the frame 
that separates play from the real world. Indeed, humanitarian games invite players 
to make decisions in an alternate reality, allowing them to test actions without 
fearing the real life consequences (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.64-65). We will 
get back to the implications of this in sections 2.4 and 4.2.  
 

• Conflict does not necessarily mean competition. It simply means that games—
much like the humanitarian sector—involve tension between differing ways of 
understanding and prioritizing issues (Suarez et al., 2012, p.7).  

 

	
Figure 1 Summary of the defining game elements. Elements marked in red were taken from to 
McGonigal's definition, whereas purple marks elements taken from other definitions. Sources: 
McGonigal, 2011; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015; graph: Küng. 
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With these elements in mind, we can draft our working definition of games, which is 
illustrated in figure 1. A game is an activity with at least one voluntary player, taking 
place outside of real life. It is structured by goals, rules and a feedback system that links 
decisions to consequences. It often contains an element of tension. Additional thematic 
restrictions (non-digital, health or DRR-related, host communities as target audience) 
apply as established in mission 1. The definition is cumulative, meaning all the elements 
mentioned above have to be present to form a game. Therefore, we will not consider 
“gamified” tools that simply apply individual game elements (c.f. Lieberoth, 2015, 
p.242). We will also exclude simulation exercises, which are sometimes discussed as 
humanitarian games but lack a clear goal and feedback system (c.f. Harteveld & Suarez, 
2015, p.68; Gralla et al., 2015). 

	

2.2.2 Serious games 
 

If we go back to our research questions in section 1.3, we can see that they do not simply 
talk about games, but about serious games. This oxymoron was first used by Abt (1970, 
p.9), who proposed that serious games “have an explicit and carefully thought-out 
educational purpose and are not intended to be played primarily for amusement”. In 
other words, serious games deploy all the elements discussed in the previous section for 
purposes beyond simple entertainment (Mayer et al., 2014, p. 502). They are not just 
about abstract experiences, but include emotional experiences and tough ethical choices 
(Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.62). There are many sub-categories of serious games 
(Gordon et al., 2016, p.6). The following categories are important for understanding our 
case study games described in mission 3: 
 

• Social impact games designate serious games that aim to make a positive difference 
on an individual, community or society (Stokes et al., 2016, p.8). The term is 
synonymous with games for impact or change, and positive impact games. All games 
considered for this study fall into this category. Hence, serious games and social 
impact games are used in an interchangeable manner.  
 

• Learning games make use of the incentive structures, positive emotional experiences, 
intensified mental activity, and experimentation opportunities in gameplay to teach 
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skills for various domains (Gordon et al., 2016, p.6; Mossoux et al., 2016, p.136). 
They combine concrete experience of events and reflective observation (Suarez et al., 
2012, p.10). 

 

• Inhabitable games are playable models of real-world systems. They help players 
understand the dynamics of such systems in a simplified, safe, and fun manner. They 
can be considered as a sub-category of learning games with a special focus on 
complex systems (c.f. Gordon et al., 2016, p.6; Suarez et al., 2012, p.9). 

 

• Transformational games aim to change players in a way that will persist in the real 
world (Haskell, 2015, par.6). Such changes or transformations can fall into any of 
the following categories: knowledge, skills, beliefs, relationships, behaviors, body, 
identities, body, and disposition (Haskell, 2015, par.7).  

 

• Engagement games break the frame that usually separates games from real life (see 
2.2.1). An action taken in an engagement game is simultaneously a real world action 
(Gordon et al., 2016, p.14). We will illustrate this with examples in section 3.2. The 
fact that real world actions can be implemented while the game is being played 
distinguishes engagement games from the categories discussed above. For those, real 
world transformation or learning only happens after a game ends (Gordon et al., 
2016, p.7-8). This meaning of engagement is not to be confused with engagement as 
it is defined for the purpose of this study (see 2.3).  

 
 

2.2.3 Humanitarian games and their evolution 
 

 

For the final part of our conceptualization of games, we will shift the focus back to 
humanitarian games. In mission 1, we have established that the term humanitarian game 
summarizes all serious games developed for humanitarian purposes as defined by the 
CHS, including health and DRR games. Now we will have a closer look at how 
humanitarian games came to be, which sets the basis for understanding the functions 
and examples discussed in the next mission.  
 

The first written account of human gameplay already contains an example of games used 
for humanitarian purposes. In his account of the Greco-Persian wars, the Greek 
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historian Herodotus describes how the kingdom of Lydia used games to alleviate 
suffering and build resilience during a famine (McGonigal, 2011, loc.122, 135-213). But 
no need to worry, we will not travel through the past 3000 years from here. This 
anecdote was simply included to remind us that humanitarian games are more than just 
a trend. Games in one form or another have always been part of humanitarian efforts. 
Organizations like UNICEF, Save the Children, and Right to Play have long relied on 
existing games and sports to help children recover and learn (c.f. UNICEF, 2016; Save 
the Children, 2016; Right to Play, s.d.).  
 

	
Figure 2 Screenshot of Darfur is Dying. Unfortunately I barely survived past the first day, hence 
the big zero at the bottom. Screenshot taken from www.darfurisdying.com [5 March 2017]. 

 

Fast forward to the 2000s, in the past twenty years, humanitarian organizations have 
started to move beyond the use of pre-existing games for children and sports. They have 
started to develop their own games specifically tailored to their activities. In fact, Stokes 
et al. note many early examples of social impact games were developed by the 
humanitarian sector (Stokes et al., 2016, p.6) At the same time, game designers have 
started developing games about humanitarian issues (c.f. Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, 
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p.63). Figure 2 above illustrates one of the earliest and most quoted examples of such a 
game: Darfur is Dying1. The online game, developed by a group of US game designers 
in cooperation with humanitarian professionals active in Darfur, aimed to raise 
awareness for the 2006 Darfur crisis (G4C, 2006). Players take on the role of a member 
of a displaced family and have to survive in a camp as days pass (G4C, 2006; Harteveld 
& Suarez, 2015, p.63; IRIN, 2010; Boyd, 2006).  
	

When it comes to humanitarian organizations, WFP is often mentioned as an early 
innovator for humanitarian games (IRIN, 2010). In 2005, WFP launched a game called 
Food Force2, which sends players on a mission to distribute food in a famine-affected 
country (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.63). With this game, WFP wanted to reach 
younger audiences, and combat the increasing average age of their donor population 
(IRIN, 2010). By 2007, the game was published in nine languages and downloaded five 
million times (WFP, 2007). For games that target host communities, one of the earliest 
examples in the literature is Riskland. The game builds on Snakes and Ladders, 
replacing snakes with disasters and ladders with DRR measures to teach players how to 
protect themselves (IRIN, 2008; UNICEF & Plan International, 2012, p.18). It was 
developed by UNICEF in 2006 and has since been adopted by other actors such as the 
United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR) and the 
International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) around the 
globe (IRIN, 2008)3. Apart from Riskland, most documented efforts to develop games 
for host communities originate from RCCC (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.63). 
 

Since then, humanitarian and development actors have continued to develop new games 
and experiment with new technologies (Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.66). In 2012, a 
multi-media project called Half the Sky (HTS) tested three humanitarian mobile games 
to teach women about pregnancy, de-worming and gender dynamics4 in Tanzania, 

																																																								
1 Available at: <http://www.darfurisdying.com/> [accessed 20 March 2017]. 
2 The game has been discontinued but downloads for Windows are still available via the 

German WFP page: <http://de.wfp.org/ff> [accessed 5 January 2017]. 
3 See for example “Let’s Play” and “Snakes and Ladders” in annex I. 
4 The games are called Nine Minutes, Worm Attack! and Family Values—see annex I. 
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Kenya as well as India (HTS, s.d.). In 2015, UNDP Egypt launched a fellowship to 
promote and accelerate the use of games for social change (UNDP Egypt, 2015). Just 
last year, RCCC tested its first virtual reality game about flood control in Togo 
(Goering, 2016). Earlier this year, the UN hosted its first playable conference on the 
Sustainable Development Goals (UN News Service, 2017). 
 

To cut a long history short, while games for humanitarian purposes might have existed 
for thousands of years, we have witnessed an acceleration in the development and use of 
games specifically designed for humanitarian purposes over the past two decades. The 
games described in this section give us a first glimpse of the diversity of humanitarian 
games. Such games can be played on platforms ranging from game boards to mobile 
phones. Their settings range from UN conferences to village squares (Suarez et al., 2013, 
p.16). Most importantly, they can address a wide range of audiences. We will come back 
to that in mission 3. First, we have to look at the second key concept of this study. 
 

2.3 Concept #2: engagement 
 

Engagement has recently become a bit of buzzword for the humanitarian sector (c.f. 
Campbell & Morel, 2017; IFRC & ICRC, 2016). It replaces older terms such as 
beneficiary communication or communication for development, which were found to be 
too unidirectional (c.f. IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.13). For this study, I decided to use the 
term since it is easily understood by both sectors concerned, by humanitarians as well as 
game designers. Now, what do humanitarians and game designers mean when they talk 
about engagement? 
 

2.3.1 Humanitarian definitions 
 

Most humanitarian publications automatically understand engagement as community 
engagement (CE). In mission 1, we have already defined a community as any group 
hosting humanitarian games. Here, we therefore focus on the second term. The RCRC 
guide defines CE as a set of activities that help put communities at the center of a 
humanitarian organization’s work by integrating communication and participation 
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throughout the program cycle (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.6). The CHS defines 
engagement as “the processes by which organizations communicate, consult and/or 
provide for the participation of interested and/or affected stakeholders, ensuring that 
their concerns, desires, expectations, needs, rights and opportunities are considered [...]” 
(CHS Alliance, 2014, p.19). In their review of engagement definitions, Campbell and 
Morel (2017, p.5) concluded that engagement is an umbrella term used to describe a 
range of ways in which people can be involved in programs that affect them. We will 
now look at what kind of ways—more precisely what activities, goals and conditions—
are covered by this umbrella term from a practical point of view. The main activities 
covered by the term engagement are summarized in figure 3 below. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
A first important activity of engagement is information-sharing: humanitarian actors 
share timely and accessible information about who they are and what they are doing. 
They share any information that allows communities to make informed decisions, 
prevent dangerous behavior, or align expectations (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.7; CHS 
Alliance, 2014, p.13). They do so at a large scale and in an actionable way (IFRC & 
ICRC, 2016, p.7; Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.5). This is what the above definitions 
refer to when they include communications as a part of CE (c.f. Campbell & Morel, 
2017, p.5). Information-sharing requires quick channels that are accessible by everyone 
in a community and have a wide reach, such as the radio, SMS, social media, television, 
or opinion leaders (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.40; Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.10).  
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   Figure 3 Summary of activities that define humanitarian engagement. Graph: Küng. 
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Figure 3 shows that in addition to information-sharing, CE includes multiple activities 
that create two-way interactions between humanitarian actors and host communities 
(IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.13). This means that humanitarian organizations consider 
communities to be active partners in interventions that concern them (IFRC & ICRC, 
2016, p.7,9,22). A two-way interaction utilizes open channels that support discussion. 
For instance, community meetings, phone hotlines, mobile chat groups, and notice 
boards with suggestion boxes provide a platform for concerned parties to interact with 
one another (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.40; Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.7-12). Within 
the category of two-way interactions, the literature review particularly stresses the 
following three activities1: 
 

• Consultation: Humanitarian actors ask communities to share their opinions 
(Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.5). They set up safe systems for communities to report 
questions, feedback, or complaints, and make sure that such feedback is acted upon 
(IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.7,50; CHS Alliance, 2014, p.13).  
 

• Participation: “Communities […] participate in decisions that affect them” (CHS 
Alliance, 2014, p.9), meaning that humanitarian organizations and communities 
make decisions together (Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.5).  

 

• Ownership: Communities are involved in a way where they can take full control of 
decisions that affect them (Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.5).  

 

Engagement can pursue a variety of goals such as improving people’s knowledge and 
motivating action (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.42). Additionally, it may work towards 
shifting attitudes, practices and behavior linked to harmful practices or inequalities on 
individuals, as well as societal levels (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.40,45). It is striking that 
these goals echo the purposes of serious games discussed in 2.2.2. Finally, engagement 
and CE in particular comes with two important conditions: First, any CE activity 
should be sensitive to power relations and build on mechanisms to assure equal 
representation rather than simply involving the most visible or loudest (IFRC & ICRC, 

																																																								
1 Each of these activities would provide enough material to fill a definition section by itself. Due 

to length constraints, their explanations have been distilled to a minimum. 
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2016, p.23,29; CHS Alliance, 2014, p.13). Second, CE should build on local 
engagement needs. This means using culturally appropriate channels and messages, as 
well as formats and languages that are easily understood by host communities (CHS 
Alliance, 2014, p.13; Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.10). Channels used should be locally 
available, trusted and accessible in terms of literacy (IFRC & ICRC, 2016, p.41). In this 
study, we look at the potential of games to be one of these channels. 
 

2.3.2 Game design definitions 
 

We have seen that for humanitarians, engagement is an umbrella term that includes 
information-sharing activities and two two-way interactions to involve communities. For 
game designers, engagement is about players rather than communities. Yet, as we learnt 
in section 1.1, for the games we look at, players are equal to communities. Thus, for the 
purpose of this study, both disciplines talk about the same audience, despite the different 
terms used. Like humanitarians, game designers put emphasis on the two-way 
interactions in their definitions of engagement (Gordon et al., 2016, p.17). For them, 
engagement in its simplest form means getting people to interact with a game, as well as 
other players, and to retain such interactions (c.f. Stokes, 2012, p.11; Salen & 
Zimmerman, 2004, p.11,57-58). It means getting players to collect and apply new 
information, tackle the in-game obstacles, and to take ownership of game scenarios 
(Gordon et al., 2016, p.17). Game designers acknowledge that there are different levels 
of engagement, ranging from emotional and intellectual participation to interaction with 
the game components and game choices (Salen and Zimmerman, 2004, p.59). This 
reflects the consultation, participation and ownership gradients of engagement seen in 
the previous section. 
 

Unlike humanitarians, game designers move beyond simply describing external 
engagement activities and goals. They look at what engagement means inside a players 
brain and mind (c.f. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p. 3). They stress that engaged players 
genuinely care about the outcome of a game even if they are neither forced nor paid to 
do so (McGonigal, 2011, loc. 2194). They are utterly and intensely absorbed (Salen & 
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Zimmerman, 2004, p.75). They are focused, inspired to perform extreme efforts, and 
willing to cooperate and collaborate (McGonigal, 2011, loc. 263,595). In short, they are 
wholeheartedly participating (McGonigal, 2011, loc.2188). 
 

By combining the humanitarian and game design perspectives, we can now elaborate our 
working definition for engagement. As summarized in figure 4, engagement refers to a 
wide range of activities humanitarian actors use to create and sustain interactions with 
the people affected by a program or game. Engagement activities range from 
unidirectional information-sharing to two-way interactions, including the consultation 
of communities, and their participation in relevant decision-making. Engagement strives 
to improve a community’s knowledge; to motivate action; and to shift attitudes, 
behavior, and practices, while building on local needs and assuring equal representation. 
If engagement is successful, communities are wholeheartedly involved. 
 

	
 

 

Figure 4 Summary of the elements that define engagement. Purple designates activities and 
conditions, red designates goals. Sources: ICRC & IFRC, 2015; McGonigal, 2011; graph: Küng.  
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2.4 Blending the concepts: how do games engage?  
 

After having defined serious games and engagement in isolation, it is time to blend the 
concepts and look at how non-digital serious games create engagement according to our 
key publications. The following list of engagement techniques is neither meant to be 
comprehensive nor universal. All arguments are simplified. Since none of the 
publications reviewed contain a list of engagement techniques, it is my own rendition of 
the most common arguments found in relation to engagement— written with the simple 
aim of creating a basis for analyzing the interviews in mission 4:  
 

a) Agency to shape outcomes: A game’s outcome is not pre-defined but shaped by 
players’ decisions and actions (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.41). In humanitarian 
terms, players have ownership over game outcomes. According to Harteveld and 
Suarez (2015, p.64), this agency distinguishes games from other media in the 
humanitarian sector and is key to making games engaging. In the words of Suarez et 
al. (2013, p.4) games “can transform passive consumers of information into active 
players who absorb and retain new information more readily” (Suarez et al., 2013, 
p.4). As illustrated in figure 5 below, a game offer players choices. Players constantly 
have to decide on what actions to take next. The game then responds to any action 
they take. Thus every actions impacts the game outcomes (Salen & Zimmerman, 
2004, p.33-34,61; Gordon et al., 2016, p.9). This agency over game outcomes is 
offered to any player who joins, and thus meets the equal representation condition of 
humanitarian engagement (see 2.3.1). 
 

b) Contributions that matter: How do players know that their actions have shaped the 
game? From the definitions in 2.2 and figure 5, we know that this happens through 
feedback. Feedback, however, is more than a defining element of games—if used 
correctly, it can become a driver for engagement. It allows players to see the 
connections between their work and the impact, giving them a sense of being 
productive (McGonigal, 2011, loc.928,1057). It shows players how their 
contributions matter, which is a powerful factor to sustain engagement (c.f. Stokes, 
2012, p.12; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.65; McGonigal, 2011, loc.355). Game 
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feedback puts the logic of CE upside down: we have seen that humanitarian 
organizations build engagement by collecting feedback from communities. Opposed 
to that, games provide feedback to their communities. 

 

	
Figure 5 Summary of how how in-game agency works. It allows players to take decisions 
that affect the overall game system. The summary also illustrates the feedback (see b) and 
choice components (see c) of a game. Graph: Küng. 

 

c) Meaningful choices: We have just learnt that games offer players choices, but there is 
more to that story. Games do not just offer any choices—designers carefully think 
about what kind of choices players would be interested in, and about what choices 
would be meaningful for players (c.f. Stokes, 2012, p.5,9). In humanitarian terms, 
they carefully think about players’ needs. For Stokes, such meaningful choices lie at 
the heart of improving engagement through games, especially when designing for 
vulnerable populations (Stokes, 2012, p.2). It pushes “designers to go beyond what is 
‘good for’ disadvantaged populations, and toward designing experiences that are 
meaningful in the terms expressed by communities themselves” (Stokes, 2012, p.12).  

 

d) Actionable next steps: Agency and choices are important, but games would still fail 
to be engaging if players did not know what to do next (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, 
p.65). Offering actionable next steps is another powerful engagement technique (c.f. 
Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.45; McGonigal, 2011, loc.980). Games achieve this 
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by combining three defining elements: they structure the game by providing clear 
goals, while guiding players through rules and feedback (McGonigal, 2011, loc.922-
928). In addition, they carefully sequence in-game challenges and slowly escalate 
their difficulty (Gordon et al., 2016, p.10; McGonigal, 2011, loc.2183). At first, 
such structure might seem opposed to agency (a). However, McGonigal (2011, 
loc.1070) argues that clear and measurable goals help illustrate the impact players 
have, thus conveying real agency. We will come back to this tensions in mission 4.  

 

e) Safe space: In section 2.2.1, we have seen that games take place outside of real life, in 
the so-called magic circle of play. We have also learnt that players have to enter this 
magic circle upon their own free will (c.f. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.76). Even if 
games simulate real world challenges and conflicts, players can take action without 
fearing the consequences such actions might have in real life (Salen & Zimmerman, 
2004, p.77). This ensures that players feel safe and will not disengage despite the 
challenges or the stress a game might induce (McGonigal, 2011, loc.362). This safe 
space is especially relevant for humanitarian games (c.f. Mossoux et al., 2016, p.136; 
Özpolat et al., 2015, p. 101; Suarez et al., 2012, p.2).  

 

f) Fun/pleasure: Within the magic circle, players not only feel safe, they even get 
pleasure and fun from following the limiting rules they have agreed to (c.f. Salen & 
Zimmerman, 2004, p.98). Game philosopher Chatfield (2010) observes that fun 
contributes to intense emotional engagement. For humanitarian games, it helps 
decrease anxiety around serious topics and encourages people to share knowledge, to 
explore new strategies and develop new skills (Mossoux et al., 2016, p.136). 

 

g) Unsolved problems: Solved problems do not invite play (Stokes, 2012, p.8). Being 
good at a game is not as engaging as not being quite good enough (McGonigal, 
2011, loc.1214). McGonigal (2011, loc.1138) found that players spend 80 percent of 
their time failing and love it. Ironically, if presented correctly, failure gives players 
the feeling that they are getting closer to achieving their goals, rather than making 
them doubt their abilities (McGonigal, 2011, loc.1015,1214). It reinforces their 
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drive to satisfy ambitions and their hope for success, keeping them engaged 
(McGonigal, 2011, loc.1149-1219; Gordon et al., 2016, p.9; Chatfield, 2010). 
However, failure is only compelling as long as efforts feel productive (c.f. Stokes, 
2012, p.8), which links us back to the importance of valuing contributions (b). 

 

h) Intrinsic rewards or non-material rewards are powerful motivators for enthusiastic 
and self-motivated participation, which are frequently harnessed by games 
(McGonigal, 2011, loc.883; 2198). An example of an intrinsic reward harnessed by 
games is fiero, the emotional high players experience when they triumph over 
adversity (McGonigal, 2011, loc.581-591; Suarez et al., 2012, p.12). Another 
example is the positive stress players experience when they work at the limits of their 
abilities, a state described as flow (McGonigal, 2011, loc.375-599). Game designers 
make sure players never quite know when they will experience such rewards, which 
keeps them playing (Chatfield, 2010). Games also use extrinsic rewards such as 
points, but McGonigal (2011, loc.797) found that players quickly build up tolerance 
for extrinsic rewards, making them an unsustainable engagement strategy. 

	

	

2.5 Intermediate score: key findings 
 

Over the course of mission 2, we have learnt that games are activities that take place 
outside of real life. They involve at least one player who voluntarily joined. They are 
structured by goals, rules, and feedback systems that link decisions to consequences. 
They frequently contain some element of tension. Serious games then deploy all these 
elements for purposes beyond entertainment. For games considered in this study, the 
purpose usually comes down to making a positive change within the humanitarian 
context. Over the past two decades, we have witnessed an acceleration in the use of 
games developed for such humanitarian purposes. A brief look at their history also 
showed us that humanitarian games are diverse—we will get back to that in mission 3. 
 

Meanwhile, engagement summarizes a wide range of activities humanitarian actors use 
to create and sustain interactions with the people who are affected by their interventions. 
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Engagement activities range from unidirectional information-sharing to two-way 
exchanges, such as soliciting feedback from communities or having communities 
participate in relevant decision-making. At this point, it is important to note that even 
though humanitarian and game engagement both mention feedback, it is often 
understood to work in opposite directions. For humanitarians, communities provide 
feedback to the organizations; in games, organizations give feedback to their players. 
Like serious games, engagement strives to improve communities’ knowledge, motivate 
them to take action, or shift attitudes and practices. Finally, engagement in the 
humanitarian context relies on a multitude of channels, ranging from SMS to house 
visits—and games.  
   

When looking at how games engage players or communities, the key publications 
stressed the following eight arguments: 
a) All players have agency and can shape game outcome through their actions. 
b) Games continuously show their players how their contributions make a difference. 
c) Games offer choices that are interesting and meaningful for their players. 
d) Players are guided with actionable next steps and clear goals. 
e) Players feel safe to engage even in stressful or complicated situations.  
f) Games provide pleasure and a fun environment. 
g) Unsolved problems and carefully engineered failure motivate players to keep going. 
h) Games reward engagement through unpredictable intrinsic rewards. 
 

We will be on the lookout for these engagement arguments when we unlock the 
engagement techniques of humanitarian games in mission 4. Before that, however, we 
have to answer our first research question and gain an understanding of how 
humanitarian games are used more generally. 
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MISSION 3:  
HUMANITARIAN GAMES – FOR WHOM AND FOR WHAT?  
 

	
“A long time ago, everyone had the 
knowledge about washing their hands 
with soap and water. But they forgot it 
when Ananse stole all the wisdom […] Can 
you help us trick Ananse and bring this 
knowledge back into the world? 
 
 

> Opening scenario of the Handwashing with 
Ananse game (UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p.5) 

	

3.1 Introduction: tracing humanitarian games 
 

Equipped with the definitions and background information of mission 2, we are ready to 
tackle the first research question: how do humanitarian actors currently use serious 
games in their work? We split our exploration into two sections: games aimed at host 
communities—the focus of this study—and games aimed at other audiences. For each 
section, we look at the main functions of games and illustrate with examples. When 
looking at games for host communities, we will focus on examples developed by our 
interviewees, since these games will be the key for understanding the answers provided 
in mission 4. 
 

For this mission, I looked at more than sixty humanitarian games (see annex I for the 
full list). The selection aims to give a glimpse of the diversity of humanitarian games 
rather than to provide an exhaustive list of all games in existence. I discovered a few of 
the games during my internship with RCCC, the rest was identified through the 
literature review, the interviews, and by searching relevant game indices such as Games 
for Change1, as well as humanitarian news-portals such as IRIN and Reliefweb. For the 
latter, I ran searches for terms such as “games” or “play”. Unfortunately, it soon became 

																																																								
1 Available at: http://www.gamesforchange.org/play/ [accessed 5 January 2017]. 
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clear that more top hits were linked to game metaphors, wildlife, or puns on Game of 

Thrones than to actual humanitarian games. I therefore had to refine the search with 
multiple Boolean operators to exclude terms like “game changing” or “zero-sum game”. 
This experience further illustrated that humanitarian games are still far from a 
commonly discussed topic in the sector. 

	

3.2 Games for host communities 
	

From mission 1, we know that the term host communities regroups a wide variety of 
people. The games developed for host communities are just as diverse (Suarez et al., 
2013, p.3). They use a multitude of game supports ranging from cups to giant game 
boards (see below). They cover an almost infinite range of topics. Annex I shows games 
about DRR, HIV prevention, agriculture, WASH, road safety, climate change and 
peace building. Still, in the midst of this diversity, it is striking that apart from a few 
peace-building games1, the articles reviewed made no mention of games for conflict 
situations. We will get back to this in section 4.3.3. Moreover, all but the HTS mobile 
games mentioned in 2.2.3 and a hybrid game called UpRiver (see below) rely on non-
digital platforms. 

 

Reviewed literature and games suggest five main functions for games aimed at host 
communities—learning, building of experience, behavior change, dialogue and action: 
 

• Learning: games are an inexpensive way to let participants explore and apply new 
information (Suarez et al., 2012, p.11). They give communities a space to reflect 
and enable experiential learning (Gordon et al., 2016, p.5, 10; Suarez et al., 2012, 
p.5; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.62). We have briefly touched upon this when 
reviewing learning games (see 2.2.2). When it comes to humanitarian games, 
RCCC found that they offer numerous advantages over more linear, traditional 
forms of learning (Suarez et al., 2013, p.4). UNISDR and Plan International (2012, 
p.19) confirmed that DRR games help children learn faster. 

																																																								
1 For example The Road to Peace (IRIN, 2015)—see annex I. 
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• Practical experience: games invite communities to inhabit a realistic caricature of 
reality. Communities get to experience real-world dynamics, which allows them to 
practice, and to build first-hand experience to confront such situations (Suarez et 
al., 2012, p.5,10-12; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.65). This function is served by 
learning and inhabitable games (see 2.2.2). Games can even accelerate the process of 
experience-building by compressing time: during one-hour of gameplay, players can 
experience how situations evolve over multiple years (Suarez et al., 2012, p.9; 
Özpolat et al., 2015, p.100-101). This is especially relevant for the humanitarian 
context, which is marked by uncertainty and delays between actions and 
consequences (Özpolat et al., 2015, p.100-101; Tran, 2013, p.8).  
 

• Behavior change: some games take the learning and experience-building one step 
further. They aim to directly change the daily behavior patterns of their players (c.f. 
Gros, 2015). This function is especially served by transformational games (see 
2.2.2), and helpful for the CE goal of shifting practices and behavior (see 2.3). 

 

• Dialogue: games can foster dialogue among diverse stakeholders (Suarez et al., 
2013, p.3,5; Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.62). They provide a space to negotiate, 
and can help reach consensus (c.f. Suarez et al., 2013, p.10-12). They have the 
additional benefit of inspiring out-of-the box ideas (Suarez et al., 2013, p.4). When 
it comes to DRR games, UNISDR and Plan International (2012, p.19) concluded 
that they make children feel more confident to discuss. RCCC found that games 
create deeper, more robust and more durable dialogues than other forms of 
engagement (Suarez et al., 2013, p.4). This function can be served by any of the 
serious games discussed in section 2.2.2. 

 

• Action: games do not only help communities discuss, they also allow them to take 
and implement decisions (Suarez et al., 2013, p.12; Suarez et al., 2013, p.3). This is 
especially the case for games that fall into the category of engagement games (see 
2.2.2). RCCC confirmed that games help participants accomplish tasks faster or 
more efficiently than other approaches (Suarez et al., 2013, p.4). 
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When it comes to DRR and health games, all these functions combine to increase 
communities’ preparedness and their capacities to implement risk mitigation or 
adaptation strategies (Mossoux et al., 2016, p.136). All five game functions have one 
thing in common: they need engaged players in order to succeed. In other words, 
engagement is a crosscutting concern for all games, regardless of their function. We will 
get back the engagement component in mission 4. First, we will illustrate how the five 
functions play out for DRR and health games by having a closer look at the games 
created by our interviewees. We start by looking at examples for the learning function, 
and gradually move down the list towards taking action. Unless quoted otherwise, the 
information in the following descriptions comes from the interviews with the developers 
indicated for each game. 
 

3.2.1 Learning: Remember the Veg & Organic Farming 
 

	
Figure 6 Illustrations of Remember the Veg, a memory game to combat vitamin deficiency. 
Teeth indicate vitamin C content, while torches indicate vitamin A. Image: Fourthway, s.d. 

 

Organic Farming and Remember the Veg are two learning games about healthy foods, 
developed by the consultant Sam Rich (see annex I and III). Remember the Veg is a 
memory game aiming to combat vitamin deficiencies. It was commissioned by an NGO 
in Bangladesh who noticed that local staple foods were low in vitamin, which led to 
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malnutrition and health problems (Fourthway, s.d.). Each card combines a drawing of a 
vegetable with pictures that indicate its vitamin contents. This can be seen in figure 6 
above: the yellow card combines beans with a tooth. The tooth symbolizes vitamin C 
content, since vitamin C deficiency is a common cause of scurvy and bleeding gums. 
The second game, Organic Farming, is based on a well-known card game called Happy 
Families. Each family of cards represents a topic about organic agriculture and growing 
healthy foods, for example ‘soil fertility’ or ‘pests and diseases’. Players win by collecting 
the complete card set of as many families as possible. The game was commissioned by 
Terre des Hommes Switzerland (Fourthway, s.d.). 
 

3.2.2 Dialogue and learning: Risque Péï & 7 Familles  
 

From the pure learning games, we move on to Risque Péï and 7 Familles (a French 
name pronounced as “sept familles”). Those two games mix the learning and dialogue 
functions. They were developed by PIROI, the Indian Ocean intervention platform of 
the French Red Cross, as a part of a DRR project in La Réunion called Paré pas Paré 
(PIROI et al., 2015, p.1). The games are an integral part of the project’s education 
toolkit and were introduced to me by Pasquet. During our interview, he estimated that 
last year, more than 10 000 people played the two games. For the remainder of this 
study, we will often refer to Risque Péï and 7 Familles as the PIROI games. 
 

Figure 7 below illustrates the game board of Risque Péï. Players move around the game 
board by rolling dice. As they move, they encounter different questions about disaster 
risks and preventive measures. Meanwhile, 7 Familles—much like Organic Farming—
builds on Happy Families. This time, each card family is associated with a disaster risk 
relevant for La Réunion: volcano eruptions, floods, cyclones, forest fires, landslides, 
tsunami and earthquakes. Players collect cards by answering questions about these risks 
and prevention measures. The games are meant to be simultaneously played by different 
generations. Hence they create an inter-generational dialogue, which allows children to 
learn from adults who have experienced the risks in action.   
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Figure 7 The game board for Risque Péï, shaped like La Réunion. It contains questions that are 
unlocked as players advance by rolling dice. Image: PIROI, shared by Pasquet. 

 
	

3.2.3 Building experience: TASAF game 
 
To illustrate how games build practical experience, we will look at an inhabitable game 
designed by our interviewee Lien Tran—as well as Clay Ewing, Pablo Suarez, and Janot 
Mendler de Suarez—for the World Bank and the Tanzanian Social Action Fund 
(TASAF). The game allows Tanzanian subsistence farmers to experience the benefits of 
TASAF’s productive social safety net programme (PSSN). It shows them how social 
safety nets build resilience to disaster risks over time (Tran, 2013, p.2; Suarez et al., 
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2013, p.21). The full name of the game is Uwezeshaji Kaya Kuhimili Majanga—
“enabling households to withstand” in Swahili—but for the sake of simplicity we will call 
it the TASAF game. 
 

	
Figure 8 Set-up of the TASAF game: players are divided into households. Half of the house-
holds—those on the upper side of the river—receive PSSN. Image: Suarez et al., s.d. slide 6. 

	

To play the game, participants are split into groups of three. Each group represents a 
household. Half of the households have access to PSSN, as illustrated in figure 8 above. 
Those households have to follow similar rules as real-life PSSN recipients (Suarez et al., 
s.d; see 4.2.3). The game then simulates seven years. As the years evolve, surprise events 
such as climate change and malaria outbreaks shift game outcomes in unanticipated 
directions, contributing to increasing disadvantages for non-PSSN households (Tran, 
2013, p.4). Each game year consists of five phases. First, households buy resources and 
PSSN households receive conditional cash transfers for children if they attend school. 
Secondly, non-PSSN households pay, while PSSN households earn money for building 
community assets. Next, players find out about the year’s rain levels and harvest. The 
yield depends on the rain levels and the protective community assets in place. Finally, 
players pay their food and education expenses. If their harvest did not yield enough, they 
can borrow money or sell assets (Tran, 2013, p.4-5). 
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3.2.4 Behavior change: Handwashing with Ananse  
 
 

 

Handwashing with Ananse (HWWA) is a narrative game. It aims to spread the practice 
of handwashing with soap among Ghanaian children (Engagement Lab, 2016; Gros, 
2015). It illustrates the behavior change function of risk-reduction games. Three 
interview partners have been involved in the design of HWWA: Baffoe for UNICEF 
Ghana, Steenbergen for RCCC, and Kimbrough for the Engagement Lab. Baffoe 
estimates that so far, 1500 children have played HWWA. Both Steenbergen and 
Kimbrough quoted HWWA as a model for how humanitarian games should be 
developed. The process started with an inception workshop for key stakeholders, and is 
currently culminating in an extensive evaluation of the game. If the evaluation confirms 
the effectiveness of the game for changing behavior, UNICEF plans to roll out the game 
at a larger scale.  
 

	
Figure 9 An extract from HWWA's why story, illustrating the moment the Sky God teaches 
Ananse the seven steps of handwashing. Image: UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p. 22. 

 

HWWA builds on the story of a Ghanaian folklore character called Ananse (see figure 
9). Ananse stole the knowledge of why, how and when to wash hands with soap. He 
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keeps tricking people to keep the knowledge to himself. HWWA invites children to play 
the following three games in order to get the knowledge back from Ananse: 
 

• Why game: a tag game that explains why handwashing is important and how germs 
spread. One player acts as Ananse. Ananse tries to get other players sick by tagging 
them. The others race to reach a banquet without being infected/tagged (UNICEF 
Ghana et al., 2016, p.5-15). The set-up of the why game can be seen below.  

	
Figure 10 Set-up of HWWA’s why tag game. Image: UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p. 13. 

 

• How game: children pass around objects while sitting in circles and singing a song 
about the seven steps of handwashing. Those who hold on the objects when the 
song ends have to race through the seven steps of handwashing. The winner is 
whoever completes the steps first (UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p.20-28). 

 

• When game: each team has to act out the five critical times of handwashing, while 
the other teams have to evaluate the actors. They do so by screaming whether the 
actors picked up the soap at the right times (UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p.33-40).  
 

 

3.2.5 Taking action and learning: Y(outh) Adapt  
	

Y Adapt or Youth Adapt is an engagement game about climate change adaptation 
(CCA) that mixes the learning and taking action functions. Like HWWA, it is a 
curriculum that contains several games. Y Adapt is currently being developed by RCCC, 
Plan International Philippines, the Philippines Red Cross (PRC) and Engagement Lab. 
To date, no information about the game has been published. Hence this description 



 

 

Games for Humanity                51 

	

relies on the interviews with Rudram, Steenbergen and Kimbrough, who are all part of 
the development process. Y Adapt takes young people through eight sessions. They first 
learn about climate change, and then proceed to implement their own CCA-actions.  
 

Y Adapt’s eight sessions are split as follows: 
1) Players study and act out cards with real-life CCA examples. 
2) They play a game called Act to Adapt (see RCCC, s.d.; annex I). The game divides 

the youth into a community and a hazard team. The community team then has to 
defend its resource cards against the hazard team. 

3) Next, participants play a tag game that demonstrates the greenhouse gas effect. 
4) Players map hazards for their communities. 
5) All participants join a card game that teaches them to group resources into systems. 
6) Players identify key resources for their community. 
7) Players repeat Act to Adapt, this time with the hazards and resources they found to 

be relevant for their own communities. This turns the game a real-life simulation. 
8) Finally, players choose a vulnerable priority resource, and implement an action to 

protect that resource. Once they complete the action, their efforts will be printed on 
a card, and included in the first session for next Y Adapt round. 

	

3.2.6 Taking action, learning, dialogue: UpRiver  
	
UpRiver is an engagement game about early warning. It mixes the taking action, 
learning and dialogue functions. The game aims to change the way communities learn 
about concepts such as river flow, forecasting, or flooding. It also works to improve 
communication between up- and downstream communities. Finally, it directly allows 
communities to take action to avoid flooding (Bhagani, 2014). UpRiver was developed 
by RCCC and Engagement Lab for flood prone areas in Zambia. Among the 
interviewees, Kimbrough and Steenbergen have worked with this game. UpRiver 
consists of two parts. The first part is an analog game to understand the causes of 
flooding and the importance of communication. Players stand in line holding cups. 
Depending on the weather conditions, facilitators add or remove water from each cup. 
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Players have to predict what the water levels will look like if all cups are added up. The 
second part is SMS-based and forms the action component: it aims to establish 
communications networks and collect prediction data (Gordon et al., 2016, p.19-20; 
Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.63). However, Kimbrough noted that the second part 
never made it past the paper prototype phase due to technology and funding constraints.  
 

3.3 Humanitarian games for other audiences 
	
Even though host communities are our focus, they are not the only target audience of 
humanitarian games. To get a comprehensive answer to our question of how 
humanitarian actors currently use games in their work, we will briefly look at two more 
audiences: humanitarian workers and the general public. These were chosen due to their 
prevalence for the games studied in annex I. There are of course more audiences such as 
government officials or institutional donors, and many games that mix different 
audiences (Suarez et al., 2012, p.1,5; Gros, 2015). 
 

3.3.1 Games for humanitarian professionals 
 

Most existing case studies of humanitarian games describe games that target people 
working and volunteering in the sector (e.g. Gralla et al., 2015; Gonsalves et al., 2014). 
For our research, we will call them games for humanitarian professionals. Such games 
can serve any of the functions discussed for host communities’ games. Suarez et al. 
(2012, p.12-13) found that games are effective tools for building the experience of 
volunteers, national staff and international staff of humanitarian organizations. In 
addition, they can be used to build social skills (Gralla et al., 2015, p.128). The most 
prevalent function though seems to be training, which is a combination of learning and 
experience-building (Gralla et al., 2015, p.115-116). Why would humanitarian 
organizations use games to train training their staff?  
 

Games allow staff to experience changing conditions, decisions, and outcomes without 
having to go through costly and potentially lethal real-world trial and error (Suarez et 
al., 2012, p. 2). They teach adaptive skills in addition to the fixed concepts conveyed by 
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traditional trainings, which is important for people working in environments where few 
tasks are routine (Gralla et al., 2015, p.113-114). Empirical measurements show that 
games are more effective than traditional methods in training staff to deal with complex 
problems (Gralla et al., 2015, p.116). They require fewer equipment and resources than 
traditional training, making it easier for organizations to train new people on limited 
budgets and in dangerous operating environments (Gonsalves et al., 2014, p.1). Finally, 
humanitarian organizations have started recognizing that games are more engaging than 
other training methods and manuals (Makri, 2017). 
 

Annex I shows that the topics covered by games for humanitarian workers are just as 
diverse as those covered by host community games. They range from decision-making, 
to leadership, teamwork and content-specific knowledge (c.f. Mayer et al., 2014, p. 505). 
An example is an unnamed mobile game that UNHCR developed to train its staff for 
hostage taking scenarios. The game assigns participants different roles and then pushes 
them to implement the procedures activated after a colleague has been taken hostage 
(Gonsalves et al., 2014, p. 1-2). Other examples are ResistanceSim, which trains staff for 
vector and malaria control, or RaidCross, a role-playing game to teach RCRC 
volunteers about humanitarian law (Makri, 2017; see annex I). 
	

3.3.2 Games for the general public 
 

More than a quarter of all games identified in annex I are geared towards people who—
unlike host communities and humanitarian professionals—are not directly concerned by 
humanitarian programs. For this study, we call them the general public. Unlike games 
for host communities, most of the games for the general public rely on digital interfaces, 
highlighting a digital gap. Games for the general public usually serve one of the 
following two functions: advocacy (a sub-category of learning) or fundraising (c.f. IRIN, 
2010). When it comes to advocacy, one of the best-documented examples is the 
Greatest Good Donor Calculator1 developed by USAID (c.f. Özpolat et al., 2015, p.97). 

																																																								
1 Available at: <https://www.cidi.org/how-disaster-relief-works/greatest-good-donation-

calculator/> [accessed 22 February 2017]. 
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It addresses the problem of unsolicited material donations by allowing players to 
virtually ship material donations to crisis hotspots around the world. Once the goods are 
shipped, the game informs players of what that money could purchase if donated in cash 
(Özpolat et al., 2015, p.96, 104-105). Other examples include WFP’s Food Force (see 
2.2.3), UNISDR’s Stop Disasters1 or BBC’s Syrian Journey2 (see annex I). An offline 
example is Cops and Rubbers, which was designed by Tran for the Open Society 
Foundations. It advocates against the criminalization of condoms and for better HIV 
protection (see annex I). 
	
When it comes to fundraising, WFP was again one of the pioneers. In 2005, they 
developed FreeRice3. This online quiz uses the revenues of the add banners displayed on 
the website to purchase grains of rice for every correct answer (McGonigal, 2011, 
loc.4032). The most high-profile fundraising game is a Facebook-game called Half the 
Sky Movement: The Game4 . It was released in 2013 as a part of the HTS project which 
also included a book co-written by Nicolas Kristof, and the mobile games discussed in 
2.2.3. All actions taken in the game translated to real-world donations for seven partner 
NGOs (HTS et al., 2013, p.1). Players could for example collect company-sponsored 
books for Room to Read or make personal donations to World Vision (HTS et al., 
2013, p.3).	 According to the launch report, the game attracted 500,000 USD of 
donations within its first eight months (HTS et al., 2013, p.3). 

	

3.4 Intermediate score: key findings 
 

This sector has shown us that humanitarian games cover many topics, ranging from 
agriculture to peace building, from climate change to HIV. They target three main 
audiences: humanitarian professionals, for whom games serve as a training tool, the 

																																																								
1 Available at: <http://www.stopdisastersgame.org/en/home.html> [accessed 9 January 2016]. 
2 Available at: <http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-32057601> [accessed 20 

February 2017].	
3 Available at: <http://freerice.com> [accessed 5 February 2017]. 
4 The Facebook-game was discontinued in March 2016. The page is still available at: 

<https://www.facebook.com/HalftheGame> [accessed 1 April 2017]. 
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general public, among whom humanitarian actors use games to raise funds and advocate 
for their causes, and host communities. Games for the latter serve five main functions: 
learning, building practical experience, fostering dialogue, changing behaviors, and 
taking action. Engagement—the need to attract and sustain a participant’s involvement 
and encourage him or her to interact—is necessary to accomplish all functions, and 
hence, is a crosscutting concern for all community games. Reports by RCCC, UNICEF 
and Plan International have found that games are more effective and less expensive at 
performing many of these functions than traditional engagement channels. To illustrate 
the five functions, we looked at eight games developed by our interviewees: Remember 
the Veg, Organic Farming, Risque Péï, 7 Familles, TASAF game, HWWA, Y Adapt, 
and UpRiver. These games showed that the functions often overlap in reality. In the 
next mission, they will serve us as mini-case studies to unlock the engagement 
techniques of humanitarian games. 
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MISSION 4: UNLOCKING THE ENGAGEMENT TECHNIQUES 
OF HUMANITARIAN GAMES 
 

 

“We tell them: you teach people to wash 
their hands but they don’t do it. […] 
Maybe the issue is that if people sit down 
to learn it doesn’t enter their heads. So 
let’s use another approach – and that 
approach may be playing.” 
 

> Sylvester Baffoe, UNICEF Ghana, 14 March 2017 
 

4.1 Introduction and instructions  
 

Our fourth mission tackles the second and third research questions. First, it looks at how 
non-digital DRR and health games engage their host communities according to the 
people who create them. The analysis of the interviews revealed six main engagement 
techniques, which we discuss one by one. Next, mission 4 explores how we can measure 
the success of the engagement techniques identified. To answer that, we look at how the 
interviewees test and evaluate their games, and the engagement techniques that come 
with them. We also highlight situations for which interviewees do not recommend the 
use of games to create engagement. This mission builds on the games described in 
section 3.2, the engagement techniques identified during the literature review (see 2.4), 
and the eight interviews conducted for this research (see 1.5). The list in annex III can 
refresh the memory about the interviewees. 
 

The six engagement techniques identified are: fun, content delivery, relevance, agency, 
leveling the playing field and facilitators. These are of course not the only engagement 
techniques used by our case-study games. As Kimbrough pointed out in his interview, 
ways to create engagement in games are almost infinite. I retained the six techniques 
either because they were among those most frequently discussed by the interviewees, or 
because they set humanitarian games apart form other community engagement channels 
according to the literature and interviewees.  
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For each technique, we provide a typology of the main components or building blocks 
that the interviewees combine to create the technique, using lettered paragraphs to 
facilitate comprehension. These building blocks allow us to understand the techniques 
and capture the know-how of the interviewees in detail. The discussion of each 
technique is complemented with links to relevant literature (c.f. mission 2) and potential 
caveats against the technique, as indicated by the interviewees. The latter are not meant 
to dispute the validity of a technique; they are included to provide balanced guidance for 
future practitioners. All techniques and their building blocks are summarized in figure 
11 in section 4.4.  

	

4.2 Engagement techniques of the case-study games 
	

4.2.1 Creating a fun experience  
 

“Fun is what is going to make the game engaging. It’s going to have people buy into the 
process […] to really have engagement through these interventions, they need to be 
fun”. These are the words of Kimbrough, the designer behind HWWA, Y Adapt and 
UpRiver. Whereas fun was only briefly touched upon by the publications reviewed in 
section 2.4 (c.f. Mossoux et al., 2016; Salen & Zimmerman, 2004), Kimbrough and the 
other seven interviewees brought it up as a key technique to engage players. Given the 
usually serious preoccupations of the humanitarian sector, humanitarian game 
practitioners seem to consider fun as more exceptional than game designers who work 
with entertainment on a daily basis.  
 

Baffoe indicated fun as a driving reason for the creation of HWWA: “people already go 
to classrooms and teach basic hygiene principles. But we wanted to […] let students 
have fun while they learn. That is why we went for a game.” Rudram of RCCC confirms 
the power of fun for Y Adapt: “when participants see that they are learning at the same 
time as having fun, you’ve got a strong, engaging output”. So we know that fun is 
important for engagement. How do games create fun? The interviewees discussed four 
building blocks: 
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a) A first building block is to insert elements of tension or competition. We have 
briefly come across this when reviewing the game definition of Salen and 
Zimmerman (see 2.4). However, it was not until the interview with Kimbrough that 
I came to see this tension as an element of fun and engagement. When asked about 
engagement failures, he quoted a playtest1 of HWWA’s why Game. All tested 
versions failed, until a colleague suggested transforming the game into a competitive 
relay race. By doing so, the game “[…] went from having one child that was engaged 
to an entire classroom jumping up and down […]. You could noticeably see the 
difference. That’s what we are looking for in terms of engagement and fun”. 
However, as Steenbergen pointed out, in-game tensions are not suitable for all 
games: “if the aim is to get people to collaborate better, you might not want to have 
an element of competition”.  

 

b) Luckily, there are plenty of other ways to create fun. One of them is novelty, 
especially stressed by Baffoe and Rudram. Baffoe describes how HWWA aims to 
take students out of the everyday classroom setting, and places them in a new 
environment with plenty of songs and dance. Y Adapt offers youth a similarly novel 
space to reflect and learn according to Rudram. Reversely, games that lack such 
surprise elements often fail to create fun. Rich observed this for his Organic Farming 
game: facilitators would force players to have the same kind of conversations about 
every single card. According to him, this took the fun out of the experience. We will 
come back to this when discussing the role of facilitators (4.2.6). 

 

c) The novelty and surprise elements are closely linked to yet another way of creating 
fun, which was introduced by Tran: emotional experiences for players. We briefly 
discussed emotions when looking at intrinsic rewards in 2.4. Tran illustrated this 
with her Cops and Rubbers game (see 3.3.2). As an advocacy game, Cops and 
Rubber does not fall within the strict scope of this research. We will still use her 
example for this building block, since it is the only case quoted across all interviews 
that was directly compared with other forms of engagement. When comparing Cops 

																																																								
1 For more details on playtest, see section 4.3.1 
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and Rubbers to a report on the same topic, Tran found that the audiences of both 
understood the problem equally well. However, game participants reported feeling 
more awkwardness, hope and frustration than the report group. As a result, they 
were more willing to share personal experiences, and had more in-depth discussions 
within a shorter amount of time than the report group. The emotions they felt thus 
led to more intense engagement.  
 

d) Visuals that attract players’ attention are the final and most intuitive building block 
for creating fun. The fact that humanitarian games are often designed for audiences 
with little literacy and numeracy makes the visuals an especially important 
engagement building block (c.f. Tran, 2013, p.3). Rich repeatedly indicated that he 
strives to move away from the “dreary” and all-but-fun watercolor styles that NGOs 
commonly use. Stokes confirmed that form matters. How does this play out in the 
case-study games? HWWA relies on an illustrated storybook (see figure 9), which 
accompanies children throughout the games. Meanwhile, the PIROI games rely on 
giant game boards and a cute mascot called Timoun (see figure 6) to attract players. 
Pasquet describes how children will often come play because they see something that 
looks more attractive than the pedagogic tools they are used to.  

 

In addition to the four building blocks, the interviewees indicated two caveats against 
using fun as an engagement strategy: 

• Fun elements have to be balanced with the serious game objectives. Kimbrough 
refers to this as fun versus fidelity. To illustrate the importance of fidelity, he 
described a previous version of Y Adapt’s greenhouse-gas tag game. For that version, 
players indicated that they had a lot of fun, but they kept getting confused about the 
relationship between heat and greenhouse gases. As a result, Kimbrough had to 
modify the game to clarify the message, even if the resulting version was less fun. 
 

• What is considered fun is context and culture specific. It will change depending on 
the backgrounds and ages of players. Kimbrough suggests to always determine what 
fun means for a specific game during the initial game development stages. HWWA, 
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for example, contains songs as a fun element because local stakeholders present at 
the inception workshop defined music as fun.  

 

To sum it up, games engage by providing a fun environment for players. They create this 
environment by mixing a selection of tension or competition elements, novel 
experiences, emotions, appealing visuals and even mascots. These building blocks attract 
the attention of communities, and ensure that they will not be bored. Fun can tackle 
important engagement barriers. It can help re-brand issues originally perceived as 
boring, or lighten the heavy mood surrounding a topic (c.f. Haskell, 2015, par.13). Fun 
can also take away some of the fears that communities might have when it comes to 
interacting with humanitarian organizations. Such fears were identified as an important 
stumbling block for engagement in the Ebola response quoted in the introduction 
(Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.15). For Stokes, fun—or the playful spirit as he calls it—is 
one of the most important contributions of games in the humanitarian sector. He 
explained that humanitarian organizations often “[…] make the mistake of thinking 
that, because they have real goals, they can’t be playful. […] games can bring a little bit 
of that playful spirit back into structures of participation”.  

	

4.2.2 Engineering the content delivery 
	
The above technique was dedicated to how not to bore communities. This technique is 
dedicated to how not to overwhelm them. Overwhelming the audience with content or 
complexity is another common barrier to engagement (Haskell, 2015, par.13). Game 
designers avoid this by carefully engineering and structuring the content delivery, 
matching it to participants’ absorption capacities. Kimbrough called this creating 
meaningful structured play. If fun attracts engagement, this technique is key to 
sustaining it. The building blocks for this technique mirror and expand on what we saw 
when discussing actionable next steps in section 2.4. Hence, we can expect rules, goals, 
feedback, and the gradual escalation of in-game challenges to play a central role: 
	
a) First, the case-study games make sure to respect the attention span and levels of 

players. When asked about engagement failures, Tran mentioned a playtest she 
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conducted for a humanitarian tag game called Humans vs. Mosquitoes (see annex I). 
It failed because the ten-year-old students she was playing with did not have the 
attention span the game was made for. As a result, the game had to be adapted. 
Baffoe made similar experiences with HWWA. He especially recommends to not 
play into lunch break times, since attention spans rapidly decrease when the students 
get hungry and see their peers on break.   
 

b) Next, game designers strive to keep a game’s content simple. During her game 
sessions, Steenbergen frequently observes that players switch off if the process gets 
too complex. During the tests for Y Adapt, Rudram also noticed that engagement 
decreases whenever she brings in too many ideas at once. For this reason, the 
TASAF game only simulates the most essential and palatable conditions of a social 
safety net. Simplification is easier said than done: in a conference proceeding on the 
TASAF game, Tran (2013, p.3) describes the constant struggle to provide enough 
context to accurately reflect the social safety nets, while keeping the content simple 
enough to be easily picked up by farmers and new facilitators. During her interview, 
she added that games are suitable to simulate and simplify relationships, but should 
be avoided when an issue requires nuances – we will get back to this when looking at 
game limitations (see 4.3.3). 

 

c) If long durations or and details cannot be avoided, Baffoe and Rudram fall back on 
another strategy: splitting the content into several sessions. Baffoe recommends to 
distribute the three games of HWWA over a minimum of three weeks, following 
the why, how and when structure. Y Adapt consists of eight sessions. During her 
interview, Rudram explained the reason for this: Y Adapt originated from the Act to 
Adapt game, which is now simply one of its components (see 3.2.5). The original 
Act to Adapt tried to pass on all the concepts included in Y Adapt’s eight sessions 
within one game of two hours. Rudram’s evaluations showed that this was simply 
too much. As a result, RCCC decided to create a new game, which breaks the 
concepts down into different sessions. 
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d) Finally, the interviewees also brought up McGonigal’s goal, rule and feedback 
elements (see 2.2.1) as building blocks for engineering content, although they 
featured less prominently during the interviews than the literature review. For 
Baffoe, the clear game goals distinguish HWWA from regular WASH education, 
and allow the students to focus. For Y Adapt, Rudram stated that “clear learning 
objectives have been the most effective in terms of engagement”—in addition to fun. 
According to Steenbergen’s observations, players are quickly lost without a clear goal 
or end stage. Similarly, they end up frustrated if a game lacks a clear feedback loop 
that shows them the results of their actions and tells them how to improve. 

  

Steenbergen mentioned a game called Dissolving Disasters (see annex I) as a good 
example for effective feedback loops. At the end of each round, Dissolving Disasters 
informs participants about the impact of their decisions by showing them whether 
their harvest succeeded or failed. Her observations link back to the importance of 
valuing and structuring players’ contributions, as discussed by Stokes and McGonigal 
(see 2.4). During his interview, Stokes confirmed that showing players how they are 
making a difference is key to sustaining engagement. For Pasquet, it is one of the 
main lessons learnt from the PIROI games: he is currently working on a new board 
game, which will reward or punish correct answers—unlike the PIROI games. 

 

In this section we have seen that, game designers retain engagement by carefully 
engineering the content delivery of their games. They keep the content as simple as a 
topic allows, tailor it to players’ attention spans or split it into several sessions. They 
structure a game by providing clear rules and goals. They give players feedback to situate 
their actions. Interviewees provided no caveats against this technique. Structuring the 
content delivery is especially important because games can be more chaotic than more 
traditional engagement channels, which simply prescribe tasks (Gordon et al., 2016, 
p.14). It can also help meet one of the key recommendations of the Ebola engagement 
evaluation, namely that humanitarian organizations “need to find ways to develop and 
test messaging that is clear […]” (Campbell & Morel, 2017, p.17).  
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4.2.3 Be relevant for players 
	

Campbell and Morel (2017, p.17) continue the recommendation quoted above by 
stressing that messaging should be “[…] relevant to context [sic] and to the needs of 
individuals it aims to reach”. The interviews analysis confirmed relevance to be another 
key engagement technique of humanitarian games. Steenbergen mentioned that players 
quickly disengage if they cannot see how a game relates to their reality. Reversely, they 
are willing to put up with a lot if they think it is relevant for them. Relevance requires 
game designers to think about what players would be interested in and thus links to the 
meaningful choices discussed in section 2.4. In the humanitarian context, relevance is 
even mandated by standards, for example the first CHS commitment (CHS Alliance, 
2014, p.4). So how do our interviewees build relevance? The interviews showed two 
building blocks that are related to the game design process (a and b), and three more 
building blocks related to the game content (c-e): 
 

a) First, like any humanitarian project, games build—or should build—on local needs. 
The interviewees quoted HWWA as an ideal example to illustrate this. HWWA 
started when, after a cholera outbreak in Ghana’s urban centers, UNICEF Ghana 
evaluated their WASH activities. They found that even though their activities 
succeeded at improving awareness about germs, they failed to change people’s 
behavior accordingly. During a literature review, Baffoe and his team then 
discovered that behavior change can be enhanced by playing, and called in RCCC as 
a game expert. Similarly, Y Adapt started because Plan International Philippines 
noticed that there were plenty of educational materials around climate change, but 
no tools for taking action. They contacted RCCC for advice about creating a game 
which could bridge this gap between knowledge and action.  

 

b) Secondly, to assure relevance, games should be elaborated with the inputs of a broad 
alliance of relevant stakeholders, including the future host communities. PIROI, for 
example, elaborated their games with an extensive alliance of DRR and education 
stakeholders in La Réunion. HWWA started with an inception workshop that 
reunited key actors working on WASH or play in Ghana, as well as community 
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representatives. For Kimbrough, this inception workshop was a first opportunity to 
consult the host communities. The second opportunity for community consultations 
were the playtests, which we will discuss in 4.3.1. Kimbrough admitted that 
inception workshops require substantial resources, and might not always be possible. 
But he recommends to at least conduct Skype-workshops, as it was the case with Y 
Adapt. Rudram stressed on several accounts that RCCC localized the design process 
of Y Adapt by running it through Plan International and the Philippine Red Cross.  

 

c) Tran explained that the TASAF game is built to reflect local realities, problems and 
relationships. Similarly, Y Adapt invites its players to reflect on the resources and 
hazards of their communities. This is not an accident but a building block for 
creating relevance. We will call this building block playable mini-realities. The term 
is inspired by Rudram, who stated: “[…] games are engaging in the way that they are 
mini-versions of the context, of reality”. Reflecting reality does not break with Salen 
and Zimmerman’s magic circle. Even though the magic circle separates play from 
reality, it still allows players to bring in real world ideas (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, 
p.77,96). Gordon et al. (2016, p. 10) state that mini-realities allow players to test 
and internalize successful strategies to navigate real life challenges (Gordon et al., 
2016, p.10). Harteveld and Suarez (2015, p.64-65) note that reflecting reality assures 
that players know how to apply game learning. However, unlike the interviews, none 
of the reviewed publications linked the idea of reflecting reality to engagement. 
 

In addition to the TASAF game and Y Adapt, Risque Péï provides an excellent 
example of a playable mini-reality. Its game board (see figure 7) is shaped like La 
Réunion and reproduces geographical features of the island, which participants can 
easily recognize. Pasquet explains that PIROI wanted to create a game where 
participants can identify their home, and link game actions and their surroundings: 
“we don’t talk about any volcano, we talk about the Piton de la Fournaise; so the 
protection measures we suggest are not general measures but really measures about 
how to react when there is an eruption of the Piton de la Fournaise”.  
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d) Another way of assuring relevance is to include local folklore. This first came up 
when discussing HWWA. According to Baffoe, Ananse, the game’s central figure, is 
a key character in Ghanaian folklore. He is traditionally seen as somebody who 
cheats and steals, which makes it easy for children to follow the storyline. Baffoe 
recommends facilitators to quiz children about Ghanaian stories before starting to 
play HWWA. Chances are that a child will bring up Ananse, which allows 
facilitators to take over to spin HWWA’s story. To reinforce relevance through 
folklore, HWWA includes plenty of traditional songs and dances. PIROI also plays 
with folklore elements. As Pasquet explained, they equipped the mascot with a 
traditional backpack made out of vacoa leaves and other small reminders of local 
culture to get children’s attention. 
 

e) Finally, many of the games studied are modified versions of game systems that 
communities might already be familiar with. As Rich pointed out, such games have a 
shorter learning curve, and make it easier for communities to recognize what they are 
doing. We already know that 7 Familles and Organic Farming follow the rules of a 
popular card game called Happy Families (see 3.2). Similarly, Risque Péï builds on 
the mechanism of the Game of the Goose and a game about landslides that had 
been developed by the French Office for Geology and Mining Research1. Apart 
from card and simple board games, Rudram pointed out that tag games are safe bet 
since they tend to exist in most countries. Early players of Y Adapt’s greenhouse gas 
tag game, for example, pointed out that it resembled a traditional Filipino tag game 
called Patinero, even though its developers had not planned that resemblance.  

 

The building blocks for relevance were accompanied by plenty of warnings during the 
interviews. We will look at four of them: 
 

• Finding out who a game should be relevant for can be quite tricky. Game designers 
have to carefully think about their area of reference. Is it a single community, a 
country or a region? The bigger the area of reference, the less relevant the content 
might become for individual members. While testing HWWA in the north of 

																																																								
1 Original name given by Pasquet: Bureau de Recherches géologiques et minières en France. 



 

 

Games for Humanity                66 

	

Ghana, Baffoe for example learnt that the communities there did not know Ananse. 
They were familiar with the stories but the main characters had completely different 
names. Similarly, the tests of Y Adapt revealed big differences within the 
Philippines, according to Rudram. 
 

• On the other hand, if game designers opt for a restricted area of reference, it will 
become harder to scale their efforts. In Stokes’ words: “the more you start making a 
game culturally specific, the less well it travels”. Some interviewees still expressed 
their wish for games to be used internationally. However, they agreed that this will 
require some adaptation of the content and scenarios. For HWWA, Baffoe 
suggested that teachers could either rename Ananse, or tell their students the story 
like they would tell them an international fairytale. Rudram added that, in order to 
avoid such scaling challenges, Y Adapt has been designed as a modular framework 
that can be adapted to contexts across South East Asia.  

   

• Despite efforts to base games on local needs and alliances, it is important to keep in 
mind that international experts and donors remained central for the development of 
all games studied. Kimbrough explained that for UpRiver, early warning specialist 
and hydrologists made sure that the game correctly mimicked rivers systems. He 
added that the impetus for most humanitarian games comes from some sort of 
international donor or NGO funding. The TASAF game, for example, came about 
because the World Bank wanted to see how games could simulate and better 
communicate social safety nets to their unique target audience of Tanzanian 
subsistence farmers (Tran, 2013, p.3). Similarly, Organic Farming exists because 
Terre des Hommes requested it. In short, even though games stress local relevance, 
they are not immune to the sector-wide debate about donor- and need-driven aid.  

    

• Relevance introduces familiarity. Thus, it can run counter to the surprise and novelty 
element discussed in 4.2.1. Still, some case-study games manage to leverage both 
techniques, proving that they are not mutually exclusive if game designers carefully 
balance them. For example, HWWA creates novelty by taking students out of 
classrooms, and familiarity by relying on the well-known character of Ananse.  
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To sum up, games which feel relevant and applicable for communities simulate 
engagement. Game designers create relevance by basing games on local needs, and 
developing them in collaboration with all stakeholders concerned, including the host 
communities. In addition, they can leverage elements that reflect local realities, local 
folklore and the rules of well-known games to make sure players can identify with the 
game content and find it interesting. 

	

4.2.4 Harnessing the power of agency 
 

The title for the next engagement technique was inspired by Stokes, who stressed that—
unlike other humanitarian tools—games focus on the agency of their participants, not 
their compliance. This technique was to be expected from the literature review, which 
had identified the power of players to shape game outcomes as a major advantage of 
games over other forms of engagement (c.f. Özpolat et al., 2015; Salen and 
Zimmerman, 2004; Harteveld and Suarez, 2015; Gordon et al., 2016; Suarez et al., 
2012; discussed in 2.4). In mission 2, we also discussed that games create agency 
through a mix of choices, decision-making, and feedback on how actions influenced 
game outcomes. Do these elements correspond to the agency building blocks used by 
our interviewees? 
 

a) Tran repeatedly mentions that the TASAF game has no backseat roles: every player 
has to evaluate options and make decisions on buying resources, sending children to 
school, or building community assets (Tran, 2013, p.2). For her, the moment when 
players have to make such decisions is “where you have engagement and active 
participation”. For Stokes, the possibility to make such decisions is closely linked to 
meaningful choices. During his interview, he noted that participants of humanitarian 
projects often do not get to shape activities because they lack choices, and that games 
are a welcome break from that. Indeed, all of the games studied offer players choices 
and the power to make decisions, albeit of differing degrees. In HWWA, children 
decide how to best trick Ananse during the why tag game. In UpRiver, players 
decide whether to invest in forecasting, or use more rudimentary means to predict 
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in-game flooding. In Y Adapt, youth even decide how to best prepare their 
communities for climate change in real life (see 3.2). 

 

b) During the interviews, agency was often mixed with safe space, which we discussed 
as a separate argument in section 2.4. Most interviewees considered safe-space as a 
pre-condition for guaranteeing that players retain control over their decision-
making. The importance of safe space was stressed by Rich, Tran, Rudram, 
Kimbrough and Steenbergen. For them, safe space means that players do not have to 
fear real life repercussions or consequences during or after games. When discussing 
how to create a safe space, Kimbrough referred back to voluntary participation (see 
2.2.1). For him, a game that forces people to play would no longer be safe nor 
engaging. Indeed, none of the games studied have mechanisms to force people to 
join or to stay. The facilitation guides often mention that players may leave at any 
time (c.f. Suarez et al., s.d.). HWWA even contains roles for children who cannot or 
do not want to play the games (c.f. UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016). 

 

c) So far, all building blocks were familiar from the literature review. The interviews 
revealed one more building block for agency. Several of the games studied take the 
agency component past the game and invite players to act on an issue in real life. In 
other words, they convey real life agency. This is of course true for engagement 
games such as Y Adapt and UpRiver, since by definition, they encourage players to 
take real-life CCA or forecasting action. Yet, even games which do not serve the 
taking-action-function contain subtle mechanisms for real-life agency. The PIROI 
games, for example, invite children to replay with their families and disseminate 
their learnings. HWWA gives children the assignment to share what they have 
learnt with as many people as possible after every session. Each time the children 
share their knowledge, they get to pick up a stone. The more stones they collect, the 
easier it will be to get the knowledge back from Ananse (UNICEF Ghana et al., 
2016). According to Baffoe, this peer-to-peer engagement works well.  
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Of course, this discussion of agency would not be complete without pointing out the 
caveats that accompanied it during the interviews and the literature review: 
   

• First, some interviewees warned that the agency conveyed through games might 
remain superficial. Most notably, Stokes observed that even though games offer 
choices, the choices included remain controlled by the people who design and fund a 
game. As we have seen, the funders and designers are international donors or NGOs 
for most games. For Stokes, this links to debates about power distributions between 
the funders and communities. We will not enter this debate here, but simply add his 
remarks as an important point to keep in mind when designing for agency. 
 

• Secondly, the simple fact that games allow for agency does not automatically mean 
that they empower communities (c.f. Suarez et al., 2012, p.43). Rich pointed out 
that a lot depends on the implementation and facilitators. He described a workshop 
with Organic Farming as one of the most hierarchical interventions he had ever 
witnessed. He recalls that extension workers were constantly telling participants 
whether they were playing the game correctly and forcing them to discuss. We will 
come back to the importance of facilitation in 4.2.6. 

 

In the introduction, we have seen that existing engagement channels often fail to engage 
communities beyond having them show up. This gives communities the feeling that 
their presence does not matter, and eventually causes them to disengage (c.f. Gordon et 
al., 2016, p.4). Games can overcome this challenge by giving communities agency over 
game or even real-world outcomes in a safe space. Agency gives players a sense that their 
decisions and actions make a difference, which encourages them to continue engaging. 

	

4.2.5 Equal rules and level playing fields 
	
Whereas agency explores relations between the implementing organization and the 
players, the next technique looks at the relations between players themselves. More 
precisely, it looks at how games can level the playing field, and help overcome social 
engagement barriers, particularly for low-status community members (c.f. Gordon et al., 
2016, p.4). The impetus for studying this engagement technique came from my personal 



 

 

Games for Humanity                70 

	

observations in Madagascar (see preface) rather than the literature review. However, as 
we will see shortly, the level playing field is closely related to the game rules. Thus, it 
builds on the most common defining element of games, as confirmed by McGonigal as 
well as Salen and Zimmerman (see 2.2.1). What does creating a level playing field 
mean? To borrow Steenbergen’s words, it means that games “sort of equalize, or maybe 
neutralize” power dynamics in a community, or at least shed light on a community’s 
power structures. Apart from Pasquet, all interviewees have observed this for their 
games. How then do games achieve such a neutralization of power dynamics? 
  

a) First of all, games rely on drawings, colors, movements, and simple objects like dice 
or cups. Reversely, they do not rely on text—unlike more traditional engagement 
tools such as SMS, pamphlets or notice boards (see 2.3.1). As a result, games are 
easily accessible for illiterate community members, or community members with 
lower degrees of education, who could not access text-based interventions (c.f. Jones, 
2016, p.43). 

 

b) Next, games apply the same rules and conditions to all players, regardless of their 
status or education levels. All players face the same limitations when it comes to how 
they can reach their goals (c.f. McGonigal, 2011, loc.353). If we link this back to the 
previous section, it means that every player has the same level of agency, and that 
every player’s decisions have the same chance to impact game outcomes. Baffoe 
repeatedly observes this in action during HWWA. He explained that “in Ghana, 
teachers are quite strict and would want to bully children around. Pupils are afraid to 
have an informal discussion with their teachers. The game is helping to break that 
up because children are playing, running and shouting with their teacher.” In other 
words, while playing, children and teachers follow the same rules. This is a new 
situation for many students, and can also reinforce the novelty aspect of HWWA 
(see 4.2.1). 

 

c) Following the same rules also means that all players have to deal with the same 
consequences for equal actions, as Steenbergen mentioned. She illustrated this with a 
game she facilitated in South East Asia in the presence of communities, and an 
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important donor. During the first round, the donor made a wrong decision and was 
eliminated from the game. To Steenbergen’s surprise, that was accepted by everyone 
as a part of the game. Such experiences give players the feeling that winning is based 
on merit rather than status, and partially explain why games get players to be more 
open to dialogue than traditional methods of engagement (see 3.2). Kimbrough 
quoted UpRiver as an example. The game was mainly played in patriarchal 
communities in Zambia, where decision power rests with men. However, during 
UpRiver, female and mixed teams got the same opportunities to make decisions, 
faced the same consequences, and sometimes fared better than the male teams. 

 

d) The level playing field can be further enhanced through facilitation tricks. Baffoe 
deliberately recommends teachers to join HWWA and play with the students, 
because he realized that the change in power dynamics motivates students and 
energizes teachers. Steenbergen recommends to debrief games in small groups rather 
than entire communities to assure that every player gets a chance to share their 
experiences, not just the village leaders. Finally, some games are specifically designed 
to start discussions about power relations and contribute to leveling the playing field. 
An example is Gender Walk, illustrated on the cover of this study (see annex I).  

 

Like most techniques, the level playing field comes with challenges. Interviewees 
highlighted the following three: 
 

• The playing field can only be leveled for those who join a game. During the 
interviews, it became clear that some groups might still have more trouble accessing 
the games than others. For HWWA, children with physical disabilities might not be 
able to join the races. Baffoe tries to overcome this by assigning specific roles for 
people who cannot run during the relay races. For Y Adapt, Rudram is currently 
working on how to include out-of-school youth who would not be reached by an 
institutional rollout of the game.  
 

• Steenbergen and Kimbrough pointed out that organizations should not expect the 
changes in power dynamics to last after a game. Kimbrough for example continued 
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his description of the UpRiver example by adding that he is not sure if the game 
would translate to women being able to make those same decisions in non-game 
situations.  

 

• Because games can shift power dynamics, game facilitators have to be careful not to 
upset power dynamics, or to push people to act in ways that might lead to problems 
once the game ends. This is an integral part of creating a safe space (see 4.2.4). In 
their task force report on RCCC games, Suarez et al. (2012, p.43) advise facilitators 
to always make sure that players will not be punished for what they share in a game. 
During the interviews, this was echoed by Steenbergen. She referred to a game 
session she recently facilitated in Ghana in the presence of an important official. To 
avoid causing harm, she started with non-radical games, and gently eased the 
audience into a playful mood.  

 

To sum it up, all players in a game face the same rules and consequences. Thus games 
can level the playing field, and change power dynamics compared to real-life situations. 
Combined with the visuals of a game, this allows for the engagement of people who 
would be excluded from more formal processes, especially illiterate and low-status 
community members. However, it also means that games have to be used and facilitated 
with caution to avoid causing post-game repercussions. If used with care, the level 
playing field can be an important motivator and driver for engagement. As Stokes 
summed up in his interview: “[games] can feel more fair than real life. In real life there 
are lots of things that aren’t fair […] games can give us a little bit of a time away”. 
 

4.2.6 The role of facil itators  
 

The final engagement technique has been hinted throughout this mission, most recently 
when we looked at how facilitators can contribute to leveling the playing field: Even if a 
game succeeds at providing fun, engineered and relevant content, agency and a level 
playing field, it could still fail to engage if its facilitators perform badly. Apart from the 
PIROI games, all games studied for this mission are designed to be played with 
facilitators—and even PIROI often plays with facilitators. The need for facilitators 



 

 

Games for Humanity                73 

	

distinguishes humanitarian games from commercial games. For the latter, players figure 
out the rules by following a game manual rather than by listening to a facilitator. This 
difference explains why facilitators did not come up as an engagement technique during 
the literature review, but were mentioned in all eight interviews. Still, when I went back 
to the literature after the interviews, I managed to find some traces of the importance of 
facilitators. Particularly the task force report of Suarez et al. (2012, p.41) stressed the 
importance of skilled facilitation for humanitarian games. In many ways, facilitators 
allow for the immediate two-way interactions which we found to be an integral part of 

community engagement (see 2.3.1). Tran explained that “[…] facilitation enhances the 
player experience and engagement throughout the game”. How do facilitators enhance 
engagement? 
 

a) Even before a game starts, facilitators set the mood for successful engagement. They 
use tricks and questions to fire participants up and get them in a playful mood. 
Pasquet explained that facilitators of Risque Péï would often quiz participants on 
their knowledge and inject short energizers before the games starts. For HWWA, 
facilitators use songs, physical energizers and questions to engage players and kick-
start the story of Ananse. Moreover, Baffoe explained that facilitators have to make 
sure that groups are neither too big nor too mixed in age. This assures that everyone 
has a part to play without being outwitted or bored by the rest of the group. 

 

b) During gameplay, facilitators sustain engagement by using small tricks to enhance 
other engagement techniques, especially fun, novelty, competition and relevance. 
Steenbergen shared many of these tricks with us over the course of this mission. To 
explain how facilitators could enhance the tension element, she for example 
described a workshop she held in a South East Asian country. She was told that the 
country is always competing against its neighbors. Thus, even though the game itself 
did not contain competitive elements, she managed to create tension by telling the 
audience that she had played the same game in a neighboring country. She added 
that the neighboring country had performed well, which ensured her the attention of 
everyone in the room. Meanwhile, HWWA facilitators invite the children to 
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perform movements that match the story in order to enhance the fun component. 
When Ananse crosses a river with his knowledge, for instance, facilitators would 
make paddle movements with the children (UNICEF Ghana et al., 2016, p.33). 

 

c) Finally, as for any humanitarian intervention, game facilitators are in charge of the 
briefing and debriefing of games. Thus they play a key role when it comes to the 
content delivery (see 4.2.2): Their explanations have to make a game’s message 
simple and clear, and the magnitude of understanding rests in the facilitators’ hands 
(c.f. Tran, 2013, p.7).  

 

The use of facilitation to enhance engagement came with the following three warnings 
during the interviews: 

• Interviewees stressed the importance of carefully training facilitators (Tran, 2013, 
p.7), and providing them with clear facilitation guides (for examples, see UNICEF 
Ghana et al., 2016; Suarez et al., s.d.). Kimbrough recommended being especially 
careful if opting for a train the trainers’ approach: in such cases, mistakes made 
during a first training easily cascade down the hierarchy, leading to communities’ 
misunderstanding a game. For Steenbergen, communicating a wrong message due to 
bad facilitation is a potential pitfall of using games with vulnerable populations. 
 

• Pasquet added that facilitator-led games cannot be played spontaneously since 
organizations have to plan for the training and availability of facilitators. Opposed to 
that, a simple card game like 7 Familles can be easily replayed by children whenever 
they have time.  

 

• Facilitators who steer and instruct players might seem at odds with the idea of 
allowing for agency. This was already highlighted by Rich’s example of a top down 
Organic Farming session (see 4.2.4). Steenbergen countered that games are not more 
manipulating that other community engagement channels. Quite the opposite: since 
games stress a safe space and free will (see 4.2.4), it is up to the players whether they 
accept being led by facilitators or not. 
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To sum it up, facilitators can enhance engagement by using many little tricks that 
reinforce other engagement techniques. Through calls for competition, they can 
reinforce the fun environment. By providing clarity in the debriefings, they can 
contribute to the clever engineering of the content. Facilitation was the last of our six 
engagement techniques. All of the techniques will be discussed again in the conclusion 
of this chapter, and are summarized in figure 11 (see 4.4). Before we can conclude this 
mission, we still have to answer our third research question.  
 

4.3 Measuring the success of engagement techniques   
	

Since the introduction, we have known that the lack of evaluations of humanitarian 
games makes it tricky to prove any claims made about such games. How then can we 
know whether the six techniques identified above are any good at engaging 
communities? For most techniques, we simply used examples provided by our 
interviewees as proof. Where do these examples come from? In absence of other sources, 
I took these questions to the eight interviewees, and collected their strategies for 
measuring the success of our engagement techniques.  
 

4.3.1 Playtest approved  
 

To quote Steenbergen, knowing whether an engagement technique is successful “comes 
with testing, testing, testing.” Playtests are the main source of the anecdotal and 
qualitative evidence quoted throughout this study. When asked about examples and 
proof, all eight interviewees repeatedly resorted to playtests. What are playtests? 
According to Salen and Zimmerman (2004, p.11), they are an integral part of the cyclic 
game design process: game designers develop a first prototype, playtest it with the target 
audience, improve it with the results of the playtests, and then reiterate the same 
process. The target audience for our case-study games are communities. Hence playtests 
are ideally conducted with them. If playtests with the host communities are not possible 
due to financial or access constraints, Steenbergen recommends to work with proxies 
that are close enough to the actual target audience to get an idea of what would be 
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engaging. Playtests look at whether a game accomplishes its goals, whether community 
members understand what they are supposed to be doing, whether they are having fun, 
and whether they are engaged (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.12). As Rudram 
summarized, playtests are an important way to test the designers’ assumptions about 
how communities would engage. Speaking in humanitarian terms, playtests can be 
considered as an elaborate form of community consultations. However, they differ from 
traditional humanitarian consultations since game designers bring in their own 
methodology.  
 

The next question that we need to answer then is: how were the playtests conducted for 
our case-study games? For Risque Péï and 7 Familles, Pasquet described that PIROI 
playtested the games in two stages. First they visited schools with volunteers, and next 
they tested at big public events. Rich tested his card games first with field staff, who 
then moved on to test it with the communities. For the TASAF game, Tran started her 
playtests in the US, before she flew to Tanzania for two weeks. There she tested the 
game with district leaders and members from TASAF, who translated the game to 
Swahili, and tested it with 210 subsistence farmers in nine villages (Tran, 2013, p.7). 
Kimbrough recalls testing HWWA scores of times at schools in Ghana. During every 
playtest, he asked the students for feedback on how to improve the game. With this 
feedback, he immediately made first changes, and tested the game again to see if it had 
indeed improved. One week later, the facilitators returned to the same schools to ask 
follow up questions. Meanwhile, Kimbrough and his team analyzed the playtests with 
content experts to fine-tune the changes. Steenbergen calls HWWA “the luxurious 
version of playtests”. For Y Adapt, Plan International and the Philippines Red Cross 
have been conducting playtests for the past six months, first in Manila and later in rural 
parts of the Philippines.  
	

4.3.2 Evaluation layer and challenges 
	

For commercial games, playtesting is where the story ends. Social impact games and 
especially humanitarian games add an additional layer: the evaluation (c.f. Haskell, 
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2015). For our games, such evaluations should follow humanitarian standards and 
procedures. However, among the games discussed, only HWWA and the PIROI games 
follow the formal evaluation process as defined by Gordon et al. (2015, p.15). For Y 
Adapt, the evaluation strategy is currently under discussion. HWWA’s evaluation is 
ongoing and results are expected for September. Baffoe and his team mounted sensors 
and cameras to monitor the handwashing behavior in twenty different schools. After the 
collection of the baseline data, facilitators implemented HWWA in ten out of the 
twenty schools. At the time of writing, UNICEF Ghana is collecting endline data 
during a sixteen-week follow up to see whether the handwashing practices have 
improved at game schools compared to the control schools.  
 
The PIROI games are integrated into the overall evaluation strategy of the project they 
are part of. Whenever the games are used with facilitators, these facilitators bring along 
tablets with questionnaires. They then survey children to find out what they have learnt. 
Pasquet shared the survey results for an event called “Caravan de Timoun”, a one-month 
tour which took the games across La Réunion in 2016. For that tour, the surveys found 
that 87 percent of the children identified new disaster risks through the games. Beyond 
these surveys, however, it is difficult to attribute results of the overall evaluation to the 
games—which leads us to the evaluation challenges. When asked about the lack of 
evaluations for humanitarian games, interviewees pointed out many such challenges. In 
order to better understand why game evaluations are rare, and to provide guidance for 
game practitioners, we will briefly look at two of these challenges. The first challenge 
was brought up by the humanitarian professionals among the interviewees, whereas the 
second one mainly concerns the game designers: 
 

• As the PRIOI games hinted, evaluating games is complicated by the fact that most 
of the time, games are only one variable of a larger project. This makes it challenging 
to attribute project results to a specific game, and to prove the success of games 
beyond anecdotal responses and observations. As Pasquet explained, even though 
PIROI conducted a comprehensive evaluation of their DRR project in 2014, they 
cannot attribute changes to individual project components. This challenge was also 
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extensively discussed by Rich, who struggles to link observed production increases to 
his interventions. HWWA is an exception to this challenge since the game itself is a 
project for UNICEF Ghana. 

 

• From a game designer’s perspective, the main obstacle is the fact that methods were 
developed for in-game analytics, whereas humanitarian games aim to achieve goals 
outside of the game, sometimes years in the future (Haskell, 2015, par.22-23). 
Evaluations of humanitarian games therefore require extended post-tests that have to 
meet rigorous standards, and follow-ups well after a game ends (Haskell, 2015, 
par.24). Tran noted that such extended post-testes are often too expensive, and do 
not fit the small budgets of humanitarian games.  

	
All eight interviewees agreed that more formal monitoring and evaluation is needed to 
track the impact and engagement of games. With the current evaluation evidence, we 
cannot statistically prove whether the six engagement techniques discussed in this 
mission are successful. This lack of data is an important limitation for the present study. 
In the absence of formal evaluations, the fact that the engagement techniques have been 
playtested and fine-tuned hundreds of times with their target audience remains our main 
source of proof. It also explains why playtests where the main source of examples 
invoked by our interviewees. 

	

4.3.3 Limitations of using games for engagement 
 

Evaluations might not be abundant enough to statistically prove the success of the 
techniques discussed. Nonetheless, interviewees have collected enough playtest data to 
confidently conclude that using games for engagement is likely to be less successful if 
certain conditions are present. We will now look at three situations, in which using 
games for engagement should be approached with special caution, according to the 
interviews and the literature reviewed: 
 

a) As Rich pointed out, games and some of their components such as dice and cards 
might invoke associations with gambling. Therefore, they can be seen as corrupting 
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in some places. In this situation, organizations are well advised to reconsider using 
games for engagement—other engagement channels such as community meetings 
might be more appropriate. At the very least, organizations will have to replace the 
game components which are associated with gambling. This was illustrated by 
Suarez et al. (2012, p.46): they described how a RCCC game called Ready! (see 
annex I) had to be completely changed when it was introduced in Indonesia, since 
the dice of the original version were deemed unacceptable by the participants.  

 

b) Kimbrough added that using games might be tricky if a community has many 
spoilsports. Spoilsports are one of five possible categories of players identified by 
Salen and Zimmerman (2004, p.269). Spoilsports do not engage, do not 
acknowledge the rules, and try to ruin the game experience for others. They are not 
to be confused with cheaters, who still pretend to be part of a game, and engage in it 
(Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.274-275). When Kimbrough encounters spoilsports, 
he first tests other versions of the game to see if their attitude is caused by the game 
design. However, if a large proportion of a community falls into the category of 
spoilsports, and changes in the design cannot fix their attitude, he reconsiders if 
games are appropriate. This spoilsport-limitation might partially explain why we 
have not found many games for conflict settings (see 3.2). In such settings, attitudes 
can be expected to be especially confrontational and destructive. However, further 
research is needed to prove this speculation. 

 

c) When discussing limitations, Tran went back to the content delivery of games (see 
4.2.2). She pointed out that nuances are hard to express in games. Thus, if topics 
require many nuances in order to be understood, engagement channels other than 
games might be more useful. This echoes game criticisms I encountered during the 
literature review, which either argue that games are the wrong medium to transmit 
complex messages (IRIN, 2010), or even accuse games of watering down serious 
experiences by oversimplifying them (c.f. Lieberoth, 2015, p.231). Again, we will not 
enter this debate here, but it is important to remember this point when considering 
games to create engagement. 
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To sum up the game limitations, organizations should be careful with games and their 
engagement techniques when confronted with spoilsports, topics that require nuances, 
or an unflattering reputation of games. These limitations should be viewed in 
combination with the warnings provided for individual engagement techniques 
throughout this mission. In the end, organizations and facilitators have to assess what is 
appropriate and what is off limits for every new context and situation. In that aspect, 
games are not different from more traditional humanitarian interventions (Suarez et al., 
2012, p.45). For readers who wish to learn more about the limitations of games—not 
just when it comes to engagement but also more generally—Suarez et al. (2012) is a 
useful resource.  
 

4.4 Intermediate score: summary and concluding discussion 
 

To summarize the key findings of this mission, we directly apply one of the engagement 
techniques identified: engineer the content in a way that avoids overwhelming the 
audience. So instead of more text, we use a diagram (see figure 11) to summarize the six 
engagement techniques and their respective building blocks. This diagram contains our 
full answer to the second research question. Of course, in practice, many of the 
techniques and building blocks will overlap; they were split up in this study to facilitate 
the analysis. It is also important to note that the engagement techniques are not 
cumulative. None of the games studied use all of them at once. We even learnt that 
some techniques might be at odds. For example, the technique of giving players full 
control over the game outcomes might run counter to the technique of having a 
facilitator who provides instructions. Hence, the games studied create engagement by 
combining whatever selection of the six techniques their designers found to be suitable 
for the games’ functions and audiences when they playtested the games. 
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Figure 11 Summary of the six key engagement techniques (red lines) of the DRR and health 
games studied for this mission, as well as their building blocks (green lines). Graph: Küng. 

 
Even if interviewees labeled and grouped the techniques very differently from the 
arguments we saw in section 2.4, the empirical research presented in this mission 
confirmed all but one of the engagement arguments identified during the literature 
review. The argument of unsolved problems was the only element of the literature 
review one that did not come up during the interviews. The reason might be exactly the 
opposite of what made fun more prominent during the interviews than during the 
literature review (see 4.2.1): whereas fun is exceptional in the humanitarian sector, 
unsolved problems are the norm. Humanitarian games of course confront players with 
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unsolved problems, but this does not set games apart from other interventions. Thus, it 
does not need special mention. What sets games apart is the fact that they offer players 
clear ways to tackle unsolved problems, which falls into the engineered content and 
agency techniques. In addition, many of the elements we reviewed as a part of the 
definitions in 2.2.1 can be found again as building blocks of the six engagement 
techniques. Rules, goals and feedback are key for engineering the content, while 
voluntary participation plays into agency.  
 

Mission 4 did not only confirm the arguments of section 2.4, they also revealed two new 
techniques. First, it showed us that facilitators play an important role in creating 
engagement for DRR and health games. Secondly, it highlighted the potential of 
humanitarian games to engage community members with lower status or education 
levels by applying the same rules to all participants. The six techniques identified have 
been tested and fine-tuned through hundreds of playtests, which our interviewees have 
conducted with the future host communities of the games. Such playtests prove that the 
techniques are effective at creating wholehearted mental and physical engagement, as 
defined in section 2.3. However, playtests only provide qualitative evidence. The 
interviews revealed that quantitative monitoring and evaluation of games and their 
engagement remains scarce. More such evaluations are needed if we are to statistically 
prove the validity of the techniques discussed. 
 

Finally, we should keep in mind that each technique came with warnings or caveats. 
Since the use of games especially developed for humanitarian purposes is relatively 
recent (see 2.2.3), we do simply not know enough about what can go wrong – potential 
problems can range from misunderstandings to post-game repercussions (Suarez et al., 
2013, p.5). As a result, the suitability of games and their engagement techniques has to 
be carefully assessed for every situation. As Kimbrough pointed out, games are not 
always an appropriate intervention. According to the interviews, careful assessment is 
especially important if a situation can turn large proportions of a community into 
spoilsports, if it requires nuances that cannot be reflected in a game, or if a community 
views games as corrupting. Even if games are judged to be appropriate, we should not 
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expect them to solve all engagement challenges in isolation, but keep in mind that games 
are often meant to complement other media (c.f. IRIN, 2010; IFRC & ICRC, 2016, 
p.41). Y Adapt, for example, is designed to complement educational material on CCA, 
whereas Remember the Veg complements community meetings.  
 

In the end, all six techniques can be summarized under one catchphrase, provided by 
Stokes: games optimize for the experience and not just for a project outcome. To use 
Stokes’ example: games are not just concerned with how much food an organization can 
distribute, but aim to make the distribution process meaningful and interesting for the 
participants. This step and focus one the experience tends to be overlooked by 
traditional humanitarian interventions. It summarizes the essence of why games are 
often found to be more engaging than other interventions. 
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FINISH: Recommendations and conclusion 
 

	
We started this research with a simple observation: whereas games are praised for their 
player engagement, humanitarian actors are criticized for the way they engage the 
communities they work with. We took this observation as an invitation to explore how 
humanitarian games that are aimed at host communities engage their players. By doing 
so, we hoped to find inputs for improving humanitarian community engagement. We 
also established the need to provide guidance for aspiring practitioners of humanitarian 
games (see 1.1). So what have the reviewed literature, the interviews, and case-study 
games such as Risque Péï, the TASAF game or HWWA taught us about humanitarian 
games and community engagement over the course of the four missions? To answer 
that, we briefly summarize key findings of this study. Then we build on these findings to 
formulate recommendations, first for the use of humanitarian games for engagement, 
secondly for community engagement more generally.  
 

We started this study by defining the key concepts—serious games and engagement—
and reviewing the history of humanitarian games. We found that in the past ten years, 
humanitarian actors have moved from using general games, to developing games 
especially tailored for their activities. WFP, UNICEF, and RCCC turned out to be the 
pioneers of these budding efforts to develop humanitarian games. Equipped with this 
background knowledge, we tackled the first research question: how do humanitarian 
actors currently use serious games in their work? By looking at more than sixty 
humanitarian games, we identified three main target audiences, and found that games 
serve different functions for each of them: 

• Among the general public, that is people not directly involved in the humanitarian 
sector, humanitarian actors use digital games for advocacy and fundraising.  

• For their staff and volunteers, humanitarian organizations use games as training 
tools. Games especially help prepare staff for complex and fluctuating contexts. 

• Finally, for communities, humanitarian actors rely on non-digital games for five 
main functions: learning, building experience, fostering dialogue, changing behaviors 
and facilitating action. In addition, creating engagement was found to be a 
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crosscutting concern for all games, regardless of their functions. We then illustrated 
the five functions by looking at some of the games developed by our interviewees.  
  

Mission 4 tackled the main research question: what techniques do DRR and health 
games use to attract and engage their host communities according to the people who 
design such games? Through interviews with game creators, we identified six main 
engagement techniques: fun, clever engineering of the content delivery, relevance, the 
power of agency, level playing fields, and smart facilitation (see 4.4). We established that 
these techniques tackle various engagement challenges. Fun, for example, makes serious 
issues more accessible. Agency meets a need of communities to express their opinions in 
a way that matters. We then turned to our last research question, investigating how we 
can know whether the engagement techniques identified are successful. The analysis 
revealed that evaluation data to back up claims about humanitarian games and 
engagement remains scarce. Instead, interviewees rely on qualitative playtests with 
communities to make sure that their techniques work. This lack of quantitative evidence 
is an important limitation of this study.  
	

Recommendations on the use of games for engagement 
	

We have just seen that humanitarian organizations should conduct more formal 
evaluations of their non-digital games in order to prove games’ validity as an 
engagement channel. Apart from that, the findings of this study suggest three more 
recommendations about the use of games for engagement. Please keep in mind that the 
recommendations are not meant to be universally applicable. Strictly speaking, they only 
apply to DRR/health contexts, and to the games studied. They should be transferred to 
other domains with caution. The three recommendations are: 
	
1) We have seen many warnings and contexts when games should be avoided. The first 

recommendation reverses this logic. Building on the findings of this study, it 
suggests three situations, which are especially suitable for using games as an 
engagement tool. These situations can provide an easy entrance for organizations 
that are interested in engaging through games but do not know where to start: 
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• An organization has tried various engagement channels and successfully spread a 
message. However, it failed at getting communities to act upon the message. 
HWWA and Y Adapt prove that in such cases, games and their engagement 
techniques can be an igniting spark to shift the momentum. Y Adapt gets youth 
to take action to combat climate change, unlike pre-existing educational material. 
HWWA is changing the handwashing practices among Ghanaian children after 
plenty of classroom presentations failed to do so. 
 

• An organization faces the need to explain issues for which the consequences are 
far in the future. Due to this temporal distance, communities neither see the 
relevance of a topic nor the need to engage. Games can help compress time, and 
let people see the consequences within a few hours (see 3.2). Thus, games let 
communities experience how a topic is relevant for them. This is one of the main 
reasons RCCC started working with games on the topic of climate change, as 
Suarez explained in several publications (c.f. Suarez et al., 2012, p.9). Among the 
case-study games, this situation was illustrated by the TASAF game: it 
condenses seven years worth of experiences into a few hours, and has engaged 
thousands of Tanzanian farmers on the abstract topic of social safety nets. 

 

• An organization finds itself working in communities where social barriers and 
norms either exclude low-status and low-education members, or prevent them 
from speaking up during formal processes. In these situations, games have the 
advantage of being seen as a space that is separate from real life. This was 
illustrated by Salen and Zimmerman’s concept of the magic circle of play (see 
2.2.1 and 4.2.5). Within the game space, the same rules and consequences apply 
to all players. In addition, games provide imagery and cues that are easily 
understandable for illiterate people. They often divide participants into small 
groups, which requires everyone to speak up. Hence, games can potentially help 
engage low-education or low-status community members. We saw an example 
for this when we discussed how UpRiver allowed women to make decisions 
about flood control in patriarchal Zambian communities.  
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2) This study repeatedly called for games to be considered on a par with other 
engagement tools, at least for the situations described above. This call comes with a 
condition: games should respect existing conditions and good practices of 
community engagement, as identified in section 2.3.1. The study has shown that 
practitioners of humanitarian games and community engagement still operate in 
isolation. This was first hinted by the lack of research linking the two topics (see 
2.1), and confirmed during the interviews. However, over the course of the four 
missions, we have come to see that the domains share many goals and techniques. 
Therefore, the relatively new field of engagement through humanitarian games could 
draw on the established good practices of CE. The interviews and analysis especially 
highlighted two points, which humanitarian game engagement could improve by 
taking advice from solutions that are already implemented for CE: the inclusion of 
people with physical disabilities (see 4.2.5), and transparency about whether a certain 
game is meant to serve unidirectional information sharing purposes, like Organic 
Farming, or generate two-way exchange, like the TASAF game (see 4.2.4). 
 

3) Finally, even if games are currently celebrated as engagement champions, and this 
study contributed to the celebration, humanitarian organizations should not expect 
games and game designers to provide easy fixes. This study proved that games have 
the potential to solve various engagement challenges. However, aspiring practitioners 
should be aware that game development is hard work. The interviews showed that it 
requires intense research, coordination, testing, financial resources, flexibility, and a 
lot of time. Y Adapt has been in development for more than six months, whereas the 
development for HWWA has been ongoing since 2015. Humanitarian organizations 
should not expect to simply be able to handover an engagement challenge to a game 
designer. For all games studied, the commissioning organizations remained key 
partners for the development, and were in charge of elaborating the game content. 

 
 

Recommendations for community engagement 
 

A previous recommendation encouraged game practitioners to learn from established 
practices of CE. Meanwhile, the following three recommendations come back to what 
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practitioners of CE can learn from humanitarian games. The recommendations are 
meant to provide new inputs for old CE challenges, and highlight the importance of 
aspects of CE that tend to be neglected. Please keep in mind that, at this stage, the 
recommendations are only theoretical deductions. Further research is needed to confirm 
their validity and feasibility. The three recommendations for CE are: 
  

1) The first recommendation is to make humanitarian engagement channels and tools 
fun whenever appropriate, even if the issues they discuss are serious. During the 
interviews, fun was the most frequently discussed engagement technique (see 4.2.1). 
Many interviewees stressed that fun sets games apart from other engagement 
channels. The current popularity of humanitarian games further proves that there is 
a need for fun in the sector (c.f. Harteveld & Suarez, 2015, p.63). Games like 
HWWA and Risque Péï show that some building blocks of fun— particularly 
energizers, songs, dances, stories and mascots—can go a long way, creating fun by 
breaking with regular experiences and boring visuals. These building blocks of fun 
are cheap to implement and easily transferable from games to other engagement 
channels. The facilitation guide of HWWA can provide inspiration for 
organizations interested in starting such a transfer (UNICEF Ghana et al., 2015). 

 

2) Engagement channels should allow communities to see how their inputs make a 
difference. This recommendation is inspired by the agency technique and the 
feedback element of games (see 4.2.4). It echoes the ownership component of CE 
(see 2.3.1) and Gordon et al. (2015, p.4)’s criticism that existing engagement formats 
tend to make communities feel powerless because they do not give them 
opportunities to make a difference (see 1.1). Opposed to that, we have seen that in 
games, communities can repeatedly see how their decisions matter. The TASAF 
game, for example, immediately tells communities whether their decisions led to a 
successful harvest. We have seen that such feedback can boost motivation and 
sustain engagement. Of course, other engagement channels might not be able to 
copy the immediate feedback loop of the TASAF game. Still, games underline that 
humanitarian organizations should start seeing feedback as a two-way street. 
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Currently, most organizations focus on receiving feedback from communities (see 
2.3.1). While doing so, they forget the importance of also providing communities 
with feedback, and showing them how their inputs made a difference. In the RCRC 
guide, this was briefly touched upon as one step in the consultation cycle, called 
follow-up (ICRC & IFRC, 2016, p.50). The games studied in mission 4 confirmed 
the importance of that follow-up step, and can provide inspiration on how to 
strengthen it (see 4.2.4).  

  

3) Finally, the interviews highlighted the importance of testing all engagement tools 
with their target audiences (see 4.3). Testing messages has long been good practice 
for CE (ICRC & IFRC, 2016, p.43). For game designers, however, it is more than 
that: testing is an integral part of their working process (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, 
p.12). None of the case-study games were released without extensive testing. 
Interviewees repeatedly stressed that they cannot know what a community will 
consider engaging without running playtests. Practitioners of CE can learn from this 
attitude. Moreover, game designers bring in their own testing methods, which can 
provide additional inspiration for CE (c.f. Salen & Zimmerman, 2004, p.46). As we 
saw when looking at the HWWA-playtests, game designers improve games while 
testing them, and immediately re-test all changes made. Of course, not all 
engagement tools will have the budget to run tests over several months, as it was the 
case for HWWA. However, humanitarian games can teach us that—for any 
engagement method—we should start thinking about testing early in the 
development process. In fact, we should never assume that we know how to create 
engagement before we have tested our techniques. 

 

If looked at in detail, the study contains many more lessons to be learnt for CE. It for 
example provides ideas for how to create interventions that are relevant for communities 
(4.2.3), or how to simplify and structure the content delivery (4.2.2). The above 
recommendations simply stood out most. In the end, all findings boil down to one core 
learning: humanitarian games show us how to truly put host communities at the center 
of engagement—as requested by numerous definitions of CE (see 2.3.1). The literature 
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review and the interviews revealed that games go to great lengths to match the needs, 
interests, and expectations of communities. They focus on a community’s experience, 
not just on a project’s outcomes. Most importantly, games do not put communities at 
the center because some standard or guide is telling them to do so. Rather, they depend 
on communities like not other form of humanitarian engagement. Whereas a 
presentation can continue even if no one listens, and a noticeboard can remain on a 
community square even if no one looks at it, a game will immediately fail if a community 
does not play. Through the insights and experience gained from working with this 
dependence, humanitarian games and their creators can inspire other forms of CE to do 
better, and have earned themselves the right to be taken seriously when it comes to 
humanitarian engagement.  
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ANNEX 
 

I. List of games identified during preliminary research 
 

This is not meant to be an exhaustive list of all humanitarian games in existence but 
simply a list of games considered for this study—see mission 3. The only criteria for 
games to make this list was that they were either developed by an actor and/or cover an 
issues that falls into humanitarian action as defined by the CHS (see 1.2). Red 
highlights mark games that fit the focus of the research question, meaning they are non-
digital, addressed at host communities, and used for health or DRR activities. The 
games are sorted in alphabetical order of their names. Wherever possible, the list 
provides links and sources for further information. 
 

Game title 
(Year if 
available) 

Developing 
organi-zation(s) Aims and scenario Main 

sector Platform Audience 
details 

Source / 
Available at: 

7 Familles 
(2011) 
 

French Red 
Cross (PIROI) 
and partners in 
La Réunion 

Card game with 
information about 
disaster risks (based on 
happy families)  

DRR Non-
digital: 
card game 

Children and 
their families 
in Réunion  

Shared by 
Pasquet 

Act to 
Adapt 

 

Engagement 
Lab, RCCC, Plan 
International 
 

Children explore what 
they and their community 
can do to reduce climate 
risks: children assume the 
role of a “climate risk” or 
a “community member” 
and fight to protect or 
destroy community 
resources depending on 
their role 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
physical 
game 

Children (12-
17 years) 
 

Currently 
being re-
developed 
(see Y Adapt) 

Against all 
odds  
(2005) 
 

UNHCR 
Scandinavia 
 

Take on role of a refugee 
and experience 
challenges on journey 
from country of origin to 
new life abroad 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Teenagers 
(12-15 years) 
 

<http://www.p
layagainstallod
ds.ca/>  
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Ayiti:  
The Cost of 
Life (2006) 

Global Kids, 
GameLab et al. 
(released 
through UNICEF 
website) 

Follow a Haitian family 
over four years, help 
them achieve education 
for their children and 
improve the quality of life  

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Children (via 
educators) 

<http://www.g
amesforchang
e.org/play/ayit
i-the-cost-of-
life/>  

Before the 
Storm 
 

Parson's PetLab 
& RCCC 
 

Decision-making game to 
introduce forecasts and 
actions to take against 
natural disasters through 
different roles: players 
think through various 
options available to them 
when a disaster strikes, 
dealing with imperfect 
information and 
unintended 
consequences 

DRR Non-
digital: 
card game 

Adults, 
mainly in 
communities 
at risk of 
disasters 

Suarez et al., 
2013, p. 12 
 
<http://petlab.
parsons.edu/r
edCrossSite/ru
lesBTS.html> 
 

BOCA RCRC 
movement 
 

Branch Organisation 
Capacity Development: a 
gamified two-day 
exercise with a board 
game focusing on 
organizational 
development and of 
branch offices 

Training Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Adults: RCRC 
staff and 
volunteers 

<https://www.f
acebook.com/
groups/RCRC.
BOCA/?fref=nf
>  
 
 

Boda Boda 
 

Uganda Red 
Cross, 
Engagement 
Lab 
 

Reinforce the basic tenets 
of a first aid certification 
course for drivers of 
motorcycle taxis in 
Uganda 

Health 
(First Aid) 

Non-digital Motorcycle 
taxi drivers 
 

<https://elab.e
merson.edu/pr
ojects/games-
for-social-
change/boda-
boda>  

Broken 
Cities 

Antidote 
Games, Nordic 
Council for 
Climate 
Change, RCCC 
et al. 
 

Teams of 4 players role-
play as builders of a new 
city, balance need to 
quickly provide low-cost 
homes for new arrivals 
with environmental 
impact of construction 

CCA Non-digital 
board 
game 

Students, 
climate 
scientists 

<http://nord-
star.info/index.
php/graduate-
training/game-
pack>  

Can’t Wait 
to Learn 
math game 
 

War Child 
Holland, 
UNICEF, TNO, 
Flavour et al.  

Open-source math 
learning through mini-
games on solar-powered 
tablets  

Education Digital: 
tablet 

Sudanese 
out-of-school 
children (7-9 
years) 

UNICEF & 
R4D Institute, 
2016, p.18-30. 
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Climate 
Message/ 
Spreading 
the Word 

RCCC & 
Parson's PetLab 
 

Forecasting simulation 
based on Chinese 
whispers 
 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
physical 
game 

All ages Shared by 
Steenbergen 

Cops and 
Rubbers  
 

Open Society 
Foundations’ 
Sexual Health 
and Rights 
Project (SHARP) 
 

Puts players in shoes of a 
sex worker and 
demonstrates the real 
consequences of 
criminalization of 
condoms and policing 
tactics for sex workers—
including increased 
vulnerability to HIV 
infection 

Advocacy, 
Health 

2 versions: 
˙ Non-

digital 
board 
game 

˙ digital 
web- 
game 

health and 
human rights 
advocates, 
health 
practitioners, 
academics, 
general 
public 
 

<https://www.
opensocietyfo
undations.org/
publications/c
ops-rubbers>  

Darfur is 
Dying (2006) 

Take Action 
Games  

Take on role of displaced 
family member in 2006 
crisis in Darfur: raise 
awareness and empower 
college students to help 
stop the crisis  

Advocacy  Digital: 
Web-based 

18 years up <http://www.d
arfurisdying.co
m/> 
 

Disaster 
Detector 
(2015) 
 

Smithsonian 
Institute, US 
Department of 
Education 
 

Protect the citizens of 
Smithsonville and four 
other cities by helping 
them predict and prepare 
for natural hazards – 
players learn to analyze 
data and decide on 
defenses  

DRR, CCA, 
Advocacy  

Digital: 
web-
based, iOS, 
Android 
editions 
 

American 
children 
(classroom or 
home) 
 

<https://ssec.s
i.edu/disaster-
detector>  

Dissolving 
Disasters 
 

RCCC Two teams choose 
between drought-
resistant, flood-resistant, 
or regular crops and 
compete to adapt their 
planting decisions as rain 
and disaster patterns 
change. Changes in 
weather are announced 
with cones and dice. 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
physical 
game  

Adults  <http://climat
ecentre.org/re
sources-
games/dissolvi
ng-disasters>  

Experience 
the Journey 
 

Australian Red 
Cross 

Walk in the shoes of a 
Somalian villager forced 
to leave home and make 
life or death decisions 

Advocacy Digital: 
mobile app 

General 
public in 
Australia 

<http://www.red
cross.org.au/asy
lum-seekers-
refugees-
game.aspx> 
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Family 
Values 
(2012) 

Half the Sky, 
Mudlark, E-Line 
Media et al. 

Interactive "soap opera” 
game to enhance 
perception of a girl's 
value to a family, with an 
emphasis on extending 
girls’ education as 
opposed to child labor or 
early marriage 

Women’s 
rights 

Digital: 
mobile 

General 
public 
(especially in 
India, Kenya, 
Tanzania) 

HTS, s.d. 
 

Food Force  
(2005) 

WFP act as a member of an 
emergency response 
team and learn how food 
aid works 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-
download  

Children (8-
13 years) 

<http://de.wfp
.org/ff>  

Freerice  
 

WFP Quiz that uses ad revenue 
to donate 20 grains of 
rice to WFP for every 
word that is correctly 
defined 

Fundraising Digital: 
web-based 

All ages 
(difficulty 
adjusted to 
player) 

<http://freeric
e.com/> 
 

Greatest 
Good Donor 
Calculator  
(2013) 
 

USAID Center 
for International 
Disaster 
Information, 
University of 
Rhode Island 

Game-like decision tool 
that informs users on 
some of the complexities 
associated with 
humanitarian supply 
chains, and the ineffective 
nature of unsolicited in-
kind donations  

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Adults: 
potential 
American 
donors 

<https://www.
cidi.org/how-
disaster-relief-
works/greatest
-good-
donation-
calculator/#.W
OJXJ44lF0s>  

Half the Sky: 
facebook 
game 
(2013) 

Half the Sky, 
G4C, World 
Vision, ONE, 
Show of Force, 
Room to Read 
et al. 

Players to move through 
quests related to 
challenges that women 
face and solutions 
provided by seven NGOs 
– game actions translate 
to real-world donations  

Advocacy, 
Fundraising 

Digital: 
facebook 

Any person 
with a 
facebook 
account  

Deactivated in 
March 2016, 
c.f. HTS et al., 
2013. 

Hand-
washing 
with Ananse 
(2016) 

UNICEF Ghana,  
Engagement 
Lab, RCCC, 
Ghana Red 
Cross, Right to 
Play 
 

Storybook about Ananse 
who stole the wisdom of 
handwashing, contains 
three games that teach 
children why, how and 
when to handwash with 
soap 

WASH Non-
digital: 
physical 
games 

Ghanian 
school 
children 

UNICEF 
Ghana, s.d. 



 

 

Games for Humanity                101 

	

Hazagora Vrije Universiteit 
Brussels 
 

Players adopt one of five 
livelihood profiles on a 
volcanic island, the profile 
limits their settlement and 
income options – life 
unfolds in years, dice 
announce income, 
disaster alarms ring at 
random intervals 
(earthquakes, tsunami, 
ash fall, lava flow etc.) and 
players strive to survive 

DRR Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

15 years up Mossoux et 
al., 2016, p. 
136-137. 
 

Hazard and 
Disaster 
Clap 
 

Plan 
International 

Short game to energize 
participants, and review 
definitions of concepts of 
hazards, vulnerability, risk, 
capacity  

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
energizer 
game 

Children  No public 
source – 
shared by 
Steenbergen 

Hostage 
simulation 
game  
(2011) 

UNHCR, Open 
University of the 
Netherlands  

Hostage situation 
simulation game: players 
take on roles of head of 
office, security officer or 
staff welfare member and 
resolve the crisis – 5 
phases: notification, 
assembling team, 
planning, responding, 
negotiation  

Training Digital: 
Android 
app, builds 
on ARLearn 

UNHCR staff Gonsalves et 
al, 2014, p.1-4 
 

How 
Flexible Are 
You? 

Plan 
International 

Short game to energize 
participants and explain 
concept of adaptive 
capacity 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
energizer 
game 

Children No public 
source – 
shared by 
Steenbergen. 

Humans vs 
Mosqui-toes 
 

Yale University, 
Parsons The 
New School for 
Design, RCCC 
 

A mosquito team plays 
against a human team, 
aiming to eliminate other 
team. Mosquitoes 
achieve this by biting 
(tagging) humans, 
humans by removing egg 
tokens from mosquito 
grounds. Surprise events 
such as climate change or 
cleaning campaigns 
change the balance. 

Health, 
CCA, DRR 

Non-digital 
3 versions: 
˙ field 

game 
˙ tabletop 

game 
˙ card 

game  

> Primary: 
African 
school-
children (8-12 
years)  
> Secondary: 
nurses, RCRC 
staff, parents, 
teachers, 
physicians, 
etc. 

Ewing et al., 
2014. 
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Inside the 
Haiti Earth-
quake (2010) 
 

PTV Productions 
 

Choose role of aid 
worker, journalist or 
survivor in aftermath of 
Haiti’s earthquake – 
decide how to proceed 
based on news clips and 
messages that evolve 
depending on previous 
decisions 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Adults <http://www.i
nsidedisaster.c
om/experienc
e/>  

It's No 
Game  
(in deli-
beration) 
 

MSF Step in shoes of MSF staff 
and respond to a variety 
of scenarios – such as 
wars, epidemics, and 
natural disasters  

Advocacy Digital: 
mobile  

Adults <https://www.i
ndiegogo.com
/projects/it-s-
no-game-
based-on-the-
work-of-
msf#/>  

Let's Get 
Prepared 
 

IFRC South East 
Asia (Laos, 
Cambodia, 
Thailand) 
 

Children get caught in 
and prepare for different 
disasters (modeled on 
Snakes and Ladders, 
similar to Riskland) 

DRR Non-
digital:  
board 
game  

Children in 
South-East 
Asia  

<https://www.
dropbox.com/
s/0og4g1exre
693ut/snake_E
ng.jpg>  

Make a New 
Start Today 
(2006) 
 

German 
Technical 
Cooperation 
(GTZ), Uganda's 
Ministry of 
Education and 
Sports  

Gameplay provides 
factual information about 
HIV, helping workers and 
students make informed 
decisions about sexual 
activity 

Health Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Students of 
vocational 
training 
institutions in 
Uganda 

<http://www.ir
innews.org/ne
ws/2006/07/03
/new-board-
game-makes-
hiv-education-
fun>  

Mission 
Zhobia 
(under 
develop-
ment) 

UNITAR, United 
States Institute 
for Peace, 
ACCORD, 
PeaceNexus 
Foundation, UN 
System Staff 
College, et al. 

Simulated environment 
which requires player to 
react to peacebuilding 
challenges and maneuver 
complex conflict-affected 
contexts, making them 
aware of competencies 
necessary for such 
situations and train these 
competencies	 

Training Digital Peace-
building 
professionals 

De Freitas, 
2016. 

Nine 
Minutes 
(2012) 

Half the Sky, 
Mudlark, E-Line 
Media et al. 

Pregnancy game: keep 
mother-to-be and baby 
healthy, compressing the 
nine-month process into a 

Maternal 
health 

Digital: 
mobile 

Women/girls 
(especially in 
India, Kenya, 
Tanzania) 

HTS, s.d. 
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short game experience 

Pamoja 
Mtaani 
Together in 
the Hood 
(2008) 
 

US President's 
Emergency Plan 
for AIDS Relief 
(PEPFAR), 
Warner Bros 
Entertainment  
 

Assume identity of one of 
five characters who were 
car-jacked in a minibus 
and are put into positions 
where their decisions 
could them at risk of 
contracting or preventing 
HIV infection – focuses on 
5 key behaviors that can 
reduce HIV infections 
among youth 

Health Digital: 
multi-
player 
video 
game 

Kenyan 
teenagers 
(15-19 years) 

<http://www.ir
innews.org/re
port/85493/ke
nya-video-
game-fights-
behaviour-
change>  
  

Parcours 
Migration 
(2016) 
 

Amnesty 
International 
Switzerland 

Fictional journey that 
demonstrates how 
individuals fleeing their 
country are at risk of 
human rights violations: 
roll dice to discover 
situations – decisions will 
influence the next steps 
of journey 

Migration Non-
digital: 
physical 
game 

Middle 
school 
children in 
Switzerland 
 

<http://reliefw
eb.int/report/
world/three-
ways-schools-
and-students-
across-europe-
are-
promoting-
refugee-
rights>  

Peace-maker 
(2010) 
 

Asi Burak 
(Games for 
Change) 
 

Take role of a leader and 
negotiate with eight 
different groups in Israel-
Palestine conflict to 
understand complexity  

Advocacy Digital: 
desktop, 
mobile 

Adults <http://www.p
eacemakerga
me.com/> 
(paywall) 

Peter Packet 
(2004) 

NetAid, Cisco 
Systems, 
Benjamin Stokes 

Follow Peter Packet to 
combat and learn about 
extreme poverty in India, 
Mexico, Haiti – followed 
by a 20-day online 
challenge where same 
characters earn points by 
recruiting others to learn 
or to donate.  

Advocacy/ 
fundraising  

Digital: 
web-based 

Children in 
the US 

Stokes, 2012, 
p.4-6.	

Play 
Forward 
(2012) 

Schell Games, 
Yale’s 
play2PREVENT 
Lab 

Behavior change game to 
reduce HIV exposure in 
at-risk teens, learn to say 
no to peer-pressure  

Health Digital: 
video 
game 

At-risk teens Haskell, 2015 
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Prisoners of 
War Game 
 

Nobel Peace 
Centre with 
ICRC permission 
 

Join ICRC in running PoW 
camp and learn about 
Geneva Conventions 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Anyone with 
internet 
access  

<http://www.no
belprize.org/ed
ucational/peace
/redcross/game.
html>  

Raid Cross – 
are you 
game? 
 

French/Belgian 
RC (Antoine 
Grand) & IFRC 
 

Seven gamified scenarios 
about prisoners of war, 
treatment of wounded, 
combatants, humanitarian 
assistance, military 
decision-making and 
accountability in 
aftermath of conflict 

Training Non-
digital: 
roleplay 

RC 
volunteers 
and staff 

<http://www.r
edcross.int/EN
/mag/magazin
e2006_2/26-
27.html> 
 

Ready! RCCC A game to brainstorm 
DRR measures: each 
group lists as many 
actions as possible. Their 
action cards will be 
distributed in a field, each 
group races to complete 
their measures as fast as 
possible by rolling dice 
and running in circles 
around actions. 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: 
physical 
game 

Adults, 
teenagers – 
project 
communities 

<http://climat
ecentre.org/re
sources-
games/ready>  

Red Cross 
Emergency 
Response 
Unit 
 

IFRC, youda 
games 
 

Strategy game: work as a 
Red Cross planner and 
quickly arrange aid for 
people who are in need 
of help 
 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

Anyone with 
internet 
access 

<https://www.yo
udagames.com/
en/pc-
download-
games/red-
cross-
emergency-
response-unit/> 

Resistance 
Sim  
(2017) 

ETCH Centre at 
Liverpool 
School of 
Tropical 
Medicine 

Players put in charge of 
vector control program in 
fictional country, decide 
how to monitor insect 
population and what 
interventions to take, see 
what happens to 
mosquito population and 
resistance as a result. 
Combat insecticide 
resistance by learning 
about effects of use. 

Training/ 
Health 

Digital: 
desktop/ 
Android, 
iOS under 
develop-
ment 

Vector 
control 
programme 
staff in 
disease 
endemic 
countries 

Makri, 2017. 
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Risk Péï  
(2011) 
 

French Red 
Cross (PIROI) 
and partners in 
La Réunion 

Players advance on a 
board that looks like La 
Réunion by rolling dice, 
answer questions/face 
disasters according to 
their position  

DRR Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Children in 
La Réunion 

shared by 
Pasquet  

Riskland 
(2008) 

UNICEF, 
UNISDR, Papua 
New Guinea 
Centre for DRR 
 

Move on game board to 
discover potential 
disasters & directions on 
how to protect against 
such disaster 
 

DRR  Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Children – 
project 
communities  

<http://www.u
nisdr.org/we/i
nform/publicat
ions/2114>  

SAFE Travel 
& Work 
Abroad 
(2017) 
 

IOM 
 

Four characters are 
planning journeys abroad: 
step into their shoes and 
makes decisions that 
influence the direction of 
their lives, learn about the 
pitfalls of human 
trafficking 

Migration/ 
Human 
trafficking 

Digital: 
mobile app 

Teenagers/ 
adults in 
Slovakia 

<http://www.s
afe.iom.sk/#/e
n>   

Sinking 
Island  
(L’île coule) 

French Red 
Cross, RCCC 

Learn about the 
humanitarian impacts of 
climate change: each 
group is assigned an 
island (flip chart) and 
whole group has to stand 
on it. Water levels rise 
and surfaces of islands 
shrinks in unequal ways, 
forcing some groups to 
flee to other islands 

DRR Non-
digital: 
physical 
game 

Children, 
teenager, 
adults 

Shared by 
Steenbergen 

Snakes & 
Ladders 
(c.f. Let’s Get 
Pre-pared; 
Riskland) 

Sri Lankan 
Disaster 
Management 
Centre, UNDP 
(2007) 

Snakes represent 
disasters and get player 
to slide down, ladders are 
mitigation methods and 
players get to move up 

DRR Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

children <http://www.ir
innews.org/re
port/77789/sri
-lanka-snakes-
and-ladders> 
 

Stop 
Disasters 
 

UNISDR, 
Playerthree 

Disaster simulation: raise 
awareness of how 
disasters affect people 
and how simple measures 
can save lives 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 

7 years up 
(secondary 
level 
education) 
 

<http://www.s
topdisastersga
me.org>  
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SURE! 
(2016) 

RCCC, Extra 
Ludic LLC et al. 
  

Improve urban flood 
preparedness, support 
discussions about 
collaboration 
> round 1: protect 
resources by evacuating 
via spoons or protecting 
via sandbag cards 
> round 2: players plan 
and protect community 
buildings and vulnerable 
people – show that with a 
bit of planning, players 
are less surprised by 
flood and more resilient  

DRR Non-
digital: 
physical 
game with 
cards  

Adults: 
community 
groups 

Shared by 
Steenbergen 

Syrian 
Journey 
(2015) 
 

BBC Take role of a Syrian 
refugee and make 
choices such as fleeing to 
Egypt or Turkey, trust the 
traffickers or not, travel by 
air, land or sea – final 
destination depends on 
these choices  – options 
based on real survivor 
stories collected by BCC 

Advocacy Digital: 
web-based 
and mobile  

Anyone 
(published in 
Arabic, Farsi, 
Russian and 4 
more 
languages) 

<http://www.b
bc.com/news/
world-middle-
east-
32057601>  

TASAF 
game  
(original 
name: 
Uwezeshaji 
Kaya 
Kuhimili) 
 

Tanzania Social 
Action Fund 
(TASAF), World 
Bank Social 
Development & 
Labor practice, 
RCCC et al. 

Simulation of TASAF’s 
productive social safety 
net (PSSN). Players are 
divided into six 
households, three receive 
PSSN: take decisions 
about public work, cash 
transfers for education/ 
health and investment in 
CCA, etc. 

CCA Non-
digital: 
tabletop 
game 

Rural 
subsistence 
farmers in 
Tanzania 

<http://lienbtr
an.com/games
/tasaf/> 
 
Suarez et al., 
s.d.  

The Road to 
Peace (2005) 
 

UN Assistance 
Mission in 
Afghanistan 
(UNAMA) 
 

Teach about key events 
of peace process and 
efforts to reconstruct, 
improve education and 
advance health services 

Peace-
building  

Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Children in 
Afghanistan 
(10-12 years) 

IRIN, 2015 
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UpRiver 
 

Engagement 
Lab, RCCC, 
Zambian Red 
Cross 
 

Teaches players the 
principles of flood 
prediction so that they 
can make better decisions 
based on regional and 
seasonal forecasts 

DRR Mixed: 
partly 
physical, 
partly SMS 
based 

Adults in 
project 
communities 

<https://elab.e
merson.edu/pr
ojects/games-
for-social-
change/uprive
r> (on hold) 

Vulnera-
bility and 
Capacity 
Game  
 

Plan 
International 
(also published 
as “Disasters 
Ball Game” by 
Tearfund) 

1. Throw one ball 
(simulates a disaster), 
2. Intensify with more 
balls (simulates climate 
change) 
3. Introduce 'handicaps' 
for players (close eyes, 
not use hands, etc.) 

DRR, CCA Non-
digital: ball 
game 

Children/ 
adults – 
project 
communities 

Shared by 
Steenbergen 

VWSA HIV 
game  
(2005) 

South African 
subsidiary of 
Volkswagen 
(VWSA) 

Educate children about 
HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis 
and pregnancy (based on 
trivial pursuit) 

Health Non-
digital: 
board 
game 

Children in 
company’s 
headquarter 
area (11-13 
years) 

<http://www.irin
news.org/news/
2005/09/02/vws
a-makes-aids-
education-
childs-play>  

Weather 
and Climate 
 

Plan 
International 

Short energizer to learn 
the distinction between 
‘weather’, ‘climate’ and 
‘climate change’ 

CCA Non-
digital:  
energizer 
game  

Children  Shared by 
Steenbergen 

Weather or 
Not 
 

Parson's PetLab 
& RCCC 

Introduce basics of 
forecast-based 
humanitarian decisions: 
models real-life rewards 
and punishments Red 
Cross staff face for 
following or not following 
forecasts  

CCA/ DRR Digital with 
projector 
or non-
digital with 
cards 

Climate 
conferences, 
farmers and 
other CCA 
stakeholders 

<http://petlab.
parsons.edu/r
edCrossSite/g
amesWON.ht
ml> 

Worm 
Attack! 
(2012) 

Half the Sky, 
Mudlark, E-Line 
Media et al. 

Keep growing number of 
boys and girls healthy by 
defeating the worms 
inside their stomachs, 
gain awareness of the 
dangers of intestinal 
worms and learn de-
worming solution 

Health  
 

Digital: 
mobile 

Children 7 
years up 
(especially in 
India, Kenya, 
Tanzania) 
 
 

HTS, s.d. 
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II. Standard interview guide 
	
	
Each interview was split into four parts with these standard questions, which were then 
complemented by questions specific to the interviewee’s respective projects. 
 

Introduction: 

• Could you briefly explain what kind of games you have been part of so far?  
 
Game design process: 

• Where did the ideas for your games such as [insert relevant game names] come 
from? Taking [game name] as an example, could you walk me through the main 
steps of the development process? 

• How do you determine the needs of the target communities when designing a 
game? Can you think of a situation where you have actively consulted with the 
target communities while developing a game? 

• Can you think of a game where you specifically considered how to include 
marginalized groups (e.g. illiterate, old people, people with disabilities)? 

 
Community engagement through games:  

• In three sentences, what does “engagement” mean to you?  

• What techniques/features/mechanics do you build into your games to make them 
engaging? Please illustrate with examples from [game names]. 

• Can you think of any situation in which the games that you have been part of 
failed to engage the targeted communities? If yes, why did this happen? 

• How do you make sure that the games you are developing pass on the messages 
you aim for? 

• When you tested or played [game names], have you noticed any changes in 
power dynamics between players compared to non-game situations? 
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• From what you have experienced and observed while testing your games, what 
are potential pitfalls of using games with ‘vulnerable’ populations?  

 
Closing questions: 

• According to your experience, what kind of contexts and activities require games 
and/or are suitable for games? Can you think of any situations when games 
should be avoided? 

• For the games you have worked on, are there any evaluations that you could 
share? 
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III. List of interviews and interviewees  
 
Full transcripts of all interviews are available from the author upon request. 
 

Name  
(alphabetical) 

Interview 
date (2017) Organizational affiliations Based in Humanitarian games experience/ 

comments 

Benjamin Stokes 08 March  
 

 

American University 

(assistant professor) 
 

Games for Change 

(co-founder) 

US Peter Packet Fundraising Challenge 
(NetAid/Mercy	Corps) 

VolunteerGuru (NetAid) 

à expert interview – focus on American 
audiences and volunteers 

Brigitte Rudram 29 March Red Cross/ Red Crescent 
Climate Centre 

(lead Y Adapt) 

Philippines Y Adapt 

Act to Adapt 

Lien Tran 20 March  University of Miami  

(assistant professor) 

Worked with UN, TASAF, 
World Bank, RCCC, Open 
Society Foundation, etc. 

US TASAF Social Security Network Game  

Humans vs Mosquitoes  

Cops and Rubbers  

Margot 
Steenbergen 

31 March Red Cross/ Red Crescent 
Climate Centre 

(programme officer) 

UK Handwashing with Ananse 

Y Adapt 

Paying for Predictions 

Dissolving Disasters 

UpRiver 

+ ca. 30 more humanitarian games 

Mathieu Pasquet 29 March French Red Cross – PIROI 

(DRR manager) 

La Réunion  Paré pas Paré: 

- Jeu de 7 Familles 
- Jeu Risque Péï 

Snakes and Ladders game for “Zeness 
Pran Kont” (Mauritius) 

Sam Rich 27 March fourthway & e-limu 
(education and behavior 
change consultant) 

Uganda/ 
Kenya 

Remember the Veg 

The Organic Game 
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Sylvester Baffoe 14 March  

 

UNICEF Ghana  

(M&E officer) 

Ghana Handwashing with Ananse 

Wade 
Kimbrough 

15 March Emerson College 
Engagement Lab 

(project manager) 

US Handwashing with Ananse 

UpRiver 

Y Adapt/ Act to Adapt 

Game  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Closing page: A final illustration to announce the end of this research, taken from the game board of 
“Let’s get prepared”, a non-digital DRR game developed by IFRC.  
Image: IFRC, available at https://www.dropbox.com/s/0og4g1exre693ut/snake_Eng.jpg (see Annex I). 
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GamGame over 


