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Why re-imagine co-creation methods?

Introduction

This toolkit will guide designers, researchers, and 

community leaders in facilitating more inclusive 

co-creation sessions and workshops. 


Traditional co-creation methods are frequently used for 

the facilitator’s benefit, and are led from a 

data-gathering perspective. 


Even when these sessions do come from a position 

that also gives value to the participants, they aren’t 

always successful at being sensitive to and providing 

equitable experiences for diverse groups.  
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The co-lens toolkit

Participatory processes can vary by the degree to which they 
merely display participation or seek meaningful action, and 
the degree to which they extract information for decisions 
that empower participants to plan for themselves.

1. J. A. Juarez and K. D. Brown, “Extracting or Empowering?: A Critique of Participatory Methods for Marginalized 
Populations,” Landscape Journal 27, no. 2 (January 2008): pp. 190-204, https://doi.org/10.3368/lj.27.2.190.

Footnotes



How to use this toolkit

Introduction

The toolkit is split into sections, with guiding theory, 
visualizations of methods you can implement in your own work, 
as well as case studies of using these methods in the wild.


My hope in providing you with this collection of resources is that 
it can be a jumping off point for your own methods that suit 
your specific problem space and the people you are working 
alongside.

2

Introduction



Module 01
Generative sharing
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Module 1

In this first module, we will look at ways to make your users feel included and 

safe when they share ideas in brainstorming or co-creation sessions. This 

includes types of methods to use, as well as modifications to facilitation and 

language.


At the end, we’ll share a template you can modify for your own projects. Below 

are some terms that might be helpful to know as you read through this module.

Generative sharing

Introduction & key terms
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Generative 
research:

Co-creation:

Inclusion:

Psychological 
safety:

Exploratory research that usually involves discovering ideas or 
feelings of users.

Creating ideas, designs, or solutions alongside the people or 
communities that will benefit from them.

Involving and embracing all users, across all marginalized 
intersections, as part of the processes used.

Feeling safe enough to express ideas and thoughts, and take safe 
risk, without threatening someone’s emotional self or self esteem.



Participants will...Facilitators will...

In this method, the co-creation template will be structured for broader ways 

of contributing ideas, brainstorming, and collaboratively generating solutions 

for a problem.


Additionally, the participants will be guided through questions that will also 

benefit their own understanding of themselves, and will be given opportunities 

to directly influence decision-making, and the unfolding of the activities 

themselves.

Generative sharing

Module 1 objectives
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Use this 
module when...

You want insights from a wider range of users, who may be 
at varying levels of comfort with sharing thoughts/ideas.

•Get direct benefit through 
participating, including takeaways that 
can apply to their situation

•See current and future direct impact 
from their contributions

•Comfortably facilitate sessions with 
users with a range of life 
circumstances and identities

•Get better insights through allowing 
people to participate as their genuine 
selves



Supporting data

Co-creation sessions...

01

02

03

Through extensive diary and generative 
interviews with historically under-invested 
groups, I have established a series of 
considerations to think about when building 
out a co-creation session or workshop plan.



The  key component of a successful 
co-creation session is providing means of 
input and types of questions that match 
participant’s mental models of what they 
are contributing to, and are inclusive.

Need to be prepared to 
adapt: e.g. speaking 
responses, in writing, or 
through drawing

Use inclusive language 
and encourage 
participants to skip, 
adjust, or adapt 
questions to suit them.

Provide direct, visible 
current and future 
benefit to participants

Generative sharing

The research
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the choice of how they record their thoughts and 
feelings
Giving users 

—text, photos, and drawings—is a good strategy so that 
they can decide on the best way of communicating for them and 
don’t feel hampered or self-conscious.

This quote illustrates the need to strip co-creation of our assumptions of 
the tools and inputs available to our users, and provide the widest 
range of ways to contribute as possible. It’s the data that matters, not 
sticking to a rigid way of getting there.

2. Ruth Stalker-Firth et al., “Inside Your Users' Minds: The Cultural Probe,” A List Apart, June 10, 2007, 
https://alistapart.com/article/culturalprobe/.
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Using these methods in your work

To better conduct generative sessions with diverse users, consider providing 
a range of inputs, clear instructions, and ways to modify the activity as 
necessary. Provide both online and offline formats, and prepare for the 
activity to be adapted on the fly as you learn and adapt to your 
participants during the session. 



Every one of your participants will have different ideas around what modes 
of participation work for them and what they are looking to get out of the 
session as well. Keep this in mind in the planning process, and practice a 
range of different situations before the session.

Generative sharing

Applying inclusion principles
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Image 1: these are some examples of the types of inputs you 
might get from users during a typical co-creation session



Example of structuring 
brainstorming

In this example of a co-design/co-creation activity, the core focus is providing a range of 
options so that each participant can add inputs in the way that works best for them. Here, 
multiple, different prompts are provided, and participants can choose between a structured 
web brainstorm or a more open approach. At any point, they can change their mind, back 
out, or try another way of inputting ideas.

See end of module for larger version of this template

Generative sharing

Framework
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Key principle: Provide the means to participate in a range of ways, without enforcing one structure.



Example activity template
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Generative sharing



Module 02
Eased-in warm ups
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Module 2

In the second module, we will look at ways to structure warm-ups to help 

diverse groups of participants ease in to the co-creation process, and feel 

comfortable and ready to participate.


At the end, we’ll share a template you can modify for your own projects. 


Below are some terms that might be helpful to know as you read through this 

module.

Eased-in Warm-ups

Introduction & key terms
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Inclusion:

Psychological 
safety:

Sensitization:

Involving and embracing all users, across all marginalized 
intersections, as part of the processes used.

Feeling safe enough to express ideas and thoughts, and take safe 
risk, without threatening someone’s emotional self or self esteem.

Activities completed with users before starting a co-creation 
activity to help users get comfortable and ready to participate.



Participants will...Facilitators will...

In this method, you’ll be able to better prepare participants for your co-creation 

session, especially more sensitive or cognitively-heavy sessions. This framework 

and module will guide you through what to think about and how to structure 

warm-ups for a co-creation session or workshop.

Eased-in Warm-ups

Module 2 objectives
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Use this 
module when...

You have a more potentially cognitive draining or sensitive 
session that participants need to be in a certain mindset for.

•Become more comfortable and 
confident participating in sessions 
through a structured warm up

•Be able to adjust these set ups to 
work best for their given circumstance.

•Facilitate warm-ups and prep 
sessions that are sensitive to what 
participants bring to the table

•Adjust co-creation warm-ups to help 
not just gather data, but also guide 
participants in adjusting to the 
activities you will do together and take 
a decision-making role.



Supporting data

Through both primary research and testing with 
users and secondary literature reviews, I 
created the framework for warm-ups used in 
this module. It is based on sensitization 
research, preparing a participant for content 
that we will delve deeper into later in the 
session. Participants develop a sense of safety 
with the facilitator before sharing more 
information about their lived experiences. 


In testing, I found that adding this type of 
warm-up resulted in a larger quantity of 
responses and greater depth once in the 
session's co-creation phase.

Eased-in Warm-ups

The research
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Design can often fail to address root causes of 
inequity- and can reproduce inequitable 
power relationships.

Co-creation sessions...

01

02

03

Should give both the 
facilitator and the 
participant equal say in 
the direction and 
intensity of the session

Use inclusive language and 
encourage participants to 
have open, reflective 
responses, without 
judgement or evaluation

Provide direct, visible 
current and future 
benefit to participants



Using these methods in your work

By using the framework that follows, you will be able to ease your 
participants into more taxing or complex session designs, and enable them 
to feel comfortable and prepared to participate. 


Additionally, this type of warm-up is great at allowing the participant and 
facilitator to build a rapport and sensitize to both the participant’s live 
experience and the goals/mission of the facilitator. This framework creates a 
more mutually beneficial and equitable co-design session from the start.

Eased-in Warm-ups

Applying inclusion principles
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Figure 01: Example of outcomes from an open warm -up



Example of a gentle warm-up

In this example of a warm-up, participants are guided through a reflective, quiet free-write 
that relates to the session’s content. Throughout, participants have agency over which (if 
any) prompts are used and what types of information about their lived experience they 
share. By completing this up front, the user gets prepared for what to expect in the next 
phase, and the facilitator gets a better chance to understand and adapt the session to 
each unique user.


See end of module for larger version of this template

Eased-in Warm-ups

Framework
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Key principle: Enable participants to get adjusted to the session, minimizing anxiety and discomfort.



Example activity template
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Eased-in Warm-ups



Case study
Before & after: application 
of inclusive methods
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Inclusive co-creationTypical co-creation

To determine how to mould a more equitable way of conduction co-creation sessions, 

I facilitated a series of user testing sessions where participants tested 

typical/un-altered co-creation methods. Then, using these insights, I iterated on and 

crafted my new templates to continually evolve the frameworks until my diverse 

participant group responded enthusiastically and positively to these new, more 

inclusive frameworks.


Case study

Testing intro and methodology
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Research 
question

What modifications to the typical co-creation methods would 
enable a wider range of participants to contribute more fully?

•Enable participants to contribute in 
the way and means that work best for 
them

•Focus on a mutual benefit model, 
where the participant can get either 
knowledge or visible impact out of 
their participation in the session (in 
addition to monetary honorariums)


•More focused on gathering authentic 
ideas and sentiments, rather than 
data that fits traditional research 
results

•Limited warm up before starting into 
session-relevant content


•One template/approach for all 
participants.


•Goal of gathering solutioning or 
generative data from participants

03



There was a stark contrast between the effectiveness and the participant’s 

comfort and enjoyment level of the two different types of co-creation sessions. 

Below are the results broken down by session type.

Case study

Results
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Inclusive co-creationTypical co-creation

•Participants shared more depth of 
repsonses, and were more open to 
trying different input modes

•Participants enjoyed the warm-up 
phase, and expressed it helped them 
prepare well for the next phase of the 
session

•Overall, participants were more 
forthcoming with when something 
wasn’t working or didn’t make sense 
for them than in the typical sessions

•Participants tended to ask questions 
regarding if they were doing it right or if 
their contributions made sense


•Responses tended to be shorter and 
less personal, and required more 
prompting from the facilitator

Summary

warm up questions

think about things

I like the  because it got me thinking 
and got the juices flowing in my brain. The warm up was 
good. Because I think just jumping into something I would 
have had to  a lot more.



This process ultimately uncovered the beginning stages of how designers and 

researchers can shift their thinking surrounding the planning and design of 

co-creation research for diverse populations. 


The primary takeaway: allowing participants to independently reflect and share, 

then come back together, and ensure all voices are heard and accounted for 

during the session's generative phase.

Discussion
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Case study

Figure 1: limited response depth in 
traditional co-creation; defaulting to 
speaking out loud

Figure 2: Variety of input methods and 
information types provided in a more 
inclusive method type

 l
 I have 

anything else, that hasn't been anything that

 this much. 
But this is because it's a one on one, when I'm, in the group of 
other artists, usually let other artists speak. And then if

, I would speak up,

In front of a group, I’m less likely to be speaking

ike my ideas to 
hasn't been reflected yet
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