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PROBLEM 

(greek πρόβλημα, from προβάλλειν put forth) 

When first used by Herodot, Euripides and Platon, 
the word described a protective barrier. 

Back then, ‘problems’ were objects that worked 
as mechanisms of self-protection.



For people who are surrounded by people …



… within a context formed by explicit and implicit 
rules and regulations, everyday life, emotions, tra-
ditions, space and objects …



… change can come as a wish, as a fact or as a 
necessity.

This often hurts, confuses, and causes problems.



Many times, these problems are means of self- 
protection, set up intentionally or unintentionally 
by groups, sub-groups or by individuals.

The attempt to solve them is an attack on the in-
tegrity of both the group and the individual. Social 
gaps might be deepened during the course of the 
process.



Designers of problems neither solve problems 
nor do they provide tools to do so.

Similar to musicians who connect the notes of a 
composition creating a musical experience, de-
signers can interpret the spoken and unspoken, 
the human and the material elements, the convic-
tions, rules and habits to provide the members of 
a group with access to a meta level of the status 
quo.

By shaping material so that the problem takes a 
form which can then be looked at, which can both 
be moved around and physically experienced, the 
problem itself becomes a tangible actor within 
the context’s network.

This allows the group’s members to find some 
distance to the pain points and to enter into a dia-
logue. Through this dialogue, the group can find 
ways to provide a feeling of safety, hence dis-
persing the need for protection which tends to 
arise when facing changes or when a context’s 
structure is unbalanced from the beginning.
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INTRODUCTION 

“Currently design is defined as ‘a methodology 
for applying critical and creative thinking to un-
derstand, visualize, and describe complex prob-
lems and develop approaches to solve them.’ The 
two most useful outcomes of design, for planning 
and execution of operations, are to help make 
sure that we get it right the first time, and that we 
‘reframe’ when necessary.”

Commander’s Handbook for Strategic Communication 
and Communication Strategy, 
US Joint Forces Command Joint Warfighting Center, 2009

Since the beginning of the 20th century, govern-

ments, public and private institutions, organiza-

tions and social movements have been trying to 

solve problems of coexistence and to achieve a de-

sired state of being on all levels of society, by de-

fining the public dialogue. First through propagan-

da — a field that was in large parts formed and de-

fined by Edward Bernays. His systemic approach to 

the design of solutions can be seen as an early lega-

cy of an experience designer. Due to immense crit-

icism of the top down approach of propaganda, he 

soon renamed his activities and turned them into a 
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new discipline: ‘public relations’. From the 1950s 

onwards, applied cybernetics became an omnipres-

ent attempt to make people perform in a certain 

way. Since then, these tools have been constantly 

developed and refined, ‘soft power’ and ‘nudging’ 

being their contemporary siblings. 

While design processes and design thinking are 

now applied in problem solving in all sectors of 

our societies — by social sector governmental insti-

tutions to the military sector, by the economy and 

by NGOs — the contemporary manifestations of  

nationalism, racism and indifference, exempli-

fied through growing populist movements  and 

extensive human rights violations, indicate that 

simply solving problems in human co-existence 

does not seem to do the job even if the methods 

to design solutions are getting more and more 

refined.

This book is an invitation to look at both problems 

and design from a different perspective and to be-

come active within the gap between the status quo 

and the design of a future.

A group can — by cognitively and emotionally un-

derstanding the needs of all actors within its con-

text, and by reconfiguring the context in a common 

effort — reach a situation in which problems do not 

need to be solved but where they dissolve by them-

selves since the need for their existence ceases to 

exist.

Designers of problems can facilitate this pro-

cess through a tangible meta-problem based on 

their resonances. Throughout this book these me-

ta-problems will be called well-tempered prob-

lems, based on the musical term ‘well-tempered’, 

used by Bach to describe a way of tuning that al-

lows a multitude of voices without getting out of 

tune. The well-tempered problem can create access 

to an intense dialogue on the group’s context and 

thus make the emotional knowledge carried with-

in the group’s problems tangible for its members.

The well-tempered problem does neither have an 

intended outcome nor an innovative input. It is 

play in its most basic form: an imitation of the giv-

en through a new medium. The paradox of change 

in designing problems is that through its applica-

tion, the well-tempered problem itself becomes an 

agent of change. Hence the decision for a context 

is political as you decide on which level, at which 

point and for whom in society you are going to in-

vest your efforts.
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The design of problems is not a new discipline 

but a way to combine and to apply viewpoints and 

techniques of a variety of disciplines like graphic-, 

product- and stage-design, conceptual art, sociol-

ogy, cultural studies, systemic thinking, organi-

zational development, and architecture under this 

specific focus.

My own path took roughly ten years, more than 

50 well-tempered problems, many collaborations, 

failures and findings. In this handbook, I would 

like to share some notions on the different steps 

that turned out to work very effectively in collab-

oration with and in my work for NGOs from the 

social and the cultural sector, for state institutions 

and educational facilities as well as in self-initiat-

ed pro jects for civil society. The mandates included 

mediations, process- and team developments, in-

tercultural training and conferences.

Due to the often delicate matter which formed the 

base for the case studies presented in this book, 

only some names and places will be revealed.

The design of problems is a matter of action, not 

theory. Hence this book about the practice comes 

as a handbook for practitioners in the field.
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1 YOU

You can be either just yourself or with a team. 
De  pending on your own professional skills, you 
might want to look for partners who can comple-
ment your work.

In this handbook you will be addressed as one en-
tity, however this includes the possibility of you 
not being on your own. It is not necessary to be 
a trained designer, but having designers in your 
team will increase your material vocabulary. Still, 
the main element that you rely on in this work is 
your own memory, so you do not need to worry 
about lacking resources. Instead you will need to 
learn how to access them, making connections to 
your observations within a certain context.

You can design problems professionally for others 
or on a voluntary basis, but either way you should 
be prepared for the processes being demanding. 
And you will be held responsible for your actions.
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2 FIND AND OBSERVE

 
Finding and observing are connected. From the 
moment you get involved with a context, every 
move counts and every observation is valuable. 
We will look at what you can offer by designing 
a well-tempered problem for a group and which 
specifics need to be kept in mind while making a 
contract. We will also look at the questions which 
need to be kept in mind while observing, and at 
the different levels of observation that can be ap-
plied. The pictures accompanying this chapter 
are part of my visual research on identity, on pride 
and on mechanisms of coping. In my work they 
serve as both notes for specific pro jects as well 
as a general archive of situations.

Finding a Context  ......................................................... 25

What Process? ...............................................................  27

Your Offer .........................................................................  29

The Second Contract  ..................................................  31

Leading Questions  .......................................................  33

Just Listen  .......................................................................  35

Look  ...................................................................................  37

Research: Birthday party
Shipka, Bulgaria
2017



2.1 Finding a Context 

From a local community to corporate organiza-
tions, from state institutions to educational fa-
cilities, there is a growing need for new ways of 
dealing with problems.

It is up to you to find a context which you want to 
contribute to. You will need to get in touch with 
those responsible and see if there already is a 
process that you would like to support, or wheth-
er you want to initiate one together with partners 
who will be leading through the process.

Choose carefully whom you work for. As you are 
not going to change them according to your ideas, 
you better look thoroughly at who they aim to be. 

A group might want to hire you if they already re-
alize that the change that they are facing is caus-
ing or will cause disturbances. But you might also 
find a group by yourself. The difference in self-ini-
tiated processes is that you need to overcome a 
higher threshold to gain the permission for acting 
and that the group is more likely to step out.

Research: Private home
Sandanski, Bulgaria
2008
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2.2 What Process? 

A well-tempered problem is, first of all, a begin-
ning. It can initiate or introduce a process, and 
some times a single intervention is enough to con-
tinue in a traditional setting but with a different 
mindset.

In other cases, it can become the setting in which 
a process takes place and by that, for example, 
also change the way a mediator works.

When you know what process you want to initi-
ate or sideline, it is time to find the right partners 
to work with. You could do everything by yourself 
but this is not advisable.

Partners can either be people within the group 
who already have a mandate by the group for 
leading the process, or someone external. While 
you are on your own for the actual design of a 
problem, it is very helpful for the periods of obser-
vation and reflection to work in a close dialogue 
with the one who is leading through the process.

Research: Hospital
Ravensburg, Germany
2011
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2.3 Your Offer 

No participation, no prediction, no innovation.

A situation which constitutes a moment be-
tween the status quo and the design of the 
future. This situation gains its relevance from 
making the emotional knowledge of the group’s 
challenges accessible for the whole group and 
by that establishing a base for a common un-
derstanding and a common move towards an 
uncertain future.

Research: Public pool
Kazanlak, Bulgaria
2010

30 Find and Observe Find and Observe 31



2.4 The Second Contract

The second contract is an informal one that gives 
you the right to communicate and design things 
that might be disturbing and challenging for the 
participants (including the ones who hire you). 

This contract will usually be verbal only. What 
makes this special is the fact that it needs to be 
renewed constantly throughout the project. After 
the first agreement, you will continuously be find-
ing hints in the nonverbal communication with the 
participants whether the agreement is still per-
sisting. When you notice an important change, 
you will negotiate it with the people you work for.

Research: Director’s Office
Kazanlak, Bulgaria
2017
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2.5 Leading Questions 

Is the group aware of being a group and do they 
feel united?

What are their common ideals and values?

What is each participant’s history with the group?

Where is she or he positioned on both society’s 
hierarchic scale and within the group? 

What has changed?

What is going to change?

Where is it happening?

Who is affected by this change?

What is working?

Research: Public pool
Kazanlak, Bulgaria
2015
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2.6 Just Listen

To begin with, this is it. 

With your offer, you already asked the first ques-
tion: Is there a common wish for a process lea-
ding towards or through change? Let us assume 
your offer was accepted, so now it is time to listen 
carefully:

What is being told and what is not?

Who speaks, who does not?

Which emotions are being transported through 
the way of speaking, through body language?

How do you feel about what you are being told?

How do you feel about the contact?

Research: Bedroom
Njassa Lake District, 
Tansania
2014
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2.7 Look

Look at the material qualities of the group’s envi-
ronment, starting with first meeting them. Follow 
their lead and see what place they consider suit-
able for the conversation.

On the way there, you can observe the larger con-
text they are embedded in. Within the context, the 
emotional qualities of the architecture and the 
in terior of their interactions and their body lan-
guage need to be seen and memorized as they 
are of fundamental importance for your work lat-
er on.

Research: 
Diplomat’s neighborhood
Chisinau, Moldova
2007
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3 RESONATE AND REFLECT

The fact that you observe and the way that you 
observe have an influence on the group. But these 
observations also trigger resonances within you.

With your observations, you have collected in-
formation about the group’s ideals and values. 
Those form a field that you can now use as a 
frame of reference to interpret the spatial set-
tings, human interactions and self-presentation 
of both the group and the individuals.

By putting your observations, the reactions of the 
group and your resonances in relation, you come to 
an interpretation that allows you to design a well- 
tempered problem.

Context Extensions  ......................................................  41

The Museum of Emotions I  .......................................  43

Keep in Mind

A problem between people can be seen as 
a self-protective mech anism.

The entity of a group is formed by common  
ideals and values, by their history, by their 
mem bers and by context.

The context includes its material manifes-
tations and its physical, ideological and hi-
erarchical position within society.
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3.1 Context Extensions 

After the period of observation it is time to get 
some distance between yourself and the context. 

A simple tool for that is to go for walks. In this 
case there is a special quality to this procedure 
as it allows you to calibrate your resonances and 
reflections on the group with and within an exten-
sion of its context. 

In some cases it might make sense to stay in phy-
sical proximity to the place where the group is lo-
cated.

In other cases you might walk where you can 
meet people who are part of the group’s context 
but who did not yet find an appropriate represen-
tation within the group’s reflections on its status 
quo.

Problem 45
Resonance Walks 1 – 5

Client: NGO
Mandate: Conference
Topic: Open Society
Places: Multi-ethnic neighborhoods 
in Berlin
Timing: 2 walks 2 weeks before
the conference 3 walks on the day
Duration: 20 minutes – 2 hours
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3.2 Museum of Emotions I 

You will be a resonance body for the group and 
therefore you will not add to but observe the el-
ements and focus on the one that has the stron-
gest resonance within you. This is an intuitive 
process that is based on your previous experi-
ences. By taking the group, the situation and the 
context apart, looking at each element separate-
ly and comparing it to your personal encounters 
with things, people and situations you will find 
the one element that has the strongest impact on 
you. This will help you articulating an interpreta-
tion which will serve as a gateway to conversa-
tion for the group. It might help to imagine your 
memory as a museum of emotions. Each emotion 
has its own room or space, filled with the things 
that were present when you first felt it. Your res-
onance might be a reaction to an emotion ob-
served by you within the group but also a reaction 
to an object or space that was also present in an 
emotional situation you experienced in the past. 
Moving from room to room within your museum, 
looking at emotions and material artifacts you will 
find a connection between a previous experience 
and the context’s status quo. This connection will 
form the material bases for the design of a well-
tempered problem later on.
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4 DESIGN

A well-tempered problem can be a space, a task, 
an object, or simply a little step away from the com-
mon way of proceeding. The decision on the me-
dium you choose will be based on the hypothesis 
you developed by reflectioning on the resonances  
you had, observing the context and its actors. 

Museum of Emotions II ...............................................  47

Methods and Cases .....................................................  49



4.1 Museums of Emotions II 

Make it theirs. While you searched your own me-
mories for experiences that were related to the 
context’s status quo during the resonance period, 
you now search for situations and material arti-
facts within these experiences that will most like-
ly trigger similar emotional memories within the 
participants, too. 

There is no need to invent something new. The 
stronger the impact was in the past and the more 
common the experience was, the more likely it is 
to develop a strong power within the well-tem-
pered problem.

Around this resonating element you then con-
struct the meeting, leaving either all other rou-
tines untouched or changing them slightly to help 
everyone focus. Since this element often is of no 
significance at the first look, it needs to be ampli-
fied, for example by resizing in case of objects, by 
rebuilding in terms of architecture or by total re-
duction in terms of communication.

48 Design Methods and Cases Design Methods and Cases 49

“When we are in emotionally loaded situations 
that are meaningful to us it reawakens memories 
from our past. And these memories and the bodi-
ly reactions that are attended to them shape the 
structure of our experience. Below the threshold 
of awareness, time can speed up or slow down, 
space can open up or close in, we can be more 
or less aware of sensation and connection or 
disconnection from others. In essence the back-
ground bodily experience shapes the meaning of 
the emotional moment.”

Gerald C. Cupchik, psychologist, about “The Aesthetics of Emotion: 
Up the Down Staircase of the Mind-Body”, Cambridge University 
Press, 2016



4.2 Methods and Cases

The following collection of methods shows differ-
ent aspects and qualities of designed problems. 
In praxis, they are hardly ever applied as single 
methods but as a combination of many. When you 
design a problem it is helpful to look at each as-
pect separately to find out which ones could cre-
ate the biggest impact.

This is not a list of all possible methods but of the 
ones that have proven to be effective in many 
con texts. 

Each method is accompanied by a case study. 
These well-tempered prob lems were part of pro-
cesses lasting between hours and years. They 
helped to speed up, direct and clarify these pro-
cesses and to protect participants and catalysts 
by lending a shape to emotions and by embody-
ing pain points that would otherwise have been 
perceived and experienced as personal. Some-
times they showed their effect months after their 
occurrence and often in ways and situations that 
were unexpected for the participants.

Keep in Mind

A problem between people can be seen as 
a self-protective mech anism.

The entity of a group is formed by common  
ideals and values, by their history, by their 
mem bers and by context.

The context includes its material manifes-
tations and its physical, ideological and hi-
erarchical position within society.

The interpretation, that is based on your res - 
onances, will serve as a gateway to con- 
 versation for the group
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Method 1: Breaking the Rules

Mandate: intercultural training, conference
Duration: up to 30 minutes
People present: participants
Hardware: various

Communication between unequal parties can be 
and most often is a violation of the less powerful 
party. Setting up a rule that breaks expectations 
of appropriate behavior can create awareness for 
the pitfalls of culturally coded interactions and it 
can help to find new and more acceptable ways 
to communicate.

What do they want to achieve?

What would be the regular way to go about it?

What is at stake for everyone in the process?

Methods:

Breaking the Rules  .......................................................  51

The Gift  ..............................................................................  57

Public Places  ..................................................................  63

Culture Testers  ..............................................................  67

Making Places  ...............................................................  73

Invisible Rules  ................................................................  79

Meeting Others  ..............................................................  83

Changing Places  ...........................................................  87

Temporary Identities  ...................................................  93

Not a Game  ..................................................................  101

Something in the Room  ..........................................  105

Metaphors  ....................................................................  109

Adopting the Present  ...............................................  113
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Case 1: Breaking the Rules  A program which 

had the goal of bringing together young people liv-

ing in Berlin with young refugees through cultural 

activities. The young people have met for events, 

but friendships had not yet developed.

Together with an intercultural trainer I was asked to 

establish a setting in which the participants would 

feel invited to talk about themselves, their inter-

ests and experiences, and to create an atmosphere 

that would take the interaction to a deeper under-

standing of each other. The goal was to get people 

talking. Based on the assumption that connections 

between human beings cannot be forced but rather 

need to arise, we decided to take the idea of talking 

on a more intense level. 

Therefore I designed a setting in which the task it-

self kept people from talking. Being in a commu-

nicative setting and having to ask the other person 

questions establishes the narrative and ethical de-

mand to speak and to speak of things that matter to 

you and the other.

I asked the participants to write down the most dar-

ing questions that they would like one of the others 

to answer. They did not know at this point that the 

moment they would take their seat in the narrative 

setting, they were allowed to pose the question, yet 

the respondent would not be allowed to answer.

This created a setting of unease. Unease is always 

present when in a constituted setting you are asked 

to talk about yourself — which normally you would 

do on a private level, unforced and without a goal 

or a program and its goals. The context of the pro-

gram thus always creates a goal during the interac-

tion between people. The non-directedness of hu-

man interaction is thus not given.

The unease developing throughout was represent-

ed by the task to think of questions, with the in-

ner discourse and emotions that arose while wait-

ing to enter the separate space in which the ques-

tions were to be asked. One prepares emotionally 

for this kind of interaction. But this kind of inner 

preparation was not valid for the setting the par-

ticipants actually entered. The unease of sitting in 

front of each other both posing a question and lis-

tening to it created a suspense that the participants 

then had to meet without being inwardly prepared 

for it.

Some couples stayed in the room for ten, others for 

around thirty minutes. After the interview, no fur-

ther tasks were given and the participants could de-
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cide whether or not to continue their dialogue in an 

informal setting.

Well Tempered Problem 48

Client: NGO
Mandate: intercultural training
Type: conversation
People: 1 newcomer, 1 Berliner
Duration: 10 – 30 minutes 
Hardware: studio, lounge chairs, 
carpet, curtain, lamps, timer

Method 2: The Gift

Mandate: mediation
Duration: open
People present: participants
Hardware: various

The gift can be a proposal, an invitation to act or 
simply a reflection on the current relationship.

Maybe the gift can be seen as the oldest of all 
designed problems. Its power stems from its am-
bivalence and its multi-layered meanings. You can 
use a gift as an impulse that stays with the recip-
ient and develops its influence over time through 
its sheer presence. As it mostly is a physical ob-
ject, even the secret disposal of the gift by its re-
cipient would stay as a strong memory since the 
decision between acceptance and rejection itself 
becomes physical. 
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Case 2: The Gift  Kazanlak is a small town in the 

middle of Bulgaria. Just like the rest of the country, 

it has a large population of Roma. About 35 years 

ago the local government decided to build a wall 

around the part of town where most of the Roma 

live.

Together with the artist Anna Kiryakova I decid-

ed to start a conversation between the public and 

the administration in Kazanlak, about the existence 

and purpose of this wall.

In the old days of Bulgaria, if you wanted to visit 

someone in a hospital you would first go to a small 

kiosk nearby. Here you would get a box of choco-

lates to give to the doctors and nurses, hoping that 

this would buy your friend or relative a better treat-

ment. As a reminder of this ‘tradition’, the shelves 

in those tiny shops are still filled with these boxes.

Design Methods and Cases 6160 Design Methods and Cases



ly small intervention proposed by them was a big 

thing to ask for at a time where in other places new 

walls were built around Roma neighborhoods. 

After the authorities agreed, the children presented 

both the gift and documentation of its creation to 

the public during an exhibition at the city gallery. 

The following year they created a mural of 50 me-

ters on the wall, decorated with portraits of them-

selves.

Well Tempered Problem 7 

Client: self initiated
Mandate: mediation
People: mayor, regional Minister for Education, 
Head of Rotary Club, public
Duration: 30 minutes + x
Hardware: pralines, City Gallery

With this in mind, we invited students from differ-

ent schools in Kazanlak to figure out a way to use 

old customs to our advantage. Maybe a little gift to 

politicians, business people and the general public 

could help us implementing our plan to start a con-

versation?

The well-tempered problem helping us was a set 

of chocolates with the taste of diversity. One pra-

line for each known taste — sweet, salty, bitter, sour 

and lastly, umami. The pralines were developed 

and produced by a group of children from various 

ethnic backgrounds, in collaboration with a choco-

latier. 

The creation of the pralines, in other words the 

production of the well-tempered problem, became 

a sub-process of about one year, leading to many 

conversations about the wall and resulting in a sup-

portive base of people and facilities for the initi-

ation of the conversation with the public and the 

authorities through the gift. In meetings with the 

mayor, the regional minister for education, and the 

head of the local Rotary Club, the children hand-

ed over the gift and asked for the permission to 

change the wall from a symbol of segregation into 

a symbol of diversity through a mural that would 

be designed and realized by them. This seeming-
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Method 3: Public places 

Mandate: mediation, process development
Duration: up to 2 hours
People present: participants, catalyst, designer
Hardware: from none to various

The emotional marking of a public place can be  
used as a metaphor for the internal conduct. 

Emo tions allow you to understand the individu-
al and the interactions within the group and its 
context. Designing a problem in the public sphere 
can help realizing the strong impact of general-
ized and specific expectations of others. It gives 
a sense for the broader context emotions are em-
bedded in. On the practical side, you can see the 
city as a set of readymade prototypes. They car-
ry their own emotional marking which can either 
enhance or dismantle inherent emotional triggers 
and transform them into a common experience.

Which place in the surrounding is public but still 
allows enough privacy? 

Which place gives relevant options for different 
behaviors?

Design Methods and Cases 6564 Design Methods and Cases
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Case 3: Public Places  An organization was in the 

process of changing its top-level structure. During 

the first meeting with the participants, we hap-

pened to touch the topic of Bulgaria and Romania 

and the common mix-up of these two countries. 

Hence I decided to look for a place close to the Ro-

manian Embassy to focus the well-tempered prob-

lem on roles, hierarchies and the effects of being 

sure. On a crossing in a park I placed one chair, and 

when the two participants, the chief executive and a 

new executive, arrived I invited them to take a seat.

The initial irritation about the setting and the varia-

tions of who took a seat on that chair led the partic-

ipants to closer understand the different perspec-

tives and to also take a critical stance towards the 

implicit impacts of the changes.

Well Tempered Problem 28 

Client: organization
Mandate: process development
Type: facilitation
Activity: negotiating seating order, talking
People: 1 chief executive, 1 executive, 
facilitator, designer
Duration: 2 hours
Hardware: public place, chair

Method 4: Culture Testers 

Mandate: intercultural training, process development, 
mediation, conference
Duration: up to 2 weeks before the first meeting
People present: participants
Hardware: various

The period of anticipation both before the first 
meeting and between meetings is full of expecta-
tions, questions and certainties. You can use this 
calm, yet intense moment as an introduction to 
the process with culture testers. While similar to 
cultural probes that are being used in design re-
search to get insights into the ideas, wishes and 
everyday life of a target group, the culture testers 
do not provide the designer with knowledge. In-
stead, they aim to provide the participants with 
experiential tools helping them investigate their 
own mindset individually, prior to a collective 
meeting.

Who else is involved?

How could certainties be expressed in an uncer-
tain way?

What tools are easy, yet open enough to allow a 
wide range of interpretations?

Design Methods and Cases 6968 Design Methods and Cases
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Case 4: Culture Testers  The Federal Office for 

Migration and Refugees asked for a series of inter-

cultural training sessions for voluntary key actors 

in NGOs. The participants’ organizations ranged 

from neighborhood initiatives and sport clubs to 

large social institutions. Under the title ‘Gemisch-

tes Doppel’ (mixed double) and following the theme 

of ‘giving and receiving’, together with a cultural 

scientist and an intercultural trainer, I created a se-

ries of intercultural training sessions culminating 

in an event that brought together all groups, giving 

them the chance to discuss reoccurring themes in a 

larger context.

Two weeks before each session, the participants re-

ceived a package containing three tasks and the de-

vices to accomplish them. The tasks were all con-

nected to intercultural encounters in the days prior 

to the training session.

1. They had to collect a taste representing an inter-

cultural encounter. Hence they were provided with 

a petri dish.

2. They were given a sound recorder that could re-

cord exactly 10 seconds. They were asked to record 

a sound representing an intercultural situation they 

witnessed.

3. After another encounter they were asked to eat a 

‘Kulturdrop’ (a small candy) and to write down their 

impressions. Since the candy had a mark where it 

could be broken into two pieces, it was unclear for 

the participants whether they were supposed to 

share it with the person they just met.

The vagueness of the tasks gave space for a variety 

of interpretations and for confusion. This helped 

the participants entering a mindset that would both 

accompany and guide them through the days of the 

intercultural training session.

Well Tempered Problem 10 

Client: BAMF
Mandate: intercultural training
Type: research
People: voluntary key actors in NGOs 
Duration: 1 week
Hardware: cardboard box, 
sound recorder, petri dish, candy
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Method 5: Making Places 

Mandate: intercultural training, conference, mediation 
Duration: 20 minutes – 2 hours
People present: participants, catalyst, designer
Hardware: various

Designing the whole place for a process to hap-
pen gives you the biggest freedom to specifically 
work on all sensual levels. This often works well if 
the process leaves the shape of a regular negoti-
ation, too, and becomes a setup speaking solely 
through its material qualities.

What kind of place is being expected?

What could be triggered by a different setup?
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Case 5: Making Places  On the second day, the 

participants arrived in my studio and were then 

sent into a dark room with only small lamps illu-

minating plates that were laid out on tables for two. 

There were exactly as many stools as participants. 

The previous day they had worked in couples with 

clear instructions, but the task that they were given 

entering the space on the second day was simply to 

use the twenty minutes that they would have. 

After five minutes a story was played from speak-

ers underneath the tables which told about the con-

tinuous exchange of a plate with food between a 

Bulgarian and a Turkish household following a 

tradition of never giving back an empty plate. Five 

minutes later another story told about the honey 

seeking bird in Africa who leads humans straight 

into the arms of lions if they did not leave honey 

for the bird the last time she showed them where 

to find it.

The openness of the task lead to a variety of in-

terpretations about what would be appropriate be-

havior within this setting, leading to intense group- 

dynamic processes.

When I entered the room after twenty minutes 

some groups had rearranged the whole space, oth-

ers had discussed the necessity of sitting two by 

two, and some groups were so immersed in their 

possible task that they did not hear the stories at 

all. But every time, the setting resulted in a conver-

sation about giving and receiving and about acting 

appropriately.

We then used the empty plates, put self-made cake 

onto them and the participants were sent out of the 

room, into the building and onto the street to give 

cake to the neighbors.

The switch from a dialogue about appropriateness 

within the relatively safe environment of the closed 

group to meeting and interacting with people out-

side the group in a multi-ethnic neighborhood fo-

cused the training process on the importance of 

how we approach a person and what resonance we 

ourselves bring into an intercultural encounter.

Well Tempered Problem 12 

Client: BAMF
Mandate: intercultural training
Title: mixed Double
People: voluntary key 
actors in NGOs
Duration: 20 minutes
Hardware: studio, wooden stools and tables, 
plates, torches, speakers, cake
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Method 6: Invisible Rules 

Mandate: intercultural training, conference
Duration: up to 30 minutes
People present: participants
Hardware: various

Implicit and explicit rules form the accepted 
frame of the context which gives orientation for 
the conduct of its members. Entering a space, 
one usually quickly assesses the intended way of 
conduct within a given setting since through ex-
perience one learned what to expect and how to 
behave. All these conventions are rooted in spo-
ken and unspoken agreements on how to use 
certain places. They can give a feeling of safety 
but they also may be ideological. Especially un-
spoken agreements are broad assumptions of a 
shared understanding of the world. 

You can make the regular behavior in a known 
setting impossible by introducing materialized 
rules which are outside any norm. This way it is 
possible to achieve a high level of awareness for 
invisible pitfalls.

What does the regular setup suggest?

Is it real, can it be real?

Design Methods and Cases 8180 Design Methods and Cases



82 Design Methods and Cases



Case 6: Invisible Rules  The final event with all 

groups took place in the ceremony hall of an allot-

ment. I designed five well-tempered problems and 

the newly formed groups took their turns discuss-

ing questions that arose during the previous train-

ing sessions. The topics discussed were the same 

within each setting, but the settings strongly influ-

enced the way of communication and the dynamic 

of the group, for instance as in who led the word.

One of the settings was a numbered circle of stools 

imitating a very common set up for a seminar in the 

social context. The only difference being that one 

stool was placed outside the circle. This stool and 

another one within the circle were invisibly fixed to 

the ground. The only way to integrate them into the 

circle was to change the circle itself. 

Well Tempered Problem 14

Client: BAMF
Mandate: intercultural training
People: voluntary key actors in NGOs
Duration: 20 minutes
Hardware: allotment hall, wooden stools, 
wooden flor, markers

Method 7: Meeting others 

Mandate: intercultural training, conference, 
process development
Duration: up to 1 hour
People present: participants
Hardware: printed tasks

Without the safety which occurs when talking 
about others instead of talking to them, valuable 
knowledge can be gained and set into action.

Assumptions about the ones who are not present 
during a conversation are often misleading and 
deeply rooted in images. If it is a group’s aim to 
interact and/or to help others, it is most effective 
to connect the conversations about the methods 
and aims to a direct contact to the ones who are 
otherwise plain projections.

Who is the target group?

What frame could give a relative save environ-
ment for an interaction?
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Case 7: Meeting Others  An NGO organized a 

conference for experts on migration questions with 

the topic ‘Welcoming Culture’ in Neukölln, a multi 

ethnic neighborhood in Berlin. Together with a cul-

tural scientist I developed a setup that would first 

allow the experts to get emotionally involved with 

the topic they would discuss later on intellectually.

The conference did not start in the designated lo-

cation but next door in a Turkish cafe with blind-

ed windows. After a short talk by a specialist on 

intercultural questions, the participants were sent 

out into the neighborhood in pairs with each team 

having the task to visit a specific semi public place, 

talking to the owners about the topic ‘Welcoming 

Culture’. The places ranged from boxing clubs, 

over Muslim fashion boutiques, to a brothel for the 

elderly. The idea was to create a setting with which 

the participants were not familiar and hence did not 

immediately feel welcome due to their own feeling 
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of unfamiliarity or insecurity. After one hour the 

participants came together in the conference loca-

tion with a lot of questions for themselves and the 

others. They now engaged in discussing the topic 

openly.

Well Tempered Problem 8 

Client: NGO
Mandate: conference
Title: Welcoming Culture
Type: conversation
People: experts on migration questions
Duration: 1 hour 
Hardware: semi public places

Method 8: Changing places 

Mandate: intercultural trainings, mediations, 
process developments, conferences
Duration: 20 minutes – 2 hours
People present: participants, catalyst, designer
Hardware: various — as easy to set up and to remove as possible 
(The beauty lies in a sudden change that dissappears as fast as it 
comes.)

Places do not only represent but they also form 
conduct. Often they become materialized ma ni-
festations of the gaps and contradictions between 
ideals, structures and everyday life. You can am-
plify this by strengthening the given setting or by 
adding an element that tackles or breaks the in-
scribed logic. 

Which places are used by the group?

How are hierarchies represented within them?

What kind of communication do they encourage?

What material addition could transform routine 
into a strong bodily experience?
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Case 8: Changing Places  A city asked for a me-

diation and an organizational development process 

to foster collaboration within a community center. 

The center was situated in a neighborhood strug-

gling with economic and social difficulties and 

lately also with an increase in xenophobia. Things 

had not been going well for several years already 

and a new approach was needed.

Together with a mediator I initiated a process ac-

companied by several well-tempered problems in 

key moments. For a period of one and a half years 

we worked with people from all organizational lev-

els within the community center and within the mu-

nicipality.

For the first meeting with chief officers, I built a 

small platform into the main ceremony hall of the 

community center. I used the regular chairs and ta-

ble on top of the platform. Coffee, tea and biscuits 

were served as it is common for this type of meet-

ing. Everything was as usual, the only difference 

being that the meeting happened above the ground, 

where the other tables and chairs remained.

The goal was to emphasize the hierarchical level on 

which the clarification of tasks took place, there-

by anticipating that hierarchies are of major impor-

tance in cooperation between several departments 

and that it was important to refocus on the clarity 

in roles, tasks and fields of activities.

An interesting side effect of sitting on the stage was 

the actual danger of falling down if one would be-

gin to back off. This resulted in a highly concen-

trated first negotiation which also allowed touch-

ing on some difficult issues.

The well-tempered problem symbolized what later 

in the process became reality. A binding structural 

frame for direct communication between the chief 

officers of the departments, offering activities in 

the community center, was established. It allowed 

talking about daily routine, gaps and overlaps in 

the concept of the center. Also conflicts could now 

be communicated by the employees to their chief 

officers and be addressed in the meetings of the 

leaders.

Well Tempered Problem 38 

Client: municipality
Mandate: organizational development 
with mediation
Type: contract clarification
People: 4 chief officers, mediator, designer
Duration: 2 hours
Hardware: hall, wooden platform, table, 
chairs, coffee, tea, biscuits
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Method 9: A Temporary identity 

Mandate: process development, mediation
Duration: between days and months
People present: participants
Hardware: business cards, flyers, websites, etc.

A temporary visual identity can show the ideal 
state of a group through a holistic concept that 
in corporates all ideals and values.

By temporarily using the visual materials, the par-
ticipants can get a strong sense of their stand-
ing outside their context. They also gain valuable 
in sights on previous misconceptions, misunder-
standings and wishes regarding their own group 
through people from the outside. It certainly raises  
the pressure to find a way to live up to the ideals.

What do they want to be?

What or who is left out in communication and/or 
in practice?

For whom do they do what they do?
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Case 9: A Temporary Identity  To find a common 

understanding of the current state of the communi-

ty center I designed two prototypes for a temporary 

visual identity.

The first one was a tablet that was handed out for 

a period of one week to the people working in the 

center. I asked them to take pictures of their spac-

es and projects. This tablet was then displayed in a 

local bakery as a digital poster with a slideshow of 

the current activities in the center.

The way people documented their program and the 

way they took care of the display transported valu-

able information.

Well Tempered Problem 40 

Client: municipality
Mandate: organizational development 
with mediation
People: 8 chief officers, employees, 
the public
Duration: 2 weeks
Hardware: tablet

The second prototype was a set of business cards 

laid out in the center and in local shops, naming 

and visually adopting all target groups and giving 

them an address to contact.

The business cards created a feeling of joyful antic-

ipation among the people working in the house and 

also among the chief officers. 

Both temporary visual identities gave a sense of the 

future prospects for the center and its original con-

cept.

Well Tempered Problem 41 

Client: municipality
Mandate: organizational development 
with mediation
People: 8 chief officers, employees, 
the public
Duration: 2 weeks
Hardware: business cards
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Method 10: Not a Game 

Mandate: mediation, process development
Duration: up to 30 minutes
People present: participants
Hardware: various

If official communication and the logic of actions 
do not match processes can turn into destructive 
circular movements. Done consciously this can 
be called playing games and in the best case it is 
a competitive endeavor but more often a way to 
make change impossible. You can help the group 
to understand why these games seem necessary 
for some by giving a common understanding of 
the mode of interaction, thereby turning game 
back into play.

What mode is driving the actions of the group’s 
members?

Should a change of mode be given consideration 
by the group?

What could be the reason for the need to stay in 
this mode?
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Case 10: Not a Game  A controversial issue on the 

way to an increased level of collaboration within 

the community center was the use of spaces inside 

the building. A working group formed by people 

from all departments represented in the building 

made a tour through all rooms and developed ideas 

for theme oriented spaces that could be commonly 

used. For the conversation with the chief officers 

and the members of the working group I designed 

a set of playing cards with each card representing 

one room in the building. The card provided an 

image, technical details and information about the 

current and possible future use of the room. Four 

groups were formed with representatives from each 

department and each group was handed over a full 

set of cards with the task to look for ways to col-

laborate through sharing and exchanging rooms. 

While the appearance of the situation was like a 

game, the negotiations were real and decisions had 

real consequences.

Well Tempered Problem 47 

Client: municipality
Mandate: organizational development 
with mediation
Type: negotiation
People: 4 chief officers, employees, 
mediator, designer
Duration: 2 hours
Hardware: hall, table, chairs, play cards

Method 11: Something in the Room 

Mandate: process development
Duration: 20 minutes – 2 hours
People present: participants, catalyst, designer
Hardware: various

The awareness among the participants that a 
well-tempered problem has been created for a 
meeting can in itself have a strong influence on a 
process. So there are cases where its presence 
in the room helps to focus on what needs to be 
discussed with the security that there is a sort of 
backdrop if things go wrong. At the same time, it 
can be perceived as a strong challenge, poten-
tially revealing the group’s diverging goals if set 
into action and sometimes that is exactly what is 
needed to trigger a dynamic process. 

You should always consider not setting your prob-
lem into action as in the end the goal is to facil-
itate the process, not a show, and that includes 
your sensitivity to realize when you are not need-
ed anymore.

What could help if everything goes wrong?

Is there still movement, and/or reliance?
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Case 11: Something in the Room  For the final 

meeting of chief officers after a one and a half 

year process I prepared a plan B, a real architectur-

al proposal that would change the structure and the 

organization of the community center completely. 

As a representation of that proposal I built a wood-

en architectural model, difficult to be carried by 

one person alone. 

The meeting took place in the office of one of the 

chief officers and it was a clear agreement among 

all participants that on that day decisions had to be 

made. When we arrived I carried the model, cov-

ered by a blanket, in my arms. In the office I placed 

it in the corner of the room without any further 

comment. The discussions during the meeting were 

intense and moments occurred in which the partic-

ipants expected the object to be revealed but it still 

was not and an agreement on a three step plan for 

the future of the community center was settled.

Well Tempered Problem 54

Client: municipality
Mandate: organizational development 
with mediation
Type: negotiation
People: 4 chief officers, employees, 
mediator, designer
Duration: 2 hours
Hardware: office, architectural model, 
blanket, coffee
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Method 12: Metaphors 

Mandate: intercultural trainings, conferences
Duration: quick, this is best used as a step 
in a longer process
People present: participants 
Hardware: everyday objects, easy, cheap

There are objects, colors, and ways of using lan-
guage that are collectively coded by historical 
events. These are like instant soups for design-
ers of well-tempered problems. Add something 
to them, put them in your setting and the proto-
type is ready.

While they give you a quick access to emotions 
they also bear the danger of becoming superfi-
cial. But in some contexts and situations this is ex-
actly what needs to be experienced.

Which historical background is connected to the 
context?

Which symbolic representations of the historical 
background are common knowledge within the 
group?
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Case 12: Metaphors  An NGO organized a two-

day conference on the topic ‘OpenSociety’ with the 

format of a Bar Camp. With the first day of the con-

ference following a traditional setup with talks and 

a discussion the second day was handed over to an 

intercultural trainer and me to create situations that 

allowed young migrants and natives to talk about 

the idea of an open society and to present their 

own project proposals to realize it. The second 

day started with a conversation about identity, na-

tionality and openness that took place in a circle of 

benches around a chocolate fountain. The nation-

alistic German legacy that is having a contempo-

rary revival did not need to be articulated because 

it was already in the room and being incorporated 

by the participants. In its superficial lightness, the 

setting helped to look at quick agreements among 

peers on questions of openness.

Well Tempered Problem 44

Client: NGO
Mandate: conference
Type: Bar Camp
People: 30 participants, 
intercultural trainer, designer
Duration: 30 minutes
Hardware: chocolate fountain, 
table, benches
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Method 13: Adopting the present 

Mandate: any
Duration: open
People present: open
Hardware: various

Best is what is of the moment. Sometimes after 
long preparations you will have created a setting 
that fulfills everything needed to be a well-tem-
pered problem. You might have built installations, 
checked out places and arranged timings. But 
then something unforeseen happens, a change of 
mood in the group, something around the context 
or something in world politics. You should always 
look carefully at how these things relate to your 
direction and planning as sometimes they bear 
the potential for a much higher emotional impact 
than you could otherwise introduce. Even more, 
some things can make your whole project be-
come a farce if you ignore them.

What is happening outside everyones focus? 

Is it still possible to continue?

What is different today? In the participants mood, 
world politics, or the neighborhood?
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Case 13: Adopting the Present  On the first day 

of the conference, a passerby decides to come in 

and join. His name is Osman and he just came back 

from a shopping discounter, carrying two plastic 

bags. Everyone is happy about him being there as 

the goal of the conference is to find ways of bring-

ing different people together. After half an hour he 

disappears, unnoticed by the group.

Although a program for the whole conference had 

been set I decided that this incident had to lead the 

main activities on the second day. So after the first 

conversation around the chocolate fountain, I sent 

the groups to search for Osman. They had to go 

from door to door and while most likely not find-

ing Osman they were to begin conversations on 

the possibilities of an open society with the people 

they would meet.

Well Tempered Problem 45

Client: NGO
Mandate: conference
Type: Bar Camp
People: 30 participants, 
intercultural trainer, designer
Duration: 2 hours
Hardware: printed materials
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