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This interview was scheduled for late March amid the
second wave of Covid-19 outbreak in Hong Kong. As the
outbreak persists, we al avoid unnecessary social meetings
and keep our distance in the rare meetings. It is hard to
explain my feelngs when | went out to meet Ryan for the
first time that afternocon for the interview, with both of

our faces half covered by masks.

Despite so, Ryan's cheerful temperament shone through.
He currently works as an interior designer. His graduation
assignment about games for seniors with dementia
iNnspired himM to explore different possibilities in social design
bbesides his day job. ‘In my day job, | work for my boss and

there isnt much room for creation. In contrast, when | am

engaged in social design, | can work on whatever design |
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Just like the name of the Ryan's Good Seed
project, “Lighten Dementia”, social design not
only benefits the community, but also lightens
Ryan’s vision of future development as the project

unfolds.

Ryan produced a plate of "bugs”, a wooden
pole full of “donuts”, and a couple of bean bags
made from tea bags. These fascinating objects are
components of cognitive training games under
"Lighten Dementia”, designed by Ryan and his
team for people with dementia. How did Ryan
go from interior design to designing products for

people with dementia?

Limited Resources and Dull Games

Like many university students, Ryan had to work
on a graduation assignment. He recalled his
experience of designing games at an organisation
that serves people with dementia, and realised the
designs could be further improved, so he decided
to pick up where he left off. “During my research,
| found that games for the elderly could really be

more fun.”

When Ryan was preparing for his graduation
assignment, he offered to work part-time at a
service centre so that he could observe what

playgroups for dementia patients were like while

he helped with designing posters. “Some seniors
were not very engaged. It could be because the
games were too dull to draw their attention.”
He explained that because of limited resources,
the games and toys offered at certain centres
were quite dull. “But the seniors were particularly
excited when playing games about ‘yum cha’ and
‘dim sum’. That's why | give themes to the games

| design.’

Social Design: Users Are Paramount

Picking up the pole full of "donuts” of different
colours, Ryan described it as an improved version
of the “dim sum game”, a game in which you flip
cards to match different dim sums. He thinks that
using a “donut pole” instead of cards saves the
time of card flipping, so the game may go more
smoothly. “I have three principles for my designs:
the game should be stoppable anytime, the rules
should be simple and easy to understand, and
stories and role-playing can be incorporated into

the game,” he explained.

These three seemingly simple principles were
the result of numerous interviews with users and
social workers. Ryan pointed out, “As a designer,
you tend to focus on how you can create a perfect
design, simply to satisfy yourself or to persuade
your clients to choose your design. Social design
is not like that. Its aim is to help a certain group of
people. If they think the product is hard to use or
that it does not suit them, it doesn’t matter how

perfect your product is to yourself.”
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Accepting Criticism Leads to Better Designs

When conceptualising a new game, Ryan would
share any rough ideas with his teammate who
works as a social worker and other people; he
would keep improving his ideas based on their
opinions. | asked out of curiosity, “Don't you face
criticism all the time then?” "My designer friends
and | comment on each other's ideas a lot. I'm

used to it,” said Ryan, with a smile.

Ryan enjoys the process of endless improvement.
He told me about a “fly-swatting” game in the
game package. The original design was to place
a dozen or so cards with flies printed on the back
on a paper tray. The seniors have to hit the tray
with a paper fan to flip the cards over. At the end,
they will count how many flies there are. “A social
worker suggested adding butterflies or other
insects, so that the seniors can do some simple
arithmetic apart from training their hand muscles. |

thought it was a good idea,” added Ryan.

Inspiration from Observing Details

The “Lighten Dementia” game package was
Ryan's debut in social design. He often gets his
design inspiration from the surroundings and
through interacting with others. “This can be
turned into a game too!” he said, with his eyes
sparkling, as | casually mentioned an interactive

colour-matching game.

During his time with the elderly, Ryan noticed that
chairs for seniors always take up more space with
a tall back and bulky legs. “In a family dinner, the
seniors’ chairs stand out, as if stressing that they
have to be cared for.” The scene and the feeling
it invoked stayed with Ryan and sowed the seed
of his next project. “For my next project, | want to
work on designing a good-looking and practical
chair for the elderly. As a lot of elderly centres are
now temporarily closed because of the epidemic, |

will make use of the time to prepare for it.”

Ryan thinks that getting seed funding from Good
Seed gave him an opportunity to experiment
with what he had been planning and gave him a
clearer vision of his future. He admitted that his
day job is only for gaining experience; it is the
model of social design that he considers to be
his dream job. “Social design lets me go through
the whole process of coming up with a design
concept, repeatedly consulting and modifying,
and witnessing the joy it brings to the elderly. This

is why it satisfies me.”



