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I worked on the team that designed the Gapminder Foundation’s Gapminder Casino, a public 
installation that is meant to be fun and educational for people of all ages. The game ports Hans 
Rosling’s signature data visualizations into the form of a multi-player casino-style game not 
unlike roulette. The game board is projected onto a felt-covered table, making it convenient for 
travel. I created metaphors and mechanics that comprise the game, which was developed along 
with myself by a small and hyper-focused team. We went from concept to proof of concept - 
which debuted at the 2009 National Institute of Health annual conference - in one month. 
 
There are several methodologies I bring to every product I design in an effort to create a concise 
process. First I need to understand the context of how and where the application will be used. I 
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knew that Gapminder Casino would be competing for attention with hundreds of booths at the 
first conference, so the game had to be easy but engaging enough to entice people to continue 
playing.  
 
Once I understand the context, I look at the existing pieces that will be brought into the 
application. One piece was Hans Rosling himself, who is the dealer in Gapminder Casino. I met 
with him and got to know him. His vibrant personality begged him to be the star of the game. 
The other piece was his trademark motion charts. I spent a lot of time working with the motion 
charts, cross-referencing them with games I’ve experienced, which is when I tied this concept to 
roulette. Cross-referencing the existing pieces - the requirements - with the designer’s own 
experiences is a crucial step in the process, because if it is done well, it answers many of the 
questions that arise later in the process. At this stage of the process a variety of concepts can be 
explored, but typically one of them wins. 
 
The next step in the process is to create metaphors by bringing elements of real life into the 
application. Additionally, how will users interact with the application? How will the application 
keep moving along? Who drives it? After determining that roulette could work as an inspiration 
for the game, I began porting its elements into the Gapminder Casino concept. “Laying down” 
the motion charts onto a horizontal game table seemed to make sense, so we did that. Casino 
chips seemed to work well, so we went with those. However we had no roulette wheel. Our 
“roulette wheel” became a stack of game cards. Each game card represented one question and 
one “round” in the game. Because there was no specific order to the cards, cards to be selected 
randomly and quickly to keep the game moving. 
 
The final step in this process involves the tasteful introduction of technology. The 
implementation must support all of the findings from the previous 3 steps. Here several rapid 
prototypes can be developed and tested with users. While toying with the idea of putting 
technology in the hands of users, we realized that no matter how simple the device, there would 
still be a learning curve, because anything we create would be brand new and unfamiliar. 
Ordinary poker chips are familiar, and if users don’t already know what to do with them, they 
can easily learn by watch other players. We gave Mr. Rosling a custom made croupier rake (like 
those used by craps dealers) that contained a wireless RFID reader.  Game cards contained 
RFID tags, and each tag ID was associated with a motion chart in the software that would be 
projected onto the game board (A capacitive, multitouch surface may have been prettier, but 
the game needed to be very portable, and affordable). Hans could use the rake to Play, Rewind, 
Fast-Forward, Pause, and Stop the motion charts. His interacted with the game card and 
controls by “waving” the rake like a magic wand, which not only promoting his being the star of 
the game, but it allowed him to be a magician.  
 
The game makes regular appearances on the tech/design conference circuit including Google 
I/O. 
 
More information and early conceptual sketches available at http://joshberry.com/gapminder/ 
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To see the game in action, go to here. 
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