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Emergency preparedness can be chal-
lenging as it often involves multiple 
components including planning, coor-

dination, partnership, training, and exercises. 
Working together and understanding popula-
tion needs are crucial for saving as many lives 
as possible. The more prepared we are for an 
emergency, the better we can respond.

A key element to emergency preparedness 
is training and exercise, or practicing how 
you might respond during an actual emer-
gency. There are various methods to this 
practice—ranging from discussion-based to 
operations-based exercises (Federal Emer-
gency Management Agency, 2024). While 
there are many benefits to each type of 
exercise, participant engagement and cross-

collaboration can be challenging (Cooper 
et al., 2020). These challenges can lead to 
less knowledge retention of lessons learned 
or siloed response structures (Savoia et al., 
2012). Traditional discussion-based exercises 
often do not allow for the exploration of the 
impact that cascading decisions could have. 
Exercises can also be limited in how popula-
tion needs and health equity are considered 
and integrated (Finklea et al., 2024). There-
fore, it is important to design exercises that 
are geared toward collaboration, engagement, 
and inclusion.

Opportunity for Innovation
In spring 2022, the Radiation Studies Pro-
gram within the Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC, 2024) developed a 
cooperative board game called This is a TEST 
(Training and Exercise Simulation Tool), 
or TEST for short. It was designed to foster 
partnership and collaboration among state 
and local radiation response agencies during 
a large exercise in Texas (Hess, 2022). The 
focus of the game was operating a commu-
nity reception center (CRC), where moni-
toring the impacted population following a 
radiation emergency would take place.

It was important for the game to highlight 
population needs that are both present dur-
ing any disaster and specific to radiation. 
The game needed to be complex enough to 
represent an actual response while keeping 
it easy to follow for players who might not 
have extensive radiation knowledge. It also 
needed to engage players in critical think-
ing and decision-making that felt important 
and meaningful. With these design require-
ments, CDC designed its first collaborative 
board game.

Designing Collaborative Games
At the beginning of the design process, CDC 
sta� members outlined the audience for the 
game and the overall objectives that play-
ing the game would serve. This step helped 
make sure that the game would meet the 
needs of users. 

The goal was to develop a game that high-
lighted how all participating agencies played 
a role in operating a CRC as each agency 
brings something di�erent and important to 
the table. This goal was achieved through 
creating unique player actions (Figure 1). By 
creating unique player actions, participants 
need to rely on each other and discuss what 
each can do.
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Building in Inclusivity
Along with collaboration, fostering awareness
of population needs was a major objective.
This focus was done in several ways through-
out the game. One way was to acknowledge
that di�erent people have di�erent needs and
accommodations—both visible and invisible.
Players would draw problem cards that pro-
vided short narrative text about the situation
and then o�er choices on how to respond
(Figure 2). This process showed players the
potential negative impact of not helping oth-
ers. Scenarios and prompts were drawn from
real-world responses and stories from the field.

Evaluation and Improvements
TEST received positive praise during the large
exercise in Texas. Due to its success, CDC

continued to refine and develop it, piloting
it around the country to ensure it continued
to meet the needs of state and local response
organizations (Photo 1).

When evaluating the game, CDC brought
together representatives of di�erent profes-
sions including public health, emergency
management, and environmental health, and
with people who had varying levels of comfort
with board games. Evaluation data showed that
regardless of profession or enjoyment of board
games, players found TEST to be engaging and
would highly recommend it to a colleague.

Looking Ahead
Due to the success of TEST CRC Edition, CDC
has since developed another version. The sec-
ond version focuses on vaccine administra-

tion and pill dispensing at points of dispens-
ing. CDC plans to continue to grow the TEST
game series with new subjects and expansions
to current games. CDC is currently develop-
ing templates so that state and local agencies
can adapt the game and modify the content to
further meet their individual needs.

For more information on This is a TEST,
visit www.cdc.gov/readiness/php/testgame/
index.html or contact testgame@cdc.gov.
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Example of a TEST (Training and Exercise Simulation Tool)
Community Reception Center (CRC) Player Mat

Note. The player mat highlights what actions the player can take from the perspective of the specified role.

FIGURE 1

Photo 1. Public health professionals playing
TEST (Training and Exercise Simulation Tool)
Community Reception Center. Photo courtesy
of the National Association of County and City
Health O�cials.

JEH_1-2_2025_PRINT.indd  29 12/18/24   12:30 PM



30 Volume 87 • Number 6

A D VA N C E M E N T  O F  T H E PRACTICE

radiation response screening capacity and
throughput predictions. Health Physics,
127(2), 353–358. https://doi.org/10.1097/
HP.0000000000001802

Hess, B. (2022, August 29). Planning for radi-
ation emergencies—How Austin prepares.

National Association of County and City
Health O�cials. https://www.naccho.org/
blog/articles/planning-for-radiation-emer
gencies-how-austin-prepares

Savoia, E., Agboola, F., & Biddinger, P.D.
(2012). Use of after-action reports (AARs)

to promote organizational and systems
learning in emergency preparedness. Inter-
national Journal of Environmental Research
and Public Health, 9(8), 2949–2963. https://
doi.org/10.3390/ijerph9082949

Examples of Minor Inject Cards From TEST (Training and Exercise
Simulation Tool) Community Reception Center (CRC)

Note. The inject card presents a scenario that could take place at a CRC and possible actions to respond to the scenario.

FIGURE 2

The Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention provides multiple pathways
to learning the game. Examples include
a rulebook with instructions on how to
play the game and a playthrough video
(Figure 3), which visually walks players
step-by-step through gameplay.

Using Inclusive
Teaching Strategies

Video Overview of the
TEST (Training and
Exercise Simulation Tool)
Community Reception
Center (CRC)

FIGURE 3
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