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Abstract

More-than-human approaches to HCI design research have gained
traction in recent years, facilitating a need to employ new methods
that decenter the human perspective. We propose live-action role-
play (larp), as a method and practice within HCI that can support
perspective taking and empathy-building with non-humans actors.
In this paper, we discuss a local community workshop where we
facilitated numerous body-based and larp activities surrounding
the theme of sustainability, and reflect on the strengths larp offers
in service of decentering the human perspective.
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1 Introduction and Background

In his book, Things We Could Design For More than Human-Centered
Worlds, Ron Wakkary declares that in order to step away from the
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human-centric perspective and toward designing for more-than-
human worlds we must adopt an ethos that centers humility, gen-
erosity, and empathy [16]. More-than-human approaches to HCI de-
sign research have gained traction in recent years [5, 16]. However,
this shift away from a human-centric perspective is challenging and
“requires design practitioners to rethink one’s relations—critically
and introspectively—to methods, tools, materials, and practices.”
[10]. A common tactic for decentering the human is through Anna
Tsing’s “arts of noticing” [13], which often results in the exploration
of many non-traditional methods. For example, Bell et al. use an
organism-centered approach in caring for Kombucha SCOBY [1]
and Liu et al. use a combination of methods including physical pro-
totyping and embodied design ideation to explore and design tools
for mushroom foraging [7]. Biggs et al. discuss autoethnography
as a way of relating to birds [2], and Clarke et al. explore ways
of incorporating non-humans in participatory design methods [4].
Strategies and methods for “noticing differently” was also discussed
in a workshop at DIS in 2019 [8], which aimed to explore kinds of
methods for this purpose. However, most of the methods employed
still ultimately center the human perspective [10]. Therefore, this
calls for the exploration of more design research methods which
help to center empathy, generosity, and humility, while at the same
time also decentering the human designer.

We argue for live-action roleplay, or larp, as a method which
could be beneficial in HCI research to help people adopt this ethos
of humility and generosity, drawing on the empathy-building and
perspective-taking nature of larps [3]. Larp is an embodied, first-
person experience which forefronts emergent gameplay and player
choice. Larp has been considered as an embodied design method
within HCI used to sensitize designers or as a test-bed to evaluate
[9], and has even been explored to an extent within a more-than-
human context. For example, The Treaty of Finsbury Park is a larp
where people play as a non-human species found in the park in a
future where other species rose up and demanded equal rights with
humans! [6]. In other examples, participants roleplay as birds as a
way to bring visitors to parks and connect them with urban wildlife
[11], or wear animal masks in a speculative participatory walk [4].

Uhttps://treaty.finsburypark live/
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Figure 1: Left image depicts the MeCaMInD method card: Shrinking Ship (https://mecamind.eu/cards/view.php?c=MS0004), and
on the right depicts the Sustainable Development Goals laid out by the European Commission (image licensed through Adobe

Stock #358298429).

However, these examples are few and the real strengths behind larp
for use in more-than-human contexts has yet to be explored. In
this paper, we discuss larp as a method that can be employed for
greater understandings of more-than-human perspectives.

1.1 Positionality

Our perspectives are of privilege; all Western-centric with back-
grounds in computer science. Two authors are European, one is
from North America, and one is from South America (yet educated
in Europe). As part of the global north, our perspective on and
understanding of climate change is incomplete and the effect it has,
particularly, on us is relatively minor to those in the global south.
This is shown in the design of our activities, the way we approach
these, and the participants of the workshop.

2 Embodied Methods Workshop

We designed a workshop inspired by the MeCaMInD methods
cards® [14, 15], aiming to broadly sensitize participants toward
their impact on other humans and non-humans (i.e, animals, envi-
ronment). This was part of a local community design festival with
a broad topic of “care”. The workshop was attended by nine par-
ticipants (plus four researchers also acting as participants within
the activities), and introduced various embodied experiences cen-
tered around the festival’s topic. The workshop first included a few
warm-up exercises, followed by the main activities, Sustainabil-
ity Twister and Sustainability Larp. Below we present reflections
from observations of the activities, as well as from a post-workshop
discussion with participants.

2.1 Sustainability Twister

Drawing inspiration from the “Shrinking Ship” method card in the
MeCaMInD toolbox (see left image of Figure 3), we developed an
activity combining the dynamics of a shrinking space with those

Zhttps://mecamind.eu/

Figure 2: Sustainability Twister

of the classic game Twister, by HASBRO.? This activity, which we
called "Sustainability Twister," used tiles (pillows) featuring the UN’s
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)* to create an experience
engaging participants in decision-making regarding sustainability.
The SDGs encompass both more-than-human concerns, such as the
protection of oceans, air and nature, and human-centric goals like
economic growth. However, this duality and its implications were
not specifically articulated to the participants during the sessions.

All but two participants began by standing on two SDG tiles each,
and always needed to stay standing on the tiles (see Figure 2). Two
participants were not standing on tiles, and had an overview of the
game. The participants standing on the SDGs were then tasked to
discuss and collectively decide which SDG to remove from the floor
signifying the depletion of the planet’s resources. As participants
removed a SDG from the floor, the two outside the circle discussed
and determined one additional SDG to remove as a consequence
(inspired by the consequences of the actions imposed by the global

3https://shop.hasbro.com/en-ca/product/twister/C71921FA-5056-900B- 10D3-
25880E1E5284
*https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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Figure 3: Left image depicts the MeCaMInD method card: Roleplaying (https://mecamind.eu/cards/view.php?c=MMO0016), and
on the right depicts a participant of the workshop dressed up as a dog.

north). For example, when the group collectively chose to remove
“Good jobs and economic growth”, the two outside the circle chose
to remove “sustainable cities and communities”, as they mentioned
that without a stable economy, it would be difficult to build more
sustainable cities.

2.1.1  Reflections. At the event, participants based their initial de-
cisions on which SDGs would have the least impact if they were re-
moved. While they recognized the importance of preserving ecosys-
tems (protecting nature for clean air, oceans for food, and climate
processes), and discussed the consequences of disturbing them,
their reasoning was generally based on human-centric goals. The
discussions were often framed as: what is the next SDG that will
affect us the most/least if it was removed?

As the activity progressed, the embodied element added a dimen-
sion of caring for the other participants, as they physically expe-
rienced the repercussions of their choices and (de-)prioritization
of the SDGs. As they found themselves with less space to stand
on (thus needing to take on increasingly complex poses) to stay
in the game, the group also considered who could afford to lose
a tile when making their decisions. Participants then decided to
add a rule to the game that added a “feeling” pillow after removing
SDG pillows as replacements or reactions over the consequences.
These “feeling” pillows were lying around the room from a previous
warm-up exercise with words such as “worry” and “hope”.

There were three final SDGs at the end of the activity: Quality
education, Clean water and sanitation, and Life below water. The
reasoning behind this end-result was that if everything else were
gone (e.g., industries and smart cities), we could always rely on
the sea for sustenance and use education to rebuild the world.
When reflecting upon the experience afterwards, some participants
viewed this scenario as a dark and apocalyptic future, while others

saw it as a peaceful vision. Participants also reflected that the feeling
pillows meant more to them than the SDGs and they could connect
with those ideas for a better future. For example, during the exercise
they replaced “reduced inequalities” with “compassion”, stating
that “as long as we have compassion, we can bring back equality
eventually”.

2.2 Sustainability larp

The next activity was based on an educational live-action roleplay
(edu-larp) designed from a CHI workshop called, edu-larp@CHI
[12]. This edu-larp, or “sustainability larp” as we re-termed it, had
the following premise: everyone roleplays as an animal serving on
a jury, to convict (or not) humans for their crimes against the planet.
One participant plays a human (that is not allowed to speak), an-
other plays an animal-defendant, and the rest serve as jury members
that are either for or against the humans.

Different costume pieces such as hats, scarves, and crafting sup-
plies were available for participants to quickly put together a cos-
tume of their chosen animal (see right image of Figure 3).

2.2.1 Reflections. During this activity, participants began to focus
on the relationships between humans and animals. For instance,
seagulls pondered what would happen to them if humans stopped
leaving trash out for them. Other animals debated whether humans
should be spared from conviction because some species depend
on human ecosystems, showing empathy not for humans but for
other species. At one point, the discussion turned into a negotiation
between the animals—with some animals suggesting they could
help raccoons, who depend on human trash, to find other food
sources if they agreed on having humans stop polluting their homes,
such as oceans, beaches, and forests.
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The trial ended with the human found guilty by the animal
jury. Overall, the arguments put forth for the human’s benefit
were quickly negotiated or dismissed by most of the animals. The
main arguments in favor of the human came from dependence,
like seagulls happy about humans leaving food behind or dogs
enjoying human companionship and service. On the other hand,
the arguments against humans focused on pollution, being driven
away from their homes, and the dangers of getting stuck in plastic
or eating harmful waste created by humans. Embodying roles as
animals resulted in participants creating relationships between each
other while gaining perspectives of animals, which in the end led
to a harsh tone towards humanity, with most animals agreeing on
that “we’d be better off without them.

3 Larp as a method for More-than-Human
Design

Embodied methods, such as the Sustainability Twister, can be a
valuable way to engage with concepts that encompass more than
just humans (i.e. sustainability of our planet) and with each other.
However, even in this context, the human-centered perspective
still was dominant. Since the participants were not given specific
instructions on their end-result goals when choosing which tiles
to remove (e.g. saving the oceans or accelerating the economy),
the human-centered prioritization emerged organically from the
discussions, even though the decisions they made would impact
both humans and non-humans.

Designing for a more-than-human perspective then seems to
require us to challenge what comes naturally. To break this pattern,
we argue for exploring larp as a method to not only roleplay those
who are impacted by our designs (such as in other kinds of embodied
methods like object theatre [17]) but also to potentially foster empa-
thy and emotional connections through the emergent gameplay as
in the Sustainability Larp. Our reflections from the design festival
indicate that when considering more-than-human perspectives, de-
signers may benefit from such an approach. Larp can be a promising
way forward by “humans sharing center stage with nonhumans”
(page 5, [16]), and giving a voice to non-human actors that might
otherwise take a backseat within a human-centered perspective. By
putting designers in the roles of non-human actors, roleplay and
larp could shift the focus from a purely human-centered viewpoint
to a more inclusive, holistic perspective. This shift could encourage
designers to make decisions that better address the needs of all
stakeholders, human and non-humans alike.

So what would it take for researchers and designers to put these
methods into practice? How can we identify the actors or roles
whose perspectives we need to consider to move towards more-
than-human design in our work? Are there other tools (such as
MeCaMInD) that can help support an exploration of larp in more
research disciplines? What scenarios can be created using larp? This
work is an initial look into the effectiveness of larp as an embodied
design research method within HCI [9] that works to foreground
non-human perspectives.
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