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Abstract
Design fiction in its many forms, including written narratives,
film, and live performance, has become an important design
practice that serves designers and researchers in creating
and thinking about future technologies. However, is there
additional value that emerges when completing the process
with a final narrative or performance that is presented to an
audience? Or are the critical benefits already gained in the
creation process itself? We examine a case study of an in-
teractive performance with robots in the home and discuss
three facets of the process and their potential benefits.
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Introduction
Design fiction methods have become a prominent method
for designers to think critically and design for future interac-
tions with technology. Some design fiction practices have
adopted methods from theatre and performance to inform
design processes, as these methods can, among other ad-
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vantages, spark novel ideas for design, support interdis-
ciplinary collaboration, and create new ground for discov-
ery [6, 11, 9].

Performance and fiction generation have been used in all
stages of design processes, from group building [5], to
ideation [10] and all the way to evaluation of a design prod-
uct [8]. Yet a question that remains unanswered is whether
there is value in developing a design fiction piece to the
extent of a full performance, and how might it inform the
knowledge that was generated in the process.

To better understand the knowledge that can be generated
through an extended process of creating a performance
piece, we break performance into three facets: devising,
performance, and audience response. We examine a case
study of an interactive performance, Robotic Futures, in at-
tempt to identify what each part of the process contributes
to the overall generated knowledge, and how they all fit to-
gether into a compelling design fiction method.

Figure 1: We used a combination
of methods taken from design
fiction (“What If Questions”) [1] and
performance devising methods
(“Images” and “Compositions” [2])
in the process of creating the
Robotic Futures performance.

The Performance
Robotic Futures, a design fiction interactive performance,
told the story of a family of five: a couple with two teenagers,
a boy and a girl, and their grandmother. The performance
scenes were focused on interpersonal interactions and sto-
ries, but with a total of eight agents and robots integrated
throughout these people’s lives. The agents fulfilled a range
of potential roles, from assistive to entertaining ones.

The performance was somewhat interactive, where audi-
ence members were invited to move “on stage” among the
actors and agents. A robotic agent also helped the audi-
ence navigate the scenes by leading them from one room
to another. Following the performance, audience members
were also invited to interact with the robots that were part of
the performance.

The performance was made of eight scenes and lasted
about 30 minutes. Two performances were held on the
same day in the city of Pittsburgh, PA, and included be-
tween 20-30 audience members per performance.

We describe three facets of devising a full performance as
a method of design fiction and their part in the knowledge
generated for design.

Facet 1: Devising
Devising a theatre performance is a long, iterative and
somewhat unstructured process that moves the team to-
wards the end performance step by step. In our work of
devising a theatre performance about agents in the future,
we combined performance and design disciplines. We used
performance methods such as improvisation, “image” and
“composition” exercises that generate snapshots of a nar-
rative [2] (Figure 1 top). We also used generative design
methods, like brainstorming, bodystorming [11] and design
fiction exercises (such as “What If” questions and “Post-
cards from the Future” [1], see Figure 1 bottom).

Over several months we generated new scenes and nar-
ratives every week to explore a range of diverse topics, sit-
uations and characters for the performance. The process
allowed us to expand the initial goal of using design fiction
to the many elements and potential design space of future
robot design for the home. Devising the performance and
exploring narratives week after week resulted in identifica-
tion of interactions and design decisions that would be inter-
esting for further inquiry. For example, personal ownership
of an agent kept coming up in a range of scenes and ex-
ercises, and suggested it is critical to determine who owns
and controls a robot based on the agent’s function—this
decision tends to influence how that agent behaves and
interacts, and how it is perceived by its users.



Figure 2: Images of three characters and their agents: The grandmother with her assistive agent (left), the mother with her emotional support
robot (center), and the boy with his self-reflection agent (right). The performance itself is a proposition of designs that worked well—interactions
that were uncomfortable or undesirable organically fell apart in the process.

Facet 2: Performance
Once we had an idea of the topics we were interested in
through devising the performance, we began another cycle
of iteration, this time with a flexible script in addition to the
generative methods we used. Unlike the generative phase
of the process, here we iterated on targeted topics that we
previously identified, with actors, creators and the technol-
ogy all shaping how interactions play out.

We find value in continuous refinement of narratives into a
final performance, in contrast to some methods that borrow
from performance only for the generative stage of a design
process [11, 4]. The felt-experience of refining scenes to-
wards a performance that eventually meets audience mem-
bers generated knowledge about what interactions “work”—
design and interactions choices that were interesting and
compelling naturally surfaced and persisted throughout the
process, while interactions and experiences that felt unnatu-
ral or awkward organically dissolved in the making.

Thus, we believe the existence of a final performance has
value even before it meets the audience—by analyzing
the resulting performance as an artifact [7], designers can
generate knowledge about compelling and interesting felt-
experiences with technology.

Facet 3: Audience Engagement
The third facet is the final engagement with an audience.
Previous work has used the encounter with audiences as
a method to educate them about a design-related topic,
such as privacy of technology [12] or to help them think
about current decisions and how they might influence the
future [3]. Other work has used audience members to re-
ceive direct feedback about a design product or a service
that was presented as part of the performance narrative [8].

In addition to these explicit benefits of engaging with audi-
ence members, we suggest an additional implicit advantage
of doing so. We believe the value in engaging audiences
with a live performance, as opposed to design fiction in
other formats, such as written stories or movies, is in the



encounter of the actors with the audience. The audience
members observe the scenes and respond, and as a result
fuel the actors, who in turn respond back to the audience,
changing their behaviors, expressions and even their text.
This is especially true in performances that are somewhat
interactive and open-ended—in Robotic Futures the audi-
ence could move freely “on stage” among actors and robots
and interact with the home. By observing the reciprocal
interaction between actors and audiences, designers can
gain additional feedback and generate knowledge about
what aspects of interaction are interesting and valuable for
further exploration.

Conclusion
Using performance as a design fiction method has many
benefits, and has been shown to assist in a range of chal-
lenges that arise during design processes. It can enable
designers to think about what should be designed, as op-
posed to how to design something that might have little
value [13]. Nevertheless, a single performance can carry
multiple facets of knowledge at the different stages of its
development: devising, performance and audience engage-
ment. We discuss the three and the benefits of each.

While the knowledge generated by each facet could per-
haps be used separately in the design process, we believe
the combined process of devising a topic, generating and
analyzing a final performance and presenting it to an au-
dience has value in the extensiveness of topic exploration
that it proposes. The process is also funnel-like, moving
from a broad exploration, towards a narrower set of topics,
and finally back-and-forth with the audience about specific
selected interactions.

Furthermore, in order to present a compelling performance
to audience members, performance creators must go through

devising and finalizing a performance. We encourage de-
signers to take part in the two parts that precede the last
and use them as additional resources for design knowledge
about a particular design space.

Acknowledgements
This project was funded and supported by an Alfred Z.
Spector and Rhonda G. Kost CS+X Grant. We would also
like to thank Rachel Karp, Judeth Oden Choi, Michael James,
Rissa Ji-Yeon Lee, Aaron Landgraf and Sean Leo for their
important roles in creating the performance. We would
also like to thank Roger Dannenberg, Lawrence Shea and
Catherine Copetas for their support.

REFERENCES
[1] Julian Bleecker. 2009. Design Fiction: A short essay

on design, science, fact and fiction. Near Future
Laboratory 29 (2009).

[2] Anne Bogart and Tina Landau. 2004. The viewpoints
book: a practical guide to viewpoints and composition.
Theatre Communications Group.

[3] Stuart Candy. 2010. The futures of everyday life:
Politics and the design of experiential scenarios.
University of (2010).

[4] Scott Davidoff, Min Kyung Lee, Anind K Dey, and John
Zimmerman. 2007. Rapidly exploring application
design through speed dating. In International
Conference on Ubiquitous Computing. Springer,
429–446.

[5] Elizabeth Gerber. 2009. Using improvisation to
enhance the effectiveness of brainstorming. In
Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on Human
Factors in Computing Systems. ACM, 97–104.



[6] Giulio Iacucci, Kari Kuutti, and Mervi Ranta. 2000. On
the move with a magic thing: role playing in concept
design of mobile services and devices. In Proceedings
of the 3rd conference on Designing interactive
systems: processes, practices, methods, and
techniques. ACM, 193–202.

[7] Lars-Erik Janlert and Erik Stolterman. 2008. Complex
interaction. ACM Transactions on Computer-Human
Interaction (TOCHI) 17, 2 (2008), 1–32.

[8] Elizabeth Jochum, Evgenios Vlachos, Anja
Christoffersen, Sally Grindsted Nielsen, Ibrahim A
Hameed, and Zheng-Hua Tan. 2016. Using theatre to
study interaction with care robots. International Journal
of Social Robotics 8, 4 (2016), 457–470.

[9] Elena Márquez Segura, Laia Turmo Vidal, Asreen
Rostami, and Annika Waern. 2016. Embodied
sketching. In Proceedings of the 2016 CHI Conference
on Human Factors in Computing Systems. ACM,
6014–6027.

[10] José Esteban Muñoz. 2006. Queers, Punks and the
Utopian Performative. he Sage Handbook of
Performance Studies, ed. D. Soyini Madison and
Judith Hamera (2006), 9–20.

[11] Dennis Schleicher, Peter Jones, and Oksana Kachur.
2010. Bodystorming as embodied designing.
Interactions 17, 6 (2010), 47–51.

[12] Michael Warren Skirpan, Jacqueline Cameron, and
Tom Yeh. 2018. More than a show: Using personalized
immersive theater to educate and engage the public in
technology ethics. In Proceedings of the 2018 CHI
Conference on Human Factors in Computing Systems.
ACM, 464.

[13] John Zimmerman and Jodi Forlizzi. 2017. Speed
dating: providing a menu of possible futures. The
Journal of Design, Economics, and Innovation 3, 1
(2017), 30–50.


	Introduction
	The Performance
	Facet 1: Devising
	Facet 2: Performance
	Facet 3: Audience Engagement

	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	REFERENCES 

