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ABSTRACT
‘Older adults’ are often seen as a homogeneous group, disregard-
ing their actual diversity in attitudes, abilities, and needs. This
stereotypical view can seep into the research and design of digital
technologies when developing for this age group, which can lead to
those technologies not matching up with actual needs and abilities
and thus not being picked up or engaged with. The goal of this
workshop is to explore Tabletop Role-Playing Games (TTRPGs)
as a method for HCI/UX to promote reflection on the concept of
‘older adults’ and to raise awareness for the heterogeneity of this
demographic. The TTRPG adventure will be set in a sustainable
future where a socio-ecological transformation has taken place; a
transformation that can be significantly aided by digital technolo-
gies, which additionally stresses the need for a deeper reflection
on the heterogeneity of all demographics involved in such a trans-
formation, including ‘older adults’. This workshop will contribute
to an improved understanding of TTRPG as an approach to under-
standing diversity, paving the way to further research into inclusive
design of digital technology for sustainability and beyond.

CCS CONCEPTS
• Human-centered computing → HCI design and evaluation
methods.
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1 INTRODUCTION
Substantial societal transformations in sectors such as transport
and urban development are required to mitigate climate change
and to adapt to its consequences [18, 26]. Digitalisation and digital
technologies can play a key role in reducing emissions and enabling
humans to lead more sustainable lives [11]. However, the neces-
sary societal transformations cannot be accomplished without an
in-depth understanding and consideration of people’s needs and
concerns when developing and deploying greener technologies and
more sustainable practices. Well-meaning projects and initiatives
can fail because they are based on limited understanding or stereo-
typical views of people who are different from the implementation
team e.g., in terms of age or life stage (cf. [21]). One instance of this
is ‘older people’ who are too often erroneously treated as a homoge-
neous group by researchers and developers of digital technologies
[22, 24, 32].

There is a need for approaches that can provide a more nuanced
view on the heterogeneity and diversity of older people and that can
promote reflexivity among researchers, designers, and developers.
Furthermore, techniques for imagining what sustainable futures
might look and feel like could benefit designers as well as the gen-
eral public in creating plausible and desirable visions to strive for in
making them into reality [2, 23]. Role-play is a technique that has
been used in research and design practice to gain a more empathic
understanding of users’ needs and experiences [4, 19, 20, 27]. How-
ever, tabletop role-playing games (TTRPG) have untapped potential
in offering a deeply immersive experience for players who take on
the role of another person (or being) and tackle various challenges
in the person’s life, potentially gaining a deeper understanding of
the person’s motivations and abilities [29].
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In this workshop, the goal is to explore and test how TTRPG
can be leveraged in the facilitation of learning about, empathizing
with and reflecting on the heterogeneity of participant groups and
their assumed needs, with ‘older people’ as a concrete case of a
participant group. The outcome of the workshop will be an im-
proved understanding of the potential usefulness of using TTRPG
as a different way of accessing and reflecting on knowledge and
illuminating different aspects of (un)known aspects of participant
groups and their (assumed) needs, and as means for imagining
possible sustainable futures.

2 BACKGROUND
2.1 Selected approaches to understanding

diversity in HCI
At the core of aiming to understand people’s diversity for design-
ing and developing digital technologies is arguably the need for
inclusivity, the realisation that one-size-fits-all approaches are not
suitable in the light of – to name just a few examples – the digital
divide, cultural differences, bodily divergence and neurodivergence,
all in addition to varying abilities, skills, needs, wants, values and
beliefs of people [1, 3, 9, 12, 13, 15, 16, 25]. Researchers have called
for “a systemic approach to diversity in HCI ... [and] for setting di-
versity at the core of HCI where human realities and experiences are
embodied rather than defined by ‘what users must be’ or ‘what users
are not”’ [10], arguing for “mak[ing] the digital [and the physical]
world ... perceivable and navigable for everyone, regardless of their
abilities” [1].

Approaches to understanding diversity in HCI and UX research
(and beyond) are as manifold as there are underlying dimensions
of diversity [13] and quantitative, qualitative, mixed, creative and
arts-based methods to illuminate them. Examples include the use
of personas, scenarios and use cases (as written prose or drawn car-
toons), sketching of user experiences, improvisational theatre and
roleplay [5–7, 20, 30]. More concretely, in a recent publication by
Helen Petrie [22], which also fueled the ideation of this workshop,
a set of personas was developed to illustrate that ‘older adults’ are
not a homogeneous group as often assumed and reported on in
HCI.

2.2 Tabletop role-playing games (TTRPG)
Tabletop role-playing games (TTRPG) have been played for several
decades, originating with Dungeons and Dragons [14]. There is a
wide variety of different TTRPG systems, but at their heart they
all share some core features that are relevant to the aims of this
workshop: 1) players play characters that are fictionalized people
(or beings) in the game world; 2) players embark on adventures
and face challenges during game sessions, i.e. periods of time in
the real world when people gather together to play; 3) the game
world is fictional and creates the social, cultural, ecological and
technological context for the characters and their adventures; and 4)
a game master can lead them through their adventure in the world
[29]. Several TTRPG systems utilize character sheets and multi-
sided dice, but these are not necessary for role-playing. Moreover,
although the concept of ‘tabletop role-playing games’ implicates
a table on top of which game activities take place, TTRPGs can
also be played in a hybrid mode or fully online, each player and

the game master communicating via videoconferencing, possibly
using virtual tabletops such as Fantasy Grounds [28] or Roll20 [31].
Figure 1 shows an example of a typical setup of a TTRPG session
taking place around a physical table.

Figure 1: Players during a TTRPG session. Photograph by
Aki Loponen.

Role-playing in TTRPGs typically involves plenty of verbal de-
scriptions, by the players describing and/or acting out their char-
acters’ actions and the game master describing the elements and
events in the game world, often as a response to the player charac-
ters’ actions [14]. Only imagination sets the limits to what kinds of
worlds, characters and adventures can be created in TTRPGs, and
this flexibility and informality makes tabletop role-playing a poten-
tially useful approach for eliciting understanding of the diversity of
people different from us [29]. One encouraging current example is a
study of tabletop role-playing to support the design of a companion
robot for depression [8]. The study’s findings suggest that playing
a character who suffered from depression helped participants, who
did not have depression themselves, to better consider the needs
and context of a person living with depression.

3 WORKSHOP STRUCTURE AND OBJECTIVES
The aim of the workshop is to provide participants with a hands-on
experience of TTRPG and to experience it as a possible method
for understanding the heterogeneity of ‘older adults’ with respect
to their abilities, needs and concerns. We aim for a half-day work-
shop with a possibility to run the workshop twice if we receive
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a high number of registrations. No previous experience of (table-
top or other) role-playing is required from the participants and
participants can volunteer to either be one of the 4–5 players or
observe as an audience member. We expect the inclusion of an
actively observing audience to help cast a light on the potential
differences in the reflective process between actively playing and
actively watching a TTRPG. The role-playing will be audio- and
video-recorded for research purposes, given that participants pro-
vide their informed consent. For all participants, there will be quick
drawing exercises before and after TTRPG to capture people’s ex-
ploration of/reflection on the concept of ‘older adults’ (and to see if
there are any changes in the before and after). There will also be a
closing discussion, comparing experiences and ‘lessons learned’ for
players and audience. This discussion will be additionally facilitated
by visual notes taken by two of the workshop organisers during
the TTRPG session. Table 1 presents the schedule and activities of
the workshop.

4 CALL FOR PARTICIPANTS
We plan to disseminate the call for participants through our in-
stitutional and individual networks via email, social media and
websites. The workshop and its call will be open to all participants
of the Mindtrek conference, i.e. professionals from industry as well
as researchers and students from academia from all backgrounds.
We are aiming to attract at least 10 participants for this workshop,
consisting of 4–5 players plus (active) audience. Participants will
be required to register through an online form that will also ask
them about their basic demographic information, such as age, gen-
der/pronouns and their current position and discipline. In addition
to playing or watching the TTRPG, participants will also be asked
to engage in two short drawing exercises and a closing discussion.

After the workshop, the data provided by the participants during
role-play, drawing and discussion can be collated into a unified form
for submission to other venues, such as ACM DIS and Alt.CHI, or
into an engaging post-workshop project. Discussion on alternative
venues could be embedded in the workshop activities. We hope
that this is the first of a series of workshops or studies in this vein,
journeying on to other topics of accessibility and inclusion as well
as refining the TTRPG and drawing-for-reflection method(s).

5 ACCESSIBILITY
The workshop will be designed and delivered to be attended by as
many kinds of people as possible. All text and verbal utterances
will be clear, simple to understand, and in English (with additional
support in Finnish and German by two of the organisers, if needed).
All shared imagery will contain Alt Text or Alt Narrative [17] with
appropriate colour contrast. Remote attendees (here limited to or-
ganisers) will have access to closed captions (on Zoom), additionally,
microphones and webcams will be used to support communication
between in-person and remote attendees. Opportunities for support,
questions, and comments will be present throughout the workshop
regardless of in-person or online delivery.

6 ORGANISERS
The organisers all have an active interest in the intersection of role-
playing games (tabletop and other forms), arts and HCI, and are
drawn from a range of career levels, expertise, and artistic practices.

Denise Lengyel is an Innovation Fellow at the Centre for Digital
Citizens at Open Lab, School of Computing, Newcastle University,
exploring the ‘Ageless’ citizen. Her work centres around arts-based
and creative research methods, including (visual) storytelling, draw-
ing and dance. She is also interested in research on comics and
cartoons, games, (social) death and bereavement. Her background
is in HCI and Computer Science. She’s been dipping her toes into
TTRPGs, Live-Action Role-Play (LARP), impro and amateur theatre
since 2002.

Kirsikka Kaipainen is a Postdoctoral Research Fellow in the re-
search group of Human-Centered Technology, Tampere University.
With a background in technology-aided interventions for mental
well-being, her current research is focused on sustainable mobility
and societal participation of young people. She has also played
TTRPGs for almost 20 years, participated in several LARPs and
organised one, and occasionally performed in impro and amateur
theatre.

Miriam Sturdee is a lecturer in Computer Science at the Univer-
sity of St Andrews, specialising in art-based approaches to computer
science, sketching in HCI, and shape-changing interfaces. She has
a background in psychology, publishing and fine art, and a PhD in
Digital Innovation. Recent publications include visualisation in cy-
bersecurity, personality traits in game development, subconscious
user-experiences and TTRPG-UX.

Michael Heron is a senior lecturer in games and graphics at
Chalmers University of Technology and the University of Gothen-
burg. His current interests are primarily with regards to tabletop
gaming – board games and RPGs – especially in connection to
their accessibility. He is a long-time games master with experience
in many different gaming systems, and has direct experience of
working with older adults as part of his previous research work
regarding technology to help an aging workforce.

Makayla Lewis is a Lecturer in Computer Science (User Experi-
ence Design) at Kingston University London specialising in design
thinking for technology innovation. She is also a researcher with an
interest in human factors in business, cybersecurity, smart money,
and artificial intelligence, especially for people with disabilities. She
is an accomplished visual recorder (sketchnotes), illustrator, and
doodler whose practices are embedded in her teaching, research,
and home life.

Jennifer Liddle is a Senior Research Associate working across
Open Lab and Population Health Sciences Institute at Newcastle
University. Her research interests include the development of inno-
vative (digital) approaches to address societal challenges such as
loneliness, isolation, health and care in later life. She has worked
with older people and health care professionals on a range of qualita-
tive and mixed methods studies to explore experiences of everyday
life.
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Table 1: Workshop schedule and activities.

Stage Duration Activity
Introductions 5–10 mins Introduction of the workshop, its activities and organisers. (DL and KK)
Drawing (before TTRPG) 5 mins A short free drawing exercise to capture the participants’ concepts of ‘older adults’

before Tabletop Role-Playing Game (TTRPG). (MS and DL)
TTRPG brief + Character assignment 10 mins Organisers describe the concept of TTRPG in the context of the workshop, including

the rules of role-play (cf. [29]). Players are assigned the characters they will play.
Players familiarise themselves with their character sheet (a reference sheet with
character name, description, short biography and abilities).

TTRPG 60–90 mins Role-playing led by a Game Master (KK). Participants will be asked to take notes
using materials provided. The session will also be video- and audio-recorded. Visual
notes will be taken by experienced graphic recorders (MS and ML) to document
the role-playing session and later support the discussion

Drawing (after TTRPG) 5 mins A short free drawing exercise (same as before) to capture the participants’ concepts
of ‘older adults’ after Tabletop Role-Play. (MS and DL)

Break 10–15 mins
Discussion and wrap-up 30–45 mins Discussion of experiences during the role-play, facilitated by (KK and DL) as well

as the visual notes taken by (MS and ML) during the TTRPG session. Discussion
prompts will cover three main aspects of the participants’ workshop experience:
their concepts of ‘older adults’, sustainable futures and TTRPG. The discussion will
be audio-recorded.
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