
Chapter 10
Playful Research Fiction: A Fictional
Conference

Ben Kirman, Joseph Lindley, Mark Blythe, Paul Coulton,
Shaun Lawson, Conor Linehan, Deborah Maxwell, Dan O’Hara,
Miriam Sturdee and Vanessa Thomas

1 Introduction

Fiction has long been important to Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) research
and practice. Through familiar tools such as personas, scenarios and role-play,
fictions can support the exploration and communication of complex psychological,
social and technical requirements between diverse collections of designers, devel-
opers and end-users. More recently, HCI and design research has embraced the
development and evaluation of make-believe technologies as a way to speculate and
study the possible future effects of technological innovation, since it enables us to
unpack and understand the implications of technology that does not yet exist. In this
chapter we explore the weird relationship between fiction and technology research
through the lens of a fictional conference, a playful project that gathered ideas about
fiction in research through fictional research, and explore the fluid relationship
between the real and unreal in HCI.

In terms of practical fictions, there is growing use of fiction to explore impli-
cations of emergent technologies. For example, Lawson et al.’s (2015) speculative
prototypes of wearable technologies for cats and dogs give insight into unforeseen
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ramifications of this technology on both pets and their owners. The real-yet-fictional
objects are known as “diegetic prototypes”, in that they belong to a larger imagined
story world, as part of what science-fiction author Sterling (2005) terms “Design
Fiction”. They are fictional objects that “make sense on the page” and help suspend
disbelief about the world in which they exist. Although this includes fantastic
visions of phasers and space battles, in HCI, these story worlds are usually around
plausible near-future scenarios, such as those where drones enforce parking
restrictions (Lindley and Coulton 2015b) or dogs can access the Internet (Kirman
et al. 2017). Design fiction remains a contested space, including among the authors
of this chapter: Blythe (2017) notes that despite often being seen as isolated “ob-
jects”, they implicitly follow traditional plot patterns, where they don’t already
explicitly exist as part of wider performances, such as Buttrick’s et al. (2014) erotic
stories about modems or Elsden’s et al. (2017) “speculative enactment” of a fic-
tional datagraphic wedding service. Meanwhile, Coulton et al. (2017) explicitly
reject the notion that narrative and plot is central to design fiction and instead cast
them as groups of speculative artefacts that, when viewed together, have the ability
to invoke and define the properties of artificially constructed worlds.

These fictional prototypes, and the story worlds they represent, carry persuasive,
and therefore critical, powers. Just as design fiction is exploited by corporations to
sell slick visions of the future, where Iron Man’s suit always works and Siri
understands even the thickest Scottish accent, it is also used to imagine critical
(Dunne and Raby 2013) and adversarial (Di Salvo 2011) futures based on different
value structures. Although the term “design fiction” seems to be extremely broad,
Lindley and Coulton (2015a, b) argue for embracing the ambiguity of the term as a
core feature, in that it defines fiction as provocation for discourse around the
desirability of imagined interactions rather than an evaluation of the interaction
itself.

It is clear why design fiction is of such great interest to technology researchers in
particular, as a field seemingly obsessed with defining proximal techno-utopian
futures through idealized gadgetry, from Google Glass to robots in nursing homes.
Along with the proliferation of academic papers concerned with reporting studies
based on fictional prototypes, two major HCI conferences, ACM GROUP 2016 and
NordiCHI’16 both explicitly solicited fictional submissions in tracks dedicated to
design fiction research and practice.

2 Play in Research Fiction

Writing stories, building worlds and telling tales are rewarding pastimes, and the
“play” of creating fictions gives a special freedom to authors to push boundaries and
experiment with unusual scenarios. The fun of world-building has naturally
informed the work of design fiction creators, who use this freedom to explore the
edges of both what is possible in this form, but also how it is understood as a
research method.
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For example, Blythe et al. (2016) report on a series of workshops where par-
ticipants created a range of “silly” prototypes, explicitly in reaction against the
perceived “solutionist” (Morozov 2013) stance implicit in much HCI research.
Encinas and Blythe’s (2016) “author eraser” is described as a tool that removes the
names of the authors that made only minor contributions to research papers, a
function that only makes sense to an academic audience. Buttrick’s et al. (2014) “50
Shades of CHI” is a series of erotic vignettes that are critical of how the HCI
research community describes relationships between humans and technology.
Baumer et al. (2014) collected a series of vignettes describing fictional futures of
HCI, and similarly, Kirman et al. (2013) gave an in-character performance at an
academic conference, where they claimed to be robots from the future sent back
through time to congratulate HCI researchers on hastening the enslavement of
humankind by machines. In a bizarre turn of events, this performance inspired the
creation of a young adult science fiction novel that has since been read over a
million times (Adams and Moreau 2015; Dalton et al. 2016). All of these examples
are interesting in their use of humour, particularly through irony (Blythe and
Encinas 2016), to critique the culture and practice of technology research. Rather
than aiming outward at a wider audience, these playful “research fictions” use the
forms typical of this kind of research—prototypes, papers and presentations—to
build fictions that critique values of academic research directly.

Of particular note is the paper “Game of Drones” (Lindley and Coulton 2015a,
b), since, in contrast to the previous examples, a deliberate pursuit of plausibility
ultimately lead to a deceptive amount of ambiguity (Coulton et al. 2016). The
project consisted of a paper and poster, describing an entirely fictional project,
submitted to a real conference (ACM SIGCHI Symposium on Computer-Human
Interaction in Play 2015). Although papers with unreal content are not uncommon
(both in the examples above, and e.g. Lem 1973; Zongker 2006; Mazières and
Kohler 2005), this was unique in how it was presented as a real project. The authors
have since discussed both the idea of fictional research papers and the reviewer
response to the same (Lindley and Coulton 2016a, b).

3 A Fictional Conference

This trajectory of fictional abstracts (Blythe 2014, Blythe and Buie 2014) through
fictional papers (Lindley and Coulton 2016a), led the authors of the current chapter
to consider the natural next step—a fictional conference containing only fictional
research.

Apart from the humour inherent in such an endeavour, which was a prime
motivator, it also provided a playful way to collect thoughts and reflections on the
fluid understanding of design fiction research from a broad audience who might not
be already involved in this kind of work. To this end, we built a conference
committee (the current authors) and circulated a Call for Papers soliciting sub-
missions for the Fictional Conference on Design Fiction’s Futures (FCDFF).
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Throughout the conception and development of the conference, it was important
to the committee that this example of design fiction was coherent, rather than a
simple joke. As experienced design fiction creators, we were concerned with the
texture of the ‘diegetic landscape’ of the project. Although meaningless due to the
conference not existing, committee members took on specific roles typical of
conferences (e.g. workshop chair, industry liaison) in HCI, a Website (www.fic-
tionalconference.com) was built and Twitter account (@fictionalconf) created to
represent the conference. Although only existing in the virtual world, these two
digital artefacts gave the otherwise entirely fictional conference a sense of tangi-
bility in that it involved the same work as organising a real event. In a similar way
as the appointment of a committee, one role the online presence played in creating
the research fiction was to underwrite the “reality” of the conference to the public.

The Call for Papers (CfP) was designed to follow the style and format typical of
HCI conferences. This includes a short description of the conference aims and a list
of suggested topics. The call invited submissions for paper or workshop titles. The
CfP stipulated that submissions should be accompanied by a list of authors and a
list of keywords to help understand the contribution. The decision was made to limit
the requirement to submit to titles, author names, and keywords to keep the work
required to make a submission minimal, thereby making participation in the project
as simple as possible for as wide an audience as possible. There was some dis-
cussion amongst the committee about the potential to ask authors to submit an
abstract, to help give context for ideas that might not fit in a short title. However,
since the typical HCI conference programme only includes a title for each paper, it
would be hard to include abstracts inside the programme without undermining the
fictional frame of a conference. The restriction to titles also attempted to force the
authors to be brief and concise, with mixed success.

The CfP was distributed via several popular HCI mailing lists, including
ACM CHI, NordiCHI, CSCW and BCS-HCI. All of these lists receive multiple
CFP notifications for a range of conferences and journals each day, so the request
sat naturally among the other, presumably real, calls. The CfP was also advertised
on social media by members of the conference committee (Fig. 1).

The following pages contain the final programme for FCDFF, built from sub-
missions from research active members of the HCI community and the public. The
sections following the programme discuss the response to the call, and the themes
emerging from the submissions.

160 B. Kirman et al.



Day 0

08:30–
17:30

Registration
Desk Open
(Foyer)

Workshop (Room a) Workshop (Room x)

Lickable City
Workshop: an
exploration of the
current and future
flavours of our
urban
environments

Ding
Wang
and
Vanessa
Thomas

Utopian
design
methods for
lost futures
and
imaginary
pasts

Ding Wang,
Louise
Mullagh,
Serena
Pollastri,
Vanessa
Thomas

Fig. 1 Extract from FCDFF Call for Papers
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4 Response

The conference call received a good amount of attention on social media, being
shared dozens of times and generating some lively discussion around the unusual
concept. In terms of formal submissions, the conference received 56 paper sub-
missions and 2 proposals for workshops. Submitters had a wide variety of back-
grounds. Many were from researchers active in the areas of research fiction and
HCI, however, pleasingly, we also received submissions from freelance designers,
artists and high school teachers.

In addition to these formal responses to the call, we also received other kinds of
submissions including suggestions for fictional locations, as well as logos, typog-
raphy and suggestions for keynotes and other speakers. This suggests that the
‘world building’ component of design fiction was seen as an important part of the
practice of creating a fictional conference for contributors as much as it was for the
committee members (Fig. 2).

5 Building the Programme

Faced with a diverse selection of submissions, and their universally “unreal” nature,
the task of translating those into a design fiction artefact—the conference pro-
gramme—seemed to be a significant challenge for the committee. During a dis-
cussion about how to deal with this issue, the concept of a ‘Nolan Number’
emerged. This was in reference to Christopher Nolan’s (2010) film Inception, and
the multiple ‘levels of dream world’ in the film. The multiplicity of levels in

Fig. 2 Commentators reflect
on how the conference
reminds them of the work of
magical realist author Jorge
Luis Borges
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Nolan’s film was reminiscent of research fictions, which sometimes become ‘levels
deep’ in a similar way due to inevitably becoming meta-commentaries upon
themselves (e.g. Lindley and Coulton 2016a, b). Some submissions clearly inter-
preted the FCDFF CfP as an invitation to showcase examples of how design fiction
could be applied in the future, e.g. Haptic Communication in Virtual Reality
English Education: 3D Creative Writing. In contrast, some other submissions were
applying design fiction to itself, e.g. Design Fiction Considered Harmful. The
Nolan Number that we started referring to was a subjective measure of ‘how much’
a particular title was in fact a design fiction referring to itself. This resurfaced when
discussing the closing plenary, a fictional event in a fictional conference, which
features a collection of fictional characters noted for creating their own fictions,
talking about fiction.

The discussion about Nolan Numbers then lead on to considering a range of
other subjective properties that we could attempt to quantify. The conference chairs
asked the committee members to rate each paper according to each of a number of
emergent characteristics:

• Funniness—a measure of how humorous the intent of the paper, if not the
success!

• Plausibility—on a scale between fantastical and realistic/likely
• Enticement—how interesting or compelling the subject to the reader (i.e. would

you read this paper?)
• Transparency—How clear the submission topic was to understand
• Nolan Number—how much of a comment on design fiction and FCDFF the

submission was.

The categories were chosen because they allowed distinction between papers
across broad themes based on the approach they took to using design fiction. This
was necessary because the actual topics of the fictitious papers were so diverse.

Sessions were built based on similarity along one or more scales, and also
similarity in content. For example, there are sessions on evaluation, methods,
meta-commentaries and also a session titled “???” for submissions which shared
low scores for transparency, in that even the committee could not discern what the
papers were about.

6 Discussion

The aim of FCDFF was to playfully explore perceptions of how design fiction may
be used, and how it may evolve, within the context of research. The framing of a
fictional conference provides a familiar structure for contributions and makes the
work itself an example of research fiction. Through the process of collecting,
analysing and grouping submissions we have observed a number of broad themes
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that can help us reflect on issues and opportunities around design fiction in HCI
through the practice of research fiction.

6.1 Humour

As discussed earlier in the current chapter, humour is a common aspect of design
fiction work in HCI. Although the method is serious, arguably humour makes it
more accessible and signifies its queerness (Light 2011) in contrast to mainstream
work. Blythe et al.’s (2016) “Silly” prototypes, Encinas and Blythe’s (2016) “au-
thor eraser”, Buttrick’s et al. (2014) erotic BDSM fictions about wifi routers and
Kirman et al.’s (2013) tale of robot enslavement all use humour as a tool, and this is
reflected in the submissions to FCDFF. For example, the workshop on the
“Lickable City”, or the dark humour of the “pipe bomb” paper that frames terrorists
as part of the DIY-maker movement. Other submissions use the opportunity to
present sarcastic visions of impossible futures where (e.g.) gamification is proven to
“always work” and jab at the positivist bias of HCI through submission of a
“mathematical model” of design. Indeed the conference itself was read as a “joke”
by enough people on Twitter to warrant an official statement from the conference
Twitter account to clarify that the CfP was real (Fig. 3).

The question of why so much design fiction is humorous is interesting. GK
Chesterton pointed out that the opposite of funny is not “serious”, the opposite of
funny is “not funny”. Similarly much non-fictional design work is presented in a
very grave and somber manner, but as critics including Evgeny Morozov point out,
this does not necessarily make it serious. Morozov (2013) popularized the term
“solutionism” which he defines as either solving problems that do not exist, or
presenting quick technological fixes for complex social, political or environmental
problems. For Morozov much of the new and emerging technology produced in
Silicon Valley, and some academic HCI labs, is deeply solutionist. Although
solutionist technologies are presented with gravity this does not mean that they are
not inadvertently funny. Much design fiction uses irony as a defence against
solutionism to signal the limits of technological interventions in complex social and
political problems.

Fig. 3 The “official” Twitter
account clarifies the fictional
nature of the conference
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6.2 Form

Some submissions experimented with format, and some disregarded it altogether.
The most obvious is perhaps the paper of emojis attributed to a fictional character
from British adult comic Viz. One unusual submission from Hook and Ursu took
the form of a data feed from a specially built tool that generates a constant stream of
fictional paper titles. Although it does not work in print it is available online (http://
jonhook.co.uk/titler). Other submissions suggested alternative logos and graphic
design (Fig. 4), and one suggested the conference location to be moved to Tlön,
Uqbar, suggested by contributor Michael Muller, an extremely fitting reference to
Borges’s (1940) tale of a group of intellectuals who build a fictitious world through
reference in books and academic papers (such as this one).

In addition, in thinking of fictional characters to serve as keynotes, we fol-
lowed a suggestion to contact a “living” fictional character, and were privileged to
secure the services of notable figure @_CHINOSAUR, a Twitter character known
for its biting commentary on contemporary HCI research and insatiable appetite
for meat.

6.3 Confusion

Related to the confusion around the actual reality of the conference was confusion
as to what to submit. Although the CfP is clear that the conference was fictional and
about how and what should be submitted (a title, list of authors, list of keywords),
some contributors had the perception that it was a real conference with a multi-stage
submission process. Others submitted abstracts rather than just titles. The com-
mittee was contacted by more than one contributor asking if they would need to

Fig. 4 Logos submitted to
FCDFF

10 Playful Research Fiction: A Fictional Conference 169

http://jonhook.co.uk/titler
http://jonhook.co.uk/titler


attend the conference, and if so, what the cost of registration would be. Within the
gamut of interpretations of the CfP we saw, occasionally submissions were
ambiguous and we too were confused as to whether the contributors had submitted
something they thought was real, or whether it was simply dressed up to appear
real.

This tendency towards confusion is congruent with Lindley and Coulton’s
(2016a) assertion that reviewers struggle with papers including elements of design
fiction, and is perhaps indicative of a wider issue to do with research fictions. We
suggest that the community is not yet entirely comfortable with what research
fictions mean or how they should be interpreted.

6.4 Authors

One unexpected aspect was the choice of authors. Although we have seen the
inclusion of fictionalized versions of authors in papers (e.g. Kirman et al. 2013) and
authors from popular culture fictions (e.g. Lindley and Coulton 2015b; Linehan and
Kirman 2017) in design fiction in HCI, we were surprised by the range of
approaches taken by contributors. In particular, many papers did not include the
name of their creator anywhere in the author lists, and also many papers included
real but unaware people as authors of fictional papers. In most cases these people
were public figures, however not exclusively. Given this, there is a disclaimer
attached to the programme that stated authors, where real, may not in actual fact
have any connection to the submission made in their name.

This very inconsistent use of identity created unanticipated problems in terms of
attribution. As well as real people wishing to use their real name, we also had
authors who wished to have their real name attributed as a contributor, but not
linked to their specific contribution, and also several authors who absolutely
insisted on not being attributed at all at any point. This messiness has led to a
complicated arrangement of authors and acknowledgements in this chapter and in
the online programme, which is our best attempt at meeting the various wishes of
the individuals who supported this work.

7 Conclusion

In 1968 JG Ballard argued that science had become the largest producer of fiction
(Sellars and O’Hara 2012):

A hundred years ago or even fifty years ago, science took its raw material from nature. […]
nowadays, particularly in the social, psychological science, the raw material of science is a
fiction invented by the scientists. You know, they work out why people chew gum or
something.
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There is a sense in which much social science is speculative in ways that are
analogous to fiction. In HCI there is a much more direct use of fiction. Weiser’s
(1991) Sal Scenarios, produced over twenty-five years ago, were plausible fictions
that fairly accurately predicted the world we live in today. The production of
scenarios, personas, concept design has been standard practice for HCI since its
inception.

Why then the current interest in design fiction and research fiction? Again,
research fiction is nothing new and has its antecedents in the nineteen seventies. In
‘Imaginary Magnitude’, Stanisław Lem wrote fictional reviews of books and con-
ference proceedings about academic fields that do not yet exist (Lem 1973). The
conceit is powerful because it is economical, science fiction is a literature of ideas
and the review of a book that hasn’t been written allows for great economy in
storytelling: a synopsis of a plot, an elevator pitch of an idea. The form also allows
for a degree of plausibility, pastiching academic house styles, publishing conven-
tions and controversies. The fictional conference proceedings here demonstrate the
entangled feedback loop between science fiction and actual real world
developments.

The term “design fiction” is resonant, playful and ambiguous in ways that
“scenarios” or “concept designs” are not. The difference between a design fiction
and a scenario is the potential for rich insights to emerge from possible conflicts.
Whether viewed in terms of narrative or world building, the titles and author lists
which make up these design fictions certainly evoke conflict. Although the titles
here do not have a beginning, middle or end they do suggest conflict. Beneath the
strongly playful and humorous tones of the submissions, the very form is agonistic:
all academic work is contested whether through verification and falsification as the
traditions of scientific method or argument and agonism as in the traditions of social
science. The playfulness of the fictitious titles and the fictional conference itself is a
vehicle for serious discourse on the futures of design fiction within HCI.

Sterling (2013) points out that there is going to be a lot more design fiction
regardless of what anybody thinks of it, simply because it is quick and cheap. But
there is also going to be a lot more real prototype development because that too is
increasingly quick and cheap. Design fiction allows us to pause before we make and
ask why we are doing it and what the consequences of making might be, either
intended or unintended.

As research fiction, FCDFF asks us to reflect on our playful journey through the
use of fiction in research, to consider how it fits within the ever-growing corpus of
HCI work. Indeed, now the conference has published its programme online, it has
become as real as the thousands of other conferences who have left the same digital
traces—echoes of research that may or may not exist. To paraphrase Encinas and
Blythe’s (2016) comment on the similarly unclear realness of HCI publications, the
FCDFF programme is now just as real as the programme of any other HCI
conference.
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