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Abstract
Improvised theatre (improv) actors use ‘games’ to warm up
their improvisational skills, playing with interactions between
human characters in a scene. But what happens when one
of the actors is ‘performing’ as technology, instead of as
a human character? We propose a design ideation activ-
ity that is a variation of a well known improv game (Hitch
Hiker ). Our activity investigates scenarios and situations
for self-driving cars. In the Hitch Hiker game, a “car” cre-
ates a defined space and context for actors to respond to;
one actor has a defined role as the “driver”. We propose re-
placing the “driver” role with an “embodiment of self-driving
car” role. When playing the game, people of any skill level
quickly cycle through different scenarios for the self-driving
car where each cycle has a different performer playing the
“embodiment of self-driving car” role. By substituting tech-
nology ‘roles’ for human ‘roles’ in improv games, people can
quickly test ideas and explore new ones without the need
for technology. This activity applies embodied design princi-
ples to the playful environment of improv to promote design
ideation.

Introduction
Improvised theatre (improv) games [2] are used to warm up
actors before a performance, and are sometimes integrated
into improv performances themselves. They are constantly
being created, modified, and passed along among im-



prov performers. Improv games are often used with novice
performers to help them acclimate to the ‘rules’ of improv
within the relatively defined structure of the game. Im-
prov games disrupt the actors’ flow of thinking and force
them to be present in the moment. Many novice performers
must unlearn habits, such as saying the word “no” or refus-
ing others’ suggestions. The fast-paced nature of improv

“Original” Hitch Hiker

Players: 4 or more.

Set up: Place 4 chairs centre
stage in the formation of car
seats facing the audience.

Playing the game: A player
enters the car in seat 1
and begins driving until an-
other player comes in as a
hitchhiker. The hitchhiker
character portrays a strong
emotion or physical trait,
which all other passengers
in the car take on as well.
Other hitchhikers join in, and
the passengers continue to
take on the new character
traits each time. When the
car is full, the driver must
justify leaving the car and
the players each move up a
seat. The play continues with
a new hitchhiker entering the
car.

games lends itself to on-the-spot thinking and creative in-
terpretation; performers are forced to constantly re-evaluate
their next immediate action based on their partner’s actions
on stage. As there is no time to stop and think about what
makes sense, performers must continue on with what is
happening in the scene. Whether a scene “fails” or “suc-
ceeds” is completely subjective; actors should be present in
the moment and go with their instincts rather than worrying
what others may think of the scene.

Past HCI research has looked at how the HCI design com-
munity can learn from the ethos of improv to inspire de-
sign methods for new interactive systems [1]. For exam-
ple, BodyStorming1 uses body movement to test design
ideas where people embody the design itself. More estab-
lished techniques for prototyping interactive systems borrow
from performance —in the “Wizard-of-Oz” technique [3], the
“Wizard” is a performer who acts on behalf of the system, in
the absence of an actual implemented technology.

We are interested in how existing improv games can be
modified to explore people’s interactions with technology,
within the playful space of improv. We explore the work-
shop theme of no-technology to create a space conducive
to ideation, no matter how boring or crazy those ideas may
be. We also build on the workshop theme of failure, by en-
couraging and exploring potentially “failed” interactions. By

1https://methods.18f.gov/discover/bodystorming/

applying the Yes, and2 principle of improv, any idea is an
accepted idea, allowing designers to build off of each other.
Our activity allows designers of any skill level to play out
scenes associated with new technologies, and to play out
their expectations of how new technologies might behave
in practice. The openness of the game allows designers to
quickly see different scenarios acted out, and perhaps gen-
erate new ideas on how their design (i.e. self-driving cars)
may improve.

Proposed Activity: Self-Driving Car Hitch Hiker
For our proposed workshop activity, we are modifying an
existing improv game, Hitch Hiker3, to explore self-driving
car interactions. We have taken the improvised portion of
improvised embodied design for self-driving cars [3] and ap-
plied it to the game environment for designers. Self-Driving
Car Hitch Hiker requires the same amount of players and
setup, but instead of seat 1 being the “driver” role, it is the
“embodiment of self-driving car” role (see Figures 1). The
activity cycles through the same way, but when a player
occupies seat 1, they must embody the self-driving car in
some way. This player can also choose to ignore the rule
of everyone taking on the hitchhiker’s character trait and
simply react to the scene playing out in the car. Since the
“embodiment of the self-driving car” is not an actual human
character, the scene simply ends when the car “arrives” at
its destination and the player in seat 1 leaves the scene.

Pilot Testing the Activity
In testing our activity in our own lab, we found the designers
lost themselves in the rules and didn’t even realize the inter-
esting ideas they uncovered until discussing the scenes af-
terwards. For example, one scene involved a car full of “lost
children” (see Figures 2). To help the children, the player

2http://improvencyclopedia.org/glossary/YesAnd.html
3http://improvencyclopedia.org/games/HitchH iker.html



Figure 1: Self-Driving Car Hitch Hiker activity setup. Extra players wait to side of the stage until it is their turn to enter the scene. Any player in
seat 1 has the “embodiment of self-driving car” role. The seats all face the audience.



Figure 2: Designers pilot testing Self-Driving Car Hitch Hiker. The
“self-driving car” (front right) collects blood samples of the “lost
children” so it can locate their parents. The “lost child” in seat 2
(front left) is scared and pointing at a spot to be let out of the car.

acting as the self-driving car embodiment “poked” the chil-
dren for blood samples so the car could locate their parents.
In a simpler scene, the passengers had reached their des-
tination but could not use their arms to open the car doors.
When they asked the car to open the doors, the “car” de-
cided it did not have that capability and just repeatedly said,
“Doors unlocked”. Although we are interested with the de-
sign of the activity rather than the results for self-driving
cars, the range of ideas that were generated shows us how
a playful space can uncover different ideas.

Playing out our proposed activity at the workshop will pro-
vide insight on how designers of different specialties use
the modified game for design ideation. This work is a new
idea and will apply to the authors future work with improv
and HCI. Through our continued connection with the lo-
cal improv troupes we hope to learn of other games that

we can modify for design ideation. With this work, we are
looking at how the two different communities generate
ideas. We want to provide activities that disrupt the learned
thought process of designers to encourage new ideas.
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