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INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVE

The latest design prototyping tools accommodate the 

creation and testing of digital and physical prototypes, but 

there is an absence of methods for prototyping scenarios, 

systems and services. The Alternative Unknowns Method, 

named for the various ways an uncertain scenario could 

unfold, is a new method for examining, conceptualizing, 

and prototyping designs for system-oriented 

socio-technological challenges. 

Live-action simulators have been used in the past 

emergency management groups, the military and the police 

for training and evaluation within system-oriented 

contexts.  Live-action simulators can be augmented to 

serve as design prototyping tools, allowing designers to 

investigate, experiment, propose, and test within these 

system-level challenges.  This simulator-inspired method 

should account for multiple, non-linear interactions and 

situations with the capacity to unfold over time.

This workbook will help you develop a scenario blueprint 

for your live-action simulator. Think of a system-oriented 

challenge or issue in your industry.  If you were to build a 

live-action simulator for your industry, what issue would 

you confront?

The act of design 

prototyping has 

stagnated, with 

focus generally 

resting on the 

discrete artifacts 

that designers 

create.
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Director Context OrganizationWriterActors Designer

Scenario

Pre-enactments

Context scenario at 
periphery of vision

Analysis

Speculative 
Artifact

Live-Action 
Simulator

Directors and designers use the 
selected prototype scenario to 
inspire and inform the design of the 
simulator and artifacts to be 
explored within the simulator.  

All parties meet to decide on a 
scenario to prototype

Multiple pre-enactments take 
place, combining the simulator and 
artifacts. 

All parties meet to analyze 
pre-enactments and make 

recommendations

A.

C.

D.

B.
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1. IDENTIFY A PERIPHERAL CHALLENGE

_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________
_______________________

Central challenges are those we face every day. Peripheral challenges are those we have not 

considered as deeply since they are less likely or are indirectly related to the industry.  These 

peripheral challenges, like a blip in the outer rings of a radar screen, may still be relevant and 

may have to be faced at some point.

What issues are at the periphery 
of your industry, and have not 
been thoroughly considered?  

_______________________

What issues are secondary 
to your industry which have 
been designed for?

What issues are central 
to your industry?

THE EXTRAPOLATION FACTORY



2. FRAME THE CRITICAL FACTORS

What are the critical factors that shape your scenario? 
(physical infrastructure, openings, boundaries, barriers etc.) 

 

Where does this scenerio take place?

___________________________________________

___________________________________________
___________________________________________

___________________________________________
___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Sketch what this environment might look like:

The simulation environment is a 
designed arena with figurative 
elements inspired by the range of 
features found in the prescribed 
context. What are the elements 
necessary to usefully enable 
enactments without limiting 
possible alternative scenarios? 

The Alternative Unknowns method requires a series of constants: a group of simulation enactors, a 

defined simulation environment based on the selected context, a simulation script for initiating the 

simulation, a set of curated props, and a group of design artifacts or experiences which may alter 

the outcome of the simulation, depending on how they’re incorporated into the simulation once it 

begins. Together, this set of components becomes a simulator for enacting unknown alternatives.
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3. IDENTIFY KEY ELEMENTS

STAKEHOLDERS

Who are the main players in this scenerio?

___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________

Consider thier attributes, their demographics, their 
motivations.

PROPS

What objects would already be found in this scenario?

___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________

Bend and tear the white perforated sheets to create your props.

___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________
___________________________________________

Note your stakeholders on orange circles and place in stands 

SCRIPT

Set the scene for your scenario to take place 

Threats

Opportunities

___________________________________________

___________________________________________

Concurrent events or activities

___________________________________________

Time, timespan, or moment

___________________________________________

 

Consider: 
Age
Background
Motivation
Job
Education

script introduces the 
simulation elements that cannot be 
The

easily inferred from the physical 
environment or the props. These 
include time, mood, concurrent 
fictional events or activities, 
threats and opportunities. The 
script can also introduce personas 
for the enactors including their 
backgrounds, motives, challenges 
or secret knowledge. What 
elements are necessary to frame 
the scenario that cannot be 
communicated by the physical 
components?

The stakeholders will be represented in the 
simulation by a group of enactors who can 
competently enter the simulation space and 
initiate a series of interactions and 
relationships which may reflect realistic 
happenings in the reference context. What 
roles are required to be enacted in order to 
fully explore the simulation?    

The props allow for actions 
that map to the present day 
scenario.  They may be very 
simple, though elaborate 
prop curation may offer 
more choice in the 
enactment.  What are 
necessary props for 
enactors to embody their 
characters with realism? 
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4. BLUEPRINT YOUR SCENARIO
Blueprint Key:

 Environment 

 Characters

 Props 

With your listed critical factors and key elements, consider what a 

live action simulator for this scenario could look like.  Use the 

punch-out shapes to build the blueprint, highlighting key elements 

of the scenario. 

Please refer to the Blueprint Key when attributing roles to your 

forms.  Draw on the scenario space and forms to modify them to 

your needs. 

FORM SUGGESTIONS
Punch-out and fold your own custom shapes from the perforated 

pages to give form to your live action simulator.  As you build the 

blueprint, highlighting key elements of the scenario, imagine how 

people will move about the space.  Where do people enter and 

exit?  Where will your various props be found, and what 

environment or infrastructure will impact the interactions. 
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EXTRAPOLATION FACTORY

The Alternative Unknowns Method, named for the various ways 
an uncertain scenario could unfold, (and carrying the same 
name as our initial experiment, 2015) is a new method for 
examining, conceptualizing, and prototyping designs for 
system-oriented socio-technological challenges. The Alternative 
Unknowns Method is an academic and development framework 
that invites groups and organizations to prototype, test and 
evaluate system-oriented designs. 

The Alternative Unknowns method requires a series of constants: 
a group of simulation enactors, a defined simulation 
environment based on the selected context, a simulation script 
for initiating the simulation, a set of curated props, and a group 
of design artifacts or experiences which may alter the outcome 
of the simulation, depending on how they’re incorporated into 
the simulation once it begins. Together, this set of components 
outline our vision for the method.

Enactors
The simulation enactors are a group of people who can 
competently enter a simulation space and initiate a series of 
interactions and relationships which may reflect realistic 
happenings in the reference context. Though the behavior 
involved verges on improv acting, these people may be a 
combination of trained improv actors and non-actors, as well as 
members of the public or other select groups who could provide 
insight into the reactions that could come about in the 
prescribed simulation context. Enactors are not meant to be 
tricked into thinking the simulation is real, but rather escorted 
into an imagined mental space of fiction which parallels 
possible alternative realities.

Environment
The simulation environment is a designed arena with figurative 
elements inspired by the range of features found in the 
prescripted context. The environment is not meant to directly 
mirror the context, but rather to offer the minimum elements 
necessary to usefully enable the enactment of possible 
scenarios in this context, without severely limiting the possible 
alternative scenarios.

Script
The simulation script introduces the simulation elements that 
cannot be easily inferred from the physical environment or the 
props. The script may include details such as the time, mood, 
concurrent fictional events or activities, threats, and 
opportunities. The script may also introduce personas for the 
enactors, including their backgrounds, motives, challenges or 
secret knowledge.

Props
The props allow for actions that map to the present day 
scenario, as well as to encourage the enactors to embody their 
persona characters with realism. Props may be very simple, 

though elaborate prop curation may offer more choice in the 
enactment.

Design Artifacts
The design artifacts and experiences are the key variable in the 
Alternative Unknowns method, and will alter the outcome of the 
simulation, depending on how they’re incorporated into the 
simulation by the enactors. Enactors may use the design 
artifacts strictly as intended, or in alternative manner if it suits 
the scenario.

Procedure
The Alternative Unknowns Method starts with a meeting between 
context experts, context stakeholders, designers, enactors, and 
script-writers to align the focus of the simulator and the 
learning objectives. In this meeting, guidelines for the 
environment and the premise of the script can be collaboratively 
determined. Once this is done, the crafting of Alternative 
Unknowns simulator, script and design artifacts begins. The 
designers may choose to do this design work internally, or to 
invite collaboration from the context experts, stakeholders or 
other designers. After this stage, the artifacts and environment 
should be introduced to the enactors to the degree that the 
personas in the script would be familiar with these elements. 
Then, the simulations, or pre-enactments may begin. A minimum 
of four pre-enactments is recommended in order to see the 
various alternative unknown outcomes with the design artifacts 
included. More may be necessary in order to fully investigate the 
designed artifacts present in the Alternative Unknowns 
environment. It is suggested that one enactor be selected as a 
leader for each simulation, to guide the group of enactors and 
help keep momentum going and maintain focus on the critical 
questions. Enactors should be briefed at the onset regarding 
safe and courteous enactment etiquette. Following the 
enactments, the participants may analyze the ongoings in order 
to identify insights that may have been uncovered throughout 
the pre-enactments.

As a biased form of prototyping, all choices made in the design 
and curation of the simulator will impact the interactions that 
take place in the scenario. The outcomes should not be seen as 
proofs, absolutes or decisive scales, but rather opportunities for 
design exploration, ideation and testing for further iteration.

BACKGROUND

The Extrapolation Factory is 
pioneering research into the 
democratization of futuring 
processes using speculative 
design in new contexts. We 
propose the notion that long 
term, large scale futures 
visioning should not only be 
the work of professional 
futurists, but of us all. WWW.EXTRAPOLATIONFACTORY.COM


