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Introduction: Playing at Work

Most of  larp can only take place thanks to an enormous investment of  volunteer and fan labor. 

barely break even, and only a handful of  individuals worldwide are able to claim that they make a 
living from larp design. Yet labor is what gives these experiences any value. A larper’s labor power – 

others1 – remains fundamentally under-theorized.
In order to analyze cultural phenomena such as larp, a number of  assumptions about the nature 

and meaning of  the phenomena are essential. One of  the core conceptualizations in studying larp, or 
other games, relates to the nature of  the endeavour as play. Play is often seen as distinct from non-

stacles.” On the structural level of  Suits’ theory, the lines between play and work blur into a conti-

larp. See also Kirk and Wall (2011) where the authors highlight the gradual change into more positive conceptu-
alizations of  work, from a grind into an issue of  dignity. 
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nuum of  voluntariness. Both play and work are required for enabling larp.2   
In this article, we argue that while game studies frequently conceives of  larp as a site of  play and 

playfulness, much can be gained by framing larp as a site of  labor and work. Just as fandom and social 
-

tivities – playing roles as supporting characters, pretending to dig ditches, putting up with off-putting 
players – involve labor during the game’s runtime. Recognizing these activities as labor allows us to 
analyze them from new perspectives, such as with a view to political economy or the sociology of  
work, and reach a more robust understanding of  larp as a cultural and social activity.  

A thorough analysis of  larp as a site for work would be a rather ambitious project. In this article, 
we have a more modest goal. We would like to present examples of  labor at larp;; formulate a tax-
onomy for understanding those forms of  labor;; and analyze labor especially in terms of  character 
identity and emotional labor. Finally we suggest areas relating to larp as a site for labor that we see 
as meriting further research. We focus on labor carried out by the participants during a larp event, 
while acknowledging that larp as a cultural practice has connections with many other sites for labor 
and consumption.  

Drawing on examples from Just a Little Lovin’ (2011–), Revived (2014),  (2014–), 
and other larps, we look at how we create a sense of  character self, and how we might see ourselves 
as laborers as well as players at a larp. 

Labor at Larp

Larp as a site for labor

Larps usually require a sizable commitment of  time and resources. Depending on context and community, 
this commitment might be evenly distributed across a large group of  participants, shouldered by only a 
small cadre of  organizers, or some mixture of  the two. Efforts for the larp might be perceived through 
the lens of  art, or perhaps community, or even customer relations. Regardless of  the framework by 
which we appraise those efforts, however, the work of  a larp does not end when the event starts. We 
would say that for the purpose of  understanding larp, the work undertaken during the larp is especially 
interesting, as it illuminates a little-discussed side of  the role-playing activity. 

Examples of  labor during a larp are many and varied. Labor during a larp can involve taking care of  

perhaps a player breaks down, and another player has to comfort him;; or a player has an injury, and 
someone must provide medical care. However, the work is not always so tangible. Labor at larp might 
include therapy counseling at zombie larp (Revived, where this counseling is a large part of  the game);; 
players researching material in the game;; or an engineer of  a starship “working” on the engine for 10-15 
minutes. 

Below, we bring up some anecdotes from our own larping experience, and the labor involved. In 

2 One current understanding of  play relies on the notion of  the “playful mindset”, elaborated by e.g. Sicart 
(2014) and Stenros (2015). Although this line of  thinking with regard to games and playfulness in general is 
persuasive, in this chapter we have chosen to focus on activities instead of  mindsets.

The anecdote also brings up a sense of  responsibility for the whole game, and for providing a neces-
sary resource. This responsibility is not wholly unlike that of  directors or organizers. Larp communities 
sometimes refer to “run-time game-mastering”, the active shepherding of  game narrative and plot. This 
work can be taken on by player-participants as well as organizers, as in the following example.

In the previous  experience, labor came to be a source of  satisfaction but also an 
obstacle to the experience that was planned. However, labor at larp can also provide a way to enjoy 
the larp in a different way, or access a character more fully: 

became more and more frustrated by the denial of  this important aspect of  her identity. When the Last 

A three-fold taxonomy 

Human work becomes labor when it has a use-value to others, with this use-value determined by 
the needs of  other humans and their systems. This use-value is of  course contextual, depending on 
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the current needs of  the individuals involved. To study human motivation, Abraham Maslow (1954) 
famously suggested envisioning these needs as a hierarchy, since one’s need to do one’s homework 
might be superseded by one’s need to sleep or stay hydrated.  

Although Maslow’s hierarchy has been soundly criticized for its lack of  empirical evidence and 
broad assumptions about all of  humanity (Graham and Messner 1998), his framework is nevertheless 
helpful in two ways. One is that it simply reminds us that our larp experiences are actually struc-
tured not only by a game’s design, but the material conditions of  the playsite itself  (Torner 2013). 
The framework also helps outline the needs that larp designers and organizers potentially have to 

that they are in the diegesis? At what point will players help each other get the most satisfying play 
experience? Maslow’s hierarchy of  needs permits designers to set priorities.

However, the contradictory nature of  role-playing as a constantly-negotiated social activity (Mon-
tola 2008) in which character actions can bleed over into player emotion and decision-making  (Mon-
tola 2010, Bowman 2013) means that it is not always clear what needs take precedence when. Larpers 
in Dystopia Rising (2008–) willfully deny themselves sleep in order to enhance the experience of  being 

-
tional needs over real-world needs. Nevertheless, all labor is not created equal in terms of  real-world 
use-value and exchange value. Thus we have created our own hierarchy of  labor in larp:

 First-order labor in larp addresses the most basic of  needs in Maslow’s hierarchy, namely anything 
that helps keep the larpers alive beyond processes of  valuation and exchange: cooking, cleaning 
the bathrooms, and safety. First-order labor may be done in character. One of  the best examples is 
Pepper’s Diner in Just a Little Lovin’: Pepper and his crew are in character, but the players also have to 
work 16-hour days to make sure that the entire group is fed. Organizer characters may be in a tunic 
and carry a foam sword, but they also have their cell phones handy in case of  medical emergencies 

-
nitely be remunerable in other settings, and may or may not be completed in character. 

Second-order labor in larp involves doing a real job that would be ordinarily compensated with 
money, but which is otherwise not required to survive. Instructors in the  prepar-
ing and teaching lessons would be an example of  second-order labor. DJ work at Just a Little Lovin’ 
would be another. Major leadership roles such as serving as a commander on the  
(2013) or as a head of  a household in  (2015) would be others. Second-order labor 
serves the game experience at the cognitive and aesthetic levels, but would otherwise be remunerated 
outside of  the larp context. These may or may not be completed in character as well.

Third-order labor is for purely diegetic purposes and diegetic rewards: pretending to dig a ditch, 
dishing fake food onto a plate, etc. Some servant positions at  qualify as this. In the 
Intercon game  (2011), one of  the jobs was to pilot the ship, meaning 
one player could choose to sit in a chair and stare at the wall. These third-order tasks are usually only 

other players’ play appear more “real.” In some situations, it is not always clear whether completing 
these tasks adds actual value to the larp: rather than enhancing the player experience they may be 
viewed as busywork or as mindless tasks.3 

The above hierarchy sees larp as a medium that, rather than merely enabling play, exposes the 

3 Despite its sometimes unclear use-value as labor, third-order labor can still be analyzed in our schema, as 
choosing to do it constitutes performative support of  the larp itself  and its proposed diegesis. Fake guards 
standing around with foam swords are not simply “playing guard,” but also performing on behalf  of  the 

becomes distinct from the use-value of  the labor that it represents. 

messy nature of  work itself. Doing work for the larp, after all, frames the overall experience. Players 
and organizers perform work for a variety of  reasons beyond seeking excitement or “fun” (see e.g. 
Montola, Stenros, and Waern 2009a, 107). Whether or not larp work appears to be vital to the suc-
cess of  a larp cannot always be determined from the design of  the larp. The hierarchy above goes 
so far as to disavow the already-spurious distinction between a “player character” and a “non-player 
character” (Stenros 2013), letting us instead break down the activities of  each individual participant 
and how they meet the needs of  the larp. 

Interactions between Labor and Other Modes of  Larp Engagement

Labor enabling the larp experience

One of  the most immediately fruitful aspects of  a hierarchy of  work is that making distinctions 
between different kinds of  labor lets us see that labor more clearly. Of  course, a perspective 
emphasizing labor in larp does not supersede other approaches, but rather complements them. For 
instance, this perspective allows us to inquire into how second-order labor is used in enabling larp;; or 

labor is divided between different participants and how the commercialization of  larp might affect 
that division. This article merely marks the beginning of  those inquiries. In this respect, we would 

enabling larp, and second, a tension that can result from engaging in work in a larp.  
There are indications that second- and third-order labor can both enable more rewarding larp 

experiences. But, labor that is at odds with the experience that a player desires from the larp may 
make the event less rewarding. From anecdotal evidence, it seems that second-order labor can be an 
important resource in creating and sustaining a character identity. For the DJ in Just a Little Lovin’ as 
well as the lecturer in , the occupation is a fundamental part of  the character’s so-
cial setting. Interacting with others as the character may or may not require performing second-order 
labor. In many larps the professional activities of  the characters take place off-camera as it were: the 

hunters of  a fantasy larp will usually not hunt game. (Indeed, it might be considered one of  the key 
design features of   that nearly all player characters are engaged in second-order 
labor such as studying or teaching, during the game.4) 

a key part of  characters. Photographers, for instance, often take pictures in character, and are some-
times deliberately given “non-player character” roles. Engaging in these kinds of  second-order labor 
might require the players to “steer” their character (Montola, Saitta, and Stenros 2015) in that direc-
tion. A photographer character may have to abruptly leave a scene to take pictures at a scheduled 

their characters need to perform, and expend effort in making it happen. 
However, players can also engage with second-order labor as a way of  sustaining their experience 

distinguish between second-order labor and other effort expended in character. We hold, however, 

4 Effectively all the participants had access to two of  the elements that Waern, Montola and Stenros highlight 
with regard to immersive play: authentic activity in combination with immersive play (Waern, Montola, and 

setting. The social context also acknowledged and recognized the activities performed by the character, reinforc-
ing the individual experience of  meaning in a somewhat similar fashion as Kirk and Wall discuss with regard to 
constructions of  identity in general (Wall 2011).  
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that the distinction can be a useful one. Second-order labor often requires the player to draw on 
additional skills beyond role-playing, such as putting together a lesson plan, assembling a playlist, or 
staging a burlesque performance. If  we return for a bit to the concept of  a playful mindset, we can 
say that a player engaging in second-order labor may have a playful mindset, but that the character 
usually does not. The distinction becomes blurred when we note that a character’s labor can also be 
invisible, for example because of  its nature as emotional or caring work.

to larp or role-playing. Instead, as Kirk and Wall (2011) emphasize, work can be an important source 
of  identity and meaning. Thus it should be no surprise that in-character work or a character’s occu-
pation can be an important resource for character identity and for situating the character in a social 

creating meaning for the larp participant. 

Labor as a source of  tension 

To some extent, labor is necessary for the larp experience, but the larp activities are not coded as 
work outside the game even when they involve a noticeable amount of  effort. The labor that they 
require is, if  not exactly glossed over, at least re-interpreted in terms of  fun. However, as labor in 

content, the amount of  labor undertaken by different players can become a source of  tension or 
discomfort in social contexts.

The experience of  labor at larp may become a source of  ambivalence on a personal level for a 
player. It seems safe to assume that as different players are looking for different experiences at larps, 
some players are more motivated to do labor at larp than others, and some players experience labor 
as more, well, laborious than others. Insofar as labor at larp provides richness to the experience of  
a character, or a way of  creating and sustaining character identity, this labor may be experienced as 
necessary or meaningful, but other forms of  labor might detract from the desired larp experience.  

This dimension of  meaningfulness is perhaps the most essential factor in engaging in in-character 
labor. On a personal level, it helps make a player’s contribution in performing as a DJ or as a teacher 

creating personal as well as communal meaning in the larp context. On a more  theoretical level, 
focusing on meaning-creation in labor helps us conceive of  larp as a meaningful cultural medium – a 
paradigm that creates a bridge towards other, non-fun modes of  play. Here it is worth noting that 
understanding larps in terms of  effort expended to create shared meanings is not only limited to “art-
house” larps, but that the paradigm also covers “entertainment” larps such as the afore-mentioned 
College of  Wizardry series or the Dystopia Rising franchise. 

Case Study: Emotion Work

Focusing on meaning may help re-conceptualize work as enabling rather than diminishing 
playfulness, but a certain tension remains. This tension might be especially visible in terms of  
emotional labor (Hochschild 1983). Hochschild’s conceptualization of  certain forms of  service-
sector work as emotional labor is over 30 years old, but emotional labor often remains less visible in 

to participants, the issue of  emotional labor is especially topical for larp. Emotional labor also ties 
into identity, highlighting the connection between the character experience and a player’s out-of-
character self.

along with the emotions of  others. As Hochschild argues, socially determined “feeling rules” de-
termine not only the emotions that one should feel in a given situation, but also how those feelings 
should be expressed. For instance, feeling sad and crying at a funeral are common “feeling rules.” 
A failure to obey feeling rules can result in social censure or even being ejected from a given social 

their emotional expressions through “surface acting” or their emotional states through “deep acting.”
The concept of  feeling rules translates easily into larp as an activity. Role-playing is largely made 

possible by participants choosing to manage their emotional states, and the “feeling rules” of  a larp 
enable players to share their emotions as fuel for playful activities. There are then two aspects of  
emotional work that map easily onto player activity during a larp event: the management of  one’s 
own emotions and the management and care for others’ emotions.

The management of  one’s own emotions  is not often recognized as work5, but it is pervasive and 
necessary for smooth social interaction. For instance, if  a male player makes a sexist remark to a fe-
male player during a boffer battle, she may engage in surface acting to mask signs of  distress, anger, or 
sadness. She might brush off  his remark with a clever rebuttal or pretend she didn’t hear the comment 
at all. Yet, if  she is still feeling negative emotions that she doesn’t want to or feel able to express during 
the game, she may engage in “deep acting” in an attempt to change her emotions about the encounter 
on a player level. She might tell herself  that the other player was just tired or hungry, she may think 
of  other more positive interactions she has had with the player, she may throw herself  harder into the 
battle, or focus on the feelings of  her character in order to change her emotions as a player. 

While it might be easy to see all larp as a form of  emotion work, there is an added layer to the 
emotional labor in question. This extra layer is characterized by the fact that it takes place on the 
level of  the player’s emotions, and that it adds to the work involved in evoking or experiencing the 
emotions that a character should, or is expected to be, feeling. Of  course, both layers of  emotional 
work may expand outside the timeframe of  the larp itself. Emotional work in its different dimensions 
is necessary for the larp to be connected both temporally and socially with its context. 

Current scholarship also highlights the fact that emotional labor is disproportionately done by 
women. Whether this remains true in the case of  larp requires further research. Yet it raises the 
question of  whether certain types of  players or organizers do different amounts of  emotional labor, 
as Lassila (2009) suggests. While this labor might on the surface seem “voluntary”, it does not alter 
the fact that some individuals may experience playing and organizing larps as more draining, leading 
to potential burnout or frustration with the hobby (e.g., Stark 2014).

This also raises questions about who has the resources to do the labor required of  larp. While this 
work may be “fun”, it still requires time, energy, and effort. In play cultures where it is expected that 
players will communicate with each other prior to the game, read play documents and memorize 
important  details of  character and setting, or even do additional research to more fully embody their 
character, these aspects of  larp may be overlooked as labor. Yet these activities undoubtedly take time 
and effort, as well as adding substantial value to the play experience.6 The ability to do the required 
labor may tax an individual’s reserves of  time, energy, or emotion. This is particularly dangerous if  
the expectations are not clearly communicated by organizers, if  a player is new to the hobby, or if  the 
player comes from an alternate play culture with different expectations. 

5 Indeed, the management of  emotion is a factor in many occupations, but it is rarely renumerated as work. 

considered as adding value, it is crucial to the performance of  many jobs (Hochschild 1983).
6 For some very rough estimates on the effort included, see Montola’s survey on  (forth-
coming).
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Incompetence and emotion work

second-order labor is often done by professionals, it may also be trusted to volunteers who are 
performing their tasks in a new context. The pressures to create a successful play experience may 
lead to this type of  work becoming onerous. Even third-order labor may produce a similar pressure. 
Doing jobs in-game, even when other players are not truly relying on them for food, safety, or 
aesthetic experience, can produce negative emotions such as stress, frustration, or sadness. 

Players doing jobs that they are unfamiliar with, but that their characters are supposedly experts 

especially may provoke negative reactions towards the player. Even when these reactions take place 
“in character” they may still be experienced negatively by the player taking on the incompetent role. 
For instance in Jason Morningstar’s game The Dream (2015) players attempt to make their own silent 

The Dream. The Director, 

the other characters. Yet, The Dream -
petence of  the director enhanced the play experience with regard to some of  the characters, some of  

in the game Revived the two game masters take the roles of  the slightly incompetent facilitators of  a 
support group for recovering zombies. While this incompetence is sometimes used to provide play 
and steering, it can also raise feelings of  guilt or other negative emotions when characters express 

and social connections may also require additional emotional work.

Conclusion 

Larps are created through work, and this work should be acknowledged. This article suggests that 
a framework for examining larp as labor and work is as useful as frameworks that understand the 

insofar as artistic work is often conceptualized as relating to the highest levels of  Maslow’s hierarchy 

many players and organizers to make a larp function. 

re-prioritize their needs according those of  the character and game (Stenros 2015), but one still steers 
play to make sure basic needs of  others are being met (Montola, Saitta, and Stenros 2015). If  a player 

the players then meet privately afterward to debrief, they are performing emotion work. Whether or 
not this work is pleasant, or considered part of  the game, does not obviate its need to be done and 
recognized.

should be fed and have access to proper facilities, and they should feel safe and have the opportunity 
to take care of  their own needs. But second-order labor is often what secures players’ mid-level needs 
of  belonging, competence, understanding, and aesthetic experience. Larpers playing vampire princes 
and magic-school professors may have to hold extensive meetings outside of  game or prepare les-
sons and materials, which in turn help coordinate plotlines in game. Players who put in 70 hours into 
a costume may be adding to the larp’s aesthetic experience in ways that players who spent less than 
three hours on theirs are not. Third-order labor is effectively labor-as-play, but we should be mindful 

likely to feel the need to be openly recognized in some fashion for their vital roles.
Designers of  larps should attend to – and prepare one’s players for – what types of  work will 

be necessary to make the larp run as planned. What skills are required of  certain character roles? 
Are certain players more valued because of  their talents and abilities? Who might be asked to clock 
unusually large hours of  emotion work? Will professionals be performing in the game, or will vol-
unteers need additional training to complete their tasks? Such questions have no right answer, but 
should be addressed by the larp design and organization, perhaps as another set of  faders on the 
Mixing Desk of  Larp (Andresen and Nielsen 2013). Many organizers already think in terms of  the 
efforts required to deliver an entertaining experience. As we formalize the larp medium, perhaps 
“entertainment delivery” does not quite adequately appraise what organizers and players actually do 
in a game. Perhaps we also need to call our play – as much as we wish to transcend the term and its 
requirements – “work.”
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