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Abstract 
Historically, people have relegated playful verbal 
conversations between an individual and a non-human 
character to entertainment or children’s play.  In this 
paper, I present a process for designing a sidekick that 
extends the act of conversational free play into the 
adult world.  I guide adults through a process of 
making characters that support them in different 
environments and situations based on their personal 
needs and reflections.  I discuss the development and 
pilot testing of this participatory design experience and 
propose directions for future exploration based on 
preliminary results. 
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Introduction 
Generally, people relegate playful verbal conversations 
between an individual and a (supposedly) non-human 
character to children’s play or specific audience driven 
entertainment like comedy shows.  I propose a process 
and product that extends the act of conversational free 
play into adults’ daily lives through the development of 
future non-human characters I call sidekicks.  I leave 
the definition of the term “sidekick” fairly open and 
reference both known sidekicks like Batman’s Robin 
and Sherlock Holmes’ Dr. Watson, as well as playful 
puppet characters like Triumph the Insult Dog (The 
Daily Show) and Kermit the Frog (Sesame Street).  I 
ground the design in the following question.  If 
sidekicks existed in our future daily lives and weren’t 
human, but retained their most endearing qualities, 
what role could or would they play? 

Making a sidekick is a participatory design activity in 
which adults engage in the question above and design 
sidekicks to accompany them or others in various 
situations.  Through guiding questions, I ask 
participants to reflect on the role they would want a 
sidekick to play and identify their sidekicks’ key 
qualities.  They share these reflections with the group 
as they begin making the physical manifestation of 
their sidekicks.  After participants make their sidekicks, 
I interview them with the sidekicks.  I ask participants 
to further expound on the relationship between the 
person for whom they make the sidekick and sidekick 
itself.   

I couch this process of adults creating sidekicks in 
design fiction, exploring a possible future where 
conversations between people and fictional 
characters/sidekicks are not relegated to the world of 

childhood or fantasy.  I draw on children’s free play 
activities, puppet shows, and play therapy, to examine 
how adults might interact with sidekick characters, 
especially given new technologies that could support a 
virtual sidekick for humans or even robots. 

Summary of Prior Work 
Prior work runs the gamut from the historical 
characters of the joker and jester, to children’s free 
play and play therapy, to the traditional role of the 
sidekick.  These disparate pieces, when combined and 
dropped into the adult world, inform the development 
of the sidekick making process as well as potential uses 
for the sidekick itself. 
 
Throughout history, we’ve had the joker, the jester, 
and the puppet.  Usually, they are characters that 
manage to poke or push us.  Hiding behind silliness, 
naiveté, earnestness, or humor, they use their non-
threatening facade to get us to question our 
motivations, laugh at ourselves, question our 
assumptions, or have difficult conversations.  Their 
actions, and our reactions, make us seem more human 
and more approachable.  However, sometimes they are 
perceived as dangerous, understanding humanity too 
well and manipulating those around them for their own 
intents and purposes.  Today, these characters still 
exist, although we usually relegate them to the world of 
childhood or comedy. 
 
During free play, children assign roles to others (both 
human and non-human), suspend disbelief as they 
interact with imaginary friends, and enact social 
situations, experimenting and testing what works or 
doesn’t work [3].  Free play is usually defined as 
playtime that is relatively unstructured, has no 

 

 

Figures 1 and 2.  Participants 
begin the sidekick making 
process by responding to 
questions. 

 

Figure 3.  A participant builds 
her sidekick. 

 



 

predetermined goals or rules and is child-led, rather 
than adult-led.  Free play with peers is a critical 
component in children’s development.  It supports 
cognitive development, socio-emotional learning, and 
curiosity [1]. Children work through challenges in their 
play and studies show that free play opportunities help 
them handle stressful situations effectively [1].  Some 
new toy/child development technologies, like the robot 
Keepon (originally developed to support children with 
autism), support these free play opportunities, using a 
character to model basic interactions and inviting 
children to engage in free play with it [6].  Play therapy 
builds on free play and helps children navigate 
particularly challenging situations or experiences.  This 
supports them in enacting appropriate responses in the 
safe world of play.  Both free play and play therapy are 
research supported methods in which children work 
through stress, address challenges, and experiment 
with social situations to figure out what works [1] [8].  
Despite the importance of free play in childhood, 
relatively few opportunities exist that encourage people 
to incorporate free play into the adult world.  Situations 
where it does exist include participatory design 
activities, improvisational theater, comedy shows and 
fiction or fantasy writing.   
 
The term “sidekick” is usually referenced in fiction. 
From as far back as Achilles and Patroclus in the Iliad, 
the sidekick has been around for centuries [4].  While 
the specific role of the sidekick varies greatly, the 
sidekick consistently serves as a balance for their 
counterpart, frequently making his or her partner more 
accessible or relatable.  Sidekicks in literature are 
frequently human, but also show up as animals, aliens 
or robots. 
 

Motivation 
I propose that creating and interacting with sidekicks, 
affords adults an opportunity for free play.  It provides 
benefits that include entertainment but go beyond it.  
Within the silliness of the sidekick making process, lies 
opportunities for people to reflect, share, and 
experiment outside of the “real world” of adulthood.  
This opportunity could extend even further if adults 
brought these sidekicks into real situations.  Children 
play through challenges and difficulties; why do we 
assume this should end when we reach adulthood?   
 
The process of making a sidekick builds on free play 
and play therapy and brings these resources into the 
adult world.  Within this process a participant reflects, 
asking him or herself several questions including, 
“when do I want my sidekick?” and, “what does my 
sidekick offer?”  If one reframed these questions 
outside the realm of play, they could end up sounding 
intensely personal or confessional, “when do I feel 
uncomfortable or inadequate?” and, “what do I or 
others in my life lack?”  However, within the 
opportunity to play, participants not only reflect on 
these questions privately but also share them with the 
group, usually amid laughter and jokes.  They reflect in 
a way that that opens up future possibilities rather than 
a previous or current inadequacy. 
 
Participants make their sidekicks using craft supplies 
and household materials.  Their hands stay busy hot-
gluing googly eyes or deciding whether their sidekick 
has a mouth.  This act of creation encourages 
participants to accept the crossover of genre from 
childhood to adulthood.  A sidekick can be a supporter, 
a balancer, a comforter, an instigator... Participants 
aren’t creating from a space of what’s missing.  Instead 

Figure 4.  A participant plays 
with his completed sidekick. 

 

 

Figure 5.  Another participant 
shares about her sidekick’s key 
qualities. 

 



 

they are playing in the space of what’s possible.  
 
Sidekick-making Process Details 
The sidekick making process consists of several 
questions, a request for participants to share, an 
opportunity to make, and an invitation to play.  The 
sidekick toolkit itself is designed to be simple and fun.  
The toolkit contains supplies for at least 3 sidekicks and 
has question sheets with spaces for participants to 
either circle responses or write in their own. 
 
Participants are asked the following questions on their 
sidekick questionnaire:  
 
• Who is your sidekick for?  Self, friend/loved one, 

enemy, famous person 
• When do you want the sidekick?  Tough times, 

when interacting with certain people, when in 
awkward uncomfortable situations... 

• What does your sidekick offer?  Knowledge, 
support, provocation, outrageous honesty... 

• What are your sidekick’s key qualities? Silly, loyal, 
insightful, questioning... 

• What does your sidekick say? 
 
In the workshop, participants are asked to share their 
responses and are encouraged to verbally elaborate on 
their selections.  To facilitate the making process, a 
hot-glue gun and scissors, multiple socks, fabric scraps, 
twine, felt, pipe cleaners, and googly eyes are included, 
and one can easily add other supplies.  In the sidekick 
guide included in the toolkit, participants are provided 
with sidekick making tips like, “work in a group” and 
are given some background on the concept of a 
sidekick in a section called, “why a sidekick?” 
 

Preliminary Results 
I conducted two pilot test workshops (1.5 hours per 
workshop) to investigate adults’ reactions and 
responses as they work through the sidekick creation 
process and play with their sidekick.  Of my first four 
participants, three completed the entire process and 
one completed the questionnaire and then played with 
the sidekicks at the end.  In the second workshop, all 
four participants completed the entire process.  The 
chart below maps participants’ responses to the 
questions as they designed their sidekick. 

 
Who 
is it 
for? 

What kind 
of 
feedback? 

When would 
I want it? Description 

Me 

Support, 
confidence, 
say “lighten 
up” 

When I’m 
upset, worried 
or challenged 

It’s insightful 
& funny, likes 
watching out 
for what 
needs light 
shone on it 

Me Comfort   

Whenever I 
am stressed 
out, he’ll yell 
and vent for 
me. 

He’s honest 
and very 
mean, 
expresses his 
feelings 

Me & 
my 
loved 
one 

Listening 

When I want 
someone to 
listen so my 
wife doesn’t 
have to. 

Questioning 
& nonsensical 

Me 
Perspective, 
coaching, 
cheerleading 

When decision 
making, he 
tells me what 
matters and 
what doesn’t 

He’s logical, 
reasonable, 
an executive 

Me 

He’ll criticize 
others and 
their poor 
decisions 

When driving, 
watching 
sports, and 
drinking 

It’s snarky 
and cute. 

 

 

Figure 6.  Sidekick toolkit. 

 

 



 

socially 

Me 

Reminds me 
to stop & be 
present, 
supports, 
acts as a 
witness 

When feeling 
alone with 
problems, 
overwhelmed, 
awkward 

It’s insightful, 
supportive, 
funny, & 
nosy 

Me 
Reflector, 
gives 
feedback 

When writing 
 

It’s cute, 
insightful 
honest & 
speaks in 
funny 
metaphors 

Me Humor and 
fun 

When I’m 
interacting 
with other 
people 

It’s 
philosophical 
& caring 
depending on 
the situation 
 

 
Table 1. Chart of participant responses to sidekick 
questionnaire. 

As seen on the chart, almost everyone chose to make 
the sidekick for themselves, although one person in the 
spousal partnership made his sidekick for his spouse as 
well.  He expressed that then the sidekick could “listen 
to his philosophical meanderings” so that she (the 
spouse) wouldn’t have to.  Participants generally 
expressed a desire for their sidekick to be supportive, 
and contribute insight, humor, and honesty to various 
situations.  During interviews, when participants shared 
their responses to the questionnaire, the sidekick 
afforded direct conversation about people’s 
“humanness”.  Participants shared personal challenges 
and opportunities.  One participant wanted to use it as 
a mirror, so that she could gain perspective at the end 
of the day and revisit situations to plan how to change 
things in the future.  Another participant volunteered 
that even though she made a physical form for her 

sidekick, in the future, it would be invisible or 
unnoticeable to others so she could bring it with her.  
Overall, the two most noticeable traits of these pilot 
sidekick making workshops were participants’ reflective 
sharing of their personal challenges and the amount of 
laughter that occurred within the groups. 
 
Future Work 
In the future, I plan to continue to explore the role of 
the sidekick in the context of supporting key attributes 
of free play in the adult world.  As free play and play 
therapy are both research-supported methods in which 
children work through stress, address challenges, and 
experiment with social situations to figure out what 
works, free play situations for adults may afford similar 
benefits.  While sidekick characters are largely 
relegated to childhood at the moment, if, in the future, 
sidekicks could be non-human (like robots), could they 
enter the adult world and actually support our 
“humanness” and relationships with others?  
Alternatively, could a robot have a sidekick accompany 
it to make him or her seem more approachable, 
relatable, imperfect, and thus, human? 
 
I also plan to examine how the affordances of the 
sidekick creation process with diverse individuals could 
bridge communications and interactions between 
groups.  For example, perceived tough conversations 
between parents and their children could be mitigated 
by sidekicks who encourage honest sharing, and “break 
the ice” in challenging situations.  I plan to set up 
future workshops, bringing together groups with 
varying ages or experiences to make sidekicks that 
tackle different scenarios.  
 
Other questions I hope to explore revolve around 



 

sidekicks becoming part of our future everyday 
experience.  Would people want their own sidekick or 
would they become a part of a sharing society where 
people check out sidekicks like books from the library?  
Would sidekicks become situation specific (developed to 
help guide people through the grieving process or 
navigate work parties), personality specific (a sidekick 
for the over-thinking introvert or garrulous salesman 
who forgets to listen) or somewhere in between?  
Would a sidekick have a physical form?  What if they 
went rogue or people decided they preferred interacting 
with their sidekicks more than real people? These 
questions poke at our future identity of self and could 
affect people’s feelings of relatedness both in their 
physical and virtual worlds. 
 
Conclusions 
The process of making and using a sidekick provides 
opportunities for adults to engage in free play and work 
through stress, address challenges, reflect, and 
experiment with social situations while having fun.  It 
affords these opportunities in a way that keeps people 
playing in the space of what’s possible rather than 
attempting to fill in what sometimes seems to be 
missing. 
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