Just Rol[l/e] with it: The Sense-Making Practices of a Tabletop Roleplaying Game Community.
The paper details research conducted on a pair of groups who engage in Tabletop Role Playing
Games (TRPGs), in the interests of observing information behaviour around the practice of
collecting, collating, and interpreting official sources of information (rule books).
This paper aims to provide links between the academic disciplines of Library Information Science
(LIS) and Role Playing literature; and demonstrate the value of applying techniques developed to
explore how people get information to players of tabletop roleplaying games (TRPGs). The key
learnings for practice (of Library Information Science) is in being able to observe a leisure-based
Community of Practice (CoP; Brown & Duguid 1991). The study draws together concepts from CoP,
Sense-Making (Dervin 1992) and information practices (Savolainen 2007) research. As the
theoretical lens of Sense-Making is observed in a wider variety of activities (Olsson 2010; Prigoda &
McKenzie 2007), this study adds to the literature on the use of Sense-Making as a practice situated
within social activity in Everyday Life Information Seeking (ELIS; Savolainen 1995), specifically in the
context of leisure activities.
TRPGs are a type of role-playing game that involves the co-creation of a shared fictional reality
between the players, the official rules, and the GM (Game Master, a lead storyteller figure).
Commonly, TRPGs will have tensions between their game rules (or mechanics) and their description
of the setting the game takes place in (referred to as ‘the fluff’, due to its typically prosaic nature).
TRPG groups engage with frequent discussions of how to interpret the rules as applies to the
situation the group is creating. The study found that the predominant method of solving tension
took the form of sense-making; creating a bridge between a state of uncertainty to a specific
destination (Dervin 1992; in this case, agreeing upon a shared meaning so that the game could
continue)in the social context of a negotiation between the TRPG group, the official information
sources as the game’s ostensive leader, the Game Master (GM).
The study was carried out on a large group of established TRPG role payers (10 people, where the
average is 4-5), and a smaller group of role players (2 additional people) with less experience, to
observe the information behaviour involved. It was conducted through a series of interviews; each
separate group within two weeks and a span of approximately six months between the two groups.
The object of the interviews was to collect information on how rules were interpreted, although the
Practices of the Community were invariably an additional focus.
Whilst studies in the Role Playing literature generally adopt a dyadic discourse (see for example
Brackin 2012, pp. 241-3; Evans 2012, pp. 182-3; Kim 2003; or Rose 2012, pp. 270-4), framing gamers
in a binary opposition between ‘role’ and ‘roll’ players, this study found a more complex picture in
participants’ sense-making abilities, where all participants described using engaging with both
discursive frameworks in order to produce a satisfactory result.
Sense-Making in leisure ELIS is prevalent in the Practices of TRPG groups; observable, transferrable,
communal, and discursive.
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