
Bleed-in

versus

Differentiation

Fader #10:



The fader

The distance between player and character:

Bleed-in: Close to home and thin characters.

vs.

Differentiation: Fantastic settings and full 
characters.



Differentiation

A clear distinction between player and charac-
ter. 

When you play someone clearly not yourself 
and feel it.



The big lie

I’m talking about the player and character as 
two separate individuals, really they aren’t: 

When we larp, we are always ourselves, even 
if we pretend otherwise.



Bleed

When emotions and emotional experiences 
transfer between player and character. Both 
positive and negative.

When you are actually feeling the same as 
your character, perhaps even when outside 
the game.



Bleed-out

When the player is affected by the character 
they have been playing. Often seen as chang-
es in behaviour after an impactful larp:

When you are emotionally unbalanced after a game.

Nostalgia for a world that never was.

When the players are all shiny and happy together. Post 
larp glow.



Bleed-in

When the character’s feeling and actions are 
shaped by the players themselves rather than 
the fictional background:

Playing yourself, except as an artist.

Putting a personal issue as subject matter.

Having to make an ugly choice.



Bleed is inevitable

There will always be transfer of emotion both 
ways in any larp.

It’s a very individual thing, some players are 
more prone to experience it than others. 

Some really love it, others not so much.



Varied levels

You can set the fader in different positions for 
different parts of the game:

* Character background
* Character outlook
* Situation
* The setting



The positions
Looking at the game, is it something close to, 
or far from, the players’ everyday life? 

Most games take place in fantastic settings, 
creating a strong potential for new experienc-
es.

“Close to home” is a style of play based 
around everyday stories, it facilitates bleed 
more easily.



Fading during play

It’s possible to change the fader during play. 

It is far easier to build on more character and 
more distance. 

But it can have more impact to move a fiction-
al setting close to home to make a point.



The choice

Setting the fader is about two things: 

The effort made by the players in assuming 
their role.

And what the players gain from the game.



Assuming the character

It’s faster and easier to play yourself, we all 
do it all the time.

Playing a different character is more 
challenging and feels safer.



Time is a factor

The longer a game runs, the more the charac-
ter aligns with the player.

A highly differentiated character can be hard 
to maintain for a long time.

But also: It’s hard to get into a very complex 
character on short notice.



The Hollow Man

When we don’t have sufficient character, we 
tend to default to our own experiences.

If you don’t give your players input and time 
to create a character, they will play 
themselves.

It can also happen during games if they move 
outside of the expected play.



The Experience

What sort of experience the players get out of 
your game is strongly tied to this fader.

Each setting has it’s own merits and dangers.



Differentiation: Escapism

Larp is a wonderful way of getting experienc-
es we couldn’t otherwise get.

In larp we can be anyone we dream of being.

We can safely do things we would not normal-
ly be able or allowed to do.

But it can feel very abstract and hard to use in 
the real world.



Bleed: Identification
When playing a game close to yourself, the 
emotions and experiences are usually 
stronger and feel more real.

Bleed is what makes larp a special media, it’s 
the part that provides the most powerful 
experiences.

But sometimes the can come too close for 
comfort.



Learning potential
The less distance between player and character the 
more personal the experience will be.

It can give very important insights into themselves 
for the players.

But playing something very different can provide 
new perspectives for the players.

It is very important to follow the game up with 
some sort of directed reflection.



Larp therapy
The parts that make larp a dangerous activity 
is also what makes it a useful tool for things 
like therapy and counceling.

It is commonly used by psychologists and 
educators to treat patients and address issues  
in groups.

As any such tool it has to be used carefully 
and responsibly.



Safety
If you create games with high emotional 
content, you have to make the players feel 
safe outside of the game.

You need to have trust before the game and 
provide proper aftercare and mutual 
recognition between the players.

Bleed can happen to anyone at any time, so 
be prepared in all your games.



The roleplaying contract

“We’re all just playing pretend, you can’t 
judge me on my character’s actions”

Is a way of giving the players a safe space to 
play freely. It hinges on the players feeling 
safe that everyone is actually playing. 

The less character the bigger the risk that the 
contract feels false.



Dangers
For games deal with serious issues, be extra 
careful when using bleed.

The kind of issues that can be painful to bring 
up for players that have touched them in real 
life.

Especially for inexperienced players, who do 
not know how they react to larp and how to 
deal with it afterwards.



The dangerzone
Particularly dangerous are, any kind of: 

* Sexual trauma or abuse
* Gender identity issues
* Psychological torment
* Loss of power or control

Make damn sure that the players know that 
such issues will be in the game beforehand 
and have a chance to back out, without cost 
and in private.
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Example: Kapo
I was prisoner X88 for the full 48 hours:

  6 hours: Fun times in the prison camp.

12 hours: It’s hard being cruel.

18 hours: Cold, wet and hungry.

24 hours: Punched by love.

36 hours: Nothing but tragedy.

48 hours: The light hurts my eyes!

Two weeks later: Emotional autopilot.



The fader

The distance between player and character:

Bleed-in: Close to home and thin characters

vs.

Differentiation: Fantastic settings and full 
characters


