
Dial-a-plot works by helping designers structure the con-

textual information on which stories are based according to 

plot functions1 and the “three-act structure”2. These help to 

organize the story’s plotline into a beginning (setup), middle 

(confrontation), and end (resolution).

§ Have research about the subject of the story on hand3.

§ Throw three dice. Match the numbers on the dice to   

 numbers in each zone of the dial.

To make story composition easier, the plot functions are 

inscribed on cards that can be moved around.

§ From the pack of plot cards, pick-out the selected plot   

 functions.

storienteer.info
Vladimir Propp was a Soviet scholar and folklorist. Propp 

showed that all folktales consist of an ordered system of 

thirty-one narrative units which he referred to as “plot 

functions”. Propp’s plot functions have been adapted for 

use in design and embodied in a game-like activity intended 

to stimulate creative thinking and group discussion.

Dial-a-plot, coordinated with Event 

Cards, affinity diagram and context 

map, helping to direct expression 

of the story as a rough map. Story 

maps are shared sketches that act 

as ‘stepping stones’ to scenarios 

or storyboards.
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Section from a fictional 

depiction of how Vladimir 

Propp completed his work 

on “The Morphology of 

the Folktale”(1928), told 

illustrating the thirty-one plot 

functions (full storyboard at: 

storienteer.info).

Storienteer, from orienteer    verb 

•	 ‘(orient oneself) [to a story] find one’s position 

 in relation to unfamiliar surroundings.’ 

 (Oxford English Dictionary)

Dial-a-plot is a resource for composing design stories. It is part 

of a suite of storienteering resources that can be combined 

with existing design methods and tools to help navigate the 

often difficult process of design storytelling. It introduces the 

element of chance (the dice throw) and the challenge of (re)

telling a story to fit a set of novel propositions.

1. dial-a-plot

..the backstory on dial-a-plot

Stories emerge from imaginings, discussion, and 

iteration.

§ With sources of knowledge about the story’s  

 context and purpose on hand, compose a story  

 beginning that marries these sources with the  

 function on the Setup card, a story middle that  

 marries them with the function on the Conflict  

 card, and a story end that marries them with 

 the function on the Resolution card.

2. plot cards

3. story-spinning

‘All stories rely on the listeners’ 
ability to fill in the blanks using their 
own experiences and imaginations.’ 
(Quesenbery & Brooks 2010: 252*)


