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Chapter 1

Interactivity and the Writer

Writers radically increase their value by learning to write for all types of interactive media (IM).

Interactive media includes:

· computer games

· training programs

· websites

· museum exhibits

· e-learning courses

· Xbox & other game devices

· Disc or cartridge-based DVDs/CDs

Interactive media consists of:

· text

· graphics

· audio

· video

· animation

· online applications

Developing powerful IM requires understanding the complex structure of various media…and understanding each program’s users and the impact of their interactions on your content.

MULTIMEDIA v. INTERACTIVE MEDIA

Both share four basic characteristics:

1. combination of many media into a single piece of work – video, text, audio & still pictures are examples of different media or modes of expression

2. computer mediated – traditional PCs or the computer processors in smart phones, game consoles & other devices

3. media-altering interactivity – user interactivity is the ability of the user to alter media he or she comes into contact with

4. linking – allows links or connections to be made between different media elements

Interactive multimedia:

· computer games

· e-learning

· training programs

· websites

· any project that utilizes a combination of rich media, complex interactivity & linking

Interactive media:
· traditionally has been a broader term than multimedia
· describes all types of media with interactivity

· refers to computer-delivered media

· includes non-multimedia interactive programs with limited interactivity and no animations, video or sound

· includes simple projects like picture-and-text websites

The key difference between writing for linear media (TV, movies) and writing for IM is interactivity, which allows the user to have control over the flow of information.  Linear is passive…IM is more intimate.

Practical Limits to a User’s Interactivity:

· equipment has to have enough power to support the level of interactivity

· CD-ROMs & DVDs are closed systems with a finite number of options

· user can only access what the creators have placed on the disc

There are infinite options when the IM platform is the Internet because:

· the computing power is theoretically endless

· there is a universe of other users to connect with

Many new writers tend to overly restrict interactivity, failing to give users adequate control over information flow or story material.  This happens because most linear writers are trained to limit options as they structure a story.

Think about producing an informational multimedia piece.  The writer must:

· anticipate the related information users will want to access

· anticipate all the different ways they may want to relate to the key information 

RESEARCH:

· considerable effort goes into knowing as much as possible about users

· the info is compiled into a User Scenario or User Case
· it describes the user & his/her information/entertainment needs

· it charts the user’s most common paths through the program to get information or complete a task

LINKS – writers must make several decisions:

· What info, program elements, pages, chapters or scenes will connect with other sections of the program?

· How many choices will the user have?

· Which choices will be presented first?

· What will be the result of those choices?

· Will the links be direct, indirect or delayed?

Direct links – user makes a choice producing an immediate, expected response

Indirect links – also known as “if-then” links – user takes a certain action that results in an unexpected reaction (example from the computer game The Pandora Directive:)

“You get the choice of shooting Fitzpatrick, shooting Cross, or dropping the gun.  If you try to shoot Fitzpatrick, you get trapped alongside Regan and cross; then everybody dies, safely away from Earth.  If you try to shoot Cross, he kills you before you ever get into the ship.  If you drop the gun, you get to the spaceship.”

Indirect links can cause multiple things to happen when the user clicks one choice.  The result will be dynamic on a website (or program) involving a database.  The result will be static if it is a text-based HTML web page.  

Delayed links – also known as intelligent links – remembers what choices the user made earlier in the program (or on a previous visit) and alters responses accordingly.  These can be thought of as delayed “if-then” links (consider what happens when you revisit Amazon.com or your favorite online retailer).

Many websites record every click you make and build a gradual preference profile.  This is how sites personalize the ads and other information you see while logged in.

HIGH-LEVEL DESIGN & INFORMATION ARCHITECTURE: 

Effective information architects know what information to put at the top level of an interactive program (like a home page) to engage the user’s interest.

· High-level design – determines the broad conceptual approach to a project including:

· structure – poorly structured info causes the user to either get confused, give up or fail to interact with the program at all

· interface – the face or basic on-screen visualization of the info or story material…it governs how users interact with multimedia…the interface can be as simple as a list of words in a clickable menu, or more graphical.  The interface is crucial in determining how content will be organized and how the user will navigate the information.

· map – also called sitemap – represents the overall structure of a project

· organizing metaphors – the metaphor is a concrete image or other element that represents an abstract concept, making it clear to the user…consistency & clarity are vital…familiarity to the user is also important (examples: advance ► or return ◄)

· input devices – how will the user input their responses to the program: keyboard, mouse, game controller, guns, text on a screen, touch-screen, etc.

· Information or Interactive Architecture (IA) – the term applied to websites for the overall:

· grouping of information

· design of navigation

· process flows of online applications

· Interactive Devices help make the user aware of the interactive possibilities without radically disrupting the flow of information or storyline.

· icons – symbols that represent a command or ongoing action…don’t rely on obscure icons or overuse them 

· on-screen menus – pop-ups or drop-downs only appear when the user clicks on them…text menus work well in an information piece, but can disrupt the flow of a narrative

· help screens – many online transactions have optional help text the user can decide to access or not

· props – a game player might hear audio or see a full-motion flashback… users can click on various props to bring up additional information

· characters – a way to guide the user through the material; this may be the primary function of the character…can be used in narrative or non-narrative pieces
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