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Chapter 18

The Elements of Interactive

Multimedia Narrative

The key difference between linear narrative and interactive narrative is interactivity.

Films
Novels
Games

start with characters
start with an idea…

characters gather around the idea
start from the genre

& user expectations

In games, designers come up with a story world for a project.  Then the writer asks:

· What does the world have in it?

· What are the possible interactions, or environments?

· What type of story does this suggest?

Genres – categories of stories (horror, mystery, fantasy, sci-fi, crime, western, romance, comedy)

Using a genre story world makes it easier to develop a narrative because users already understand the basic conventions.

Major elements of interactive narrative include:

1. The Role of the Player –

· The player expects to be one of the characters in a story (or to at least have significant control over them).

· The degree of a player’s control must be one of the first decisions in writing the program.

· Basic types of control the player is allowed:

a. choice of scenes – player can decide which path of the story the characters will choose…once launched, the characters can only function independently until the next branching point…in this choice the characters are usually seen in the third person

b. character’s actions – player will see the main character on screen and control their actions, but not the dialogue…this is a third-person POV…the playable action tends to be seen in long or medium shots

c. character’s behavior – this is the highest degree of interactivity…player chooses what the character does and says…the player essentially becomes the character

2. Character Development 

· In some programs, players can decide how much control they want; this is called variable control.

· Player as Protagonist – for maximum immersion in the story, allow player to control all character behavior and see the action in the first-person POV…one drawback is the player never gets to see the protagonist’s facial expressions or actions, so this approach must rely on dialogue…gender issues can be difficult …it is difficult to develop the protagonist as a complex character in this approach

· Player Determining the Character – even though the basic storyline doesn’t alter from one game to the next, having a different character can change the experience

· Player as Minor Character – if the minor character is sketchily drawn it won’t have much impact on the game…but it is easier to show the main action of the story in the third person

· Writers must be able to introduce characters quickly and simply, then keep track of all the relationships in all possible versions of the story.

3. Structure
The most common interactive structures are:

· Linear Structure
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Figure 17-1 Classical linear structure.




· no branching choices for the user

· frequently used to set up the story

· Linear Structure with Scene Branching
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· allows the user to choose alternative scenes, but the user is always routed back to the same main storyline

· commonly used in training and educational narratives

· user can choose alternate scenes for help accomplishing a task but is always routed back to the main task scenario

· Hierarchical Branching
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· involves taking the story in a completely different direction based on the user’s choice at a preset decision point

· has limited options in a complete story

· combinatorial explosion is when the choices blossom exponentially the more material is added

· this choice frequently used in interactive dialogue

· Parallel Path Stories

· several versions of the same story can be played parallel to each other

· depending on user choices, he or she can move from one path to another

· not widely used in complete games because of the difficulty in tracking & creating multiple story paths

· Linked Worlds – String of Pearls Architecture

· a linked series of worlds structures connected by plot points or tasks the player must accomplish to move forward

· the worlds approach lets the user explore a location

· player can perform the actions in any order desired

· player must eventually find the right combination of actions to move forward

· mystery stories are ideal for this structure
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· Variable State Environment & Types of Links 

· the most sophisticated interactive narratives use this style

· multiple outcomes to scenes depending on where the player has been or to whom he has talked

· environment responds to the player, much like real life

4. Exposition

This involves introducing characters, setting and story situations to the user.

· The player needs such information in order to make choices and take actions in the game.

· “If you spend time introducing characters, the viewer is not being asked to do anything.  In interactive that is death.” – Dave Riordan (game designer)

· The best programs don’t make users read vast amounts of instructions before they can play.

· A key way to learn exposition is through what other characters say to the player as scenes unfold.

· Interactive games give users the choice not to view certain scenes including expositions.  Solutions include:

· Make exciting linear exposition scenes mandatory (viewer can’t skip them).

· Design the game to lure the player into choosing the essential exposition with engaging interactive tools & devices.

5. Plot Points

Also called beats, plot points are story information that moves the plot forward.  There is no guarantee the user will choose a specific scene with a certain key plot point.  Possible solutions:

· Place essential plot points in a required sequence.  The player can’t learn later plot points and make progress in the game until they have seen earlier ones.

· Put 2-3 plot points in the same scene.

6. Scenes

Most scenes need a beginning, middle and end.  Some interactive writers script 10-15 scenes at a time in order to keep tabs on all the connections.  If an element changes in one scene, the writer may need to rewrite all 15 scenes.

7. Pace & Time

Interactive media has no set running time…it depends on how each players plays the game.  The use of time is an important step in making games reflect how time is experienced in real life.

8. Dialogue & Other Sound

The potential use of sounds other than narration is important.  Dialogue is usually limited because scenes are often very short.  Ambient sounds can help fill in the blanks.
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