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1. Introduction

The development of interactive TV (iTV) applications remains problematic, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC) have committed themselves to a figure of at least 20% of the output having interactive content on their new digital channel BBC3 (BBC, 2002). If they are to extend interactivity beyond the contemporary implementations of alternative camera angles and online quizzes then an innovative form of development is required.

Digital television offers the viewer a unique opportunity to actually interact with and influence the shows that they are watching. Finding the correct balance between narrative and interaction is a key challenge faced by the developers of these new types of show. Interactive narrative should be engaging but not intrusive.
Our research is focussed towards developing patterns relating to interactive narrative, with particular reference to the field of interactive media (i-media) and interactive television (iTV). Our ultimate aim is to provide a comprehensive catalogue of i-media patterns at http://i-media.soc.napier.ac.uk/ to help bridge the divide between traditional media developers and interaction designers.

2. Interactive Narrative

Murtaugh (1996) established Five Fundamental Properties of Interactive Narrative (table 1) when developing his Automatist Storytelling System. Whilst we do not subscribe to an automated approach the properties identified are useful when considering the production of i-media.

	Fundamental Properties of Interactive Narrative

	1. Narrative intention

	2. Narrative immersion

	3. Narrative structure

	4. Narrative response

	5. Narrative guidance


Table 1: Mutaugh’s five properties of interactive narrative

Favre (2002) proposed seven formats of interactive fiction (i-fiction) suitable for iTV which were enhanced narrative, nodal narrative, multipath narrative, parallel narrative, multimodal narrative, topographic narrative and algorithmic narrative. It is acknowledged (Favre, 2002) that with the exception of enhanced narrative, i-fiction has had little success to date but it is our belief that it will have a significant role as iTV comes of age.

We have already developed top-level patterns for enhanced narrative and nodal narrative. Through analysis of 27 episodes of Winky Dink and You (2002) we have proposed a set of i–media patterns with defined hierarchical and temporal relationships suitable for use in the development of nodal narrative.

2.1 Characters

It is common in television that the heroes and villains are played by the same characters in each episode (e.g. Tom and Jerry, Roadrunner and Wylie Coyote etc.). Serialisation allows viewers a chance to become familiar with the same characters over time, a particularly important aspect in interactive narrative, as the viewer is genuinely involved in the programme, and should feel as though it is important that they foil the villain and help the hero. We have used literary concepts (Voytilla, 1999) such the Hero’s Journey and the Character Arc to extend our understanding of characterization. Several of the patterns developed during our research are used to engender strong characterization using the concept of interchangeable masks to determine role.

2.2 Narrative

A story based around the characters requires to be developed before interaction is even considered. As the primary purpose of interactive television is that of narrative, it is essential to verify that the story would stand-alone before developing it further. Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (1994) and more contemporary work such as Winky Dink and You (2002) provided inspiration for the scripts written for our interactive movies (i-movies).

3. Current Work

We have a number of on-going projects investigating key areas of research.

3.1 Structured Observations

We propose that an i-movie should be similar to strategy games such Final Fantasy X, Tomb Raider: Angel of Darkness etc. that have a strong linear narrative. It should also be a great social experience; an engaging and thought provoking experience – “lean forward not lie back’; and be both immersive and interactive.

The computer games industry is immensely successful, 60% of Americans (about 145 million people) play regularly (Interactive Digital Software Association, demographics, 2003) and sales of games and numbers of players worldwide increase yearly (Hermida, 2002). Much can be learnt from the role of narrative in certain types of games that may assist designers of other interactive products such as the i-movie.

Study 1: Social experience

This study will investigate current research on the role of narrative in interactive media, with particular reference to computer games. The initial phase will determine a key aspect of narrative to explore through an ethnographic study of gamers. An existing ethnographic method shall be employed to study the collaborative interaction of gamers with a narrative within a specific game, Tomb Raider: Angel of Darkness. An analysis of the results shall inform a critique of the role of narrative in interactive media.

Study 2: Immersion and Presence

This study aims determine a direct relationship between narrative immersion and sense of presence within role-playing games. Primary school children are being observed and recorded using video engaging with a games world to carry out a specified tasks. Interview techniques will be used to elicit the sense of presence and the level of immersion experienced. 

Outcomes

The expected outcomes of these studies are an informed understanding of narrative in interactive media, and a set of recommendations to aid the design of other interactive products in the form of a design pattern or guidelines (depending upon the nature of the results and critique).

3.2 Patterns of Interactive Narrative

Having already developed an i-movie using patterns for nodal narrative we are currently investigating parallel narrative and multi-path narrative. The studies will determine the suitability of the existing narrative patterns, assess the need for new narrative patterns and develop as required.
Study 3: Parallel Narrative
Parallel narrative allows the viewer to follow a story from the perspective of a selected character. The viewer cannot change the outcome of the story or influence the events but can change from one character to another at specified nodes in the narrative. Films, books and plays are being studied to identify patterns of parallel narrative. A short cartoon based on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet (1994) is to be developed using the patterns. The challenge will be to develop an unobtrusive interface that minimises disruption to narrative immersion.

Study 4: Multi-path Narrative
What makes multi-path narrative unique is that viewers can choose to sit back and watch the story unfold or interact with the characters and environment to influence the diegesis. Viewers who choose not to interact are treated to a standard linear narrative, while viewers who interact are able to make key plot decisions at certain points in the show. By looking at various multi-path narrative artefacts such as books, CDROM and websites, draft patterns will be developed from which a multi-path narrative cartoon will created. The cartoon will then be evaluated to ascertain whether the pattern approach has been successful in creating a viewing experience that supports both an active and passive viewer involvement.

4. Future Work

The draft patterns require extensive use, modification and testing to establish the validity of the patterns and applying them to different projects is an essential starting point. It is likely that there are flaws in the patterns that would only become apparent with more use. In particular it would be interesting to pass the draft patterns to developers currently working on interactive narrative and assess whether they found them as useful for their project as they have proved for the development of the prototypes.

We will continue our on-going research into digital entertainment as both an immersive experience and as a social collaborative experience. Proposed studies include observations of player-to-player on-line games, virtual/immersive experiences using haptic interfaces (e.g. force feedback), surround sound and VR glasses, and multi-player games. This work will feed into the development of interactive entertainment systems such as iTV, i-media and digital games.
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