X COl

Title The WHAT IF IT process: Moving from story-telling to story-
experiencing
Authors Gaudenzi, Sandra

Publication date

2019

Original Citation

Gaudenzi, S. (2019) 'The WHAT IF IT process: Moving from
story-telling to story-experiencing’, Alphaville: Journal of Film
and Screen Media, 17, pp. 111-127. https://doi.org/10.33178/
alpha.17.07

Type of publication

Article (peer-reviewed)

Link to publisher’s
version

http://www.alphavillejournal.com/Issue17/ArticleGaudenzi.pdf -
https://doi.org/10.33178/alpha.17.07

Rights

© 2019, the Author(s). - https://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by-nc-nd/4.0/

Download date

2024-04-09 21:24:10

[tem downloaded
from

https://hdl.handle.net/10468/8222

University College Cork, Ireland
Colaiste na hOllscoile Corcaigh



https://hdl.handle.net/10468/8222

Alphaville: Journal of Film and Screen Media =
alphaville

DOI: https://doi.org/10.33178/alpha.17.07

The WHAT IF IT Process: Moving from
Story-Telling to Story-Experiencing

Sandra Gaudenzi

Abstract: The WHAT IF IT process is a unique concept development methodology that has been designed to
facilitate the ideation of digital interactive narratives. While the production of narrative driven digital artefacts
has been developing fast in the last fifteen years, very little research has been done on ideation processes, and no
academic methodological evaluation has been shared to date. By sharing the results of a three-years-action
research project where existing storytelling, design thinking and agile prototyping techniques have been mixed to
create an innovative methodology, the aim of this article is to formulate a framework for interactive narrative
development.

The emergent field of what will be referred to here as “interactive factuals” (IFs) has
been studied by a variety of scholars (Aston and Gaudenzi; Dovey and Rose; Gantier; Gantier
and Labour; Gaudenzi; Gifreu-Castells; Uricchio).! Much of my own work has focused on
defining the field (Living Documentary, “UX”, “Interactive Documentary”, “User”, “Learn”,
“IF Lab”). However, few authors have concentrated on the disruption created by the shift in
production methodologies in the sector. In I-Docs: The Evolving Practices of Interactive
Documentary, Judith Aston, Sandra Gaudenzi and Mandy Rose have dedicated a whole section
to the topic of “methods”, with the intent of surveying the existing knowledge in the area and
mapping attempts by the professional sector to find best practices in interactive factual
production. What emerged is that the rise of hackathon culture, the birth of new training
initiatives such as IF Lab (aimed at factual storytellers), Hackastory workshop (aimed at digital
journalists) and new university initiatives are all clear indications of the need to expose
storytellers and content creators to new production praxis.? The commonalities among these
initiatives are the three main practices needed in an IF team: storytelling, design thinking and
agile development.® Since IFs are stories that run on a digital interface, in order to produce
them one needs to combine expertise in narratology, graphic and interactive design and coding.
As | argued in a previous article, adjusting to this new production praxis and authorial power
structure is particularly difficult for filmmakers when moving into the interactive field (“User
Experience”). Not only do they have to learn to work with people coming from disciplines that
are new to them, they also have to let go of the idea that video content is the main way to
convey meaning and adjust to the fact that their former (passive) audiences are now becoming
active contributors to their work, and therefore gaining decisional power that they did not have
before.

Because of the relative novelty of this shift in production praxis, scholars’ attention has
so far concentrated on mapping and describing such new methodologies rather than evaluating
them (Linington; Pringle; Weiler). Some interactive authors have shared their own production
processes through interviews and articles (see in particular the production case studies
published by MIT’s Docubase website, but as of yet there have been no studies proposing best
practice or new frameworks.

© Sandra Gaudenzi
This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License
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Within this context, this article will address this gap by formalising a methodological
framework for interactive narrative development. Following a research project that
commenced in 2014, the i-Docs UX Series where | had observed a clear resistance by
interactive documentary makers to incorporate design practices in their work process
(Gaudenzi, “User Experience”), I created IF (Interactive Factual) Lab in 2015 as the basis of
an action research study. IF Lab is a hands-on workshop where storytellers are guided through
the development of their interactive projects. During the course of its first three years of
iterative existence, IF Lab has tested current agile development, design and creative
methodologies in order to produce its own methodology, the WHAT IF IT process. This article
first explains the process and its creation, and then assesses its usefulness through interviews
and surveys with the participants and coaches of the 2017 IF Lab (the third edition of the Lab).

Two online qualitative surveys were designed for this assessment: the first was sent one
week after the completion of the workshop, and was aimed at understanding which parts of the
process had been useful to the participants. The second survey was compiled eight months after
the completion of the workshop, a period of time that was judged long enough to assess which
parts of the process were still used by the participants, if any. Finally, a recorded debrief
meeting was held with the coaches that had helped the participants during IF Lab 2017, with
the aim of assessing the quality of the projects and the usefulness of the WHAT IF IT process
in facilitating their development.

The results of this threefold feedback process are disclosed in this article with three
main research questions in mind: first, to assess the WHAT IF IT methodology and its specific
mix of design, agile and storytelling approaches; second, to treat the WHAT IF IT process as
a prototype, and reflect on how it could be improved; third, to start formalising a
methodological framework for interactive narrative development.

From Audiences to Users in IFs

Before moving into the particularities, and assessment, of the WHAT IF IT
methodology, it might be necessary to give some context to the field of IFs (Interactive
Factuals), also referred to as i-docs (interactive documentaries), and to the consequent shift
from the notion of audiences to users.* In an article co-written with Judith Aston, “Interactive
Documentary: Setting the Field”, we begin with an early definition of interactive documentary
from Dyana Galloway as “any documentary that uses interactivity as a core part of its delivery
mechanism” (qtd. in Aston and Gaudenzi 126). We then argue that in digital storytelling
“interactivity goes beyond a ‘delivery mechanism’ to become a production mechanism in its
own right” (Aston and Gaudenzi 126). We also claim that the moment the linearity of reception
is replaced by a logic of interaction, “it creates a different dynamic between the user, the author,
the artefact and its context, that affords a range of constructions of ‘realities’” (126).
Interactivity is seen as a dynamic that moves the documentary form from the logic of an author
creating for an audience to a “living documentary” (Gaudenzi, “Living Documentary”), where
each receiver is active in constructing its own narrative and, by doing so, becomes both a user
and a co-author of such narrative (Gaudenzi, “User Experience”). In the new paradigm of
interactive narratives, one could therefore say that one does not create for an audience, but with
its users.

Since the digital product relies on the collaboration of its users in order to “become
alive” (if they do not interact with it, it does not create itself and does not unfold) “designing
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functional user-friendly interfaces and understanding both the design and perceived
affordances and constraints of the digital technologies are essential for creating user
comprehension and satisfaction” (O’Flynn 74). In other words, digital technologies come with
their affordances and with a history of interaction design processes. Back in 2014, former
National Film Board of Canada chairman Tom Perlmutter argued in his provocative article
“The Interactive Documentary: A Transformative Art Form” that:

The importance of understanding and relating to audiences tends to elicit an almost
offended reaction [from filmmakers]: “I am making my film. I am not going to be
dictated to by what an audience wants. After all, this is art, not paint by numbers.” To
take this attitude is to misunderstand profoundly what understanding audience means
in an interactive world, where as creator you make the audience a collaborator in your
processes. This does not invalidate the filmmaker as creator or auteur. It enlarges the
notion of auteur. The new auteurs will understand that the relationship to audience as
co-creators and collaborators is part of their medium of creation. (Emphasis added.)

It is precisely with the intention to explore this new collaboration between authors and
users described by Perlmutter that the IF Lab workshop was created. The aim was to help
filmmakers transitioning from traditional narrative practices to interactive storytelling ones.

IF Lab

IF Lab is a training workshop supported by Creative Europe that started in 2015. It aims
at developing interactive storytelling projects by moving them from concept to digital
prototypes. Each year, IF Lab selects up to twelve interactive ideas and helps their creators
transform them into digital projects through two workshops of five days each.® The first
workshop, Story Booster, concentrates on concept development while the second, Prototype
Booster, on the creation of a digital prototype.

Figure 1: IF Lab 2017 Promo. Courtesy of iDrops.


https://media.heanet.ie/page/d77ec1155b534fe5b688c5aba6a3eee9
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IF Lab is coordinated by iDrops, a Belgian social innovation agency, and facilitated by
myself, with the help of rotating industry practitioners. Each year a core team of three coaches
is selected for their expertise in the field of design, storytelling and coding. This core team
follows the projects throughout the two workshops while other industry guests might be invited
for a shorter period to share their specific knowledge and personal projects.

The first two years of IF Lab served as an experimental sandpit where different industry
practices were mixed to help incubate the participants’ projects. By the third year, a clearer
methodology started to emerge and it was decided to start formalising it by giving it a name,
the WHAT IF IT process, and a structure.

The WHAT IF IT Process
The WHAT IF IT process is an evolving methodology that mixes design, coding and
storytelling practices following the evolution of industry expertise. As a process it is highly

inspired by Design Thinking and User-Centred Design and is composed of five main phases:
WHAT is your concept, Iterate it, Formulate it, Ideate and prototype, and Test (WHAT IF IT).6

the WHAT IF IT process

Figure 2: The five phases of the WHAT IF IT process. IF Lab.

In order to help participants to move through these five phases, it was decided to create
a series of “cards” and “canvases”. The cards are mini-lectures, while the canvases are ready-
made schemas that facilitate teams’ decision-making, effectively helping them to move from
theory to practice within their own project.”’
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Figure 3: Cards and canvases overview—as they were in 2017. IF Lab.
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The first workshop, Story Booster, uses five days to go through the iterative ideation
process.® Participants are led through a process that challenges their initial concept by starting
from the aim and target audience of the project, rather than from the story itself. On day one,
participants are asked to introduce their ideas while the whole group collaborates by identifying
potential issues and inconsistencies. Days two and three are then spent challenging their ideas
by filtering through a design process where the target audience is explored, as well as the
possible motivations and needs of the users, the added value and potential impact of the project.
During and after these discussions, participants are asked to consider possible platforms for
dissemination of their work. Day four is spent prototyping possible ideas on paper, and these
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prototypes are tested on the final day and presented as a solid concept to the whole cohort.
When participants leave after the fifth day to go back home they are encouraged to continue
working by interacting with their selected target audience and restarting this five-step ideation
process by themselves until their idea is fully formed.

For example, a participant that came with a project that explores the closure of a nuclear
power station and the impact on the community who live and work in and around the power
station, would have been asked in the first two days to decide if the main target audience is the
community living around the nuclear power station, or a general public interested in
environmental issues. Depending on the decision of the author, a discussion on the best possible
platform would follow: a web-based project, a geo-tagged mobile app or an aural tour of the
premises? Then, a paper prototype tested by other IF Lab participants would serve as a first
feedback opportunity, but the author would be asked to engage with her chosen audience during
the two months following Story Booster. Changes to the project interface, structure and content
would then be presented at Prototype Boosters, ready for another circle of iterations.

- . * == - - ‘
Figure 5: Testing paper prototypes at the end of Story Booster 2017 IF Lab

The second five-day workshop, Prototype Booster, takes place two months after Story
Booster. This workshop advances the projects from a paper to a digital prototype. This phase
of the workshop includes a Prototype Jam—a three-day hackathon in which digitally skilled
professionals assist the teams that are in need of creative coders and graphic designers.® It is
clear that the biggest learning curve for storytellers is in the form of acceptance of cocreation
within a multi-disciplinary team, and in learning to let go of authorial control in view of a more
inclusive and iterative way of working together. Prototype Booster finishes with a pitch of the
digital prototypes in front of a panel of three external decision makers invited by IF Lab. These
decision makers could have a broadcast or festival commissioning role, or could be interactive
producers themselves. There are no prizes to win for the best pitch, but rather an intense
feedback session aimed at giving enough information to keep iterating projects before
embarking into fundraising and production.
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Figure 6: IF Lab described by its participants. Courtesy of iDrops.

Evaluating the WHAT IF IT Process

When considering how to evaluate the WHAT IF IT process it was decided to complete
two surveys with the participants and a recorded debrief session with the coaches. The
participants’ surveys had a time gap of eight months between the two to counterbalance the
novelty effect of the workshop, while the debrief session with the coaches happened one week
after the end of Prototype Booster 2017, when memories were still fresh. Evaluating the process
from the point of view of both the participant and the coaches allows a dual assessment: the
participants find it easier to be objective about the process than their own project, while the
coaches are more critical of the projects than of the process that they helped create.

For the first survey with the participants a semi-qualitative approach was followed. A
Google survey with nine questions was designed and sent to the eight projects that participated
to both 2017 IF Lab workshops. The survey was sent one week after the end of IF Lab, giving
participants enough time to assimilate the process, but making sure the experience was still
fresh in their minds.

Six participants (representing six projects out of eight) responded. Their age ranges
between twenty-one and forty-nine and they all come from a storytelling background (four
documentary filmmakers, one photographer and one academic). They will be referred to as P1
to P6 in this article.

The nine questions of the surveywere geared at understanding how the emphasis on a
User-Centred Design (UCD) approach had been experienced by the participants (who all come
from linear media practice) and to evaluate in which way it helped them to design an interactive
structure for their projects.'® The questions were not intended to evaluate the quality of the
projects, because none of them were fully developed yet, and participants were too involved in
them to be able to respond. Therefore, the following results address the felt experience of the
methodology from the participants’ point of view. Now that they had all produced a prototype


https://media.heanet.ie/page/45c04fac7b074170af1e57417e5c78a6

118

of their ideas, what was their critique of the UCD process that got them there, and would they
use it again?

The drawback of this type of written survey is that it could be prone to bias because it
was conducted by a representative of the IF Lab team, and not an independent third party. This
could induce participants to be more “considerate” while responding. On the other hand, if
participants wished to criticise the process, the survey was a safe tool to do so, as the workshop
was finished by then. It is with the awareness of the limits of such a qualitative approach that
the main results of the survey are discussed in the next session.

Findings of the First Survey

1. The WHAT IF IT Process Forced Participants to Try an UCD Creative Approach

Without the collaborative aspect of the workshop, and the step-by-step methodology
employed, participants would not have applied an agile and UCD process to their project. The
UCD approach challenges traditional linear content creators in the sense that it puts the user at
the centre of the creative process, by asking the author to empathise with the user and give
him/her a certain decision-making power (Gaudenzi, “User Experience” 125). Filmmakers
coming from an “auteur” praxis where authorial control is prioritised have a more introverted
creative process and are not used to considering the audience’s needs as a starting point.

To the question, “Did the fact of having a step-by-step methodology help you in the
development of your interactive story”, five out of six participants said “yes”, and one
responded “a little”. When asked to elaborate on their answer, the majority of participants
stressed the fact that being together in a room and going through the same steps allowed them
to challenge themselves into new ways of creating. Examples of comments included:

It helped me reverse, to a certain extent, the way | approach my story in that this system
starts from the user rather from the story itself (P4).

It made me challenge my own preconceived ideas (P1).

2. The WHAT IF IT Process Challenged Participants’ Perception of their Role as
Storyteller/Author

Inspired by UCD, the WHAT IF IT process uses emotional maps and personas to
identify needs (gains) and frustrations (pains) as a starting point of the creative process. Using
a problem-solving approach, the role of the author is then to take inspiration from the gains and
pains of the user and design an interactive experience that will bring such a user from his/her
current level of knowledge, feelings and actions to the desired level of knowledge, feelings and
actions (impact). In other words, the “user journey” is designed as a transformational
experience that starts where the user is prior to the experience of the project and brings him/her
where the author wants him/her to be (aim of the project).'* In order to design such a journey,
participants are requested to engage with their audience through in-depth interviews and map
users’ knowledge, frustrations and needs in relation to a chosen topic. Through repetitive
interaction with their future users, authors are encouraged to conceive their narratives as a
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transformative journey that can deliver knowledge, emotions and even confusion, if wished so,
to their users. The effect and impact of the interactive story is an artistic decision of the author,
the WHAT IF IT process only puts the emphasis on the fact that an author needs to interact
with his/her users and test his/her own assumptions if he/she wants to be heard by his target
audience.

This solution-driven way of creating was new to most participants, as they normally
start from the content they want to shoot, and not by considering the overall concept and impact
strategy of the piece:

It’s not about content really—it’s about the “concept”. Which is so difficult for an
author-director-storyteller because you are attached to your content-story-characters...
and made to push that to the side and think more about the user experience, impact and
details that aren't usually part of your thinking when telling a story (P2).

| always go after what | feel it is right not thinking about the audience. | work mostly
intuitively, but this time | was thinking about the audience (P4).

The importance given to testing as a way to double-check the validity of a concept was
also a novelty and clearly led to a more shared understanding of authorship:

Previous to this, | had never really tested my work in a systematic fashion (P3).

It was strange to be working/developing a project in a collective where no-one is a guru
and everyone is adding a piece into the mosaic (P5).

3. Participants Want to Keep Using the WHAT IF IT Process in Future Interactive Projects

Even if the WHAT IF IT methodology was at times quite painful for participants, all
participants seemed to accept it as the way forward when designing interactive work. When
asked if they would use the methodology in future interactive projects six out of six said “yes”.
Maybe because of the “rawness” of the experience at the time of the survey, or out of courtesy,
none of the participants criticised the process, and six out of six said that “concentrating on the
user experience, and giving slightly less importance to the story itself, was frustrating but
necessary’’:

The biggest difference is thinking about how someone will be able to interact with the
project, and the processes for testing this. This completely changes how | will think
about producing future work (P1).

Finally, five out of six participants said that the process made the project “clearer and
more coherent to themselves (and their project goals)”.
Evaluation of the WHAT IF IT Process by the Coaches

One week after the end of the workshop, an evaluative debrief session was organised

between the three 2017 IF Lab coaches and two workshop coordinators members.?
Interestingly our assessment was slightly less enthusiastic than that of the participants. Most of



120

us felt that, due to the effort in concentrating on the user, authors nearly forgot about the
importance of their story, and designed user journeys that at times seemed to please the process
rather than themselves. As a result, some ideas were functioning from a rational point of view,
but were lacking the surprise effect of good storytelling. Since the possibilities of interactive
structures and platforms can be overwhelming for newcomers, we sometimes had the feeling
that participants were “playing it safe” in order to follow the fast pace of the workshop. The
nature of fast prototyping pushes people to commit to one idea early on in order to develop it,
test it and then move forward. The coaches feared that sometimes participants had stepped back
into relatively safe structures of tree-structure navigation (web-doc) in order to follow the
methodology.

If one evaluates the learning process of the participants (regardless of the “quality” of
their final projects), then it could be claimed that IF Lab is a real success. The vast majority of
participants declared having “changed their creative approach” during the workshop. But for
IF Lab, the challenge is to evaluate if being exposed to a new way of working has long-term
effects and if eventually it has allowed the production of satisfactory projects by the
participants. One way to assess if the WHAT IF IT methodology has the right mix of design,
agile and storytelling approaches is to check if, and how, it has been used once participants are
back into their professional environment. It was therefore decided to reinterview the same six
participants eight months after their first survey.

The Results of the Second Survey

Eight months after the end of IF Lab 2017, the six contributors to the first survey were
contacted again and asked to answer seven new questions aimed at assessing how much of the
WHAT IF IT process was still in their praxis and how their project had evolved. All of them
claimed to have used the process again within their ongoing practice. All projects were still in
development but one. When asked what part of the process had been more relevant to their
current practice, the majority identified it as a way to focus and keep clarity of intent:

| have been using the process mainly as a point of reference, when 1 feel lost in the
process. It helps me to remind me who my target audience is, sharpen my story and the
kind of interface | want to develop/design. | have worked across canvases (P5).

Everything | learned and did at IF Lab is relevant to my current practice—and to be
honest it’s relevant to life... Learning to mix with other cultures, languages, disciplines
and learn to “talk” to each other I FEEL is the BIGGEST accomplishment” (P2;
emphasis by participant).

Regarding the evolution of their ideas, it is noteworthy that all of the participants
claimed that the current version of their project was “a clear evolution of the idea developed at
IF Lab”. This answer is important because it indicates that the learning that happened during
the workshop was more than just an opening to a new methodology; it generated creative ideas
that were kept eight months later.

These two findings respond to our enquiries about the long-term effects of the
methodology learned at IF Lab: participants kept using some canvases and the UCD part of the
methodology to evolve the ideas that emerged from the workshop. To assess if participants
were satisfied by the evolution of their projects is much more difficult, since none of the
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projects are, to date, fully completed. What most participants took from the workshop was the
possibility of beginning a development process from the user’s needs and focussing on such
constraints as a creative methodology. When asked if in their current iteration of the project,
they had kept their users’ needs at the centre of the creative process, or rather followed their
intuition, they all acknowledged that they had tried to balance both.

Possible Iterations of the WHAT IF IT Process

The challenge for both authors and workshop designers is to get the balance between
interface design and engaging storytelling right, while making sure that the use of interactivity
is meaningful to the user. By using a UCD structure WHAT IF IT forces linear authors to adopt
a more empathic way of working and allows them to keep focus on the user. The emphasis on
agile development permits a trial and error approach that delivers solutions. Yet, maybe one
praxis has started to overshadow the others. The risk is to go from an author-centred storytelling
logic to a user-centred one without finding the right middle ground.

I think design thinking doesn’t take into account the full holistic framework. What I see
has been problematic in the past is focusing on what appears to be a problem at hand
rather than focusing on the holistic framework that surrounds the area over the problem
(McDowell).

The reason we have been applying design thinking to interactive storytelling is because,
when we build an interactive interface, we are creating both a digital object and a story
experience. Interactive factuals (IFs) often also aim to create some sort of change in society,
therefore it is crucially important for authors to think about their audience. UCD therefore
becomes a useful proposition as it aims to create digital objects with a function. In this scenario,
a focus on structure and form could overshadow narrative creativity. Have we stretched the use
of UCD too far in IFs?

Next Steps: Towards an Experience Design Methodology for IFs

If we accept the hypothesis that stories are experiences and just not products, goods or
services, then when pondering how to best design them we need to include some notions of
experience design. In their article “Welcome to the Experience Economy”, Joseph Pine and
James Gilmore argue that experiences engage individuals in a memorable event that is
inherently personal, and potentially emotional, physical, intellectual and perhaps even spiritual.
Building on this definition, Tara Mullaney points out that designing transformative and
memorable experiences demands us to understand experiences as “subjective, holistic, situated,
and dynamic by nature” (qtd. in Hassenzahl 9; emphasis in original). If we were to shift our
understanding of IFs from story-products to story-experiences, then maybe the emphasis on
UCD would need to be mitigated by the introduction of notions of experience design.

Experience design will be understood here as “the discipline of looking at all aspects—
visual design, interaction design, sound design, and so on—of the user’s encounter with a
product, and making sure they are in harmony” (Saffer 20). For experience designer specialist
Marc Hassenzahl, experience “emerges from the intertwined works of perception, action,
motivation, emotion, and cognition in dialogue with the world (place, time, people and objects).
It is crucial to view experience as the consequence of the interplay of many different systems”
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(11). While Human Computer Interaction has been primarily concerned with the “what” and
the “how” of interaction, because it is easier to test, it has forgotten to consider the “why”. The
“why”, for Hassenzahl, is essential because it touches what he calls “be-goals, what effectively
make something meaningful to us. [...] ‘Being competent’, ‘being close to others’, ‘being
autonomous’, and ‘being stimulated’ are examples of be-goals” (12). One can understand them
as touching our value system and our deep aspirations. Hassenzahl urges us creators to start
from the “why” of a project, which in the context of IFs would mean to start from how the
wished impact could trigger an inner value in its audience. While emphasising how the
interactor should feel is already part of the design thinking methodology (and of the WHAT IF
IT process), Hassenzahl adds an important nuance by focusing on the aspect of “being”. A
story about water shortage could have the clear aim (the “why”) for the creator to educate its
audience on sustainable living and to create a wish (the “do”) to become water conscious On a
daily basis. This is what impact designers call the “why”, the wished result, but this type of
“why” does not cover the why-should-the-user-be-touched-by-the-experience, or the which-
value-does-this-nurture.

How to introduce, in a development methodology, a part that encourages authors to
start from core values (such as self-realisation, esteem, love/belonging, safety, physiological
needs etc.) and test if/how they resonate with the user’s need to “be” different, or to improve
himself/herself, is not the focus of this article. Nevertheless, this question gives a new direction
to the future iterations of IF Lab.

Conclusion

The aim of this article was to assess the effectiveness of mixed methodologies of
production for interactive narratives by using the IF Lab workshop as a case study, and to start
formalising a methodological framework for interactive narrative development.

From the interviews and surveys that were completed with a sample of IF Lab 2017
participants, one can conclude that using a clear methodology helped creators to quickly
advance in an unknown territory. The WHAT IF IT process kept participants focused on the
needs of their audience and made them experiment with an inversed process of creation, where
ideas emerge from the process of bridging the user’s needs and the author’s desired impact.

Our surveys suggest that following an iterative design process helped participants
achieve coherence throughout the different iterations of their project. This model facilitates
incremental adjustments towards solving the initial problem, or design question, of each
project. Where the design thinking starts being limiting is when it puts too much emphasis on
problem solving—as by doing so it risks simplifying complex experiences in order to solve
issues. In other words, a solution-driven approach might privilege functionality over value and
emotional engagement.

If we want to design transformative experiences we need to keep experimenting towards
a more systemic design approach where story and interface and aesthetic do not just deliver a
“working product”, but rather an emotional experience that needs to be meaningful to the user
by addressing a personal be-goal, or a core value (such as “love yourself”, “find your tribe” or
“help those in need”). Moving towards a new framework for interactive narrative development
means adding experience design to the current mix of design, agile and narrative
methodologies.



123

Notes

L Interactive factuals are defined here as “any project that starts with the intention to engage
with the real, and that uses digital interactive technology to realize this intention” (Aston,
Gaudenzi, and Rose 1). It includes projects that may be described elsewhere as i-docs, web-
docs, transmedia documentaries, serious games, locative docs, interactive community media,
docu-games and, also, forms including virtual reality nonfiction, ambient literature and live
performance documentary.

2 On the rise of hackathon culture see, for example, POV Hackthons (POV Documentary
Blogs), Tribeca Hacks (Tribeca Film Institute), and Popathon (DocsBarcelona). IF Lab was
founded in 2015 ('FLAB). On new university initiatives, see Columbia’s Digital Storytelling
Lab (Columbia), the Digital and Interactive Storytelling Lab (University of Westminster), and
the Transmedia Zone (Ryerson University).

3 Design thinking is a particular iterative approach to solving problems creatively using a
process normally divided in the following stages: defining the problem; research; ideas
formulation; prototyping and testing. Agile development is an iterative approach to software
development that encourages constant testing of small parts of code to facilitate quick and
flexible responses to change.

4 The history of audience research provides a multitude of definitions of the term (Livingstone).
In the context of this article it is important to clarify that, although audiences are never fully
passive, for they hold the power of selection and interpretation and choose how to engage
within their communities (Srinivas), they nevertheless cannot change the content of the film
itself. In contrast, audiences of digital interactive work can be granted such power by the
authors, because of the feedback mechanism of interactive interfaces (Gaudenzi, “Living
Documentary”) that can allow them to click, add, comment or even create new content. It is
because of this active authorial role that they are normally referred to as users or inter-actors.

> Over the first three years, fifty-five people from all over the world (mainly Europe, but also
four from the USA, two from Israel and one from Saudi Arabia) participated to IF Lab
producing a total of twenty-nine projects. The vast majority of the participants come from a
linear content background (journalists, documentary makers, photographers and independent
producers) with the addition of some academics and a minority of digital creators.

6 The term User-Centred Design (UCD) is normally attributed to Donald Norman. In his book
User Centered System Design he states that “from the point of view of the user, the interface is
the system. Concern for the nature of the interaction and for the user—these are the things that
should force design. [...] User-centered design emphasizes that the purpose of the system is to
serve the user, not to use a specific technology, not to be an elegant piece of programming”
(61).

" A selection of such cards and canvases, including the one pictured in this article, are freely
available by downloading the “!F Lab Field Guide to Interactive Storytelling Ideation”.

8 The ideation process brings the participant from an initial concept that has, for example, been
presented on the first day as a project that portrays the stories of LGBTQIA persons of South
Asian descent living in the US, to a much more detailed visualisation of the project that includes
an interface for a web-documentary, edited video content, a mobile app version and a detailed
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plan of the content areas to be developed. The iterative nature of such ideation process allows
the author to make decisions once the solutions emerge from a circular motion of ideating—
prototyping-testing—ideating again.

9 The term “creative coders” is used by the industry to portray a person with high-level software
and coding skills that is also comfortable in an authorial position and wants to be part of the
concept creation process.

10 The nine questions were divided as follows: four multiple-choices, four semi-opened and
one open question. Semi-opened questions, such as “Did the fact of having a step-by-step
methodology help you in the development of your interactive story? Explain in which way it
did/did not help”, were aimed at having the participant reflect on the process in a
positive/negative way, while questions like, “Was the fact of starting the creative process from
the audience & impact point of view intuitive to you? Please explain” were directing the
participant towards assessing how UCD methodologies worked for him/her. Finally, multiple
choice questions, such as “Has the fact of producing a prototype & testing it made your project:
1. Clearer and more coherent to the user, 2. Clearer to yourself, 3. Different from what you
would have produced alone, 4. More/less creative than if you had done it by yourself, 5. Other
answer (fill in option)...”, were designed to encourage the participants to judge the impact of
the process on their project.

1 The user journey is the sequence of choices or events a user might encounter while using an
interactive product or service. User journeys are designed and mapped as part of the design
process of an interactive project.

12 Qut of the three coaches of IF Lab 2017, two are academics with an industry background
and one is an interactive producer. Each of them has an area of expertise (storytelling, design,
or coding) but the three have a good overall understanding of the field. The author of this article
is one of them. Both the coordinators of IF Lab 2017 are new media maker/producers.
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