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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates particular aspects of role-playing and narrative activities in online com-

munication environments, looking particularly at individual predispositions, different communi-

cation environments, and responses.  It fits broadly into the engagement agenda, and in particular 

encompasses narrative and game-like activity which are of interest to many areas of the tele-

communications and computer games industries. The study arises from field work (The 

ComeRideWithMe Project 2002) with narrative engagement and online community and begins 

by describing the questions arising from this field work and how these helped to inform and 

shape the formal study of this thesis.  A substantial body of literature in human cognition sug-

gests that while humans have a species-wide tendency to have fun finding and creating narrative 

structure, the individual levels of this tendency might vary considerably. This leads to the pro-

posal of the Fun Unification Model, a broad-based measure of Fun which breaks the experience 

of Fun into three dimensions; Individual Predisposition (Immersive and Narrative tendencies), 

Activity in Environment (the role-playing, game-like or narrative activity), and Individual Re-

sponse (Temporal Dissociation, Focused Immersion, Heightened Enjoyment and Narrative En-

gagement). With the Fun Unification Model articulated and sub-constructs defined, the research 

question is broken down into two subsidiary questions; 

1. To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of 

role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

2. To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experi-

ence of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

From a review of the literature of rich media theory, certain expectations arise as to how the 

communication environment might best support role-play and the extent to which the environ-

ment allows for imaginative participation by the users. The experiments that form the bulk of 

this study are designed to facilitate a comparison between different communication environments 

using the Fun Unification Model. The study sets up three experiments where subjects spend a 

session communicating one to one in real time with a fictitious character (Albert the teddy-bear) 

using one of three different communication environments. Three environments are selected to 

represent a broad range of different real-time communication features – they are; a text-based 

environment, an avatar-based environment, and a video-based environment. In each of these en-

vironments the subjects are surveyed regarding their Immersive and Narrative Predispositions 

and Responses to the activity, allowing correlations to be mapped to the various constructs of the 

Fun Unification Model. A number of findings emerge from these experiments, most signifi-

cantly: 1. The Predisposition values in each experiment had significant correlations with Re-
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sponses which suggests the model is to some degree predictive and 2. The Fun levels are surpris-

ingly consistent across all three experiments suggesting that the differences in communication 

environments was not a major contributing factor to the overall levels of Fun. While the Fun 

Model did not find differences in overall Fun levels, there were a number of different behaviors 

which emerged in the different communication environments – some of which were consistent 

with known previous studies and some of which were unexpected. The study concludes that pre-

disposition is a significant factor in the experience of role-playing and narrative activities and 

that although the communication environment has little effect on overall Fun levels, although it 

was found that certain types of play behaviour tended to be associated with particular types of 

environment. The suggestion that the Fun-value of an environment is not related to the level of 

sophistication of the environment  challenges established assumptions of the telecommunications 

and computer games industries. The study reports interest from the games industry and games 

research representatives in adapting the methodology presented in this study for user testing of 

games and communication environments. The study concludes by suggesting directions for fur-

ther studies involving FUN in the fields of game design (such as adapting the FUN model for 

user testing), informal learning (such as learning about Viking History) and clinical contexts 

(such as designing role-play activities for sufferers of Social Anxiety Disorders). 
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 Chapter 1 The curious response to the bear  
 
Publications derived from this chapter 
 

Newman, K. (2002). Taking the community for a ride.  Proceedings of the ASCILITE 2002, Auck-
land, New Zealand, December, 2002, pp. 865-868. 

 (full paper refereed) 
      (A revised version of this appears as the journal article Newman 2005a) 
 

Newman, K. (2004). Using a non-linear narrative framework in an online community.Proceedings 
of the IADIS International Conference Web Based Communities 2004, Lisbon Portugal, 
March 2004, pp. 83-90. 

 (full paper refereed) 
(A revised version of this appears as the book chapter Newman 2005b). 
 

Newman, K. (2005a). Interaction and narrative in an online community.  International Journal of 
Web-based Communities, 1, pp.475-487. 

  
Newman, K. (2005b). Using a non-linear narrative framework in an online community.  In B. Hipfl, 

and T. Hugg. (Eds.) Media Communities, Waxman Publishing, Munich. pp. 307 - 322. 
 

1.1 Introducing questions of narrative and role-playing activity  
 

This thesis investigates aspects of narrative and role-playing activity in online communica-
tion, specifically the way users experience narrative and role-playing activity, the communica-
tion modes that support such activity, and the extent to which such activity might enhance indi-
vidual and community engagement. Before turning to a description of the actual research ques-
tions and the methodology used for this study, it is necessary to first acknowledge that this study 
came about because of a curious response to a bear. The bear in question, ‘Albert’, was the cen-
tral figure of an online community project — the ComeRideWithMe project — and since the 
questions arising from the ComeRideWithMe project planted the seeds that grew into this thesis 
it makes sense to begin this introductory chapter with a description of that project.  
 
The ComeRideWithMe Project began in June 2001, a collaboration between the Royal Chil-
dren’s Hospital Foundation of Brisbane (RCHF) and the author, then a multimedia researcher at 
Griffith University’s School of Computing and Information Technology. The parties met to dis-
cuss a project to engage children, targeting  tweens and teens (ages 12-15) in hospital care, par-
ticularly, but not exclusively, the boys in this age range. This target group had been identified as 
being particularly difficult to provide interesting and engaging activities for.  Moreover, as a 
group, they are statistically likely to show a comparatively high incidence of depression and 
anxiety. The Hospital was looking for a program for the target group that would: 

•  provide engaging experiences while they were hospitalized or incapacitated at home 
•  reduce their sense of isolation by stimulating interaction and communication with others 
•  promote good role models, and positive ideas about having fun, coping with problems 

and dealing with real and present difficulties 
•  tap into the interests of this age group 
•  be conducted within the constraints of the patients’ conditions 
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The author had been doing research into online communication, multi-user games and interactive 
narrative and was keen to see whether some combination of these could be used to provide a 
solution to the problem. It was envisaged that the following communication modes might be in-
corporated within the project: 
 

• forum style communications 
• real-time chat facility 
• multi-user games 
• interactive narrative structure. 

 
The notion of interactive narrative structures was of particular interest as a fertile area for creat-
ing engaging experience. 
 
The solution devised by the Griffith/RCH development team was an online community themed 
around the story of a world motorbike tour. The project was titled “ComeRideWithMe” and ran 
from January–July 2002. While the project’s primary objective was to satisfy the Hospital goals, 
the running of the project also provided a unique test-bed for incorporating narrative structures, 
multi-user games, graphics, and even streaming video into an online community. The response 
of the members to the various features of the community were watched by the developers with 
great interest.  Which features would lead to rich and engaging experiences for the users? Which 
would be seen by the users as pointless techno-gimmickry? Which features would help to create 
the ‘magic ingredients’ of a community (Preece, 2003). 
 
Although, as previously stated, the original target group for the ComeRideWithMe project was 
the early teenage group, one of the first ‘villages’ to become active in the forums was a Year 2 
class in a Brisbane primary school. For the benefit of these younger community members the 
character of “Albert” the bike riding teddy-bear was introduced. Some of the typical scenarios 
Albert featured in during his motorbike tour in the early stages of the project are illustrated in 
Figure 1. 

 

         
Figure 1: Albert becomes the central character of the online community. 
 

The posts to the forum from the younger students very quickly became focused around Albert as 
they saw pictures of him and read stories about him each week. In the discussion forum, he re-
sponded to their questions and flirted with their teachers. An element of role-playing came into 
the community as everyone willingly suspended their disbelief and enjoyed the shared fiction of 
treating Albert as a real person. This was reinforced by weekly stories about Albert and sup-
ported by photographs with people he met apparently treating him like a person. Eventually it 
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became apparent that Albert was the star of the community, and not just for the younger mem-
bers. 
 

1.2 Interacting with Albert’s narrative 
Albert’s character not only provided a unifying thread to the narrative, but also made a lot of 

strange and, in some cases, formidable people and places very accessible by the quirkiness of his 
character. The simplicity of the framework made it easy for all members of the community to 
engage in the shared narrative of the community, often resulting in a story being told from vari-
ous points of view.  Various narrative voices told Albert’s stories.   Albert himself talks in the 1st 
person to all members of the community on the forums. The “journal” articles are written in the 
3rd person by one of the riders accompanying Albert; Community members add to the shared 
narrative by discussing story elements with each other and Albert.  Finally, people who Albert 
has met join in to talk to the community members and contribute their view of the story.   

 
The following excerpts illustrate a typical journal article and some related forum discussion. The 
community seemed to thoroughly enjoy the shared role-playing experience of treating Albert as a 
real person. The background to this article is that after Anzac Day in Turkey Albert gets a sud-
den bout of homesickness.  
 

Extract from journal article – “Gloomy In Thessalonika” 
“…He's been a bit out of sorts since Anzac Day. I think suddenly seeing 15,000 Austra-
lians on one day was too much for the little chap. It was all so wonderfully familiar. I 
think he's suddenly realized he's been on the road for 4 months and he's missing dear old 
Oz. Even before the flu struck us all down I heard him on several occasions mumbling to 
himself "Aussie, Aussie Aussie... Oi oi oi..." He sounded quite forlorn. …”  

(Newman 2002) 
 

Extracts from related forum discussion: 
Hi Miss A 
Posted by CheerUp  
Hope you are having a good time. We've been following your trip on my Dad's computer. 
I hope Albert cheers up, tell him me and Melissa will give him a hug when he gets back. I 
miss you and hope you come back to class soon........Breeana W. PS. My mum and dad 
said it was good to see you smiling again....you must be having a good time.  

 
Poor Albear … 
Posted by robert  
Hey Albert, Look, I have to say that I'm on your side here mate, what with everyone be-
ing hard on you for being homesick. I know how you feel, and your travelling compan-
ions could be a little more understanding, couldn't they? Especially that Ken Character. 
Honestly, I think it's discrimination, just because you're a celebrity bear, and they are not! 
I say, if you feel miserable, there's no point pretending otherwise mate, if you're home-
sick (and who wouldn't be, considering where we live), then you are entitled to be a bit 
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blue. To quote Khamal, "why are you people so terribly unkind?" I'm here for you Al-
bear! Rob...  

 
Re:Hi Breeana and Melissa 
Posted by albert_pronounced_albear  
Hi sweeties! Thank you for your lovely sympathetic message when I was a bit blue in 
Greece. Everyone else was really horrible except you two and Rob. Needless to say eve-
rybody else is off my present list for this trip ... Love and hugs to you both, Albert 

 
In the same way in which character breakdown is used in TV series, so that various screenwriters 
are able to write episodes, the defining of Albert’s character into a believable, interesting and 
consistent personality was a useful device for narrative construction. As the community became 
acquainted with Albert’s character they enjoyed seeing him respond in character to various peo-
ple and places he encountered. After a couple of months of character development the break-
down of Albert looked something like this: 

• Egotistical – very aware that he is the true star of the project, to the frequent annoyance 
of other members of the riding team 

• Fussy eater – continually wishing he could get a feed of sausages 
• Not comfortable with mega-fauna – dogs, orangutans, monkeys and jungles generally ter-

rify him 
• Napoleon complex – continually over-compensating for the fact that he’s not quite 30cm 

tall 
• Obsessive – if something seems odd or incomprehensible he will pace all night about it, 

much to the annoyance of his companions 
• Cultural Chameleon – tends to embrace the literary and cultural archetypes of wherever 

he happens to be at the moment. 
 
On that last point it is interesting to list some of the ways in which Albert was useful as a narra-
tive device for telling the story of a particular location: 
 

Algeria – Albert becomes a foreign legionnaire 
Barcelona – a matador 
Sicily – a mafia don 
Tunis – a slave trader 
Oran – a Barbary coast pirate 
Ephesus – a roman orator 
Delphi – an oracle. 
 

Figure 2 shows a selection of images from the journals, illustrating Albert taking on the persona 
of various archetypes. One of the concerns of the writers was how each character metamorphosis 
would be received by the community members, visitors to the site, and indigenous people of the 
various regions. There was a constant effort to monitor both the forums and visitor feedback to 
see if at any point Albert’s characters were being perceived as offensive stereotypes. This never 
happened and it is not improbable to assume that this is largely due to the sense of playfulness 
that Albert brought to the community. Certainly Albert seemed to be able to communicate well 
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with just about everybody he came into contact with and was subsequently able to get away with 
a lot. 
 

     

Figure 2: Albert embraced the literary and cultural archetypes of each location 

 

1.3 Reviewing the response to the ComeRideWithMe Project 
activity 

The ComeRideWithMe project was publicized throughout the schools in Queensland via in-
ternal publications and word of mouth. There was also some media coverage of the project, so 
that by the time the project commenced there were 12 schools that had established Villages and 
were beginning to post. Over the six month duration of the project, this grew to 26 villages in 
five regions as shown in Table 1. Apart from the Royal Children’s Hospital School, there were 
three other children’s hospitals, two orphanages, a scout group and various school groups. 

 
Table 1: Villages and regions 

Region Villages 
Australia 21 
S.E. Asia 2 
Central Asia 1 
East Asia 1 
North America 1 

 
One aspect that had not been foreseen in the design was the advantage of allowing people who 
Albert met to become involved in the activity of the community. Very quickly a “WeMet” vil-
lage was set up with a generic user “WeMet”, so that this id and password could be given to 
people the riders met. People were encouraged to post a message to the community and say 
something about themselves and their meeting with Albert and the other riders. The following is 
an example of such a post: 
 

Hi I'm Sek 
Posted by WeMet 

Mon Jan 28 21:30:35 UTC+1000 2002  

I've seen your website. I am very happy because I saw my photo. Where are you now? Good 
Luck for your journey. Your Teddy-bear is very lovely. See you later. I think I'll do like your 
project in the future....Sek.( the man you met with Suzuki Kantana at southern of Thailand) 

 

http://ecommerce.cit.gu.edu.au/ComeRideWithMe/viewmessage.asp?messageID=114&villageID=20
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Interestingly, in the ComeRideWithMe community, it was certainly the case that most of the 
activity occurred in the village forums in response to the journal stories rather than in the live 
chat or games areas. The synchronous chat rooms never achieved the critical mass necessary for 
synchronous communication to be successful. Similarly, the games designed for the community 
to use were not particularly well utilized. The multi-user games, using Shockwave Multi-user 
server technology, were developed as part of the Distributed Multimedia Systems research pro-
gram at Griffith University. They included chess, battleships, marbles and a number of original 
game designs. The original plan was that there would be a featured game each week, with a 
competition. This never eventuated; almost certainly for similar reasons that led to the live chat 
functionality being barely used. 

 
Lack of critical mass would be due to the fact that the ComeRideWithMe Project was dealing 
with a membership that spanned many time zones, meaning that the chances of accidentally find-
ing other community members online was somewhat remote. Another factor was the relative cost 
of internet access in countries like Bangladesh and India. While there were plenty of people in 
these countries that Albert met who would go to the internet café for an hour a week, they gener-
ally considered it a better use of that time to read posts and send replies rather than to do live 
chat or play games.  

 
But the more pertinent reason that emerged from discussion among the village feedback was 
that, although members could have organized to meet and play games, the real interest of the 
project was Albert’s stories, and his interaction with users. The games were interesting but a bit 
‘off-topic’.  

 

1.4 Questions Raised by the ComeRideWithMe Project 
 
The CRWM project provided an opportunity to test a range of engagement features and to ask 
the question Of this range of features, which will provide the best experience of engagement to 
this set of users? The answer from the users was a resounding thumbs up to Albert’s stories. But 
why? Why was Albert’s story considered more engaging by the ComeRideWithMe community 
than multiplayer games, or live chat? This suprising response to Albert raises a number of tanta-
lizing questions about narrative and role-playing in online communication.  

 
• Why was Albert so enthusiastically received? 
• What made Albert so much fun to such a wide range of people?  
• To what extent is the fun of Albert in the role-playing and narrative activity he initi-

ates?  
• What, if any, personality traits influenced an individual’s  response to Albert?  
• How can the experience of role-playing and narrative in online communication be 

further studied, described, and measured? 
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• To what extent do different communication systems influence narrative and role-
playing activities?   

 
 

The answers to these questions may hold some powerful lessons in designing online communica-
tion and communities to enhance user experience and engagement. The willingness of the mem-
bers of the ComeRideWithMe community to participate in the role play and narrative construc-
tion suggests a human predisposition to engage with role-playing and narrative which more 
community builders might want to try to tap into.  
 
Plowman (1999) has succinctly expressed the notion that constructing a narrative around an 
online community or any interactive scenario is difficult: 

 
The very nature of a medium which brings with it the benefits of interactivity and a multi-
media format also results in a fragmentation of the narrative which is normally present in 
linear media such as books: the narrative can be suspended and altered and may thwart or 
confuse our expectations, producing a multiplicity of pathways and disruption of the flow of 
the user’s experience. (Plowman, 1999 p.311) 

 
Yet the ComeRideWithMe Project seems to have been a success because of a character-driven 
narrative.  Sections 1.5 to 1.8 of this chapter take the questions arising from this curious response 
to Albert and set about shaping them into a formal study to investigate narrative and role-playing 
in online communication. Section 1.5 describes the goals of the study, section 1.6 the proposed 
methodology, section 1.7 articulates the research question and section 1.8 lists the chapters in 
this thesis.  

1.5 Goals 
The present study aims to examine role-playing, narrative, and game-like activities of online 

communication.  A central assumption of this study is that people participate in these types of 
activities because they are fun, and whereas there have been many studies that focus on online 
communication in terms of workplace productivity, information and knowledge transfer, and 
learning outcomes, there are very few that have tried to seriously study online communication in 
terms of fun. The emerging societal issue of the twenty-first century is engagement. Among ad-
ministrators, sociologists, and policy-makers there is a new-found awareness of the importance 
of engagement in dealing with a host of societal and individual problems. 
 

In America, at least, there is reason to suspect that this democratic disarray may be linked 
to a broad and continuing erosion of civic engagement that began a quarter-century ago. 
High on the nation's agenda should be the question of how to reverse these adverse trends 
in social connectedness, thus restoring civic engagement and civic trust.(Putnam 1995, 
pp78) 

 
 Along with this awareness of the need for engagement comes a new keener appreciation of the 
value of fun. There is no attempt in this study to justify fun as a means to an end such as market-
ing a product, promoting learning, productivity or efficiency.  Fun needs no justification – people 
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do fun things just because they are fun, and when people have fun they become engaged and this 
has intrinsic value. This study can be seen as fitting into a broad area of research in which digital 
communication technologies are used to provide engaging experience to individuals. It draws 
from areas such as Computer Gaming, Computer-mediated communication, Media Studies, Hu-
man Computer Interaction as well as Cognition, Behavioural Studies, and Sociology. 
 
It is anticipated that an individual’s experience of role-playing and narrative in online communi-
cation will be influenced by many complex factors, but for the purposes of this study these fac-
tors are grouped into two broad categories - individual predisposition and the communication 
environment. 

 
It is likely that not everyone is equally inclined to hearing stories or participating in role-playing. 
One of the goals of this study then is to try to identify what individual predispositions will influ-
ence a users’ experience of narrative and role-playing in an online environment. One of the goals 
of this study will be to investigate metrics that can be used to describe and evaluate users’ ex-
perience of fun and to measure the correlations between the fun response and individual predis-
positions.  
 
The second category, the communication environment, recognizes that there are a variety of sys-
tems and technologies that can be used to support online communication and it is expected that 
these will impact on role-playing, narrative and game-like activity. If users are playing a role in a 
game, then one might assume a graphic representation of the character and environment they are 
playing in will promote their sense of narrative engagement, and presence. Some evidence, how-
ever, suggests the opposite; that complex visual environments may detract from a sense of narra-
tive engagement, and that there really is no virtual environment as convincing as the imagination 
of a willing participant with strong narrative tendencies. Another goal of this study is thus to 
evaluate users’ experience of fun in a range of communication environments and to measure 
correlations between the fun response and particular communication environments. 
 
The goals of this study can be described as aiming to contribute to the understanding of online 
communication in the following ways: 
 

• investigating the effect of individual predisposition on role-playing and narrative in 
online communication 

• investigating the effect of communication environments on role-playing and narra-
tive in online communication 

• developing a predictive model of individual predisposition, activity and response to 
narrative and role-playing in online communication 
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1.6 Methodology – Albert In Africa 
The experiments are described in greater detail in chapters 6, 7, and 8, and this section will 

serve merely as an overview and summary of the methodology devised to study the complex 
questions of narrative and role-playing in online communication. 

 
The methodology is titled ‘Albert in Africa’. Again it uses the character of Albert the teddy-bear 
as previously described in sections 1.1 to 1.4. The reasons for using Albert again were partly 
because he had been found to be so engaging with users in the ComeRideWithMe project, and 
also because there was already a considerable amount of  ‘back story’ and character develop-
ment. Since he is a teddy-bear there is automatically a strong element of role-playing right from 
the beginning. Using a teddy-bear to facilitate the role-play rather than a more typical role-
playing character (e.g. a wizard) also meant that people might be more likely to suspend preju-
dices they might have against such traditional role-playing. None of the 60 tested subjects had 
any prior knowledge of Albert’s previous adventures, so part of the experiments with the sub-
jects included a brief introduction to the character of Albert. 
 
Measuring Predisposition variables 
The two constructs used to measure individual predisposition in this study are Immersive Ten-
dencies, adapted from Witmer and Singer (1998) and Narrative Tendencies, a measure devel-
oped for this thesis. The subjects were asked to fill out a questionnaire to collect measurements 
for the individual predisposition constructs.  

 
Online Communication with Albert 
Next, subjects were asked to view a 5-minute audiovisual presentation introducing the character 
of Albert riding his motorbike throughout North Africa making film documentaries. 
 
Subjects were then told that Albert was online live from Tunisia and they were asked to chat 
with him for about 15 minutes. Albert, played by a research assistant, had a loose script that was 
devised to introduce a number of narrative elements that the subject could accept or reject. The 
script was quite flexible, and Albert would be very supportive if the subject started to introduce 
their own narrative elements. The three experiments used three different communication envi-
ronments and these are described in detail in chapters 6, 7 and 8: the first communication envi-
ronment was a simple text chat room, the second was an avatar-based virtual environment, and 
the third used web cams. These three environments were chosen to represent low, medium and 
high communication bandwidth. The text only mode gives no non-textual communication cues, 
the virtual environment gives a cartoon representation of Albert and the subject in the same envi-
ronment, and the webcam gives the greatest audio and visual communication cues but with a 
strong sense of Albert and the subject being in different locations. 
 

Measuring Individual Responses 

After the communication session, the subjects are asked to fill out a form giving them a second 
set of questions asking them about their individual responses to chatting with Albert. The ques-
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tion here is “How much fun did the subject have?” The determination of the aggregate fun con-
struct is described in Chapter 5 – The Fun Unification Model. 
 

Processing the results  
The data from the tests were processed in order to investigate the two parts of the research ques-
tion (that is, the effect of individual predisposition and the effect of communication environment).  
First, the individual predisposition constructs were correlated to the individual responses in order 
to establish the strength of the effect of individual predisposition on the level of fun experienced. 
Secondly, an analysis of variance between the three communication environments was done to 
show the effect of three different communication environments. 
 
Drawing conclusions 
The results of the correlations reveal the strength of the effect of individual predisposition and 
communication environment on the fun experienced by a user in an experiment involving narra-
tive and role-playing. Without wanting to give away too much in this introduction some very 
interesting patterns emerged from both the data and from the observed patterns of behaviour. 
There were some unexpected results such as the lack of correlation between Immersive Tenden-
cies and Narrative Tendencies, and there were some surprising observed behaviour especially in 
the avatar-based environment. The main premise, however, that relevant individual predisposi-
tion could be measured and used to predict response to the experiment was substantiated but not 
exactly as expected. All these points and more will be discussed in chapter 8. 

1.7 The Research Question 
 

To conclude this first chapter, the Research Questions under investigation in this study can 
be expressed in three parts; 
 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative? 
This main question requires two subsidiary questions: 
1 To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of role-

playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
2 To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience of 

role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
 

1.8 Overview 
The chapters of this thesis are; 

Chapter 1 – The curious response to the bear. 
Chapter 2 – A review of narrative and role-playing. 
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Chapter 3 – A review of communication environments. 
Chapter 4 – The Fun Unification Model 
Chapter 5 – Albert in Africa – The Experiments 
Chapter 6 – Results of the Experiments 
Chapter 7 – Observed Behaviours 
Chapter 8 – Summary and Futures 
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Chapter 2 The case of the narrative brain. 
A review of literature relevant to narrative and role-playing in online communication 
 
Publications derived from this chapter 

Newman, K. (2005c). The case for the narrative brain.  Conference Proceedings of Interac-
tive Entertainment, 2005, Sydney. 

Newman, K (2005d). Narrative and Interaction: getting natural enemies to work together. 
Presentation to the Australian Game Developers Conference, Melbourne 2004. 

 
 

This chapter will review the literature of narrative and, in particular, the literature that sug-
gests a human predisposition for narrative.  Narrative and narrative engagement are specific to 
both the research question of this thesis and to the narrative/role-playing activities from which 
this study arose as described in Chapter 1.   Narrative and its collaborative cousin role-playing 
are important for online communication, or any kind of communication for that matter, because 
humans seem to have what might be called narrative brains. In this chapter, which reviews the 
case for the narrative brain from various fields of psychology and narrative theory, three themes 
emerge that are important for the present thesis. The first theme is that there is a species-wide 
predisposition for and capability for narrative. The second is that since, at an individual level, 
humans do not all develop the same level of narrative inclination or ability, individual narrative 
tendencies will be significant in causing the individual responses to role-playing and narrative 
activity to vary considerably. The third theme is that there is a case for a set of species-wide ar-
chetypal narrative scripts embedded in the human psyche. Each of these narrative themes is pre-
sented and explored in terms of its relevance to understanding users’ experience of narrative in 
interactive systems.   
 
Various prominent researchers have claimed the importance of narrative to interactive systems 
and games (Laurel 1991; Bruner 1993; Laurillard 1996; Plowman L 1996; Madeja 2003; Mi-
chael and Sengers 2003; Laurel 2004). In much of the relevant literature, we are left with two 
general themes; firstly that narrative is important for interactive systems because narrative is 
fundamental to human cognition and understanding; and secondly, that despite the lack of tangi-
ble examples, developers of interactive systems are encouraged to eventually learn better ways 
of incorporating narrative into interactive systems. Laurel’s comments are indicative of the 
evocative but generalist place of narrative in the literature of interactive systems. 
 

Story-making is a pleasurable activity because in a very deep way, we look at the world 
with storytelling brains. The designer of interactive systems should take our narrative pre-
disposition into account in the same way the designer of physical tools makes affordances 
for our opposable thumbs (Laurel 2004, pp74). 

 
There are relatively few actual investigative studies of narrative and even fewer using any form 
of measurement. One of the most prominent research projects in this area was the MENO1 pro-
ject (the Multimedia, Education, Narrative Organization project), that focused on narrative and 
                                              
1 http://kn.open.ac.uk/public/index.cfm?wpid=736 



PhD Thesis by Ken Newman 

14 

interactivity as means of exploratory and experiential learning. Much of the work of this project 
involved comparing the presentation of learning material in various formats of linearity and me-
dia richness (Abbott, Black et al. 1985; Laurillard 1996; Plowman L 1996).  The findings tend to 
be inconclusive.  The picture that emerges is that, within the literature, there are enthusiastic 
claims of the importance of narrative to interactive systems but also that there is a lack of inves-
tigative studies in the area, and even fewer studies that could be described as measuring users’ 
experience of role-playing and narrative in interactive systems. 
 
The present study has an underlying assumption that, to some degree, humans have a species-
wide predisposition to narrative. In this chapter, this assumption is explored through a review of 
the literature and a discussion of role-playing and narrative as they occur in online communica-
tion. The chapter begins (section 2.2) with an examination of the human predisposition to find 
and create narrative. An understanding of the factors contributing to our narrative predisposition 
leads to one of the key premises upon which the theoretical model of this thesis is built; that nar-
rative tendencies and narrative engagement are key elements of an individual’s experience. 
 
From discussion of the evolution of narrative tendencies, the focus then moves to theories of 
narrative (section 2.3), from classic Aristotelian story to the neo-constructivist views of narratol-
ogy. While to some extent the ‘science’ of narratology has fallen out of favor for contriving to 
turn narrative into science, there are some potentially useful ideas to be explored in construction-
ist thinking on narrative. One of the tenets of old-school narratology is to frame any given narra-
tive in three layers of abstraction: the fabula, the plot, and the treatment (Bal 1985). These are 
discussed in section 2.3 with reference to the story/interaction nexus. 
 
A range of case studies and examples of innovative uses of narrative in online communication 
are described (section 2.5) including stories for experiential learning, social support, local iden-
tity creation, and story telling as a means of evaluating a community. Part of this section includes 
a discussion of the Reality TV phenomena, and how these formats give a new expression to col-
laborative story telling. The case examples conclude with a description of game-like communi-
ties that use elements of narrative, role-playing, and gaming. 
 
The last section (2.5) of this chapter reviews role-playing and narrative, looking at a range of 
research from the largely theoretical to the experimental. Online identity is further discussed as a 
key part of role-playing, and ideas about interaction and plot control are further explored. 
 
The topic overview for this chapter then is; 
 

The human predisposition for narrative 

Theories of narrative 

Examples of narrative and interaction 

 
The ideas in this chapter provide a foundation upon which this thesis builds, that narrative, role-
playing and game-like activity can promote good online communication. 
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2.1 The human predisposition for narrative 
 

The assumption that humans are predisposed to narrative, and that narrative is essential to 
personal and social survival and adaptation, underpin this study. It is generally agreed among 
scholars that speech and narrative developed in humans because they provided distinct adaptive 
advantages (McNeil 1996, p333), but just what the advantages were is less generally agreed. If 
the assumption that we have a species-wide predisposition to narrative is correct, then it is hardly 
surprising that engaging with narrative will generally be a pleasurable experience. Narrative en-
gagement often equates to fun, not that all fun necessarily contains narrative, but there would 
seem to be a high correlation between the experience of fun and the presence of at least some 
elements of narrative. Section 2.2.4 reviews a range of studies that fall within the topic of com-
puters and fun. Many of these are sourced from the innovative ‘Computers and Fun’ workshops 
(Monk 1999). This section examines the evidence from anthropology, primate studies and hu-
man cognition and psychology to review the case for human predisposition to narrative. 
 
Narrative expression viewed in terms of human and pre-human evolution can be defined in the 
broadest terms as including gestural, iconic, kinesthetic and vocal modes of communication 
(McNeil 1996, pp331). The conjecture of the gestural communication practices of the early 
hominids is based to a large extent upon studies of our close relatives in the primate order, the 
great apes - gorillas, chimpanzees and orangutans.  In these species, gestural communication 
often takes the form of agent-action or agent-action-object syntax, e.g. ‘go-away’, ‘I will fight 
you’. About 40,000 years ago a cultural revolution took place in our own homo-sapiens species 
and gestural communication was augmented with the expression of a range of new communica-
tion modes including; 
 

Iconic modes - cave art, mobile art, wearable decorations, ritual masks, body painting, 
Kinesthetic modes – ritual, dance mime, enacted scripts, 
Vocal modes – oral narratives/myths of origins, ancestry, and heroic deeds 

 
MacNeil (1996, pp336) suggests that the question ‘where did narrative originate?’ can be ap-
proached in three ways; 

 
1. How did humans develop narrative ability over many generations? (the phylogeny of narrative) 
2. What are the cognitive processes for narrative?  
3. How does the development of narrative ability occur in a single generation, that is, in an individual. (the 

ontogeny of narrative ) 
 
These three approaches to the origins of narrative are discussed in the following sections. 
 

The phylogeny of narrative – or How did human narrative ability evolve?  
 
This section examines the phylogeny or evolution of narrative ability over many generations. 
Early hominids are thought to have developed the capacity for pre-narrative scripts from less 
structured everyday event templates (McNeil 1996, pp334). A journey script for example would 
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have template variables of destination, terrain, purpose for traveling, traveling companions, char-
acters encountered, dangers faced and so on.  
 
While the physiology of the human brain has developed to accommodate the cognitive potential 
for narrative scripts, there is also evidence that certain narrative abilities, and even certain narra-
tive scripts have became an inherent part of the genetic make up of our species. Intuitive behav-
iour such as fear, sexual attraction, aggression, empathy, and even spirituality are thought by 
some to be part of our collective unconscious (Jung 1973, pp22-25). 
 
Winston (2002, pp60-61) discusses the possibility that ‘ancient memories’ have been handed 
down genetically, memories formed by our hominid ancestors over millions of years of living on 
the African plains. He describes an intriguing study where people of different ages were shown 
photographs of various types of terrain including savannah, deciduous forests, rainforest, and 
desert, and asked where they would prefer to go to visit. All eight year olds preferred the savan-
nah, despite their never having experienced such an environment. As subjects got older they 
tended to show a preference for forests. One interpretation of this result is that the eight year 
old’s psychological make-up is closer to the innate ancient memories, and that as we get older 
the socializing effects of our environment are more influential.  
 
These ancient memories should be seen as a set of species-wide predispositions and latent capa-
bilities rather than specific inherited memory (Jung 1973; Winston 2002), rather like a series of 
switches that can be switched on in a child, given the right environmental triggers. Studies of 
feral children shed some light on the triggering of these switches, although such cases are rare. 
The feral girl Kamala (Winston 2002, p242) was about eight years old when she was found liv-
ing with wolves in 1920 in northern India. She then lived for a further nine years with her 
adopted family without learning to speak. Winston suggests that latent human capabilities such 
as face recognition, language recognition, emotional development and capacity for narrative will 
not switch on without environmental triggers. 
 
The most useful way to consider the human predisposition for narrative then, or for that matter 
any species-wide predisposition, is to think of it as a switch with the potential to be turned on. 
The crucial factors in turning on the switch are the nurturing and social environment in which we 
are brought up and, as demonstrated by the story of Kamala the wolf girl, if the environmental 
triggers are not received then after a certain age it may be too late (Winston 2002, p245). 
 
When the switches do get turned on, however, the human predisposition for narrative is a strong 
one and combined with the emerging online communication systems and technologies provides a 
potent mix of possibilities for communication and social interaction. 
 

… although we are not all born writers, we are all in a sense born actors. The ability to im-
provise within a wide variety of social situations is an essential part of our make-up as ca-
pable social entities.(Springel 1998, pp 46) 
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The cognitive processes of narrative – “How does the brain process narrative? ” 
 

The human cognitive process for narrative is believed to arise from everyday occurrences 
that we understand by organizing them into ‘scripts’ (Schank and Abelson 1977; Turner 1991; 
McNeil 1996). A script might be described as a similar cognitive structure to a concept in that it 
reflects generalized knowledge (Schank and Abelson 1977, pp41) but has the added complexity 
of  being associated with an ordered sequence of events. Scripts act as mental templates some-
times called prototypes (Finkel and Groscup 1997, pp210) equipping us to understand situations. 
Characters, locations, sequenced events, motivations, and action-response relationships are the 
variables of the script templates by which we organize our knowledge of the world. 
 
An example of a script for a modern western person would be dining at a restaurant. The script 
template includes a sequence of events including arriving at the restaurant, being seated, ordering 
from the menu, communicating with companions while the food is being prepared, eating the 
meal, paying the bill and leaving the restaurant. The template variables would include the restau-
rant location, style and physical layout, the position of ‘my’ table in the restaurant, the menu, the 
waiter, the meal ordered, the company and the communication, the cost of the meal, the mode of 
payment, the departure rituals. 
 
Some writers speculate further, that not only do humans have a predisposition for narrative, but 
that certain specific narrative scripts have actually become part of our psychological makeup. 
These would be particularly significant archetypal narrative scripts that have, because of their 
particular usefulness, been repeated over so many generations that they have become embedded 
in our psyches. These may include the hero’s journey (Campbell 1949), origin myths, and ances-
tor myths (Jung 1973). Jung proposed an innate and unchanging 'collective unconscious', of ge-
neric and unconscious symbols shared by humans in all places in all time periods. These became 
stabilized as narrative scripts and later conventionalized as mythic or folk plot patterns derived 
from everyday experiences (McNeil 1996, pp336). 
 
Various narrative theorists have developed plot ontologies to map out the archetypal narrative 
scripts that seem to have a species-wide significance. One of the recent ontologies is from 
Booker (2004), identifying seven basic plot types, shown in Table 2.1. Although it is beyond the 
scope of the present study to do an in-depth study of the recurrence of these plot archetypes in 
digital and role-playing games, a superficial glance at some available game scenarios indicates 
that these plots are indeed widely used in interactive digital games and role-playing games. Table 
2.1 column 3 suggests examples of digital games that fit within each of these archetypes. 

 
Typically, when narrative plots are explicitly used in interactive systems there is always a ten-
sion between the narrative and interactive elements. A traditional story invites the participants to 
listen, to engage, and to allow themselves to be taken where the storyteller wants to take them. 
However, the participants are not generally being invited to join in or to add their own input to 
the story or to take it in unforeseen directions.   
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Table 2.1 Booker’s (2004) Archetypal Narrative Scripts 

Archetypal 
narrative 
script 

Plot example Game genre 

1 Overcoming the 
Monster 

Beowulf First person shooters 
(Doom, Space Invaders) 

2 Rags to Riches Cinderella Empire building games 
(The Sims, Railroad Ty-
coon) 

3 The Quest Odyssey Platform games, Sport 
Simulations, (Racing, 
football, Mario) 

4 Voyage and Re-
turn 

Robinson Crusoe Plot based puzzle games 
(Kings Quest, Sam and 
Max hit the road 

5 Comedy Marriage of Figaro Plot based puzzle games 
(Leisure-suit Larry, 
Monkey Island) 

6 Tragedy Hamlet Film noir games (Max 
Payne) 

7 Rebirth The Snow Queen Futuristic societies (Fi-
naly Fantasy, Matrix), 
Transforming superhe-
roes (Spiderman, Hulk) 

 

 
Interjections from the listeners would destroy or at least weaken the structural integrity of the 
story. Interaction, however, implies the opposite, that somehow the ‘listener’ is able to become 
an active participant.  It is thus recognized that there is a need for various ways in which interac-
tive systems could try to overcome this problem (Roach 2003, pp1).  

 
The beauty of a plot that pre-exists as part of our psychological make-up is that it does not have 
to be explained to us. In role-playing, the archetypal narrative script (“save the princess”, “find 
the treasure”, “slay the enemy”) is already known to everyone and all that is left is to fill in the 
details.  

The ontogeny of narrative or How does the development of narrative ability occur in 
an individual? 
 

Section 2.2.1 discussed the notion that many human abilities are apparently inherited as la-
tent capacities, with a series of switches needing to be triggered. If the phylogeny of narrative is 
the explanation of the existence of the switches, then the ontogeny of narrative is concerned with 
the environmental conditions that trigger them. The development of individual narrative ability is 
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thought to be dependent on a child ‘becoming storied’ (Sarbin 1986, pp143).  From birth, chil-
dren are talked to, read to and played with. They watch TV, films, and everyday rituals. As was 
discussed in section 2.2.2, their capacity to frame events into logical narrative script templates is 
exercised and they learn to make sense of their world. By ‘becoming storied’ their latent narra-
tive capacities are switched on. 
 
Between the ages of 3 and 5 years a child typically proceeds through first learning, then reciting 
and eventually internalizing narrative elements (McCabe and Peterson 1991,pp102). Eventually 
children are able to create their own logical narrative scripts by sequencing events into an order 
of action/response, and cause/effect. By practising hearing and telling stories the child learns the 
difference between a random set of events and a narrative script that has logical and structural 
completeness.  
 
Between the ages of 5 and 8 a child typically has collected a sufficient library of narrative scripts 
to begin constructing their own oral and written narratives. This assists the child in understand-
ing the world and developing their sense of identity (Goffman 1959, pp4). 
  
Since the evidence suggests that individuals will develop narrative tendencies to different de-
grees, this is likely to be a factor which will influence an individual’s experience of narrative and 
role-playing. Chapter 5 describes how individual narrative tendencies are factored into the Fun 
Unification Model to reflect this.  

2.2 Theories of Narrative and Narratology 
The previous sections of this chapter reviewed literature of human narrative tendency. This 

section moves away from the human cognitive processes and focuses on the narrative piece it-
self, be it text, oral, film, interactive. It looks at ways of formally understanding narrative and 
role-playing with a discussion of narratology - the constructivist view of narrative - and suggests 
how narratology can give insight into the blending of narrative and interaction. 

Narrative theory  
The first step in establishing a theory of narrative is to establish what constitutes a narrative 

piece. Although everyone has a general idea of what a narrative is, it is often quite difficult to 
decide whether or not to call a particular piece a narrative (Andrews, Sclater et al. 2000, p3). 
 
The classical Aristotelian description of narrative is a story with a beginning, middle, and end, 
each of these having various characteristics. From the mid 1900s, literary theorists underwent 
something of an identity crisis (Ransom 1937, pp67) and tried to turn narrative theory into a sci-
ence narratology with a precise set of scientific generalizations (Bal 1985; Susana Onega and 
Landa 1996) . From the 1980s onwards, the hard science approach gradually transformed into 
something more inclusive and less abstract. The defining cliché of contemporary narrative theory 
is that narrative is everywhere (Currie 1998, pp14), and the scope of narrative ‘texts’ suitable for 
analysis has expanded from the traditional literary narrative texts to include many sequential 
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aspects of everyday life. Typically, these would include films, music videos, advertisements, TV, 
newspaper journalism, myths, paintings, songs, comic strips, anecdotes, jokes, stories of our 
holidays, formal and informal role-playing and even shared spontaneous or humorous conversa-
tion. 
 
Although the scope of the narrative corpus encompasses many communication media, there still 
remain certain inescapable characteristics. Section 2.2 discussed narrative as having meaningful 
internal and sequential structure.  Although the surreal internal logic of a typical music video clip 
would not be expected to exhibit the same degree of internal logic and sequential structure as a 
newspaper article or even a holiday story, nevertheless each ‘text’ must exhibit some meaningful 
sense to the receiver.  If a text is weak in meaning and structure it will be perceived as dull, in-
coherent or illogical. Then it becomes difficult individually or as a group to process it as narra-
tive and the listener disengages.  Alistair Cooke (1997), the author and presenter of the longest 
running radio show in history, “A Letter from America”, says, 
 

No matter what you're talking about - gardening, economics, murder - you're telling a 
story. Every sentence should lead to the next sentence. If you say a dull sentence people 
have a right to switch off.   (Cooke 1997, pp1) 

 
Cooke’s references to gardening and economics seem to suggest that he means ‘story’ here in a 
broader sense than the traditional, classical story plot. The tendency among the exponents of 
narratology (Culler 1975; Eco 1979; Bal 1985; Martin 1986; McNeil 1996) was to try to estab-
lish universal rules by which to understand the constructed nature of narrative. By the mid 1980s 
the trend had moved away from the pseudo-scientific approach into a much more organic ap-
proach with links to cultural, cognitive and literature studies.  Although narratology tends to be 
viewed by some contemporary writers as being over-prescriptive in its scientific pretentions it is 
useful, for the purposes of looking at narrative and interactivity, to consider aspects of the con-
structivist views of narrative systems.  
 
Bal (1985), in her definitive book ‘Narratology’, describes three layers of abstraction that can be 
used to analyse a narrative text; the fabula, the story, and the treatment or text. 
 
Fabula – the elements of narrative 
The fabula consists of all the various elements that are worked into a story. Fabula elements in-
clude characters, objects and locations arranged into events. The events themselves will contain 
cause and effect and action and reaction logic. The cinematic equivalent of the fabula might be 
the film trailer, where events from the film are presented in such a way that they give a sense of 
the film without giving away the story. Scenes, locations and characters are presented as loose 
narrative elements out of the context of the total film. 
 
Story – the sequence of narrative 
To make the fabula elements into a story (the next layer of abstraction) requires that the elements 
be considered in a certain sequence. The ordering of the sequence itself can produce different 
results of empathy, suspense or surprise. The characters and events already pencilled-in in the 
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fabula layer are given a wider context, more subtle detail, and more distinct relationships, with 
each other and with the emerging story logic. The time given to events and the order in which 
they are told is part of the process of building a story. The chronology of the events can be cho-
sen to compress or expand the story time. There are always various points of view from which a 
story can be told. A choice of point of view must be made for a story to be told. 
 
Treatment – the communication of narrative 
To do a treatment/text (the third layer of abstraction) of a story, the story has to be placed into a 
communication medium. In an oral tradition, this is done by putting a story into language, choos-
ing the words, facial expressions, gestures, tone of voice and pacing of the narration. In a written 
text, the treatment is the choice of words, phrasing, and tone of voice and expression of the nar-
rator, which must be communicated within the writing. In filmmaking, the narrative treatment is 
constructed from the camera angles, establishing shots, close-ups, tracking movement, and edit-
ing decisions such as cutting “on action” and the pace of the cutting. All the decisions about the 
communication medium are motivated by the story being told, and will either contribute to or 
detract from the listeners’ engagement with the narrative. 
  
 As previously discussed in section 2.3.2, interaction and narrative do not sit easily together. In-
terjections from the ‘listeners’ tend to weaken the sequential and structural integrity of a story. 
Interaction implies, however, that somehow the ‘listener’ is able to become an active participant. 
It becomes apparent when deconstructing narrative using the three abstract layers of narratology 
that the fabula and treatment are the narrative layers that can best allow for interaction and col-
laboration since these layers do not rely on plot sequencing. It is interesting to consider how the 
narrative activity of systems involving narrative and interaction breaks down into these three 
layers.  
 
Let’s take the ComeRideWithMe project as an example of a system that blended narrative and 
interactive elements. It had a very simple plot, but there were various elements of fabula and 
treatment that became highly developed, creating both listener interest and opportunities for lis-
teners to interact with narrative collaboration and role-playing.  Table 2.2 summarizes the essen-
tial narrative elements of the ComeRideWithMe project as fabula, story, and treatment.  

 
In almost all examples of interactive and collaborative storytelling, role-playing, and fantasy 
games where there is shared narrative being created, the general rule is that the story layer works 
best when it is reduced to a simple archetypal plot. Creating a complex story – that is, one that 
incorporates complex plot twists, builds suspense, creates expectation, tension and resolution – 
would be well beyond the capabilities of most groups to achieve in a real-time collaborative en-
vironment. More achievable is to work within the rules of an archetypal plot or meta-narrative, 
and allow the group to improvise with the fabula and treatment. Every general rule has excep-
tions however, and actors who are skilled in improvisational theatre are often able to improvise 
extremely complex plots collaboratively. Watching a team of good theatrical improvisers work-
ing together is, for most people, quite astounding, and for this reason the present study has drawn 
upon some of the lessons of improvisational theatre to devise the methodology for the Albert in 
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Africa experiments. This methodology, involving the identification of narrative contracting ac-
tivity within the collaborative environment, is further discussed in chapter 5. 
 

Table 2.2 A summary of narrative elements of the ComeRideWithMe project  

 
Characters Albert – teddy-bear, filmmaker, motorbike 

rider, 

other riders, people in the community, 
people Albert meets. 

Locations Sahara desert, jungles of Sumatra, Anzac 
Cove etc 

Events riding, breaking down, crossing borders, 
battling bureaucracy, finishing journey  

Fabula 

 

Food olives, sticky date pudding 

Meta-
narrative 

the Quest Story 

sub-plots episodic descriptions of journey – stories 
of characters met, difficulties overcome 
 

Points of 
view 

assistant’s voice 
albert’s voice  
other travellers, people the riders met, 
community members’ voices 

tone of 
voice 

egocentric (Albert), exasperated (other 
riders), neutral/partisan (community 
members)  

Treatment 

Image se-
lection 

reinforcing the ‘shared joke’ of Albert, Al-
bert adopting archetypal personas of vari-
ous locations 

 
 

The conclusion of this review of narratology is that the separation of narrative into the layers of 
fabula, story, and treatment is useful in understanding interactive narrative. Of the three layers, it 
is the story layer that lends itself least to improvisation and collaboration. By keeping the story 
simple, the opportunity is increased for improvisation and collaboration within the fabula and 
treatment layers of narrative.  
 

2.3 Examples of Narrative and Interactive systems 
In the introduction to this chapter, it was noted that although various prominent researchers 

have claimed the importance of narrative in interactive systems (Laurel 1991; Bruner 1993; 
Laurillard 1996; Plowman L 1996; Madeja 2003; Michael and Sengers 2003; Laurel 2004) very 
few examples of truly interactive narrative systems can be found. Since the earliest days of digi-
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tal interactive technologies there has been a strong futurist voice predicting it is only a matter of 
time before the new genres emerge that blend narrative and interaction. 
 

At some point, movies will be created that meet our criteria for being VR, perhaps as artis-
tic experiments. These movies will be 3-D, immersive, interactive, and respond to viewers 
in real time. It will be a real experience as you become part of the movie's action around 
you and influence plot twists with your actions. You may also interact with the movie in a 
network of other viewers/actors. You won't just sit back and watch, but act and interact, 
becoming part of the action yourself. (Briggs 2002, pp29)  

 
Since predictions such as these began circulating in the mid 90s, however, there has been very 
little that could be called progress in the formulation of these expected new genres, and these 
claims, even recent ones, still seem wildly fanciful. The failure of these predictions to be realized 
may have more to do with fundamental differences in the cognitive processes of narrative and 
interaction than it does with the technology.  

 
(Laurel 2004, p74) suggests that despite the scarcity of tangible examples, developers of interac-
tive systems should be encouraged to eventually learn better ways of incorporating narrative into 
interactive systems. The present thesis aims to lead to a better understanding of narrative in in-
teractive systems or, more specifically, interactive systems which create a communication envi-
ronment. 
 
 This section reviews examples of systems that do blend narrative and interactive elements.   The 
picture that emerges from the literature is that there are, indeed, enthusiastic claims of the impor-
tance of narrative to interactive systems but also that there is a scarcity of tangible examples that 
demonstrate effective blending of narrative and interaction. This section looks at a range of ex-
amples that do combine narrative and interactive systems and points to possible directions for 
future applications that combine more effectively the benefits of narrative and interaction. 

  
 
The examples covered in this section are covered under three broad headings; 

Role-playing and multi-user domains 

Games and narrative 

The reality TV phenomena 

Role-playing in Multi-user Domains 
 
This section looks at the attraction of online role-playing, an attraction so great that it some-

times leads to psychological complications of identity and addictive behaviour (Rheingold 1993, 
Creed 2003 , Short & Williams 1973).  

 
Online role-playing emerged as a sub-culture out of the LARP (Live Action Role-Playing) cul-
ture in the 1980s, especially in Europe and the UK. In the early years, the LARP community 
focused almost exclusively on the world of Tolkienesque fantasy. One of the most pervasive 
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manifestations of online role-playing to emerge is the MUD (multi-user domain). Like the live-
action equivalent, a MUD often has a fantasy-adventure theme in which the general socialization 
occurs. Gradually, other meta-narratives were introduced – post-apocalyptic tribal scenarios, 
film-noir gangster worlds, science fiction scenarios. Users could immerse themselves in a Star-
Trek theme in TrekMuse or in a medieval fantasy in Everquest.  Although these other-world sce-
narios are still popular, there is also a trend towards more realistic scenarios. An educational 
game directed at Swedish high-school students called ‘En resa som ingen annan’ (A journey like 
none else) explores the experience of a fugitive fleeing from a foreign country and seeking asy-
lum in Sweden (Söderberg, Waern et al. 2004, pp2). 
 
For less fanciful and more social environments, users can visit MediaMoo2, an imaginary Press 
Club bar where people with media industry associations hang out, or HabboHotel3 an imaginary 
five star hotel for teenage chat. The user assumes an identity and plays out this role. The cartoon 
interface of Habbo Hotel is very ‘game-like’ in appearance, but the focus is on socializing. The 
metaphor of a hotel does not require too much fanciful role-playing to maintain. There is no 
meta-narrative or quest to direct the activity, just random socializing arising from users playing 
hotel guests. So they chat, go to the night club, order drinks, dance, relax in the lobby, swim in 
the pool, or retire to their private rooms. Stories emerge at an individual level and are as unstruc-
tured and unpredictable as life.  
 
It is particularly interesting to note that user initiated game-like activity simply emerged in Hab-
bohotel, in ways that were never intended by the designers. The Habbo mafia is a group of users 
who all dress their avatars in black and move as a group to a room where they engage in ‘mock 
threatening’ behaviour, such as running around someone, or standing in the doorway so people 
cannot get in or out, and trying to recruit more members to the mafia.  The Habbohotel environ-
ment has a currency ‘Habbo dollars’4 and the various game-like activities and scams have 
prompted the Habbo administrators to post regular warnings every time a new scam appears. 
 
There are some similarities between online role-playing and improvisational theatre. In both ac-
tivities, participants are collaborating to produce a story in real time. Söderberg, Waern et al 
(Söderberg, Waern et al. 2004, pp1) note this similarity but also note that online role-playing is 
done for the benefit of the participants whereas improvisational theatre is done for an audience. 
It is not hard to see this distinction becoming less significant in role-playing within an extended 
online community, where there may indeed be an audience. 
 
Part of the appeal of improvised role-playing is playing within a well-defined, interesting and 
dynamic scenario – the elements that might be described in narratology terms as good fabula. In 
both online role-playing and improvisational theatre the task of setting these elements falls to the 

                                              
2 MediaMoo can be found at http://www.cc.gatech.edu/~asb/MediaMoo/ 
3 Habbo Hotel can be found at http://habbohotel.com/habbo/en/ 
4 Habbo Dollars can be bought by credit card or earned by mobile phone usage in some countries. 

Within the Hotel they can be used to upgrade your hotel room with various furniture items, gain 
access to certain games, and to transfer to other users as payment. 
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game master. In improvisational Theatre Sports games, such as ‘Timewarp’, a gamemaster will 
control the flow of an improvisation in real time by calling out periodically for the action to jump 
forward to a future time (one hour, one year) or alternatively jump to a flashback in the near or 
distant past. In this way, the game master exercises some influence over the way the improvisa-
tion proceeds.   In traditional live action role-playing games, a game master monitors all events, 
decides on the story line, and to some extent directs the game flow. In online role-playing, the 
game master’s control is relatively weak due to the distance between the game master and the 
players. The game masters have both too little insight into the events that are happening, and too 
few means to influence players. A number of techniques have been developed to deal with this 
problem.; for example,, game masters can control the flow of information in the game through 
spreading rumors at appropriate times (Söderberg, Waern et al. 2004, pp3).  

 
Some researchers describe the experience and attraction of online role-playing in terms of pres-
ence. This term is used to describe a person’s sense of being somewhere other than their physical 
location by a combination of computer simulation supplying sensory stimuli. Other writers have 
described the users’ sense of presence in narrative environments as ‘social presence’ (Heeter 
1992) or ‘dramatic presence’ (Kelso, Weythrauch et al. 1993).  Given that the activity of role-
playing is a good example of interactive and collaborative creation of narrative, it is important 
for the purposes of this study to understand that all the implications of control and various ex-
periences of perceived presence when designing an appropriate experiment. The narrative/role-
playing experiments developed for this thesis are described in Chapter 5. 
 
 

Games and Narratives 
 

Aside from the more established forms of fantasy role-playing, there are other forms of nar-
rative creation in interactive systems that might be considered here, and one of these is in com-
puter games. This section does not attempt to review all the literature of narrative in games 
which has been voluminous and heated given the short history of the topic. Rather, this section 
will review some aspects of narrative in games and, in particular, consider whether there might 
be some advantages in again using the three layers of narratology -  fabula, plot and treatment - 
when talking about narrative and games. In some cases, gaming and game-like activity can be 
seen as closely related to the types of role-playing under consideration in this thesis.  There are 
various ways in which narrative can be incorporated into games, though obviously this does not 
mean that all games need to be plot driven. Narrative needs to be read here in light of the previ-
ous discussion of narratology which describes plot as only one of the three layers of narrative 
(fabula, plot and treatment) and the layer least adaptable to interaction through improvisation and 
collaboration.  
 
 It could be argued that almost any game has some narrative elements, although often the narra-
tive elements become so stylized as to be almost unrecognizable. Even a game like chess, which 
on the surface seems to have very little narrative, reveals narrative elements when considered in 
terms of narratology, although the game itself is not plot driven. The narrative elements of chess 
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include characters such as king, queen, pawn.  These elements may be more or less stylized as 
shown in Figure 2.4.1. The rules of movement and engagement reflect a particular social and 
governmental order with the monarchs assuming far greater importance than the pawns. The 
game space in chess, representing the land occupied by the two warring kingdoms, is stylized 
into the grid of the chessboard. These elements could be described as elements of fabula – the 
building blocks of narrative.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The plot layer of the narrative of chess might best be described as a broad meta-narrative of two 
kingdoms at war. The treatment layer of the narrative of chess would include any elements of the 
game and game environment that communicate the game; that is, is the game being played with 
physical pieces or online? are the pieces stylized, realistically rendered or members of the Simp-
sons family? In a similar way, a classic computer game like Pacman will be found to have a few 
highly stylized narrative elements such as a maze, a few characters with behaviours, and a homi-
cidal ghost. The meta-narrative is very general – to collect little items of value while avoiding 
dangerous enemies who will harm the player if they get close enough. A summary of the narra-
tive elements discussed for chess and Pacman is presented in Table 2.4.1.  
 

 

Table 2.4.1 Narrative elements of chess and Pacman 

Game Fabula Plot\Meta Narrative Treatment 

Chess • Characters (King, Queen 

etc.) 

• Rules of movement and 

engagement – turn taking 

• Occupied lands (Chess 

Board) 

 

Two kingdoms at war  

 

Online 

Physical pieces 

Pacman • Characters (Pacman, 

enemies) 

• Rules of behaviour, 

movement and engage-

ment. 

• Gamespace (maze) 

Hero must collect items of 

value while avoiding danger-

ous enemies. 

Rendering style, music sfx. 

 

    
 

Figure 2.4.1 Chess queen – stylized, realistic and Marge Simpson 
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Certainly there are many games, both digital and traditional, where any narrative elements upon 
which the game might have been originally based are visually so stylized and conceptually so 
abstracted that it no longer makes sense to try to analyze them as narrative. Attempts to treat 
either Tetris or tennis as narratives start to sound contrived. But the point of this section is not to 
prove that every game is a narrative, but rather to demonstrate that some games embrace narra-
tive elements and to review a selection of games that do. Most of the methods that can be 
adopted to incorporate narrative into games fit loosely into one of three broad categories – the 
game-like community (reviewed in section 2.3), the back story, and the theme-park ride. While 
this present study is mostly closely aligned with game-like communities, a discussion of each of 
these aspects of narrative helps show the possibilities that exist in making a study of the place of 
narrative in online interaction. 

 
 
The Back Story 
One of the most common ways in which a game uses narrative is to create a background story. 
The background story is usually treated as cinema, that is the user ‘leans back’ (Roach 2003, 
pp1) to watch a few minutes of establishing cinema, and then ‘leans forward’ as the interactive 
part begins. Between game sections or levels, linking scenes further progress the story. It is un-
derstood by players and game producers that however many times a user plays the game they 
will only want to watch the cinema once. It is an accepted convention of games that the cinema 
may be in a completely different visual style to the interactive parts. In Warcraft 3, the story is 
established with lush animations of crows flying around a battlefield as fantasy armies take up 
their positions. The music, camera angles and editing use all the sophisticated cinematic conven-
tions. Once the cinema has finished, the game cuts to a pseudo perspective, high angle map view, 
and from this view the game is played. 

 

 
 

Figure 2.4.2 In Doom 3 the back-story emerges from the play 
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An alternative to the ‘cinema linking scene’ is ‘integrated linking scene’ where the ‘lean for-
ward’ interaction continues while some part of the narrative is introduced. An example of this is 
Doom 3 (Figure 2.4.2) where the commanding officer communicates to the player via headset 
communication. As the game starts, the player is told to report to a certain room, which is quite 
straightforward, but in the process of finding the room the player becomes familiar with the 
game controls. Learning like this, which is situated in activity rather than received passively, is 
thought to be more effective because stories provide the motivation for activity and interaction 
(Brown, Collins et al. 1989, pp255). Once players find the room, they are instructed to do a rou-
tine patrol and during this patrol, the commanding officer starts to relay the back-story informa-
tion about being under attack. The story and the characters are established and progressed with-
out allowing the player any ‘lean back’ time. 
 
The Theme Park Ride 
The theme park ride refers in this case not to a simulation of the violent movement of a ride, but 
the way the user is on a set path through a narrative. There may be an illusion that the story is 
hurtling through a random selection of paths, but there is nothing random about it; every turn, 
every encounter, every sequence of events has been designed beforehand.  Games such as Lei-
sure-suit Larry (see Figure 2.4.3) create an illusion of free roaming where the user must solve 
puzzles by engaging with the narrative elements to progress through the game.  

 
Traditionally, games in this genre involve some type of conversation system, so that the user can 
communicate with the simulated game characters with limited scripted ‘conversations’. A linear 
storyline or a branching storyline which limits the pathways through it is inevitably stronger than 
a branching story with many pathways (Bobick, Intille et al. 1999, pp375). Because the narrative 
is tightly controlled, this method lends itself to strong storylines and detailed characters and can 
often be quite humorous. 
 
This short discussion has made the point that it is valid to analyse some games as narratives 
whether they are plot driven or not. Two considerations emerge from this discussion about narra-
tive in games. One is the closeness with which the narrative is integrated into the game, that is, 
the extent to which the story is part of the lean forward experience of the player.  The second is 
the extent to which the narrative elements of a game may be considered as being visually styl-

 
Figure 2.4.3 Leisure-suit Larry takes the 

player on a controlled path through a story. 
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ized and conceptually abstracted. Certain visual styles are associated with particular types of 
narrative, but does this close association actually lead to better narrative engagement? For the 
purposes of this study the visual styles were closely linked to the types of communication envi-
ronments chosen for the experiments and this is discussed in Chapter 6. 

The reality TV phenomena 
Various writers have noted the way reality TV incorporates an interesting blend of interac-

tive narrative elements (Creed 2003; Jagodzinski 2005). Creed notes that the contestants on the 
Big Brother reality TV game show, although not professional actors following a script, are nev-
ertheless still giving a performance, playing to the camera, even possibly creating a persona for 
the program. She argues that it is impossible to know the extent to which the media savvy con-
testants are presenting a persona they have fashioned from their own experience of the television 
world as viewers and consumers (Creed 2003, pp41). Jagodzinski (2005, pp21) considers the 
presence of the camera in reality TV programs to be a major factor influencing contestants’ be-
haviour and turning every banal conversation and interview with a contestant into a self-
conscious, performative, tactical act.  The contestants of Big Brother create their various sub-
plots and negotiate a mine-field of fabula that might cause the viewers to vote them off. Reality 
TV programs generally tend to be rich in visuals and what they lack in terms of plot they make 
up for in a rich minutae of fabula and human interaction and a strong over-arching meta-
narrative i.e. winning the prize. 
 
It is interesting to note the ways in which the increase in internet broadband is leading to a blur-
ring between broadcast media and online communication. The Japan Times carried a story in 
September 2000 (Thompson 2000), as the first of the reality TV shows were going to air, about 
the webcam site called Jennicam.org. The hits on Jennicam.org increased dramatically when 
things took a dramatic turn and Jenny seduced her best friend’s boyfriend. The Jennicam com-
munity was shocked, the soap opera unfolded and the best friend, who co-incidentally also had a 
webcam, fumed angrily from her linked site. Cynics wondered if the whole drama was a manu-
factured bid for attention. 
 

Jennifer's drama took place on a stage smaller than that of "Big Brother" and "Survivor," 
but ultimately the same nerves were being touched. Whether it was Jennifer stealing a best 
friend's boy, or Nick Bateman lying to his housemates on the U.K.'s "Big Brother," audi-
ences hissed with the same indignation. How dare a fellow human being break our codes of 
decency and ethics -- in broad daylight, no less? And yet they kept watching. (Thompson 
2000, p1) 

 
To summarize, it is apparent that reality TV game shows like Big Brother push the boundaries of 
audience participation to the point where they can be described as interactive systems incorporat-
ing narrative. As broadband technology inevitably improves, the distinction is likely to become 
increasingly blurred between the webcam reality dramas and broadcast reality TV programming. 
Already there are webcam communities such as Spotlife, Imlive and Citizen X which seem to tap 
into the same dual desires of exhibitionism and voyeurism that make Big Brother so popular. 
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Summary 
The purpose of this chapter was to review literature from a range of areas that contribute to 

an understanding of narrative and role-playing in interactive systems. The material is reviewed 
through a basic assumption that humans have a predisposition for narrative – narrative tenden-
cies, and this is discussed in section 2.1. In section 2.2, the focus turned to ways of examining 
narrative, in particular the abstract layers of narratology are described – fabula, plot and treat-
ment, and there was some discussion of evaluating narrative and interactive systems in terms of 
these layers.  In section 2.3, the history and experience of role-playing was reviewed, with a fo-
cus on identity creation as a creative and essentially narrative activity. In section 2.2, the point 
was made that there was a lack of definitive examples of systems that blended narrative and in-
teraction, but despite this there are examples of such blended systems emerging and this theme 
was further explored in section 2.3. where some existing examples of narrative and interaction in 
role-playing communities, games, and reality TV were reviewed. 

 
From the topics covered in this chapter a number of themes emerge that help to address the cen-
tral research question  

Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of 
time flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with 
the narrative? 

... and the first of the two secondary questions; 
To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of role-
playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

 
The themes emerging from this review that contribute to an understanding of these questions are; 

• The human predisposition for narrative exists in the species, in individual tendencies, and 
as archetypal scripts 

• narrative itself may be understood as separate layers - fabula, plot and treatment, and that 
of the three, plot is the least accommodating of interaction. 

• Role-playing and identity creation are creative activities of narrative and interaction  
• Narrative and interaction are not easy to combine, but some examples of how it can be 

done are to be found in role-playing communities, games, and reality TV. 
From these themes, we find a need to try to identify an individual’s predisposition to narrative. If 
this predisposition can be measured then it might be expected to predict a user’s response to a 
narrative or role-playing activity. The measurement of individual predisposition is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 4, but before that there is a need to look at the communication environments in 
which the narrative and role-playing activity occurs. Chapter three continues the review of the 
literature by looking specifically at the second of two secondary questions; 
To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience of 
role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
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Chapter 3 The environment and the experience  
A review of the literature relevant to online communication environments  
 
Publications derived from this chapter 

Newman, K. (2002). Perceptions of suitability of communication modes for a range of online 
communities. Brisbane, Workshop presentation to Australasian Games Developers Associa-
tion, Brisbane Chapter. May 2002. 

 
This chapter reviews the communication environments, including the systems and technolo-

gies, that enable and support online communication activity. In particular, this review will focus 
on communication modes that are particularly conducive to promoting narrative and role-playing 
activity in online communication. Steuer (1992) notes that there is a tendency for researchers of 
online communication systems to become too close to the technology. In doing so, there is a 
danger that they will focus on systems simply as a collection of technologies for their own sake, 
rather than as communication tools, and in so doing,  

 
… fail to provide any insight into the processes or effects of using these systems, fail to 
provide a conceptual framework from which to make regulatory decisions and fail to provide 
an aesthetic from which to create media products. (Steuer 1992), pp74) 

 
The central research question for this thesis is about the experience of fun, and a full discussion 
of fun is the topic of Chapter four. The present chapter is about online communication environ-
ments.  In order to avoid the pitfall of discussing too broadly the aspects of the technologies of 
communication, this review focuses on literature relevant to an understanding of the contribution 
that the online communication environment might make to the users’ experience of fun. This will 
include some discussion of communication systems and technologies, but only where these are 
presumed to have an influence on the user’s experience. As stated in section 1.7, the central re-
search question is concerned with online narrative and role-playing for their fun and engagement 
value. The second of the two research secondary-questions as stated in section 1.7 is concerned 
with the extent to which the communication environment itself might be fun. 
 
Research sub-question 2. 

To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experi-
ence of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

 
At a philosophical level, the distinction can become blurred between the individual and the 
communication environment. The classic example of the blind man with a walking cane 
(Mantovani 2000, pp82) demonstrates how artefacts can become part of our cognitive system. 
The cane, though not inside the blind man’s mind, is not completely outside it either, as it be-
comes part of the feedback loop that situates him within his environment. The cane as an artefact 
is in a blurred region somewhere between the individual and the environment, at least until the 
blind man puts it down to pick up a knife and fork. Then, it might be argued that the knife and 
fork become an extension of the man’s self. In this way, artefacts within the environment can 
become extensions of our cognitive systems in ways that make it difficult to define where ‘I’ 
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begins and ends. This is nowhere more apparent than in digital communication environments. In 
the real physical environment, the computer itself and its various user devices such as keyboard, 
mouse, head-mounted display and so on, all become extensions of the user’s identity as they 
reach across possibly vast distances to experience communication. In the non-physical virtual 
communication environment, items in the environment may become quite literally extensions of 
the self. 

 
One of the most significant discussions in the literature of communication environments comes 
from media richness theory (Daft and Lengel 1986, pp554); and it is also one of the most heated 
discussions.  The richness of the media refers to the degree of communication cues embedded in 
the communication. Essentially, media richness theory proposes that greater richness of the 
communication media leads to increased quantity and quality of information communicated in a 
given time period  The theory proposes that the potential ambiguity of the content is clarified by 
increasing the richness of the media. Text, for example, is thought to have fewer communication 
cues than either audio/video or audio-only and is therefore not as rich as either. Text with emoti-
cons is richer than text without emoticons1. In fact, the four criteria for media richness proposed 
by Daft and Lengel seem to describe the type of communication one would associate with a good 
narrative and role-playing. Other writers in this area have voiced similar ideas such as Kiesler 
who considers the use of emoticons in text to be a form of online performance (Kiesler 1997, 
pp111).   

 
However, media richness theory has numerous challengers (Büchel 2001, pp18) questioning its 
applicability to new digital communication technologies (Dennis and Valacich 1999, pp258), 
particularly email and two-way video communication. In this chapter, section 3.1 begins with a 
discussion of socio-cognitive frameworks for understanding online communication environments 
which is followed by a more complete review of the media richness debate in section 3.2. Sec-
tion 3.3 looks at three broad categories of communication environments: text, virtual environ-
ments and video.  
 
The topic overview for this chapter is; 

A socio-cognitive framework 

The on-going media richness debate 

Features of online communication environments 

 
The ideas in this chapter provide the grounding for understanding the second of the two secon-
dary research questions of this thesis – the extent to which the communication environment will 
influence the experience of online narrative and role-playing. 

                                              
1 Emoticons or smileys have been in common use in online communications since 1980, the most 

common are the smile ☺ and the frown . 
.  
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3.1 A socio-cognitive framework  
Within the literature, there are various theoretical frameworks that might be used for under-

standing the influence of the communication environment on an individual’s experience. Online 
communication can be examined in the same sort of socio-cognitive frameworks as other com-
munication media (Riva 1999, pp463). The theoretical approaches to communication media cur-
rently on offer include the already mentioned media richness theory (Daft and Lengel 1986), 
situational factors (Suchman 1987; Rice 1992),  social influences (Kiesler 1997; Riva and 
Galimberti 1997), social presence (Short, Williams et al. 1976; Tu 2004), and media symbolism 
(Trevino and Webster 1992). Two theoretical frameworks that have a particular resonance with 
online communication environments are the situated-action theory and positioning theory. 

Situated-Action Theory 
It is generally understood that communication cannot be separated from the context or envi-

ronment in which it appears and some researchers go so far as to frame all communication as 
response to context. This is known as the situated-action theory (Suchman 1987). The two pri-
mary assumptions of situated-action theory are that context is conceptual as well as physical, and 
that context is unstable.  
 
The first assumption extends the context of communication beyond the immediate physical envi-
ronment. This does not imply that all communication between social actors is about the physical 
environment, but rather that communications that begin with immediate physical context extend 
outwards in time and space and into more conceptual contexts. In online communication, for 
example, the situated physical context from which a communication typically begins is some-
times distilled down to the opening question written as “asl” – shorthand for “what is your age, 
sex and location?”   
 
The second assumption of situated-action theory, that context is unstable, can also be seen in 
terms of physical and conceptual change. People are not always in the same place every time 
they meet. They can be in different physical locations, emotional states, or in a different state of 
relationship to other actors. Even within a single conversation, the context can change. Some-
thing may happen in the physical environment, or some dynamic of the conversation may cause 
the context to change conceptually. Communication context can become exciting, turn nasty, 
become warmer.  
 
Situated action theory suggests that it is useful to evaluate online communication environments 
in terms of the level of support they offer for communication context and the changes in context 
over time. The unstable context of situated-action theory is particularly relevant to the present 
study where there is an emphasis on the continuous offering of narrative elements, changing both 
the narrative context of the session, and possibly also the way the subject relates to the second 
party, perhaps warming to them or, conversely, becoming wary of them.  
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Positioning Theory 
In positioning theory (Harre and Van Langrove 1991), all communication is considered part 

of a dynamic process by which the participants continually construct or position themselves. In 
section 2.3, identity construction has been shown to be one of the essential acts of online role-
playing, and the approach of positioning theory shifts the traditional socio-cognitive concept of 
the self as a stable role and replaces it with a set of fluid, changing, roles or positions. 
 
Given that the versions of self that are offered in online communication are stylized, pared-down 
versions of self (Riva and Galimberti 1997, pp141), the positioning theory suggests that it is use-
ful to evaluate a communication environment in terms the level of support offered for identity 
creation and positioning. Some online communication environments offer advanced features for 
creating identity such as user profiles, or customizable avatars representing the user’s identity. 
These advanced features, however, may not necessarily succeed in improving the identity crea-
tion.  Mantovani notes this paradox in his discussion of virtual reality, although the principle 
could be extended to include all advanced features of a communication environment. 

(Virtual reality)… is a communication environment in which the interlocutor is increasingly 
convincing in terms of physical appearance, yet increasingly less tangible and plausible in 
terms of personal identity. This paradox results from juxtaposing a convincing simulation of 
the physical presence of the other, and the disappearance of the interlocutor’s face behind 
a mask of false identities. (Mantovani 199, pp166)  

In light of the suggestion from Mantovani that virtual reality (VR) environments do not lend 
themselves to plausible identity creation, it might be expected that VR environments would be 
similarly poorly suited to narrative and role-playing activities. While a truly immersive VR envi-
ronment such as Mantovani is describing in the above quote is not one of the environments used 
in this thesis, these assumptions remain untested. Of the communication environments tested in 
the present study the one that is most similar to an immersive VR environment is the avatar 
based environment and the results of that experiment show that it was very well suited to narra-
tive and role-playing activity. This is discussed in Chapter 6. 
 
A second implication of positioning theory in online communication is that to create  recogniz-
able identities, members would need to use widely understood attitudes and character traits, thus 
leading to a greater use of stereotypical behaviour than would be expected in a face-to-face 
communication.  

3.2 The on-going media richness debate 
Much of the search for a theoretical underpinning for the appropriateness of communication 

media has, since the mid 1980s, centred on media richness theory. Much of the thinking around 
media richness arises from the need for organizations to undertake increasingly complex group 
collaboration.  The increasingly sophisticated groupware systems that are purchased to support 
organizational group work have come under scrutiny in various studies where researchers have 
argued that the media richness leads to increased quantity and quality of information communi-
cated in a given time period (eg (Short, Williams et al. 1976) and that some media are better 
suited to specific tasks (Daft and Lengel 1986). Various studies have been conducted to test the 
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media richness assumptions with mixed results (Kinney and Dennis 1994; Valacich, Mennecke 
et al. 1994; Chua 2001). 
 
Media Richness theory in its original form (Daft and Lengel 1986) suggests it is useful to evalu-
ate a communication environment in terms of four criteria: 
 

the ability to provide rapid feedback;  

the ability to communicate multiple cues;  

the ability to convey personal feelings;  

the ability to use natural language. 

 
Communication cues include such non-language, information bearing data as ‘tone of voice’, 
‘facial expression’, and ‘body language’. Communication cues are sometimes referred to in the 
literature (Dennis and Valacich 1999; Chua 2001) as channels, implying a continual flow of dy-
namic media.  

 
Media Richness Theory has a fair share of critics. Some studies suggest that media richness is 
not significant for varying levels of uncertainty (Rice 1992) and others (Dennis and Valacich 
1999) find that a majority of studies of media richness are testing perceptions of media fit, not 
actual communication effectiveness or efficiency. A significant number of researchers (Markus 
1987; Zmud, M.R. et al. 1990; Rice 1992) have concluded that media richness theory in its 
original form is not an adequate theory for predicting communication performance from online 
communication systems, or at least that there are other significant factors beyond richness (Daft, 
Lengel et al. 1987; Lengel and Daft 1988; El-Shinnawy and Markus 1992; Burke and 
Chidambaram 1999; Chua 2001).  
 
Dennis and Valacich (1999), building on the work of Daft and Lengel (1986), propose that 
communication media can best be described in terms of five traits; feedback, symbol variety, 
broadcast capability, rehearsability, and reprocessability. These five traits will be used in 3.3 to 
compare a range of communication environments and features, but first they need to be briefly 
described. 

 
Feedback. How quickly do users receive feedback from each communication ‘transmission’. 

Symbol variety. Communication symbols include language, non-language, visual, audible, 
text, facial expression, tone of voice, photographic image, stylized image, graphic data rep-
resentation, or fully produced video. More complex symbols may incur a delay cost and a 
production cost (Clark and Brennan 1991). 

Broadcast capability. The number of simultaneous participants involved in a communica-
tion. Traditionally a telephone call can have only two participants, but many online commu-
nication systems offer the capability for large numbers of simultaneous participation. As the 
number of participants increases however, it may become increasingly difficult to coordi-
nate and the communication may fragment (Rana, Turoff et al. 1997).  

Rehearsability. The extent to which the sender is able to revise and edit the communica-
tion prior to sending it. 
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Reprocessability. The potential for the communication message to be re-examined within 
a single communication event. 

 
Although these various traits are proposed to give insight into the nature of the communication 
environment, the lack of agreement between the researchers serves to illustrate that the field has 
no universally agreed principles on how to determine the appropriateness of a communication 
environment.  

3.3 Features of online communication environments 
 

Online communication environments may exhibit a bewildering array of different features 
that in turn lead to different types of interaction, and influence the user’s experience. Some of the 
typical communication features, shown in Table3-3.1, include the forum, chat room, user profile, 
web cam, isometric environment and the web phone. This is not intended as a comprehensive 
list, but rather as a sampling to give a sense of the range of features available at this point in 
time.  
 

Table 3-3.1 Examples of communication environments 

Forum 

 

Chat room 

 

User profile 

 

Web cam 
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Multi-user domain with avatars 

 

Web phone 

 

 

The first point of note is that there is a continuum in the communication environments from sim-
ple to complex that more or less follows the classification of media richness theory: forums are 
simple text environments; chatrooms introduce a more conversational aspects of timing and 
emoticons; multi-user domains create a shared space with visual or descriptive cues, and web-
cams/web phone environments resemble face-to-face communication with natural language and 
visual cues.  
 
The second point about the communication environment is that in some cases the features de-
scribe media capability while in other cases they would better be described as presentation sys-
tems. For example, while live chat, forums and MUDs are all based on a similar level of media 
capability – that is to say, they are all text based – they use very different presentation systems 
and promote different types of interaction. Photographic realism, video, audio and 3D environ-
ments on the other hand describe media features more than presentation systems.  
 
Table 3-3.2 is based on a matrix of communication media traits proposed by Dennis and Valai-
cha (1999, p2) assigning traditional communication modes (face to face, postal mail, telegraph, 
telephone, fax) to traditional mass media (newspaper, radio, television). The table extends Den-
nis and Valaicha’s matrix by treating online communication environments (email, forum, mud, 
virtual environments, webcam, web-phone, user profiles, archive video/audio) as natural exten-
sions of the traditional communication media. Each of the communication modes are given a 
value, dark to light, according to their communication media traits. 
 
Table 3-3.2 gives a visual representation of some of the broad trends that have emerged with 
online communication environments; trends such as the multi-directional nature of the commu-
nication and the increase in visual content could be seen as taking the communication environ-
ment back to something resembling face-to-face communication. Other trends such as the trans-
mission of multiple data types and the freedom from geographic boundaries and state institutions 
are without precedent. Creed (2003) notes that a crucial difference between the traditional media 
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forms and the digital communication environment is the relationship of each to distance, not just 
geographical distance, but also the distance between the producer and the consumer of the com-
munication. 
 

Table 3-3.2 A comparison of communication media traits 

NB: Degree of each trait is indicated by tonal value. Light – low, dark-high. 

 
One significant trend of the digital communication environments apparent from Table 3-3.2 is 
the cost of access compared to earlier forms of media and communication. This is despite the 
arguments that digital communication technologies help to overcome social barriers and provide 
opportunities.   

As data become increasingly available to those connected, so it becomes less accessible to 
those who are outside the network. The network reveals to some but conceals to others. 
This injustice is concealed by the rhetoric of ubiquitous access. (Creed 2003, pp197) 

Depending on how the cost of communication is calculated, there is a significant equipment cost 
involved  (buying and continually upgrading a computer, buying online access, and upgrading to 
fast connection), but increasingly this technology is incorporated into the everyday cost of living. 
The cost of online access was the subject of a  report by Anderson, Bikson et al (1995) who 
found that there were no fundamental technical barriers to providing universal access to elec-
tronic mail services, although their recommendation that a simple universal email system be in-
troduced by government has yet to be acted on. 
 
No matter how Table 3-3.2 is read, it is apparent that the emergence of online communication 
environments has opened up a vast array of communication possibilities in a very short space of 
time. The question for the purposes of this study is how the various communication environ-

Communications Mode Message Content Boundaries  
(Freedom From) 

Cost 
(Low) 

Speed
(High) 

Communications 
Media 

Uni-
directional

Bi-
directional 

Multi-
directional

Images Data State 
Institutions

Geography Equipment Transmission Speed  

Face to face                     
Newspaper                     
Postal Mail                     
Telegraph                     
Radio                     
Telephone                     
Television                     
Fax                     
Email                     
MUDs                     
Forum                     
Member Profiles                     
live audio (web phone)                     
Isometric environment                     
3D environment                     
Web cam                     
archive video/audio                     
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ments might influence human behaviour and experience and whether these influences are condu-
cive to narrative and role-playing activity. In order to examine this question more closely, the 
next three sections examine online communication environments in three broad categories; text 
environments, virtual environments, and video environments. 

3.4 Text based environments 
In the shift from voice to text, from human to machine as mediator of our ideas, we face 
remarkable new challenges. The most important challenge, in a world in which more and 
more of our messages are mediated, is to sustain a coherent sense of personal iden-
tity.(Wood and Smith 2005, pp7) 

Digital text environments can be seen as part of an evolutionary process beginning with the 
emergence of writing systems and then the introduction of printing. Writing systems enabled the 
writer to make their presence felt across time and distance - royal decrees and tax laws are ex-
amples of powerful communications mediated by text.  The digital versions of text communica-
tion include email, forums, MUDs (multi-user domains) and chatrooms. The immediacy of the 
delivery of the text environments leads to a hybrid of traditional spoken and written forms of 
communication making online text environments much more conversational than traditional let-
ter writing (Lee 1996, pp277).   
 
Emails and forum posts are delivered instantly to their destination and read later by the intended 
recipient earning them the label asynchronous. The chatrooms and MUDs by contrast are syn-
chronous – the communication happens between the parties with near-instantaneous response 
times. Research on differences between synchronous and asynchronous environments suggests 
that asynchronous systems are well suited to communication that occurs over long periods of 
time, and is focused around a shared artefact, project, or task (Fischer, Grudin et al. 2001, 
pp451).  
 
Synchronous environments such as MSN, Yahoo messenger and Internet Relay Chat (IRC), with 
their faster feedback loops and the use of action descriptions and emoticons, have much in com-
mon with face-to-face communication. Chat environments may take the form of closed conversa-
tions between two parties such as would be normal in MSN or yahoo messenger or in open 
groups where the conversation is often centered around a group topic such as with IRC. 
 
Technically, MUDs are a type of chatroom, but the distinction is that users of MUDs make a 
point of creating an imagined shared environment, whereas chatrooms tend to be more focused 
on the communication content.  MUDs have been described as text-based virtual reality (Kendall 
2002, pp7) for the way they create a sense of people being present together in a single space – a 
social rather than physical space. The description of a room and the objects in it typically remain 
relatively stable from one visit to the next.    
 
Some asynchronous forums also promote a sense of place.  However, it appears that the longer 
response times erode the spatial metaphor. 
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On the Lesbian Cafe, participants frequently had to redescribe “objects” in order to main-
tain the spatial metaphor. Object descriptions changed depending on the messages people 
wanted to convey and because of their forgetfulness. Also, lag time between posts de-
creases the sense of co-presence.(Kendall 2002, pp6) 

 
Constructed of nothing more than the words on the computer screen and the user's imagination, 
everything about a MUD is invented. MUD participants are expected to interact with objects and 
other participants in an environment constructed by nothing but text and the user’s imagination. 
Although the environment is largely governed by the administering program, participants are 
able to exercise a lot of freedom in adopting roles and interacting with the environment (Wood 
and Smith 2005, pp14). This leads some writers to conclude that although, superficially, MUDs 
bear a strong resemblance to texts, they may be closer to face to face interaction than books, let-
ters or even television (Kendall 2002, pp7). 
 
More recently, graphic components have become salient features to the mudding experience, and 
mud applications like the SimsOnline and EverQuest feature a blend of text-based interaction 
with graphic representation of the environment. These will be discussed further in section 3.32 
under virtual environments.  
 
Although there is a risk here of stating the obvious, it is apparent from reviewing the various 
text-based communication environments that the synchronous environments are better suited to 
role-playing and narrative activity than asynchronous environments.  Of the different styles of 
synchronous communication, the MUD environment is the one that stands out as most applicable 
to shared narrative and role-playing. Not only are MUD applications designed specifically to 
support role-playing, but the users, by the mere fact of their participation, are required to under-
take a certain level of  role-playing activity.  

3.5 Avatar-based Environments 
 
The literature of virtual environments contains some large claims about the significance of 

virtual environments and future applications. The virtual environment has been described as the 
final step along the evolution of communication applications like television, telephone, and the 
internet (Bricken 1990, pp266), highly significant to the future of  communication technology 
(Ellis 1991, pp322) and “the next dominant medium—if not the ultimate medium” (Biocca and 
Levy 1995, pp16). The big claims are undoubtedly biased by technophile tendencies, as the ap-
plications which will prove these claims are far from widespread and mature. Despite the ex-
cesses of these claims, studies are showing virtual environment to be a powerful means of com-
munication, and that users become immersed in the simulated stimuli (Salzman, Dede et al. 
1999, pp293).  Virtual environments captialize on the biologically innate ability of humans to 
make sense of physical space and perceptual phenomena. There are complex relationships be-
tween the virtual environment’s affordances and other experiential factors such as the user’s in-
dividual characteristics, social experience, and interaction experience, and introducing narrative 
elements in virtual environments has been found to promote good interplay between user and 
environment (Pierce, Pausch et al. 1999).   
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Aside from the sensory stimuli, the other potentially validating quality of the virtual environment 
is the presence of other people. 

 
Just as the presence of other people who recognize me as an agent feeds my own sense of 
presence and freedom, so too does the absence of others diminish my agency. "Other peo-
ple" in the primary sense are not simulated entities or cartoon avatars. They are people 
with independent desires, boundaries, and need for self-respect. Their complexity -- and 
their occasional intractability -- is what makes human recognition valuable. (Heim 1998, 
pp101) 

 

A virtual environment implies a simulated visual environment, although it may also include au-
dio and haptic stimuli. The virtual environment also contains a feedback loop which allows the 
users to control the way they interact, move through and view the virtual environment. Users 
may view the virtual environment in several ways including from a computer screen, through a 
head-mounted display, or from the inside of a so-called cave where the environment is rear-
projected onto the walls. Each of these viewing methods will have different immersive proper-
ties.  

 
Some of the most innovative virtual environments are to be found in the world’s theme parks 
where the claim is that “guests can embark on adventures that let them actually enter the story 
and become a part of it” (Badiqué, Cavazza et al. 2002, pp1154).  Disney’s ‘Aladdin’ project 
introduces a virtual magic carpet ride, using the style and story from Disney’s movie of the same 
name. Guests put on head mounted displays (HMDs) and fly a magic carpet around ‘Agrabah’ 
collecting pieces of the genie’s lamp. Two findings of the Aladdin project were firstly that the 
majority of people, regardless of age or gender, willingly suspended disbelief in the virtual envi-
ronment, and secondly that the users cared more about what there was to do in the virtual envi-
ronment than the technology for its own sake. On the downside, there was also a finding that 5-
10% of users felt dizziness or nausea (Gross 2002, pp540) to add one more item to the list of 
possible psychological, sociological and physical dangers of online role-playing and narrative. 

 
At the other end of the entertainment technology spectrum is the home-based user who views the 
virtual environment from a standard computer screen while chatting, socializing and playing 
with others. The environment might be a large fantasy world, one of the so-called MMORPGS 
(massively multi-player online role-playing games), or it may be one of the various cyber settle-
ments. The cyber settlements often have their own currency, economy and social structure. They 
may even have a form of political structure such as an elected head of state (Badiqué, Cavazza et 
al. 2002, pp1146).  
 
In many of these systems, the user is represented by an onscreen avatar2 in what is referred to in 
the game industry as the second-person view, in contrast to being fully immersed and viewing 

                                              
2 An avatar is an onscreen representation of a user, and their behaviour is to some degree controlled 

by the user. An onscreen character who is controlled by the internal logic of the application itself 
is often referred to as an NPC – non-player character. 
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the environment through the eyes of a character and experiencing that environment in what 
would be described as the first-person view. While the first-person view best approximates an 
individual’s view of the real world, the second-person view allows the user to see more of the 
environment, leading to improved cognitive mapping of the user within the environment 
(Chogyen 2000, pp167). An avatar based system needs to provide some form of feedback loop 
and this is usually in the form of controlling the avatar’s path through the environment, The ava-
tar responds as the player within the environment, allowing the user to communicate with others 
who are close (within virtual proximity), able to walk through open doors (and unable to walk 
through walls), and in some systems they are able to perform simple actions within the environ-
ment; for example, in Habbo Hotel a player may go to the bar fridge, take a can of soft-drink and 
drink it.  In other systems, the user may direct the avatar to use a weapon, learn a magic spell or 
talk to a third party. In some environments, the avatar fulfils a communication role not unlike 
that of the smiley in a text-based environment as the user directs the avatar to eye him warily, 
smile at her, or give him a dirty look.  
A characteristic of third person perspective is the way users are able to observe themselves in the 
virtual environment. This leads to possibility for interaction between the user’s real self and their 
avatar self. In some games (see Figure 3-3.2), an avatar may start acting impatient or bored if 
they are getting no input from the user, or a reaction of fear or incredulity if the user is about to 
do something unhelpful.  Although this kind of interaction appears to break the illusion of the 
avatar as representing the self, it can also be read as an internal struggle between different parts 
of the self. 

 
                   Figure 3-3.2 Jak and Daxter respond skeptically to the player 

 
There is undoubtedly enjoyment to be derived from a good avatar and this has been described as 
the pleasure of transformation (Isdale, Fencott et al. 2002, pp542), in which the user experiences 
the novelty of the new identity, the narrative potential of the new character, and the potential for 
new ways of interaction with the virtual environment. 

 
It is about being able to do things one cannot normally do, having skills, power, and au-
thority not normally possessed, and so on. This is very apparent in game and chat worlds. 
Participants normally do not want to look like themselves in these fantasy worlds—they 
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choose nonrealistic avatars that project idealized self-images. (Isdale, Fencott et al. 2002, 
pp542) 

 
In virtual environments the fantasy worlds of text based narrative and role-playing range from 
imagination to having visual representation.  However, not all writers agree that this will con-
tribute to the user becoming increasingly immersed in the simulation. There are strong advocates 
of text based systems who argue that plain text environments, because they require the users to 
engage their imaginations more, will be both a more immersive experience, and a more participa-
tory experience.  
 

…  the sensorial parsimony of plain text tends to entice users into engaging their imagina-
tions to fill in missing details whereas, comparatively speaking, the richness of stimuli in 
fancy virtual realities has an opposite tendency, pushing users' imaginations into a more 
passive role. I also find it difficult to believe that a graphics-based system will be able to 
compete with text for average users on the metric of believable detail per unit of effort ex-
pended; this is certainly the case now and I see little reason to believe it will change in the 
near future.  (Kiesler 199, pp1407)s 

 
The reactionary view is, however, becoming increasingly harder to discern as the users’ expecta-
tions of the communication environments become increasingly sophisticated and other research-
ers argue for the validity of not just visual, but also auditory and haptic stimuli. Barfield and 
Hendrix (1995) claim that all senses have the potential to contribute to the user’s experience and 
deepen the user’s sense of presence, learning and recall (Barfield and Hendrix 1995, pp10). Bi-
occa nad Delaney(1999) go even further in associating immersion with sensory perception.  

 
Immersive is a term that refers to the degree to which a virtual environment submerges 
the perceptual system of the user in computer-generated stimuli. The more the system 
captivates the senses and blocks out stimuli from the physical world, the more the system 
is considered immersive (Biocca and Delaney 1999, pp575) 

 
The term immersion in the context of virtual environments is comparable to the experience of 
“suspension of disbelief” that is required to appreciate all forms of  narrative entertainment 
(Stoffregen, Bardy et al. 2003, pp121). The example of a theatre audience that accepts the real-
ism of the performance without giving up the reality of their presence in the theatre has a strong 
resonance with the experience of immersion in a virtual environment.   
 
The user’s simultaneous experience of the real and virtual worlds can, however, lead to jarring. 
This problem has been explored by Pierce et al (1999, pp469) who found that incorporating nar-
rative elements (a background story, virtual characters, and layout of physical and virtual envi-
ronment) into the virtual environment experience could diminish this problem. Thus, for exam-
ple, by using the concept of a Mad Hatter’s tea party, they found people not only made the tran-
sition into the virtual environment more comfortably, but also that it stimulated better interaction 
between participants. 
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3.6 Video communication environments. 
 
The rationale for video communication is that a visual channel added to the audio channel in 

a phone system would improve the quality of two way communication by adding the ability to 
monitor gaze, gesture, and people's facial expressions. This rationale not only seems self-evident, 
but is also consistent with the principles of media richness. The results of various attempts to 
implement video conferencing environments, however, have not met with success (Egido 1988, 
pp15). Video communication environments have not gained widespread acceptance. Possible 
explanations for this failure include cost, inappropriate assessment of user requirements, inap-
propriate assessment of communication objectives, the questionable value of a video channel, 
and the limitations of the network technology to deliver sufficiently high image quality, and suf-
ficiently low lag times (O'Conaill et al. 1993, pp420). In an attempt to isolate the effect of net-
work limitations, O’Conaill et al compared face-to-face communication, high-speed video com-
munication and low-speed video communication. Their results (O'Conaill, Whittaker et al. 1993, 
pp391) imply that high-speed video networking capability will improve, but not remove, all the 
problems associated with video conferencing as a communication environment. Typically, they 
say, in the low-speed video environment; 

Listeners produced fewer backchannels (feedback loops) and interrupted less often. Listen-
ers were also less likely to anticipate turn endings. Speakers also altered their behavior, be-
ing more likely to hand over turns formally using a question or naming the next speaker. 
They were also less likely to hold the floor with redundant phrases. The result of listeners 
reducing interruptions and speaker feedback, combined with the general difficulty of switch-
ing speakers, was a formal lecture style of interaction, with long turns, handed over by a 
very deliberate process. (O'Conaill, Whittaker et al. 1993, pp420)  

 

Even in high-speed video communication, the participants exhibited a more formalized style of 
communication than in face-to-face. The O’Conaill et al study suggests that low-speed video is 
more suited to lecture style communication than to unpredictable or ambiguous communication 
content. Not all studies reach the same conclusions though. In particular, where text and video 
are compared, there may well be an overall improvement in the quality and engagement of the 
communication using even low-speed video.  Eklundh et al (2003) carried out a study comparing 
text with audio and video communication in which subjects were asked to work together to ex-
plore a virtual environment displaying various models of cars and to jointly make a decision to 
purchase one.  Subjects were found to both provide more information and to ask for more infor-
mation from each other using video communication. The subjects also shared more opinions and 
anecdotal experiences and discussed and analyzed information more thoroughly using video. In 
the text environment, by comparison, negotiations were less thorough, numerous misunderstand-
ings were exhibited, and subjects appeared less engaged in the activity. 
 
There are two main implications of video environments that emerge from these studies. The first 
is that if story-telling is done with little immediate feedback in a lecture style emphasizing turn-
taking, this would seem to be a style for which even low-speed video might be suitable. The sec-
ond implication is that the lag time, quality of image and audio will be significant factors in the 
usefulness of video communication environments. High speed video, as it becomes more widely 
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available, may be suitable for fast interaction in unpredictable, ambiguous ways, making it suit-
able for highly interactive, collaborative role-playing.  
 
There do not appear to be any previous studies which examine narrative or role-playing activities 
in video based communication environments. However, it may be that one of the implications of 
the video environment for role-playing when compared with text or virtual environments is that a 
lot of the magic of the imagination is gone. The video environment may be less likely to promote 
a sense of a virtual world that the two parties are co-inhabiting. The video images may distance 
the parties by reinforcing the stark reality that the two parties are in separate locations. The 
starkness of video reality may also erode the part the users’ imaginations play in creating online 
identities for themselves and creating the sense of presence in the shared space. Typically, users 
view each other through small windows on the computer screen, and probably never experience 
a sense of eye contact since the display of the other party is always different to the location of 
their own webcam. Therefore, although the communication cues in video environments have 
been enhanced almost to the point where they resemble face-to-face communication, there may 
be characteristics of video communication that impede narrative and role-playing by reducing 
the opportunities for users to exercise their own imaginations.  These conjectures motivated the 
design of the experiments for this study to include a video-based communication environment. 
The resulting correlations and observed behaviors of the subjects were quite surprising and dif-
ferent to the results from the other communication environments. A comparison of the results of 
the three communication environments is made in Chapter 7. 

Summary 
 

The purpose of this chapter was to review the literature that is relevant to understanding the 
ways online communication environments might influence narrative and role-playing activity. 
The chapter began with an overview of some philosophical ideas about an individual’s percep-
tion of the environment and how the sensory stimuli create both a sense of the environment and 
of others within the environment. These ideas were further developed in Section 3.1, which 
looked at some of the relevant socio-cognitive approaches to this question including situated 
action and positioning theories discussing the need to place communication within a context of 
environment and identity. The suitability of the communication environment to the communica-
tion content was reviewed in Section 3.2 which looked at the ongoing debate surrounding media 
richness theory. In Section 3.3, a range of online communication environments and features were 
reviewed under three broad categories: text based environments, virtual environments, and video 
environments.  
 
From the topics covered in this chapter a number of themes emerge that help to address the cen-
tral research question  
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative? 
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... and the second of the two secondary questions; 
 

To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience 
of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
 
The themes emerging from this review suggest that the aspects of a communication environment 
that are likely to influence an individual’s experience of role-playing and narrative include; 
 

 the extent to which the environment allows the communication to be situated within a context 

 the extent to which the environment enables flexible identity construction  

 the suitability of the environment to the communication content  

 the communication media traits of the environment: able to provide rapid feedback, convey 
multiple cues, express personal feelings, in natural language. 

 the extent to which the environment encourages the users to become immersed 

 the extent to which the environment allows for imaginative participation by the users 

 
In Chapter 4, the discussion turns to developing a methodology for measuring fun in the context 
of online role-playing and narrative activity. 
 



 

 

Chapter 4 The Fun Unification Model 
This chapter examines methods of measuring experience and proposes a model for describing 
and measuring fun. 

 
Publications derived from this chapter 

Newman, K. and R. Grigg (2005). Albert goes narrative contracting. In the Proceedings of 
DIGRA2005, Vancouver. 

Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online Role-playing and Lessons From Improvisational 
Theatre.  ACM Journal of Computers In Entertainment 3 (special issue on 'Games and Per-
vasive Gaming'): 4-4. 

This chapter addresses the methodology used to investigate the research question of this the-
sis. As stated in chapter 1, the main research question for this thesis is: 

 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of  immersion, a sense of enjoyment, and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative?  
 
This chapter begins with a discussion of the merits of using fun as a measurement for research.  
The question is asked, “Is fun a valid metric for describing and measuring the sort of experience 
one has when engaging in narrative and role-playing”. The first part of this chapter argues that 
not only is fun a valid metric of a user’s experience, but that for a study of online narrative and 
role-playing activity it is the most meaningful metric. Links are drawn between fun, socializa-
tion, narrative and role-playing as this chapter casts a wide net across human computer interac-
tion (HCI), psychology and narrativity.  From a review of a range of related constructs, The Fun 
Unification Model is presented as a theoretical base for analyzing fun in online narrative and 
role-playing, although it has the potential to be adapted for wider application.  

 
Although the Fun Unification Model draws on previous theoretical models of experience, in par-
ticular, cognitive absorption (Agarwal and Karahanna, 2000) and immersive tendencies (Witmer 
and.Singer, 1998), it differs in two key respects.  It differs first in the way it arranges the con-
structs into the three dimensions: individual predisposition; an activity in an environment; and 
individual response. Second, it differs from other experiential models in the way it seeks to in-
corporate narrative tendency and narrative engagement in order to model the innate human ten-
dency to ‘have fun’ finding and creating narrative structures.  
 
The last part of this chapter describes the proposed methodology. 

 
The topic overview for this chapter is; 

Defining and measuring fun 

The Fun Unification Model 

A methodology for studying the fun of online narrative and role-playing 
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4.1 Defining Fun  
When one describes something — a person, activity, or environment — as fun, it is often 

necessary to go on to explain what, exactly, is fun about it. The word fun can be used to describe 
something that happens, something that is experienced, or a characteristic of a person or thing. It 
could be argued that fun is the result of numerous factors including personality of the person 
experiencing fun, their mood at the time of the experience, or the novelty of an experience for 
them on a particular occasion. What is fun for one person may not be fun for another. Or, per-
haps it might be fun, but you are just not in the mood right now, or it used to be fun but the nov-
elty has worn off. This is not intended to be a comprehensive list of factors affecting fun, but 
simply illustrates the complex meanings of the word in everyday speech. At first glance, the mul-
tiplicity of meanings for fun would seem to suggest that fun is not a precise enough construct to 
be used as a measurement for research purposes – how does one know whether one is experienc-
ing more, or less, fun than another person. Despite fun being an imprecise term it is used com-
monly in everyday speech to describe experience, and, especially in the sort of  activities being 
examined in this study, such as narrative and role-playing, people are likely to say they do it be-
cause it is fun. 
 
Of course, just because the word fun is commonly used in everyday speech does not necessarily 
mean it is a good metric for scientific research.  Johnson (1999), in discussing the fun of interac-
tive entertainment, notes the lack of vocabulary with which to express and debate the experience 
of fun. 
 

Unless we have a detailed vocabulary with which to express and debate the cognitive fea-
tures of interaction with computer games then we stand little chance of understanding why 
these artifacts have such appeal. (Johnson 1999, pp105) 

 
If fun is really such a vague and subjective descriptor that it has no commonly understood mean-
ing, then it is pointless to try to measure it. An alternative view, however, is that fun implies a  
wide range of possible meanings precisely because the experience of fun is subject to a wide 
range of factors and that although fun is used loosely it is not unbounded in its meaning. There 
are usually several things being implied simultaneously when something is described as fun and 
these several things are often the essential factors influencing the experience being described.  
 
One attempt at a definition of fun occurs in the spoof on ISO standards - Stewart’s ISO standard 
for Fun: 

Fun: Consisting of elements of animation, bliss, buoyancy, cavorting, cheer, chuckles, de-
light, ecstasy, frivolity, frolicking, gags, gaiety, gladness, glee, happiness, jests, jokes, jo-
viality, joy, laughter, light-heartedness, merriment, mirth, play, pleasantries, quips, rap-
ture, sport, tranquility, and witticism. (Stewart,  1996, pp1) 

 
Even within this humorous attempt at defining fun, it can be seen that some of these elements of 
fun are internal states or tendencies and some of them are physical actions. The physical activity 
of sport, for example, is listed here as an element of fun, though not all sport is fun, and not all 
people find the same sport to be fun. Ecstasy and delight appear to be internal states probably 
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experienced in response to some fun activity. Light-heartedness is an internal state and may be a 
response to particular activity but it also implies an individual who is light-hearted by nature. 
 
In other contexts, fun is described as the crucial but elusive ingredient in computer games 
(Moraldo 2001, pp1). Fun has also been described as the essential purpose of drama (Rogers, 
Turley et al. 1999, pp7) and identity creation has been called the fun of dressing up as someone 
else (Riva 1999, pp463). 

 
From all the various contexts and meanings where one might describe something as fun, this 
study proposes that the usages can be divided into three groupings; using fun to describe the in-
dividual predisposition of a person (he/she is a lot of fun); an activity in an environment (salsa is 
so much fun); and individual responses to stimuli (we had a lot of fun at the party). These three 
usages of fun not only make the word extremely useful in conversation but also give some in-
sight into how, for the purposes of research, a theoretical model might be developed to describe 
the experience of fun. But it is not only the popular usage of the word fun that guides the deci-
sion to structure the study in this way. The search through the relevant literature in the previous 
two chapters has also informed these groupings. The discussions of the human predisposition for 
narrative in Chapter 2 and the discussion of communication environments in Chapter 3 lead this 
study to look for a way to describe the experience of role-playing and narrative in terms of fun as 
an individual predisposition, fun as a property of potential attached to an activity or an environ-
ment (ie a playground may have greater potential for fun than a classroom), and fun as an inter-
nal response to an activity. The way that the common usages of the word fun map so well onto 
the complex factors which influence individual experience is partly to be expected as it reflects 
an instinctive understanding of the nature of individual experience, but it is also the reason that 
fun is the most appropriate construct to describe and measure experiences of role-playing and 
narrative. 
 
The proposed theoretical model to describe and measure the fun of online narrative and role-
playing will be further discussed in section 4.3, but first it is useful to compare some other con-
structs from the literature that have been used to define and measure experience. 

4.2 Tools for Measuring Fun 
Monk (1999) in his preface to the first workshop on ‘Computers and Fun’ for Human-

Computer Interface researchers observed, “What has HCI to say about fun? The answer is – very 
little!” and this could also be said for other branches of science and humanities. Monk, and the 
participants in his annual workshops, represent the lone voices in the wilderness as far as treating 
fun as a topic for legitimate investigation, and many more researchers of experience and en-
gagement, might benefit from their bold approach - fun should be serious topic for research. For 
the present study, it is impossible to escape fun as a significant motivator of online narrative and 
role-playing, regardless of whatever else might be motivating the participants.  
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Many studies of experience are primarily focused on understanding how experience might be 
tailored to increase efficiency and productivity or to improve learning. These studies will tend to 
see fun as a means to some more legitimate outcome rather than an end in itself. The growing 
recognition of interactive entertainment industries as a significant sector independent of the IT 
and education sectors gives weight to an emphasis on the study of fun for its own sake.  
 
 

Table 4.2. Comparison of ‘fun–related’ constructs  
Constructs Authors Individual 

Predispositions 
Activity in an 
environment 

Individual 
Response to 
stimuli 

Flow (Csikszentmihalyi and 
Csikszentmihalyi 1988) 

Skill level, 
willingness 

Activities and 
challenges – 
degree of diffi-
culty 

Optimal 
experience – flow 

Cognitive Absorption (Agarwal and 
Karahanna 2000) 

Attitude to tech-
nology, personal 
innovativeness, 
playfulness 

Interaction with 
technology 

Time flies, im-
mersion, enjoy-
ment, control, 
curiosity, inten-
tion to re-use 

Immersive 
Tendencies/Presence 

(Witmer and M.J.Singer 
1998) 

Gaming tenden-
cies, Immersive 
tendencies, focus.

Virtual 
environments, 
reality 
simulations. 

Immersion, 
involvement, 
presence. 

Narrative Engagement (McNeil 1996) Tendency to find 
and create narra-
tive 

Narrative 
elements 

Narrative 
engagement 

Interacting Cognitive 
Subsystems 

(Barnard 1998) Emotional 
tendencies 

Human vs 
computer 
interactions 

Negative/positive 
emotions, 
depression 

Computer Playfulness Scale (Webster and 
Martocchio 1992) 

Competitiveness Competitive 
games, puzzles, 
problems,  

 

Emotional Usability (Logan 1994) (Kim 
1997) 

 Product design, 
user interface 
design,  

 

User-perceived hedonic 
quality 

(Hassenzahl, Platz et 
al. 2000) 

Technical or non-
technical back-
ground, computer 
expertise 

home automation 
system 

hedonic quality, 
perceived control-
lability, simplicity, 
appeal 

Foundational elements of 
experience 

(Marsh 2003) Cultural perspec-
tive, personal 
preferences and 
beliefs 

Film, art. Emotional, sen-
sual, composi-
tional and spatio-
temporal re-
sponses 

Fun-scale rating (Read and MacFarlane 
2000) 

Age, gender 
‘expected’ fun. 

Electronic toys, 
consumer de-
vices, physical 
and mental chal-
lenges 

‘Absolute’ fun. 
Arouse curiosity, 
engage fantasy, 
enjoyment 

Humour mechanisms (Meyer 2000)  Caricature, pun, 
irony.  

Laughter, humour

 

 
One result of the combined difficulties of wrestling with the range of meanings of fun, and the 
tendency to treat fun as a secondary consideration of research, is that there has been a prolifera-
tion of pseudo-scientific constructs which stand in for fun in the literature. Within the studies that 
do try to consider some construct resembling fun, there is a delightful array of ingeniously 
crafted constructs and considerable overlap within the terminology — although whether these 
terms actually achieve any more scientifically precise meaning is questionable.   As discussed in 
the previous section, for the purpose of this study fun is being seen as having three particular 
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contexts which contribute to an individual’s experience of fun – individual predisposition, activ-
ity within an environment, and response to stimuli.   

 
Within most previous constructs, these three contexts are often present although they are not 
always made explicit. Table 4.2 summarizes a selection of some of these ‘fun-related’ constructs 
and describes them in terms of the three contexts: individual predisposition, activity in an envi-
ronment and individual response.  
 
Aspects of these existing constructs have been adapted and synthesized to propose a unified the-
ory of fun which will be discussed in section 4.3. Before describing the proposed model, it is 
helpful to briefly review three of the ‘fun-related’ constructs mentioned in Table 4.2 which are 
significant in terms of measuring experience and form an underpinning for the proposed unified 
theory of fun. 
 
Cognitive Absorption 
Cognitive absorption arises from studies of the psychological notion of absorption – “episodes 
where an individual’s total attention is consumed by the object of attention” (Tellegen and At-
kinson, 1974). The construct is often associated with studies of interaction with technology, 
evaluating the perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use of a technology and trying to pre-
dict a user’s intention to re-use the technology. Absorption, as originally described by Tellegen 
and Atkinson, is presented as a multi-dimensional description of an individual’s present state in 
response to stimuli, though other researchers have appropriated the term to describe traits or in-
dividual predispositions (Dixon, Labelle et al. 1996, pp26). Other researchers such as Kumar et 
al (1996, pp234) have argued for a correlation between states and traits, which parallels the ar-
gument of this chapter, that both individual predisposition and response to stimuli should be in-
cluded as part of a unified theory of fun.  In their paper “Time flies when you’re having fun” 
Agarwal and Karahanna (2000) describe cognitive absorption in terms of sub-constructs: tempo-
ral dissociation (losing track of time), focused immersion, heightened enjoyment, control and 
curiosity, playfulness, and personal innovativeness. These constructs will be discussed further in 
section 4.3. 

 
Immersive tendency 
Immersive tendency is often linked to the measurement of presence, and is used to describe indi-
vidual predisposition. A person with high immersive tendencies is expected to become very fo-
cused on narrative, on action scenes in movies, and to readily immerse themselves in characters 
and emotions of any drama they are observing.  The construct of immersive tendencies proposed 
by Witmer and Singer  (1998) is composed of three sub-constructs: gaming tendency, tendency 
to be focused, and tendency to become involved. Witmer and Singer’s methodology is designed 
to study an individual’s experience of a virtual environment and the particular response to stim-
uli they are interested in is the individual’s experience of presence. The present study has a dif-
ferent focus and so the response to stimuli will need to be different, and the next section argues 
that narrative engagement is an appropriate response to stimuli for investigating narrative and 
role-playing activity. Despite the different responses under consideration, the tendency to readily 
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become immersed in narrative and action is a highly relevant individual predisposition and has 
been adapted and synthesized for the purposes of the present study. Immersive tendency will be 
further discussed in section 4.3. 

 
Narrative Engagement 
The experience of losing oneself in narrative is an essential element in the understanding of how 
people experience narrative and role-playing. This experience has been described with such con-
structs as entrancement (Nell 1988) and transportation (Green and Brock 2000). Narrative en-
gagement describes “the cognitive-emotional states that readers experience when they success-
fully shut out their immediate environment and enter into the world of a story” (Green, Strange 
et al. 2002, pp278). In Chapter 2, the constructivist theory of narratology was discussed describ-
ing narrative in terms of three abstract layers: the fabula, the story and the treatment. Narrative 
engagement refers to engagement with any of the elements in any of the three layers of narrative. 
It can mean, just to mention a few examples, engaging with a character’s personality, an interest-
ing location, or an unexpected encounter, dramatic cadences in a plot, or visual colour and style. 
Boorstin (1990, pp 13) describes engagement with narrative as engaging with the visceral, vo-
yeuristic and vicarious enjoyment of narrative elements. Narrative engagement in an interactive 
context such as role-playing refers not just to the experience of losing oneself in the narrative but 
also to the level of participation and contribution one makes to the narrative.  
The notion of species-wide and individual predisposition for narrative has already been dis-
cussed in Chapter 2, and shown to be a significant factor in predicting engagement. For the pur-
poses of this study, narrative needs to be considered in terms of the individual predisposition, 
and the individual’s response to it, not unlike the previous discussion about absorption being 
both a personality trait and a temporary cognitive state. Thus, a unified model of fun needs to 
consider an individual predisposition for narrative (narrative tendencies) and an individual’s re-
sponse to narrative stimuli (narrative engagement).   

4.3 The Fun Unification Model  
 

This section describes the proposed theoretical model of fun which will be used in this study. 
The model provides a basis for understanding, describing, and measuring an individual’s experi-
ence of fun. It is a unifying theory in the sense that it attempts to unify three aspects of the fun 
experience into a single coherent model. The model is predicated upon the argument that the 
individual experience of fun is best understood when broken into three aspects - individual pre-
disposition, action in an environment, and response to stimuli. In section 4.2 a range of fun-
related constructs was examined and most of the constructs could be seen as belonging to one of 
these three aspects. In the literature on cognitive absorption, for example, the debate over 
whether the construct is a state or a trait makes explicit the distinct between individual predispo-
sition and response to stimuli. In other constructs, and the theories that surround the constructs, 
the recognition of these three aspects of experience is implicit but the focus tends to be with one 
of the three in particular.  
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The three proposed aspects of experience do not only emerge from the literature of experience 
but are also reflected in the way the initial research question is formed. This is not a coincidence 
but neither does it mean that the research question is somehow contrived. The research question 
has been informed by the literature and structured to reflect the emerging aspects. To illustrate 
the dovetailing of the research question to the proposed aspects of experience, let us briefly re-
visit the question. 
 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative? 
This main question requires two subsidiary questions: 
3 To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of role-

playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
4 To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience of 

role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
 
The central research question is about the immediate observable experience of fun (response to 
stimuli) and the two sub-questions deal with the influence of individual predisposition and the 
communication environment, respectively. For these reasons, the proposed unified model of fun 
is built on the understanding that the experience of fun for the purposes of this study can best be 
understood by treating individual predisposition, the environment, and response to stimuli, as a 
unification of three separate and equally important aspects of the fun experience. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 4.1 The Fun Unification Model 

 
The model is illustrated in Figure 4.1 with arrows to indicate a flow of influence – individual 
predisposition influences the activity in the environment which in turn produces an individual 
fun response. There is also an arrow directly from individual predisposition to response indicat-
ing the effect of predisposition in not only how the subject is likely to behave in a particular ac-
tivity/environment, but also that the predisposition is likely to have a direct effect on the re-
sponse regardless of the activity/environment. This is further explored in Chapters 5-7 by testing 
for correlations between individual predisposition and responses. Other outcomes may also be 
observed aside from an experience of fun such as an intention to revisit and social and learning 

Response to 
stimuli 
 
Did I have fun? Activity in an 

environment 

 

Is this a fun activity?

Individual  
Predisposition 
 
Does this person 
readily have fun? 

Fun

Intention to re-
visit, social and 
learning outcomes.
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outcomes. These may or may not correlate with the experience of fun and are shown in the 
model separately from fun. 

 
In order to apply this model to an investigation of narrative and role-playing activity, the model 
needs to be tailored to the investigation which means that a decision must be made about what 
type of predispositions, activities, and responses are most suitable for the task. The previously 
discussed literature on experience gives some guidance in this area but ultimately the researcher 
must make a judgement on the appropriateness of the constructs and this has been done in this 
case. The previously mentioned immersive tendencies described by Witmer and Singer (1998) 
have a resonance with the activity of narrative and role-playing, and similarly some of the estab-
lished sub-constructs of the cognitive absorption model described by Agarwal, and Karahanna 
(2000) would appear to be well suited to measure a fun response.  Of the five sub-constructs of 
Cognitive Absorption —Temporal Dissociation(TD), Focused Immersion(FI), Heightened En-
joyment(HE), Control(CL), and Curiosity(CY) —  the three that have a prima face suitability to 
measuring a fun response are TD, FI, HE. The other two constructs, CL and CY, are not used in 
this study as they are more suited to measuring users’ perception of the usefulness/usability of an 
application which is, in fact, the original context of the construct of Cognitive Absorption. 
 
None of these response constructs, however, specifically address the key element of narrative 
either as a predisposition or as a response and these, as has been discussed in Chapter 2, are 
likely to hold a key to an individual’s experience of an activity.  The literature identifies a human 
predisposition for narrative which exists in our species, in individual tendencies, and as arche-
typal scripts (Section 2.4). If this predisposition can be measured, then it might be expected to 
predict a user’s response to a narrative or role-playing activity. It is proposed that for the present 
study of narrative and role-playing activity, narrative should be considered in terms of both nar-
rative tendencies  (as an individual predisposition)  and narrative engagement (as an individual 
response to stimuli) . The constructs in the Fun Unification Model being used for this study are  

• Individual predisposition constructs: immersive and narrative tendencies 
• Activity in an environment: narrative and role-playing activity in a range of envi-

ronments 
• Individual response constructs: temporal dislocation, focus, heightened enjoyment, 

narrative engagement 
These are shown in Figure 4.2. 
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Figure 4.2. Fun Unification Model with constructs for Narrative and Role-playing activity 

 
 
 
 
Table 2 lists the 9 constructs used in the Fun Unification Model, and equivalent constructs or 
concepts from three research threads: cognitive absorption, immersive tendencies and narrative 
engagement.   
 

Table 2. Fun Unification Model constructs showing equivalencies 
Fun Unification Model Cognitive Absorption 

Agarwal, and Karahanna 
(2000) 

Immersive Ten-
dencies 
Witmer and Singer (1998) 
 

Narrative 
Engagement 

 

Immersive Tendencies Cognitive playfulness become enveloped 
and engaged in…, 
continuous stream of 
stimuli 

 

Gaming tendencies Positive attitude to 
technology 

become engaged in 
adversarial activity, 
either as a participant 
or as a spectator 

 

Predisposition to hearing
narrative  

  Tendency to find 
narrative 

Predisposition to creating
narrative 

  Tendency to create 
narrative 

Temporal Dissociation “transformation of time”   

Focused Immersion “nothing else matters”, 
“attention absorbed” 

involvement and 
control 

 

Heightened Enjoyment Pleasure & enjoyment compelling  

Innovative Play Playfulness, personal 
innovativeness 

control and 
distraction, 

 

Narrative Engagement   Visceral, voyeuristic 
and vicarious enjoy-
ment of narrative 
elements 

Response to
Activity 
 
Did I have fun? 

Temporal 
Dissociation

 

Narrative and 

role-playing ac-

tivity 

 
Activity in an 

environment 

 
Is this a fun activity 
and/or environ-
ment? 

Heightened 
Enjoyment 

Focused 
Immersion

Immersive 
Tendencies 

 
Focus 

Involvement 
Gaming 

Narrative  
Tendencies 

 
Finding  
Creating  

Narrative 
Engagement

Individual  
Predisposition 
 
Does this person 
easily have fun? 

Fun

Other outcomes

Intention to re-
visit, social and 
learning outcomes.
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4.4 Measuring the constructs 
Suitable questions or items for measuring the constructs of the fun unification model are dis-

cussed in this section. Since some of the constructs are derived from the existing literature these 
constructs have sample questions which have been used in previous studies. This is the case with 
immersive tendencies and its sub-constructs (tendency to focus, gaming tendencies and tendency 
to become involved) where Witmer and Singer (2002) give a complete listing of the questions 
they used including correlation values to validate the consistency of each question to its relevant 
sub-construct  It is also the case with the response constructs of  temporal dissociation, focused 
immersion and heightened enjoyment, for which the previous studies by Agarwal and  Kara-
hanna (2000) provide questions. The new constructs being introduced in the model are narrative 
tendencies (individual predisposition) and narrative engagement (individual response) and for 
these constructs a set of items to measure the constructs are here introduced. As discussed in 
Section 4.3, the narrative tendencies construct divides into two sub-constructs: tendency to find 
narrative and tendency to create narrative. This may also be thought of in terms of a tendency to 
willingly hear narrative (finding) and a tendency to willingly tell narrative (create).  
 
The items proposed for this study are listed below under the relevant construct and sub-construct. 
For each statement, subjects’ responses are given on a seven-value Likert scale, the responses 
being [1] Strongly disagree [2] Disagree [3] Mild disagreement [4] Neutral [5] Mild agreement 
[6] Agreement [7] Strong agreement.   Asterisks show where the items are derived from: 

 
* derived from Witmer and Singer (2002) 
**  derived from Agarwal  and Karahanna (2000) 

      ***     developed by the author for this thesis (2004) 
 

First the individual predispositions – immersive tendencies and narrative tendencies items are 
listed. 
 
Immersive Tendencies  
 

Tendency to become Focused  
I easily become deeply involved in movies or TV dramas. * 

I sometimes become so involved in a television program or book that people have problems getting my attention.* 

I am good at blocking out external distractions when I am involved in something.* 

I sometimes become so involved in doing something that I lose all track of time.* 

 
Tendency to become Involved 
I frequently find myself closely identifying with the characters in a story line.* 

I sometimes become so involved in a daydream that I am not aware of things happening around me.* 
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I am able to concentrate well on enjoyable activities.* 

I sometimes get excited during a chase or fight scene on TV or in the movies.* 

I sometimes get disturbed by something happening on a TV show or in a movie.* 

I sometimes remain apprehensive or fearful long after watching a disturbing movie.* 

 

Gaming Tendency 
When watching sports, I sometimes become so involved in the game that I react as if I were one of the players.* 

When playing sports, I become so involved in the game that I lose track of time.* 

I often play arcade or video games. (OFTEN should be taken to mean every day or every two days, on average. 

 
Narrative Tendencies  

Finding Narrative 
I enjoy hearing funny stories.*** 

I do not enjoy a story with cliché plots or characters.*** 

When I am part of a spontaneous humorous conversation I would rather listen than join in.*** 

 
Creating Narrative 
I enjoy making people laugh with my stories.*** 

I enjoy telling stories.*** 

My best stories are about things that have happened to me.*** 

I often exagerate a little to make my stories more entertaining.*** 

 
Next the proposed items for assessing the individual response constructs are listed; temporal dis-
sociation, focused immersion, heightened enjoyment, and narrative engagement.  

 
The Fun Response  

Temporal Dissociation 
Time went by very quickly while I was communicating online ** 

I lost track of time while I was communicating online.** 

 

Focused Immersion 
I was absorbed in what I was doing while communicating online.** 

I noticed things going on around me while I was communicating online.** 

 

Heigtened Enjoyment 
I had fun communicating online.** 

The interaction gave me a lot of enjoyment.** 
I enjoyed using the communication system.** 
Communicating online bores me.** 

 

Narrative Engagement 
I felt I was joining in with a story in this activity/environment.*** 

I was able to participate in and contribute to the story.*** 

I was able to be spontaneous and imaginative in this activity/environment.*** 
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I found it difficult to participate in the story.*** 

I found the whole idea of the story of this activity/environment a bit silly.*** 

 
Lastly, there are some items relating to the subjects’ intention (if they had the opportunity) to 
revisit the activity/environment. The intention to revisit is not part of the fun response but is in-
cluded in this study because it is a primary consideration for the design and management of envi-
ronments and activities that aim to be engaging and it would be of interest to see the degree of 
correlation between an individual’s level of fun experienced and their intention to revisit. 

 
Intention to revisit 
I would like to participate in this activity again in the future.** 

I could easily become interested in this activity/environment.** 
I’m not really interested in what happens in this activity/environment.** 
 

These items taken together are proposed to measure the construct of Fun as outlined in the Fun 
Unification Model. The items break logically into two sets, the predisposition set and the re-
sponse sets, and it would be reasonable to expect that in a controlled experiment, a subject would 
be asked to respond first to the predisposition items, then take part in an activity in an environ-
ment, and finally respond to the response items. This is the approach taken in this study and the 
design of the three experiments is described in Chapters 5-7. 

 

Other Measures 
Aside from the measurement methodology described in this chapter, there are various other 

ways that might be considered, including observing specific behaviours and collecting relevant 
physiological data (such as heart rate or galvanic skin response). It remains a possibility for fu-
ture study that the Fun Unification Model could be used in parallel with other measurement 
methods.  Interestingly, an independent reader was asked to read a selection of transcripts from 
the experimental sessions in this study and say whether the subject had fun or had less fun. The 
selection of transcripts they read consisted of the four highest and four lowest FUN scores for 
each of the three experiments. The independent reader, without any criteria other than “fun” to 
make the assessment, placed 72% of the sessions in agreement with the FUN scores.  It could be 
said of fun that, though we find it very difficult to define, we know it when we see it and the 
agreement from an independent reader supports this.    

Summary 
The Fun Unification Model breaks the experience of fun into individual predispositions, en-

vironmental affordances, and individual responses. The model can be represented in a nomologi-
cal net as in figure 4.2, showing a causal path from the individual predispositions, to the envi-
ronmental affordances, to the individual responses.  As well as a measurable construct of fun, 
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other outcomes may be situated after the individual responses to test correlations – for example, 
learning outcomes, intention to re-visit and perceived value. 
 
Although the model draws on previous theoretical models, it differs in two key respects. Firstly, 
in the way it divides the constructs into the three dimensions of individual predisposition, envi-
ronmental affordances, and individual response, and secondly in the way it seeks to incorporate 
theories of narrative tendency and narrative engagement in order to model the innate human ten-
dency to ‘have fun’ finding and creating narrative structures within the environment.  
 
Following on from the discussion of the theoretical model, a set of items that can be used to 
measure each of the constructs of the Fun Unification Model were proposed. These questions are 
in some cases derived from previous studies and in some cases not. The following Chapters 5-7 
discuss the three experiments that were designed to investigate the research questions of this 
thesis. 
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Chapter 5 The Experiments 
This chapter describes the three experiments studying users’ experience of narrative and role-
playing activity in three different communication environments. These three experiments were 
conducted in accordance with the provisions of Griffith University ethics approval ref no: 
CIT/02/04/HREC. 
  
Publications derived from this chapter 
 

Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online Role-playing and Perceptions of Fun.  ACM Journal 
of Computers in Entertainment, 3, special issue on ‘Games and Pervasive Gaming’. 

 
Newman, K. and R. Grigg (2005). Albert Goes Narrative Contracting.  Proceedings of the Digital 

Games Researchers Conference 2005., Vancouver June 2005.  
 
Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online Role-playing and Perceptions of Fun.  Proceedings of 

the Fourth Media in Transition Conference, MiT4: The Work of Stories. MIT Press, Bos-
ton May 2005. (abstract refereed) 

 
In this chapter, the rationale for the design of the three experiments is discussed and the three 

experiments are summarized. The conducting of the experiments is described including the role-
playing activity and the collecting of individual predisposition and response data. The analysis of 
the data is also discussed, describing how the fun unification model is used to model the sub-
jects’ experience. A discussion of narrative contracting and expected correlations will also be 
included.  

The structure for this chapter is: 
 
- A description of the narrative/role-playing scenario designed for these experiments. 
- A description of the three environments selected for the experiments. 
- A description of the running of the experiments 
- A discussion of the expected correlations  
- Summary 
 

5.1 Albert in Africa - the scenario 
 
In order to investigate the primary research question – Are role-playing and narrative in 

online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time flying, a sense of immersion, a 
sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the narrative? – it was necessary to 
be able to collect data from a number of individuals engaging in a comparable role-playing ex-
perience across a range of communication environments. To test a subject’s response to narrative 
and role-playing in a controlled way, a simple and easily repeatable role-playing scenario was 
needed. Various possible scenarios were considered from the well established role-playing sce-
narios such as a fantasy, dungeons and dragons, or a Star Trek theme. These established scenar-
ios were rejected for this study as it was thought that the subjects would tend to become immedi-
ately polarised, between hard-core role-players and everybody else. Instead, it was decided to go 
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back to the character who started this thesis off – Albert the teddy-bear - and construct a simple 
role-playing scenario involving him. Based on the previous projects involving Albert, it seemed 
reasonable to expect that he would appeal to a wider audience than a wizard or a space com-
mander.  
 
The scenario for the role-playing activity was encapsulated in the following loose script. 
 

Albert is a film-making, motorbike riding teddy-bear. He has been riding his motorbike, a 
1929 Indian Roadster, across North Africa and making documentaries about his adventures. 
At the time of speaking to the subject he is currently in the town of Sfax in Tunisia.  

Sfax is notable for Romans growing olives there and also Barbarossa the pirate began his 
career smuggling refugees from the Spanish Inquisition to Sfax. Albert wants to make a 
documentary about Barbarossa the pirate but unfortunately his production assistant has 
eaten a bad batch of sticky date pudding and is currently in hospital in Rome.   

He is looking for someone to act as his production assistant for two weeks. During the 
course of the conversation with the subject it occurs to Albert to offer the subject the job 
and if they accept he offers to arrange the airline ticket to Tunis and asks them for their 
email address so he can get the airline eTicket sent to them. 

 

The script was designed to offer a range of narrative elements requiring different levels of narra-
tive acceptance on the part of the subject. Acceptance of the offer ‘Albert is in Tunisia’ requires 
less suspension of disbelief than the claim that he is a teddy-bear. Introducing stories about his 
location (Barbarossa, Romans) and his personal likes and dislikes (food, motorbikes) gives the 
subjects opportunities to accept and make counter offers. When Albert asks them to come to Tu-
nisia, the role-playing becomes more personal as Albert includes them in his scenario. The final 
offer – when Albert suggests that the subject give him their real email address so he can send 
them an airline ticket – not only requires a high degree of role-playing willingness but also re-
quires the user to exhibit trust, as it extends the purely role-playing encounter into the personal 
world, blurring the “real world – role-playing” boundary. 
 
It was expected that most people would have no problem with Albert claiming to be a teddy-
bear, and that at the very least most people would be content to humor him. Those people who 
were found to have a significant predisposition to finding and creating narrative were expected to 
find ways to further the narrative elements of the encounter by making additional references to 
Albert being a teddy-bear, being a famous film-maker, being a motor-bike adventurer etc.  It was 
expected, of course, that nobody would actually believe that Albert was really going to send 
them a plane ticket to Tunis, but that while they might be happy to play along with the story, 
they might not be so comfortable giving a fictitious teddy-bear their real email address. It can be 
seen that each of the narrative elements that Albert introduces is an offer, and the subject’s re-
sponse can be seen as an acceptance, a rejection, or a counter-offer. As discussed, some offers 
require a higher level of acceptance than others.  A graphic representation of acceptance levels is 
shown in Figure 5.1, illustrating how offers gradually increased throughout the scenario in how 
hard they are to accept.   
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Figure 5.1 Representing the acceptance levels of significant script points 

Figure 5.1 is not meant to represent any sort of scientific measurement of acceptance levels, but 
simply to show a number of important points within the script. At these points it was expected 
that subjects’ acceptance levels would be challenged by the narrative elements Albert introduced 
into the role-play. In the terminology of narrative contracting, these elements are offers and sub-
jects responded by accepting the narrative offer, blocking the offer, or responding with some sort 
of counter offer. 
 
It was always intended that the subjects would be communicating with a live person rather than 
some sort of artificial intelligence system. Quite apart from the sheer complexity of producing 
even simple knowledge-base systems, it seemed quite obvious that no existing AI systems are 
versatile or intelligent enough to convincingly simulate human narrative and role-playing activ-
ity. So the services of a research assistant – Mr Joseph Hallahan – were enlisted. Mr Hallahan 
developed his playing of Albert’s persona through a number of trial experiments, and played 
Albert in all three experiments.  

Introducing Albert to the subjects 
 

After a number of preliminary sessions with subjects it was decided that the encounter would 
benefit from a short audiovisual (AV) presentation that introduced the character of Albert so that 
when the subjects commence their communication with him they already have some knowledge 
of who he is. The AV presentation ran for about 5 minutes and described a day in Albert’s life as 
he rides his motorbike through the Algerian Sahara and was narrated by a traveling companion.  
Scenes for the AV are shown in Figure 5.2. 

 
 

Is in Tunisia 

Is a teddy bear 

Is a famous filmmaker 

Offers job

Offers airfare Asks for email 
A
c
c
e
p
t
a
n
c
e
 
L
e
v
e
L

Narrative offers



PhD Thesis by Ken Newman 

64 

 Riding through the desert. 

  Taking shelter from a sandstorm. 

 Riding into an oasis town. 

 Exploring an old foreign legion fort. 

 Swimming in the boys pool. 

 Playing against the town’s chess champion. 

 Storming out in protest after losing at chess. 

Figure 5.2 Scenes from the audiovisual presentation 
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The introductory AV was useful in several respects; as a prologue to the scenario, as an introduc-
tion to the role-playing world, and as an introduction to Albert’s character.  The events in the 
introductory AV were designed to give the idea that they  happened a few weeks before the sub-
ject’s session. At the time of the session, Albert has left Algeria and is now in Tunisia on the 
edge of the Sahara. The AV establishes that he is doing a motorbike tour and documenting it as 
he goes.  As an introduction to the role-playing world of Albert, the subject observes a world 
where humans and bears mingle apparently without anyone finding it remarkable. The way that 
Albert appears in photos with people talking, swimming, and playing chess gives the subject a 
glimpse of Albert’s credentials as a teddy-bear who has no problem mixing in the world of hu-
mans.  

5.2 Three Communication Enviroments 
In order to investigate the second of the two secondary research questions – To what extent 

does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience of role-playing and 
narrative in online communication and hence fun? – it was considered necessary to investigate a 
range of communication environments. It is easy to see that it would not be feasible to test all 
possible communication environment variations (see Chapter 3 for a review of communication 
environments) and so a number of environments had to be selected to represent the whole range 
of possibilities.  The three that were selected for the purposes of this study are thought to encap-
sulate a range of communication features which can be considered as representative of the full 
spectrum of communication environments.  

 
The three environments selected for investigation are; 

A simple text chat environment 

An avatar based virtual environment 

A video based environment 

 

The text chat environment 
In terms of media richness, the simple text chat environment (Figure 5.3) has very limited 

communication bandwidth – the communication cues are all embedded within the text. The lack 
of communication cues means that the parties need to exercise their imaginations more actively 
to construct the meaning of the communication. It is worth mentioning that like all synchronous 
chat systems the participants need to fall into a ‘turn-taking’ rhythm to avoid confusing dialogue, 
which is out of sync.  Consider Figure 5.4.  In line 6 of the example given here, Albert asks, 
“having a good day?” and then in his next line (line 7) responds to Scott’s previous comment 
(line 5) about the documentary. This process of constantly needing to check the synchronization 
of the communication was understood by the participants. 
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Figure 5.3 The text chat interface 

 

Figure 5.4 Falling into a turn-taking pattern at the start of a session. 

 
The interface to the text-chat environment was developed as a server application using  Macro-
media’s Flash Communication Server. The interface was very basic with a few graphic elements 
of Albert, motorbikes and travel. It was also decided to incorporate a map of Tunisia so that Al-
bert could show subjects the area he was describing. In terms of functionality, the application 
contained very few features. Several of the subjects commented on missing features that they 
have come to expect from text chat applications, and most commonly these were; 

1. Some notification that the other person was currently typing a response. 
2. The ability to type in action statements. This normally takes the form of a user typing 

something like “/me picks a spade and starts building a giant sandcastle with Albert“ 
which would then appear in a different text format with the users name substituted 
for /me. 

Scott: hello 

Albert: hey scott 

Albert: how ya doing mate? 

Scott: I am pretty good 

Scott: I just watched the documentary 

Albert: yeah?  having a good day? 

Albert: oh yeah?  im famous! 

Albert: did you like it? 

Scott: Yeah, it was pretty good, they seem to really really like sticky date pudding 

Albert: yeah and i DIDNT! 

Albert: i like SAUSAGES! 

Scott: was there much to eat then? 
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In retrospect it would have been very easy to incorporate these features or to use a generic appli-
cation that had them prebuilt.  However, the two advantages of building a custom application 
were the ability to tailor the interface for Albert and also the ability to automatically write ses-
sion information and transcripts to the database for later retrieval. 
 

An avatar-based virtual environment 
The avatar-based system (see Figures 5.5 and 5.6) uses text to converse, but there are added 

visual cues to give identity to both parties. The avatars in this case are positioned in an isometric 
environment, commonly used in game-playing. 

 

  Figure 5.5 The avatar-based environment interface. 

 
This view allows one to see a screen representation of oneself and others (third persons) clearly 
in relation to a constructed environment. This can lead to a clearer sense of cognitive mapping 
(Chogyen 2000, pp167) of the environment and assist the parties in experiencing a sense of co-
presence – a sense that they are both inhabiting the same space.  The graphic style of the envi-
ronment may also affect the communication – in this case the cartoon style is designed to set a 
playful mood for the interaction in much the same way as a stage design sets the mood for a 
play. The application had various components including an isometric world engine, flash com-
munication server handling real-time communication, and php/mySQL database functionality to 
keep track of user profile data.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5.6 Various screen shots from the avatar-based communication environment 
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The video based environment 
The video environment, shown in Figure 5.7, may be thought of as encapsulating the most 

communication cues of the three environments. The communication is primarily via audio so 
there are all the cues of normal speech – intonation of voice, timing, pitch – which all contribute 
communication information. There is also the video. It could be argued that the communicating 
parties do not need to exercise their imaginations so much in constructing mental representations 
of the other parties and their environments.  

 
Figure 5.7 The video-based environment interface. 

 
Albert’s set was designed to be Omar’s cafe and he had his motorbike parked at the back of the 
shot which he would point out to the subject when he was discussing it. Albert’s set was lit with 
colour balanced light, but the subjects’ environment was lit with ordinary office fluorescent 
globes. 

 
The video application had a very simple web page interface and the map of Tunisia was 

again incorporated into the page. The application was custom-built for this experiment and used 
the Macromedia Flash Communication Server to handle the video and audio streaming. It ran 
over the local area network with a 100mbps maximum bandwidth.    

 

5.3 Conducting the experiments 
Sixty subjects drawn from volunteer staff and students from Griffith University were tested 

individually, twenty in each of the three communication environments under conditions de-
scribed in Griffith University Ethics Committee approval Protocol Number CIT/02/04/HREC. 
Subjects were either paid a participation fee of $10 or were offered some credit towards a rele-
vant course. The 70 subjects (41 male, 29 female), ranged in age from 18 to 50 years with a 
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mean age of 24.6 years. None of the subjects had any prior knowledge of Albert and his adven-
tures and the subjects ranged in level of experience in web-based communication from very ex-
perienced to none at all. None of the subjects had a history of participation in either role-playing 
games or improvisational theatre. None of the subjects were aware of the identity or location of 
the research assistant who was the voice of Albert. The testing session for each subject was de-
liberately conducted with a very relaxed atmosphere, took approximately 30 minutes, and more 
or less followed the following format: 

 
1. The subjects were welcomed by the interviewer and given a brief explanation that 

they were taking part in a study about online communication and engagement and 
given an overview of how the session would be conducted. They were informed 
that they were welcome to withdraw from the session at any time. 

2. Subjects were asked to respond to 20 questions (discussed in Section 4.4) to 
evaluate their immersive and narrative tendencies. 

3. Subjects were asked to watch a 5 minute audio-visual presentation introducing the 
character of Albert.  

4. Subjects were then told that Albert was online and waiting to chat to them from 
Tunisia. They were asked to spend about 20 minutes chatting with Albert. Albert 
was played by a research assistant working from the script described in section 
5.2. 

5. Some time after the point where Albert had offered the subject the flight to Tunis, 
and asked them for their email, the interviewer would tell them they needed to 
wrap up with Albert. 

6. Subjects were then asked to respond to another 16 items about the level of fun 
they experienced in communicating with Albert. The response to each statement 
was in the form of a 7 point Likert scale. The fun scale was an aggregate of scales 
for immersion, temporal dissociation, heightened enjoyment, and narrative en-
gagement/play. Subjects were also asked to express whether they were interested 
in communicating with Albert again. 

 
The transcripts of the sessions were logged for later analysis and the subject’s questionnaire re-
sponses were entered into a database.  

5.4 Expected correlations. 
It was expected that subjects with self-declared highly immersive or narrative predisposi-

tions would tend to engage with the narrative elements and be very focused and absorbed with 
the process of communicating with Albert.  It was also expected that there would be evidence of 
their self-declared predispositions, and responses in the acceptance levels contained in the ses-
sion transcripts:  

Individual predisposition would show some level of correlation to individual response con-
structs. 

Individual predisposition would show some correlation to acceptance level. 

Acceptance level would show some correlation to individual response constructs. 

There was little in the literature to develop any strong expectations about how the communica-
tion environments used in these experiments would affect the subjects’ experience. If we accept 
the assumptions of media richness theory, we might expect that the greater the number of com-
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munication cues the more engaging the experience would be. This would suggest that the overall 
fun experienced by the subjects should be greater in experiment 3, the video environment, since 
this environment has the most complete set of communication cues. However, as we have al-
ready seen (Section 3.2) the on-going debate on media richness does not give any clear insight 
into what might be expected from the three environments used in these experiments. 

Summary  
This chapter has described the design of the experiments and the data collecting techniques 

for this research. The role-playing scenario, the communication environments, and the processes 
by which the experiments were conducted have also been described. Although the environments 
were different, it can be seen that the role-playing scenarios were kept quite consistent across all 
experiments and all the crucial narrative points were delivered in all sessions. The next chapter 
reports the findings of the experiments and shows some of the interesting correlations that 
emerged about the impact of individual predisposition and the communication environment upon 
the users’ experience. 
 



 

 

Chapter 6 The Results – So Was it Fun? 
 
This chapter reports the results of the three communication experiments studying users’ experi-
ence of narrative and role-playing activity in three different communication environments.  
  
Publications and presentations derived from this chapter 
 

Newman, K. (2006). Albert in the Land of the Vikings: Workshop presented to Diverse2006. 
Glasgow May 2006.  

 
Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online Role-playing and Perceptions of Fun.  ACM Journal 

of Computers in Entertainment, 3, special issue on ‘Games and Pervasive Gaming’. 
 
Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online Role-playing and Perceptions of Fun.  Proceedings of 

the Fourth Media in Transition Conference, MiT4: The Work of Stories. MIT Press, Bos-
ton May 2005. (abstract refereed) 

 
The chapter presents the results of the three communication experiments described in Chap-

ter 5. There are two aims in this reporting. The first is to assess the methodology. It is important 
to see whether the individual items that are presumed to relate to a certain construct actually 
correlate with each other and are thus measuring a single construct. Acknowledgement goes to 
Witmer and Singer (2000) who demonstrated a similar methodology in their studies correlating 
Immersive Tendency with Presence. The second aim in reporting these results is to use the 
subjects’ responses to the items to see if any significant patterns emerge between the individual 
predisposition, the communication environment, and the Fun experienced.  

 
First, the response to each predisposition item will be correlated with its relevant sub-construct, 
the technique used by Witmer and Singer (2000). This shows the extent to which the individual 
items and the subconstructs all move together and gives validity to the assumption that each 
individual item is relevant to its subconstruct and that together the items for a single subconstruct 
can be said to be measuring that subconstruct. This is followed with a nomonolgical diagram 
showing the correlations between the individual predisposition subconstructs and their related 
construct — Immersive Tendencies or Narrative Tendencies.  The responses are reported in the 
same way; first as a table correlating individual response items to relevant subconstructs and 
then as a nomonological diagram correlating the response subconstructs to Fun. Finally, a 
nomonological diagram is presented correlating the predisposition constructs – Immersive 
Tendencies and Narrative Tendencies – to the response constructs and to Fun. 

 
The structure for the chapter is: 

 
- A comparison of the three subject groups 
- Results of experiment 1 – A text chat environment 
- Results of experiment 2 – An avatar-based environment 
- Results of experiment 3 – A video-chat environment 
- A comparison of responses across the three experiments 
- Aggregate results 
- Summary 
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6.1 A comparison of the three subject groups. 
It is useful to know that the randomly selected subjects for each of the experiments contain 

people with a similar range of individual predispositions. This can be done by an analysis of 
variance for both of the individual predisposition constructs (Immersive Tendencies and Narra-
tive Tendencies) across the three subject groups.   It should be remembered that all scores were 
obtained from a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from [1] strongly disagree to [7] strongly agree 
 
The mean score for Immersive Tendencies for subjects in experiments 1, 2 and 3 respectively are 
4.6, 4.6 and 4.4. A one-way analysis of variance showed that the subjects’ Immersive Tendencies 
did not vary significantly across the three experiments, with F = 0.51 and p = 0.60.  Similarly, 
the mean score for Narrative Tendencies for subjects in experiments 1, 2 and 3 respectively are 
5.4, 5.2, 5.1. A one-way analysis of variance showed that the subjects’ Narrative Tendencies did 
not vary significantly across the three experiments, with F = 0.90 and p = 0.41. The composition 
of each group was not totally random since an attempt was made to obtain a range of ages and 
gender balance. There was, however, no pre-screening of subjects in terms their individual pre-
dispositions. Nevertheless, it can be seen that each of the three groups contained subjects with a 
similar mix of individual predispositions. Any correlations between the subjects’ predispositions 
and their responses should therefore point to differences in their experience of the communica-
tion environment rather than predisposition. 

6.2 Results of experiment 1 - the text chat environment 
 

Experiment 1 – the text chat environment – was conducted, as described in Chapter 5, with 
20 subjects (12 male, 8 female) with an average age of 24.5 years. The raw data from their ques-
tionnaires are included in Appendix A.  A summary of the data for experiment 1 is given in Ta-
ble 6.1. In this table, the means for the subjects’ Immersive and Narrative predispositions and the 
means for their responses to their session are summarized,. 

 

Table 6.1 Summary data for experiment 1. 

 
Means for predispositions  
Average Immersive Tendencies: 4.58 
Average Narrative Tendencies: 5.38 
 
Means for responses  to Text Chat session 
Average Temporal Dissociation: 5.80 
Average Focus: 4.88 
Average Heightened Enjoyment: 5.55 
Average Narrative Engagement/Play: 4.96 
Average Intention to Revisit: 4.93 
Average Fun: 5.30 
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Table 6.2 shows the correlations of the individual predisposition items to their relevant sub-
constructs.  The correlations between the items and their Immersive Tendencies subconstructs 
are similar to those found by Witmer and Singer (2002) .  
 
The Narrative Tendencies items show similar strong correlations to their subconstruct, except for 
question 16 which showed an extremely low correlation, suggesting this question may not be 

 
Key to Table 6.2 

Immersive Tendencies (IT):   Focus Tendency (FT),  Involvement (IV), Gaming Tendency (GT)  
Narrative Tendencies(NT):     Hearing Narrative (HN), Telling Narrative (TN)  
 
Note, values for the negative item 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities:  

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 

Table 6.2 The Individual Predisposition Questionnaire Experiment 1 
  

Items 
Sub-
construct 

Correlation to 
Subconstruct 

1 I easily become deeply involved in movies or TV dramas. IT - FT    0.62** 

2 I sometimes become so involved in a television program or book that people have problems 
getting my attention. 

IT - FT    0.38 

3 I frequently find myself closely identifying with the characters in a story line. IT - IV    0.65** 

4 I am good at blocking out external distractions when I am involved in something. IT - FT    0.70** 

5 When watching sports, I sometimes become so involved in the game that I react as if I were one 
of the players. 

IT - GT    0.59** 

6 I sometimes become so involved in a daydream that I am not aware of things happening around 
me. 

IT - IV    0.48* 

7 When playing sports, I become so involved in the game that I lose track of time. IT - GT    0.30 

8 I am able to concentrate well on enjoyable activities.  IT - IV   -0.21 

9 I often play arcade or video games. (OFTEN should be taken to mean every day or every two 
days, on average.) 

IT - GT    0.82*** 

10 I sometimes get excited during a chase or fight scene on TV or in the movies.  IT - IV    0.26 

11 I sometimes get disturbed by something happening on a TV show or in a movie. IT - IV    0.64** 

12 I sometimes remain apprehensive or fearful long after watching a disturbing movie. IT - IV    0.77*** 

13 I sometimes become so involved in doing something that I lose all track of time. IT - FI    -0.16 

14 I enjoy hearing funny stories. NT - HN     0.65** 

15 I enjoy making people laugh with my stories. NT - TN     0.71** 

16 I do not enjoy a story with cliché plots or characters. NT - HN (-)0.05 

17 I enjoy telling stories. NT - TN     0.40* 

18 My best stories are about things that have happened to me. NT - TN    0.69** 

19 I often exagerate a little to make my stories more entertaining. NT -TN    0.60** 

20 When I am part of a spontaneous humorous conversation I would rather listen than join in. NT - HN    0.88*** 
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valid – this is further discussed in the discussion in chapter 7. Questions 8 and 13 also do not 
correlate to the relevant subconstruct and, in fact, go in the opposite direction to what would be 
expected. These three questions were compared across the three experiments and found to have 
consistently weak correlations. For this reason, they were omitted from further analysis, and thus 
did not contribute to the measure of their intended subconstruct; this is further discussed in 
Chapter 7.    

 
 
 
 
The nomonological diagram shown in Figure 6.1 shows the correlation of the predisposition sub-
constructs to the tendency constructs. The strong correlations between the subconstructs and 
their relevant tendency construct and the lack of correlation between the constructs gives validity 
to the claim that these subconstructs are measuring two discrete tendencies. Since there is no 
significant correlation between Immersive Tendencies and Narrative Tendencies this suggests 
that the two tendency constructs are measuring quite different aspects of a subject’s predisposi-
tion.   

 
 

 

Figure 6.1 Experiment 1 correlation of predisposition subconstructs to tendencies 

 
 Table 6.3 shows the correlations of the response items to their relevant subconstructs. These 
items were designed to evaluate the four subconstructs (Temporal Dislocation, Focused Immer-
sion, Heightened Enjoyment, and Playfulness/Narrative Engagement) being used to produce the 
Fun aggregate. As previously discussed (Section 4.4), intention to Revisit, while not used as a 
construct of Fun, is thought to be of interest to potential users of this model and is also included. 
One question, question 8, did not give a significant correlation with its relevant subconstruct. 
The results for this question were omitted from further analysis.   
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The nomonological diagram shown in Figure 6.2 shows the correlation of the response sub-
constructs to Fun. This demonstrates that the subconstructs correlate very well to the Fun con-
struct.  

 
 
 
 

Key to Table 6.3 
Temporal Dissociation (TD)    = lost track of time while engaged in the current activity. 
Focused Immersion (FI)    = felt  immersed in the current activity. 
Heightened Enjoyment (HE)   = enjoyed the current activity. 
Narrative Engagement/Play (NE)   = felt they engaged with the role-playing and narrative aspects of the current activity. 
Intention to Re-use (IR)    = if given the chance the user would want to re-visit the current activity. 
 
Note, values for negative items 8, 12, 13, and 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities: 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 

 

Table 6.3 Correlation of Response Questions to Response constructs 
 Items Subconstruct Correlation to 

Subconstruct 
1 Time went by very quickly while I was communicating online TD     0.89*** 

2 I lost track of time while I was communicating online. TD     0.94*** 

3 I was absorbed in what I was doing while communicating online. FI     0.66** 

4 I noticed things going on around me while I was communicating online. FI     0.74*** 

5 I had fun communicating online HE     0.84*** 

6 The interaction with Albert gave me a lot of enjoyment HE     0.83*** 

7 I enjoyed using the communication system HE     0.75*** 

8 Communicating online bores me. HE (-)0.30 

9 I felt I was joining in with Albert’s story. NE     0.77*** 

10 I was able to participate in and contribute to Albert’s story. 
 

NE     0.74*** 

11 I was able to be spontaneous and imaginative communicating with Albert. 
 

NE     0.61** 

12 I found it difficult to participate with Albert. NE  ( -)0.75*** 

13 I found the whole idea of communicating with Albert a bit silly. 
 

NE (-)0.81*** 

14 I would like to communicate with Albert again in the future IR     0.88*** 

15 I could easily become interested in Albert’s online adventures. IR     0.89*** 

16 I’m not really interested in what happens to Albert. IR  (-)0.9*** 
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Figure 6.2 Experiment 1 correlation of response constructs to Fun. 

 
Figure 6.3 includes the correlations already discussed but gives the broad picture, showing the 
correlations of individual predispositions (Immersive and Narrative Tendencies) to the various 
response constructs (Temporal Dissociation, Focused Immersion, Heightened Enjoyment, and 
Narrative Engagement/Play), how each of these correlate to Fun and correlations with intention 
to reuse.  It is interesting to note that in this experiment there is no significant correlation be-
tween Intention to Revisit and Fun, with the correlation being merely .32 (see Figure 6.3). The 
results of experiment 1 suggest that for this activity, Narrative Tendencies are a better predictor 
of Fun and Intention to Revisit (with significant correlations of .53 and .45, respectively,  com-
pared with Immersive Tendencies (with nonsignificant correlations of .16 and .30). This result 
will be compared with the other communication environments in experiments 2 and 3, and dis-
cussed in chapter 7.  

 

 
Figure 6.3 Experiment 1 correlations of individual predispositions to response constructs and Fun. 
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6.3 Results of experiment 2 - the avatar-based environment 
Experiment 2, the avatar based environment, was conducted as described in Chapter 5, with 

22 subjects (18 male, 4 female) with an average age of 19.8 years. The raw data from their ques-
tionnaire is included in Appendix B. A summary of the data for experiment 2 is given in Table 
6.4. In this table, the means for the subjects’ predispositions and the means for subjects’ re-
sponses are summarized.. 

 

Table 6.4 Summary data for experiment 2 

 
Means for predispositions  
Average Immersive Tendencies: 4.61 
Average Narrative Tendencies: 5.24 
 
Means for responses  to Text Chat session 
Average Temporal Dissociation: 5.52 
Average Focus: 4.86 
Average Heightened Enjoyment: 5.76 
Average Narrative Engagement/Play: 4.88 
Average Intention to Revisit: 4.77 
Average Fun: 5.26 

 
 
Table 6.5 shows the correlations of the individual predisposition questions for experiment 2 to 
their relevant subconstructs and constructs. Again, questions 8, 13 and 16 do not show the ex-
pected correlation to their subconstruct and have been omitted from the analysis. 
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Key to Table 6.5 

Immersive Tendencies (IT):   Focus Tendency (FT),  Involvement (IV), Gaming Tendency (GT)  
Narrative Tendencies(NT):  Hearing Narrative (HN), Telling Narrative (TN)  
 
Note, values for negative item 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities:  

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

Table 6.5 The Individual Predisposition Questionnaire Experiment 2 
  

Items 
Sub-
construct 

Correlation 
to Sub-
Construct 

1 I easily become deeply involved in movies or TV dramas. IT - FT      0.76** 

2 I sometimes become so involved in a television program or book that people have problems 
getting my attention. 

IT - FT      0.69** 

3 I frequently find myself closely identifying with the characters in a story line. IT - IV      0.58** 

4 I am good at blocking out external distractions when I am involved in something. IT - FT      0.69** 

5 When watching sports, I sometimes become so involved in the game that I react as if I were one 
of the players. 

IT - GT      0.61** 

6 I sometimes become so involved in a daydream that I am not aware of things happening around 
me. 

IT - IV      0.46* 

7 When playing sports, I become so involved in the game that I lose track of time. IT - GT      0.59* 

8 I am able to concentrate well on enjoyable activities.  IT - IV     -0.31 

9 I often play arcade or video games. (OFTEN should be taken to mean every day or every two 
days, on average.) 

IT - GT      0.60** 

10 I sometimes get excited during a chase or fight scene on TV or in the movies.  IT - IV      0.46* 

11 I sometimes get disturbed by something happening on a TV show or in a movie. IT - IV     0.80*** 

12 I sometimes remain apprehensive or fearful long after watching a disturbing movie. IT - IV     0.84*** 

13 I sometimes become so involved in doing something that I lose all track of time. IT - FI     0.40 

14 I enjoy hearing funny stories. NT - HN     0.33 

15 I enjoy making people laugh with my stories. NT - TN     0.79*** 

16 I do not enjoy a story with cliché plots or characters. NT - HN (-)0.28 

17 I enjoy telling stories. NT - TN     0.77** 

18 My best stories are about things that have happened to me. NT - TN     0.55** 

19 I often exaggerate a little to make my stories more entertaining. NT -TN     0.59** 

20 When I am part of a spontaneous humorous conversation I would rather listen than join in. NT - HN     0.92*** 
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The nomonological diagram shown in Figure 6.4 shows the correlation of the predisposition sub-
constructs to the tendency constructs. There is still no significant correlation between Immersive 
Tendencies and Narrative Tendencies which again tends to confirm the belief that the two ten-
dency constructs are measuring quite different aspects of a subject’s predisposition.   Again there 
are strong correlations between the subconstructs and their relevant construct giving validity to 
the claim that these subconstructs are measuring two discrete tendencies.  

 

 

Figure 6.4 Experiment 2 correlation of predisposition subconstructs to tendencies 

 
 Table 6.6 shows the correlations of the response items to their relevant subconstructs. These 
items were designed to evaluate the four subconstructs (Temporal Dislocation, Focused Immer-
sion, Heightened Enjoyment, and playfulness/Narrative Engagement) being used to produce the 
Fun aggregate. As previously discussed (Section 4.4) Intention to Revisit, while not used as a 
construct of Fun, is thought to be of interest to potential users of this model and is also included. 
Question 8, which in experiment 1 gave no correlation is of doubtful value and has been left out 
of the analysis. 
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The nomonological diagram shown in figure 6.5 shows the correlation of the response sub-
constructs to Fun. This demonstrates how well the subconstructs correlate to Fun. 

 
 
 
 

Key to Table 6.6 
Temporal Dissociation (TD)    = lost track of time while engaged in the current activity. 
Focused Immersion (FI)    = felt  immersed in the current activity. 
Heightened Enjoyment (HE)    = enjoyed the current activity. 
Narrative Engagement/Play (NE)   = felt they engaged with the role-playing and narrative aspects of the current activity. 
Intention to Re-use (IR)    = if given the chance the user would want to re-visit the current activity. 
 
Note, values for negative items 8, 12, 13, and 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities: 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 
 

Table 6.6 Correlation of Response Questions to Response constructs 
 Items Sub-construct Correlation to 

Sub-construct 
1 Time went by very quickly while I was communicating online TD    0.90*** 

2 I lost track of time while I was communicating online. TD    0.97*** 

3 I was absorbed in what I was doing while communicating online. FI    0.36 

4 I noticed things going on around me while I was communicating online. FI    0.69** 

5 I had fun communicating online HE    0.85*** 

6 The interaction with Albert gave me a lot of enjoyment HE    0.92*** 

7 I enjoyed using the communication system HE    0.84*** 

8 Communicating online bores me. HE (-)0.71 

9 I felt I was joining in with Albert’s story. NE    0.66** 

10 I was able to participate in and contribute to Albert’s story. 
 

NE    0.74*** 

11 I was able to be spontaneous and imaginative communicating with Albert. 
 

NE    0.82*** 

12 I found it difficult to participate with Albert. NE (-)0.32** 

13 I found the whole idea of communicating with Albert a bit silly. 
 

NE (-)0.53*** 

14 I would like to communicate with Albert again in the future IR    0.90*** 

15 I could easily become interested in Albert’s online adventures. IR    0.89*** 

16 I’ t ll i t t d i h t h t Alb t IR ( )0 92***
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Figure 6.5 Experiment 2 correlation of response constructs to Fun. 

 
Figure 6.6 includes the correlations already discussed but gives the broad picture, showing the 
correlations of individual predispositions (Immersive and Narrative Tendencies) to the various 
response constructs (Temporal Dissociation, Focused Immersion, Heightened Enjoyment, and 
Narrative Engagement/Play), how each of these correlate to Fun, and correlations with Intention 
to Revisit.  The results of experiment 2 again suggest that Narrative Tendencies are a better pre-
dictor of Fun and Intention to Revisit (with significant correlations of .50 and .53, respectively) 
compared with Immersive Tendencies (with nonsignificant correlations of .24 and .36).  Interest-
ingly, in this communication environment, there was a strong correlation between Intention to 
Revisit and Fun ..87. 

 

 
Figure 6.6 Experiment 2 correlations of individual predispositions to response constructs and Fun. 
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6.4 Results of experiment 3 - the video chat environment 
 

Experiment 3, the video chat environment, was conducted as described in Chapter 5, with 28 
subjects, (18 male, 10 female) with an average age of 23.8 years. The raw data from their ques-
tionnaire is included in Appendix C. A summary of the data for experiment 3 is given in Table 
6.7. In this table, the means for the subjects’ predispositions and the means for subjects’ re-
sponses are summarized.. 

 

Table 6.7 Summary data for experiment 3. 

 
Means for predispositions  
Average Immersive Tendencies: 4.41 
Average Narrative Tendencies: 5.13 
 
Means for responses  to Text Chat session 
Average Temporal Dissociation: 4.70 
Average Focus: 4.89 
Average Heightened Enjoyment: 5.67 
Average Narrative Engagement/Play: 4.77 
Average Intention to Revisit: 4.39 
Average Fun: 5.01 

 
 
 

Table 6.8 shows the correlations of the individual predisposition questions to their relevant sub-
constructs.  As in the previous two experiments, and explained in section 6.2, items 8, 13 and 16 
were omitted from the analysis. 
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Key to Table 6.8 

Immersive Tendencies (IT):   Focus Tendency (FT),  Involvement (IV), Gaming Tendency (GT)  
Narrative Tendencies(NT):  Hearing Narrative (HN), Telling Narrative (TN)  
 
Note, values for negative item 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities:  

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 

The nomonological diagram shown in Figure 6.7 shows the correlation of the predisposition sub-
constructs to the tendency constructs. As in the previous two experiments, there are strong corre-
lations between the subconstructs and their relevant construct and no significant correlation be-
tween Immersive and Narrative Tendencies. Without any significant correlation between Immer-
sive and Narrative Tendencies in any of the experiments, it seems apparent that the two tendency 
constructs are measuring quite different aspects of a subject’s predisposition.   

 

Table 6.8 The Individual Predisposition Questionnaire Experiment 3 
  

Items 
Sub-
construct 

Correlation 
to Sub-
construct 

1 I easily become deeply involved in movies or TV dramas. IT - FT    0.56** 

2 I sometimes become so involved in a television program or book that people have problems 
getting my attention. 

IT - FT    0.78*** 

3 I frequently find myself closely identifying with the characters in a story line. IT - IV    0.74*** 

4 I am good at blocking out external distractions when I am involved in something. IT - FT    0.50* 

5 When watching sports, I sometimes become so involved in the game that I react as if I were one 
of the players. 

IT - GT    0.79*** 

6 I sometimes become so involved in a daydream that I am not aware of things happening around 
me. 

IT - IV    0.57** 

7 When playing sports, I become so involved in the game that I lose track of time. IT - GT    0.64** 

8 I am able to concentrate well on enjoyable activities.  IT - IV   -0.24 

9 I often play arcade or video games. (OFTEN should be taken to mean every day or every two 
days, on average.) 

IT - GT    0.86*** 

10 I sometimes get excited during a chase or fight scene on TV or in the movies.  IT - IV    0.37 

11 I sometimes get disturbed by something happening on a TV show or in a movie. IT - IV    0.67** 

12 I sometimes remain apprehensive or fearful long after watching a disturbing movie. IT - IV    0.64** 

13 I sometimes become so involved in doing something that I lose all track of time. IT - FI    0.48* 

14 I enjoy hearing funny stories. NT - HN    0.12 

15 I enjoy making people laugh with my stories. NT - TN    0.70** 

16 I do not enjoy a story with cliché plots or characters. NT - HN (-)0.24 

17 I enjoy telling stories. NT - TN    0.81*** 

18 My best stories are about things that have happened to me. NT - TN    0.72** 

19 I often exaggerate a little to make my stories more entertaining. NT -TN    0.50* 

20 When I am part of a spontaneous humorous conversation I would rather listen than join in. NT - HN    0.84*** 
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Figure 6.7 Experiment 3 correlation of predisposition sub-constructs to tendencies 

 
 Table 6.9 shows the correlations of the response items to their relevant subconstructs. These 
questions were designed to evaluate the four subconstructs (Temporal Dislocation, Focused Im-
mersion, Heightened Enjoyment, and Playfulness/Narrative Engagement) being used to produce 
the Fun aggregate. As previously discussed (Section 4.4), Intention to Revisit is included as it is 
thought to be of interest to potential users of this model. In this experiment, question 8 again 
gave no significant correlation with its relevant subconstruct and, in keeping with the other two 
experiments, the results for this question were omitted from the analysis.   
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The nomonological diagram shown in Figure 6.8 shows the correlation of the response subcon-
structs to Fun. This demonstrates how well the subconstructs correlate with the Fun construct.  

 
 
 
 

Key to Table 6.9 
Temporal Dissociation (TD)   = lost track of time while engaged in the current activity. 
Focused Immersion (FI)    =  felt  immersed in the current activity. 
Heightened Enjoyment (HE)   = enjoyed the current activity. 
Narrative Engagement/Play (NE)  = felt they engaged with the role-playing and narrative aspects of the current activity. 
Intention to Re-use (IR)    = If given the chance the user would want to re-visit the current activity. 
 
Note, values for negative items 8, 12, 13, and 16 were  reversed, e.g. 1 becomes 7. 
 
 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities: 

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 
 

Table 6.9 Correlation of Response Questions to Response constructs 
 Statements Subconstruct Correlation to 

Sub-construct 
1 Time went by very quickly while I was communicating online TD    0.80*** 

2 I lost track of time while I was communicating online. TD    0.90*** 

3 I was absorbed in what I was doing while communicating online. FI    0.50* 

4 I noticed things going on around me while I was communicating online. FI    0.81*** 

5 I had fun communicating online HE    0.91*** 

6 The interaction with Albert gave me a lot of enjoyment HE    0.88*** 

7 I enjoyed using the communication system HE    0.88*** 

8 Communicating online bores me. HE (-)0.39 

9 I felt I was joining in with Albert’s story. NE    0.74*** 

10 I was able to participate in and contribute to Albert’s story. 
 

NE    0.77*** 

11 I was able to be spontaneous and imaginative communicating with Albert. 
 

NE    0.82*** 

12 I found it difficult to participate with Albert. NE (-)0.79*** 

13 I found the whole idea of communicating with Albert a bit silly. 
 

NE (-)0.79*** 

14 I would like to communicate with Albert again in the future IR    0.75*** 

15 I could easily become interested in Albert’s online adventures. IR    0.83*** 

16 I’m not really interested in what happens to Albert. IR (-)0.69** 
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Figure 6.8 Experiment 3 correlation of response constructs to Fun. 

 
Figure 6.9 includes the correlations already discussed, but gives the broad picture, showing the 
correlations of individual predispositions (Immersive and Narrative Tendencies) to the various 
response constructs (Temporal Dissociation, Focused Immersion, Heightened Enjoyment, and 
Narrative Engagement/Play), how each of these correlate to Fun and correlations with Intention 
to Revisit.  The results of experiments 1 and 2 suggested that Narrative Tendencies are a better 
predictor of Fun and Intention to Revisit than Immersive Tendencies.  In experiment 3, neither 
Narrative Tendencies nor Immersive Tendencies were correlated significantly with Fun. How-
ever, the correlation between Immersive Tendencies and Fun, is relatively high (.41 compared 
with .04 for the correlation between Narrative Tendencies and Fun).  This result will be com-
pared with the other communication environments in experiments 2 and 3, and discussed in 
Chapter 7.    It is also interesting to note that, as shown in Figure 6.9, in this experiment, like 
experiment 2, there is a significant correlation between Fun and the Intention to Revisit, with a 
significant correlation of 60  

 

 
Figure 6.9 Experiment 3 correlations of individual predispositions to response constructs and Fun. 
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6.5 A comparison of responses across the three experiments 
 

The mean Temporal Dissociation for subjects in experiments 1,2 and 3 respectively are 5.8, 
5.5, 4.7. A one-way analysis of variance showed that the subjects’ Temporal Dissociation did 
vary significantly across the three experiments with F = 5.84 and p = 0.005.  This significant 
effect seems to be due to their being less agreement in the video chat environment with the 
statement that they had lost track of time, or sensed time passing quickly during the activity. The 
mean Focus, Heightened Enjoyment, Narrative Engagement/Play, Fun responses and Intention to 
Revisit for subjects in experiments 1, 2 and 3 did not vary at all across the three experiments, 
with p > .05 in all these cases, as shown in Table 6.10. 

 

Table 6.10 A comparison of responses across all three experiments 

Comparison of responses using one-way anova. 

 Mean 
Exp1 

Mean 
Exp2 

Mean 
Exp3 

F p 

Temporal Dissociation: 5.8 5.5 4.7 5.84 0.005 
Focus: 4.9 4.9 4.9 0.005 0.99 
Heightened Enjoyment: 5.6 5.8 5.7 0.24 0.78 
Narrative Engagement/Play: 5.0 4.9 4.8 0.22 0.80 
Fun: 5.3 5.3 5.0 1.10 0.35 
Intention to Revisit: 4.6 4.8 4.4 0.52 0.60 

 

6.6 A comparison of gender across the three experiments 
 

Although not the main focus of this study, it was possible to do a comparison between the 
male and female subjects to see if any gender related trends were apparent. It should be pointed 
out that the subjects were not selected on the basis of gender and that across all three experi-
ments there were 35 male subjects and only 25 female subjects. So, although there are unequal 
sample sizes, it is nevertheless interesting to compare the male and female experience of the ex-
periments. The results of this comparison, shown in Table 6.11, suggest that gender is not impor-
tant in predicting narrative or immersive tendencies or any of the response constructs though 
there was a tendency for the Intention to Revisit to be greater in the females. Given the imbal-
ance of the sample sizes and the fact that this is somewhat outside the scope of the present study, 
there is little to be gained in trying to interpret this result here although it may be an area for a 
future gender based study.   In all other constructs, gender appears to have no bearing on either 
predisposition or response of the subject. However, as we will see, it turns out that gender may 
be important in determining which of these two tendencies will be the best predictor of how 
much fun the subject will experience. 
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Table 6.11 Summary data for female and male subjects 

 
 

 
The most interesting distinction between the male and female subjects occurs in the correlation 
between the predispositions and the fun response. Figures 6.10 and 6.11 show the correlations 
for the female and male subjects, respectively. These nomonological diagrams illustrate the Fun 
Unification Model showing correlations between individual predispositions (Immersive and Nar-
rative Tendencies) and the response constructs (Temporal Dissociation, Focused Immersion, 
Heightened Enjoyment, and Narrative Engagement/Play), and how each of these correlate to the 
Fun aggregate and the Intention to Revisit.  For the females, Narrative Tendency was a signifi-
cant and better predictor of Fun than Immersive Tendency, while for the males Immersive Ten-
dencies was the significant predictor of Fun.  
 

 
Figure 6.10 How the females experienced the activity. 

 

 
Mean predispositions across the three experiments  
 Females Males F p 
Average immersive tendencies: 4.36 4.60 1.4 0.24 
Average narrative tendencies: 5.36 5.17 1.4 0.23 
 
Mean responses across the three experiments 
Average temporal dissociation: 5.14 5.33 0.37 0.55 
Average focus: 4.93 4.85 0.09 0.76 
Average heightened enjoyment: 5.83 5.58 1.03 0.31 
Average narrative engagement/play: 5.00 4.80 0.67 0.42 
Average intention to revisit: 5.24 4.50 2.49 0.12 
Average fun: 5.23 5.14 0.18 0.67 
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Figure 6.11. How the males experienced the activity. 

 
Pearson correlation coefficient probabilities:  

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 

 
It seems that for the males it is their focus, involvement, and competitive gaming tendencies that 
influence their experience of fun, while  for the females , it may be that their narrative tendencies 
are more likely to influence their experience of fun. 

Summary 
This chapter has presented the results of the three experiments previously described. The re-

sults have been presented as in a dual format with two aims. Firstly, to show the validity or oth-
erwise of the actual items being used to measure subconstructs and constructs. For this reason, 
the responses to each item have been correlated to the relevant subconstruct and construct so that 
any anomalies could become apparent. This process has indicated that three questions in the pre-
disposition questionnaire (8,13,16) and one question in the response questionnaire (8), have 
failed to deliver the expected correlations. 

 
The second aim of the reporting of the results was to establish whether significant correlations 
occurred between subjects’ individual predispositions and the subjects’ experience of Fun and 
also to compare results from the different communication environments. . It is apparent that there 
were significant correlations and these will be discussed in Chapter 7. 
 
A number of interesting results emerge from the data: 
 
  Firstly, we have established that the three subject groups contain a similar range of subjects. 
Each group contains subjects with high, medium and low levels of Immersive Tendencies and 
Narrative Tendencies. The differences in responses to the experiments can then be attributed to 
the experience of the communication environment rather than any biases in predisposition be-
tween the groups.  
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Secondly, despite some differences in the way subjects experienced time passing (Temporal Dis-
sociation) there was a surprising consistency in the levels of all other response constructs across 
the three experiments. From the point of view of narrative game and role-play developers, there 
is a surprising lack of difference between the subjects’ experience of the three communication 
environments. The key constructs such as Fun experienced and the Intention to Revisit show no 
significant difference between the three environments.  When one considers the development and 
maintenance costs of video and Avatar-based communication environments, the developers must 
question whether their users are getting anything in return. 
 
Thirdly, there are significant correlations between the individual predispositions and the individ-
ual responses suggesting that these individual predisposition constructs are useful in predicting 
an individual’s experience in a particular environment.   Perhaps most interesting of all is that the 
two different tendency constructs were independent and were more of less important in predict-
ing Fun depending on the communication environmet and gender.  Of the three communication 
environments, the video chat experiment is the odd one out in terms of who experienced the most 
Fun. In the Text Chat and Avatar-based experiments, Narrative Tendency was the better predic-
tor of the Fun response – high Narrative Tendency predicted a high Fun response and low Narra-
tive Tendency predicted a low Fun response.  In the video chat environment, however, Narrative 
Tendency showed no correlation. Instead, Immersive Tendency emerged as the better predictor 
of Fun. This points to a measurable difference in the way video communication environments 
are experienced by people with different predispositions. The implications of this will be further 
discussed in chapter 8.   Finally, in the comparison of the male and female subjects across all 
experiments, it was Immersive Tendencies that was correlated with Fun for males, while for fe-
males it was Narrative Tendencies. 



 

 

Chapter 7 Observed behaviours of subjects at play. 
This chapter discusses the observations of how users behaved in the three experiments of this 
study, noting typical behaviours that emerged as subjects communicated with Albert.  The three 
experiments were conducted in different communication environments; a text chat environment, 
an avatar-based environment and a video environment.  

 
Publications derived from this chapter 
 

Newman, K. (2005). Albert In Africa: Online role-playing and perceptions of fun.  ACM Journal of Com-
puters in Entertainment, 3, special issue on ‘Games and Pervasive Gaming’. 

 
Newman, K. (2006). How women talk to teddy-bears: A comparison of gender differences in communica-

tion environments. Women In Games,  July 10-11, 2006,Teeside, UK. 
 
Newman, K. (2006). Lifting the Curtain on Online Role-playing. IFTR Aug 7 -12, 2006, Helsinki, Finland. 
 
Newman, K. (2006). Albert in Africa: Analyzing User responses in communication activities. Diverse, July 

5-8, 2006, Glasgow, Scotland., University of Caledonia. 
 

 
As well as the story that emerges from the empirical quantitative data, there are also the ob-

servations of the subjects as they engaged in the experiments. Although there was an expectation 
that some observable differences would exist in the way the subjects behaved in each of the three 
environments, the specifics and the extent of what these differences might be were never more 
than vague expectations.   Certain identifiable patterns did, in fact, emerge in the way subjects 
behaved in each of the three communication environments.  

 
This chapter begins with a discussion of the observations of the subjects and then discusses the 
empirical data.  

 
The structure for this chapter is: 

• Observations from experiment 1 – the text-based environment 
• Observations from experiment 2 – the avatar-based environment 
• Observations from experiment 3 – the video-based environment 
• Summary 

7.1 Observations from Experiment 1 – the text-based 
environment 

 
There was a wide range of initial responses to the communication with Albert. Some, like 

Kati who had a fun score of 6.2 began with an immediate strong acceptance of Albert’s story and 
a very quick slip into role-playing, as shown in Table 7.1. 

 
On the surface, Kati exhibited behaviour typical of subjects who seemed to be enjoying them-
selves. She laughed, made comments to the interviewer such as “I like talking to this teddy-
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bear“, and, at the end of the session was very curious to know more about Albert and how she 
could talk to him again. 

 

Table 7.1 Strong acceptance of role-playing elements 

kati: ello al bear 
Albert: ello kati! 
 

All sessions began with a stan-
dard greeting. 

Albert: thats a nice name you have! 
kati: are you a real bear?? 
kati: thankyou 
Albert: i am indeed.  100% teddy-bear 
Albert: and are you a real human? 

Kati’s first response may seem on 
the surface to be a block but the 
way she is asking leaves open a 
possibility that Albert is indeed a 
teddy. 

kati: who were all the people talking to you in the slide 
show? 
kati: yes..i think so.. 
Albert: oh you know...everybody...its hard being so popular 
Albert: hehe 
kati: hehe 
Albert: hey where are you? 
kati: this is funny 
 

Kati very quickly accepts that 
Albert was in Algeria talking to 
various people. Her comment, 
“this is funny”, along with her 
body language and focus seemed 
to express a high level of fun. 

Albert: m in Tunisia! 
kati: in a crazy office with a bright rug 
Albert: i am funny arent i. 
Albert: oh, where though? 
Albert: im in tunisia, see on the map? 
kati: yes i liked your joke about the chess players. 
Albert: hehe 
 

Kati’s comments confirm that she 
has no difficulty identifying the 
person she is communicating with 
as the teddy-bear she just saw in 
the AV introduction. 

 
Interestingly, her response to Albert’s proposal that she come riding with him in Algeria was less 
typical of the majority of high enjoyment subjects (see Table 7.2). Although initially agreeable, 
she was quite hesitant when it came to giving him her email address. She seemed to feel instinc-
tively uncomfortable at taking the role-playing game into reality by giving out a real email ad-
dress.  

 

Table 7.2 Reluctance to give out email 

Albert: ok, if you give me your email, i can arrange your 
Eticket! 
kati: bad at directions 
Albert: yeah for sure! 
Albert: ok, you hold the map up, and i can read it, and you 

Katie does not immediately give 
Albert her email address. She was 
quite happy accepting all his of-
fers prior to this, now she starts 
blocking – with ‘[I’m] bad at di-
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can help me take photos, make dinner, help me video! 
kati: my virtual ticket for my virtual trip around the world 
on a virtual bike with a virtual bear friend.... 
 

rections’. Her comment about the 
virtual ticket is an interesting re-
flection of her thinking as she 
ponders his request. 

Albert: hey im not virtual, watch you mouth! 
kati: are you really a real teddy-bear? 
Albert: i assue you that this is 100% real fur 
Albert: yes indeed 
kati: lol 
Albert: im not A real teddy-bear, im THE real teddy-bear 
 

Kati exhibits an almost childlike 
longing to believe Albert is a real 
teddy. 

Albert: whats your email? 
kati: ken says i have to go now 
Albert: k, but whats your email? 
kati: my email .. 
 

Albert asks again and Kati turns 
to ask the interviewer if she 
should trust him. She is told that 
it is entirely up to her, but that in 
any case we need to wrap up 
soon. She uses this as an excuse 
to not give her email to Albert –” 
I have to go now“. But Albert 
tries one more time. 

kati: if i tell you and you send me any forwards i'll block 
you straight away 
Albert: k! 
Albert: thats ok, i just need to send the ticket 
 

She gives Albert a stern warning 
not to misuse her email. 

kati: okay my uni one is 
kati: ********@*********  (email withheld from publica-
tion) 
Albert: cheers big ears, ill send the ticket 
Albert: bye now 
Albert: *waves* 
 

Kati finally decides to trust Albert 
with her real email address. 

kati: and we can talk again one day 
Albert: for sure! 

Kati’s last communication with 
Albert communicates a wish to 
talk again. 

 

Other subjects did not want to accept even the initial claim that Albert is a teddy-bear.  Jay, with 
a Fun score of 3.35 is representative of the users who did not want to accept any of the narrative 
elements that Albert was offering, as shown in Table 7.3. Initially, he did not embrace the role-
playing and did not appear to be enjoying the experience. 
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Table 7.3 Strong rejection of role-playing elements 

Al: Hello there! 
Al: Im albert 
Jay: hey 
Al: who are you? 
Jay: Jay 
Al: Jay 
Al: nice to meet you 
Jay: likewise … 
 

Even in his opening greeting Jay 
sounds hesitant. 

… Al: a real teddy? 
Jay: my sister has one 
Al: not many of us around 
Al: Does it TALK 
Al: is it FAMOUS? 
Jay: apparently it even talks to her 
Jay: but i think shes just crazy 
Al: hehe 
Al: No some bears talk  
Al: some dont 
Al: and some are FAMOUS like me!@ 
Jay: are they aware of their own existence? 

Jay doesn’t want to recognise a 
world where teddy-bears can talk. 
His question about teddy-bears 
being aware of their own exis-
tence suggests he is too serious-
minded to engage in role-play 
involving teddy-bears. 

Al: of couse we are 
Jay: ooh kay 
Al: even the ones that dont talk 
Al: Ever been to Tunisia? 

The ‘ooh kay’ spelling clearly 
communicates that Jay doesn’t 
believe or agree with Albert’s 
statements. Albert in the mean-
time is trying to get past the 
teddy-bear issue and make some 
progress in the script. 

Jay: so why the fascination with teddy-bears 
Jay: no but ive been to south africa 
Al: COS IM A TEDDY-BEAR 
Al: AND IM FASCINATING! 
Jay: prove it 
 

But Jay does not want to move 
on. He wants Albert to admit he 
is not a teddy-bear – ‘prove it’. 

 
 

The encounter with Jay continued with Jay continually questioning who Albert really was, what 
he was really doing, and why.  For most of the session, Jay blocked Albert and it was not until 
near the very end when Albert asked Jay if he wanted to come and work as his assistant that Jay 
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was unexpectedly, agreeable, although he did want to negotiate the terms (see Table 7.4). Not 
surprisingly, Jay gave an obviously fake email. 

 

Table 7.4 Acceptance of role-playing contract negotiating 

Jay: and i want a bonus too 
Al: thats the kinda bear i am 
Jay: for the inconvenience 
Al: you get to go via rome 
Al: thats a good incentive if you ask me 
Jay: sounds good 
 

Jay is much more comfortable 
role-playing the negotiations of a 
fictitious contract than role-
playing a scenario where teddy-
bears can talk.  

Al: great 
Al: we have a deal? 
Jay: sure 
Al: ok, so whats your email 
Al: And dont forget the sausages. 
Jay: ok its jay@jay.com 
Al: right....  
Jay: :P 
Al: :- 

Jay did not agonize over giving 
Albert a real email address. He 
just gave an obviously false one, 
even emphasizing that they both 
knew it was fake by putting in the 
‘just kidding’ smiley. 

 
 

Jay was typical of subjects who on the surface did not appear comfortable engaging with the 
role-playing. He looked repeatedly away from the screen, sometimes at his watch. He made 
skeptical faces that communicated to the interviewer that he thought this activity was pointless. 
Typically, these subjects reported low levels of fun – Jay himself reported one of the lowest 
measurements of fun and the lowest measurement of intention to revisit, of all the tested sub-
jects. 

7.2 Observations from Experiment 2 – the avatar-based 
environment 

An unexpected result of the sophistication of this environment was that many of the subjects 
initially assumed that they were playing some kind of game and registered surprise when they 
realised that Albert was responding to them with human intelligence.   Typical of this group was 
Matthew (with a fun score of 6.0) who immediately became obsessed with trying to work out 
whether it was a real person or not. His initial assumption was that it was not, but that it was a 
very good system, “Wow, this is great“. A few minutes later he said, “Hey, this is a real person.“ 
Then he muttered to himself, “But it’s using american english, so it’s either made in america or 
...“.  After various attempts to confuse Albert, some of them successful, he said “... either this is 
the best parser I’ve ever seen or ...“.  
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After spending a few minutes trying to confuse Albert by asking about capitals of countries (see 
Table 7.5), Matthew turned to the interviewer and said, triumphantly “It must be using some 
kind of google back-end“.  

 
 

Table 7.5 – Subject is unsure whether Albert is a real person. 

 
Al: i can arrange for you to fly over here 
Matthew2: what's the motorbike made out of 
Al: i have lots of money 
Matthew2: on a motorbike? 
Al: yeah! 

Matthew was convinced that Al-
bert was some kind of artificial 
intelligence program so he spent a 
large part of the session trying to 
trick him.  

Matthew2: fly on a motor bike 
Al: no 
Al: hehehehehhe 
Al: thats classic 
Matthew2: fly on what then ? 
Al: fly in a PLAIN 
Matthew2: plane? 
Al: oh dear 
Al: i cant spell 
Al: yeah, i can arrange a plane ticket for y 
Al: you  
Matthew2: that's ok your only a teddy 
 

Interestingly, even though Mat-
thew was supposedly trying to 
confuse a machine, he still at 
times seemed to give some accep-
tance of the narrative elements – 
e.g. that’s ok you’re only a teddy. 

Al: i just need to get your email! 
Matthew2: where to ? 
Al: Sfax, Tunisia! 
Matthew2: so we can throw english at waterbombs? 
Al: what do uyou say? 
Al: um.... 
Matthew2: so we can throw water at english bombs 
Al: no waterbombs at the ENGLISH 
Matthew2: oh ok 
Al: *wipes forhead* 
Al: that was tough 
 

Matthew is just playing at jum-
bling up word order to confuse 
Albert.  

Matthew2: what's the capital of australia 
Al: Canberra 
Al: but its terrible, dont bother 
Matthew2: and of new zeland? 
Al: just go to melbourne 
Matthew2: melbourne? 
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Al: Wellington 
Al: yeah, better food 
Matthew2: what's the capital of brisbane 
Al: i guess that would be fortitude valley 
Another subject, Richard (with a fun score of 3.4) spent most of the session just saying ‘ok’, or 
answering Albert’s questions with a question (see Table 7.6). He was convinced that Albert was 
an Artificial Intelligence (AI) program despite being told by the interviewer that he was not. At 
the end of his session he was told again that it was a real person, and he still seemed reluctant to 
believe it. 

 

Table 7.6 Strong rejection by answering in mono-syllables 

 
Al: so we can get started 
Richard: ok 
Al: ill just have a look at some tickets, ok 
Al: mmm.... 
Richard: ok 
Al: mmm.... 
Al: ok, do you think you would like to stop 
Richard: ok 
Al: over in rome? 
Richard: ok 
Al: thats a nice city to visit 
Al: ok, so thats singapore airlines 
Al: whats your email, ill arrange an eTicket 
Al: for you 
 

Richard spent almost the entire 
session answering Albert with 
‘ok’. He was convinced Albert 
was an AI program despite being 
told he was not. 

Richard: <withheld>@student.griffith.edu.au 
Al: cool, it should get to you soon 
Richard: ok 
 

It is curious that despite his reluc-
tance to engage in role-playing 
with Albert, that he is one of a 
small number in the avatar-based 
environment who actually gave 
Albert their real email address. 

  
In the next example of a subject believing they were dealing with an AI system, Kathleen (with a 
fun score of 5.0) made a pun about broom (sound of a motorbike/things witches ride), and Albert 
missed the pun completely (Table 7.7),. At this point, Kathleen became convinced that she was 
talking to an AI system, although, unlike Richard, she continued to communicate with it as 
though it were a real person, and several times burst out laughing at things Albert said. At that 
point she said to the interviewer, “I find computer-simulated intelligence disturbing, but I like 
this.” 
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Table 7.7 Uncertainty about authenticity but still enjoying role-play 

 
Al: i ride a motorbike! 
kathleen: in summer 
kathleen: anything else 
kathleen: ? 
Al: Broom! 
Al: its so fast 
Al: its an Indian Roadster! 
kathleen: i thouht that was witches 
Al: witches? 
kathleen: dont worry 
Al: hehe 
Al: Kathy's lost her mind! 
 

When Albert did not get the pun 
about witches riding brooms, 
Kathleen became convinced that 
she was talking to an AI system 

 
Leena (with a fun score of 6.3) was another who initially assumed Albert was an AI system, but 
she was still happy to play along, and seemed to be enjoying the interaction anyway (see Table 
7.8).  After she realized he was a real person she became even more enthusiastic about the role-
play. 

 

Table 7.8 The point of realization 

 
Al: thats where all the olives come from 
Leena: thats interesting 
Al: im a smart little bear, hey 
Leena: i love olives 
Al: so do i 
 

At this point Leena thinks Albert 
is an AI system, but is neverthe-
less happy to accept the role-play 
anyway. She made the comment 
“Good how it responds.” 

Al: do you like bikes? 
Leena: great 
Leena: yes i do 
Leena: do you have one? 
Al: i ride a Indian Roadster  
Al: its 50cc! 
Leena: wow 
Al: so powerful! 
Al: its from 1937  

At this point Leena turned to the 
interviewer with an astounded 
look and asked, “Can he really 
understand me?” From this point 
on she accepted the role-playing 
scenario enthusiastically. 
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Leena: we should go on a ride one day 
Al: thats a cool idea 
 

 
 

It was also interesting to note that the avatar environment tended to stimulate some conversation 
topics that were related more directly to immersion in the environment.  Several subjects in this 
environment tried to get their avatar to walk up and have physical contact with Albert’s avatar 
with comments such as “c’mon, you‘re a teddy, give me a cuddle!“. In one case, the subject chal-
lenged Albert to a race and they mapped out a race course around the environment. Because the 
location was Omar’s café, several subjects wanted to know who Omar was and what his cooking 
was like. Table 7.9 gives  examples from five different subjects. 

 

Table 7.9  Experiencing immersion in the avatar-based environment 

 
Brandon: c’mon, you‘re a teddy, give me a cuddle!  
Mark: Let’s have a race.  
Celine: So what’s the food like in this place?  
Simmerjit: Can we explore around here?  
Kevin: So what’s Omar like ... can we meet him?  

 
It was apparent that quite a few of the subjects exhibited a response to the avatar environment 
that, on the surface, would appear to support the view that “the more visual and other sensory 
stimulation of a virtual environment are introduced the more the user will experience a sense of 
presence, engagement, recall and immersion.“ (Barfield and Hendrix 1995, pp10). Despite these 
observable immersive behaviours, it is interesting that, as previously noted, fun levels for the 
group as a whole were not significantly different to either the text-based or the video-based envi-
ronments – as discussed in section 6.5.   

 

7.3 Observations from Experiment 3 – the video-based 
environment 

It could be argued that in the video environment the communicating parties do not need to 
exercise their imaginations so much. There is less need to creatively construct mental representa-
tions of Albert and his environment as the video provides this, albeit with a limited field of vi-
sion and one fixed point of view. Since the subjects are given a clear literal representation of 
Albert’s appearance, voice, and mannerisms, the users did not need to imagine these. Not sur-
prisingly, in this environment subjects did not question whether he was a teddy-bear, or what 
kind of teddy-bear he was — they could see and hear him. 
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As well as the reduced need for creative imagination in visualizing Albert, there were a number 
of other ways this environment influenced the experiment. The scenario script on average only 
took about 15 minutes instead of 20 minutes to complete. This was primarily due to the response 
times between each exchange being significantly quicker than the text-based experiments and, 
along with the fact that subjects could see themselves as well as Albert, may have contributed to 
subjects behaving in ways that suggested higher levels of self-consciousness than in the other 
experiments. Many of the subjects exhibited signs of self-consciousness in their mannerisms and 
speech, and subjects generally were less ready to add to the conversation than in the other two 
environments (see the conversation in Table 7.10 belonging to Scott, who had a fun score of 
4.0).  On average, Albert spoke about twice as much as each subject in the video-based environ-
ment – this was more than in the other two environments, where Albert spoke on average only 
about 20% more than each subject. 

 
 

 

Table 7.10 Self conscious behaviour 

 
A: Do you have a headache at all? You're scratching your 
head a lot? 
 
S:  No I'm quite embarrassed that's all. 
 
A: *Laughs*. Why are you embarrassed? There's nothing to 
be embarrassed  
about. Do teddy-bears embarrass you? 
 
S: Ahh 
 
A: *laughs*, I'm quite embarrassed talking to a human be-
ing as well, don't worry. 
 

Scott was quite self conscious in 
both his dialogue and his body 
language. Albert picked up on 
this very quickly. 

 
Even if the self-consciousness was not as obvious as in Scott’s case, there was, for most subjects, 
a general feeling of strangeness at seeing Albert responding to them in stark reality, rather than 
mediated by text and imagination.  

Table 7.11 A general weirdness  

 
Albert: Are you having some trouble hearing me? I can try 
and make myself louder.  
 
Bobby: Ok, great.  

Bobby articulated a general ex-
perience of weirdness in seeing 
and hearing Albert in stark real-
ity, rather than mediated by text 
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Albert: That’s ok, ill just move my little microphone closer 
to my mouth. 
 
Bobby: He he he, this is so weird… 

and imagination. 

A typical example, given in Table 7.11, is Bobby’s, who had a fun score of 4.4. The speed of the 
transactions, and the desire to avoid uncomfortable silent pauses meant that occasionally Albert 
and the subject would inadvertently talk over the top of each other. This sometimes made it more 
difficult for Albert to pick up on counter-offers made by the subjects, as illustrated by the con-
versation in Table 7.12 belonging to Michael, who had a fun score of 5.2.   

 

Table 7.12 Inadvertently talking over each other. 

 
A: So roman soldiers ... 
 
M: oh yeah there's …(Mick and Albert talk over each other 
here)….  And the casurien pass which is a pretty famous 
battle site in WW2  
 
A: Exactly, there's heaps of history along this area here. But 
Roman soldiers used to come here and basically plant olive 
trees once they'd retired so, there's loads of olives all the 
way along here. 
 
M: Is this the site of the old carthage?  
 
A: I think that's further north actually, where I am at the 
moment, there's not that much around here, I think there's 
more further north. 

Albert missed a counter offer by 
Michael about the WW2 Casurian 
Pass because they were momen-
tarily talking over each other. 

 
When the counter-offers were not lost, there tended to be very definite turn-taking in the narra-
tor/listener role. A little further into the communication, Michael makes another counter offer 
about his brother’s story and this time Albert hands over the lead of the narration to Michael (see 
Table 7.13). 

 

Table 7.13 Turn-taking in leading the narrative 

 
M: oh yeah that's another thing, my brother travelled along 
from Cairo to cape town on the motorbike, a couple of years 
ago,  taking photos along the way. All through different war 
zones, up and down Africa, along the way. 
 

Albert had been leading the con-
versation prior to this, but in this 
exchange Michael makes a strong 
narrative counter-offer and as-
sumes the lead of the conversa-
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A: You did this, did you say? 
 
M: No my brother did 
 
A: Ahh great.  
 
M: he's a photographer and he travelled all through Africa, 
taking photos of all different war sites. 
 
A: Impressive work, it would leave an impact 
 

tion. 

M: I don't know, nah not really, not really 
 
A: No? 
 
M: He, I don't think in the end it was a big impact. He still 
spends most of his time photographing girls half naked at 
the moment, so he's got the most perfect job in the world. 

After this point, Albert and Mi-
chael exchanged a few quick 
comments about girl teddy-bears 
and then Albert again took the 
lead. 

 
Sometimes in the speed of transaction, Albert and the subject expressed themselves less coher-
ently than might be expected in a typed environment, as shown in Table 7.14 which presents a 
conversation with James, who had a fun score of 5.7.  

 

Table 7.14 A lack of coherency of ideas and clarity of expression 
 
Albert: So they used to come down here and you know af-
ter… What were roman soldiers pretty well known for?  
 
James: Um… Toga parties.  
 
Albert: Warring and pillaging…Hey? Toga parties? 
 
James: Yea. 
 
Albert: You know I once went to a party and I dressed up in 
a pink sheet and I looked like Socrates in drag.  
 
James: Oh that’s pretty good, I like that. 
 
Albert: I got up and we all had to do a little introduction of 
who we were. And there I was this 20cm high teddy-bear on 
stage and I just said: “All that I know is that I know nothing 
at all”. No one really got it.  

Albert in this case wanted to 
communicate an idea about a toga 
party but somehow lost track. His 
ideas were a bit incoherent and 
his expression not particularly 
clear. He chose to just keep mov-
ing on, rather than repeat or re-
phrase. In the video environment, 
there was less of a tendency to go 
back and clarify misunderstand-
ings; it was easier to just let it go 
and get on with it.  
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James: Oh ok. 
 
Albert: That’s what Socrates used to say.  
 
James: Alright. 
 
Albert: And I was Socrates in drag so I was wearing a pink 
sheet. 
 
James: Yea I don’t get it either sorry. 

 
Not only was the speed of the response a factor in the communication in the video-based envi-
ronment, but also the subject’s pronunciation sometimes led to misunderstandings. Table 7.15 
gives an example of this as Annie, with a fun score of 4.6,  misinterprets ‘chess’ for ‘chest’. 

 

Table 7.15 Pronunciation leading to misunderstanding 

 

Ann:  cool, I saw you play chess… 
 
A: pardon? 
 
Ann: I saw your film, and I saw you play chess.  
 
A: You saw my? 
 
Ann: Play the chess 
 
A: Chest? Ahh chess, yes. Sorry, I was trying to remember 
what film you had seen. So you saw the one where I was 
playing chess? 

 

Albert completely misunderstood 
Annie when she says ‘chess’. 

 
It was not just the subjects that had trouble making themselves understood. In some cases sub-
jects had difficulty hearing or understanding Albert. In some cases, laughter interfered with the 
subject’s understanding of Albert’s dialogue, as shown in Table 7.16 where part of the conversa-
tion with Mel (with a fun score of 4.9 is presented. 
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Table 7.16 Laughing leading to misunderstanding 

 

Albert: Oh really? So I really am in there, cool. Um, have 
you seen any of my films? Like I released a couple of films 
just recently and I think they’re doing pretty well around the 
place so. You seen them? 
 
Mel: Ha, ha, no I haven’t seen them.  
 
Albert: Really? Aw, most people have. Do you wanna hear 
what my new one is about?  
 
Mel: No. 
 
Albert: No you don’t wanna hear? 
 
Mel: Ha, ha, ha, Sorry? 
 
Albert: Would you like to hear about my new documentary 
I’m making? 
 
Mel: Oh absolutely.  

Mel found Albert quite amusing 
and sometimes misunderstood 
him as she was laughing. 
 

 
The video environment encouraged some activities that seemed perfect for Albert’s extroverted 
character. On a number of occasions, Albert burst into little snippets of song   (see Table 7.17), 
and in a few cases even managed to get the subject to sing along with him. 

 

Table 7.17 Opportunities for a song. 

 
Albert: Brisbane… 
 
James: Australia 
 
Albert: Does it have any good songs? Like over here it has 
*sings marching song* over in Brisbane, like a Brisbane 
song? 
 
James: Nah, Not that I know of. 
 

Albert used the video environ-
ment to try out a few simple tunes 
on the subjects. 

 
Albert: Yea? It’s a pretty funny name, its like “Ba ba ba ba 
Barbarossa, Ba ba ba ba Barbarossa!” I think it’s a song. Do 
you wanna sing it with me? 
 
Allie: Umm, no. 

He tried, mostly unsuccessfully, 
to get subjects to sing along with 
him. 
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Albert: ”Ba ba ba ba Barbarossa, Ba ba ba ba Barbarossa, oh 
yeah”. 
 

 
Some of the subjects requested that Albert do physical feats which would have been impossible 
in the other environments, including requests that he demonstrate his riding skills or do some 
gymnastics (see examples from three different subjects in Table 7.18). 
 

Table 7.18 Requests from subjects 

 

Albert: That’s an Indian Roadster from 1937, its pretty 
damn cool hey? 
 
Ahsley: Are you gonna hop on it and show us how you ride? 

 

Some subjects wanted Albert to 
perform visual, real-time, feats. 

Chris: So can you do any gymnastics? 
 
Albert: Of course I can. 
 
Chris: Go on then, do some. 
 
Albert: No I don’t want to. 
 
Chris: I dare ya! 
 

 

Mark: That is a pretty sweet bike.  
 
Albert: It’s really cool, you should hear it when I fire it up, 
when I go out in the desert I’m hooning along.  
 
Mark: Were you lying to me about firing it up? I’d like to 
see that. 
 
Albert: Well I can’t at the moment cuz I’m actually in a lit-
tle café and I had to push it in here and its night time so 
they’re all asleep still. So I don’t wanna wake them up. 
 

 

 

7.4 Giving email to Albert 
The number of subjects who gave real emails to Albert when asked did vary across the three 

experiments but not to the degree that a null hypothesis can be totally rejected. The data are pre-
sented in Table 7.19, where the results of the Chi Square Goodness of Fit Test are given. Ex-
periment 3, the video-based environment, showed the greatest deviation from a predicted 50-50 
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split, with 9 subjects giving false emails and 19 giving real emails. This is a considerably higher 
number than in the other two experiments, which are very close to the 50-50 split, but it is not 
statistically significant enough to totally reject a null hypothesis (that is, the p value for the re-
sults of experiment 3 did not quite reach the accepted standard of  p < .05 for rejection of the null 
hypothesis, that the number giving or not giving real email addresses did not differ.). A subject’s 
willingness to give a real email address might be interpreted as further evidence of an Intention 
to Revisit. It might also be interpreted as evidence of a level of trust that Albert has gained with 
the subject. If this latter interpretation is correct, then it is interesting to note that the greatest 
trust may be gained in the video-based environment, which suggests that the extra communica-
tion cues of hearing Albert’s voice and seeing him on video might have contributed to greater 
trust. 

Table 7.19 Willingness to give Albert a real email address by experiment 

 

Gave Email? Experiment 1 Experiment 2 Experiment 3 
Yes 10 12 19 
No 10 10 9 
Chi Square 0 0.04 2.9 
p 1 0.84 0.08 

 
 

This interpretation has resonance with the findings of Eklundh et al (2003) who found that in-
formal communication and willingness to share personal anecdotes between professional teams 
were increased in a video communication environment compared with a pure text-based envi-
ronment. 

 
A comparison was also made between males and females in the willingness to give Albert a 

real email address across all three experiments and this showed females generally more willing 
(Table 7.20), though again not quite reaching significance.  

 

Table 7.20 Willingness to give Albert a real email address by gender 

 

Gave Email? Male Female 
Yes 26 15 
No 22 7 
Chi Square 0.18 2.22 
p 0.67 0.13 
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Summary 
 

As well as describing typical behaviour for different fun responses, it was apparent that in 
each of the three environments there were observed behaviours specific to that environment 
which could be described in the context of each communication environment. Some of these 
behaviours were quite unexpected and do not appear in any of the known related studies (such as 
the tendency in the avatar-based environment to assume that Albert is an AI system). The over-
whelming impression that emerges from these observations is that the greatest difference occurs 
in the video environment. While there were unique behaviours in the avatar-based environment, 
the differences in the video environment were of a higher magnitude altogether. A summary of 
typical patterns of observed behaviour are listed in Table 7.13 showing the environment/s they 
appeared in and whether they appear to be consistent with other studies. 

 

Table 7.13 Summary of observed behaviours  

 
Observed behaviour  Relevant environment Related studies 
High fun levels typically meant high levels 
of acceptance and play 

All environments (Furnham and 
Heaven 1999) 

Low fun levels typically meant low levels 
acceptance (blocking) and low levels of 
play 

All environments (Furnham and 
Heaven 1999) 

Assume person is an AI agent Avatar-based environment None known 
‘Physical’ activities suggesting a sense of 
co-presence in the environment 

Avatar-based environment (Barfield and Hendrix 
1995) 

Reduced questioning of some narrative 
elements 

Video environment None known 

Increased signs of self-consciousness Video environment (O'Conaill, Whittaker 
et al. 1993) 

Increased difficulty in turn-taking Video environment (O'Conaill, Whittaker 
et al. 1993) 

Increased reluctance to make narrative 
counter-offers 

Video environment None known 

Interacting with songs Video environment None known 
Subjects requesting physical feats from 
Albert 

Video environment None known 

Increased willingness to give Albert email 
address  

Video environment Not applicable else-
where 

 
 

The observed behaviours described in this chapter are typical behaviours representative of sub-
jects with a range of fun responses. It is not surprising that in most cases a high fun response is 
associated with high levels of acceptance of the narrative elements and high levels of playful 
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behaviour.  Conversely, subjects with a low fun response typically did not accept the narrative 
elements and were reluctant to engage in playful behaviour. These typical behaviours were ob-
served in all three experiments.  

 
Kati and Jay as discussed in Section 7.1, are representative of the behaviour of high and low Fun 
subjects respectively, and these groups are distributed across the three experiments. The number 
of subjects with a fun score of less than 4 in each of the three experiments was 2, 3 and 2, respec-
tively. The number of subjects with a fun score higher than 5.5 was 9, 8 and 6 respectively. Most 
subjects’ fun score fell in the range of  4 – 5.5. As discussed in Section 6.5 a one-way anova of 
the fun scores for each experiment showed that the overall levels of fun experienced by the three 
groups did not vary significantly.  

 
The closeness of these analyses suggests that all three communication environments produced 
similar amounts of fun, or rather that for the group as a whole, the role-playing activity was 
equally fun in each of the three environments. The observable behaviours reflected this.  
 
There were, however, also a few anomalies – that is, subjects who showed low acceptance and 
yet reported high fun and intention to revisit, and a small number who showed high levels of 
acceptance/playfulness but reported low fun, but these behaviours were not typical. 

 
It should be pointed out that the sound quality, response times, and synchronization of audio to 
video were quite good in the video-based environment since the experiment was conducted over 
a high-speed local area network. Despite this, as we have seen, several subjects had trouble un-
derstanding Albert or making themselves understood. As discussed in Chapter 3, there is some-
times an expectation that a video-based communication environment will improve the quality of 
two way communication by adding the ability to monitor gaze, gesture, and people's facial ex-
pressions.  Although Albert never changes his facial expression, he is certainly capable of ex-
pressing a lot in his gesture, timing, movement and voice. The general behaviour of subjects in 
the third experiment showed consistencies with other video communication studies where sub-
jects exhibited some self-conscious behaviours, were reluctant to interrupt, gave the speaker less 
feedback, and had some difficulty in turn-taking (O'Conaill, Whittaker et al. 1993, pp420). 

 



 

 

Chapter 8 Summary and Future Directions 
 
This chapter summarizes the various findings of the experiments and discusses future directions 
and applications for this research.  

 
Publications derived from this chapter 
 

Conference Papers 
Newman, K. (2006). How women talk to teddy-bears: A comparison of gender differences in communica-

tion environments. Women In Games, Teeside, UK. 
 
Newman, K. (2006). Lifting the curtain on online role-playing. IFTR, Helsinki, Finland. 
 
Newman, K. (2006). Albert in Africa: Analyzing user responses in communication activities. Diverse 2006, 

Glasgow, Scotland., University of Caledonia. 
Book Chapter 

Newman, K. and Grigg, R.(In Press), The Dr Who Principle: Microlearning and the episodic nature of al-
most everything, in The Didactics of Microlearning, Hugg T (ed), Waxman Publishing,  

 
There are several threads that need to be pulled together in this final chapter – summary 

comments need to be made about the experiments, conclusions need to be drawn from the meth-
odology and the data, and the original research question needs to be revisited to see what has 
been learned. This chapter will endeavor to do all this with the following structure; 

• Summary of results 
• Conclusions about key elements of the thesis 
• Future and related directions 
• Closing comments 

Summary of Results 
 

From the correlations that were found between the various constructs of the Fun Unification 
Model, and the analyses of variance between the three different communication environments, 
the picture that emerges from the results of the experiments can be summarized as follows: 

• Overall high levels of Fun were experienced. 
• All three experiments showed similar levels of Fun.  
• In all three experiments there are some correlations between predispositions and re-

sponses 
• In experiment 1 & 2, the Narrative Tendencies scale is a better predictor of Fun than the 

Immersive Tendency scale. In experiment 3 this is reversed.  
• Across all 3 experiments Immersive Tendency was found to be a better predictor of Fun 

for males and Narrative Tendency was found to be a better predictor of Fun for females. 
Each of these summary points is discussed in this section. 
 

Overall high levels of fun were experienced. 
The fun averages for the three experiments were 5.3, 5.26, and 5.01, respectively, on a scale of 7 
giving an overall average of 5.19.  This result was not wholly unexpected as the activity was 
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designed to be fun, but at the very least this result supports the assumption that generally people 
will enjoy activities involving role-playing and narrative – we are narrative creatures and only a 
relatively small number of people were either negative or neutral about the experience. Most 
subjects enjoyed moderate to high levels of fun. This was consistent with the views of various 
writers in this area who describe narrative engagement as deeply pleasurable (Laurel 2004, pp74) 
, a fundamental human capacity  (McNeil 1996, pp333),  helping us to understanding the world 
and our sense of identity (Goffman 1959, pp4) and often equating to fun (Monk 1999).  
 
All three experiments showed similar levels of fun. 
This result is interesting since the communication environments were quite different and con-
tained different communication features and modalities. It might have been expected that differ-
ent levels of media richness, communication bandwidth (Daft and Lengel 1986), social presence 
(Short, Williams et al. 1976; Tu 2004), and communication environment factors (Suchman 1987; 
Rice 1992)  would have affected the subjects’ fun levels more. Isdale et al describe the enjoy-
ment to be derived from a good avatar (Isdale, Fencott et al. 2002, pp542) in which the user ex-
periences the novelty of the new identity, the narrative potential of the new character, and the 
potential for new ways of interaction with the virtual environment. Why then did the pleasure of 
the avatar in experiment two not significantly increase the fun of the simple text environment of 
experiment one? Why, with all the extra communication bandwidth of the video chat environ-
ment was there not a significant change in overall fun levels? Could it be that the actual commu-
nication environment is a lot less important than was expected? If this is a correct reading of the 
results, then certainly for narrative and role-playing activities, it calls into question the cost-
benefit of the more sophisticated (and expensive to develop) communication environments. The 
overall levels of enjoyment, however, only tell part of the story, and far from the communication 
environment being insignificant, the correlations show that it was different types of people en-
joying the different environments.  This is further discussed in the following sections. 

 
 
 

In all three experiments there are correlations between predispositions and responses. 
This is one of the results that was by no means a certain outcome. Although the Fun Unification 
Model presents predisposition and response as having a measurable interdependency, there was 
always the possibility that the actual design of the experiment and the data collection methods 
may have been insufficiently sensitive to detect the interdependency. There was even a certain 
arbitrariness in the choice of immersive tendencies and narrative tendencies as the two predispo-
sition constructs as there were conceivably a  number of other personality traits and profiling 
methods that might have been used to try to predict user responses (previously discussed in chap-
ter 4). The result of finding significant correlations between predispositions and responses gives 
one cause to be optimistic that not only can the integrity of the Fun Unification Model be dem-
onstrated but that there are in fact meaningful ways of predicting users’ responses to certain ac-
tivities and certain communication environments.  

 
In experiments 1 & 2 the Narrative Tendencies scale is a better predictor of fun than Immer-
sive Tendencies. In experiment 3 this is reversed. 
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There was an expectation that subjects with high narrative and immersive tendencies would have 
more fun interacting with Albert, and subjects with lower narrative and immersive tendencies 
would experience less fun.  This expectation is supported in experiments 1 and 2, but not in ex-
periment 3. Why not? What was it in this third experiment that seemed to reverse the trend for 
people with high narrative tendencies. 
 
It appears that in the video chat environment narrative tendencies are less important, or perhaps 
that in the video chat environment subjects with lower narrative tendencies had more Fun while 
people with higher narrative tendencies had less Fun. In the video chat environment, subjects 
could see and hear Albert, and perhaps, with these literal visual and audible stimuli, the activity 
required less imaginative play and was therefore more engaging for people with lower Narrative 
Tendencies.  Conversely, for subjects with higher Narrative Tendencies, several possible factors 
might be contributing to their negative responses: 

- they didn’t like the sound of his voice 
- they didn’t like the way Albert expressed himself 
- too much detail – too literal, over-specified 
- seeing Albert as a teddy actually broke the imaginative play rather than supported it. 
- they didn’t respond so well to the faster pace of the video chat environment 

 
Another effect shown in the video chat environment was an overall lower response in temporal 
dissociation. Subjects did not tend to lose track of time in the video environment, and since the 
average time spent in the video chat activity was generally less than in the other environments, 
this is not surprising.  
Across all 3 experiments Immersive Tendency was found to be a better predictor of Fun for 
males and Narrative Tendency was found to be a better predictor of Fun for females. 
This result was unlooked for and somewhat outside of the scope of this study but does suggest a 
gender based difference in the experience of Fun. It also contributes some validity to the inclu-
sion of both Immersive Tendencies and Narrative Tendencies as predisposition constructs. 

 

Conclusions about the key elements of this thesis.  
This study was guided by questions about what promotes engagement in online communica-

tion environments. 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative? 
a question which can be broken down to two secondary questions: 

1 To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of 
role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
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2 To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experience 
of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

 
The conclusions of this thesis address the key elements of the study, posed as a series of ques-
tions. Since this study has incorporated a number of innovations in the methodology it is impor-
tant, in seeking to draw conclusions, to give some consideration to the methodology. Questions 
1-7 ask what conclusions can be drawn from the methodology, and having established the 
strength and weaknesses of the methodology, the final conclusions to the original research ques-
tion can be addressed. The following questions will be considered: 

 
  Conclusions from the methodology  

1. What conclusions can be drawn about the measurement of individual predisposition? 
2. What conclusions can be drawn about the choice of Immersive and Narrative Tendencies as 

predisposition constructs? 
3. What conclusions can be drawn about communication environments chosen for the experi-

ments? 
4. What conclusions can be drawn about the communication activity/scenario designed for the 

experiments? 
5. What conclusions can be drawn about the methods used for measuring experience? 
6. What conclusions can be drawn about the observing of subjects’ behaviour as a useful 

method for measuring experience? 
7. What conclusions can be drawn about the Fun Unification Model as a theoretical basis for 

this study? 
Conclusions about the original research question 

8. To what extent do the results of the experiments provide an answer to the original research 
question? 

What conclusions can be drawn about the measurement of individual predisposi-
tion? 

 
In order to address the role of individual predisposition as an influencing factor in online com-
munication there was, firstly, a need to establish to what extent it was possible to measure rele-
vant aspects of individual predisposition. Measuring individual predispositions, like all forms of 
personality or psychometric testing, is by necessity reductionist, as the measurement scale tries 
to reduce the complexity of individual predisposition, behaviour, and cognition down to a meas-
urable scale. And yet, despite the limitations of such measurements they can return results, and if 
they do, then something in the reduced construct must be valid.  
 

"If we can accept Lord Kelvin's dictum: that whatever exists can be measured, and if we can find a 
successful "measurer" of personality, we shall then surely know what personality is." (Ferguson 1952, p1.) 
 

There are many different predisposition and psychometric tests. Janda (2001) describes 24 dif-
ferent tests for evaluating tendencies towards such traits as anxiety, depression, self-control, ra-
tional thinking, impulsiveness, assertiveness, trust, romance, sex-guilt, self awareness, coping 
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with trauma, and seeking out new experience.  In all such tests, there are statements (or ques-
tions) that the subjects answer about themselves and in every test there is a chance that subjects 
will construe different meanings from the statements. Even when common understanding of 
meaning is achieved, subjects may genuinely believe something about themselves which no-one 
else would agree with. And yet, even after factoring in a subject’s propensity to misconstrue 
meaning and self-delusion, personality tests can be approached empirically.  Strong (Ferguson, 
1952, p29) demonstrates this using his Strong Vocational Interest Test to compare the individual 
preferences of his subjects with known interests of people in particular vocations. Witmer and 
Singer also demonstrate this measurability in their work on immersive tendencies (Witmer and 
Singer , 1998) as a predictor of how a subject will experience a virtual environment. 
 
In this present study, the methodology used was that of Witmer and Singer, which meticulously 
observes the responses at the single statement level. The correlation of each statement to its rele-
vant sub-construct was very high. The high correlation of statements to subconstructs endows a 
certain robustness to subconstructs and is evidence that the statements were understood by the 
subjects with a high level of agreement.  The individual predispositions were not studied in isola-
tion but were correlated to responses, where some significant correlations were found. For such 
an inexact science, any recurring correlation patterns cannot be ignored, and over the three ex-
periments these correlations with individual predispositions were found to be significant.  
 
There are already indications that the measurement of predispositions may be fruitful in the 
computer games industry, where focus testing of new products within the development life-cycle 
is currently a haphazard and highly subjective process.  During the presentation of one of the 
conference papers arising from this chapter (Newman 2006), at the Women in Games conference 
in 2006, several representatives of the games industry noted that, in their testing of new game 
products, they never attempted to measure the individual predisposition of their subjects. There 
was a general interest in the methodology developed for this research and its potential to provide 
more informed focus testing within the games industry.  Since some games tend to be more nar-
rative driven than others, it might be expected that individuals with higher narrative tendencies 
would tend to respond better to more narrative games. 

What conclusions can be drawn about the choice of immersive and narrative ten-
dencies as predisposition constructs? 

 
There was a need to determine just what aspects of individual predispositions were to be meas-
ured, and to this end a number of relevant constructs and sub-constructs needed to be established 
that were relevant to the activity being tested, but that were general/abstract enough to be useful 
as broad predispositions that could be tested against responses. 
 
Let’s consider a hypothetical example to illustrate the problem of over-literal constructs. It 
would not be particularly useful to test the predisposition of the subjects to baked potatoes, then 
give each subject a fresh hot baked potato, and then test whether the subjects enjoyed their po-
tato. Of course, there will be a high correlation between people who like potatoes and people 



PhD Thesis by Ken Newman 

114 

who enjoyed their potatoes. Nothing would be proved except that the subjects were not mistaken 
in assessing their own predispositions. In the present study, it was important that the individual 
predispositions being tested were removed from the actual testing activity by a degree of abstrac-
tion. So Immersive Tendencies and Narrative Tendencies were chosen as individual predisposi-
tions, striking, it was hoped, a suitable degree of abstraction between the sorts of tendencies that 
would be likely to influence the subject’s experience of the experiment activities, but not, unlike 
the potato example, so literal as to be self-evident.  
 
Immersive tendency had been previously used (Witmer and Singer,1998) in predicting experi-
ence in a virtual environment and had some level of validation as a predisposition construct. Be-
ing able to compare the results of the predisposition statements to Witmer and Singer’s studies, 
and to find consistency, was helpful in establishing the credibility of the immersive tendencies 
constructs. 
 
Narrative tendency was developed as a construct to target more specifically the type of experi-
ence under investigation in this research. The intention was to develop a construct which de-
scribed the individual’s tendency to want to engage with sequential, logical, and narratively 
structured elements. As was discussed in Chapter 2, there is good theoretical support for believ-
ing that to some degree all humans have an instinctive tendency to cognitively map their own 
experience narratively, and to want to communicate their stories with others. This study is 
unique, however, in attempting to try to capture and measure this tendency as a construct. The 
Narrative Tendencies construct was comprised of two sub-constructs: the tendency to want to 
find/hear narrative; and the tendency to want to construct/tell narrative. Looking back over the 
results of the experiments, it is clear that Narrative Tendencies did succeed in capturing a rele-
vant aspect of the individual’s predisposition. As a predictor of the subject’s experience, it was a 
better predictor than Immersive Tendencies in two out of the three experiments.  
 
There is one other conclusion about the predisposition constructs to be drawn from the consistent 
lack of correlation between Immersive and Narrative tendencies. It is perhaps a little surprising 
that there is not at least some small correlation evident. It would not be unreasonable to expect 
that people who become easily immersed in games, sports, and films might also enjoy telling, 
hearing and exaggerating about stories. On the other hand, it would be problematic if the narra-
tive and immersive values correlated too closely as this would suggest that the two constructs 
were measuring the same thing. The lack of correlation between narrative and immersive ten-
dency supports the contention that the constructs are measuring quite different predispositions of 
the individual subjects, and this is further reinforced by the way the predispositions correlate 
with the responses (discussed in 7.4.4).  
If games predisposition testing is to become a part of focus testing within the games industry, 
then developers need to know which predisposition constructs are the most relevant for their 
testing scenario. Immersive and Narrative Tendencies are measuring different individual predis-
positions and different individual biases and responses can be expected from these. 
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 What conclusions can be drawn about communication environments chosen for 
the experiments? 

 
There are many different modes of communication which might be present in an online commu-
nication environment. The communication modes may be seen as a spectrum from media poor 
(text only) to media rich (video/audio). From this wide spectrum of possible communication 
modes, a selection of communication modes was chosen to provide a basis for comparison across 
the entire spectrum. This led to the selection of the three communication environments used in 
the three experiments: Text chat, avatar-based chat, and video chat. These environments, while 
providing between them very different communication features, also exclude some other com-
munication features from this study. The tested environments all incorporated real-time or syn-
chronous communication, so what was not tested? No asynchronous systems (email, sms, bulle-
tin-boards/blogs) were tested. The systems were all based on desktop computers, so that no mo-
bile/ubiquitous communication features were tested.  

 
The themes emerging from the review of communication environments in Chapter 3 suggest that 
the aspects of a communication environment that are likely to affect an individual’s experience 
include: 
 

• the extent to which the environment allows the communication to be situated within a 
context 

• the extent to which the environment enables flexible identity construction  
• the suitability of the environment to the communication content  
• the communication media traits of the environment:  able to provide rapid feedback, con-

vey multiple cues, express personal feelings in natural language. 
• the extent to which the environment encourages the users to become immersed 
• the extent to which the environment allows for imaginative participation by the users 
 

The three communication environments chosen give three quite different experiences of commu-
nication and can be seen to represent a broad range of the real-time communication features 
available to users.  An interesting point to note is that despite the three communication environ-
ments varying enormously in terms of the time and resources needed to implement them, there 
was virtually no difference in the average levels of fun experienced by the subjects. There was 
no measurable pay-off for development effort in user fun! This surely must be of interest (and 
possibly alarm) to developers of communication environments, generally and especially those 
who are wanting to design environments to be used for narrative, role-playing, and game-like 
activity. 

 
The text based system is representative of the first generation of text-based communication envi-
ronments. It was the easiest to implement and despite the lack of features the overall Fun levels 
were not lower than in the other two environments. 
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In purely practical terms, the avatar-based environment was by far the most difficult to imple-
ment, since the decision was made to build an isometric game engine from the ground up using 
Macromedia Flash and the Flash Communication Server. In retrospect, this was a very complex 
way to do the experiment, and it would have been much easier to do it using an existing isomet-
ric communication environment such as the very popular Habbo Hotel. The advantage of build-
ing it from the ground up was that the environment could be customized for Albert’s story and 
the virtual environment constructed as a representation of a Tunisian café. The avatar-based 
communication environment was developed by a team of third year multi-media students, and 
their contribution to this part of the study is acknowledged gratefully. The application may be 
further developed for future research projects and even turned into an open source project. 
 
The video environment was not difficult to implement, as it was built around the Flash Commu-
nication Server Object Model, which handled a lot of the communication functionality with 
camera and video stream objects. With the rise of broadband internet connection reaching levels 
where the capability of video transfer is achievable, users now have video communication op-
tions. However, there are big questions about the desirability of video based communication and 
not enough testing has been done to compare what sort of people and what sort of communica-
tion activities are best suited to video communication. This study has demonstrated a methodol-
ogy for comparing one type of activity (narrative/role-playing) across three different communi-
cation environment and in this (albeit very specific) activity the differences between the video 
the other environments showed measurable differences.  

 
The conclusion about the three communication environments selected for this experiment is that 
they were a good selection, that they represented a wide range of communication features and 
that they did yield insights into the bigger question about the suitability of video communication 
environments in different contexts and for different users. All three environments allowed for 
imaginative participation by the users and allowed the users to immerse themselves if they 
wished to. The methodology developed for this study could be used in future to study a much 
wider range of communication activities (educational/training, emergencies, business and social 
meetings), and to compare the suitability of video and other communication environments. 

 

What conclusions can be drawn about the communication activity/scenario de-
signed for the experiments? 

 
From the outset, this thesis was focused particularly on narrative and role-playing activities as 
this type of activity was thought to fit well into the wider agenda of engagement and measuring 
user response and predisposition. The activity was founded on the notion that humans have a 
species-wide predisposition for finding and hearing narrative (discussed in Chapter 2), and that 
such an activity would literally be inherently enjoyable for most subjects.  
The activity was designed to provide opportunities for the subjects to play along or reject as 
much of the role-play as they were comfortable with, and the discussion of the activity ‘script’ in 
Chapter 5 breaks the activity down to its component narrative elements.  
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The decision not to use a more cliché role-playing scenario (fantasy, sci-fi) is discussed in Chap-
ter 5 also. The choice of Albert as the central character for the scenario challenged different as-
pects of the subject’s willingness to play along. All subjects were equally unfamiliar with Albert.  
The 5 minute introduction AV which introduces Albert and sets the context of where he is and 
what he is doing provided all the necessary back story for the subject to enter into the activity. 
This had the advantage of assuming no prior knowledge about the activity/role-playing scenario. 
For some subjects the scenario had a wide appeal - perhaps because of the associations people 
feel for a teddy-bear (comfort, security, acceptance, and companionship). Most, but not all, peo-
ple felt comfortable talking to a teddy-bear. For a small number of subjects, his teddy-bearness 
became an impediment to playful engagement, though whether any of these subjects would have 
responded better to a more conventional role-playing scenario remains unknown.  
 
While it is somewhat outside the scope of this study, anthropomorphic tendencies, the  willing-
ness to attribute human-like characteristics to a non-human object, are probably also at work in 
this activity. There is an inherent element of role-playing in any anthropomorphic activity and 
this tendency is pervasive across all cultures, especially in children. Boyer discusses various 
ways in which the imaginary world of children is full of animistic, anthropomorphic and magical 
assumptions. (Boyer 1996, pp1). This is not to imply that anthropomorphism is inherently child-
ish, but simply to say that it is typically in evidence from an early age. The anthropomorphic 
presentation of Albert as a teddy-bear was of course only one of several narrative elements in the 
script, so we should not overstate its relevance in the whole role-playing experience.  
 
For most subjects there was undoubtedly a range of different factors contributing to the enjoy-
ment of the experience including aspects of the communication environment, the act of creating 
an identity for themselves and, not least, the actual communication and interaction with Albert. 
Certainly, there was evidence that most of the subjects were experiencing narrative engagement 
by successfully shutting out their immediate environment and entering into the world of a story 
(Green, Strange et al. 2002, pp278). Since this study uses the same activity in three different ex-
periments, the question must be asked, “was the same activity really offered to everyone?”  Even 
though there was a common script, it has to be acknowledged that JB, the research assistant play-
ing Albert in all the experiments, used different words and sometimes introduced different narra-
tive elements at different times. This flexibility in the script was necessary for subjects to be 
given opportunities to contribute to/play with the narrative. It was necessary to strike a balance 
between a consistent activity so that comparisons could be made and a flexible activity that al-
lowed for the subjects to contribute equally to the encounter. Although no two of the sixty tran-
scripts are identical, they all cover the common script and they all offered the subject the same 
opportunities for contributing to the activity. In this sense, it could be argued that all subjects 
were offered essentially the same activity. 
 
In conclusion, the fact that subjects did not need to draw on prior knowledge about the narrative 
domain meant that subjects who were experiencing online role-play for the first time were not at 
any disadvantage. Albert was a convenient catalyst for promoting playful behaviour, though the 
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consistent percentage that reported low Fun responses shows that it did not work for everybody. 
Whether the responses could be extrapolated to any role-playing activities is unknown. A further 
study might use a similar methodology to compare conventional role-playing scenarios with un-
conventional scenarios based on a person’s previous role-playing experience. 

What conclusions can be drawn about the methods used for measuring experi-
ence? 

 
The combination of analysis of the response data and observation provides a multidimensional 
view of user experience. It was possible to see typical behaviours that were associated within a 
particular level of Fun response (e.g. willingness to accept Albert’s job offer), and also to see 
other behaviours as typical of a particular communication environment (e.g. tendency of subjects 
to want to try to give Albert a hug in the avatar based environment). Since some of the response 
sub-constructs were adapted from previous studies, these could be seen to have, to some degree, 
proven themselves already. These include Temporal Dissociation, Heightened Enjoyment, Focus 
and Intention to Revisit. The response sub-construct not been previously used was narrative en-
gagement/play. This sub-construct was developed for this study with the intention of capturing 
the degree to which the subjects felt they had been participating in and contributing to a shared 
narrative/role-play.  
 
In the same way that the predisposition construct could be seen to demonstrate internal consis-
tency, each response statement could be correlated to its relevant sub-construct. The high corre-
lation of statements to sub-constructs can be taken as evidence that the statements were com-
monly understood by the subjects.  In a small number of cases there were anomalies where sub-
jects claimed to have experienced a high degree of narrative engagement/play, yet overall to 
have low Fun. On the whole though, the level of narrative engagement/play was a consistent 
indicator of overall Fun.   

 
As well as the measurement of Fun, there was also a measurement of the subject’s Intention to 
Revisit. This was not part of the Fun construct, and not technically part of the focus of this thesis, 
but was considered important enough to be measured anyway, and to see to what extent the Fun 
response was an indicator of intention to revisit. The correlation of Intention to Revisit to Fun 
was one of the most varied of all the responses measured. It varied between .32 in the Text-based 
environment, .87 in the Avatar-based environment, and .60 in the video-based environment.  
Although people who experienced high Narrative Engagement/Play indicated they Intended to 
Revisit no matter what the environment, the correlation between Intention to Revisit and Fun is 
typically weakened by subjects whose response is something like “I had the best fun but I’m in 
no hurry to do it again” or conversely, “I thought the activity was stupid but I’d like to do it 
again.”.  
 
The question remains why the correlation of Intention to Revisit and Fun varied so widely be-
tween the three environments and it might be that the Intention to Revisit is affected by a sense 
of having invested in an experience. It may be that the avatar based environment, showing the 
highest Intention to Revisit, also gives the users a sense of having invested the most in the sys-
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tem, the story, and their own avatar. The level of this investment is greater than in the other envi-
ronments and perhaps it is this that motivates  the user to want to return.  This seems to have 
resonance with other research about user/avatar identification (Isdale, Fencott et al. 2002, pp542) 
and it is sufficient to conclude that this greater sense of investment was possibly a factor in the 
response. Greater insight into the specifics of just what it is about an avatar based environment 
that so closely links the Fun experience to the Intention to Revisit is a topic for further investiga-
tion. 

 What conclusions can be drawn about the observing of subjects’ behaviour as a 
useful method for measuring experience? 

 
From observations of user behaviour, some typical behaviours emerged and in some cases these 
behaviours seemed to be directly associated with the type of communication environment. The 
avatar-based environment was particularly interesting in the way that it generated a strong sense 
of social presence, which was expected. Completely unexpected, however, was the high inci-
dence of users in the avatar-based environment who believed they were communicating with an 
AI system. Similarly, the subjects in the video-based environment exhibited typical behaviours 
which could be associated with that environment – increased levels of self consciousness and 
decreased willingness to make narrative counter-offers. The observations allowed for a descrip-
tive image of typical behaviour to be developed to supplement the story of the response data.  
 
There was originally some attempt in the early stages of analysing experiment 1 to try to develop 
a measurable construct from the subject’s behaviour. The means of doing this was to look at each 
of the narrative offers that Albert makes (is a teddy-bear, offers job, offers to send an air ticket) 
and determine whether the subject has accepted the offer, blocked it, or made a counter offer. It 
was thought that by building up a picture of the users’ narrative contracting behaviour this might 
be used to determine whether the behaviour is correlated with the predisposition and response 
constructs. While it sounded fairly straightforward, the process of classifying responses into ac-
ceptance/block/counter-offer proved very subjective and eventually this reductionist method was 
abandoned in favour of a more straightforward observation of behaviours.  This seems to have 
worked out for the best, however, because patterns of typical behaviours – some quite unex-
pected - have emerged which might otherwise have escaped attention.  

What conclusions can be drawn about the Fun Unification Model as a theoretical 
basis for this study?  

 
The Fun Unification Model captures how individual predisposition contributes to an individual’s 
response to an activity. It is bold enough to expect that, given the right tests, individual predispo-
sitions will show a significant correlation to responses. Even if the experiments had shown no 
significant correlations between predispositions and responses, it might have been argued that 
this merely demonstrated that the predisposition constructs chosen were not appropriate, or the 
instrument for measuring it was invalid. But happily this was not the case – in all three experi-
ments there was some significant correlation, which tends to validate the model, the specific pre-
disposition constructs, and the measuring instrument. 
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Since this model was first described at the 2005 Digital Games Research Association (DIGRA), 
the Fun Unification Model has generated interest throughout the games research community and 
there have been several expressions of interest in adapting the model for measuring user experi-
ence in context-sensitive educational applications, virtual reality experiments, and in real-world 
simulation training activities. 

To what extent does this study provide an answer to the original research ques-
tion? 

The original research question for this study was framed as follows: 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication environments fun i.e. do they promote a 
sense of time flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engage-
ment with the narrative? 
a question which can be broken down to two secondary questions: 

1. To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of role-
playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

2. To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s experi-
ence of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 

 
There are many interwoven aspects to this question, as the discussion so far in this chapter dem-
onstrates. In order to approach any sort of answer it was necessary to find a measurement for 
Fun, to find some way to identify and measure relevant aspects of individual predisposition, and 
to design a means of comparing communication environments with a common narrative/role-
playing activity.  
Despite the necessary reduction of human individual complexity to two basic constructs (Immer-
sive and Narrative Tendency) and the further reduction of human experience down to one single 
response (Fun) and despite the reduction of all possible communication environments down to 
only three representative experiments, this study does, nevertheless, directly address the complex 
research question and what’s more, has produced observable results towards answering it. The 
Individual Predispositions might be reductionist imperfections and yet there were significant 
correlations to Fun and typical behaviours emerged which could be directly associated with par-
ticular features of the communication environment. 

 
Are role-playing and narrative in online communication fun i.e. do they promote a sense of time 
flying, a sense of immersion, a sense of enjoyment and a sense of playful engagement with the 
narrative? 
In terms of the specific experiments used in this study the question should be “Was the activity 
with Albert in the three online communication environments that were chosen for this study 
fun?” The answer is that for most people they were. Does this then bring us any closer to an an-
swer to the general question? A little, and because there are so few studies that attempt to seri-
ously tackle such difficult and yet crucial topics as individual predisposition and measuring fun, 
even a little is a lot. The encounter with Albert in Africa is a very specific narrative/role-playing 
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activity and comparisons with other activities will inevitably produce differences, but there is 
now, due to the present work, a methodology for comparison.  

 
1. To what extent does individual predisposition influence an individual’s experience of 

role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
 

It was also found that individual predisposition was a measurable influence on the likelihood of a 
person experiencing Fun. Measurable individual predispositions could be correlated with a 
measurable construct for Fun. A significant correlation was found between one of the predisposi-
tion constructs (Immersive and Narrative Tendencies) and Fun in all experiments, but it was con-
sistent across all experiments, and there was never a correlation of both predisposition constructs 
to Fun. 

 
2. To what extent does the communication environment influence an individual’s ex-

perience of role-playing and narrative in online communication and hence fun? 
 

The communication environment was found to promote the likelihood of particular types of be-
haviour (more tactile behaviour with avatars, more willingness to trust in video environment), 
and the subjects’ individual predisposition suggested that they would be more likely to experi-
ence Fun in certain environments (i.e. high narrative tendencies have Fun in text-based environ-
ments rather than video). However, the overall levels of Fun experienced across the three differ-
ent communication environments were so similar, that the final conclusion is that the communi-
cation environment had a much smaller influence on the individual’s experience of Fun than had 
been anticipated. 
 
The final conclusion to this chapter of conclusions is that the assumption that narrative and role-
playing would be inherently fun and promote engagement for most users was found to be true for 
a majority of subjects. Within that finding it was also found that individual predisposition was a 
measurable influence on the likelihood of a person experiencing Fun from the activity. It was 
also found that the communication environment had an influence on the subjects’ experience in 
two ways: firstly, in that different predispositions were good predictors of who would enjoy the 
different environments and, secondly, that certain specific behaviours could be observed in dif-
ferent environments. 

 
As sociologists and policy-makers take on the big problems of social disengagement, there is an 
instinctive human tendency to think in terms of Fun. Fun is probably the ultimate weapon against 
disengagement; and narrative and role-play are powerful tools for promoting Fun. Some in-
stances of where narrative and role-play have had resonance with various elements of the enter-
tainment, gaming, education and engagement sectors have already been discussed, but the next 
section will summarize these and suggest future and associated directions for this research. 
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Future and Related Directions  
There are a number of future and associated directions that have arisen from the research to 

date. Certainly, further investigation of communication environments seems to be a fruitful area 
for investigation and narrative and role-playing within these environments is a source of interest 
for many in the computer games, performing arts, interactive entertainment, education and social 
engagement sectors.  

 
One such project, which shares some common ground with this thesis, has at the time of writing 
already been undertaken as a fieldwork study using a narrative video environment to promote 
informal learning (Newman and Grigg, 2007, In Press). The key question addressed in that study 
was whether it was possible to produce the video stories quickly enough to sustain the engage-
ment of an audience/community. The crucial factor was the timeliness of the episodes.  This new 
work links to the thesis by being a further development of narrative based activity in an online 
communication environment, though introducing new features into the communication environ-
ment and introducing an episodic structure into the narrative. This thesis demonstrates that peo-
ple want to hear and tell stories and play, and if they are given the right activities they will be-
come engaged. The new project, ‘Albert in the Land of the Vikings’ is described in the next sec-
tion. 

Informal Learning in a Video Story-telling environment  
The most recent project involving Albert, the film-making motor-bike riding teddy-bear, used a 
communication environment with streaming video, podcasting and blogging to tell stories to an 
audience/community. The project, Albert in the Land of the Vikings involved Albert travelling 
around the United Kingdom and Scandinavia in search of Viking stories. These stories are pre-
sented as 13 five-minute video documentaries often comical in nature but also with real embed-
ded learning content. Each documentary has an associated map showing where Albert is cur-
rently, as well as an audio podcast from the supporting crew giving the “behind the scenes” on 
Albert's antics when off camera (See Figure 8.1). The blogging technologies provide not only the 
content presentation management system but also the communication loop between the produc-
ers and the audience. In this way, the audience becomes more like a community as they interact 
with Albert, discuss the stories with him as they are happening, and contribute their own sugges-
tions to him about what the next story should be about. 
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Figure 8.1 – Website for Albert in the Land of the Vikings. 
 
Evidence of learning was demonstrated in the correspondence around each episode and a number 
of members commented on the unusual way the content was being presented. 
Anne Says:  
June 30th, 2006 at 9:53 pm  
What a great interview! I never thought to see a lecture on Vikings given to a bear - and he 
asked such good questions too.  
 
Albert in the Land of the Vikings demonstrates again the principles of narrative and role-playing.  
It also features timely release of episodes, and the design of content appropriate for episodic de-
livery. In this case, the use of humour, the sequential nature of a road trip, the exploration of sto-
ries related around a theme, and the quirky character of Albert himself gave the stories in this 
project a strong episodic structure. The learning in Albert in the Land of the Vikings was always 
highly informal in the sense that learning was not the sole or main activity of the members of the 
audience/community.  A lot of serious Viking history was covered in the project but the audience 
was primarily there for their own enjoyment – for the Narrative, the Immersion and the FUN. 
Although serious learning took place it was learning for pleasure and there was no assessing of 
learning outcomes or achievements in any conventional way (Bowyer et al, 2005, p43).  
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Designing an experience for learning or fun for delivery in an appropriate time frame is a fun-
damental of formal learning, and in a classroom it is of course usually the teacher who decides 
the sequence and intervals for delivery of the next lesson/unit/episode. It is one of the character-
istics of the delivery of informal learning that it can be more self-directed and take place outside 
of the classroom learning times. The intervals between episodes of Albert in the Land of the Vi-
kings were dictated by the rate at which the production team could produce and upload episodes. 
Mostly this was every 3-4 days, and was sufficient to maintain the engagement of the audi-
ence/community. There was one notable period of 6 days with no new episode and during that 
time the daily hit rate dropped dramatically.  The only conclusions about intervals to draw from 
these examples are that firstly the intervals should not be so great that the learners lose the conti-
nuity, nor so short that there is no chance to build suspense by looking forward to it, and consis-
tent enough so that each episode arrives more or less when the learner is expecting.    

 
The intention is not to argue that the narrative episodic framework is inherently superior to all 
other ways of structuring and delivering learning content. It may indeed be difficult to adopt 
such a  framework when teaching highly abstract mathematical concepts, and learners will be 
very quick to spot a contrived structure that is not actually serving any useful purpose. The scope 
of this discussion is that informal learning is inherently episodic; that there is a human tendency 
to perceive in narrative episodes that sits comfortably with informal learning; and that episodic 
structure in learning content can be informed by examining from other forms of episodic content.    
Having made that qualification, however, the examples discussed in Newman and Grigg (2007) 
do not actually suggest any limits to the sort of learning content for which an episodic structure 
is not suitable. Neither is there any suggestion that episodic structure is inherently more suitable 
for a certain age or cultural group.   In practice of course, there are limitations on the resources 
available to develop and run communication environments and the competencies and funds to 
develop episodic narrative content may simply be beyond the resources of the content producer. 
Albert in the Land of the Vikings was produced with a minimal budget and minimal expertise: no 
professional cinematographers or film editors were used; all production was done on laptops 
rather than any professional labs; and all blogging, communication and streaming functionality 
used existing free or inexpensive third-party applications. The total cost was around £4000 
which was mostly travel and accommodation for the production team during the project.  

 
Planning for further engagement projects using video and blogging communication environ-
ments are being discussed around community theatre in UK and Holland. .  Planning has begun 
on a video narrative project to be conducted along the lines of Albert in the Land of the Vikings 
to be conducted in 2007 but based a planned production of the musical Westside Story in the 
country of Moldova. Moldova has some racial tensions between ethnic Romanians and Trans-
Nistrians and the plan is to have the rival gangs of Westside Story made up of Romanians and 
Trans-Nistrians. The video narrative project will explore various threads of this story; the Roman 
– modern history of Moldova, the post-soviet experience, individual stories of people involved in 
the production, and the musical production itself.  
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Closing Comments 
As entertainment and engagement draw away from more traditional media and as digital 

technologies open up possibilities for alternative models, it is necessary to revisit just what we as 
humans find entertaining and engaging. Humans like playing and they like telling and hearing 
stories – some people more than others, it’s true, and some media/communication environments 
are better than others for certain people – also true. This study has taken the challenge of elevat-
ing questions of entertainment, play, and engagement from being purely subjective descriptions 
into more rigorous constructs which can be measured and studied. 
 
This study began by placing itself within the broad agenda of engagement and it is fitting then to 
end it in the same way. The two crucial lessons about engagement arising from this study are that 
individual predisposition is important (and measurable) and that the environment within which 
the engagement occurs is also important (for the kind of people and the kind of engagement ac-
tivities).  Finally, above all else, people want to hear and tell stories and play, and if they are 
given the right activities they will become engaged.  
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Appendices of Data from Experiments 1, 2 & 3 
 

Appendix A – Response Data for Experiment 1 
20 Subjects,  
Age range 18-50, average age 24.5. 

 
 

Table A.1Experiment 1: Scores for Predisposition Questions 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AGE GENDER Q
1 

Q
2 

Q
3 

Q
4 

Q
5 

Q
6 

Q
7 

Q
8 

Q
9 

Q
10 

Q
11 

Q
12 

Q
13 

Q1
4 

Q
15 

Q
16 

Q
17 

Q
18 

Q
19 

Q
20 

50 MALE 7 7 6 6 5 6 5 6 1 5 5 4 6 5 5 4 5 3 4 2 
19 MALE 5 4 6 6 4 7 6 6 7 6 5 3 5 5 6 3 4 6 5 6 
19 MALE 6 6 4 6 4 6 7 7 2 6 6 2 6 6 6 3 6 6 6 6 
20 MALE 5 6 4 6 5 3 7 7 3 5 5 3 7 7 6 5 6 6 6 5 
18 FEMALE 4 6 5 5 2 6 3 6 5 7 7 7 6 7 7 4 6 6 6 4 
27 MALE 3 2 3 6 2 5 4 7 6 5 3 1 6 6 6 1 6 5 3 3 
22 MALE 5 5 5 5 1 6 4 5 3 4 3 2 3 6 6 3 7 3 6 2 
19 FEMALE 6 5 5 4 2 6 7 7 6 6 4 7 4 7 7 1 3 7 6 7 
18 MALE 5 5 4 7 2 2 3 7 2 3 1 1 7 4 5 2 5 2 2 3 
19 MALE 4 4 3 2 5 6 6 6 5 5 5 5 6 6 6 3 5 5 6 4 
38 FEMALE 5 5 4 4 4 5 4 6 5 5 5 6 7 6 5 3 5 4 4 6 
36 MALE 7 2 7 3 1 4 6 7 2 6 7 7 6 7 7 4 6 6 1 4 
27 MALE 5 4 4 4 3 4 3 5 3 5 5 5 5 6 6 3 6 6 6 3 
25 MALE 3 3 4 5 6 6 7 7 7 6 5 6 5 7 7 4 7 4 4 6 
24 FEMALE 4 6 4 6 3 6 6 7 2 5 7 2 6 7 7 3 7 7 4 4 
24 FEMALE 1 1 2 1 1 7 4 7 1 1 7 4 7 7 7 7 6 7 3 6 
20 FEMALE 7 6 6 4 2 4 2 7 1 6 6 4 7 7 4 5 3 6 4 6 
21 MALE 5 5 1 5 7 5 5 7 4 5 5 1 7 7 7 1 5 7 5 7 
25 FEMALE 6 6 6 4 2 7 6 6 2 2 5 7 7 7 5 6 5 6 6 2 
21 FEMALE 6 3 5 7 5 5 6 7 1 4 7 7 4 7 7 7 5 5 6 2 
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Table A.2 Experiment 1: Scores for Response Questions 

 

Age Gender Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 

50 MALE 7 6 6 6 6 5 5 4 5 5 5 3 4 4 4 4 
19 MALE 4 5 3 4 5 4 5 3 4 4 4 4 5 3 4 3 
19 MALE 6 6 4 4 6 4 6 3 5 6 4 2 4 5 5 3 
20 MALE 6 6 6 4 6 6 4 2 7 6 6 1 1 5 5 1 
18 FEMALE 7 7 7 7 7 7 4 3 5 6 5 1 1 7 7 2 
27 MALE 5 2 2 5 5 6 1 1 5 5 4 5 2 6 6 2 
22 MALE 6 5 6 5 7 6 4 2 2 6 6 2 6 3 1 6 
19 FEMALE 5 6 6 4 6 6 5 2 7 6 6 2 2 5 6 1 
18 MALE 3 1 2 6 3 3 2 1 3 6 4 2 5 3 6 5 
19 MALE 5 6 5 2 5 6 6 4 6 5 5 4 5 5 3 2 
38 FEMALE 7 7 7 4 6 6 6 2 6 6 6 2 2 6 6 2 
36 MALE 7 6 6 2 7 7 7 1 6 6 6 1 1 5 3 5 
27 MALE 5 6 6 5 6 6 6 2 6 5 5 3 4 5 6 3 
25 MALE 7 7 6 6 7 7 6 1 7 7 7 2 1 7 7 1 
24 FEMALE 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 1 7 7 5 1 1 7 7 1 
24 FEMALE 7 5 5 1 7 7 7 5 7 6 6 1 1 7 7 1 
20 FEMALE 6 5 4 2 5 6 6 7 6 6 4 1 4 5 4 4 
21 MALE 7 7 7 7 5 2 5 3 5 1 1 1 7 1 1 7 
25 FEMALE 7 7 7 6 7 6 6 4 5 6 6 2 6 4 3 5 
21 FEMALE 5 6 4 7 5 6 4 3 6 6 4 1 1 6 5 1 
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Appendix B – Response Data for Experiment 2 
22 Subjects,  
Age range 17-28, 4 female, 18 male, average age 19.8. 

 

Table B.1 Experiment 2: Scores for Predisposition Questions 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

AGE GENDER 
Q
1 

Q
2 

Q
3 

Q
4 

Q
5 

Q
6 

Q
7 

Q
8 

Q
9 

Q
10 

Q
11 

Q
12 

Q
13 

Q1
4 

Q
15 

Q
16 

Q
17 

Q
18 

Q
19 

Q
20 

21 FEMALE 5 3 4 4 2 3 7 7 5 3 2 2 6 6 6 4 6 5 4 3 

17 MALE 5 4 4 2 4 2 6 6 6 6 4 3 3 6 5 4 5 4 5 5 

19 MALE 5 7 4 2 6 5 6 7 7 5 1 3 5 6 6 4 4 4 6 4 

19 FEMALE 7 4 5 3 2 5 7 7 2 6 7 7 6 7 7 6 7 7 6 4 

23 MALE 5 4 3 1 6 5 6 7 4 6 5 3 6 7 6 5 5 3 4 5 

19 MALE 6 4 2 6 3 4 5 7 7 6 6 5 7 7 7 5 5 4 7 3 

18 FEMALE 6 6 6 6 5 5 6 6 4 3 6 6 5 7 7 6 6 5 6 3 

18 MALE 2 3 5 1 3 7 4 6 2 7 5 7 7 7 7 5 4 7 6 7 

18 MALE 5 6 4 6 1 6 7 6 7 5 6 7 6 6 7 2 5 6 3 4 

18 MALE 6 7 5 1 1 6 3 5 7 6 6 5 5 6 6 5 5 4 7 5 

21 MALE 2 1 2 1 2 6 3 7 7 2 1 1 5 5 5 4 3 3 5 5 

18 MALE 5 3 6 4 1 5 6 7 7 5 6 2 6 7 7 4 5 4 3 5 

17 MALE 4 5 2 6 6 3 6 6 6 6 4 2 5 6 6 4 5 4 6 2 

24 MALE 3 2 2 3 4 6 6 7 6 6 6 5 6 6 6 5 4 5 3 5 

21 MALE 4 4 6 6 5 2 3 5 7 5 4 6 7 6 3 6 3 5 3 7 

18 MALE 5 6 5 7 3 7 5 6 4 6 6 4 4 6 7 7 5 6 4 2 

18 MALE 4 1 4 6 1 5 4 7 7 4 4 3 2 6 6 3 5 4 7 2 

19 FEMALE 3 6 6 3 2 4 2 5 1 4 7 6 5 6 5 2 4 4 5 3 

28 MALE 3 4 5 3 4 5 5 5 5 4 6 3 4 6 6 3 5 5 5 2 

18 MALE 7 6 7 6 5 7 6 7 7 5 5 6 6 7 6 5 6 5 5 2 

20 MALE 6 5 3 6 7 1 5 7 3 7 6 5 7 7 7 3 5 5 5 5 

24 MALE 4 5 3 4 3 5 6 7 3 5 4 3 6 6 5 5 4 5 4 5 
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Table B.2 Experiment 2: Scores for Response Questions 

 

Age Gender Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 

21 FEMALE 6 6 5 5 6 6 5 1 5 6 4 1 1 6 6 2 
17 MALE 4 2 4 5 5 4 3 2 5 4 4 3 6 3 3 6 
19 MALE 5 5 6 3 6 6 6 1 5 5 3 1 3 4 7 5 
19 FEMALE 7 7 7 2 7 7 6 1 5 7 6 1 2 6 7 1 
23 MALE 6 5 5 4 6 6 7 1 7 6 6 2 1 6 6 2 
19 MALE 7 7 7 1 7 6 7 1 3 6 2 1 3 6 7 1 
18 FEMALE 5 5 6 4 6 6 6 2 6 6 5 5 2 5 5 1 
18 MALE 7 7 7 2 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 5 2 6 7 1 
18 MALE 5 3 3 6 5 4 6 2 5 6 6 2 3 3 4 3 
18 MALE 6 6 5 7 6 6 5 3 5 6 3 4 3 5 5 2 
21 MALE 4 5 4 3 4 3 3 4 4 6 3 2 5 2 2 7 
18 MALE 6 6 6 3 6 6 6 2 6 4 4 5 2 6 5 3 
17 MALE 5 3 3 5 4 4 5 3 5 3 3 4 4 3 4 5 
24 MALE 6 6 6 4 7 5 5 3 6 6 6 2 5 6 6 2 
21 MALE 6 7 6 4 6 6 7 1 6 5 5 2 2 4 5 2 
18 MALE 6 6 6 3 6 7 6 2 7 7 6 1 3 6 6 2 
18 MALE 6 4 6 4 6 5 6 1 6 7 5 2 3 5 4 5 
19 FEMALE 6 5 5 5 6 6 6 1 6 6 6 2 5 6 5 3 
28 MALE 5 3 5 5 6 6 4 2 5 6 5 4 3 5 4 3 
18 MALE 5 6 5 6 6 6 6 2 6 5 5 2 3 5 5 2 
20 MALE 6 6 7 7 7 6 4 1 5 1 1 1 2 4 5 2 
24 MALE 7 7 7 5 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 1 1 6 6 1 
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Appendix C – Response Data for Experiment 3 
28 Subjects,  
Age range 18-47, 10 female 18 male, average age 23.8. 

 

Table C.1 Experiment 3: Scores for Predisposition Questions 

 

 
NB: Columns in red do not show significant correlation to the expected sub-construct 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AGE GENDER 
Q
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Q
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Q
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Q
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Q
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Q
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Q
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Q
8 

Q
9 

Q
10 

Q
11 

Q
12 

Q
13 

Q1
4 

Q
15 

Q
16 

Q
17 

Q
18 

Q
19 

Q
20 

22 MALE 6 4 4 7 7 7 6 7 7 5 1 5 7 7 7 1 6 6 5 3 

23 FEMALE 6 5 5 4 3 3 3 5 1 4 5 6 6 6 5 5 4 5 5 5 

21 MALE 5 6 5 6 6 3 5 6 6 4 3 3 4 6 6 5 6 3 6 2 

23 MALE 6 3 4 6 1 3 6 7 1 5 1 2 4 7 7 5 7 7 2 1 

20 MALE 5 5 5 6 5 3 5 6 5 4 4 3 5 6 5 3 4 5 5 3 

20 FEMALE 5 5 5 5 3 3 5 6 2 3 3 3 4 5 6 6 5 5 5 6 

25 FEMALE 7 7 5 6 5 6 4 5 2 5 6 6 6 6 6 7 6 7 5 5 

20 MALE 5 6 5 6 5 2 6 7 5 5 2 2 5 7 7 4 6 4 2 2 

27 MALE 5 4 4 5 1 3 7 7 3 4 4 2 7 7 7 5 5 5 7 4 

39 FEMALE 4 4 1 6 1 2 6 7 1 1 1 4 7 7 6 7 5 7 5 1 

24 MALE 5 6 7 3 1 4 6 6 4 5 5 4 6 6 5 4 5 4 3 2 

47 MALE 6 6 3 3 1 3 5 5 2 6 7 2 5 7 7 6 7 7 4 2 

19 MALE 7 3 5 3 6 2 7 7 7 6 6 2 6 7 7 1 6 6 5 3 

19 MALE 6 7 6 6 3 4 6 5 7 5 6 6 6 4 5 4 4 3 5 5 

19 MALE 4 6 5 2 1 2 6 6 7 5 5 6 6 7 6 2 3 5 2 3 

20 FEMALE 3 5 5 4 1 7 1 4 2 5 3 2 6 4 4 3 5 6 6 4 

23 FEMALE 2 4 5 6 3 3 5 6 5 4 6 6 6 7 5 4 5 5 4 4 

24 FEMALE 7 5 7 2 3 6 6 7 2 4 5 7 6 7 7 4 7 7 7 2 

20 MALE 5 6 5 7 6 6 6 6 7 3 3 1 6 7 6 3 4 3 5 3 

25 FEMALE 5 5 3 3 1 4 2 6 7 3 6 7 5 5 4 5 3 6 3 6 

24 MALE 6 7 4 7 5 4 7 7 7 5 4 4 7 7 7 7 5 5 7 7 

25 FEMALE 5 2 3 6 2 2 2 6 1 1 6 4 4 6 6 3 4 6 5 3 

22 MALE 5 1 4 1 1 1 4 6 1 5 2 6 5 7 7 1 7 7 6 1 

34 MALE 6 6 5 6 5 6 6 7 4 5 5 3 6 6 6 4 3 3 5 4 

18 MALE 3 4 4 4 2 2 6 5 5 6 5 6 6 6 6 4 3 5 7 4 

21 MALE 1 3 1 5 4 1 5 6 6 4 2 1 5 6 7 5 6 6 6 4 

20 MALE 5 3 3 7 2 2 5 6 3 7 4 2 1 7 7 5 7 7 5 5 

23 FEMALE 7 7 5 4 1 5 7 7 4 4 6 7 6 6 6 2 4 3 5 6 
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Table C.2 Experiment 3: Scores for Response Questions 

 

Age Gender Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 Q12 Q13 Q14 Q15 Q16 

22 MALE 7 7 7 7 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 1 1 7 7 1 

23 FEMALE 5 2 6 6 6 5 6 2 6 5 6 2 3 4 4 5 
21 MALE 5 3 5 6 6 6 6 3 5 7 6 2 2 4 5 4 
23 MALE 7 5 7 3 6 6 6 1 7 7 7 1 1 6 6 1 
20 MALE 5 5 6 3 5 5 6 3 5 4 5 5 4 5 5 3 
20 FEMALE 3 3 4 5 5 5 6 2 5 3 4 4 4 5 5 1 
25 FEMALE 5 6 5 6 6 6 6 3 6 5 5 5 3 6 6 6 
20 MALE 6 5 6 3 7 6 7 1 7 6 7 1 1 6 5 2 
27 MALE 5 5 4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 3 4 5 3 3 4 
39 FEMALE 5 1 7 6 7 7 7 1 7 7 7 1 5 7 6 4 
24 MALE 6 7 6 2 6 5 7 1 5 4 7 4 5 6 3 3 
47 MALE 6 6 6 2 6 6 6 3 6 5 6 3 3 5 5 2 
19 MALE 6 5 6 5 7 7 7 2 7 5 6 2 1 4 6 3 
19 MALE 5 6 6 3 5 5 7 2 6 5 6 4 4 6 5 3 
19 MALE 5 3 6 7 5 4 5 3 4 6 5 3 2 3 1 4 
20 FEMALE 4 5 4 5 5 6 6 5 4 6 3 5 4 6 5 6 
23 FEMALE 4 2 3 6 4 5 2 2 5 4 4 3 5 5 4 4 
24 FEMALE 4 4 4 5 6 6 6 3 6 5 5 2 3 4 4 4 
20 MALE 6 6 6 4 6 6 6 2 6 7 7 2 3 6 5 5 
25 FEMALE 3 4 3 4 5 4 4 5 5 4 5 5 6 3 3 5 
24 MALE 5 3 5 7 5 5 6 1 6 7 6 2 2 6 5 4 
25 FEMALE 6 4 5 3 5 5 5 2 6 5 5 2 4 5 5 6 
22 MALE 3 3 6 3 7 6 5 2 3 6 4 2 4 5 3 4 
34 MALE 5 6 6 3 4 4 4 2 5 6 6 2 4 4 5 2 
18 MALE 6 5 6 5 6 6 6 2 5 4 3 5 5 5 6 4 
21 MALE 5 4 5 3 6 6 5 3 5 6 6 3 5 3 3 4 
20 MALE 4 4 5 2 5 6 7 1 5 3 3 1 4 4 5 1 
23 FEMALE 3 5 5 6 7 6 7 2 6 6 5 3 4 6 6 2 
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