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CONVERGENCE, CONTROL, AND GRATIFICATION WITHIN THE INTERACTIVE MOVIE PHENOMENON

LITERATURE REVIEW

1. Introduction

Interactive movies allow the viewer to exercise some influence on the development of the plot to the extent that no two viewings need be exactly alike.  Such productions are the result of the convergence of traditional movie-making techniques with new information technologies.  They ensure that the viewer is far from a passive participant and takes an active role in the way in which the storyline is played out.  These movies provide new opportunities for gratification through control via media and may readily be categorised according to the ways in which they do this.  

It is the purpose of this Information Systems Project to investigate the interactive movie phenomenon in these terms, applying further media theories where relevant.  By doing so, an understanding will be reached as to why these unusual movies have found a niche in the marketplace and have developed and continue to develop as technology improves and viewers’ precise gratification requirements change.  But first, the pre-existing literature related to this area must be surveyed to allow the reader to better understand the purpose and need for this Project to fill in a notable gap left by current researchers.  

Very few writers, certainly none from academia, have written on the topic of interactive movies.  This fact makes it hard to define exactly what resources will be useful in writing on the topic of this Project.  The best one can hope for is to analyse material that has at least some relevance to this area of interest to the author.  For example, existing academic and non-academic discussions on the convergence of telecommunications, television, and information technology are of some assistance, as are existing discussions of the effects of traditional media on society.  Readers should bear these factors in mind as they peruse the remainder of this paper in association with the Bibliography.

The dates of publication on the resources used in this Project range from 1979 to 2002, although there is the greatest emphasis on items dating back throughout the past decade.  Place of publication ranges from the USA and UK to Australia and New Zealand to Canada (i.e. Point of View, 2001).  Thus, there is a strong international focus to the Project.  Only about a quarter of all resources mention interactive movies in some way, and, most often, they mention just one such movie – not bothering to consider this entertainment phenomenon as a whole.  This Project goes some way to rectifying the omissions of the literature and shows that the established theories already mentioned still have considerable relevance to today’s expressions of information technology assisted electronic entertainment.

*

2. Reviews by category

2.1 Interactive movies

Although the actual interactive movies themselves are not “literature” in a traditional sense, they are the subject matter of this investigation and as such are worth some preliminary comments.  Those interactive movies listed in the Bibliography as useful to this investigation have all been drawn from the author’s own movies and games collection.  They are primarily presented on cd-rom (Phantasmagoria (1995) involves seven cds), although the contemporary ones such as I’m Your Man (1998) are single DVD based.  Such representative interactive movies generally have copyright dates around the mid 1990s when interactive movies reached the height of their popularity.  Late 1990s and early 2000s interactive movies tend to be released first on DVD, then later on cd-rom for those still not up-to-date with the latest technologies.  Needless to say, the change in medium for the movies has come about as the result of continuing convergence between the movie-making industry and the information technology industry – as IT develops new technologies, movie-makers are willing to use them to improve their products’ appeal to the consumer.  These movies may be broken down into various genres (determined by the author according to how the action in the movie may be controlled) - the question-driven interface seen in Point of View (2001) and elsewhere being most popular now arising from the readiness of the DVD medium to present menus containing choices for the viewers who are already familiar with this concept from more traditional DVD products they may own.

2.2 Traditional movie making

Interactive movies must be understood in the context of traditional movie-making to see what distinguishes them from their antecedents, as well as what makes them similar and how they are useful in embracing convergence.  To this end, the author has consulted traditional movie craft books such as Seger (1990) and Barr (1997) on areas such as directing, acting, and script writing.  For both traditional and interactive movies, these disciplines are central, but the interactive movie-maker also needs to deal with additional issues that promote interactivity.  None of the traditional movie craft books seriously contradict each other, presumably because these skills have been developed to such a point over a century or more that there is little room for debate as to what makes for good directing, script writing, and acting.  What is most relevant to this Project and common to all sources in this category (but especially Barr, 1997 and Golson, 2002) is that they stress that movie-making techniques should create an emotional connection to the viewer.  Only with this sort of connection established, will a movie truly provide audience gratification and thus have the maximum chance to be favourably regarded by those who see it (Cohen, 2002; Golson, 2002; McDonnell, 1998).  In films that have an emphasis on character rather than simply action, it is important that to get the audience’s sympathy - that the main characters have all too human flaws and weaknesses and go through some sort of personal journey over the course of the film so that, by the end, they have changed and are a different person compared to how they began (De Fleur & Dennis, 1991; Barr, 1997; Vogler, 1998).  To do this, you almost always need a human actor – computer generated actors will rarely live up to this standard (Enders, 1994).  Interactive movies also thrive on gratification and many are on low budgets so characters are often promoted over action, thus this advice is quite relevant.  Emotional involvement is enhanced in interactive movies, as control is greater than in traditional films (Rouse, 2000).  Convergence enhances gratification as it allows one to delve much deeper into the psyche of one or more movie characters via supplementary material about the characters.

2.3 Uses and gratifications theory

To acquire a better understanding of the reasons people view interactive movies, it is necessary to understand uses and gratifications theory as it has been applied to mass media by writers such as De Fleur (1989) and Infante, Rancer & Womack (1997).  This theory attempts to make sense of the reasons why some people enjoy particular types of media in terms of what that particular media does for the individual.  It has also traditionally delved into issues of technological change, showing changes in gratifications as media changes and develops.  Uses and gratifications theory is not without its detractors (also mentioned in the above references) who claim that it is often broad and simplistic and uses faulty methodology in its viewer surveys, but the author believes that its general principles are sufficiently sound as to be quite useful in this Project.  The theory here ties in well with convergence and control as both can have considerable influence on gratifications as gratifications can have on convergence and control.

2.4 Control theory

Control (including perceived rather than actual control) has been the subject of detailed psychological discussion and is of use to the purposes of this Project even if, as with uses and gratifications theory, the existing literature makes no mention of interactive movies.  The closest example is in Preston’s 1998 discussion of Internet interfaces, but most of the literature is far less precise.  The 1979 essays in Perlmuter and Monty discuss various types of choice and control, including situations where the nature of the control is different to what the person who believes they are doing the controlling might think.  Although fairly old, these 1979 studies are not outdated and can readily be applied to the viewers of interactive movies and combined with the issues of gratification and convergence.

2.5 Convergence theory

Convergence is a much-discussed topic within information technology and one that is highly relevant to interactive movies.  It is also well covered by the existing literature, some of which does mention interactive movies.  Appleton (1997) and Barr (2000) provide excellent introductions to this area, analysing mostly the convergence between telecommunications and information technologies, the archetypal example of convergence.  With regard to interactive movies, the Senate Committee (1993) and Watson and Shuker (1998) show that convergence of information technology and movie-making can readily lead to new censorship controversies and the need for revision of existing media classification regulations.  Internet and computer games magazine sources present a variety of articles on interactive movies and their place within the world of computer games.  Topics covered range from video formats used in computer games to the actors involved to how games (including interactive movies) may be broken down into genres, just as with traditional films.  

A few select sources actually mention some of the specific interactive movies selected as relevant resources for this Project in the context of convergence.  Most relevant here are those that mention Tender Loving Care (1999) and Point of View (2001).  These are sources from computer and video trade publications that marvel at how well DVD technology has enabled a considerable degree of interactivity in movies – interactivity that goes well beyond mere menu selection.  Such articles delve into some of the business side of the production of these films, comparing them to the processes undertaken for traditional films.  Those that deal with Point of View mention that the makers of the movie have placed part of it on the Web for those with cable modems or similar fast connections to interact with.  In that case, Internet technologies converge with movie technologies to create new opportunities for interactivity.

*

3. Conclusion

No writer has dealt with convergence, control and gratification within the interactive movie phenomenon before.  To compensate for this fact, this author has looked to literature that deals with these theories in alternative contexts so that this Project may be completed successfully.  It is hoped that the survey of the literature presented above will allow the reader of the material generated for this Project to know what has come before and how the author hopes to deal with such a gap.  This topic is very contemporary and certainly has great relevance in showing how older theories still apply in today’s era of rapid technological change.

***
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