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CONVERGENCE, CONTROL, AND GRATIFICATION WITHIN THE INTERACTIVE MOVIE PHENOMENON

REPORT

1   Introduction

This document reports on the outcomes of the author’s ITN 246 Information Systems Project undertaken in Semester 1, 2002.  The Project has as its centrepiece a 7,000-word essay that discusses applications of the academic theories of convergence, control, and gratification within the interactive movie phenomenon.  An associated Project component, the Literature Review, investigates previous work in related areas and shows notable omissions by those researchers (namely, that they don’t refer to interactive movies nor how their theories tend to remain valid despite changes in technology over time) – omissions that the author corrects in the Project’s main essay.  Presented below is an analysis of the entire Project, incorporating details on the various stages of its development and subsequent reflection on its strengths and weaknesses on the part of the author.

1.1 Project objectives

These are the objectives of this Project:

· To discuss the relatively new interactive movie phenomenon in the context of the more traditional theories of convergence, control, and gratification.
· To show the author’s strong familiarity and experience with this little known or discussed manifestation of information technology (i.e. interactive movies).
· To contribute to the existing body of knowledge on the aforementioned theories and interactive movies.
· To allow all interested parties, be they academics or people involved in producing and/or viewing interactive movies, to gain new insights into the overall phenomenon with the aim of allowing a greater understanding which will drive the technologies behind it forward into the future.
· To develop the author’s research and Project development skills.
All objectives have been kept in mind by the author at all stages of work on the Project.
1.2 Intended audience

As this Project revolves around the application of academic theories to a manifestation of information technology, it is assumed that the primary audience will be academic researchers with an interest in any or all of the theories mentioned and/or how such theories may be applied to the interactive movie phenomenon.  Other interested parties may include: anyone in the entertainment industry who wishes to keep abreast of developments in movie technologies and the changing nature of their audiences; fans of interactive movies and/or computer games; and anyone else who can see some other sort of relevance in the work of this Project to their own studies or other interests.  In any case, readers are assumed to be educated and thoughtful as this material is considerably more sophisticated than would be found in popular publications such as games magazines.

1.3 Glossary

The author developed all definitions listed below.  These terms apply to all components of this Project.

Author
When used without a very clearly specified alternative context, this term refers to Anthony Larme who is the sole author of this Project.

Control
Influence over something.  In the context of interactive movies, control refers to influencing the plot of the movie via viewer input, be it in the form of keyboard use, mouse clicks, or selections from a menu using a DVD player control pad.

Convergence
The application of information technologies to traditional forms of communication to produce new forms of communication.

Gratification
Rewards or pleasure gained from performing a particular action.  Control of various types can bring considerable gratification to particular people.

Interactive 
This term is always used along “movies”, indicating movies that contain plots that may be influenced by periodic input from the viewer.  Without such input, the movie cannot proceed beyond its first few minutes.  Such products may be found on both cd-rom and DVD storage media.

Project 
Information Systems Project.  The ITN 246 subject undertaken in Semester 1, 2002, by Anthony Larme.  The Project comprises of three distinct works: a Literature Review (roughly 1,500 words), Main Essay (roughly 7,000 words), and this Report (roughly 4,000 words).  Much of the Literature Review is also included as part of the Main Essay because the essay did not seem coherent and reasonably self-contained without that repeated information.  Thus, one could say that the total number of unique words in this Project is closer to 11,000.

Viewer
Although this term usually implies a passive experience, it is used in this Project to indicate the person who influences the plot of an interactive movie by exercising whatever control is provided to him or her by the maker of the product.  The term “player” was deemed inappropriate by the author as it is most often used in connection with computer games, which are quite different to interactive movies.

1.4 Timeline

All work on this Project was conducted throughout Semester 1, 2002.  Presented below is a rough timeline of the dates each stage was undertaken and completed.

February 2002
Revival of a Project topic proposed but not implemented by the author in mid-2001.  Revision of that topic to make it more acceptable to QUT Information Technology faculty staff.  Tentative approval of topic by a senior IT staff member with whom I discussed my proposed course of studies for the Semester.  

March 2002
Search for and finding of a suitable supervisor.  Further clarification of exact topic in consultation with supervisor. Creation of the Project Proposal document (not for assessment).   Search for and finding of numerous suitable resources.  Taking of screenshots from representative interactive movies.

April 2002
Search for and finding of further suitable resources from areas as diverse as the various QUT libraries to the Internet to old computer games magazines.  Decision that the Project was best done as an essay rather than a Website as initially planned.  Only a small amount of work towards the Project was undertaken in April owing to the author’s intense study commitments in other university subjects.

May 2002
Negotiations to obtain a workable due date.  Preparation of all written assessment for the Project for the purposes of submission to the supervisor for assessment in early June.  

1.5 Resources

A total of forty-five resources were used in the creation of this Project.  They consist of:

· Fifteen distinct interactive movies from the author’s own collection, divided into five genres as defined by the author:

· Adventure-driven (six items)

· Browse-driven (two items)

· Challenge-driven (four items)

· Question-driven (two items)

· True (one item)

All interactive movies had been extensively viewed and otherwise investigated by the author over several years preceding the commencement of this Project.  Reviewing all these movies was not necessary apart from taking screen shots in some instances.  

· Six monographs on traditional movie-making, again from the author’s own collection, related to the topics of

· Directing and script writing (three items)

· Acting (three items)

· Twenty-four resources - from journal and magazine articles to Web pages - on associated issues such as convergence, control and gratification consisting of:

· Miscellaneous communication/mass media topics (four items)

· Control topics (five items)

· Convergence topics (fifteen items in total), broken down into:

· General discussions (two items)

· Censorship (two items)

· Interactive movies (five items)

· Point of View and the Internet (three items)

· Tender Loving Care (three items)

The dates of publication on these resources 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.

1.6 Initial project plan dated March 2002 

It will be noted that this plan is quite different from the end result as the nature of the Project changed over the ensuing months.  The plan is presented below in its original formatting.

**** THE INTERACTIVE MOVIE PHENOMENON ****

an 

ITN246 IS Project Proposal

by 

Anthony Larme 

WEBSITE STRUCTURE 

- 14 HTML pages total.

- the length of each page will vary considerably.

- illustrations in the form of screenshots from interactive

movies will be provided where practical and relevant.

Each shot will be explained in a caption.

- the overall aim of this site is to analyse the interactive

movie phenomenon by: defining it, defining its sub-types,

and seeing how it fits in to relevant academic theories.

1. Introduction (one page)

Topic is important/significant because:

* it is a powerful, but often overlooked illustration of the issue of 

convergence.

* it enjoyed considerable popularity in the mid 1990s on cd-rom

only to decline and be recently revived on the newer media of dvd.

* it validates various psychological and sociological

theories on control, gratification, and communication.

* it is intertwined with the larger IT related entertainment

medium of computer games and these media

influence each other....eg: computer games were

the precedent for interactive movies and interactive

movies provided increased realism for games which

in turn led to complexities such as games censorship.

2. Definition (one page)

* Emphasis on differences/similarities to computer games.

* How computer games and interactive movies have

influenced each other.

* Also some discussion on standard movies vs. interactive movies.

* Will also list the essential qualities that distinguish an

interactive movie from any other form of entertainment....

at least according to myself.

3. Genres (as defined by Anthony Larme): (one page each)

3.1 Adventure

3.2 Browse

3.3 Challenge

3.4 Question

3.5 True

- detailed examination of each, with emphasis on

the differences in interactivity.  Screenshots from

relevant interactive movies where appropriate.

4. Theories: (one page each)

4.1 Convergence

4.2 Communication (Mass Media)

4.3 Control

- Each area may include a short literature review if

there is no absolute requirement to do this separately.

- Each area to be defined and explained and

then applied to the phenomenon of interactive

movies.  

- For example:  What are people looking for

when they play interactive movies?  Can they

get the same experiences from standard movies?

How do interactive movies tie in with the

larger trends of convergence?

5. Bibliography (one page)

- As set out below.

6. Site Map (one page)

- A link to every page on the site.

*** What will the completed site look like?

Overall, similar to:

http://anthonylarme.tripod.com/gc/index.html

.....but the navigation system will be more like:

http://anthonylarme.tripod.com/pov/index.html

BIBLIOGRAPHY

(references to items within this bibliography will be made 

throughout the Website)

2 Detailed analysis

2.1 Problems encountered during implementation and their solutions

Project work is never an unproblematic process.  The author was confronted by the following problems but persisted in his work until he found the solutions:

· What format of the main body of the Project should take.  Initially, the author proposed that the main body of this Project be constructed as an Internet Website.  The main reason for such a proposal was that he had successfully done such a thing for an earlier Project and doing so again would be relatively easy and familiar.  It would also break the monotony of doing traditional essays and reports for university assignments.  Additionally, a Website would provide the perfect opportunity to include screenshots from the interactive movies discussed in order to illustrate relevant points, many of which might other wise be obscure to those without a history of watching such films.  
These plans did not come to fruition.  One reason for this was that the author had an unexpected opportunity to design a small temporary Website for another subject.  He was also kept surprisingly busy updating his large permanent pre-existing Websites, and knew that however much work he put into a Website dedicated to the analysis of interactive movies, the resulting pages would be few and thus look inadequate compared to those on his other sites.  It would not have been a fitting addition to his permanent online collection of Websites.  As a result of all these factors, the author decided to write a fairly traditional university essay after all, intending to add it to one of his existing Websites later as a downloadable file.

It should be noted that the author has had a long-standing interest in both interactive movies and computer games, specialising in censorship issues in both media.  He has researched and written on these matters in a wide variety of contexts for about seven years.  He does not want any significant writing he creates on these subjects to be left to dwell in obscurity, so he places it on the Internet in as polished and attractive format as possible.  Thus, to create a small and likely inferior Website would ruin the author’s image in these matters, so a standard essay offered as a downloadable file was deemed a fully acceptable alternative.  In all cases, the requirements of a QUT IT project were taken into account – this work was always done with university assessment in mind rather than just entertainment for visitors to the author’s Web pages.

· What to do with the screenshots taken from representative interactive movies.  Once the author has made the final decision as to the format the main body of the Project was going to take, he was left with the problem of deciding what to do with all the screenshots he had taken from representatives of the five main genres of interactive movies.  He had taken these screen captures with the expectation that he would design a Website as the main part of the Project and illustrate it with those shots.  For the reasons explained above, such a site was never created.  The solution devised by the author was that he would keep the depictions in these shots in mind as he wrote about the various genres of interactive movies.  He finds it easy to remember images, so these were very helpful when describing and analysing each variety of interactive movie.  Additionally, such shots will likely be useful in the author’s future discussions (and perhaps even Web pages) on these issues, so the time spent taking these shots was not really wasted after all.
· How to deal with academic theories with which the author was unfamiliar.  Upon face-to-face consultation with the supervisor of this Project, it was determined that convergence alone (as per the author’s original Project Proposal) might not in itself adequately address the phenomenon of interactive movies for academic audiences.  It was recommended that the additional theories of control and gratification also be addressed in the Project.  This required some detailed questioning of the supervisor on the exact nature of these unfamiliar (to the author) theories and subsequent extensive library research.  Eventually, enough information regarding all theories mentioned here was obtained and all were applied to interactive movies.   

· When to stop writing.  Interactive movies are a topic that the author has been interested in and has researched extensively (mainly for fun).  As such, it was easy to get very enthusiastic about the topic, especially when describing the plot and control details of certain favourite titles.  The author had to restrain himself to avoid excess description and straying from the academic topics proposed as objectives for the Project.  In some extreme cases when writing about his favourite genres of interactive movies, some paragraphs had to be deleted in whole or in part in order to keep within the commonly accepted word limit for this type of Project and to ensure the objectives of the Project were properly met at all times.
· When this Project was due for submission.  At the beginning of the semester, the author was not overly concerned about the Project’s exact due date as the end of the Semester seemed very far away in the future.  He did not check with any staff member or on the Web on the OLT system.  But, as assignment pressures increased a few weeks later, he tried for a while to find the due date somewhere on the Internet.  There was no such date available for Projects due in Semester 1, 2002.  A quick check with one staff member resulted in the realisation by the author that it was due perhaps on May 31.  This was earlier than the author had planned for, so he asked for an extension on the grounds that he had not been adequately informed of the due date early in the Semester.  Such an extension was granted with the result being that he is permitted to hand in the work up to a week later than the above date.
2.2 Limitations and suggestions for improvement

No Project can claim to be perfect, and this one is no exception to the rule.  Despite the best efforts of the author, this Project contains various limitations that, while not debilitating, do detract from its maximum possibilities.

· It does not introduce the theories of gratification and control as much depth as it introduces the theory of convergence.  This is due to some difficulties encountered by the author in researching theories with which he was unfamiliar.  To be sure, he did find some explanations as to the nature of these theories, but they were hard to understand, particularly seeing that his educational background had never before covered such theories at any time.  In contrast, discussions of convergence were relatively easy to comprehend, as he had been educated on this matter before.  Such a limitation does not apply to the actual application of these theories to the various genres of interactive movies, just their earlier introductions.    
· It does not discuss some of the side effects of convergence.  While the Project delves into the ways in which interactive movies contain similarities and differences to traditional movies and computer games (i.e. the two media that converged to create interactive movies), and while it does investigate the links between convergence and control and gratification, some intriguing side issues are barely mentioned (if at all).  Chief among these is the issue of censorship – perhaps the most interesting area of information technology for the author.  As the author’s numerous earlier works on censorship have shown, the act of convergence that has led to the development of interactive movies have caused lawmakers around the world to restrict or even ban these products owing to their supposed levels of extra-sensory intensity on viewers (for example, see Senate Committee, 1993 and Watson & Shuker, 1998).  Other little-explored issues include: the attitudes of actors to working with converged media, the attitudes of directors to working with converged media, and detailed analysis of why audiences in recent years have tended to reject the converged media of interactive movies and are instead re-embracing traditional films and computer games.  These are all worthy issues, but may have to be taken up by other researchers, as, in the end, this Project can only contain perhaps c. 10,000 words maximum.  Thus, the scope of research here had to be restricted.
· It does not list every possible interactive movie in each genre.  Again, this is mainly due to space considerations.  This Project has a word limit much lower than that of a Master’s or PhD. thesis, and thus has to be restricted in length in various ways.  The most obvious way to do this was to only mention interactive movies that are personally owned by the author.  While he is familiar with many more, either from loans from friends or from reading about them in magazines and on the Internet, such a restriction seemed both logical and well warranted.  On the positive side, readers can be assured that the author only discusses titles with which he is very familiar and with which he has had plenty of practical experience.  Readers are also assured that each title does indeed represent the genre it has been placed into by the author.
· The genre analysis sections do not provide many references to items listed in the Bibliography.  Readers are expected to accept the author’s declaration that he has had sufficient life experiences in these matters over the past decade or so to justify his comments.  For those readers not familiar with the author, his works, and interests, this may be somewhat hard to accept.  Looking at the Websites he created at http://anthonylarme.tripod.com/ may provide some assurance on this matter.  It must be accepted that interactive movies, especially when considered as a whole, are very little discussed by any written reference, leaving personal experiences and testimonies the only real resource of any use in these matters.  Interactive movies are still a relatively new and not widely known or understood phenomenon.  It will take some time for a significant body of literature to be created about them.
· This Project is not presented as a Website and is thus inaccessible to all but the author and the lecturers who will assess it.  Originally, this Project (at least its main component) was to be presented as a Website that would have been placed on the Internet along with the author’s other sites.  Such a site would have been accessible to all Internet users and would have been able to illustrate each genre of interactive movie with suitable screen shots for the benefit of those with little or no practical experience with interactive movies.  Owing to factors and pressures explained in the “Problems encountered” section, such a site was never created, a standard essay being substituted instead.  It is the author’s intention that the essay be placed on one of his earlier Websites in a relevant place for downloading by visitors.
2.3 Achievements        

While keeping its limitations in mind, this Project has met its stated objectives by achieving the following outcomes:

· It has shown how the established academic theories of convergence, control, and gratification can be applied to the relatively new phenomenon of interactive movies.  Thus, these theories have proven their lasting value over time.  They cannot be dismissed as old or outdated.  Interactive movies can be discussed within the context of traditional theories.  This will make matters easier for those academics unfamiliar with this form of media to fit it into an understandable context. 

· It has discussed a little known manifestation of information technology.  Most of the extant literature makes no mention of interactive movies.  This is a significant omission that the author has taken some steps to rectify.  Interactive movies, while increasing and decreasing in popularity among the general population over time, appear to be here to stay and academic researchers should investigate their appeal to consumers even if only to validate existing theories related to media.

· It has provided a foundation upon which future research may be undertaken.  As discussed in the “Limitations” section, there are plenty of readily identifiable related topics that researchers interested in this area might also wish to investigate.  This Project cannot cover everything, but it serves its purpose well as an introduction to the area that others may wish to build upon.  The author hopes that this will indeed occur as he feels it is a very interesting and worthwhile area of study to pursue.     
· It has allowed the author to further develop his Project management skills.  The author has only completed one QUT Information Technology Project prior to this one.  During his first Project, he learnt a lot about how to go about such an undertaking, but, at the end, it was clear that he still had a significant amount to learn.  This Project allowed the author to expand upon his existing Project development skills to hopefully not repeat the same mistakes as in the previous Project while trying to develop new areas of Project work not attempted previously.     

· It has been able to relate all of the above information to its audience in a well-presented manner.  Although it may be suggested that a Website might have been a better way to present this information, the author believes that his well set-out traditional written work is a very reasonable substitute.  Sections and sub-sections divide the writing in easy to understand components and plenty of headings and boldface type are used to indicate such divisions.  Furthermore, the author has tried to be as succinct as possible to cover as much as possible under the Project’s objectives.  It is hoped that educated non-academics will also find this work readily understandable so that they too can gain a greater appreciation of a little discussed but fascinating manifestation of information technology’s influence over forms of entertainment.
2.4 Project management evaluation

Presented here is some additional reflection on what the author got out of the Project as a whole, and what specific skills and knowledge he acquired along the way.  Further commentary on many of these headings has already been provided as part of other sections of this Report.

· Project management skills.    

· The author learned that it is important to delve into new areas of theory with the purpose of using these personally unfamiliar areas to provide new insights into the nature of a particular form of entertainment with which he had been familiar for a long time.  To do this, he must not be reluctant to familiarise himself with areas of learning he has not been taught in a formal teaching situation.  
· He also learned that it is important to change the Project Proposal as much as is needed as the practicalities of the proposal change as the work on the Project progresses.  The Proposal document is not to be fixed in stone, but rather a work in progress – a framework for project development that may change according to current needs.  
· Lastly, the author has further developed the much-needed academic skill of developing a properly structured literature review that is an essential preliminary step when performing most types of research at a postgraduate level.  Earlier attempts at writing literature reviews have met with mixed success.  The author believes he has done better this time.
· Time management.  Although the author commenced work on the Project quite early in the Semester and was very enthusiastic and quick about doing so, other pressures caused him to almost completely place work on the Project aside for at least one month, mostly during April 2002.  When he fully resumed, he needed to hurry as there was actually more effort in writing what was required than he had believed there to be.  Furthermore, there was some concern over the actual due date – a concern that was somewhat alleviated with the recent knowledge that he had until early June to submit the work.  Overall, every problem ultimately resolved itself and the work was submitted on schedule.      

· Other learning outcomes.  

· The author has learned a lot about academic theories with which he was previously totally or partially unfamiliar.
· The author has discovered new ways of looking at one of his favourite forms of entertainment – namely interactive movies.
· Realisation that not every significant piece of writing that he does needs to eventually be turned into a Website.  Much of that writing, including this Project, can be readily completed as a standard essay/report using Microsoft Word and then uploaded to a Website and provided to the public as a downloadable file. 
3. Conclusion

Despite some problems and limitations, this Project, especially through its Main Essay, has achieved its objectives.  In short, it has created an overview of the interactive movie phenomenon via means of examining it through the application of the theories of convergence, control, and gratification.  These theories have primarily been applied in the detailed analysis of each main genre of interactive movie.  By taking these measures, academics can see how traditional theories regarding media can be applied to the most contemporary of information technology inspired entertainment mediums.  Additionally, anyone with an interest in interactive movies can see them as a whole and how they have developed and will likely continue to develop in future.  The author hopes that future researchers will expand upon his work so that other aspects of the interactive movie phenomenon may be fully and properly explored and appreciated.  

***
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