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CONVERGENCE, CONTROL, AND GRATIFICATION WITHIN THE INTERACTIVE MOVIE PHENOMENON

MAIN ESSAY

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 comparatively new information technologies such as computer games and DVD technology.  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.  Such categorisations form the main part of this paper and are considered in considerable depth below.

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.  This central essay in the Project firstly introduces the concept of interactive movies for those unfamiliar with this particular form of entertainment and then describes some related academic theories that shed some light on their very existence and the nature of their audience.  In doing so, the author has launched into new ground previously untouched by academic writing, hopefully paving the way for more detailed future research into these matters.  

2. Definition

Interactive movies were most popular in the early to mid 1990s when video compression technology had matured sufficiently to allow visually crude video to be placed on cd-rom discs (Waggoner & York, 2000).  This development coincided with and supported the last surge in popularity of the adventure genre of computer games - computer games that emphasise strong plot, characters, and problem solving in the manner of most movies rather than more or less continual combat and/or action (Rouse, 2000).  Playing these sorts of titles was typically a solitary experience unless people seated near the same computer discussed their interactivity choices while playing a particular title. 

Most computer gamers welcomed interactive movies for their novelty value for a few years until they largely tired of their comparative lack of fast and frequent interactive opportunities in comparison to combat and/or action games (Wallace, 1994).  They wanted more control over how the action on screen progressed (Rouse, 2000).  Further problems included the comparative lack of big-name movie stars, usually due to the low budgets and relative obscurity of interactive movie productions (Enders, 1994).  These days, only a very select few radical film directors such as David Wheeler are keeping the traditions of interactive movies alive, but this time primarily for DVD and with even less interactivity than was seen in these entertainment products’ cd-rom heyday (Donahue, 2001).  The current trend is to make these products more like movies than computer games and thus to try to break into the mainstream movie as opposed to computer games market (Naval, 1998; Fitzpatrick, 2001).  It is unclear at this stage whether interactive movies will thus experience a resurgence in popularity or meet their permanent demise. 

Some famous (and infamous) cd-rom based interactive movies include: The 7th Guest (1993), Harvester (1996), and Phantasmagoria (1995).  Some recent examples (both by David Wheeler and available on DVD and cd-rom) are Tender Loving Care (1999) and Point of View (2001).  All examples in the former group contain adventure storylines involving horror, while those from the latter group are primarily thrillers that are much more like traditional movies than computer games. 

It is important to note that while interactive movies are related to both computer games and traditional movies, combining features of each medium, they are neither true computer games nor true movies.  They are in an entertainment category of their own (Rouse, 2000).  Although the interactive movies on cd-rom may be installed on a personal computer in a similar way to a computer game, their use of video of real human (as opposed to computer generated) actors in complex storylines which usually contain comparatively little action distinguish them from that similar medium (Waggoner & York, 2000).  Likewise, although interactive movies use many traditional movie techniques such as scriptwriting, directing, and especially human acting, they are not the same thing as traditional movies because they do not allow the viewer to influence the course of the storyline in any way, much less take some or all control over one of the main characters (Rouse, 2000).  

3. Relevant academic theories 

3.1 Convergence

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) clearly 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 controls.  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 (Enders, 1994; Wallace, 1994; Waggoner & York, 2000).  

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 (see Section 4 for further information on this issue).  

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 (Atwood, 1997; Naval, 1998).  Such articles delve into some of the business side of the production of these films, some comparing them to the processes undertaken for traditional films (Sporich, 1998; Fitzpatrick, 2001).  Those that deal with Point of View (2001) - Donahue (2001), Fitzpatrick (2001), and Goldstein (2001) - mention that the makers of the movie have placed part of it on the Web for those with cable modems or similar fast Internet connections to interact with.  In that case, Internet technologies converge with movie technologies to create new opportunities for interactivity.

3.2 Uses and gratifications

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 (1988, 1989, 1991) 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 (Infante, Rancer & Womack, 1997).  It has also traditionally delved into issues of technological change, showing changes in gratifications as media changes and develops (Infante, Rancer & Womack, 1997).  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 (De Fleur & Ball-Rokeach, 1989).  The theory here ties in well with convergence and control as both can have considerable influence on gratifications - just as gratifications can have on convergence and control.

3.3 Control

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 (Arnkoff & Mahoney; De Charms; Lacey; Steiner) 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.  As will be seen, the nature of control varies considerably across the various genres of interactive movies in response to the different gratification requirements of the relevant audiences.

4. Interactive movie genres as defined by the author 

For an earlier attempt at defining genres in electronic interactive entertainment, see Wolf (2000).  He defines genres as categories of electronic interactive entertainment titles as decided by their type of interactivity, objectives, presentation, and nature of the player or viewer’s fictional character (Wolf, 2000).  Please note that the author of this Project takes quite a different view of what exactly constitutes an interactive movie.  Nonetheless, Wolf’s article is a useful comparison for what follows in this Section.    

What follows here is based largely upon the personal thoughts and experiences of the author over almost a decade of dealing with interactive movies and their viewers both in person and via the Internet.  Applications of the academic theories mentioned above are noted where appropriate.  Please consult the Bibliography for an overview of what interactive movies belong in the various genres.  The entries there do not list every interactive movie ever made in those genres, but rather list some of the most significant titles.  Only these significant titles are specifically examined in this Section.
4.1 Adventure driven

Adventure driven interactive movies are those that involve the highest degree of interactivity on the part of the viewer.  They have the most detailed plots, often of the complexity of a long movie, television miniseries, or a novel.  The viewer directly controls the actions of the main character to the extent allowed by the movie’s creator.  This level of control is greater in adventure driven interactive movies than in any other form of interactive movie.  Typically, the viewer’s character is seen in the third person perspective as in a traditional movie, but, sometimes (as in Under a Killing Moon, 1994), first person perspective is used during interactive scenes and third person in non-interactive scenes.  The latter types of scenes are used to introduce mandatory plot elements that the viewer cannot be allowed to influence if the overall storyline is to continue with credibility.  

Control in adventure driven interactive movies is most evident in the slow and detailed way in which the viewer’s character is permitted to explore a computer-generated environment that is a reasonable simulation of the real world or at least an understandable fictional world.  In most cases, doing nothing and simply letting the character stand in place will not affect the continuation of the plot in any way.  To advance the plot, the viewer’s character must be directed via clicks of the mouse or presses of keys on the keyboard to go to various locations via numerous predetermined pathways in the computer-generated environment in order to acquire inventories of items and knowledge that will allow exploration of other areas that were previously inaccessible.  Further interaction is provided in the form of other characters controlled by the computer that will interact with the viewer’s character in some way.  

The combination of such a high degree of interactivity and the relatively slow and deliberate nature of the plot ensures that the viewer’s character’s personality and motivations are frequently examined in considerable depth.  In all the examples of this genre of interactive movies provided in the Bibliography, the viewer’s character goes through a development arc comparable to the main characters in all well written movie scripts and novels.  The character is never the same person at the end of the movie that they were at the beginning.  Through, on average, several days of viewer interactivity, the viewer often identifies with the character to a degree often higher than in non-interactive media, thereby enhancing gratification via getting more emotionally involved - or “absorbed” if one wishes to express this experience in psychological terms - in the storyline than might otherwise occur (Preston, 1998).    

Storylines for this genre of interactive movies tend to contain horror and/or mystery themes.  In Under a Killing Moon (1994) and The Pandora Directive (1996), the viewer’s character is underprivileged, often sarcastic, but determined private investigator Tex Murphy.  In the former title, he is expected to uncover and stop a highly secretive plot by fanatical neo-Nazi doomsday cultists to retreat to an orbiting space station from which they will launch a chemical weapons attack on Earth which will wipe out the human race, leaving the planet clear to be reclaimed by the cultists when the air is clean again.  The Pandora Directive (1996) deals with similarly complex, weighty themes, this time concentrating upon the reality of alien visitations on Earth throughout history and their implications for the development of the human race and human civilisation.  Tex Murphy’s experiences in both adventures change his character in some way, the change being much more pronounced in The Pandora Directive (1996) as the viewer gets to decide the change according to how they caused Tex to deal with the other characters throughout the interactive movie.  These two titles are somewhat unusual in that they present movement and interaction with items (but not with people) through the computer generated worlds in the first person perspective, making it seem as if the viewer was looking out of the eyes of the character rather than just looking at them as with traditional movies and most interactive movies.

The remaining bibliographic entries for adventure driven interactive movies all combine horror with some elements of mystery.  The first Phantasmagoria title (1995) with its haunted house and demonic possession themes sees the transformation of the young new owner of the house from sceptic to believer in the supernatural, to emotionally devastated partial victor over evil.  Phantasmagoria 2 (1996) involves the viewer in the movie’s main character’s search for his own true identity amidst a complex plot of corporate corruption, exploitation of the mentally ill, and alternate realities populated by bizarre alien beings.  Harvester (1996) likewise involves a search for identity and coming to terms with one’s past and current reality, reviving the evil cultist theme and even making useful social commentary regarding real world violence.   In the end, the viewer must make a highly significant choice regarding the character being controlled, a choice that will likely be influenced by how closely identification has taken place with the fictional character under control.  In Gabriel Knight 2 (1995), the adventure driven interactive movie reaches its most complex form with the maximum degree of control, plot, and character complexity the author has seen in these products.  Viewers control two characters (but not at once) who explore many of the historical sites of Bavaria, Germany to solve a centuries-old mystery regarding an eccentric king, werewolves and the background of the title character, Gabriel Knight.  

Adventure driven interactive movies tend to appeal to audiences already familiar with computer-based adventure games that use animated, cartoon-like characters and settings.  They are typically not easy for novices to master and often contain a convoluted logic that may not be appreciated by most mainstream moviegoers.  They require plenty of consistent and persistent intellectual determination to complete successfully.  For those who persist and succeed, the rewards are tremendous with emotional and intellectual involvement typically significantly higher than for a standard movie.

4.2 Browse driven

In contrast to adventure driven interactive movies, browse driven interactive movies allow only limited interaction.  Their plots are resolved in a very short period of time, typically around thirty minutes, leaving little occasion for detailed character exposition or storyline complexity.  The viewer controls what they see of the story by switching between concurrent video scenes that are being played out on screen in real time.  Although the viewer controls an imaginary character, such a character is only an observer of the main action rather than a participant.  Actual ability to influence the main action, as opposed to simply watching some of it, is very limited.  These distinctive features of browse driven interactive movies will be further clarified in the following paragraphs.

Control in this genre of interactive movies is most evident in the way in which the viewer can switch at will between two or more video scenes that represent concurrent events that are taking place in the imaginary world of the movie.  Just as in the real world, it is not possible to be in two places at once, so it is not possible to see simultaneous events.  Scene switching is accomplished through the viewer’s control over one or more hidden cameras within the imaginary interactive movie setting.  As a result of what is seen with the cameras, the viewer can hopefully learn something useful that will enable some productive plot development decisions to be made.  Unlike the adventure driven genre, it is not possible to genuinely interact with other characters, nor is it possible to possess any real inventory of items that may be used at later occasions.  

Another notable feature of browse driven interactive movies is their time limited nature.  It does no good to sit back and do nothing while one considers the next suitable course of action.  The action continues regardless of the decisions of the viewer.  What can vary, however, are the scenes witnessed by the viewer and how the viewer deals with the very limited opportunities for interaction that will affect the plot in some way.  If the viewer makes the wrong decision, the movie might end prematurely and the viewer required to resume from the beginning of the story.  Subsequent viewings of the interactive movie can allow scenes missed the first time to be seen providing different viewing choices are made at the appropriate moments.

Prominent examples of this interactive movie genre are Voyeur (1994) and Night Trap (1995).  In Voyeur (1994), the viewer takes on the role of a spy hidden in a hotel across the street from the mansion of a prospective US Presidential candidate.  The viewer is expected to observe the goings on in the mansion using a hidden camera in order to obtain evidence of the candidate’s past criminal activity.  If such evidence is witnessed, the viewer can elect to send the video tape (that automatically records all viewed scenes) of the evidence to the police.  If convincing, the candidate is arrested and his campaign is finished, but, if not, the viewer’s character might end up murdered by an agent of the candidate or simply see a criminal attain the Presidency.  In between watching scenes, the viewer can zoom-in on selected objects visible through the windows of the mansion to take a better look at them.

Night Trap (1995) offers somewhat more interactivity.  Using a network of hidden cameras controlled from a secret central location, the viewer can observe the happenings inside a holiday home inhabited by college students that is being invaded by an evil race of blood-draining vampires.  The viewer is also in control of triggers for the various monster traps positioned in most rooms of the house.  When a vampire walks near a trap, the viewer can trigger the trap, thereby leaving one or more vampires unable to harm the students the viewer is trying to protect.  Any murdered student means the movie ends immediately and all vampires trapped means success.  


Browse driven interactive movies tend to appeal to those with basic gratification requirements who would prefer their entertainment be simply entertaining rather than entertaining and somewhat intellectual as well.  Both the interactive movies mentioned in this genre can also be found available on gaming systems other than the personal computer – systems that, by their very nature, are not constructed to support the interactivity of the level found in adventure driven interactive movies.  This genre was never very popular and soon died out in favour of alternative approaches.         

4.3 Challenge driven 

This variety of interactive movies periodically presents the viewer with a significant challenge that must be overcome in order for the plot to progress.  While all interactive movies present challenges to some extent, those determined by the author to fit into this category involve challenges that are self-contained, offer an obvious beginning and conclusion, and are of the same type throughout the movie.  What this means will be elaborated upon throughout the analysis of this particular genre.  Interactivity is primarily contained within the challenges.  Outside these challenges, any interactivity is very limited and is used mainly to direct the viewer to the next challenge.  By completing each challenge, the viewer is rewarded by being able to witness non-interactive movie scenes that advance the plot.  

Control is exercised in two main ways: during challenges and in the intermediate period while the viewer’s character movies between challenges.  In the former, a very high degree of control might be achieved such as in the space fighters of Wing Commander 3 (1994) where the viewer has many options to exercise to destroy opponents’ spacecraft.  The brain straining puzzles of the other titles listed in the Bibliography under this category can be manipulated to whatever extent is necessary to complete the puzzle.  To move between challenges, the viewer can travel along some highly limited and fully predetermined pathways in the imaginary world of the movie.  

Representation of the viewer’s character can vary from none at all (fully first-person perspective) such as in Myst (1993), to third person in the essential non-interactive movie scenes that advance the plot (such as in 1994’s Wing Commander 3).  Such characters may or may not carry an inventory of items to be used at a later point in the movie.  Interaction with other characters is generally not seen as overly essential, usually being one-way only or perhaps contained only in the non-interactive movie scenes.  Character development is also mixed.  One can barely register the presence of any character development in The 7th Guest (1993) or Myst (1993), but it is certainly more prominent in challenge driven interactive movies with a stronger narrative structure such as Wing Commander 3 (1994).  Challenges are the main feature of this genre of interactive movies – everything else is of a genuinely secondary and frequently optional nature.  

Time is rarely a factor here except during some challenges.  In many challenges and certainly between challenges, it does not matter much if the viewer does nothing to influence the progress of the storyline.  Challenges where time matters most are often life or death struggles where the viewer must be very alert or cause the movie to conclude prematurely.  Challenge driven interactive movies are usually very intellectual in nature and often require tries and retires until the viewer manages to defeat the challenge and move on to later sections of the movie.

The most common examples of challenge driven interactive movies are those that involve puzzles as their most prominent means of interactivity.  Prominent examples of titles in this category are The 7th Guest (1993), The 11th Hour (1995), and Myst (1993).  Puzzles range from the bizarre and highly abstract to the very practical such as navigating an extensive maze.  Limited hints are provided for those who have difficulty in completing such challenges, but, for the most part, viewers are on their own as to how they complete such conundrums.  Puzzle manipulation is typically accomplished via a computer mouse dragging and dropping sections of the puzzle into place until it is complete.  

Less common are challenges that are combat based, such as in the intergalactic space battles of Wing Commander 3 (1994).  When these battles take place, the movie reverts to a cartoonish state where the viewer’s character is represented in first person perspective in a space fighter cockpit.  He is then sent on a mission to combat an evil alien race that is trying to invade the planet Earth.  The enemy puts up steadily increasing opposition as the movie progresses and the missions get far more frequent and more difficult.  Many controls are available to the viewer, comparable to what is available to a real world fighter pilot.  Mastery and understanding of these controls can take quite a long time to perfect.

The puzzle sort of challenge driven interactive movies tend to appeal to the most intellectual of viewers.   For that matter, they also appeal to older viewers, especially those more at home playing crossword puzzles or similar traditional intellectual challenges.  The combat variety would be of most appeal to those who like action based computer games that rely on fast reflexes, plus plenty of intellectual strategy in order to complete successfully.  

With the end of discussion on challenge driven interactive movies, discussion on cd-rom based interactive movies designed for use on the personal computer is also at an end.  In the last couple of discussions on interactive movie genres, we will see how interactivity and control has changed dramatically in recent years as the DVD medium has taken over and presents new opportunities for gratification to new audiences while traditional interactive movie audiences (computer gamers) have been alienated by these movies’ relative lack of interactivity compared to computer games.

4.4 Question driven

This category introduces the major form of interactive movies in contemporary society.  Previous discussion has concentrated upon interactive movies in their traditional cd-rom medium during the height of their popularity around the mid 1990s.  In those earlier cases, such movies could only be viewed on a suitably equipped personal computer.  These days, interactive movies are presented on DVD, meaning they can be watched using either a computer’s DVD drive or via a DVD player attached to a television set.  This diversity of viewing options has opened up the potential market for interactive movies to a wider number of homes, including those without computers, and to people who normally have little to do with computers (Atwood, 1997; Naval, 1998).  

One notable result of all these factors is that interactive movies have begun to move away from the computer game component of their origin.  For example, the viewer is no longer represented on screen by one of the characters in a third person perspective, and not even in a first person perspective.  Inventories have disappeared.  Pre-determined pathways to explore the movie’s setting are now extremely minimal or even non-existent.  Most significantly, with the introduction of question-driven interfaces, it is now not necessary to have any game playing skill at all to successfully complete an interactive movie – all one needs to do is to have sufficient mastery of the DVD controls to answer multiple choice questions that appear on screen between groups of movie scenes (Fitzpatrick, 2001).  

Control in question driven interactive movies is primarily exercised by the viewer in between “chapters” on the DVD.  On a normal movie DVD disc, chapter change is invisible and is used simply as a marker for when the viewer presses the chapter search button, but, on a question-driven interactive movie, this function is quite different.  At the end of each chapter, a series of multiple-choice questions appear on screen.  These questions have no right or wrong answers.  They merely exist to judge the viewer reactions on the movie scenes they have watched in the current chapter.  Depending upon one’s reaction to those scenes, different answers to the questions will be selected.  The interactive movie uses those answers to add, delete, or modify future scenes so that the movie will play out in accordance with the personality of the viewer.  Anyone familiar with operating controls for menus on any standard DVD disc will know how to use those same skills for answering these questions.

Further control may be exercised by means specific to any given interactive movie in this genre.  For example, in Tender Loving Care (1999), viewers have the option, but not to requirement, to explore the movie’s environment (in this case, a house and a psychiatrist’s office), using first person perspective on a highly limited number of predetermined pathways, and uncover detailed fascinating supplementary information about the plot and characters in the form of personal papers, diary entries, and even occasions where the characters speak directly to the viewer to reveal their innermost thoughts on what has transpired earlier on in that chapter.  This movie even goes one step further and introduces an additional set of questions in the form of a Thematic Apperception Test (TAT).  The psychology originated TAT displays a picture of something to the viewer who is then expected to answer a multiple choice question related to the viewer’s opinion of a theme related to that picture.  These responses are then combined with the responses to more direct plot and character related questions to modify later sections of the movie.

Point of View (2001) takes a similar, but more streamlined approach to control.  Questions at the end of each chapter are simple, direct, and to the point.  There is no TAT.  The viewer can still examine some of the personal items of the characters for optional background depth, but there is no possibility of exploring the movie’s environment.  All examinations are done from a list of items.  Viewers simply choose the items they want to have a look at and then see a static picture of such items.  A similar system applies for optional scenes where the characters speak their innermost thoughts on what has just happened directly to the camera.  These are also on a list and viewers simply select which ones they want to watch.  Unlike almost all its predecessors, Tender Loving Care (1999) excepted, Point of View (2001) allows the viewer to watch the movie normally, without any interactivity, once they have completed the movie interactively at least once and have received a special code as a reward for doing so.  When watched in traditional fashion, questions, items, and characters speaking directly to the camera are no longer accessible.

Time issues are irrelevant with question driven interactive movies.  Anyone can complete them at their own pace.  If the movie is deemed too long for one sitting – after all, these movies can take up to four hours to complete at once – one can exit at any chapter ending with a code displayed on screen that will enable resumption of the movie where the viewer left off.  

Gratification in question driven interactive movies comes largely in the form of increased detail in character and plot.  With relatively low interactivity and thus low numbers of viewer choices, the makers of these movies do not have to take into account as many possibilities as may arise during, for example, challenge driven interactive movies.  Character and plot can be developed to even a greater extent than many traditional films as makers of the interactive movies are often constrained by budget considerations and must pay more attention to character and plot rather than flashy special effects.  These factors are enhanced by the supplementary content (personal papers, testimonies, etc.) made available to the viewer as described above.  In most cases, the result is that the viewer can feel even closer to characters in these titles than perhaps even in most adventure driven interactive movies.

With the joining of interactive movie and DVD technology, convergence has clearly taken place once again.  It occurred when computer game technologies and techniques met traditional movie-making skills and can now be seen in question driven interactive movies.  To be sure, one can also play a version of these movies on cd-rom as has been traditional in the earlier interactive movie categories, but they were designed with DVD technologies in mind with cd-rom conversion as an afterthought.  With this form of convergence, the potential audience for interactive movies has been widened considerably (Donahue, 2001).  No longer are the creators of this form of interactive entertainment bound by computer technologies.  They can market to those with less computer knowledge and those more inclined to watch traditional movies (especially on DVD).  This leads on to discussion of the final category – a category that perhaps should, but does not, epitomise the interactive movie phenomenon.  

4.5 True

“True” interactive movies are the closest genre of interactive movies to the movies the average person knows about from cinema and television.  They require a bare minimum of viewer intervention.  Where intervention is needed, the choices are very minimal and quite simple to make.  In fact, they originated from a short-lived experiment in specially equipped theatres in the USA in the mid 1990s where each seat was equipped with a controller pad that contained a few buttons (I’m Your Man, 1998; Sporich, 1998).  As choices were presented on screen, audience members’ votes using the controllers were tabulated and the movie would continue along the plot path decided by the majority of viewers (I’m Your Man, 1998).  Later, some interactive movie creators, such as those who designed the comedy-thriller I’m Your Man (1998) interactive movie DVD, decided to market a similar product to home users.

Control in true interactive movies is extraordinarily simple.  There is no need for inventories, menus, saved games, special codes, or almost all of the features mentioned for the other genres.  Every few minutes, a choice has to be made.  Choices are communicated to the audience as if the character who needs to make the choice is speaking directly to them.   For the purposes of the movie, the viewer is just that – a viewer – such people are not seen as being part of the storyline itself.  Choices can be made using the directional arrows and enter button on the DVD controller.  They are represented at the bottom of the screen as icons.  If a choice is not made within a specified time limit, usually ten seconds, all action and music in the interactive movie stops until such a choice is finally made.  According to one of the movie’s producers, there are “56 different segments to the film, and 25 or 26 points where you (the user) are presented with the option to choose the way the film is going to go” (Naval, 1998).

As every scene in true interactive movies needs to be filmed in the real world, and every choice can branch out the possible pathways towards the resolution of the storyline, the overall length of the movie tends to be quite short.  These movies have a simple central storyline that takes perhaps as little as fifteen to twenty minutes to complete.  The variations to the story are considerably greater than in most other forms of interactive movies, but that comes at the cost of having much shorter movies.  Most other interactive movies tend to be at least an hour, if not two or even four hours long (considering actual non-interactive movie scenes only).

To increase the viewer’s perception of having more choice and therefore control than they actually have, the creators of I’m Your Man (1998) have placed some clever tricks in their creation.  Without such measures, a single session of the movie might last perhaps just five minutes.  First of all, many choices effectively lead nowhere.  Although the viewer can cause the character that is making the choice to take a particular option, the character might seemingly begin to take up such an option only to change their mind at the last minute and revert to the option preferred by the makers of the movie.  Also, the director’s commentary on the DVD states that he deliberately designed the script so that the characters talk a lot about their possible options, only to dismiss many of them while talking to themselves or to the viewers (Sporich, 1998).  Thus, through these methods, perceived choice and thus control is less than what the viewer might initially believe it to be.  This is all in accordance with the theories of Arnkoff and Mahoney (1979) who wrote about choices or perceived choices increasing feelings of control and thus inducing greater interest in a particular form of media where such choices are offered.

Gratification from taking control of the plot cannot be all that great in these sorts of interactive movies due to the limitations described above.  Likewise, if the gratification sought is to identify with and feel for one or more of the characters onscreen, then this too has its drawbacks.  There are no opportunities to examine any character’s personal effects and all characters are quite superficial and aimed at pleasing an undemanding popular audience who is seeking some light entertainment.  Presumably, such superficiality is aimed at drawing larger audiences to the product –audiences that don’t seem to exist in large numbers in spite of these “dumbing-down” efforts. 

It has already been mentioned that this genre of interactive movies has most appeal to those more comfortable with traditional movie technologies than computer based technologies, but it also appeals to those who like interactive movies as a whole (such as the author) and try to view all they can.  Interactive movies are nowhere near as popular as they once were, even with the change in formats and genres (Rouse, 2000).  It remains to be seen if the popularity of question-driven interactive movies will increase and/or if new genres will emerge and if they will resurrect the interactive movie phenomenon to anywhere near its former popularity, especially in the era of greatest popularity for the adventure and challenge driven genres.  Interactive movies have weathered many changes over the years, as has been seen repeatedly in Section 4, and they have proven to be very adaptable, so it might be expected that they will adapt again and survive, perhaps with a higher degree of popularity - but only through time will we see if this will ever occur.    

5. Conclusion

No previous writer has dealt with convergence, control and gratification within the interactive movie phenomenon.  To compensate for this fact, the author has looked to literature that deals with these theories in alternative contexts and has applied his acquired knowledge to interactive movies.  It has been shown that these established theories may be readily applied to this new entertainment medium.  This topic is very contemporary and certainly has great significance in showing how older theories are still quite relevant in today’s era of rapid technological change.  

Another notable achievement of this Project is that it has managed to categorise interactive movies into various genres in the same manner as others have done for traditional movies and for computer games.  The genres: adventure driven, browse driven, challenge driven, question driven, and true, have all been thoroughly evaluated in terms of theories of convergence, control, and gratification so that readers can make some logical sense of the interactive movie phenomenon.  The author hopes that future researchers can expand upon these findings and analysis to delve deeper into this often neglected example of convergence, control, and gratification.
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