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Who	am	I?
● Short	answer:	narrative	design	researcher



Who	am	I?
● Long	answer:	Film	student	turned	web	designer	
turned	art	student	turned	comics/screenwriter	
turned	programming	teacher	turned	professional	
game	designer	turned	creative	writing	student	
turned	curriculum	design	specialist	turned	
narrative	design	researcher





My	Annual	Challenge
● 60	new	Digital	Media	graduate	students, 
most	with	little	experience:	
● Usually	12	weeks	of	Programming	Foundations 
or	12	weeks	of	Visual	Design	Foundations	

● Usually	ZERO	Creative	Writing	courses	
● 50%-75%	have	used	English	as	their	primary	language	for	
less	than	a	year



Over	the	course	of	12	weeks:
● Create	an	Interactive	Multimedia	Narrative	
● Must	not	be	a	simple	“Choose	Your	Own	Adventure”	
● Must	not	be	“game-first”	
● Must	be	a	good	experience	upon	first	play	
● Must	invite	replayability



Oh,	and	also…
● Learn	three-act	dramatic	structure	
● Learn	character	archetypes	
● Learn	basic	screenwriting	/	cinematography	/	
editing	/	directing	principles



Not the CYOA! 
Please! Take 

anything but the 
CYOA!









How	do	you	give	the	user	meaningful	
choices	without	it	being	CYOA?*

*choose your own adventure



“OH,	SO	WE	JUST	
HAVE	TO	ADD	SOME	
ACTION	TO	A	CYOA?	

maybe	a	mini-game?”



Interactive	Fiction	F-G



Those	who	forget	the	past…

● “Memories	triggered	by	
objects?	Cool!	Let’s	
make	a	story	about	
amnesia!”



…would	be	lucky	to	repeat	it!





A	poor	craftsman	blames	his	tools…
Teacher tutorials



And	then	we	have	our	overachievers…



(	copies	owned:	3;	times	completed:	0	)



PROLOGUE
(Ethan)

THE MALL
(Ethan)

<opening
credits>

PAPARAZZI
(Ethan)

SLEAZY 
PLACE 
(Scott)

CRIME 
SCENE 
(Jayden)

THE 
SHRINK 
(Ethan)

THE 
PARK 

(Ethan)

Tr
ea

tm
en

t o
f S

ha
un

WHERE’S 
SHAUN?
(Ethan)

WELCOME, 
NORMAN! 

(1) (Jayden)

WELCOME, 
NORMAN!  
(2) (Ethan)

HASSAN’S 
SHOP
(Scott)

SLEEPLESS 
NIGHT 

(Madison)cryptic letter

FATHER 
& SON 
(Ethan)

LEXINGTON 
STATION
(Ethan)

THE MOTEL 
(Ethan)

KICK OFF 
MEETING 
(Jayden)

NATHANIEL
(Jayden)

SUICIDE 
BABY
(Scott)

THE BEAR  
(Ethan)

FIRST 
ENCOUNTER 
(1)(Madison)

FIRST 
ENCOUNTER 

(2)(Ethan)

COVERED
MARKET 
(Jayden)

C
apture Korda (or not)

Troy beats Lauren

A VISITOR
(Scott)

KRAMER’S 
PARTY
(Scott)

THE 
BUTTERFLY

(Ethan)

THE NURSE 
(1)(Madison)

THE NURSE 
(2)(Ethan)

Et
ha

n’
s 

w
ou

nd
s

POLICE 
NEWS

(Jayden)

SHRINKS & 
PUNCHES
(Jayden)

THE GOLF 
CLUB
(Scott)

THE LIZARD
(Ethan)

FUGITIVE
(Madison)

UNDER 
ARREST (A)

(Jayden)

Ethan is arrested

JAYDEN 
BLUES

(Jayden)

MANFRED
(Scott)

THE SHARK
(Ethan)

THE DOC
(Madison)

MAD JACK
(Jayden)

EUREKA
(Scott)

THE 
CEMETERY

(Scott)

TWINS
(brother)

SEXY GIRL
(Madison)

FISH TANK
(Jayden)

ON THE 
LOOSE
(Ethan)

UNDER 
ARREST (B)

(Ethan)

Ethan arrested
for 1st time

TRAPPED
(Scott)

ANN 
SHEPPARD
(Madison)

The Rat (1)
(Ethan)

The Rat (*)
(Ethan)

The Rat (*?)
(Ethan)

3-4 trials
completed

SOLVING 
THE 

PUZZLE
(Jayden)

SOLVING 
THE 

PUZZLE (*)
(Jayden)

Have both
needed clues or
Madison alive

If Lauren not dead

GOODBYE 
LAUREN
(Scott)

HOLD MY 
HAND

(brother)
FACE TO 

FACE
(Scott) KILLER’S 

PLACE (*?)
(Madison)

All 5 trials
completed

86%		
linear	
		
76%	of	
it	up	
frontHeavy Rain 

story map



Good	Stories…
● …have	a	beginning,	a	middle,	and	an	end.
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Good	Stories…
● …have	a	beginning,	a	middle,	and	an	end	
● …or	at	least	a	stopping	point	
● …usually.



Basic	Shapes
● A	re-introduction	to	the	devils	you  
(probably)	already	know

I won’t do it!

I’ll
 do it!

So back to that thing 
we were doing…

You have to make
a big decision!

Yay! You did it! How 
do you feel?

Man, you suck! How 
do you feel?

 ¯\_(
)_/¯  ¯\_

(
)_/

¯ 

ʕ◉
ᴥ◉

ʔ

ʕ◉
ᴥ◉

ʔ

OK, did it!

Hey, do you think we 
did the right thing 

back there?

You have to make
a big decision!

Great! How about 
this decision?Done!

M
ay

be
 n

ot
…

No.

Cool.

What do you think 
about this?

Kewl.

Ya
h.

How about this?

Nope.

Cool. Kewl.

Ye
p.

How about this?

¡No!

Cool. Kewl.

¡Si!

MAJOR DECISION 
HERE!

NO WAY!YASSS!

Something awesome 
happens.

Something 
differently awesome 

happens.



The	Diamond
● Gives	the	feeling	of	a	
choice…	

● …without	letting	the	
player	stray	too	far	from	
the	main	story.

I won’t do it!

I’ll
 do

 it!

So back to that thing 
we were doing…

You have to make
a big decision!

Yay! You did it! How 
do you feel?

Man, you suck! How 
do you feel?

 ¯\_(
)_/¯  ¯\_

(
)_/

¯ 

ʕ◉
ᴥ◉

ʔ

ʕ◉
ᴥ◉

ʔ



The	Diamond:	Now	More	Useful!
● Also	good	for:		
● giving	players	a	different	way	of	interpreting	the	same	
events	

● giving	players	a	choice	between	“the	right	road”	and	“the	
hard	road”



Diamond	Example

I’m wrong! I’m
 right!

You have to choose 
correctly!

You are fantastic!

As punishment,
go on this quest! I succeeded!I won’t do it!

Then you must rot
in my dungeon!

Daringly escape!

Serve my time!
How about a 

redemptive quest?

Do I have a choice?

Let’s go on a 
redemptive quest!

Do I have a choice?



Practice:	
Spot	the	
diamond!



Did	you	
spot	the	
diamond?	

(and	something	
else?)



The	Loop	(Circle)
● Good	for:	
● hitting	every	branch	in	that	
conversation	tree	

● making	NPCs	sound	like	
dimwits	

● causing	the	player	to	realize	
he	isn’t	making	a	difference	
in	the	world	at	all!

OK, did it!

Hey, do you think we 
did the right thing 

back there?

You have to make
a big decision!

Great! How about 
this decision?Done!

M
ay

be
 n

ot
…
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on a copy of file!

Spot	the	Loop(s)?



Practice:	
Spot	the	
Loop!



OK,	we	get	
it!	We	must	
befriend	
the	skunk!	
 
(well	that	stinks….)



The	Zipper
● Lets	players	make	minor,	
non-story-breaking	
choices	until	you’re	ready	
to	deal	with	some	major	
chaos!

No.

Cool.

What do you think 
about this?

Kewl.

Ya
h.

How about this?
Nope.

Cool. Kewl.

Ye
p.

How about this?

¡No!

Cool. Kewl.

¡Si!

MAJOR DECISION 
HERE!

NO WAY!YASSS!

Something awesome 
happens.

Something 
differently awesome 

happens.



Using	The	Zipper
● Extend	as	far	as	you	want,	
using	diamonds	to	get	
back	on	track.	

● Branch	only	when	you	
need	to!

No.

Cool.

What do you think 
about this?

Kewl.

Ya
h.

How about this?

Nope.

Cool. Kewl.

Ye
p.

How about this?

¡No!

Cool. Kewl.

¡Si!

MAJOR DECISION 
HERE!

NO WAY!YASSS!

Something awesome 
happens.

Something 
differently awesome 

happens.



LongStory



Narrative	Mapping	Frameworks
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Narrative	Mapping	Frameworks
● A	starting	point	for	projects,	made	to	be	broken	
● Don’t	think	about	programming	constraints	
● Emphasis	on	what	can	be	made	visible	
● …for	better	communication	with	your	team	(directly)	
● …for	better	communication	of	options	and	outcomes	to	
your	player	(indirectly	-	they	won’t	see	the	map!)



“Lock	and	Key”	Template
● Needs	a	new	name;	implies	puzzle		
● Based	on	idea	that	player	needs	to	
do	X	before	Y	can	happen	

● Boolean	logic	for	people	who	have	
trouble	visualizing	flowcharts

1

2L 2U 4U4L

2K 3 4K

5 6K 7 8K

6L 6U 8U8L

9 10K 11 11K

10L 10U 11U11L



Key	to	“Lock	and	Key”
● Nodes	with	same	number	are	a	
lock/key	set	

● “L”	and	“U”	are	the	same	node 
(in	locked	and	unlocked	state)	

● “K”	is	the	story	node	where	the	
player	gets	the	item	or	information	
to	open	the	lock.

1

2L 2U 4U4L

2K 3 4K

5 6K 7 8K

6L 6U 8U8L

9 10K 11 11K

10L 10U 11U11L



“Lock	and	Key”	applied



“The	Dark	Woman”	Game	Map



The	Game
● Let’s	play!



More	to	see!
● Map	templates	for	a	variety	of	projects	
● Student	game	experiments	
● Analysis	of	the	shape	of	commercial	games	
● New	experimental	analyses	
● “narrative	effort	mapping”—predicting	player	effort	

● Writer-friendly	mapping	tools!



The	Reductive	Version
● Mapping	user	behavior	=	Good	user	testing	
● Guiding	user	behavior	=	Good	level	design	

● Controlling	user	behavior	=	Directing	a	movie



The	future
● Interactive	Narrative?	
● Walking	Simulator?	
● Game?	
● Challenging	Text?



Good	Stories…
● …leave	the	player	wanting	more
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that	way



Good	Stories…
● …leave	the	player	wanting	more	
● …because	they	relished	the	experience,	not	because	it	

felt	incomplete	
● …unless	the	ending	was	supposed	to	make	them	feel	

that	way	
● …like	this	talk,	which	is	perpetually	“to	be	continued”…



Thank	You!
● Lowell	Institute	Innovation	Incubator	(Li3)	for	
supporting	my	research	and	getting	me	to	GDC	

● My	students	and	co-teachers	who	put	up	with	being	
my	guinea	pigs	year	after	year	

● Everyone	here	for	listening!	I	want	to	hear	what	you	
have	to	say!



Contact	Me!
● Jay	Taylor-Laird	
● email:	 j.laird@neu.edu	
● Twitter:	 @artlanguagecode	
● web:	 digitalmedia.neu.edu/linked/GDC


