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ABSTRACT

The Genarrator platform provides a user-friendly visual interface
toolset for the creation and hosting of interactive hypertext multi-
media stories. Launched in 2010 as free-to-use online tool, it
currently hosts more than 1300 working narratives. While there is
existing research on the reader experience with this kind of
technology and the narratives it offers, comparatively little is
known about the author experience. We previously conducted an
online survey involving 24 interactive narrative design students
who had used Genarrator for an assignment as an initial approach
to receive constructive feedback about the tool from people who
had genuinely used it before. Wanting to explore further input
from authors and understand on a deeper level the experience that
Genarrator offers for narrative authors we decided to conduct a
small usability test study with narrative design students who
previously provided feedback on the tool, and further employ
observations, interviews, and analysis of their stories to
understand their overall experience. We conclude that our user
experience approach, albeit small, allowed us to observe
realistically how authors use Genarrator and recognise conceptual
differences between how we as tool creators see the tool and how
our participants as authors view it as users.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Genarrator (genarrator.org as of 9/7/23) is a free-to-use and free-
to-publish online hypertext authoring and publishing tool and it is
offered via standard internet browsers. It was conceived and
developed by James Pope and launched in 2010 following a
‘proof of concept’ project with Year 10 students in a Dorset
secondary school [1]. It enables authors to create interactive
multimedia and branching-path narratives, via a visual interface,
initially loosely modelled on PowerPoint so as to be easily
understood by ‘non-technical’ authors. Genarrator was designed
and later redeveloped on the basis of reader response research
with a range of Interactive Digital Narrative (IDN) examples and
a diverse selection of readers in addition to ongoing use in
education and community settings [2-5].

The Genarrator site now currently hosts around 1300 completed
narratives. Genarrator offers text and media-asset organisation
tools (e.g., image placement, layering and sizing), a hyper-linking
system, and a dynamic map function which allows authors to
continually view and organise the linked-slide (node) structure of
their narrative (see fig. 2). It also allows authors to control ‘plot’
via a functionality called ‘display rules’ which hides/reveals
narrative items or screens (sometimes referred to as slides)
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accordingly, as the end-reader completes pre-requisite phases of
the narrative. Media assets produced outside of Genarrator, in for
example Photoshop, are readily imported into and stored in
Genarrator, and many design and editing tasks can be carried out
online within Genarrator, with all completed narratives published
and curated on the Genarrator website’s homepage (see fig.1).
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Figure 1 - Genarrator ‘view all narratives’ homepage

Like many IDN tools, Genarrator is an authoring tool lacking any
formal user experience (UX) evaluation [6-9]. There is a
significant gap in our understanding of this, and we wanted to take
a small step forward in conducting a small-scale evaluation using
Genarrator, since it has been used in higher education and in
community settings since 2010 and has produced around 1300
fully functioning IDNs. As this was our first such UX evaluation
for Genarrator we wanted to start small and base our approach on
Nielsen’s advice on discovering faults in a system [10]. Thus, we
used a small number of people as a steppingstone for approaching
the improvement of Genarrator by employing UX methodologies
and incorporating feedback from authors of the tool. We were
inspired by a similar approach that proved effective in a previous
study [8], and we considered that a usability evaluation of the tool
with people who have used it before would help us understand
the efficacy of the tool in supporting authorship, and the
influence some of its particular design features and authoring
paradigms may invoke during that authoring process: Genarrator
uses, for example the concept of the narrative map, which displays
the structure resulting from authoring decisions, rather than the



paradigm used by e.g. Twine! in which the map is the designing
tool.

Figure 2 — example of a Genarrator narrative map

The main aim of this small study is therefore to test the
possibilities of understanding an IDN tool by observing people
who use it, as well as identify how the design of the Genarrator
authoring system, with its various features and paradigms, impacts
users’ creativity and workflow.

The research objectives towards the above aim are:
1. To understand the author experience with Genarrator

2. To observe how authors exploit Genarrator to create their
narrative.

2. AUTHORING TOOLS

IDN authorship can be supported by a range of tools which help
authors to create content and define narrative logic [8]. The
definition of what is an ‘authoring tool’ is a topic of some
discussion in the community however, broadly speaking,
applications designed to assist in the creation of IDN works can
be considered authoring tools [11]-[12]. This includes a range of
proprietary and community tools such as Twine, Inform 72, Ink?,
and StorySpace*, as well as academic research prototypes such as
ASAPs, StoryPlaces, IDTension, and many others [13-16].
Authoring tools adopt a range of visual and structural paradigms
in their design, and while the nodal story map as seen in such

! Hypertext branching IDN tool: https:/twinery.org/

2 Conversational parser based IDN tool:
https://ganelson.github.io/inform-website/

3 Narrative scripting IDN tool: https:/www.inklestudios.com/ink/

4 Hypertext fiction IDN tool:
http://www.eastgate.com/storyspace/index.html

tools as Twine, StorySpace, Genarrator, is the most common, we
also see domain specific languages such as in Inform 7 and
faceted approaches such as in StoryPlaces.

Authoring tools are a critical part of the wider framework of IDN
practice and technology [17]. Their accessibility and performance
in use can influence who works in the medium, and their interface
and in-platform features can influence the author and
consequently the structure and content of the resulting works. In
the case of Genarrator, the raison d’étre of creating the platform in
the first place was to open up the field of IDN to English and
Media Studies students, as well as young people we would work
with in the local community, who might well be interested in
digital creative writing, but who would not know code or indeed
be at all familiar with the opportunities and attendant challenges
of interactive narrative writing and reading.

Another driver for the design of Genarrator was the belief that the
opportunities afforded by the technology might be missed because
of the perceived and real obstacles created by that very same
technology. What might look attractive and appealing to a writer
with some experience of interactive media might look daunting
and off-putting to a writer with little or no digital media know-
how.

However, despite the significance of the authoring tool’s
conceptual models and functionalities to the process and product,
most authoring tools do not present published UX evaluations
from which we might learn how they support authors or affect
their practice.

A majority of IDN tools are only evaluated in the sense of
discussing and/or analysing examples of works created in the
tools, or the experience of the ‘reader’ (where ‘reading’ includes
listening, watching, playing, choosing and so on [6]). This focus
on the reader experience over the author experience is seen in
many studies, from ‘classic’ hypertext studies, e.g. Miall in [18] to
more recent works such as those by Revi and O’Flynn [19]- [20].
Where author evaluations do exist, they are often limited to
informal collaborations with authors that fall short of rigorous
evaluation [21]; or limited quantitative studies that do not fully
explore the experience [22]; or a focus on forms rather than the
authoring tools themselves [23]. This is not to say that full
rigorous evaluations of the author experience never happen:
Engstrom’s work with Deig in [24] and Poulakos’ work with
SWB [25] describe detailed studies of the author experience, but
studies of this type are the exception.

There are several potential explanations for this issue. Reader
experience remains an important part of IDN research, and readers
are both easier to recruit and potentially easier to work with [26].
Furthermore, existing established UX methods such as task-
centric usability studies as seen in [27] raise challenges for
authoring tool evaluation where representative tasks are hard to
identify and even harder to execute within a study. While
longitudinal works such as Engstrom’s are commendable it is
important to remember the need for pragmatic UX methods, and
relying on high-cost difficult methods will inhibit research [26]-
[27]. As Greenburg and Buxton say in [27], there is a need for
bespoke methods suited to the tools in question away from
methodological dogma. So, for this paper we employed a bespoke
approach which took advantage of access to many digital
storytellers who had completed sizeable projects using Genarrator.
Clearly, with ¢.1300 narratives on the platform’s site, a much
larger survey and investigation could be carried out, but that
would be subject to the usual constraints of time and funding. For



now, our approach is logical, practicable and contained enough to
serve as an inspiration to conduct more elaborate studies in the
future.

3. METHODOLOGY

During academic year 2021-22, undergraduate students who were
taking the ‘New Media Narrative’ course, and postgraduates who
were taking the ‘Interactive Storytelling’ course at Bournemouth
University, who all had experience with Genarrator and had
completed a project using it, were emailed with a survey link on
Genarrator to answer some questions about their experience
authoring with the tool. 24 students completed and returned the
questionnaire. Following that survey, to further explore its
findings, later in 2022 we undertook a task-based usability test of
the Genarrator authoring tool. This study was approved by
Bournemouth University ethics board (Ethics ID: 43988). Calls
for participants were disseminated personally via email to students
who had previously taken a creative writing course, completed the
survey and used Genarrator to write a complete story.

All participants were initially provided with an information sheet
that explained the details of the study, why they were contacted
and what the study was looking to achieve. If participants decided
they wanted to continue, they were allocated a 1 hour and 30-
minute slot upon agreement, to attend an online usability test and
follow-up interview via a Microsoft Teams call. Participants who
agreed to proceed with the study were provided with a consent
form to sign prior to beginning the test. Once consent was
granted, arrangements were made for the online meetings which
took the form of moderated usability tests. On the day, the
participants were briefly introduced to a part-completed story and
were tasked with continuing that story. As all participants were
already familiar with Genarrator, no introductions with the tool
were commenced prior. The participants were given an hour to
experiment with the tool and continue writing the part-completed
story, which was an adaptation of the classic Grimm fairy tale
‘Hansel and Gretel’. This approach of having participants finish a
prepared story has been used previously with success [8] and
permits an evaluation of an authoring tool without the extended
longitudinal effort of the author writing an entire story from
scratch, while also ensuring the author engages in more than the
limited set up activities of a cold start. During the task the first
author/researcher was present as an observer and made notes on
the process without interfering with the author’s task unless to
answer any questions the authors had while authoring.

Following the usability test exercise, a 30-minute semi-structured
interview followed in which we inquired about the participants’
experience with Genarrator. Interview questions were framed in
such a way that would enable a collection of information relevant
to the participants’ overall experience. The top-level questions
reflect the research objectives as set out in the introduction to this
paper and were common across all the interviews (although the
conversation was allowed to deviate from these to explore the
participants’ perspectives). They therefore included questions to:

e  cstablish the authors’ overall response to the authoring
tool within the context of this exercise

e understand authors’ creative process while using
Genarrator, and what obstacles or benefits Genarrator
afforded

The scale of this study is relatively small however, we
purposefully took the approach demonstrated by Nielsen and
Molich, who claim that an ideal number to conduct individual
evaluations for a study such as ours is between three to five
people, as greater numbers have been shown to be no more
effective in showing a system’s issues [10]. Thus, we recruited 4
authors and observed them while trying to complete the story of
‘Hansel & Gretel” with Genarrator.

4. ANALYSIS

We are aware of the risk of what Silverman calls ‘anecdotalism’,
the use of a few carefully selected extracts to ‘prove’ an argument
[28]. The nature of this study is such that there was no argument
to pursue or hypothesis to defend, rather questions for which we
gathered evidence towards answers. The study was therefore
inductive insofar as the researchers had objectives they wished to
meet, and to that end the data has been examined, rather than
utilised in the service of a preferred view or set of views. Since
the conception of Genarrator and after years of usage, we had not
approached evaluating the tool with real users before until the
survey we circulated back in 2021.

Before the usability exercise, participants had not used another
digital storytelling platform to any significant extent. Twine,
Unity, Inkle and Klynt had been tried in a limited form, but
Genarrator was the only tool they had used to create a complete
IDN. In addition, none of the participants had a sustainable level
of programming skills. Those who had a brief introduction to
programming languages, admitted they did not inherit any
practical skills further from using them once or twice for specific
projects. As creative writing students, our participants were
experientially not highly technical, however all encountered the
tool previously and made use of an extensive range of features
dictated by their writing assignment at the time.

Our first objective was: To understand the general authoring
experience with Genarrator.

Perhaps because of their prior experience with Genarrator all
participants eased into the tool relatively quickly. They all
seamlessly navigated the tool to explore the narrative that was
assigned to them for completion and very quickly started to work
on it further. General observations gathered while authors were
working on the narrative were that all participants were confident
to use the tool aside from one participant who needed a bit of time
to refresh their mind on navigating around. We were surprised to
observe one participant who was confident enough with the use of
the tool to anticipate where the tool was hindering their work with
glitches. The participant was well trained to work around bugs
without second guessing.

We also noticed a strong focus on the narrative text, fonts, sizes
and other stylish components, from participants who relied less on
testing the functionality of the narrative in terms of how their
pages and the connections between them worked. This might have
been because the participants leaned on the creative writing
spectrum rather than a more technical spectrum. For example, P2
explained: "coming on this course as a creative writer, it was
really important that the story was strong. So, I wrote the story
first, or at least you know the first part of it and then once I got
the story together written out in Word, then I sort of transferred it
across with the different elements". P1 further suggested: "I would
have felt very agonised with just plain text, I think one thing that
would have helped a lot of people is would be the ability to make



artwork in Genarrator like how you know in Word you can draw a
shape or you can you use a highlighter tool or a pen or a pencil,
or like MS paint stuff like that..."

This was further proved by the lack of utilisation of the tool’s
display rules or the attached narrative map seen in figure 2 above.

Based on classroom observation and student assignment
submissions prior to this research, we initially anticipated that
every user would have employed the map to help them visualise
and organise their narrative structure, however this exercise has
clearly provided us with a different picture. Aside from trying to
figure out the structure of the narrative that was set by the
researcher who wrote the first half of the story, participants
explained that the inability to interact with the map and
dynamically change the narrative structure from there, rendered
the map somewhat unnecessary. For example: “I know that there's
the map view in Genarrator but that's not, you don't exactly edit
your stories on that, it's just a representation of the links, whereas
in Twine you can use that as the interface to build your story.” —
Pl

This is also relevant to our second objective: To observe how
authors exploit Genarrator to create their narrative.

P2 said: “I looked at it [Genarrator map] and it made me a bit
more confused, so I went back, and I went along the bottom to see
which bit linked towards [what].”

P4 on the other hand understood the map’s function but felt it
wasn’t reliable (possibly a glitch). Both P3 and P4 suggested that
the map was primarily a reactive function and would be better if it
could be used as a design tool as a well as a visualisation tool,
thus agreeing with P1’s suggestion stated above.

Additionally on the use of the display rules, albeit everyone
having been introduced to it and in fact used it on some level, it
seemed as though it was something unknown to all participants
until they were interviewed after the usability exercise and asked
about it. P1 had been aware of this function but had not used it,
instead finding another (albeit much more time costly) method of
creating alternative outcomes to users’ choices: “We just started
working on Genarrator and you know, it just kind of got lost while
we were figuring out all the other stuff... Yeah, I think we gotta
brute force the stuff that we want to do, and I think with maybe
display rules would have been easier. It just wasn't something we
thought about.” - P1

P2 and P4 were entirely unaware of the function. At this point, we
might conclude that inadequate in-class instruction, plus the lack
of on-site tutorials leads users to ignore or be unaware of a useful
feature in a tool. Kitromili et al in [29] refer to this as a situation
of ‘Known Unknowns’ and ‘Unknown Unknowns’ for the lack of
an authoring tool’s documentation to convey clear and exhaustive
information on the use of the tool and what it allows people to do.
A strong indication of how that applies to our tool is mentioned
here by P3: "It's kind of a bit unclear if you didn't know, so that
would probably be my feedback is that if it's not already on
Genarrator, maybe an explanation as to what display rules are,
would be useful, but it may be already on there, as I say, I don't
know.” Here we see a case of ‘Known Unknowns’, where the
participant recognises a feature of the tool, but the tool does not
make evident how that function works or where the
documentation for that function is. What this also means is that
Genarrator narratives may tend to be less interactive and more
linear than they might have been if users were fully aware of the
display rules functionality. The Genarrator FAQ page

(https://genarrator.org/faq) does have a short explanation of
display rules, and a video demonstration was provided to enrolled
students, but it seems evident that a more visual and encouraging
tutorial is needed: it will of course require further user evaluation
to discover if this is sufficient to bring the functionality of display
rules to users’ attention, and if indeed the function is seen as
helpful when it is employed.

5. CONCLUSION

In this paper we discussed via a small-scale usability evaluation
the observations we gathered on the authoring experience of the
IDN tool Genarrator. We have not here discussed how the
compositional model and the various in-platform features
influence the kind of narratives that are produced: that is in scope
for further research. But we were surprised to learn that there was
a lack of enthusiasm for some features in the tool that we
considered an aid to the author, such as the map function, and the
display rules. In the case of the map there was even a wish that it
could be used as a composing tool, not just a structure depiction
device. This mostly tells us that authors, even if they had
previously used the tool before were not fully aware of its
affordances.

Overall, we gathered many examples in the user evaluation where
participants had difficulties we had not predicted before despite
the age of the tool and its use. Perhaps the most valuable lesson
here, is that we underestimated our understanding of how
Genarrator is perceived and used by actual people. Here we have
tested with a small number of authors who were introduced to the
tool via their academic courses. We are now wary that recruiting a
slightly greater number of people that have self-discovered the
tool, as opposed to students who have been taught how to use it,
will likely allow us to uncover different results however, we
consider that this exercise and any similar exercises to this one,
that focus entirely on the use of the tool and less so on the
mechanics of it, is likely to offer more insights on the
communication problem between person and machine and indeed
the overarching ‘authoring problem’.

Having gone through this exercise, we realise being guilty of not
implementing this before ourselves, how important employing
proper user experience research methods in testing technical tools
made for creative purposes is, in the IDN discipline. This is
especially true when their mere reason for existing is to offer that
non-technical approach to creative people. We hope that with this
small piece of work we can influence colleagues to investigate an
amalgamation of UX with IDN research and open a discussion on
the need for new or existing UX methodologies that can support
IDN creation going forward.

6. REFERENCES

[1] Pope, J. (2009). The design and development of genarrator at
bournemouth university. Art, Design & Communication in
Higher Education, §(2), 157-167.
https://doi.org/10.1386/adch.8.2.157/1

[2] Pope,J. (2006). A future for hypertext fiction. Convergence:
The International Journal of Research into New Media
Technologies, 12(4), 447-465.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856506068368

[3] Pope,J. (2010). Where do we go from here? Readers’
responses to interactive fiction: narrative structures, reading




pleasure and the impact of interface design. Convergence:
The International Journal of Research into New Media
Technologies, 16(1), 75-94.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856509348774

[4] Pope, J. (2020). Further on down the digital road: Narrative
design and reading pleasure in five New Media Writing Prize
narratives. Convergence: The International Journal of
Research into New Media Technologies, 26(1), 35-54.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1354856517726603

[5] Gyori, B, Pope, J. Decision Points: designing student-centred
learning for digital interactive storytelling. 84 s.1.: NAWE,
2021.Writing in Education. pp. 18-25.

[6] Hargood, Charlie, et al., editors. The Authoring Problem:
Challenges in Supporting Authoring for Interactive Digital
Narratives. Springer International Publishing, 2022. DOI.org
(Crossref), https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-05214-9

[7] Kitromili, S., Jordan, J., Millard, D.E. (2018). How Do
Writing Tools Shape Interactive Stories?. In: Rouse, R.,
Koenitz, H., Haahr, M. (eds) Interactive Storytelling. ICIDS
2018. Lecture Notes in Computer Science(), vol 11318.
Springer, Cham. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-04028-
4 60

[8] Kitromili, S., Hargood, C., Millard, D., Zhao, H., Pope, J.
(2022). Locative Authoring: Evaluating the StoryPlaces
Authoring Tool. In: Vosmeer, M., Holloway-Attaway, L.
(eds) Interactive Storytelling. ICIDS 2022. Lecture Notes in
Computer Science, vol 13762. Springer, Cham

[9] Kitromili, Sofia. Authoring Digital Interactive Narratives.
University of Southampton, Mar. 2021. eprints.soton.ac.uk,
https://eprints.soton.ac.uk/455723/.

[10] Nielsen, Jakob, and Rolf Molich. ‘Heuristic Evaluation of
User Interfaces’. Proceedings of the SIGCHI Conference on
Human Factors in Computing Systems, Association for
Computing Machinery, 1990, pp. 249-56. ACM Digital
Library, https://doi.org/10.1145/97243.97281

[11] Green, D., Hargood, C., & Charles, F. (2021). Use of tools:
Ux principles for interactive narrative authoring
tools. Journal on Computing and Cultural Heritage, 14(3),
1-25. https://doi.org/10.1145/3458769

[12] Shibolet, Yotam & Knoller, Noam & Koenitz, Hartmut.
(2018). A Framework for Classifying and Describing
Authoring Tools for Interactive Digital Narrative.
10.1007/978-3-030-04028-4 61

[13] Koenitz, H. (2011). Extensible Tools for Practical
Experiments in IDN: The Advanced Stories Authoring and
Presentation System. In: Si, M., Thue, D., André¢, E., Lester,
J.C., Tanenbaum, T.J., Zammitto, V. (eds) Interactive
Storytelling. ICIDS 2011. Lecture Notes in Computer
Science, vol 7069. Springer, Berlin, Heidelberg.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-25289-1 9

[14] Millard, D.E., Hargood, C., Howard, Y., Packer, H. The

StoryPlaces Authoring Tool: Pattern centric authoring.
Madeira, Portugal: Springer International Publishing, 2017.
p. 6.

[15] Hargood, Charlie & Weal, Mark & Millard, David. (2018).

The StoryPlaces Platform: Building a Web-Based Locative
Hypertext System. 128-135. 10.1145/3209542.3209559

[16] Szilas, Nicolas. ‘IDtension — Highly Interactive Drama’.
Proceedings of the Fourth AAAI Conference on Artificial
Intelligence and Interactive Digital Entertainment, AAAI
Press, 2008, pp. 224-25.

[17] Spierling, U., Szilas, N. Authoring Issues beyond Tools.
Interactive Storytelling. Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer, 2009.

[18] Miall, David & Dobson, Teresa. (2001). Reading Hypertext
and the Experience of Literature. Journal of Digital
Information; Vol 2, No 1 (2001). 2.

[19] Revi, A.T., Millard, D.E., Middleton, S.E. A Systematic
Analysis of User Experience Dimensions for Interactive
Digital Narratives. [book auth.] A.G., Millard, D.E., and
Hargood, C. (eds.) Bosser. Interactive Storytelling. s.1. :
Springer, 2020.

[20] O’Flynn, S. (2019). Media fluid and media fluent, e-literature
in the era of experience design. Hyperrhiz: New Media
Cultures, 20. https://doi.org/10.20415/hyp/020.int03

[21] Miles, A.P., Jenkins, K. ReBorn Digital-Trans-Affirming
Research, Curriculum, and Pedagogy: An Interactive
Multimodal Story Using Twine. Visual Arts Research. 2017,
43,

[22] Stefnisson, I., & Thue, D. (2018). Mimisbrunnur: Ai-assisted
authoring for interactive storytelling. Proceedings of the
AAAI Conference on Artificial Intelligence and Interactive
Digital Entertainment, 14(1), 236-242.
https://doi.org/10.1609/aiide.v14i1.13046

[23] Millard, D. E., Packer, H., Howard, Y., & Hargood, C.
(2020). The balance of attention: The challenges of creating
locative cultural storytelling experiences. Journal on
Computing and Cultural Heritage, 13(4), 1-24.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3404195

[24] Engstrom, H. (2019). ‘I have a different kind of brain’—A
script-centric approach to interactive narratives in
games. Digital Creativity, 30(1), 1-22.
https://doi.org/10.1080/14626268.2019.1570942

[25] Poulakos, S., Kapadia, M., Maiga, G.M., Ziind, F., Gross,
M., Sumner, R.W. Evaluating Accessible Graphical
Interfaces for Building Story Worlds. [book auth.] F. and
Gordon, A.S. (eds.) Nack. Interactive Storytelling. pp. 184—
196. Springer Inter-national Publishing. Cham: Springer
International Publishing, 2016.

[26] Kuniavsky, Mike, et al. Observing the User Experience: A
Practitioner’s Guide to User Research. 2nd ed, Morgan
Kaufmann, 2012.

[27] Greenberg, S., & Buxton, B. (2008). Usability evaluation
considered harmful (Some of the time). Proceedings of the
SIGCHI Conference on Human Factors in Computing
Systems, 111-120. https://doi.org/10.1145/1357054.1357074

[28] Silverman. Doing Qualitative research 2nd Edition. London:
Sage, 2005. p. 211.

[29] Sofia Kitromili, James Jordan, and David E. Millard. 2020.
What Authors Think about Hypertext Authoring. In
Proceedings of the 31st ACM Conference on Hypertext and
Social Media (HT '20). Association for Computing
Machinery, New York, NY, USA, 9-16.
https://doi.org/10.1145/3372923.3404798




