Narrative and ARGs
This document is comprised of two sections, first it describes the way in which a narrative can be used with the alternate reality game format to support learning and teaching, and aspects that need to be considered when designing or modifying a storyline. The second section looks at how the storyline developed for the ARGOSI project was developed and translated into blog posts.
1. 
Developing narrative

The challenge when narrative is combined with an interactive, participatory format is how to tell a strong story that appears to have a range of avenues without loosing the sense of a shared trajectory or story arc. Computer ‘friendly’ programming structures such as the family tree style ‘branching’ structure (Figure 1) or the ‘node and spoke’ structure (Figure 2) are very effective for dealing with taxonomies of data or data that can be linked using metadata-style principles. However, these structures can pose an editorial challenge when a meaningful narrative needs to form, as the user takes one of hundreds of possible routes through a matrix of story nodes. This is a particular problem if the ARG designers are keen to encourage participation and facilitate a community of users because it becomes less likely that any two users will have a shared sense of the narrative. They will in effect have little in common to talk about or collaborate on.



Fig 1: Branching
Fig 2: Node and spoke
Fig 3: Backbone

The ‘backbone’ narrative structure (Figure 3) can be effective for ARGs as it consists of a relatively traditional linear narrative backbone which runs through the entire game. Narrative offshoots from the backbone can add additional layers of interpretation of background to the core narrative events or offer a deeper insight into a character (such as providing a back story). In ARG terms this is a useful structure as it is manageable in editorial terms and ensures that even the least engaged player will be able to follow the story and be taken on a narrative journey, even if they choose not to investigate any of the offshoots. This increases the likelihood that a shared understanding of the narrative will arise among players. If this does occur then players may well start to generate a mythology or folklore around the core narrative, expanding on the fictional world in a similar manner to the fanfic phenomenon. This folklore can be fuelled by ‘seeding’ the web with artefacts that hint that the narrative exists outside the framework of the ARG itself. 
The offshoots can also be useful for keeping the ‘power gamers’ engaged as a points system, or a token collection system can be attached to the completion of the offshoots, which is then displayed as some sort of leader board of stats attached to players’ profiles.  This visible and objective indicator of investment and progress is important to some players whereas others will be primarily motivated to reveal the next ‘chapter’ to the story. The majority of players will be keen to complete a pattern, especially if it is clear that the finished pattern will reveal a crucial narrative element. This seems to be a primary human desire, which is clearly demonstrated in the jigsaw as a game. The answer is printed on the box but it is the process of pattern-building towards the defined goal that appears to give people pleasure. In the ARGOSI project the key pattern used was a map, which was delivered in six pieces as the game progressed.
For many people the pleasure of problem-solving will be enough to motivate them to move through the game but in the case of an ARG each step should also be linked to the progression of the narrative. Each stage or element should be assessed to see if it is actually pushing the narrative forward and at each point it should be possible for the player to make a prediction about what might happen next. Testing these narrative predictions is one of the key pleasures in moving through a narrative and is what makes what as known in literary terms the ‘page turner’ i.e. a narrative that you are compelled to engage with to discover what happens next.
Overall, the narrative aspect of an ARG has to be balanced with other more ludic elements such as collecting points and problem solving. The core narrative needs to be simple enough that it can be understood by the least engaged player and those that start the game late. This mutual understanding of the ARGs story is critical in the formation of a community of players. The most common form of simple narrative is the ‘quest’ in which an object is lost and needs to be rediscovered. This gives an immediate narrative drive and also works will in gaming terms.  One of the surprising aspects of this form of story telling is that the nature of the object does not need to be revealed to instil motivation in  the players and a element of the game can become the attempt to understand what the object might be or what function it might perform. The challenge is then in finding ways in which a simple core narrative of this type can be embellished via offshoots without disenfranchising the less engaged players. 
2.
The ARGOSI narrative

In the case of the ARGOSI project, the core backbone narrative was provided by the story of Viola Proctor, a student who had discovered a strange mystery based around a strange letter and a map. The library challenges were additional to the main storyline and provided extra colour but did not affect the overarching storyline. This model of core story with additional modules linked to learning outcomes is central to the ARGOSI framework.

First, the overarching story was developed. After brainstorming in small groups to generate plot ideas, a single idea was selected, refined collaboratively, and was written-up as a two-page summary, breaking each section down into segments (in this case six, to match the number of map pieces and plot points in the game). The initial plot plan used is shown as follows, and was used throughout the game development process.
Backstory

Towards the end of the 19th century a group of six Manchester industrialists were collaborating on a project to produce an super-efficient weaving machine, but by accident created a device that would allow them to communicate through time with dinosauroids at the end of the Cretaceous period. The Society for Communication with Intelligent Dinosaurs (SCWID) was formed and over many years a long and happy relationship developed with man and dinosaur sharing information and technology.

But sadly the dinosauroids enter a period of environmental crisis; they have discovered the secret to reversing the disaster but it is too late to save their existence. Being benevolent dinosauroids, they offer their secret to SCWID with the caveat that it will limit industrialisation. The society decided that they are rather too fond of progress (and money) and really see no danger to the environment, so they cut off all communication with the dinosauroids and hid the communication device.

However, just in case it was needed again they created a map with clues to the whereabouts of the map, which was cut into six pieces; one for each society member. These map pieces have been passed down through subsequent generations.

The present day

Our story starts when an MMU student inherits a letter a map piece from her grandfather, who was one of the descendants of the original SCWID. The letter is rather cryptic but alludes to a secret society and a powerful device. The student set up a web site to recruit others to help her find the other map pieces and solve the mystery.

Plot points

0. Pre-game

Before the game starts there will be lots of information seeded across the web, suggesting the presence of SCWID, the possibility of communicating with dinosaurs, etc.

1. The first piece of the jigsaw

MMU student makes grandfather’s letter public and sets up networking site to get people to help her. At this stage the facts known are:

a) 
There is a map that needs all the pieces collected.

b) 
There was some sort of secret society.

c) 
There is some sort of object.

A clue is presented to another descendent to find the second piece of the map.

2. Tracing the descendents

The second piece of the map comes with an old diary from the SCWID days, many of the entries have been removed, but there are references to hiding the machine and a clue to another descendent. The additional facts provided are:

d) 
Each piece of the map is in the keeping of one of the descendents of each of the original SCWID members.

e)
The map shows the location of the secret object.

f) 
It is hidden somewhere in Manchester.

A clue is presented to another descendent to find the third piece of the map.

3. The secret society

The third piece of the map contains the word SCWID.

g) 
The secret society was called SCWID.

h) 
The society was made up of prominent industrialists at the end of the 19th century.

i) 
The object was powerful and had to be hidden to avert a crisis of some sort.

A clue is presented to another descendent to find the fourth piece of the map.

4. Communicating with the past

The fourth piece of the map is accompanied by plans and a journal entry.

j)
The object was created by accident as part of an industrial project.

k)
The object enabled the members of SCWID to communicate with the past.

l)
Successful communication over a number of years furthered the industrial revolution in Manchester.

A clue is presented to another descendent to find the fifth piece of the map.

5. The dinosauroids revealed

The fifth piece of the map is accompanied by an original audio recording from the dinosauroids. 

m)
SCWID stands for the Society for Communication with Intelligent Dinosaurs.

n)
The dinosaurs had the secret to saving the planet but left it to late.

o)
Fuelled by greed, SCWID did not want this secret made public so hid the machine.

A clue is presented to another descendent to find the final piece of the map.

6. The final showdown

Using the map, the location of the communicator can be found.
If enough people meet at a certain point at a certain time, they will be able to, once again, communicate with the dinosauroids and learn their secrets. The secrets are presented via a dinosauroid video.
The story was delivered to the players through Viola’s blog at http://violaquest.blogspot.com/, along with electronic copies of artefacts, hints and suggestions. Players were able to add comments and questions to the blog. The breakdown of posts is as follows.

((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Hello World!
12 September 2008
Hi and welcome to my first ever blog post!

My name is Viola Procter and I'm a student in Manchester. I've started this blog because of a really strange thing that happened to me about a week ago that I've been puzzling over ever since.

I'm completely stuck so am using this blog as a way of getting people interested enough to help me. Please join in!

I'm not really sure what's going on - this might be something or nothing - but I'll tell you a bit more about what happened in my next post and fill you in on some of the details.
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
A Strange Letter from the Past

13 September 2008

Hi again!

Last week I was round at my Gran's house and discovered this strange letter while nosing around in the attic looking for some books for Uni (click on the thumbnail below to see a full-size version).

[Letter graphic]

Very bizarre! I wonder what the secret machine is? I’m certainly not clever enough to solve this on my own and wondered if there was anyone out there who could help me?

When I asked my Gran she said that my great, great grandfather (or it is great-great-great) was some high-flying industrialist and it was him that bought her house in the first place. Don’t know what the letter means about a library – there is one in Gran's house but it’s massive and there must be thousands of books – I can’t look in every one!!!

Can anyone help?

Viola
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
The Start of Something Bigger?
14 September 2008

[map1]

Forgot to say in my last post, that with the letter I also found a piece of an old map - it's a bit crumbly and dirty but you can still read it.

From the grid in the corner it looks like it's one part of a bigger map. I've decided to copy this and distribute the pieces around the Uni - might be a good way of getting people to help me?
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Thanks Percy!
14 September 2008

My friend, Percy Root [link to http://percyroot.wordpress.com], has very kindly set up a web site for me (and anyone I can persuade to help me - hint, hint) to keep track of what's going on and who's involved.

You can come and take part at www.violaquest.org.

I'm still getting nowhere with the letter - any ideas, anyone?
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Getting Help
22 September 2008

It's been a busy week for me getting ready to go to Manchester, so I haven't had too much time to work on the letter.

In order to get people to help me and some of my friends have been putting posters and stickers up around the university. If you see one, please join us!
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Back on the Case
24 September 2008

Well I'm now more or less settled in to Manchester - I have somewhere to stay and can find my way onto the main campus. It's a start anyay...

Can now spend a bit more time trying to work out what's going on here. Things I'm thinking so far:

1. I have one piece of what looks like a larger map. Where is it of? Why was it split into pieces? Can I even get all the other pieces? Where do I start?

2. I have a letter from some long dead relative that talks about a secret society and a machine. What was the society and what did it do? What was the machine and what was it for? Why was the machine hidden? Where is the machine now?

3. The letter says it contains some kind of clue to a play - but I'm lost...

Lots of questions. No answers yet.
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Getting there…
3 October 2009

I'm really excited that we have now got over 80 people signed up - I'm loving that you're all helping me :o)

I'm sure that I'm very close to cracking the letter... I know that "this is not a clue" is not a clue (I guess!) and Memmsy (who's solved it I think) has left a really useful hint in the forum.

It's got to be something to do with those scribbles on the letter - I've found another phrase, but it's not any English I recognise...?

((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Another piece of the puzzle
10 October 2008

[map2]

Here's the other map piece I found - looks like we need another four to be able to find where the strange 'machine' is. I wonder what it is and what it does?

Any thoughts anyone?
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
I’ve done some digging
11 October 2009

Wow! This is really exciting exciting - I did some investigation based on the diary pages and there's still a firm of solicitors in my home town called Fortescue & Fortescue - seems that it's still run by the descendents of the Fortescue in the diary. Spooky.

But this is the exciting bit - when I spoke to them they still had documents in the name of an Oliver Captor! Apparently this package has been in the firm for years and no one knows what it is but are under strict instructions only to give it to someone who can tell them a specific code word.

The man I spoke to did let slip that the code word is a name - any ideas?

((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Recap
20 October 2008

I've just had the few most hectic weeks starting Uni that I haven't really been able to spend as much time as I'd have liked on this mystery. But after a weekend back home I'm all re-enthused!

So where are we? I found a map piece and letter from one of my ancestors that mentioned a strange machine and an old secret society and also gave a clue to finding a second map piece, which was with some pages from an old diary and a strange set of instructions.

From the diary, it seems that the machine was dangerous in some way and has been hidden somewhere - I have to find all of the pieces of the map to find out where. There is a third piece of the map with a lawyer, but I need to give him a code name before he will hand it over - I think this is where the instructions come in. They look like a kind of treasure hunt (and I can see the 'tatooed man' from All Saints Campus on Oxford Road). I'm sure I can crack this soon...
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Another piece of the map – but where now?
23 October 2008

[map3]

Well I finally got the time to go for a walk and get the code name – easy when you know where to look ;o) 

I think we’re really getting somewhere now – I went back to Mr Fortescue with the code name and he handed a package over straight away. And, guess what – it contained another piece of the map!

I’ve made copies again and left them at the Manchester Tourist Information Office (you just need to ask for a piece of Viola’s map).

That’s three pieces of the map we’ve got now. I wonder what we should do now? Any ideas?

((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Getting somewhere
26 October 2008

Thanks to Ruthie for her help - she found a web site that seems to offer some clues as to what SCWID is. The Manchester History Mysteries Site at 
http://www.historymysteries.net/ 
says that it was some sort of secret society during the industrial revolution and the strange machine was called the 'flaxobulator' - I wonder what it did, sounds like something to do with weaving maybe?

More exciting, the site owner says that he or she has another map piece - so it would be great to contact him or her - but the details are password-protected and there's some sort of puzzle to find the password.

Can anyone help?
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
It just gets weirder and weirder…
4 October 2008

Had an exciting package today. It was from the owner of the History Mystery site who I emailed a few days ago - and it contained another map piece. Not just that but some strange plans and some more diary pages. 

Now this is getting really weird - communication through time and space?!?

I've made copies of the map piece and left them in the information stand at Urbis - if you can't find them just ask a member of staff for Viola's postcard.

[diary1] [diary2] [flaxobulator plans] [map4]
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Another challenge
4 October 2008

Some more exciting news! I got an email late last night from a woman called Carol Overtip who claims to be another descendent of the orginal SCWID members. She's been reading my blog and has a map piece - excellent! However she also says:
“I can see that you and your friends have a keen eye for puzzles. If you can solve this then you’re welcome to my map piece.”
Then there are just four photographs and the phrase ‘x marks the spot’ – help!
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Another piece of the map!
13 October 2008

Well I finally managed to solve the 'x marks the spot' riddle and have just received another map piece - as well as another diary page. (I've left copies of the map piece in the information leaflet dispenser at the Manchester Museum on Oxford Road - a member of staff will be able to point you in the right direction.)

Now this is getting really, really weird - I'm not sure what to make of it. Communicating with dinosaurs? Would these people really risk destroying the planet just so they could make money?

[map5] [diary3]

We're so close to finding the machine! Now I wonder where that last piece of the map is?
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Stranger and stranger…
13 October 2008

I've just received another email from Carol - this time with a strange audio attachment...

Message from the dinosaurs [link to http://www.playthinklearn.net/message.mp3]
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
Located the final map piece!
14 October 2008

It seems that Percy had it all along! I don't know whether to be cross that he kept it a secret or delighted that we've finally found it.

However, he wants some help creating a new Manchester A to Z before he will let us have it.

The more people that can help with this the better...
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
I’ve got the final piece!

27 October 2008

Well it seems that Percy is really happy with the way that the A-Z is progressing so he's let me have the final piece of the map - hurrah!

[map6]

I've left copies in the information stand at the Museum of Science and Industry.

Looks like all we have to do now is work out where the flaxobulator is!
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((
The last message from the dinosaurs!

8 December 2008

Well... I thought it couldn't get any stranger. Thanks Memmsy for being the first to find the flaxobulator!

Using the old blueprint I managed to use the flaxobulator one final time to receive the dinosaurs' last message to humanity.

I hope you aren't too disappointed...

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D2Nb06hED_A

Thanks so much for helping me!

Viola
((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((((






