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Abstract—In order for participants in interactive multiplayer fictional experiences to have a level of control over their choice of character, there must be a database or organizational system in place to house all possible characters and an interface that allows participants to choose from those characters available. 

I. INTRODUCTION

The database system discussed in this paper was designed to be a part of the Multiplayer Story Engine (MPSE) as a part of the greater Interactive Performance form entitled Multi-Life. The MPSE and Multi-Life form are being designed and constructed by the Applied Interactive Story Graduate class at the University of Central Florida taught by Dr. Michael Moshell and Mr. Jeff Wirth. Multi-Life places many people (who are not actors) into a fictional world where each person is the protagonist of his or her own story. Multi-Life is made possible by a portable device, or prompter, that each player carries throughout the experience. The prompter is fitted with unique software, the MPSE. The character design database will be utilized as part of the orientation process within the MPSE software package. The character database allows participants to select personality traits they wish to play, choose a character that depicts those traits , and receive that character’s name, backstory, and story objective. 


In addition to aiding in the registration and orientation process, the prompter will alert the player of other relevant characters that he or she may want to interact with, offer help cues at the player’s command and offer general advice throughout the experience. For prototyping purposes, the character database will be housed in multiple networked computers to simulate the prompter system. The MPSE and prompter system will be simulated using paper prompts handed out by volunteers. 


Eventually there will be at least three databases created for the MPSE. The one described in this paper will assist the orientation and character building process, there will also be a database to organize prompter alerts and help cues and a third to organize and communicate prop requests and distribution. Again, this paper will only discuss the design and creation of the character database. 

A. What participants will experience


Participants for the Multi-Life prototype will be the friends and family of the creators. In the future, it is expected that Multi-Life may be utilized by conference attendees, museum patrons, and theme park guests. We chose not to use actual conference, museum and theme park guests because of the beginning nature of the prototype. Before we allow Multi-Life to be experienced by the public, we wanted to keep it contained so as to work out any production-related bugs. 

During the prototype, participants will approach one of four laptop computers at the Multi-Life location (after prototyping, each participant will be given a prompter to register on). The main form will collect each participant’s name and gender. After clicking “Submit,” the participant may select as many personality traits as they desire to play (Figures 1 and 2). The personality traits are displayed in individual colored cells so participants will know how many of each type of character are left. Once a personality trait runs out of associated characters, there is no longer a checkbox to select it. So, after the participant inputs the desired traits and clicks “Continue,” a third form appears with the name and taglines of three characters that were chosen based on the participant’s selected personality trait as well as the player’s gender that he or she inputted in the main form (Figure 3). The participant may either choose one of the presented characters and click “Choose this Character” or click “Start Over” to return to the trait selection page. The final screen shows the participant his or her chosen character name. A printer will then print out the character’s name on a nametag and two pieces of paper, one with the character’s backstory and one with the character’s story objective. For prototyping purposes, we pre-printed out the name and backstory information and had it ready to present to participants once they chose their character. 
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Fig. 1 The main screen of the orientation database that participants see where they may input their name and gender
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Fig. 2 The second screen of the orientation database where participants may choose personality traits they wish to play

[image: image3.png]e
) Vi Vi Wb =) onl ol ) K13, .. | e

AeCnato e f D s

Character Registration Form for Multi-Life
On the basis of your preferences, we have selected these characters. Please choose one.
Al St : A coummmmdin sports sget who's st prioety is e players

Larry Farisi: A high-energy gym teacher who is married to the job

Allen Haby : A sirogeling building conteactor who is stating o become more soally independent

Ghoose This Chcactar |
(Contnue to LastStp)

Siatowr ]
et toStep 1)





Fig. 3 The third screen of the orientation database where the participant chooses a specific  character or starts over 

B. Survey of relevant literature 

There are limited scholars who study disciplines related to interactive performance. Jane McGonigal is one such scholar who researches and designs multiplayer games and experiences. McGonigal specializes in Alternate Reality Games (ARGs) and has worked on major national and international interactive projects such as I Love Bees (2004), World Without Oil (2007), and The Lost Ring (2008) [1] McGonigal theorizes that people enjoy being a part of a large, physically present group [2]. In fact, the more the better, as large groups carry with them a degree of unpredictability and high energy that people tend to enjoy [2]. This supports the theory and design of the Multi-Life project and suggests that the more people who participate, the better the interactivity and interest will be for players. Multi-Life will be prototyped with approximately 30 players, but, if McGonigal’s theory is correct, the interactivity and sense of community of the experience could extend to hundreds or even thousands of people. The orientation database has been built with large groups in mind. For example, an additional function is present in the database that allows multiple people to register at the same time and not be interrupted in their character selection process. 

Additionally, McGonigal suggests that people need not necessarily have two-way communication with every person in the community, nor do they need to have intellectual or emotional connections to a majority of other players to feel a sense of community and ownership over the experience [2]. Local proximity and physical encounters with other community players will allow for feelings of fellowship and belonging [2]. In accordance with her theories, then, the only limits on the number of Multi-Life players will be space, prompters, and a staff to monitor play and troubleshooting. The database is equipped to easily expand as the number of Multi-Life players grows. The tables within the database are set to receive an unlimited number of character names, backstories, taglines, and traits so that they will expand with the experience without having to change the code for each growth rendition.

Theorist Marie-Laure Ryan also writes about interactivity and narrativity. She suggests that the main purpose of interactive drama is to remove the differences between author, spectator, actor, and character [4]. While Ryan suggests that virtual reality is the optimal environment for interactive narratives, her theories may still be applied to live play [4]. Multi-Life applies Ryan’s theories by allowing players to perform all four of aforementioned roles. Players will help to author and act in their personal stories while simultaneously playing a character and observing others play in the same fictional world. The orientation database will enhance players’ ability to author and play a character that is both created for them and created by them. The database allows creators to ensure there are a variety of characters that fit well together while also giving players the freedom to play with personality traits that they choose and take ownership over the type of character they play.

Ryan also suggests that the backbone of interactive drama lies in its architecture [4]. This statement can be applied directly to the creation of the character design database. It is imperative to have a stable, reliable registration process for players so that there are no distractions or concerns about the quality or legitimacy of the experience they will have. Ryan continues her discussion of architecture by examining the structure of hypertext and branching paths. She suggests that each path must be thought out fully so that the user ultimately experiences a coherent, smooth transition from one point to the next. This theory can also be applied to the orientation database. We will need to consider each path the user might take through the form and debug all of the possible outcomes for choices they may make.

In a separate article, Ryan discusses the inclusion of narrative in digital media applications and theorizes that the current conventions of literary narrative should not be used in designing digital narratives [3]. She argues that software companies have sought to turn the computer into a storytelling machine, which should neither be its purpose nor its aspiration. When one turns a computer into a storyteller, it means ignoring the true didactic purpose of the computer [3]. One of our goals when designing the character database is to allow the software to be a starting point for players’ stories, not to attempt to make it into a narrative tool or metaphor. In this way, we desire clarity and simplicity over attempting to justify the creation of characters with some thinly veiled narrative explanation or superficial analogy.

Overall, when designing the character database, we plan to take into account the theories of established scholars such as McGonigal and Ryan by planning for a large Multi-Life audience by building in character hold pattern functions and easily expandable tables, allowing players to take a co-authoring role in choosing their characters, making the database as reliable and bug-free as possible, and allowing it to serve its purpose without apology or narrative justification. With the inclusion of these aspects, our database will be strong and ultimately beneficial to the upcoming Multi-Life prototype and eventual full Multi-Life application.

I. THE PROBLEM 

For the orientation process to be as quick and interactive as possible, a robust, reliable database system had to be made that was flexible enough to add characters and traits as Multi-Life grows. Before designing the character database, however, we needed characters to input into it. The prototype will have 25 participants in it; the actual Multi-Life event could have more than 100.  Additionally, the orientation database must also accommodate multiple people registering at one time, log personality trait suggestions from participants, keep track of who registered for which character, and organize characters’ names, backstories, taglines, and story objectives. 

II. PROPOSED SOLUTIONS 

The database production team started the process by collecting character information from the graduate students in the Applied Interactive Story class. Each student designed at least two characters that had both a male and female name, backstory, story objective, and multiple personality traits. This gave us 25 selectable characters (only a male or female version of each character may be used in the experience). The team edited the backstories so they were not gender specific by putting them into the second person perspective. We also created a handle, tagline, and objective type for each character.

Each character’s backstory was no more than three sentences long. We limited it in this way so that participants may read and get a feel for their character quickly and remember specifics of that character easily. Any information that may come up during the experience that was not included in the backstory we expected participants to generate using their imaginations. 

We allowed each character to have multiple personality traits so they would be more realistic and fun to play. 

The first problem we encountered while building the fields for the tables was that the field “character” is a reserved word in PHP MySQL programming language. Thus, the word we call each character by is referred to as their character handle, or charhandle. Most of the time a character’s handle is his or her profession. Since all tables are linked through the character’s handle, we had a way to connect all of the character’s information back to one central location (Figure 4).

The tagline was formed out of a combination of the character’s profession (as stated in the backstory) and his or her mission or philosophy. For example, the tagline for a character who is a photographer for a local newspaper may be, “A serious photographer looking for the latest visual scoop.” This allows participants to quickly choose a character from the three that are presented to them. 

There are two to types of objectives: inside and outside. Inside objectives are those that are focused on something that is happening directly in the current storyline. For example, the conceit for the prototype is that participants are being brought together to be quarantined from biological epidemic. In that storyline, an inside objective may be, “Make sure that everyone is fed and keep people from arguing.” An outside objective may be, “Find someone who is willing to help you with your career.” It is helpful to break objectives up in this way so the creator can ensure that there is a good mix of objectives within each experience. Characters may also be sorted by objective type for ease of organization.

The following paragraph will discuss the specific tables and fields. We created the database and its interface using PHP and MySQL. Within the main MySQL database we created ten tables to log all the relevant character information: charassignments, charbackstories, charobjectives, chartable, chartaglines, chartraits, newtraits, traitcatalog, charsrelation and relation. 

The first table, charassignments, houses four fields: charhandle, charname, playedby, and status. This table logs information regarding participant’s personal information and choices. For each registered participant, it records the handle of the character, the character’s name, the participant’s name (that he or she inputted in the main form interface), and the character’s status, respectively. 

In order to combat the problem of multiple people registering at the same time, we created status numbers for each character. When a character’s status is 0, the character is not in the process of being chosen and has not been chosen by a participant. A status of 1 signifies that a character is in limbo, waiting to see if the participant chooses it. This limbo period occurs after the participant inputs all the relevant information in the main database form, clicks Continue, and receives three characters to choose from. While the participant reads those three characters’ names and taglines, they have a status of 1 so other participants may not select them before that participant has had a chance to choose. A status of 2, then, means that a participant has chosen that particular character and it will not be available for any other participants to choose during that experience. The unchosen characters that have a  status of 1 is returned to 0 so other participants may choose them. Additionally, since each character has two names (one male, one female) but only one handle, when one of the names is chosen, the other is automatically taken out of commission so that there are not two of any one character in the experience.

The second table, charbackstories, contains two simple fields: charhandle and backstory. As the names suggest, this table pairs each character’s handle with a specific backstory. 

The third table, charobjective, has three fields: charhandle, objective and objective. For an explanation of objective type, see paragraph six under the Proposed Solutions heading. 

The chartable table has four fields: charhandle, namemale, namefield, and status. This is where each of the character’s names are linked with the handle so each character may be both male and female. 

The chartagline table connects the two fields, charhandle and tagline. 

There are three tables dealing with traits: chartrait, newtrait, and traitcatalog. Chartrait lists all the characters and each of the personality traits connected to them. In order to recall the information easily, each trait is listed individually and the handle is repeated as many times as needed. For example, if the Lawyer character is a Busybody, Leader, and Workaholic, the table would list Lawyer three times and each trait once (Figure 5). The newtrait table logs each time a participant inputs a trait on the main orientation form that he or she would like to see included in future versions of the database. These entries are logged in this way so if a participant inputs an inappropriate trait into the table, that it can be monitored and removed before it appears on the main database form for other participants to see. As the name suggests, the traitcatalog table houses all of the available traits that may be used with active characters. If a trait from the newtrait table is to be added to the database, the designer need simply to input that trait into the traitcatalog table. It is possible to connect traits to characters in the chartrait table that are not listed in the traitcatalog, but without a way for participants to choose that trait from the main database form, that trait will never be utilized by the database. 

The charsrelation and relation tables describe in-story relationships between characters and are linked together via an RID number. The relation table contains three fields: RltnID, Type, SubType, and Tier. Basically, this table states the type of relationship that is present, for example Social, the SubType that gives more information about the relationship type, for example Neighbor, and what Tier that relationship falls into. Tiers are numbered to suggest the closeness of the relationship and range from 1-4. A Tier level of one suggests a very close relationship, like a sibling, Tier four then suggests a very casual relationship. The carsrelation table contains three fields: RID, Character 1 and Character 2. Characters 1 and 2 contain the handles of the characters involved in the relationship. The RID links the two characters to the relation table and defines their relationship. For example, if the Character 1 field contains the handle cop and Character 2 contains the handle Salesman and the RID is 2, the RID relates back to the relation table’s RltnID field that states that 2 equals neighbor, so, the cop and the Salesman are neighbors. 
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Fig. 4 The Entity-Relationship Diagram showing the relationships between each table and field
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Fig. 5 Multiple listings in the chartrait table, which links each character’s handle to personality traits s   

III.   EVALUATING THE  SOLUTIONS 

A prototype of Multi-Life was conducted on December 4, 2008. Nineteen participants took part in the experience, although twenty-five characters were created. When they first arrived, participants signed a release form stating that they knew they were about to take part in an interactive experience and stating any current medical conditions. They were then led to the registration and character building database computers. There was a crew member facilitator present to answer any questions and help to make the process go smoothly. Once a participant chose a character, he walked over to the information table where a crew member had a laptop computer. That crew member was able to view each time a participant chose a character (Figure 6), thereby being able to choose the correct backstory and objective cards and write out the character’s name tag. The participant was asked to read the backstory but not to share it with other participants. He was also asked not to read the objective until instructed to do so. So, once the participant possessed his character’s backstory, objective and name tag, he was asked to wait in the lobby area until Orientation began.  This was the end of the registration and character building process. Overall the process went very smoothly, the only slight hold-ups being when there was a backup at the information table due to too many people finishing with registration and the crew facilitators not being able to gather their backstories and write their name tags quickly enough. This problem will be solved in the final experience when there is a printer that will easily print each character’s information. 

From speaking with participants and listening to their conversations in the lobby, I gathered that participants very much enjoyed being able to choose their own characters. The character building database seemed to allow enough freedom for co-creation without giving participants a blank paper and asking them to create without any boundaries. By pre-making characters, the experience designers are able to ensure that there are a variety of characters for participants to play, thereby enhancing the experience from behind the scenes. It seemed that by allowing participants to choose their characters that they were more willing to adopt that information and build off of it from their own lives and imaginations. If we were just to hand participants characters arbitrarily, I believe that they would not have had the excitement and interest to play them.

Overall I feel that the prototype of the character building database was a success. If there are future prototypes before the final product is created, I would make some gradual changes so as to move towards an eventual goal of a fully integrated personal registration and prompter system. First, if the next prototype is still using 4 laptop computers for registration, I would develop a cleaner, more professional way to set them up. For the first prototype all four computers were linked using Cat 5 cables, which looked very messy. For the second prototype I would suggest attempting to use a wireless internet connection if it is feasible considering the location of the prototype and the reliability of the wireless connection in the building. 

For the first prototype we used colored markers to write out the character name tags. This was originally done so that the capture team could more easily differentiate players.  However, by the time of the main prototype, the colored nametags were found by the capture team to not be useful. We continued to use colored markers, however, for effect. In future prototypes, if it was not possible yet to print the nametags, I would prefer to use a standard black marker for added professionalism. 

In the next prototype I would also suggest a more aesthetically pleasing user interface design. Our focus for the first character database prototype was function, not design. While the database was functionally sound, it was not visually attractive or exciting. I think adding some visual effects could add even more interest to the character building process. 

[image: image6.png]G ¢ 6 R R B b b e e g

£ Vanid Wt = Cngecurcn 3 DRI oA | bl

et - o 0

Character Registration Form for Multi-Life

Character Handle | Character Name Player Name
oroker MarcoLawen | Dan

et Kio Rama Rudy

ehilésrar Chaz Musphy Joba

clerk AsaTlecher | Brad

o Wilson Samuelsen | Da

esigmr RobVecckmd | Al

Frsfahrer Jean-Clands Popp | reubi
ohilosopber Lacob Romey Brian





Fig. 6 Crew facilitators were able to view each character as they were chosen and the name of the person who chose them 

IV. SUMMARY 

The functional success of this first prototype gives me hope that the future final MPSE and registration system is ultimately very possible and could be created in a timely manner. Though this process I learned in the benefits of collaborative coding and strong, clear communication when making different versions of a project. 

Through the process we created many different versions of the character database, but each one was useful in that it allowed us to build on it to create the final working prototype. 
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