
 

 

  
Abstract—A truly interactive narrative experience should 

afford players the agency to modify the story based on actions 
they take. Authoring an engaging interactive narrative requires 
that the story director possess an awareness about the context of 
the story that the player is experiencing. I present a case for such 
a context aware story direction system. I propose directing 
emergent narratives through a four step process. This includes 
recording, understanding and reflecting on actions taken by a 
player as well as reflecting on the story that the player has 
experienced. By discussing specific strategies for each of these 
processes, I illustrate how context awareness is a critical 
requirement for the design of emergent narratives.  
 

Index Terms—context awareness, emergent narrative, 
narrative chaining, narrative reflection.  

I. INTRODUCTION 
NGAGEMENT in stories is achieved through the balance 
of dramatic tension and timing. In most traditional media 

such as films and books, the consumer passively interacts with 
the story. Content is delivered and experienced linearly. This 
allows the author to have complete control over the factors 
influencing the consumer’s engagement with the story. A good 
author can predict and play with the consumer’s emotions, 
driving them to the most appropriate state of dramatic tension. 
In interactive systems such as games, however, this precise 
control over the story progression is traded for agency. Choice 
within a narrative space causes a certain amount of authorial 
control to be ceded to the user (henceforth known as the 
player). A player’s choices in this narrative space influence 
the story that they experience.  

The interplay between choice and narrative progression in 
interactive experiences produces Emergent Narratives [1]. 
Narrative emergence can potentially yield a diverse range of 
stories. This makes crafting engaging stories for all possible 
choices an infeasible task for a narrative designer. It is 
probable that many emergent story paths may not be 
interesting enough for players. Directing the emergent 
narrative becomes a primary concern if players are to be kept 
engaged with the interactive experience. The design of an 
engaging and truly interactive story requires understanding the 
context of the emergent story to be able to manipulate its 
progression. In recent decades, research has focused on 
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various aspects of narrative intelligence such as narrative 
planning [2], improvisation [3], design practices [4] et al. 
Comparatively little research has been done, however, in 
exploring context awareness as a means of informing narrative 
design in interactive storytelling. 

Early story generation systems such as Tale-Spin and Novel 
Writer could only offer partial player agency. Stories 
generated by these systems were based on a player defined 
initial state but the stories themselves did not adapt as the 
player interacted with them [5]. 

Interactive narrative experiences generally use two methods 
of storytelling [6]. The first method uses node based branching 
narratives that the player can traverse. Nodes represent player 
choices and connections represent predetermined story scripts. 
The second method uses simulated Non Player Characters 
(NPCs) which act out behaviors programmed in their state 
machines. The interaction of the player with many such NPCs 
operating in parallel results in complex narrative outcomes [6].  
The story progression is overseen by an internal story 
manager. The story manager keeps track of a player’s in-game 
actions and modifies choices that the players can take. This 
makes the story more engaging [1]. 

Emergence of narrative within an interactive system could 
take on different forms. A game of chess, for example, is also 
an interactive system which allows for emergent gameplay. 
The player could interpret this unique gameplay as a narrative. 
In this paper, however, the scope of emergent narratives is 
limited to stories that involve human or human-like 
characteristics and interactions, such that the narrative 
progression could be understood by humans whether or not 
they engaged with the interactive system. 

This paper addresses the problem of designing emergent 
narratives through the means of context awareness. Context 
awareness, within the scope of this paper, is defined as the 
knowledge and understanding of a player’s past actions and a 
reflection on these actions as they relate to the story. 
Understanding context involves some form of chaining of 
narrative events. This is considered in the first sub-problem 
i.e. converting player actions to narrative events and chaining 
narrative events. Having a system that can convert player 
actions to narrative events acts as a means of context 
representation. This is followed by the second challenge, 
which is deriving meaning from the representation of these 
narrative events through commonsense and reflective thinking 
about the player’s choices and of the states of characters in the 
narrative. Reflection on the meaning of a player’s actions also 
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implies that context awareness requires both— a low level 
commonsense system (based on if-then rules) and a high level 
reflective thinking system operating on this commonsense [7]. 
Once meaning has been derived, the next challenge becomes 
analyzing the story’s direction through the lens of 
engagement. This is followed by final problem of narrative 
sculpting in which the possible set of choices afforded to the 
player are altered to ensure that the narrative remains 
engaging. 

Since context awareness is a broad term, I approached the 
problem of designing engaging emergent narratives using 
context awareness as being comprised of 4 sub-problems: 
representing information necessary for context analysis 
through narrative events, understanding meaning through 
chaining of these narrative events, analyzing story progression 
and narrative sculpting. I explore these sub-problems and 
suggest novel strategies to help resolve them in the following 
section. The third and last section of this paper presents the 
conclusion. 

 

II. DEFINING NARRATIVE EVENTS FROM PLAYER ACTIONS 

A. The Problem 
Chambers and Jurafsky define a narrative event as a tuple of 

an event and the participant [8]. In interactive stories, a 
narrative event represents a node and the character traversing 
it. Narrative events should be sufficient to convey critical 
pieces of the story. Which brings us to the question: Is this 
tuple sufficient to convey the required meaning? 

Consider the following set of player actions:  
- The character walked and then entered a room. 
- The character walked on a beach for a few hours and then 
entered a brightly decorated room. 
- The character walked in the middle of busy highway and 
then entered a dark, unlit room. 

 
In terms of player actions, all three situations are the same, 

namely, walking and entering a room. If narrative events are 
generated only from player actions, then these three situations 
would be indistinguishable from each other. However, we 
know that this isn’t true; the three situations represent different 
contexts. 

B. Suggested Strategies 
Narrative events need to encompass player actions as well 

as other information such as when and where these actions 
were taken, the duration of the action, as well as the state of 
the environment when the action was taken. Internal character 
states should also be included in the definition of a narrative 
event [1]. A sequence of narrative events when considered 
together can convey meaning about the story. Narrative events 
are chained together [8] and passed on to step 2.  

III. DERIVING MEANING FROM THE CHAIN OF NARRATIVE 
EVENTS 

Understanding the story is necessary to direct the story from 

this point onwards. Minsky’s six levels of thinking as 
described in his book [9], provide a powerful framework for 
understanding stories. The six levels of thinking, namely: 
instinctive reactions, learned reactions, deliberative thinking, 
reflective thinking, self-reflective thinking, and self-conscious 
reflection are used by the exceptional story understanding 
system Genesis [7]. Genesis uses common sense rules (if-then 
rules) for basic inference. By reflecting on its readings and the 
common sense it has already inferred, the Genesis system is 
able to note patterns for higher level concepts like revenge. A 
similar story understanding system used in interactive 
narratives should be able to derive meaning out of the ongoing 
story as well.  

The Genesis system, however, was not designed with 
interactive narratives as the primary focus.  

Consider the following scenarios in an emergent narrative: 
Scenario 1: 
 - The player’s character walks into a room with a NPC 
friend  
 - The character’s friend is killed  
 - The character goes to a gun shop and buys a gun 
 
Scenario 2: 
 - The player character goes to a gun shop and buys a 
gun 
 - The player’s character walks into a room with a NPC 
friend  
 - The player character’s friend is killed 
 
Scenario 3:  
 - The player’s character walks into a room with a NPC 
friend  
 - The player character’s friend is bullied  
 - The player’s character and the NPC walk out of the 
room 
 
Scenario 4:  
 - The player’s character walks into a room with a NPC 
friend  
 - The player character’s friend is bullied  
 - The player’s character and the NPC walk out of the 
room 
 - A few years pass  

 
While these scenarios are similar, minute differences in 

temporal order of narrative events or differences in emotional 
intensity changes the entire context of the story. Taking these 
scenarios as guiding points, I present strategies for deriving 
context awareness from narrative event chains. 

 
 

IV. ANALYZING STORY PROGRESSION  

A. The Problem 
A reflection on the entire set of narrative events for a 

player’s play-through should reflect the goals the player is 
pursuing. This may not hold true in every case [10], however, 



 

 

in some cases, this reasoning may prove fruitful [11]. Another 
approach is to let a human specify interesting event sequences 
that the system tries to match against sequences generated by 
its simulation [12]. 

B. Suggested Strategies 
It is possible to determine which narrative chains have not 

yet reached resolution. Unresolved narrative chains can be 
considered as potential story-lines. By comparing the 
progression of the story to an established storytelling 
framework, such as Campbell’s Monomyth [13], it is possible 
to find out what direction the story is taking. Reflection on the 
narrative events could demonstrate the playing style of the 
player. This could be used for player modelling [14]. 

 

V. NARRATIVE SCULPTING 

A. The Problem 
The final problem now becomes- What direction should the 

story take, such that it continues feeling engaging to the 
player? This question demands answers to other questions 
such as: What should the player be feeling? Is this story 
heading in the same direction as the feeling we wish to 
invoke?  

B. Suggested Strategies 
I propose a novel way of finding out how engaging a story 

path might be. Engagement can be assessed by performing a 
look-ahead over current and (to a limited depth) possible 
future story nodes. By noting the different emotional weights 
associated with each story-path and comparing with 
Campbell’s Monomyth [13], it is possible to rate different 
story paths on a scale of engagement. To ensure that the story 
remains engaging, player choices leading down less engaging 
paths could be pruned. This would nudge players towards 
engaging narratives.  For example, more dramatic tension 
could be added to story scenario 1 above if the player’s 
character is abducted just before they can avenge the death of 
their friend. This narrative event would be preferred to the 
event in which the character directly confronts the villain.  

VI. CONCLUSION 
I hypothesized that context awareness in an emergent 

narrative is necessary for creating engaging stories. I 
approached context aware storytelling in interactive spaces as 
a four step problem. In the first step, player actions and 
contextual information are together interpreted as narrative 
events. Narrative events act as representations of context 
within the story. The second step aims to derive meaning from 
the chain of narrative events as a whole. By extracting 
meaning through commonsense rules and reflective thinking, 
we are able to ascertain the meaning of the story. I propose 
using weighted parameters with high level reflective concepts. 
I showed that assigning weights to narrative events makes it 
easier to determine the context of emotional states. In step 
three, we perform reflective thinking on the entire story till the 

current state. I discuss analyzing the story as the progression 
of a dramatic arc. Reflective thinking attempts to find patterns 
similar to Campbell’s Monomyth [13]. Character personalities 
and motivations are also assessed in this step. The fourth and 
final step involves performing a look-ahead over possible 
story directions. I propose using emotional weights to 
ascertain the engagement of players with the continuing story.  

I hope that this paper will encourage more directed research 
on context awareness. I believe that context awareness is a 
fundamental building block for achieving human level 
narrative intelligence.  
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