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The Potential of Interactive Negotiated 
Narratives in Rebuilding and 
Reimagining Northern Irish Society
Anna Maria Zaluczkowska, Leeds Beckett University, Leeds, UK

ABSTRACT

Thisresearchexplorestheroleofthewriterininteractivetransmediaproductionthrougharesearch
projectthathasbeenprimarilydesignedtotakeplacewithincontemporaryNorthernIreland.Red
BranchHeroeswascreated,inassociationwithBellyfeelProductions1,asaprototypeforamore
extensivefictionalinteractivewebseriesthatwillbeknownasTheEleven.Theauthordevelopeda
gamelikescenariowhere,throughtheirplay,theaudienceinfluencedanddevelopedcharacterand
storyelements.Theresearchasksifinteractiveformssuchastransmediaofferanynewstorytelling
potentialstothepeopleofNorthernIrelandandhowsuchprojectscancontributetodebatesabout
e-politicsande-democracyinpostconflictsocieties.Evidenceispresentedinthisarticletosuggest
thatthe‘negotiatednarratives’formulatedinthisprototypeofferfurthercreativecommunity-building
possibilities,inneutralspacesthatcanfacilitatediscoursesaboutthefuture.

KEYWORDS
Interactive Transmedia, Narratives, Participation, Storytelling, Webseries

INTRODUCTION

Through the application of participatory action research (PAR) the Red Branch Heroes (RBH)
prototypecreatesanenvironmentthroughwhichtheaudience,actingasjudges,electsanewhero
forNorthernIreland,someonewhointhelargerresearchproject,The Eleven,willbuildautopian
communitysomewhereintheregion.Throughafeedbackloopthatchallengedtheconventionsof
realityTV,judgeshadtoexamineandinterrogatetheartefactsoffictionalapplicantstounderstand
whothesepeoplecouldbe.Thisinterrogationthroughafeedbackloophelpedbuildthecharacterfor
thestory.Anexamplewouldhelptoelucidatetheapproachused.AspartofhisapplicationLeo,a
fictionalapplicant,providedaphotostoryofhislifetakenfromthepicturesonhismobilephone.The
judgesusedthesetomakeassessmentsofwhathewaslikeandtheauthor(thewriterofthisarticle)
fedthesebackintothecharacterofLeothroughvisualimages,characterquotesandpsychological
profilesthatreflectedthejudge’scomments.Thefeedbackloophelpbuildacomplexcharacterfor
Leoandotherapplicants.Thejudgesthenwereaskedtovoteforthreeoftheseapplicantssothey
couldexploretheminmoredetailbeforemakingtheirfinalchoiceof‘hero/heroine’.Tofacilitate
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closerengagementthejudgeswereableto‘meet’theseapplicantswhentheproductionteamcast
actorstoplaythem.Thejudgesinterviewedthe‘applicants’viaSkypeandoncetheyhaddecided
ontheirfavourite,promotedthemtotheoutsideworldasasuitable‘hero/ine’forNorthernIreland
viasocialmedia.ThecharacterLeowaseventuallychosenasthe‘hero’andwouldbeonecharacter
whowouldfeatureintheproposedwebseries.Figure1depictstheRedBranchHeroes,andFigure2
showsAlice,LeoandMary(playedbyactors)thethreeHeroesselectedbytheJudges.

Figure 1. Red Branch Heroes

Figure 2. Alice, Leo and Mary (played by actors) the three heroes selected by the judges
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Theprojectwaspartperformanceandpartgameanditusedwebsites,socialmedia,gameplay
andfictionalvideoproductiontotellitsstory,alongwithsongs,comicbooks,photostoriesandahost
ofothermedia.Inthissense,itcouldbeconsideredtobeatransmediaproject.Transmediaproduction
withitsemphasisonworldbuilding(seeJenkins(2006,p.57)whopointsoutthatscreenwriters/artists
buildworldsthatcannotbeexploredorexhaustedwithinasinglework)andwithitsabilitytopresent
dramafrommultipleperspectives(seepolymorphicnarrativesGiavagnoli(2011,p.98)forexamples)
appearstooffernewanduntestedopportunitiesinthiscontext.Indeed,manytransmediamakersand
theoristssuggestthatparticipationisessentialtoitssuccess(Gomez,2011;Jenkins,2006;Phillips,
2012).However,theinteractivitypromisedbysuchworkhasyettofinditsrealisation(Rose,2012;
Manovich,2001;Ryan,2001)andhasdisappointedaudiences.Figure3showsthatLeo(playedby
anactor)istheeventualwinner-asurprisingresultasinitiallyhewastheleastfavouredcandidate:

Transmedia storytelling refers to a new aesthetic that has emerged in response to media convergence 
– one that places new demands on consumers and depends on the active participation of knowledge 
communities’. (Jenkins 2009)

NorthernIrelandisasocietyataninterestingphaseofsocialchange–movingfromasocietyin
conflictfrom1968-1998tooneofpost-conflictaftertheGoodFridayAgreementin1998.2The2011
censusindicatesthegrowinguseofaNorthernIrishself-identifiedcategoryofidentity:

Two-fifths (40 per cent) of usual residents had a British Only national identity, a quarter (25 per cent) 
had Irish Only and just over a fifth (21 per cent) had Northern Irish Only. (Census Publication, 2011)

However,Iacknowledge,asMaryHickmansuggests,that:

How people ‘really’ see themselves is much more complex, changeable and nuanced, rooted in national 
origins, family and community life, changing social contexts and political exigencies. Ethnic identity 
in this latter sense is not amenable to analysis through censuses. (Hickman, 2010, p. 22)

Takingintoaccountsuchreservations,thecensusstillsuggeststhatagrowingnumberofpeople
arenowcomfortableinidentifyingthemselvesasprimarilyNorthernIrish.Brexithas,ofcourse,
raisedthe issueofnational identityonceagain.Arecentsurveycommissionedbyresearchersat
Queen’sUniversityhasfoundthatsupportfor‘Remain’hasrisen:

Figure 3. Leo (played by an actor) is the eventual winner - a surprising result as initially he was the least favoured candidate
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In 2016, the region voted 56% to remain and 44% to leave, but support for leaving the bloc has 
fallen 13 points to 31%, undermining the Democratic Unionist party’s continued staunch backing 
for Brexit. (O’Carroll, 2018)

Couldthismeanahardeningofpoliticalpositions,orresultinanopportunismwhereeachgroup
istryingtograbashareofresources?Suchoccurrencesillustratethefragilityofpeaceandprogress
inNorthernIreland,demonstratingthatitisagoodtimetothinkaboutwhatitmeanstobeNorthern
Irishandtoinvestigateanapproachtowritingthatwillbeappropriatetothisendeavour.Therehas
alsobeenlimitedmediaproductioninNorthernIrelandalthoughTimLoane,aNorthernIrishseries
writer,suggests‘ThereseemstobemoreactivityinBBCNorthernIrelandDramathantherehasbeen
inquitesometime’(Barter2012).Heisreferringtosuchprogrammesas6 Degrees(2012-2015),
IrishlanguageseriessuchasScup(2013)andmorerecentlyDerry Girls(2018),butwhatNorthern
Irelandhasalwayslackedisacontinuingdramaseriesthatreflectslifeacrosstheregion.

Theinteractivenatureoftheinternetoftensuggestsitsdemocraticpotentialofferingasense
ofcommunityandsolidarity(Kapsa2018).Muchhasbeenmadeofitsapplicationbyactivistsand
thewaysinwhichithaschangedtheiractivitiesandimpactedondemocracies(Dorenda,2010).At
thesametimetheutopianpromiseoftheInternetanditsattendantpracticeshasbeensomewhat
tarnishedinrecenttimes.DouglasRushcoffsuggeststhatthisisourownfault–thefaultofthose
whocreatefortheInternet.‘Backinthe1990s,wecyberpunkssawthelawastheenemy’and‘what
wedidn’trealisewasthatpushinggovernmentoffthenetmadeitentirelysafeforcorporations,and
anewformofdigitalcapitalismwasborn’(2017,p.20).Theauthorofthisprojectandthisarticleis
thereforeinterestedinexamininghowprojectscanbeusedforcommunityempowerment,democratic
practicesanddevelopmentratherthanprofit.Thisarticlethereforenotonlyasksifpowerdynamics
canbechallengedintransmediaworkbutalsoconsidersthecontextwithinwhichsuchprojectsare
developed.Asanonlineproject,RBHisfunctioninginaglobalcontextthatcouldbearguedtobe
operatinginThe Age of Surveillance CapitalismasShoshanaZuboff(2018)hassuggested.Indeed,
RBHusedatypeofsurveillancepracticetocreateitsstories,butthispracticewasrecognisedand
supportedbyitsusersandusesanegotiationdesignedtofindamutually-agreedapproachtothe
constructionofaweb-baseddramathatisdemocraticratherthanamethodofextractingprofit.In
thiswaytheauthorarguesthatitsfallsoutsidesuchconcerns.

Onlineweb-seriesandRBHprototypescanbeseentobuildandextendonHughO’Donnell’s
ideaof‘soaps’orcontinuingdramaseriesas‘sitesofacomplexon-goingprocessofnegotiation
betweenproducersandconsumersitselftakingplacewithinamuchlargerframework’(1990,p.10).
Itissimilartotheproponentsofentertainment-education(EE)oreducationalsoapoperasthathave
adoptedasocialactionapproach,assoapoperashavelongbeenseenasausefulvehicletopromote
socialchange.Intheearly1970s,MiguelSabidocreatedanewgenreforMexicantelevisionthatwas
anentertainment-educationsoapopera,aneducationalprogrammepromotingsocialdevelopment.
Hiseffortshaveinfluencedmanysimilarprojectsinothercountriesforbothradioandtelevisionand
nowfortheweb.Theresultswereseentobeconsiderableincommercialandbehaviouraltermswith
manyviewerspositivelyalteringtheirbehaviour(Singhal2006).Sincethe1980s,manyprogramme
makershaveused this strategy asonepart of their communication campaign inLatinAmerica,
AfricaandAsia(Singhal,2006)topromotepeaceandconflictresolution.Singhalsuggeststhatsuch
entertainment-educationcouldbeheadingtowardssociallyengagedtransmediaproduction.ButI
arguethatanarrativethatiscomposedanddesignedbyallparties-anegotiatednarrative-offersa
greateropportunityfordiscoursethananeducationalsoapoperathatoffersonlythemessageofits
makersoritsauthors.

Participatoryactionresearch(PAR)isausefulmethodologytoadoptinthiscontext.Aswithall
research,participatoryresearchstartswithaproblemtobesolved,butthegoalhereisnottoproduce
anobjectivebodyofknowledgethatcanthenbegeneralisedtolargepopulationsinsocietiesthathave
facedconflict.Rather,theaimistobuild‘collaborativelyconstructeddescriptionsandinterpretations
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ofeventsthatenablepeopletoformulateacceptablesolutions’(Stringer,2007,p.189)toanagreed
problem.Thisresearchisorientedtowardsfindingamutually-agreedapproachtotheconstruction
ofaweb-baseddramathatisdemocratic,equitable,engaging,participatoryandlifeenhancingina
societywhichisstillcharacterisedas‘divided’.

Theresearchfollowedacyclicalformwhereeachcycleofstudyhadfoursteps:planning,acting,
observingandreflecting;or,morespecifically,asGeraldSusman(1983)suggests,amoreelaborate
processwhichbeginswith the identificationofaproblem.Mystartingpointwas toaskhow to
writeeffectivelyfortransmediaandthenIbegantheprocessofcollectingmoredetailedinformation
inordertoidentifypotentialavenuesofaction.Severalideaswereconsideredbeforeoptingfora
particularcourseofaction.Inthisresearchtherehavebeenthreecyclesoriterationsoftheproject
thathaveresultedinthefindingsthattheauthordetailshere.Theprojectsitehasbeenstudiedfor
audienceactivityandengagementthroughqualitativeandquantitativemethods.Ithasbeenevaluated
byarangeofplayers,includingthisauthorasthemainwriter/designer,theproductioncrewthatthe
authorworkedwithfromBellyfeelproductions,theactors,community,theatreandmediaagencies
fromNorthernIreland,membersofthegeneralpublicandplayersoftheprototype.

TheresearchcontributestoexistingdebatesaboutstorytellinginthecontextofNorthernIreland,
andtherolethatstorytellingcanhaveintherebuildingandreimaginingofthatsociety.RBHhas
studiedfilmandTVprojects(The Beat Generation(2010)byCrosstownMedia),dramaprojects
(AbbieSpallen’sPumpgirl(2006)andDaraghCarville’sThis Other City (2010),databaseprojects
(Prisons Memory Archive(2006-present)inNorthernIrelandthataimtomakeacontributiontoa
futureNorthernIreland.FrommyresearchIunderstandthatitisimportantthatanywebseriesshould
incorporatethetransgressiveaimsofNorthernIrishtheatrealongwiththeavailableversionsofthe
pastthatdatabaseformscanfeature.Itcanfurtherdevelopthevisualelementsoffilmandtelevision
andhousethesewithinatransmediaworld.Moreimportantlyhowever,aninteractivewebseries
offersasystemofdecisionmakingthatallowsforaverypublicnegotiationandpromotionofanew
andpublicly-engagedmediaform.

AUDIENCES AND PARTICIPATION

Centraltotheintentoftheprojectwastogiveaudiencesrealagency.‘Agencyisthesatisfyingpower
totakemeaningfulactionandseetheresultsofourdecisionsandchoices’(Murray,1998,p.126).
AsGomezsuggestsinaninterviewwithGiovagnoli,‘Atrulyinteractivetransmediaexperienceis
signifiedbytheparticipant’sabilitynotsimplytochoosebetweentwothreadsofnarrativebutto
impactthenarrativeitself’(Giavagnoli,2011,p.134).ThiswastheprocessadoptedbytheRBH
prototypeandanelementthatwasatthecoreofitsdesign.Oftentheonlyparticipationorinteractivity
thatisavailableinatransmediaproductionistheverybasicopportunitytocommenton,orreact
to,asetofvariablesthathavebeenpresentedbythewriter/author/producer.So,forexample,while
theThe Lizzie Bennet Diariesofferedtheopportunitytocommentonthematerial.Evenwhenthe
directionthatthedramacantakeisencouraged,suchasintheTry Life(2014)onlineeducational
project,inwhichtheyoungaudienceisactivelyurgedtotakeontheroleofdirector,allthevariables
arepredetermined,limitingtheaudience’sabilitytoinfluencetheworldofthedrama.Inaddition,
interactivityisnotaneasytermtodefineandremainsamuchdebatedone(Jensen,1999;Manovich,
2001;Ryan,2001).ItcanoftenbeattributedideologicalpotencyasAarsethsuggests:‘todeclarea
systeminteractiveistoendorseitwithmagicpower’(1997,p48).AsListeretal.(2009)maintain,it
canincludethecreativemanagementofinformation,userengagementinmediatexts,thevisualand
sensualpleasuresofspatialexploration,theabilitytoinputtoatextandpersontopersonconnection
toa‘mutuallyreciprocalcommunicationprocess’(Listeret.al2009,p.21-25).Itisnotmyintention
tocontributefurthertothisdebateheresomuchastobeawareoftheterm’sdifferentandoften
contradictoryhistoriesandtobeclearaboutthewaysinwhichIadoptthisconceptinthecreative
productioncontext.
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Interactivityand immersionwereencouraged through theuseof theUlsterCycleofmyths,
providingapotentmixofreal-lifestoriesfromNorthernIreland(onesthathavefeaturedinthemedia)
alongwithfictionalpre-textsorprovocationstobecomeajudgeinaRealitytelevisionsetting.Thecall
toaction,todecideonanewhero,washousedin‘animaginedcommunity’forpeopletoinvestigate.
Inthisway,playerswereaskedtoenterintotheworldoftheproductionandtakepartinagamified
experience,oneinwhichtheyhadtotakeaction.Theresultingactionhadarealinfluenceonthe
developmentofthecharactersandthedirectiontheunderlyingstorytook.

Central to that concept of agency is the provision for audiences to undertake performance
activities.ThereweremanyperformanceopportunitiesinRBHsothataudiencescouldtalkabout
themselvesandtheirexperiences.MediascholarsAbercrombieandLonghurst(1998)suggestthat
centraltotheideaofaudienceistheconceptofperformance,‘thecapacityoftheaudiencetogive
attention, and to become involved, will vary over time, by the type of performance, and by the
mediumbywhichtheperformanceistransmitted’(1998,p.55).Thearrivalofmasscommunication
hasobviouslyhadanimpactonwhatitmeanstobeamemberofanaudience.Theysuggestmodern
audiencesaremorediffuse,moreusedtoperforming,somuchsothattheboundariesbetweenart
andlifearebrokendown.

SusanBennett’sTheatre Audiences(1997)emphasisesthecreativeinvolvementthatspectators
bring to theatrical productions. Both she and Jacques Ranciere (2009) talk of ‘the emancipated
spectator’anaudiencememberwhoisanactiveparticipant inthecreationofanartwork.While
Bennett talksabout ‘acommondetermination to increase thespectator’sactivity to theirmutual
benefit’(1997,p.212),Rancieredismissesthemythsofaudiencetransformation:

‘…to know that words are merely words and spectacles are merely spectacles, can help us arrive at 
a better understanding of how words and images, stories and performances, can change something 
of the world we live in.’ (2011, p. 125)

But his views do not reject the idea that theatre and maybe in this case transmedia
production,hassomeagency.Hesuggests thatwedonotcome toanyworkofartwithout
complexpatternsofinteraction.

Each judge in RBH experienced such performance attributes and the thoughts and feelings
encounteredbytheseaudiencesweremadeknownthroughadiscussionforum.Aseachjudgehada
differenttakeoneachherosovariationwascentraltotheresearchproject.Thesedifferenttakesand
viewswereusedtobuildcomplexcharacters.Findingonesideasreflectedintheemergingcharacters
andstoriesthatresulted,helpedpromoteagreatersenseofcollectivitywithintheonlinegroup.Once
theresearchprojectwasovertheplayersreported‘missing’theirfellowplayerseventhoughtheydid
notknowthempersonally.Thejudgescametoownthesiteasmuchastheproducersandprotested
whenitended.Audienceswerealsochallengedortestedbytheintroductionofcontroversialstorylines.
Inthiswayreal‘interaction’wascreatedthatnotonlyimpactedonthedramabutimpactedonthe
communityoftheproject.Laurel(2013,p.33)arguesthathuman–computerinterfacesandactivities
areabout‘creatingimaginaryworldsthathaveaspecialrelationshiptoreality–worldsinwhich
wecanextend,amplifyandenrichourcapacitiestothink,feelandact’.Thiswasattheheartofthe
research.TheRBHprototypedoesshowsomeengagementwiththeissuesofNorthernIrelandbut
amoreactiveparticipationwouldbebetterplacedinthelargerresearchprojectThe Eleven,which
couldpursuetheseissuesfurtherasitbuildsanidealisedcommunityfortheheroestoinhabit.Figure
4showsadiscussionforumrelatingtoLeo.

Thisformofwritingandparticipationacknowledges,asHelenFreshwatersuggestsinTheatre 
& Audiences(2009),that‘participationcanbeprofoundlydisturbing;thatitmayinvolvemaking
ourselvesvulnerableasweopenourselvestounexpectedexperiencesandoutcomes.’(2008,p.76)
Thisplacesgreatethicalresponsibilitiesinthehandsoftheproducers.However,inRBHthewriters
andactorswereasvulnerableastheaudienceswhoparticipatedastheywerejustassubjecttothose
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unexpectedandexperiencesandoutcomes.InRBH,whiletheproductionpersonnelareinpossession
ofagreatercontrolandunderstandingoftheprocessesatplay,theyareinasimilarpositiontothe
audiencemembersinthattheywere:

Accepting that genuine participation has risks as well as potentials: that it involves vulnerability 
on the part of the performers and participants, as both parties open themselves up to unexpected 
experiences and outcomes. (2011, p. 409)

Forthesereasons,itismoreaccuratetotermthisresearchprojecta‘negotiatednarrative’,in
recognitionofthefactthattheprocessisaconsultativeonewhereneitherpartyisinfullcontrol
oftheproceedings.Tobeinteractiveonthisresearchprojectmeanttobeablemakeadirectlink
fromaudiencetocreator,acommunicationthathasthepotentialtoinformorimpacttheprocessof
creativedevelopment.

A Negotiated Narrative and the Potential of Transmedia
TheRBHprototypedemonstratestheneedforthewritertobealeader,designer,collaboratorand
orchestrator.Immersionispromotedthroughencouragingreal-audienceagencybytheuseofgreater
improvisation,processtheatremethods,theuseofgamificationtechniques,andbycreatingaworld
thatblendselementsoffactandfiction.

TonyWatson (2001)used the term‘negotiatednarrative’ in relation tocriticalmanagement
educationandlearning(atermininturnborrowedfromnarrativestudies)–morespecifically,ways
toteachandbuildmanagementpractice.Heusesthetermtosynthesisearangeof‘stories’inthe
managementprocess(thepractitionerstory, theacademicresearchstoryandthetheorystory) to
discover‘thestorybehindthestory’(2001,p.388).Ihaveadaptedandusedhisconcepttoimply

Figure 4. Discussion forum relating to Leo
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asynthesisofstories(storiesproposedbypeoplefromNorthernIreland,myownstories,myths
andre-workingsofotherwriters)but,inmyapplication,thissynthesisresultsinthecreationofa
newandnegotiatednarrativeratherthanananalysis.Thenarrativeisconstantlychangingdueto
thesenegotiations,somyuseofnegotiatednarrativeimpliesanevolvingconceptratherthanafixed
position.IuseanegotiationprocesssimilartothatfoundinprocesstheatreasO’Neilldescribes
(1995)tocreatethenewandtransformednarrative.Thisnarrativeistheresultofstoriesthathave
beenofferedbytheaudiences,theauthor/writer,andtheproductionpersonnelinvolvedinmaking
theproject.Iusethetermnarrativeinafluidway,notonlytorefertotheactionthattakesplacein
theprojectandthetransformationthatresultsfromthisaction,butalsotoinvolvetheinterventions
andinterruptionsthatarecausedinthenegotiationstagesoftheproject.Thisnecessarilyinvolves
discursiveandexperimentalelementsthatwouldnotusuallyfindthemselvespartofanynarrative
text,butwhicharecommonlyusedininstallationartanddigitalartsprojects.Theaestheticrulesfor
suchaproductionaremoreakintothosefoundintelevisiondocumentary,gamesandworldbuilding
gamessuchasThe Simsratherthaninliteratureandfilm,asawiderangeofviewsandactionscan
bebuilttogethertoformtheresultantnarrative.

Transmediaofferscreatorsundeniablecreativeandartisticpossibilities(Rosenthal,2011).The
manyavenuesofstorytellingthatcanbedevelopedacrossarangeofever-increasingdigitalplatforms
demands evermore co-ordination and theunderstandingof hownuances canbe explored.As a
result,storiesneedtoberichandcomplex:asMillersuggests,transmediastorytellinghasa‘unique
ability…toimportarichdimensionalitytoapropertyandtotellastoryinadeeperandmorelifelike,
immersivewaythancouldbepossibleviaasinglemedium’(2008,p.153).However,attimes,the
various tensionscanbeproblematicfor theauthor,asallparticipantsneed tobeconsideredand
decisionsweighedupbeforeauthorialdecisionsaremade.AsSousaetal.warn:

The author’s personal creative effort might be over-shadowed and restrained by the public 
participation… Questions of authorship in this new age are very pungent and there is still very little 
conversation on the matter, mostly, possibly, because the answers are extremely complex and hard 
to devise with any certainty. (2016, p. 15)

Theysuggestthatthesenewrelationshipsbetweenorganisations,creativesandthepublicneed
tobetterunderstandhowtheformworkssothat:

The shared participation and the convergence of efforts between all the partakers in the process may 
be a way to create a better, more informed, skilled, participative, equalitarian and creative society. 
(2016, p. 27)

Ratherthansuggestthisisameanstochangesociety,Iwouldsuggestthatsharedparticipation
andstudyofferedtoallusersisalsoawaytocreateamoreinformed,participativeandcreativeproject.
Inthiswayanegotiatednarrativeisusefulinthetransmediacontext.Afull-annotatedtreatment3
describesthestoryoftheresearchprojectandmightusefullybereadinassociationwiththisarticle.

EVALUATING THE PROTOTYPE

FromtheanalysisofwebsiteusingGoogleanalytics,2,242peoplecametotheRBHwebsitewiththe
intentionofviewingtheproject.Aquestionnaireatthethresholdoftheprojectwasusedtocollect
dataonparticipants.Thissignificantlydeterredlargenumbersofplayers;82.73%ofthosepeople
movedswiftlyontosomethingelseanddidnotsignup,despitetheincentivesweofferedtotakepart
(win£100).Inotherwords,onlythosededicatedtotheprojectenlisted,thusmakingthemsuitable
prototypetesters.Figure5showstheintroductiontotheproject.
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Figure 5. Introduction to the project



International Journal of E-Politics
Volume 10 • Issue 2 • July-December 2019

10

Fortypeoplejoinedtheprojectoverthespaceofamonth.Ofthosefortytwenty-sevenwere
overthirtyyearsofageandthirteenwereunderthirtyyearsofage.Twenty-twowerefemaleand
eighteenweremale.Themajorityofthesewerefromlargecities,suchasBelfastorDerry,but
asurprisingnumberwerefromsmalltownsandcountryareas.Veryfewidentifiedthemselves
asreligiousbut,ofthosethatdid,fivewerefromaCatholicbackgroundandthreewerefroma
Protestantbackground.Inonlineprojectsthatarenotconnectedtolargeandpopularfranchises
thisnumbercanbeconsideredtobeahealthysample.LanceWeilerhasusedgroupsoftwelve
participants to testhisSherlockprototype(2015)andasserts thatsmallgroupsof five tosix
peopleareidealforgrantingagency.Moreimportantlyforme,itwasasamplethatrepresented
awiderangeofpeople:maleandfemale;fromdifferentagegroups;frommigrantcommunities
(a small numberwereofAsian,Turkish andPolishorigin); employedandunemployed; and
peoplewhorelatedtoNorthernIrelandinvariousways(nationalist,loyalist,orpreferrednotto
comment,politicallyinvolved).25%ofthetestgroupwerepreparedtobecomethebuildersof
theprojectbycontributingregularly,ofthosepeoplethemajoritywereoverfortyyearsofage.
Afurtherimportantdiscoverywasthatthosebuildersweremorelikelytopromoteandenliven
theprojectforthosewhowereviewing.Youngpeopledidparticipatebuttheytendedtoengage
withactivitiessuchasvotingratherthanbymakingcommentsonthechatthreadsoftheproject.
FrominterviewsconductedIwouldguessthatconfidenceandexperienceplayedalargepartin
thosewhowerepreparedtocomment.

Furtheranalysisshowsthat2,008visitsweremadetothesite,althoughmanyofthesewere
repeatvisits.Thebounceratewas66.27%,suggestingthatover34%wereengagingonaregular
basis.Theseuserswereaccessingagreaternumberofpages-3.66persession-andspendingan
averageof3.47minutesatthesite.Foranonlineprojectthisrepresentsaverygoodengagementrate.
FanBridgeBlog(2015)suggeststhatFacebookengagementratesareintherealmof0.5-1%while
Instagramratesarecloserto3–6%,withemailstillofferingthehighestwithanengagementrate
of20%.RBHoffereda34%engagementratewhichatsomepointspeakedata100%participation
rate.Ofthose34%whomadeuptheregularcontributors,60%ofthosewereabletomakein-depth
responsestofollowupquestionnairesandtelephoneconversationsorSkypeinterviewsaboutthe
project.Itisfromtheseresponses,andothersgainedfromthepersonnelwhoworkedontheproject,
thatthefollowingevaluationshavebeenmade.

Itistruethatmanyofmyparticipantsfoundtheformconfusingandnoteasytoaccessfrom
theirtelephonesatalltimesbutthegamifiedcontenthelpedparticipantstounderstandwhatwas
requiredoftheformandtheuseoftherealitytelevisionformatmadetheprojectaccessible.Thestory
complicatedthenarrativebutdidnotdistractfromitalthoughattimesthejudgeschosetoignorethe
storyandengagewithoneoftheirown.KathrynMillard(2014)suggeststhatthereisaneedtoacquire
multipleliteraciesforthedigitalageandurgesustousetheinnovativewritingpracticesofwriter/
directorswhomixfactandfictionintheirwork.Shesuggeststhesearethepracticesofrecording,
re-enactmentandremixing.Forsomeofourjudgesthisdidn’treallywork:

I think that the on-line forum can really work but it takes a lot more time for people like me to feel 
comfortable with it and engage. I think the goals, timescales and purpose of the project would need 
to be clearer for me. (a player interview)

Whileperformanceandenactmentwerecrucialtotheprojectsuchactivitieswerenotforeveryone.
Somepeoplewerefairlyhappytowatchandvoteandthiswasenough:

Not very [involved], I only tend to get involved in forums if I have something invested or knowledge 
to bring. Arguing with others etc. Someone had a little go at me on the forum, prompting a reply. (a 
player interview)
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IfRBHweretobefurtherdevelopedintoThe Eleventhengreateruseofre-enactmentwouldbe
usefulwhilealsopayingattentiontothedesigntoensurethoselessactivemembershavesomething
togain.

TheroleoforchestratorsmediatesagainstanyslideintoabusethatInternetandsocialmediachains
canfallinto.Theproductionteamusedinterventionstohelpparticipantsnavigatethroughdifficult
issuessuchasinfidelity,abortionandchildabductionandweweresurprisedbytheirhumanityand
understanding.WhenadifficultbackstorywasreleasedaboutLeo,ratherthancriticise,thejudges
attemptedtoempathisewithhim.Theyalso‘voiced’theirconcernsaboutcharacteractionsbutwanted
theseportrayedinasympatheticlight.Attimesweintervenedtoshowhowbadpracticewouldnot
beacceptable,butthisactionwasderidedbythejudgeswhofelttheycoulddothisbetterthemselves,
butalsohadtheeffectofmakingthejudgesfeelsafeaboutexpressingtheirviews.Providingasafe
environmentforpeopletoimagine,reflectandexploretheirworldcanleadtochangeandcancreate
circumstancesinwhichpeoplecansearchtogethercollaborativelyformorecomprehensible,true,
authentic,andmorallyrightandappropriatewaysofunderstandingandactingintheworld(Kemmis
&McTaggart,2005,p.578).Figure6showsthatjudgesdecidetheirownrules.

Figure 6. Judges decide their own rules
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However, the form of the project and its associated structure assists, is not the aspect that
necessarilypromotesdiscourseanddemocraticparticipation.Instead,itistheintentionoftheauthor
andthecontextwithinwhichtheauthorandreaderfindthemselves that iskeyto thesuccessof
theproject.TheliminalityofboththeformandthepoliticalsituationinNorthernIrelandandthe
centralitygiventotheauthor’sintentionstoprovokeandunearthsomeoftheinstrumentalrationalities
associatedwithmediapracticeinNorthernIreland,wereallcentraltocreatingaproductivediscourse
onpowerandownership:

We can have (wonderful irony) extreme-right-wing discussion forums […] But at the same time, 
these forums are highly exclusionary at the level of rhetoric and access, which pushes them outside 
the realm of the democratic. (Carpentier, 2014, p. 1139)

Forus,itwasimportantforouraudiencestobeabletoseeorsensetheircontributionstowhat
wasbeingcreated,and,whileourjudgeswerenotalwaysawarethattheircontributionswerebeing
fedbacktothem,bothwe,andthey,couldtracethatrecognitionthroughthechoicesbeingmade.
Socialmovementwasorchestratedthroughsmallmomentsofactivityonlinewherepeoplehadto
worktogethertomakesomethinghappen:

Engagement levels and most importantly the FUN factor greatly increased as we relinquished control 
and let those formerly known as the “audience” become collaborators with us. (Weiler, 2015)

TalkingaboutWeiler’swork,BronwinPatrickson suggests that ‘thebest practiceprinciples
imply this sort of event is not simply storytelling – but a social, playful, skilful drama with its
owndevelopingdistinctpoetics’(2016,n.pag.).Likewise,RBHcreatedanimmersivecontextthat
wasdiscursiveandwherepersonalcontributionwasvaluedwithinmulti-perspectivalviews.This
participationwaseasytoaccess,encouragedpeopletochallengetheirviews,andrequiredminimal
performance skills. The challenge for writers of transmedia is to find ways to engage and offer
audiencesagency,but-moreimportantly-ifwearetotransposethisintotheworldofpostconflict
societies,thischallengebecomesevenmorepertinent.Howcanthefantasycreatednotonlysurvive
andthrive,butalsoplayaroleinreality?

Whenwritingaboutentertainment-educationprogrammes,Singhalsuggeststhattheproduction-
centreddesignapproachshouldnowbemovingtoamoreaudience-centreddesignapproachsothat
suchproductionshavelessofatopdownrelationshiptotheiraudiences.Iarguethatifaudiencesare
theco-writersanddesignersofsuchprogrammesthiswillmorereadilypromoteanaudience-centred
approach.Singhalarguesthat:

The future of the entertainment-education strategy is very bright […] Social change practitioners are 
increasingly grasping that entertainment-education is one of those rare social change approaches 
that can be both commercially viable and socially responsible. (2006, p. 268)

Entertainment-educationinNorthernIrelandhastakenmanyformsandispossiblymoreevident
intheatreproductionsthaninbroadcasting.Butithasneverresultedinasoap-operatypeprogramme
aimedatbothcommunitiesthathastriedtopromoteempathyandunderstandingbetweencommunities.
SuchprojectshavebeentriedelsewhereforexamplearadioshowinRwandahasbeenbroadcasting
Musekeweya(2004)twiceweeklywhichhasbeenlistenedtoby90%ofthepopulation:

No ordinary radio drama, it contains carefully embedded psychological and communication messages 
intended to support healing in a population traumatized by the 1994 genocide’. (Zeigler, 2010, p.16)
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Thisprogramme–thetitleofwhichmeansNew Dawn–isafictionalsoapoperathataimsto
empowerandstrengthenthepopulationtoresistincitementtoviolence.Itscentralmessagesarebased
ontheresearchofErvinStaub(1989),anacademicwhohasworkedextensivelyinpeaceandconflict
studies.Themaingoaloftheprogrammeistoexplaintheescalatingstagesingroupviolenceand
howtotakemeasurestopreventthem.

InNorthernIreland, fundingfor televisiondramaandfilmproductionshasbeendirected to
bothloyalistandnationalistcommunities.Thewriting/productionsproducedhavesoughttooffer
illumination of those differing positions. There has been considerable investment in community
andartsprojectssuchasDraw Down the Walls,anorthBelfastcross-interfacecommunityrelations
initiativethathastheexplicitvisionof‘creatingtheconditionstoimagineacitywithoutbarriers’
(GoldenThread,2011).Suchapproachesareusefulbutwhat ismostevidentwithinthisworkis
thelackofbroadcastingspacegiventoimaginewhatadifferentandless-dividedNorthernIreland
couldlooklike.ItisalsodifficulttomakeadirectcomparisontoRwandainthatNorthernIreland
isnotacountryinitsownrightbutanareaunderBritishgovernancethathasdevelopedalevelof
self-governmentbutisalsoheavilyinfluencedbytheRepublicofIreland.Initiativestoaddresssuch
acomplexsituationwouldnecessarilybemorecomplextonegotiate.

RBHencouragesthepeopleofNorthernIrelandtothinkandactdifferentlyaboutanimagined
futurecommunity.However,Sanglang,JohnsonandCianosuggestthatthereareproblemswiththe
analysisofgamifiedstoriesdue to theircomplexityandaudience requirements thatmakes them
difficulttoquantifybutthat:

As EE [entertainment-education] scholars seek to explore the influence of integrating transmedia 
storytelling techniques into their campaigns, it is essential to consider the strengths and weaknesses 
of various digital storytelling formats. (2013, p. 143)

Theauthorhasconsideredsomeoftheseinthisarticle.Assuch,aprogrammeofthisnature
couldbeusefulinaneducation-entertainmentcapacityinNorthernIrelandsothatpeoplecouldwork
togethertobuildamutuallyusefulspacetodiscussthefutureofthecountry.

Itiseasytoshowthatparticipationintermsofinteractivityispossibleandthatparticipation,which
isdemocraticandnegotiated,isuseful.ButasCarpentierpointsout,therealissueisthatofcontrol:

Struggles about the distribution of power in society in fields such as media, the arts, and development, 
and the attempts to make that distribution more equal, are what participation is about. (2014, p. 1132)

ArecentdiscussionbyMoyaBailey in the International Journal of Communication suggests
thatgendermarginalizedpeopleofcolourusedigitalmediatocreaterepresentationsofthemselves
thatchallengemainstreammediadepictionsofferingmorediversenarratives;andRameshSrinivasan
suggeststhatworkingintheArabworlditisclearthat‘networksofcommunicationarecircumscribed
byyoursocialstatus’(2014,p.1131).MikroTobiasSchafersuggestsadifferencebetweendifferent
modesofparticipation -between thoseweareawarewearecontributing toand thosewearenot
awareof:‘examplesofexplicitparticipationshapethenarrativeofnewmediaasenabling,implicit
participationconstitutesitscommodification’(2014,p.1132).InRBHweplaywithbothimplicitand
explicitparticipationmethodsencouragingouraudiencestoinvestigatetheseformsratherthantojust
acceptthem.Suchapublicdeclarationandacknowledgementofourmethodsseemstohavegonealong
waytopromotetrustandadditionalparticipation.Ifsuchanideaweretobedevelopedandtobeused
fordemocraticpurposesitwouldessentialtobeclearaboutwhowasintendingtousethisinformation
andforwhatpurposes.Withoutsuchdeclaredinterests,itisdifficultforaudiencestoknowwhythey
shouldengageinsuchworkandwhattheeffectoftheirparticipationwillbe.Therewouldbenopointin
engagingintheconstructionofaparticipativeonlinenegotiatedweb-seriesifthepurposebehinditisto:
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Breed a different kind of ‘conflict’, one that is certainly less violent but gestures towards new forms 
of violence exerted by the Agreement’s rhetorical negation of the sectarian past and its aggressive 
neoliberal campaign. (Heidemann, 2016, p. 4)

Suchaprocesswouldbeparticipationwithoutcontrol,participationforparticipation’ssake.This
isnotwhatthisresearchisrecommending.

Andhowdoessuchworkrelatetothedemandsofe-politicsande-democracy?IzabelaKapsa
suggeststhatnewmediatechniquesandformatscanmakeitpossibleforcitizenstorespondtoa
crisisofdemocracyinawaythatisup-to-datebecauseit‘Itexpandsthesphereofpublicdebate,
becausethecontentofnewmediaincreasinglypenetratesthemainstreamdiscourse(thepolitical
blogosphere,Twitterdiplomacy)(2018,p.152).IwouldarguethatcreativeprojectssuchasRBHcan
gofurtherthanofferingaccesstopoliticalissues.Byusingnegotiatednewmedianarrativesdebates
canbeexploredmorefully.Whathasbeendemonstratedisthatthenegotiatedaspectsofthewriting
elementsusedontheprojecthavepromotedasenseofcommunity,havepromotedastrongsenseof
engagementandhavecontributedtoanewandinterestingnarrativeaboutthesortofstoriespeople
inNorthernIrelandwouldliketotell.However,theformitselfisjustthebeginningofthejourney.
AsKlopp,Marcello,KiruiandMwangipointoutwhenstudyingtheirwebsiteworkinKenya‘Once
itbecameclearthataneedexistedtogobeyondaninitialparticipatorydesignprocessandembed
thewebsiteconstructioninabroadersetofnegotiationsaroundinformation,decision-making,and
power,thequestionbecamewhichactors,strategiesandtoolswouldworkbestinhelpingtoeffectively
re-arrangethe“bricksandmortarofgovernment”[2013,p.35].

InRBHsuchadiscussioncanbecarriedoutwithoutrecoursetohierarchicalpoliticalstructures
andcanlinktoarangeofinstancesofcyberactivismonsocialmedia.AsSandoval-AlmazanandJ.
RamonGil-Garciasuggest‘Technologywillsupporttheactions,butpeoplewilldecidewhatthose
actionsshouldbe’(2014,p.376).Furtherstudieswouldneedtobecompletedintoaudiencebehaviour
toascertainifRBHcouldbeusedinitslargermanifestationThe Eleventopromotesuche-political
ore-democraticobjectivesinNorthernIreland.
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ENDNOTES

1 BellyfeelProductionsareaManchesterbasedtransmediaproductioncompanyhttp://www.bellyfeel.co.uk
2 While‘postconflict’impliestheendofconflictIfeelthetermismisleadinginthecurrentcontextofNorthern

Ireland,wherewefindthatvariousconflictscontinuetoplayout.However,whatitdoesimplyisthattheworst
aspectsoftheconflictarepastandagreementsareinplacetohelptryandbuildapluralisticsociety.

3 Thefullannotatedtreatmentthatcontainsmuchofthevisualmaterialthatrelatestotheresearchproject
canbefoundathttp://www.redbranchheroes.com/phd/
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