ﬂm:msm&ow siren call to creators is as alluring as it is because of the tremendous

creative possibilities it offers. But often, large chunks of your project
should be determined by the purpose of your story and the resources
you have available. The creative specifics of your story can have little
or no bearing on the overall structure.

What platforms you use, how much content you create, and
whether you fine-tune the story so that it is best enjoyed by a single
player or by a community of participants will all affect what kind of
audience you atiract, and how deep into your story its members will
go. All of these decisions are structural ones; they affect the overall
shape of your story, like a skeleton, without dictating what the surface
details will be.

Structure ig dead important. No matter how innovative and com-
pelling your story is, if it's structured poorly, nobody will ever know.
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Every industry has its own version ofthe 80/20 rule. It's a blanket rule of thumb
in business, and depending on which version you learned, it might be that 80 per-
cent of your profits come from 20 percent of your customers. Or 80 percent of your
problems come from 20 percent of your features. Or 20 percent of your employees

do 80 percent of the work.

Transmedia has its own version, too: 20 percent of your audience is responsible
for 80 percent of your activity. The specific numbers will vary depending on your
project, of course, but the principle is sound: most of your participation will come
from a small segment of your audience.’

Often the audience is divided into three rough categories: 80 percent passive
viewers, 15 percent engaged audience memmbers, and 5 percent superfans. Passive view-
ers will follow along, but they wor't do much beyond that. Engaged audience mem-
bers will seek out new information and participate in some interactive
elements of your story. The most highly engaged players are the ones

engagement pyramid

who join forums to talk about your story, try to solve every puzzle,
travel hundreds of miles to go to live events, create and update wikis
or guides to your stoty, and so on.
Unfortunately, the more engaged groups are also the ones with
the smallest numbers; hence the engagement pyramid.
That means that when you build a deep experience that requires
2 lot of audience initiative, it's possible that the liorfs share of your au-
dience will never see most of that content, and might not even know
it exists. At the same time, the immersive feeling created by deep con-
tent is one of the key elements that make transmedia narratives excit-
ing. There is an inherent tension between making a narrative that is
very rich and deep, and making a narrative that scales to a larger au-
dience but is shallow, This fundamental tension between depth and
scale informs every structural component of a transmedia project.
Most artists would say without hesitation that their priority is to
make something that has as much depth as possible. A locative art
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et ule of thumb narrative or a portfolio piece would benefit from making a richer experience for

1t be that 80 per. fewer people. A common method is including Easter eggs or chains of interaction—
) percent of your essentially locking away story-critical content behind barriers that require action
your employees from a player to overcome, like solving a puzzle or sending a text message to a char-

. acter. That's not always a pragmatic approach, though. That's because there’s another
el .Hmmﬁobmmuwm way to frame mass-market or shallower experiences—they’re a lot more accessible.
ending on your

Most businesses would say without hesitation that their priority is to make
something as mass-audience and accessible as possible, and forget about depth.
Sadly, this risks damaging the quality of your overall experience. Something that
tries to engage everyone equally well can wind up engaging nobody at all. Still, de-
signers working in marketing, for example, should carefully weight their experi-

ation will come

percent passive
1s. Passive view-

wﬁ&m.bnm Em.ﬁ- ences toward the broad-but-shallow end of the spectrum. That doesn't mean that
me nteractive you cart put in any deeper elements, but whenever possible, keep accessibility by
me are the ones even fairly passive audience members as your top priority. This means keeping the
mmﬂmww p nN.NH.m“ bulk of your content out in the open and telling players not just where it is, but how
update wikis it al fits together.
Bear in mind that there’s an interesting wrinkle on this that can occur in live,
the ones with performative, or interactive transmedia projects. Sometimes, that top few percent
] of your audience who get the most from your story will actually become part of the
that requires story for everyone else. This can be formalized on your end, with phone calls, vid-
.MM M@oﬂmﬂm:- eos, or other submissions from your audience being cut in with your canon content,
by MMM ow or with specific audience members getting a shout-out.
oCP con- Even without that, in challenge-based games, the top few percent who are pro-
MMMMMMM%@. ducing mind-blowing solves and unlocking progress for the whole community
0alar atls often become a part of the entertainment—that mass majority of the audience is
oo dIserau watching the deepest, most involved players playing the game, on top of following
en depth and

the story itself. It can rise nearly to the level of a spectator sport.

Is it strictly impossible to do deep and mass-audience at the same time? No.
No, but . . . there’s another rule of thumb in most industries: you can get some-
thing done cheap, fast, or well; pick any two. The equivalent transmedia storytelling

ha roject,
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pick-two-of-three is again a little different: cheap, deep, or mass-audience, pick two.
It's possible to play to both ends of the rope and make a rich and very deep experi-
ence for an audience of millions, but i1l cost you. Know what your priorities are.

THE COST OF FRAGMENTATION

T any transmedia stories rely upon the audience’s ability to collect and make
sense of multiple story fragments—tweets, blog posts, and video footage, for
example. But there is a distinct drawback to having a highly fragmented structure:
the more fragmented an experience is, the more difficult it is for a mainstream au-

dience to follow. . i
It takes effort to seek out that next piece of a narrative. Not always a lot, to be : : e
sure; sometimes it's a single click, one little Google search, or 10 bucks to spend on Jog
the next film or book. If you're switching media, that friction becomes a lot higher. a
People have an innate resistance to switching from watching movies to reading . ha
novel tie-ins. That same resistance keeps people from shifting from playing a video |
game to watching the movie version. A similar resistance will keep people from fill- . WM
ing in a username and password to register for your site; it’s easier just to close the
window and not bother. 3. M
'This friction erodes the numbes of players that follow you every time you switch . ch
media in a transmedia narrative. Still, there are techniques that allow a creator to . en
tell an immersive and authentic-feeling story, while helping less sophisticated play- : yo
ers to put the pieces together. he
Let’s say you want to create a very accessible story, but you dor't want to sacrifice bu
depth to do it. What specific actions can you take? en
1. Cross-link heavily. This should be a no-brainer, but it's very easy to over- .. an
look. If you're creating a transmedia story with multiple websites, tweet . st

streams, and so on, make sure to provide links from every one of these sites sig
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to all the others. Or, better yet, create a single meta-site that is about your
story but not a part of the story world itself. Use it to aggregate these links
and take the work out of simply trying to follow the story for your players. if
you do create a meta-site, it's then crucial that you link back to that site from
every other location you use. Print the URL on your promotional materials.
Put it in your credits. Make it absolutely unmissable.

Provide rolling recaps. It can be easy for people in your audience to lose
track of what's happening in the story, particularly if they've inadvertently
missed some pieces of content {or, for a real-time narrative, for audience
raembers who come to the story midway through).

It's a good practice to provide periodic recaps of the pivotal events in
the story so far, as in TV with. the “last time on this show” montages, or in
long book series with a quick summary at the beginning of each book. You
can also do this in the guise of a character, if so desired, particularly if you
have a character who is serving as a guide {more on this in Chapter 13). But
you can also sum up the story so far on a meta-site—the same one you use
for cross-linking.

. Map out your intended audience path in a flowchart. If at any point you are

chaining content, so that (for example) you need to send Friar Lawrence an
email before the star-crossed couple can have their secret wedding, then
you need to be sure that the audience knows who Friar Lawrence is and
how to find his email address. This is applicable not just to locked content,
but also to revelations. Make sure you have a good grasp of what your audi-
ence learns about the story, and when.

Trace those chains of discovery to make sure that every link is present
and obvious. If possible, have someone who doesn't know much about your
story test out your content to make sure you've done a good job of putting
signposis for your audience members so that they don't get lost.
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STRUCTURAL CONSIDERATIONS

Here are a few questions to ask yourself while you're deciding how to structure your story
across :,_:uﬁ__“._m media, and a few tips on how the answers to those questions should change

your mmm,ms

1. What is nrm purpose of this project, and who is it for? If your purpose is to gather an email

L

list, .ﬁrm: mcva_ﬁ_:m an email address should be a core activity that participants must en-
gage in at some point in the story. If it's creating awareness of a social issue, make that the
key conflict of your narrative. If it's telling a good story and making a little money, make
sure you're creating something that's worth paying for. And always, always make sure
that your project uses platforms and conventions that your target audience will be com-
fortable i:y.

Should "—_m story play out dynamically in real time, or should it be a static experience in
which <o= can go back to the beginning and start over at any moment? Real time creates a
very immersive and immediate feeling, and is much better for obtaining publicity or com-
munity building. You do risk creating a barrier to entry for audience members who missed
the _umm_:::._m. though, and once it's over, you need to either restructure it or accept that
it's over, Which one you choose will often be decided by your overall goals for the project.

How high a barrier to entry am | putting up? Requiring registration, locking content be-
hind challenges, and requiring high-end technology are all elements that can immediately
erode your potential audience. That's not to say you should never do these things; there is
often a good reason to require registration—for example, if you're maling a single-person
narrative and need to track progress over multiple media through that login. And if part
of the purpose of your game is to promote a new technology, then it’s only natural to use
that technology, no matter how much (or how little) market saturation it's achieved. Just
be cautious about what it is you're asking your audience to commit to.
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WHAT MEDIA SHOULD 1 USE?

%1 an ideal world, the media you'd choose to use would be the ones that serve the
U story best. Bam, you're done. Unfortunately, in the real world, we have to be a little
more pragmatic and take into account a giddy whirlwind of factors, from time and
budget restrictions to audience sophistication, accessibility, and scale.

Your audience should influence which media you use. A great transmedia cam-
paign uses the platforms its target audience already calls home, and doesn't use the
ones that the target audience thinks poorly of or doesrt have access to at all. Just
as an example, a project for tweens that requires access to cutting-edge technology
is limiting its audience out of the gate. Tweens might not have access to the latest
smartphone or iPad, and aren’t likely to have the resources to acquire one, either.

Almost every individual or company will start out stronger in the creation and
production of one medium over others. You need to play to your strengths. If you
and your team have a filmmaking background, then focus on that and make as
much mileage with it as you can: create a core film component, then add on epi-
sodic web content or unlockable video in a mobile application.

If your background and strength lie in text, then stick with that. Focus on books,
blog posts, emails, and updates on social media. If you come from a traditional

. gaming background, focus on points of interaction and interlinked games small

and large. If theater is your strong suit, then build an experience rooted in a live
performance or a series of live performances, with elements that extend outward
from there.

Most transmedia projects tend to be grounded most solidly in a single medium
anyway, with other components acting more as satellites orbiting the main event
than as entire stand-alone projects. That may change in time, but for now, there’s
absolutely nothing wrong with sticking to what you know best.

That's not to say that you shouldn't try to stretch to include more and differ-
ent media every time you design a new project. You should, absolutely! Every plat-
form brings something else to your project. Tentpole pieces like TV, books, and
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film create solid revenue streams, of course. Social media and the web are excellent
for allowing interaction, or the feeling of interaction, even with millions of people.
Splashy live events make for fantastic publicity. But don't feel obligated to include
any medium if you dor't realistically think you can pull it off, or if it wor(t add any-
thing to your story.

ome of
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moam of the world's most beloved transmedia projects are mammoth undertakings

that include feature films, novels, comic series, and video games—in
short, franchise entertainment. The most successful franchises are
the ones where there is space for the qudience members to imagine
themselves as part of that world. Harry Potier, Star Wars, Lord of the
Rings: these are all worlds that are very much bigger than the action
on the main stage.

One of the amazing things we can do with transmedia is allow
fans to have a place where they belong in a story world that they love.
So it's a natural fit for franchise entertainment 10 MOVE more and
rmore in the direction of transmedia storytelling.

The much-lauded Why So Serious? campaign for The Dark Knight
was an enormous stride in that divection. It’s garnered awards, huge
amoumts of press coverage, and incredible fan love. And why is it such
a big deal? It's because it took a world that did not have space for

derations

11
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an audience to live inside it—Batman’s Gotham—and created canon spaces where,
for the frst time, players could imagine themselves fitting. They became voters and
accomplices. It turned a property that previously had not been very well suited to a
transmedia experience and created one that suddenly was; the world wasn't just Bat-
man and his allies and enemies anymore.

There is a common criticism of such extended experiences for entertainment
franchises. It suggests that they don't create new fans; they merely service the fans
that a property already has. That's probably true. But it's not entirely fair, either.
All of that fan energy and excitement generated by a transmedia experience brings
more people into the fold. The person who was sent a Joker mask by the campaign
was very likely already going to see the movie, but maybe his roommate wasm't go-
ing to, or his cousin, or the person he enthused about the film to at work or at the
coffee shop or on the bus. Those people, exposed to that catalyzed fan energy, are
then more likely to become fans, too—or at least check out the movie when it hits
theaters. Exciting your fans makes them contagious.

You probably have some examples of this in your own experience. I know I
started reading Harry Potter because of all of the fan energy around it; that's also
why 1 read Twilight. Giving your audience a focused outlet for its passion leads to a
conversion of peripheral audience members into fans, and people who were never
a part of the core audience into peripheral audience members. Participation is the
engine that drives fandom, and fandom drives a story’s success.

Not every franchise will be a good fit for transmedia expansion, though. The
first Twilight book, for example, was poorly suited to it; there wasn't much of a world
there outside of the couple in love. But it’s a problem that can be fixed. Subsequent
books in the series increased the scope of the world more and more, fabricating
group dynamics and government structures that add up to a world bigger than just
Bella and Edward and their true, sparkly love.

There are particular challenges that come with making such a goliath transmedia
project. For one thing, you need to maintain consistency across all of your media in
terms of story continuity, look and feel, overall tone, and, of course, quality.
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SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR BLOCKBUSTER TRANSMEDIA FRANCHISES

It is absolutely crucial to the long-term health of a big transmedia franchise
to make sure that every single audience-facing component is consistent with your
story world's themes and canon. Story bibles and an integrated creative process help
to make this possible.

STORY BIBLES

- fyou could have a single visionary executing every single project in a story uni-
_ verse, that would be ideal. Eventually, though, a world gets beyond the scope of
a single persorl's creative vision, and yet consistency has to be maintained. Hence
the story bible. The purpose of a story bible is to make sure that teams of creators
who may not get to communicate with each other directly are nonetheless on the
same page.

At a bare minimum, a story bible should include the same kinds of informa-
tion you'd want in a Wikipedia article-—who the main characters are and their defin-
ing characteristics, plus a summary of the overall plot. At best, it’s an encyclopedic
reference to everything about your story and the world it takes place in. You might
want to include:

* Fvery scrap of information specific to your story world. A story bible for Star
Wars would have to describe the Force. Other specific information might
include maps, location descriptions, corporate profiles, family trees, and
wildlife guides. If something is different from our own world, that informa-
tion belongs in the bible.

® Anindex of every single piece of canon material in existence or in produc-
tion, and where to find it. No scrap is too small: Twitter streams and feature
films alike should be listed, each with a little bit of context about that piece’s
relationship to the greater story world, what characters appear in it, and a
plot surmmary.

(e~ N3
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A timeline that includes significant events in your universe and what time
periods are covered in which pieces of media. It's all right for chronology o
be a little ambiguous overall, but youll need to be clear about the relation-
ships between the fragments. (This isnit as important if you're planning on
sticking to a single iconic state throughout your StOry.}

o Secrets and upcoming revelations. The story bible should include every im-

portant fact, no matter how secret it is from fans. It's not the place to be coy
and bint at something. If Bobis the crown prince of Valrhania, but he worlt
find out until after another two Slms and a year of comics, it gtill needs
to be in there. That information could affect creative decisions across the

board.

If it's possible, creating a digital and searchable version of all your mediaisa
huge help: books, scripts, blog posts, tweets, everything. Visual reference materials,
too, are useful. Photos of actors, sets, costumes, concept art, and other art assets can
become a visual library for future reference and maintain visual continuity.

A story bible isnt enough, though. It's a step in the right direction, but the

weakness of a story bible is in that area where the story is still being fabricated. Hm
from two branches

the tale of a character’s first kiss has never been told, the teamns

of the same universe might notice that opportunity at the same time and use itin

completely different ways. That's the sort of conflict in canon that fans find deeply
upsetting.

S0 it's even better if you have a continuity manager along with your story bible

(or, if necessary, a <mall team of continuity managers). The continuity manager can

act as linison between disparate creative teams to make sure that 1o significant con-

ficts arise during production.
Companies like Starlight Runner Entertainment even specialize in helping

to map out plot threads and story lines—sometimes years ghead of production.

WMMW ome cTs

% to work’
sayer. In fac
nished with
photo galles
scoff at the:

~ and more c

yourself’)
That's
that passes
initely nees
the creatio
Hﬁua:. m
or city nan
flicts that
course yot
them, ora
But jx
you also d
to start wi
self plenty
moon late




se and what time
or chronology to
out the relation-
e planming on

wcdude every im-
e place to be coy
1a, but he won't
s, it still needs
lons across the

rour media is a
ence materjals,
¥ art assets can
tinuity,

ection, but the
g fabricated. If
1two branches

le and use it in

ms find deeply

our story bible
¥ manager can
ignificant con-

lize in helping
of production.

SPECIAL CONSIDERATIONS FOR BLOCKBUSTER TRANSMEDIA FRANCHISES

Not only does this significantly reduce the chance of a major, glaring continuity
error, but it also allows a sprawling franchise to map out precisely where any ele-
ments of intertextuality will lie, resulting in a more integrated and vibrant narrative
thread.

FIRST THINGS FIRST

ome creators believe that you have to write your story bible before you can get
'to work on your actual story. On that front, I'm very much a story bible nay-
sayer. In fact, I've worked on only two projects for existing properties that came fur-
nished with a story bible at alll In lien of that, I've relied on referring to scripts and
photo galleries, or sometimes even fan-created reference material like wikis. (Dox't
scoff at the idea of fan reference works; these volunteer efforts can be more accurate

~ and more comprehensive than anything you'd have the time or resources to make

yourself.)

That's not to say that there isrit a time and a place for a story bible; any universe
that passes that key threshold where it no longer fits into a single person’s head def-
initely needs one. But it's something that can happen just as well at the tail end of
the creation process.

If you get bogged down in defining the minutiae of a universe’s flora and fauna
or city names, that's time you arer't spending on defining the characters and con-
flicts that make your story interesting. If you're prone to forgetfulness, then yes, of
course you can and should keep notes on important story elements as you fabricate
them, or as you think of them.

But just as you don't need to make an entire transmedia project all at once,
you also dor't need to fabricate an entire story universe in one fell swoop. It’s OK
to start with just one story and fill in the reference materials later on. Leave your-
self plenty of room in your world to expand into for now, and you can shoot for the
moon later.

(Prerse 115
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Q4A: CAITLIN BURNS

Caitlin Burns is a transmedia producer with Starlight Runner Entertainment,
where she’s worked on blockbuster franchises like Avatar, Pirates of the Caribbean,
and Transformers for clients like Disney, Microsoft, Coca-Cola, and Hasbro, among
many others. She is also working on an indie transmedia film project called Jurassic
Park Slope.

@: Where do you see the art and business of staerytelling headed over the

next few years?

A: No matter what you call a multiplatform project, whether it's a single story arc
or a super arc that encompasses seven years of a franchise, transmedia story-
telling is here to stay. The challenge that is ahead of the industry now is figur-
ing out how to plan for both short- and long-term applications of the concepts
to make better stories that allow for more creators to be involved in the creative
space of a project. This is something that successful creative visionaries, like
the Camerons, Bruckheimers, Lucases, and Spielbergs, already know: they are
the ones who control the story, who have the big picture, but they can't be every-
where at once, and they car't physically make every decision on every platform
of every story in their universe. The same problem applies to smaller projecis
that are just getting into multiplatform spaces. The harsh reality is that a film-
maker is not a game designer, a comic book writer, or a novelist. They need one
another o create a project of a certain scale.

Story is the through line; no matter what industry your experience is in,
you're human, and you understand a good story. Coproductions and increasing
collaboration are the ways through the storm.

The final frontier keeping entertainment lawyers up at night is that the au-
dience members, the fans, are a creative community in their own right; they de-
sire and expect immersive experiences that allow their voices to be heard by the
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stories they love. Not only this, but they want places where they can flex their
creative musdles as well, contributing new ideas to the story world in a tangi-
ble way. The creators at the helm will have to consider them as stakeholders in
their story world just as much as the filmmakers, game developers, and novel-
ists who are under contract to build the narrative, or ignore them at their peril.

@: Starlight Runner is without exception the authority in managing sprawling

transmedia properties. What tips or technigues would you offerto a creator

who is trying to get o handle on a big universe? Are there any special tools

to learn?

A: The real trick to dealing with groups on other platforms is to be able to speak
about the story first. No matter what the intricacies of development on a spe-
cific platform are, the story will have to emerge there somehow. Story is the key-

stone for all of the interlocking projects. Get familiar enough with the story that

you can talk about itina platform-neutral manner.

The second big tip is to write stuff down. Once these projects are up and

running, there will be lots of creative conversations, not only in set business

meetings, but at lunches and dinners, or randomly when someone is stuck in
an elevator or in the shower. Being able to write down the ideas that come up
before those ideas are lost is key, and getting into the habit of doing so is vitally
important so that these insights can be shared, remembered, and referenced

down the road.

0: We hear a lot about Starlight’s story bibles—what belongs in a bible like

that, and what do you think should be left out?

A: Ah, the Mythologies; what they are is encyclopedic references to the entire
story wotld. In addition to some super-secret analysis that I can allude to only
vaguely, this is where you want fo putas much reference as possible for people,
places, things, and concepts that are important to the story world. An impot-
tant takeaway about this type of document is that it has a lot of details that arert

11
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necessarily vital to what is going on at the moment, but that might turn into
stories down the road. The other take is that they're platform-neutral; anyone

! working on any platform can make use of them regardless of specialty or back-
ground.

8:How do you manage a project with several creative teams to make sure

alt the pieces feel related?

A: Again, this all goes back to story; if you've done your work and know your story,
the story becomes your guide. If it feels like youw're pushing the boundaries of
your carnon, you have to be able to look at the actual research you set down and
defend why you would or would not move in that direction. If you can make a
strong creative choice and defend it with research to back it up, then you are
golden; if you carft find a good reason to do what you're doing, then atleast you
have a real sense that you may be going off the rails.




