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Abstract

Interactive cinema, through its reliance on branching narratives, establishes a new relationship among the audience, the
story, and the exhibition platform—a relationship in which viewers are not merely recipients of the narrative but also
participate, to some extent, in determining its progression. Nevertheless, despite the expansion of digital platforms, Iranian
audiences’ growing experience with participatory media, and the increasing accessibility of artificial intelligence tools,
interactive cinema in Iran has not yet developed into a clearly defined and established mode of production. Employing a
qualitative, analytical-conceptual, and feasibility-oriented approach, this study examines the capacities, limitations, and
prerequisites for the development of interactive cinema in Iran, with particular attention to the role of artificial intelligence
in the design of branching narratives. The analysis is structured around such concepts as branching narrative, audience
agency, the attention economy, platform infrastructure, and the assistive functions of artificial intelligence. The findings
indicate that, at least from a feasibility perspective, interactive cinema in Iran may draw upon capacities such as character-
driven and situation-driven narratives, younger generations’ familiarity with choice-based media, the gradual growth of
digital platforms, and the potential use of artificial intelligence during the design and pre-production stages. At the same
time, the absence of suitable infrastructure for distributing branching works, the high costs of multi-path production, the
difficulty of maintaining dramatic coherence, censorship considerations, copyright issues, user privacy, and uncertainty
regarding viable economic models constitute major obstacles to its development. In this context, artificial intelligence can
play an effective role in proposing alternative narrative paths, supporting previsualization, developing preliminary decision-
tree structures, and predicting possible audience choices. However, its role remains supportive and stage-specific and cannot
replace the screenwriter, filmmaker, experience designer, platform infrastructure, or legal framework. Finally, the article
proposes a gradual conceptual model that begins with education and branching-narrative design, proceeds to the production
of limited pilot projects and platform and user testing, and subsequently enables the development of more complex works.
Accordingly, the future of interactive cinema in Iran should be envisioned neither through the inclusion of a few superficial
choices within an otherwise linear narrative nor through exclusive reliance on artificial intelligence, but rather through the
gradual and systematic formation of a creative, technological, legal, and cultural ecosystem.

Keywords: interactive cinema, branching narrative, artificial intelligence, audience agency, digital platform, attention
economy
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Interactive cinema represents an emerging

narrative form in which the relationship among
the audience, the story, and the exhibition
platform is fundamentally reconfigured. Unlike
conventional cinema, where the sequence of
events is predetermined and the spectator
primarily receives a completed narrative,
interactive cinema allows viewers to
participate in the progression of the story
through a set of predesigned choices. This
participation does not transform the audience
into the full author of the work; rather, it grants
viewers a limited but potentially meaningful
degree of agency within a structured narrative
environment. The theoretical foundations of
this form can be traced to studies of digital
narrative, nonlinearity, interactivity, and
audience agency. Murray conceptualizes

agency as the satisfying experience of taking
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meaningful action and perceiving the
consequences of that action within a digital
environment, thereby emphasizing that
interactivity becomes narratively significant
only when users believe that their decisions
affect the fictional world (1). Ryan similarly
examines digital narrative through the
interrelated concepts of immersion,
interactivity, and possible worlds, arguing that
virtual environments can reorganize narrative
experience beyond strictly linear structures
(2). From this perspective, interactive cinema
should not be reduced to the superficial
insertion of several options into an otherwise
linear film. Its defining challenge lies in
designing a balanced relationship among
audience freedom, dramatic coherence,
emotional involvement, technical affordances,

and production feasibility. This challenge
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becomes particularly significant in Iran, where
digital platforms have expanded, younger
audiences are increasingly familiar with
participatory media, video games, social
networks, and choice-based experiences, and
artificial intelligence tools have become more
accessible, yet interactive cinema has not
developed into a stable or clearly defined
mode of production. Accordingly, the central
problem addressed in this study is whether
interactive cinema can emerge as a viable
form of dramatic storytelling within Iran’s
cultural, technological, legal, and economic
context, and how atrtificial intelligence may
assist in the design of branching narratives
and the reduction of some production
complexities without being treated as a
substitute for human creativity, filmmaking
expertise, platform infrastructure, or regulatory
frameworks.

The study adopts a qualitative, analytical—
conceptual, and feasibility-oriented approach.
It does not claim to report field data derived
from interviews, surveys, audience
experiments, industrial statistics, or case
studies of established Iranian interactive
productions. Such empirical evidence remains
limited because interactive cinema has not yet
developed into a sufficiently established
industrial field in Iran. Instead, the study
critically synthesizes theoretical literature on
branching narrative, digital storytelling,
audience agency, platform affordances, the
attention economy, computational creativity,

and artificial intelligence in narrative

production. It also considers internationally

recognized experiences in interactive
storytelling, narrative games, and digital
platforms to the extent that they contribute to
the conceptual formulation of the problem. The
analytical unit is defined as the “conditions of
possibility for interactive cinema in Iran,” which
are examined across five interconnected
dimensions: the structure of branching
narratives, the agency of the audience, the
economy of attention, the technical
affordances and limitations of platforms, and
the assistive role of artificial intelligence in
narrative design and development. This
methodological orientation is consistent with a
conceptual form of qualitative inquiry in which
theoretical  categories are  extracted,
transformed into analytical indicators, and
subsequently interpreted in relation to a
specific cultural and production environment
(12). In the first stage of analysis, the principal
concepts were identified and defined; in the
second stage, these concepts were
operationalized as analytical indicators, such
as decision points, narrative consequences,
convergence nodes, the meaningfulness of
choices, decision fatigue, interface
requirements, and the potential generation of
alternative narrative paths; and in the third
stage, each indicator was assessed in relation
to Iranian conditions. Consequently, the
findings should be understood as a
theoretically grounded analysis of capacities,
constraints, and prerequisites rather than as

empirical confirmation that interactive cinema
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has already become technically, economically,
or institutionally viable in Iran.

The first major analytical dimension concerns
branching narrative and audience agency. In
branching storytelling, writers and filmmakers
must design not one fixed sequence but a
network of possible paths, decision points,
consequences, alternative scenes, and
convergence structures. Although increasing
the number of branches may appear to
strengthen interactivity, excessive branching
can fragment the story, multiply production
costs, weaken character consistency, and
disrupt dramatic rhythm. Conversely, highly
restricted choices may reduce interaction to an
illusion of control. Interactive narrative
therefore depends not on the sheer quantity of
options but on the quality of decisions, the
dramatic relevance of their consequences,
and the ability of different paths to remain
connected to an intelligible overall structure.
Narrative theory in game studies has
emphasized the importance of structuring
choice within designed systems rather than
assuming that unlimited freedom produces
stronger narrative experience (3). For Iran, this
implies that early interactive productions
should not attempt to reproduce expansive,
highly complex, and financially demanding
narrative architectures. A more feasible model
would employ a limited number of dramatically
meaningful branches, carefully positioned at
ethical, emotional, familial, or social turning
points. Iranian cinema has considerable

experience with character-driven narratives,

morally ambiguous situations, interpersonal
conflicts, family crises, and socially grounded
dilemmas; these traditions may provide fertile
material for decision-oriented storytelling.
Nevertheless, audience agency in the Iranian
context must also be designed in relation to
cultural sensitivity, content regulation, age
classification, and legal responsibility. Each
available choice and each resulting path may
require separate evaluation, making the
design of “guided agency” more realistic than
unrestricted narrative freedom. In such a
model, viewers experience that their decisions
matter, but the range of possible actions
remains compatible with dramatic coherence,
production limitations, and the cultural and
legal environment. This balance is central
because the success of interactive cinema
depends on preserving both the spectator’s
sense of influence and the authorial capacity
to sustain theme, characterization, tone, and
narrative meaning.

The second major dimension concerns the
convergence of media, platform affordances,
and the economy of attention. Interactive
cinema occupies a hybrid position between
cinema, digital storytelling, narrative games,
television, and user-experience design.
Jenkins’s account of convergence culture
demonstrates that digital media increasingly
dissolve rigid boundaries between previously
distinct media forms and expand the
participatory role of audiences in consuming,
interpreting, and circulating content (4). Yet

the convergence of cinema and games does

NY.N
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not eliminate the aesthetic specificity of
cinema. Interactive works must still manage
mise-en-scene, performance, editing, visual
continuity, dramatic pacing, sound, and
emotional engagement, while simultaneously
incorporating decision interfaces, branching
logic, and user navigation. Furthermore,
technological platforms are not neutral
channels; their technical properties enable
some forms of interaction while restricting
others. Studies of platform and computational
media demonstrate that technical
architectures shape possible user actions,
narrative forms, and modes of participation (5).
For interactive cinema in Iran, this means that
the availability of video-on-demand services
alone is insufficient. A functioning interactive
system requires a multi-path player, a clear
and minimally disruptive interface, the capacity
to register and save viewer choices, smooth
transitions between branches, compatibility
across devices, reliable streaming, secure
data processing, and the possibility of
returning to earlier decisions or exploring
alternative routes. The economy of attention
adds another layer of complexity. In
contemporary media environments, attention
is a scarce resource because users face an
abundance of platforms, games, social media,
short-form video, and competing
entertainment experiences (10, 11). Interactive
cinema may increase engagement by
requiring viewers to make decisions, but
poorly timed, repetitive, trivial, or overly

frequent choices can produce decision fatigue

and interrupt emotional immersion. Therefore,
early Iranian projects would benefit from
shorter formats, fewer decision points, clear
dramatic stakes, and tightly controlled
narrative duration. Short interactive films,
limited branching episodes, animated
experiments, or educational and cultural
interactive works may offer more realistic and
testable entry points than immediately
pursuing feature-length or serial productions
with numerous branches.

The third major dimension concerns the role of
artificial intelligence in the conception,
production, and evaluation of branching
narratives. Artificial intelligence, particularly
large language models and generative media
tools, can potentially support several stages of
interactive production. At the writing stage,
language models may generate preliminary
story ideas, propose alternative plot
developments, produce variant dialogue
sequences, suggest character responses, and
assist in constructing initial decision trees. At
the previsualization stage, generative image,
audio, and music systems may help
filmmakers prototype locations, scenes,
moods, secondary paths, or alternative
aesthetic treatments before committing to
costly production. At the analytical stage,
machine-learning systems may identify
patterns in audience choice, compare the
relative attractiveness of different paths, and
support the refinement of interface or narrative
structure, provided that valid data, informed

consent, anonymization, and ethical
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safeguards are available. Research in

computational creativity has  generally
presented machine creativity as collaborative
and assistive rather than fully autonomous,
emphasizing that algorithmic outputs require
human selection, direction, revision, and
evaluation (6, 7). Studies of collaborative
storytelling with large language models
similarly indicate that computational systems
may contribute to ideation and variation while
stil depending on human judgment for
coherence, tone, thematic purpose, and
narrative quality (8). More recent assessments
of large language models’ narrative
capabilities also suggest that fluent textual
generation should not be equated with human-
level dramatic understanding, sustained
characterization, cultural sensitivity, or long-
range narrative consistency (9). These
limitations are especially important in the
Iranian context, where linguistic nuance, social
codes, culturally specific humor, moral
ambiguity, regulatory considerations, and local
audience expectations require informed
human oversight. Artificial intelligence may
produce stereotypical, generic, culturally
mismatched, or internally inconsistent
branches. Therefore, its most defensible role
is that of a design and pre-production assistant
rather than an independent author. The study
proposes that Al be introduced gradually
through limited experiments, such as
generating  short  alternative  scenes,
comparing different decision structures,
creating

provisional dialogue variants,

supporting previsualization, or helping writers
test the consistency of a small number of
branches. Such uses may reduce some
exploratory costs and accelerate iteration, but
they cannot replace screenwriting, directing,
performance, editing, platform engineering,
experience design, legal regulation, or cultural
interpretation.

The proposed conceptual model therefore
recommends a gradual, testable, and
multidisciplinary  path  for  developing
interactive cinema in Iran. The first stage
should focus on education and design,
including workshops in branching
screenwriting, decision-point  construction,
interactive

convergence structures,

dramaturgy, and collaboration = among
screenwriters, filmmakers, game designers,
programmers, user-experience specialists,
and artificial intelligence experts. The second
stage should involve the production of limited
pilot projects, such as short interactive films,
restricted choice-based episodes, branching
animation, or small cultural and educational
experiences. These pilots should employ only
a few meaningful branches, allowing
production teams to examine dramatic
coherence, technical execution, production
costs, and the practical usefulness of Al-
assisted ideation and previsualization. The
third stage should consist of platform and user
testing. Experimental players or limited
applications could be used to assess whether
viewers understand the choices, perceive

meaningful agency, experience decision
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fatigue, remain emotionally engaged, and wish
to revisit alternative paths. This stage should
also evaluate interface clarity, continuity
between branches, data security, privacy, and
the technical reliability of the platform. The
fourth stage should involve cautious
expansion toward longer or more complex
works only after a workable production model,
audience response, technical infrastructure,
legal framework, and economic rationale have
been established. Within this model, legal and
ethical preparation must accompany, rather
than follow, technological experimentation.
Issues concerning copyright, authorship in Al-
assisted production, ownership and use of
audience data, informed consent, content
classification, responsibility for divergent
narrative paths, and platform liability require
explicit policies. Overall, the feasibility of
interactive cinema in Iran depends on the
coordinated development of narrative
expertise, platform capability, audience
research, economic planning, legal regulation,
data ethics, and culturally informed human
creativity. Its future cannot be secured through
superficial choices added to linear films or
through excessive confidence in artificial
intelligence. It is more realistically conceivable
as the gradual formation of a creative,
technical, legal, and cultural ecosystem in
which small experiments generate knowledge,
limited pilots test assumptions, user studies
refine experience, and more complex

productions emerge only when the necessary

institutional and infrastructural conditions have
matured.
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