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Story City Writer Notes 
 
 

Origins of the Choose Your Own Adventure Format and Our Adaption 
 

 
 

The difference between the choose-your-own-adventure books and Story City is that Story 

City brings the story from the page to the real world via your smartphone. Using the GPS app we are 

creating an alternate reality narrative, one in which we overlay a story experience 

(text/audio/artwork) over the everyday which changes our view of that place. It blurs the edges 

between reality and imaginary worlds. Basically, the participants are invited to interact with each 

other and fictional characters in familiar places to increase the reality or believability of the story. 

The Choose-Your-Own-Adventure book series were brought out in the 60s and 70s and were a 

series of children’s game books. But the format quickly took hold and were used to expand 

franchises like Goosebumps and Star Wars into choose your adventures. These stories were written 

in the 2nd person - you did this, you saw that, you spotted that, you asked this, you chose that – and 

the participant (or reader) assumed a protagonist role. They were either the main character or the 

side-kick of the main character: a hero, an investigator, a time traveler etc. What you chose affected 

the story’s direction and the actions of the main characters. 

These old 60s/70s books were quite racist. As such, at Story City we attempt to make the 

protagonist - the person experiencing the story - race, age and gender neutral so that anyone can 

step into the shoes of the main character in the narrative. To do this you need to take care of how 

you frame perspective, and what language you use (which is sometimes specific to gender – for 

example, stereotypically men would ‘rugby tackle’ someone whereas women are unlikely to). 

In these books the interactivity was in the choice. However, if you take these experiences out 

into real world locations, branching narrative isn’t the only thing that can make a story interactive. 

Using live actors, or getting participants to complete activities or collect or create something, can 

also add that interactive element to the experience. 
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Story City Features and Limitations 

The Story City app shows you the different stories that are available in the city on a map or in 

a list, and the list will tell you how far away you are from the start point of every story. When you 

select a story to view you will find the blurb, what it’s rated, and which artists contributed to the 

story. Once you select the ‘Start’ button you get a taste of the beginning of the story and the app will 

show you the choices you can go to next. You can’t unlock the next story piece unless you are 

standing in the right place though.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Each story has a specific start location in a specific city. Once you have completed the first 

portion of the story you are given a choice of where to go next. If it is a choose your adventure you 

must walk to one of the new locations to get the next part of the story. If it is a linear story, you just 

follow the map to the next waypoint. Due to variations in GPS enabled devices, Story City normally 

selects locations that are greater than 50 metres apart from each other, 100m apart is normally best, 

otherwise your run the risk of triggering the wrong GPS point. If locations have to be closer than 

that, you can link locations using hyperlinks on the app screen. 

If a participant is from overseas or has a small mobile data allowance, they can pre-download 

their adventure on Wi-Fi before they begin. And for those who are arm-chair travellers and are 

unable to visit a city to do the adventure, readers can still view the adventure when they are not in 

location by turning off the GPS function in the settings of the app and navigating via the maps on 

each page. 

Below are a list of all the things you can do with stories in the app: 

 

• Host split/branching narratives. 

• Have two story segments set in the same location but with different stories depending on 

the locations you visited in the early stages of the story. 
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• Allow people to select between multiple choice questions/answers via a hyperlink to 

other internal app pages. 

• Impart extra, external information (like historical or flora and fauna information) via 

hyperlinking to a new page for those interested in exploring the facts further. 

• Not show the map in the app to make it harder to find the next location. This works well 

for puzzle trails. The participant must decode the right answer to get to the right place 

before the app will unlock the next part of the story. BUT… Locations MUST be set far 

enough apart for it to work. 

 

While we can also set interactive tasks like Photo & Post challenges (where you take a photo 

as part of the story to post on social media), we can’t however, verify people have done a challenge 

before letting them move on. That will hopefully be part of a later iteration of the app.  

 
 

What We Discovered Writing Interactive Stories for Location 
 

In the beginning, the pilot project was all about a participant’s ability to actually be in a story. 

But it turned out during the project creation that a side effect of the project was that writers and 

participants actually discovered locations and hidden features they would NEVER have known unless 

they did these stories. It was in essence a guided tour of the city, but not one you would find in any 

guidebook. And the participant got to become the hero of their own adventure. 

When you’re writing a physical choose your own adventure (CYOA), or a linear story that 

moves through a particular location, you can’t just make up the location details and ‘props’ as you 

would in a novel; your descriptions have to have some basis in the reality that surrounds the 

participant/reader. They are standing there and will know if you’ve gotten it wrong! 

By grounding people in the location – telling them that there is a 

statue to the right (and it is) and that a piece of artwork is to the left 

(and it is) - you are subconsciously getting them to trust your word, so 

that when you introduce some sort of fantastic element of the story 

that isn’t there, that it seems more believable. 

As we wrote the stories for the pilot project we had to start 

digging into quirks of Adelaide, the locations where interesting features 

had gone unnoticed by the normal pedestrians. Because there is no 

point setting up a part of the story on a random street corner or in 

some boring park. People will only follow novelty for so long; you need 

to take them somewhere interesting. 

If you are creating a project for a specific location, here are a couple of questions you should 

consider to help make the immersion of the experience more complete: 

 

• What about the location sets the scene? 
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• What might happen to bring attention to feature? 

• Does the location have an atmosphere that can be played on? 

• Was it close enough to last location? 

• What sounds can be incorporated into music (if a musician is part of your project)? 

 

There are several things your writers need to consider as they choose their locations for their 

stories: 

• Is there something of interest there, visually or historically? If not, it is unlikely people 

will use your story to explore the city. 

• Are the locations greater than 50 metres apart? If not, the app won’t trigger properly. 

If it is essential that the locations are closer together, it is possible to enter into the 

app via hyperlinks, but it should not be done more than once or twice in any one 

story.  

• Are the choices to continue the story in opposite directions? Because if you choose to 

go to Choice A, but your route takes you within 50m of Choice B, the app will trigger 

Choice B instead of A as you are close enough to activate it first. 

• If a participant were to go from the start to the end of your story, have they walked 

more that 1km? We have found that is about the limit a group will walk for an 

adventure (with a max distance of 1.5km). Anything more and people give up. 

 
 

Interactive Structures – Branching & Linear 
 

Building interactive narratives can be harder than you think, particularly if you are writing 

branching narratives. Because when you allow your story to branch, and allow choice to become a 

factor in story, you must think of multiple ways to end something, and after about the first 3, trust 

us, you become kind of stuck! 

Even if you’re not writing a branching narrative it is sometimes helpful to plan an experience 

in this way because once you are done with all the obvious endings, or ways of doing things, you 

have to become more creative in your solutions. In this way you can pull together something 

surprising and discard all of the previous, easy solutions. 
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These are the different types of branching structures we’ve seen in Story City, you can see 

some are straight forward and others like to… loop ☺ 

 
 

 

 

But branching narratives aren’t the only type of interactive structures, you can get more linear 

structures like puzzle rooms which are also interactive. In a puzzle room you must solve a series of 

clues to unlock boxes that will then allow you to unlock further puzzles. Sometimes you can solve 

puzzles at the same time, sometimes you have to solve them one after the other. 

There are many ways you can make a linear story where you move from one place to another, 

interactive. Below are some potential methods to build in interactivity into a story: 

 

• Clues: that will indicate the next location in the hunt. To make game play challenging. 

• Puzzles: Which need solving before the next location is unlocked (puzzles, trivia, multiple 

choice). To move game play forward. 

• Games: Physical activities you get participants to do with: themselves, each other or a 

‘character’. To fill time & interact with surrounding. 

http://streetreads.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/CF-7.jpg
http://streetreads.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/CF-9.jpg
http://streetreads.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/10/CF-8.jpg
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• Challenges: Climbing to the top of a rock/playground to fetch something. Knocking on or 

hugging trees, saying rhymes to lure out creatures etc. Doing ‘something’ as part of game 

play. 

• Creation/legacy: Create something to play with or leave behind for others to discover 

(stick men, bark boats, love heart on a tree, a line carved in a rock etc.). 

• Find a thing: To increase awareness – also provides an opportunity to split/branch to give 

unique experience. Potentially get people making a ‘collection’ which can be used as a 

final ‘key’ to unlock something at the end of the story. 

 
 

Guide to Locative & Interactive Stories 
Creating Beginnings 

When you are writing a story for location, the beginning of your story needs to have several 

elements: 

 

• Describe the ordinary world location (set normal mood): This is essential as you must 

build trust with the audience before turning things on their head and introducing the 

fiction.  Note that the introduction to scenario and ‘normality’ must be quick and sharp. 

• A change in mood and scene that signifies the introduction of the fiction and introduces 

the point of no return. This usually is a specific event that pushes the reader to ‘action’. 

• If a particular story is fantastical, you may need to note character 

reactions/speculations. Don’t usurp the reader’s response, but there must be an 

acknowledgement of things being out of the ordinary. 

• Describe not only choices but the motivation behind why you might select each choice. 

Choices should not be drive by location but by motivation. Otherwise what is the point 

of choosing if your actions have no meaning? The choices must be equally compelling. 

Running away, deciding not to engage, or turning back are not compelling choices for a 

reader and they will always take the choice with more action. We can’t dare them down 

one path, which makes for an unsatisfactory story. Make the choice hard for them. 

• In the choices you must note the exact location of next part of the story and give 

directions between your current location and there. This is in case the in-app map fails. 

Also, it makes it accessible to the visually disabled. 

 
Endings 

This section applies mainly for the choose your own adventure, branching narrative type stories. If 

you are giving a reader a choice, then the choice has to matter! 

 

• Endings can’t be subtly different because why would your reader bother to choose 

their own adventure when their choice is no choice at all?  
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• If you have multiple endings it needs to be a combination of wins, loses or partial 

wins. It allows a sense of unpredictability (like life!) and the musicians, artists or actors 

get to score the full range of emotions! 

• Also consider how you might be able to increase viral marketing or participation. 

Could you get people to take photos of themselves ‘joining in’ the narrative? Or acting 

parts of the narrative out? Or completing how they thing a story should end? 

• Be wary of endings that are a bit boring or peter out. In CYOAs dramatic endings 

definitely work better. 

• You 100% have our permission to kill characters or the participant’s character off in 

different endings. The great thing about this format is you don’t always have to go for 

the happy ending, you can also go for the tragedies. 

 

Main Body/General Considerations 

• If you are making an immersive project where you want the audience to interact and 

take part in the narrative you need to make sure you’re neutral in terms of gender, 

age, or race. You can if you like assign people a character, but realise that some 

people may not be as comfortable and immersed if they are standing in the shoes of 

someone who isn’t them. In saying that, if you are doing a project where the point of 

the project is to get people immersed in another culture/learn about a minority, it is a 

good way to get them standing in ‘someone else’s shoes’. Just be aware of the 

limitations. Generally we will aim for neutrality. Of course any characters your reader 

‘interacts with’ can be whatever race/age/gender you would like. 

• Don’t introduce too much character backstory. If your audience member is an only 

child and they don’t have a brother in real life, it breaks the believability to assign 

them a ‘brother’ in the narrative. For this reason, friends, or people you might look up 

to in your life like a teacher, are better ‘companions’ for an immersive experience. 

• Time travel when you are standing in a real world location is difficult. Because things 

are very clearly different. So if you want to set a story in a post-apocalyptic world 

version of Adelaide but you’re walking streets that are perfectly intact, it breaks the 

imagined world. So if you travel back in time or forward in time you have to show the 

audience member getting there, and there must be some remanence of the olden 

days in that location otherwise the story just doesn’t work.  

• There are particular themes and storylines that might be problematic if the person 

who is stepping into the story can be ANYONE. For example a love story might mean 

you end up with an unintentional queer story when that wasn’t your intention. Or the 

main audience that shows up might be children so you want to be careful with the 

themes you wish to include in a war story. Just something to be aware of. 

• There needs to be some sort of journey or mission or task for the participant to 

undertake over the course of the story. Because they are an active participant, the 

plot line must allow for some sort of ‘seeking’. 

• Think about ways you can incorporate the histories of the locations into your story to 

give it an extra layer. 
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• You need to note at least one to two features of the location in every scene. Because 

the reader is standing in the location you don’t need large tracks of description (as 

they’re already there!), but you do need to highlight one or two special features in 

each location to build that reader trust, and to ground the fiction in that specific 

location. It also allows you to point out interesting features people may not have 

bothered to take notice of before. 

• Remember that people’s attention span is very short, so don’t make each destination 

too long! 500-700 words each location maximum or under 5mins of audio is perfect. 

• As mentioned previously you must make sure that each choice is motivation based. 

We have had previous instances where a writer has basically dared a reader down a 

particular path which voids the idea of choice. Each choice needs to be equally 

compelling. 

• No ‘place holder’ scenes allowed. Because the CYOA stories are so short when you are 

only visiting 4 out of 15 locations, you must make sure that something happens in 

every scene! There is no room for scenes/locations that don’t have a point to the 

overall quest/mission of the story. 

• Locations cannot be set inside. Firstly, GPS does not work well inside buildings, if at all. 

Secondly, we cannot guarantee that the participant will be doing this during the 

opening hours of the building. If they cannot see everything you are describing, if they 

have to be outside while you’re describing what’s happening inside, it actually 

separates them from the action and isn’t able to fill the mandate of being ‘locative’. So 

make sure you bring the action in the building from inside out, not outside in. 

• Make sure you aren’t repeating scenes in different branches (e.g. cutting and pasting a 

general story across branches). The idea with our choose your adventures is we want 

people to come back and re-do it to see what happens if they go down a different 

branch (at least 30% of people will redo an adventure according to our statistics). If 

they just end up with the same story in a different sequence of locations, you are 

removing the agency of the player. They’re going to be a little bit pissed when they 

realise their choices didn’t actually mean anything to the storyline.  

• The scene must start in the location the reader is standing, you can’t have paragraphs 

of them running through the streets to get to the location as they’re already there. 

Again this breaks the believability of the narrative. Similarly, having the participant 

walk in the middle of the scene down a street doesn’t really work, particularly in 

audio. You have no idea how long it will take a participant to walk from where they 

are to where you’re sending them. In storyland these transitions take seconds 

whereas in reality it would take several minutes to walk depending on the person. So 

the scene must start and end at the location set in the app (or at least doesn’t stray 

further than 5 or 10 metres). Make sure you are specific about exactly where the 

reader is standing in this location. 

• The participant/reader must play an active role in the story, they can’t just be a 

bystander watching on, they need to be part of the action. Especially at the endings, 

they must contribute significantly to the solution or failed attempt. We want people to 

be active parts of the tales, not bystanders to a narrative. 
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• Try to avoid describing the weather or time of day in the narrative (unless you are 

referring to what something looks like in past tense). You don’t know when people are 

going to do it or if it’s rainy or sunny at that time. So try keeping these references to a 

minimum unless they matter to some sort of supernatural plotline. 

• Catching public transport as part of the narrative can work but normally only if the 

transport is free or exceptionally cheap. Otherwise most people won’t bother. 

• You don’t need to make happenings so broad as to encompass every reader (e.g. I had 

a writer note that the person’s phone ‘buzzes, tweets, vibrates or whirs’. As the 

writer, you can just pick one word for the description, no need to encompass all 

possibilities for something so small).  

• If you wish, you can set up a list of things for people to bring on their adventure (we 

haven’t had anyone try that yet). In that way you could refer to one of the props 

brought in part of the narrative. Just make sure that these props would be easy to find 

around the house.  

 

 


