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Abstract 

This paper examines interactive documentary and transmedia storytelling as democratic media 

practices, analyzing their theoretical foundations, documented effects on audience engagement, 

production challenges, and ethical implications. Drawing on Gaudenzi's (2013) taxonomy of 

interactive documentary modes, Nash's (2021) analysis of participatory voice and political 

agency, Jenkins' (2006) convergence culture framework, and Green and Brock's (2000) narrative 

transportation theory, the study evaluates the democratic potential of interactive and transmedia 

approaches through case studies including the NFB's Highrise project, the Quipu Project, and the 

Guardian's interactive journalism. The paper identifies both the genuine participatory 

possibilities created by interactive formats and the persistent challenges of production 

sustainability, audience access inequality, and the ethical complexities of distributed narrative 

authority in non-fiction contexts. 
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Interactive documentary and transmedia storytelling represent emerging digital media forms that 

fundamentally reconstitute the relationship between authors, audiences, and narratives in ways 

that carry significant implications for democratic communication, participatory culture, and the 

future of journalism as a practice of collective meaning-making. Unlike traditional documentary, 

which positions the filmmaker as authoritative narrator and the audience as passive recipient of a 

completed narrative, interactive documentary distributes narrative agency across participants, 

enabling multiple pathways through content, user-generated contributions, real-time 

responsiveness to audience interaction, and collaborative construction of meaning that 

transforms audiences from spectators into co-creators. This redistribution of narrative authority, 

theorized by scholars including Gaudenzi (2013), Nash (2021), and Aston, Gaudenzi, and Rose 

(2017), creates new possibilities for polyvocal storytelling, democratic participation, and 

political engagement while simultaneously raising new challenges for editorial coherence, truth 

claims, and ethical responsibility. 

Henry Jenkins' (2006) concept of transmedia storytelling, in which narrative elements are 

systematically dispersed across multiple delivery channels with each medium making its 

distinctive contribution to the whole, provides a complementary framework for understanding 

how complex stories can be told across platforms in ways that leverage each medium's specific 

affordances. Transmedia storytelling has been applied to journalism through projects that 

combine text-based reporting, data visualization, documentary video, interactive maps, social 

media engagement, and community participation to create multi-layered narratives that 

audiences can explore according to their interests, attention capacity, and preferred media 

formats. The transmedia approach acknowledges that contemporary audiences do not consume 

media through single channels but navigate across platforms, formats, and communities in ways 

that create opportunities for richer, more participatory forms of democratic storytelling. 

This paper examines interactive documentary and transmedia storytelling as democratic 

media practices, analyzing their theoretical foundations in participatory culture, convergence, 

and produsage theory; their documented effects on audience engagement, understanding, and 

civic participation; their production challenges and sustainability dynamics; and their ethical 

implications for journalistic truthfulness, editorial responsibility, and representational fairness. 

The analysis draws on case studies of innovative interactive documentary projects, empirical 
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research on audience reception and engagement, and critical theoretical perspectives on the 

politics of participation in digital storytelling. 

Theoretical Foundations 

Interactive Documentary: Taxonomy and Theory 

Sandra Gaudenzi's influential taxonomy of interactive documentary, developed through 

her doctoral research and published in the foundational anthology I-Docs: The Evolving 

Practices of Interactive Documentary (Aston, Gaudenzi, & Rose, 2017), identifies four modes of 

interactive documentary distinguished by their underlying relationship between author, content, 

and audience. The hypertext mode offers audiences navigational choices through pre-authored 

content segments, providing agency in the sequence and selection of viewing but maintaining 

authorial control over the content itself. The participatory mode invites audiences to contribute 

content, perspectives, or creative material that is incorporated into the documentary, creating 

genuinely co-authored works. The experiential mode immerses audiences within the 

documentary environment through technologies including virtual reality, augmented reality, and 

locative media, creating embodied encounters with documentary subjects and settings. The 

conversational mode employs artificial intelligence, chatbot interfaces, or responsive systems 

that generate content in response to audience input, creating unique documentary experiences for 

each user. These four modes are not mutually exclusive but can be combined within individual 

projects to create multi-modal interactive experiences. 

Kate Nash's (2021) Interactive Documentary: Theory and Debate extends the theoretical 

analysis by examining how interactive documentary redistributes not only narrative agency but 

also political voice, epistemic authority, and representational power. Nash argues that the most 

significant democratic potential of interactive documentary lies not in its formal innovation but 

in its capacity to amplify voices that traditional documentary structures exclude or marginalize, 

creating conditions for polyvocal storytelling in which multiple perspectives coexist without 

being subordinated to a single authorial narrative. This polyvocal potential is particularly 

valuable for journalism addressing complex social issues where multiple communities, 

perspectives, and experiences are relevant but where traditional single-narrator documentary 

must necessarily select and prioritize among them. 
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Transmedia Storytelling and Convergence Culture 

Jenkins' (2006) Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide established the 

theoretical framework for understanding transmedia storytelling within a broader transformation 

of media culture. Jenkins identified three interrelated processes driving media convergence: the 

flow of content across multiple media platforms, the cooperation between multiple media 

industries, and the migratory behavior of media audiences who go almost anywhere in search of 

entertainment and information experiences they want. Transmedia storytelling, in Jenkins' 

formulation, is a narrative technique in which integral elements of a fiction are systematically 

dispersed across multiple delivery channels for the purpose of creating a unified and coordinated 

entertainment experience, with each medium making its own unique contribution to the 

unfolding of the story. 

The application of transmedia principles to non-fiction and journalism extends Jenkins' 

framework beyond entertainment to democratic communication. Transmedia journalism projects 

disperse narrative elements across text articles, data visualizations, video documentaries, 

interactive maps, social media conversations, podcast episodes, and live events, creating multi-

layered informational experiences that audiences can enter at multiple points and explore at 

varying depths according to their interests and available attention. The BBC's interactive climate 

change coverage, ProPublica's multi-format investigative projects, and the Guardian's interactive 

data journalism all employ transmedia principles to varying degrees, enabling audiences to 

engage with complex stories through the specific formats and platforms that best serve their 

informational needs and consumption preferences. 

Case Studies of Democratic Interactive Storytelling 

Several exemplary interactive documentary projects illustrate the democratic potential 

and practical challenges of participatory digital storytelling. The National Film Board of 

Canada's Highrise project, directed by Katerina Cizek and produced between 2009 and 2015, 

explored vertical living in residential towers across cities worldwide through a series of 

interconnected interactive documentaries, participatory installations, and community engagement 

activities. The project's most innovative component, A Short History of the Highrise, combined 

historical photographs from the New York Times archive with interactive scrolling narrative to 

create an experiential timeline of vertical urbanization. The series won a Peabody Award and 
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demonstrated that interactive documentary could achieve both artistic excellence and meaningful 

community engagement with residents of the housing communities depicted. 

The Quipu Project, created by Rosemary Lain-Priestley and Chaka Studio, addressed the 

forced sterilization of hundreds of thousands of indigenous Peruvians during the Fujimori regime 

through an innovative participatory platform combining telephone-based testimony collection 

with web-based interactive listening and advocacy tools. The project enabled sterilization 

survivors in remote Andean communities to record their testimonies through a toll-free telephone 

line, making the participatory mechanism accessible to populations without internet access or 

digital literacy. These testimonies were then made available through an interactive web platform 

where listeners could hear individual stories, explore contextual information, and connect with 

advocacy organizations. The Quipu Project exemplifies the democratic potential of interactive 

documentary to amplify marginalized voices through technologically appropriate participatory 

mechanisms. 

The Guardian's interactive journalism, particularly its data-driven interactive features 

combining visualization, narrative, and audience exploration, demonstrates transmedia principles 

applied to routine news production rather than discrete documentary projects. Features such as 

interactive election coverage enabling readers to explore results at multiple geographic levels, 

interactive explainers enabling audiences to investigate the impact of policy changes on their 

specific circumstances, and participatory projects inviting reader contributions to investigative 

databases demonstrate that interactive and transmedia approaches can be integrated into ongoing 

journalistic practice rather than confined to special standalone projects. 

Audience Engagement, Participation, and Democratic Effects 

The empirical evidence on interactive documentary's effects on audience engagement and 

democratic participation is growing but remains less extensive than the theoretical literature 

would suggest. Studies examining audience engagement with interactive documentaries 

generally find higher reported engagement, emotional involvement, and sense of agency 

compared to traditional documentary viewing, though the specific mechanisms driving these 

differences and their persistence beyond the immediate viewing experience are less well 

documented. The relationship between interactive engagement and democratic outcomes, 

including political knowledge, attitude change, civic participation, and prosocial behavior, has 

received limited direct investigation. 
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Green and Brock's (2000) narrative transportation theory provides a framework for 

understanding how interactive formats may enhance or alter the persuasive effects of 

documentary storytelling. Transportation into a narrative world reduces counterarguing and 

increases acceptance of narrative-consistent attitudes. Interactive formats that enhance 

transportation through agency, personal relevance, and embodied engagement might therefore 

produce stronger attitude effects than passive viewing. However, interactive formats that require 

decision-making and navigation may also reduce transportation by engaging cognitive resources 

in interface management rather than narrative immersion, potentially diluting the emotional 

engagement that drives attitudinal and behavioral effects. 

The participatory dimension of interactive documentary raises important questions about 

whose participation counts and how participation is structured. Not all audiences have equal 

capacity for meaningful participation: digital literacy, technological access, time availability, 

cultural confidence, and language competency all shape who can and does participate in 

interactive documentary projects. Without deliberate attention to inclusive design, participatory 

platforms may reproduce rather than address the demographic and socioeconomic inequalities 

that characterize other forms of civic participation, with educated, technologically confident, and 

culturally dominant audiences overrepresented among active participants. 

Production Challenges and Sustainability 

Interactive documentary production faces significant practical challenges that constrain 

the format's broader adoption and sustainability. Production costs for high-quality interactive 

projects substantially exceed those for traditional documentary, requiring specialized technical 

expertise in web development, user experience design, data management, and interactive 

narrative design in addition to the filmmaking skills required for conventional documentary. The 

rapid evolution of web technologies and platform standards means that interactive projects may 

become technically obsolete within years of their creation, requiring ongoing maintenance 

investment that traditional documentary does not demand. The distribution challenges are 

equally significant: interactive documentaries require audiences to actively engage with 

interfaces rather than passively consume content, creating barriers to audience acquisition in an 

attention economy that favors passive, algorithmically delivered content consumption. 

Funding models for interactive documentary remain precarious. Public media 

organizations including the National Film Board of Canada, the BBC, and Arte have supported 
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interactive documentary production as part of their innovation and digital transformation 

mandates, but the scale of this support remains modest relative to traditional program budgets. 

Foundation and philanthropic funding has supported individual projects but rarely provides the 

sustained institutional support needed for ongoing production capability development. 

Commercial funding through advertising and sponsorship faces the challenge that interactive 

documentary audiences tend to be small and specialized compared to mass-market media 

audiences, limiting advertiser interest. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

The ethical dimensions of interactive documentary center on the tension between participatory 

openness and editorial responsibility, the challenges of representing truth through interactive and 

non-linear narrative structures, and the consent and privacy implications of participatory content 

contribution. When audiences contribute content to interactive documentary projects, questions 

arise about who owns the contributed material, how it will be used, edited, and contextualized, 

and what mechanisms exist for contributors to modify or withdraw their participation. When 

interactive narratives enable audiences to choose their own paths through content, the editorial 

responsibility for ensuring that all pathways provide accurate, fair, and contextually complete 

representations becomes more complex than in linear narratives where the filmmaker controls 

the sequence and emphasis of information presentation. 

The truth-telling obligations of documentary become more complex in interactive formats 

that enable audiences to construct different narratives from the same underlying material. If 

different navigational choices produce different understandings of the same events, is each 

understanding equally valid? If participatory contributions include perspectives that conflict with 

documented facts, how should the project balance inclusive voice with factual accuracy? These 

questions do not have simple answers but require the development of ethical frameworks 

specifically adapted to the distinctive characteristics of interactive non-fiction storytelling, 

extending the documentary ethics tradition to account for the distributed agency, non-linear 

structure, and participatory dynamics that characterize interactive documentary production. 

Conclusion 
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Interactive documentary and transmedia storytelling represent significant innovations in 

democratic media practice that expand the possibilities for polyvocal, participatory, and multi-

platform storytelling beyond the constraints of traditional linear documentary. Their democratic 

potential lies in the redistribution of narrative authority, the amplification of marginalized voices, 

the creation of participatory spaces for collective meaning-making, and the capacity for multi-

layered storytelling that enables diverse audiences to engage with complex social realities 

through the formats and depths that best serve their informational needs. Realizing this potential 

requires continued innovation in production tools and techniques, sustained institutional support 

for interactive non-fiction production, attention to inclusive design that ensures participatory 

mechanisms do not reproduce existing inequalities, and the development of ethical frameworks 

adapted to the distinctive characteristics of interactive and transmedia storytelling. The future of 

democratic media practice may well depend on the creative community's capacity to develop 

interactive and transmedia approaches that combine the engagement advantages of participatory, 

multi-platform storytelling with the truth-telling commitments and ethical standards that 

democratic societies require of their information institutions. 

 

References 

Aston, J., Gaudenzi, S., & Rose, M. (Eds.). (2017). I-docs: The evolving practices of interactive 

documentary. Columbia University Press. 

Dowling, D. O. (2024). Podcast journalism: The promise and perils of audio reporting. Columbia 

University Press. 

Gaudenzi, S. (2013). The living documentary: From representing reality to co-creating reality. In 

J. Aston, S. Gaudenzi, & M. Rose (Eds.), I-docs (pp. 9-26). Columbia University Press. 

Green, M. C., & Brock, T. C. (2000). The role of transportation in the persuasiveness of public 

narratives. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 79(5), 701-721. 

Jenkins, H. (2006). Convergence culture: Where old and new media collide. NYU Press. 

Nash, K. (2021). Interactive documentary: Theory and debate. Routledge. 

Newman, N., et al. (2025). Reuters Institute digital news report 2025. Reuters Institute for the 

Study of Journalism. 


