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Body dissatisfaction is so common in the western world that it has become the norm, 
especially among women and girls. Writing New Body Worlds is a transdisciplinary 

research-creation project that aims to address these issues by developing an 

interactive digital fiction for body image bibliotherapy. It is created with the critical co-
design participation of a group of young women and non-binary individuals (aged 18–25) 
from diverse backgrounds, who are representative of its intended audience. This article 

discusses how our participant research influenced the creative development of the digital 
fiction, its characters and its novel ludonarrative or story-game design. It theorizes how the 

specific affordances of a choice-based interactive narrative, that situates the reader-player 
in the mind of the fictional protagonist, may lead to enhanced empathic identification and 

agency and, therefore, a more profoundly immersive and potentially transformative 

experience. This process of “diegetic enactment” is where we postulate the 

therapeutic value lies: an ontological oscillation between the reader-player’s mind and 

the fictional mind, which may induce the reader-player to reflect upon, and perhaps subtly 

alter, their own body image. 

Keywords: body image, interactive digital narrative, digital fiction, interactive storytelling, bibliotherapy, well-being, 
feminist participatory action research, critical co-design 

INTRODUCTION 

Body image concerns affect the well-being of a generation who are coming of age immersed in our 
hyper-visual, AI-infused, social and mobile media culture. This is particularly true for young women 
and non-binary individuals of diverse backgrounds who regularly confront appearance-related 
pressures. Indeed, in the western world, body dissatisfaction in women and even very young girls has 
become the norm (Grogan, 2017). Studies have shown that social comparisons are linked to poor 
body image and poor self-esteem, which can lead to anxiety, overexercising, eating disorders and/or 
worse (Aparicio-Martinez et al., 2019; de Vries et al., 2019; Hogue and Mills, 2019). A postfeminist 
sensibility, which is “partly constituted through the pervasiveness of neoliberal ideas” (Gill, 2007, 
p.164), encourages comparison between women. Within a complex postfeminist consumer culture 
where appearance becomes a marker of value but, paradoxically, where marketers sell a dizzying 
array of “correct” and desirable ways to appear, comparison becomes one avenue for women to see--
and evaluate--how they are doing appearance. This is intensified in a scopic economy where people 
are expected to look at and evaluate women’s bodies and appearance (Rice, 2014; Dobson, 2015; Riley 
et al., 2018). When that includes looking at and comparing oneself with digitally enhanced and AI 
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generated ideal bodies, it becomes a perfect storm for creating 
poor body image. Marginalized groups, such as women of color, 
women from lower socio-economic backgrounds, women with 
disabilities, queer women, non-binary individuals, wholly or 
partially woman-identifying individuals, and any intersectional 
combinations they may represent, are particularly disadvantaged 
in a media culture that privileges unrealistic “ideal,” tall, thin, 
toned, heteronormative, white, “able” bodies. 

Writing New Body Worlds1 is an intercontinental project, 
funded by the Social Sciences and Humanities Research 
Council of Canada (SSHRC IG 435-2018-1036; see Ensslin 
et al., 2020). It brings together a team of transdisciplinary 
researchers in theories of gender and the body, critical 
psychology, art and social justice, digital media arts, electronic 
literature, narrative, and digital culture. Our goal is to critically 
co-design and evaluate an interactive digital fiction for body 
image bibliotherapy with and for our target group of women and 
non-binary individuals, aged 18–25, from diverse backgrounds. 
This article focuses on the creative practice-based research phase 
of the Writing New Body Worlds project. It discusses the findings 
of our original participant research, secondary transdisciplinary 
research and how we are putting theory into practice in the 
development of the creative artefact. The latter is an interactive 
digital fiction for bibliotherapy, which our researcher-creator, 
Christine Wilks, is currently developing as an accessible app for 
the open web platform (Wilks, 2021). 

BIBLIOTHERAPY: AN INTERACTIVE 
PROCESS 

Bibliotherapy, that is, the practice of reading for mental health 
and well-being, has a long history. The term was coined in 1916 
but the idea has been around since ancient times (for example, 
Aristotle’s discussion of catharsis). In current practice, many 
different types of texts can be used for bibliotherapy; for 
example, self-help books, or developmental texts for children 
and young people. However, our focus is in the area commonly 
known as creative bibliotherapy, which typically uses novels, 
poetry, (auto)biographies and, more recently, graphic novels 
and comics in order to meet diverse needs of various publics 
(McNicol and Brewster, 2018; Brewster, 2019). Since digital 
media are popular with our target audience, we wanted to find 
out what particular qualities of digital fiction might benefit the 
practice of creative bibliotherapy. 

There are a variety of ways to engage in bibliotherapy, for 
example, with a therapist, in a group, or reading alone. The 
common denominator is that it is an interactive process 
stimulated by a text (Fanner and Urquhart, 2008; Hynes, 
2018). This suggests that interactive digital narrative could be 

1Writing New Bodies: Critical Co-design for 21st Century Digital-born Bibliotherapy 
is the original full project title. Since body image is entangled in socio-political 
contexts, we came to prefer the title, Writing New Body Worlds, as it better reflects 
that and the idea of writing spaces into existence where people can feel at home in 
their bodies. 

well suited for this purpose. For some bibliotherapists, the key 
therapeutic interaction is between the participant and the 
therapist or facilitator: 

In effect, the triad of participant-literature-facilitator 
means that there is a dual interaction: The participant’s 
personal response to the story is important, but 
dialoguing with the facilitator about that response 
can lead to a whole new dimension of insight. 
(Hynes, 2018, p.11). 

Dialoguing within a group can also be beneficial; for example, 
the practice of Shared Reading (The Reader, 2021) and 
community-based approaches (Brewster and McNicol, 2020). 
Others engage in a dialogue with the text itself. For instance, 
Kelda Green conducted research into the therapeutic value of 
letter-writing to a character in a novel (George Elliot’s Silas 
Marner) and then replying as the fictional character (Green, 
2018). She observed the participants “oscillat [ing] between the 
mind of the characters and their own minds. When readers began 
to make these leaps beyond just simple, one-way empathy,. it felt 
cathartic” (Green, 2020). As discussed later, a key feature of our 
interactive digital narrative involves a similar oscillation between 
the reader-player’s mind and a fictional mind - in effect, 
dialoguing with the interactive narrative itself. 

We frame our interactive digital fiction as a form of creative 
bibliotherapy mindful of debates concerning the relationship 
between art and therapy within the interdisciplinary field of 
disability studies and its sibling field, mad studies2. If we  
approach disability broadly, to mean all bodies and minds that 
western cultures cast outside concepts of “normal”--from 
physical and sensory disabilities, to autism/neurodiversities, to 
mental distresses like eating disorders and body dysmorphia 
(Rice et al., 2015)--then we must acknowledge these debates as 
relevant to our project. Disability and mad studies scholars have 
long pushed against the framing of disability art (art by, with, and 
for disabled people, see Chandler et al., 2021) as primarily 
therapeutic due, in part, to the ways that therapy logics tend 
to individualize collective or shared problems and to presume 
that individuals seeking out therapy are broken and need to be 
fixed (Mitchell et al., 2018). Here “art as therapy” discourses 
domesticate art when they take a reductive approach to art’s 
affective force that subsumes and redirects its cathartic impacts 
toward cultural imperatives to fit normal or be happy. This 
discounts the very human experience of living with psychic 
distresses and the value of representing those struggles in 
layered, nuanced ways that only art and story can do. While 
we mobilize the language of creative bibliotherapy, we also want 
to make space in our project for the inherent wildness of art and 

2An evolving interdisciplinary field, Mad Studies “offers critical inquiry into mental 
health and madness in ways that foreground the oppression, agency, and 
perspectives of Mad people, past and present, as well as in diverse cultural 
contexts, to challenge dominant understandings of ‘mental illness’" (Rice et al., 
2018, p.270). Scholars in the field use the terminology “Mad” as a reclaimed word 
to refer to the experiences of users or former users of mental health services and 
other people with non-normative ways of thinking and feeling. 
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story, and for the untameability of its affects and effects, which 
cannot (and should not) be wholly captured or contained by 
discourses of therapy, healing, overcoming and cure. Thus we 
make a case for creating art that helps to move and transform 
people, whilst also speaking back to scholars and practitioners 
who consider “art-for-arts-sake” and “art-for-therapy” as 
discrete, non-overlapping categories (Mitchell et al., 2018). 

Identification With Narrative Characters 
According to Jannidis “identification . . . involves a variety of aspects: 
sympathy with a character who is similar to the reader; empathy for a 
character who is in a particular situation; attraction to a character 
who is a role model for the reader [But t]o date, there is no means of 
integrating all of these factors into a satisfactory theory of 
identification” (Jannidis, 2013, para. 26). Nevertheless, there is 
ample scientific, social scientific, and anecdotal evidence that “ [i] 
dentifying with a character can have important effects on the 
audience’s real life beliefs and attitudes” (van Krieken et al., 2017, 
p.3). Although it is a psychological process rather than a narrative 
technique, identification is “a consequence of reading that may be 
precipitated by the use of particular techniques of characterization” 
(Keen, 2006, p. 216)  and  “various textual cues and devices” (Jannidis, 
2013, para.  26).  Our concern  is to discuss the particular devices and 
techniques of characterization employed in our interactive digital 
narrative to support identification with a character who changes as a 
consequence of reader-player interaction. 

The standard theoretical model of the creative-
bibliotherapeutic process maintains that an emotional 
connection between reader and text is established through 
identification with a character. This produces catharsis3 which 
leads to insight about the reader’s situation or condition 
(Troscianko, 2018; Brewster, 2019). There has been a long-
standing assumption “that therapeutic effects are dependent 
on identification with a character cued by similarity between 
the reader’s and the fictional character’s situations” (Troscianko, 
2018, p.13). But, in the case of eating disorders, such similarity 
can have negative effects on readers’ “mood, self-esteem, feelings 
about their bodies, and diet and exercise habits” (Troscianko, 
2018, p.2) and can actually make eating disorders worse. This is 
especially the case where texts operate as pedagogical devices in 
socializing readers into desiring extreme bodily self-discipline or 
teaching them disordered food- and weight-related practices. 
Although we deliberately do not depict eating disorders/ 
disorder eating practices in our digital fiction, nevertheless, we 
are thinking carefully about introducing narrative devices that 
will act as safeguards should we find it necessary For example, a 
textual intervention that breaks the fourth wall of the narrative to 
signpost the reader-player to sources of help and/or reroute the 
branching narrative to a safer path. 

However, the process of identification does not rely solely on 
character-based similarity (Eder et al., 2010). There are other 
drivers of identification, including the likeability of the character 

3“Catharsis involves both a powerful emotional component in which strong 
feelings are felt and expressed, as well as a cognitive component in which the 
individual gains new insights” (Cherry, 2021, para.5). 

and, importantly, a range of literary or storytelling viewpoint 
techniques. Indeed, van Krieken et al. “conceptualize 
identification as a multidimensional experience of mental 
enactment that evolves from processes in which the reader 
takes over the central narrative subject’s perspective” (2017, 
p.5). They distinguish six dimensions of identification -
spatiotemporal, perceptual, cognitive, moral, emotional, and 
embodied - which are derived from narrative linguistic cues 
and “can be empirically tested with neurocognitive methods” 
(van Krieken et al., 2017, p.8). All six dimensions come into play 
in our digital fiction for bibliotherapy. The spatiotemporal and 
perceptual dimensions are powerful but relatively basic aspects of 
identification, allowing the reader to adopt the fictional 
character’s position in time and space, and see, hear and 
physically experience things from their perspective. The other 
dimensions—cognitive, moral, emotional, and embodied—are 
arguably more consequential when designing a 
bibliotherapeutic interactive narrative and we will go on to 
discuss these in more detail later. 

Participant Research 
Our project began with a period of critical co-design research with 
participants representing our target audience of young women and 
non-binary individuals from diverse backgrounds. In order to 
create media art and literature that fosters self-compassion and 
positive body-image, a considerate, balanced and participant-
informed approach is needed that takes into account the 
complex, multi-dimensional nature of affect in narrative media 
interaction. Equally importantly, it needs to follow the principles of 
inclusive design (Clarkson, 2003), which encourages equitable 
access—both materially (in terms of accessible technologies and 
platforms) and psychosocially (pertaining to users’ ability to self-
project and relate to media content in ways that crosscut a variety 
of identity categories and experiences). 

Methodologically, we are using a combination of Feminist 
Participatory Action Research and Critical Community Co-
Design. FPAR is a participatory and action-oriented conceptual 
and methodological framework that centers gendered power 
dynamics and women’s experiences both theoretically and 
practically, aiming to empower woman-identified individuals in 
a variety of ways. It enables a critical understanding of multiple, 
intersectional perspectives. It works toward inclusion and social 
change through participatory processes while exposing researchers’ 
own biases and assumptions. Importantly, researchers and 
participants learn from each other through iterations of critical 
reflection and re-design. 

In spring 2019 we held four workshops in three Canadian 
cities, with a total of 21 participants. They engaged in a range of 
communicative activities, such as reflective dialog, and free auto-
narrative writing (sometimes using third person to talk about 
themselves at a narrative distance). Participants played digital 
body-themed fictions made by Wilks, as well as a range of Twine4 

fictions, to get a feel for the software and its storytelling 

4Twine is an open-source tool for telling interactive, nonlinear stories - https:// 
twinery.org/. 
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possibilities. They also wrote their own Twine stories as a form of 
interventionist self-disclosure and as a hypertextual exploration 
of options they may not usually consciously consider as part of 
imagining their bodies and the decisions they make about their 
embodied lives (we tested this therapeutic use of Twine in one of 
our pilot studies, and it worked well for individual auto-
narration—see Ensslin et al., 2016). What turned out to be a 
key element of the workshops was the fact that Wilks was present 
throughout and engaged with participants as artist, co-facilitator, 
and software instructor. Together, researchers and participants 
explored body image matters and shared practical and speculative 
ideas and strategies for coping, self-compassion, healing and 
social change. The experience of working with our participants 
has had a profound influence on Wilks’s ability to develop a co-
designed digital fiction. 

From Participant Research to Creative 
Implementation 
The participants raised a multitude of issues and themes that 
could, potentially, be pursued in a digital fiction. Building on the 
information and experiential insights provided by participants, 
the research team made connections within and across research 
sites through the coding of the participant data, which included 
the transcribed audio recordings of discussions and the 
participants’ writings (for more on this phase of the research, 
see Ensslin et al., 2020). In an attempt to transmute the resulting 
diverse and manifold richness into a usable form for a digital 
fiction, Wilks mapped the concerns and themes identified onto 
various feminist theories to see if a configuration emerged that 
would lend itself to interactive storytelling. As a structuring guide, 
she found Sandra Bartky’s three categories of disciplinary practice 
particularly useful: body size and shape; movement, gesture and 
posture; and the body as ornamented surface. Following Foucault, 
Bartky argues that these disciplinary practices produce “docile 
bodies” that are recognizably feminine through the process of 
internalizing norms (Bartky, 1988). Judith Butler’s notion of 
performing gender identity (Butler, 1997) also resonated with 
the participant data. In terms of narrative content and the 
therapeutic brief, she looked for guidance from evidence-based 
and feminist body image therapy methodologies (Cash, 2008; 
Grogan, 2017; O’Connor et al., 2017; Orbach, 2019; Kite and Kite, 
2020). Nevertheless, the participants’ own stories and memories 
offered the most fertile ground for the creative fiction-making 
process. The coded transcriptions of the workshop discussions 
provide valuable corroborating and amplifying support. 

Character-based short form narratives, including digital 
fictions, often work best with only one protagonist. We had 
hoped that an idea of the main character would surface during the 
participant workshops but they offered such a vibrant mix of 
voices, memories, experiences and stories that Wilks, regarding 
character as a representation of viewpoint, came away pondering 
how to distil all these different points of view into a single 
protagonist. Her first impulse was to propose a world of four 
stories, each with a different body image theme. However, when 
she began working on what was to be the first story, on the theme 
of body size and shape, more characters emerged who began to 

interject with their own stories or viewpoints. Rather than stick to 
her initial plan, Wilks allowed these stories to fold into and 
expand the main story. Later, it struck her that this change was 
apposite because, in many ways, it mirrored the social experience 
of the participant workshops. 

Characterization, Story and Interactivity 
The protagonist of the digital fiction, and its focalizing character 
whose perspective the reader-player shares, is called Hayley. It 
quickly becomes evident from her negative self-talk that Hayley 
has body image issues relating to her size and shape. The 
interactive narrative traces her daily life—working, eating, 
commuting, interacting with social media, socializing with 
friends, spending solitary time at home—a cycle that repeats 
with variations. Throughout, Hayley struggles with competing 
internal and external voices, influencing how she behaves, thinks 
and feels. During a key scene at a house party with a group of 
friends, a mirror shatters and Hayley (erroneously) feels 
responsible. The incident stimulates a collective sharing of 
body-image-related observations, memories and feelings as the 
friends pick up the pieces. These story fragments, speculations 
and arguments, that pierce, extend and complicate the main 
narrative (not least because of the effect they have on Hayley), 
were inspired by the personal stories and experiences shared 
during the participant workshops. However, being fiction, Wilks 
inserted some other, more polarized, voices and viewpoints for 
dramatic (and therapeutic) purposes. This assemblage dramatizes 
the affective network of kinship of the participant workshops and, 
because the narrative is interactive and choice-based, the network 
incorporates the reader-player in a concrete way. 

Although the work is text-based, Wilks conceives it as a drama 
because there is no (global) narrator, no single highest level 
speech position from which the whole narrative discourse 
originates. All of the characters speak for themselves, like 
actors in a play. In the case of the protagonist, her interior 
dialogue of conflicting hyper-critical and more supportive 
voices (e.g., her Inner Critic and Inner Ally) is also 
dramatized. Thus Hayley becomes “a posthuman collectivity, 
an “I” transformed into the “we” of autonomous agents 
operating together to make a self” (Hayles, 1999, p.6) and, 
crucially, one of these agents is the reader-player. As an 
interactive protagonist, Hayley is the character or point of 
view that the reader plays by making meaningful choices on 
her behalf. These choices, embedded as they are in a diegetic5 

feedback loop, can affect Hayley’s body image, raising or lowering 
her levels of body dissatisfaction. This, in turn, affects narrative 
progress. At these decision moments, especially, the protagonist 
and the engaged reader-player become one. For the purposes of 
this paper, we will call this blended or entangled posthuman 
entity, the reader-playing-as-Hayley. Situating the reader-player 
in the mind of the protagonist may lead to enhanced empathic 

5Diegetic elements are part of the storyworld and therefore can be perceived by the 
fictional characters; whereas non-diegetic or extra-diegetic elements do not exist 
within the storyworld and therefore can only be perceived by the audience/reader/ 
player—e.g., the music soundtrack in a film or user interface elements in a game. 
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identification and agency and, therefore, a profoundly immersive 
and potentially transformative experience. This process of 
“diegetic enactment” (Wilks, 2020, p.24) is where we postulate 
the therapeutic value lies: an ontological oscillation between the 
reader-player’s mind and the fictional mind, which may induce 
the reader-player to reflect upon, and perhaps subtly alter, their 
own body image. This hypothesis is supported by research using 
neuroimaging (fMRI) techniques which suggests “that conscious 
attempts to adopt another person’s perspective may prompt 
perceivers to consider that person via cognitive processes 
typically reserved for introspection about the self” (Ames 
et al., 2008, p.643). In thinking through Hayley’s options, 
making decisions for her and experiencing the consequences 
of those choices, the reader-playing-as-Hayley will be 
identifying with her in powerful multidimensional ways with 
cathartic potential. In addition to spatiotemporal and perceptual 
identification, the reader-player shares the protagonist’s 
thoughts, intentions and expectations (cognitive identification); 
they share her beliefs, goals and values (moral identification); they 
share her affective responses (emotional identification); and they 
share her body image (embodied identification) (van Krieken 
et al., 2017, p.7–9). The combined effect is that the reader-player 
takes on “another person’s perspective, [and in doing so] comes 
to treat that person as more ‘selflike” (Ames et al., 2008, p.642). 

Ludonarrative Design and the Docile Body 
During the research workshops it became clear that participants 
wanted to resist the pressures of our hyper-visual culture and its 
scopic economy, which contributes to so much body 
dissatisfaction. Collectively, we decided to avoid graphic, 
mimetic representations of the body. Therefore, there is no 
avatar, the digital fiction is text-based but full of bodies 
constructed textually by the reader-player from the dynamic 
onscreen lexia. 

Nevertheless, in a digital fiction, visual language is important. 
All the speaking characters, including Hayley’s inner voices, are 
represented by distinctive “voice-bubbles,” differentiated by 
shape and color. During scenes where Hayley is alone or 
preoccupied with her own thoughts, she is also represented by 
an abstract animated curvilinear freeform shape, which Wilks 
calls an “organic” (when writing digitally, it is crucial to name 
entities so that they can be addressed in/by code). Animation 
brings the organic to life, suggesting some kind of embodied 
subjectivity, behavior, bodily characteristics and/or emotional 
responses. Abstraction leaves the organic open to 
interpretation and its signification fluid, thus removing some 
potential barriers to identification predicated on appearance-
based similarity. In short, the organic represents Hayley’s 
bodymind in close-up. Following disability studies scholars 
Price (2015) and Clare (2017), we use the phrase “bodymind” 
to overcome problems with the mind/body split in western 
thought that treats the mind and body as distinct entities 
(Rice et al., 2020). In conveying the inseparability of mind and 
body, “bodymind” also reconfigures human embodiment 
holistically, “as fluid and as indivisibly entangled with the 
world, situating embodied experience as a site of knowledge” 
(Rice et al., 2021, p. 97). 

Foucault’s concept of the state’s disciplinary power, which, 
through constant surveillance and normalizing judgement, 
produces “docile bodies,” has directly influenced Wilks’ 
ludonarrative6 design. Specifically, an algorithm based on a 
dynamic “docility value” affects the morphing appearance and 
behavior of the organic. The higher the docility value, the more 
the organic conforms to a standard symmetrical shape and its 
motion restricted by a restraining visible geometry. The lower the 
docility value, the more freeform is the shape, the more liberated 
its movement and the weaker the restricting geometry. The 
docility value is affected by programmed narrative events and, 
crucially, the choices the reader-player makes, who, in a feedback 
loop, is affected by visible changes in the organic. Furthermore, 
the reader-player’s choices contribute to an aggregate ‘Docile-
Body-Bearing’ value which helps steer a course through the non-
linear, branching narrative. 

This docility-based algorithm is an efficient way of designing a 
playable narrative. At the same time, however, we are uneasy 
about the rule of a bipolar numerical value underlying essentially 
nonbinary, fluid experiences. This inherent contradiction is an 
interesting analogy for the very issues our project aims to address. 
As our participants intimated, we want to resist normalization but 
recognize that we cannot completely escape it. We must find ways 
of being in the world as it is, whilst also finding ways of making 
changes in the world. However, we envisage that the power of 
narrative will have a far stronger effect than an underlying 
algorithm, which, after all, only assists in steering the 
narrative, it doesn’t determine the narrative content. The 
richness, complexity, ambiguity and nuance of storytelling 
born out of the lived experiences of our research participants 
will override a reductive binary system, rendering the digital 
binary an ancillary rather than dominant element in our 
interactive narrative. 

Bodies and Bodyminds in Play 
If, as Possible Worlds narrative theory posits, the real world 
serves as a model for the mental construction of textual 
fictional story-worlds, it follows that our experience and 
knowledge of real bodies, including our own bodies, serve 
as a model for the mental construction of textual fictional 
bodies. Unless a text draws attention to the physical 
appearance of a fictional character, the reader will tend to 
assume, according to Ryan’s “principle of minimal departure” 
(Ryan, 1991), that their body conforms to a familiar or generic 
norm (two eyes, two arms, two legs, etc.). Since this assumes a 
normative bodymind, we posit that what constitutes a familiar 
or generic norm might shift depending on the bodymind of the 
reader. This may be especially true for people born with 
disabilities for whom the disabled bodymind is their 
normative state (Clare, 2017). Further research with 
diversely-embodied readers would likely offer rich insight 

6Ludonarrative: the medium-specific affordances of video game narrativity and 
their aesthetic and phenomenological implications for how reader-players 
experience narrative in games. The term was originally coined as a blend of 
ludology (the study of games) and narrative. 
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into individuals’ processes of constructing their 
imagined norms. 

Potentially, due to the identification induced through diegetic 
enactment, the reader-player’s own body model may fluidly 
interleave, superimpose or merge with their mental 
construction of the protagonist’s body as they become the 
reader-playing-as-Hayley. Since there is no narratorial voice to 
assert facts about Hayley’s body and it is never depicted in 
mimetic visual form, how the reader-player constructs her 
body is open to interpretation, open to (re)construction. 
Hayley’s negative self-talk describes her as fat, flabby and 
repulsive, but how far is that a distortion of her body image7? 
The reader-player may decide that Hayley’s Inner Critic is not a 
reliable source of the textual actual truth8 about her body and 
mentally construct her differently, perhaps, if they identify 
strongly with her specific body image issues, empathically 
shaping her in their own self-image. But what if they do not 
identify strongly with Hayley’s particular body image issues? 
Since there is no authorial or manifest depiction to fix the 
reader-player’s mental image, the reader-playing-as-Hayley 
may construct a shape-shifting body, drawn from a pooling or 
mingling of their knowledge and experience of other bodies, 
which may include (if not default to) normative concepts of the 
hegemonic standard body (white, middle-class, able-bodied, etc.). 
However, Hayley is the narrative’s focalizing character and 
readers/viewers/listeners/players “relate to characters more 
intensely if they are focalisers” (Eder et al., 2010, p.53). Since 
identification is multidimensional, it does not depend on 
similarity. The reader-player will identify with Hayley’s 
intentions, expectations, hopes, fears, beliefs and feelings - the 
cognitive, moral and emotional dimensions - and they will also 
identify with her actions and motions. 

Because the abstract visualization of Hayley’s bodymind, the 
organic, is animated and responsive to her thoughts it is 
seemingly alive and an important locus for embodied 
identification. Behavioral and neuroimaging studies have 
shown that “ [t]hrough embodied identification, readers 
mentally simulate performing the character’s actions and 
motions” (van Krieken et al., 2017:9; also see; Gallese, 2011). 
Towards the end of the multilinear narrative, having experienced 
the vicissitudes of Hayley’s (more or less) docile bodymind, 
eventually, the reader-player will arrive at a place where the 
organic is liberated from its normalizing restraints. The reader-
playing-as-Hayley will find they are focusing on her body in 
carefree motion, rather than on how it looks. Studies have shown 
that focusing on body functionality (interpreted in its broadest 
terms to mean everything a body can do from breathing, to 
feeling, to thinking, to moving including how that body’s 
capacities are enhanced and/or limited in a given socio-
material context) can help cultivate a positive body image 

7This is not to suggest that body dissatisfaction can be reduced to a simplistic binary 
of external reality vs internal distortion of reality 
8In Possible Worlds literary theory, facts asserted by a (reliable) narrator constitute 
the “textual actual world,” which may be at odds with what characters know or 
believe about the fictional world they inhabit (see Ryan, 2013). 

(Rice et al., 2021, p.96). Therefore, because the reader-player 
will be mentally simulating this motion through identification, it 
could have a beneficial effect on their own body image. The effect 
may be strengthened by the awareness that they have arrived at 
this joyous moment as a result of the narrative choices they have 
made along the way. 

Interactive Narrative and Therapeutic 
Effects 
The literature on body image problems and body dysmorphic 
disorders indicates that cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) 
approaches are amongst the most successful therapies 
(Grogan, 2017; O’Connor et al., 2017). These involve some 
form of questioning and challenging habitual thoughts or 
thinking patterns. For instance, The Body Image Workbook 
encourages the reader to question their “Appearance 
Assumptions” (Cash, 2008, loc.1212), which are core beliefs 
concerning how someone defines themselves and their self-
worth based on their looks. 

In a text-based interactive narrative with a therapeutic remit, 
where the reader-player has direct access to the mind of the 
protagonist and some power to literally change her mind, a CBT-
inspired storytelling approach would seem to be a good fit. After 
all, as Palmer argues, “narrative fiction is, in essence, the 
presentation of fictional mental functioning” (Palmer, 2004, 
loc. 98). So, the interactive narrative dramatizes some CBT 
methods. In other words, some of Hayley’s fictional 
experiences are modelled on CBT processes and thus the 
reader-player may vicariously experience their effects or, at 
least, become aware of CBT as a therapeutic option. For 
example, Hayley experiments with Mirror Exposure Therapy 
(a form of CBT). This was directly inspired by the many 
references to mirrors in the participant data and one 
particular participant, who wrote positively about their mirror 
exposure experience. However, because CBT focuses on thought, 
it can reinforce the mind-body split, which we want to avoid. Nor 
do we want to reduce the widespread problem of body 
dissatisfaction and the responsibility for “fixing” it to the 
individual. Hopefully, the intersectional cast of characters, who 
from time to time engage in discussion around the broader 
societal issues and offer casual or more politicized critiques of 
the effects of neoliberal consumerism, will contextualize and 
expand the individual-mind-centered drama. This is critically 
important because, following the shift in our project title, it helps 
to shift the locus of the problem from individuals’ bodyminds to 
their body worlds. 

The narrative’s cast of characters express a range of different 
experiences, perceptions, thoughts and feelings about their bodies 
and the world they live in. They all struggle or have struggled with 
body dissatisfaction to some degree or other and some are more 
resilient than others. In The Body Image Workbook, Cash 
describes two groups of people: “Assumers,” who tend to agree 
with typical “Appearance Assumptions,” and “Doubters,” who 
tend to disagree (2008, loc.1225). He found that Assumers 
experience far more body dissatisfaction than Doubters. 
Broadly speaking, the cast of characters fall into these two 
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groups: Assumers and Doubters. The preoccupations, beliefs and 
attitudes of some characters tend to have detrimental effects on 
body image, whilst others have healing or protective effects. For 
example, some characters are ardent feminists and “ [r]esearch 
has shown that women who hold feminist attitudes to body image 
are more satisfied than those who do not identify with feminist 
values” (Grogan, 2017, p.189). The interplay of Hayley’s inner 
voices, her interactions with other characters and, on occasions, 
with intrusive fictional marketing messages challenge the reader-
playing-as-Hayley in positive and negative ways. How normative 
or how empowering and liberating their effect depends on the 
choices the reader-playing-as-Hayley makes. The nature of the 
choices offered throughout the narrative include, not only 
decisions about what to do but also, different ways they may 
choose to think or feel about the matter at hand. In other words, 
many of the interactive choices woven through the narrative 
dramatize situations and enact processes influenced by CBT and 
feminist methods. However, the branching nature of the 
interactive narrative means that the “CBT route” is not the 
only path towards a more positive outcome that the narrative 
offers. Other options that the reader-playing-as-Hayley may 
choose to explore focus more on activism, social engagement 
and/or resistance. 

Meanwhile, behind the scenes, the underlying ludonarrative 
program tracks the tendencies of the reader-playing-as-Hayley 
towards more normative or more liberating and empowering 
choices, and this affects the course they take through the 
branching narrative. Subtextually, the aim is to transform 
Hayley from an Assumer to a Doubter. The non-linear, 
branching narrative offers different ways of achieving this, 
recognizing that there is no single correct route to self-
compassion and body acceptance. Some routes may be more 
internally focused, others more outward-looking. In this respect, 
an interactive digital narrative is particularly well suited to 
promoting a diversity of approaches to wellbeing and social 
change by allowing reader-players to explore different options. 

Discussing novels (or print fiction), Zunshine argues: 

The cognitive rewards of reading fiction might thus be aligned 
with the cognitive rewards of pretend play through a shared 
capacity to stimulate and develop the imagination. It may 
mean that our enjoyment of fiction is predicated--at least in 
part--upon our awareness of our “trying on” mental states 
potentially available to us but at a given moment differing from 
our own. (Zunshine, 2006, loc. 327). 

If this is the case, it follows that the cognitive rewards may be 
even more powerful in an interactive fiction that engages the 
reader-player in diegetic enactment, a more active form of 
pretend play. The reader-playing-as-Hayley is not only “trying 
on” mental states but also “trying on” various decision-making 
processes and exploring their consequences for (further) mental 
states involving body image. In the absence of a narrator, there is 
no higher authority to depend on or defer to, the reader-player 
must rely on their own interpretive powers and use their own 
judgement. Furthermore, some of the decision-making is also 
about taking action in the world, such as engaging in feminist 

social activism, so the effect of “trying on” could be beneficial or 
enlightening (for want of a better word) in multiple ways. As a 
branching narrative with a cyclic structure there is no win-lose 
end state in our digital fiction, there are simply different 
consequences for different inclinations. If they choose to cycle 
through other/more days in the life of the protagonist, the reader-
playing-as-Hayley may “try on” the effects of different choices. 
This, not only avoids intrusive didacticism, but allows the digital 
fiction to be of potential benefit to a wider and more diverse 
audience. 

Openness and Accessibility 
In a work that prioritizes inclusive design and equitable access on 
both the psychological and material level, another primary 
concern is the accessibility of the technological medium and 
platform of delivery/distribution. According to the World Wide 
Web Foundation, the web is “a global public good and a basic 
right” (World Wide Web Foundation, 2021, para. 2). It is built on 
open standards developed and maintained by the World Wide 
Web Consortium (W3C), whose mission is to make the benefits 
of the web “available to all people, whatever their hardware, 
software, network infrastructure, native language, culture, 
geographical location, or physical or mental ability” (World 
Wide Web Consortium, 2021, para. 4). These aims are 
compatible with those of our project (although our remit is 
narrower, the digital fiction springs from a specific cultural 
background and we do not have the resources to offer it in 
multiple languages). Therefore, with accessibility in mind, and 
because our participants told us they preferred using 
smartphones and tablets, we chose to build the digital fiction 
on and for the open web platform using a mobile-first, responsive 
web design approach for the greatest reach. The aim is to provide 
a good user experience at all screen sizes and combinations of 
hardware and network capabilities, starting with small screens 
and adding enhancements that further enrich the user experience 
as the screen size and/or technological capabilities increase. 
Equally important, the digital fiction web app complies with 
ARIA9 standards to make it more accessible to people with a 
diverse range of abilities and disabilities. 

Open access is an important, guiding principle for our project but 
it also resonates with our aims and the content and nature of the 
creative work on a deeper level. The data business model behind the 
“walled gardens” of social media platforms involves “harvesting 
digital footprints from each user to get better insights into their 
psychological profiles and to sell these insights to marketing 
companies” (Montag and Hegelich, 2020). This leads the 
platforms to design and engineer their applications to encourage 
prolonged usage time and interactions, such as “comments”, “shares” 
or “likes,” which provide even more detailed data (Behrenshausen, 
2018; Montag and Hegelich, 2020). This “persuasive technology” 
(Center for Humane Technology, 2021) is yet another layer of 
Foucauldian disciplinary power that aims to produce “docile 
bodies” in the form of users addictively maintaining their social 
media identities and relationships. It is no surprise, then, that the big 

9Accessible Rich Internet Applications (see MDN Contributors, 2021). 
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tech platforms that want to lock us into proprietary systems are 
amongst the most prolific purveyors of imagery and messaging that 
contribute to body dissatisfaction in young people (Aparicio-
Martinez et al., 2019; de Vries et al., 2019). Whilst it is important 
to challenge and speak back to oppressive messaging from within the 
social media platforms, it is also important to resist their dominance 
and control by offering content on and encouraging use of the 
open web. 

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS 

Story is central to human beings because, as Thomas King writes, 
“The truth about stories is that’s all we are” (King, 2003, p.2). 
According to narrative therapy, “persons generally ascribe 
meaning to their lives by plotting their experience into stories, 
and . . .  these stories shape their lives and relationships” (White 
and Epston, 1990, p.79). Sometimes those dominant stories 
become “problem-saturated” (White and Epston, 1990, p.16) 
and/or they take hold and solidify, stifling potential, incipient 
or alternative accounts that might, if brought forth and thickened, 
open new possibilities for living well. This bringing forth of new 
possibilities and alternative accounts becomes a “re-storying of 
experience” (White and Epston, 1990, p.17). 

Reading narrative, whether interactive or not, is never a 
passive process, rather it engages the reader in “performances 
of meaning under the guidance of the text” (Bruner, 1986, as cited 
in White and Epston, 1990, p.13). When the reader identifies with 
the narrative, it invites self-reflection and that may help the 
individual identify such possibilities and alternatives for re-
storying their own experience. 

Stories are full of gaps which persons must fill in order 
for the story to be performed. These gaps recruit the 
lived experience and the imagination of persons. With 
every performance, persons are reauthoring their lives. 
The evolution of lives is akin to the process of 
reauthoring, the process of persons’ entering into 
stories, taking them over and making them their 
own. (White and Epston, 1990, p.13). 

White and Epston’s description of the interplay between story 
and lived experience is especially pertinent to our digital fiction, 
which calls for the reader-player to interactively enter the story 
and make meaningful narrative choices that affect the fictional 
character’s life and may reverberate in their own life reauthoring. 

Compared to older forms, such as novels, poetry and 
drama, choice-based interactive fiction10 is a relatively new 
genre that has, we propose, great potential for bibliotherapy. 
Our interactive digital narrative is intended to be enjoyable 
but the choices it offers are not just for fun: they are 
specifically designed to encourage the reader-player to 
reflect upon or think critically about body image matters. 

10Choice-based interactive fiction in digital media has existed since the first text 
adventure games of the 1970s. 

Whether faced with a comparatively minor decision or finding 
themselves at the crux of a major narrative turning point, each 
choice is meaningful and has consequences. Some will 
stimulate inner reflection or interpersonal musings, others 
will stimulate thinking about body image in relation to 
cultural or socio-political contexts. Individually or 
cumulatively, each of these narrative/dramatic moments 
could lead to catharsis and insight, especially because the 
engaged reader-player is called upon to do more than simply 
identify with the protagonist, they must enact her choices, 
causing narrative events. We anticipate that the experience 
will result in the reader-player realizing that what their body 
(Hayley’s/their own) looks like is  less important  than  how  
they think and feel and behave in their body. Or, to quote Kite 
and Kite’s mantra, that they are “more than a body” (2021). 
This is the narrative’s aim and its openness and multi-
linearity is a deliberate strategy to make the 
bibliotherapeutic benefits and socio-political commitments 
of the work as fluid and widely accessible as possible. These 
are the particular affordances of interactive digital fiction for 
bibliotherapy. We look forward to finding out how far this 
strategy is successful when we start to gather feedback from 
reader-players in the near future. 
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