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Counter-Narratives Against Gender-Based
Violence. A Twofold Perspective on Choices

in Interactive Dramas

Sofia Peracchi1(B) and Ilaria Mariani2

1 Namahn, Brussels, Belgium
spe@namahn.com

2 Department of Design, Politecnico di Milano, Milano, Italy

Abstract. Regardless of the increasing number of initiatives and activist counter-
narratives aimed at fighting the hetero-normative patriarchal beliefs, the current
Italian social structure still justifies gender-based violence, while the number of
abuses remains chiefly unaltered. Within such a complex framework, this study
intends to advance the discussion on how IDNs can contribute to sensitive topics
such as Violence Against Women and Girls (VAWG) to trigger social change,
showing the relevance of involving its protagonists for better addressing such
a complex and urgent issue, increasing the possibilities of encouraging positive
shifts in ideals and behaviours. This study reports on the co-design of an IDN that
involved both survivors and volunteers from an anti-violence centre, and how their
engagement provided fundamental insights on the necessity to describe survivors’
struggles sensibly and invite bystanders to reconsider their opinion on gender-
based violence victims. Building on procedural rhetoric and narrative immersion,
the artefact targets non-victims, putting them in women’s shoes to emphasise how
violence is never caused by the victim’s choices but by those of the perpetrator.
Ultimately, the results of the testing on 83 people who assessed the artefact with
pre- and post-experience questionnaires are presented and discussed, showing the
IDN effectiveness in tackling the topic and creating a meaningful experience.

Keywords: Interactive Digital Narratives · Social Change · Violence against
Women and Girls · Co-design

1 The Hegemonic Discourse on Violence Against Women and Girls

Despite the growing importance of activist initiatives [1, 2] and the construction of fem-
inist political counter-narratives aimed at fighting Violence Against Women and Girls
(VAWG) [3], the number of cases of gender-based violence in Italy is chiefly unaltered
(ISTAT, 2021). The current hetero-normative patriarchal social structure still justifies
sexist behaviours related to VAWG, such as victim-blaming [4], gender-based stereo-
types, and rapemyths [5, 6], which contribute to creating an inhospitable environment for
survivors. The challenge is, therefore, identifying effective and impactfulways to address
the issue, raise awareness of it, and eventually instil a change in how it is perceived.

© The Author(s) 2024
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In this context, it surfaces the role of counter-narratives [7, 8] as narratives that oppose
the hegemonic discourse by exposing sexist attitudes and contributing to fighting VAWG
[9]. Among their uniqueness, providing a different view on a contemporary and urgent
social and cultural issue: that of the survivors. This study values the power of narratives
with such a distinctive and intense perspective in shedding light on the corollary of daily
behaviours that protects perpetrators and still justifies them [10]. Therefore, to address the
challenge of facing the socio-cultural problemof gender-baseddiscrimination supporting
VAWG, the study involved Parma’s Centro Antiviolenza.

1.1 The Italian Context

This study is situated in a field that urges a multi-level intervention. Communication
represents just a part, still relevant, to instil change. According to ISTAT’s report on
gender-based violence in Italy [11], in 2020, over 15000 women reached anti-violence
centres to escape violent relationships. 74.2% of the cases started before the pandemic
but were worsened by it. Forcing the cohabitation with the perpetrator, the COVID-19
pandemic led to the deterioration of many abusive relationships while reducing the help
requests and reports to the police.

This data adds to the worrying picture the 2018 ISTAT census on gender stereotypes
and rapemyths portrays. 58.8% of the population agrees with one or more gender stereo-
types. 39.3% believes women can always avoid a sexual relationship if willing to, 23.9%
thinks howwomen dress can provoke sexual assault, and 15.1% considers women inhib-
ited by drugs or alcohol partly blamed for being sexually assaulted. The lack of education
and the diffusion of misconceptions among the population creates a context that justifies
perpetrators and undermines the victims’ experiences. The situation is further aggravated
by how mass media allow and often support the spread of victim-blaming narratives,
requiring a change in media exploitation. The direction should promote greater empathy
for the victims, giving space to counter-narratives that can give a voice to those who
remain unheard and alter the perception and preconceptions of VAWG.

1.2 Digital Counter-Narratives Against the Hegemonic Discourse

Over the last decade, several grassroots initiatives started using digital media to present
powerful counter-narratives able to challenge the hegemonic discourse, exposing sexist
attitudes. Examples are theMeToo movements and the creation of online platforms such
as Everyday Sexism or the app Hollaback!

Digital media have proven to be very valuable in allowing survivors to share their
stories and organise collective actions to contrast patriarchal attitudes that still occur
online and in real life. Across the world, there has been a revival of feminist attention
to violence and rape culture [2], targeting occurrences of physical and sexual violence
but also harmful practices trivialising rape, such as jokes, cat-calling and sexualized
‘banter’[12]. Such initiatives occur especially on social media platforms, replicating tra-
ditional gendered power relations [2]. If the context on the one side facilitates attacks by
providing distancing and mediation, it also gives women, subcultures, and minorities a
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space for counter-voices to emerge. Those who were silenced and struggled for legiti-
macy can speak up and fight against wrongful social norms, exploiting and contributing
to creating new languages, vocabularies, modes of engagement and resistance [9].

1.3 Interactive Digital Narratives: Immersion and Procedurality

Agency and interactivity are two main reasons why artefacts such as IDNs can suc-
cessfully promote behavioural change [13], raising awareness and educating on specific
topics. As argued in the literature [14–18], immersion stimulates enjoyment and persua-
sion, and interactivity deepens this process. Among the main features of such artefacts
is the ability to favour the players’ immersion in fictional worlds as secondary worlds. In
the liminal space of fictional worlds, players can safely question their own perspectives
and reformulate their thoughts and behaviours. IDNs can favour role-taking, a process
able to impact attitudes or ideas by encouraging immersion in other roles. Putting players
in someone else’s shoes, they raise strong bonds with the character. Ultimately, proce-
dural rhetoric mechanics can be applied to influence players’ opinions through their
computational properties [19].

Within IDNs, interactive drama [20] indicates dramatic stories in which the player
takes the protagonist role in first-person. Specific first-person experience entails that
the player’s suspension of disbelief is never interrupted [20], seeking dramatic agency,
the possibilities of interaction within rich stories with dramatic storylines. In interactive
dramas, the player’s interaction is what profoundly shapes the story, which, however,
still has to maintain an author-given structure that keeps the overall coherence.

In this framework, this study intends to advance the discussion on how IDNs can
contribute to an urgent, sensitive topic such asVAWG, showing the relevance of involving
its protagonists for better addressing it.

2 Study Methodology

This study builds on the extensive research conducted between 2021 and 2022 [21].
Knowledge is gained through desk and field research. The literature review investi-
gated an interdisciplinary body of scientific and grey literature regarding the issue of
gender-based violence and the topic of interactive media aimed at social change. A case
study analysis identified relevant interactive artefacts addressing the VAWG issue in the
domains of Games for Social Change and IDNs. A survey completed by almost 200
participants depicted both the Italian population’s interest in interactive media and their
knowledge of gender-based violence and toxic attitudes.

The field research involved the volunteers of Parma’s Anti Violence Centre together
with testimonies of survivors who could provide first-hand knowledge on the topic. The
Interactive Drama developed was tested and validated involving 83 people, plus the
volunteers from the Center. The assessment relies on a pre-experience questionnaire
(min 7 days before playing) and a post-experience questionnaire (right after playing).
The two questionnaires were built to gather the players’ position regarding the topic
and how they experienced the IDN, but also to investigate their emotional responses to
narratives on VAWG and their knowledge on anti-violence centres. The questionnaires
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were specifically structured to detect a change of the player’s perspective after playing.
Ultimately, the post questionnaire also vetted the IDN effectiveness in conveying the
message.

3 Embedding the Survivor Perspective

3.1 Co-designing with Volunteers

Volunteers and survivors were involved throughout the entire design process, from the
field research and concept definition to the testing of the prototype. Their participation
provided fundamental insights on the necessity to describe survivors’ struggles sensibly
and invite bystanders to reconsider their opinion on gender-based violence victims, better
understanding the discrimination and abusive situations they confront daily.

The co-design took place from Spring 2021 to Winter 2022, mainly remotely, due
to Covid-19 restrictions and the protection of victims’ privacy. It included 3 volunteers
and 3 survivors in interviews about the reality of gender-based violence in the Italian
context, issues linked to toxic behaviours, and events and initiatives considered effective
in raising awareness on the topic.

The co-design also included the collection of direct testimonies, gathered through
interviews and an online survey, in which participants shared personal stories regarding
VAWG and experiences of toxic behaviours related to gender-based violence. The data
gathered and the co-design approach strongly highlighted howbeing at the intersection of
multiple axes of discrimination further aggravates the victim’s condition. Intersectional
conditions, such as race, gender, sexual orientation, ability, and other aspects of identity,
sustain a logic of oppression rooted in the larger structures that shape society [22]. It
corroborates the role of norms supporting gender, cultural, and economic inequalities,
hypermasculinity, and a culture-related acceptance of violence in “justifying” sexual
violence.

3.2 Shaping the Interactive Drama Narrative

The testimonies gathered during the design process served as a precious base to build
the interactive drama narrative. The story describes a day in the life of Dalila, a young
Italian-Tunisian woman who is living in a violent relationship with her partner.

As the volunteers explained, women from a foreign family often struggle to find a
robust support system that can guide them toward anti-violence centres: these victims
reach out to the volunteers only when the situation has become truly dangerous. This
lack of a support system given by the intersectional identity of the protagonist was a
crucial dynamic to present as one of the reasons why victims fail to see a way out of a
violent relationship. Therefore, the story follows Dalila’s attempt to find support in her
friends and family and unveils how their lack of interest contributes to worsening her
situation.

Beyond the content perspective, the interaction with volunteers and survivors also
impacted the narrative structure. The interviews disclosed how the main aim of the
centres is to create a safe space for women, minimising potential triggers that may lead
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them to relive traumatic experiences. For this reason, the narrative presents a structure
aimed at protecting the player, enabling a gradual immersion into the reality of abusive
relationships. The interactive drama not only presents detailed trigger warnings before
the start of the experience, but its structure, divided into two blocks, aims at limiting the
player’s discomfort. The first part of the story is structured as a foldback narrative (i.e.
a narrative with some events that cannot be avoided) that deals with “less traumatic”
behaviours. The second section, a branching narrative with four endings, explores the
more violent aspects of an abusive relationship. This structure favours a progressive
immersion into the reality of gender-based violence, thus encouraging the player to
assess their emotional state as the narrative progresses, interrupting the experience if
necessary.

Beyond the participation in the initial stages of the study, volunteers were engaged
in the testing of the final prototype, since the narrative includes information regarding
anti-violence centres in Italy. This validated the information provided to the audience
while ensuring that gender violence is depicted in a truthful yet respective way. Remarks
and suggestions from this testing were implemented in the prototype before performing
the testing with the audience.

In light of this, it is necessary to remark that the overall co-design experience strongly
shaped the study and its outcome throughout the entire research and design process,
informing both the narrative and technical aspects of the interactive drama.

3.3 Shaping the Interactive Drama Mechanics

Building on the testimonies collected, the artefact focuses on the theme of choice and
how this concept can seem limitedwithin a violent relationship. As the volunteers and the
survivors stated, many women living in abusive relationships tend to blame themselves
for their partners’ behaviour, and they feel like they have no choice but to stay with them,
even though they did not cause any of the sufferings they have endured. The dynamics
and logic behind these beliefs are expressed through the affordances and agency of the
medium [23, 24]. In particular, it exploits the element and dynamics of choice, which is
central in interactive digital narratives [13, 25] but even more in the discourse related to
VAWG.

Therefore, the artefact presents three types of choices, all meaningful:

• Choices made 100% by the player, which can range from low to high impact;
• Choices defined 50% by the player and 50% leading to a pre-defined outcome,

granting coherence throughout the story;
• Choices dictated 100% pre-defined by the system and unavoidable. They depict the

oppressive nature of abusive relationships and they stress the idea that violence cannot
always be avoided, as it is never caused by the victim but always by the perpetrator.

Agency, and in particular limitation of it, becomes a powerful element which enables
procedural rhetoric, aimed at conveying the idea that violence is never a victim’s choice.
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4 Come Vetro Temperato

The co-design methodology led to the development of Come vetro temperato, an online
interactive drama targeted to 18 to 35 years-olds who never experienced gender-based
abuse. The IDN aims to encourage social change in relation to gender-based violence,
by informing the audience about anti-violence centres and inspiring empathy towards
victims of abuse. The co-design informed and oriented the overall narrative and design
choices. A high-level consideration regards ensuring wide accessibility and usability,
keeping the experience simple and meaningful independently from the digital literacy
level of the player. Although modern techniques and mechanics could be employed to
create the interactive drama, the Twine software was chosen. It is by design a user-
friendly open-source software with a rich community thriving on personal stories and
discussions on serious topics. Moreover, Twine goes beyond being a software, acting as a
hub detached from the mainstream and hegemonic discourse, welcoming and promoting
projects aimed at social change, counter-narratives, and self-expression.

Advancing the reasoning, also the visual language and the modality of interaction
were consciously designed to make the interaction as intuitive and user-friendly as
possible. The IDN builds on the concept of the breakable glass which informs the visual
part of the narrative, namely the background images of each passage. The title of the
narrative was inspired by a quote from Don Quixote, which compares women to glass,
resistant yet still breakable and difficult to piece back together once shattered. This
concept is reprised in both the visual and textual aspects of the narrative, and it allows
a more seamless immersion in the story.

The artefact exploits the mechanics and the affordances of IDNs to favour the role
taking process and to inspire empathy in its player. Background illustrations exploit a
visual treatment that dynamically evolves with the story. The more the player dives into
the game, the more traumatic events Dalila will experience. This is also mirrored by
the cracks in the background glass, which slowly becomes more and more broken. The
progressive increase of cracks and the glow atmosphere aremetaphorical representations
of the effect that gender-based violence and the toxic behaviours have on who is subject
to them (Fig. 1). The use of images and audio tracks is designed to accompany the
experiencewithout disrupting it, while also echoing themain visual and textualmetaphor
of the narrative.

Ultimately, to fulfil its awareness purpose, the narrative ends with a short landing
page which provides information with regards to Italian anti-violence centres and their
activities to support survivors and to educate the public about the issue.

The artefactwas tested and assessed by 83 people.Datawas collected through 6-point
likert scales from fully disagree (0) to fully agree (5). In comparisonwith the results of the
pre-experience assessment, the post-experience one revealed very “positive” changes and
responses. The players stated they felt engaged with the narrative (3.9) and demonstrated
a higher emotional response to the IDN rather than a traditional narrative as testers
in the pre-experience questionnaire (4.3 vs 4.1). Figure 2 summarises further results:
noteworthy is that the experience increased the levels of identification, empathy, and
sympathy; analogously, the increment of anger and discomfort are further signals of the
effectiveness of the IDN in generating a meaningful experience. Also significant is that
players felt high levels of indecision, powerlessness, and even fear but not shame.
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Fig. 1. Progressive increase of cracks in the background illustrations.

Players agreed that the IDN helped them reflect on the topic (3.93) while chal-
lenging the cultural values of our society (3.95). They also state their willingness to
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share the narrative with others (4.16) (Fig. 2). Furthermore, the narrative successfully
inspired interest in the activity of anti-violence centres, which rose from 18% (in the
pre-assessment survey) to 76%.

Fig. 2. The upper table describes players’ emotional response to a traditional narrative of VAWG
(assessed in the pre-experience survey) and to Come vetro temperato (post-experience survey).
The bottom table shows the impact of the interactive drama on players.
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The testing also highlights a possible critical issue regarding the crossed-out options.
Since the IDN is open to a broad audience, not skilled players often did not understand the
(procedural) rhetorical and metaphorical meaning of unavailable choices as a limitation
of agency mirroring those experienced by those who suffer violence. The testing showed
how themeaningbehind suchnon-choices couldbe reinforcedby increasing their number
or showing the unavailability by making the cracks appear once the user hovers over the
choice.

5 Discussion and Conclusion

Come vetro temperato proved that interactive dramas, as engaging narrative-based com-
munication systems [26], can contribute to sparking social change [27]: on the one
hand, inspiring empathy and supportive behaviours; on the other, raising awareness on
the work of Italian anti-violence centres. In doing that, this contribution advances the
discussion on how interactive narratives can contribute to sensitive topics such as VAWG
to trigger social change, showing the relevance of involving its protagonists for better
addressing such a complex and urgent issue, to encourage positive shifts in ideals and
behaviours. Their expertise and testimonies helped design an artefact able to not only
favour engagement and self-identification of its audience, but also to increase empathy
towards survivors and awareness about anti-violence centres. The exploitation of the
interactive medium and its affordances shapes every aspect of the IDN, to communicate
the topic through an engaging and meaningful experience of play. The overall positive
results of the study encourage the possibility for further research and experimentation,
especially with regard to the representation of more intersectional perspectives on this
issue and the employment of more modern and interactive technologies in the creation
of IDN aimed at social change. The co-design, in particular, provided unique first-hand
knowledge that had an enormous impact on the design process and its choices, from the
narrative to the mechanics, aiming at increasing awareness and empathy towards victims
and survivors.
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