Creative Inquiry: Assimilation, Contract and Surveillance 
– A Practice-Based Qualitative Exploration of the Amnesiac Wandering Soul in the Silent Ancient City

Abstract
This practice-based qualitative research focuses on individual choices and how they reflect people’s real-life attitudes. I created a closed, rule-based ancient city as an interactive narrative space for creative practice. In this space, the amnesiac character must make choices without full information or clear guidance. Every decision in the story is not just a fictional action; it also shows how people think and behave in the real world.

The research explores whether people choose to follow rules, use rules to help themselves, or break rules to challenge fixed thinking patterns. Using narrative inquiry, thematic analysis and creative reflection, this study examines how the same person makes different decisions under different situations and pressures. It also discusses how qualitative methods support creative design, data collection and ethical thinking in art and design practice.

The study suggests that people’s choices are not fixed; they change with different situations, risks and information. Real freedom comes from the ability to think independently and move beyond old thinking patterns. This project combines interactive narrative with qualitative research, providing new ideas for experimental storytelling, critical creative practice and research in the creative industries.
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Introduction 
In contemporary creative industries and art and design practice, individual choice, behavioural logic and thinking patterns have become important research topics. With the development of interactive narrative, immersive experience and experimental creative practice, researchers and practitioners increasingly use virtual scenarios and rule-based systems to reflect on real-life behaviours and attitudes.

This practice-based qualitative research establishes a closed ancient city controlled by rules and monitoring as a narrative space, in which an amnesiac protagonist makes decisions under limited information, changing situations and unclear guidance. Every choice made in the story is not only a fictional action but also a reflection of real-life attitudes, showing whether individuals follow rules, use rules to achieve goals, or break fixed thinking patterns.
This study aims to explore how the same person makes different decisions under various situations and pressures, identify the thinking differences behind different choices, and examine the value of qualitative research methods in creative practice, including narrative design, data collection and ethical thinking.

The research addresses a complex problem: when individuals face unclear rules, uncertain outcomes and external constraints, how can they form independent judgments and break fixed mindsets. Accordingly, this study analyses the situational nature of individual choices, the thinking patterns represented by different attitudes towards rules, and the role of interactive narrative in enhancing the understanding of critical thinking and independent judgment.

Literature Review and Contextual Analysis
In contemporary creative industries and art and design practice, interactive narrative has become an important way to explore individual choice, social rules and real-life behaviour (Ryan, 2019; Xu & Zeng, 2021). As digital media and immersive design develop, many researchers use constructed narrative environments to reflect people’s attitudes and decision-making styles, because such spaces provide a controllable way to observe how people react to rules, pressure and uncertainty (Murray, 2017; Zhang & Li, 2024). Interactive narrative allows individuals to make real-time choices and experience corresponding results, which helps researchers understand real-world thinking patterns and behavioural tendencies. According to Jenkins (2016), designed narrative environments are not only fictional spaces but also reflective platforms that mirror people’s values, habits and attitudes toward rules and authority. Chinese scholars also point out that interactive digital narrative can help individuals reflect on their own choices and break fixed thinking patterns in a safe virtual space (Xu & Zeng, 2021; Zhang & Li, 2024).

Practice-based qualitative research is widely used in creative disciplines such as art, design and media (Biggs & Büchler, 2013). This approach focuses on creative process, subjective experience and critical reflection rather than statistical data (Leavy, 2017). Many scholars confirm that qualitative methods including narrative inquiry, thematic analysis and reflective journaling are suitable for exploring complex topics such as choice, behaviour and ethics (Creswell & Poth, 2018). In creative practice research, qualitative methods help researchers record, analyse and interpret behavioural changes in different situations, which supports deep reflection and theoretical development. Chinese researchers also emphasise that practice-based research can connect creative works with real social issues, making artistic creation more reflective and critical (Li, 2006; Xu & Zeng, 2021).

In the field of narrative studies, existing research shows that stories and choices shape individual identity and social cognition (Ryan, 2019). People understand themselves and the world through narrative structures, and their choices in designed scenarios often reveal deep beliefs and fixed thinking patterns (Jenkins, 2016). Research also indicates that interactive narrative encourages critical thinking by allowing people to challenge existing rules and test different behaviours (Murray, 2017). In addition, literature about social rules suggests that individuals generally respond in three ways: following rules, using rules to achieve goals, or breaking rules to challenge fixed mindsets (Bernstein, 2018). Breaking rules in this context is not negative but represents cognitive flexibility and independent thinking. Chinese scholars also note that people’s choices are deeply influenced by cultural background and social environment, and different situations can lead to very different decisions (Li, 2006; Zhang & Li, 2024).

Studies on decision-making have shown that human choices are highly situational and changeable (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979; Li, 2006). Individuals do not have fixed behavioural patterns; instead, their decisions change according to context, information, pressure and risk perception. The same person may act obediently in one situation but rebelliously in another, which reveals the complexity of human decision-making. This situational change provides an important theoretical basis for exploring how people respond to rules and how their choices reflect real-life attitudes.

Taken together, previous studies provide a strong framework for understanding interactive narrative, qualitative creative practice, decision-making and critical thinking. These literatures support the focus of this study, which uses interactive narrative to explore how individual choices reflect real-world attitudes, how rule-following, rule-using and rule-breaking relate to fixed mindsets, and how situational changes influence decisions. By connecting creative practice with qualitative analysis, this study aims to contribute new insights to creative design research.

Research Methodology
This study adopts a practice-based qualitative research approach, combining narrative inquiry, thematic analysis and creative reflection as the core research methods. Taking interactive narrative creation as the main practical carrier, this research explores individual decision-making differences, attitudes towards rules and changes in thinking patterns in different situations.

Different from quantitative research that relies on numerical data and statistical analysis, this study takes real case observation, theoretical literature research, original narrative materials and AI-assisted data sorting as the core research basis. The whole research process conforms to the standard process of practice-based research in art and design disciplines (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Ryan, 2019).

The observation of platform content also proves that individual choices are not fixed and single. People’s decisions will change significantly according to scene atmosphere, risk level, external pressure and moral dilemmas. This fully supports the core viewpoint of this study that situational factors affect individual decision-making (Murray, 2017). The multi-branch narrative structure and diverse user feedback of online interactive videos also provide practical references for the design of the multi-ending ancient city narrative system in this research.

In terms of theoretical data collection, this study refers to a large number of books and research results on psychological decision-making and individual behavioural psychology. Relevant theories explain how personal mood, emotional state and situational pressure interfere with people’s judgment and choice behaviour. It is confirmed that the same individual may produce completely different decision-making logic in different environments and information conditions (Li, 2006; Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). On the basis of sorting out theoretical knowledge, this study clarifies the internal logical differences between rule compliance, rule utilisation and rule breaking.

These theoretical foundations ensure that the interactive narrative creation of this study is not purely subjective imagination, but a practical exploration based on human behavioural rules and critical thinking logic.
In the stage of creative practice and material generation, this study adopts a mixed creation mode of “original framework design and AI auxiliary optimisation”. The core theme, story background, plot conflict, rule setting and multi-branch choice logic of the whole interactive narrative are independently designed and planned by the researcher. On the basis of the original creative framework, artificial intelligence tools are used to polish the text content, complete plot details, sort out narrative logic and optimise the expression of story branches.

In addition, AI tools assist in sorting and summarising early-stage observation data, counting the common choice tendencies of users in different interactive scenarios, and classifying typical behavioural responses under rule constraints. This auxiliary data sorting work makes the research observation more systematic and the narrative design more in line with real human decision-making characteristics.

In the final research analysis stage, this study uses qualitative thematic analysis and creative reflective research methods to interpret the completed interactive narrative works. By comparing and analysing the plot results and behavioural logic of different choice branches, this study summarises the different thinking modes behind individuals’ attitudes towards rules in complex situations, and further discusses the important value of flexible choice and breaking fixed thinking for personal cognitive breakthrough.

To conclude, this research forms a complete practice-based qualitative research closed loop through platform case observation, theoretical literature sorting, independent creative design and AI-assisted optimisation and analysis. The whole research process effectively combines creative practice with academic research, which can fully support the research discussion on individual situational choice, rule cognition and critical thinking (Biggs & Büchler, 2013; Leavy, 2017).

Creative Practice and Qualitative Analysis
This chapter presents the core creative practice and qualitative analysis of the study, which is fully grounded in recent academic papers on digital narrative, popular interactive video cases on Bilibili and YouTube, and modern psychological research focusing on human decision-making behaviour. Different from traditional linear storytelling that delivers fixed plots and single outcomes, this study develops a unique multi-path interactive narrative set in a self-designed fictional ancient city. The whole creative practice focuses on summarising three typical human reactions when individuals face formal social rules and institutional constraints: actively following rules for stability, taking advantage of rules for personal benefit, and resisting and breaking rigid rules to pursue positive changes. The constructed virtual ancient city scene is deliberately designed to simulate real-life social situations, clearly presenting people’s daily thinking habits and explaining how individual decisions constantly shift and adjust according to complex environmental and situational changes (Li, 2018).

Recent academic studies on interactive media and digital creation have confirmed that immersive branching narrative works can effectively trigger users’ authentic behavioural tendencies and true inner attitudes. Unlike traditional video and text content, interactive stories allow real-time user participation and active decision-making, making them simple, reliable and practical research tools for exploring fixed thinking habits and dynamic cognitive changes (Wang & Yin, 2022). The core creative ideas and narrative frameworks of this interactive work originate from professional classroom learning on spatial symbolism and systematic rule structures, combined with my independent and original storyline design. In line with the mainstream development trends of modern digital creation, this study adopts a mature human-led and AI-assisted production mode to balance creative originality and visual presentation quality (Jiang, 2023).

All core thematic concepts, complete story frameworks, systematic rule settings and multi-branch interactive logic are independently planned, designed and revised by the researcher to ensure unique creative expression and complete research originality. Various artificial intelligence tools only provide auxiliary technical support throughout the production process, including polishing detailed animation scenes, optimising character movements and postures, adjusting overall visual styles and scene atmospheres, and smoothing rigid story transitions between different plot segments. This human and AI cooperative workflow effectively improves the overall visual quality, narrative fluency and viewing experience of the final work, while strictly protecting the academic independence and core research value of the whole study.

The entire interactive narrative system is driven by three core functional mechanisms, which together build the complete and logical rule set of the fictional ancient city: the boundary stele system(see Figure 1)., the spiritual contract system, and the cognitive assimilation system. In terms of visual design, the boundary stele serves as the most central and iconic landmark of the whole virtual scene. In terms of practical function, it acts as the core control centre of the entire fictional city, responsible for real-time information collection, unified rule release and overall environmental adjustment. Beyond its basic visual function, the boundary stele carries profound symbolic meaning, representing real-world social norms, institutional frameworks and fixed cognitive boundaries that constantly constrain individual thoughts and daily behaviours. The spiritual contract system is designed to manage and constrain all user choices and corresponding plot outcomes, which highly corresponds to real social regulations and universal behavioural bottom lines in daily life. Meanwhile, the cognitive assimilation system acts as the most important qualitative research tool in this study, which dynamically updates assimilation values based on every decision made by participants. A higher assimilation rate indicates that users tend to obey fixed rules and form rigid thinking patterns, while a lower rate reflects stronger independent awareness and critical thinking abilities (Zhang & Li, 2024). Relevant digital narrative studies have proven that virtual scenes with hidden rule mechanisms and real-time feedback can effectively simulate real cognitive assimilation processes, clearly demonstrating how people gradually form fixed mindsets or achieve cognitive breakthroughs (Pan & Pu, 2022). The three interactive systems coordinate and interact with each other, providing solid and systematic logical support for multi-branch story design and in-depth behavioural qualitative analysis.

This study designs three initial choice paths to fully reflect people’s typical psychological attitudes and behavioural tendencies when encountering unfamiliar and complex rule systems, and all choices have no absolute right or wrong answers. These diverse interactive options effectively prove the core viewpoint that human decision-making is highly situational and easily affected by external environments (Zhou, 2020). Compared with traditional static stories and single-line narrative works, multi-branch interactive design can better simulate real and complex decision-making scenarios, accurately capturing people’s behavioural differences under uncertain conditions and incomplete information (Shi, 2020). The first exploratory path encourages users to rationally explore the ancient city’s hidden operating rules and internal logic. It advocates a neutral and calm attitude without blind obedience or extreme resistance, representing a sensible and practical way for individuals to deal with unknown social norms in real life. The second passive path allows users to sign the system’s spiritual contract and follow the preset main storyline passively. Long-term adaptation and compromise to institutional rules will continuously raise the individual cognitive assimilation rate, which fully reflects the common social phenomenon that most people tend to stick to existing conventions and maintain fixed thinking habits. The third resistant path enables users to refuse the system contract and actively resist rigid existing rules. Although this choice may trigger temporary system punishment and cause a slight rise in assimilation rates in the short term, it fully embodies individuals’ courage to break cognitive limitations and challenge unreasonable authority.

Furthermore, this study integrates a unique cyber-style electronic eye monitoring system(see Figure 2) with both rich visual characteristics and practical supervisory functions, acting as a full-range supervision tool to track, record and respond to all user behaviours in the virtual space. It is worth noting that this virtual system does not rely on real hardware equipment to detect inner psychological states. Instead, it records, judges and symbolically presents users’ inner emotions and real thoughts through their continuous interactive choices, including hesitation, fear, compromise and active resistance. These intuitive behavioural signals form complete visual and logical feedback, clearly presenting the invisible supervision of individual inner thinking under institutional systems. Users are provided with two typical coping strategies when facing the monitoring mechanism. The first option is to trade personal memory fragments for temporary freedom and exit permission, which symbolises individuals giving up independent cognition to avoid external pressure and obtain short-term stability. The second option is to actively invade and destroy the monitoring system to break rigid institutional constraints. Despite severe system punishment and negative feedback, this active choice effectively reduces cognitive assimilation rates and fully embodies positive critical thinking and flexible cognitive adjustment abilities.

The overall narrative structure adopts a scientific design of divergent branches unified by a single core main storyline. All differentiated interactive choices and behavioural paths will eventually converge on the central plot, forming a unified and complete ending framework for systematic comparative qualitative analysis (Liu, 2021). This study innovatively takes the dynamic cognitive assimilation rate as the core qualitative evaluation index to accurately measure the degree of cognitive solidification in virtual rule-bound scenarios. The clearly recorded changes in assimilation levels under different situational pressures and rule constraints strongly prove that external environments have a huge impact on human decision-making modes. At the same time, active and rational individual choices can effectively break inherent fixed thinking patterns. This creative practice successfully integrates original creative design and in-depth academic analysis, forming a complete and closed research loop with outstanding practical research value (Wang, 2025).

Through this creative practice, I have formed some critical views on current interactive narrative design and AI-assisted creation. Most existing studies and commercial works focus on making stories more attractive or technologically advanced, but they ignore deeper cognitive themes such as assimilation, surveillance and independent thinking. For my own research, this gap makes my project more meaningful, because I use creative practice to explore real social problems rather than only pursuing visual effects or entertainment.

I also critically reflect on the use of AI tools. Many creators regard AI as the main force of production, but I insist that AI should only support human creativity. This position helps me maintain the originality and academic value of my work. At the same time, I realise that my limited skills in controlling AI have affected the visual presentation of my work. This limitation reminds me that future creative research must balance technology, art and personal expression.

In general, this practice helps me understand the value of critical thinking in creative design. It also shows that simple, rule-based interactive narratives can carry strong social and cognitive implications, which provides a useful direction for my future study and creation.
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Figure 2: The electronic eye surveillance system as a representation of institutional supervision


Figure 1: Visual design of the boundary                              
[bookmark: _GoBack]stele and its symbolic role in the rule system

Findings and Critical Discussion
This chapter analyses the core findings of this interactive narrative practice study. Based on users’ cognitive assimilation rates and diverse decision paths, it explores how institutional rules shape individual thinking, as well as the relationships between personal freedom, obedience and resistance. Combined with the virtual ancient city’s contract and surveillance systems, this paper discusses how social rules and external supervision affect people’s cognition and judgement. It adopts dynamic assimilation rates to define two distinct endings, which clearly reflect the gap between cognitive breakthroughs and rigid thinking under institutional constraints (Wang, 2025; Zhang & Li, 2024). By comparing different interactive choices, this study reveals common psychological dilemmas in facing fixed social rules and proves that interactive narrative is an effective method to explore critical thinking and cognitive changes in creative research.

In this experiment, users with an assimilation rate below 70% achieve the “Free Soul Ending”. They break the system’s mental restrictions and maintain independent thinking. During interaction, these users stay rational and calm. They do not blindly obey the system or take meaningless extreme resistance. Instead, they actively explore the ancient city’s rules, judge situations carefully and avoid cognitive assimilation. This result demonstrates qualified critical thinking, as users can keep rational judgement under supervision and rule pressure. Previous research supports this finding: rational exploration in constrained virtual environments effectively reduces rigid thinking and promotes cognitive breakthroughs. Human thinking is not fixed, and active rational choices can help people break environmental limitations and retain cognitive freedom (Pan & Pu, 2022).

In contrast, users with an assimilation rate of 70% and above unlock the “New Stele Ending”, which means their cognition is fully assimilated by the virtual rule system. These users constantly obey system contracts, passively accept surveillance, and give up independent exploration and critical judgement. Long-term compromise makes their thinking rigid and rule-dependent. They no longer question the system’s rationality and voluntarily maintain the existing virtual order. This outcome clearly shows that blind obedience and passive adaptation weaken critical awareness and lead to complete cognitive assimilation (Zhou, 2020). It also reflects real social phenomena: many people rigidly follow traditional rules, lack innovative courage, and gradually lose independent thinking abilities.

This study finds a common cognitive paradox in rule-bound environments. Absolute obedience causes rigid thinking and lost independence, while blind extreme resistance leads to severe system punishment and cannot achieve real spiritual freedom. Therefore, rational exploration, proper questioning and flexible adaptation are the most reasonable ways to balance institutional constraints and personal freedom. True cognitive freedom is neither breaking all rules nor completely giving in. Instead, it relies on understanding rule logic, judging rules rationally and making flexible choices to sustain independent cognition (Liu, 2021).

The multi-branch interactive design converts abstract philosophical ideas into intuitive visual results, presenting different cognitive consequences of diverse behavioural strategies. The virtual spiritual contract implies real institutional dilemmas. Although it seems fair, this hidden compulsory rule serves the system and promotes cognitive assimilation. In real society, various norms and traditional values act as invisible contracts that easily assimilate individuals. Only persistent critical thinking and rational doubt can help people maintain independent cognition (Jiang, 2023).

Moreover, the cyber eye surveillance system embodies the virtual city’s institutional power. It tracks user behaviours and records inner cognitive changes, building an all-round supervisory space. Invisible supervision pressure forces obedience and accelerates assimilation. Similarly, modern society uses public opinion, institutional assessment and social stereotypes to constrain individual thinking and decisions (Wang & Yin, 2022). This simulated mechanism reveals how institutional discipline shapes human cognition and highlights the importance of independent thinking in avoiding rigid mindsets.

This chapter also conducts a systematic methodological reflection on the whole research and creation process. It evaluates the application of qualitative methods, the integration of data collection and creation, the fit between research design and disciplinary goals, and researcher self-reflection. Such reflection is essential for practice-based research, as it summarises strengths and limitations, improves academic rigour, and provides references for future interactive creation and AI-assisted digital research (Jiang, 2023).

Qualitative methods are highly suitable for this digital creative study. They effectively analyse subjective content including narrative design, user behaviour and cognitive changes, and interpret thematic connotations (Liu, 2021). This research adopts three core qualitative methods: narrative inquiry, thematic analysis and creative reflection, covering the whole research process. Early-stage observation of mainstream interactive videos supports storyline and rule conflict design. Later thematic analysis categorises user behaviours into obedience, compromise and resistance, turning subjective creation into theoretically grounded academic practice.

This study integrates data collection and creative production, forming a complete research loop instead of following the traditional “research before creation” model. Early inspiration comes from long-term observation of online interactive works and relevant academic theories (Pan & Pu, 2022). All core story settings, symbolic meanings and interactive logic are independently designed, while AI tools only assist with rendering, visual optimisation and text polishing. This integrated workflow improves efficiency and ensures the work conforms to real human decision patterns and modern narrative trends.

Nevertheless, this project has obvious limitations. As an independent personal project with limited time and energy, the overall visual quality is relatively rough, with insufficient refinement in scene details and lens transitions. In particular, my ability to regulate AI-generated content is inadequate. Unstable keyword control and style adjustment make some AI outputs inconsistent with the original cyber ancient city design, which limits the final work’s presentation effect.
Overall, the research design fully matches the training goals of digital media art disciplines, which focus on narrative innovation, digital tool application and critical thinking cultivation. This project explores the relationship between social rules and cognitive breakthroughs through virtual scenarios, integrating creative practice and humanistic reflection. All core design and analysis are independently completed, ensuring research originality and objectivity.

For future improvement, I will strengthen my AI creation skills in keyword writing, style control and detail tuning to make AI tools better serve independent creation. I will also optimise visual details and narrative rhythm. In addition, future research can enrich narrative scenarios and interactive branches to improve comprehensiveness. In summary, this reflection summarises the study’s strengths and flaws, clarifying clear improvement directions for future digital creation and academic research (Wang, 2025).

Methodological Reflection
This chapter conducts a systematic methodological reflection on the whole process of this interactive narrative creation and qualitative research. It reviews four core research dimensions, including the practical application of qualitative methods in creative practice, the integration of data collection and creative production, the consistency between research design, disciplinary goals and original creative intentions, as well as researcher reflexivity and positional thinking. Methodological reflection is an essential part of practice-based creative research. It objectively evaluates the strengths and limitations of the adopted research methods, summarises reasonable designs and improvable aspects throughout the study, and effectively improves the academic rigour and credibility of this interactive narrative research. Unlike pure theoretical research, artistic and design practice research requires research methods to serve creative expression and thematic exploration, rather than rigidly following fixed academic frameworks (Jiang, 2023). By reviewing the research system, data sources, AI collaborative creation mode and personal research position, this study clarifies the practical experience of this creative practice. Meanwhile, it recognises the existing shortcomings of the research, providing reliable reference paradigms and improvement directions for future interactive narrative creation, AI-assisted digital creative research and situational decision-making exploration.

This study takes qualitative research methods as the core research framework throughout the whole practice, which effectively avoids the limitations of single quantitative statistical research and shows strong adaptability in digital creative practice. In the field of digital media and creative art, qualitative research is more suitable for exploring subjective and non-quantifiable research contents, such as narrative design, user behavioural observation and individual thinking changes. It can deeply interpret the thematic connotation and behavioural logic behind creative works, which matches the research characteristics of modern digital interactive narrative (Liu, 2021). This study mainly adopts three qualitative research methods, including narrative inquiry, thematic analysis and creative reflection, covering the whole research process from preliminary investigation and mid-term creation to post-project analysis. In the preliminary research stage, qualitative observation is used to systematically analyse a large number of interactive video works on Bilibili and YouTube. This research records the branching narrative structures, user interactive habits and situational setting logic of online interactive works. Instead of simply counting numerical data, it focuses on exploring the psychological motivation and thinking differences behind user choices under different plot situations, providing practical support for the multi-branch storyline and rule conflict design of this research. In the final analysis stage, thematic analysis is adopted to categorise and summarise the assimilation rate results, different ending outputs and diverse user decision paths. This method effectively concludes three typical behavioural modes, including rule obedience, compromise adaptation and rule breaking, turning pure subjective creation into academic practice with theoretical support. In general, the application of qualitative research realises the combination of creative expression and academic research, maintaining the innovation of digital art creation while enhancing the logical completeness and research value of the work.

In this research, data collection and creative production are highly integrated, breaking the traditional separated mode of “research before creation” and forming a complete research and creation closed loop. The preliminary research data and creative inspiration of this study mainly come from long-term observation of interactive narrative works on mainstream video platforms, combined with psychological decision-making books and recent academic achievements in digital narrative research (Pan & Pu, 2022). In the visual production stage, this research adopts the creation mode of “original manual framework design and AI auxiliary production”. All core story settings, the metaphorical meaning of boundary steles and electronic eyes, and multi-branch interactive logic are independently designed and planned by the researcher. Artificial intelligence tools are only used for auxiliary work, including animation rendering, picture detail optimisation and text polishing. The integrated mode of simultaneous research and creation greatly improves production efficiency. It ensures that the scene design, plot arrangement and interactive logic of the work conform to real user decision rules and modern digital narrative trends, effectively guaranteeing the rationality and integrity of the final creative work.

Nevertheless, through comprehensive self-reflection on the whole production process, I clearly recognise the objective deficiencies of this work and my personal shortcomings in digital creation. As an independent personal creative project with limited production time and energy, the overall visual quality of the final interactive animation is relatively rough. The picture details, lens transition effects and scene atmosphere rendering still require further optimisation and improvement. Most importantly, although this creation relies on AI auxiliary tools to complete visual output, my personal ability to control and adjust AI generation results is still insufficient. I lack proficient skills in accurate keyword description, AI style adjustment and unified visual control. During the actual production process, the animation pictures, character expressions and scene atmosphere generated by AI cannot fully match my original creative conception and visual expectation. The fitting degree between AI output and personal creative ideas only reaches about 80 percent. Some narrative details, picture rhythm and emotional atmosphere fail to completely restore the cyber ancient city style and expressive effect I originally designed. These problems fully reflect my current shortcomings in AI digital creation. My insufficient ability in precise keyword writing and refined AI tuning restricts the complete presentation of original creativity, making it difficult to fully restore the ideal creative effect and limiting the refinement and completeness of the final work.

From the perspective of disciplinary training objectives and original creative intentions, the overall design of this research is highly consistent with the training orientation of digital media art discipline. Digital creative disciplines focus on cultivating students’ narrative innovation ability, digital tool application ability and critical thinking awareness, encouraging students to explore social phenomena and human cognitive problems through digital creative works (Wang & Yin, 2022). Taking interactive narrative as the carrier, this study designs cyber-style visual scenes and situational decision-making experiments to explore the relationship between social rules and individual cognitive breakthrough, which fully conforms to the disciplinary requirements of integrating creative practice, digital narrative and humanistic critical thinking. Throughout the whole research process, I have always adhered to the original creative intention. Through the systematic setting of boundary steles, spiritual contracts, electronic eye surveillance and cognitive assimilation mechanisms, the work implies the realistic dilemma of social rule constraints and fixed thinking modes. It successfully realises the core creative concept of reflecting real human cognitive problems through virtual narrative, endowing the creative practice with clear research themes and humanistic value, and achieving a high degree of unity between disciplinary goals, research content and personal creative aspirations.

In terms of researcher positionality and reflexive thinking, the core creativity, framework design and academic analysis of this research are independently completed by myself, which ensures the originality and independence of the whole study. During the research process, I maintained an objective and rational research attitude, combining platform case observation and theoretical literature support for creative design, avoiding empty subjective imagination and ensuring the rationality of practice and analysis. However, combined with the deficiencies in AI control ability and work refinement mentioned above, this research still has obvious room for improvement. In future digital creation, I will focus on improving my professional ability in AI-assisted creation. I will systematically learn accurate keyword expression, unified style control and refined AI detail tuning skills, so as to narrow the gap between AI generation effect and original creative ideas, and make intelligent tools better serve personal independent creation rather than restricting creative expression. In addition, I will pay more attention to the refined polishing of visual details and narrative rhythm in subsequent creative practice, improving the overall texture and expressive force of works. Furthermore, this research only adopts a single ancient city narrative scene as the research carrier, with relatively single situational dimension and interactive samples. Future research can enrich diverse narrative scenarios and expand interactive branch settings to further enhance the comprehensiveness and persuasion of relevant research.

In summary, this methodological reflection comprehensively summarises the advantages and deficiencies of this practice-based research. The reasonable application of qualitative methods and the integrated mode of data collection and creative production enable this interactive narrative work to possess both creative art value and academic research value, which is in line with the standard of disciplinary creative practice and original creative intentions. At the same time, sincere self-reflection clearly identifies my personal ability shortcomings, especially the insufficient refined control of AI tools in digital creation. This reflection not only completes the academic closed loop of this research, but also clarifies the targeted improvement direction for my future digital creation and AI collaborative narrative research, which helps to comprehensively improve the quality of creative works and the rigour of academic research in subsequent studies (Wang, 2025).

Ethical Considerations
This chapter analyses the ethical issues raised by this interactive narrative project, based on its fictional world design, user interaction rules and research outcomes. It covers four key ethical areas: informed agreement and fair rules in virtual contracts, the moral presentation of souls, memories and cultural visual elements, the power balance between the creator, virtual system and in-game character, and the ethical meaning of breaking rules and mental assimilation in virtual scenarios.

Ethical thinking is an essential part of digital creative research, especially for interactive art works. Unlike traditional static artwork, interactive stories allow users to make real choices and receive direct feedback, which can affect how users understand rules, freedom and self-thinking. For this reason, studying ethical problems in fictional design can prevent one-sided or extreme value expression, making creative work more reasonable and academically reliable (Wang, 2025). This ethical analysis also completes the overall research framework, linking virtual creative practice to real social ethics and balancing artistic creativity with positive moral values.

Firstly, the virtual contract system in this cyber ancient city story reflects real ethical problems about user agreement, unfair power gaps and rule fairness. In this closed virtual space, users are placed under the control of the city’s rule system as soon as they enter the scene. They face binding contracts, behavioural limits and gradual mental assimilation, without being told the full rules and hidden risks in advance. Users make important choices with limited information and cannot clearly know the possible results of signing contracts, accepting surveillance or resisting the system. This creates an unequal relationship, where individual users are in a weak and passive position.

This fictional setting mirrors many real-life ethical situations. Most social rules, institutional agreements and online service contracts seem voluntary, but they often require people to give up certain rights without full transparency (Zhang & Li, 2024). This study uses this imbalanced virtual contract design not to criticise social systems, but to encourage deeper thinking about rule transparency, public fairness and individual rights protection. By exaggerating these hidden rule problems in the virtual scene, this project highlights why honest consent and fair institutional design are important in real society.

Secondly, this study carefully deals with the ethical presentation of souls, personal memories and cultural imagery in digital storytelling. In this interactive design, cyber electronic eyes can monitor users’ inner feelings, mental states and spiritual changes. The story also includes a key choice that allows users to trade their personal memories for freedom and a way out of the closed ancient city.

In digital creation, memory and spiritual identity are core parts of individual selfhood, so they must be presented respectfully and appropriately without sensational or misleading content (Pan & Pu, 2022). In this project, souls and memories are not used for dramatic shock value. Instead, they act as clear symbols of independent thinking and personal spiritual freedom. Losing memories stands for the collapse of self-awareness, while spiritual surveillance represents invisible mental control and cognitive discipline.

This design reflects common ethical concerns in the digital age, where personal information, memory traces and inner thoughts are constantly tracked and analysed. In addition, the combination of traditional ancient city culture and modern cyber style respects traditional cultural meanings while creating new artistic expressions, maintaining cultural appropriateness and ethical balance throughout the work.

Thirdly, this narrative builds clear power relationships between the creator, the virtual system and the playable character. As the designer of this project, I control the overall creative framework, including worldbuilding, story logic, interaction settings and thematic direction. The virtual ancient city acts as a systematic authority, with the power of monitoring, behaviour judgement, punishment and cognitive assimilation. On the other hand, the user-controlled protagonist has very limited power and can only make choices within fixed rules, before accepting the system’s results passively (Liu, 2021). This three-layer power structure simulates real social relationships between designers, social institutions and ordinary individuals.

In terms of ethical standards, this research keeps a neutral and fair attitude. Instead of forcing users to accept a single value view, the work provides multiple choice paths and two different endings. It fairly shows the different outcomes of obedience, compromise and resistance, allowing users to form their own independent opinions. This method respects user subjectivity and meets the basic ethical standards of digital creative research.

Finally, this chapter discusses the ethical meaning behind cognitive assimilation and rule-breaking behaviour. Cognitive assimilation means fully accepting the virtual system’s rules and values. Although continuous obedience helps users adapt to the virtual order and avoid punishment, long-term assimilation may weaken critical thinking, reduce personal uniqueness and lead to rigid, fixed mindsets. In contrast, breaking the rules may trigger system intervention and short-term punishment, yet it shows the value of independent thinking and the courage to refuse blind conformity (Jiang, 2023).

This project avoids simple black-and-white moral judgement. It objectively shows the advantages, costs and limits of both obedience and resistance, forming a balanced ethical viewpoint. True mental freedom does not mean resisting all rules or completely yielding to institutional pressure. Instead, it comes from understanding rules rationally, keeping independent judgement and making flexible choices. This gentle and reasonable ethical guidance helps users develop mature thinking and avoid extreme binary views, enabling this creative practice to deliver positive educational and social value beyond its artistic and academic purpose.

Creative Implications and Conclusion
This final chapter summarises the overall creative value, research contributions and practical implications of this interactive narrative study. It draws on the full creative process of the cyber ancient city project, AI-assisted production methods and situational decision-making experimental results to conclude the achievements of this research in creative exploration, narrative design and interactive media practice.

This chapter integrates all previous research content, including practical creation, data findings, methodological reflection and ethical discussion. It summarises the core research outcomes and addresses the limitations of this project, putting forward clear suggestions for future creative practice and academic research to form a complete and closed research framework. In recent years, with the rapid development of digital media technology, AI collaborative creation, interactive narrative design and immersive virtual experience have become mainstream research directions in digital creative fields (Wang, 2025).

This interactive narrative study constructs a unique virtual world with multi-branched storylines, dynamic cognitive assimilation mechanisms and cyber surveillance settings. It combines artistic visual expression with in-depth humanistic thinking and provides practical references for future digital narrative creation and related creative research.
In terms of creative exploration and narrative practice, this study enriches the creative forms and thematic depth of modern digital interactive storytelling. Most traditional interactive narrative works focus mainly on entertainment experience, with simple story structures and shallow thematic expression, while rarely combining psychological cognition and social rule thinking for in-depth creation (Zhang & Li, 2024).

Different from those conventional designs, this study integrates meaningful themes such as fixed thinking patterns, cognitive assimilation, rule resistance and individual spiritual freedom into interactive gameplay. By using core narrative symbols including the boundary stele, spiritual contract and cyber monitoring system, this research builds a virtual narrative space that balances cyber visual style and profound humanistic ideas.

Unlike traditional linear video works, this multi-branched interactive design produces different endings based on users’ real choices. It clearly shows the different cognitive results brought by obedience, compromise and resistance, turning one-way story viewing into two-way cognitive interaction and practical thinking experiments. In addition, this study adopts a creative mode that combines original manual design with AI-assisted animation generation. It proves that AI tools can effectively support visual production in interactive narrative projects. The cooperation between personal original creativity and intelligent tools can greatly improve creation efficiency and achieve complete digital narrative output, providing new practical ideas for modern interactive narrative creation.

This creative practice also provides valuable artistic and design implications for interactive media development. The core trend of digital media art is the integration of technology and creativity, using technical tools to enrich artistic expression and deliver profound thematic ideas (Pan & Pu, 2022). This work combines traditional ancient city cultural imagery with modern cyberpunk visual styles, creating innovative cultural and aesthetic expressions. It breaks the style boundary between traditional ancient wind elements and futuristic technological aesthetics, offering new visual design ideas for national style digital art, virtual scene construction and immersive narrative works.

In terms of interactive media design, the dynamic assimilation rate mechanism designed in this study builds a complete logical connection between user behaviour, real-time data feedback and final story endings. Every interactive choice made by users can directly change the plot development and final result, greatly improving the immersion and participation of interactive experience. This user-centred and data-driven interactive design model can be widely applied to interactive short films, virtual science popularisation scenes, immersive art installations and other digital interactive projects. It forms a stable and reusable design paradigm for modern interactive media creation, possessing high practical reference value for the creative industry.

Based on the whole process of practice, observation and analysis, this study summarises several core findings. Supported by qualitative research methods and interactive narrative experiments, this study suggests that individual thinking modes are highly situational and changeable. Under the pressure of institutional rules, surveillance supervision and social discipline, individuals are easily influenced by the external system and may gradually form rigid and fixed thinking habits. In contrast, continuous rational exploration, independent judgement and reasonable reflection on rules appear to help people break fixed cognitive limitations and maintain spiritual freedom and independent thinking.

Moreover, the AI collaborative creation practice in this study shows that artificial intelligence is a powerful auxiliary tool, but it cannot completely replace human original creativity and humanistic thinking. The minor visual flaws and insufficient creative fitting in the final work also indicate that personal aesthetic judgement, creative control and skilled AI tuning are still important factors that determine the quality of digital works.

In addition, ethical discussion in this research confirms that virtual interactive creation must balance artistic innovation and positive value guidance. It is necessary to handle the power relationship between creators, virtual systems and users properly, ensuring that digital creative works have both ornamental value and positive social and humanistic significance. Overall, this research has successfully completed all planned creative objectives and research tasks, achieving effective integration of creative practice, technical application, academic analysis and ethical reflection.

At the same time, this study objectively recognises existing limitations and puts forward practical suggestions for future creation and research. In future digital creative practice, it is necessary to improve personal AI creation skills, including accurate keyword description, unified style control and detailed picture optimisation. Improving the ability of AI tool tuning can narrow the gap between machine-generated effects and original creative ideas, effectively solving the problems of rough visual quality and insufficient detail performance in current works.

Future interactive narrative design can enrich story branches and situational settings, providing more diverse interactive choices and rule conflicts to make cognitive experiments more comprehensive and credible. In academic research, future studies can combine qualitative analysis with quantitative data, such as user experience questionnaires and statistical data, to make research conclusions more objective and persuasive.

Furthermore, subsequent research can further explore the ethical standards and creative boundaries of AI-assisted narrative creation, improve the systematic process of human–AI collaborative creation, and promote the standardised, in-depth and human-oriented development of digital interactive media (Liu, 2021).
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