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Background:  The  rise  of  hypertext  fiction  has  transformed  narrative  structures, 
challenging traditional  reading behaviors  and comprehension strategies.  Objective: 
This study aims to investigate how readers navigate and engage with Patchwork Girl, a 
seminal work in hypertext fiction, focusing on navigation patterns, motivations, and their 
impact  on comprehension and engagement.  Method:  Employing a qualitative case 
study  approach,  the  research  involved  110  undergraduate  English  majors,  using 
observations,  interviews,  and  thematic  analysis  to  uncover  patterns  and  insights. 
Results:  Findings revealed three dominant navigation strategies—linear, exploratory, 
and random—each influenced by motivations such as curiosity, thematic alignment, and 
a desire for agency. Implication: Linear navigation resulted in higher comprehension, 
while exploratory navigation fostered moderate engagement, and random navigation 
led  to  cognitive  overload  and  fragmented  understanding.  Novelty:  These  findings 
underscore the importance of balancing narrative complexity with user guidance in 
hypertext design, offering valuable implications for digital storytelling and educational 
applications.
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INTRODUCTION
The advent of digital literature has revolutionized storytelling, introducing multi-path hypertext fiction 

where readers actively shape their narrative journey. Unlike traditional linear texts, hypertext fiction offers 
multiple pathways, allowing for a personalized and interactive reading experience. This shift is crucial to study 
as  it  reflects  broader  changes  in  how  people  consume  and  interact  with  literature  in  the  digital  age. 
Understanding how readers navigate these complex structures has implications for authors, educators, and 
digital content creators, offering insights into how interactivity influences comprehension, engagement, and 
satisfaction.  Despite  its  growing popularity,  hypertext  fiction poses  unique challenges,  such as  decision 
fatigue  and  potential  fragmentation  of  the  narrative  experience.  A  detailed  examination  of  navigation 
patterns can provide critical guidance on designing effective and engaging hypertext systems, making this 
research timely and necessary.

Previous studies have explored various aspects of hypertext fiction. They commonly examined the 
theoretical foundations of hypertextuality (Fitzgibbons, 2008; Modir et al., 2014), while other studies analyzed 
its  implications  for  narrative  form  (Ciccoricco,  2007;  Rettberg,  2015).  They  have  also  investigated  user 
interaction (DeStefano & LeFevre, 2007; Zheng et al., 2015; Zumbach & Mohraz, 2008) and narrative coherence 
in digital literature (Calvi, 2004; Campion, 2006; Jordan, 2014). However, most of this work remains theoretical 
or focuses on system design rather than reader behavior. Recent studies also highlighted the cognitive load 
associated with navigating non-linear texts (Akbulut, 2008; Antonenko & Niederhauser, 2010; Xu, 2009), but 
there is limited empirical research on how readers choose specific paths, their motivations, and the resulting 
narrative experiences. This gap is further emphasized by other researchers, who called for more case studies 
exploring real-world reader  interactions  with hypertext  fiction (Bell  &  Ensslin,  2024;  Herrada-Valverde & 
Herrada-Valverde, 2017; Roth & Koenitz, 2017). By addressing these unexplored areas, this study contributes to 
filling a crucial gap in hypertext literature.

This research aims to investigate how readers navigate multi-path hypertext fiction and the factors 
influencing their choices. The primary questions include: What patterns emerge in reader navigation through 
multi-path hypertext fiction? What motivates readers to select  specific paths? How do these navigation 
patterns affect their overall comprehension and engagement with the story? This case study approach will 
analyze real reader interactions with a selected hypertext fiction to uncover recurring patterns and individual 
differences in navigation. Additionally, it seeks to explore the implications of these patterns for narrative 
structure and user design in digital storytelling. By addressing these questions, the research provides a deeper 
understanding of the interplay between reader agency and narrative construction in digital literature.

Preliminary  insights  suggest  that  navigation  patterns  in  hypertext  fiction  are  influenced  by  a 
combination of narrative curiosity, perceived difficulty, and thematic resonance with the reader. Readers are 
likely to follow paths that align with their preferences or curiosity, leading to diverse narrative experiences 
even within the same hypertext fiction. This research hypothesizes that effective hypertext design requires 
balancing complexity  with clarity,  providing users  with sufficient agency while  ensuring coherence and 
engagement. If the findings support this hypothesis, it could inform the development of digital storytelling 
tools and strategies that cater to varied reader preferences. Furthermore, the study's implications extend to 
education, where hypertext fiction could be used to enhance interactive learning and critical thinking. By 
understanding  how  readers  navigate  multi-path  stories,  authors  and  designers  can  create  richer,  more 
inclusive digital literary experiences that cater to diverse audiences.

METHOD 
This study examines reader navigation patterns in the hypertext fiction Patchwork Girl as its unit of 

analysis. The material object,  Patchwork Girl, is an iconic example of multi-path hypertext fiction, offering 
readers numerous narrative pathways that challenge linear storytelling conventions (as seen in Figure 1). This 
research employs a qualitative case study design to investigate how readers interact with and interpret the 
text's  non-linear  structure  (Chowdhury  et  al.,  2020;  Gaikwad,  2017).  The  respondents  include  110 
undergraduate  English  majors  from  two  universities,  selected  to  represent  a  diverse  range  of  reading 
experiences and digital literacy skills. By focusing on this specific demographic, this study seeks to uncover 
nuanced insights into how educational background and familiarity with literary analysis influence navigation 
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behaviors in hypertext fiction. The case study approach provides the depth and contextual focus necessary to 
explore these behaviors comprehensively (de Vries, 2020; Khan, 2022).

Figure 1. Displays of Patchwork Girl hypertext fiction
(Source: A video of Shelley Jackson reading Patchwork Girl CD-ROM)

The primary sources of information are the 110 respondents, whose interactions with Patchwork Girl are 
analyzed through multiple data collection methods. Data is gathered using in-depth interviews to explore 
readers' thought processes and motivations (Al Hadhrami et al., 2022; Ko & Wang, 2013; Talafhah & AL-Jarrah, 
2019), structured observations to document real-time navigation behaviors (Mulatu & Regassa, 2022; Talafhah 
& AL-Jarrah, 2019), and documentation of navigation logs to capture objective interaction data (de Vries, 2020; 
Yu  et  al.,  2014).  The  data  analysis  follows  three  stages:  data  reduction,  where  raw  data  is  filtered  and 
categorized; data display, which organizes findings into thematic patterns; and data verification to ensure the 
validity and reliability of interpretations (Bygstad & Munkvold, 2016; Kohlbacher, 2006). The analysis employs a 
meta-analytical approach, synthesizing data from multiple sources to identify overarching trends and unique 
variations in navigation patterns. This robust methodology provides a holistic understanding of how readers 
engage with and make meaning from the complex narrative pathways offered by Patchwork Girl.

RESULTS 
Patterns of readers’ navigation to hypertext fiction

The hypertext fiction  Patchwork Girl by Shelley Jackson offers a rich platform for observing reader 
navigation behaviors in non-linear storytelling. Unlike conventional narratives, Patchwork Girl enables readers 
to create individualized paths through its complex structure. This study investigates observed navigation 
behaviors  among 110 undergraduate English majors  from two universities.  Through direct  observation, 
patterns of interaction with the hypertext fiction were categorized into three main styles: linear, exploratory, 
and random (Ciccoricco, 2007; Modir et al., 2012; Rettberg, 2015). These observations aim to shed light on how 
readers interact with multi-path hypertexts,  providing insights into their  decision-making processes and 
engagement  levels.  Understanding  these  patterns  has  broader  implications  for  digital  storytelling  and 
educational  applications.  Observational  data  revealed  three  predominant  navigation  behaviors,  as 
summarized in Table 1.

Table 1 indicates that 50% of readers engaged in exploratory navigation, characterized by deliberate 
exploration of multiple pathways. The 30% percent exhibited linear navigation, adhering to a single narrative 
thread without deviation, while 20% navigated randomly, jumping unpredictably between sections. These 
behaviors reflect distinct approaches to interacting with the hypertext structure.
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Table 1. Patterns of readers’ naviation to hypertext fiction

Patterns of Navigation Respondents (%) Description

Linear Navigation 30
Readers follow a single path consistently without 
backtracking.

Exploratory Navigation 50
Readers explore multiple paths with occasional 
revisits to previous sections.

Random Navigation 20
Readers navigate unpredictably, jumping between 
paths without a clear strategy.

This finding illustrates diverse engagement styles. Exploratory navigation dominated, with readers 
frequently revisiting sections and choosing alternative paths to gain broader narrative perspectives. Linear 
navigation was less common but showcased a consistent and focused approach,  resembling traditional 
reading behaviors. Random navigation, while the least frequent, was marked by spontaneous and seemingly 
unstructured movement through the text.  These observations highlight  the flexibility  of  Patchwork  Girl, 
allowing readers to adapt their strategies based on personal preferences and familiarity with hypertextual 
interfaces.

The predominance of exploratory navigation suggests that the text's design encourages curiosity and 
active engagement, inviting readers to uncover its layered narratives. Linear navigation appears to cater to 
those seeking clarity and structure, possibly due to their comfort with conventional storytelling. Random 
navigation,  often  characterized  by  abrupt  and  fragmented  movement,  may  indicate  either  a  playful 
experimentation with the medium or a lack of familiarity with hypertext navigation. These findings underline 
the necessity for hypertext fiction to balance user agency and narrative coherence, ensuring that diverse 
navigation behaviors are supported while maintaining the reader's engagement and comprehension.

Readers’ motivation in selecting paths in hypertext fiction
The hypertext fiction Patchwork Girl presents readers with a multitude of narrative pathways, allowing 

them to  actively  shape their  reading experience.  This  interactive  structure  prompts  the  question:  what 
motivates readers to select specific paths? Understanding these motivations is crucial for designing engaging 
hypertext fiction and enhancing digital storytelling experiences (Bell & Ensslin, 2024; Jordan, 2014; Mitchell, 
2016; Rajakannan & Rukmini, 2021). Observing and interviewing 110 undergraduate English majors from two 
universities provided insights into the factors driving their choices. The findings reveal a range of motivations, 
from curiosity about alternative storylines to the desire for thematic exploration, control, and aesthetic appeal. 
These motivations not only influence navigation patterns but also shape readers' overall engagement and 
satisfaction  with  the  text.  Interviews  with  participants  identified  four  primary  motivational  categories, 
summarized in the Table 2.

Table 2 indicates that 40% of respondents were driven by curiosity to explore alternative narratives, 
making it the most common motivation. Thirty percent selected paths based on thematic interests, while 20% 
prioritized their sense of control or agency in shaping the story. Finally, 10% were influenced by the aesthetic 
or  visual  appeal  of  certain paths.  These diverse motivations highlight the multifaceted nature of  reader 
engagement with hypertext fiction.

The data visualizes distinct patterns in reader motivations. Curiosity emerged as the leading factor, with 
readers expressing a strong desire to uncover how different choices influenced the story's outcome. Thematic 
exploration was the second most common motivation, as participants often selected paths that resonated 
with their interests or personal experiences. The sense of control appealed to those who valued the autonomy 
to  shape  their  narrative  journey.  A  smaller  group  of  respondents  highlighted  the  role  of  aesthetics, 
emphasizing the impact of visually striking or creatively designed sections in guiding their choices. Together, 
these motivations reflect the dynamic interplay between narrative design and reader agency.
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Table 2. Readers’ motivation in selecting path in hypertext fiction

Motivation Category Respondents (%) Description

Curiosity about Alternative Narratives 40
Readers were motivated to explore different 
storylines to see how choices impact the 
narrative.

Interest in Thematic Exploration 30
Readers focused on paths that aligned with 
their thematic interests or personal 
connections.

Desire for Control/Agency 20
Readers wanted to actively shape their journey, 
feeling empowered by their decisions.

Aesthetic/Visual Appeal of Paths 10
Readers were drawn to paths that offered 
visually appealing or uniquely designed 
sections.

The dominance of curiosity suggests that Patchwork Girl successfully engages readers by offering an 
open-ended narrative structure that fosters exploration. This aligns with the appeal of hypertext fiction as an 
interactive  medium,  where  readers  actively  participate  in  constructing  meaning.  Thematic  exploration 
indicates  that  personal  relevance  and  emotional  resonance  significantly  influence  navigation  choices, 
underscoring the importance of relatable and diverse content in hypertext design. The desire for control 
highlights  readers'  appreciation for  agency  in  their  storytelling experience,  reflecting broader  trends  in 
interactive media. Lastly,  the role of aesthetics points to the need for visual design to complement and 
enhance narrative engagement. These findings suggest that effective hypertext fiction must balance narrative 
complexity, thematic depth, user agency, and aesthetic appeal to cater to a wide range of reader motivations. 

Impact of navigation patterns on students’ comprehension and engagement 
Hypertext  fiction  like  Patchwork  Girl introduces  unique  challenges  and  opportunities  for  reader 

comprehension and engagement due to its non-linear narrative structure. The patterns readers adopt—linear, 
exploratory, or random navigation—play a significant role in shaping their understanding and involvement 
with the story (Ho & Yao,  2018; Mitchell,  2016; Zumbach & Mohraz,  2008). This study analyzes how these 
patterns  influence  comprehension  and  engagement  levels  among  110  undergraduate  English  majors. 
Observational  and evaluative data from their  interactions with  Patchwork  Girl were used to assess  their 
comprehension scores and engagement levels. Understanding these impacts provides valuable insights for 
educators,  authors,  and  designers  of  interactive  narratives  to  optimize  user  experiences.  Student 
comprehension and engagement outcomes are summarized in Table 3. 

Table 3. Impact of navigation patterns on comprehension and engagement

Navigation Pattern
Average Comprehension Score 
(out of 100)

Engagement Level 
(High/Medium/Low)

Linear Navigation 85 High

Exploratory Navigation 78 Medium

Random Navigation 65 Low

Table 3 reveals  that  students  following a linear  navigation pattern achieved the highest  average 
comprehension score (85 out of 100) and demonstrated a high level of engagement. Those adopting an 
exploratory navigation style scored slightly lower, with an average comprehension score of 78 and a medium 
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engagement level. Random navigation produced the lowest comprehension scores (65) and was associated 
with low engagement levels.

The data shows a clear relationship between navigation patterns and comprehension and engagement 
levels. Linear navigation, characterized by consistent focus on a single narrative thread, enabled students to 
achieve the highest comprehension and engagement scores. Exploratory navigation allowed for broader 
story exploration but resulted in slightly fragmented understanding, leading to medium comprehension and 
engagement levels. Random navigation, marked by spontaneous and unstructured movement through the 
text, produced the lowest outcomes in both comprehension and engagement. These results highlight how 
structured versus unstructured navigation affects the ability to process and retain information in hypertext 
fiction.

The high comprehension and engagement levels among linear navigators suggest that a focused 
approach  aligns  closely  with  traditional  cognitive  processing  methods,  making  it  easier  to  follow  and 
synthesize the narrative. Exploratory navigation, while promoting curiosity and broader story exposure, may 
introduce  cognitive  load  due  to  the  non-linear  structure,  slightly  reducing  comprehension.  Random 
navigation  likely  overwhelms  readers  with  a  lack  of  coherence,  leading  to  lower  comprehension  and 
disengagement.  These patterns suggest that while hypertext fiction supports diverse reading strategies, 
providing  guidance  or  scaffolding  may  enhance  comprehension  and  engagement  for  less  structured 
navigators, making the medium more accessible to a broader audience.

DICUSSION
The navigation patterns—linear, exploratory, and random—highlight distinct strategies that readers 

employ when engaging with hypertext fiction. These patterns have broader implications for the design and 
accessibility of digital narratives. For instance, linear navigation aligns with traditional storytelling, suggesting 
that  readers  who  favor  this  pattern  may  benefit  from  hypertext  designs  that  balance  complexity  with 
coherence (Bezdan et  al.,  2013;  Herrada-Valverde & Herrada-Valverde,  2017;  Zumbach & Mohraz,  2008). 
Exploratory navigation fosters curiosity and active engagement (Burin et al., 2015; Do et al., 2020; Kashihara & 
Kawai, 2010), indicating the potential for hypertext fiction to enhance critical thinking skills (Fitzgibbons, 2008; 
Ko  &  Wang,  2013).  However,  random  navigation,  often  associated  with  lower  engagement  and 
comprehension, underscores the need for navigational aids to support coherence (Mobrand & Spyridakis, 
2007; Torun & Altun, 2014). These findings suggest that tailored hypertext designs can accommodate diverse 
reading  strategies,  making  the  medium  more  inclusive  and  effective  for  educational  and  recreational 
purposes.

The navigation patterns are rooted in the cognitive and structural demands of hypertext fiction. Linear 
navigation reflects  a  reader's  preference for  predictability  and structured storytelling,  which aligns  with 
schema theory, suggesting that familiar structures facilitate comprehension (An, 2013; Che, 2014; Iran-Nejad, 
2013). Exploratory navigation leverages the open-ended design of hypertext, enabling readers to construct 
personalized narratives. This aligns with constructivist learning theories, where active exploration enhances 
engagement (Eidloth et al., 2022; Ho & Yao, 2018; Kashihara & Kawai, 2010). Conversely, random navigation 
often stems from cognitive overload due to the absence of clear pathways, as described by cognitive load 
theory (Cheng et al., 2023; Howard et al., 2020; Sweller, 2010). These structural underpinnings demonstrate 
how hypertext fiction challenges traditional narrative processing, emphasizing the importance of adaptive 
design features that guide and support diverse reader strategies.

The findings of this research also reveal that readers' motivations—curiosity, thematic interest, control, 
and aesthetic appeal—play a pivotal role in shaping their navigation patterns. These motivations suggest that 
hypertext fiction not only serves as a narrative medium but also acts as a tool for fostering self-directed 
engagement (Modir et al., 2014; Rajakannan & Rukmini, 2021). For example, readers motivated by curiosity are 
likely to explore alternative narratives, which can enhance critical thinking and creativity. Thematic interests 
point to the importance of personalized content in sustaining engagement (Mitchell,  2016; Rajakannan & 
Rukmini, 2021). Meanwhile, the desire for control aligns with trends in interactive media, where agency is key 
to  user  satisfaction  (Pope,  2006;  Shuaib  Mohamed  Haneef,  2010).  The  aesthetic  appeal  highlights  the 
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significance of design elements in enhancing the reading experience. These findings underscore the need for 
hypertext fiction to offer diverse entry points that cater to varying reader motivations.

The  analysis  of  comprehension  and  engagement  outcomes  reveals  that  navigation  patterns 
significantly impact readers’  ability to process and retain information. Linear navigation, associated with 
higher comprehension and engagement, suggests that structured pathways facilitate cognitive processing 
and  narrative  synthesis  (Burin  et  al.,  2015;  Tabullo  et  al.,  2024).  Exploratory  navigation,  while  fostering 
engagement, introduces a moderate cognitive load that can challenge comprehension (Bezdan et al., 2013; 
Mobrand & Spyridakis,  2007).  Random navigation, linked to the lowest outcomes, highlights the risks of 
narrative fragmentation and cognitive overload (Burin et al., 2015; Do et al., 2020; Parsons et al., 2023). These 
findings emphasize the need for hypertext designs that balance reader agency with narrative coherence. For 
educators, these insights suggest that hypertext fiction can be a powerful tool for developing critical thinking 
and comprehension skills, provided the text includes scaffolding to guide readers effectively.

The differing impacts of navigation patterns on comprehension and engagement can be attributed to 
underlying cognitive  and structural  factors.  Linear  navigation supports  schema theory,  as  it  aligns  with 
readers’ expectations of a structured narrative, reducing cognitive load and enhancing comprehension (An, 
2013; John Paul & Christopher, 2017; Kalyuga & Singh, 2016). Exploratory navigation reflects the constructivist 
approach, where active engagement fosters deeper learning but may challenge memory retention due to the 
dispersed nature of the narrative (De Haan et al.,  2018; Tabullo et al.,  2024; Torun & Altun,  2014). Random 
navigation disrupts narrative coherence, leading to fragmented understanding and lower engagement, as 
explained by cognitive load theory (de Jong, 2010; Kalyuga, 2011; Kalyuga & Singh, 2016). These structural 
explanations highlight the need for adaptive hypertext designs that provide clear navigation cues while 
maintaining opportunities  for  exploration and reader  agency.  Such designs could optimize the balance 
between engagement and comprehension, ensuring hypertext fiction is both enriching and accessible.

CONCLUSION 
The  study  on  reader  navigation  patterns  in  hypertext  fiction,  focusing  on  Patchwork  Girl,  offers 

significant insights into how non-linear narratives influence comprehension and engagement. One of the 
most important lessons learned is the role of tailored navigation design in enhancing user experience. The 
research highlights that readers employ distinct strategies—linear,  exploratory,  and random—and these 
patterns are shaped by motivations such as curiosity, thematic interest, and a desire for agency. A key strength 
of the study lies in its integration of qualitative methods, including observation and interviews, to uncover 
nuanced reader behaviors. By combining these methods with cognitive theories, the study contributes to the 
academic field by updating perspectives on digital  narrative engagement and introducing variables like 
reader motivation and comprehension into the analysis of hypertext fiction. This multi-dimensional approach 
broadens the understanding of how digital storytelling can be optimized for diverse audiences.

Despite its contributions, the study has certain limitations that warrant further research. One limitation 
is its focus on a specific demographic—English majors—which may not fully capture the diversity of readers'  
interactions with hypertext fiction. Additionally,  the research concentrated on a single hypertext fiction, 
limiting the generalizability of its findings to other narratives or platforms. Future studies should expand on 
this work by incorporating diverse reader profiles, including different age groups, cultural backgrounds, and 
levels of digital literacy. Moreover, exploring multiple hypertext works and integrating quantitative metrics 
like eye-tracking or navigation analytics could provide deeper insights into the cognitive and emotional 
dimensions of reader interaction. Addressing these limitations will enrich the understanding of hypertext 
fiction and further refine its potential as a medium for learning and storytelling.
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