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The Basics

Game design is an art form, 2nd as designers, we grow by challenging ourselves often. Some
2 forfum“ and good enough to do it professionally. Others design games as a part of thelr
edl_lcangn or o it for personal pleasure (and the hope of reward).
m This book was written by professional game designers. That means that certain terms
;:,m:c [g:::iibn tlll1 with an assumption that the reader actually knows what these terms
oy RS e a.utl?ors realize that not 2ll reacers have experience working in the
i ]d S e d.ld“ t define them or if we didn’t give you an overview of the basics ¢
ﬁ:r:c Titﬁn’ we would h‘”"f‘- fiﬂfd to properly anzlvze aur audience or meet its expecta-
a:n] | l:.A.L s one of the carcinal sins of game design itself,
tively n;‘fhal?ter El:en servesasa tu tori.al or “intro level” to this entire book. If you're rela-
¥ nevi to the field of game design, this chapter is for you.



2 Challenges for Game Designers

WHAT I5 GAME Design?

Ir's ALs0 ALL ABOUT THE PLayer

(?ood game design is player-centric. That m
sires are truly considered, Rath
gameplay itself should inheren

eans that above all else, the player and her de-
er than demanding that she do sormething via the rules, the

; tly motivate the player in the direction the designer wants her
to go. Telling Players they must travel around the board or advance to the next level is one

thm?. ft"the:f don’t have a reason and a desire to do it, then it becomes rarture.
n Cmﬂﬁns'a game, designers take a step back and think from the player’s viewpoint:

What’s this game about?
How da I play?

How do 1 win?
Why do [ want to play?
What things do [ need ta do?

Meanincrue DeciSiOns

Distilled down to its essence, game design is about creating opportunities far players to
make meaningful decisions that affect the outcome of the game. Consider a game like a box-
ing match. So many decisions lead up to the ultimate victory. How long will I train? Will I
block or will I swing? What is my opponent going to dot Where is his weakness? Jab left or
right? Even those few, brief questions don’t come close to the myriad decisions a fighter
must make as he progresses through a match,

Games invite players into similar mental spaces. Games like Tetrisand Chess keep our
minds busy by [orcing us to consider which one of several pgssible moves we want 1o take
next, In taking these paths, we know that we may be prolonj.ypg or com p_letely sCrewing up
our entire game. The Sins games and those in Sid Meier’§ kazahon secies f(irce dozens of
decisions upon the player every minute. Few ogf these decisions are as direct as “Do yon want
lo go east or westi” but each little decision affects the gameplay uverall .

Agribusiness (see Figure 1.1) presents the player with numercus Lh.Ol(:.CS. Where will the

| Jace the next crop tile? If it’s a cheap crop. does he want to use his valuable land or
PI a}'er'tp on his opponent’s? Does he want to uproot a cheap crop to place a more valuable
frg;eiilstcad? The decision by other players to place rocks around this player’s water holes

affects the player’s ability to get more land and thus more Crops.
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FIGURE 1.1
Agribusiness (a.ka. Former)—prototype 2.
@ Michelle Menard and reprinted vith perrission.

Not sure if games are nothing mare than a series of meaningfu! choices? Take a look
back at the last game you played and lost. Odds are that you know precisely where things
sterted to go wrong. Same decision or series of decisions ultimately led to your downfall.
We remember these things in the rear-view mirror, and through repedled play, we become
less likely to falter in our decision making the furllier we go. What if you don’t remember
where things went wrong, though? Odds are that you didn’t entirely grasp the rules, and
once tho'sc r:les got in molivn, it didn't get any better. When players don’t grasp the rules.
they don’t grasp the cause and effect of those rules. Sometimes. they lose badly but den’t un-
derstand why. ‘

Each of these is un example of meaning[ul decision making in a :

2 game:

Troop plag ' al-ti {
l’nimp Jl;::;:,?;;:.a xeaklj—ume strategy game (RTS) or a turn-based strategy game.
. ) g Charecter advancemens in a role-plavi P
i ; ' n C 4 - e gam R. G
E{I’m.mng which piece 10 move in Chess S )
LI . 1
D;;;;lns.a;ci F..rmg_ycur Weapon in a first-person shooter (EPS)
k B the right buttons at the right time in Guitar H. ert; |

e , ;

Whenever (e player is allowad 10 exer
ourcorie of the game, the designers are
has to be ancther optican that has megnj

5 : ng as well,
sometimes, however, the laver A
Once all the property js plm;bp ayer has no choice at all, Consider a game like Monopoly.

1a5ed, what choice ic ,
¢ what choice is there beyond “roll the dice and pay”?

Clse choice in a game and that choice affects the
Creating ' > '
ing meaning. In order to create choice. there
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j"ﬁ“d ¥ou, “roll the dice and pay” isn't even a choice, since there are no other options.
Jnless house rules are invented to take it beyond this limited scope, there’s nothing more
to do, and there are no more decisions to make. The player fully understands everything he
needs to know about Moriupoly, and the outcome of any given game becomes predictable.
That’s why Moncpaly can become boring for people after just a [ew trips around the board.

WHAT GAME Desicn Is Nor

Game design is one of Lhe most misuseé terms i use today. Some seek to learn game de-
sign, bul learn game art instead. Still others learn pure programming. While programming
and art are important fields and indeed incredibly important to digital games, game design
15 its own art form and has been around long before computers, polygons, and even the dis-
covery of o:lectricitj,«.

©is these basic principles of game design that we cover in this book— design distilled
down to its basic essence. Not surprisingly, many of today's greatest game designers got
their start playing and designirg non-digital games, and some still use paper pratotyping in
their present-day designs.

When rhinking of game design. thirk in terms of the board game Ge, a Chinese game
thousands of years old (see Figure 1.2). It requires no computer programming or palygon
models to play. Yet its rules, simple as they are, allow [or 2 depth of strategy so great that it
is still played heavily today. While many of Lie games enjoyed today may not be as popular
as Gaa thousand years from now, there is no reasan why such 2 game could not be created.
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Tyres aoF DESIGN

Tust as there are many types of games, there are many types of game design, too,

: yverall backstory, setting, and theme of the gam
‘orld design is the creation of the over oy o
= a 'gflle ol ::; erally performed by the lead ur sole designer, it often determines tne

f the other design t2sXs listed below. .
= Gymsf:mu design is the creation of rules and underlying mathematical patterns in a game.

This is the only game design task that is commor to .all games, bec:ms.e.all games have
rules. Therefore, most of the challenges in t'nts.hook involve system design. In particu-
lar, Chapters 2, 5, 6,7 and 8 give a starting point for system dmn;ncrf. : |
Content design is the creation of :ba:'acters,' iterns, puule?“, ‘anc missions. While it's
much more common in video games, role playing and collecub".e card games also feature
a significant amount of contenl. Chapter 3 gives plenty of practice creating puzzles, while
Chapters 9, 10, 19, and 20 involve incorporating special kinds of content within a game.
B  Game writing is the writirg of dialogue, text, and story within the game world, Chap-
ter 9 dezls with stories in games. . :

B  Level design is the crafting of levels in a game, including the layout of maps and place-
ment of objects and challenges within those maps. Though level design is a shared dis-
cipline—dungevn masters have been mapping levels in tabletop paper games since the
1970s—when one refers to a “level designer,” it is a video-game level designer that they
are referring to.

B User interfuce (Ul) design consists of twi things: haw the player interacts with the
game, and how the player receives information anc feedback from the game. Chapters
17 and 18 include many challenges of Ul design. All types of games have Ul even non-

digital ones. Boards are designed to fit on an average table and cards are designed to be
held in an average-sized hand. The game components must present information that is
easily understood, used, and interpreted by the players.!

In addition %o these specific types of design, all designers need Lo have the aptitude to

produce a game or their assigned portion of a game on the medium they've selected,
whether it’s a board game, a console game, ot even a television game show.

WHar Is 2 GAme?

Thet; are many definitions of the word “game,” none of which has been universally ac-
mpt:or;(:t the pucpuses of defining the limits of game design. One of the authors of this book
E:: o= alil:: follm:r:lpg tentative defmjtinnzl ‘&n activity with rules. It is a form of play often
BRI ys mvolving conflict, either with other players, with the game system itsell, o
s'mcl;a dorrnessifate/luck. Most games have goals, but not all (for example, The Sims and
). Most games have defined start and ené points, but not all (for example, World of

Wi i ) .
Plarers, bt not o S Mostgumesinvolve decision making o the part o th
game (as defined above) that IF;:, andy Land and Chutes and Ladders). A video game is 2

&s a digital video screen of some kind, in some way.”?
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h?x‘this book, and in our own carears, when we speak of a game, we are referring o
g““‘e_‘ in general—from the ancient Goto the latest Madden. Digital or non-digital, the un-
erlying fundamentals of a game and therefore of game design are all the same. Though

technology may advance, modern video game designers use the same core skills today that
were used when desipning games on paper.

THe CORE OF A GAame

The “core” or “core dynamic™ of a gama is the single thing gameplay is about—the single slay
experience the designer is trying to canvey, For instance, games in the Rascher & Clankseries are
about blawing stuff up in fun and creative ways. Risk, Carcassorine, and Go are about acquiring
territory. A core i usually tied to a specific “core mechanic,” be it blowing your enemies away,
flipping over tiles an your turr, or selling un:ts to another person. These core mechanics can, in
turn, lead to “core dynamics,” whicl: is « particular pattern of play. In the industry, when some-
one says “core,” Lhe dynamic is typically whar they are referring o, “Core statements” (some-
times called the game’s “vision™) are usually wrritten by the development team to reflect the core
mechanic or the core dymamic and sum 1p what the game is about, often in a single sentence.

“This game is about...”

“This game is the experience of being...”
“This game teaches...”

“This game simulates the experience of...”

As is well known by those who have tried to pitch their game w a publisher, if you can’t
sum up your game in (wo sentences, you don’t have a game.
In games, the following core dynamics tend to show up again and again:

® Territorial Acquisition: With this core, things are usuzlly “zero sum,” meaning there’s
anly so muchi to go around, and wher it's gone, i’s gune. Other times, it’s a question
of controlling a piece of territory, as it is in some first-person shooters. Games like Risk,
Carcassonne, and many rum-based slrztegy games teature this core dynamic.,

B Prediction: Some games are about doing the right thing or being in the right place at
the right time. [n many tases, these are children’s games, although numerous carnival
or party games also fezture this core dynamic. All (he individual mechanics in the game
work taward allowing Lhe players to guess what will happen, and they are rewarded for
predicting the possible outcome of a game before it continues to the next round. Most
times, the player's pradiction involves luck or considerztion of cdds. Games like
Roulztre or Rock-Paper-Scissors fit this core dynamic,

m Spatial Reasoning: Puzzle games often incorporate spatia;-rea‘mning skills into video
games. Games like Terris make the player think not only of the plece that they're
putting ia, but also the piece they may putin, or the piece that they desperately need to
put in before the whole pile goes to pot. Many hoard games also make use of spatial
okills, such as Tic-Tac-'1'ce, Conviect Four, and Pente. The prototype for All Systems
Deown! (sex Figure 1.3) shows the use of spatial reasoning within a game.



FIGURE 1.3

All Systems Dovin!—protatype 2.
€ 2008 by Christapher Schmidt
Reprinted with permission of the author,

®  Survivak Human beings are naturally wired to survive and thrive, and it's no different
in the game world. We will protect ourselves out of sheer instinct before we're even told
the point of the game. Survival is a core within many games. However, it's important
nat to confuse a core with a lose condition in a game, In many viden games, you Gin
dic, and if you do it’s game over. Still, some of these games do not involve constanr life-
or-death struggles as the primary activity of the game. If the player is concentrating on
Baining power, killing enemies, or reaching the exit, then survival is a secondary activ-
ity that supports another core (such as building or destroying).

W Destruction: The flip side of the survival dynamic, or the companion side if it’s a player
versus plaver (FvP) game, is the wreck-everything-in-sight dynamic. Every FPS ever
made features this core dynamic, bul it is also common in board and card games with
4 wartare theme, like Nuuclear War, Plague and Pestilence, and Car Wars.

. B“ﬂd.mg: In addition to their drive o survive, human beings arc also naturally wired
m P“fld' even though they're not told that it's the point. 1f's not surprising then rhat
bu'@“{g i 2 prime core mechanic featured in many games. In most RPGs, the core dy-
namic s character development—Dbuilding up the power level of a character. Video
games in the so-called “city builder” genre, such as the 3imCiryand Caesar series, fea-

ture~ buildirfg as their core. In some hoard games, like Settlers of Catan, players spend
most of their time develeping their own resources,
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Collection: As humans, we're also natural pattern matchers, As humans, we're also
natural pattern matchers. You just noticed those two sentences were identical and put
them together without even consciously thinking about it, As a human, you can': help
it. We match similar objects together instinctively. Collection features prominently in
collectible card games (obvicusly), casual games (match three things together), plat-
formers (collect rings, bolls, or gold coins), or games where gelting the most of a re-
source determines the winner.
® Chasing or Evading: Ancient humans had to run a lot, either to capture prey or escape
predarors. Sc it shonld no:be a surprise to see this dynamic in many games. Itis sromi-
nent in most contact sports, as well as video games like Pac-Mar and board games like
Scotiand Yara.
®  Trading: Notall play is necessarily competitive. In inany games, players cooperate with
each other (even if they are opponents). With games that have multiple kinds of re-
sources that belong to cach player, it is common to see players trading and ncgotiating
with one another. Trading is a core dynamic of many =on-digital games, such as Pitand
Settlers of Caran. 1t happens outside of the pame with collectible card games. Even video
yames like Avimal Crossing and Pokemon featurc the ability to trade with other players.
B Race to the End: Being the first to cross the street, the first to cross the finish line, or the
first t Jearn a particular technology are each common uses of the “race to the end™ core
dynamic of gameplay (see Figure 1.4). Like survival, building, and collection, humans will
also intuitively ry (o do things more quickly, in large part because the brain signals us that
faster s better and is a sign of mastery over a given skill. Games featuring this mechanic are
typically easy to create and play. The mechanic is often used in children’s games,

g‘.?:!!.v"r"f«";
FIGURE 1.4
A “race to the end” prototype.

Roba Rumble prototype by Blake Harris, Nate Berna, Erikg
scipione, A Rebecchi, and Keli Washington
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In considering e feature list for a given core, designers tie every feature in the game hak
into that single core mechanic (or set of mechanics) in seme way that ultimately makes tha
game stronge:,

However, developing and implementing a feature set from that core mechznic 5 3p-
other matter entirely, and it represents the real craft of the game designer. Feature sers Jiss
all the individual features of the product. Within a feature set, dcs'gnfrs generally try fo
part innovatio:, part improvement, and part convention. For a b:alllc‘s leature set, game de.
signers use the standard conventions that definc the genre and that pl;_lyers expect, hut thay
try to find some way to innovate on previous games in the genre or with 2 similar theme, i7
there are any.

Digital games actually greatly expanded the core possibility that we as game desipners
can choose from since they are capable of so many things that non digital games cannot d,
Taking into account the whole variety of games—I{rom big-budget titles to serious games —
the range of game cores is tremendous.

Where Do Ipeas Come From?

Anything —anything at all—un be lurned into a game, From bean farming, to szeep herd-

ing, to knitting, everything is fair game when it comes tc game design, Nonetheless, for

working game designers, the question “Where do you get your ideas?” is a common one.
There are multiple answers:

B Playing lots of games. Through plaving games, you develop a vecabulary of mechan-
ics and dynamics that are the necessary building blncks of successful game design. It is
important o play many different kinds of games, not just those vou are familiar with.
Imagine if you were an architect and spent your entire life in a townhouse community,
and then you tried to design a new house. That house would probably be similar Lo the
ones you already know. Likewise, think of the level designer raised (for some odd rea-
son) in an auditorium. All of his levels would reflect, in some way, the world that he
grew up in. With exposure to lots of different games, however, your designs or thade-
signs of your group are likely to reflect multiple influences (sec Figure 1.5). Exposc
voursell Lo many new kinds of games to develop your range ol knowledge and skills.
Watch documentaries, If something interests you, look for the game inside.

B Net'workmg with other designers. Two designers talking zbout the possibility inher-
entin 2 topic is a sure-fire way to produce 2 game. Mind you, it might be & bad garé,
$0 it's Lmportant to have a qualified pool of people to give you ubjective feechack as
well. 5till, designers share methods and always spur each other on to deeper thinking.

B Everywhere. Look for game idezs in everything you do and challenge yourself to make
a game or think zbout making a game about 2 topic at least once a dav. Right now
around you, there are sounds you are completely tuning out: the flip of the page, the
sound of your own breathing, and perhaps music or a teleyision in the background-
Game .d'esigr. can be tuned out or tuned in the same way. If you actively listen for the
possibility and go with it, vou will find game ideas everywhere.






