Chapter 4

Working

Exercise 4.1: Making Checkers Dramatic

The game of checkers is very abstract: there is no
story, no characters, and no compelling reason
why you would want to capture all of your oppo-
nent’s pieces, except for the fact that it’s the objec-
tive of the game.

For this exercise, devise a set of dramatic ele-
ments for checkers that make the game more
emotionally engaging. For example, you might cre-
ate a backstory, give each piece its own name, dis-
tinctive look, define special areas on the board, or
whatever creative ideas you can think of to con-
nect the players to this simple, abstract system,
Now, play your new game with friends or family
and note theijr reaction. How do the dramatic ele-
ments improve or detract from the experience?

e e——.

Weve seen how formal elements work
together to Create the experience We recognize as
3game, but now let's turn to those elements we've

fined a5 dramatic—those which engage the

Ple would agree that one thing that
them i 4 §ame is “challenge.” What do

players emotionally with the game experience and
invest them in its outcome. Basic dramatic ele-
ments, like challenge and play, are found in all
games. Other elements, like premise, character,
and story, surround the more abstract elements of
the formal system, creating a sense of connection
for the players and enriching their overall experi-
ence.

One way to create more engaging games is to
study how these elements work to create engage-
ment and how they've been used in other
games—as well as other media. Your exploration
of these dramatic elements and traditional tools
¢an help you to think of new ideas and new sitya-
tions for your own designs.

Exercise 4.2. Dramatic Games

Name five games that you find dramatically inter-
esting. What is it about those games that you find
compelling?

they really mean by challenge, though? They don't
simply mean that they want to be faced with a task
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e in different situations, for instance social
ng events? When you deter-

r a game that you're design-
erations

chang
games versus sporti
mine the outcome fo
ing, be sure to keep these types of consid

in mind.

CONCLUSION

These formal elements,
what we recognize as a
throughout this chapter, there are many possible
combinations of these elements that work to cre-

ate a wide variety of experiences. By understand-

ing how these elements work together and

thinking about new ways of combining these ele-
ments, you can invent new types of gameplay for

your games.

when set in motion, create
game. As we've seen

Exercise 3.12: Qutcome

Name two zero-sum games and two
games. What is the main difference in the out

comes of these games? How does this affec

nonzero-sury

gameplay?

Exercise 3.13: Revise Rules and Procedures

The rules and procedures of backgammon a

fairly simple. Change them sO that they are n
dependent on chance. How does this affect t

gameplay?
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hey're speaking of

that is hard to accom
challenge of games woul
from the challenges of everyd
talk of challenge in games, t

tasks that are satisfying to complete, that require
just the right amount of work to create a sense of
ent and enjoyment.
challenge is very individualized
and is determined by the abilities of the specific
player in relationship to the game. A young player,
just learning to count, might find a game of Chutes
and Ladders particularly challenging, while an
adult, who mastered that skill long ago, would

probably find it boring.
In addition to being in

accomplishm
Because of this,

dividualized, challenge is
also dynamic. A player might find one task chal-
lenging at the beginning of a game, but after
becoming accomplished in the task, they'll no
jonger find it challenging. So, the game must adapt
to remain challenging and hold the interest of the
more accomplished player.

Is there a way to look at challenge that’s not
defined by individual experience? One that can
give us some general ideas to keep in mind when
designing a game? When you set out to create the
basic challenge in your game, you might start by
thinking how people really enjoy themselves, and
which types of activiti

s out, the answer to this ques

turn
related to the concept of chall
of challenge presented by an experience.

The psychologist Mihaly Czikszentmi
out to identify the ele
studying similarities of experienc

gender, the people he talked to describe
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1990) p. 49.
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ychology of Optimal Experience (New Yor

ctivities in much the same way. The activities
different disciplines,
climbing rocks, paint-
s and con-

able a
themselves spanned many
including performing music,
ing, and playing games, but the word
cepts people used to describe their enjoyment of
them were similar. In all these tasks, people men-
tioned certain conditions that made the activities

pleasurable for them:

First, the experience (of enjoyment) usually
en we confront tasks we have a

occurs wh
we must be

chance of completing. Second,
able to concentrate on what we are doing.
Third and fourth, the concentration is usually
possible because the task undertaken has
clear goals and provides immediate feedback.
Fifth, one acts with a deep but effortless
involvement that removes from awareness

the worries and frustrations of everyday life.
ple to

Sixth, enjoyable experiences allow peo
exercise a sense of control over their actions.
h, concemn for the self disappears, yet
emerges stron-

Sevent
paradoxically the sense of self
ger after the flow experience is Over. Finally,
the sense of the duration of time is altered;
hours pass by in minutes, and minutes can

em like hours. The combina-

stretch out to se
se of

tion of all these elements causes a sen
deep enjoyment that is so rewarding people
feel like expending a great deal of energy is
worthwhile simply to be able to feelit! 4
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42 An activity that requires skill. Tony Hawk Pro Skater

A challenging activity that requires skill

According to Czikszentmihalyi, flow occurs most
often within activities that are “goal-directed and
bounded by rules ... that could not be done with-
out the proper skills.”2 Skills might be physical,

quires, it is not challeng-

I a person who has the
skills, but is not completely assured of the out-

come, a task is challenging. This is particularly
important to game design,

ing, but meaningless. Fo

Exercise 4.3. Skills

List the types of skills required by the games you

of skills do people enjoy

The merging of action and awareness
“When all of 4 person’s relevant skills are heeded
to cope with the challen
son’s attention s com
activity,” Czikszentmiha]
become so involved in
activity becomes spon

8es of a situation, that per-
pletely absorbed by the
Yi goes on to say. “People
what they’re doing that the
taneous, almost automatic;

=




ess: Metal Gear Solid 3

4.3 Merging action and awaren

they stop being aware of themselves as separate
performing.”3

from the actions they are

Clear goals and feedback
there are often contradictory
t always clearly
know what

In everyday life,
demands on us; our goals are no

defined. But in flow experiences, W€
needs to be done, and we get immediate feedback
ur goals. For exam-

on how well weTe achieving O
ple, musicians know what notes to play next and
can hear when they make mistakes; the same is
true whether it’s playing tennis or rock climbing.
When a game has clearly defined goals, the play-
ers know what needs to be done to win, 10 move

{ level, to achieve the next step in their

to the nex
strategy, etc., and they receive direct feedback as

to their actions toward those goals.

Exercise &.b: Goals and Feedback
Pick three games and list the
generated in each. Then descri
back relates to the ulti

T

3. Ibid, p.53.
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types of feedback
be how the feed-

mate goal of each game.

Clear goals and feedback: Incredible Machine: Even

More Contraptions

on on the task at hand

Another typical element of flow is that we are
aware only of what's relevant here and NOW. if the
musician thinks of his health or tax problems
when playing, he's likely to hita wrong note. \f the
surgeon’s mind wanders during an operation, the
patient’s life is in danger. In game flow, the players
are not thinking of what's on TV of how much
laundry they have to do; they are focused entirely
on the challenges presented in the game. Many
game interfaces take over the entire screen of the
pC or build impressive audiofvisual worlds 10
tion. Here’s a quote fromam

flow experience (but the

he words of an EverQ

re of other problemat
d unto its oWl si

Concentrati

focus our atten
taineer describing 2
might as well be t
“you're not awa
becomes a worl

player):
situations. it

cant only to itself. It's a concentration thing. &8
you're in the situation, it's incredibly real
ecom

you're very much in charge ofit. tb

total world e
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Concentration on the task: Asteroids

The paradox of control

People enjoy the sense of exercising control in dif-
ficult situations; however, it's not possible to expe-
rience a feeling of control unless the outcome is
unsure, meaning that the person’s not actually in
complete control. As Czikszentmihalyi says, “Only
when a doubtful outcome is at stake, and one is
able to influence that outcome, can a person really
know she is in control”> This “paradox of control”
is a key element of the enjoyment of game Sys-
tems. How to offer meaningful choice to players,
without offering complete control or an assured

outcome, is a subject we will return to many times
throughout this book.

The loss of self-consciousness

In everyday life, we are always monitoring how we
appear to other people and protecting our self-
g;ﬁteem, In flow we are too involved in what we're
doing to care about protecting the ego. “There is
g?l’oom for self-scrutiny. Because enjoyable activi-
%s have clear goals, stable rules, and challenges

I matched to skills, there is little opportunity for

the self to be threatened”® Although the flow
experience is so engrossing that we forget our
self-consciousness while we're engaged in it, after
a flow activity is over, we generally emerge with a
stronger self-concept. We know that we have suc-
ceeded in meeting a difficult challenge. So, for
example, the musician feels at one with the har-
mony of the cosmos; the athlete moves at one

with the team; the game player feels empowered

by the efficacy of her strategies. Paradoxically, the
self expands through acts of self-forgetfulness.

The transformation of time

“One of the most common descriptions of opti-
mal experience is that time no longer seems to
pass the way it ordinarily does,” says Czikszentmi-
halyi. “Often hours seem to pass by in minutes; in
general, most people report that time seems to
pass much faster. But occasionally the reverse
occurs: Ballet dancers describe how a difficult turn

that takes less than a second in real time stretches

out for what seems like minutes”” Digital games

are notorious for sucking players in for hours on
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4.6  Paradox of control: Civilization 3
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These elements of enjoyment are not a step-

by-step guide 10 creating enjoyable, challenging

game experiences; YOU need to work out for your-

self what these ideas mean in the context of your
own games. But the focus that Czikszentmihalyi
places on goa\—oriented, rule-driven activities with
clear focus and feedback are clues that might

point you in a beneficial direction.
Think about questions like these as you design
your game:
o What skills does your target audienc
What skill level are they at? Within that knowl-
edge, how can you best balance your game for

your players’ abilities?
« How can you give your playe

goals, meaningful choices,

feedback?

ess: Dance Dance Revolution  ° How can you merge wha
physica\\y with what they 0

end because they involve players in fl aboutinthe game?
« How canyou eliminat

ences that distort the passage of time.
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are usually autotelic: there is nO reason for doing toward creating an environment where challen
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PLAY

Another element that engages players emotionally
in games is the potential for play. Again, it's impor-
tant to ask ourselves what we mean by “play”
before we begin trying to design it into our games.
Of course, we have all played at some point or
another, so we all have our own ideas about what
the experience is. But does everyone have the
same experience as you? Is it possible that play
means different things to different people?
The Promise of Play, a recent film investigating
the subject, queried a number of people about the
. Mature of play. Here are some of their responses:
i Play is boisterous.” “It’s non directed.” “It's spon-
@neous.” “Its not scripted” “Play is loud” “Not
W°fk" “It's physical” “It's fun” “An emotional state
<! You'e having a good time.” “Play actually is

 Promise of Play,
nard,

8 4.8 Transformation of time: Dark Age of Camelot

meaningless behavior. You do it for its intrinsic
value to you, but play can have utility. That is, you
end up developing skills, and those skills can then
be used in other arenas.” “I think play is one of the
ways that we get a feel for the shape of the world.”
“Play is the central item in children’s lives. It's like
work is to grown-ups. They play to learn.” “Play is
child’s work. It's all that young children do to learn
about the world that they're in.”8

It's clear from these responses that play has
many faces: it helps us learn skills and acquire
knowledge, it lets us socialize, it assists us in prob-
lem solving, it allows us to relax, and it makes us
see things differently. Play is not too serious; it

induces laughter and fun, which is good for our
health.

Institute for Play and InCA Productions, Executive Producers, Dr. Stuart Brown and David
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What are your five favontegam sa

My favorite games cover it ofp
fan of some of the great role-playing
I was a big fan of games like Sy
role-playing games, revolut
worth playing. More re cen
Chrono Cross, and the Zelda.
egy (WarCraft i, StarCraft, F
Half-Life. All of these games share
do—this is what we try todo i

What games have inspired you the most as  des _gner‘an‘d why?“ :

Probably the same games that I've éhjdyyédpléﬁngoyer, the years-—all of themwere révoi

utionary for
their time. We play a lot of games and we try to"i'éam from all of them:. =

What are you most proud of in your career?

We have great employees at BioWare—it's an honor for me to work with all of them,

What words of advice would you give to an aspiring designer today?
Be passionate, but self-critical. Never compromise on quality,

. diminishing returns on effort and a point where €very game is “as good as you can make it” Most
_ games never reach this point, but if they do, you'll increase the chances of it succeeding by a lot. And

i for those entrepreneurial types out there, hire smart, talented, creative, and hard-working staff to work

but do realize that there is a point of

game audiences seem to grow larger every year.

r= . resylt, Games, competitive games, which have a
nner or a loser, are not, in my definition, play.”?
_The one thing that stands out from these

interesting problem. We have said that games are
formal systems, that they have strict and explicit
rules, and that they are goal-based. Play, on the
itations on play, is that play is not any one  other hand, is clearly informal, and while it may
i(k8~but rather a state of mind, a type of have rules, it does not depend on those rules for
eProach to an activity. Dr. Mergen’s comment that its form, and it’s also not driven by goals. So, the

etitive games are not play ‘touches on an  comment that games are not play seems

- Bernard Mergen, Play and Playthings (Westport, CT: Greenwood Pu blishing Group, 1983)
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accurate. Not entirely accurate,

however, because We know that while games and
play are not the same thing, play does have an
important role in our enjoyment of games.

How does play, in all its spontaneity and
informality, emerge from within the formal
systems of games? In a number of ways, actually.
First, some games are simply not so formal or
competitive: social games played in not sO serious
hemselves easily t0 outright
might include Twister of You
nd, play can emerge in the
d take in the
ts, such as

somewhat

environments lend t

playfulness. Examples
Don’t Know Jack. Seco
“space between” rules, the give an
relationships between the game elemen
the bantering interchange between players at a
card table, or the aggressive trash talking on an

online game server. Lastly, some games are

designed to encourage certain types of play:

Role-playing games promo

adventure  games

imagination,
exploration and daring, and sp:
physicality and sometimes rou
idea is worth further discussio
active area for the game designer to explore.

Play theorists have identified a num

ous types of “players,” eac
and agendas. Not all o

thoroughly addressed by today’s games, and they
udy for the game

f play with which

offer an interesting area of st
designer looking for new areas O
{0 emotionally engage players.

Here are examples of these potential player

types:10

e The Competitor: plays 1o best other players,

regardless of the game.

o The Explorer: curious about the
go adventuring. Explorers seek
aries—physical or mental.

10. The Promise of Play

e The Director: loves to b

e The Performer: loves 10 put on

te playful fantasy and
encourage
orts games produce
ghhousing. This last

n, as it offers an  many potential types of players you m

think about when crafting y
ber of vari-
h with different needs
{ these areas have been

world, loves t0o
outside bound-

The Collector: acquires items, trophies, of
knowledge, the collector likes to create sets,
organize history, etc.

The Achiever: plays for vary
achievement. Ladders and level

ing levels of.
s incentivize

the achiever.
The Joker:
ously—plays
potential for jokers to annoy
On the other hand, jokers can
more social than competitive.

The Artist: driven by creativity, creation, design.
e in charge, direct the

doesn’t take the game seri-

for the fun of playing. There’s a
serious players.

make the game

play.

e The Storyteller: loves to create or live in world:

of fantasy and imagination.
a show for oth

ers.
o The Craftsman: wants t
or puzzle things out.

Obviously this list includes only a few of th
ay want 1

o build, craft, enginee

our gameplay. Con
s of play into different play
he previous chapter, is a Wi
engage differe

bining various type
roles, as discussed int
of designing games that can
types of people. :

in addition to types of play, the level of eng2g
also be broken down into several cd
pate at the ]

ment can
gories; not all players need partici
level to find the same enjoyment. For €xa i
spectators may find watching sports, gam,
other events more satisfying than playing

We don't tend to think of designing gam
spectators, but the truth is, many peopHs
games in this way. How many times have) 2

and watched a friend make their way thr
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level of a console game, waiting for your turn at
the controls? | there a wa

this “spectator mode” j

Ost directly rewarding —for
all the reasons we've already talked about.

On last level comes transformational play: this

is a deep level of play which actually shapes and
alters the players life, Children experience thijs
ife lessons through play; in
fact, it's one of the reasons they €ngage in play nat-
urally. Some attempts to create learhing through

PREMISE

In addition to challenge and play, games also use
several traditional elements of drama to create
player éngagement with thejr formal systems. One

8ameplay attempt to reach thig level as well. jt's an

interesting area to think about if games are to
advance as an art form. Certainly

inspire transformation and deep i
their experience. Perhaps findin

this level of play can raise the b,
artform as well,

Exercise 4.5. Player Types

For each Player type described on Page 90, list 5
game you know that appeals to that variety of
player. What type of player do You tend to be?

algorithm. Suddenly, the
these two sets of data takes
over and above its forma] aspects.

the exposition of a
time and place, cha
prevailing statys qu
ments of story that may be addressed in the expo-

interaction between
on a dramatic context

In traditional drama, premise is established in

story. Exposition sets up the
racters and relationships, the
O, etc. Other important ele.

blem, which is the event that

cepts of objective and starting action discussed in
the previous chapter,
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in Star Wars, the story is setin a far away galaxy-

The protagonist, Luke Skywalker, is a young man
who wants 10 get away from his uncle’s remote
farm and join the interstellar rebellion, but
responsibility and loyalty hold him back. The story
begins when his uncle buys tWo droids carrying o

secret information that is critical to the obetiion. AR
In The Fellowship of the Ring, the story is setin
orld of strange races and

Middle-earth, fantasy W

characters. The protagonist Frodo Baggins, is 2
young Hobbit who i happy right where he is—at
home. The story begins when Frodo inherits aring
from his uncle, which turns out to be a powerfu\
artifact, the existence Of which threatens the safety

o ofallof Middle-earth.
in Die Hard, the story is set in a modern office

own Los Angeles. The protagonist,
John McClane, is an off-duty New york City police
officer who is in the building trying 10 make
amends with his estranged wife. The story begins
when the bnr\dings taken over Dy terrorists and  jefending the
McClane’s wife is taken hostage- .

begins when the
These are each examples of how

defined in traditio <. As can be seen, the .
) the earlier st

the main charac .

ity and effectiveness th

premise sets the ti
the action which .
a game premise. No player needed

tower in downt

49 Space Invaders
planet from the invaders. The story
first shot is fired. Clearly this

premise '° premise has none of the richness that we see if
ories. ltdoes, however, have a simplic-
at made it very pOWerful as
to read the

nal storie
me and place,
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th . .
propels the story forward ) packstory of Space Jnvaders 10 feel the tension o
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the steadily approachrng aliens.
ames that haw
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lex as those revious
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Ul
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laying what would otherwise be an abstract sys® " . :
Harry, @ world famous iung\e exploref an
tune hunter extraordinaire.” Your
d hidden {reasures,
ds like holes, logs:
gins when YO!

game
premise M

tem.
First, here is a very simple

nvaders, the game is se
h is attacked by aliens. You .
qurcksand, etc.

rotagonist responsrb\e for  ihe jungle-
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game premise: N ihe jungle and fin

t on a planet, pPre- .
P P ing various hazar
The story be
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sumably Earth, whic
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11. Activision, pitfall instruction manual, 1982.
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410 Pitfall and Diablo

In Diablo, you play a wandering warrior who
arrives in the town of Tristram, which has been rav-
aged by Diablo. The townspeople ask for your
help in defeating Diablo and his undead army,
ensconced in the dungeon beneath the church,
The story begins when you accept the quest.

In Myst, the game is set on a strangely deserted
island filled with arcane mechanical artifacts and
puzzles. You play an anonymous protagonist with
no knowledge of Myst Island or its inhabitants.
The story begins when you meet Sirrus and Ache-
nar, two brothers trapped in magical books in the
island's library. The brothers, who accuse each
other of betrayal, each need you to find some
missing “pages” of their books to help them

&cape, but both warn you not to help the other
brother.

Tite out the premise for five games that you've
dand tell us how this premise enhances the

The first task of a
al

premise is to make a game’s
System playable for the user. Rather than

shooting at abstract blocks on a screen, players
shoot at aliens in Space Invaders. Rather than
searching for a generic resource worth 5000
points, players look for diamond rings in Pjtfall.
Beyond simply concretizing abstract system con-
cepts and making the game playable, a well-
thought out premise can also create a game that
appeals to players emotionally,

For example, the premise of Myst not only
sends the player on a quest to find the missing
pages of one or both of the brothers’ magical
books, but it also implies that the brothers are not
to be trusted and one or both of them may be
duping the player. This makes the experience
richer for the player, who must determine, by
clues found in each age, which, if either, brother to
help.

Creating a premise that unifies the formal and
dramatic elements is another opportunity for the
game designer to heighten the experience of play-
ers. As digital games have evolved, more and more
designers have begun to make use of more elabo-
rate premises in their designs, which, as we’ll see,
have evolved to the point where they can be con-

sidered fully realized stories.
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CHARACTER

Characters are the agents through whose actions a
drama is told. BY identifying with @ character and
the outcome of their goals, the audience internal-
izes the story's events and empathizes with its
movement toward resolution.

There area number of different character types
in any story. The main character is called the pro-
tagonist. The protagonist’s engagement with the
problem creates the conflict that drives the story:
Another important character is the antagonist,
who opposes the main character’s attempts to
solve the problem. The antagonist may be a per-
sOn or some other force that works against the
main character. Characters may be major of minor:
major characters have a significant impact on the

511 Myst

story’s outcome while minor characters have a
small impact.

In addition to function and impact on the story,
characters can be classified by the complexity of
their characterization. If a character has several
well-detined traits and a realistic personality, it's
considered a round character. If a character has
few (if any) defined traits and a shallow personality,
it's considered a flat character. 1 a character under-
goes a significant change in personality, it's consid-
ered adynamic character. If a character shows little
or no change in personality, it's considered a static
character. Stock characters are recognizable ste-
reotypes: the lazy guard, the evil stepmother, the
jolly doorman, etc. One useful type of character,




the foil, shows off elements of another character

by comparison and contrast.

All characters are defined within the
what they say,

ters in classic stories and in games.

Not to set our expectations too high, but let’s
first consider one of the most famous protagonists
in English drama: Hamlet. He's one of the most
complex characters ever constructed. Hamlet is a

arince whose father, the king, is killed by his uncle.
When the story begins, Hamlet's mother, the
jueen, has just married the uncle, making him
dng. Hamlet wants to avenge his father by killing
he new king, but wavers between determination
ind inaction. His fascinating vacillation between

he two courses has produced hundreds of

years
f study.

Without a doubt, Hamlet is an example of a
round” character. In contrast to Hamlet, another
haracter in the same play, Prince Fortinbras, is
flat” Fortinbras has no defining traits and no
omplexity of character. When presented with a
imilar decision, Fortinbras simply avenges his
ither's death and moves on, without any of the
oul-searching  that plagues Hamlet. Fortinbras
rovides a foil, however, to Hamlet, which high-
ghts Hamlets inaction by showing us a character
o has no dilemma with decision.

To date, there are no game protagonists with
£ fullness of character that we find in Hamlet.

ver, that may be partly because of the struc-
20f the medium itself. Game characters that are
iitrolled by the player do not always have the
gOtunity to act freely. The player is assuming
isibility for their actions, which limits the
0 which they can demonstrate their own

Bality and inner thought process. Game

story by
what they do, what they look like, or
what others say about them. These are called
methods of characterization. To better understand

characters, let's look at some examples of charac-

characters also need to strike a balance between
being flexible enough so that a wide range of play-
ers can identify with them, and being so flexible
that they become generic and flat.

Early characters were completely defined by
how they looked, with fittle or no attempt at char-
acterization. Mario, in his first appearance in Don-
key Kong, was defined by his funny nose and
signature €ap and overalls. While his motivation,
rescuing Pauline, was integrated into both the for-
mal and dramatic aspects of the game, he was ulti-
mately a flat, static character, who did not change

Or grow over the course of the

game. More impor-
tantly,

Mario would not do anything to accomplish
his goal without the player’s control.

Some types of game characters are not flat, but
both rounded and dynamic, in that they are spe-
cific and grow over the course of the game. Many
examples of rounded, dynamic characters can be
found in role-playing games, where the goal of the
game is usually centered in the activity of charac-
ter creation and improvement.

Sometimes, game characters are not entirely in
the control of the player. Characters may have a
sense of autonomy and this creates an interesting
potential tension between what the player wants
and what the character wants. A very early version

of this autonomy is the character of Sonic the
Hedgehog—Sega’s answer to Mario, If the player
stopped interacting with Sonic, the little hedgehog
let the player know of his dissatisfaction by cross-
ing his arms and tapping his feet impatiently. Impa-
tience was central to Sonic’s character: he did
everything fast and had no time to spare. Unlike
the blazingly fast actions controlled by the player,
however, the toe-tapping routine was Sonic’s own,
and established him as a unique character.
Of course, Sonic’s toe-tapping had no impact
on gameplay, but the tension between player-con-
trolled action and character-controlled action is an




412 Digital game characters (clockwise from top left: Duke Nukem, Guybrush Threepwood, Munch. Link, Sonic the

Hedgehog, Lara Croft, and Mario

Guybrush Threepwood image courtesy of LucasArts, a division of Lucasfilm Entertainment Company Ltd.

interesting area that has been explored to great
effect more recently in games like The Sims, Odd-
world: Munch’s Oddysee, and Black & White. If the
feature “free will” is tu rned on in The Sims, charac-
ters will decide on their own course of action
(assuming the player hasn't given them anything
specific to do). Players can stop a character from
performing an action at anytime, but with this fea-
ture on, the game usually unfolds as a complicated
dance between what the player desires and what
the character “wishes.’ This sophisticated model
produces dramatic results that the player feels
both responsible for and yet surprised by.

STORY

Plays, movies, and television are all media that
involve storytelling and linear parratives. When an

In general, game characters are evolving t0.
become rounded, dynamic individuals that play an
increasingly important part of many games’ dra
matic structures. A good understanding of how 10]
create interesting and realistic characters using tr&
ditional dramatic tools can add to the effectivenes
of characters in your games.

Exercise 4.7: Game Characters

Name three game characters that you find
pelling. How are these characters brought
within the game? What allows you to iden
them? Are they rounded or flat, dynamic o S

audience participates in these media, the

ence a story that progresses from one pO!




Fthis is th

€ trend of inserting story chapters

he beginmng of each game leve|, Creating a

sion that follows 3 traditiona) narra-
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The Two GREAT MYTHS oF INTERACTIVE STORYTELLING

by Jesse Schell, PfoféSéE)}

f Entertainment Technology, Camegie Mellon University

_ Myth #1: Interactive Storytelling Has Litte to Do. wi‘thiTraditional Storytelling
story-based games taking in billions of dollars each
ete and long forgotten. Sadly, it seems tospring up, -

designers. The argument generally

| would have thought that by this day and age, with
year, this antiquated misconceptidh would be obso
weedlike, in the minds of each new generation of novice game
goes like this: ‘
uinteractive stories are fun
active stories, you are completely pa

tories, because in non-inter-

from noninteractive s
es plods on, with or without

damentally different
here, as the stori

ssive, just sitting t

”

you.
< At this point, the speaker usually
underline the point.

“In interactive stories,
sions. You are doing things, not just p
fundamentally new art form, and as a

b tional storytellers.”
ch are innate to the human ability t

By
; The idea that the mechanics of traditional storytelling, whi
ctivity is absurd. It is a poorly told story that doesn’

are somehow nullified by intera
and make decisions during the telling. When one is engaged in any kindo
one is continually making decisions: “What will happen next?” “Wha
did that rabbit go?” “Don‘t open that door!” The difference only come
ke action. The desire to act, and all the thought and emotion that go wit
eller knows how to create this desire within a listener
nd when not) to fulfill it. This skill translates welli
ult because the storyteller must predict, account f0
e experience.

rolls back his or her eyes, lolls his or her tongue, and drools to

on the other hand, you are active and involved, continually making deci-
them. Really, interactive storytelling is a

assively observing
result, interactive designers have Jittle to learn from tradi-

communicate,
compel the listener to think
ive or not,

storyline, interact
should the hero do?” “Where

in the participant’s abilityto ta
A masterful storyt

ctly how and when (@
de more diffic
he actions of the participant into th
llers manage this complexity, while still using traditional t
ntrol, using subtle means to covertly limit the choices t
terful storytelling can be upheld, while the participan
m, not freed i be

that are present in both.
mind, and then knows exa
interactive media, although it is ma
respond to, and smoothly integrate t

The way that skilled interactive storyte
niques, is through the means of indirect co
y to make. This way, mas

participant is likel
retains a feeling of freedom. For it is this feeling of freedo

served to tell a compelling interactive story.

om itself, which mus




with great game design ideas, -
fore they are unable to practice their craft.
This is nonsense
game, a card game, ,
designing a videogame. Further, a solo fesi

tronic games in a relatively short ti

gameisa game. The

good interactive entertainment,
crossword puzzles, chess,

- well-known elements, If You want to

- wise to first understand the games and stories of old.

 Author Bi
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players have used the basic
the formal system t0 create

involving  their game

characters. The system provides features that

support this emergent storytelling, including tools

for taking snapshots of the gameplay, arranging

the snapshots in a captioned scrapbook, and
uploading the scrapbook to the web to share with

example, in The Sims,
elements provided by
innumerable stories

in nonplayer chara

dramatic response
While it remains to

allow emergent storytelli

ga
games, it's ce
searching for
their systems without

cters to create unique and often

s to player actions.

be seen if these attempts t0

ng to arise out of formal

me structures will have a significant impact on
rtain that game designers are still

better ways to integrate story into

diminishing gameplay.

other users.
In addition to simulation games, other genres

are also addressing the possibility of designing for
emergent storytelling. This includes games like
Black & White, which combine elements of simula-
tion with strategy and role-playing, as well as
action games like Half-Life, which have “triggered”

Story sequences depending on player actions, and

Halo, which uses artificial intelligence techniques

Tue DRAMATIC ARC

We've looked at a number of key elements that
can help to create player engagement with the
game system- But the most important of these ele-
ments is actually one that we've tatked about
already, and that is conflict.
Conflictis at the heart of any good drama, and,

as we've seen in ouf discussion of formal ele-
ments, it’s at the heart of game systems. Meaning-
ful conflict is not only designed to keep players
from accomplishing their goals 100 easily, as we
pointed out in the discussion of formal elements,
but it also draws players into the game emotionally
by creating a sense of tension as 10 the outcome:.

This dramatic tension is as
cess of agame as itis10agr
in traditional drama, con

eat film or novel.

protagonist face
her from accomplishing her goal. |
story, the protagonist i
in the case of a game,

the protagonist may b

Exercise 4.8: Story
Pick a game thatyou feel
ryline with the gameplay.
ceed? How does

progresses?

successfully melds its sto-
Why does this game suc-
the plot unfold as the game

important t0 the suc-

flict occurs when the

s a problem or obstacle that keeps
n the case of a

< usually the main character.
e the

player, or a character that represents the player.

The conflict that the player encounters may be
ayer, a number of other players,

against another pl
other forces

obstacles within the game system, OF

or dilemmas.

Traditional dramatic ¢
down into categories Suc
character, character versus
sus machine, character ver
sus society, of character ver
designers, we might overlay another gf .
egories, which are player versus player, player Ves§ *
sus game system, player versus multiple playess
team versus team, etc. Thinking about game
flict in this way helps us t0 integrate a game'S o
matic premise and its formal system deepeq
the players’ relationship 10 both. 3

Once the conflictis set in motion, it must
late for the drama to be effective. Escalating

flict creates tension, toriey

onflict can pe broken
h as character Versus
nature, character ve
sus self, character Ve

sus fate. As gan
oup of

and in most S
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tension in a story gets worse before it gets better,
resulting in a classic dramatic arc. This arc
describes the amount of dramatic tension in the
story as it progresses in time. Figure 4.14 shows
how tension rises and falls during various stages of
a typical story. This arc is the backbone of all dra-
matic media, including games.

As the figure shows, stories begin with exposi-
tion, which introduces the settings, characters,
and concepts that will be important to the rest of
the action. Conflict is introduced when the protag-
onist has a goal that’s opposed by their environ-
ment, an antagonist, or both. The conflict, and the
protagonist’s attempt to resolve it, causes a series
of events that lead to a rising action. This rising
action leads to a climax, in which some sort of
deciding factor or event is introduced. What hap-
Pens in the climax determines the outcome of the
g:gma The climax is followed by a period of falling
¥tion, in which the conflict begins to resolve, and

ﬁé resolution, or dénouement, in which it’s finally
Olved,

© better understand the dlassic arc, let’s look
terms of 3 simple story you are probably
ar with. In the movie Jaws, Sheriff Brody is
rotagonist. His goal is to keep the people of
safe. The antagonist is the shark, who
S Brody’s goal by attacking the people of
is creates a conflict between Brody and

nili

the shark. Brody, who's afraid of the water,
attempts to keep the people safe by keeping them
out of the water, but this plan fails. The tension
rises as the shark attacks more people, even
threatening Brody’s own children. Finally, Brody
must face his fear and go out on the water to hunt
down the shark. In the climax of the story, the
shark attacks Brody himself. The story resolves
when Brody kills the shark and returns the story to
the status quo. Simple right? You can look at any
story you know and you'll see the dramatic arc
reflected in its structure.
Now, let’s look at the arc again, this time in
terms of a game. In a game, the rising action is
linked to both the formal and dramatic systems.
This is because games are usually designed to pro-
vide more challenge as they progress. Games that
also have well-integrated dramatic elements will
intertwine those elements with the formal system
so that as the challenge rises, the story develops.
Here’s an example from a classic game: In Donkey
Kong, Mario is the protagonist. Mario’s girlfriend,
Pauline, has been kidnapped by the giant ape,
Donkey Kong, and taken to the top of a building
under construction. Mario’s goal is to save Pauline
before time runs out. To do 50, he must climb the
levels of the building, traversing girders, elevators,
and conveyer belts, while avoiding flames, barrels,
and bouncing rivets thrown at him by Donkey
Kong. Each time Mario reaches Pauline, Donkey
Kong grabs her and carries her off to the next
higher level. Each level builds in difficulty, creating
rising tension for the player. Finally, in the climax of
the game, Mario must not only avoid Donkey
Kong's attacks, but also fight him directly by
removing all the rivets on every floor of the level.
After the rivets are removed, Donkey Kong falls
head first onto a stack of girders and is knocked
out, allowing Mario to rescue Pauline and resolve
both the formal and dramatic tension.
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It's clear from even these simple descriptions
that the story in Jaws is more developed as to char-
acter and story—Brody has a fear which he must
overcome in order to solve the problem, and his
character changes in motivation as he goes from
protecting all the people of Amity, t0 saving his
own family, to defending himself from the shark.
While Mario has a goal, and he's certainly vulnera-
ble to attacks from Donkey Kong, he does not
have any internal conflict that keeps him from
completing his goal, and his goal never wavers.
The jeopardy that Pauline is in never increases
either, a touch that would have made the formal
and dramatic systems of the game better inte-
grated.

yVhat Mario has that Brody does not, however,
is that his success or failure is in the hands of the
player. it's the player who must learn how to avoid
the attacks, moving closer and closer to the goal.
And in the climax of the game, it's the player who
must figure out how to topple Donkey Kong from
his perch and knock him out. So while our
response 10 the climactic moment in Jaws, when
Brody figures out how to finally kill the shark, is a
release of tension built up by our empathy for his
character and the character’s struggles over the
course of the story, our response to the climatic
moment in Donkey Kong is quite different.

In the case of Donkey Kong, we are the ones
who have figured out the crucial action needed to
resolve the tension, and that tension has built up
over a number of levels of play. When we finaily
resolve that tension, there’s a sense of personal
accomplishment on top of any sympathetic
response that we might have to the resolution of
Mario and Pauline’s story. This integration of con-
flict in the formal and dramatic systems can clearly
provide a powerful combination for the players in
a game experience.

Exercise 4.9: Plotting a Story, Part 1
Choose a game that you've played all the way
through. Make certain its a game with a story
involved. For example Halo, Deus Ex, StarCraft, and
Star Wars: Knights of the Old Republic, might be
good choices. Now, plot the story against the dra-
matic arc.
o How is the exposition handled?
e Who's the protagonist?
« What's the main conflict and when is it intro-
duced?
« What does the protagonist do to resolve the
conflict?
« What causes the tension in the story to rise?
« What deciding factor brings the story to a cli-
max?

o What happens in the resolution?

Exercise 4.10: Plotting a Story, Part 2

Now, take the same game and plot the gameplay
against the dramatic arc.
e What elements of gameplay, if any, support "
each of these points?
« How is the exposition of gameplay handled?
e Are controls and mechanics clearly explained?
« Are they integrated with the dramatic premises
o Is the goal clearly stated and integrated wit
the main conflict of the story?
« How does the gameplay cause the dramati§
tension to rise?
« What deciding factor in the gameplay brir
the game to a climax?
o What happens in the resolution?
e Do the dramatic elements and gamepla
ments help or hinder each other?
« How might they be better integrated 10

the game work from an ermotional standp

A
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'reise 4.11. Plotting a Story, Part 3

e the same game and come

nges to the story or gameplay that you believe
ild make the tw

0 better integrated.

iCLUSION

he elements of drama that we've looked at
1the basis of 4 toolset that the game designer
use to elicit powerfyl
players. From integral
*nge and play,
sand narrative

emotional reactions
game concepts like
to complex integration of char-
these tools are only as power-
N behind their use, Although
of game design has grown to
vision, it's clear that the emo.-
ames still has not achieved the
€ of, and which wil make it rec-
ortant dramatic art from,

the inspiratio
iedia palette
im and tele
impact of g
Sitis capabl
das an imp

up with three

What new areas of dramatic possibility do you
see? What new ground wil

answer these questions,
8rasp of the tools of tradi
standing of good gameplay and the process by
which it can be achieved. Before 80ing on to read
about system dynamics in Bames, spend some
time with the exercises in thijs chapter if you
haven't already done SO, since they're designed to
help you practice with some of these traditional

your designs break? To
You must have strong
tional drama and under-
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 DESIGNER PERSPECTIVE: DON DAGLOW

 Title
. President, Stormfront Studios

 Project list (five to eight top projects)
esigner Of Programméqr]béé,igriéfzy T e
Neverwinter Nights (first massively multiplayer graphic RPG,
published by AOL), 1991-1997 '

ball (Published by

AsD

o Tony LaRussa Base SSt, Maxis and EAon ‘

PC, Sega), 1991-1995 e

o Farl Weaver Baseball (Published
» Eddie Dombrower), 1987

« World Series Baseball (first game

angles, published by Mattel for Intelivisi

Dombrower), 1983
« Utopia (the first sim game, published by Mattel for Intellivision), 1982

As Producer, Executive Producer, etc:

« The Lord of the Rings: The Two Towers (Publi
son film from New Line Cinema), 2002
« NASCAR Racing (Published by EA sports for PS, No64, a

e Racing Destruction Set (Pub\ished by EA for PC, Co4), 1985
(Published by £A for PC, Apple I, 1985

o Adventure Construction Set
ters before industry began:

er/Designer on university compu
game, PDP-10, 1971-1974)

by EA on PC, Amiga, with

to use multiple camera
on, with Eddie

sed on the Peter Jack-

shed by EA for PS2, XboX, ba

nd PC), 1996-1999

! As Programm
all (the first computer baseball

PDP-10, 1972-1973)
puter RPG, first game 10 display

?_ o Baseb
Z o Star Trek (
A « Dungeon (the first com

line of sight graphics, PDP-10, 1976—.1;

did you getinto the game industry?

obby ont
d school instructo

game design team t
s. ¥d never have thought of |

he university mainframe through my college and grad

r, teacher, and writer.

hey advertised on the ra
ookin

{

% How
| had been writing games asah
years, and then while 1 was a gra
_“house Intellivision
jearn how to create videogame

When Mattel started their in
programmers who wanted to
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aper for a games job, but | heard the radio ad and called them. Whe
-ience degree but I've been programming games for the last n
aking up stories, since Pong had only been out for about five v

>rtunately, it all workec | ; was se
ame design team at Mattel. As
ient. STl

wven Cities of Gold, design by Dan Bunten and Ozark Sbftscape;published by EA; 1984
| of resources to manage, and a gigantic map to explore for treasure. Progf‘tﬁag‘gvjsimplle
2w moving parts” on a primitive machine with basic graphics can be compelling if the tu
g€, suspense and reward is elegant and subtle. ' ‘ E i

'hat games have inspired you the most as adesigner

with
g of chal-

e original Super Mario Bros. for Nintendo, design by Shige'ifu Miyamoto,'1985: The géfne style has -
en the subject of endless variations, but this game to me is the foundation on which all the others
2 built. Just the right balance of eye-hand coordination, environmental and enemy challenges, hid-

n goodies, and ongoing positive reinforcement made this a game that adults and kids could both
yand love.

n City, design by Will Wright, published by Maxis, 1989: This game re-defined what a computer
ame” could be, and was fun despite breaking many of the commonly accepted design command-
2nts: it had no true opponents (apart from an occasional visit by Godzilla), a score with no clear
2thodology as to how you earned it, and no dlear final goal so you could play for as long as you

inted. Will Wright persevered through repeated rejections before finding a publisher for one of the
3gest hits in the history of the industry.

hn Madden Football for Sega Genesis, design by Scott Orr and Rich Hilleman, published by EA, 1992:
€ first console version of Madden Football created a monster franchise in the industry, but what

ade it shine initially was a beautifully tuned head-to-head gameplay mechanic that made playing your
\ddies an incredibly fun way to pass an afternoon. '

#tal Gear Solid 2 for PS2, published by Konami: The cinematic coverage of both stealth and combat
vanced the use of cameras in our craft. Where final Fantasy featured episodic tours de force, Metal
%ar Solid started to blur the line between film and game.

Of the Rings: The Two Towers, design by LotR design team, developed by Stormfront Studios, pub-
Y EA, 2002 [conflict of interest note: our team created this game]: We started out talking about -




- of course, is the fastest way to sabotage your career. .
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making the transition from a movie to a game seamless, so you reached a moment of interactivity
thinking you were still watching a theatrical film. This is a dream many of us had discussed for years.
Unlike many dreams, this time we actually pulled it off. Having now done it once, the result has
inspired us about a much wider range of effects we can create in future games.

What are you most proud of in your career?

The fact that | was able to invent the first of several different kinds of games as a designer and program-

" mer in the early years of the industry, and also led big teams that built hit games in the modern high-

budget high-stakes era of publishing.

I'm also proud that it appears I've been designing and producing electronic games continuously
longer than anyone else (since 1971), which if nothing else proves I'm persistent.

What words of advice would you give to an aspiring designér today?

Enjoy the journey, not just the wrap party.
| see many people enter our industry who are anxious to be the next Shigeru Miyamoto or Will Wright.

Most well known designers are the product of the special cases of their era, and rarely are they well -

known in later phases of industry history. For every Miyamoto and Wright there are many designers
who were once trumpeted in the industry press, butwho have now faded from the scene and are for-

gotten.

If I look at the people who have had the most success in the industry over the last ten, fifteen, or f
twenty years, a simple truth emerges. You have to do what you love, and you have to keep growing as

you do it, in all areas of your personal and professional skills.

If you love games and love the process of creating them, it will rub off on everyone around you. If you
keep looking for how to do a task better than the last time you did it, you'll grow. Your career will still -

have ups and downs, but it will advance.

If you embark on a master plan to become a videogame celebrity by age 30, you stop thinking about
building great games and start thinking about your personal pride. At that moment the energy that
should be going into the craft of game design and execution instead goes into career planning. Which;

The person who is unhappy until they achieve their goal spends most of their time unhappy.

The person who enjoys the journey towards the goa —and is resolute about reaching it—is hap

mostof thetime.

Ir

to
dy

me
mc
ide
ten

Y

Sysi
mac
eMme
elen
forrn
SOCi;
tem






