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We've been doing this talk for a number of years, check out
some of our earlier years editions — on the GDC Vault, many on
YouTube.
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“Start with the Sim”

“Ask Players the Right Questions”
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“Play It On Paper”
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“Tell Players What Winning Is”

“Use Real Humans to Drive Your
Experience”

“Design Moments of Stillness”

“Manage Your Gameplay Pie”

“Obey the Story Stack”

Each year we have designers get up and talk about rules they
use in their practice, whether we agree or disagree, we hope
they are interesting.



But we missed last year... Compared to the many other horrors
of the last year, skipping this talk was minor. And we were
fortunate. As game developers, we both made something
which people consumed at home and which we could make at
home. We were very fortunate. Just ask our friends who are
musicians, or theater actors, or filmmakers. They had a much
harder time.

But still, our development was changed in many ways. Some of
us missed the collaboration in person, but maybe also valued
working at home allowing us to focus on tasks better thanin a
loud office. But whatever form change takes,, it can be nice to
know there are some rules to fall back on. Hopefully the rules
from this session can provide some of that.



Let’s talk for a minute about Flow, the concept pioneered by
Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.

His theory was that if people have the right skills, but are
pushed with the right challenge, they can enter a flow state
where they are fully immersed in their work

We often talk about flow for our players - how if we teach them
the right things, and provide them with the right challenge, we
can keep players in that flow state - and keep them playing. You
can debate if that’s what you want for your game or not.
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But Csikszentmihalyi’s work was actually originally about
creative people - whether authors or musicians or creators of
any kind - and how if they are good enough, the moment can
come where the world falls away, and they are blissed out doing
the work they love and how they can often do their best work
then.

And the way | think about the “Rules” in this session is that they
can be a key part of this - having a set of rules to fall back on
means that even when the world is turned upside down, you
still know how to design a game.




~ BRENDA
ROMERO

Romero Game;

by

But our first speaker Brenda Romero barely needs an
introduction. She’s worked on everything from Wizardry to
Jagged Alliance to her stunning medium is the message series
including Train.

Her most recent game is Empire of Sin and she’s going to tell us
how she always starts her game projects.
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When we’re talking about new games and what they will be
about, | often hear the term ‘wish fulfilment.” That we want TO
BE something or play as a character in a certain role...



As in... | want to be a bad ass biker...



Or a soldier...



Or someone like, say, Al Capone, who’s in my latest game,
Empire of Sin.



And, like, obviously, all of these are good places to start, and
you don’t even have to be a human-like character, per sae. You
can be something like a dinosaur or something completely make
believe or an omniscient figure. | mean, you can WISH to be
anything. But for me, that’s not where it starts.



| tend to start at a different point altogether. | start with place or
time or era. Something | am fascinated in.



And then | study the systems completely apart from any game
idea | might have. | find this works especially well for historical
simulations or games which have any basis in history. At this

point, I've made seven historical games, most recently, Empire
of Sin.



With Empire of Sin, | was — and had been — completely
fascinated with the prohibition era. That was all | had. | didn’t
know what | wanted to do. And this leaves some key questions
unanswered or, at the very least flexible, for this point.



Like the who, what, where and even when are up for grabs.
While Prohibition happened in 1920, the systems that made it
work could exist (and in fact do exist) in the present and likely

the future.



When? Pillars?

Questions of game’s pillars and theme are absent.



When? Pillars?

I’m not concerned with art style, genre or the player’s view into
the world.



X
N ” (I
0

.- . Systems '_

.. - o [ A\l

5 ——

I’'m just concerned with the systems.
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So, | start trying to list them out, usually on a very messy
whiteboard. During this era, we had several things in play. First
of all, there’s alcohol. Who makes it, buys it, sells it, consumes
it, confiscates or steals it...
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There’s the bosses, whether historical or invented and all the
interplay between them.
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And they can’t do it alone. So, there’s the whole system of
hiring gangsters.
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Businesses... and what type are these? Are they clandestine
illegal businesses or fronts? Or are they engaged in legal stuff to
throw off the cops?
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Those businesses, of course, have clients that the bosses need
to acquire and keep, particularly with competition. How much
do they spend? And here, obviously, we also see a connection
not only to businesses, but to alcohol or whatever other illicit
things a boss might be selling. Are customers sensitive to crime
in the area? Do businesses near each other cause conflict or
draw more clients overall?
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There are the citizens of Chicago and how they might react to a
criminal empire being built around them. The Temperance
movement was active at the time, first demanding and then
getting Prohibition passed.



\

Alcohol Bosses ° Crew Business Clients

Mak!ng Power Hiring Acquiring Acquiring

Buying Rivalries ' Firing Selling Keeping

Selling Alliances Getting Made Improving Spending
Consuming Ceasefires N Managing Sabotaging

(ofe] 1) { E{e:11]) 0
4 L] .
i T LR ]
i . 9
Citizens Police *

w e e T R e S
Information Fights >
Tips Shutdowns
Demands Bribes
Protests § Alliances

- 3

There was Chicago’s law enforcement who, of course, arrested
and fought with the crew and bosses, and worked to shut down
their businesses. Police were also notoriously on the take and
willing to look the other way and even form alliances.
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The feds are a component of this, of course. Now, sticking to
prohibition, they were ‘Untouchable,” but there was more than

one tale of blackmail against the feds and even against J Edgar
Hoover.
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Set the Systems

F‘

And then there are the necessary things which fall at the
intersection of these things. The items they have, how they
move around, the collisions of conflict. [3:48] And with this, |
feel like I've set the systems for the game.
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All of these systems, to me, make up my world before | even put
a player in it. And | think this is important. It gives me a critical
idea of how things connect with one another and where those
interesting connections are. It shows me the tension and
conflict — and if there’s enough of it — and sometimes makes
me consider things from angles | would not otherwise have

seen.
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Instead of looking at a character or a wish that has a prescribed
set of actions already baked into them, possibly even inspired
by or derivative of another game, | am looking at a whole
possibility space, the potential for something brand new where

where lots of different games can occur.
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My goal is to figure out where | put the player in the world.



And there is very rarely one way to do this or one role for a
player to play.



Where? When? Pillars?

And so this is when | start thinking about the who, what, where,
when. | try all these things onto this prospective game like a
paper doll. There are so many different ways for a prohibition
era game to go, obviously. It could be an FPS, an adventure
game, a puzzle game... lots of different things.
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Set the Systems

And | could emphasize one system over another to give priority
to it, thus changing the nature of the game. If combat is at the
fore that’s a very different game than if it’s about purely
building your empire. And there’s even a strong possibility for a
pure RPG. Setting the systems helps me to find the most
exciting role and game for the player to play.



What if | wanted to play as the Feds — The Untouchables, but a
seriously corrupt group of Untouchables? | have a rough idea of
the systems, and | can see how that might work, but because |
know the systems, | can see that the Feds provide an important
counterpoint to the Bosses, and having both in the game doing
the same thing makes the conflict weaker. And critically,
because | am setting the systems that | plan to use, these
questions and answers aren’t happening in a void. | get how the
world works, at least in theory, and it helps me to decide where
to say ‘yes’ to an idea and where to say ‘no.



The player could be a ton of different things in this world, some
ridiculous, and some interesting, and setting the systems has
given me an opportunity to explore. And | could change the
world to be not 1920 but 2120 and perhaps all the same
systems would apply, but with different resources.



And | could change the world to be not 1920 but 2120, 99 years
from today, and perhaps all the same systems would apply, but
with different resources and different protagonists and

antagonists, but keep the systemic connections between them

in tact. Or | could change the place from Chicago to New York ....
Or a zoo.



In the end, if | didn’t use this process, | don’t think I'd come out
with the same games that | make because through this process,
| attempt to see the whole possibilities space afforded by the
systems. | see new opportunities, and that’s what I’'m always
looking for — to do something that hasn’t been done. | know
the world and its possibility space — before deciding HOW |
want to place the player in it. There’s not another advantage -
setting the systems, really knowing how they work together,
helps to address collisions and answer questions of ‘How would
we do that?’ This is particularly true for historical simulations
where there is an answer.
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Once | set the systems and place the player, | take a shot at the
core loop of the game. This was the core loop that came from
my setting the systems for Empire of Sin even before it was
Empire of Sin, when it was just me seeing how all these things
worked together and what they might do. At this point, the
game hadn’t even been picked up, and | still didn’t really know
who “YOU” were.



| did the same thing with my analog piece Train. Once |
had the systems set, | could determine what aspect of
those systems | wanted the piece to be about. In the case
of Train, | focused on the central question of the piece —
and that question was complicity. Will people blindly follow
the rules? — and then determined how the system would

best let me ask that question.



My game Siochan Leat is about the Cromwellian Invasion of
Ireland. Setting the systems for this game brought me to an
interesting conclusion: the player could not win, and so the
game begins where two players compete to figure out who
loses the least.



systs.
Systems involve the player.

And | think the approach to setting the systems is putting
what is truly unique about games first. Systems involve the
player and bring them in to create the experience.



They educate the player in how they work through trial and
error (and, | suppose, tutorial)...



...and let the player author their own story.
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Our next speaker is a senior systems designer who previously
worked on design and economies everywhere from Hangar 13
with Mafia Ill to Double Fine where she is currently working on
Psychonauts 2. Lauren Scott!
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What Fun Does This Game Want to Create?

Exploration of beautiful environments and interesting worlds
Cool psychic-agent fantasy

Great storyline and characters

Mid-to-long game length, multiple levels, with a connecting hub
space

55



Economy Hypotheses

e Beautiful environments and interesting worlds are going to be a
key strength in the game, so we want to place collectibles
liberally in all areas, to encourage exploration behaviors that will
lead them to viewing every inch of our lovingly crafted
environments.

e The game is going to take place across multiple levels, with
interstitial hub experiences throughout; we should support this
medium-to-long length of gameplay with a satisfying
progression curve that makes the player feel like they are living
the dream of being a kid psychic.
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Economy Hypotheses

e Beautiful environments and interesting worlds are going to be a
key strength in the game, so we want to place collectibles
liberally in all areas, to encourage exploration behaviors that will
lead them to viewing every inch of our lovingly crafted
environments.

e The game is going to take place across multiple levels, with
interstitial hub experiences throughout; we should support this
medium-to-long length of gameplay with a satisfying
progression curve that makes the player feel like they are living
the dream of being a kid psychic.
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Entered Value Collectible % of 1 Rank
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1 Level Starting Rank  Collectible 1 Collectible 2 || NCIERI Conversion to Rank  Ending Rank
2 1 1 100 10 1 12
3 2 12 100 10 1 23
4 3 23 100 10 1 34
5 4 34 100 10 1 45
6 5 45 100 10 1 56
7 6 56 100 10 1 67
8 7 67 100 10 1 78
9 8 78 100 10 1 89
10 S 8S 100 10 11 100
1 10 100 100 10 1 111
12 Key Important Values
13 Entered Value Collectible % of 1 Rank
14 Computed Value Collectible 1 0.01
15 . Target Value Collectible 2 1
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2 12 100
3 21 100
4 32 100
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Derive your Economy from
the Fun

Lauren Scott

Senior Systems Designer
Double Fine
@lauren_e_scott
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~  KATE
COMPTON

Northwestern University
alaxyKate

Our next speaker is a generative designer and artist who has
worked on everything from big games like Spore to her own
language Tracery to all manner of chat bots. She is also now a
professor at Northwestern University, | give you Kate Compton



Leave Room For
Creativity

Kate Compton @galaxykate

Professor of Instruction, Northwestern University




I used to work on a game called Spore

It was a game about evolution...
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We thought that spore was going to be a game about evolution



I used to work on a game called Spore

It was a game about evelution...creativity!

[ creation
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But it really ended up being a game about creativity instead We
got handwritten notes from people saying “id written myself off
creatively, but now | feel like i can be creative again”



I used to work on a game called Spore

It was a game about evelution...creativity!

We had a lot of editors. The creature editor was our crown
jewel

You could make creature that looked like anything

You could also make buildings and spaceships, which mostly
looked like buildings and spaceships, but if you were tricky, you
could make them into other shapes

You could make spaceships too, which had some good
possibilities

We also release an expansion that allowed you to make
minigames and planets



I used to work on a game called Spore

It was a game about evelution...creativity!

Some editors felt great

You were powerful and playful,

Others felt like work




What we know about creativit
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Creativity is ...famous artists?




Creativity is ...a lot of different things

CreatiVity is a whole field of StUdy (or several....in

psychology, sociology, business, etc)

Creativity can mean

. Virtuosic or historical creativity
° Professional creativity
. Situational creativity

sressive creativity

Kaufman, James C., and Ronald A. Beghetto. "Beyond big and little: The
four ¢ model of creativity."”

Boden, Margaret A. The creative mind: Myths and mechanisms.

Simonton, Dean Keith. "What is a creative idea? Little-c versus Big-C
creativity"




Creativity is ...a lot of different things

CreatiVity is a whole field of StUdy (or several....in

psychology, sociology, business, etc)

Creativity can mean

. Virtuosic or historical creativity

° Professional creativity

. Situational creativity
pressive creativity

Kaufman, James C., and Ronald A. Beghetto. "Beyond big and little: The
four ¢ model of creativity."”

Boden, Margaret A. The creative mind: Myths and mechanisms.

Simonton, Dean Keith. "What is a creative idea? Little-c versus Big-C
creativity"

This is the one where you feel good making art Its about the
autotelic pleasure of the experience, not the end product, just
like games



We know what prevents creativity

Being undirected
Being trained to come up with the “right” answer
Being afraid of negative judgement

Conﬁdence

by Tom
Kelley ond
David Kelley

- — i -
® "Can | Draw?"—How to Tell If You're
Good Enough




We know what prevents creativity

Being undirected

Being trained to come up with the “right” answer
Being afraid of negative judgement

Running out of ideas

We also know how to fix these (or at least momentarily suppress them)

We need techniques that give us permission to be creative




We know what prevents creativity

Constraints

Being undirected
Being trained to come up with the “right” answer
. Being afraid of negative judgement

4’—9‘*’%@%*9%%5—6311‘]63—%'37

We also know how to fix these (or at least momentarily suppress them) Th
emes

Prompts

We need techniques that give us permission to be creative

Fill-in-the-blank
Props Magic Circle
Masks




We know what prevents creativity

Being undirected
Being trained to come up with the “right” answer
Being afraid of negative judgement

We also know how to fix these (or at least momentarily suppress them)

We need techniques that give us permission to be creative.... Or systems
that give us permission!




Spirograph, Kid Pix, 10 Brush

It turns out computers are great at this!

Procedural content techniques make a safe and powerful place to play

. You make a move
he em n
cooler than you could’'ve made by yourself
You're in control o