
Welcome



Weôve been doing this talk for a number of years, check out 
some of our earlier years editions ïon the GDC Vault, some 
on YouTube.
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So what do we mean when we talk about rules?

Well Iôve found that some designers are not big fans of 
thinking about there being any ñrulesò for how to design your 
game.  
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My friend Daniel Cook saidé
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Eric Zimmerman, author with Katie Salen of a book called 
ñRules of Playò saidé  
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I think as digital game designers, when we think of rules we 
think of the rules for the games we work on.  

The rules in digital games are strictly enforced, because the 
computer is a on -or -off device.  It wonôt bend the rulesfor 
you.  They are what they are.  

You canôt put the Tetris piece where the game wonôt let you.  
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But we move back into the analog space, we might 
understand rules can be moreé malleable.  

Who hasnôt heard of house rules in Monopoly?  The most 
famous being getting all the cash for landing on Free Parking.

You might think that Chess would be fairly fixed, but then you 
havenôt played with my kids who have developed their own 
crazy rules about how pawns make it across the board to get 
a replacement piece.  When I explained to them the way the 
rule is supposed to work they were uninterested.  

And if anyoneôs been engaged in intense Scrabble games 
knows, sometimes you need to come up with some rule 
variants to prevent your games fromé.  
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From turning into this.  

Literally the picture you get when you google ñScrabble Fightò

So custom rules can keep things civil in Scrabble.

But I think the idea that the rules of a game need to be 
changed to suit the players playing it starts to suggest that 
the rules are more malleable than we thought.  
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And of course as we move into RPG land, a good DM will bend 
the rules to maximize fun and try to get the right amount of 
challenge but also let their players succeed.

The rules of D&D are modified real - time to make sure 
everyone has a good time.  
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Or it can be used to artist effect, where challenging and 
potentially defying the rules becomes the point of the game 
and the  narrative in something like Brenda Romero's Train
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Last year, Luke Muscat subverted the objective of the session, 
with his talk Forget Rules, Make Goals Your King.  

(Go check it out on the Vault as well!)
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But he used different words to describe how he felt about 
them.
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Now I gave my own version of this talk some years ago at 
another conference, where I talked about what my parents, 
non -game designers, taught me about game design, in how 
they raised me.

I translated some of those parenting techniques into how I 
think about players.  

You can go watch this on YouTube if youôd like to know more.  
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But spoiler, here are the key rules I put forward at that talk.  

These were things interpreted from how my parents raised
me.  
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But if I could make one addendum to that talk, it would be to 
bring up something I learned about my dad .

A lifelong psychology professor, my dad passed away this past 
year, and at the memorial and in the process of writing his 
eulogy, I learned something my Dad used to say to his many 
students that I talked to.

My father always liked to say:   ñAre you asking the right 
question?ò
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So what does that mean?  Let me give you an example from 
an interaction I had with him as a kid.  

My dad loved books ïthese are some of his favorites that I 
now have.  
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When I was 10, I had asked my dad a question about the size 
of planets, I thinké honestly I canôt remember.  

What I do remember was that a few days later my dad gave 
me a book called "Powers of 10:  About the Relative Size of 
Things in the Universe."  It took the question I had asked and 
exploded it into more depth and complexity than I had ever 
imagined.  
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The book focuses on looking at a single point from powers of 
10 levels of magnification, to see how things fit together from 
a galactic view to a subatomic one.  

This book is not aimed at a 10 or 12 year old, and I remember 
being confused why he gave it to me.   But fortunately it had 
a lot of great photographs that I liked, and I find I appreciate 
it more with each passing year. 

The book delved into the question I had askedé but went way 
beyond.  It reframed the question and opened up a bunch of 
new ones.  

Instead of being a ñfixedò answer as a game design might be, 
it made me think.  
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So thatôs how I encourage you to think about the rules you 
will hear here today.  

I see each of the talks our speakers will give here today, as an 
opportunity to expand your horizons.  

To think about the work you do here as game designers from 
a different perspective.  

Now I must confess, my inspiration for this intro partly came
from seeing Powers of Ten reference in Sorenôs talk, and 
coming up soon. Erin will also ask if you are asking the right 
questions of your players,

Later on, Stone will show you why he made a board game for 
a movie he was too young to actually see, while Josh will tell 
you why he likes to only write half a story.  

but firsté  

19



Our first speaker is widely known for his work in online games, 
going back to his work MUDs

Working on one of the first commercial MMOs in Ultima Online, 
to Star Wars Galaxies

He now works as an independent designer on a wide range of 
game (both digital and analog) and game -related projects é

Raph Koster !
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So hereôs an idea Iôve had more than once. (Like, literally, Iôve 
made four or five games about trying to capture this idea).
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The thing about an idea like that is that it can really go either 
way ïit can be about the math behind how kaleidoscopes 
tumble, or it can be about the sensation of a kaleidoscope, the 
human experience of it.
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I like to say you can start from either end: have a strong idea 
for a game system, a set of mathematical relationships or 
dynamics; or have a strong narrative or experiential idea. In 
fact, different designers will often have very different biases 
towards where they start!

24



Board game designers, perhaps, start with a bias towards the 
systemic end, and certainly much AAA starts with a bias 
towards the experiential end. Weôd never say ñyou can put any 
skin you want on this Telltale gameò and think that the 
experience is intact, and weôd never say ñwhy donôt we swap 
out the conflict resolution mechanic in Pokerò and think that 
remains intact either.
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Starting with either is perfectly valid, since by the time you 
finish, you rather need to have both ideas solidly in place.
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because after all, very few games are pure experiences or 
purely abstract.
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But starting from one end or another has implications, and itôs 
important to move to the middle quickly.
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Think about starting from the system. If you fail to move to 
the middle, you can get stuck with an abstract game ïit 
might be harder to market ïor with really simplistic narrative 
wedged in between levels or something.
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Finding an experience or metaphor that fits the system quickly 
is a better path ïthough often a strong system idea can 
actually be skinned in many different ways, all of which are 
viable. Think of chess sets, for example.
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If you start from a narrative or experiential idea, there are a 
lot of dev pitfalls if you donôt develop a strong systemic core. 
Your game is consumable, which might even happen via 
Twitch. You often have to spend disproportionately on content. 
You end up making tons of smaller minigames, multiplying 
your design problems. 
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At heart, all of these issues have to do with the fact that i t is 
always possible to layer missions, narrative, and static data on 
top of a simulation; it's rarely possible to go in the reverse 
direction, as attempting to add rich emergent systems to a 
game built mostly out of data is usually futile. 
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We often get into a development project and think that the 
various disparate pieces of content will add up to something 
systemicé
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But it's rarely possible to go in the reverse direction, as 
attempting to add rich emergent systems to a game built 
mostly out of data is usually futile. 
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This matters because game longevity ïin which I include a 
bunch of stuff that drives revenue, for those of you with a 
business tilt ïis driven by how much ñspaceò there is in the 
game. Despite our desires as creators, a lot of the power in a 
game experience comes from 
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the loss of designer control over the player experience.
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The three critical ingredients in the core sim are:

(a) A space that just "is" an interesting mathematical or 
structural landscape. 
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Examples might include physics. But also interesting 
relationships between objects. The relationships between 
suits, numbers, colors, and so on in a deck of cards is such a 
landscape.
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(b) Simple, consisting of few rules, though it may have room 
for lots of data. 
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What generally works is a way to have lots of kinds of data 
that work on top of that underlying system, and rules for how 
they interact. Poker leverages the set of playing cards; 
Pokemon leverages the types Pokemon and the attack types.
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(c) No goals to the underlying sim, so that players can instead 
create their own goals atop the system.
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This doesnôt mean that you canôt have AI with its own goals, 
and it doesnôt mean that the game canôt provide goals. It 
means that the *system itself* doesnôt imply goals, we select 
them based on narrative or experiential intent. Thereôs a 
difference between a system that implies something like ñget 
to the other sideò and a system that just says ñhereôs cool 
movement physics.ò 
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Some examples of how Iôve tried to leverage these principles 
over the years. SWG was built entirely around real - time 
procedural terrain. We generated it around you as you walked.
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By itself that just sounds like a content tool. But it actually 
opened up both emergent and narrative gameplay, because of 
the tools it afforded us. 
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We could not have had players having massive Rebel vs 
Imperial wars with destructible bases that could be built 
anywhere without that underlying sim.
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In Ultima Online we started out with a ñresource systemò that 
was intended to drive all the AI. Every object was ñmade ofò 
resource types, and all AI was based on Maslowôs hierarchy of 
needs.
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We werenôt even able to ship with that AI! But it didnôt matter, 
because the resource model was super powerful.
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It unlocked everything about the crafting system, which led to 
all sorts of emergent things like color -coded guild uniforms, or 
player shops and economy, and then up through player - run 
cities. 
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Minecraft too uses basically an underlying resource model and 
simple rules to achieve all the amazing things it does.
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Even in really small simple games, like My Vineyard, which we 
did for Facebook, you can see this working. The experience, 
we knew: running a vineyard. In FB games of that era, you 
may recall 
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Maps expanded on all sides at once, and objects were one to a 
tile.
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We used the simple idea that if the vineyard was really yours, 
youôd want to shape it, so we allowed you carve away the 
forest. Island Life, our predecessor game, was actually the 
first FB game to do this, we think.
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This meant that discovery became a central idea ïnot just of 
the map, but of new wine varietals,
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New layout ideas. We let you place objects at pixel granularity 
rather than tile, which hugely opened up the amount of play.
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The result was maps like this ïhuge explosions of creativity 
which we leveraged into new features such as vineyard tours
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Which led the game to having one of the highest ROIs and 
retention figures in Playdom even though it didnôt have the 
same size userbase or even daily revenue numbers.
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Even if you begin with the idea of a particular experience you 
want to give players, starting out with the sim is incredibly 
helpful for the eventual depth of your game.
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So thatôs my rule: if I have an experience I want to get 
across, the first thing I ask myself is ñhow do I model this 
experience mathematically?ò It ends up opening many more 
doors.
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Erin Hoffman ïJohn  Is known for her work on a wide range of 
ñsmart funò games and is a teaching professor at Carngegie
Mellonôs Silicon Valley campus.

Previously she led design at GlassLab and she is also author of 
the Chaos Knight fantasy trilogy



60



61



We all know playtesting is important, but most of us playtest with a 
machete instead of a scalpel.
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For me this was put to the most extreme test when I joined 
GlassLab, which was promising to reinvent education with AAA level 
game design. Working with assessment scientists from SRI and ETS 
really impressed upon me the fine art that is asking questions . We 
tend to think in game development that if weôre asking any 
questions at all weôre on the right track, and that if we can manage 
not to ask leading questions weôre doing well, but thatôs pretty far 
away from being sure weôre asking the RIGHT questions.



So what I want to talk about is how to ask the right questions. With 
more attention to the intentionality behind the conversations we 
have with players, we can uncover a whole new level of potential 
specificity in our design decisions.



At GlassLab we were trying to hit an extremely small target: we had 
to be able to create measurable (e.g. Testable) learning results 
based on common core topics for middle schoolers.



In commercial games, we mostly try to hit this massive but awfully 
vague target that is "fun". It might be "shooty fun" or "racy fun" or 
"puzzley fun", but at the end of the day it's still this gross 
excitement state that causes people to throw money.



(If you want to do a fun experiment, google image ñpeople having 
funò and you can go down a deep mental rabbit hole about what we 
mean when we say ófunô, and how, for instance, ópeople having funô 
sounds like a simple phrase but if you think about whatôs going on in 
each of these peopleôs heads, it may or may not be what we usually 
think of when we think about to ourselves having ófun.ô. [Iôm a social 
game designer - I think about ófun in groupsô a lot, where what 
youôve got on the surface is rarely representative of whatôs going on 
underneath.) ]

and how much might they be trying to fool us if we just ask them if 
theyôre having fun?



Because we're accustomed to these squishy targets, we started with 
SimCity and sort of assumed it was educational in and of itself. It 
FEELS educational; it makes us feel smart, so we've gotta be 
learning, right?

it has all these systems that make you FEEL like youôre learning -
interrelatedness, complexity, systems, unintended consequences. all 
of these are built on a game state machine that facilitates your 
learning about a complex system which is so close to reality that it 
feels like youôre learning about reality. but youôre not.

when we started ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS about what 
SimCity was teaching, it popped like a bubble



and by the way this is no aspersion on simcity - what it made me 
realize was that the designers of this game were freaking wizards


