
Hello!



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

A lot of times when people talk about rules they talk about 
what I call ñfortune cookieò wisdom.  

These are because they fit on a single piece of paper.  
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Hereôs a few examples of that fortune cookie school of design 
rule.  

Iôve been saying ñStart designing the middleò for a while - this 
is the idea that you should start making your game with the 
core of the gameplay.  This is particularly true in a linear 
action adventure game.  Make the middle levels first.

Then when you have that working, go back and build the 
beginning, the introduction ïnow you know the core you can 
make the perfect tutorial.  And make it great, because itôs 
what players play first.

Then make the end part of your game last because you will 
run out of time and it wonôt be perfect.  But if any part of your 
level doesnôt need to be perfect, itôs the end, because fewer 
players will finish it than begin it.  
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Or how about this one

When I heard this I heard it attributed to Sid Meier (more on 
that in a minute) ïand itôs one Iôve embraced.
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It makes sense right?  You have four, the 2 nd one up from the 
bottom is default, most players will pick that, players who 
want something easier can go down one, players who want 
something more challenging but not stupid can go up one, and 
the true masochists or kids with too much time on their hands 
can go for the hardest (aka ñImpossibleò).
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When I first heard this someone attributed it to Sid Meier, but 
Iôm not sure this is true.
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... because if you go back and look youôll see that the original 
Civilization had 5, Civ 2 had 6 and Civ 6 has more than you 
can count quickly, so maybe the source is wrong .

And obviously that works well for Civilization.

But I still think four difficulties is probably a good idea for your 
game, because your game is probably not Civilization .  
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Or this bit of wisdom, one you have probably heard before.  
And it makes perfect sense.

Get the player playing fast, then give them lots of depth
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But as of late Iôve been thinking of it in these terms.

This is particularly true if you are an indie developer, working 
on a deeply personal project.  
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... Like the game I am trying to finish right now.  Itôs not easy.  
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Derek Yu has a great article about this where he talks about 
ways to help you finish your game.  

http://makegames.tumblr.com/post/1136623767/finishing -a-
game
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Even though sometimes I feel the opposite may be true.

Everyone remember to take care of yourselves, donôt let your 
games finish you.  
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These are some examples of quick, fun rules that fit on a 
single piece of paper like a fortune cookie.  
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And if you want even more of these, you might want to look at 
a very popular Twitter thread I accidentally started last week,
where I asked designers to fit a favorite game design rule 
inside a single tweet.

Iôve just retweeted this before the session so go check out my 
account to read more of these ïlots of great insights in that 
thread.
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But these are rules that can be explained quickly, like a 
fortune cookie ïyou break it open, read it and think, ñMy yes, 
that IS true.ò  

All you need to know about it is what fits on that piece of 
paper in the cookie.  

And thereôs something nice there, but without more depth 
behind it, itôs not likely to transform the way we design 
games.  

I would say, with most fortune cookie design wisdom, for 
experienced designers, these pieces of paper tell us things we 
already know.  
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But what about rules that are more complex ?

In this session we look at game design rules that are less 
obvious... That are maybe confusing when you first hear 
them.  

That require, say, a good 10 minutes of explanation.
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So today weôre going to have five speakers who will focuson 
the less -obvious rules, designers who have worked on games 
you know, and games that maybe do some non -obvious things 
in how they were designed to work as well as they do.
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And up first is Deborah Hendersen .  She is a Senior Design 
Researcher at Microsoft, where she has worked on everything 
Crackdown 3, Quantum Break to both games from the State 
of Decay franchise, where I had the pleasure of working with 
her.   She specializes at looking at the intersection of design 
and narrative.

(full bio)

Deborah is a Senior Design Researcher and Studio Design 
Lead for Microsoft Global Publishing. She has worked on 
games as varied as Undead Labs' State of Decay (1 & 2), 
Double Fineôs Happy Action Theater, and Remedyôs Quantum 
Break. She is interested in the development of new methods, 
particularly mixed methods, and has lectured extensively on 
how to test narrative (both narrative usability, but also dial -
testing for passive content). She earned a PhD in Cognitive 
Psychology at Stanford, where her research included questions 
such as: Does it matter if the book you are reading is fiction 
or nonfiction? (Yes.) Why donôt adults have imaginary friends? 



(Never mind, they do.) And, why are kids afraid of monsters under 
the bed, even when they know they are imaginary? (A lack of 
inhibitory control.)
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When people think teaching, they tend to think controller ï
which yes, bitôs need to be taught it turns out this is less 
important than you might think when it comes to getting 
players to that intended experience. 
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What knowledge to gamers have?  
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This was the mandate ïlet us watch the knowledge transfer. 
What info needed to be transferred from the gamer to the 
novice?
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These were the rules
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What novices needed was to know they were making progress 
ïand to be clear, games are frequently very very confusing on 
this matter.  
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Which brings me to my ruleé 
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This is my 1 rule
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Designers thing: Oh thatôs easyé   Feedback. 
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Makes a ton of sense 
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2 problems 

- Feedback comes after the fact

- These are about changing behavior, not about changing 
understanding
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Bottom -up

pants
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These are the people who built that dog contraption. 

Despite being psychologists, they didnôt believe their research 
told them anything about the mind ïindeed sometimes they 
argued that was impossible.  You had stimuli, and behavior 
you could observe. 
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This is a Ruben illusion ïface/vase illusion ïambiguous figure 

Change what people see - change what comes before

- spoon, table, couch, fan, plate

- Lincoln, dancers, cowboy, weightlifter 

Knowledge is what comes before ïand leveraging knowledge 
is powerful
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What novices needed was to know they were making progress 
ïand to be clear, games are frequently very very confusing on 
this matter.  
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People come in with expectations
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When you have the right understanding, this sort of feedback 
can be very rewardingé 
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When you have the right understanding, this sort of feedback 
can be very rewardingé 
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ébut not when you are thinking of Margaret Mead.

If the framing doesnôt match the feedback, particularly if the 
feedback is nonobvious, players wonôt get a sense of winning.  

If you are trying to build a new thing, or bring new people to 
your game, this can be a real problem. 
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pants
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Forza 1 had a problem ïeveryone hated the car handling.  
This was their solution ïyouôll notice, they arenôt changing the 
mechanics. 
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Forza 1 after the first race ïdoes two things:

1) Frames as a simulation (not just an arcade racer)

2) Winning isnôt just driving fast, itôs not falling off the road. 

Combine with matching feedback ïthe forza drive line ïand 
suddenly you have a system that works. 
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You can do this with individual mechanics. 

Why canôt I pick up ammo?  Itôs so small I canôt fit it into a 
backpack?  Donôt I have pockets?

State of Decay plays by the rules of the real world ïyou find 
food in convenience stores, gas at gas store, you donôt find 
ammo in a toilet ïit sets expectations that things behave 
logically. 
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Well I see my pockets are full ïmaybe I should go find a 
better backpack!
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Finally, the last thing to remember is that as a game designer 
ïframing is just another mechanic.  

Here a reversal of framing is rather famously used to take the 
sensation of winning away ïat first efficiency is the name of 
the game, then it turns out youôre a Nazi. 
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Daniel Cook is the CCO at SpryFox , where he has worked on 
everything from Triple Town to Alphabear and is currently 
working on the COOP MMO Steambirds Alliance.  And of 
course, if you have not already I also recommend his ñLost 
Gardensò design blog. 

(full bio)

Daniel Cook is a veteran game designer who runs the popular 
game design website Lostgarden.com. He writes extensively 
on the techniques, theory and business of game design. He is 
the cofounder and Chief Creative Officer at Spry Fox. In his 
misspent youth, he was a professional illustrator and collected 
a degree in physics and an MBA. His innovative game designs 
range from puzzle to action to MMOs. Notable titles include 
Triple Town, Steambirds , Tyrian, Road Not Taken, Beartopia
and Alphabear . Heôs currently working on Steambirds Alliance, 
a coop MMO involving birds in airplanes. 





Much of the work involved in making a modern game revolves 
around authoring of 'realistic' NPCs, AI or environments. This 
practice comes from a time where a computer game was defined as 
a single player's progression through a sequence of software 
managed data. You play a puzzle. You read a line of text. You move 
onto the next consumable content. In practice, the player 
experience is not so different from a book or a movie where the 
player consumes authored content. 



Which is sort of a problem. Since most games are about building and delivering 
consumable content. 
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And I want to build games for this connected world. 



Content treadmill
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What the heck does óRealô mean?




