
Chap ter 1



ame design ers spend a lot of time con cern ing them selves with what game
play ers are look ing for in a com puter game. What can they put in their
com puter games that has not been done before and will excite play ers?

Often game design ers are so bereft of an idea of what gamers want that they instead
only include gameplay ideas that have been tried before, rehash ing what was pop u -
lar with game play ers last year. Surely if play ers liked it last year, they will like it
this year. But therein lies the rub. Gamers gen er ally do not want to buy a game that
is only a clone of another game, a “new” game that only offers old ideas and brings
noth ing orig i nal to the table. None the less, suc cess ful games can be use ful, not for
clon ing, but for anal y sis. As game design ers, we can look at the games that have
come out pre vi ously, that we have enjoyed in years past, and try to deter mine a set
of direc tives that explain what com pelled us to try those games in the first place,
and why they held our inter est once we started play ing them.

The first ques tion we should con sider is: why do play ers play games in the first
place? Why do they choose to turn on their com puter and run Doom instead of vis it -
ing the art museum or going to see a movie? What is unique about com puter games
ver sus other human enter tain ment pur suits? What do games offer that other activ i -
ties do not? It is by under stand ing what is attrac tive about games that other media
do not offer that we can try to empha size the dif fer ences, to dif fer en ti ate our art
form from oth ers. To be suc cess ful, our games need to take these dif fer ences and
play them up, exploit them to make the best gameplay expe ri ence pos si ble.

Many play ers enjoy play ing games since they pro vide them with a chal lenge. This
pro vides one of the pri mary moti vat ing fac tors for sin gle-player home games, where 
social or brag ging rights moti va tions are less of an issue. Games can enter tain play -
ers over time, dif fer ently each time they play, while engag ing their minds in an
entirely dif fer ent way than a book, movie, or other form of art. In some what the
same way some one might fid dle with a Rubik’s Cube or a steel “remove the ring”
puz zle, games force play ers to think actively, to try out dif fer ent solu tions to prob -
lems, to under stand a given game mech a nism.

When a per son faces a chal lenge and then over comes it, that per son has learned 
some thing. It does not mat ter if that chal lenge is in a math text book or in a com -
puter game. So, chal leng ing games can be learn ing expe ri ences. Players will learn
from games, even if that learn ing is lim ited to the con text of the game, such as how
to get by level eight, and so forth. In the best games, play ers will learn les sons
through gameplay that can be applied to other aspects of their life, even if they do



not real ize it. This may mean that they can apply prob lem solv ing meth ods to their
work, use their improved spa tial skills to better arrange their fur ni ture, or per haps
even learn greater empa thy through game role-playing. Many play ers thrive on and
long for the chal lenges games pro vide, and are enriched by the learn ing that
fol lows.

I have a friend who main tains that games are anti so cial. This is, of course, absurd,
as nearly all non-computer games require a social group in order to func tion. Games 
arose as a com mu nal activ ity many mil len nia ago out of a desire to have a chal leng -
ing activ ity in which a group of friends and fam ily could engage in. Com puter game 
design ers need to remem ber that the roots of gam ing, and an impor tant part of its
appeal, are in its social nature.

For most peo ple, the pri mary rea son they play games is to have a social expe ri -
ence with their friends or fam ily. I am not talk ing about com puter games here, but
rather board and card games like chess, Monop oly, bridge, Scrab ble, Diplo macy, or
The Set tlers of Catan. Peo ple like to play these games because they like being with
their friends and want to engage in a shared activ ity that is more social than going
to a movie or watch ing TV. It is true that lots of peo ple enjoy play ing sol i taire card
games as well, but there are many more multi-player games than there are sin gle-
 player. This is because peo ple enjoy a social gameplaying expe ri ence.

But how does this apply to com puter games? If one con sid ers all the com puter
games ever cre ated, the major ity of them are sin gle-player only expe ri ences. But of
course there are plenty of multi-player games, rang ing from the “death-matches”
found in Doom and its imi ta tors, to the clas sic M.U.L.E. game of wheeling and
deal ing, to the per sis tent worlds founds in MUDs (Multi User Dun geons) or their
com mer cial equiv a lent, Ultima Online.

Almost all death-match style multi-player games are basi cally adap ta tions of
sin gle-player games into multi-player incar na tions. Though there are excep tions,
such as Quake III or Unreal Tour na ment, these games usu ally pro vide a sin gle-
 player (SP) game in addi tion to the multi-player (MP) game. The SP and MP games 
are played with nearly the same set of rules and game mechan ics. But even in these
sin gle-player-turned-multi-player games, play ers like to social ize while play ing.
Any one who has ever played one of these games over a LAN in a room with a
bunch of their friends can tes tify to this. These LAN-fests are usu ally rich with con -
ver sa tion as play ers shout back and forth to each other, brag ging over their most
recent “frag” or pro claim ing how close they came to being killed. Games such as
Quake can also be played over the Internet, where the expe ri ence is quite a bit less
social, since play ers may be miles apart and are thus only able to com mu ni cate
through the com puter. And the high-intensity and fast-action nature of these games



does n’t leave play ers much time to type mes sages to their oppo nents, if they hope
to sur vive for long. But these games do still pro vide chat func tion al ity, and play ers,
when they are in a safe cor ner, after they have died, or between games, can send
con ver sa tional mes sages to each other. At more hec tic points in the gameplay the
mes sages are short and typed on the fly, con sist ing of only a cou ple of let ters. The
fact that play ers still try to chat with each other in these high-velocity games is tes -
ta ment to the play ers’ desire to social ize.

A sep a rate cat e gory of multi-player games is what has come to be called “per -
sis tent uni verse” or “mas sively multi-player” games. These games tend to be more
in the style of role-playing games, where play ers wan der around “vir tual worlds”
and meet and inter act with the other char ac ters in these worlds, char ac ters who are
con trolled by other play ers. These games tend to be played over large net works
such as the Internet, instead of over LANs, and as a result play ers only social ize
with each other through what they type into the com puter. Since these games are
con sid er ably slower paced than death-match games, there is a much greater oppor -
tu nity for the play ers to chat with each other while play ing. MUDs were the first
pop u lar incar na tion of this style of game, which were played pri mar ily by col lege
stu dents from the late 1980s on. At the time, col lege stu dents were the main group
of peo ple with free time who were hooked to the Internet. These games are
text-only, and pro vide their play ers with quests to accom plish in mostly fan tasy set -
tings. The quests, how ever, take a backseat to the social iza tion and role-playing,
with play ers spend ing the vast major ity of their time chat ting with other play ers. A
lot of peo ple are drawn into play ing these games as a way to inter act with their
friends, despite the fact that these friends are peo ple they met online and who they



have never seen in per son. Indeed, the per sis tent worlds, MUDs in par tic u lar, draw
in a legion of play ers who are not inter ested in play ing any sin gle-player com puter
games. These peo ple play games in order to meet and talk to other peo ple. The
games are an activ ity these peo ple can engage in together while social iz ing.

As multi-player games have become more and more com mon, many game
devel op ers have been quick to point out their advan tages in terms of com pet i tive
AI. Human oppo nents are much more unpre dict able and chal leng ing than any AI
that could be rea son ably cre ated for most games. This, they sug gested, is why peo -
ple are drawn to multi-player games. But the big gest advan tage of these
multi- player games is that they trans form com puter games into truly social expe ri -
ences, which is one of the larg est moti vat ing fac tors for peo ple to play games.

Per haps I have con fused the reader by say ing first that play ers want to social ize and
then sug gest ing that play ers want a sol i taire expe ri ence. Of course the two do not
hap pen at the same time; some game play ers are look ing for a social expe ri ence,
and a dif fer ent set are look ing for some thing dynamic that they can engage in by
them selves. Some times friends are not avail able, or a player is tired of his friends,
or sim ply tired of hav ing to talk to other peo ple all the time. Sim i lar to the dif fer -
ence between going to a movie the ater with an audi ence ver sus rent ing a video
alone at home, the anti so cial nature of sin gle-player games attracts a lot of peo ple
who have had enough of the other mem bers of the human race.

But games are dis tinct from other sol i taire expe ri ences such as read ing a book
or watch ing a video since they pro vide the play ers with some thing to inter act with,
an expe ri ence that reacts to them as a human would, or at least in a man ner resem -
bling a human’s reac tions. But the play ers are always in con trol, and can start and
stop play ing at any time. Thus the com puter game “fakes” the inter est ing part of
human inter ac tion with out all of the poten tial annoy ances. In this way, peo ple are
able to turn to com puter games for a dynamic and inter ac tive yet anti so cial
expe ri ence.

Par tic u larly in multi-player gam ing, play ers play games to win respect. Being able
to frag all of your friends in Doom will force them to have a grudg ing respect for
you: “Bob isn’t very good in alge bra class, but he can sure anni hi late me in a death- 
match.” Even in sin gle-player games, play ers will talk with their friends about how
they fin ished one game or about how good they are at another. Players will brag
about how they played the whole game through on the hard est dif fi culty in only a
few hours. If one looks at arcade games both old and new, the high-score table and
the abil ity to enter one’s name into the game, even if only three let ters, pro vides a



tre men dous incen tive for peo ple to play a game repeat edly. Players who may not
have much to brag about in their ordi nary lives, who may not be ter ri bly phys i cally
coor di nated at sports or book ish enough to do well in school, can go down to the
arcade and point out to all their friends their ini tials in the Cen ti pede game. Even
with out tell ing any one, play ers can feel a tre men dous sense of self-satisfaction
when they beat a par tic u lar game. When play ers are vic to ri ous at a chal leng ing
game, they real ize they can do some thing well, prob a bly better than most peo ple,
which makes them feel better about them selves.

As with other forms of enter tain ment, play ers may be seek ing some form of emo -
tional pay off when they play a com puter game. This can be as sim ple as the
adren a line rush and ten sion of a fast-action game like Doom. Or it can be con sid er -
ably more com plex, such as the player’s feel ing of loss when her friendly robot
com pan ion sac ri fices him self for the player in Steve Meretzky’s Planetfall. Sadly,
many games’ emo tional ranges are lim ited to excite ment/ten sion dur ing a con flict,
despair at repeated fail ure at a given task, and then ela tion and a sense of accom -
plish ment when the player finally suc ceeds. It may seem strange that play ers would
play a game in order to feel despair. But many peo ple enjoy watch ing plays that are
trag e dies or mov ies that have sad end ings, or lis ten ing to music that is out-and-out
depress ing. Peo ple want to feel some thing when they inter act with art, and it does
not nec es sar ily need to be a pos i tive, happy feel ing. Per haps the sense of cathar sis
peo ple obtain from these works makes them worth expe ri enc ing. Many clas sic
arcade games, such as Cen ti pede or Space Invaders, are unwinnable. No mat ter
what the player does, even tu ally the game will beat him. These games are, in a
sense, les sons in defeat—trag e dies every time the player plays them. Yet the player
keeps pump ing in his quar ters. This is why a player’s feel ing of hope less ness as a
game repeat edly bests him is not to be ignored. The player is feel ing some thing, and 
some would say that is the goal of art.

Emo tional range is not some thing com puter games have explored as much as
they could. The exam ple from Planetfall I cited above is one of the very few exam -
ples in com puter games of a player becom ing attached to a char ac ter in a game,
only to have him killed later on. Many devel op ers are wary of mak ing a game too
sad. But in the case of Planetfall, the tragic story twist of that game was exploited
for all the pathos it was worth by designer Steve Meretzky. It is a moment of trag -
edy that has stuck in many gamers’ mem o ries. Game design ers would be wise to
con cen trate on expand ing the emo tional expe ri ence in games beyond excite ment
and accom plish ment, into more unex plored and uncharted emo tional ter ri tory.



A major com po nent of the pop u lar ity of sto ry tell ing art forms is the ele ment of
 fantasy. Whether one con sid ers nov els, films, or comic books, many peo ple expe ri -
ence these works to “get away” from their own “mun dane” lives and escape to an
alto gether dif fer ent world, one filled with char ac ters who engage in excit ing, inter -
est ing activ i ties, travel to exotic locales, and meet other fas ci nat ing peo ple.
Cer tainly not all sto ry tell ing works por tray excit ing and glam or ous pro tag o nists, but 
there is cer tainly a large seg ment of works that is labeled “escap ist.” Some crit ics
deride such escap ist pieces of art, and indeed a lot of very good books, mov ies, and
com ics deal with more real is tic set tings and top ics to great effect. The fact remains,
how ever, that many peo ple want to be trans ported to a world more glam or ous than
their own.

Com puter games, then, have the poten tial to be an even more immersive form
of escap ism. In games, play ers get the chance to actu ally be some one more excit -
ing, to con trol a pulp-fiction adven turer, dar ing swords man, or space-opera hero.
While in books or films the audi ence can merely watch as the char ac ters lead excit -
ing lives, in a well-designed com puter game a player will actu ally get the chance to
live those lives them selves. Even better, these fan tasy lives are not weighed down
with the mun dane events of life. In most games, play ers do not have to worry about 
eat ing, need ing to get some sleep, or going to the bath room. Thus, a game can cre -
ate a fan tasy life with out the tedious details. And, most impor tantly, the level of
fan tasy immer sion is height ened from that of other art forms because of the inter ac -
tive nature of gam ing. 

Another part of the fan tasy ful fill ment ele ment of com puter games is enabling
the player to engage in socially unac cept able behav ior in a safe envi ron ment. Many 
pop u lar games have allowed play ers to pre tend they are crim i nals or assas sins.
Driver is a good exam ple of this. Though the back-story explains that the player is
actu ally play ing an under cover police offi cer, in Driver the player gets to pre tend
she is a crim i nal who must evade the police in elab o rate car chases. There is a dev -
il ish thrill to out run ning police cars, espe cially for any one who has ever been pulled 
over by one. Though most play ers would never con sider driv ing in car chases in
real life, there’s some thing tempt ing and entic ing about engag ing in taboo activ i ties. 
Com puter games pro vide a good medium for play ers to explore sides of their per -
son al ity that they keep sub merged in their daily lives. 

Players may also fan ta size about events in his tory. If the player could have been 
Napo leon, would Waterloo have turned out dif fer ently? If the player were a rail road 
baron in the twen ti eth cen tury, would he be able to cre ate a pow er ful finan cial
empire? A whole line of his tor i cal games, from wargames to eco nomic sim u la tions, 
allow play ers to explore events in his tory, and see how mak ing dif fer ent choices
than the his tor i cal fig ures involved made will result in wildly dif fer ent out comes.



While many peo ple spend their time dwell ing on the past, won der ing how events
could have tran spired dif fer ently if alter nate deci sions had been made, games can
give play ers a chance to find out how his tory might have been dif fer ent.

Even with out the ele ments of excite ment and glam our, even if another per son’s
life is not actu ally that excit ing, it can be inter est ing to spend time as that per son.
Good com puter games can pro vide play ers with the oth er wise unavail able oppor tu -
nity to see the world through some one else’s eyes. As mil lions of gamers can attest, 
it is fun to role-play and it is fun to fan ta size.

Once a player has decided he wants to play a given game because of one moti vat ing 
fac tor or another, he will have expec ta tions for the game itself. Beyond the game
not crash ing and look ing rea son ably pretty, play ers have cer tain gameplay expec ta -
tions, and if these are not met, the player will soon become frus trated and find
another game to play. It is the game designer’s job to make sure the game meets
these expec ta tions. So once they start play ing, what do play ers want?

As play ers play a game, they come to under stand what actions they are allowed to
per form in the world, and what results those actions will pro duce. Few things are
more frus trat ing than when the player comes to antic i pate a cer tain result from an
action and then the game, for no per ceiv able rea son, pro duces a dif fer ent result.
Worse still is when the con se quences of the player’s actions are so unpre dict able
that a player can not estab lish any sort of expec ta tion. Hav ing no expec ta tion of
what will hap pen if a cer tain maneu ver is attempted will only frus trate and con fuse
play ers, who will soon find a dif fer ent, more con sis tent game to play. It is the con -
sis tency of actions and their results that must be main tained, for an unpre dict able
world is a frus trat ing one to live in.

Fighting games are a par tic u larly appro pri ate exam ple of the impor tance of pre -
dict able out comes from actions. Players do not want a maneu ver to work
some times and fail other times, with out a readily appar ent rea son for the dif fer ent
out comes. For instance, in Tekken, if the player misses a kick, it has to be because
her oppo nent jumped, blocked, was too far away, or some other rea son that the
player can per ceive. The player’s per cep tion of the rea son for the move’s fail ure is
impor tant to empha size. It may be that the inter nal game logic, in this case the col li -
sion sys tem, will know why the player’s kick missed, but it is as bad as hav ing no
rea son if the player can not eas ily rec og nize why the maneu ver failed. Fur ther more,
if only expert play ers can under stand why their action failed, many nov ices will
become frus trated as they are defeated for no rea son they can under stand. If a kick



fails in a sit u a tion that closely resem bles another sit u a tion in which the same kick
suc ceeded, play ers will throw their hands up in frus tra tion.

Pin ball games are another inter est ing exam ple. Of course, a pin ball game is a
com pletely pre dict able game-world, since it is based on real-world phys ics. An
expert pin ball player knows this, and will use it to his advan tage. But the prob lem
comes with the nov ice. Inex pe ri enced play ers will often fail to see what they “did
wrong” when the ball goes straight down between their flip pers, or rolls down one
of the side gut ters. These play ers will curse the pin ball game as a “game of luck”
and not want to play any more. Of course, the fact that play ers of dif fer ent skill lev -
els will have rad i cally dif fer ent lev els of suc cess at a given pin ball game shows that 
it is not just a game of luck. But only those play ers who stick with the game
through numer ous early fail ures will find this out. I am not sug gest ing that pin ball
games should be aban doned or rad i cally sim pli fied, but one of their short com ings is 
that they alien ate new play ers who can not see the con nec tions between their actions 
and the out come of the game.

When play ing a game, a player wants to under stand which actions are pos si ble and
which are not. He does not need to imme di ately see which actions are needed for a
given sit u a tion, but he should under stand which actions it is pos si ble to per form and 
which are out side the scope of the game’s play-space.

For instance, in Doom, a player will intu itively fig ure out that she is not going
to be able to hold a dis cus sion with the demons she is fight ing. The player will not



even want to ini ti ate a con ver sa tion with a demon dur ing which she sug gests sur -
ren der as the most log i cal course of action. The player under stands that such
inter per sonal dis cus sion is out of the scope of the game. Sup pose that Doom had
included a mon ster late in the game, a foe that could only be defeated if the player
was friendly to it, win ning it over with her witty con ver sa tion. Players would have
been frus trated, since they came to under stand, through play ing the lev els that led
up to that level, that in Doom all that is needed for vic tory is to blast every thing that 
moves, while avoid ing get ting hit. Talking is com pletely out of the scope of the game.

Of course, a chatty mon ster in Doom is an extreme exam ple of a game hav ing
unpre dict able bounds, but plenty of games break this design prin ci ple. These games 
have play ers per form ing actions and com plet ing lev els using a cer tain type of game 
mech a nism, and then later on insert puz zles that can only be solved using an
entirely new mech a nism. The prob lem is that the player has been taught to play the
game a cer tain way, and sud denly the game requires the player to do some thing else 
entirely. Once play ers come to under stand all of the gameplay mech a nisms that a
game uses, they don’t want new, unintuitive mech a nisms to be ran domly
intro duced.

Once a player has spent some time play ing a game, he comes to under stand the
bounds of the game-world. He has solved numer ous puz zles, and he has seen what
sort of solu tions will pay off. Later in the game, then, when faced with a new puz -
zle, the player will see what he regards as a per fectly rea son able solu tion. If he then
tries that solu tion and it fails to work for no good rea son, he will be frus trated, and
he will feel cheated by the game.

This sort of dif fi culty in game design is par tic u larly true in games that try to
model the real-world to some degree. In the real-world there are almost always
mul ti ple ways to accom plish a given objec tive. There fore, so too must it be in a
com puter game set in the real-world. Of course, a designer always pro vides at least
one solu tion to a puz zle, and granted that solu tion may be per fectly rea son able. But
there may be other equally rea son able solu tions, and unless the designer makes
sure those solu tions work as well, play ers will dis cover and attempt these non-
 functioning alter nate solu tions and will be irri tated when they do not work. It is the
game designer’s task to antic i pate what the player will try to do in the game-world,
and then make sure that some thing rea son able hap pens when the player attempts
that action.

Good games are about let ting the play ers do what they want, to a point. Players
want to cre ate their own suc cess sto ries, their own meth ods for defeat ing the game,



some thing that is uniquely theirs. But at the same time, play ers need to have some
idea of what they are sup posed to accom plish in this game. Not hav ing direc tion is a 
bit too much like real life, and play ers already have a real life. Many gamers are
prob a bly play ing the game in order to get away from their real lives, to fan ta size
and escape. They usu ally do not play games in order to sim u late real life on their
com puter.

Players want to have some idea of what their goal is and be given some sug ges -
tion of how they might achieve that goal. With a goal but no idea of how to achieve 
it, play ers will inev i ta bly flail around, try ing every thing they can think of, and
become frus trated when the maneu vers they attempt do not bring them any closer to 
their goal. Of course, with out an idea of what their goal is, play ers are left to just
wan der aim lessly, per haps enjoy ing the scen ery, mar vel ing at the immersive
game-world. Yet with out some thing to do in that game-world, it is point less as a
game. If the play ers do not know what their goal is, the goal might as well not exist.

The clas sic exam ple of the goal-less game is SimCity. In fact, Will Wright, the
game’s cre ator, calls it a “soft ware toy” instead of a game. SimCity is like a toy in
that the player can do what ever she wants with it, with out ever explic itly being told
that she has failed or suc ceeded. In some ways SimCity is like a set of Legos, where 
a player can build what ever she wants just for the thrill of cre ation. The trick, how -
ever, is that SimCity is a city sim u la tor, wherein the player is allowed to set up a
city how ever she wants. But since the game sim u lates real ity (con struct ing and run -
ning a city), and the player knows what is con sid ered “suc cess” in real ity (a
boom ing city full of lovely sta di ums, pala tial librar ies, and happy cit i zens), she will 
nat u rally tend to impose her own rules for suc cess on the game. She will strive to



make her idea of the per fect city, and keep its cit i zens happy and its econ omy buoy -
ant. In a sub tle way, the player is directed by her own expe ri ence with real ity. If
SimCity had been a sim u la tion of a sys tem that play ers were com pletely unfa mil iar
with, it would cer tainly have been less pop u lar. Though the game does not explic -
itly have a goal, the very nature of the game and its ground ing in real ity encour ages 
play ers to come up with their own goals. And so, what starts out as a toy becomes a 
game, and thus the play ers are com pelled to keep play ing.

Given that play ers under stand what their goal in the game-world is, play ers like to
know that they are on the right track toward accom plish ing that goal. The best way
to do this is to pro vide numer ous sub-goals along the way, which are com mu ni cated 
to the player just as is the main goal. Then, a player is rewarded for achiev ing these
sub-goals just as he is for the main goal, but with a pro por tion ally smaller reward.
Of course one can take this down to any level of detail, with the sub-goals hav ing
sub-sub-goals, as much as is nec es sary to clue the player in that he is on the right
track. With out pro vid ing feed back of this kind, and if the steps nec es sary to obtain a 
goal are par tic u larly long and involved, a player may well be on the right track and
not real ize it. When there is no pos i tive rein force ment to keep him on that track, a
player is likely to try some thing else. And when he can not fig ure out the solu tion to
a par tic u lar obsta cle, he will become frus trated, stop play ing, and tell all his friends
what a mis er a ble time he had play ing your game.

A direc tor of a musi cal I was once in would become incensed when actors wait ing
in the wings would bump into the cur tains. She sug gested that once the audi ence
sees the cur tains mov ing, their con cen tra tion is taken away from the actors on the
stage. Their sus pen sion of dis be lief is shat tered. They are reminded that it is only a
play they are watch ing, not real at all, and that there are peo ple jos tling the cur tains
sur round ing this whole cha rade. Per haps exag ger at ing a bit, this direc tor sug gested
that all of Broad way would col lapse if the cur tains were seen shak ing.

But she had a point, and it is a point that can be directly applied to com puter
games. Once a player is into a game, she is in a level, she has a good under stand ing
of the game’s con trols, she is excited, and she is role-playing a fan tasy; she does not 
want to be snapped out of her expe ri ence. Cer tainly the game should not crash.
That would be the most jar ring expe ri ence pos si ble. Beyond that, the player does
not want to think about the game’s GUI. If the GUI is not designed to be trans par -
ent and to fit in with the rest of the game-world art, it will stick out and ruin her
immer sion. If a char ac ter that is sup posed to be walk ing on the ground starts walk -
ing into the air for no rec og niz able rea son, the player will real ize it is a bug and her



sus pen sion of dis be lief will be shat tered. If the player comes to a puz zle, fig ures out 
a per fectly rea son able solu tion to it, and that solu tion does not work, the player will 
again be reminded that she is “only” play ing a com puter game. All of these pit falls
and many oth ers detract from the player’s feel ing of immer sion, and each time the
player is rudely awak ened from her game-world fan tasy, the harder it is to
reimmerse her self in the game-world. Remem ber that many play ers want to play
games in order to ful fill fan ta sies. And it is very hard to ful fill a fan tasy when the
game’s idio syn cra sies keep remind ing the player that it is just a game.

Another impor tant aspect of player immer sion is the char ac ter the player is con -
trol ling in the game. Most all games are about role-playing to some extent. And if
the char ac ter the player is con trol ling, his sur ro gate in the game-world, is not some -
one the player likes or can see him self as being, the player’s immer sion will be
dis rupted. For instance, in the third-person action/adven ture game Super Mario 64,
the player is pre sented with a char ac ter to con trol, Mario, who does not have a very
dis tinct per son al ity. Mario has a fairly unique look in his pseudo-plumber getup,
but he never really says much, and acts as some thing of a blank slate on which the
player can impose his own per son al ity. On the other hand, some adven ture games
have starred char ac ters who acted like spoiled brats, and the player has to watch as
his char ac ter says annoy ing, idi otic things over and over again. Each time the char -
ac ter says some thing that the player would never say if he had the choice, the
player is reminded that he is play ing a game, that he is not really in con trol of his
char ac ter as much as he would like to be. In order for the player to become truly
immersed, he must come to see him self as his game-world sur ro gate.



Players tend not to enjoy games which can be played all the way through the first
time they try it out. For if the game is so unchallenging that they can storm right
through it on their first attempt, it might as well not be a game. If they wanted
some thing that sim ple they might as well have watched a movie. Remem ber that
gamers are drawn to play ing games because they want a chal lenge. And a chal lenge
nec es sar ily implies that the play ers will not suc ceed at first, that many attempts
must be made to over come obsta cles before they are finally suc cess ful. A vic tory
that is too eas ily achieved is a hol low vic tory. It is not unlike win ning a fist fight
with some one half your size.

It is impor tant to under stand that play ers want to fail because of their own
short com ings, not because of the idio syn cra sies of the game they are play ing. When 
a player fails, she should see what she should have done instead and she should
instantly rec og nize why what she was attempt ing failed to work out. If the player
feels that the game defeated her through some “trick” or “cheap shot,” she will
become frus trated with the game. Players need to blame only them selves for not
suc ceed ing, but at the same time the game must be chal leng ing enough that they do
not suc ceed right away.

It is also a good idea to let play ers win a bit at the begin ning of the game. This
will suck the player into the game, making them think, “this isn’t so hard.” Players
may even develop a feel ing of supe ri or ity to the game. Then the dif fi culty must
increase or “ramp up” so that the player fails. By this time the player is already
involved in the game, he has time invested in it, and he wants to keep play ing, to
over come the obsta cle that has now defeated him. If a player is defeated too early
on in the game, he may decide it is too hard for him, or not under stand what sort of
rewards he will get if he keeps play ing. By allow ing the player to win at first, a
player will know that suc cess is pos si ble, and will try extra hard to over come what
has bested him.

Players do not want to be pre sented with an obsta cle where their only chance of sur -
mount ing the obsta cle is through trial and error, where an error results in their
char ac ter’s death or the end of their game. A player may be able to fig ure out the
proper way to over come the obsta cle through trial and error, but there should be
some way the player could fig ure out a suc cess ful path on his first try. So, extend ing 
this rule to the whole game, with out ever hav ing played the game before the player
should be able to prog ress through the entire game with out dying, assum ing that the
player is extremely obser vant and skilled. It may be that no player will ever be this
skilled on his first time play ing, and, as we dis cussed, ide ally the designer wants the 
player to fail many times before com plet ing the game. How ever, it must be



the o ret i cally pos si ble for the player to make it through on his first try with out dying. 
Players will quickly real ize when the only way around an obsta cle is to try each dif -
fer ent pos si ble solu tion until one works. And as play ers keep dying from each
shot-in-the-dark attempt they make, they will real ize that due to short-sighted
design, there was no real way to avoid all of these deaths. They will be frus trated,
and they will curse the game, and soon they will not waste their time with it any
lon ger.

Once a player has accom plished a goal in a game, she does not want to have to
accom plish it again. If the designer has cre ated an extremely chal leng ing puz zle,
one that is still dif fi cult to com plete even after the player has solved it once, it
should not be over used in the game. For instance, the same pain fully dif fi cult puz zle 
should not appear in iden ti cal or even slightly dif fer ent form in dif fer ent lev els of a
3D action/adven ture, unless the defeat ing of the dif fi cult puz zle is a lot of fun and
the rewards are sig nif i cantly dif fer ent each time the puz zle is com pleted. If it is not
a lot of fun to do, and the player has to keep solv ing it through out the game, she will 
become frus trated and will hate the game designer for his lack of cre ativ ity in fail -
ing to come up with new chal lenges.

Of course, many games are built on the prin ci ple of the player repeat ing him -
self, or at least repeat ing his actions in sub tly var ied ways. Sports games such as
NFL Blitz and rac ing games such as San Fran cisco Rush are all about cov er ing the
same ground over and over again, though the chal lenges pre sented in any one play -
ing of those games are unique to that play ing. Clas sic arcade games like Cen ti pede
and Defender offer roughly the same amount of rep e ti tion. Tetris is per haps the
king of repet i tive gameplay, yet play ers never seem to grow tired of its chal lenge.
The games in which play ers do not want to repeat them selves are the games in
which explo ra tion is a key part of the player’s enjoy ment and in which the chal -
lenges pre sented in any spe cific play ing are fairly static and unchang ing. After
explor ing a game-world once, sub se quent explo ra tions are sig nif i cantly less inter -
est ing. While every time the player engages in a game of Defender, San Fran cisco
Rush, or NFL Blitz the game is unique, every time the player plays Tomb Raider,
Doom, or Fall out the chal lenges pre sented are roughly the same. There fore, play ers 
do not mind the rep e ti tion in the for mer games while they will become quickly
frus trated when forced to repeat them selves in the lat ter.

Game play ers’ lack of desire to repeat them selves is why save-games were cre -
ated. With save-games, once a player has com pleted a par tic u larly ardu ous task she
can back up her prog ress so she can restore to that posi tion when she dies later.
When a game pres ents a player with a huge, tricky chal lenge and, after many
attempts, she finally over comes it, the player must be given the oppor tu nity to save



her work. Allowing the player to save her game pre vents her from hav ing to repeat
her self.

Some games will even auto mat i cally save the player’s game at this newly
achieved posi tion, a pro cess some times known as check point sav ing. This method
is some what supe rior since often a player, hav ing suc ceeded at an ardu ous task, will 
be granted access to a new and excit ing area of gameplay, one which she will
imme di ately want to explore and inter act with. Often, in her excite ment, she will
for get to save. Then, when she is defeated in the new area, the game will throw her
back to her last save-game, which she had made prior to the chal leng ing obsta cle.
Now the player has to make it through the chal leng ing obsta cle once again. How -
ever, if the game designer rec og nizes that the obsta cle is a dif fi cult one to pass, he
can make the game auto mat i cally save the player’s posi tion, so that when the player 
dies in the new area, she is able to start play ing in the new area right away. How -
ever, auto matic saves should not be used as a replace ment for player-requested
saves, but should instead work in con junc tion with them. This way play ers who are
accus tomed to sav ing their games will be able to do it when ever they deem it
appro pri ate, while gamers who often for get to save will be allowed to play all the
way through the game with out ever need ing to hit the save key. Indeed, auto matic
sav ing pro vides the player with a more immersive expe ri ence: every time the player 
accesses a save-game screen or menu, she is reminded that she is play ing a game. If 
a player can play through a game with out ever hav ing to save her game, her expe ri -
ence will be that much more trans par ent and immersive. 

There should be no time while play ing a game that the player is inca pa ble of
 somehow win ning, regard less of how unlikely it may actu ally be. Many older
adven ture games enjoyed break ing this car di nal rule. Often in these games, if the
player failed to do a par tic u lar action at a spe cific time, or failed to retrieve a small
item from a loca tion early in the game, the player would be unable to com plete the
game. The prob lem was that the player would not nec es sar ily real ize this until
many hours of fruit less gameplay had passed. The player’s game was essen tially
over, but he was still play ing. Noth ing is more frus trat ing than play ing a game that
can not be won.

As an exam ple, mod ern 3D world explo ra tion games, whether Unreal or Super
Mario 64, need to con cern them selves with the pos si bil ity that the player can get
hope lessly stuck in the 3D world. Often this style of game pro vides pits or chasms
that the player can fall down into with out dying. It is vital to always pro vide ways
out of these chasms, such as escape lad ders or plat forms which allow the player to
get back to his game. The method of get ting out of the pit can be extremely dif fi -
cult, which is fine, but it must be pos si ble. For what is the point of hav ing the



player fall into a pit from which he can not escape? If he is inca pa ble of escape, the
player’s game-world sur ro gate needs to be killed by some thing in the pit, either
instantly on impact (say the floor of the pit is elec tri fied) or fairly soon (the pit is
flood ing with lava, which kills the player within ten sec onds of his fall ing in).
Under no cir cum stances should the player be left alive, stuck in a sit u a tion from
which he can not con tinue on with his game. 

One of the pri mary crit i cisms lev eled against Civ i li za tion, an oth er wise excel -
lent game, is that its end-games can go on for too long. When two coun tries remain
and one is hope lessly far behind the other, the game can tend to stretch on past the
point of inter est while the dom i nant power tracks down and slaugh ters the oppo si -
tion. Indeed, the less advanced coun try is not tech ni cally with out hope. That player
can still come from behind and win the game; it is not com pletely impos si ble. That
player is not stuck to the same degree as the player trapped in the pit with no exit,
but the player is so far behind that it might as well be impos si ble; the luck they
would need to have and the mis takes the dom i nant power would have to make are
quite stag ger ing. The solu tion to this is per haps to allow the AI to fig ure out when it 
is hope lessly over pow ered and sur ren der, just as a player who is hope lessly far
behind will do the same by quit ting and start ing a new game.

For a time the indus try was very excited about the pros pect of “inter ac tive mov ies.”
Dur ing this period com puter game cut-scenes got lon ger and lon ger. Slightly
famous film actors started star ring in the cut-scenes. Games became less and less



inter ac tive, less, in fact, like games. And the bud gets bal looned. Then, sur prise sur -
prise, gamers did not like these types of games. They failed to buy them. Com panies 
col lapsed, and every one in the indus try scratched their heads won der ing what had
gone wrong. Of course the gamers knew, and the game design ers were soon able to
fig ure out what was amiss. The prob lem was that play ers wanted to do, they did not
want to watch. And they still feel the same way.

I am not com pletely against cut-scenes; they can be a very use ful tool for com -
mu ni cat ing a game’s story, or for pass ing along to the player infor ma tion she will
need in order to suc ceed at the next piece of gameplay. That said, I do believe that
cut-scenes should be stripped down and min i mized to the abso lute short est length
that is nec es sary to give some idea of the game’s nar ra tive, if any, and set up the
next sequence of gameplay. Cut-scenes over one min ute in length, espe cially those
that fail to pro vide infor ma tion essen tial for com plet ing the next gameplay
sequence, should be avoided. It does not mat ter if the cut-scene is text scroll ing
along the back of the screen, full-motion video with live actors, cell ani ma tion, or
done using the game-engine, the entirety of this break in the gameplay should not
take lon ger than a min ute. If there is gameplay involved in some way, such as the
player plan ning out troop place ment for the next mis sion, then it is not really a
cut-scene and can be as long as is nec es sary. And cer tainly, if the cut-scene con tains 
infor ma tion crit i cal to the gameplay, the designer will want to let the player replay
the cut-scene as many times as he desires.

The qual ity of the cut-scene really does not mat ter either. There have been
many games with the most atro cious “act ing” ever wit nessed, usu ally as per formed
by the assis tant pro ducer and the lead tester. There have been games with Hol ly -
wood-quality pro duc tion and con tent, some with even better. But in the end, if the
game is any good, gamers are going to want to get back to it, and they are going to
want to skip the cut-scene.

In short, the rea son peo ple play games is because they want some thing dif fer ent 
from what a movie, book, radio show, or comic can pro vide. I did not include
among the rea sons why peo ple play games “because the library is closed” or
“because the TV is on the blink.” Gamers want a game, and game design ers should
give it to them. 

One could see this as an argu ment against focus groups, but that is not quite it. Hav -
ing playtesters is a very impor tant part of game devel op ment. By playtesters, I mean 
peo ple look ing not for bugs in your game, but rather ana lyz ing the gameplay and
pro vid ing con struc tive feed back about it. A designer should have lots of peo ple



play ing her game once it is at a stage in devel op ment where a major ity of the
gameplay can be judged.

On the other hand, hav ing a focus group of gamers before a game has been cre -
ated just to “bounce ideas around” is pretty much use less. Gamers are good, of
course, at judg ing whether a game they are play ing is any fun or not. They may not
be able to explain in a use ful way what exactly they like or dis like about a par tic u -
lar game, but they cer tainly know when they are hav ing a good time, whether they
are hav ing their fan ta sies ful filled, whether they are being appro pri ately chal lenged, 
or if a game gets them excited. But just because they enjoy a wide range of fin ished 
games does not mean they are qual i fied to cri tique raw game ideas. Sim i larly, game 
ideas they come up with are not cer tain to be good ones. It is the rare per son who
can dis cuss the idea of a com puter game and deter mine if is likely the final game
will be fun or not. Peo ple with these skills are those best suited to become game
design ers. Not all game play ers have these skills, so when asked what sort of game
they might be inter ested in play ing, gamers may not really know what they want.
But, as I say, they will know it when they see it.

Of course, this explo ra tion of what play ers want could fill a whole book and could
con tinue indef i nitely. I encour age read ers, whether aspir ing game design ers or those 
who have already had a num ber of games pub lished, to cre ate their own list of what
they think gamers want. Think of what frus trates you while you play a game and
what por tions of a game deliver to you the great est sat is fac tion. Then try to deter -
mine why you react to a game mechanic as you do. What did it do right and what
did it do wrong? This will allow you to estab lish your own list of rules, which you
can then apply to your own designs. With out feed back from playtesters it is often
hard to deter mine whether your game is enter tain ing and com pel ling or not. But
with a set of rules you can sys tem at i cally apply to your design, you may just fig ure
out whether any one will like your game.


