Elective: Dramatic Tension in Multi-Player Games

As designers, how do we maintain dramatic tension through to our game’s conclusion? This does not tend to be a fundamental design challenge in the creation of many single-player games, where the player-character fights many lesser opponents. However, multi-player games, especially those over the Internet, pose some serious design challenges, especially where opponents compete head-to-head.

Format

This elective is broken down into an introduction and two design segments. The first design segment gives the attendees a chance to create a game scoring system that preserves Dramatic Tension. Results are presented and discussion ensues. The final design segment stretches participant’s abilities a little further as new constrains are placed on them.

Introduction: 10 minutes

There are two game formats that we’re all familiar with. They can both lead to 

· Sequential Elimination

Many American board games eliminate players sequentially until the end. Monopoly is a classic example. In a social setting, players may hold up against a losing struggle for social issues. Let’s define a losing struggle as one where positive feedback is encouraging the winner, while negative feedback is penalizing the struggling player. I’d like a list of reasons why a player who is engaged in a losing struggle might stay in a game:

· Dignity

· Etiquette

· Sportsmanship

· Fear of future retaliation (where their opponents might quite, depriving the player of the satisfaction of a complete victory)

· Slim possibility of reversal. There’s still some uncertainty in the outcome.

And, why would such a player consider quitting in the first place?

· Waste of time

· Humiliation

· Loss of control

· Inevitability of loss

· Game isn’t “fun” any more because there’s no drama, thus, no game. We know who is going to win.

Formalize Dramatic Tension:

Drama requires tension. Dramatic Tension should build towards a climax.

· Uncertainty is required: I don’t know the outcome yet.

· Inevitability is required: I know that the game will end.

As I get closer to the end, the uncertainty conspires with the inevitability to create a heightened sense of Drama.

Just because Dramatic Tension should build to a climax doesn’t mean that it does in all games. This exercise puts each of you in the drivers seat to ensure that a game has good Dramatic Tension.

Note that lack of Dramatic Tension creates a serious problem for online multiplayer games, where quitting can destroy the balance of a game or nullify its meaning. For example, if one player quits a four-player game of spades, the remaining three players could not continue. Thus, one player can compromise a game.

· High Score Wins

Now, other games are won via a high score earned during gameplay. Play ends when a resource is exhausted (time, tiles, cards, etc.). Scrabble is an example of such a game. 

Quickly, what makes you want to keep playing in Scrabble, even if you’re losing by a good margin? I only want answers that we haven’t covered yet:

· Gameplay is pleasant and challenging

· It isn’t particularly combative, so winning players don’t “take” anything away from losing players. Scrabble is much like a crossword puzzle that people are willing to play alone.

I’d like to note that games played across the Internet often suffer from poor Dramatic Tension, but it can lead to much more quitting because there is not as strong a social stigma to quitting against remote strangers. However, if Chuck and Dan are in the same room, Chuck might not quit because Dan might pound him.

Segment 1: 32 minutes

· Initiation: 2 minutes

We’re going to start the first segment of the exercise. Break into groups of four to six as best you can.

Each group is going to create a game called “Sky Monkey’s on Mars.” Assume that this game is for PC, XBox, PS2 and GC. There’s also a board-game version.

Sky Monkey’s on Mars is played with 4 people (each of them plays a Sky Monkey). They compete for control of Mars. There are random elements to the game that help determine who gets what resources, but player skill is an important factor as well.

Your mission is to create a scoring system that will have good Dramatic Tension. When you’re done, we’ll all discuss our results. Your result should be of the form, “Sky Monkey’s score a point for each banana that they steal from another Sky Monkey.

· Design Exercise: 15 minutes

· Results: 15 minutes

After 15 minutes, have each group announce their solution. Write down the identified factors.

· High standard deviation: keeps game unpredictable, and thus, uncertain until the end

· Growth of value: uncertainty increases toward the end as scoring increases (hopefully not in a way that rewards the current winner)

· Negative feedback

· Player induced (scourge factor)

· Game retards the player (hopefully in context)

· Current winner is more visible, so even ignoring the scourge factor, current winner is less effective

Segment 2: 32 minutes

· Initiation: 2 minutes

For the second segment, we’re going to modify our Sky Monkey game. Each group is going to pick two constraints to add to their game. Modify your Dramatic Tension model as needed so that it isn’t broken by the inclusion of these new constraints. If you’re group is super-ambitious, you can pick more than two constraints. Note that you may have to radically alter your model of Dramatic Tension to accommodate some of these constraints. You may also have to add new “rules” to the game to allow your scoring system to work. For example, if I added the constraint, “The game allows players to bring their pre-created Sky Monkeys in to compete,” then I’d have to think long and hard about how to craft good Dramatic Tension out of a game where player-characters differ greatly in capabilities. The first thing I might consider is that player skill dwarfs character ability, or that this is a game about beating up on the current winner. You get the idea.

Suggested space of constraints

· Number of players:

· 10

· 100

· Duration of play:

· 3 Minutes

· 30 Minutes

· Competitiveness:

· Low

· High

· Target audience:

· All ages

· Young

· Teens

· Adults

· Main emotional response desired:

· Exaltation

· Nervousness

· Confidence

· Superiority

· Cleverness

· Design Exercise: 15 minutes

· Results: 15 minutes

After 15 minutes, have each group announce their solution. Write down the identified factors. The list of known techniques is part of a handout given to attendees before they leave. If time permits, we discuss the known techniques.

Well known techniques:

· Game show: Make the value of play increase toward the end. This can NULLIFY early results, treating all but the last bit of play as "practice."

· Turnabout: Allow players to steal progress from other players.

· Risk Versus Reward: Allow risks to explode in players’ faces. This allows for high standard deviation, but requires high skill.

· Randomness: Allow random events to upset the balance of the game dramatically.

· Common Elimination: Eliminated players form a common team that can prevent anyone from scoring a "victory."

· Ordinary negative feedback: Players who are losing are better able to thwart those in the lead "by definition" (C&K Catan: cards that only work on higher victory point players)

· Contextual negative feedback: The Sky Monkeys have to capture soldier monkeys and carry them back to their lair. A single Sky Monkey that carries 12 soldiers will move slowly and will visibly indicate its intention, making it a slow, popular target.

· Musical Chairs: Victory isn't defined by ongoing behavior, but by a single moment of measurement (as in musical chairs). Imagine that one player is highly skilled. That doesn't guarantee that the best player will win the round/game. Games like this often have a "king" character who wins a point for holding onto the "crown" at the end of the round. Note that this mechanic does not need to be timed. It can be handled through a semi-random event, card, or action that has uncertain outcome.

· Ignore Dramatic Tension in Favor of Gameplay: If a game enjoyable to play, and losers aren’t penalized too heavily while losing, the “love of the game” might substitute for Dramatic Tension. This doesn’t mean that there is Dramatic Tension, merely that the lack of it does not prevent people from playing and enjoying the game. Care must be taken with this approach, as rabid fans of a game are often willing to dispense with Dramatic Tension in favor of “just playing.” If this includes the developers, then only people who love the game will play. It is generally a good idea to create games inclusively, to increase the number of people who might come to love your game.
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