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Be great in act as you have been in thought.

—JEAN PAUL

Starting Practices4
If I can relate only one lesson in this book, it’s that the way to 
become a game designer is not found in the pages of any book, 
no matter how well-written. The key to becoming a game 
designer is simply to make games.

When asked about their game ideas, students often answer with 
riffs on their favorite large AAA games. Their ideas are often about 
making the next Skyrim. That is taking an overly large bite. They 
subtly ignore the massive complexity of these games, which often 
have development teams that number in the hundreds.

Making games is a complex affair. Even comparatively simple 
mobile games can be really complex. Rami Ishmail, cofounder of 
award-winning developer Vlambeer, is no stranger to complex-
ity: “Even the simplest of games is really complex. When you’re 
starting out you can’t see that yet. That’s why you need to 
start simple.”1

1	 Ismail, R. (2015, March 17). Twitter Feed. Retrieved March 18, 2015, from https://twitter.com/tha_rami/
status/578004339362430976.
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Analog Games
Many aspiring game designers do not even consider analog games such as board or card 
games. Fewer still consider role-playing and storytelling games or sports. Yes, even sports 
have designers! Games are such a broad medium that limiting yourself to just large, com-
plex games for specialized game consoles is narrow-minded and will lead to only a 
narrow understanding of the craft. Analog games in particular are a great place to start 
your design practice because of how analog games typically expose all the inner work-
ings of the game to the player. You may lack exposure to some of these games, so in 
TABLE 4.1, I have provided a list of some analog games—board games, card games, role-
playing games (RPGs), and sports games—along with their level of complexity.

TABLE 4.1 Example Analog Games and Complexity Levels

Game Type Simple Medium Complex

Board Game Loopin’ Louie 
Can’t Stop

Ticket to Ride 
Pandemic: The Cure

Power Grid 
Dead of Winter

Card Game Love Letter 
The Other Hat Trick

San Juan 
Dominion

Race for the Galaxy 
Magic: The Gathering

RPG A Penny For My Thoughts 
Fiasco

A Quiet Year 
Microscope

Dungeon & Dragons 
Pathfinder

Sports Four Square 
Darts

Badminton 
Dodgeball

Football (American) 
Roller Derby

It’s important to note that board, card, RPG, and sports are not the only categories of 
nondigital games. So many examples fit these categories that it makes them salient 
choices to study. Games are incredibly diverse if you take the time to look. What labels 
categorize fantasy baseball, I Love Bees, Mafia/Werewolf games, or the activities 
involved in the Jejune Institute?

To illustrate what I mean by complexity, let me give you an example. I once created a 
15-card analog game for a game design contest. I really enjoyed the experience, so I 
thought I would make a digital version in Unity, which is a popular game engine for 
digital-game development. What took me only an evening to design, assemble, and test 
as an analog game took weeks to fully implement digitally. I had so many contingencies 
I needed to address. Although bugs or vagueness can be reasoned out in a card game, a 
digital program needs to be explicitly told how to handle all contingencies. Changes are 
more robustly handled by humans who are OK with ambiguity; programs need clarity.

 NOTE  Complexity 
can be measured by 
various metrics. For the 
purposes of this table, I 
used only an imprecise 
measurement of the 
length of the rules.

 NOTE  For an enter-
taining explanation of 
the Jejune Institute see 
the film: The Institute 
[Motion picture]. (2013). 
Gravitas Ventures.
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Another reason to start your game design experience by making analog games is that 
analog games tend to expose all their workings to the players. Digital games, on the 
other hand, often hide their mechanisms from both players and designers—they hide 
their mechanisms from players behind code and from designers by abstracting the 
game’s workings. For instance, in an RPG, you may notice that players have difficulty 
rolling die to get a certain number, and thus they allow an attack, twice in a row. In an 
analog game, the reasons should be easy to track down: The players are doing the math 
themselves, so the inputs and outputs are clear. In a digital game, these calculations 
are obscured in code somewhere. When you get clear feedback, it allows for quick itera-
tion. However, when you are making digital games, it’s often the case that you can’t 
even find out where a problem is hiding!

In the book, Tabletop: Analog Game Design, famed designer Greg Costikyan writes: “As 
many game studies programs have discovered, tabletop games are particularly useful 
in the study of game design, because their systems are exposed to the player, not hid-
den in code. It’s easy to misunderstand the essential nature of a digital game, if you 
focus on graphics or narrative without appreciating the way in which system shapes 
the experience.”2

Always err on the side of simplicity. With this rule in mind, it makes sense to start by 
developing board or card games.

Theme and Mechanics
When you are creating games, but most saliently, when you are designing board and 
card games, it’s important to decide whether to focus first on theme or mechanics. By 
mechanics, I mean the rules and procedures of the game. In 7 Wonders, the main 
mechanic is clearly drafting cards. In Terror in Meeple City, the main mechanisms are 
flicking, dropping, and blowing on game pieces. Theme, in this instance, is the over-
arching setting or antecedent elements that relate to the game’s mechanisms. In 7 
Wonders, the theme is building ancient civilizations. In Terror in Meeple City, the theme 
is monsters destroying metropolitan areas.

If the game’s problem statement focuses on thematic concerns, then the game might be 
too concerned with keeping consistency in that theme at the expense of fun. For 
instance, if 7 Wonders was truly interested in taking the theme of building a civilization 

2	 Costikyan, G. (2011). Tabletop: Analog Game Design. Pittsburgh, PA: ETC Press.

Sam
ple

 pa
ge

s



Starting Practices  41

seriously, then some mechanics should manage population, taxation, and land usage. 
However, additional mechanics about these things would slow the game down and dis-
tract from the game’s actual problem statement, which focuses on a seven-player 
drafting experience.

Likewise, if a game’s problem statement suggests mechanics, then parts of the game 
may not make sense in terms of the game’s theme. The point of theme is to make the 
game understandable. 

I was once working on a game where players shuffled passengers around an airport. It 
was an area control game, so it was important to move passengers at the right time to 
the right spots. Yet playtesters balked at ever moving passengers: “Why would they get 
on a different flight than the one they came to the airport for?” The mechanics made 
perfect sense in terms of game operation, but they did not interact well with the theme. 
Many European board games are criticized for being games about mechanics with a 
theme “pasted on.” This criticism comes only if the game’s theme does not assist play-
ers in understanding the mechanics and world of the game. For instance, Dominion 
could easily be about any number of themes; this game is about building a deck of 
cards, and what names the cards have hardly matter. Similarly, the theme of Chess does 
not matter. Trying to “paste on” a theme beyond basic notions of warfare is distracting 
and not helpful to players.

The proper way to start your design of an analog game is by seeing which way the prob-
lem statement points. Some great games have been designed with theme first and some 
with mechanics first. The two cited examples, 7 Wonders and Terror in Meeple City, 
come from the same designer (Antoine Bauza) and are clearly mechanically focused 
and thematically focused in their problem statements, respectively. 7 Wonders’ problem 
statement asks, “What if a game played well with seven players?”3 Terror in Meeple 
City’s design started with the intention to make a board game to match the thematic  
elements of the classic arcade game Rampage.

By having a poignant problem statement, you eliminate the need to ask the question of 
whether the designer should start with theme or with mechanics. The problem state-
ment itself will dictate the direction in which to start. A problem statement is just a 
guide to help direct your efforts. If the development warrants it, you may change the 
problem statement. To return to Antoine Bauza’s work, his Spiel des Jahres winning 

3	 Bauza, A. (2010). “Game Designer Diary: The Genesis of 7 Wonders, Part 1.” Retrieved March 19, 2015, from 
http://us.asmodee.com/ressources/articles/game-designer-diary-the-genesis-of-7-wonders-part-1.php.
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game Hanabi is a cooperative imperfect information game about collectively creating a 
fireworks show. However, it was made from the pieces of another game he designed, 
Ikebana, which was a competitive set-collecting game about arranging flowers that 
played wholly differently. You never know what direction your ideas and testing will 
take you, but it is good to have a destination in mind.

Next Steps
The next step is to come up with basic rules. If your problem statement suggests 
mechanics, this should be easy. If your problem statement suggests theme, then you 
may want to consider what mechanics may match that theme. It’s not important that 
you get the rules right on your first try, because everything is on the table as far as 
change goes. In fact, the first version of 7 Wonders was not about card drafting at all. 

Write these rules down on paper or in a digital document, but go only so far as to make a 
playable game. Do not worry much about the edge cases or complicated matters—the key 
is to have enough rules to make a playable game. The goal is to build your first prototype.

This prototype is likely to have breakable systems, unnecessary materials, ambiguities, 
and imbalances. You will have plenty of time to iron these out through playtesting and 
revision. The key of the first prototype is to get a feel for the game.

The first time that you play your new game, you are quite likely to identify many areas 
in which the game needs to improve. Perhaps there are not enough interesting deci-
sions for players. Perhaps the rules are unclear about edge conditions. Perhaps the 
game always plays out in one particular way. Perhaps real players do not do what you 
expect. These are all areas I’ll cover in upcoming sections and chapters, but to apply 
any of these lessons to your game, you must first have a game on which to test them.

Designing for Others
The 18-to-35-year-old male demographic really, really loves first-person shooters. 
Most students I teach in game design classes are 18-to-35-year-old males. Most pitches 
that I receive in assignments are for first-person shooters. This is natural. Many game 
designers want to learn about game design because they want to make games like those 
that they themselves have enjoyed. Game design can be a long, tedious process. Is it not 
better to go through all that work for an idea that you love instead of one you don’t have 
a passion for?
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If the answer is yes, who is left to make the SpongeBob games? They do not hire 8- to 12- 
year-olds to make games for the 8-to-12-year-old demographic. In fact, much of the 
industry is making games that do not serve the “core” demographic of 18-to-35-year-old 
men. It is a gift to be working on games for a living, but it is an extra-rare gift to be 
working on games that you like for a living. This can be a double-edged sword. 
Sometimes working on a genre you like can sour you on the genre entirely. For example, 
I worked on AAA sports games from 2004 to 2009, a genre I really liked. I have not 
bought a sports simulation game since I left that job. I just played them too much in my 
day-to-day life, so the magic behind them was lost.

Another issue that arises when you work on the types of games that you already enjoy is 
that you may find yourself stuck remaking the things that you already enjoy instead of 
pushing the envelope to make something new and exciting.

The point, however, is that if you are working on a game and you plan on selling 
100,000 copies of it, it is quite likely that all 100,000 of those copies will be bought by 
someone other than you. So you need to be able to step into someone else’s shoes to 
deliver an experience that they will enjoy. And it can be really difficult when what those 
people enjoy differs from what you enjoy. Yet this is the norm and not the exception. 
Most designers are designing for people vastly different than themselves. Legendary 
MUD designer Richard Bartle says, “Designers don’t create virtual worlds that they, per-
sonally, wish to play; they create virtual worlds that people wish to play.”4

However, some design breakthroughs can be made by considering first how other peo-
ple react to different elements of games. Independent designer Zach Gage made the hit 
game SpellTower because he did not like the mobile word games that existed and he 
wanted to make one that would challenge him to understand their appeal.5 His outside 
view on the genre allowed him to make an acclaimed and popular title, one that he 
would not have made if he only made games he enjoyed. The same is true for Michael 
Brough, who made Corrypt. He did not like puzzle-style games, so he made one that was 
excellent as a puzzle-style game but (because he was not beholden to the norms of the 
genre) one that also subverted the genre effectively.

4	 Bateman, C. (2009). Beyond Game Design: Nine Steps Toward Creating Better Videogames. Boston, MA: 
Cengage Learning.

5	 Kohler, C. (2012, December 17). “Game Designer Stands at Rowdy Intersection of Entertainment and Art | 
WIRED.” Retrieved April 1, 2015, from www.wired.com/2012/12/worlds-most-wired-zach-gage.
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It’s easy to say that you should just leave everything to playtesting and that your target 
audience will direct you on what to make. This is tempting, but also quite dangerous. 
Playtesters cannot help until they have something to test, which means you must make 
something with them in mind. Additionally, playtesters reject new ideas as confusing if 
they are not familiar with them. Sometimes you have to warm them up to a new idea 
before they embrace it. Also, playtesting is expensive in terms of time. You cannot bring 
in playtesters every day to make every little decision, nor can you spend the engineer-
ing time to A/B test every possible decision. At the end of the day, the designer needs to 
have an innate understanding of what he is trying to do.

Opening Questions
As an exercise, you can go through a number of key questions about your game to get a 
good sense of where to begin. These questions are just to help you get started. Most of 
them will be obsolete by the time you make changes to your first prototype. It is usually 
a bad idea to keep any of these answers locked down and written in stone:

•• What is your problem statement?

•• How many players will there be?

•• What is the object of the game for each player? What are their short-term goals?

•• Do players work together or alone? Who is their adversary: the game, other players, 
or something else?

•• Do you have any key rules in mind?

•• What resources do the players manage?

•• What do players do? What decisions do they face? 

•• What information is public, hidden to particular players, or hidden to all players?

•• What hinders players? What are the trade-offs?

•• How does the game end? Are there winning conditions?

•• Explain a turn or two (or equivalent time period) of the game.

After answering these questions, you can make an attempt to write down the rules for 
the game.
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To use the example of the airport game I mentioned above, earlier in my career, I had 
a period of about a year when I had to fly somewhere about every month. One evening, 
I was in New York while a huge blizzard was approaching. It was hammering the 
Midwest and the flight network was already suffering from delays. As I sat awaiting 
the fate of my flight, I could feel the tension in the room rise as flight after flight was 
delayed and announced over the loudspeaker. Periodically, it would be announced that 
a flight was changing gates. I watched as dozens of stressed travelers grabbed all their 
belongings and rushed off in unison to another part of the terminal. This happened a 
half-dozen times as I sat and watched. Having nothing better to do, I started to brain-
storm an idea for a board game where passengers rushed through an airport. Here is 
what I came up with when I worked through the previous checklist of questions:

•• What is your problem statement?

What would a board game be like where you had to shuffle weary and stressed 
passengers through an airport?

•• How many players will there be?

I’m going to guess 3 to 5 players. I imagine it will be similar to a Eurogame like 
Ticket to Ride, and those games generally have 3 to 5 players.

•• What is the object of the game for each player? What are their short-term goals?

Each player tries to score victory points by getting as many passengers onto correct 
flights as possible.

•• Do players work together or alone? Who is their adversary: the game, other players, 
or something else?

Players work alone, trying to achieve the best score. Players can out-position other 
players’ passengers to score.

•• Do you have any key rules in mind?

Passengers have to make it through security before they can move freely through the 
airport. Players should be able to move their passengers all at once. When a flight fills 
up, it leaves, kind of like the boats in Puerto Rico. Flights will change gates often.

•• What resources do the players manage?

Players will manage the passengers on the board. I want this game to be as mini-
mally random as possible, so no cards or dice.
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•• What do players do? What decisions do they face?

Players get one action on their turn. They can move people through security, move 
passengers to gates, or move passengers into club lounges.

•• What information is public, hidden to particular players, or hidden to all players?

All information is public. The flight board will show the order of flights.

•• What hinders players? What are the trade-offs?

Players hinder players because there will not be enough room on each flight for all 
passengers. Players must choose to spend their action on getting more passengers, 
placing them effectively, or changing the flight board.

•• How does the game end? Are there winning conditions?

When all the flights are gone from the flight board, the game is over. The player with 
the most points wins.

•• Explain a turn or two (or equivalent time period) of the game.

Each player gets one main action. They choose from a menu of actions. A player may 
choose to put passengers through security, move their cleared passengers, or move a 
passenger into a club lounge.

The descriptions from these questions are not enough to write the rules of the game. 
There is still a lot of work to do. However, it does help to frame the ideas that are 
nascent. From this, I could start a sketch of what the actual rules look like. Once I have 
something that can direct play, I could craft a prototype to test where my idea of the 
rules are broken, fun, or both.

If you do not have answers to all these questions, it’s OK. You can still attempt to build 
a prototype at this point. Playtesting suggests answers. Some of the best games were 
started by having a broad problem statement that could be built into a functional toy 
that suggested directions for further development.
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Summary
•• Analog games such as board and card games offer the interactivity that makes 

games compelling in a medium that offers easier prototyping and development than 
digital games.

•• A fertile place to start from when considering a game’s problem statement is to exam-
ine whether you want to start building around a theme or around specific mechanics.

•• It is important to try and understand the positive qualities of games you do not like 
along with the negative qualities of games you do like. You will rarely be making 
games for an audience that directly aligns with your tastes.

•• Whether you start with theme or mechanics, you need to start by determining some 
basic rules for your game in order to be able to create something that is testable. 
A great backstory is fine, but it does not help to create something testable.

•• By going through a battery of generalized opening questions, you can begin to 
narrow down your idea into a form that will allow you to construct a prototype 
that you can use to run playtests.
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