[image: image1.png]1
Laterna
Magica





CO-GAME: 

Collaborative cultural heritage video game creation
Videogame for VET design guide

IO LEADER
[image: image13.png]Linear Story Interactive Story




[image: image3.png]LEARNING_HISTORY_THROUGH_VIDEO_GAMES




This project has been funded with support from the European Commission. This publication reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use which may be made of the information contained therein. 




Project preparation
Determine your goals.
If you want to make a video game, the first thing you need is a plan, and to ask important questions.

What are you trying to do with this game? What story are you trying to tell? What do you want your players to feel at the end? What kind of experience do you want it to be? What do you want to get out of the project? These are some important questions you'll need to ask yourself before you begin the process, because the answers will provide the light at the end of the tunnel for this process. You need to know where you're going if you want to get there efficiently.

Think about what you’re doing before you plow full-steam ahead with your game. It may not be a necessary step if you are just tinkering, but it’s one we highly recommend if you want your game to contain at least an ounce or so of substance. It’s easy to fall prey to the curse of second guessing your ideas and wanting to go back and continually replace what you’ve done. You can easily get stuck in this pattern forever. Visualize the kind of game you want to make, but make sure it is within your limitations. There are a few suggestions of things to think about from the get-go. Remember you can always expand later and change things later, but having the basics locked down will help.

 
Determine your audience.

Different audiences are more likely to play in different ways. They are also more likely to prefer different types of games and have different standards for content. Remember, it's fine to want to make a game for a very specific audience, but it will limit the profits that you make. Be realistic.

The video game industry is producing a steady stream of games that continue to expand their nature and impact – they can be artistic, social, and collaborative, with many allowing massive numbers of people from all over the world to participate simultaneously.
[image: image2.jpg]AGE GENDER

of Game Players of Game Players

29% under 18 years 52% male
32% 18-35 years 48% female
39% 36+ years




Video games are no longer seen as strictly toys for kids. In fact, it seems as though that image has changed almost entirely. Don’t get me wrong, obviously there are still games intended as entertainment for kids. However, more gamers are over the age of 50 than under 18. We’re also seeing video games as educational tools to help improve focus and concentration in children.


Determine platforms (devices).

So if you have your idea distilled down into a manageable, simple game. This is the point where tools come into play. There are an enormous variety of them, and more are being created all the time. 

Before you get very far into the process, you need to consider what kind of devices you want your game to be on. Mobile platforms are quickly becoming a major player but PC and consoles are still (and will likely remain) strong. The programming involved, and especially the interface and controls, will change drastically with your platform, so it's important to understand what you're going to be putting the game on

The proper tools will help you go from no coding or development experience to having finished your first prototype. Most of them come prepackaged with sample games, and one of the best ways to learn a new game development tool is to muck around with them, take them apart, and see how they work.

Making a game anywhere above "mobile" level requires a computer that is, by most definitions, "tricked out". If you're using an older system, you'll find that you are unable to get the game you make to work on your computer. You'll also need some pretty powerful and very specific software for making games. But know that the software you'll need can include 3D modellers, image editors, text editors, compilers, etc.
Determine player agency options
As a general rule, you want your players to feel like they have a choice in what they're doing. However, certain types of games have come to be associated with much more choice than others. Adding choices can be very complex but it can also be relatively simple, depending on how you decide to do it.

Some games give the appearance of having choice, for example, but actually have very little choice involved. This can be done well or it can be done poorly.

An example of choice done well would be the Bioshock series or Witcher 2. An example of choices done poorly would be something like Old Republic.

Video games can provide immersive experiences in fantasy stories of good and evil. As players become agents in their complex narrative arcs, they develop skills of moral perception and decision-making. More importantly, they may experience what J. R. R. Tolkien calls “eucatastrophe.”

We can treat video games —at least some of them— as objects of art worthy of serious study. We tend to dismiss all of them as silly and commercialized entertainments, as colossal wastes of their players’ time. Yet, despite these common dismissive attitudes, there is a growing trend to take some of them seriously. They may provide not only new artistic possibilities as a form, but also a medium for exploring important ideas. So we can treat them as a important tool for building a better future. 

Outline your challenges
The serious design work begins next: you need to create your gameplay loop. This is an outline of how your game works. It usually ends with your player's goal and details the challenges they'll have and the goals they'll need to meet. An example would be the first Mario game, where the loop would look like: run, avoid obstacles, hit flagpole.

A good game designer is always looking for ways to make his game more interesting and increase the amount. of time people spend playing them.
Consequently games are designed to be just difficult enough to be truly challenging, while allowing players to achieve small accomplishments that compel them to keep playing. In that respect the design of video games is to the design of gambling casinos, which will allow the players to have small “wins” that keep them playing.
There are several hooks that are built into games with the intent of making them addictive. In our case this hook can be the role-playing. RPG games allow the players to do more than just play – they get to actually create the characters in the game and embark on an adventure that’s somewhat unique to that character. Consequently, there’s an emotional attachment to the character, and the story makes it much harder to stop playing. 

Game design

Create the story. It's recommends to draw a storyboard.

Planning a video game is like planning any visual art form, such as a movie. Productions involve a plot, characters and action. One of the best ways to plan how those three elements will interact is by using a storyboard.

One of the best ways to see a game is to storyboard it — to create a sequence of drawings that show the levels of the game or the different scenes and goals. Each storyboard should include a paragraph or two to describe what is going on.
A good storyboard lays the foundation for your game. It should be done before the video game maker even thinks about touching a computer. A game that hasn't been planned well will fall short, no matter how good the graphics.

Storyboarding a game means the maker sketches out ideas for characters and scenes and then places them in order. With a video game, this might include a sequence of screens or scenes in which characters face certain challenges. In order to move forward in resolving the game's object (or the story's plot), the players must master certain skills involved in each scene.

Along with storyboarding, you may want to create a document that describes every aspect of the game. This document, sometimes called a "game design document," details everything from how menus work to character back stories. It will help keep you organized.
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When, where: Design the world (maps or scenarios).

The planning process also gives video game makers a chance to dream up and refine the cyber environment in which their story will take place. These backdrops from the physical world in which the characters live, and they are akin to the film sets that movie makers use to frame the action on the screen. Video game creators can add subtle special effects to their environments to make them more memorable or realistic. Such effects include sounds as well as sight. Hearing a character’s footsteps to reflect the surface they’re running on – crunchy leaves or echoing in cavernous hall – can add a great sense of realism.

The story starts with the world. Geography is important, and it gives you a whole range of ideas to work with.

Some questions to ask yourself:
· In which age does the story take place? 

· On which continent, country does this world exist?

· What is the historical background for the game?
· Which cities are there?

· Who lives here?

· Are there interesting landmarks?

· What could spawn conflict in this world?

· How did the nations come to their current form?

· Are there contested borders?

· Do people have enough resources? (food, water, wood etc.)

· What technologies exist? (agriculture, industry, hand-craft, economy)

· What is specific for this culture?

· Is there free trade? Freedom of religion?

· What kinds of governments are there?

· Are people thriving or struggling in this place?

When you have the world set up, you can use it as a guideline for your characters’ backstories. The world will also be your point of reference for any future games you might be making in the same “universe”. Think hard about this step, and the rest will be much easier.

Who: characters and main NPC.

Creating characters is an important part of the storyboard process. Since the players will essentially become or interact with these characters, a game maker must make sure the characters, are interesting. In some cases, artists, work on drawings of important characters, which are scanned into computers and animated. Both the look of the characters and their personalities are important. 

The characters are the most important asset. A good character is someone the player can relate to. This means that he or she is “human” (even when they’re not). They have flaws, a history, and somewhere deep down they have good intentions, no matter how messed up they are.

The best video game heroes are the ones with an exceptionally simplistic point of motivation; which, ironically, makes for the worst villains.

Once these motivations become more complicated, gamers lose sight of why they like driving each hero towards the finish line. Goals make the journey more exciting, and when the goal is clear and ever-present, the narrative is more ingestible. The best heroes are silent or brief with wit, intellect. If things are too easy and straightforward, it’s hard to believe what’s going on. The hero simply becomes an archetype instead of a human being. If the hero is just an avatar for the player to interact with the world as in Skyrim, even saving the world can somehow be less moving than simply surviving.
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For video game heroes, silence is golden. As the idea of an immersive video game experience takes off more and more, the presence of a characterless lead, hero becomes more and more important. To totally inhabit a world, the main character of a video game must be our avatar to explore with, not dictate what we are to believe.

Characters are constructed. They have emotions, assumptions about the world, goals, likes and dislikes, enemies and friends. But most importantly, they have a history. This is where you start the construction.

Ask yourself the following questions:

· In what environment did they grow up? (Link this to the world design!)

· What were they like at age 5? At age 15? 30? 50?

· Do they have particular skills? (Use this for your game mechanics!)

· Were there life-changing events in their past?

· What is their personality like? How would they react in specific situations?

· What do they look like?

Note that we start in the past. The events and environments shape a character, and this in turn determines their personality. Then, and only then, do we define the looks.
 Story structure
The grand storyline should tie in with the world design. A great way is to ask these questions:

· Which nations / rulers are in conflict?

· What is the history of these nations?

· What is the role of the hero in the grand scheme of things?

· Is there an event (in the past or future) that shakes up the world?

· Which unknowns are revealed along the way?

· How are different characters plotting and clashing?
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It all starts with the difference between linearity and interactivity. In order for game storytelling to theoretically function, the two need to seem to have some sort of relationship. The theory goes, therefore, that a story is a line of events that happen one after another, whereas a game is a tree, with many branches and choices. Pictorially it might look something like this: 
For a clearer picture of the writing process, let's pinpoint a game writer's most critical early-milestone tasks, beginning with a few pre-production goals. In these phase, it's easy to get drunk on a thousand and one ephemeral but you'll need to conclude this reverie with a few tangible results: 
High Level Narrative Summary
During preproduction you should work out a brief (one to four pages) high-level summary of the primary story. Think of it as your elevator pitch: make it succinct and snappy. This short piece is probably the only story document most of the team will ever read, so it should be clear and compelling. Do this early, and get the client to sign off on it as soon as humanly possible. Read that previous sentence again. Get quick client sign-off every step of the way. Failure to guide your client to a swift agreement on the story may result in endless misery for the remainder of the project.

Major Locations / Levels
In video games, place is often more important than character, so this is doubly important. If the writer, designers, and artists band together to nail down the scope of the game's environments, and get a rough idea of how much is needed and how much is feasible, everyone will walk away happy.

This cuts all ways: you need to know that they'll have the locations they need to tell a good story. Obviously this "relevance threshold" varies with the size of the project. Once production begins, you work ramps up. This is the point where the entire team needs to function as a single unstoppable force. 

A Detailed Story Outline
With the narrative arc complete, it's time to produce an exquisitely detailed story document, complete with scene descriptions and gameplay objectives. The amount of detail in this doc will vary according to how much the story influences the design, but it should be as thorough as possible. In any case, generating a detailed outline will give you an early understanding of just what sort of game you're making, and how reliant on the writer you will be for design iteration down the road.

For non-linear games like RPGs this document should be incredibly dense and detailed. Understanding this balance ahead of time is critical.

Story Presentation Plan
How, exactly, is the game's story being told, and who is responsible for telling it? Do you have pre-rendered cutscenes or in-engine cutscenes? Who will be putting these scenes together? Perhaps you have no cutscenes whatsoever, and would like to tell your story on-the-fly. Is this feasible? Possible?

Figure it out early. Nothing is more frustrating for a writer than seeing a project scoot forward without anyone having a firm understanding about how the story will be told, since this will affect what she intends to write.

Estimated Cut-Scene Breakdown
If your game does contain cutscenes or animated in-game sequences of any kind, it is crucial to estimate their number very early on to get a good sense of the work to come. If you have a detailed story outline, this should be easy. On tight projects it also helps to determine ahead of time what the expected intricacy and quality of each scene is so your teams can allocate their resources appropriately.
Other narrative elements

Sort Out Your Text Database. This can be a tedious task, but it is crucial to sort out your text pipeline very early, and get your tools up and running. The longer you wait, the more you will hate yourself. Some games have complex or esoteric text requirements -- non-linear conversation systems, for instance -- so it is critical that you organize your data cleanly and clearly.

Also, take a moment to decide how the script will be delivered. Not all writers are familiar with the esoteric architecture of your text database, so if your writer is delivering the script in Word or Final Draft, you're going to need a pipeline to to handle its transfer.  
When you have your world, your characters, and your Grand Story, it is time to take a tiny little piece of all that fluff, unified It is like framing a photo so that only a little bit is visible. You zoom in, and leave things out. Only tell the things that are important.

A good checklist for writing the dialogue and in-game story:

· Is this moving the story forward?

· Is this revealing something of a character?

· Can a third-grader understand it?

It’s a simple checklist, but every line needs to follow these rules. And that can be tough to accomplish.

That third one may be a bit controversial. After all, not all games have to be kindergarten material. But keep things simple. One line on screen at a time. No fancy words. No extravagant grammar. Simple punctuation. 

This is not because your players are stupid. It is because they are impatient. And when you write lines that they can understand at a glance, they will pick up on the story even though they skip through the dialogue. They might even forgive you for throwing words at them.
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Define graphics, audio and videos. According to the story.

Quality and digital games: importance of the player and the play experience
What determines the quality of a digital game? According to traditional marketing literature, a good product is one that satisfies customers’ needs, preferences and expectations. In the case of videogames, this leads to the central importance of players’ preferences, which are what a game should satisfy. Then, what do players want in a game? 
Relevant players’ opinions and judgments always originate from the play experience. Regardless of specific game contents, while playing a game, the player interacts with a virtual universe, which receives player’s inputs and responds by changing its status. Information  regarding the outcome of the interaction is then conveyed to player, and eventually gathered and used by him/her to decide what to do next. This cycle is repeated iteratively, until the player wins or loses the game, or simply decides to suspend temporarily his/her play session. As cold as it may sound, this essential interactive cycle is (or should be) the source of fun. Or, if game designers fail, it will be the source of players’ disappointment, frustration and negative judgments. Then, what are the determinants of quality involved in the cycle? 
The cornerstones of game design
The play experience interactive cycle is centered on a decision-making process that relies on the information conveyed to the player. Information is transmitted through visual (graphics and text), aural and even tactile means (in case the game relies on force-feedback interface devices). This means can be properties of contextual game objects (i.e.elements perceived by the player as belonging to the virtual world), or explicit interfaces (e.g. graphic user interface components). 

Information managed by the player during the interactive cycle can be divided into two categories: functional and aesthetic. Functional information allows the player to undertake the activities he/she is supposed to carried out in order to win the game. Aesthetic information defines most aspects of the context in which the game takes place, and is manly aimed at rendering an atmosphere capable of drawing and maintaining players’ attention on an emotive basis, making them feel part of an entailing virtual world.

When asked to analyze a game, players usually focus their attention on three key elements that can safely be considered the key determinants of the quality of a game  

(Fabricatore, Nussbaum and Rosas, 2002): 

- the context of the game; 

- the activities that must be carried out in order to win the game; 

- how well the game allows understanding what must be done, and to actually accomplish it. 

The context of the game encompasses the storyline, the setting of the game (i.e.the backdrop for the storyline) and the goals. Thus, the context has to do mainly with aesthetic information, although the goals have certainly a crucial functional importance, and the very same setting and storyline could condition players’ activities significantly, for the sake of realism. We’ll refer to the set of activities that can be undertaken by the player as the “gameplay” of the game (Bates, 2001; Lewinski, 1999; Rouse, 2001), leaving to the reminder of this paper a more detailed analysis regarding this topic. Functional information is clearly crucial to gameplay, since without it would be impossible for the player to make any decision at all. Playability is the instantiation of the general concept of usability when applied to videogames, and it is determined by the possibility of understanding performing the activities required to win the game (Fabricatore, 1999; Fabricatore, Nussbaum and Rosas, 2002). When analyzing and judging a game, players focus on gameplay, playability and the game’s context (Fabricatore, 1999). Therefore these three elements must be the main foci of attention for 

game designers, and can be safely considered true cornerstones of game design. 

Define playability
Design the mechanics
These are the internal rules of the game. You'll want to decide on a rule system and make sure that it's balanced and consistent. The best way to do this is to look at what other games do right or wrong in this area.

Game mechanics: the tools for gameplay
“Interactivity” and “activity” are two key concepts underlying the former definition of gameplay. But, how do players interact with the game? In order to undertake any activity at all, players have to interact with toys. Any ludic activity involves the interaction with concrete or abstract objects (Bruner, 1972). Such objects are also commonly referred to as “toys” (Crawford, 1984), and their manipulation requires a level of proficiency achieved through a learning process. The starting point of the process is the exploration of the characteristics of the toys (Bruner, 1972), which are used in the game only when the player feels to have understood their properties (Hutt, 1966). The use of the toys (both in terms of modes and purposes) and their relationships are regulated by rules, which organize a set of ludic activities and turns it into a complete and coherent game (Bruner and Sherwood, 1976). Some of these toys are called “game mechanics” in the game design jargon. So, do players talk about game mechanics? When? How? Players do talk about game mechanics (even though not always using such name), when deepening their analysis regarding the quality of the gameplay. In fact, right after commenting the overall quality of the gameplay, players tend to focus on the elements they have to deal with in order for “things to happen” in the virtual world. These are perceived as mechanisms, “black boxes” which may or may not be visible, but are nevertheless there to allow playing the game. Players understand that such black boxes are capable of receiving inputs and react producing outputs, leading to a mere change in the status of the black box, and/or to new interactions with 

other black boxes, like a chain reaction.
Design levels / stages / areas
The levels are the individual chunks of the game, the "episodes" that the player has to get through to make it to the end of the game. The levels should be engaging and just the right amount of challenging. They should also be physically laid out in a way that makes sense.
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Level design is the data entry and layout portion of the game development cycle. A level is, for all intents and purposes, the same as a mission, stage, map or other venue of player interaction. As a level designer, you are chiefly responsible for the gameplay. This article will give you insight into developing good levels for any type of game, whether they are military missions for your horde of tanks, aerial encounters for a flight simulator, a dungeon for a role-playing game, a board for a puzzle game, or a map for a world conquest god-simulator.
What Good Level Design Means for Players
Players are the consumers who paid good money for your game or dedicated a half-hour of on-line time to download your custom level. If you are working or have desire to work for a developer or publisher, the consumers are those giving you your dream job. As any modern business school will tell you, creating an affordable product that satisfies the consumers is what it takes to make it in business. As a level designer, you must become very aware of what satisfies the consumers if you want to be successful.
Escapism
A player buys a game to escape from his or her reality. Good levels and hence good games will immerse the player and suspend their disbelief. From the moment the title screen comes up, you have their full attention. From that point on, they should see and do nothing that reminds them that they are anywhere but in the world you have them in.

You must furnish a setting and actors that meet the players’ expectations. That is, you need to design a map that not only looks like it could fit inside the world they are playing in, but contains elements that help to draw that reality in the players’ heads. A player’s sense of escapism and suspension of disbelief can be ruined by a variety of common errors. These include bugs such as graphics glitches or crashes, but from a design standpoint, these also include inappropriate content. For example, a Coca-cola logo on the skyline of a medieval town is obviously out of context. Similarly, if a player is told by a character to hit control-T on his keyboard to teleport, then it would remind him that he’s typing at a computer and not in some fantasy realm. Generally, to maintain the players’ sense of escapism all content should be appropriate to what would be seen, said or done in the game setting.
Challenge – Testing the Players’ Mettle
Players buy games to be challenged. If there is no challenge, they might as well be interacting with their word processor or spreadsheet software. Challenge should always come in the form of testing the players’ skills at the core gameplay. A shooter should test their aim and reflexes. A wargame should test their tactics. A strategy game should test their strategic sense. Some games successfully combine forms of gameplay to offer a variety of challenges, such as Command & Conquer, which has both planning/building and tactical gameplay.

Challenge comes from difficulty. The trick to good level design is to present challenges that are difficult enough to merit the players’ attention and make their heart or mind race, but not so difficult as to always leave them failing and disappointed. It’s a delicate balance based on what is perceived as the median player skill, and it is a variable constantly adjusted up until the game ships.

Entertainment
Like a good television show or book, the game must maintain a player’s interest. The introduction of conflict, the revelation of the setting or back-story, the acquisition of new assets, the display of new art, and the increase in difficulty must all be deliberately spaced to keep the player interested and looking forward to the next level.

One boring level can be the kiss of death to a game, especially if it’s one of the first few levels. Game reviewers and most players only give a game that much time before they praise or trash it. Good level designers have learned to be objective about their own creations and when asking themselves, "Is this fun?" The hard part for many designers is that what they find fun may not be what the target market finds fun. As a level designer you need to understand the core gameplay, which is part of the vision expressed by the producers and lead designers. You need to try to understand and become that target market.

Something that helps designers tremendously is to play competitors’ games. Often producers and lead designers will name successful games that they are trying to emulate. Play and study those titles. Make sure your levels entertain, thrill and excite you as well or better than the competition’s levels.

Frustration can also kill a game. Players stop being entertained when they encounter technical problems like slowdowns or graphics glitches. The level designer can avoid a lot of these bugs if they pay attention to technical limitations and to the instructions of the artists on how to place the art. Designers can, of course, create their very own frustrating bugs, like broken AI scripts or door triggers that never trigger, or missions that don’t always end when they are supposed to. Even worse, designers can create what are commonly called "show stoppers". Show stoppers are unbeatable missions or unsolvable challenges or unavoidable traps that frustrate players. A good level designer can spot these problems and resolve them with careful and rigorous play testing before consumers get their hands on it.

Uniqueness
Player’s don’t like playing, or indeed, buying, the same game twice. Of course, like Star Trek fans and readers of the prodigious Gor science fiction series, some players will continuously buy into the same formulae or even the same game with just slight variations in plot, setting, characters and art. The same can be said for level designs – people don’t like playing the same level twice. Not only does it ruin the entertainment value, it also fails to spark the imagination. It’s therefore incredibly important that levels introduce some variation in the plot, challenge, setting, and characters (i.e. the enemies).

Design the interface

The interface includes things like the menus and UI. You want these to be easy to navigate and natural to use. 

Interface design is often one of the most challenging aspects of game development. There is a lot of information to convey to the player and little screen space with which to do it. When the interface is poorly designed, a good game concept can be reduced to a frustrating user experience.

There are several theories that can be used by designers to analyse a user interface and help them break down choices. The theory we will look at here is called diegesis theory. It is adapted from diegesis theory used in literature, film and theatre. Diegesis refers to the world in which the story is set, and hence it focuses on games as stories.

There are two concepts core to this theory: narrative and the fourth wall.

Narrative

Narrative is a message that conveys the particulars of an act or occurrence or course of events. In simple terms, it is the story the designer wishes to convey; be it the story of blocks falling from the sky which need to land in the right place (Tetris), or a journey through a strange land (Machinarium).

Not all elements of a game are part of the narration. For example, the game menus and the HUD, because the game’s characters are not aware of these elements. This does not mean these components do not support the narrative. For example, a futuristic game typically has GUI elements that also appear futuristic.

The fourth wall
The fourth wall is the imaginary divide between the player and the world of the game. In order for the player to immerse themselves in the game world, he needs to move through the fourth wall. The ease with which the player moves between the real world and the game world depends on the way the interface designer delivers information to the player.

Posting your latest game accomplishments on Facebook is an example of how a game extends beyond the fourth wall. To further delve into this concept, one should read Steven Conway’s interesting discussion of the fourth wall in games: A Circular Wall? Reformulating the Fourth Wall for Video Games.

Interface components

We can now ask ourselves two questions about any interface component:

· Is the component part of the game story? (Is it part of the narrative?)

· Is the component part of the game space? (Is it behind the fourth wall?)

Depending on the answers, we can classify the component into one of four classes: diegetic; non-diegetic; spatial; or meta.
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Describe difficulty evolution

Difficulty curve: how difficulty increases from learning the basic rules until final challenges.

Every gamer and games journalist will invariably end up talking about difficulty when discussing a video game. This often takes the form of a comment saying it's "too easy" or "too hard", but it's a topic that deserves to be looked at in much more depth, as the way it is handled can completely reshape a player's experience with a game. In this article, I'll look at extremely high difficulty in video games, what works, what doesn't, and what we can learn from it.

Easy to Define

So before we start talking about high difficulty, we need to make it abundantly clear exactly what difficulty entails.

Difficulty refers to the amount of skill required by the player to progress through a game experience, with higher difficulty obviously meaning more skill is required. The distinction worth noting here is that skill doesn't only refer to the typical physical aspect of playing a video game, i.e. reaction time - it can also refer to many other aspects of playing a video game, such as memorization and strategy.

This definition of difficulty isn't very complex, but it's important for us to be on the same page about what the term means before going any further.

It Can't Be That Simple

At its core, high difficulty in video games comes in one of two forms: artificial difficulty and designed difficulty. I'll admit that I just made up these terms, so let's take a look at what I mean by them.

Artificial Difficulty

Let's start with artificial difficulty: the type of difficulty achieved by altering the statistics of the elements of a game with lesser difficulty.

This sounds complex, but it's really just the type of rote difficulty increase you typically see when you switch a game from "normal" to "hard" mode. Common changes include increased enemy health and damage, more stringent time constraints, fewer lives, and reduced resources like money or ammunition. Most importantly, the core of the experience, things like level design, enemy behaviour and puzzle solutions does not change.
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This type of thing is artificial difficulty. 

A great example of this kind of system can be seen in both the first and second Dead Space games. On normal difficulty the games present a fair difficulty curve and a reasonable challenge. The more difficult modes, on the other hand, do not feel nearly as fair, with the player simply having less health and ammo, and the enemies being much stronger, while everything else in the games remains the same. This is what I class as an artificial difficulty increase.

Designed Difficulty

Designed difficulty, on the other hand, is difficulty baked into the very systems of the game - things like the aforementioned level design, enemy behaviour and puzzle solutions.

This can take all types of forms, from enemies with complex or nuanced attack patterns all the way to levels which are basically elaborate mazes for the player to get trapped in. This idea can be a bit tricky to explain, so let's take a look at a game that employs this type of difficulty.

Dark Souls might be the perfect example of designed difficulty, as almost everything included in the game seems to have been made the way it is simply to make the player's life miserable. The game is incredibly unwelcoming from the start, with a tutorial that offers almost no explanation of the systems behind the game, which leaves the player struggling to figure out where they are supposed to be going and what they are supposed to be doing.
Combat is also very difficult in Dark Souls; extremely strong enemies are often placed very close together forcing disadvantageous group battles. To add insult to injury, dying is punished as well, with all of the player's resources being dropped on the ground upon their death. They can only be recovered if the player makes it back to where they died without dying again, since if they do their resources are lost forever.

There are also small things in Dark Souls that add to the difficulty, such as non-hostile NPCs who murder other useful NPCs without the game giving any indication, or the fact that it is entirely possible to just plain never find a large amount of the most useful items in the game. Dark Souls is a game that lives and breathes difficulty, and was clearly designed around the idea of being challenging; this is what I call designed difficulty.

Define incentives: rewards, goals, achievements... Describe how these help the player unlock, confront and achieve further goals.
Goals

Goals in video games are mini tasks within a game that enhance the gaming experience once completed. Video games include goals in order to enhance the gaming experience, which would evidently enhance the gameplay for the player so that the game won't get boring. Different games have different goals within them such as killing an enemy, collecting coins, completing a lap or even scoring a goal. An example of a game that has goals is Mario Karts where one goal is to complete a lap around the track within a race or trying to get ahead of the other players. Another Game that uses goals is FIFA 15 where the goal of the player is to score against there opponent so that they would have a higher advantage against them. 

Challenges 

Challenges are used within games to build on goals. There are three main types of challenges which are used within games, they are short, medium and long challenges. Short challenges are do not tend to take long to complete and are fairly easy for the player to complete. An example of a short challenge is to get 5 headshots on the enemy within Call of Duty: Black ops. Short challenges are used within games because it keeps the player entertained. The next type of challenge is medium challenge which tends to be longer than short challenges and are usually more of a challenge to complete. An example of a medium challenge is completing a mission in Grand Theft Auto or winning a match on FIFA 15. Medium challenges are used within games because they provide a more challenging objective for the player and also keeps the player entertained. The last type of challenge is long challenges. Long challenges tend to be the longest challenge to complete and are the hardest. An example of a long challenge is to win the trophy at the end of division 1 on FIFA 15. Long challenges are used within games because it keeps the player interested in the game and provides a purpose to it. 

Rewards

Rewards are used within games to enhance the experience of the game and also keeps the player interested. Rewards are provided after players complete a challenge or goal which will make the players go for the goals and challenges more meaning that they will improve there skills in the process. There are different types of rewards given to the player on different games and tasks within a game. Also there are short and long term rewards given by the game. Short term rewards are given after completing a short task such as completing a match on FIFA 15 with a reward of some coins to help players boost there ultimate team. Another example is in Assassins Creed, once you help a villager, you will be awarded with a new weapon to help complete the mission. Long term rewards are rewards that the player will achieve after competing a long task. An example of a long term reward is on FIFA 15 where you will achieve a trophy when getting enough points to win the division. Another example of a long term reward is completing certain tasks on certain guns so that they can receive some skins for there guns. Rewards are used within games because it keeps the players playing the game and to give the player some achievements to show that they are progressing and to show how good they are. If games did not provide awards then players would get bored and feel as if they are playing the game for no reason so they will stop completing goals and challenges as there is no purpose. 

Design game elements
 Game vocabulary

Conversations in video games exist as the foremost way to guide the player through the game, according to a recent talk at Game Developers Conference 2014. The developers and game writers need to have a common understanding of what in-game dialogue is for.

Conversations are there to move the player forward in the game. Conversations are a hallmark of story-driven game and adventure games. They are there to keep the player involved, to keep the story moving.
These conversations can take the form of quests, hints or handoff conversations that introduce players to new characters and locations. Although dialogue can branch — and often will — depending on player choice, writers must be aware that only one nugget of information will move the player forward. Everything else must eventually fold back into that conclusion.

"The very last thing in the conversation needs to be a reminder of where to go ... "

These "critical plot points" usually take the form of statements. Part of a writer's job, then, comes with thinking up many different questions that ultimately lead to the same answer. To accomplish this, Ray suggests writers work their way backwards.

Speaking on the subject of creating engaging NPC dialogue, the writers should avoid creating characters who just wait around for the player to solve their problem. An engaging character is one finding themselves in trouble.

" ... and what to kill right now."

Other pitfalls in writing game dialogue include offer players what is essentially the same option, but simply reworded. There are three options typically offered: one for the eager player, one for the "what's in it for me" player, and one for the "aggressive" player who wants to refuse but still take the option. Conversations that don't have a point or confuse players of their goal are also to be avoided.

Player responses should come at the point where there's already information on the table that's worth reacting to. The very last thing in the conversation needs to be a reminder of where to go and what to kill right now.
 Characters
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As you generate your detailed story arc, you'll need to make a clear list of the number of characters needed. Who are these people, and what roles do they play in both the narrative and the gameplay? Which are simple NPCs? Which are robust, interactive characters? Which are bosses? Mission givers? Shop keepers? Tutorial mentors? Et cetera.
The artists will be generating all character models and animations, and they'll want to know the scope as soon as possible. If you spring 15 new NPCs on your artists halfway through the project, they will shank you in the break room -- believe it. Getting the character scope nailed down early will also help you determine how much "incidental dialog" the game will require, for these throwaway lines frequently take up as much space in the script as the main story dialog. This is no trivial amount, so keep close track of it.
Know your restrictions 
One of the first things you should investigate before starting any game character is your set of working restrictions.

By this I don’t mean polygon and texture page limits – which are paramount to the success of your creation, of course – but rather the environment settings and how the character will be used and seen in the game.

Environment settings are variables such as working units. Are you going to work in centimetres or metres? This has to remain consistent throughout the game or you will end up with scale issues further down the line, especially when rigging and animation are involved.

Knowing how the character will be used and what they must be able to do can have a dramatic effect on the model itself.

Will it be animated, for example? If so, will individual fingers need to bend, or will the mouth need to open? If the character wears a hat, will you ever see underneath it? If not, there’s little point in building the top of its head.
Do your research
Approaching a project with no research material is like building something with your eyes closed. Even the most talented artists have a wealth of reference around them while they work.

Working from memory is fine, but a folder of photographs or a wall of concept sketches to work from are crucial.

I often get asked to review work. It always surprises me, especially when recreating the human form, how many artists don’t use reference photos – or have them but aren’t applying them correctly. All it takes is an hour on the web and you can have some great images to guide you.

Start simple
When you start working on your character, don’t rush in and try to create a fully detailed head or hand: this can come later. Block out the whole figure first using basic primitives and stitch them together. I personally like to start by using cylinders.

This will give you a broad overview of the character’s proportions, and an immediate feel for how it will look. As an added bonus, this rough shape can be passed on to be rigged, and an animator can start blocking out some early moves.

Try subdivision surfaces
A fantastic way to create a smoother model with an initially low polygon count is to use subdivision surfaces. This method enables you to create a higher-detail model from a low-resolution ‘cage’ mesh, meaning you don’t need to push around lots of geometry.

Once you’re happy with your creation, you can simply bake out the model and convert it to a fully polygon-based mesh, ready for further editing and optimisation.
Add detail only where it’s needed
Many artists’ first impulse is to put detail into every area of their creation. It’s only natural to want to do your best, and produce an amazing character. But in the gaming world, it may just be a wasted effort if it’s never seen.

You need to know how the character will be used. If it will be seen from a distance, there’s no point adding fabric detail or the inside of its mouth. You could even use mitten-style hands if each individual finger will not be seen.

Zoom out as you work, to view the character as it would be seen.

Skills

In the world of video games your character can grow and develop in a multitude of different ways: new weapons, life lessons, and so much more. In reality, it is mostly up to the developers, yes a character can make the choices you pick and you can view that in your own way, but the developers need to create a possibility to be explored. Detail and attention in this department can make all the difference, especially when direct growth of a character is at hand. What I am talking about are skill trees, because character development does not have to be boring, it can be creative, helpful, and easy to navigate. That being said, here are five excellent imaginative skill trees from video games.
Skill Trees can exist no matter the genre of game, which means this list could continue indefinitely. It is very possible for games to creatively enhance their characters while depicting their growth in a number of ways. Please join the conversation if you have a skill tree that needs to be represented.

Character skill exists exclusively in games with story: I would define it as the skill or power of the player-controlled character through narrative and/or gameplay mechanics. This is most apparent in classic RPGs such as Dungeons and Dragons where character skill is portrayed through a level that goes up as more experience points are gained.

In modern gaming, many traditionally action, player-skill-based genres are now incorporating character-skill-based RPG elements into their designs, to varying degrees of success. In fact it seemed like almost every game had some sort of skill-tree or unlock-system implemented.

This is really just a natural progression of a design-concept that has persisted in videogames for decades: to slowly give the player more mechanics to use throughout the course of a game We can call this concept the “skill progression system”.
The skill progression system offers two main benefits that encourage so many designers today to use them: it allows the player to more easily learn the mechanics of the game (by trickling in new mechanics over time for the player to master), and it generally offers interesting narrative opportunities.

Items
In pencil and paper games and computer and video games, an item is an object within the game world that can be collected by a player or, occasionally, a non-player character. These items are sometimes called pick-ups.

Items are most often beneficial to the player character. Some games contain detrimental items, such as cursed pieces of armour that confers a negative bonus to the wearer and cannot be removed until the curse itself is lifted; the means to do this may be costly or require a special item. Some items may also be of absolutely no value to the player. Items are especially prevalent in role-playing games, as they are usually necessary for the completion of quests or to advance through the story.

Often in adventure games there are many puzzles that need to be completed in order for the player to advance through the dungeons or levels. Usually, this can be done through the use of specific items gathered while exploring the dungeon. This is a very common element in the Legend of Zelda series, where items like the Hookshot are necessary to pass specific obstacles, or games like the Metroid series, where items like the Gravity Suit or Power Bombs are required to pass to another area. Other important items for navigating puzzles are bombs, which can open new paths, and the boomerang, which can retrieve items from a great distance. In Minecraft, items range from weapons to tools to miscellaneous things like music discs or spawn eggs. While no items are required for completion of puzzles or to access certain areas, they are mandatory for progression in the game and for defeating the bosses.
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Another generic item needed to progress through dungeons in adventure games is the key. Sometimes there can be several keys within a dungeon, or just one skeleton key which is good enough to open all locked doors.

Enemies

Typically, among the horde of personas in a single campaign, gamers find two particular sets of character types: heroes and villains.

Great villains are a little harder to achieve than heroes. While writers can easily pen a compelling and logical reason for one do-gooder to stand up and do good, the composition of villains takes a little extra magic.

Great villains must be menacing. They must dominate the gaming space whenever they’re featured. They have to present unique mechanics and interesting personalities. Villains have to be dynamic. The heroes „just” do good based on a simple line of motivation. The villains need a more complex driving force.

Villains are much harder to work with compared to heroes in games. In a movie, a villain can have just as much time as a hero to develop into something interesting. Most games don’t give room for an antagonist to flourish because most games are about combat, and it takes a special game to set you directly against your enemy and keep it entertaining.
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