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Game designers—like the legendary Sid Meier or Will Wright—seem to have that one fantasy job.
They formulate cool ideas, then build on them accordingly. Unfortunately, the chances of a
person coming up with a new idea, writing a game design, and then selling it to a publisher are
less than one in a million. Further, very few people are hired as game designers. Rather, most
earn their way into that position through other jobs, like QA tester, producer, or programmer.

What does it take to become a game designer? To be a likely success, you must start by being
an avid game player. Ideas and inspiration are spawned by playing games. You will often
discover that the answer to a design problem has been dealt with before. It makes more sense to
tackle a design issue knowing how others tried to handle the same or similar issue rather than re-
walk the same path.

A successful game designer should also have been exposed to art, literature, philosophy, and
history. After all, how can you create a game like Civilization without knowing anything about
history? Even the study of psychology bears relevance on game design. Because games are
made to be played by people, studying the mind and how people react or interact provides
valuable insight for good game design.

Not all game treatments can be executed due to current limits in technology, the goals of the
game company, and the amount of time you have to accomplish those goals. Assessing the
proper tradeoffs is a significant part of a game designer’s job.

Typical Job Titles and Focus

There are several levels of game design careers. Peruse the game job boards and you will see
openings for very specific design positions, such as lead designer/world builder, lead designer-
racing, senior designer (flight sim), principal game designer, lead designer (sports), and assistant
designer to name just a very, very few.

Regardless which design job you seek, there is a long list of general skills you'll need plus some
very specific skills depending on the sort of game you're building. Game designers are frequently
categorized by the types of games they create, such as RPG, action, adventure, flight simulation,
sports, and so forth.

A great way to familiarize yourself with the current requirements for each job is to look over job
listings. For instance, if you saw the description of a level designer/world builder on a job board,
you might learn that such a person’s duties are described as follows: “Designs, models, textures,
and lights architectural environments. Places and scripts entities/objects in environment. Works
with the lead designer to define and refine gameplay mechanics. Details gameplay mechanics,
story lines, character biographies, and asset inventories in design documentation. The primary
function of the level designer is to integrate gameplay and art ideas into fun 3D. Reports to the
producer, is managed by the lead artist, and is supervised by the lead game designer and art
director.”

Clearly there’s a lot to learn about each specific job before you decide which one is your
preference.
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Tools of the Trade

As a game designer, all of those tedious high school and college English assignments may finally
pay off. Virtually every job listing for a game designer requires “strong technical and creative
writing skills.” Necessary skills also include a “vivid imagination,” “creative problem solving,” and
“organizational skills.” More tangible tools required include a working knowledge of writing
software, such as Word, and project management software, such as MS Project. Some
companies also want the designer to be familiar with software design programs, such as 3D
Studio Max for world building. Designers also need a grasp of programming to understand the
technical obstacles that game programmers face.

Let's take a look at each of those requirements:

Good grammar and excellent writing skills. With the advent of e-mail, many people who were
already on the bubble when it comes to writing skills just completely fell apart. But game design is
a job that requires serious writing skills. So, start working on them today. If you're still in school,
start paying attention in your English classes. If you're already out of school—and you don'’t know
the difference between “your” and “you’re” or “its” and “it's"—then you should consider taking a
continuing education class. Good writing skills are absolutely fundamental to being a successful
game designer.

You must be able to create a massively detailed document detailing every part of the game
imaginable. This requires the ability to visualize the game you're designing. Can you imagine
exactly how the player object will move, react to control input, react to things in the environment?
It's not enough to write: "Pressing the jump button makes the player jump.” You must be able to
effectively describe to the programmer via the document, how the player will jump. How fast?
How high? Can the player perform actions during a jump? What happens in condition X? What
happens in conditions Y and Z?

Art and programming skills. A game designer must possess a total understanding of the
graphics side of development. An understanding of programming is also essential especially in
order to write custom scripts for character/unit behaviors, for level scenarios, and to tweak
controls. An understanding of user interface design, game player psychology, and other intuitive
subtleties come in handy as well. And, to construct game levels, it certainly doesn't hurt to be
experienced with 3-D modeling software either.

In short, the ideal game designer needs strong skills from both sides of the fence—artistic and
programming. But, if you're headed to college, Computer Sciences (CS) may serve you better in
the long run rather than Graphic Arts. With a CS degree, when you get out of school, you can use
your programming skills to start creating your game design ideas. If you're lacking in art, you can
get help easily. But, even without good art, you can prototype your game ideas.

Creating a Design Document

To be a game designer, you need to understand the fundamentals of the design document. Just
as a blueprint aids the construction of a house, a design document shows where every element of
a game fits into the larger picture. Because there are just as many ways to produce a design
document as there are ways to write a book, for the purposes of this article, we'll use a relatively
basic and familiar format. Don’t panic at the detail; this is just to familiarize you with what you'll
tackle in your professional life.

First, before you even sit down to draft a design document, you must ask yourself, "Who will be
reading this?" If this is a document to sell your idea to a marketing staff, or to get funding, then
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you might focus on shorter explanations of technical subjects and move the meat and potatoes to
the beginning of the document.

Also, before the actual design document drafting begins, you need to have had creative meetings
and a pooling of all the best ideas, design notes, and diagrams that will make up the game play
and look of the product. Don't worry if everything is not nailed down in minute detail; that will work
itself out once you reach the assignment stage. Just get all of the key elements down, including
your “killer aps,” or "that which will make this product stand out in game play, looks, and feel."
Killer aps (for “applications”) are critical to the overall success of your product, and it is where you
will spend most of your production time.

Your pre-drafting compilation should also include any conceptual art. If you don't have any, you
should definitely consider having some made. One of the key responsibilities of a designer,
producer, or manager is keeping the team focused on the vision of the game. Because the art
staff on a project tends to make up almost two-thirds of the production team, visual aids such as
conceptual art and storyboards are critical to getting the art staff excited and motivated.

The following is a breakdown of the different subjects used to outline a typical design document.
You may want to add or remove subjects that are not applicable to your particular concept
design. For example, if you are making a puzzle game, then the idea of a player or monster
character may not fit into the design.

Title Page and Copyrights. A title page for a design document is very important. It will be seen
often, so avoid a title name or a font format with which you are unhappy. Certain copyright and
trademark information must also be presented for you and/or your company’s legal protection.

Table of Contents. This gives the reader an overview of what is contained within the design
document, including page numbers. From the designer’s standpoint, it becomes very useful in
helping him or her see how all of the subjects in the design flow into the overall structure of the
product design. This information should be kept simple, to the point, and very easy to read.

Production Mission Statement. A mission statement is a relatively concise, often one-page
description of what you want this product to accomplish for the company. It should include such
items as the theme of the product (like action or puzzle), the style of the product (like 2-D top-
down shooter), style of game play (perhaps it plays like “Tomb Raider” or “Zelda”), character art
style (like cartoony or realistic), background art style (like dark fantasy or sci-fi), target age group,
target rating, target platform, special hardware (like a light gun), minimum hardware
requirements, estimated production team size, and scheduled completion date. Also, include a
short list of no more than three competitive products that are on the market making certain that
you explain your edge over these titles point by point.

The Game Concept Overview. If you had only one page of text to get across all of the key points
that make your concept great and sellable, what would you include? It's almost like a sell sheet
that the sales and marketing department would use to promote the game. Don't get overly
technical. This is the section that most marketing and sales people will review, and you don't want
to scare them off with techno-babble. Also, don't omit how you came up with the idea and why
you picked it as your production goal. You want to bring the skeptics around to your way of
thinking.

The Game Back Story. Although the back-story for a product is often fluff, it helps to bring your
team into the world you envision.

The Product Flowchart. This is a handy device to demonstrate how all of the big elements fit
together to make the product. In this section, you simply walk the reader through each stage of
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the start-up interface, all the way down into the game, and back out to all possible endings,
making sure to show how each section branches off to the different options. Don't worry about the
level-by-level and bonus section stuff just yet. That will come in the next section.

The Game Play Flowchart. Here you walk the reader through each playable stage of the game,
including all possible branches and sub-endings. Make sure to list all the levels out by name or
number. This helps avoid confusion during production.

The Game Interface. The typical video game interface has several primary functions, including
introducing the publisher and/or developer, informing the public about the copyright/trademark
status of the product, presenting a pre-rendered or pre-animated or static story that leads the
player into the game, and giving the player the lead-in options for the game (such as Start or
Options or Difficulty). Also, the interface displays an ongoing status of the game while you play, it
presents the player with special rewards for goals achieved, and it explains the punishment for
failing goals.

Game Play Overview. This is where you walk the player through the product's play experience.
For example, here you would list out Levels 1, 2, 3, and so on, making sure to explain where the
level is in the game, and what elements make up the game play for that world. Also, don't forget
to add notes on what the level might look like; this will give the art team a starting point.

The Player Character. Here is where you explain all of the things that make up your player
character, including looks, abilities, and limitations. Ideally, in this section, you find the conceptual
art for the player character along with a description of moves that may range from a simple walk
to a back flip. It should also contain special acquired abilities that the player character can pick up
from any number of sources during the game. You also want to include the player character’s
combat and defensive abilities, the type of weapons the player can use, whether the player will
take damage from fire or sharp objects or other items, and what the player character’s reaction
will be when being hit by, say, a monster.

Game Controls. Provide a drawing of the game controller or keyboard. Be sure to note whether
the controls might be changed by the player prior to or during game play.

Game Characters. This is where it gets really fun, where you get to create all of the great
monsters and other characters for your game.

Game Pickup Items. What pickup items will the player encounter and collect during game play?

The Game World Design. Here’s where you list—in level-by-level style—all the topics that make
up each stage of the game. For instance, include things like a description of any lead-in CG
cinematic to the level, general description of the level, description of ground-based gameplay,
notes on any land-based or sky-based level animations required, what story characters are
located in the level, and anything else you can think of. Then just repeat this section for each of
the levels in your design. It's a great idea at this stage to sit down with some of the programmers
and work out what they need to know about all the elements that will make up the game. A
successful design document must be usable by designers, programmers, and artists alike.

Music and Sound Effects List. This has a number of important uses, including costing the work
out. Also, it is important to list in order of need so the music and sound contractors know what to
deliver first.

Engine Overview. List information from your programming staff on what the game system and

engine can and can’t do. If needed, prototype to learn the limits and set realistic guidelines for
your project. Include such things as the number of characters you can have on the screen at
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once, how many animations there can be per character, any camera and game view restrictions,
how may polygons can exist per level and character, and the number of colors per texture map.
All of this information will be crucial for the designers and artists who need to know as much as
possible before starting to work.

Once the design document is completed, you can move on to produce the production schedule
for the game. Without a design document that outlines everything we've discussed—and more—a
production schedule will not hold and, in the end, the game and/or the budget will suffer.

So, still want to be a game designer? As you've learned, the job requires much more than simply

coming up with cool game ideas. It's about efficient organizing, effective communicating, and,
above all, excellent writing.
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