
The effects of playing videogames: what do designers want? 

 

When developing a hit new IP or sequel, success (or lack thereof) must be measured on several levels. 
Roughly, those can be broken down into five main areas: 

-Sales 

-Franchise 

-Critical 

-Technology 

-Processes/Talent Retention 

 The first level, sales, should be clear enough. The financial success of a game is critical, and unlike films 
and television, which have secondary markets (DVD release, syndication, merchandise, etc.), a game 
must make its money through sales, and in the first few months of its lifecycle. The second level, 
establishing a franchise, has become increasingly more important in recent years. A hit game should 
generate sequels and spinoffs, and all the marketing benefits of a recognizable brand. This is why it is 
never a good idea to capitalize on the success of a brand by releasing a hurried or mediocre title to cash 
in on a successful brand, since the immediate rewards would be offset by the long-term damage to the 
franchise. 

 The third level of success, critical performance, is directly tied to the first two. Looking at the sales data 
for some of the past few years, we can see that very few of the top-selling games have a metacritic 
rating of less than 80 points. 

 Furthermore, we can see that the charts are dominated by successful franchises such as Madden, Grand 
Theft Auto, Mario, etc. 



 

 



 

 

 

The last two levels determine the long-term success of a studio. Only by executing on several 
consecutive titles can you build up the technology and organizational “muscle memory” to deliver high-
end material. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Anatomy of a Hit 

 

   

A hit title normally results at the intersection of High Quality Execution, Innovation and 
Audience Appeal. 

 

From a game design perspective, since it is difficult to determine accurately “what will sell”, a 
much better approach is to ask yourself “What do people love to do?” It is this kind of thinking 
that has given birth to new forms of games involving social activities, collecting, creating, etc. 

 

 

 

The concept of Flow 



Psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has described Flow as “the mental state of operation in which the 
person is fully immersed in what he or she is doing, characterized by a feeling of energized focus, full 
involvement, and success in the process of the activity.” CsikszentmihalyI arrived at this definition after 
interviewing thousands of artists, athletes, rock climbers, etc. The necessary elements to attain Flow 
are, as described by him: 

 

1. Clear goals (expectations and rules are discernible and goals are attainable and align 
appropriately with one's skill set and abilities). 

2. Concentrating and focusing, a high degree of concentration on a limited field of 
attention (a person engaged in the activity will have the opportunity to focus and to 
delve deeply into it). 

3. A loss of the feeling of self-consciousness, the merging of action and awareness. 
4. Distorted sense of time - one's subjective experience of time is altered. 
5. Direct and immediate feedback (successes and failures in the course of the activity are 

apparent, so that behavior can be adjusted as needed). 
6. Balance between ability level and challenge (the activity is neither too easy nor too 

difficult). 
7. A sense of personal control over the situation or activity. 
8. The activity is intrinsically rewarding, so there is an effortlessness of action. 
9. When in the flow state, people become absorbed in their activity, and focus of 

awareness is narrowed down to the activity itself, action awareness merging  

 

Core Compulsions and the Compulsion Loop 

At the center of a game design are its core compulsions, “things to do” that, in turn, inform the 
core game mechanics.  Fulfilling these compulsions should yield incremental rewards, in the 
form of story advancement, new game elements, etc. These rewards should drive the player to 
continue playing, and unlock further rewards, etc. This cycle is commonly referred to as a 
“compulsion loop”. 



 

Rapid Prototyping 

Identifying a game’s core compulsions can be a useful tool when analyzing a game, or 
defending a game design, but it doesn’t lead to good game design. In other words, you cannot 
come up with a compulsion loop and design the game “outwards” from there. To come up with 
a game design, we must go back to the original question, “what do people love to do?”, and 
then refine our ideas using Rapid Prototyping. 

 

The reasons for using rapid prototyping are: 

1.-Focused – We only concentrate on a particular mechanic or feature. 

2.-Fast – We can quickly visualize results. 

3.-Low cost of failure – We can prove our ideas before committing resources to it. 

 

The elements of a successful rapid prototyping system are: 

1.-Experimentation – This is the time to try out new ideas. 

2.-Learning – We try to learn what works and discard what doesn’t. 

3.-Adaptability – We don’t get attached to ideas that aren’t right for what we want 

 

And, finally, the end results of the prototyping process should be: 



1.-Divide and Conquer – The problems are reduced to their basic, manageable components. 

2.-Model Making – You should have working models of your game mechanics. 

The tools for Rapid Prototyping can be anything – Pen & Paper, playing cards, a chessboard, 
dice, etc. Tools such as Flash and moddable games like Half-Life present great resources for 
prototyping. 

 

 


