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ABSTRACT 
In this paper, we present an approach to studying the game design process by drawing 
upon general models of design to support research into the process of game design. 
Several general models of design exist to consider the processes through which 
designers work. Many of these fit within a structure of analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation that was first proposed by Christopher Jones in 1963 and later adapted by 
Bryan Lawson to account for the messy nature of design and the undertaking of these 
activities while negotiating between problem and solution. This paper proposes the 
adaptation of Lawson’s model of design to study the activities of game designers and 
to potentially find opportunities to improve and refine the process of game design. 
Specifically, the paper seeks to propose a model for facilitating the study of the game 
design process as it relates to the individual actions designers take when developing 
games. 

Keywords 
Game design, idea generation, creativity, pre-production, concepts, design education, 
design research 

INTRODUCTION 
The game design process is a relatively new subject of inquiry with the first books on 
the topic emerging in the 1980s (Crawford 1984). As the field of digital games has 
grown so has the body of academic and industry literature related to the topic of game 
design. Many books and dedicated journals on the topic emerged in the early 2000s 
with Aarseth (2001) writing that “2001 can be seen as the Year One of Computer Game 
Studies as an emerging, viable, international, academic field” with the launch of the 
Game Studies journal. This work seeks to explore whether applying general models of 
design to game design practice might provide new insights and areas of inquiry. 

While much game research has traditionally taken place in humanities and computer 
science, Lankoski & Holopainen (2017) argue that it is through the discipline of design 
studies that the study of game design should take place. Kultima (2015) suggests that 
looking at the process of game design through general design models could help 
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improve the methodologies of game design. Kuittinen and Holopainen (2009) reviewed 
design models in comparison to game design textbooks and found that game design 
textbooks are often focused on the product of game design over the process of 
designing. Chiapello (2014) applied Schon’s epistemology of design practice to the 
development of mobile games. Through interviews with developers and using a design-
based approach, Chiapello uncovered a new perspective on mobile, casual and social 
games which have become widely accepted within the discipline (2017). Researchers 
Marcotte and Khaled (2017) used a design-based lens in their analysis of the practices 
related to critical game design. In this research new methods to study the practices of 
game designers were developed that provided unique insight and potential for future 
refinement as game design research methods. These examples show the potential 
benefits that can be gained through the use of a design-based lens when analysing the 
game design process. The following sections will provide an overview of design 
models, innovation and the game design process before presenting the proposed model 
and highlighting how we can apply this to the existing literature on the design process 
to better understand how game design occours in practice. 

MODELS OF DESIGN 
The discipline of design can be seen as separate from science and humanities (Archer 
1979). The 1962 Conference on Design Methods is widely regarded as the origin of 
design methodology as a distinct academic discipline, Nigel Cross’ coining of the term 
‘designerly ways of knowing’ (1982) helped to further establish design as an 
independent academic discipline. The design process is an important area of research 
within this field with the debate around design models emerging in the 1970s. The field 
started to become more coherent in its approach from the 80s onwards with the 
establishment of journals, conferences and books on the subject (Cross 2007b). 

Several models of the design process have been developed that detail the design process 
within fields such as product design, architecture, interaction design and more. These 
models seek to provide designers and educators with a shared vocabulary and ability to 
talk about the process, refine it and critique it (Dubberly 2005). Jones (1963) proposed 
a model of design based on the activities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation as the 
fundamental activities of the designer. Analysis is the process by which designers 
understand the problem space, synthesis is the process by which ideas are generated 
and evaluation is the process by which potential solutions are evaluated. Evbuomwan 
et al. (1996) reviewed design models within the literature and found that many of them 
included iteration and emphasised the activities of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation.  

 

Figure 1: Lawson's (2010) design process model shows the three 
activities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation as activities occurring 
between the design problem and solution. 
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The model of the design process proposed by Jones (1963) outlines the steps of 
analysis, synthesis and evaluation and was expanded on by Lawson (2010) who frames 
the steps not as an ordered process but rather as activities that occur during the process 
as a negotiation between problem and solution. The model (Figure 1) is a simplification 
of the process but is intended as a method to describe the process without prescribing 
an order or rigid steps to be followed. 

Game Design and Innovation 
The market for video games is one where “novelty, innovation and originality are 
crucial” (Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013, 59) and games are seen as highly innovative 
products (O’Hagan and O’Connor 2015). Innovation within the game industry and the 
wider creative industries is an important aspect of production and this innovation is a 
result of the game design process. Traditional models of innovation focus on research 
and development activities (R&D) where research is focused on the sciences and 
development is the application of this research to novel technologies (Godin 2008). 
This is often described as Technological Product and Process Innovation (TPP). The 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and Eurostat 
(2018) provide the following definition of innovation: 

An innovation is a new or improved product or process (or combination 
thereof) that differs significantly from the unit’s previous products or 
processes and that has been made available to potential users (product) or 
brought into use by the unit (process). 

(2018, 20) 

Several authors have proposed that this definition of innovation fails to capture the 
activities of the creative industries (Jaaniste 2009; Stoneman 2011). One approach 
called Cultural Product and Process Innovation (CPP) is concerned with “the research, 
development, application and diffusion of cultural products (stylistic changes, changes 
to forms, changes to content) and their processes (the ways in which products are made, 
delivered and distributed)” (Jaaniste 2009, 226). Similarly, Stoneman proposed a new 
definition for innovation within the creative and cultural industries called Soft 
Innovation: “Soft innovation is innovation in goods and services that primarily impacts 
upon aesthetic or intellectual appeal rather than functional performance” (2011, 22). 

These models for innovation encompass innovation that is more driven by product 
differentiation as opposed to functional improvements. The concept of soft innovation 
in video games, for example, suggests that much of the innovation within games is 
related to the aesthetic appeal of the game (ie. the appeal to the senses) as opposed to 
functional or technical improvements. Jónasdóttir (2018) suggests that soft innovation 
in the games industry is "associated with shaping the experience of the users through 
new creative content and/or aesthetic design providing more pleasant, sophisticated, or 
simplified interactions and symbolic content" (35).   

One of the critiques of the concept of soft innovation is that it places commercial 
success as a key metric for measuring innovation (Eltham 2013). While this critique 
may be especially valid for some creative industries, it is hard to argue that commercial 
success is not a key metric for the success of games projects given that Wijman (2020) 
estimates that players will spend over $2 billion on games by 2023. Even within the 
space of smaller indie game developers, there is a desire to achieve levels of 
commercial success to continue and grow the ability to release games(Guevara-
Villalobos 2011). Jónasdóttir & Bygstad (2019) conducted interviews with several 
game studios and found that this tension between the desire to achieve market success 
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and artistic vision could lead to a level of anxiety and uncertainty during the 
development of games.  

By analysing a dataset of 1,800 observations on AAA games Cox (2014) found that “as 
quality is found to be one of the most important factors affecting the likelihood of a 
video game becoming a blockbuster, optimisation of the gameplay experience would 
seem to have considerably more impact on sales than, say, paying for a license or 
franchise endorsement” (197). Cox uses quality as a term to describe the overall 
gameplay experience of the player and not just the technical implementation of the 
gameplay. This finding is in line with other industries where innovation has been seen 
as linked to commercial success (Shapiro 2006). Storz et al. (2015) highlight that the 
game industry is primarily focused on incremental innovation by citing the decline in 
the creation of new game genres since the 1990s. By analysing the design process and 
developing a shared understanding of the process academics and researchers may be 
better able to educate and understand the role of innovation and its importance to the 
field of game design.  

THE GAME DESIGN PROCESS 
Wynn and Clarkson (2018) reviewed design and development models and found that 
they can be categorised into three types: micro, meso, and macro-level models. These 
correspond to individual process steps; end to end flows of activity; and organisational 
and management level models respectively. Many models of game design correspond 
to the meso and macro level of design, focusing on project stages, deliverables and life 
cycles (Adams 2010; Fullerton 2019; LeMarchand 2021). Less focus has been given to 
the micro design process, the individual or small group process of design, as it relates 
to game design. Neil (2015) developed a tool to support this process through a 
participant-observer approach and Kultima (2017) describes her study of the role of 
stimuli in game idea generation as game design praxiology (2). In this study, Kultima 
drew on established literature in design studies on fixation (Crilly 2015) when 
developing methodologies and considering the results of her findings from a 
longitudinal study. 

Within game development, those working on games can range from individual creators, 
artists and independent developers (indie) to large (AAA) studios that employ 
thousands of developers, with the primary platforms being mobile, console/handheld 
and PC. Young (2018) highlights how developers outside mainstream development can 
feel “alienated from the creative process of game development” (44) and instead 
develop their own game design process. Even within large studios the process used in 
the development of games often varies between large studios with formal processes 
such as Rational Game Design (Jolis-Desautels 2017), Cabals (Birdwell 2006), Method 
(Cerny 2002), and other approaches differing in terms of how prescriptive they are, the 
responsibilities of individuals, and the organisation of the project.  

Keogh (2019) suggests that from the 1980s to the 2000s video games underwent a 
process of “aggressive formalisation” (16) which was driven by publishers and 
hardware manufacturers that regulated the release of games and created a clear 
distinction between ‘professional’ and ‘amateur’ developers. In the 2010s, as digital 
distribution and online marketplaces began to provide an opportunity for amateur 
developers to gain visibility and commercial success, the indie game development 
movement began to gain traction (McCrea 2013). These developers from outside the 
mainstream, AAA cultures, often follow fewer formal processes and have developed 
games that are more diverse and individualised than seen in the larger AAA industry 
(Young 2018). Keogh (2019) has described the current state of game development 
processes as one where there is a mixing of both the informal approaches and the formal 
approaches to development. To describe this mixing of processes and approaches 
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between indie and AAA developers, Keogh coined the term “intense in/formalisation” 
(2019, 16).   

By nature of being part of the creative industries, game development is often seen as 
interdisciplinary, heterogeneous, and diversified as opposed to a single coherent 
discipline (Hagen 2011). Game development is highly multidisciplinary, bringing 
together programmers, artists, project managers, game designers and sound designers 
(Salen and Zimmerman 2004). In the book What Is A Designer: Things . Places . 
Messages Potter (2002) notes that every human is a designer if we consider design as 
“a blanket term to cover every situation in which adaptation of means to ends is 
preceded by an abstract of intent” (10). In this way, all members of the development 
team could be seen as game designers. However, for the purposes of this research, the 
definition of designer covers those who create meaningful experiences for people 
(Press and Cooper 2017) with specific relevance to game experiences. This work is 
focused on professional game design, that is those who have a job title related to or 
specific responsibility for the design of a game. This role varies by the game studio and 
can include several sub-disciplines such as level design, user experience, system 
design, narrative design, mission design, economy design and technical design.  

The game design process is often seen to be similar to other design processes with an 
iterative cycle and a process that proceeds from ideation to pre-production, to 
production, and post-production (Fullerton 2019; Lemarchand 2021; Berg Marklund et 
al. 2019) Throughout this process there is constant iteration with new ideas and 
concepts being generated, then formalised through design documentation, tested 
through prototypes, and evaluated through player feedback(Fullerton 2019). Berg 
Marklund et al. (2019) highlight the nature of the game design process as being non-
linear as ideas evolve and emerge through the development and testing process. This is 
echoed in numerous textbooks that highlight the importance of this iterative approach 
to the development of video games (Fullerton 2019; Macklin and Sharp 2016; Salen 
and Zimmerman 2004). Adams (2010) describes the game design process as split into 
three stages: concept stage, elaboration stage and tuning stage (See Figure 2) with 
constant prototyping, playtesting and evaluation throughout these phases. 

 

 

Figure 2: Adams (2010) shows the game moving from concept to 
elaboration and finally to tuning before release. 

The first phase, ideation, involves the development of game concepts that may be 
suitable to develop further. Lemarchand (2021) highlights the emerging importance of 
ideation to the design process “As time passed, we learned in stages, first figuring out 
the importance of preproduction and its differences from full production, then realizing 
the importance of postproduction. Finally, we recognized that we were missing out on 
the very first step: we had something to learn from the ideation processes used in games 
academia and in other mature design disciplines” (18).  
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Cohendet and Simon (2007), highlight how a large studio approves the development of 
a proof of concept based on an idea. This proof-of-concept is then developed before the 
concept is ready for pre-production to begin on the project. During this pre-production 
phase, the game concepts and ideas are still refined further before entering a more 
formal and strictly controlled production phase. Once the game concept has been 
developed it is then time to test it to see if it achieves the desired gameplay goals 
through a prototyping phase. As prototypes become more formalised the game moves 
into production where there is a clearer understanding of what the game will be. Post-
production has emerged as a significant factor in game development over the last 
number of years as games receive bug fixes, feature updates, expansions and additional 
content sometimes years after the original release.  

The Method approach developed by Mark Cerny and Michael John (Cerny 2002) 
proposed a model of game development split between two phases: pre-production and 
production which has become the industry standard among large developers (Ivan 
2020). The pre-production phase is described as “managing chaos” by Cerny where the 
macro design of the overall game, an approximately 5-page document, is the outcome 
of this initial experimentation phase. The Rational Design Method (RDM) developed 
by the large publisher and developer Ubisoft utilises a data-driven approach to quantify 
user experience and create gameplay to suit player needs (Jolis-Desautels 2017). This 
approach focuses on the use of metrics and data analysis in terms of identifying the 
aspects of player experience and, through evaluation by the designer, suggests potential 
solutions to design problems. The Cabal process operated by Valve Inc. describes a 
democratised process of design and development focused on the use of specialised 
groups or cabals within the larger studio organisation (Birdwell 2006). These cabals 
develop solutions through the development of specialised teams that use a team-based 
design process that is supplemented by regular feedback from players. 

In addition to the processes discussed above Whitson (2020) highlights how accounts 
of the development process often cover up the more ‘messy’ reality experienced by 
developers. This work highlights the importance of soft skills in game development as 
developers consider skill-building for “problem-solving, social coordination, and 
interacting within complex human–machine assemblages” (Whitson 2020, 285). These 
accounts illustrate how our understanding of design activities at the level of process 
flows and organisational structures provides clarity as to how games are made, 
however, our understanding of the individual processes and activities of designers 
remains limited. 

ANALYSIS, SYNTHESIS AND EVALUATION IN GAME DESIGN 
By looking at the design literature we propose examining the game design process 
through the adaptation of the process model outlined by Lawson (2010). This model  
(Figure 3) considers the flow of game design activity at a micro level where designers 
and those involved in the design of games are iterating and generating designs. The 
model moves through iterative cycles of analysis, synthesis and evaluation and can 
occur on a variety of scales from sketching solutions to potential problems to 
developing prototypes and systems to test and evaluate solutions.  
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Figure 3: The proposed model situates analysis, synthesis and 
evaluation as activities that occur between design problems and 
solutions. 

The individual activities of analysis, synthesis and evaluation are presented with 
reference to the game design literature. In the analysis phase, we consider how the 
interplay between technology and creativity impacts the process, how games are 
inspired through a variety of sources and the role of research in game design. In 
synthesis, we discuss how designers generate game concepts and solutions and methods 
for supporting design. Lastly, evaluation looks at how prototypes, documents and 
playtests are used to evaluate the effectiveness of design solutions. These activities are 
not process steps moving rigidly from analysis to synthesis to evaluation and so on in 
a continuous cycle, instead they are activities performed in design. By looking at game 
design through the design process model we can identify how activities within the 
design process might interrelate with one another and identify areas for further study. 
A game designer might immediately develop a prototype and be inspired to add a new 
element which in turn might lead them back to analysis to better understand the new 
concept or idea. In this way, it does not dictate a way to design but rather a way to 
understand the activities of designers and specifically, in the case of this paper, game 
designers. 

The following sections review the literature related to game design and illustrate how 
analysis, synthesis and evaluation can be identified in the process of game design. 
Three examples of design activities are selected for analysis, synthesis and evaluation 
in order to demonstrate how the model can help provide insight into the design process 
and identify opportunities for further research. These examples are intended to be 
illustrative and not an exhaustive list of game design activities. 

ANALYSIS IN THE GAME DESIGN PROCESS 
Within game design, analysis involves building an understanding of the design problem 
through identifying the problems, patterns and relationships in a given design task. It 
refers to the “ordering and structuring of the problem” (Lawson 2010, 37). Here we 
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highlight three different approaches to analysis in game design: design patterns, 
inspiration and research. 

Design Patterns 
The concept of game design patterns is an adaptation of Alexander, Ishikawa, and 
Silverstein’s concept of architectural patterns (1977). They propose that every pattern 
“describes a problem that occurs over and over again in our environment, and then 
describes the core solution to that problem, in such a way that you can use the solution 
a million times over, without ever doing it the same way twice” (Alexander, Ishikawa, 
and Silverstein 1977, x). Within the field of games, Björk and Holopainen published 
Patterns in Game Design (2005) which sought to adapt the concept of pattern design 
to the design of games. Since then their wiki has gathered more than 700 patterns 
(GameplayDesignPatterns.org) for game design. Other approaches to pattern design for 
games include Adams and Dormans (2012) game mechanics and associated 
Machinations (machinations.io) design tool as well as Christopher Barneys Pattern 
Language for Game Design (2021). These pattern approaches represent a formal way 
of analysing game design, which can also form the basis for designing solutions to 
common design problems. 

Inspiration  
Hagen (2012, 89) suggests that “video game design seems to be moving from 
engineering to artistic creation and from a division between design and construction to 
a more creative non-rational way to work with interplay between ideation and 
fabrication.” Within the field of game design, the relationship between the game idea 
and the technical feasibility creates a trade-off between what is possible and the creative 
vision (Wang and Nordmark 2015). While Wang and Nordmark (2015) point out that 
the creative team can request changes to the development of a game throughout 
development, this decision depends on how advanced production has become and a 
cost/benefit analysis at this point. This means that new ideas are often easy to 
implement through rapid prototyping early in a project, but become more difficult as a 
game project approaches release.  

The interplay between technological and creative considerations in the development of 
video games creates constraints for designers who must adapt concepts to new 
hardware or engines and develop games to use the potential offered by these 
technological advancements (Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013)Technology acts as a medium 
between ideas and their implementation within the game and it “allows a creative game 
designer to express and share ideas” (Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013, 55). The relationship 
between the idea for a game and the mechanical/thematic elements is also closely 
related to the process of prototyping. Manker (2012) highlights the importance of 
having a technical implementation of the game in the form of a prototype to 
communicate game ideas to the wider team. Hagen (2011) describes this process as a 
negotiation between the designer and themselves and the designer and the development 
team. Within game development, designers view “prototypes as sketches, 
visualizations, communication of a function, tests of a function, design aids, specified 
parts of an intended outcome and an experience of an idea” (Manker 2011, 2). 

The work of Hagen (2009) showed that within a study of 25 games all titles combined 
a ‘recycled part’ and an ‘innovative part’. Hagen proposed a model (See Figure 4) for 
this form of game innovation based on his research. This model shows how there can 
be elements of both radical and incremental innovation within a single game concept 
as games may innovate across aspects of the game concept.  
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Figure 4: The game design concept model by Hagen (2009) 
highlights the nature of game concepts as including both 
innovative and recycled elements. 

A model of the creative process in the pre-production of video games focused on the 
types of creativity shown was proposed by Sánchez et al. (2021). This model (See 
Figure 5) suggests creativity in the design of games can come from a mash-up of 
different sources, exploration of accepted structures and rules and transformation of 
existing approaches and norms. Designers often employ these different approaches 
depending on the types of challenges they face. 

 

Figure 5: The game design concept model by Sánchez et al. (2021) 
describes game concepts as arising from three different processes; 
mash-up, transformational and exploratory. 

Research 
Research as an aspect of the game design process may be underrepresented in the 
literature when compared to other design disciplines. Many textbooks focus on idea 
generation over research and exploration. LeMarchand (2021) however emphasises the 
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importance of research in the early design process and includes insights into how 
research informed the design of the Uncharted series: “Research is one of my favourite 
parts of the ideation phase, and it was important in the creation of every Uncharted 
game. We wanted to root our stories in historical and geographic fact, because we knew 
that “grounding” them in this way would help our audience suspend their disbelief” 
(2021, 30). This might suggest that the literature doesn’t effectively capture the types 
of research conducted during the game design process. 

SYNTHESIS IN THE GAME DESIGN PROCESS 
Synthesis is the process of generating solutions and is focused on moving the design 
forward. It is the “attempt to move forward and create a response to the problem – the 
generation of solutions” (Lawson 2010, 37). Here we highlight three different 
approaches to synthesis in game design: idea generation, brainstorming and design 
supports. 

Idea Generation 
Tschang & Szczypula (2006) describe video games as “composed of ideas generated 
by individuals’ creative processes.” In this way, we can identify the importance of 
creativity and the ability to generate ideas for the work of game designers. Idea 
generation is generally an early phase of the design process when ideas are developed 
and evaluated for their suitability to pursue through further development. Many design 
models treat ideation as a single step where ideas are produced in one session; then, the 
ideas generated are evaluated, and one is selected to pursue (Daly et al. 2016; Hsiao, 
Wang, and Chen 2017) however others see it as a continuous, iterative process 
(Goldschmidt 2014; Shah, Kulkarni, and Vargas-Hernandez 2000). Design ideas and 
opportunities to develop solutions based on player feedback occur throughout the 
development of a game project (Berg Marklund et al. 2019). 

Game ideas can be viewed quite differently by designers (Kultima 2010) from single 
line descriptions, to formal design documents and from thematic to mechanical 
concepts, this may be a facet of the absence of standardised practices within the 
industry (Keogh 2019). Ideas are often seen as a starting point by designers that are 
subject to change to meet the needs of the game, therefore “ideas are prone to be altered 
in one way or another during the design process” (Kultima 2010, 4). When designers 
spoke of game ideas in this study, they found it easy to develop new ideas but were 
challenged when developing good ideas and even found it difficult to describe the 
qualities of good ideas (Kultima 2010). For the interviewees in Kultima’s study, the 
aspect that signified good ideas was how they were received by others, they are 
described as “inspiring for others to immediately build on top of them” (Kultima 2010, 
4). Schon (1979) describes this as “tacit knowledge” where designers find it difficult to 
externalise their design knowledge. The concept of tacit knowledge is echoed by Cross 
(2007a) who highlights the importance of externalising this knowledge “What 
designers know about their own problem-solving processes remains largely tacit 
knowledge — i.e. they know it in the same way that a skilled person 'knows' how to 
perform that skill” (25). 

Berg Marklund et al. (2019) reviewed 48 empirical studies on game development and 
found that the majority of them dealt with the concept of creativity. They found that 
the inspiration for ideas, how ideas are transformed, technological innovation, bugs and 
the interplay between collaborators affected the development of the project leading to 
the conclusion that the “game development process is nonlinear, whereby ideas evolve 
during the development and test process” (Berg Marklund et al. 2019, 186). In this 
meta-review, they found “that creativity is achieved through a collaborative, test-driven 
process where structure, documentation and control are de-emphasized” (187).  
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Brainstorming 
Fullerton (2019) describes the initial step of brainstorming as an individual process 
moving from developing player experience goals to testing a written design treatment 
with potential players. This is similar to the iterative process in other disciplines as it 
moves from initial game ideas to testing out written treatments for the same with 
players. 

 

Figure 6: The conceptualise phase of the game design process by 
Macklin & Sharp (2016) highlights the exploratory nature of this 
phase but suggests a rigid cycle moving in stages. 

The process outlined by Macklin and Sharp (2016) similarly starts with 
conceptualisation via techniques such as brainstorming, motivations and design values 
to develop an initial concept for a game before refining it further (See Figure 6). 
Methods for brainstorming such as Idea Speed-Dating (359), ‘How Might We…’ 
Questions (361), and Noun-Verb-Adjective Brainstorming (364) are suggested as 
methods to generate game concepts. Interestingly, these methods are suggested to 
novice designers as brainstorming has been shown by authors such as (Henderson et al. 
2019; Keshwani et al. 2017) to be less effective than guided ideation supports. 

Design Supports 
Kultima et al. (2008) developed a series of game idea generation games: VNA Cards 
(Verb, Noun, Adjective), GameSeekers and GameBoard as interventions for discipline-
specific creativity. In initial studies, they found benefits from the use of these 
interventions despite some of the complexities around the game systems on which they 
are built. Kultima (2017) studied the use of VNA (See Figure 7) cards for the 
development of game concepts and their impact on design fixation. In this study, the 
participants were paired and produced 100 game ideas (5 ideas per pair). While there 
was no control group Kultima found that the ideas generated were varied and showed 
unique attributes with only two similar ideas being developed. 
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Figure 7: Sample of Verb Noun Adjective Cards (VNA Cards), 
Kultima (2017) used to aid game designers in developing novel 
concepts. 

EVALUATION IN THE GAME DESIGN PROCESS 
Game designs can be evaluated to identify their potential in terms of the player 
experience and their impact on the gameplay. It involves the “critical evaluation of 
suggested solutions against the objectives identified in the analysis phase” (Lawson 
2010, 37). Here we highlight three different approaches to evaluation in game design: 
documentation, prototypes and playtests. 

Documentation 
Documentation presents an interesting challenge in the field of game design as a 
formalised document would seem to be an inhibitor of the inherently chaotic nature of 
game development (Tschang and Szczypula 2006) and the messy nature of concept 
generation in other design disciplines (Daly et al. 2019). Fullerton (2019) recommends 
that novice designers pick their top three game ideas and write a single page treatment 
of concept document for each of these to then test with potential players. Adams (2010) 
suggests writing a 2-4-page high concept document that would take no more than 10 
minutes to read once you’ve formed an idea for a game. Sellers (2017) describes a 
similar concept document with sections covering the working title, concept statement, 
genre(s), target audience and unique selling points. Both Adams (2010) and Sellers 
(2017) describe a short concept statement, 1-3 sentences long that captures the 
important aspects of the game. Sellers suggests considering it to be broadly the length 
of a tweet, “in 140 characters or less, describe everything that is important about your 
game…” (Sellers 2017, 195).   

Game designer Stone Librande (2010) proposes one-page design documents, an 
example of which can be seen in Figure 8. This shows the design of a game laid out in 
a schematic format showing encounters, enemy types and important gameplay 
information. This document provides an overview to the team of what the proposed 
design is and allows a dialogue to take place regarding the design.  
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Figure 8: A sample one-page design document for a role-playing 
game by Librande (2010) provides an alternative to linear 
documentation. 

Librande (2010) also suggests storyboarding, an example of this is shown in Figure 9, 
to communicate game concepts on a single page. Maani (2014) developed an e-
Learning framework to develop the storyboarding skills of game design students and 
found that this was a potential avenue to improve student design communication. 
Similarly, Healy & Lim (2019) discussed the use of single-page design documents and 
storyboards as part of a classroom intervention in games for learning based on the work 
of Librande (2010).   

 

Figure 9: A sample game design storyboard by Librande (2010) 
suggests further alternatives for game design documentation. 

Hagen (2012) describes the breadth of concept documentation for games as Lodestars 
that are “supposed to help game developers navigate the design space and reach their 
goal” (63). For Hagen the functions of Lodestars are to: externalise the vision, 
communicate the vision, inspire, make the game a unitary whole, guide, create self-
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driven teams and team building (64-65). To be an effective Lodestar, according to 
Hagen, it should have all seven of these elements.  

From reviewing the literature on design documentation there are several approaches 
taken for the documentation of concepts: initial ideas/concept statements, more detailed 
concept documents, one-page designs and lodestars (which encompass all previous 
concept approaches).  

Prototypes 
In addition to structured documentation, there are less formal approaches where 
designers might jump straight into development (Young 2018) or the approach taken 
by the well-known designer, Sid Meier, who describes design documentation before 
developing a prototype as “like drawing a map before you’ve visited the terrain” (Meier 
2020, 130) This diversity of documentation practices reflects the diversity of 
methodologies at play in the industry (Keogh 2019). This lack of consistency across 
studios and creators presents a challenge to researchers seeking to understand the 
process and educators tasked with training future generations of game designers. 

Manker (Manker 2012) highlights communication as important for game design 
concepts due to the complexity of the discipline. In addition to this, he highlights the 
need for designers to be able to communicate ideas to the team, often through 
prototypes. As he notes “communication around game design problems need to include 
as much of the idea of the game … as possible” (Manker 2012, 4). These prototypes 
could take the form of digital or paper prototypes or animations to communicate the 
game concept. 

Playtests 
A core aspect of the game design process is the playtest (or play test) which involves 
having players test versions of the game while in development to get feedback (Davis, 
Steury, and Pagulayan 2005). The method involves a combination of surveys and 
gameplay to provide game designers with “actionable feedback from consumers about 
how they perceive critical aspects of their games” (Davis, Steury, and Pagulayan 2005). 
Kasurienen et al. (2013) found that the use of playtesting as a method for external 
feedback was more evident among professional designers when compared to student 
teams. Liu et al. (2019) analysed feedback practices in ten major developers based in 
Taiwan, the researchers found that both feedback specificity and iterative feedback 
during development had a positive relationship with the game quality. Fullerton (2019) 
advocates for regular testing of games throughout development and including testing 
game concepts on potential players. Salen and Zimmerman (2004) describe the entire 
development of a game as a “play-based design process” (11) where games are 
prototyped and playtested in a regular iterative cycle. Adams (2010) advocates for a 
similar approach called “the player-centric approach” (30).  

FUTURE WORK 
Using the Lawson (2010) model of the design process in this paper has allowed us to 
consider the aspects of the game design process that align to design in general and it is 
hoped this will allow educators and researchers to consider how these elements of the 
process can be seen in practice. The model presented here has been used to develop an 
interview protocol and interviews have been conducted with practicing indie game 
designers and game educators to better understand the game design process as well as 
a study looking at student process in the game design classroom. We expect to elaborate 
further on the suitability of the model for studying the game design process in the 
future. Furthermore, we aim to develop supports for the game design process in our 
own classrooms to encourage the acquisition of game design expertise based on this 
research. 
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CONCLUSION 
By analysing the process of game design through general models of design we can 
identify aspects of the process and consider these as areas for further research. For 
example, the lack of significant work looking into the role of research in the analysis 
phase of the design process might suggest potential research directions to evaluate the 
significance of this in relation to game design and initial interviews with educators have 
suggested this may be an under-explored area of the design process. Within the sphere 
of design synthesis, we might consider design method interventions that could lead to 
improved design outcomes or build design expertise. During design evaluation, we 
might look at how game concepts can be documented during germinal design activity 
to best communicate the designer's intent. Using a model of micro design may open up 
opportunities to consider the breadth and depth of design activity that happens across 
different genres and scales of game development. Lastly, having a general model of the 
design process may help educators, designers and researchers develop a shared 
understanding of the processes and practices at play in game design activities. 
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