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SUMMARY
RESEARCH QUESTION

In this research paper, I answer the following 
research question: “How can I use narrative 
design for games, optimally using setting, 
character, plot and experience to engage the 
player?

METHODS

Within this paper I define narrative design 
and the role of a narrative designer in a 
team, looking at descriptions for this job 
from the industry. I examine methods for 
establishing characters, setting and plot 
defined by notable writers, taken from in and 
outside of the game industry. I further argue 
the reason why story in games are relevant 
to game development, and which methods 
can be used to design narrative specifically 
for games. I couple this knowledge with my 

own experiences working with the narrative 
in three projects.

PROJECTS

Coupled with this research I worked on 
three projects to provide me with practical 
insights: Fishy, a small Flash-based game about 
fishing, Aztec Tales, a game title based around 
Aztec Gods and lastly Steen, a game about 
mining in living mountains. 

MAIN CONCLUSIONS

At the end of the paper I provide an outline 
for a practical handbook to help aspiring nar-
rative designers.

This paper implements gender-neutral 
language by alternating (irregularly) between 
male and female pronouns. 
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INTRODUCTION

S
TORIES have fascinated peo-
ple since the dawn of our species. 
They are core to our cultures, and 
people have found many ways and 

methods of telling them. Communicated 
by shamans by a campfire, penned down in 
books, acted out in plays or movies, people 
have always craved for stories. To listen to 
and to tell. Games are no different, and al-
most all games have a connection to story in 
one way or another. Even classic games like 
chess have the thinnest veneer of a setting, 
to give context of feudal warfare to an oth-
erwise abstract game of the mind. And ever 
since the 70’s, games have done experiments 
to bring all sorts of tales to computer games.

I too fell prey to the urges to tell a story, and 
it is with this dream in mind that I decided 
to investigate game-stories in my gradua-
tion period. I personally enjoyed a large va-
riety of stories in games, but what has really 
attracted me to this topic is the much larger 
discussion regarding narrative that has been 
taking place. Since the start of the century 
the validity of telling stories with games has 
been called into question. Critics point out 
that the influence of a player steers the nar-
rative, and wonder if it should still be called 
a narrative in this case. These critics, known 
as ludologists, argue that games are consid-
ered to be something wholly new, outside 
of the trappings of conventional narrative 
study (Eskelinen, 2001). Besides this dis-
cussion, there has also been a lot of critique 
and analysis about the narratives that have 
appeared in games. All in all, it is a diverse 
and fascinating subject.

••••••••••••••

RESEARCH QUESTION

With this supportive narrative I want to 
examine ways in which to practically apply 
storytelling in games. Although I usual-
ly work as an artist and game designer, for 
the graduation period I renamed myself a 
narrative designer, aiming to use the skills 
I have developed in the aforementioned 
fields in service of the narrative of the game. 
I believe that there are an untold amount 
of options in which narrative design can be 
explored, and this potential is both over-
whelming and exciting. I will attempt to 
provide an outline for a practical handbook 
which inspiring narrative designers like my-
self can work with. No matter what project 
you are working on or whatever the brief 
was. To summarise my goals in a research 
question, I will be attempting to answer the 
following:
 

How can I use narrative design for games, 
optimally using setting, character, plot and 
experience to engage the player?

To do this I will first be looking to define 
what narrative design actually is and why 
the study of story is relevant for the design 
of games. Then, I will look at several meth-
ods regarding story writing in general, fol-
lowed by a more in depth look in writing 
for games. In this chapter I will also look 
at the various shapes narrative in games 
can take. After that I will elaborate on my 
own projects and the practical experience I 
have learned from these. All of this will lead 
to an outline which will provide practical 
guidance in creating a coherent narrative 
for a game, regardless of its scope. •
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•1• 
DEFINING NARRATIVE 

DESIGN

T
O consider answering this re-
search question it is first im-
portant to define the terms we 
are dealing with. Narrative de-

sign is a term that has been growing in the 
games-industry, appearing as a specific job 
title more and more since its first appear-
ance in 2006 (Dinehart, 2011). However, 
the title of narrative designer could be used 
to describe writers and storytellers as early 
as Aristotle. When applied to the games in-
dustry the term could be further specified 
as interactive narrative design. But what 
is interactive narrative design? Taking the 
term apart, we get narrative, design and in-
teraction. Leaving interaction aside for just 
a moment, the following can be defined:

Narrative
A story or account of connected events, 
experiences, or the like, whether true or 
fictitious. [Dictionary.com definition]

Design
To conceive and formulate a solution to a 
problem.

Although I could find a good source to de-
fine the word narrative, I used my own defi-
nition to describe design. Design is the task 
of thinking up and formulating a solution 
to a problem, in the most abstract sense. 
Unlike art, which can be done for entire-
ly its own reasons (l’art pour l’art), design, 
in whatever field, has a purpose. It could 
be the function of a building, conveying a 

specific emotion or making sure something 
does not fall apart. In the case of narrative 
design, it is the problem of conveying and 
connecting a series of events to form a co-
hesive narrative. This leads me to my defini-
tion of narrative design:

Narrative design
To conceive and formulate an account 
of connected events and a solution to 
communicate it. 

This is a challenge to get right in conven-
tional storytelling, but the interactive medi-
um of games adds some whole new bounda-
ries to consider, as well as new strengths. So 
let us bring back the interactive we put aside 
in the first paragraph. I will supplement the 
term thus:

Interaction
A mutual or reciprocal action or influence.
[The Free Online Dictionary definition]

Interactive narrative design
To conceive and formulate an account 
of connected events and a solution to 
communicate it, featuring reciprocal 
action between the user and the events.

What this adds is that the story and the 
audience are reliant upon each other to re-
ceive the full account of events. In the most 
basic example, this would mean that the 
user would be present to click through to 
the next segment, thus absorbing the infor-
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mation of the events to form the narrative 
in his or her mind. It could be likened to the 
flipping of a page in a book, as this is a basic 
form of interaction. But it is by adding and 
considering the manner of this interaction 
and the way it influences the user that we 
get into the real challenges and opportuni-
ties of interactive narrative design. A lot is 
possible.

As narrative is described as an account of 
events, the question is what this account is 
when speaking of games. The game itself is 
not an account, as the events are interacted 
with by the player. They change and manip-
ulate them, choosing to progress or not to. 
The account differs depending on the au-
dience. Instead, narrative in the context of 
games could instead be used to describe the 
player’s account of the events. “… the subjec-
tive experience of the player: the personal 
sequence of events and emotions that the 

player has when playing through the game.” 
(Grip, 2013). To design this account then, 
the narrative designer needs to craft the 
users experience and understanding of the 
events in the game. Instead of writing the 
script and being done there, the script first 
has to pass through the game systems, into 
the mind of the player before it can be seen 
as the game narrative.

IN THE WORK FIELD

Besides these definitions, there is the ques-
tion of what a narrative designer does. Not 
just on an abstract level, but also what is ex-
pected of him in the work field. As it is a 
very specific role within the games industry, 
it is considered to be mostly applicable in 
AAA game-development (Dinehart, 2011). 
But that does not mean there is no room 
to spend special care in crafting narrative in 
smaller games. In fact, the Dutch developer 

Even games that are very gameplay-focused can have a surprising amount of backstory.   
Super Crate Box (2010). HTTP://UPLOAD.WIKIMEDIA.ORG/WIKIPEDIA/EN/0/08/SUPER_CRATE_BOX,_CONSTRUCTION_YARD.
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Vlambeer spends special care and attention 
to keep a coherent narrative, despite the 
fact that their games are generally perceived 
as very gameplay-focused (Bridge, 2012). In 
“Game Writing: Narrative Skills for Video-
game Authors” (Bateman et al, 2007) Rich-
ard Dansky defines the three primary goals 
of a narrative writer for games as the fol-
lowing:

• Ensuring that the writing relates to 
the gameplay;

• Properly using the narrative tools 
the game provides;

• Keeping Gameplay in the writing.

Dansky focuses on mixing gameplay ele-
ments and writing as the most important 
skills to have as a narrative designer, using 
the tools he has to their best effect. We will 
get into which tools the narrative designer 
has in his arsenal later on. But what other 
skills are expected of a narrative designer?

Beyond writing capabilities, we can take a 
look at some job descriptions for the title 
of Narrative Designer. Because the job is so 
fresh, its descriptions vary from studio to 
studio. Some of the recurring abilities and 
requirements are described as follows:

• Act as the champion of the story, script 
and speech for the product. (THQ 2006)

• Establishing the lore and tone of the 
world of the game and proposing creative 
and efficient ways to effectively present 
this world to the player. (Gameloft Mon-
treal 2013)

• Under supervision of Lead Designer, de-
sign and document interactive narrative 
systems to facilitate story and emotional 
delivery to the player. (Microsoft 2011)

• Ensuring the quality and consistency of 

overall narrative vision within the writ-
ing and level design teams. (2K Games 
2013)

The narrative designer often works with the 
rest of a team to maintain a vision for the 
game narrative and has to work within the 
limitations of the game systems and pro-
duction. When THQ first introduced the 
job in the industry, it worded it as acting as 
the champion for the story and script of a 
product. In a competitive creative industry 
such as the games industry, the term cham-
pion may not be far from the truth. 

I will conclude with my perceived defini-
tion of the job. An interactive narrative 
designer conceives and formulates an ac-
count of connected events that feature re-
ciprocal action between the game events 
and the user. It is his or her goal to ensure 
a coherent personal sequence of events and 
emotions for the player that matches the 
intended vision he or she conceived. The 
narrative designer works together with the 
rest of the team to ensure that writing, vis-
uals, sound and gameplay all work together 
to tell the story. In the following chapters I 
will move away from these abstractions and 
elaborate on different methods to analyse 
and practice narrative design. But first I will 
examine why the study of story in games is 
relevant. •
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•2• 
WHY ADD STORY 

TO GAMES?

A 
MOST legitimate question to 
start off with. Why do I, and 
so many others insist on adding 
story to games? What is its pur-

pose, and what does it contribute? In this 
chapter I will explore the functions of story 
in a game, the reasons to add it and finally 
the importance of it. 

TELLING A TALE

First of all, there is of course the reason that 
people want to tell stories, in any number 
of ways. It is something that people have 
wanted to do since the beginning of our 
culture, and the very reason people pushed 
books, movies and comic books to become 
the storytelling staples that they are. Games 
offer new challenges and new strengths in 
bringing stories to life, primary of which is 
an unrivalled possibility for the player to 
experience the story herself due to the me-
dium’s interactivity. 

WE LOOK FOR STORIES

People inherently look for, and create sto-
ries. Even where no exist, or were never in-
tended. It is the way we try to make sense 
of the world, trying to see patterns and con-
nections between events. Especially con-
cerning large events or systems. Seeing a 
personal story of someone moving through 
a bureaucratic system helps us understand 
the problems of such a structure more than 
broad data would. The story of the first 
world war starting is easier to remember 
and understand by pointing to the assassi-

nation of Franz Ferdinand as the event that 
kicked it off, although there were in reality 
so many factors that it is hard to grasp. 
Another example is provided by Schell 
(2008) who writes that one of the most 
effective game-based story generators are 
sports. Thousands of stories are created 
every sports season to add additional 
meaning to the scores, as players and 
teams find their way through the brackets 
of tournaments. Although in the case of 
sports the designer may have little design 
options to alter these stories, it is important 
to be aware of it. With the advent of 
e-sports, computer-games are intentionally 
designed to provide a highly competitive 
environment capable of generating such 
stories. This type of competitive game 
requires ways in which players can, at the 

It is through the use of stories that we can 
understand a difficult chain of events.  
Franz Ferdinand’s assassination led to the first 
World War. 
HTTP://EN.ACADEMIC.RU/DIC.NSF/ENWIKI/4151326
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highest level, distinguish themselves in 
play-styles or make comebacks. That way, 
the audience can enjoy the play and the 
stories generated from such games. 

CONTEXT

Story can also provide context to a game. A 
game in itself is a series of systems that can 
be manipulated in certain ways to provide 
different results. But when elements of the 
game are named so that they can be referred 
to, a context is already being generated. 
A  great example of this is chess, where 
there is a number of pieces with different 
mechanics. The names that are used to refer 
to them give context to the game, sketching 
a medieval battle taking place. It allows the 
player to manipulate knights, bishops and 
the queen to topple a rival kingdom. Even 
if it is still very abstract, this very light 
base helps us understand the game and the 

connections between pieces better.
An example in which this is used to strong-
er effect is Starcraft 2 (2010). Like chess, a 
complicated system with dozens of units 
all with their own abilities and uses. Giving 
the units and factions of the game definite 
archetypes, looks and voices makes their 
relation to one another much clearer. The 
human race desperately fighting back an 
encroaching alien infestation is more easi-
ly understood than its abstractions. Yet like 
chess, the game is still a multiplayer game 
that does not have a specific, predetermined 
plot to tell at the start of a match. 

PROVIDING A GOAL

Story in a game can also give the player a 
goal to achieve. Why should the player care 
to reach the end of a level when he is per-
fectly safe where he is? It can be said that 
it is to beat the challenges of the game, and 
that is the limit of its purpose. But in my 
experience that is not always enough. In 
one of the projects I worked on during this 
research: Fishy, players did not always care 
to move on from the first area of the game. 
They did not have a reason, or a purpose 
to, despite the game offering plenty more 
challenges further ahead. When a narrative 
was introduced and they were given a rea-
son, players were far more eager to push on 
ahead. 

WHICH DEGREE OF STORY?

Having defined some of the reasons why 
story in games can add value to them, it is 
time to look to which degree they can, or 
should be used.

REASON FOR CHOOSING STORY

When starting out for a project, you first 
need to choose the relevance of story. Some 

Various computer-games are becoming more and 
more a viewer sport. Pictured is the stage for the 
season 2 world finals of League of Legends (2009). 
HTTP://WWW.PCGAMER.COM/2013/01/30/LEAGUE-OF-LEG-

ENDS-SEASON-3-RIOT-GAMES/
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games can do without story, relying sole-
ly on the challenge of levels or the visceral 
pleasure they provide. Others require fram-
ing, like chess, to better explain the context 
of the gameplay. Or the players in a game 
need a push to get going in the right direc-
tion, so are given a goal. 
There are dozens of other reasons, such as 
framing a game within a certain world (to 
create or evoke the feeling of a franchise for 
example) or exploring a character, setting or 
teaching a moral. 

Finding the reason a project is required to 
tell a story is the first step in defining and 
creating that story (Adams, 2013).

IMPORTANCE OF STORY FOR PROJECT

With the reason to provide a game with 
story set, its importance should be defined. 
This can simply take the form of a priority 
list (Adams, 2013). A story above all will 
influence mechanics, art and sound to best 
tell whatever the core of your story is about. 
If the story is lower down the priority list, 
it is used in service of the above. In that 
position, it could for example be used to 
explain why mechanics work a certain way, 
or a character designed to look ‘cool’ looks 
the way he does within the story world. In 
my project Steen, story was important but 
not on top of the priority list. I sought ways 
in which the story could explain mechanics 
that were designed by the game designer of 
the project. Then the art for the project was 
altered to best fit the alterations in story. 
Schell (2008) talks about how the story 
can be put to work. It is true that the story 
can be used to explain and give context to 
many things, but it depends on the order 
of the priority list. Else, the gameplay or 
mechanics might have to be put to work 
instead. •

SUMMARY

To conclude, people want to tell and see 
stories. Stories help us better understand 
events or the context in which things take 
place. It can also provide a goal that pushes 
the player on through the game.
Depending on the project it is therefor 
important to understand what the reason is 
to provide story and how important it will 
be compared to the other aspects of a game, 
such as challenge or the art-style. These 
reasons determine how the project should 
handle the story.

The terran forces lay siege against the alien infestation,  
as the zerg horde rushes in to stop them. Starcraft 2 (2010). 
HTTP://TANGSTARCRAFT.COM/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2012/06/ZVT-LESSON.JPG
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•3• 
WRITING STORIES

I
N this chapter I will explore what el-
ements a story consists of and how to 
begin writing them. It is important to 
note that this is the subject of thou-

sands of other books, going back thousands 
of years. As such, I will only be able to pro-
vide a cursory look at these subjects. My 
own experience with writing is limited as 
well, so I consider this only an introduction. 

PLOT

The plot consists of all the events in the sto-
ry that are dramatically significant. It is this 
chain of events that changes the characters 
or world and creates the drama and action 
that makes a story interesting. 

THE BASICS

First off, what is a story when you get right 
down to it? According to Tim Schafer, a 
story in its simplest form is [Somebody] 
[Somewhere] [Doing Something] (Schafer, 
2013). Now, this could be [Bob the Baker] 
[In a town] [Making bread], but that would 
not be the most exciting of tales. At least, 
not yet. So there will definitely have to 
be more added to get to writing enticing 
stories. 

What is important to understand is that 
once you have a character and a location set 
up, it is very hard to switch them around. 
Characters are defined by their locations 
and their quests. [Luke Skywalker] [in a 
boat] [Finding the White Whale] does not 
fit. Not just because the universes do not 
match, but because Luke Skywalker does 

not have an interesting relationship or chal-
lenge in finding the white whale. Quests are 
tailor-made to their heroes, or visa versa. 
If your hero is too broad, and can easily be 
swapped around, chances are he is not very 
interesting, or his quest is not.

THE HERO’S JOURNEY

The Hero’s Journey was defined by Joseph 
Campbell in his book ‘The Hero with a 
Thousand Faces’ (Campbell, 1949). One of 
the most famous examples in formulating 
story, and one that has had a great deal of 
influence since it was written on storytellers 
across the world, regardless of their medi-
um of choice. The Hero’s Journey as defined 
by Campbell was based on his research into 
many myths and legends across history and 
culture. He found a common thread among 
them, and named these shared aspects the 
‘mono-myth’. Due to its success across his-
tory, it can be said that this mono-myth re-
ally resonates with audiences.

A hero needs to fit his story. Luke Skywalker 
from Star Wars (1977). 
HTTP://TWIGBYTWIGINSPIRATIONS.FILES.WORDPRESS.

COM/2013/05/2317288_ORIG.JPG
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Being aware of this myth allows a writer to 
carefully craft a story that resonates with 
the audience and provides them with a bal-
anced arc of excitement and progression. 
Although it is not the only key to exciting 
stories, it is still used by very influential 
writers to this day, including in games.

The mono-myth according to Campbell 
consists of 17 stages contained in three steps. 
These steps, which I will refer to as Acts (as 
they match Aristotle’s Three Act structure 
rather well) are the following. 

Act 1: Departure
The hero lives in the ordinary world, until 
he receives a call to adventure (The Call to 
Adventure) that breaks him free from this 
world and tells him to enter a world of dan-
ger, magic and the unknown. Sometimes 
the hero at first refuses to go (Refusal of The 
Call), but is later pulled in or is convinced 
to go anyway. When he gets underway, he 
receives some sort of aid from a mentor 
(Supernatural Aid). Before he can enter the 
world of adventure, he must first cross the 
threshold (The Crossing of the First Thresh-

old), indicating he is ready to leave his nor-
mal world behind. Then comes a moment 
when there is no turning back (Belly of The 
Whale)

Act 2: Initiation
When the hero first enters the world of ad-
venture, he must face a series of trials or or-
deals in which he must prove himself and 
which transform him. (The Road of Trials) 
He may find true love (The Meeting With 
the Goddess), and distractions (Woman as 
Temptress) from his quest. When his trials 
are done, he must face the ultimate power 

The many challenges the hero must face on his 
journey, giving him inner and outer victories. 
Hercules (1997). 
HTTP://IMAGES.WIKIA.COM/DISNEY/IMAGES/4/44/HERCULES-

DISNEYSCREENCAPS.COM-5386.JPG

“I’m looking for someone to share in an adventure”. The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012). 
HTTP://THESEVENSEES.COM/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2012/12/HOBBIT_BILBO-GANDALF-AT-BAG-END.JPG
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in his world (Atonement with the Father). 
Then, the hero dies or is reborn through his 
facing with the ultimate power (Apotheo-
sis), finding peace and rest. He finds or is 
given a great boon as reward for achieving 
his quest. (The Ultimate Boon)

Act 3: Return
Having gained great success in the world of 
adventure, the hero may be reluctant to re-
turn to his normal existence. (Refusal of the 
Return) Or perhaps he is forced to flee with 
the boon while being chased (The Magic 
Flight). Like the aid he received when set-
ting out on his journey, he may also need 

help to return from it (Rescue from With-
out). When the hero returns, he must cross 
the threshold once more (The Crossing of 
the Return Threshold), but this time his 
goal is to retain the wisdom he has gained in 
the adventure world. When he has crossed 
it, the hero will have become the master of 
two worlds: having achieved balance be-
tween his spiritual wisdom and the materi-
al world. (Master of Two Worlds) The final 

step is that the hero has achieved complete 
freedom. (The Freedom to Live)

To summarise, the Hero’s Journey features 
a great variety of elements that have been 
used in millions of stories that greatly reso-
nate with audiences. Not every myth has all 
of these steps, nor do they have to be in the 
same order as they appear in this list. They 
are also quite abstract, as the hero does not 
literally have to enter the belly of a whale, or 
be tempted by a woman. The Hero’s Jour-
ney should not be seen as a strict template, 
but can however be used to check where a 
story seems to be failing by comparing it to 
the steps in the journey (Bates, 2005). All in 
all it is a great resource to start, or fix up sto-
ries by testing them against the combined 
traits of millions of successful tales.

OTHER STRUCTURES

The Hero’s Journey is only one method of 
defining the ways stories are structured. 
Others have adapted the archetypes and 
events in the journey. And there are plenty 
of other structures, myths and methods to 
guide the writing of a story as well.

Examples of these are the Two-act, Four-
act or the Seven-act structure, which I will 
not delve into deeper now. You could also 
also look at the way various TV-series set up 
their stories. With multiple episodes you can 
have either an overarching structure, such 
as both the show and the game based in The 
Walking Dead franchise (2010, 2012 respec-
tively). You could also tell stories episodically 
without an overarching structure, such as in 
the police-procedural show Castle (2009), or 
the game series Sam & Max save the world 
(2009). Again, I will not get into more detail 
about these structures, as there are too many 
to examine for the scope of this paper.

Even after the hero has confronted the main villain 
in a story, he might still need help to get back to 
the normal world. Toy Story (1995). 
HTTP://WWW.PIXAR-PLANET.FR/DOSSIERS/REPLIQUES/

CAPTURE/TS/40.JPG
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DRAMATIC ARC

A thing to keep in mind though is that every 
story, whether told in a book, film or game 
requires a well balanced dramatic arc. This 
arc resembles the audience’s excitement or 
involvement in the story, whether it takes 
the shape of character development or level 
progression. (Fullerton, 2008, p.105). What-
ever structure you use, and whether it is in 
a game or in any other type of media, this 
truth remains universal. The Hero’s Journey 
helps with this, narratively, but since games 
offer many other options and challenges to 
the player, the excitement curve you initial-
ly wrote might be different than the one the 
player might experience in the game. 

CHARACTERS

SPECIFICITY

To make a tailor-made character for a story, 
that character needs to be specific. Speci-
ficity not only makes your character fit in 
the world and story, but it gives him life, 
depth and intrigues the audience about 
him. A way to go about doing this is the 

creation of a profile for the character. This 
profile is filled with all sorts of information 
about the character such as whether he is 
left-brained or right-brained, mean or kind, 
what his favourite music is, if he likes pets, 
etc. All these little tidbits together can make 
a character come to life in the eye of the au-
dience. Even if his role is limited, specifying 
him in this way can lend personality to an 
otherwise flat character. With this profile, 

A character sheet from Tim Schafer’s own hand, 
for Double Fine’s upcoming game Broken Age.
HTTP://WWW.DOUBLEFINE.COM/FORUMS/

VIEWTHREAD/9782/

Both the TV-show and the Telltale game based in the 
Walking Dead franchise employ episodic storytelling, 
with an overarching storyline. The Walking Dead 
(2012).
HTTP://CHRISTIAN-GAMING.COM/EDEN/WP-CONTENT/

UPLOADS/2013/06/CHOICES.JPG
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the character can be further improved by 
developing a short backstory about how he 
lives his life, or how he grew to be that way. 
(Schafer, 2013)
With the character alive, writing dialogue 
or considering its role in the rest of the sto-
ry is made much easier. The art direction 
for a project can also greatly benefit from 
a specified character, and the players will 
more quickly relate or believe the existence 
of such a person.

However, the following should be noted. 
Although the protagonist in classic stories 
is often the most important character, in 
games this character can be a blank slate. 
She is the link between the player and the 
game-world, and as an avatar it can some-
times be beneficial to have the character be 
customisable and nameable, without a per-
sonality of her own. Especially in RPG’s, in 
which the player often picks her own way 
through a story by roleplaying, having the 
character be undefined can allow the play-
er to use her own imagination to fill in the 

blanks, thus playing the role she wants to 
play. This does not mean that all characters 
in the game or plot can be so though. With-
out the protagonist, the role of grounding 
the world, and introducing the conflict the 
hero must resolve falls unto other entities, 
and this is where specificity remains a valid 
way to design characters.

SETTING

Characters need a place to live. A world that 
can be thrown into turmoil so that it can be 
fixed by the hero. A place they have to leave 
to accomplish their goals. In games, setting 
has often been one of the most important 
of the three parts to story that I mentioned 
earlier. In many games the player takes the 
role of a character that is for all intents and 
purposes undefined, to the point where the 
player picks the name for his avatar. Then, 
a quick incident incites the protagonist to 
enter the main attraction: the world. This 
world is the real draw: sprawling fantasy 
landscapes, beautiful cities and other 
awe-inspiring sights. Take for example 
the Legend of Zelda series (1986), which 
features only slight variants on characters 
and plot every game, yet the world has a 
different hook, new rules and grand new 
sights every time. 

The main character Link in a variety of Legend 
of Zelda games. Although the characters remain 
largely the same, the world changes every time. 
The Legend of Zelda (1986). 
HTTP://WWW.FREEWEBS.COM/HYRULIANRELIGION/

LINK_EVO.JPG
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The world of a game invites the player to 
fantasise about what more there is out 
there. It will make the player want to see or 
know more. That means there needs to be 
things that are left to the imagination. Al-
though it is important that you as a writ-
er understand your world and its rules, the 
player does not need access to all that infor-
mation. In fact, when intentionally keeping 
doors closed, the world in the players eyes 
will be indefinitely large and keep its mys-
tique. (Hasson 2011).

Although I have done little story-writing, I 
have in the past been busy with world-build-
ing. While teaching a seminar on this sub-
ject, my fellow teachers and I taught four 
main pillars on which most worlds are 
based. These are the following: 

FLORA AND FAUNA

Basically the races, plants and creatures of 
a world. How do they look and live? What 
do they eat? How is the land shaped and 

what resources are available? These are all 
questions key to exploring the flora and 
fauna of a world. If the races of a world will 
be crafting or producing things, that will 
become part of the next category: culture. 

CULTURE

Culture is what the creatures of the world 
have done with their resources. Have they 
built cities or villages? Do they craft tools? 

The world of James Camerons’ Avatar (2009) has an impressive design for flora and fauna. 

A concept for a futuristic city by Feng Zhu. 
HTTP://WWW.FENGZHUDESIGN.COM/BLOG/FZD_LK_01B.JPG
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Do they prepare their food in some way? Is 
there a currency, or are there banking sys-
tems? How about roads, trains or metro’s? 
How do these systems work? There are doz-
ens of ways a culture could function, but it 
needs to have been built, and for that it re-
quired vision and resources. Resources can 
be found in the flora and fauna, but vision is 
part of the next category. 

RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY

Religion or philosophy are the values the 
races of your world have. Which elements 

are important? What thoughts do they live 
their life by? Do they follow gods or live 
only by their own strength? What hierar-
chies do they identify in their societies? Do 
they perform any rituals? The previous cat-
egory: culture, is built in accordance to the 
philosophies or religions the inhabitants of 
that world have. 

LANGUAGE

Language is how the races in the world 
communicate. This often takes the form of 
spoken words, written text or gestures. But 
their influence carries further than that. A 
look at our own world shows how language 
is ingrained in everything we do. It shapes 
our understanding of everything around us. 
Language also harkens back to the previous 
categories as well. The values of the races on 
a world indicate which words they use, and 
how creatures look and sound determines 
how they will use language.

Defining these categories and building the 
world on top of the rules that follow from 
their definitions can create very interest-
ing places for a story. A world that lives by 
its own rules feels the most real to a player, 
even if its rules are bizarre. An exception of 
a rule is called into question by the player, 
and rules in a world that are not based on 
the previous categories feel out of place. 

Tolkien devised his own language to breathe life into the world of Middle Earth. Lord of the Rings (1954).
HTTP://I.STACK.IMGUR.COM/NEI8H.PNG

Most of the races in Games Workshop’s 
Warhammer 40,000 universe are at war with one 
another due to their religions and philosophies. 
HTTP://SUPTG.THISISNOTATRUEENDING.COM/

ARCHIVE/2646978/IMAGES/1222176197967.JPG
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This can take place when the player char-
acter is given special privileges or prosecut-
ed by enemies, just because he is the play-
er character. An example of this is GTA 3 
(2002), in which the police would disregard 
gang members shooting at you. If you shot 
back however, they would specifically hunt 
you down. •

SUMMARY

To summarise: a story basically consists of 
[Someone] [Doing Something] [Somewhere]. 
This someone will be the hero of your tale, 
and she needs to fit the world and quest 
she will be sent on. If she is easily replaced, 
she needs to be further specified. A good 
guideline for this quest is the Hero’s Journey, 
which identifies several steps that make for a 
striking tale. Lastly, the story must be based 
in a world. This world, like the character, is 
made to match the quest and the hero. The 
world needs to be based on rules to make it 
believable, although not all aspects of it need 
to be known. A little mystique, in this case, 
goes a long way. 

The police in GTA 3 are only there to stop the player, ignoring other crimes. GTA 3 (2002).
HTTP://2.BP.BLOGSPOT.COM/-BJXA4T-NX8O/TO6RRPY9_6I/AAAAAAAAAEG/XFSNN4WY5NE/S1600/GTA3.JPEG
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•4• 
WRITING FOR GAMES 

G
AMES offer their own chal-
lenges and opportunities to tell 
stories, different from writing 
for other media. In this chapter 

I will discuss the differences and the shapes 
that stories in games may take. 

Chief among these differences is the inter-
action between the player and the system of 
the game. The interaction is what grounds 
the player in the world and its characters 
(Sterling, 2012 & Rezzed, 2013). But there 
are still thousands of ways in which this can 
manifest itself. Below, I will attempt to cre-
ate a guide to the key shapes a game narra-
tive may take.

GAME SHAPES

The categories of storytelling I will describe 
below are very broad categories, and any 
number of combinations between them is 
possible. I will make the distinction between 
interactive and non-interactive moments in 
the game, which in the graphics will be illus-
trated with respectively a circle and a line. 
They symbolise the following:

Circle
In the circle, the player has a degree of free-
dom to play. Often in these interactive seg-
ments of the game, the player can lose or 
die. She most likely has to beat the challeng-
es the level has to offer to continue to a new 
circle, usually connected by a non-interac-
tive moment. 
A way to describe the elements in a circle 
is given by Stout (2013), who calls it ‘Fuzzy 

Logic’. Fuzzy logic is a large amount of data 
such as the health of players, enemies, the 
locations of either of them, the locations 
of items in the environment, etc. All this 
information could potentially mean some-
thing to the player, or to the computer the 
moment it is judged. For example, once the 
player’s health reaches zero the value be-
comes meaningful to the computer, and it 
makes the player die. That is a clear end to a 
narrative, but beyond that it becomes quite 
hard to decide when and where to have the 
computer make these calls. 
Although the player may experience a sto-
ry in these interactive moments, the system 
does not know until it judges. Perhaps the 
player arranges a series of bottles in the 
game to spell out a word. Unless you fore-
saw this possibility as a designer and man-
aged to make the computer interpret the 
raw data as the player attempting to spell 
out a word, the system will not be able to 
respond accordingly. As a result, non-player 
characters in the world may ignore the play-
ers efforts entirely, which could be immer-
sion breaking for the player. Deciding where 
the computer ought to judge makes design-
ing narrative for these open ‘circle’ segments 
a difficult challenge. 

It should also be noted that parts of the 
fuzzy logic can be carried on to the next 
interactive moment (like health or ammo), 
or even further ahead. For example in Deus 
Ex: Human Revolution (2011), the player 
can choose whether to save the pilot Malik 
in gameplay. Although the effect is mini-
mal, if you save her she returns near the end 
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of the game to pick you up. If you do not 
save her, she can be found as a corpse on an 
operating table in a later level.

Line
Secondly there are the non-interactive mo-
ments, signified by a line. The line is a strictly 
linear moment, like a cut-scene. Unlike the 

interactive ‘circle’ moments, the lines gener-
ally have a set length and their outcome can-
not be altered. In some modern games these 
scenes do allow the player to look around, 
sometimes even move around such as in 
Batman: Arkham Asylum (2009), when 
the Joker is wheeled into the asylum. Despite 
this small amount of interaction, the players 

Although the player is encouraged to play Adam Jensen any way he wants; in cutscenes Jensen could break this 
role, breaking immersion. Deus Ex: Human Revolution (2011).
HTTP://WIIUDAILY.COM/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2013/03/DEUS-EX-HUMAN-REVOLUTION-3.JPG

Although the player can move and look around freely in the intro sequence to Arkham Asylum, it is essentially 
linear. The player cannot influence the story, speed or win- or failure states of the segment. Arkham Asylum 
(2009).  HTTP://I1.YTIMG.COM/VI/6NSK-GQJUDM/MAXRESDEFAULT.JPG
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input is meaningless for the system or course 
of the game. Their narrative impact can be 
strongly controlled by the designer however, 
unlike the fully-interactive segments. 

LINEAR

First of the three most common shapes 
for game narratives is the linear story, also 
known as the string of pearls (Schell, 2008). 
Looking at the graphic that symbolises this 
method, its name becomes obvious. The 
string of pearls is one of the most dominantly 
present methods of telling stories in games 
due to its ability to, like a book or movie, 
tell a finely crafted story while marrying it 
with the challenge of a game. The player is 
rewarded with an extra piece of the story 
after finishing a level. An example of linear 
storytelling is the Uncharted (2007) series.

Linear story shape

t

BRANCHING

In a branching story the player can make 
some vital decisions throughout the story 
that changes its outcome. Like the string of 
pearls, it is often punctuated by moments 
of gameplay and moments of story, but in-
stead of always following a linear path it 
will branch at certain decision moments. 
These moments could appear in the circles, 
with the computer judging certain data. An 
example of this can be seen in Dishonored 
(2012), in which killing over a certain per-
centage of the enemies in a level results in 
the subsequent levels being darker in tone, 
causing more zombies or rats to roam the 
streets. Another option is that the choice 
you make is made during a far more direct 

moment, like choosing which level to play 
next in the Starcraft 2 (2010) campaign, ex-
cluding the other option. 

Branching story shape

t

There are some problems with a branching 
storyline. Firstly, each path and choice that 
is made needs to be created by the developer. 
That could potentially be a lot of resources 
for some paths that only part of your audi-
ence gets to see. It could also theoretically 
infinitely branch out. This is known as the 
combinatorial explosion (Schell, 2008) 
Secondly, there is the interesting case that 
multiple endings disappoint. Players will 
wonder if their ending is the ‘real’ one or the 
‘best’ one in the case of branching stories. 
Or they feel they should get their money’s 
worth and should play the story through 
again. At its worst, they will feel they should 
do this but experience it as frustrating.

What I also consider part of the branch-
ing story is the foldback story (Adams, 
2006). In this type of story, the branching 
story collapses back unto itself again later 
on, making certain events inescapable, no 
matter what the player chooses. A foldback 
story also combats the combinatorial explo-
sion bu reducing the number of paths again.
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STORY-MACHINE

Lastly there is the story-machine, also often 
known as a sandbox or open world. In the 
story-machine the whole game and its nar-
rative take place within one of the circles I 
described. Basically, the player is given an 
area to play in and within this area stories 
emerge. By crafting the boundaries the de-
signer gives a handhold on what the game 
story should be about but it is ultimately in 
the hands of the player. Schell mentions in 
his book the Art of Game Design (2008): 

“Curiously, the more prescripting the 
designer puts into their game (like with the 
string of pearls), the fewer stories their games 
are likely to produce.” 

This goes to show the potential strength of 
the Story-Machine: its stories are essential-
ly unlimited. And, by crafting the bound-
aries, the types of stories are still in a way 
authored by the game-designer in what can 
be called procedural authorship (Murray, 
1997). A great example of this is The Sims 
(2000).

Story machine

t

In the Sims the players can see their own stories emerge. Although the designer does not know which stories 
might take place, the boundaries he has created limit the stories to a certain scope. The Sims (2000).
HTTP://WWW.GAMINGNATION.NL/WORDPRESS/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2013/05/SIMS-1-SCREENSHOT-3.JPG
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Although between these three there are al-
ready many combinations possible, before I 
delve into the possibilities of hybrids I will 
first explain the various types of ways a sto-
ry can be told within the aforementioned 
narrative shapes. 

TELLING A STORY IN THESE SHAPES

I identify the following four ways that narra-
tive can occur in games. These can be mixed 
in any number of ways with the other cate-
gories and the previously mentioned shapes. 

PROCEDURAL

In this type of story, the world or narrative 
could be procedurally generated by the 
computer. This could theoretically create 
an indefinite number of narratives to be 
told. Although there are many options 
available here, the more common examples 
of this randomise a set of already designed 
levels, characters or events or alter them 
slightly, such as in Rogue Legacy (2013). 
More is definitely possible, but without 
any guidance the randomly generated 
worlds, characters or stories could become 
incoherent.

EMBEDDED

Embedding a story refers to the idea that the 
designer of the story has embedded a tale 
into the game-world. This could be within 
the linear segments I mentioned earlier, as 
part of a cutscene or prerecorded dialogue. 
It could also be more subtly woven into the 
background of the game.

In this style of story, there are basically two 
plots. The first is of the player progressing 
through the game. The second is embedded 
in the world, there for the player to discover, 
piece together and interpret ( Jenkins 2002). 
In this way it is much like the classical 
detective story, in which the audience tries 
to piece together the narrative alongside 
the protagonist. The embedded story has 
a lot to do with the idea of environmental 
storytelling: the location in which the game 
action takes place invites players to draw 
their own conclusions about that location.
••••••••••••••

In Rogue Legacy, the player plays a lineage of 
heroes. Each play-through, the player has to pick 
a new heir, each with their own randomly chosen 
abilities and disabilities. Rogue Legacy (2013).
HTTP://IMAGES.TECHHIVE.COM/IMAGES/ARTICLE/2013/06/

ROGUE-LEGACY-2-100044499-ORIG.JPG

Detective stories fit the style of embedded story 
in which the audience experiences its own story, 
while piecing together one that was embedded by 
the designer. The Testament of Sherlock Holmes 
(2012).
HTTP://2.BP.BLOGSPOT.COM/-HSU5EZA_VCG/TXVWTBFEXSI/

AAAAAAABOBK/RLOZ4N-VMGU/S1600/TESTAMENT_

SHERLOCK_HOLMES-36.JPEG
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ENACTED

In an enacted story, a player is given a basic 
vocabulary of actions and a set of broad 
parameters, in which he can act. The shape 
of the story emerges from these actions and 
parameters. Although the overall course or 
end of the story may or may not be set in 
place, the way the player moves through 
the game is up to her within the defined 
boundaries. 
In certain RPG’s the player has actions and 
choices available that can provide changes 
in tiny aspects of the story, and the eventu-
al outcome of the game remains the same. 
These small moments do not change the 
course or type of the story, but these mo-
ments the player influences are meaning-
ful for her perspective on the world, char-
acters or story. Jenkins (2002) calls these 
moments micro-narratives. He continues: 
“These performance or spectacle-centered 
genres often display a pleasure in process 
– in the experiences along the road – that 
can overwhelm any strong sense of goal or 
resolution, while exposition can be experi-
enced as an unwelcome interruption to the 
pleasure of performance”. As they have their 
strongest moments ‘along the road’, these 
types of stories can be seen akin to the road 
movie. The pleasure is in the journey, not 
in reaching the destination. An example of 
this is ShortLARP (a shorter, more scenar-
io-based version of the broader concept of 
Life Action Role-play), in which a group 
of players are each given a personality, goal 
and possible props. Within their person-
alities and with their props they are then 
instructed to achieve their goal. This often 
results in drama, as the roles are designed to 
be played out against each other. Although 
no author defines what the role-players will 
do, the course of the story is already set due 

to the limits set on the personalities of the 
roles, the goal and the inevitable conflict. 

Another computer-based example of this 
would be most multiplayer games. Often 
the players are given weapons, but also 
various voice communications or move-
ment options that can be used to interact. 
These tools allow the players to craft their 
own micro-narratives. For example, the ac-
tion of ‘tea-bagging’ (crouching and stand-
ing repeatedly over a victims dead model), 
or using various communications in (in)
appropriate situations provide the player 
with tools that shape the narrative of a mul-
tiplayer game. For example, Ragnar Torn-
quist, writer for Wolfenstein Enemy Terri-
tory (2003) shared this anecdote. 
 

“It’s multiplayer bollocks. But players 
use them in incredibly creative, ironic, 
sarcastic ways. [...] One of the voice actors 
had this great sarcastic ‘Soôrry’. Which 
people just used in terrible teamkills. [...] 
I grenaded you in the face: ‘Oh, Soôrry’. 
It was hilarious.”  
[Ragnar Tornquist 16:40, Rezzed 2013]

In multiplayer games players can craft their own 
micro-narratives through the actions they can take. 
Wolfenstein: Enemy Territory (2003). 
HTTP://WWW.QUAKEWIKI.NET/WP-CONTENT/

UPLOADS/2010/08/ENEMY-TERRITORY-QUAKE-WARS-DE-

MO-LINUX-SERVER_1.JPG
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The tools with which the player interacts 
with the world can be designed so the nar-
rative that players experience matches the 
vision of the designer. But these capabilities 
should be designed with care, as they can 
easily be abused by players as well to break 
the intended vision. In a game in which the 
designer intends players to work together, 
they should not be given the option to block 
or kill one another. Even if not intended, if 
the option is there, players will take it, look-
ing for the most impactful thing they can do 
in the world and to other players  as Chen 
describes (Chen, 21:35, 2013) about the game 
Journey (2012). 

EMERGENT

Lastly there is the emergent story. The 
emergent story closely resembled the effects 
of the aforementioned story machine. The 
player is given a large space with broadly 
defined boundaries. It could feature various 
characters with desires, urges and needs. 
The player can act as he wants within the 
rules set forth in this place. There is no pre-
ordained outcome, no plot that needs to be 
followed. But it is not completely open ei-
ther, as the world can resist the players in-
fluence and characters may act unexpected, 
or against the players wishes. Either way, 
within this unstructured gameplay, players 
can see stories emerge (Dormans, 2004 & 
Jenkins, 2002). 

HYBRIDS

Of course there are many possible ways 
in which the shapes I mentioned and the 
methods of telling stories in them could be 
mixed. The following are just some exam-
ples. Although I name examples for each of 
these, close scrutiny of their structures may 
show slight deviations from my descriptions 
as I simplify them for easier understanding. 

However, I believe these examples match 
the described structures closely enough to 
be relevant.

Open world with linear story
In this type of game, the main space of the 
game is a story-machine, with plenty of ele-
ments available for the player to manipulate 
and to see his own stories emerge with. But 
within this world, the player can also take 
on missions and engage in linear stories. This 
may be one continuous story, or many sep-
arate ones. Although the missions may also 
take place in the large world, they are tied 
together in a linear fashion. Examples of this 
are the GTA series (1997) or Skyrim (2011). 

Open world with linear story

t

Enacted linear story
In this type of story, the order of the events 
and plot outcome is set. But the system can 
recognise the difference in play-style, or al-
lows characterisation through moments of 
choice that allow the player to shape their 
view of the protagonist or world. Characters 
may respond slightly differently based on 
these choices or identified play-styles, but 
no meaningful part about the plot changes. 
An example of this is Gunpoint (2013). 

Enacted linear story

t
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Enacted branched story
Two versions of each level, or interactive 
space exists. Depending on the players play-
style, the system decides which version of 
a level the player will occupy. Although it 
is technically branched, the levels are of-
ten similar enough to be considered linear. 
The  main example of this is Dishonored 
(2012). 

Enacted branched story

t

Choose your own order
The game consists of various levels which 
must all be completed, but the player is al-
lowed to pick the order in which he tack-
les these challenges. Each player might pick 
a different order to go through the game, 
resulting in slightly different experiences 
for each. The prime example of this is the 
Megaman series (1987). 

Choose your own order

t

PROBLEMS & PITFALLS 

FOR GAME WRITING

Although there are many different ways in 
which writing for games can manifest it-
self, there are also several key problems that 
need to be considered as well. 

WELL-FORMED STORIES

Good stories have unity, Schell writes in 
the Art of Game Design (2008). There is a 
series of events that set a hero on her way 
and through her journey. Like the specific-
ity that is important for heroes to fit their 
journey, so is the right order of events. This 
unity is fairly easy to achieve with a linear 
story. 

The trouble starts with a sufficiently 
branched out story. Not every choice might 
lead to a better story, because some stories 
are just more interesting than others. Con-
sider for example if Frodo decides not to go 
to Mount Doom to destroy the One Ring 
(Tolkien 1954). It would not be the same 
story and the question is if it would be as 
exciting as the known tale. A good story re-
quires a story arc that entices the audience. 
In another example, what if Luke decides 
not to join the Rebel Alliance in Star Wars? 
(1977) The whole dramatic arc changes, and 
not likely for the better, as the adventures of 
a moisture farmer on Tatooine are probably 
not as exciting as those of a Jedi fighting the 
Empire. Or at the very least not what you 
would expect from something called Star 
Wars. 

In story-machine based narratives there are 
further troubles. The dramatic arc of these 
types of game narratives are much harder to 
control as you do not know what the player 
will do, or in which order. Dean Hall says 



30‥․

In DayZ, the player can spent hours of monotony and experience short bursts of intense action. DayZ (2012).
HTTP://WWW.MMOGAMES.COM/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2012/12/ZOMBIE-MMO-GAMES-DAYZ-CELLE-SCREENSHOT-46.PNG

Uncharted is the most often cited example of ludonarrative dissonance due to the disconnection between the 
character of Nathan Drake and the actions he commits in gameplay. Uncharted (2007).
HTTP://GAMERSXTREME.ORG/WP-CONTENT/UPLOADS/2011/11/UNCHARTED-3-GAMEPLAY-3.JPG



31‥․

that in his game DayZ (2012), players will 
often be able to spend hours of dull mo-
notony that can suddenly liven up with ten 
minutes of intense unscripted narrative ex-
perience (Rezzed 2013). One player might 
be bored to death, the other might be under 
so much pressure the game just becomes 
frustrating. The prospect of this can be very 
intriguing, because the player will not know 
what he will get, making the moments of ac-
tion really exciting. Unfortunately, it is also 
incredibly unreliable. 

Another issue that can affect the well- 
formedness of stories is the challenge for a 
game-system to judge the drama of a situ-
ation. This can lead to open world bizarre-
ness, such as the system misunderstanding 
situations or being abused. For example, the 
trick of limiting the field of view of a Skyrim 
(2011) Non Player Character (NPC) by plac-
ing a bucket on her head. The system does 
not recognise the location of the bucket as 
relevant, so the NPC completely ignores the 
player action. This allows the player to rob 
the store of the blinded NPC. 

Furthermore, in a procedurally generated 
game, the game may throw out a series of 
events that do not make sense to the player. 
The nature of a system that generates story 
randomly can make it very hard to debug 
out all such problems (Adams, 2013 & Betts, 
2013). 

LUDONARRATIVE DISSONANCE

The dissonance that can occur between the 
interactive aspects of a game and its story. 
Both the game and the story are telling the 
player different things about characters, sit-
uations or events. Although the player can 
accept this, seeing both the gameplay and 
the story as separate entities that are just 

switched between, it does not optimally use 
the whole of the game to convey a singular 
story or message. This reduces its potency 
to deliver a powerful story. 
The most often named example of this is 
Uncharted (2007). In Uncharted, the play-
ers control Nathan Drake, a loveable, goofy 
rogue that seeks treasure. In the cutscenes 
he jokes and the player will generally have 
a positive feeling about him. In the game-
play, the player takes control of Drake as he 
fights and kills hundreds upon hundreds of 
human beings. The Drake in the cutscenes 
should be severely emotionally damaged 
about all the lives he has taken, but that is 
not the case. In fact, he and the other char-
acters seem to ignore the mass murder en-
tirely. Yet the world Drake occupies is os-
tensibly based on real life.

DRAMATIC INEVITABILITY

There are also some more insidious prob-
lems with game narratives. The issue of dra-
matic inevitability makes it extremely hard 
to reliably produce drama inside a game. 
Take for example a game that aims to have 
the player lose a fight for dramatic purposes. 

There are several ways this can occur. The 
first is to overwhelm the player in an inter-
active segment so he cannot possibly win. 
This can be very frustrating to the player, 
because he seems to be in control of the 
game, but it has already been decided that 
he must lose. The player may retry the en-
counter in an effort to ace the fight, but to 
no avail. 

Secondly, you could do the above but al-
low the player to win, but only if he does 
the fight perfectly. In this case, the player 
who keeps resetting the encounter to ace 
the it will inevitably cheat the dramatic 
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moment. This type of behaviour is known 
as ‘save scumming’ (TV Tropes). By do-
ing this, players save their game when the 
best result happens, and reload as soon as 
something bad happens. Examples in which 
this is common are Fire Emblem (2004) or 
X-COM: Enemy Unknown (2012), in which 
the player controls a band of soldiers, each 
with their own personality and various re-
lationships with the other soldiers. Great 
drama would occur if one were to be ripped 
away in combat, but the player often does 
not want to accept that, resulting in the 
‘save scumming’. 

A last option is to have the reversal of for-
tune happen in a cutscene. The player 
knows he has no control over the situation, 
so resigns to the fate the game has in store 
for him. But this can still be frustrating as 
the player might have been playing ex-
tremely carefully, and aced every fight he 
has been in. Being suddenly overtaken by 

enemies because the story dictated that he 
should lose his powers is essentially punish-
ing the player for succeeding thus far in the 
game. An example of this happens in Deus 
Ex: Human Revolution (2011) in which the 
player is encouraged to role play the protag-
onist Adam Jensen in any number of ways. 
Even if the player plays Jensen as incredi-
bly careful, scouting and sneaking his way 
through levels, Jensen will still be caught in 
a cutscene in which he blindly walks into 
a large open room. The worst form of this 
is when a character dies in a cutscene to 
something that does not match the game-
play. Like a character being killed by a single 
bullet while easily being able to take mul-
tiple shots within the confines of normal 
play. This would be a case of ludonarrative 
dissonance. 

By making our stories interactive, we re-
move this inevitability of drama. The pro-
tagonist cannot fail, unless we force it to 

In XCOM, players can lose important characters through the system of the game. Players have a hard time 
accepting this, so ‘save-scum’ their way to avoid this drama. X-Com: Enemy Unknown (2012).
HTTP://MEDIA1.GAMEINFORMER.COM/IMAGEFEED/SCREENSHOTS/XCOMENEMYUNKNOWN/INSIDEUFO.JPG



33‥․

happen. There are some solutions to this of 
course. Games in which the player cannot 
save are an option, but only for the shorter 
or the most hardcore of games. Another op-
tion is telling the dramatic death or reversal 
of fortune in a cutscene. Either way, these 
situations must be handled with care. •

SUMMARY

Games can take dozens of shapes, by mix-
ing and matching non-interactive moments 
and interactive moments and the possible 
choices the player has within. Within these 
shapes, there are several ways to tell stories, 
including stories embedded by the designers 
themselves, those enacted by the players 
through their abilities, procedurally generat-
ed tales and those emerging from the game 
systems. Designing narrative for games also 
has several problems, such as the struggle to 
create a well-formed story in a game-system, 
the disconnection that might occur between 
embedded and emergent stories and dra-
matic inevitably. This issue weakens narrative 
potential in games considerably, as players 
often struggle to accept dramatic reversals 
of fortune in an interactive environment.
In the next chapter I will move away from 
theory and write about my personal experi-
ence designing narrative for games.
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•5• 
PROJECTS

W
HEN starting this re-
search my goal was to 
apply the theories I ex-
plored in the previous 

chapters in practice. However, it should be 
noted that I had not written those chapters 
when I started and I found and discarded 
more theories and sources as the research 
progressed. The challenge of practical work 
lies in the uniqueness of each project, and 
although some theories may apply, others 
can distract the designer from the goal of a 
project. 

I cannot continue without mentioning that 
when I started off this research, my re-
search question was far more honed in on 
one of the projects that I worked on. This 
project: Aztec Tales, which I will expand on 
later, was based around finding narratives 
that would offer replayability. This focus 

would lead towards an additional goal of 
the project: the inclusion of procedurally 
generated elements that would affect the 
replay able narrative. Furthermore, all of 
this would take place in a platformer style 
game. My research at that time was focused 
on all of these elements which scattered my 
attention. Later during the process, when 
the Aztec Tales project was rounded up, I 
changed my research focus to be on narra-
tion and the process of its design in general. 

In the end I worked on three different pro-
jects, in which I handled the creation of the 
story in various ways, some of them effec-
tive and others less so. For each, I will ex-
plore the issues I have run into in their re-
spective processes. I will also work out ways 
in which the development of their narra-
tives might be continued and what lessons 
to bring along for future projects. 

FISHY

Fishy was a game I had started working on since before I began my graduate re-
search. It was intended to be developed quickly so the programmer and I could 
experience the selling process of a flash-based title. Its original development time 
of two months quickly grew to cover the entire length of the graduation project 
as well due to plenty of distractions arising and more features being required.

•
The game started out as an exploration-based fishing adventure. You would 
catch fish, sell them to vendors and then use the profits to upgrade your boat. 
An upgraded boat could venture further and yielded access to ever more exotic 
types of fish. This idea was based on a mix of the fantasy of being a fisher, al-
though hardly a realistic one, and the exploration of a world.

•
It was later on in development, during playtests, that players wondered what 
their overall goal was. Although we had anticipated that the drive to explore the 
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world would be sufficient, some players were alright with just staying put in the 
beginning area while stockpiling money. Then they got bored, without ever go-
ing further into the game. This went against the core idea of the game to explore, 
so we looked for ways to push them out of these boundaries into the open world. 

•
At that time, I decided to do this by exploring the main-character and her moti-
vations to fish and to see the world. The game introduces her father in an open-
ing cutscene and how she grew up learning all about fishing from him. Then in 
the third slide, the player sees how the father is swallowed whole by a giant sea 
monster. Back home, she resolves to find and rescue her father. 
The game will conclude when the player catches the sea monster at the very end 
of the world. At that point the player is treated to another cutscene in which 
the story resolves: she fishes her father from the jaws of the kraken and they are 
reunited while the sun sets. 

•
Although it is just the bare bones of a story, told in cutscenes as opposed to 
gameplay, it does accomplish a few things. Primarily it provided context that the 
playtesters missed in the game. They knew their goal was to rescue their father, 
and that he was swallowed by a sea monster, setting an expectation to battle this 
antagonist at some point. Of course, there were also plenty of problems with this 
shallow introduction of the protagonist, the world and the obstacles to be faced 
which I will expand on now.

CUTSCENES AND GAMEPLAY

First of all, the choice of telling this story with cutscenes was poor. Starting off 
with a load of exposition is dull and especially detrimental considering the goal 
of the title was to be published on a flash-portal aimed at a young target audi-
ence. In this situation the game should grab the audiences attention quickly at 
the start. This showed in certain playtests, in which players skipped the opening 
cutscene, entirely bypassing its purpose. 

•
There are several ways in which this could be resolved. Options could be ex-
plored in which the exposition is done within or during the gameplay. This is fa-
vourable in a game, as the main draw of a game remains its interactivity. In Fishy 
this took the form of text-bubbles that would appear during certain moments 
in the game. Besides being hints that the player should attempt to buy a new 
engine, or that her ships’ hold was full, it could also be used to remind the player 
of the goal of the game. The protagonist would mention that her dad would be 
proud of her upon catching a new type of fish, or exclaim that she can get closer 
to rescuing him when entering a newly unlocked sea. 
Secondly, the cutscenes could be part of flashbacks, strewn around the game, 
giving the player more and more understanding as she progresses. This would 
spread out the exposition, instead of dumping it all at the beginning. Another 
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The six cutscene slides for Fishy. The first two slides introduce the protagonist and her father, and how she was 
taught to fish. The third slide introduces the incident, which sets out the hero on her adventure. In the last two 
images, the story is resolved; the hero rescues her father and they are reunited again. Fishy (2013).
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option to do this would be to keep the cutscenes but mix them between game-
play. For example, the first two slides introduce the main character and her fa-
ther as she is being taught to fish. The cutscene could then give way to a tutorial 
within the game-world and gameplay, using the setting and characters intro-
duced within that scene. When the player finishes the area, she is given the re-
maining two slides in which the protagonists’ father is captured and then sent 
into the game world proper. 

•
Of course, the choice of a cutscene over other methods to provide exposition was 
made for good reason as well. To program, design and produce the art to explore 
this specific narrative in gameplay requires a great deal of time. Cutscenes on the 
other hand, are simple to implement and lend an easy way to change the perspec-
tive in the world. They are art-heavy, but their effect can be quickly measured 
even with storyboard slides. If the effect of the narrative is as intended for the 
project, other, more creative ways can be explored to replace the cutscenes. 

THE HERO’S JOURNEY AND CHARACTER BUILDING

Although unintended at the time of creation, it is easy to look at the story and 
link it to the Hero’s Journey. At first, the normal world is introduced, then the 
call to adventure sounds as the protagonist’s father is stolen away by a mon-
strous kraken. It is then up to her to go fight it, and return her father. Of course 
the Hero’s Journey has more steps, but not all are necessary for a compelling 
story, or even required to be in the order Campbell set forth. He only described 
the structure, but did not prescribe it. The Hero’s Journey can however indicate 
problems in the structure of your story and thus help you resolve them. As Bob 
Bates put it: The Hero’s Journey isn’t a box of tools you can use to fix every story 
problem. But it’s somewhat similar to a circuit tester. “You can clamp the leads 
around a problem spot in your story and check to see if there’s enough mythical 
current flowing. And if you don’t have enough juice, it can help point out the 
source of the problem.” (Bates, 2005)

•
A problem in Fishy is that in a large part of the game, the player is basically do-
ing the same. Go out, catch fish, sell them, and buy upgrades for the boat. In the 
story, the entire length of this gameplay could be described as the Trail of Trials, 
in which the hero goes through inner and outer victories. But as Bates puts it “As 
we progress through levels, we have to see the hero changing. Giving him betters 
toys at the end of each level is a good idea, but it just isn’t enough.”  (Bates, 2005). 
The protagonist in Fishy gains new toys, but nothing about her character, moti-
vation, or understanding of the world changes. 

•
In the end of the game the protagonist rescues her father, him of course be-
ing the prize the hero earned. But this is a physical prize: not a realisation, as 
the Egri (2004) describes the prize. Basically this realisation is the moral of the 
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story. In the case of Fishy, this could be something along the lines of ‘Family 
over All’ or ‘Growing up’, as the main character at the beginning of the story is a 
young adult without much experience, but by the end has surpassed her father 
as a fisher(wo)man. Either way, it is not made clear in the current ending. 

•
Likewise with the description of the characters. Although Campbell describes 
a set of archetypes such as the mentor, threshold guardian or the herald, 
these are not all required. But they can, looking back at your story, match 
certain roles and make you better understand them. This is the case with 
Fishy. The kraken is the antagonist, the father is the mentor and the reward. 
The toll-keepers in the game can be seen as the threshold guardians. Literally, 
they are, but they have no real personality to back it up. They could be 
much improved when the moral of the story is clear: if the journey is about 
growing up, these threshold Guardians could mock the protagonist for her 
inexperience, challenging her to prove herself. Her father could be shown to 
be far more experienced as her in the start. Either way, awareness of the myth 
can help better shape the character motivations. Applying Schafer’s specificity 
would make them more interesting as well. These are ways in which Fishy’s 
narrative could be further developed. 

In this gameplay example, the player catches a fish. It results in the protagonist remarking about her 
father. Fishy (2013).
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LUDONARRATIVE DISSONANCE

There is another issue that can be considered with this game and its narrative. 
Fishy’s story is about a daughter trying to rescue her father from the belly of a 
giant Kraken, which is a heroic and dangerous journey. Yet the gameplay does 
not seem to match this story. The player can leisurely sail through the levels, 
doing simple little mini-games to catch fish in a pleasurable colourful environ-
ment. Hardly the setting for a rescue operation. This is a case of ludonarrative 
dissonance: the disconnection between what’s happening in the story and in the 
gameplay.

•
In Fishy you would expect the heroin to put everything on the line, trying to 
find weapons, skills or allies to get back to her father, if that was really her pur-
pose. The player does not share that need however, and is more concerned in 
catching all the fish (unlocking portraits and background information for each 
when doing so) and gaining all the upgrades. Although the reason for the heroin 
doing so could be explained, the game does a poor job doing so. The story and 
gameplay should be brought more in line. 

•
What could be considered is changing the narrative to something that matches 
the gameplay. For example, in Pokémon (1996), the player is tasked to ‘catch ‘em 
all’ : filling in the blanks in their pokédeck. In Fishy, the player is already com-
pelled to do this but it is not what the narrative would have the player do. This 
narrative could match the gameplay much better.
Of course, the gameplay could also be tweaked to match the current story. 
Perhaps the inhabitants of the world are reluctant to let the protagonist out 
on the big sea, citing her inexperience. They will ask her to let go, that her 
father is gone. But, as the player catches every single fish in the area they 
will be forced to admit that she has got what it takes and allow her to pass 

to the next area. This approach marries the natural urges of the player to 
catch everything and the narrative resolve of the protagonist to fight against 
the world to get back to her father. It would also give the game a moral, or 
theme of growing up as well. Something that might resonate with the intended 
young audiences.

Fishy’s narrative shape
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AZTEC TALES

This was to be my graduate project. Although Fishy turned out to be most valu-
able to my research, it was not originally intended to be a part of it. Aztec Tales 
on the other hand was what I set out with. Unfortunately, it did not turn out 
as was hoped and was eventually put aside in favour of the third project: Steen. 
However, that is not to say that no lessons were learned from Aztec Tales. I will 
walk through the process and the various lessons it provided here. 

•
At its inception, this project had a fair amount of limitations. It would be a 
platformer, metroidvania* style game. It would have procedurally generated el-
ements and feature replayability. It would include a narrative, although nothing 
about this narrative had been defined yet. Lastly, it would be singleplayer and 
market-ready by the end of graduation. All of these came forth from the various 
wishes of the team, and later became points of contention causing the eventual 
demise of the project.

•
However, what was most relevant to me as a narrative designer was the undefined 
narrative, giving me a free hand in what story I wanted to tell. I would also have 
to pay attention to some of the other limitations, such as the platformer aspect. 
This set the perspective the player would be presented with. And the metroid-
vania-style, which would influence the way the level progression worked. Lastly 
there was the replayability coupled with the procedurally generated elements. 
These would affect the way the story would have to change throughout each 
play session, or at the least not become bothersome by the repetition.

An early mock-up for Aztec Tales. Aztec Tales (2013).



41‥․

•
* In a metroidvania-style game, the player is confined in a small place with many 
dead ends which he cannot pass. As he finds certain upgrades, his playing area 
is slowly expanded as new paths open up, often forcing the player to backtrack 
through previous areas to find the right way. The genre was named after Metroid 
and Castlevania which used this type of gameplay to great effect. (TV Tropes)

PROCESS

When starting out, I decided to focus primarily on the premise and setting. I 
crafted a variety of premises with story possibilities and sketches to indicate 
style and tone. After five concepts had been considered and rejected I ended up 
with a world inspired by Aztec culture, due to the colourful imagination that 
it inspired in the team. The original premise was that of a thief, infiltrating a 
city amidst a revolution. Using the crowds to his advantage as a distraction the 
thief would be able to probe the palaces and temples of the city and steal their 
treasures. This concept was originally taken from another pitch, and was soon 
discarded to focus on something that felt more ‘Aztec’ in an effort to centralise 
themes, and make all aspects of the game feel whole.

•

The four main characters for Aztec Tales, the Gods Huitzilopochtli, Quetzalcoatl, 
Tezcatlipoca and Xipe Totec. Aztec Tales (2013)
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To accomplish this, I did a fair share of research into Aztec culture. What in-
spired us about Aztecs, and what were they actually like? Research provides 
insights that you would otherwise not consider. In the case of history, there is a 
huge amount of material out there to be inspired by. 

•
The Aztecs were a very diligent and religious people, worshipping a wide pan-
theon of Gods. They were organised and cultured, applying advanced notions 
such as city-planning and a clever irrigation-system (Cóttrill,  2006–2011). Their 
religious beliefs were focused around sacrifice. Both of goods, but also of blood 
and people. The most striking is of course the cutting out of the heart, but they 
also had a tradition of wearing the skins of their victims or eating their flesh. 
They were a very militaristic society, sustaining their empire mostly through 
intimidation and war. There was a lot to use here!

•
The premise shifted towards the player playing one of four Aztec Gods: Tez-
catlipoca, Huitzilopochtli, Quetzalcoatl or Xipe Totec. Each would have their 
own mixture of unique powers, personalities, preferences and demands. They 
would all fight to become the primary God, ruling the aspect of the sun. In Az-
tec legends, several Gods have had control over the Sun, and there was plenty of 
fighting amongst themselves as well over it, so this felt like a good goal for these 
characters. 

•

A prototype for Aztec Tales. At the start of the game you choose which person 
to imbibe as your Godly avatar. Aztec Tales (2013).
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It also matched a mechanic that was established for the game. The player would 
manipulate a magical orb to defend himself, or strike at his foes. This orb did not 
yet have much of an explanation, but there was a great opportunity here to do 
so. Seeing as the aspect of the sun could switch hands, it was not too much of a 
stretch to see it not as a mysterious ‘aspect’ but as something that could take a 
physical form. In this case, the form of a mystical orb, radiating its aspects pow-
er. Besides the sun, there were many other focal points of belief, elements that 
people considered the Gods had power over. Things such as war, chaos, order or 
death. These were all aspects that would take the form of an orb, with its own 
gameplay and narrative effect. For example, Tezcatlipoca, wielding the power 
of chaos could turn a whole city to madness enabling him to get to the highest 
temple and snatch up the sun. Again, this is a good way to ‘Put the story to work’ 
as Schell puts it, using story to make an explanatory and strengthening bond 
with gameplay. 

•
The Aztecs believed in rebirth, especially through sacrifice. Each day the sun 
rose, it was reborn through the blood of sacrifice. The Aztecs believed that if they 
stopped their sacrifice, the world would end. The Gods were not exempt from 
this tale of rebirth through death. Aztecs would dress up someone as a God, and 
for a year they would play this role, until they too were sacrificed. This aspect of 
their culture felt like a great match to the idea of replayability. Each play-session 
would be another cycle of the world. Things would be the same, but with slight 
variations. However, the Gods could remember every session before it, taunting 
each other over events from previous games, or refusing cooperation due to an 
earlier betrayal. This was an interesting hook for the narrative, as it would both 
provide replayability and offer as an ever developing understanding of the char-
acters. It also led to an interesting way to start the game: with the player, as a 
God, picking his avatar from a group of random people wandering around. Last-
ly, it would explain how the player is still mortal, despite playing a God. 

•
With sacrifice being such a key aspect of the game, it also became the primary 
way to restore health and mana. Passersby or enemies could have their heart 
ripped out, providing the player with power. Although hardly unique (Consider 
God of War (2005) for example), it fits the setting and beats the cliche of potions 
for the same effect. 

LIMITATIONS AND RESEARCH

As the process up until this point has shown; a lot of the design decisions were 
made due to the mix of limitations and research into the subject matter. The 
truth is that a project will always have some sort of limitation, be it time, budget, 
platform or genre. Taking these limitations and using them to the projects ad-
vantage strengthens the product. The more there may be, the better, as it forces 
creativity and can help integrate the story into the core of the game. 
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PLOT AND LEVELS

So far, most of the ideas I presented are isolated moments in the game, or expla-
nations for gameplay. These are great to give the world credibility to the player, 
but they do not make a story. In this project I got lost in creating these isolated 
moments and systems, and did not focus enough on the plot. There were charac-
ters, but no obstacles for them to struggle against and no moral to discover. I also 
feared that getting the ‘prize’ might be devaluated if the game is played multiple 
times. Yet this did not seem to impede the popularity or narrative potency of 
games such as FTL (2012) or Rogue Legacy (2013), where winning is a unique 
event that does not happen every game. In fact, it might even strengthen the 
prize, knowing that it is not won easily. 

•
To illustrate my lack of focus at this point: I created a system through which 
the Metroidvania world would be able to convey a linear story and events. I 
also devised a system where each God would have certain relationships with the 
other Gods, and how it affected the communications and actions between them. 
There was also an elaborate plan on how the player could progress through the 
world, utilising a map and many doorways, allowing him to find multiple ways 
to his targets. Although the system was fine in itself, too little thought was ex-
pended on its effect.

•
I did all these things before considering what the actual story and plot might be. 
These systems were probably entirely unnecessary. Although there were a set of 
characters, and they were at odds with one another, in a wide world with many 
paths, the point of it was lost. Lajos Egri says in The Art of Dramatic Writing, 
“The premise tells you what you need to include and what you need to leave out. 
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The premise is a tyrant.” (Egri, 2004). This lack of vision on the premise scat-
tered my attention, and watered down the narrative. 

ENDING THE PROJECT

Unfortunately, the production of this project ran into problems. In the end it 
was a team decision to cancel Aztec Tales and restart our efforts elsewhere. Al-
though I was unable to continue developing the story, it did lead me to do things 
differently in the next project. I had focused primarily on developing the setting 
and characters, but found myself unable to get them in an interesting story. I 
simply did not know how to play them out against each other. That was primari-
ly due to the lack of a premise: I had nothing to tell, so I could not figure out how 
to tell it. But especially the writing of the characters and basing a world on re-
search helped immensely in forming a picture of the world. It inspired changes 
in the gameplay that communicated the values of the characters and the world. 
Although they did not make it in the game, the process of it was helpful. 

STEEN

After setting aside the Aztec Tales project, my team and I started Steen. This 
was about half-way through the graduation period. Steens focus was on much 
shorter gameplay sessions, as it would be less asset heavy and easier to produce. 
The limitations of it being a platformer, procedurally generated and a metroid-
vania were also lifted for this reason. The narrative was once again free, just like 
in the Aztec Tales project.  

FINDING THE PREMISE

In the Aztec Tales game I had a clear guide to design story elements: the research 
I did into Aztec culture. In Steen things were not as clear cut. I came up with an 
original world to match the gameplay that was envisioned by the designer of the 
team. However, it was not based on anything specific like the previous project 
was. I lacked a compass to guide story decisions as I had with the Aztec inspired 
world. But as I discovered in the previous project: acquiring a premise is a great 
way to know which way to steer a story as well as helping decide what to keep 
and what to leave out. Having lacked this premise in Aztec Tales, I endeavoured 
to find this premise as quickly as possible for Steen, as all I could manage thus 
far was a world, not a story. 

Themes vs. premise
I took a good look at the game and the elements the designer envisioned. 
The game was largely about destroying things (digging your way through 
mountains) as well as creating things (using the ore you dug out to craft 
traps). It was also intended to feature a balance between survival and greed. 
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Digging away more resources would be great for a high score. However, it 
would balance out against the added difficulty of defending a skeleton of 
a mountain as the very resources of the mountain were its own defence. I 
defined the themes of the game as destruction vs. creation and survival vs. 
greed. I wrongly thought these themes were the premise, instead of the premise 
in the form of a moral that Egri described. I tried to find new solutions to 
problems using these definitions as a compass. But they did not help me 
define a storyline. The themes were not enough, and I needed a premise to 
be more concrete. A moral of the story that could be worked towards. Again 
I went back to the drawing board.

•
I took the themes I had earlier defined and used it to craft a premise in the style 
of a moral. This became the following: 

“Sometimes you have to destroy something to create something better.”

Destroying and recreating are core to this premise, but the earlier themes of 
greed and survival are not as prominent anymore. However, during this point 
in development these themes had also diminished in the game design. I took a 
better look at the Hero’s Journey in general, especially Bob Bates practical guide 
(Bates, 2005). He says that after defining this premise, the characters should be 
designed, starting with the hero. At this point in the process, there was already 
a lot of progress in the second iteration (Read below). A golem was made as the 
players means of walking around on the world map and the idea of it was well 
received. But in the game the player was still intended to primarily walk around 

The first digital prototype of Steen. From the design of this version I extracted the 
themes of destruction, creation, survival and greed. Steen (2013).
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inside mountains, not on the world-
map. Thus, I envisioned two primary 
characters: one on the worldmap, as a 
golem, and one for inside the moun-
tains. It was to be a buddy story. Us-
ing Schafer’s notes to define these 
characters helped to get a good vision 
on them, before using visual elements 
or dialogue to present them. (Schafer, 
2013) I primarily focused on the main 
characters and the main antagonist, 
or end boss. Afterwards I did some 
quicker elaborations on the second-
ary characters, which functioned as 
the levels/bosses. When these char-
acter studies were done, I produced 
sketches to communicate the char-
acter traits visually. As a final step to 

design the story, I looked at the levels and their progression and made a story-
board to weave these and the story together. Writing and drawing the script and 
storyboard in combination with the levels helps this interconnectivity between 
plot and game and helps stave off the problem of ludonarrative dissonance. Even 
when levels are not yet designed, it is important to know when and where they 
take place, or what will take place in them so the story can be matched with 
them as closely as possible.

•
For example, in Steen, the conversations between the mountain protagonist and 
the enemy mountains grows ever more tenuous and sparse as the game pro-
gresses. These conversations are replaced with more aggressive gestures. In the 
game this takes the form of a dialogue tree that the player can choose his way 
through. Later on, more and more of the dialogue options are replaced by ag-
gressive moves. This matches the game granting the player more ‘spells’ while 
progressing through the levels as well as the break-down in communication that 
happens in the narrative. The spells are essentially the players’ golem assisting his 
ally by attacking the enemy mountain in a variety of ways. 

•
This enforces the idea that the mountains grow ever more aggressive to each 
other. It also strengthens the alliance of the two protagonists. And it explains 
various little gameplay mechanics in a way that fits within the story. All of these 
are a way to, as Schell said it, put the story to work.

•
Unfortunately this project ran into problems as well. Although the narrative 
was developed, it is not implemented into the game at the time of this writing.

One of the sheets that was developed to 
specify the personalities of Steen (2013).
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THE STORY OF STEEN

The first iteration
The game takes place on a planet, which in itself, is a God. He tends the surface 
of Himself as a garden, cultivating mountains and forests, each alive in their 
own right, as His children. But His children do not play nicely, some of them 
fighting others, taking over terrain that was not meant for them. So to keep his 
mountainous children in check, the God created a race of industrious people 
with a lust for resources and competition. These would cut the ambitious moun-
tains down to size for sure. To ensure they would not kill each other though, as 
His previous creations had, He created them unable to raise their hand to each 
other, unable to kill with intent. 
The race was successful in its design, although many of them perished in the 
dangerous wilds and in the course of their work. Their will to compete for the 
resources caused them to form small cliques, fiercely competitive with one an-
other. Their commandments to not murder each other were in the end less suc-
cessful. Although they were unable to kill each other outright, ‘accidents’ in the 
workplace were turned into an art form.

The second iteration
The game takes place on a planet, which in itself, is a God. She tends the sur-
face of Herself as a garden, cultivating mountains and forests, each alive in their 
own right, as Her children. These mountains are alive due to the presence of a 
powerful magical ore, named Lifestone. Large quantities of Lifestone in a moun-

Some sketches of a variety of level/bosses. Steen (2013).
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tain make it more clever, agile or strong. The lifestone itself can also break off 
and form a whole new life-form. The smaller races of the world are all made 
of this ore, and reproduce by going into mountains and carving new versions 
of themselves from the rocks. Often they form a symbiotic relationship with 
these mountains, living in one mountain, lending it strength where necessary, 
but moving out to attack other mountains where they can. The player takes 
control of one such mountain, a small one, but so full of lifestone that he can 
actually break free from the ground and roam the planet as a golem. He can take 
the fight directly to the other mountains and strip-mine them clean, even more 
effective than his little allies can. 

The story now
Deep amongst the stars sits a lonely planet. At first glance, it appears to be a 
paradise. Lush and varied environments, spotted by lakes, forests and towering 
above them all, mountainous peaks. Governed by nature, there are no cities or 
villages to speak of, no races to destroy the glory of nature. There is a good rea-
son for this, because nature fights back. Not as an abstract ideal, or due to harsh 
environments, but the mountains are literally alive. They shift, they groan, they 
talk. Huge and ponderous, these giants from the earth govern the surface of the 
planet with a stoney grip. 

•
Our story begins as a bright star on the sky suddenly turns out to be more than 
just a star. It grows and grows, falling ever closer. Down and down it plummets 
and then… Bang! It crashes into one of the planets many mountains. In this 
case: Sopka, a small mountain, only a few thousand years old. The youngest of 
the lot.

•
Trailing behind, only a few seconds later comes another crash. Sopka wakes 
from his slumber, wondering what hit him. The answer comes quickly, as from 
the cavernous inner workings of his mountainous head comes a chipper ‘Hello?’. 

•
Valentina, interstellar adventurer extraordinaire, clambers from her escape pod 
into the alien new environments. Cheerful and ever optimistic as she is, she ex-
plores her new surroundings with gusto. She is most pleasantly surprised when 
her surroundings appear to be talking back to her. Valentina and Sopka, an alien 
and a mountain, make first contact. Although the two are most curious about 
each other, Valentina finally jumps to the point, and inquires where the rest of 
her spacecraft is.

•
She locates it a bit later, with a little help from Sopka guiding the way. Upon 
examination, it seems the ship is in shambles. Although it can be fixed, a wide 
variety of resources is needed to make it happen.

•
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Fortunately, the planet is full of resources, and resources to spare. Sopka spares as 
many resources as he can to aid his new friend, but it’s not enough. Fortunately, 
Sopka knows his family holds many more resources, even some rare ores that 
Valentina requires. Although he is sure his family would be friendly enough to 
share, the problem is that he is a mountain, rooted in the ground. He has not been 
able to go near his family for ages, and the track to them is long and dangerous.

•
Not interested in being stranded on the planet for that long, Valentina has just 
the answer. She had noticed a few optimisation flaws and fault lines while she 
was moving through Sopka’s innards and with a full helpful ticks of her pickaxe 
she manages to break Sopka’s chains to the ground. Shocked, for the first time in 
thousands of years since his spawning, the mountain lumbers from the ground. 
Able to move and walk about freely. After a moment of adaption, they set off to 
find Sopka’s brethren. Sopka is for the first time able to see the rest of his family 
and Valentina is eager to see more of the world and to get her ship back in order. 

•
But when they reach the other mountains on the planet, their rumoured benevo-
lence seems widely overrated. They are coarse, hateful of the outsider and jealous 
or angry on their little brother to have broken free from the loving ground. They 
warn that fathers wrath is certain. During the first of an such argument, Valenti-
na hops into the unfriendly mountain. While the two mountains argue, contin-
ually more hostile, she picks her way through and gathers the things she needs.

•
Afterwards, as Sopka retreats from his brother, Valentina reappears bearing the 
goods she acquired. Although Sopka is upset at first that the alien would do so 
without any permission, he mumbles and shuffles on lost in thought. His broth-
er did not seem as he had always thought and had warned him that the others 
would be even less welcoming. With a heavy heart he continues on to the rest of 
his family, while Valentina tinkers with her spaceship.

•
At the next encounter, Sopka quickly finds that things are indeed as he had 
feared. His next family member has been warned of Sopka’s transgressions, and 
openly threatens him. This time, the two start to fight. Valentina slips in again, 
but can this time count on the assistance of her mountainous friend to lend a 
hand, or fist, inside the rocky innards of the mountain. 

•
This continues as the two encounter more of Sopka’s family, receiving ever more 
warnings and lessons about the history of the world and its attitude to outsiders. 
Yet also hidden away in the rocks are mysterious drawings that teach about the 
inner workings of the planet and the promises of change that they offer. They 
were perhaps made by earlier visitors or civilisations, hidden in the rocks that 
were used to craft these mountains. 

•
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When Valentina has finally assembled her ship again and the two have left a lot 
of bruised mountains behind, it is time for goodbye. Valentina’s chipper attitude 
is somewhat diminished, noticing Sopka’s saddened mind over the reality of his 
family and planet. Yet she decides to leave him behind, and flies off. 

•
Not moments later, the earth bursts open and the most monstrous and colossal 
creature crawls from the planet. It pulses with lava and seems quite upset with 
Sopka. Meet Sopka’s father: the planet’s core, Nero. Sopka is helpless as he gets 
berated and then pummelled by his father. Just when all hope is lost, Valentina 
returns with her ship and slams it into the core. Together, they fight, once more, 
against this foe. But when they defeat the monstrous core, the planet grows un-
stable and earthquakes begin to appear. In a last ditch effort to keep the planet 
from exploding, with both of them and all of Sopka’s family still on it, however 
ill-mannered his family may be, Sopka steps into the core and locks himself in 
place to keep it from deteriorating further. It works…

•
But Sopka is once more chained to the ground, as is Valentina, having crashed 
her ship once more to help out her friend. But somehow, the planet seems new. 
A world of new possibilities. The two decide to work together again, to make 
this planet the best planet there is, welcoming to all visitors. 

•

Sopka breaks free from the ground. An early promotional painting. Steen (2013).
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•6• 
SKETCH FOR A 

PRACTICAL HANDBOOK 
FOR NARRATIVE 

DESIGNERS

I
N the previous chapter I explored 
three projects and my experiences 
working on them. Yet none of them 
had a clear-cut process in which 

everything went smoothly. In this chapter I 
will attempt to outline a method for future 
projects that avoids the pitfalls of earlier 
mistakes.

The first thing to understand is that every 
project is unique. There is no perfect meth-
od that gives the answers for every project 
worked on. But that does not make the 
search for a method invalid. If there is not 
a perfect method, there are still imperfect 
ones that can help, and help is always useful. 
I will separate this handbook in the start-
ing of a project, followed by the handling of 
documents, the start of finding a story, then 
how to further develop it using characters, 
setting, plot and the player experience. 

THE IMPORTANCE OF STORY

When starting a new project, or joining an 
existing one, the first thing to do is to get a 
sense of the importance of story for the pro-
ject. 

Although I consider story to be one of the 
more important elements in this paper, 
there are many reasons why story might 

be included in a project. If the goal is to tell 
a story, its importance is paramount, and 
every other aspect of the game will be in 
service of getting across the story. But rea-
sons such as providing context or clarifica-
tion to game mechanics are equally valid, 
as is trying to tie a game type to an existing 
franchise. Whatever it is, define the reason 
so informed decisions can be made.

Then, a priority list can be organised. Ele-
ments on the priority list can include the 
story, or even subparts of it like the setting, 
or premise. Others are the art-style, play-
er-experience, viewer-experience (in the 
case of e-sports, where those watching the 
game must also be considered) or the sound 
design. Using the priority list, decisions and 
conflicts can be resolved either at the start 
of the project, or much easier later on. 

KEEPING TRACK OF DATA

Something that is very useful in any project 
is a way to keep track of your information. 
When working with games as well as story-
telling, there are dozens of systems at play 
which are easy to get lost in. Keeping track 
of these, both for yourself as narrative de-
signer but especially for potential cowork-
ers can be a massive boon to your project. 
This may seem very straight-forward, so 
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little thought is often expended on this. But 
choosing the right method can save hours of 
frustration and searching.

Although there are plenty of ways and opin-
ions on which system is best to keep track of 
any kind of information, the choice is even-
tually personal. Whatever you prefer, or 
provides your team with the easiest way to 
communicate, add or manipulate the data, 
the better. Some options that can be consid-
ered, for example, are the following. 

SVN/DROPBOX/GOOGLE DRIVE

Files shared online, via an SVN server, Drop-
box or Google Drive. This is useful for large 
amounts of data of all sorts. When working 
on the aforementioned projects, I primari-
ly shared files this way. In both Aztec Tales 
and Fishy, design and story-documents 
were kept in a dropbox folder and took the 
form of text-documents with images. Sim-
ple, but effective. If the story had grown 
more complex however, it might have been 
harder to page through the document, re-
ducing its efficiency. 
Steen had various types of documents to 
communicate the story. At first it was locat-
ed within a presentation, using mostly im-
ages and oral communication to pitch the 
story to others. This is a nice and effective 
method to vividly bring the story to life to 
a select group of people. But when working 
on it for a longer time, it is not descriptive 
enough to provide any benefit. 
Later on, I again switched to pdf story-
boards and text documents, shared online. 
To me, this has been the most simple and 
effective method for these fairly linear types 
of stories. However, it also uses the standard 
map structure found in Windows or Mac 
OSX. With huge amount of categories that 
can become impractical. 

WIKI/MIND-MAP APPROACH

Another option that fits more open-world 
approaches is a wiki. With many systems 
and story elements interacting with each 
other, having a hyperlinked guide that 
connects all this information can help you 
quickly find what you are looking for. It is 
also easy to add new categories. Another 
variant of this is using a mind-map tool like 
Spiderscribe to link to various files. In the 
blink of an eye, the team can find which 
documents are key to the design, and which 
are smaller parts. In a default map struc-
ture, this requires a far longer search.

WALLS

If your team works together in a physical 
space, you can use the walls of your work-
space to constantly pin up data. Although 
large amounts of data are not easily shared 
this way, having key principles or design 
boundaries defined and constantly in sight 
will help you to not lose track of them. If 
files are put away in a folder that is rarely 
opened, losing track can quickly happen. 

And of course these various methods can be 
set up and varied in dozens of ways as well. 
Keep in mind however that the documents 
should be easily altered or replaceable, ac-
cessible and organised. The team needs 
to be able to find information quickly and 
make changes if they wish.

FINDING A STORY

When starting out, your game idea may 
have a story already, or it may not. It may 
even start out as a story. Although some 
may say it must start with a premise, or 
must be based on experience, in my person-
al experience the source of projects and ide-
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as vary. Whatever inspired the game idea, 
it is important that you preserve that spark 
or catalyst. Try to define what it is. In my 
experience it falls in one of four categories:

CHARACTER

Your game could be based around a charac-
ter. For example, the Arkham Asylum (2009) 
game is about being Batman, and sharing the 
experiences he would have, both in combat 
and as the worlds greatest detective.

SETTING

The setting is the world you wish to set the 
game in. For example, it could be based on 
Aztecs like the Aztec Tales project I worked 
on, or a world populated by living mountains. 
Settings can often be very inspiring, such as 
Tolkien’s sweeping fantasy world or a high-
school for wizards in Harry Potter (1997), 
but they alone can not carry a project.  

PREMISE

The myth or premise you want to tell. Like a 
moral you want to share such as ‘Love con-
quers all’ or ‘Short term gain is Long term 
loss’. These are often quite high concept 
notions. Having a plot that is spelled out 
completely without being aware of its cen-
tral premise could be lacking in narrative 
punch, so attempt to find this core. There 
will be time to write it later. 

EXPERIENCE

Although the previous three are widely 
seen as the core for narrative (Bateman et 
al. 2007 for example) I consider the experi-
ence a separate, but equally valid category. 
Your game can set out to provide a certain 
experience. This could be a set of mechanics 
that induce a certain feeling, or it could be a 
real-life experience that you wish to evoke, 

Hogwarts castle makes a fantastic setting for the Harry Potter series, but without a young wizard to be 
amazed by it, it is nothing. Harry Potter (1997).
HTTP://IMAGES.WIKIA.COM/HARRYPOTTER/IMAGES/3/37/HOGWARTS-CASTLE-HARRY-POTTER-166431.JPG
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like ‘being a cowboy’. Both Fishy and Steen 
were primarily based on experience from 
the start. The first was based on being a fish-
er, the latter on a set of mechanics. 

But in the end, you will need all four to 
make a compelling story. Having defined 
your primary spark or starting point, fill 
in the others to match. If these have been 
set already, examine them closely. Do they 
add to what is the starting point of the pro-
ject? Do they strengthen the whole? If not, 
change them. 
Pay special attention to the premise as it will 
carry the weight of your future story deci-
sions. Again, to reiterate Egri’s words. The 
premise is a tyrant, it will tell you what to 
add and what to leave out. Even if the prem-
ise was not the primary spark for your pro-
ject, it still carries this weight. 

Although it is important to define these 
four categories, once you set them, they 
are still not carved into stone. You can be 
flexible with them if necessary, but as they 
should be the foundations of your further 
story and design decisions, changing them 
could have far reaching consequences so 
handle them with care. 

Having defined these four core attributes of 
your story, write them down. Draw them 
up. Make them central to your documents, 
right at the top. Pin them to your wall. Keep 
them in mind, and when making important 
decisions, look to them and ask yourself if 
they would fit in there and if they add to 
these central points: Experience, character, 
setting and premise. 

Now it is time to get to work crafting the 
story. Four key categories were just defined, 
and its with these the work begins. From 

what I learned in my own projects, there is 
no set order in tackling these. Working on 
the narrative most likely means switching 
between them a lot. However, in the end all 
of them need to be expanded on. I will de-
scribe them below. 

DISCOVERING YOUR CHARACTERS

With the starting point set and a design 
compass and guidelines at the ready in the 
form of a defined prime category and prior-
ity-list, it is time to start solving the puzzle. 
A good starting point is to write the char-
acters, because it is they who will discover 
the premise and are the players’ link to the 
experience. Is is they who make the plot 
come true and their eyes that will observe 
the setting. 

Keep a close eye on what the premise re-
quires. If the premise is about ‘Greed leads 
to Destruction’, the story will probably need 
a greedy character. Writing the characters 
as Schafer suggests, with specificity in mind 
(See Chapter 3) is a good gateway to further 
develop the setting as well. For example, 
perhaps a character is written to be addicted 
to a substance, because the premise requires 
him to be tempted in the story. Suddenly, 
this addictive substance has to be part of the 
world, which may make some previously 
unthought connections later down the line, 
adding to the unity of the world. Fleshing 
out the characters helps build out the world 
they live in.

When writing for games, there are some 
extra things to consider when writing 
characters. If characters have important 
traits that do not have some sort of 
connection in the gameplay, the player may 
lose her sense of immersion. If a character is 
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perpetually drunk for example, but in game 
they are no different than sober characters, 
the trait is not used optimally and becomes 
pointless, or at worst breaks immersion. 
When first writing characters, this is not a 
reason to hold back, but it should be kept in 
mind. Attributes of a character can later be 
changed, or mechanics added to the game 
to fully communicate what a character is all 
about. 

With the character attributes written and 
documented in an easy to find spot, a visual 
for the character can be developed. It is al-
right to find a placeholder for this that cap-
tures the essence of the character at first, 
which can be updated with a specific char-
acter-design later on. Using a place-holder 
gives a quick visual however, which can help 
better understand what a character is all 
about, facilitating easier discussion.

EXPLORING THE WORLD

Once a set of characters is established, they 
need to be placed in a world or setting. It is 
characters that breathe life into a world, but 
it is a symbiotic relationship. The world is 
home to the characters, and the characters 
help shape the world. Of course, setting 
was already part of the core four points I 
explored earlier, so a basis should already be 
there. But worlds can be infinitely zoomed 
in on. As such, it is easy to get lost in them 
as well. Although a good world can intrigue 
people beyond the scope of your story or 
game, you should know where to draw the 
line. 

A world is essentially based on four pillars. 
Using these four, a setting can be developed 
and its rules can be established. These four 
are flora/fauna, culture, religion/philosophy 

and language. All four are connected, but 
not every one of them requires the same 
level of attention for each story: some 
worlds may simply be more based around 
one or the other. I will reiterate what I 
wrote in chapter 3 to explain these pillars:

FLORA AND FAUNA

Basically the races, plants and creatures of a 
world. How do they look and live? What do 
they eat? How is the land shaped and what 
resources are available? These are all ques-
tions key to exploring the flora and fauna of 
a world. If the races of a world will be craft-
ing or producing things, that will become 
part of the next category: culture. 

CULTURE

Culture is what the creatures of the world 
have done with their resources. Have they 
built cities or villages? Do they craft tools? 
Do they prepare their food in some way? 
Is there a currency, or are there banking 
systems? How about roads, trains, metro’s, 
how do these systems work? There are doz-
ens of way a culture could function, but it 
needs to have been built, and for that it re-
quired vision and resources. Resources can 
be find in the flora and fauna, but vision is 
part of the next category. 

RELIGION AND PHILOSOPHY

Religion or philosophy are the values the 
races of your world have. Which elements 
are important? What thoughts do they live 
their life by? Do they follow gods or live only 
by their own strength? What hierarchies 
do they identify in their societies? Do they 
perform any rituals? The previous category: 
culture, is built in accordance to the philos-
ophies or religions the inhabitants of that 
world have. 
••••••••••••••
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LANGUAGE

Language is how the races in the world 
communicate. This often takes the form of 
spoken words, written text or gestures. But 
their influence carries further than that. A 
look at our own world shows how language 
is ingrained in everything we do. It shapes 
our understanding of everything around us. 
Language also harkens back to the previous 
categories as well. The values of the races on 
a world indicate which words they use, and 
how these creatures look and sound deter-
mines how they will use language.

Although the four pillars are a good way 
to start with a world, a setting may also be 
based on other sources. In the Aztec Tales 

project I based a world on Aztec culture. 
Looking at parts of the real world and how 
they have developed, or rules they are based 
on is a great way to make a setting feel real 
and grounded. When a world is based on 
reality in this way, there is plenty of inspira-
tion available. But there are risks as well. It 
is easy to get lost in trying to recreate every 
part of the inspiration setting. Instead, dis-
card details that do not help the project or 
are not relevant for the setting. 

A good thing to consider when evolving a 
world is that if it makes sense by its own 
rules, it will be the better for it. It can be 
strange and fantastical, as long as it keeps its 
internal logic intact. If the core-rules of the 
world are defined and enforced, they will 

The Aztec city of Tenochtitlan, as I envisioned it would have grown if the Aztecs were never defeated by the 
Spanish. Aztec Tales (2013).
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bring interesting new situations to the table 
the more the setting is expanded. 
A lot of backstory and information about 
a setting can be very subtly woven into the 
story or player world, by using it as a guide 
for art direction, writing the plot and as an 
inspiration for levels or mechanics. 

WRITING THE STORY

Creating the story is one of the most impor-
tant challenges facing the narrative designer. 
Basically, it describes the action of the sto-
ry. What will happen, when it happens, in 
which order it happens and what it results 
in. As I examined in Chapter 4, there are 
many shapes a game story can take. I will at-
tempt to give general advice in this segment, 
because with all the different shapes a story 
may take a step-by-step guide would only 
fit a limited selection of game narratives. 
The following are some guidelines to keep 
in mind. 

THE ARC AND PACING

When mapping out the (narrative) excite-
ment a player experiences when playing a 
game, start to finish, you will end up with the 
story arc. As a rule of thumb, this arc need 
to start out with a bit of excitement to get 
the attention of the audience. Then, it falls 

back down to a lower level, slowly building 
up again towards a final climax by the end: 
the highest point of excitement in the game 
and story. Afterwards, the excitement drops 
again and the game concludes (Schell, 2008). 

This story arc can be mapped for each game 
session, level or every moment of a game if 
need be. It is a great way to see if and when a 
game or story becomes dull, or too intense. 
Although it is subjective, having playtesters 
draw out the arc after they are done playing 
is a good visual aid to see any problems with 
a game’s arc. For example, a series of fights 
leading up to the end might seem exciting, 
but at some point the player will want a 
break. The idea of a fight becomes tedious 
and loses its excitement. A moment of si-
lence before a big boss fight only adds to the 
feeling of monumental challenge the player 
is about to face. 

GETTING TO THE POINT

There should be a premise before the rest of 
the story of a game is developed, as it was 
defined as one of the core categories for 
starting out a games narrative. The goal of 
the story is to convince the audience of this 
premise. Write down the steps needed to 
tell this premise as effectively as possible. It 
does not need to be overt, but as a guide-
line, consider what it would take for a hero 
to learn the premise as a moral by the end. 
What events would he have to have en-
countered to reach that conclusion? Once 
the steps of the journey have been written 
down these various steps and their meaning 
for the plot can be expanded upon. Does a 
certain situation need to occur for a step to 
take place, or does it require an extra char-
acter to be made clear? 
If this proves problematic, or the story does 
not flow as it should, the dramatic arc for t

The dramatic arc
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the story should be drawn to figure out the 
problem. Additionally, a look at the Hero’s 
Journey can prove insightful: this archetyp-
ical journey could provide some insight in 
what makes other stories compelling. 
Although most of this advice is most at place 
in a linear story, it can still be considered 
for what the player might encounter in an 
open world, radiating out from the starting 
point. Or how something would happen af-
ter a certain length or time, at a certain ex-
perience point or upon discovering an item. 
Define which piece of fuzzy logic is relevant, 
and how the story should react upon it. In a 
multiplayer game, consider how players can 
narrate through the use of their abilities and 
items. What items spawn at certain times, 
or does the map progress in a certain way 
as the game progresses? Perhaps the play-
er/team taking the lead transforms during 
play. Although these types of games do not 
offer a linear story they can become pow-
erful story engines. Make sure these story 
engines have the right moving parts to have 
its players discover the premise. 

RESPECT THE WORLD 

AND CHARACTERS

When writing script for characters, try to 
get a feel for them. Although their purpose 
in the plot is defined, and you, as the writer, 
know where they are going, the characters 
themselves do not. Respect their personal-
ities and make the decisions they take feel 
genuine. The same goes for the world. It is 
a living and breathing place, that works in 
a certain way. Even though the player does 
not need to know the ins and outs of it, as a 
writer you should. 

WRITING FOR A GAME

The plot being written is part of a game. 
Consider the capabilities the player has in 

the mechanics and use these actions primar-
ily to fuel the narrative progression. If a sto-
ry is primarily moved forward through ac-
tions outside of the players control, they do 
not feel as if they are in control. Cutscenes 
or scripted sequences are possible to add 
some extra capabilities to the main charac-
ter to help move the story along, but they 
must be used with care. Too many of them 
will break the player free from the action or 
break his immersion, causing him to won-
der why he could not do that within the 
interactive segments. Generally it is best to 
keep as much of the action as possible in the 
hands of the player, only allowing cutscenes 
to move things forward that the player 
character had no control over, or in which 
the player character uses skills that he de-
monstrably has (or thereafter has) in the 
game. If the largest parts of a story are told 
through cutscenes with little relation to the 
gameplay, it may be better to reconsider the 
gameplay or story.  

EXPERIENCE

Lastly there is experience. Schell mentions 
that all game developers should care about 
is the experience, and everything else is 
secondary. Even though narrative is our fo-
cus as narrative designers, we must see the 
whole picture. The whole experience. What 
the player feels when playing the game must 
ideally connect with the narrative. If the 
hero in the story is supposed to feel pan-
icked, so must the player. This optimises the 
connection the player feels with the hero 
and in extension the whole story. This im-
mersion is what we seek to make our game 
feel impactful. 

It is therefor very important to work in tan-
dem with the game designer to identify how 
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the player feels or is supposed to feel in lev-
els and how they are supposed to feel in the 
story. Then, adapt either to match them as 
closely as possible.

Look at ways in which the relationships 
between characters or situations can be 
clarified through gameplay. Again, this can 
be different for all sorts of projects. A good 
way to go about this is to think in terms of 
actions. Think about what your characters 
can do to illustrate their personality or 
handle a situation. Actions can be more 
easily put into play through mechanics. 
They might not all fit your game, but I found 
it is the most effective way to brainstorm 
solutions for combining the experience and 
the story. 

IMPLEMENTING YOUR STORY

Once all the characters, the flow of the 
story, the intricacies of the setting and the 
experience to match are fully established 
and documented, the narrative designer is 
theoretically done. Except, of course, that 
in game development things are never that 
simple. Game development is an ongoing 
process and as time progresses, dozens of 
things can change. The tech might not be up 
to snuff or there is no budget for cutscenes. 
Levels have to be removed, or those me-
chanics that were envisioned to better bring 
across the personality of a character are cut. 
Chances are that the narrative designer will 
be working alongside the rest of the team to 
maintain the narrative vision until close to 
the end.
As I mentioned previously, the best thing to 
do is to keep viewing the narrative as four 
core points. Experience, character, plot and 
setting. Although one or two may be more 
important than the others, and some may 

not be expanded on at all, defining and 
strongly entwining all four is key to a suc-
cessful narrative. With these in mind, the 
narrative designer should be able to deal 
with the blows of development, adapting 
where necessary. 

That brings me to some final notes. Much 
of the workflow I have written here is based 
on research, theories I have found and my 
own experience. As I write this chapter at 
the end of my graduation, I have not yet 
practiced all of the advice found within in a 
single project. No doubt, when doing more 
projects there will be other lessons that can 
be learned. Since every project is unique, 
this is unavoidable. I also have to admit I 
was overwhelmed by the responsibilities a 
narrative designer has to take. All aspects 
of the game are his to put to work, but do-
ing so often puts him at odds with others in 
the team or other priorities that are set. I 
started out believing I could do narrative 
design and the art production of a game in 
unison, but there are so many aspects to de-
signing narrative that it should not be un-
derestimated as a full-time task. Although 
perfection is something to strife for, finding 
the borders of what is possible within the 
time and resources you have is a challenge. 
In the job descriptions I found for narrative 
designers, there was this quote: “Act as the 
champion of the story”. This is something 
that especially rang true to me, as it did of-
ten feel as a fight. Story in games is still seen 
as some small part, or one that might some-
how sort itself out (Bateman et al. 2007), 
but it is really not. 

Nevertheless, I hope this basic workflow 
for narrative design is helpful for those who 
read it, just as it was helpful for me to expe-
rience and write it. •
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CONCLUSION

T
O conclude this research I have 
done in my final year at the 
hku Faculty of Art, Media & 
Technology, I will look back and 

summarise the knowledge I have garnered 
in this paper. 

Starting off with the reason for choosing to 
investigate narrative and its link with games 
specifically. Story remains one of the key 
ways we understand the world around us. 
We use it to grasp difficult concepts and re-
lationships, making them clear in our minds 
eye. Therefor it is no strange thing to seek to 
master this telling of story in every medium 
we can. Especially in games, they allow us to 
better grasp the way systems work and how 
they affect our world and our lives. 

For that reason, the existence of the job of 
narrative designer is no mystery. He has to 
balance the numerous parts of a game-sys-
tem, its rules, systems, art and sounds to 
provide the player with a coherent vision 
of story elements: character, setting and 
plot. Within these mixtures of elements, he 
shapes the experience of the player in such a 
way that he gets to live within the story. For 
this purpose, the narrative designer needs 
to be schooled in both the classical story 
elements and the fields pertaining to game 
design. 

In short, a story consists of character, set-
ting and plot, or in other words: [Someone], 
[Somewhere], [Doing Something]. A story 
gets exciting when the three categories are 
specifically related to one another: when 
changing one part of this narrative equa-
tion breaks the meaning of the others. This 

specificity of the three elements is the key to 
writing exciting stories.

But when mixed with games, these three 
elements start to make interesting shapes. 
There are three primary forms the story 
in a game can take: Linear, branching or a 
story-machine. The first most matches the 
classical story. In the second, the player can 
make choices that change the course of the 
story she follows. The last is an open world 

Designing both the story and doing all the art for 
a project requires a lot of work. Do not under-
estimate the amount of time that is required for 
narrative design. Aztec Tales (2013).
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in which the player can see her own narra-
tives emerge, in which only the boundaries 
of the world are determined by the narra-
tive designer. Stories in these shapes can 
be embedded by the writer, enacted by the 
roles the players imbibe, emerge from the 
system or can even be procedurally gener-
ated by the computer. To be aware and able 
to design story in the myriad of possibilities 
each of these shapes offer is the main chal-
lenge for a narrative designer.

There are also pitfalls the designer must be 
aware of. Some classic story-moments, such 
as the reversal of fortune for the hero, have a 
hard time being translated to a game. When 
players directly influence the story, they will 
not accept or sit idly by as the hero is cap-
tured or makes a mistake. Every player will 
make her own story, so the designer must 
be aware of all possibilities. If one of those 
possibilities does not make sense, the im-
mersion for the player will be broken. The 
story and the interaction in a game must also 
continuously work together to tell a power-
ful story, and if they are out of line the player 
will notice.

When I started out with narrative design in 
the projects I tackled for my graduation, I 
was sure it would be an interesting subject 
that I could examine besides the creation 
of art-assets. In this regard, I was woefully 
mistaken. Narrative design is such a wide 
field, it requires a lot of time to study and 
as much time to get right in a project. My 
experience in the three projects of my grad-
uation proved this to me. And although the 
subject had me thoroughly beaten at some 
points, I want to return, and with renewed 
focus take it on once more. 

In that way, I ended up creating the draft for 

the practical handbook in the last chapter. 
To help other aspiring narrative designers, 
as well as myself in tackling storytelling in 
games in the future. With the advice I have 
collected in that chapter, I hope others can 
avoid the pitfalls I have come across and see 
the possibilities narrative design has to offer. 
It is an exciting new medium. 

Let’s tell those stories.
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