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 Abstract
 How can good level design be supported by the narrative structure of a game and is
 it really important?
 There is a debate across the industry as to whether narrative structure is important in
 games design. This is an important topic to study because it helps us to understand
 what will work to make a game enjoyable, replayable, and ultimately commercially
 successful.
 If we find that narrative structure isn't important, then we can concentrate on the
 game mechanics and forget about the storyline. We no longer have to worry about
 the plot and sequence of activities, as long as the series of random experiences are
 good enough, this will make the game excellent by itself.
 If we find that narrative structure is important, then we need to spend time building a
 decent storyline and understanding how each path through a game can deliver a
 good experience.
 This dissertation examines if the consideration of narrative structure, as part of good
 level design, can make a difference to producing a game that is fun and has
 longevity.
 It considers the views of industry leaders and commentators, including both personal
 and peer experiences, surveys, and informal interviews, journals, blogs, books and
 websites in an effort to find consensus.
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 Introduction
 This report provides the documentation of my final year dissertation. The dissertation
 is a research project for a particular area within the subject of Interactive Multimedia
 and Games Design. The question chosen for investigation is,
 "Is narrative structure important in level design?”.
 This was chosen because it was an interesting question to research and expand on.
 There is a lot of debate about this subject currently taking place in the games
 industry and it is important to understand the arguments in order to improve as a
 game designer.
 First to define 'narrative structure', Wikipedia states:
 "A narrative is any account that presents connected events. Narrative is
 found in all forms of human creativity and art, including speech, writing,
 songs, film, television, video games, photography, theatre, and visual
 arts, that describes a sequence of events." [1]
 "Narrative structure is generally described as the structural framework
 that underlies the order and manner in which a narrative is presented to
 a reader, listener, viewer or player. The narrative structures are the plot
 and the setting." [2]
 Level design is about creating an interactive environment that is entertaining,
 challenging and possibly even educational. It employs many different game play
 mechanisms, rope swings, tile puzzles, etc, to overcome and achieve the game's
 required goals. These guide the player through the individual stages of the story in a
 prescribed order which forms the basis in which the overall narrative takes place.
 Markku Eskelinen is a Finnish researcher and author on game studies. He believes
 that narrative structure is less important in games design than gameplay, and that
 the important elements of the game are the experiences and mechanics. People with
 this belief are known as Ludologists.
 “Luckily, outside theory, people are usually excellent at distinguishing
 between narrative situations and gaming situations: if I throw a ball at
 you, I don’t expect you to drop it and wait until it starts telling stories” [3].
 Henry Jenkins is an American media scholar and currently a Provost Professor of
 Communication, Journalism, and Cinematic Arts, a joint professorship at the USC
 Annenberg School for Communication and the USC School of Cinematic Arts.[4] He
 supports the other side of the argument and thinks that the narrative structure of the
 game is very important. People with these ideas are known as Narratologists.
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 "I want to argue for an understanding of games designers less as
 storytellers and more as narrative architects." [5]
 To consider the pros and cons of each side of the argument it is necessary to look
 into the way that games are structured.
 The usual order of a game starts with a basic tutorial area, where the aspects of the
 game are introduced to the player. For example, solving a simple puzzle with
 help/prompts from the game. This puzzle might then later be used again in the story
 in a more advanced, challenging way, with no help/prompts. The player has to then
 use their past experience to proceed. It's a simple technique of introducing
 something to a player early on that they will remember. Therefore, the game has a
 structure and the order in which it is played has importance. This structure involving
 the use of story is evidence of narrative within the game.
 Games are moulded by a sequence of interactions with the player. But if the
 designer hasn't considered all paths that may be taken by the player, then how can
 they ensure they have produced a really good game? The evidence of narrative
 exists in the guiding of these players down considered routes.
 The aim of this dissertation is to investigate the arguments for and against the
 importance of narrative structure in games and from this, come to a conclusion.
 By the end of this investigation a view will be developed, based on a consensus of
 established opinion, as to whether narrative structure is important in good level
 design and how this knowledge can be used by a considerate designer to create
 better games.

Page 8
						

8
 Research Approach
 The aim of the research was to uncover evidence and an irrefutable argument in
 order to answer the question posed with some authority.
 While the majority of the research consisted of the use of online articles and journals
 on the chosen area, there was also reference to books.
 The first book used was a UDK level design book which helps beginners in creating
 worlds. This book not only helps in the understanding the theory of level design more
 but also went a long way into providing a step by step guide into actually building
 levels.
 Another book that was particularly useful in understanding good game design is titled
 “Level Up” by Scott Rogers. This book is more involved in looking into the actual
 structure and thought processes that go into level design and so this book was the
 most helpful. Additional books for research were referenced during the development
 of the dissertation.
 Research also took the form of playing video games and thinking about how the
 levels were put together.
 Undertaking research into this chosen area provided a deeper understanding of what
 makes a good level. By linking this to a Final Major Project (FMP), that comprises of
 creating a level using UDK, it has been possible to use what was learnt here to feed
 into the building of the level. The level created takes the player through a series of
 puzzles that have to be solved in order to escape and it was necessary to
 understand the relevance of the sequence of the puzzles and the story they support.
 It was important to stick to the scope set, as it was easy to stray into other areas of
 interest which could have caused distraction from achieving the aims set.
 Enough time had to be spent researching the subject and reading other people’s
 research in this area to ensure a good understanding, as well as picking up on
 knowledge throughout the process.
 The aim of the research was to understand the arguments for and against the
 importance of narrative structure in game design, so that a conclusion could be
 drawn from the consensus of opinion obtained.
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 Good Level Design
 Level Design Layout.
 If you imagine a start point and an end point, what makes the story or adventure the
 player takes to get between these points, interesting? If the land was flat and empty
 and there was a short simple line between start and finish, then this probably
 wouldn’t be considered entertaining. Level designers are interested in learning how
 to get the best experiences out of the space provided when creating levels and how
 the simple structure of a level determines the players experience.
 To understand how narrative structure could impact level design, it is worth looking
 at the elements that contribute to a good level.
 Levels should be designed top-down to create a consistent flow through the game,
 thinking about the experience the user will have as they travel through the level and
 considering how this fits within the overall game structure. One can then focus on the
 moment-to-moment actions - what order do things need to occur in, what has the
 player got to do to progress from one area to another, and how they follow on from
 each other. In this way the narrative is not lost by considering the detail first. But a
 designer always has to remember to stay within the rules for the physical properties
 of the universe to keep it believable. [6]
 To help the player, a designer should ensure that plenty of information is available
 through maps, collectibles, conversations with NPCs and even signposts (these can
 be subtly disguised as part of the environment). People will gravitate towards well lit
 areas, so a designer can use lighting techniques to steer the player.
 To help create the feeling of progression and achievement, a designer will seek to
 get the player to feel a sense of building up to something. Elevation can be used to
 help with this, with the feeling of climbing up or delving down to warn of an
 impending encounter. The use of climbing up usually connotes the idea of escaping
 from somewhere. While the idea of climbing down usually connotes the idea of
 exploring, progressing further into danger. Caves, dungeons and mines are a good
 example of this.[6]
 Helping the player negotiate physically through a level smoothly is a great feature of
 progressing the narrative of the game. Mapping out the level on paper first is an
 essential element to level design to ensure that you can plan the position of
 structures and objects, camera angles and position of enemies. This helps you to
 visualise how the game will progress through the level. [7]
 To control the sequence in which the player experiences events through the game,
 the designer can make use of 'arenas'. A confined space where the player has to
 solve a puzzle or defeat an enemy to move on. This is sometimes called 'gating' the
 player, as their progress is held up until they have completed the task. This is both
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 good from a players experience, as it adds to their sense of achievement, but also
 from the designers point of view as it is makes it easier to have save/retry loops
 included in the level.
 It is also important to try and block the area behind the player as much as possible
 as well to prevent too much backtracking. If the player is allowed to backtrack
 aimlessly, just to have to return, they will become frustrated. This is an indication of
 how level design needs to consider the narrative, as without the ability to progress
 through the story, game players will become bored playing the same elements over
 and over.
 Exits and tunnels can be provided to move the player onto the next arena. So try and
 limit the number of options a player is given at any one time. [8].
 Maps provide the spatial elements of a game and are therefore important when
 considering the narrative. If a designer wants the players to experience events in a
 certain sequence in order to create the plotline of the story, then the maps have to
 allow this to happen and support the flow of the game. This also shows evidence of a
 narrative structure.
 People use all sorts of things to model map levels. The designers of Metal Gear
 Solid used Lego to mock up their levels, which provide a good 3D model, but is time
 consuming. Many developers prototype using 3D tools like Maya or 3D Studio Max,
 or just pencil and paper. As long as the level is mapped out before the start of the
 build to make sure that it will work in the correct sequence. [7]
 The map can be broken up into playable areas, like chapters of a book. Thinking
 about the level structure in this way helps organise the game flow and gives the
 player an indication of progress. Stopping the player from being able to backtrack
 from time to time, but not making it too obvious.[8] This shows how thinking about the
 narrative structure of the level is important and how the use of chapters again link to
 an existence of narrative.
 It is useful to consider the architecture of the map outside the game. The
 environment look and sound. Why is that particular structure there? For the designer
 to put themselves in the character's shoes to develop the atmosphere and gameplay
 opportunities. The setting of the level is similar to how a novelist will think about the
 world they are writing about.
 Also an appropriate atmosphere for the level needs to be created. Background
 sounds are good at creating atmosphere, like the sound of running water, or the
 approach of footsteps. Fog and smoke can help to create a particular atmosphere.
 [10]
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 Game Mechanics and Challenges.
 Game mechanics are not just features of the level, but can be considered as part of
 the narrative structure. They not only progress the player through the level they
 should also add to the storyline or plot.
 A good challenge will have a clear objective where the player can visualise
 themselves achieving their goal. They should not be too drawn out so that the player
 loses interest.
 Challenges add the ability for the player to build up their skill set, giving them a
 sense of achievement and preparing them for the next step in the plotline.
 Some game mechanics are particularly used to serve a narrative purpose. To make
 it feel like something has just happened and give the player something to fight
 towards or to give the player glimpses of where they are meant to be going. [10]
 Games mechanics cannot be considered in isolation. Puzzles need to be presented
 to the player in the correct order, so that they know what they have to do to solve it.
 Show them a door and then make them go look for the key.
 As Adam Rademacher, (Associate Producer, Game Designer, Gameplay and VFX
 Scripter) says in his blog, the best rewards should be hard won.
 "The best rewards should be the most difficult to get. The value of the
 reward is proportional to the difficulty of obtaining it — in relative scale
 to the other rewards in the game! The best rewards are hard won, and
 difficult to replace, so that those rewards become reminders of what the
 player did."[12]
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 Other Elements of Good Level Design
 Storyboards can be used for games in the same way they are used for videos. They
 provide a pictorial representation of what is going to happen and can help you work
 out what should happen next. They can also show how to get out of difficult spots
 without having to re-build a whole level for real.
 The pace of a level can be important in adding to the atmosphere created. If it is
 possible for the character to run through stages of the game, a greater sense of
 urgency can be created. Where characters have to move slowly through difficult
 terrain, a sense of suspense can easily be created.
 For example, the game Zombie U, for the Wii U, has the player traverse narrow,
 compact corridors with the threat of a zombie, intent on nothing but hunting the
 player down, around every corner. This fear of the unknown of what could be around
 the next turn forces players to act cautiously. Knowing that the slightest mistake or
 rushed movement could lead to them being surprise attacked by a zombie. This is
 combined with the fact that the player knows, once his character dies, he loses that
 character for good and has to start again as another survivor.
 This is making use of the players understanding of narrative convention. They know
 what to expect because of their past experiences of similar genres in films and
 books.
 Multi player games add another dimension to the question of good level design. The
 level of complexity increases because it becomes much harder to control the
 narrative as many peoples' decisions are all playing out simultaneously. A single
 player needs an objective and a reason to go from start to finish. Whereas a
 multiplayer level requires an even flow and a certain symmetry to force the players
 into encountering each other so the match can proceed. However the same
 considerations about a players enjoyment from the gameplay still applies.
 The way a game draws to a close is important. A badly designed game will just end
 of the final fight, leaving plot lines unexplained. A good design will bring all elements
 of the narrative and gameplay to a neat conclusion, providing the player with a more
 satisfying end to the game.
 Scott Rogers suggests:
 " You can leave plot points dangling to encourage replayability or to
 open up storylines for sequels, but in the end play fair with the player.
 Let them feel like they have accomplished everything they needed to do
 during the game" [13]
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 The Nature of Narrative Structure in the Video Game Form
 The creation of games can be compared to writing a novel or screenplay. Each level
 is like a chapter in the book, with characters and a plot.
 In a similar practice to many authors, it is good to consider the back story for the
 characters in a game. How did they come to be there? What is their state of mind?
 The same also applies to their surroundings. Why is the environment this way? How
 did it evolve, who created it, what purpose does it serve? This helps to ensure that
 the game stays believable and therefore more enjoyable to play.
 The pace of the game must be fast enough for the player to enjoy the experience,
 too slow and the player gets bored and frustrated, too fast and the player completes
 the game too quickly with no real sense of achievement and just like a novel this
 pacing must be balanced. Sometimes the use of a "slower" area after an intense part
 of a game can be used to give the player a break, a chance to rest or think about the
 events that have just taken place. These "rest" areas also provide the perfect place
 for players to save their games, quit and continue the story another time. As players
 will not often play through an entire game in one go.
 Each level must develop the plot with the player feeling that they have acquired
 knowledge about the characters and their story. Like novels, games can have
 different genres, horror, comedy, mystery, adventure, but each needs a central
 narrative to hold the game together from start to finish.
 So it is evident that plot, setting, genre conventions and character are all necessary
 in both games narrative, as well as in the more traditional literate forms.
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 The Debate
 "Almost since the dawn of gaming, designers have debated which is
 more important: story or gameplay?" [14]
 In his book Level Up, Scott Rogers describes the way in which some designers
 believe games require a story to engage the player, and that others think that the
 story is only used to describe the game when it is complete.
 But all games must by their nature have some form of story. How you use this fact
 can help produce better gameplay.
 "If gameplay is the meat of the game, then the story should be the salt:
 just enough will add flavour, too much can ruin everything." [15]
 Some games, such as Tetris, are experience based and have very little storyline. But
 with most games, when a player plays a game they have the opportunity to create a
 narrative. There are an infinite number of narratives that the player can create. Good
 games design needs to look at all the possible narratives and ensure that each one
 will be fun.
 In a game narrative, the player is the hero of the story and the designer needs to
 look at things from their perspective. They need to be aware of the sequence of
 events and experiences that will help the playing of the game to create the narrative.
 Each experience should build on the previous one to create the right atmosphere
 and emotion through the playing of the game.
 For example in the game Heavy Rain, the player takes control of a character
 searching for his son, who has been kidnapped by a man known only as the
 "Origami Killer". Throughout the game the player has to make multiple moral
 decisions with drastic consequences. The game forces the player into five
 unthinkable situations, each with increasing difficulty with the message "How far are
 you prepared to go to save someone you love?". Each time the player completes a
 trial, they are rewarded with information on the location of the son. The first being to
 find a car and drive to a given destination, while driving for five miles within five
 minutes on the wrong side of a busy freeway. The second makes the player traverse
 a maze of electric wires that when touched can lead to the players death and the
 loss of that character in the game. The trials start to get more brutal now, as the
 player is forced to cut off his own finger, with nothing but a few basic work tools. The
 next is considered a highly moral decision as the player is forced to take the life of
 someone else. While the final decision, to gain the last piece of information, forces
 the player to drink a vial of poison, knowing that they would have enough time to
 rescue and see their son once more before finally dying. The emotional atmosphere
 created throughout this game really drives the player to create a connection with the
 character and the sense of pride, relief and enjoyment that is created when the
 player succeeds is a true example of how narrative can, and should be used.
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 The use of morality in games is further evidence of how narrative structure can be
 used as players will rely on the past experiences and their knowledge of what is
 moral and immoral.
 It can be useful to compare a game narrative to that of a movie, as the characters
 experience events. But it might be a good idea to avoid some of the more common
 clichés that exist in cinema.
 Many games have started to introduce a surprise or twist in the ending. This seems
 to be based on the trend found in movies, and although surprises in games are a
 good idea when they are well placed, it is satisfying to most games players when the
 good guys win and the bad guys lose. And yet it is the most predictable of endings. [7]
 Building suspense can be achieved by showing the player a danger that the
 characters are not aware of. For example an unexploded bomb that is about to go
 off. In this way you have introduced a time limit to the activity.
 A better experience for the player will be achieved if they feel they can relate to the
 characters and actually care about them. This is achieved by the narrative. You will
 only get to care about the characters if you understand them and this can be brought
 about by revealing elements of the character through the game play. The characters
 should have a back story developed for each of them. How did they get where they
 are? what motivates them? what are they trying to achieve? All of these elements
 revealed through the game play will help the player to get buy in.
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 Types of Narrative
 Henry Jenkins has written an interesting article on the subject ‘Game Design as
 Narrative Architecture’. [4] In this he tries to find a middle ground between the
 different points of view. Between the Ludologists, who don’t want storytelling to get in
 the way of the games mechanics and the Narratologists, who believe that there is
 great benefit to be had by games designers looking into story telling media.
 He suggests that we shouldn’t be too limited in our definition of narrative
 architecture, suggesting there are many types, all of which are impacted by the
 design and organisation of a game.
 Table of Narratives Forms
 Narrative form Description Consequence
 Evoked narratives Provision of back story
 through the use of
 atmosphere
 Spatial design can
 enhance our sense of
 immersion in a familiar
 world or provide fresh
 perspective through
 altering established details
 Enacted narratives A sequence of events to
 be experienced
 The story is structured
 around the characters
 movements through space
 and features of the
 environment help to slow
 or progress the plot
 Embedded narratives Where the player fills in
 the gaps in the story as
 the game progresses, as
 you do in a detective film.
 The game space becomes
 a memory store for the
 player to reconstruct the
 plot
 Emergent Narrative Takes shape through the
 game play, but not totally
 unstructured, within set
 bounds
 Games spaces designed
 to be rich with narrative
 potential
 Jenkins concludes:-
 ‘In each case, it makes sense to think of game designers, less as storytellers, than as narrative architects.’ [5]

Page 17
						

17
 Emergent Narrative
 Of the different kinds of narrative, emergent narrative is the one of the most
 important yet overlooked considerations for a games designer.
 Emergent narrative is the phenomenon in which a player creates their own story, in
 an experience with little or no pre-defined story. A player playing a game is given a
 certain amount of control, where they are creating a storyline, rather than interacting
 with one.
 As Henry Jenkins explains:
 "Emergent narratives are not pre-structured or pre-programmed, taking
 shape through the game play, yet they are not as unstructured, chaotic,
 and frustrating as life itself." [18]
 But emergent narrative can only be partially created by the player, as they are using
 tools given them, to create their own experience within the games set boundaries. In
 games, as in other media forms, there are certain points in the plot that are fixed,
 while others can be more flexible. The introduction needs to establish the character's
 goals or explain the conflict, and the conclusion needs to show the successful
 completion of those goals or the defeat of the enemy.
 In order to create true emergent narrative it is important for the games designer to
 have considered the possible storylines that the player will be able to follow. Carrying
 out a sequence of completely random events and actions is not necessarily creating
 a story and so cannot be thought of as emergent narrative.
 It is therefore important for the games designer to consider the possible flows
 through the game to ensure that they all provide a good level of enjoyment. the fact
 that the level provides multiple routes through it, provides improved replayability in
 itself.
 Warren Spector, the man behind the Deus Ex and Thief games, gave a talk at GDC
 2004 about story as it's applied to computer games, and also added some intriguing
 thoughts on " the double-edged sword of an open-ended environment".[16]
 Spector has argued that emergent narrative "lacks the emotional impact of linear
 storytelling", but also says that narrative is important to engage casual game players,
 who are used to having a story told to them in other entertainment media, particularly
 movies. A well-defined story, might limit player options, but offers a familiar
 technique from other media. People recognise a story when they see one and know
 generally how to follow along. With an open-ended structure, however, the player
 could get lost or stuck without even knowing it.
 So, for Spector, the best direction would be towards deeper but shorter games than
 we've seen before. This means, according to him, more opportunity for drama and
 rich environmental simulation that invites replayability. Games don't necessarily have
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 to be linear in order to successfully tell a narrative, but he doesn't seem to see a
 sprawling game world as an inherent advantage.
 Other designers are also concerned about how far the storyline should dictate the
 shape of the game. Soren Johnson wrote in Game Developer Magazine.
 "Putting a story, regardless of its power or depth, inside a game is
 actually a crutch, an easy way out that stunts the advancement of our
 form. Games must leave room for the player, not just within the rules
 and the mechanics and the systems, but within the story as well." [17]
 Is emergent narrative a place where the best of both worlds can meet?
 Even a game like The Sims, which is thought of as a sandbox game, where players
 define their own goals and storylines, has set boundaries. The game doesn't start
 with a blank screen and characters have been given their own needs and
 tendencies, not always submitting to the players control. The designers have made
 decisions as to what is possible within the game. This is a classic example of
 emergent narrative, where the details of the story and many other choices are left to
 the player. The player creates the story as they play, but within a predefined and well
 designed framework. [5]
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 Conclusion
 As this author has made clear throughout this paper, there is irrefutable opinion from
 leading academics that narrative structure is important in level design.
 Narrative structure helps the designer to understand the experience that the player
 will undergo when playing the game. A game should never feel restricted by either
 gameplay or narrative. These "restraints" should be considered vital components of
 a successful game. Without narrative structure a game can be enjoyable, without
 over the top exciting gameplay, a game can still be enjoyable. However with a good
 strong balance of the two, a game becomes perfect, and this should be what all level
 designers strive for. Perfection. Creating something that pushes the boundaries and
 gets the most out what they are producing. Therefore, good level design should
 always consider the narrative structure of the game.
 Henry Jenkins is considered by the industry to be an expert in this field. He has
 written books on media convergence and he founded the Convergence Culture
 Consortium research group at the Comparative Media Studies program at the
 Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). [4]
 He states that people, such as Soren Johnson, who are concerned that narrative
 structure will get in the way of good game design misunderstand the idea of
 considering narrative structure. The aim is not to constrain the game play, but to
 'explore' it. In his paper on Games Design as Narrative Architecture he says: "There
 is a tremendous amount that game designers and critics could learn through making
 meaningful comparisons with other storytelling media." A proper consideration of
 narrative structure has an important role to play in achieving good level design.
 "One gets rid of narrative as a framework for thinking about games only at one's own
 risk." [18] Without a strong understanding of the subject a level designer lacks the
 drive and ability to ensure continuous enjoyment from start to finish, leaving nothing
 to chance.
 So if we want to answer the question - Is narrative structure important in level
 design?
 The answer would be a resounding yes. However, so is gameplay and it is the
 combination of the two, within emergent narrative, that should always be considered
 when designing a level or a game.
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