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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Welcome. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before I get started – I wanted to say it’s a great pleasure to deliver the very first talk of the narrative summit and, indeed, all of GDC 2013, and for some of you, the very first GDC talk you will ever see. That puts me under a lot of pressure.  I remember the very first talk I ever saw at GDC, in 1999, was Noah Falstein’s fine talk “Grand Universal Game Theory” – it was really great.  And if you don’t like what I have to stay her, stick around, because Noah is up talking right after me!  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
This talk is a sequel to a talk I did a few years ago in the main section of the conference.  This original talk was very high level creative-directiony.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
That talk was very much inspired by Ray Bradbury – who was my main inspiration for telling moral stories myself.  He made stories that were undeniably entertaining but which also explored challenging subjects.  





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now Ray Bradbury talked about writing a bit, including this book – which I recommend if you are a fan.  However, it doesn’t have very concrete advice.  



1. Write every day. 
2. Let the world burn through you. 
3. The only good writing is intuitive writing. 
4. You must stay drunk on writing so the world cannot destroy you. 
5. It doesn’t need to be perfect, but it does need to be you. 
6. Plot is no more than footprints left in the snow after your 

characters have run by on their way to incredible destinations. 
7. Etc… 

 

Ray Bradbury’s Writing Rules 
(adapted) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Though Bradbury never wrote “writing rules” per se, on the internet various people have attempted to make lists out of things he’s said.
Unfortunately, Bradbury’s advice is very high level and inspirational – not very practical.  See above.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
But you know who has great, practical writing advice?  Elmore Leonard, another favorite author of mine.  He is not known as a particularly moral storyteller…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
… in fact when his books are made into movies, they star people like Jennifer Lopez and George Clooney – she’s the driven federal marshal, he’s the serial bank robber, and of course along the way they fall in love.  It’s fun, breezy crime fiction.  



1. Never open a book with weather. 
2. Avoid prologues. 
3. Never use a verb other than ''said'' to carry dialogue. 
4. Never use an adverb to modify the verb ''said'' . . . 
5. Keep your exclamation points under control. 
6. Never use the words ''suddenly'' or ''all hell broke loose.'' 
7. Use regional dialect, patois, sparingly. 
8.  Avoid detailed descriptions of characters. 
9.  Don't go into great detail describing places and things. 
10.  Try to leave out the part that readers tend to skip. 
Bonus:  If it sounds like writing, rewrite it. 

Elmore Leonard’s Writing Rules 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But Elmore’s writing advice is great – particularly if you’re writing a novel.  Look at this!  Follow these steps, and you too can write more interesting, character-driven stories.  
So in doing this talk at the more practical minded narrative summit, I wanted to be less high-level, and more practical.
Let’s see how I did…



YOU DON’T NEED 
PLAYER-DRIVEN 

CHOICES TO HAVE A 
MORAL GAME 

1: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
A lot of times, when people talk about moral storytelling in games, they immediately think of choice systems, where players get to make moral decisions.  Those are cool, but not necessary, for instance….



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A Mind Forever Voyaging is a classic example of a game that set up a moral universe where the answers to problems were far from obvious - yet the player's ability to impact the story was very limited.   It’s a classic text adventure from 1985, you should check it out for a specific look at Reagan’s America.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Or even think of Journey ( a more modern example).  It’s not heavy narrative (it has no script) yet it has a strong meaning and moral.  It’s about playing together, that strangers you meet on the Internet don’t necessarily need to be assholes – if we build games that encourage players to play together, they will.  Everything in this game supports that larger meaning, and it can be very touching.   



Presenter
Presentation Notes
An interesting example of a game that actually removed choice and made the game more moral is Chris Crawford’s Balance of Power – also from 1985.  The game’s about managing a power struggle between the US and the USSR during the height of the cold war.  Now, most games like this would include a military option – where the game might come to war…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
But Crawford didn’t want that.  He specifically didn’t want the game to be about war – it’s about avoiding war.  So when you start a war, the game ends, with the amusing message above.   By choosing the boundaries of the game, by removing choice, Crawford was making a moral statement.  There is no winner if the result is nuclear war.  



PUT BELOVED 
CHARACTERS  
IN CONFLICT 

2: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One of the classic ways a writer explores morality is to have different characters in their story have different values that will naturally be in conflict with each other.  This allows you to explore moral situations through the characters in your story – they discuss the pros and cons just like audience members might.  



 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Take for instance, the characters from The Wire.  In that show, the drug dealers and police are in opposition, of course.  But even within the police, they are very different characters, with different moral standards for themselves, and this creates conflict within the group, when they can’t decide what to do with different challenging situations.  



Passion:  6 
Political Savvy:  8 

Grudge:  1 
Righteousness:  5 

Ethics:  7 

Passion:  8 
Political Savvy:  5 

Grudge:  7 
Righteousness:  7 

Ethics:  6 

Passion:  2 
Political Savvy:  4 

Grudge:  2 
Righteousness:  8 

Ethics:  9 

Passion:  10 
Political Savvy:  2 

Grudge:  9 
Righteousness:  9 

Ethics:  3 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Being a game designer at heart, I like to reduce everything to stats, like D&D stats, and you can use this technique to see if the cast of your story are different enough from each other.  For instance, imagine the cast of The Wire had stats like the above – you can see that there numbers don’t all match.  That’s good.  If the numbers matched more, the characters would be less interesting to watch discussing the issues you’re exploring.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
My own project Homefront is another example of this method - despite being an extremely linear shooter with no branching narrative at all, it placed players inside a morally ambiguous situation as savage resistance fighters in an occupied USA.  The game had a cast of characters that were each abrasive and often did things the player would dislike - yet for good reason.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
We deliberately picked a cast of supporting characters who saw the conflict differently – note that these are not the player character.  We wanted the characters to have strong opinions, but not to force any opinion on the player himself, so the player can come to his own conclusions.  



Bloodlust:  2 
Empathy:  5 
Patriotism:  10 
Thoughtfulness:  9 

Bloodlust:  7 
Empathy:  7 
Patriotism:  3 
Thoughtfulness:  8 

Bloodlust:  9 
Empathy:  2 
Patriotism:  6 
Thoughtfulness:  3 

Bloodlust:  5 
Empathy:  8 
Patriotism:  8 
Thoughtfulness:  5 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This being a war setting, we came up with our own stats, that fit the subject matter.  You’ll want your own set of stats for your own game setting and the sort of morality you want to explore.  



IF THERE ARE 
CHOICES, THERE 

MUST BE 
REPURCUSSIONS, 
AND NOT JUST AT 

THE END 

3: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now, earlier, I said games don’t need choices to tell moral stories.  But I was kind of lying, because…



“A game is a series of 
interesting choices.”  
– Sid Meier,  
Creator of Civilization 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
… because Sid Meier tells us that games are choices.  And if you want to explore interesting storytelling in the medium of games, you really should embrace your medium and make your story have choices in it as well.  I think this is fundamental to good game storytelling, actually.  



IF THERE ARE 
CHOICES, THERE 

MUST BE 
REPURCUSSIONS, 
AND NOT JUST AT 

THE END 

3: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
One way to emphasize moral themes is by showing the player the repercussions of their  actions - and ideally these ramifications at least partly manifest themselves in gameplay.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
An interesting example of this comes in Silent Hill 2, which had a few different endings you could get.  



Silent Hill 2 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
These came out of choices you would make along the way, but in subtle ways.  Like you have this knife you find from a certain character.  You can’t use it as a weapon.  But if you look at it a lot, the game decides your crazy, and reflects that in your ending…  




- Examine Angela’s knife often  
- Stay at low health throughout the game  
- Listen to the entire hallway conversation  
- DO NOT heal right after taking damage 

To Get the “In Water” Ending 
(the bleakest one) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There’s a whole bunch of whack stuff you do to get the endings, such as the above.  



IF THERE ARE 
CHOICES, THERE 

MUST BE 
REPURCUSSIONS, 
AND NOT JUST AT 

THE END 

3: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But the downside in Silent Hill 2 is it comes out of nowhere and doesn’t really effect your game except just at the end, and as we all know many players don’t even get to the end.  And I think players have generally disengaged from your game by the time the end rolls around – unlike films that build to a final resoltuion, in games there is build up, but optimal engagement comes earlier.  

You also want to avoid “Throw the switch at the end” situation, where the player only makes a choice at the very end of the game.  It’s weird when your whole game has been choice free and then it suddenly shows up out of nowhere.  Players don’t even really see those games as having choices, and don’t like it.  IT’s not worth the effort to make the endings if picking them feels tacked on.  

So repercussions should come early enough that you as a player really has to live with them as you play, and players may even have a chance to make an alternate choice and change their moral standing.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
A game that was really good at this was the original Deus Ex – it has gameplay choices throughout in how you approach problems in gameplay…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
… and also in the narrative.  Now, often there’s a debate in design whether story choices the player makes should affect just the story or also the gameplay – giving you different resources for instance.  I tend to think the things should be intertwined.  



“Sometimes conversations were decoupled from 
resources, and only affected story branches, and 
sometimes they were tightly tied to resources. For 
us, there was no one right way...we used all the 
different tools and tricks we could, with 
‘consequences to your actions’ as a constant.” 

 - Harvey Smith,  
Lead Designer on Deus Ex, 

Co-Creative Director on Dishonored 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Harvey Smith, DX lead designer, had this to say.  They picked what fit for any situation, without following any hard and fast rules.  





Presenter
Presentation Notes
Harvey Smith and Raphael Colantonio were co-Creative Directors on a game that I think really gets it right, last year’s Dishonored.  The game is all about choosing a lethal or non-lethal path through the world – and this ahs an impact on both gameplay and story.  What’s great is it doesn’t fell like there are choice “moments” between the gameplay – instead that the whole game is a choice.  




Dishonored 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Gameplay consequences include how many enemies show up in later maps (more if you are more homicidal) – as well as the rat swarms, that get more intense if you are playing more “chaotic” by murdering people.  They put a cool wrapper into the fiction, that your actions as a preeminent assassin affect the way the world is.  



 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And there are also story repercussions, both conversations along the way, but also the variety of different endings you can get.  What I most like about Dishonored is how cohesive the world feels – the game is the morality system in a lot of ways, and it’s inconceivable that the story would not factor into that.  



KEEP THE 
BUDGET IN MIND 

4: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Whenever you suggest having moral choices in your game, a certain sub-section of your team (usually the producers) will object that the team can’t possibly manage to pay for twice as many cut-scenes as possible.  Though it’s not common for a writer to be in charge of the budget for a game, you can influence that budget by coming up with ways to do morality systems in a meaningful and resonant way without blowing the bank.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
In The Suffering, a game I worked on where you could help/ignore/kill certain characters you met, we balanced the more expensive techniques, like totally different cut-scenes, with much cheaper techniques.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
For instance, the player has a photo of their dead family in their inventory – if you look at it, on the “bad” moral path, the picture gets dirtier and grimier, while on the good path it gets clean and bright.  



• Feedback – screen overlay + VO 
• Feedback – character skin texture 
• Feedback – bloody photo in inventory 
• Feedback – supernatural characters chorus + family (only) 
• Final cut-scenes (pre-rendered + in-game)-  huge difference to backstory, minor to 

present, but enough 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Also, Torque, the main character, would have his textures change from a sickly yellowish-while on the “evil” path…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
… and getting to a more health tone…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
… as the player gets closer to the “good” path.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
We would also do changing scenes with different dialog throughout the game, to reinforce the repercussions.  For instance, apparitions would appear behind a fence at a distance with a blur effect on, so the player wouldn’t notice that they were not animated to match their dialog.  Just doing the scene variety was just the hook up time and extra writing/VO.  (And as we all know, extra writing is free.)



EXPENSIVE 
• Final cut-scenes, huge changes to backstory and 

final outcome (3 variants) 
 

INEXPENSIVE   
• Character skin texture (5 sets) 
• Supernatural character dialog variations (x10 

instances) 
 

DIRT CHEAP 
• Bloody photo in inventory (5 versions) 
• Screen overlay + VO (x15 variants) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But we did have very different scenes as well – players need some big changes to attach to, to see some big changes.  But we balanced those with other, less expensive techniques, as you see above.  This got the game repercussions throughout, without costing so much that we would have had to cut the feature.  



DON’T 
PROVIDE 

EASY 
ANSWERS 

5: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Though some modern storytelling, such as super-hero films, offer a simple, classical view of moral storytelling, other modern storytelling offers a significantly more nuanced and complex type of morality to the audience.  Often in these situations, there is no "right" answer, and certainly no easy answer.  




Presenter
Presentation Notes
One classic of this is the “impossible choice” – such as in the famous movie and novel Sophie’s Choice where a mother has to decide which one of her children will live during the Holocaust.  There’s no argument to be made for deciding one way or the other – both choices are equally awful.



(BUT I DON’T 
MEAN 

IMPOSSIBLE) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So though you create such an impossible choice for players, it’s not something that makes players think and decide, because no decision is any better than the other.  Best to avoid regular use of these type of impossible choices….



Presenter
Presentation Notes
When I did my original morality talk, I had trouble coming up with a game that really dealt well with these sort of Moral Quandaries.  Since then, The Walking Dead has come out, and it really nailed these type of situations.  

For instance, in this case, a woman has been bitten, and doesn’t want to turn into a zombie.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
.  She asks for the player’s gun, to kill herself. 



Presenter
Presentation Notes
The player has to decide whether they want to let her take her own life – its exploring euthanasia, whether it’s better to fight to the end or die on your own terms, but also questions of if you can spare any of your limited ammo, or if the sound of the gunshot will attract more zombies.  There’s no right answer, but there is a case to be made for both sides.  




 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And what’s great about The Walking Dead game is that they never tell you if you did “right or wrong” – that’s up for you to decide.  But they do show stats on the community at the end, and what choices they have made.  This lets you still feel right, but is fascinating to see if you were in the majority or not.

A good metric for this is creating situations that cause your own development team to fight about what's "good" and "bad" - if no one can agree, you may be onto something rich and meaningful. 

People should argue passionately that they did the right thing – people should feel strongly about it – but ideally you end up with a decision that is close to the middle between the two sides – then you’re onto something.   





NO MORE THAN 
THREE 

STAKEHOLDERS 

6: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Speaking of moral quagmires, coming up with these situations in your game can be a huge problem if you have too many people invested in agreeing on them.  



The Wisdom of Teams 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In the games industry, we often talk about the wisdom of teams – how groups of skilled practitioners can really up the game’s quality in art, game mechanics, etc.  But I don’t think this is true for moral choices in games.  



Clarity of Vision 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I think there’s something to be said for clarity of vision instead – Ray Bradbury can be great because he’s in completely control of the experience, can explore it from his unique point of view, still leaving space for the audience to get in.  

Now, on most game projects, you can’t make it by yourself – you need a team…



Clarity of Vision 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So it’s key to try to get that team that “owns” the decisions on how the moral choices work to as small as possible.  As the writer, you need a strong hand in it, and you’ll need to find whoever the main creative leader of the project is (the creative director or equivalent) and get them on board with the moral choices – and take their notes if they don’t like where you’re going.  Be unified with them, listen to everyone else’s notes, but know you don’t need to take them.  You may be able to extend this group of decision makers to three maximum, but if you have more than three, you’ll have trouble making any sort of decision on these moral quagmires.  



MAKE SURE YOUR 
STORY AND YOUR 
GAMEPLAY HAVE 

THE SAME MORAL 

7: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is one of the biggest problems games have… gameplay systems themselves have meaning, and too often the story they try to sell is not married to that meaning.  This can happen even in some really excellent games.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
BioShock 1 is one of my favorite games of all time – great mode and setting, solid & interesting immersive sim gameplay, etc.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Spoiler alert:  In the middle of the game, it is revealed that the player character all along has been brainwashed by this one enemy into following the instruction “would you kindly” and doing whatever it says.  This subverts the genre, in that it mocks players blindly following objectives in games.  However, once this twist happens, the brainwashing is “removed” yet the player has no choice but to keep following orders… because there’s nothing else to do.  The gameplay doesn’t change at this moment, and become more open, or more freeform, or the player somehow giving himself objectives, or anything.  Only the story changes.  And as a result that point does not resonate as well as it could, because the story and the gameply are not in alignment.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Another interesting example comes from the Far Cry series.  In Far Cry 2, the game is about the nihilism of violence – hot it dirties everyone it touches, as man shoots man in this beautiful African setting.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And the gameplay perfectly supports that – guns jam, save points are very hard to reach, and the game is just relentlessly difficult – it makes you feel depressed playing it.  Perhaps too much so, as the game isn’t much fun to play.  But it is thematically consistent.  



 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Contrast that with Far Cry 3 – a game which is relentlessly fun.  A great compulsion loop, great AI, great shooting mechanics, and the world is fascinating too – interesting characters, a very inviting and intriguing setting.  



 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And you have lots of fun traveling through that world and killing almost everyone you meet – because that’s the only thing you can really do.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
But then come the end of the game, the player character realizes he has “lost his humanity” by killing everyone… and on a surface level implying that the player should feel bad about this.  



 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
But that’s ridiculous, because I had no other choice about what to do in the game – killing was the only option it gave me.  If your game's primary expressive gameplay verb is killing (and specifically killing everything that moves) making your theme "violence is not always the answer" will leave the player with a dissonant experience.   




1.  You don't need player-driven choices 
to have a moral game. 
2.  Put beloved characters in conflict. 
3.  If there are choices, there must be 
repercussions, and not just at the end. 
4.  Keep the budget in mind.  
5.  No more than three stakeholders.  
6.  Don't provide easy answers. 
7.  Make sure your story and gameplay 
have the same moral. 
 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So these are the 7 techniques I came up with, but clearly there are a lot of other techniques one could have.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
I don’t know that these live up to Elmore Leonard’s standards, but as I mentioned before, I don’t know if Elmore Leonard is necessarily thought of as a moral storyteller…



Presenter
Presentation Notes
[show movie clip – ending of Out of Sight]



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Except he is – at the end of the day, Jennifer Lopez’s tough marshall can’t bring herself to ignore the moral code of her life and let George Clooney’s bank robber run free – it isn’t the sappy love story it could have been, because Elmore had a point.  



"Kids see a moral coming a 
mile off and they gag at it.  

 
But there's an inherent moral 

in any story."  - Dr. Seuss 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Indeed, one of my favorite quotes on this subject comes from one Dr. Seuss.  Even if you don’t know it, your game *does* have a moral – better to think about it and make it something meaningful than to just make another “killing is fun!” experience.  



Presenter
Presentation Notes
And what’s most interesting is that, in the last year, a number of games have come out that have fully embraced having a strong meaning – of the key examples above, 3 of them came out in 2012.  The industry is embracing this – and in soon enough, the games that ignore deeper meaning and go purely for titillation will seem shallow and passe.  
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Thanks to  Tom Abernathy, Richard Dansky, Harvey Smith, Bernard Perron, Noah 
Falstein, Alex Hutchinson, Patrick Plourde, Jeffrey Yohalem, Ben Young  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Don’t be one of them.  

Thanks.  
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