
Writing & Narrative Design: 
A Relationship



“Writing? Narrative Design? What’s the difference?”



THE CHARACTERS

WRITING  
is responsible for…

DESIGN  
is responsible for…

THE PLAYER

•Dialogue
•Character arcs
•Themes and tone

•Choices/Consequences
•Branching
•Mechanics



Writing and Design Share a Deliverable: The Story

(“Minecraft: Story Mode” Episode 5)



Easy: Just divide up the work, right?



Preproduction
●A lot of whiteboard time, 

spitballing together 
●Writing’s goal is to make a 

compelling story 
●Design’s goal is to make that 

story playable





(aka the “I hope someone else hates this too”)

•Speak up when you dislike 
something. 

•Waiting for something to fail 
hurts the team

BAD HABIT #1



BAD HABIT #2

(Self-explanatory)

•Listen. See where it goes. 
•Trust in the process/your 
team’s ability



●Design roughs in scenes 
first, like a blueprint. 
●Writing comes in after to 

write the dialogue over top.

Making the Script - Stubbing



(The Eversource)











Symptoms of 
WRITING DOMINATION

•Beautiful cutscenes that inform 
the player how they feel 

•Limited range of choices 
•Player character is least 
interesting part of the story



Symptoms of 
DESIGN DOMINATION

•Overly instructional dialogue 
•Mechanics that don’t tie into  
the narrative 

•The player is the only interesting 
character. Ever.



To wrap it up …

●Writing is responsible for the characters and Design is responsible 
for the player, but both share responsibility for the story. 
●Writing doesn’t have a monopoly on the story, Design doesn’t have 

a monopoly on gameplay. Making a game is a team effort. 
●The game is a reflection of the relationship between writing and 

design, so make it as strong as possible.
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