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2. The power of ritual and other 

mental tools

3. The Side Project Ritual



Burnout



WORLD 
HEALTH 

ORGANIZATION
ICD-11

Burn-out is a syndrome conceptualized 
as resulting from chronic workplace 
stress that has not been successfully 
managed. 

It is characterized by three dimensions:

Feelings of energy depletion or exhaustion;

Increased mental distance from one’s job, or 
feelings of negativism or cynicism related to one's 
job; and

Reduced professional efficacy.



Inevitable stress
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Stress sources

▪ Current events

▪ Creative work environment

▪ Constant change

▪ Periods of loss and grief

▪ Culture of silent endurance



OFTEN 
UNRECOGNIZED
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Recognizing 
burnout

• Intense, I-can’t-take-it anger

• Thousand-mile pain stare

• Frustration and inability to focus

• Feelings of worthlessness, 
incompetence

• Disconnection from friends, 
family, things you enjoy

• Physical illness and damage



DISCOVERED TOO 
LATE



HIGH COST

91% say having an unmanageable amount of stress or frustration negatively impacts the 

quality of their work. 

83% say burnout from work can negatively impact their personal relationships.

87% say they have passion for their current job but 64% say they are frequently stressed.



HIGH COST

Game development has existed as a career for at least thirty years, and yet:

▪ 51% of game devs have been in the industry for less than 7 years

▪ 69% of game devs have been in the industry for less than 11 years

▪ 82% of game devs have been in the industry for less than 16 years

▪ Only 16% of game devs have been in the industry for 15 or more years



Battling burnout
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Battle burnout

▪ Mindfulness

▪ Breaks and vacations

▪ Mental health resources

▪ Cultural change



GOOD: 
SEE THE 
SIGNS, 
INTERRUPT 
THE PROCESS



BETTER: 
AVOID 
BURNOUT , 
FOCUS ON 
GROWTH



Intent, sense 
of purpose, 
plans and 
consistency



Eight science-
backed steps using 
the power of ritual 
for mental and 
emotional reset



Battle burnout

▪ Mindfulness

▪ Breaks and vacations

▪ Mental health resources

▪ Cultural change

▪ More game development… 

really?!?



The Side Project Ritual
A PURPOSE-DRIVEN PLAN TO BATTLE BURNOUT.



“the power of ritual”





Mental tools and tricks
USE COGNIT IVE SCIENCE TO 

REBOOT AND BUILD 

RES IL IENCE



Ritual

A ritual involves words, signs and actions that take you away from the mundane, crafting an 

intentional space for creative work and free thought.



Visualization
THOUGHTS  PRODUCE THE  
SAME MENTAL  
INSTRUCT IONS AND 
EFFECTS  AS  ACT IONS



Superstition

▪ Two golf experiments

▪ “Lucky” ball.

▪ “I’m crossing my fingers for you!”



We’re wired for superstition I T ’S  ALMOST  IMPOSS IBLE  TO 

STOP THE  CONNECT IONS .



Superstition works
MANY SUCCESSFUL  

CREATORS  USED “LUCKY”  

R I TUALS .



Superstition 
as a tool
LEVERAGE  THAT  INTERNAL  

SYSTEM TO  BU I LD  SELF -

CONF IDENCE  AND  SELF -

ESTEEM .



Creative therapy

Creative exercises reduced pain, 

anxiety, depression and stress while 

increasing self-esteem and 

improving the quality of life.



We’re science 
skeptics
SUPERST IT ION AND 
V ISUAL IZAT ION ARE  
EAS IER  TO D ISMISS  THAN 
SEE  AS  TOOLS .



Ritual + visualization + superstition 
+ creativity… + game dev?



Hair of the dog that bit you



Reasons to use a solo game side 
project to battle burnout



Independence NO ONE CAN TELL YOU 

WHAT TO DO.



Variety
MAKE NEW THINGS.

LEARN NEW SKILLS.



Freedom
EXPRESS YOURSELF.



MAKE WHATEVER 
THE HELL YOU 
WANT.





The Side Project 
Ritual

1. Opening



The opening



THE OPENING

▪ Collection of inspirational 

items, images, music and 

practices.

▪ Trigger yours brain: we’re 

getting ready to Do The Work.

▪ Include elements of luck or 

build a new superstition.





May He who 
illuminated this, 
illuminate me.



THE OPENING
▪ Lucky work boots with lucky laces

▪ Lucky hooded sweatshirt with lucky charm

▪ Lucky LARGO name tag

▪ Thesaurus

▪ Lucky cannon, pointed toward chair

▪ Prayer (Invocation of the Muse from 
Homer’s Odyssey

▪ Father’s cuff links

▪ Lucky acorn



THE OPENING

▪ Water or tea

▪ Specific time

▪ Vitamin pill

▪ Music

▪ Same seat with papers in the 

same place



The cumulative purpose of 
doing these things the 
same way every day seems 
to be a way of saying to the 
mind, you’re going to be 
dreaming soon.

--Stephen King



Creating space FRAME YOUR  WORK  AND 

G IVE  I T  PURPOSE



Choose something that 
reflects you
A TH ING THAT  INSP IRED YOU IN  

THE  PAST ,  OR SOMETH ING THAT  

WILL  INSP IRE  YOU TO CREATE  A  

NEW FUTURE .



Wisdom and 
balance lie in 

knowing your own 
nature over time.



I feel fantastic and I’m 
still alive.





I have been to another world and 
come back. Listen to me.

PETER  LAKE ,  IN  MARK  

HELPR IN ’ S W INTER ’S  TALE





The Side Project 
Ritual

1. Opening

2. Sacred space and time



Sacred
SACROSANCT ,  REGARDED 
WITH GREAT  RESPECT  AND 
REVERENCE



SACRED 
SPACE

Find a dedicated space for your 

ritual time

▪ Can be a small space

▪ Display inspirational objects

▪ Need to be left alone



Gather your tools



Sacred Time

Decide how much time to spend 

and commit

▪ Block out distractions

▪ Stay focused

▪ Persist… even when it’s 

frustrating

▪ Use the time for creativity even 

if it means switching tasks



Remind 
yourself

THIS IS YOUR TIME.



The Side Project 
Ritual

1. Opening

2. Sacred Space

3. Mindfulness
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Meditation

• Three minutes of breathing

• Visualize the river

• Repeat a mantra
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Mindfulness

• Attentive listening

• The raisin exercise

• Mindful seeing



Singing bowls



Bonsai
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Review your 
work

Take five minutes to look over the 

work from last session.

Make note of any revisions.



Focused goals
REVIEW OVERALL GOALS 
FROM THE LAST SESSION



The Side Project 
Ritual

1. Opening

2. Sacred Space

3. Mindfulness

4. Focused goals for today

5. Do the work



The War of Art

“There’s a secret that real writers know that wannabe writers 

don’t, and the secret is this: It’s not the writing part that’s hard. 

What’s hard is sitting down to write.

What keeps us from sitting down is Resistance.”



The War of Art

Most of us have two lives. 

The life we live, and the 

unlived life within us. 

Between the two stands 

Resistance.



Do the work



Choosing a 
Project

▪ Doesn’t have to be the final 

answer

▪ Something you plan to ship 

however small



Choose your 
weapon



Physical games GET AWAY FROM THE 
ELECTRONIC.



Narrative game tools TWINE,  CHOICE OF 
GAMES, INFORM



Simple game tools GAMEMAKER, RPG 
MAKER, P ICO-8



Game engines UNITY,  UNREAL.



A Practical note



Game mods SKYRIM OR FALLOUT 
CREATOR K IT ,  OTHER 
GAMES.



Game jams
START  W ITH  A  SPARK ,  

F IN I SH  I T  THEN  RELEASE  

FOR  FREE



Non-game projects
WOODWORK ING ,  POTTERY,  

GLASSMAK ING,  

PAPERCRAFT ,  KN ITT ING.



Choose your 
key skills
SOMETHING YOU DON’T 

DO IN YOUR DAY JOB





Let Go
YOU DON’T  HAVE TO 
PLAN FOR EVERYTHING.



COMMIT

WHITTLE UNTIL YOU 

UNCOVER A SHAPE.



Talk About It
DIRECT  CONNECT ION WITH 
PEOPLE  THROUGH YOUR 
PERSONAL WORK



Talk about it

▪ Discuss your project with friends, family

▪ Share on Twitter, Facebook, Instagram

▪ Stream development on Twitch or 

Facebook

▪ Keeps you accountable, engaged, 

purposeful
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SAVE YOUR 
WORK



Make your TODOs
ADD A CONTEXT: DESK, WALKING, ON PHONE.
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Gratitude

PRESS PAUSE AND 

REFLECT.



Take a moment

▪ Think of something for which 

you’re sincerely grateful.

▪ Write it at the top of your notes 

for next session.



Gratitude
▪ Opens the door to more relationships.

▪ Improves:

▪ Physical health. 

▪ Psychological health.

▪ Sleep

▪ Self-esteem

▪ Mental strength

▪ Enhances empathy and reduces aggression.
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CLOSING

▪ Remind yourself of what you 

accomplished.

▪ Clean and prep your sacred space.



Ending Focus
CHOOSE  SOMETH ING  THAT  

EMPHAS IZES  WHY YOU  DO 

THE  WORK .



All great discoveries... are products as much of doubt as of 
certainty, and the two in opposition clear the air for 

marvelous accidents.

A WINTER’S  TALE BY 

MARK HELPRIN
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Evergreen process of purpose and 
growth



Create your own guiding lights
AND YOU CAN ALWAYS F IND YOUR WAY BACK TO 
MENTAL CLARITY ,  KEEP ING BURNOUT AT BAY .



The Side Project Ritual

FEEDBACK ,  QUEST IONS?

@LARALYN

LARALYNMCWILL IAMS .COM

1. Opening

2. Sacred Space

3. Mindfulness

4. Focused goals for today

5. Do the work

6. Purposeful goals for next 
session

7. Gratitude

8. Closing


