
Everything Means Something: 
The Creative and Destructive Potential of Themes

Kyla Fury & Mike Sennott
EVC Games





I. Narrative as Game Theory
II.Picking an Actionable Theme
III.Supporting a Theme as a Writer
IV.Coordinating Your Theme With Your 

Team
V.Theme Testing and Iteration



Theme (n): What a game is about.
- The Dictionary (attr.)



Story Time:

How the theme of Wintermoor 
went very wrong









“You are more than your club.”



“You are more than your club.”



“You are more than your club.”



“You are more than your club.”



I: Narrative as Game Theory



The ideal



What actually happens



Narrative game theory*

*we are not economists



Narrative game theory



Narrative game theory



Narrative game theory



Narrative game theory



Narrative game theory



Game that "Doesn't Mean Anything"



Super Mario Bros



Game theory is empathy*

*we are not economists
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II: Picking an Actionable Theme



Theme
Moral

Solution

Tone



Scoping a theme

"Humanity"
"The mistakes 

George W. Bush 
made in office"

"Everyone sees 
themselves as 

the hero"



Consider the affordances of the game



A theoretical 4x



Theme: Colonialism is bad



Theme: What makes expansionism happen?



Case Study: Wintermoor



Positive affordances of the gameplay



Positive affordances of the gameplay



III: Supporting a Theme as a Writer



Contextualizing gameplay





Theme as a razor















Tough decisions: Theme vs. Tone

Cozy:
Coffeeshop AUs

Not Cozy:
Casual Racism



Tough decisions: Addressing serious issues



IV: Communicating the Theme



“You are more than your club”





Contributions from other disciplines



Contributions from other disciplines



Key Moment: Art



Key Moment: Art



Key Moment: Combat Design



Scheduling Around Key Moments



V: Iterating on the Theme



Feedback

?

?

?

?



Narrative Playtesting



Challenges for longer games



Diversity

Backgrounds 
different to 
yours

Backgrounds 
similar to yours



Diversity Reading



In Summary:

I.Maximize potential for correct interpretations
II.Pick an actionable theme
III.Let theme guide narrative decisions
IV.Communicate with your team
V.Seek diverse feedback

@Kyla_Go

mike.sennott@gmail.com
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