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hi i’m Simon-Albert

i’m from Montreal

i currently do level design at Warner Bros
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I would like to talk about a cautionary tale

a tale I have very often seen in my thirteen years of practice



credit: Alex Galuzin via World of Level Design
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so you’ve been working on this level

it’s a good basic graybox shape

intentions are well-layed out

the scale feels decent

everything is still snapped on grid
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the layout is rather simple
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it’s a couple rooms

you go from one end 

you exit by another

it’s great
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your boss comes in for feedback 

you’ve got a big team review coming

and he wants to validate your work

he looks at it

he tells you that it feels too small

maybe make it bigger
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so you go back to your plans

and you start sketching for a new solution
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the following day

you went from this
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to this

it’s a little more complex
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you added a couple of sub rooms
connected to the main central one

you’re confident it actually solves
the problem laid by your director
that your layout may be too small

you’re ready to present it to the team
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you step in the room

it’s filled with directors from other departments
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you quickly flash your new floorplan

but you don’t linger too much on it 
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you play through your carefully designed level

as you move through the geo

you tell them about 

the different placeholders and other events

it looks exciting, at least to you
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and you’re done.

you drop the controller and politely wait for feedback

what follows is not what you expected
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there seem to be a lot of confusion

some directors are on the defensive

others give feedback on the wrong elements
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the presentation sort of derails with

your team micromanaging your work
and it sucks

even though you know you did good work
you couldn’t sell the concept you presented

so you walk back to your desk, defeated
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but on the way back you see the art department

also reviewing the same map as you
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the concept artist working on your map
presents their work
it looks good

the people in the room are excited
and the discussion seem to be going so well

quite the opposite from what happened from your side
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you try to get back to work
you’re increasingly frustrated
you’re unsure where to go next
you really thought you had the right solution
but now you gotta start from scratch again.

and that’s that.

i see this situation happen very often 
with student and junior designers

doing actual great work
yet they get blocked every step of the way
they can’t get other members of their team to understand their work
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what happened?

where did it go wrong?



credit: Giorgio Grecu via ArtStationcredit: Alex Galuzin via World of Level Design
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here we’ve got two creatives from two different disciplines

both as talented as one another

they both produce works of equal quality
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they’re basically the same person

there is one thing, however

there is one thing they both did that gave a different outcome



TA-DA!
???
DEFEND YOURSELF
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the designer and the artist presented their work the same way

they went ta-da!

and both expected other team members to understand them




credit: Giorgio Grecu via ArtStation
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disciplines working on very visual elements

animation / vfx / concept art / level art / etc

they can get away by relying on showing rather than telling

there is a lot of information in this one single jpeg



credit: Alex Galuzin via World of Level Design
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showing a level is a very HARD and underrated skill 
it is very hard to properly judge a level before it’s actually complete

and when it is possible,
it is often too late to make meaningful changes

how can you make your team understand and get excited by your work
the same way they understood and got excited with these visual disciplines?
but with gray blocks and placeholders?
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pulling a ta-da should be avoided as much as possible for designers

it’s so tempting to allocate all of our time into world-building
and skip the preparation for a good polished presentation

but unless the simple act of playing through your level
tells your audience in the room exactly what they need to know
they will need more
you need to show more




???
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there was not a word said about

what happened between the two versions;

of why & how this new solution you presented came to be

and that is the missing link

and the argument this talk makes:



SHOWING A LAYOUT IMPLIES 
WALKING THROUGH THE PROCESS 

THAT LED TO THE SOLUTION
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[…]



SHOWING A LAYOUT IMPLIES 
WALKING THROUGH THE PROCESS 

THAT LED TO THE SOLUTION

portfolios
pitch meetings

design documentation

in
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and that argument applies to anywhere we present a level 

whether it’s in a live pitch

your website

or documentation
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we’re going to walk through the same presentation again



???
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but before we go back to it

let’s see what happened in between those two versions

let’s see how you actually came up to this solution

some of that stuff will seem basic to some of you folks

bear with me



#1 the design problem
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the first step you took
was to find the actual design problem

it’s a common mistake to fight against a design issue for a long time
before coming to the conclusion
that we did not understand what the problem actually was
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this all started with some basic feedback




“too small”
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too small

vague feedback like this is very common
and can be frustrating
because it can mean anything

but you try



MORE ROOMS, 
LESS CORRIDORS?
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you first tried to duplicate the rooms,
and trim the corridors

doesn’t feel right
too repetitive



BIGGER ROOMS?
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you make it bigger
doesn’t look good
it just looks emptier




NO CORRIDORS?
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you just remove the corridors
it’s way too big
too many dead angles
and just shapeless
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nothing’s working
though that’s ok
you know it always start like that
design problems are often overwhelming at first





“IN THIS CASE, PERHAPS 
THE PROBLEM IS NOT THE 
SCALE, BUT THE RHYTHM”
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but you gain an insight: maybe size doesn’t matter

maybe the problem is not about the geometry

but rather about the rhythm



“I NEED TO SCALE 
UP THE LEVEL”

“HOW CAN I INCREASE THE 
DURATION OF THE LEVEL?”
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and this will be the concrete slab upon which your presentation is built

you reframed the problem
and now have a much clearer direction



#2 the iterative process
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you made progress but don’t have a solution yet

but now you have a clearer understanding of where to go
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“how can i increase the duration of this layout?”




“NESTED LOOT CLOSETS”
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what if we just added some hidden closets with loot inside?



LOOT

LOOT
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it encourages the player to explore the room instead of just dashing out for the exit

but how can we encourage players to find them all?



“INCREMENTAL LOOT CLOSETS”
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what if we had incremental closets?



“INCREMENTAL LOOT CLOSETS”

KEY 1

KEY 3

KEY 2

LOOT required
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each closet has a color keycard

and the last closet requires all three of them to be opened up

but that implies potential backtracking

and maybe a little too complex



“ALTERNATE PATH”
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or maybe we could just have an alternative path



“ALTERNATE PATH”
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each of the two middle room could give the player two ways to resolve a given challenge

but it doesn’t make the level longer

since in either case we skip the other room



“ALTERNATE PATH 2”
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ok what if we have an alternate path

that actually feeds back into the same room the player entered?



“ALTERNATE PATH 2”
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this way the route can stay optional if a player wants to go fast

but offers an option to explore without losing any of the main path



“LOCK DOOR GET KEY”
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we could also go for an alternate path with a blocked door



“LOCK DOOR GET KEY”

key

door
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the blue keycard is at the end

it makes you traverse the middle room

giving us an opportunity to make the room evolve in the second walkthrough



“ALTERNATE PATH 2”
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ok you feel that that’s enough for now

you actually like this one

its flexible

it makes the playthrough longer

and leaves the original layout almost untouched



#3 the concept
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this leads you to the concept



#3 the parti
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in other disciplines the word used is parti



#3 the concept
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I prefer concept. it’s more modern.

to make sure we’re on the same page with semantics:



#3 the concept

“the organizing 
principle for a level”

1
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a concept is the underlying construct behind the idea



#3 the concept

“the organizing 
principle for a level”

“expressed in the 
form of a keyword 
& a clear diagram”

1 2
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boiled down to a simple visual expression and keyword



“ALTERNATE PATH 2”
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this is a good plan but a weak concept

the title you have is vague

and the image too complex



“RABBIT HOLE”

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
so you flattened the design

now it’s much easier to decipher the intent

you named it ‘’rabbit hole’’

you thought that the metaphor will help visualize your idea
and so that you and your teammates have words to refer to it in the future



#4 the plans
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this is the one familiar step

you get to the actual plans
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there you go

you don’t need much else to get to work



#5 the layout
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and then you make the thing
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you build a working prototype like a good boy
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FIND THE DESIGN PROBLEM

ITERATE SOLUTIONS

CREATE THE CONCEPT

ELABORATE THE PLANS

BUILD THE LAYOUT
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and boom. that’s it.

you worked on your design in a concise and flexible way

which is frankly a very traditional way of building a level
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let’s go back to showing again

this time with a little more telling
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FIND THE DESIGN PROBLEM

ITERATE SOLUTIONS

CREATE THE CONCEPT

ELABORATE THE PLANS

the making

BUILD THE LAYOUT

the showing

TA-DA!

???

DEFEND YOURSELF
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if the process of making a level 

is well-known and simple enough

it should then be reflected in the way we show it



I

II

III

IV

V

STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

FIND THE DESIGN PROBLEM

ITERATE SOLUTIONS

CREATE THE CONCEPT

ELABORATE THE PLANS

the making the showing

BUILD THE LAYOUT
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a proper showcase…

… is actually going through the same steps

you begin with the general 
& proceeds toward the specific
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???

the making the showing

FIND THE DESIGN PROBLEM

ITERATE SOLUTIONS

CREATE THE CONCEPT

ELABORATE THE PLANS

BUILD THE LAYOUT
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with some more stuff at the end

we’ll talk about them in a minute
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Ok let’s go back in time

and face these intimidating folks again
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???

Presenter Notes
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this time, you first tell them about the problem



A CLEARLY ARTICULATED PROBLEM 
RALLIES EVERYONE AT SQUARE ONE
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you want to rally everyone behind your vision

the first step towards that is giving the context
the context starts with the problem

Knowing the problem
 puts everyone on the same starting point



A CLEARLY ARTICULATED PROBLEM 
RALLIES EVERYONE AT SQUARE ONE

“we need to scale 
up the level”

“how can we 
increase the 
duration of 
the level?”
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how can we increase the duration of the level?
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???
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now you walk your audience 

through your trials and errors
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you tell them how you abandoned the initial size problem

you show them the failed versions

And you know…
 that showing failures is counter-intuitive

but it is crucial



INSIGHT: SIZE IS FINE; RHYTHM MIGHT BE THE ISSUE
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because it gives you insights

and the origin of an insight is often a failure



“NESTED LOOT 
CLOSETS”

“ALTERNATE 
PATH 1”

“LOCK DOOR 
GET KEY 1”

“PUZZLE ROOM” “INCREMENTAL 
LOOT CLOSETS”

“ALTERNATE 
PATH 2”

“LOCK DOOR 
GET KEY 2”
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you then tell them about what came after

you present them the same way I just did a minute ago

just a couple seconds per iteration

you don’t overwhelm them with information
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you tell the team this is your preferred version

and suddenly you’ve showed everyone you’ve done your homework

you did not came up with this layout on a whim

quite the opposite actually



WALKING OTHERS THROUGH THE 
PROCESS EASES THE TEAM INTO 

THE SHOES OF A DESIGNER
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that is because you’re aware that your goal

is to ease others into the shoes of a designer

and put them on the same wavelength as you




WALKING OTHERS THROUGH THE 
PROCESS EASES THE TEAM INTO 

THE SHOES OF A DESIGNER
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now everyone is a little less defensive

and maybe even curious to see where this going
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???
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it’s time to go in-depth in your proposed solution



“RABBIT HOLE”
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you explain the core concept of your work
and the metaphor of the rabbit hole does the rest



DESIGN NEEDS LANGUAGE

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
design needs language

when words and pictures become attached to an idea
we start to foster an emotional connection
it suddenly becomes more real; more tangible
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???
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the obvious step that is still misunderstood
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2C
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you know you need to avoid irrelevant info like this, for example

these plans are for yourself, not the team
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you very well know that plans like these need to be customized

the information displayed should be tailored to your audience



it would be possible to 
get back on the main 

route when the blue 
and yellow overlap

secondary route can 
be reversible; player 
enters or exits from 
the same accesses each room has the 

potential of being 
incrementally difficult
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if you have other designers in the room

you tell them about the main flow

the layout affordances

the relationship between space and challenge
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if you’ve got technical designers in the room,

you tell them you how you managed the LoS

and chose L-shaped corridors

to help occlude the upcoming rooms
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if you’ve got level artists in the room

you explain why the doorways are placed as such

so that the rooms are fully traversed

which makes the player gaze better distributed
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if you’ve got producers unfamiliar with the game,

you color-code the rooms and have your 3D layout match these colors

so that they can better associate the plan to the level



ONBOARDING GIVES YOUR 
AUDIENCE THEIR BEARINGS
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you present plans to help your audience get their bearings on



ONBOARDING GIVES YOUR 
AUDIENCE THEIR BEARINGS
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you prepare their very limited attention

to the crucial details that matter to them
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???
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and only then you start driving through your work
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at this point, if there is a surprise

it should be because everything previously explored
came together in a way that was
better than expected
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

???

???
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things are going well but you’re not done yet
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STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

SUGGEST ALTERNATIVES

???
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because you’ve prepared a plan B



ALWAYS HAVE A PLAN B
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you’re well-aware that when you present only one solution

you run the risk of being unprepared for a rejection

and sometimes even outbid with other…

ill-informed ideas in the room
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you have two other layouts 

from the previous iteration phase

that could actually also work as solutions





LOCK DOOR GET KEYRABBIT HOLENESTED LOOT CLOSETS
+ cheap to make
- possible backtrack

+ flexible add-on
- time-expensive

+ foster exploration
- can confuse player

A B C
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you add the pros and cons of each idea

Just some high-level bullet points 

to make sure the upcoming discussion is framed the right way



HAVING ALTERNATIVES FOSTER 
BETTER DECISIONS
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you know that directors love to have a range

their job is to make a decision





HAVING ALTERNATIVES FOSTER 
BETTER DECISIONS

A B C
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having options foster better-informed decisions

and a healthier discussion…

plus you also make sure that 
you never walk out of the meeting room with a flat refusal
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V
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VII

STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

SUGGEST ALTERNATIVES

???
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we’re at the last step

another underrated step in a showcase
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VII

STATE THE DESIGN PROBLEM

DESCRIBE THE PROCESS

ARTICULATE THE CONCEPT

PRESENT THE PLANS

PLAY THROUGH THE LAYOUT

SUGGEST ALTERNATIVES

CRITIQUE THE WORK
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talk about your work




WHAT ARE YOUR UNCERTAINTIES?
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what questions do you, the designer, have about your own work?

At this point in your presentation 
you perform a modest (but confident)
self-critique about your layout

so that your audience don’t have to point it out by themselves

instead they might want to build on your uncertainties




WHAT ARE YOUR UNCERTAINTIES?

“we need 
to scale up 

the level”

“how can we 
increase the 
duration of 
the level?”

“how can we make 
sure the new rooms 
offer interesting but 
optional gameplay?”
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a new question might just bring everyone to the present moment

and here is your segue to an open and less confused discussion about what’s ahead
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and that’s that, you’ve done everything you could

maybe even then your work might still be not good enough

or not what your team wanted

but… you know at the very least

the discussion will be a healthy and inspiring one
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there are three lessons i would like to underline
from all this

first
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your presentation is basically a story

it’s a design-based narrative on how you, the designer, 

engaged, analyzed and solved a problem
there is a beginning, a middle, and an end

when you tell the story of 
your juggling of information and insights
your various design hypotheses
the failures and successes of prototypes
and your arrival at a solution

you don’t need no additional argument
they’re all already in there 

furthermore
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we really should all learn more about graphic design
the intersection of graphic and level design is so rich
but we don’t talk much about it

getting that visual clarity;
that structured hierarchy of information
it shows that you care

and I hope these slides gave you a little taste of it

and finally
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don’t be scared to make yourself vulnerable when showing your work

when you put yourself out 
with your failed experiments 
and messy behind-the-scenes
you show vulnerability

and yeah you can still try to go for it 
and go for a ta-da 
and get away with it
(as i did many times in the past)

though i believe this actually indicates 
an avoidance of creativity
and self-expression

to be creative is not to execute a preconceived idea
it is to continually learn, discover, 
and try out new possibilities
it’s non-linear; it’s messy 

you’re doing your job as a designer when you get vulnerable
when you take the risk 
To embrace situations 
that require you to create something unexpected

just make sure you show it properly
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thanks
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