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Abstract 

 
In this research the aim was to create guidelines regarding design of levels in the 

RPG-genre. This was done relying heavily on a literary study and the work of others 

but also through exploring the standard of the gaming-industry today. The research 

results in a proposed set of rules and guidelines are aimed at helping a novice 

designer to successfully create game levels. Some emphasis on the RPG-genre has 

been made but the rules/guidelines proposed are adaptable to any game-genre.  

Keywords: RPG-Genre, Level Design, Game Design, Game Levels. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:viktorkedman@hotmail.com


Table of Contents 

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................. 1 
1.1 Purpose ............................................................................................................................ 1 
1.2 Goal ................................................................................................................................. 1 
1.3 Questions at Issue ............................................................................................................ 1 
1.4 Expected Result ............................................................................................................... 1 

2 Background .............................................................................................................. 1 

3 Method ...................................................................................................................... 3 

4 Realization ................................................................................................................ 4 
4.1 The Structure of an Experience ....................................................................................... 4 

4.1.1 Layer 1 – Blueprint ............................................................................................... 4 
4.1.2 Layer 2 – Context .................................................................................................. 4 
4.1.3 Layer 3 – Mechanism ............................................................................................ 4 
4.1.4 Layer 4 – Emotions ............................................................................................... 4 
4.1.5 Layer 5 – Result .................................................................................................... 4 
4.1.6 Layer 6 – Time ...................................................................................................... 5 
4.1.7 Layer 7 – Realization ............................................................................................ 5 
4.1.8 Fun is Different from Person to Person ................................................................ 6 
4.1.9 Fun is a Potential .................................................................................................. 6 

4.2 Technical Aspect of Level Design ................................................................................... 6 
4.2.1 Collaboration ........................................................................................................ 7 
4.2.2 Step 1 – Level Flow Diagrams .............................................................................. 8 

  4.2.2.1 Motivation....................................................................................................8 

  4.2.2.2 Emotional/Experiential Themes..................................................................8 

  4.2.2.3 Pillars..........................................................................................................9 

  4.2.2.4 Fiction..........................................................................................................9 

  4.2.2.5 Finishing the Level Flow Diagrams......................................................... 10 

4.2.3 Step 2 – Filling in the Details ............................................................................. 10 
  4.2.3.1 Building Levels with the use of Fiction.................................................... 11 

  4.2.3.2 Gathering and Studying References………………………………………...11 

  4.2.3.3 The Trap that is Arbitrary Spaces………………………………………….. 12 

4.2.4 Big Picture Evaluation........................................................................................ 12 
  4.2.4.1 Extracting the Mechanics......................................................................... 12 

  4.2.4.2 Gameplay Types....................................................................................... 12 

  4.2.4.3 Mood Maps.............................................................................................. 13  

  4.2.4.4 Prototype and Block Mesh....................................................................... 13 

5 Result ...................................................................................................................... 13 

6 Discussion ............................................................................................................... 14 

7 Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 15 
7.1 Future Work .................................................................................................................. 15 

8 Works Cited ........................................................................................................... 16 
 



 

             

 

  1 

   

   

 

 

1 Introduction 

I have always been fascinated with the beautiful levels that game designers today can 

create and for my research I wanted to look into the process of making a design for a 

level on my own. The way I see it, creating a world can become a long and very 

tedious process so if one can somehow make the process easier by trying to set up a 

set of rules/guidelines to follow in order to make the design part easier for the creators.  

 

1.1 Purpose 

The main purpose of this research is to gain a deeper knowledge of the work methods 

and techniques used in game- and level design. A secondary purpose is to create a 

helpful guide for people who are just taking their first steps in the world of game 

design and don‟t really know where to start. 

 

1.2 Goal 

My goal is, as mentioned above, to create a helpful guide for people who are just 

starting out in this business. If you do not know where to start out, creating a game 

design can become a very long and tedious process and this guide will be able to help 

build a very solid base for people to use. 

 

1.3 Questions at Issue 

In order to achieve the goal of my research I have done the following tasks.  

 

• Define the common elements of RPG world designing through studies of 

relevant literature  

 

• Based on found common elements suggest guidelines for RPG level design 

 

1.4 Expected Result 

I believe that people that start out in the business of making games can find my 

research a big help when they are starting out since many people, including myself, do 

not really know the process behind creating a design for a game. 

 

 What I hope to achieve is to create a set of rules and/or guidelines regarding 

RPG-level design for people to use. 

2 Background 

In 1977, Stephen D. Bristow, the Chief Engineer of Atari Inc. published a paper called 

“The History of Video Games” in which he states that the coin-operated amusement 

machine had been around for a long time and that different versions of the slot 

machine were popular even before the 1890‟s. Before the jukebox there was a coin-

operated player piano called the Wurlitzer. The first pinball machine was invented in 
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the 1930‟s and they are still around today. So as you can see, the electromechanical 

games have been around at least as long as the slot machines, and the different coin-

operated machines are to be considered predecessors to the arcade games.  [1] 

 

RPG stands for Role-Playing Game and it has been around since the dawn of 

video games. It is widely believed that RPG‟s originated from fantasy books such as 

JRR Tolkien‟s The Hobbit (1937) and The Lord of the Rings (1954-1955). During the 

1960‟s this fantasy culture grew and would influence books, music and films. The 

focus of the genre was mainly medieval worlds and it revolved around epic quests and 

adventures. During the 1970‟s the genre had grown so popular that role-playing was 

released as a commercial product in the form of Dungeons and Dragons (D&D) and it 

was described as a fantasy-adventure game where you create a character of your 

choice, team up with your friends and their characters to explore the world and battle 

monsters. When playing D&D each player creates a character that only lives in that 

particular make-believe world and the players then assume the role of their character 

and co-operate in order to complete scenarios and quests. There is however one player 

that does not assume the role of a character and that is the Dungeon Master (DM). The 

DM acts as a god of sorts by inventing the world that the characters travel through and 

by narrating the adventure; he is also a kind of game referee. D&D was only a board 

game and it was played through the player‟s imagination using dices and miniature-

figurines and there was no physical acting going on whatsoever.  [2] 

 

Over the last couple of years computational performance has doubled and each 

new generation, commonly referred to as „next-gen‟, opens up more doors to endless 

possibilities. These next-gen game hardware have likewise enabled game developers 

to create even more realistic and immersive games than ever before. As a bi-product 

of this the customers‟ demands on developers to deliver what is technically possible 

has also increased. The problem is that even though technical improvements have 

been growing exponentially, game developers production efficiency has not grown at 

the same pace. Most content for games today is created manually by hand and since 

this takes a lot of time, and times equals money, companies have started looking into 

ways to optimize their production time. One way to do this is to try and automate 

content creation in as many places as possible. In the area of creating large scale 

natural phenomena such as mountains and rivers the method of „procedural content 

generation‟, which I will explain further down, is applied and they are used 

successfully in many cases but they are still far from as good as they can be. The main 

reason for this is in order to edit natural phenomena you need to change several of the 

different aspects of the world such as the 3D-models that acts as inhabitants, the 

texture and height of the terrain and these factors still have to be done manually and 

that makes creating natural phenomena a very long and tedious process. [3] 

 

In the article “Procedural Natural Systems for Game Level Design” [3] authors 

Remico Hujiser, Jeroen Dobbe, Willem F. Bronsvoort and Rafael Bidarra writes that 

one way to better optimize the creation of large scale natural phenomena would be to 

start using a kind of system called „procedural natural systems‟ which would be a way 

to help designers in creating large scale natural phenomena. In these natural systems 

there was to be a footprint that would contain the „appearance‟, a shape that should 

control the placement and a procedure that would combine the footprint and shape in 

order to generate an instance of the natural system in the game world. If this system 

would be successful I believe that it would have a significant impact on the time it 

takes to create a world. The downside of using this kind of system however would be 

less unique world creation since computer generated objects tends to fall in a pattern.  
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As mentioned earlier many companies have started employing „generative 

computational algorithms‟ in order to mitigate the cost of authoring game content. 

What Generative Computational Algorithms, or GCA‟s, do is that they have the ability 

to generate everything from natural systems (as mentioned earlier), random events in 

dungeons and even at some extent whole combinatorial abstract games such as Go or 

Chess. This is broadly referred to as procedural content generation and these 

techniques have been around for a while and can be seen in early games such as 

Rogue (1986) and Nethack (1999), some newer games such as Far Cry 2 (2008) have 

also been known to use this particular technique. This technique enables the reducing 

of human involvement in the design process and thereby also enabling smaller 

development teams to create more content than what otherwise would be possible. It 

also enables the development team to create content that is more readily adapted to the 

unique preferences of each individual player because algorithmically generated 

content is not as fixed as content authored by hand. [4] 

 

The video game culture has been, as mentioned earlier, around since the 1970‟s 

and early games such as Pong and Spacewar started of the evolution of the industry. 

Today video game industry has grown so much that in 2004 it recorded a 9.9 billion 

dollars of US sales. If a game is bound by rules as you play and you for the reason to 

bring forth emotion, what does the design or development of such a game tell us? Both 

development and design is important when discussing games and game based 

instructions, they both however have some defining differences.  

 

Game design focuses foremost on the process of designing procedures and 

objectives, focusing on game content in order to maximize the experience for the 

player. In game design you emphasize what makes a games core idea fun and 

enjoying. Game development however is defined by science meeting art. Development 

is made by several people stretching over several professions in many industries. [5]  

 

What about the “Fun-factor”? Is a game fun because it has good level design or is 

the game good because it has funny level design? Is fun directly related to the design 

of the game or even just a level in particular? These are all questions that many level- 

and game designers have asked themselves for years but where does fun come from? 

Everything that we know to exist follows a structure (books, films, video games and 

so on) and we all know that fun can be experienced during or after an experience. 

Thus, in order for us to create and understand fun we need to gain a deeper knowledge 

of the structure of an experience and we also find that structure in the creative process 

is necessary to create an experience. [6] 

 

3 Method 

The work presented in this thesis relies heavily on literature studies accompanied with 

the analysis of the games with relevance for the research. The actual creation of a level 

done by following the proposed guidelines was considered as a complement, but 

already in the early stage of the research it became obvious that it would require more 

time than available. Furthermore, the result of implementing a single level based on 

the guidelines could hardly be considered relevant for determining the applicability of 

the guidelines in general case. 
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4 Realization 

In this part of the report I will talk a little about how to make a game level memorable 

through the use of experiences. I also talk a little about the “fun-factor” of a game and 

also some on the technical aspect of level design.  

 

4.1 The Structure of an Experience 

When we are in the creative process of creating a game, what we can use in order to 

help us a little on the way is to draw inspiration from experiences. What I will discuss 

here is “The Structure of an Experience” that consists of seven layers (guidelines, 

rules or categories it does not matter what we call them). These seven layers will be 

explained in the following section. 

4.1.1 Layer 1 – Blueprint 

The first layer is called the “Blueprint” and it is called this because at this early stage 

in the game-making process the vision of the game is defined and the game itself is 

not yet interactive or perceptible. The blueprint is essentially an idea of what the game 

will be about.  

 

In order to make the game interactive to the player we need to create something 

for our human senses to perceive and that is what the next layer is all about. [6] 

 

4.1.2 Layer 2 – Context 

If the game is to have an enemy it first needs a 3D-model and we also need to define 

where a battle will take place since a battle in a small space is different from one in a 

large area. If the game is to have a story it will also be defined in this layer. [6] 

4.1.3 Layer 3 – Mechanism 

When the idea has become apparent we need to give it mechanics. We add the bones 

to our character so that he or she can move properly, and it is important to remember 

that everything distinguishable adds to the power of mechanics and it will make it 

better. The ultimate goal here is to give the player the tools necessary to complete the 

game and also give them the possibility to influence the world, AI and other players.  

In the context layer we created the perceptible story but this layer gives us the story 

that we create ourselves as we play. [6] 

4.1.4 Layer 4 – Emotions 

The next layer is the emotional layer and this one comes in to work once we have 

made the experience interactive and it has been given its mechanics. What we want to 

do here is to add a layer of emotions to the experience and this layer is often forgotten 

but it is very crucial in order to make a memorable experience for the player. Do you 

want to make it very stressful for the player by throwing massive damage in their way 

or do you want to give the player a feeling that the current room is where a big fight 

will take place? [6] 

4.1.5 Layer 5 – Result 

When the player performs an action there needs to be a result of the action, cause and 
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effect, and that is what this layer is about. It is important to inform the player that 

there is a reward for performing well. This reward can be anything from getting a 

treasure to gaining a new move etc. The result is not the final thing to think about 

when creating a memorable experience there are a few more things that is of 

importance. [6] 

4.1.6 Layer 6 – Time 

Once the results have been given to the player, he or she realizes how much time they 

put into that particular challenge and by knowing this the player can estimate the 

intensity of the challenge. By moderating the time it takes to complete the challenge 

we can create rhythm or repetition. [6] 

4.1.7 Layer 7 – Realization 

The final layer of the experience is the realization of the time it took to complete the 

challenge. At this point the player subconsciously memorizes all data given by past 

experiences and weighs them against this new experience and performs a judgment if 

it was memorable or not. If we as game designers did everything right it should be 

memorable. But of course a game cannot be loved by everyone so it will always be 

some people that simply will not like it no matter how much time and effort you put 

into creating it. [6] 

 

What is even more important to understand is that one experience can be build up 

by many smaller experiences just as a game can be build up by levels, and those are 

made up by several gameplay sequences. Those are in their turn build up by gameplay, 

and that is made of actions and so on. The entire cycle grows and shrinks infinitely 

and it can be viewed like this. 

 

Video GamesGamesGame LevelsGameplay SequencesActions 

 

This comes from the ancient principle of correspondence, Einstein‟s theory of 

relativity, the relationship of macrocosm and microcosm and the fractal phenomenon. 

At this point it easily gets confusing to analyze all the different layers since things are 

constantly moving up and down the scale and everything is relative to something else 

in the circle. [6] 

 

What we strive for as game designers is to let the players maximize their 

engagement. The seven layers we talked about can be seen as the “Seven Principles of 

Engagement”. The important part is to make sure that every step is satisfactory to the 

player because if they are not satisfactory the player might not want to continue the 

experience all the way to the end. In order to create the perfect experience we need to 

create something on every step that has, ideally, never been made before in music, 

books or video games. 

  

It is incredibly hard to deliver maximum engagement on all steps. Different 

games have different strengths, some offer a very deep and engaging story, some offer 

greater visuals and some offer great mechanics. In order to make something as good as 

possible on every step “less is more” definitely applies since the more we add to a step 

the greater is the risk that we make a fatal mistake somewhere along the way that 

would ruin the experience. Even more importantly if you add something to the game it 

needs to be there for a reason. Gameloft technical designer Christian Phillipe Guay 

said in an article [6] 
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“…It‟s pointless to add 50 accessories to a character if none of them actually tells 

us more about him. The simple color of the cape, the shape, or the way it moves 

should alone tell a lot….”   

 

 

4.1.8 Fun is Different from Person to Person 

When we create a game, we don‟t strive to make it fun for everyone; instead we focus 

on a specific group, gamers, since it is impossible to make a game that would appeal 

to everyone. Fun is subjective, but not entirely. If you see it from one perspective: We 

are all born with different approaches to life and we all experience different things, we 

find things funny that might not be as funny for other people. Even so, experiences 

forge our judgment; all experiences are limited by what exist in our world. That means 

if you can understand what exist, you can create something that is fun for your 

audience. [6] 

 

That leads us to the conclusion that fun is only subjective if we don‟t know what 

is out there, or, if we can‟t create something more fun then what an audience can 

create in their own mind. 

 

 

4.1.9 Fun is a Potential 

As mentioned earlier the factor of fun is relative to past experiences for each 

individual player and what we do as game designers are not to create experiences that 

are fun to a specific degree. Rather we create something and give tools to the player 

and by taking advantage of those tools they experience fun to a certain degree. 

 

In general we can assume that fun increases as the player gains mastery of the 

game and by honing her skills she increases the amount of memorable moments. 

Game developers must make sure that the learning curve of a game is not to steep and 

intimidating. There are certain games that lack tutorials or information in regards of 

how to play them, Dark Souls comes to mind here, and due to the lack of information 

many players simply give up. There are a lot of multiplayer games that suffer from 

this problem. [6] 

 

 

4.2 Technical Aspect of Level Design 

In this part I will talk a little about the technical aspect of level design such as how to 

prioritize the work correctly and which steps to take. When delegating the design 

responsibilities, different people have different approaches when they do this. Some 

creative directors seem to have no vision of their own and only work as a filter which 

their design team„s ideas needs to go through. Other creative directors form an image 

of what they want but only describe it loosely to their team and the team will 

ultimately fail to deliver what the director consider the “right” solution. 

 

The best way for a creative director to achieve what they want in the design is to 

clearly state their idea and also tell where the design team may be flexible about it. 

This way the team does not get lost in the creative process and they will be able to 

deliver a satisfactory solution. Every project has its own needs and team structure, so 
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it is not certain that this method of level design will translate perfectly into every 

project you try to make. I, however, feel that this method and its concepts can easily 

be adapted for just about any story-centric game. 

 

 

4.2.1 Collaboration 

In regards to modern console development, teamwork and delegation is important. 

The current trend is leaning towards agile development whereby someone is given 

ownership over an individual problem. This working method has many advantages 

over the old waterfall methodology but there is one pitfall that peer-only teams need to 

watch out for. If a group of peers get together with the goal of making design 

decisions, the final result will not be a design that everyone loves but rather one that 

everyone hates the least. [7] 

 

The psychology behind this is as follows: 

 

-Person X has an idea that he/she thinks is good, the idea still needs work but it 

has a solid core that could result in unique gameplay. 

 

-Person Y and Z who have never seen this in any game before quickly point out 

all the flaws of the idea. 

 

-Person X responds in a defensive manner and says a couple of hastily-thought 

out solutions that people also don‟t like. The idea needs to be nurtured and developed. 

 

-The idea is being shut down and the group moves on to another idea. If Person 

X takes up his/her idea again the rest of the group is going to think he/she is only 

beating a dead horse. 

 

-Person Y has an idea that he/she has seen in another game before. 

 

-Person X and Z both remember that idea working really well in that other game, 

and since it has been done before that also know it‟s low risk. 

 

-The entire team feels good as they write down an idea that has been done before 

countless times. 

 

-Repeat. 

 

It is very hard to get anything good out of a group that is peer-only unless they 

have all worked together long enough to know how each other work as a team. There 

are two very good solutions to this problem, namely: 

 

1. Separate the brainstorm and the decision meetings. 

 

2. Employ a group design method known as “the Thunderdome”  

 

When you employ the Thunderdome method, what you do is give each member 

of your level team the same deadline and you tell them to each propose a complete, 

individual solution to the design problem, which in this case is a paper map. The 

whole team meets when the deadline is up and they show their own solutions to their 
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teammates. Everyone discusses the pros and cons of each one in a respectful way 

without shooting down ideas before they have been thoroughly discussed. 

 

After this part is over the team and the lead pick the best ideas and merge them 

into a plan that will work for the entire team. When you use this method of problem-

solving I guarantee that none of the solutions you get from each of your team-

members will be the same. [7] 

 

 

4.2.2 Step 1 – Level Flow Diagrams 

The first step one needs to take when communicating a clear vision for level design is 

to deliver the Level Flow Diagram. When drawing up the high level design plan you 

do it from 4 different sources. These sources are: 

 

-Motivation – What am I doing here? 

-Emotional/Experiential themes. 

-Pillars – The things that the player can do. 

-Fiction – What is the story here? 

 

4.2.2.1 Motivation 

It is important that the motivations of the character are clear to the player so the he or 

she does not feel lost and directionless. There needs to be a reason for the player to do 

what needs to be done in order to progress the story forward. The motivations can be 

translated into simple game objectives such as “kill boss 1 out of 3” or the more 

advanced “find the man who killed your lover”. When a players and the characters 

motivations are in alignment the strongest objectives are born.  

 

If you want the player to be more invested in the character, you need to make it 

matter to him/her what happens with the character, it is not enough to just state the 

objective. For an example, showing through cutscenes that the character hates an 

enemy and that he/she needs to kill it in order to progress results in a much weaker 

alignment then giving the player a reason to hate the enemy. Reason to hate can vary 

but some ways are for example, betrayal of trust, stealing something important to the 

player or by murdering someone that the player cares about. In almost every case you 

have no choice but to try and motivate the player in the opening cutscene and this can 

be very hard and this results in the player only having an intellectual alignment to the 

character rather than an emotional one. [7] 

 

 

4.2.2.2 Emotional/Experiential Themes 

At this early stage of level design you need to choose which interesting and powerful 

emotional events and set pieces that will be in the game. These events are high points 

and you build the rest of the level around these. It is extremely important that these 

events are well made since they will be the ones that the player will remember so it is 

very crucial that they drive and support your story. The set pieces are high-concept 

action-oriented ideas such as “find and defuse the bombs” or “escape the collapsing 

building”. Set pieces are the basic building blocks for any action-heavy game. The 

challenge with this is to create something that has not been done countless times 

before.  
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The heart and soul of your game lies within the emotional events, for example 

walking into a deserted village only to find something disturbing and shocking as you 

enter the town hall. The emotional events have the potential to be more memorable 

than your set pieces if they are handled well, but it is important to remember that the 

emotional events build upon the alignment between player and character and this, 

again, makes it very hard to pull off. [7] 

 

4.2.2.3 Pillars 

The term “Pillars” is used to describe what the player can do, so to have the cool set 

pieces and emotional scenes in the level they must be compatible with what the player 

can do or the player will feel like they are chronologically misplaced. Until the Level 

Flow diagrams are completed the game pillars should not be considered final, this will 

allow maximum flexibility. You will learn what the player will be able to do during 

the process of choosing what will happen and this also allows you to know how to 

implement them.  

 

It is important to pick pillars and set pieces that are consistent with what the 

game is actually about. For example if the game is about a zombie apocalypse it would 

be considered highly inappropriate to have set pieces involving baking cakes. Not only 

is it inefficient for the development team to implement new abilities for each set piece. 

Unless there would be several baking cake sessions during the zombie apocalypse that 

is, if this is the case then the abilities used during said sessions should have been 

pillars from the very beginning. [7] 

 

4.2.2.4 Fiction 

The story of the level is to be considered of equal importance as the main characters 

own story. Whether the main character is in a zombie apocalypse, or trying to solve a 

mystery, their level of immersion is almost entirely dependent on your own 

commitment to preserving fiction. One of the most common mistakes that one makes 

in level design is to create a set of challenges that is loosely based pre-made 

parameters and then try to dress them to look like something. This mistake always 

results in unconvincing, bland and forgettable levels.  

 

Some designers protest against the fiction-heavy approach saying it makes them 

feel “shackled” by it. However the reality is that once the fiction of a level is done and 

you start to create challenges around it you often find that you surprise both the player 

and yourself. In short, the overall level flow needs to be defined in a context that is 

fictionally consistent. [7] 

 

 

An example now of this type of level flow is from the game Halo: Combat 

Evolved (2001): Campaign 2 – Cowboy and Reunion Tour. 

 

Motivation: Kill the Covenant (enemies), In Campaign 1 the player got to 

witness the slaughter of his comrades by the Covenant and this should motivate the 

player enough to last through the entire level. 

 

Pillars: Introduce the player to the 3-man driving/shooting Warthog gameplay 

and also introduce cooperation with AI-characters. 
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Themes: Film referencing is a good way to communicate the theme of a level to 

the development theme. In this scenario the film Starship Troopers is probably a good 

example of humans being overwhelmed by an alien force. 

 

Fiction: In this particular level the greater story of the game is being 

incorporated with smaller stories of the ongoing war. Dead bodies and destroyed 

escape pods litter the landscape. Debris is still falling through the sky. On each of the 

pod drop-sites it suggests that desperate fighting had ensued and they all tell a story to 

the main character. [7] 

 

 

4.2.2.5 Finishing the Level Flow Diagrams 

When your level flow diagram is done you are still a very long way from moving on 

to the next stage which is the handoff to the development-team. In order to evaluate 

the Level Flow Diagram you need to have completed the whole game in this fashion. 

You will only be able to see how they fit with each other when you have them side by 

side and this way you will see how the flow of gameplay will be from the start to end. 

Put everything up on a wall and you will see if some event should be in a different 

order, if the player is being sidetracked or if emotional events are being shown to early 

in the game for the player and character alignment to have occurred. In the article 

concerning Action Adventure Level Design the creator of Lara Croft/Tomb Raider 

Toby Gard states;  

 

“…the secret to making a great story based game is to make the actions of the 

player be the engine that drives the story, not the other way around…”[7] 

 

The games Ico (2001) and Shadow of the Colossus (2005) are considered by 

many to be among the most successful story driven games to ever be created in video 

game history. Even so many people also say that the story elements are minimal, this 

however is not true. The story in these games are everywhere, the player gets to live 

the story. 

 

Ico is about protection and escape. The story of your struggle for freedom 

progressed every time you managed to help your companion Yorda closer to escaping 

the castle. In the game Shadow of the Colossus the player is on a mad quest to 

resurrect his love and he slowly sacrifices his own life and also the lives of the colossi 

he encounters.  

 

The story of both these games are strongly driven by the players actions, Killing 

Colossi and Protecting a girl, and this takes the burden off the cutscenes and it makes 

the story matter more to the player. [7] 

 

 

4.2.3 Step 2 – Filling in the Details 

When you have your Level Flow Diagram ready, the next stage is to fill in the details 

of the level and that is what this part of this paper will be about.  
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4.2.3.1 Building levels with the use of Fiction 

The best parts of a level comes from the fiction regarding it so at this point we should 

explore the story some more. Each level in a game has the potential to tell many 

different layers of its own background-story, regardless if there‟s narrative in the 

game. Even the most dull places such as a tunnel have the potential to tell small stories 

that take it from being a plain tunnel to a real place by placing graffiti on the walls, 

garbage cans in the right places and other things that you might not think is in a real 

life tunnel, but if they were not there the place would seem empty. [7] 

 

4.2.3.2 Gathering and Studying References 

A common attribute of the greatest and most successful games is their ability to 

completely immerse the player. A very important part is gathering and studying 

references and this is something that every member of the team should do and not just 

the artists. All people store simple representations of reality in their minds. These 

representations or charts as I like to call them help us by providing the critical features 

of the world around us. We use these charts when we try to understand and recognize 

everything we experience. [7] 

 

We also use these charts when we try to recreate reality through different forms 

of art. Since no two people are alike, neither are the critical features they use when 

creating their charts and because of this everyone‟s art is unique and has a certain 

style.  A chart can help us understand data we receive every day. However they come 

with a weakness, namely blindness to information that we feel does not fit with them. 

The information that we feel does not fit gets filtered away and remain unprocessed. 

Because we subconsciously rely on these charts constantly every day, we trust them 

without questioning.  

 

The fact that two people never have exactly the same chart should be all the clues 

we need to realize that the charts cannot be trusted at all. When we create game-

worlds, convincing the player that the space is authentic is the only way to achieve 

immersion. If some critical features on screen don‟t match up with the player‟s own 

chart that he or she has in her mind, then the player will not deem it trustworthy. In 

short, as game makers we must have a very exact and precise chart in order to 

convince as many players as possible. When artists or designers rely on their own 

chart to judge their own creations, they make the mistake of assuming that others will 

use the same chart when judging their work. This can become especially unnerving 

when people from one country try to recreate locations or places from another. [7] 

 

Swedish road signs in New York or American Taxi-cars in Stockholm might be 

overlooked by the developers because they don‟t feel like they are a mismatch or out-

of-place with their simpler chart of that specific location. However they are wrong and 

coherently inappropriate placements of such things will be very inaccurate to the 

people who are familiar with these places. Of course there are exceptions to this rule 

but in general it applies.  

 

Remember, Games are released worldwide and it is very difficult to overestimate 

the damage to player-perception and immersion that poor research has caused. Always 

do proper research; after all it is your reputation that is on the line.  [7] 
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4.2.3.3 The Trap that is Arbitrary Spaces 

When creating architecture it is extremely important to always give game spaces both 

a fictional purpose as well as a gameplay purpose, because nothing screams “amateur” 

as much as arbitrary spaces (spaces that was obviously built for the player by the game 

designer). It does not matter if it is a street in the city or an old ruin, they always need 

a purpose. If the player were to enter a tomb but there is no burial chamber or a temple 

without some kind of space to worship or if there is no reason as to why it is designed 

the way it is, the player won‟t be convinced that they are in a real place.  

 

The absolutely worst way to start when creating levels is to have a set of empty 

rooms that connect through corridors and then insert gameplay from a list of gameplay 

goals. If you build levels in this way you might as well just use a random generator to 

create it for you. It is important to look for inspiration in real places and this will also 

give you the physical rules of building, it will make your work more true and it will 

give you design ideas that you would not have thought about otherwise. You must 

always build your level or world with the culture residing there in mind first and then 

you adapt the world to the player‟s needs.  

 

Even if you are just going to create an outside space, by studying real world 

topology, survey maps and just take a stroll in nature will grant you the insight to take 

a boring height map and turn it into a believable outside space. There is a great 

difference in the works of people who have done their research beforehand and those 

who choose not to. [7] 

 

 

4.2.4 Big Picture Evaluation 

In order to structure the feedback, the creative lead needs to look at all level plans in 

relation to each other and then validate them. Since the levels will probably be quite 

complex, a good way to do this is to have a simpler representation of the entire game 

and in that way assess the emotional consistency and pace of the experience. 

 

4.2.4.1 Extracting the Mechanics 

The first step that needs to be taken is to, while fleshing out the level plans, identify all 

the ideas and also every special case interaction that the level design teams have come 

up with. All these different interactions and ideas will be the coolest in the game. 

Gather all ideas in a list because it is this list that will result in the great and original 

game mechanics that will make your game stand out from all other games on the 

market. By using ideas that have the potential to become core mechanics and using 

them throughout the game, we create a more coherent and richer experience. Once the 

mechanics have been integrated and the new set pieces have been noted or rejected, 

the character will have adapted to this new more clearly defined world. We have also 

gathered a big part of the information that we need in order to give feedback to our 

level design teams. [7] 

 

4.2.4.2 Gameplay Types 

Almost all games have a mixture of different elements to them. As an example, 

Adventure games might have 40% puzzle solving, 30% getting by obstacles and 30% 

defeating enemies, and it would get very boring to the player if every level in a game 
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had exactly the same mix of elements. What you need to do is mix things up even 

more and maybe have one level that is a long action sequence and another level that is 

almost only puzzle solving. This way you keep things fresh to the player and it keeps 

them more interested. By studying the mix of gameplay you can see at which points 

the game might become dull and that way you can fix those areas. 

 

The Tomb Raider franchise is a great example of an adventure game that kept 

things fresh. Not only does every level look different, it has a great mixture of 

gameplay elements to each level. [7] 

 

4.2.4.3 Mood Maps 

Throughout the game you might want the player to experience a mass of emotions. 

The main character may run into events that make him feel sadness, anger, love etc. 

These events are important but what‟s even more important is the overall mood or 

tone that you wish the player to experience. In this case, mood means a basic 

emotional concept that can be passed out to the audience such as fear, awe or 

excitement and so on. However there are some emotional concepts that are not 

considered moods such as jealousy or revenge. There are two purposes to generating a 

mood map and in Toby Gard„s article regarding level design there stand to be read: [7] 

 

“It is used to assess that the level order and content will not interfere with the 

emotional journey of the player but more critically it is a fundamental tool for aligning 

the whole development team towards creating a holistic experience.” 

 

4.2.4.4 Prototype and Block Mesh 

The next step to be taken is to start building your levels in 3D. A Block Mesh will tell 

you whether or not the level will fit into the production and the technical limitations. 

Since all levels created at this point are only prototypes, some things will not turn out 

as intended. The designers will have to adapt their plans to fit with the art and this 

result in the leads having to update the game rhythm chart continually. [7] 

 

 

5 Result 

In this part I present the result of research and the answers to my “Questions at Issue”. 

What I found out is that the rules and common elements are quite similar in all story-

driven games and that they can be adapted to almost any genre with the stipulation 

that it is story-centric.  

 

The common elements I would say is; communication, fiction, research and 

prototyping. But there are several more elements to it such as “fun-factor” and also the 

technical aspect of level design. 

 

 

The first key communication between designer and development team is Level Flow 

Diagrams. 

 

Level Flow Diagrams should be built from: 
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-Motivations of the Character. 

-Emotional Events and Experiential Set Pieces 

-The game Pillars define what the player can do. 

-The fiction should come from the environment. 

 

Some other very important things to think about: 

-Make proper research; people will know if you chose not to. 

-Always use real locations as inspiration. 

-Always start with a plan that is architecturally sound. 

-Your Play Space should be sculpted with Events that occurred before the player 

arrived. 

-You should define a backstory through the design and let them feed each other. 

-Write down the backstory so the design is realized on screen, this way, all 

departments working on the project can express it through art, animation and sound.  

 

Make sure that player action is driving the story and not the other way around. 

 

And finally: 

-Create a mood map that will inform all artists which emotions you strive for the 

player to feel. 

-Make sure all levels have been “fine-tuned” in order to create the correct pace 

and mood. 

-Any new mechanics need to be defined and inserted into all levels it affects. 

-Cut out all weak level plans.  

-Make sure that the technical aspects of the game is being validated. 

-All player abilities needs to be prototyped and all the final metrics needs to be 

defined. 

 

Once all this has been done, all levels prototyped and everything else is 

completed, the game is ready to go into production on a very solid base.  

 

Note: I would like to point out that I do not know if any of the games I mentioned 

were using this method of level design when they were being created. They are merely 

acting as an example. 

 

6 Discussion 

The results I got were really over my expectations. I did not to expect to get such clear 

goals regarding level design, what I expected was to get something along the lines of 

“everyone does certain things their way and other do it in another way” but what I 

found was very clear directions on how to make sure things are done right. I feel that it 

has been very useful for me to do this research and broaden my knowledge on the 

subject and also at the same time be able to help others who is lost in the game design 

world.  

 

The method I used was literary study and I feel that this was probably the best 

way for me to do this research. I think that by using the literary study I managed to 

reach my goals with this research and I would not have done it in any other way if I 

got the chance. If there had been more time I might have tried to put together a level 

on my own using the guidelines and this had in that case become an action research as 
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well as a literary study. 

 

7 Conclusion  

As I went through this journey I got the distinct feeling that the game industry 

definitely already had the gist of level design. I firmly believe that there is always 

room for improvement in any scientific field and I am sure there is room for 

improvement in the field of video games as well. I however don‟t think there is any 

immediate need to improve this ever growing, ever changing industry. The great 

people that bring us all this entertainment already know what they are doing and they 

don‟t need anyone to tell them how to do things.  

 

If I had to point out some area that could use improvement then I would want to 

make sure that the information regarding level and/or game design is made easier to 

access for people who want to learn. 

  

 Now to answer my research questions: 

  

 

• Define the common elements of RPG world designing through studies of 

relevant literature. 

 

 

• Based on found common elements suggest guidelines for RPG level design. 

 

Under chapter 5 Result I take up both common elements and suggested 

guidelines. The things I point out in that section can also be read about under chapter 4 

Realization and in that part all of the steps are being covered more deeply than in 

chapter 5. 

 

 

7.1 Future Work 

I would love to work some more in this area. The next step after this would be to 

actually create something more perceptible based on the guidelines I have created. 

There is also room to further develop each step that needs to be taken since I only talk 

very little about each one. 
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