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Introduction

F1 race stars[1] is a weird game. It's developed by Codemasters who also develop the mainline F1 Racing games, which is just bizarre to me that the people who make a racing game that is pretty close to the actual sport, also made a cartoony kart racer also based on F1. The game was released the same year as F1 2012 only 2 months apart, with F1 race stars releasing in November of 2012[2] and the main line F1 2012 releasing only 2 months earlier in September[3] of the same year. It amazes me that the studio that releases the yearly f1 racing sim also released a kart racer the same year as a major release, and the other thing that amazes me is it’s really fun!
On the surface, F1 Race Stars just seem like a Mario kart clone put out to cash in on the kart racer genre. Which makes sense, Mario kart Wii was labeled the ‘best-selling racing game’ by Guinness world records[4] topping out serious racing games like forza motorsport. Mario Kart 7 which was released a year earlier than Race Stars is still ‘selling like hotcakes’[5] years later despite being released for the 3DS which lost support a few years ago as of writing.
I really enjoyed my time with Race Stars. Its inspirations from mario kart and other similar kart racers like crash team racing are clear but for me it does enough to stand out against the crowd.

Gameplay

The gameplay of F1 Race Stars is pretty simple. It consists of you picking a driver from a team and racing around a track. There are 14 teams in total, 12 based on real teams and 2 made up for the game. Each team has a unique ability, for example the McLaren’s can change a power up if they don't like it and the red bull can gain a boost from driving in another driver's slipstreams. I like these differences between the teams, it helps promote player choice and non-linearity. In the book ‘Game design: Theory and practice’ it states: ‘Having multiple solutions to the individual challenges is a big part of non-linearity; it enables the player to have multiple paths to get from point A to point B’[6] This can be applied to the car selection in the game, each team gives you a different advantage to reach the finish first. Although this feature is cool, I think it's underdone and I just ended up picking a team based on the teams and drivers I support in real life, not the advantages that the team gave. Personally, I would have like to see a greater difference between the teams, for example the McLaren’s could be faster on the streights but the red bull could have better handling on the corners, or one car is more durable than the others and takes more damage before needing a pitstop, this would add more player choice to the game and would let a player pick a team that can work with their personal playstyle.
The objective and gameplay is mostly the same between various game modes but there is slight variation. There are 5 game modes in total: single event, time trial, career, championship, and multiplayer. I played all of these modes except multiplayer where there are simply not enough players still playing the game to be able to access the online. I should also add there is a split screen, but I didn't play this either. Each mode also has 3 difficulties: 1000cc, 2000cc and 3000cc this controls the cars speed, the higher the cc the harder the car is to control.[image: ]
Single event is the simplest of the game modes; you pick a track and race the other drivers to the finish, the winner is the first to cross the line. Each race consists of 2 or 3 laps around a circuit. There are stars scattered across the tracks that can give you a random power up, these can be things like: bubbles that trap other cars for a short period, a DRS (Drag Reduction System) for extra speed or balloons that cover your screen in confetti. In addition, there are blue arrowed sections on the track that give you a speed boost, this speed boost can be improved by controlling your throttle presses to fill up a battery on the back of your car.
An interesting mechanic that I enjoyed in the game was pitstops, when your car takes too much damage from being hit by too many power ups you lose speed indicated by your car sparking and parts falling off. When this happens, you need to take a pitstop by driving through the pitstop area. You have to find the nearest pitstop area and drive into it but this means you'll miss out on some power ups and if you miss the pit entrance you have to wait until the next one which then potentially lets over drivers pass you.
Most of the other game modes follow this basic formula of finish first. Championship is a series of tracks one after another, the winner is the driver with the most points at the end of all the tracks. The higher position you get in a race the more points you get. Career is similar to championship, but this mode allows you to pick a driver to collect trophies with. You can gain trophies for winning specific championships.
Finally, there is a time trial which is similar to qualifying in the real sport. This game mode is different to the rest as the only person you're racing against is yourself. You pick a driver and a track then race to try and get the best time on that track. The ghost of your previous best time is shown driving on the track to help you see how you can improve your time and learn from previous mistakes you've made.
With the obvious exception of online, every mode competes against AIs. These computer-controlled characters are smart enough to compete against you and win, especially on higher difficulties, however I did feel that some of the cars were just slower than yours to give the illusion you're doing better than them but I can't confirm this.[image: ]
My one main criticism of the gameplay is the lack of a tutorial. The game rarely explains any mechanics it has most of the time you have to work it out yourself. This can work in some games like in Minecraft the lack of a tutorial forces the player to learn for themselves and is part of the fun. Race Stars lack of tutorial is just annoying on my first race after picking up a power-up I had to press every button on the controller to figure out which it was to use the power up as the game never explained it, I only worked out how the blue arrows worked when I accidentally spun off and I still don't know how to get a speed boost at the start of a race. Even a small button prompt in the corner of the screen would be nice and prompts to show you what you were selecting, There was a button on the driver select screen that said ‘stars’ with two arrows next to it when you clicked one it changed it to ‘spanners’ i had no idea what this meant, was it gameplay related, perhaps they changed the way the power ups worked for you but no it just changes the trail that comes from behind the car and this is never explained so I never clicked this option until I looked up what it meant.
Despite these flaws once you learnt what the mechanics do, Race Stars gameplay entertains and I imagine is fun with a few friends in split screen even though I never got the opportunity to play it.



Aesthetic
 [image: ]
The game has a very cartoony art style with the recognizable faces of drivers like Lewis Hamilton and Michael Schumacher being turned into extremely cartoony versions of themselves With bobble head like proportions. Each Driver also has an extremely exaggerated accent, with British driver Jenson Button speaking in an extremely posh English accent and Australian Driver Daniel Ricardo saying phrases Like ‘G'day’ and ‘Ripa’. This adds a great layer of humor to the game, and it is honestly hilarious to see an exaggerated and cartoony version of the 2012 driver lineup.[image: ]
This art style extends to the circuits which are full of staples of the countries they are based in. Most will have the start finish straight of the actual circuit but then the circuit turns into a must-see checklist for that country. For example, the Italian circuit starts on the actual circuit of Monza but then diverts to see the landmarks of Italy like the colosseum or Roman Viaducts.
The audio design of the game is also great like I said the voice acting got a good few chuckles from me but the music is great and fits the circuits you're racing on. Each circuit has a soundtrack fitting to the country you’re in my personal favorites being the Australia and Brazil tracks. Another stand out sound effect is the music that plays when taking a pitstop. The music is just as exaggerated as the art style and perfectly complements it.
Another thing I like about the game is the opening cut scene that introduces the track. It shows the landmarks and track your driving on, then it cuts to each drivers showing who's placed where on the grid. This not only gives you a chuckle to see the drivers making bizarre motions to each other as you move up the grid but also gives you a rough idea of what to expect on the track.

Demographic

The demographic of the game is an interesting topic to me. The game looks like it's aimed at children, but I think it might be designed to appeal to adults who want to get their kids more interested in F1.
One of the main factors that makes me think this is that the same year this came out the team McLaren launched a series of animated shorts that would play before each race in a series called Tooned[7] which had similar cartoony style. These shorts were commissioned by McLaren to ‘help out brand appeal to a wider audience’[8] this audience obviously being kids. So this shows there was an interest within the F1 teams to create a younger audience to watch the sport. The Codemaster official website about race stars[10] itself states a review from eurogamer[11] saying ‘Junior f1 fans will love it’ If this is the statement that official website states it clearly shows they were aiming to get a younger audience interested in f1.
My dads a big F1 fan and loves the mainline F1 games. I'm not as big into racing games but enjoy a kart racer like this. When I showed this game to my father, he really enjoyed it and I'm sure if he knew about it when it came out he’d have bought it and we’d have both played it together. This combined with the other evidence I've found suggests to me that the game was designed to appeal to parents who would play it with their kids to get them interested in F1.

Conclusion

In conclusion F1 Race Stars is a fun game, it’s not perfect but it doesn't need to be. It's a fun game to pass the time for an hour especially if you're an F1 fan but don't want to get stuck into one of the mainline games. It implements elements of the real sport like pit stops and the DRS to add to the gameplay in interesting and fun ways and though its inspiration from games like Mario kart is clear it uses its F1 name to differentiate itself from the crowd and over all I recommend it.
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