


Abstract
This document will discuss some of the aspects of level design and how it should be used differently depending on the genre of game that is being worked on.  Examples will be given from various genres of games and explain how they approached a certain aspect of the level design and say if it was for the better or not.  This will also discuss how some of these games went about this and if it was done well or not.  Examples will be used as what causes a level to be good and bad will be discussed.  Some of the aspects that will be explained is the visual aspects of level design that includes the aesthetic and environments, the challenges within the level, the storytelling within the level and how the mechanics interact with the level.  It was discovered that there are many ways to go about each of these aspects and that these will need to be done differently depending on the type of genre that the game is and what direction the game is being taken in.   
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[bookmark: _Toc500852543]Introduction
This document will look at how to utilise all aspects of level design.  This will be done by looking at both real world examples of good and bad games.  This will be done by getting examples of bad levels from games and pointing out what makes it bad, what it did poorly, what it could have done better or what it could have done instead.  This will also look at examples of good levels from games and pointing out what makes it good, what it did well, what could have been added on or what it could have done to achieve similar effect.  Some of the things that will be looked at are some examples of good and bad games and what they did wrong, a visual piece that will go over the general aesthetic, environment and lighting, challenges within a level, storytelling within the level and interactions with the mechanics in a level.  The aims of this document are to find out, how to correctly design a level for a game using aspects of level design


[bookmark: _Toc500852544]Literature review
Game Design is the overall process of designing the environments, mechanics, storyline, characters and anything to do with the game as a whole.  Level Design is a sub section of game design as it only involves the design of a level and includes the environment which is the surroundings that the level is played in, how the level plays out and how to tie them all together for a better player experience.  The environment will need to take into consideration things such as architecture which is the art of designing the interior and exterior of buildings, this ties into the aesthetic of the game which is a set of principles or guide lines that the game will follow in order to keep consistency within the visual theme of the game.  Also involved in the environment is the lighting which is the arrangement of lights or effects to light up a scene, colour palette which is the range of colours used within the game, level or characters.  The level design requires models that are a 3D representation of a character or object and a texture which is a 2d image that can be overlaid on top of a model to make it look more realistic.  













[bookmark: _Toc500852545]Why is this necessary?
The Environment/Level of a game plays a very large part of the overall feel and tone of a game.  The success of the game can depend on the level design as if it is done poorly then this can affect the games overall review score.  Due to the aspect of level design, it is hard to design a game that appeals to all audiences or uses every aspect of design, so balance in the design is key to making a well-received game.  

[bookmark: _Toc500852546]What are the aspects of/What leads into level design?
There are many things to be considered when talking about level design, these can range from aspects that have a very large impact such as the Environment, Game Design and Aesthetic or much smaller details that might be overlooked such as pacing, atmosphere or Story Telling.  While some of these aspects are quite minor, some of these will not be necessary depending on the type of genre that the game is going to be.  On the other hand, a genre might be very dependent on some of these aspects.  By understanding these aspects as well as being able to keep a balance between these aspects a great game can be made. However, focusing too much on one can ruin the game experience for the player.  Some of the following suggestions might not be applicable to some games/genres or might not have as much of an effect on it.  
Many good games have been able to use parts of this effectively such as Little Nightmares (Tarsier Studios, 2017), Zelda Breath of the Wild (Nintendo Entertainment Planning & Development, 2017) or Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico, 2017).  These games have been a considerable success and left a large impression on gamers as have many other games.  Little nightmares acquired a score of 
‘78’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
and Zelda breath of the wild got  
‘97’.  (MetaCritic, N/A)



[bookmark: _Toc500852547]What causes a level to be bad?
[bookmark: _Toc500852548]The Great Maze - Super Smash Bros. Brawl
The Great maze in the game Super Smash Bros. Brawl is the worst part of the game due to how it changes the gameplay up in a weird way as it changes the genre of a fighting game to a platforming adventure style game and this takes away from the core experience. The game goes from a standard fighting game to a Metroidvania style game which according to the website Stack Exchange is an
	‘exploratory 2D platforming game’.  (Gaming.stackexchange.com, 2011)
This takes the focus away from fighting and instead moves it to exploring.  The main selling point of this game is the fighting aspect and having an exploration aspect tacked on feels too out of place and doesn’t suit the game.  This was essentially added to artificially extend the gameplay as it does not introduce any new elements of gameplay and rehashes a lot of things from earlier in the game.  The only new thing it does add is considered to be its weakest point such as the platforming which the game was not built for, the game was created with fighting controls and not platforming in mind so adding a platforming variable to this makes for poor balance to gameplay as this is not complementary to the games existing mechanics.  This is shown as it was only implemented for this one game and was not brought back in later sequels.  
[image: http://images6.fanpop.com/image/articles/244000/windwakerguy430_244252_15.jpg?cache=1425322996]
Figure 1: Super Smash Bros. Brawl



[bookmark: _Toc500852549]Shadow of the Colossus - The 11th Colossus
Shadow of the Colossus (Team Ico, 2005) is considered by many people to be a good game with a meta critic score of 
‘91’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
but even good games get some things wrong. In this case it’s the 11th colossus ‘Celosia’, this colossus is the smallest of all the bosses which means that the player doesn’t really need to scale it as with all the other bosses they are very large and require the player to climb it in order to find its weak spot and beat it. The way to beat this Colossus is much simpler due to the fewer steps needed to beat it than compared to all the other bosses as instead of having to find the right point to start climbing it the player needs to beat it another way.  First the player will need to climb on top of a large structure with a pit of fire on it and have the Colossus ram the structure, which sends the player flying off of it and in turn loosens a large stick that falls on the ground. After this the player will need to set the stick on fire using the pit and then will use it to scare the Colossus.  The player will then have to make the Colossus back up all the way to a ledge in order to make it fall off. This breaks up the flow of gameplay completely as the room is fairly large and having to make it back up off the cliff takes quite some time because the Colossus is very slow moving. 
[image: https://i.ytimg.com/vi/tMpToQLWqgI/maxresdefault.jpg]
Figure 1: Shadow of the Colossus


[bookmark: _Toc500852550]Legend of Zelda Ocarina of Time - Water Temple
Again, like the Shadow of the Colossus many people like this game and it is considered a classic by most as it still has a meta critic score of 
‘99’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
but it’s does have its bad points.  During the game the player will come across the Water Temple and again, like Shadow of the Colossus, it’s all about pacing but it’s not about the pacing of the boss it’s about the pacing of the entire Water Temple itself.  Many players don’t like this because in order to traverse the parts of the water temple the player will need to go into the equipment menu and put on the iron boots, this in itself is not bad but due to the amount of times the player will need to access the equipment menu and put on and take off the boots this becomes tedious very quickly.  This was made more accessible in later games by allowing the boots to be equipped as an item rather than having to access the equipment sub menu, this is better because instead of going into menus the player could just press a button to change their equipped item on the fly.  Another aspect as to why this temple in particular is bad is because of the amount of back tracking that is necessary, couple this with the temples confusing layout, this forces the player to constantly back track through the level and being forcefully slowed down by having to keep equipping the iron boots.  The gameplay is further slowed down as in order to go through certain parts of the level the player will have to change the height of the water in the level.  
[image: http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-bwxYfNw8SZk/T9q-_zGcZRI/AAAAAAAAO-U/bgA6EKKqv_4/s400/Legend+of+Zelda+The++Ocarina+of+Time_link+underwater+with+blue+tunic+iron+boots+N64.jpg]
Figure 1: Legend of Zelda Ocarina of Time

[bookmark: _Toc500852551]What causes a level to be good?
[bookmark: _Toc500852552]Super Mario Bros - Level 1-1
A prime example of appropriate level design is the very first level of Super Mario Bros Level 1-1.  This level is praised as being very good as it serves as a tutorial for players without the player thinking they are playing a tutorial and this is because it doesn’t explicitly tell the player what to do.  This slowly introduces the player to more and more aspects of the game, in the beginning the player is greeted with a very large space with nothing on screen, this is to allow the player to experiment with the controls without worrying about anything else on screen. The only indication about what the player as to do is to go right as the player is started on the very left of the screen.  
As the player moves on they are then shown two types of interactable objects, a large flashing box that makes the player think they have to interact with it somehow and their first enemy which is a goomba that slowly walks in the direction of the player.  These two objects instil two types of feelings in the player the first being the flashing box which makes the player feel curious and the goomba with its angry eyes which makes the player feel cautious as the player relates the eyes to evil.  The interaction with the block is fairly short as if the player jumps while underneath the block the block will change to a solid brown colour and an object will pop out of it, in this case a coin but can be different depending on which block the player jumps into.  The other interaction with the goomba is very short as if the player walks into the goomba they will die but then respawn at the beginning or the player could jump over it to avoid it or jump on top of it to kill it.  This sets the pretence about all upcoming enemies and how to deal with them.  
The second flashing block the player comes across contains a different object and is a mushroom. this mushroom moves on its own and goes to the right and falls off the elevated platform.  The player will at first proceed with caution and attempt to jump over it, but because by the time the player gets to the mushroom they will be underneath the elevated platform, and if they were to attempt to jump over they will hit their head on the platform and be forced back down onto the mushroom. This will then change the player into a larger version of their character and this acts like a second health bar.  This shows both that the flashing question mark blocks contain a variety of things as well as the usefulness of the mushroom.  Lastly the player is introduced to platforming based jumps which is their first jumping challenge.  The first jump has a small hole that if the player were to fall down they would just be able to jump back out, the second jump has a bottomless pit in the middle, so this allows the player to practice the jumping with no real danger before introducing them to their first test jump.  
[image: https://boygeniusreport.files.wordpress.com/2015/09/super-mario-brothers-world-1.jpg?quality=98&strip=all]
 Figure 1: Super Mario World


[bookmark: _Toc500852553]Dishonoured 2 - Clockwork Mansion
Dishonored 2 which has a meta critic score of 
‘88’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
is admired for its level design as it acts as a large play box for the player and gives the player multiple routes to complete a level either through being a silent assassin or going in ‘guns blazing’ and killing all of the enemies.  One of the better examples of its level design is the ‘Clockwork Mansion’. This excels as it never explicitly allows the player to get used to the level layout and keeps the player on high alert.  At the beginning of this level the player is immediately greeted with their final destination the Clockwork Mansion as shown in figure 1

[image: https://i.kinja-img.com/gawker-media/image/upload/mbqptrc1jfn0btjg2jrt.png]







	Figure 1: Dishonored 2 Picture 1

The player is shown two options on how they can access the mansion. The first being walking along the lower path just under the rails which is open immediately for the player to try to traverse or the second option, which requires a bit of exploration, the player could gain access to a carriage which will allow for easy travel to the mansion itself.  At the end of both of these paths the player will then gain access to the mansion interior, the player is immediately greeted with a very clean space with a much warmer colour scheme, which consists yellows and reds which is in contrast to what the player is used to as all of the previous areas contained much colder greys and blues.  The mission the player is assigned is to kill a person called Kirin Jindosh and is given their first taste of who this character is when they are shown a voice log. The voice log plays his voice which reaffirms who the players target is and after the player moves on from that room, they are greeted with a dead end and what is the main aspect as to why many like this particular level.  Once the player pulls a switch the entire room starts to shift and deform changing from this (See Figure 2) to this (See Figure 3) within a matter of moments.  
This is the main mechanic of the level as to progress the player has to pull certain switches to change the layout.  The drastic changing of this environment keeps the player on high alert as even though they might have explored all of the area for enemies and alternate routes, once a switch is pulled this is no longer the case.  This also introduces the player to the resident enemy of this mansion which is a clockwork soldier, but this enemy is in a dormant state which allows the player to inspect the enemy without fear of death.  The player is again given a choice as to which route they would like to take as the player can go up the stairs or they can go through the lower hallway.  Jindosh is particularly proud of his mansion and often taunts the player in an attempt to get to him, so depending on the players keen eye they might spot an opening to another area during one of the mansions transformations. This rewards players for keeping an open mind, exploring and always looking for openings in the level.  [image: https://im2.ezgif.com/tmp/ezgif-2-8a6e5836a8-gif-im/frame_031_delay-0.05s.gif]
Figure 2: Dishonored 2 Picture 2
[image: https://im2.ezgif.com/tmp/ezgif-2-8a6e5836a8-gif-im/frame_205_delay-0.04s.gif]
Figure 3: Dishonored 2 Picture 3




[bookmark: _Toc500852554]Visual Piece (Aesthetic, Architecture, Environment, Lighting)
Being able to have good visuals in a game allows for long lasting impressions to be made on the player.  This could allow for better immersion in games which is especially needed for some genres of games like horror or give a good first impression of the game to the player.  
[bookmark: _Toc500852555]
Little Nightmares
Little Nightmares is a horror, puzzle platformer and is a good example of a game with good visuals as the environment, aesthetic and lighting are all phenomenal and really immerses the player in this game as the visual theme of the game ties it all together.  As the genre of this game is horror immersion is necessary, so being able to have dark sombre environments has helped make this game scarier for the player as it sometimes obscures the players vision of their surroundings.  The following figure shows the dark tones of the game and gives a glimpse as to what the enemies look like.  The environments and the enemies are all much larger than the player as the player is a small child.  The player wears a bright yellow rain coat which contrasts with the enemies and environments dark and gloomy visuals.  As the controls for this game are not the main selling point as they are bare, and the gameplay experience is pretty linear the game shows that it makes up for it with its amazing visual design.  
[image: http://www.passthecontroller.co.uk/uploads/6/9/2/8/69285419/little-nightmares-20170430184612_orig.jpg]








Figure 1: Little Nightmares

[bookmark: _Toc500852556]Sonic Boom Fire and Ice
Sonic Boom Fire and ice is considered to be a mediocre game with a meta critic score of 
‘62’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
but the main downside of this game is its visual style, even though the characters all share a certain aesthetic style the environment is a sore on the eyes.  The main problem with this game is that nothing in the environment looks like it belongs with anything else, there is an obvious lack of cohesion in the background, foreground, environment and props.  In the two examples the background is clearly separated from the foreground and doesn’t line up with what is in the background.  The level design just looks bland and lifeless as the ground looks like perfect squares, the paths do not weave together, and it feels clunky to manoeuvre.  It’s easy to see if an object has been reused and with all this added together it’s hard for the player to get immersed in the game and dampens the overall experience.  
[image: http://www.technologytell.com/gaming/files/2015/06/sonic-boom-fire-and-ice.png]
Figure 1: Sonic Boom Fire and Ice Picture 1
[image: https://s3.amazonaws.com/cgmagazine/2016/10/sonic-boom-fire-and-ice-3ds-review-2.jpg]
Figure 2: Sonic Boom Fire and Ice Picture 2




[bookmark: _Toc500852557]Challenges within the level
Challenges are an integral part of any game as if there was no challenge it would just become a story.  Every game has a challenge in it but it always varies depending on the type of game that is being made, some games have the challenge take a back seat to the story such as with Heavy Rain (Quantic Dream, 2010), some have the story and challenge go hand in hand like with BloodBorne (FromSoftware, 2015) and some games have the challenge as being more important like with FTL (Subset Games, 2012).  Knowing if the challenges are the main point of the game and setting the difficulty of them accordingly can set the tone for the game, as if a story driven game has intense challenges then that could pull the players attention away from it and the player wouldn’t care about the story as much.  On the other hand, if a games main selling point is the challenges it presents and if those challenges are easy then there would be not much point to playing the game.  

[bookmark: _Toc500852558]Hotline Miami
Hotline Miami (Dennaton Games, 2012) has a meta critic score of 
‘85’ (MetaCritic, N/A)
and is a top down shooter and its main draw is the challenges it presents for the player throughout the game.  This type of gameplay is ‘trial and error’ based which would put off most people because of how it’s typically handled in games, but for hotline Miami it has managed to implement it rather well.  All the levels are set up in a way that as soon as the player dies they can press ‘r’ and immediately restart the level. The game is designed in a way that anything kills the player in one hit and the same can be said for most enemies.  With this in mind the player will have a typical life span of about 30 seconds as they run through the level with its fast-paced mechanics. This addictive gameplay feeds into the players mind set of ‘just one more go’.  The challenge for the player is to get through the level by killing all the enemies without dying, this is a typical challenge for most games, but they mediate this by either the player having more health, the enemy doing less damage or having checkpoints.  Hotline Miami does this by having the player and enemies die in one hit as well as having no checkpoints within the level and only having the player respawn at the start of the level.  With the fast resetting of the level when the player either messes up or dies, this allows them to construct a plan on how to tackle the level and will keep them on their toes as they are always engaged in the gameplay due to there being no downtime.  The way this game allows the player to try again as soon as they fail at a challenge is one of the better ways that a game has handled ‘trial and error’ style of gameplay without making the player feel frustrated.  


[image: http://quickman.gameological.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/121029_review_hotline_featured.jpg]
Figure 1: Hotline Miami Picture 1
[image: http://www.hbhud.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/31.jpg]
Figure 2: Hotline Miami Picture 2

[bookmark: _Toc500852559]Story Telling within the level
Story telling within games are for the most part very important as some games are made with just the gameplay in mind, but most other games have some cohesive story to accompany the gameplay.  While all games have a unique way of telling their story there are two general ways in how they do this, the first being to outright tell the player through dialogue or exposition.  This is the effortless way of doing this as it gives the player the knowledge they need of the story and sometimes is handled wrongly as it could give too much information to the player in a short time.  The other way of doing this is by hinting at the story through pieces in the environment, this is known as environmental story telling.  
[bookmark: _Toc500852560]Journey
Journey got a Metacritic score of
‘92’.  (MetaCritic, N/A)
The Story telling within Journey is not conventional by any means as it doesn’t convey this through words or combat.  All the player knows is that they are supposed to reach a glowing mountain which is hinted towards as seen in the top left of Figure 1 and they are never explicitly told anything else, with no words, explaining the reason for the player to go to where they need to or the importance of it.  
[image: http://blogs.denverpost.com/videogames/files/2012/04/journey-game-screenshot-6.jpg]
Figure 1: Journey 
Journey gets the player invested as the player is led along without being told anything, the player is there to interpret the story and backstory as they make their way up to the glowing mountain.  During the players playthrough after the second level the player is allowed to either play offline or online. The difference being online allows another player to tag along.  Both players are able to experience this journey together but have no express way of communicating with each other. There are no profile name’s, voice chat, text chat and the player can only chirp which is done by pressing one button.  Playing with a companion allows for some different gameplay interactions in which either player can help the other such as being able to chirp to help them float further or huddle together to regenerate energy.  By allowing this a more experienced player would be able to guide a new player to certain key points which could be of interest or importance and would allow the player a better understanding of the story as a whole.  


[bookmark: _Toc500852561]How the mechanics interact with the level
Mechanics that also interact with the level helps with the flow of gameplay and adds to the immersion as its engaging the player even when they are traversing the level.  Having mechanics like these are engaging as they add to the realism of the level as these interactions are believable within the gaming world.  
[bookmark: _Toc500852562]Zelda Breath of the Wild
In Breath of the Wild there are many mechanics that the player can play around with, most of which the player isn’t told about and will instead find some of them out as they play.  Most of these hidden mechanics are very minor in detail but reward the player if they find them.  In most cases if the player thinks doing something could work it most likely will, an example being that the player is taught that if they get ingredients and put them in a pot to cook they will then be rewarded with a meal that increases their stats depending on what was put into it.  You don’t exactly need the pot to cook your ingredients as if the player were to just chuck an ingredient into a fire then it will become cooked. This can be done with any source of fire such as a fire caused by lightening or a fire arrow shot from a bow.  A fire arrow can even burn an apple out of a tree if done correctly or if its used to kill a wild animal then the meat it drops will have already been roasted and the same happens if an ice arrow is used only the meat will be frozen.  A fire is also useful to the player as if a patch of grass is set on fire this fire will cause an up draft so if the player uses they paraglider they are able to gain some height, this can all for strategic play as the player can get to a higher up place when they are fighting an enemy or trying to climb a cliff or mountain.  In addition to allowing the player to move around more freely they can ride their shield down a slope to get to where they want to go much quicker and this is made faster if its done during rain.  [image: https://cdn.wccftech.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Legend-of-Zelda-Breath-of-the-Wild-Cooking-635x357.jpg]
Figure 1: Legend of Zelda Breath of the Wild Picture 1
There are not just trivial things that the player can do, there are often times the player will have to be wary such as during a thunder storm, it is common knowledge that you wouldn’t want to hold any metal during a thunder storm but in game the player wouldn’t pay any mind to it.  Seeing as most of the weapons and armour that the player would equip is made of some sort of metal, the player may find themselves emitting static during a storm and if they do not take off their metal equipment they will be struck by lightning shortly after.  The player can also use the equipment to their advantage to get to places either more easily or faster, as there are quite a few ravines the player will either have to go around or use a fire and their paraglider to get over but if there are any trees by the edge, the player can cut down the tree and use it as a bridge to cross.  Another useful piece of equipment that the player can get is a korok leaf, this isn’t the best offensive weapon as it has the lowest damage but has a unique effect as it produces wind when used. This can be used on a raft to propel it allowing the player to traverse bodies of water easily or to put out a fire.  
[image: https://vignette.wikia.nocookie.net/zelda/images/a/a1/Breath_of_the_Wild_Raft_Sailing_%28Korok_Leaf%29.png/revision/latest?cb=20170821193020]
Figure 2: Legend of Zelda Breath of the Wild Picture 2




[bookmark: _Toc500852563]Conclusion
There is no defining way of going about level design. However, there are indications as to what makes a level poorly designed. Poor design occurs when developers mix genres that do not work together. This happens when games have inconsistent mechanics that often break immersion and confuse the player. Poor game design also occurs when extra content is added to pad out the gameplay. This occurs in ‘Zelda: Ocarina of Time’, where the player must continuously swap out equipment and back track the level, slowing down the game’s pace significantly. 
There are also some aspects of game design that can be considered well-made. Tutorial levels that are not intrusive, that introduce the player to the mechanics seamlessly, without interrupting the game’s flow. Another example of good game design can be found in Dishonored 2, where the environments change at a consistent pace and keeps gameplay feeling fresh, and is rewarding to the player as environmental transitions reveal shortcuts.  
Visuals are an important aspect to level design as cohesive visuals help to immerse the player, this is particularly important with genres like horror as immersion is key.  Having a bright character and contrasting it with the dark environment and enemies allows the player to keep track of themselves no matter where they are.  Bad visuals can be caused by having an inconsistent visual style, although the characters had a somewhat consistent style the environment was far from it as it looked out of place and had bland and lifeless level design too.  This makes it, so immersion is quite hard for the player as it was not visually appealing.  Another important aspect is the challenges presented within the level, some challenges are made addictive and fun due to the fast gameplay like with Hotline Miami.  This type of gameplay is trial and error based and if done wrong can result in the player becoming frustrated.  Story telling can be done in one of two ways by either outright telling the player in exposition or by more subtly telling the player, subtle story telling is by not explicitly telling the player what the story is, this adds to the immersion as the player is not taken out of the experience by long exposition or distracted by it.  Having mechanics that can interact with the level overall adds to the flow of gameplay and makes it engaging to explore the environment.  Doing this makes the game world feel more believable and makes the game more immersive.  
By utilising these aspects and applying them based on the needs of the game this can improve the game overall and therefore enhance the players experience.  
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