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I had been tasked to create a game with a group of six people, with all of us having different roles to tackle different aspects of the game production process.
We quickly came to a decision on what game we wanted to create, a racing game set inside of a futuristic cyberpunk dystopian future, where the player would be guided through the race track by a specific set of coloured lights, rather than the stereotypical arrow pointing out where to guide the player.
My role within this project was environmental and level design.

I, and the rest of the team quickly began to gather a lot of environmental inspiration and concepts from many sources. I was already a fan of the style that we had chosen for the game so I knew of some places to look for some good reference images, like TV shows and films, such as Altered Carbon (2018) and the Blade Runner film series (1982, 2017). It was also important for me to explore different areas to help me form proper ideas for what was possible stylistically for this game that I didn’t know before.

Since we were creating a game, I found that a really strong form of research that I didn’t instantly consider was playing games that matched our genre and art direction. With the benefit of hindsight, I can say that doing this was the smartest use of my time for gauging a feel on the type of 3D environment I would like to create, games like Cloudpunk (2020), Ghostrunner (2020) and other generic fast-paced racing games like Pacer (2020) and Wipeout (1995) were the most valuable experiences.  Playing games helped me realise the good and bad aspects of these games and what we can adopt and avoid in our game.

One common theme throughout all racing genre games is the 3rd person camera, during the research phase, I decided to figure out why that is - Scott Rogers talks about this and says that a 3rd person camera really assists with motion sickness, which we want to avoid in our game. Scott Rogers in his book Level Up! (2010) talks about motion sickness, “DIMS stands for Doom - induced motion sickness and it is a very real thing. It’s what happens when your eyes register movement and your inner ear (responsible for balance) doesn’t. Motion sickness is heavily influenced by the field of view of the game’s camera. So, the larger the field of view, the more people will feel motion sick”. 

He further continues to talk about how a 3rd person camera solves this issue, “Another good way to avoid turning your game into a puke-a-rama is to pull the view back into the third person view. Now remember, this isn’t a solve-all solution, but I have found that when the player has something to focus on, the effects of DIMS seems to reduce. A third person camera also lets the player get a better view of the world, the action, and what’s coming up behind you.”

During this fundamental research stage, I ensured that I used all the resources available to me at this time, and understood which of the resources were better suited for this stage in game development. Another very valuable resource to me were insights to professional game designers and their opinions on what makes good game environments. There were many fantastic online articles that fit the criteria of my research, one good example being the interview held with Laurie Durand, who is a Ubisoft environmental artist.

Due to our game having lights supported by the environment, it is important that these lights are very accessible and easy to see at all times - this however lead to thinking about colour blindness, I used a website that showed the most common types of colour blindness and what colours are most and least affected, the result being blue or orange. We decided that we could either change the environment to accompany this or maybe add alternative versions that could assist people with colour blindness. 

To conclude, I think that the research process went relatively well, I am glad to say that I used a good variety of sources to help me during this phase, but I can safely say that playing the selection of games that shared the same creative position that we did was the best form of practical research for me. One issue that I felt we had during the production of this game is that our team abandoned any proper form of game design theories, we never properly discussed any theories that we could use and I think this should have been a forefront of research for the production of our game. One thing I would personally do differently perhaps is actually play more games that are suited to our project, that type of research was invaluable to me. 

I knew that I was going to use the Unreal Engine 4 to create the environment, use Maya to create any assets that were necessary for the environment and use Substance Painter to texture those models. Previously, I used the Unreal Engine for blueprints and code, but that was not my task for this project, so I had to research more on the tools for environmental design.

Due to the fact that a lot of our team already had at least a basic understanding of Unreal Engine, we quickly decided that it would be the software of our choice. Since this project was assigned at the end of a summer break, I was fairly out of practice with the software so it was necessary for me to relearn a few aspects of the software, and also to learn new tools that would aid me in the production of the environment of this game. 
I learned a lot of new environmental tools like volumetric fog, lighting and emissive materials - all of which were very useful for the type of scene I created.

I always plan to test myself during these projects with the aim of learning something new to expand my knowledge on these pieces of software, but there is a fine balance with time management. It is important to properly time manage the want to learn new pieces of software and tools against the time of production and this is something that I feel like I need to improve on for a future project - I feel like I spent too long researching different techniques and skills to use on my project, which were inevitably left out of the final product because of time limitations.

Overall, I’m fairly satisfied with the quality of work that I produced, the environment style is brand new to me creatively so it was a relatively fun experience adapting my current knowledge and developing new techniques to fit this project. However, due to the fact that I became a little unfamiliar with the software and tools due to prolonged non-usage, and that I spent too much time on research due to the fact that creating a cyberpunk environment was a brand new task for me - I had a little less production time then I had hoped for, in the future I am going to create gantt charts or more strict time management. 

During the development process, I mainly continued to work on strictly the environment and creating the world. I can say that there was not proper management in our group this project, and that has negatively affected the workflow and the whole development process - there was a lot of time where people in the group would not know what tasks they were assigned, nor were there any time charts or management on when our tasks are meant to be meant completed - this is something I would definitely change for any future projects.

However, I think a reason for little management in the team was due to the unprecedented global pandemic COVID-19. The issue of this pandemic is the new culture of working from home and all the issues that come with it - the lack of face to face communication and the ability to physically seeing how work is progressing in a classroom has severely detremented the morale of the group and due to the reason of it being unprecedented, we struggled to implement a viable counter strategy to combat this issue and I feel like we definitely felt the blow from that.
As a team, we only had a couple of team meetings outside of lectures and this also hurt our production timeline as there was a lot of confusion to what tasks we all needed to complete and by when - this is an aspect that will absolutely need to change for future projects.

For the times that our team were gathered, be it in a meeting or mostly lectures, we communicated well enough - I did have an initial issue where some of the team members were quiet and didn’t portray their ideas and thoughts during our research phase, but that issue was quickly solved and our team dynamic was greatly improved.

To me, this project allowed me to stretch my creativeness - since previously I had taken on more technical engine roles, acquiring the role of creating the environment allowed me more creative freedom. Since this genre was new but very interesting to me, I ensured that I took my time and did a lot of research on the environment, but I made a point to myself to use this research for inspiration to help me create my own unique environments - I pushed myself to make an ambitious amalgamation of different universes, including their atmosphere, style and architecture. 

One of the main issues with this project is the lack of theory that I and my team researched prior to creating the project - so there was nothing to relate our work back to. For any future endeavours, following one or more game theories from distinguished game designers is a smart idea, theories from Scott Rogers’ Level Up! is undoubtedly a great resource that we, as a team, should have taken advantage of.   

I am quite proud of the work that the team and I put into this game, the research we conducted was quite well and we all got a grasp of our game’s concept very fast and we all bounced off and worked well with each other very well. I am happy with the new skills I have learned from creating the environment and am eager to develop these skills further in future projects. An issue with me during this project is scope, it is a personal issue but I instantly think too big, and create a large idea for what the project should be which eventually causes me to cut out a lot of my desired content for the game during the feature lock, I will try in the future to think on a smaller and more realistic scale.

As previously mentioned, proper time and resource management was lacking during this project and it is my biggest complaint - in the future, I would really like to organise a more official way of management and maybe even a proper way of transferring assets from different work stations, as our current strategy was uploading work to a shared online drive, and downloaded when needed. In the future, I wish to include the use of professional industry standard programmes to help with workflow and production. Ftrack is an excellent tool to track progress on work from all team members in a clean and professional manner, while Perforce is a good software that helps with version control around the whole team during production.
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