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As was proposed last month, a meta-analysis of video game design theory will be conducted in order to generate a framework of harmonizing the elements of functional play and creative discourse, which would otherwise impose upon each other. For this there will be a discussion of a number of sources, within which the subject of video game design theory is discussed, in order to outline the insight they provide on the subject, within a short and limited writing space. 
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1. Introduction
This short document is a meta-analysis conducted to investigate the realm of video game design theory in order to discuss the construction of a possible unitary framework for game design, to be utilized by the game designer in order to produce games that successfully achieve a balance between the creative urges of the designer and the technical expectations of a video game. It follows from a previous document that was written and submitted in November 2017, which outlined a proposal for the research that is to be undertaken in this very document, and aims to fulfil precisely the goals stated therein. Those goals entail the pursuit of a balance between the narrative elements of video games, which seem be becoming increasingly important in the modern games industry, and the technical and functionally ludic elements, which are essential to the video game as an entertainment medium or creative form.

To that purpose, this document will examine via a formal analysis the findings of a selection of theorists within the field of video game design for their respective analyses or findings on the matter in order to acquire a body of understanding regarding this topic, and from attain the means of forming framework being sought out.
2. Analysis
To begin the analysis, we must introduce the premise of video game design as a craft put forward in Fundamentals of Game Design by Ernest Adams and Andrew Rollings. They emphasise two popular schools of thought regarding what video game design is: on one side, video game design is seen as a process of imagination and art, emerging from pure creativity; one the other, video game design is viewed as a form of engineering, a set of techniques aimed at ensuring the creation of a product that successfully provides an entertaining framework. This results in two opposing views of the video game designer as well: one of them as the artist, who sees fit to indulge in fits of unbridled imagination and creativity without much regard for the technical aspects of game design; the other, the engineer who is concerned with the mechanics of the game first and views aestheticism and narrative as minor considerations. Both views are considered ultimately deficient in their assessment of video game design because of the reality that designing video games requires that the process be both organized and planned ahead with formal rules in mind and fuelled by some semblance of artistic inspiration and creative vision in order to make an entertaining product (Adams and Rollings, 2006, p.32).

It is important to understand four familiar components regarding video games that will underpin video games in general: narrative, interactivity, play and of course games themselves. In Narrative, Interactivity, Play, and Games: Four Naughty Concepts in Need of Discipline, Eric Zimmerman noticed that these terms were often the subject of wildly liberal interpretation owing from their common usage which leads to the obscurity or absence of a solid, useful definition for these terms. Therefore, he saw it was necessary to fashion these seemingly nebulous popular constructs into a set of clearly defined practical principles.

For narrative, Zimmerman lifts his definition from an essay written by J. Hills Miller, in which the definition is interpreted as consisting of three components:

1. A process comprising an initial state, a change in said state and the insight generated from the final change.

2. A personification of events through such mediums as language, which forms the representational aspect of narrative.

3. Patterning and repetition, which constitutes the representation of the narrative in all of its forms. (Zimmerman, 2004, p.156-157)

Zimmerman assesses this definition as being broad enough to apply to many things in life, including books and games of chess, even more mundane aspects of life such as conversations, marriages and meals. The reason for this is that, according to him, they all share the kind of structure that is conducive to narrative per Miller’s original construction of narrative. (Zimmerman, 2004, p.157)
For interactivity, Zimmerman divides the construct into four distinct modes:

1. Cognitive Interactivity (or Interpretive Participation with a text) – His way of referring to psychological interactions with the content of a text.

2. Functional Interactivity (or Utilitarian Participation with a text) – Described as functional and structural interactions with the material apparatus of the text.

3. Explicit Interactivity (or Participation with Designed Choices and Procedures in a text) – Manifest participation as evidenced by the presence of choices, random events, dynamic simulations and other procedures programmed into the experience. This is what is meant when we refer to interactivity regarding video games.

4. Meta-Interactivity (or Cultural Participation with a text) – Interaction with the text, but outside of the text itself, as in fan cultures. (Zimmerman, 2004, p.158)

For play, Zimmerman again constructs categories of understanding for the concept; this time three categories:

1. Game Play (or Formal Play of Games) – Focused play that occurs when one or more players participate in playing a game of any kind.

2. Ludic Activities – Any form of play not expressly attached to video games; such as dogs chasing each other, students tossing frisbees back and forth, children playing ring-around-the-rosie etc.

3. Being Playful (or Being in A Playful State of Mind) – A broad category encompassing not strictly the act of play but rather behaviours that exhibit a playful character; i.e. banter. (Zimmerman, 2004, p.159)

All three of these categories have a habit of containing each other – i.e. gameplay being a kind of ludic activity, thus the first and second categories overlap, and ludic activities can manifest a playful behaviour, thus the second and third categories overlap – but they can all fall under a convenient definition of play, which Zimmerman outlines as follows: “play is the free space of movement within a more rigid structure. Play exists both because of and also despite the more rigid structures of a system” (Zimmerman, 2004, p.159).
Finally, there is the concept of games themselves, which Zimmerman defines as possessing the following attributes:

· They are voluntary activities

· They are interactive – in reference to explicitly interactivity, the third mode of interactivity previously established

· They have behaviour-constraining rules

· Artificiality

· Conflict

· A quantifiable outcome (Zimmerman, 2004, p.160-161)

These six components lend to us an agreeably narrow definition of games, conceptualized as not just a formal play activity but also a set of rules, often supported by an embedded narrative system.  
Returning to the original premise presented in the beginning of this analysis from Adams and Rollings, we may have a picture of the tension between creativity and an opposing force through F. Ted Tschang’s analysis of the tensions between “rationalization” and creativity. He defines “rationalization”, in this case, as “the predominant focus on business interests or productivity-oriented production processes, usually at the expense of creativity” (Tschang, 2007, p.990). This “rationalization” is a phenomenon he ascribes to the increasing complexity of video games as a medium, as measured by their increasing project sizes, richness of content, numbers of code, and engaged resources. This, he purports, has brought about a pre-occupation with the development of the video game product and with project organization at the expense of the more creative aspects of game design, and so game development has become a more “rational” process (Tschang, 2007, p.995). Studios often perform a balancing act to keep the creative and “rational” interests at an equilibrium. One way this seems to be done is to alternate between innovative and customary (or less innovative) products; developing original, innovative content – be it either a game or simply a facet of a game – but deliberately scaling back on this depending on whether or not the game is a hit. Another method is to innovate at an incremental pace, again backtracking the development based on consumer response (whether or not the product is a “hit”) (Tschang, 2007, p.1000).
Tschang also points out that similar tensions have been experienced in other industries, including software engineering and development (Tschang, 2007, p.1001). He also refers to ways that this tension can be resolved. One way this is achieved is by cultivating a dominant strategy, either through deliberate or emergent means, the latter requiring consistent feedback and interaction between participants. Another way is through negotiations between the artists and the stakeholders. Sometimes this is even resolved through the creation of new firms, such in the film industry through specialized film studios, and spin-off processes in game development studios (Tschang, 2007, p.1002). 
In Waiting for Something to Happen: Narratives, Interactivity and Agency and the Video Game Cut-scene, Paul Cheng points to the phenomenon of the cut-scene as a source of tension within the medium of video games between the ergodic and narrative elements of said medium. This is caused by the fact that the cut-scene prevents the player from interacting with the game in the way that he or she normally would by imposing a passive cinematic or non-game element onto an interactive game world and the play state derived from experiencing the game world; moreover, an imposition of a non-game element onto the video game (Cheng, 2007, p.16), leading to a disruption of the flow of the video game and ruining the player’s immersion. This is because of the fact that, while it doubtless serves the representational aspect of the video game, the way that cut-scenes are often implemented result in a conflict between the interactive nature of the ergodic video game medium (Cheng, 2007, p.15).
Given our previous explorations of the concept of interactivity it is worth noting the definition of interactivity given in Cheng’s paper, which is given as follows: “…interactivity is defined in terms of the users’ direct influence in navigating through the digital text” (Cheng, 2007, p.15). The definition is solidly in line with the third mode of interactivity presented by Zimmerman in Narrative, Interactivity, Play, and Games: Four Naughty Concepts in Need of Discipline, which is the mode of Explicit Interactivity, entailing direct participation with a narrative medium (Zimmerman, 2004, p.158). This, as was already established, is the conception of interactivity that we are familiar with when discussing video games in the sense that it refers to the tactile experience that gamers recognize as interactivity.
Cheng discusses two video games that were released around the time of the paper having been published: one of them is Resident Evil 4, the other is Peter Jackson’s King Kong (based on the 2005 King Kong movie). It is worth looking in particular at his analysis of the latter, because it is in this that we find a curious perspective about the way the boundaries between the ergodic and narrative experience are seemingly transgressed. One example of this is how the game conveys practical narrative information during gameplay moments without interrupting the gameplay itself, such as in one part of the game where the player navigates through turbulent sea waters on a rowboat whilst conversations take place around him and the player is able to listen into them, though he is unable to affect the environment around him (Cheng, 2007, p.21). In a similar but different scene, the player gets to play as King Kong and fight a pair of giant eels, which is connected to the story through one of characters, Jack, providing the explanation for what is transpiring in the game, thus facilitating a harmonic expression of the narrative discourse and the game play (Cheng, 2007, p.22). Of course, this is not perfect, and sometimes lends itself to scenes where the player’s agency is deliberately limited. Besides the first example, another is a moment in the game wherein the human cast is captured before King Kong arrives, and the player can move, but only slightly, because he is tied to a stake (which the character Jack explains to the player through in-game dialogue), while he is forced to watch the character Ann be offered to King Kong, who arrives and triggers the switch from playing as Jack to playing as King Kong (Cheng, 2007, p.21).
This is offers an interesting, if flawed, paradigm for the intermingling of two elements that typically, when one is imposed on top of another, present problems for either the functioning gameplay (when narrative discourse is place above the game play) or the creative and artistic discourse via the narrative (when those elements take a backseat when designing the game).
3. Conclusion
There is still considerable work to be done in this area of research, but much has been discussed even within the limits of the short space of writing that has been afforded to this document. The intended next step of this research will be discussed in the next section of this document, but it is worth summarizing what has been discussed so far: we have discussed the core concepts underpinning the video game and explicated a useful understanding of those concepts, we have discussed the phenomenon of “rationalization” and the impositions it is said to create upon the creative process, and we have discussed the manner in which the narrative and ergodic elements of the game can impose upon, and also transgress, each other.

From this, we have at least the stepping stone from which further exploration can continue to shed light on how best to strike the right balance in regards to video game design. It is hoped that through further research we will draw ever closer towards the proper framework for achieving such ends. In the meantime, it is also hoped that the document that is currently presented will be of some use to the reader.  

4. Further Research
Due to the limited space of writing afforded to this document per the specifications of the task that has been undertaken, not all of the intended sources were discussed as planned, though most of those sources were. An ideal progression from the current analysis would be not simply to be able to discuss the missing source and its findings, but also to expand on the range of sources discussed in order to produce a wider body of understanding for the subject of video game design theory, with regards to the specific goals of the analysis. This, of course, will depend on the amount of writing space that will be afforded in the future.
Alternatively, further research could hone in further on what was discussed by Paul Cheng in Waiting for Something to Happen, by looking at a sizeable range of other examples, hopefully including more successful ones and across different genres of video games, in order to further solidify a way of achieving the desired framework for game design. Since video games are already a medium that in itself contains both the elements of functional play and a kind of artistic discourse layered on top of that, or at least this is the case of many video games, the ability to blur the lines between the areas may prove to point a way of further harmonizing the two elements.
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