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Introduction
Hotline Miami is a top-down action game released in 2012 [2], where creative, fast acts of ultra-violence against similarly clad mobsters is at the core of its gameplay loop. How ‘bold’ the player is in their execution, the number of mobsters they can decapitate in quick succession, how much time it takes player to paint the level red, all of these award points toward a final score for each level. Players are encouraged to strategize and aim to complete each level as efficiently as possible, resulting in the best final score. 
This report will take apart and analyse what Hotline Miami achieves in several aspects of its game design, applying theory to help understand the decisions made during hotline Miami's development that show through in the final product. 

Analysis
Hotline Miami is listed as an action game [2], which is a vague genre consisting of several more specific sub-genres of games. Scott Rodgers defines an action game as a game requiring hand eye coordination to play. [3] This doesn’t help to distinguish this game from many others, scott rodgers goes on to define the sub genres of action games, with the ‘action-arcade’ sub genre appearing to be the most relevant to Hotline Miami. An action-arcade game, according to scott rodgers, is “any game presented in the style of early arcade games with an emphasis on twitch gameplay, scoring, and short play time” [3]. Hotline Miami meets these criteria; ‘twitch’ gameplay is certainly an emphasis as enemies will kill the player within seconds if the player is unable to react fast enough. Scoring is used throughout to push players toward perfecting each level, and short playtime can be seen with how each level can be beaten quickly if the player is proficient enough. 
Yet this distinction isn’t made in discussions of the game, polygon writer chris plante refers to the genre as a “top-down action game” [4] where ‘top-down’ is merely referring to the position of the camera on top of the level looking down at the player character. This lack of an explicit genre helps hotline miami to sell itself on its more unique qualities, as colleen macklin states, “Genres can limit thinking” [5], so using such a broad genre as ‘action’ allows the developers to focus on creating a unique player experience without tying the experience to convention, which shows through in many aspects of hotline miami. Not just in its gameplay, but in its visuals too.
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                                                                                                                                                   Fig 2. Hotline Miami 
                                                                                                                                                              gameplay [1]
   
Hotline Miami is a 2D sprite-based game with a pixel art style. In his game developer article, Josh Bycer refers to the visuals of hotline miami as “retro” [6], as this visual style was most prevalent in the games and arcades of the mid-80s and 90s. Everything else surrounding the gameplay is equally ‘retro’. The game has a ‘CRT’ filter over the top to mimic the scanlines of older TVs. According to an interview with the developers of hotline Miami, conducted by Jeffrey Matulef, the game’s setting is inspired by the violent Miami drug trade of the 1980s [7]. With the game set in 1989, the visuals of the main menu is reminiscent of the 80s tv drama Miami vice, another direct inspiration according to the developers [7]. 
Interestingly, Bycer does go on to state how the archaic pixel art style, with its limited detail, is used to present Hotline Miami’s frequent ultra-violence with in an unrealistic tone [6], while still shocking to some, the pixelated viscera is much easier to digest and create than if the prevalent gore were to be realised in much higher fidelity.
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Fig.3 Hotline Miami’s ultra-violence [1] 
The pixel-based sprites also lend themselves to gameplay improvements, as the low resolution of characters, objects and backgrounds means they tend not to be muddied by too much detail. This lends itself well to the gameplay of hotline Miami, as the enemies react so quickly to the player, it is important that the player be able to assess the environment around them and strategize ahead before the enemies can react. Almost every enemy sprite looks the same and this is done on purpose. This helps to make the weapon they are holding the most distinct part of their appearance, which is important as that is what determines how they will react to the player once engaged. Easily readable enemies make the job of the player much easier, allowing them to focus on the main challenge of clearing the level and scoring points.
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Fig 4. Notice how the weapons are the most visually distinct aspect of these two enemies [1]
The sprite-based visuals feel like a very deliberate choice, more than just fitting with the theme, perhaps leaning into the limitations of the engine the developers made the game in: game maker studio, a strictly 2d game engine. As Richard Rouse states, “developing a game is all about understating your limitations, and turning those limitations into advantages” [8] 

Interestingly, in the interview by Jeffery Matulef, the developers are quoted as saying that they weren’t really trying to make a game for everyone [7] so who is the intended demographic for hotline miami? Jesse Schell makes the point that demographics for video games only have two main factors; age and gender [8]. The PEGI rating for Hotline Miami is 16 [10], thus this will be the baseline age for the discussion of age groups. The PEGI rating places hotline Miami in Jesse Schell’s teen demographic, more specifically, teenage boys. According to Schell, teenage boys are most interested in competition and mastery of games [9]. This would line up with hotline Miami, as mastery of the game is encouraged with the points system and levels being easy to repeat. However, the ultra-violence and 80s theming of the game brings doubt that Schell’s teenage demographic is necessarily the intended demographic, as most of the aesthetics and references would be unfamiliar and unappealing to such a young audience. 
Thus, a more likely demographic would be ‘hardcore gamers’ in their twenties or thirties. Schell makes the point that this demographic is an “important target market” as they purchase more games than any other demographic, and can sway consumer trends with their opinions [9] Being an indie game, it would make the most sense from a business perspective to target this demographic, as positive feedback from this demographic can sway others demographics into purchasing your game, a game which is a brand new name on the market and developed by relatively unknown names. Also, the late 80s theming of the game is much more likely to be familiar to this demographic as, in 2012, they are much more likely to have experienced the decade. 

Hotline Miami provides a lot to the senses while playing, mainly auditory and visual. On the main menu and during gameplay on screen text moves and bulges within unusually shaped text boxes, the whole level appears to sway around as the player moves through it, points flash on screen when scored and the screen seems to flicker as if it were an old CRT screen. This disorienting level of visual effects doesn’t deteriorate from the experience of the gameplay, as the easily readable sprites and recognisable weapons make the situation ahead of the player very easy to read, despite all the distractions. 
They aren’t meaningless however, instead they help to impose a heavy atmosphere to the game. This goes hand in hand with the soundtrack that achieves the same affect. The narrative of the games sees the player character lose themselves as they go on rampage after rampage for an anonymous client. The disorienting visuals and blaring soundtrack play into this narrative directly as they are only noticeable when the player, and player character, aren’t so focused on clearing a level of enemies. It’s almost as if both the player and player character are snapping back to reality for a moment, dazed and confused but forced to push on as there is still another job to do, and more points to score. 
The sound effects present in hotline Miami help with the immersion and the gameplay, whether you kill an enemy or merely shove them to the ground is apparent by the different sounds as well as the lack of blood sprays, helping the player to know whether they need to finish off an opponent or can move on. Scott Rodgers notes the importance of good sound effects as they help “set the theme of your game” [3], hence the sound effects of hotline Miami are punchy and realistic with a slight arcade exaggeration to them.
The game is split into chapters featuring several parts, with each part normally containing 3 scenes: A scene in the player character’s apartment, where they receive a phone call setting up the next assignment, the player then walks down the stairs and enters a car to the next scene: the main level. This is where the player exits the car, dons a mask of their choosing, each with a unique ability, then charges into the level to kill enemies and score points. Once they have finished the level, they are instructed on-screen to return to the car to get their points tallied up and to be given a grade and a ‘gameplay style’. Onto the final scene; a strangely mundane section where they player does short, menial chores, mostly picking up food from a shop. Then the part finishes and the player is moved onto the next part and/or chapter. 
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                                                                                                                                                  Fig 5. The phonecall 
                                                                                                                                                             that sets each 
                                                                                                                                                             level in motion 
                                                                                                                                                                                 [1]
This structure works in hotline Miami’s favour, as it sets up a rhythm for the player to get used to: A short intro where there is no danger to get an idea of the coming level, where the player themselves makes the obvious choice to go to the car and to the next scene. Then the main level, where the player faces a lot of conflict clearing the stage and aiming for a high score before being given a short break from the intensity of the previous scene in the final scene, a moment of rest to reflect on what they had just achieved, or in the narrative of the game, to question the morality of the atrocities they had just committed in the name of a high score. This also provides a rest from the intense conflict of the main level, chris crawford makes it clear that this is a necessity in any good game design, as long-duration high intensity can leave a player exhausted and unwilling to return to the game [11]
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Fig 6. one of the brief breaks between levels [1]
[image: ]The challenge of hotline Miami comes from the main levels, where the quick reaction times of the enemies and the emphasis on points drives the player to push themselves to play the game in a less cautious, more ‘bold’ manner in order to score more points, get a higher grade and, more often than not, get themselves killed. Chris Crawford makes the point that “the point is the challenge, not the goal” [11] and this couldn’t be more true for Hotline Miami; if the players goal is to achieve the best grade, and thus score as many points as possible, they are actively making the game more challenging for themselves due to the fast-paced nature of the game and the number of points required for such grades. The high grade is more a mark to show that they had overcome the hardest challenge of the game.
                                                                                                                                  Fig 7. The score tally at the end 
                                                                                                                                  of a level, the green sum shows 
                                                                                                                                  the player how many total 
                                                                                                                                   points until they unlock a
                                                                                                                                   new weapon  [1] 
The points and grades system, along with the unlockable masks and weapons, makes for a decently replayable experience. Had the player initially played more cautiously, had they missed any secrets, the levels are easily re-accessible from the main menu to try again and aim for a high score. 
[image: ]
Fig 8. Final grade and play style screen [1]
Conclusion
While at a first glace hotline miami seems to be nothing more than another retro, ultra-violent arcade game that glorifies massacres in the name of being ‘awesome’, as Devin Wilson’s article makes painfully clear as they state repeatedly they had, and never will play the game [12]. Players will find an experience less for violence, but about violence, where the design of the game gives you periods to ponder and, along with the player character, feel guilty about the atrocities they commit. The main levels make it so easy to get sucked into killing as many faceless mobsters as efficiently as possible, but everything around them gives the player time to question their actions. The articles by Chris Plante and Simon Booth [13] understand “Hotline Miami is violent for a reason”. [4]
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