 


Abstract
Mythriver is a proposal for a writing studio with the aim of writing stories and other documentation for independent video game developers, with the main service being the creation narrative design documents outlining the story-world of a given video game project. To evaluate the prospects of such a proposal it will be necessary to examine the methodology employed, the research undertaken, the business practices considered, and the development of the project overall. This evaluation suggests that there is a well-cultivated conceptual basis, positive trends for entrepreneurial growth, ample room for further development, and even the possibility that alternative methods of business organization will be explored in future by the enterprise.
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[bookmark: _Toc508798018]Executive Summary
[bookmark: _GoBack]This report has been written in order to reflect on the project presently being undertaken by Alexei Grasso. The project, as will be explained in greater detail further into this report, is the formation of a video game narrative firm that will offer outsourced video game writing to any independent video game developers that might need or desire it. The focus of the evaluation conducted within this document will be the proposed project, and the product that was presented as an example of the kind of services intended to be offered to potential clients.
This evaluation will be divided into four stages, each one covering different aspects of the project. The first stage will assess the methodology utilised for the methods and methodology used for research conducted for the purpose of the project. The second stage will review the strategies that were undertaken in order to develop the project as a viable business enterprise. The third stage is a critical review of the project proposal, assessing its likely merits and what it will need in order to go forward, and will also be written under the premise that some work might be exhibited publicly for the purpose of the document. The fourth stage will be a discussion of the possibilities that might await the project in the future, and will function as the conclusion of the report.


[bookmark: _Toc508798019]Methodology and Research Practice
The original intention behind the project was to create a full game design document based on a new idea for an action game. It was intended to be a fast-paced third person shooter in which the player would traverse a series of levels shooting ghosts and looking for clues. After splitting from the team that was working on Oark’s Quest, Alexei was initially inclined to start working on a completely new and different project from what he was originally working on. However, it was thought that this direction would eventually lend itself to pursuing the creation of a new game, rather than simply focusing on working on a game design document. Alexei decided, then, to focus on the narrative aspect of game design and write a narrative design document based on a game project he previously intended to work on called Children of the Underworld.
During this time, some research into game design theory was conducted as well. The methodology undertaken for this research was frequently tailored consisted of a method known as formal analysis. This referred to reviewing a number of sources of information and compiling their findings in order to accumulate a body of analysis from which a useful framework of understanding can be generated. The term was lifted from Game Design Research Methods by Petri Lankowski and Staffan Bjork (Lankowski and Bjork, 2015), wherein it is contextualised as a method of analysing video games in order to understand the manner in which they operate as play systems. Alongside this there was a private pursuit of research into storywriting, world-building and narrative design, taking several notes so as to build up a theoretical base out of which a practice of narrative design can be constructed.
The full catalogue of reading material from which the notes were gathered, as well as the material used to support the game design theory at the time, be found within the Bibliography of this report. However, to summarize the findings, let it be said that they encompass a large body of information concerning the nature of storytelling, narrative and world-building within the context of video game design, and the techniques utilised in order to design stories for video games. This covers a variety of topics such as linear vs branching vs open narratives, interactive storytelling, environmental storytelling, narrative structures and narrative analysis, as well as the nature of story bibles and similar documentation.
An important consideration to this project was the manner in which the main project outcome is going to be presented to the client. In light of this, part of the research Alexei conducted was oriented towards the aesthetic layout of the narrative document, so as to try and give a unique visual signature to the Mythriver brand. Although a logo was already produced within the last semester to be used as a watermark for the narrative document and marketing plan, there needed to be more than that.
For the design of a visual signature for the Mythriver brand, several sketches were created in order to prototype the overall design for a page border intended to surround the text within a narrative document. This effort was undertaken in order to demonstrate numerous ideas for the design, which can then be narrowed into one. To that effect, Alexei gathered a collection of images that would be suited to an intended theme (Page Border Moodboard, 2018). In keeping with the spirit of the name Mythriver, the intended visual signature was to draw from various old European cultures, particularly Celtic and Greek, and add a slightly stylised twist to some of the designs. After the initial sketches, some designs will be taken into Photoshop for elaboration. Once a design is settled upon, it will be paired with the Mythriver logo before being taken into Microsoft Word and inserted as a watermark.
There was also a cover page being produced for this document, however instead of being merely a visual signature for the Mythriver brand it will be the main visual signature for Children of the Underworld. The reason for this is so that the cover page will serve to give the reader an impression of the video game project before he or she may read it, and in doing so reinforce a creative identity to the idea. This will mean creating a cover page within Adobe Photoshop and then inserting the image into the document for it to appear at the first page.
All of this was done in order to give the narrative document, and the Mythriver enterprise, its own sense of identity. For the enterprise, having a separate identity both visually and functionally is vital to standing apart from its potential rivals and competitors. By implementing a unique visual signature for the narrative document, Mythriver would succeed in creating and establishing that sense of identity and thus it enables itself to present real competition in its field.
Regarding the entrepreneurial aspect of this project, the plan is to appeal to small, independent video game developers, companies that might lack resources and, consequently, could make use of some outsourced services. The rationale for this strategy is that, by filling a gap in existing resources for these companies, Mythriver would be able to establish itself as a vital component of said companies fairly easily. This would allow for Mythriver to build up a reputation as a not only necessary but also reliable asset for independent video game developers. There are several game developers listed on the Companies page of the website of Games Wales, a voluntary association of Welsh game developers aimed at promoting the industry within Wales (Games Wales, 2018), and many of them appear to be concentrated in the area of Cardiff. This would suggest that there is a potentially large client base of independent developers who could utilise the services of Mythriver. Through a careful and precise marketing campaign, it is entirely possible to appeal to that client base and bring clients to the company looking to utilize its services.
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Narrative consultancy is still relatively uncharted territory within the games industry, in the sense that few companies exist the offer this kind of service (with Talespinners (2018) and Fableware (Fableware Narrative Design, 2018) being the most prominent examples), thus information on how a company that provides this service should be run is scant. This meant that it was necessary to look outside the video games industry in order to get an understanding of the proper business model or strategies to pursue. To that effect, research was conducted into the way marketing and management consultants operated their enterprise. 
What was found by doing so was that management consultants tend to have a wide array of strategies at their disposal conducive to promoting their enterprise. They can set up web pages containing information pertinent to the brand, spread newsletters to disseminate the brand through the outside world, or target professional publications for advertisement (Kubr, 2002, p.652-667). Learning about this information provided some framework for how to promote the idea of the narrative consultancy venture.
Of course, not all of the analysis was carried out with this angle in mind. There was consideration for the nature of the video game writer profession as well. This incorporated the different aspects of what the writer often does in the games industry, including narrative design, mission/quest writing, copywriting, and writing complimentary media among other tasks (WGGB, 2015, p.5-8). There was also an assessment of the prospects for advancing a career in the field, determining that it is a position where advancement is difficult for entrants into the profession without having experience with a particularly large studio, with many entrants starting out as freelance writers rather than in-house writers for game studios (Taylor and Parish, 2010, p.140).
The intention is to form Mythriver as what is called a Limited Company, or Limited Liability Company, meaning that the company will exist as a legal entity subject to its own rights and debts. This will require Mythriver to file tax returns with HM Revenue and Customs every year and pay a portion of its income in taxes. Mythriver will also need to obtain approval from the UK government via Companies House in order to use the nomenclature proposed for it, and file a memorandum and Articles of Association for the purpose of fully incorporating as a company. Online registration will cost the owner £12, while registration via post will cost £40 (£100 if the process were to be expedited). It will also be necessary to register for corporation tax within 3 months after the company has been registered with the Companies House (United Kingdom Government, 2018).
A plan was for the Mythriver enterprise was drafted via Simply Do Ideas, an online cloud-based idea management tool that allows people to organise important information about their idea into a concrete and digestible plan. This plan presents a body of information concerning the manner by which Mythriver is to be operated, an assessment of potential competition, the things needed to run the company and an overview of the costs of operation among various other details (Grasso, 2017). To be more precise: this body of information consists of the following: the basic concept of the game, an outline of hypothetical target consumers intended to represent target demographics, a rundown of potential competitors and their market attributes, the people currently involved, a list of necessary contents and a description of the all the costs that will have to be accounted for.
A separate marketing plan was also written for the Mythriver project (Grasso, 2017), which contains more information about the strategy that is supposed to be carried out for the purposes of promoting and disseminating the Mythriver brand so that people could potentially become attracted to the company and make use of its services. This document contains an overview of the strategies that the company intends to employ in order to attract a client base. Some of that information is catalogued within diagrams and tables to visually illustrate the strategic position of the Mythriver enterprise within the market. The main difference between this marketing plan and the Simply Do Ideas plan, besides the presence of the charts, is that it shows a clear arsenal of marketing strategies and, in general, more information regarding the overall plan.
By means of both of these documents, it is possible get a detailed conception of the thought and consideration that underpins the Mythriver project through an overall enterprise plan. This plan should serve to guide the manner in which the enterprise is operated so as to produce a business that is sustainable in the long term, in the sense that it could continue operations for longer than the first year based on market trajectories.
In order to illustrate the financial viability of the Mythriver enterprise, a cash flow chart was created which was intended for use in the Simply Do Ideas portal, but the attempts at uploading it to the portal have not been successful (Grasso, 2017). The data contained within the chart illustrates the overall profit and loss that Mythriver might accumulate over the course of a full year of operation. The margin of profit and loss is calculated from a variety of costs associated with launching the enterprise and attaining as well as the income expected to be generated by the services the enterprise offers. This allows the enterprise to get as an accurate a picture of its long-term profitability as possible.
In the overall, there is an underlying plan for the operation as it stands, and it is possible to achieve an outcome of long term business sustainability by observing such a plan going forward. Having accounted for the method by which the enterprise intends to organize itself, the plans under which it will base its assumptions for organization and the source of profit and loss, there is a framework from which the enterprise can make its assumptions and go forward from there.
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The main artefact supporting this project is the narrative design document based on the game project entitled Children of the Underworld, which is the project that was originally going to be pursued in the design stage as outlined earlier in this document. A narrative design document is the term used to refer to a document containing all of the information pertaining to the story underpinning the game, much like the familiar concept of the game design document except focused entirely on the narrative and story-world. Such documents can also be referred to as story bibles, which are described in Game Narrative Toolbox as reference tools for the development team that containing information about the history, the characters, storylines and many other features of a game’s story world (Heussner et al, 2015, p.124-126). The document is divided into sections based on different categories of information being presented within the document itself: this includes the character roster, a full layout of the game’s plot, the events preceding and thus underpinning the game’s story, and a detailed description of the game’s story world and how it works. 
While the document itself is a mostly complete work, the character bio section does not contain much information for each character. This could be expanded upon through some formal analysis of the character archetypes as they appear in narrative fiction and of the way that characters are optimally designed. There are a number of sources to draw from on this subject, including Psychology in Character Design: Creation of a Character Design Tool (Nieminen, 2017), a thesis built on research from various psychoanalytical theories demonstrating their influence in the creation of characters and character archetypes, particularly regarding the universal themes of motivation, conflict and backstory. This thesis was also accompanied by a demonstrative product entitled Characterise, a series of cards intended to portray character archetypes in a simplistic manner for use as visual aids for the designer. Of course this is not to establish boxes to tick or to confine oneself to, but rather archetypes to draw from in the process of designing character personalities, though there is the risk of becoming rigid with these archetypes.
Then there is the matter of presentation. The way in which the document is being presented serves two functions: the first is that of giving a unique signature for the document and the company brand, the second is to tailor the document for presentation to potential clients. The latter function is notable considering that there is also the possibility the narrative document, and/or others like it, might be displayed in an exhibition for the purpose of exposition. As it stands, the narrative document carries forth its own visual moniker and thus stands distinguished from other products, including products of its type. Should there be an exhibition for such a document to be displayed as a product, it would immediately stand out among other products, and it would consequently be likely to elicit consideration from both spectators and possible clients for the Mythriver enterprise.
That said, there is a way the presentation could perhaps improve as well. As it stands the document seems to be entirely composed of text. This is no particular ill in itself, but it is possible to expand upon the artefact by inserting some imagery within the document. One kind of imagery needed to expand the document is character art, referring to artwork corresponding to each character, thus accompanying the respective bios of each character. This would visually inform the reader aspects of the characters that words may not successfully convey to the same degree, and would underscore the game world itself by demonstrating how its key inhabitants fit in. The other kind would be diagrams that illustrate the structure of the story. This entails representations of what is called the story path, the narrative structure, or flowcharts, all of which are explained in Game Narrative Toolbox (Heussner et al, 2015, p.107-121, p.130-132), which serve to simplify the idea of where the story is going in the mind of reader. Whereas in written form there would be a detailed explanation that might leave some readers feeling confounded, the diagrammatical representation would potentially leave a clearer impression on the reader by simply laying out the information in a visual format. Perhaps said diagrams could also be stylised to some extent, so as to aesthetically link them with the document itself.
As an enterprise, one of the main strengths associated with Mythriver is its peculiarity. There are, as it was mentioned earlier, relatively few companies offering the kind of services that Mythriver offers within the wider video games industry. While this has made it difficult to construct a reliable road map for how the enterprise will be constructed, it also presents a number of openings for Mythriver to stand out. This can be achieved by the wide range of services that Mythriver can offer, but also by presenting a particular ethos different to other brands. For Mythriver, this ethos is the desire to pursue unconventional stories, to work with video game developers in order to produce something that is unmistakably unique. By appealing to that ethos it is possible to develop a strong brand that can appeal to game developers looking to stand out in the market.
On the whole, the project is developing in the direction of a distinctive product that will likely carry the Mythriver enterprise forward as the primary product. There is a process underpinning the wider operation which is guiding said operation towards realisation in the long term, and particular ethos underpinning the project idea as a whole. Based on this, it can be determined that the Mythriver enterprise or idea is in a good position to build itself up and advance as an enterprise that can represent an obscure area of the video game industry.
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The intent of the project going forward is to manifest into a successful business venture within games industry in which the desire to build imaginative story-worlds can find its proper channels. It is hoped that such a project will result in the development of new stories to enrich the games industry. It is intended that this will involve a team of people all working on either different projects or different aspects of a given project, so as not to concentrate all of the work to one single person and to be able mobilise Mythriver to be able to manage multiple tasks and thus be of great utility to any video game developer seeking its services.
Over the next few years, the plan is to propagate Mythriver venture to as many independent videos game developers as possible so as to alert the market to its existence and potentially become of lasting service to clients. At an early stage, however, the idea will also need to be propagated to a few people who will form the overall team to run the company. The project may even require someone to help construct a website to represent the company, which like the narrative document itself would also bear its own visual signature. Once those people participate, the business operation will begin going forward. The idea is to start out within the current of local independent video game developers before eventually expanding beyond that. Once Mythriver expands accordingly, it will need to expand its staff and enlarge the team of writers operating within it to share more of the workload. At that point, Mythriver’s end state could be thought of as, essentially, an entire network of copywriters in one organization potentially at the disposal of game developers. 
Once the project launches, it is intended that it will begin performing a wide array of copywriting services, not just including the narrative documents but also encompassing company blogs, information for instruction manuals, promotional materials, and even corporate white papers. In business, white papers are documents meant for marketing between business by providing detailed information about a product or service. Thus, Mythriver would function not just as a narrative consultancy firm, but also to some extent a company that can exist to promote other companies. This will serve to broaden the range of services that Mythriver can provide, covering numerous different writing tasks on behalf of video game developers who desire such services, and ensure the reliability of the company and, consequently, its growth.
A well-established plan will ensure a well-organised and practical business enterprise that will operate efficiently and sustain itself for the foreseeable future. The expectation from this is that the plans that have been laid out will serve as a cogent basis for any proceeding operations undertaken by the Mythriver enterprise. 
Regarding the narrative document in terms of content, drawing from the lessons articulated in the Project Appraisal, it might be possible to work on refining the existing content of the narrative document, or better yet apply such ideas to future projects. Such action could expand the depth of the document in terms of content, depending on the need, thought at the very least it would be a prudent measure for future documents to have slightly more detail than the current document possesses.
As the documents designed by Mythriver become widely distributed among its clients, it is hoped that they will provide foundation to their design work and substance to their promotional campaigns. As this enhances the projects that Mythriver’s clients develop, the company will become recommended among other developers and the brand will spread from there. As a result of this, the value of this service will increase once the company becomes more well-established.
There is also the possibility that the structure of the enterprise may take a different shape during its formation. What is meant by this is that as the team takes shape it may be determined that, as a group of writers with the same goal in mind (that is, the goal of producing creative writing and other written material for video game companies), it would be better for the operation of the enterprise if the writing team managed it as a type of horizontally organized and shared enterprise. This entails a structure wherein each member of the enterprise plays a role in managing the operations and tasks of the enterprise, thereby having a stake in the work and the process. The reason that such as structure might be chosen in the future is to better reflect the collaborative lessons that have been learned over the course of the three years of having studied game design in an academic setting.
When framed as a transition from working within a group of designers who collaborate in developing a game project within given roles to a cooperative organisation where the tasks are managed almost similarly to a game project and with a much less centralized hierarchy, it becomes less difficult to imagine implementing such a system of organisation for Mythriver. Thus, the business of the Mythriver enterprise going forward will be to not only fulfil the creative drive of the writer and the artist, but also to expand from the lessons that have been learned from three years of having to work collaboratively as a game design student.
In the overall, there remains considerable potential for the Mythriver enterprise to expand, take on alternate forms of organisation, sustain itself in the long term and account for externalities in its operation. The potential of the Mythriver enterprise is clear based on the positive trends that have been presented within this document as of now, and will serve as a map with which to chart a path for the development of the enterprise as it progresses. From there, the Mythriver enterprise may have a clear foundation from which to spring forward and upon which to fall back.
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