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1. Introduction
Animation has been a key factor in games since the medium was invented. While the programming makes the game function in a mechanical sense, the use of animation and other visual cues build the environments that players use to interact with the world, providing the context they need to understand the game. Over time, animation has changed from a tool to simply allow players to understand the movement of their character to one of the most important factors in creating charming, identifiable characters for audiences to recognise.

However, computer game animation has yet to reach the level of care and subtly shown in film, particularly when it comes to portraying characters. Writers such as Solarski claim that the games industry has allowed animation to take a back-seat to user interfaces, showing the development of a character through the number of bars in their health or how high their level is, as opposed to gradually showing the character visibly growing as a person in how they emote. Solarski goes as far to say that “Video gaming's treatment of character development is the equivalent of an actor verbally stating, 'I am now stronger and more confident!' while his posture and behavior remains the same” (Solarski, 2013). 

Over time, the divide between portrayal of characters between film and game has gotten wider. A tools in the industry have gotten more advanced, deadlines have become tighter, and the creation of online marketplaces where game designers can buy pre-made animations for their games: focus on animation and character design has begun to wane in some genres. Criticism has begun to rise in the industry towards generic, identical, and – in the eyes of critics – forgettable protagonists (Concelmo, 2010). In some genres such as first-person shooters, this problem is so rampant that titles such as Blizzard's Overwatch are praised by critics for including personal touches to their animations that would be simply expected of other genres. Their characters are praised for not just being responsive vehicles for a player to control, but for being characters.

This report aims to explore the approach towards animation in the games industry and how closely linked to character design it is – or in some cases, is not. It will then cover the process of creating a character study to better understand and plan ahead how the character will move and convey a distinct personality through its movements. The animations will then be contrasted with another set that were created with no prior character study, comparing the quality of the animation, the personality it conveys, and how long the animations took to produce.

The report will also cover what results are expected from the test, then the results that were achieved. The results will then be analysed to draw a conclusion.
2. PROJECT SPECIFIC RESEARCH

The research conducted for the project will centre around the animation model sheets produced for 2D characters in the animation industry. The purpose of these sheets is to depict the character in a number of different poses to aid animators in visualising their movement before animation work takes place. The sheets may detail how a character emotes, how they look from different angles, how parts of their body move (especially for fantasy creatures), or how they convey their personality in their stance. Model sheets and animation tests from companies such as Game Freak, Disney and Pixar will be studied in detail to determine how best to approach creating the sheets.

The model sheets produced for this project as research will be more in-depth. For each animation the character will do for the test, the model sheet will aim to provide an animator with a set of key frames to use as a guide for when they animate. The model sheets will aim to take what could be a basic animation and personalise it to the character, aiming to provide a distinct but consistent personality throughout.
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Another type of reference sheet will also be created, containing poses and expressions that will not be used as key poses. This model sheet will serve as a place to explore and convey the character's personality, establishing a distinct persona that will serve as the basis for the characterisation of the animation sheets, as well as the animations themselves. An example can be seen below.
3. METHODOLOGY

To begin the test, a suitable 3D model and rig will be acquired to be animated in Maya. The 3D model will also have a set of pre-made animations that had been created prior to the test and any character studies carried out as a result of it. The animations will cover basic game movement such as standing still, running, attacking and dying. While the pre-made animations are custom made for the character and as such are slightly personalised, no movement studies were used to create them. This will help determine if the advanced character study carried out later was necessary, or if animations created for specific characters can become characterised enough just through the animation process alone.

Once the pre-made animations have been acquired and the time taken to produce them recorded, a brief character study will take place for the model that was animated. This will involve a series of 2D drawings exploring the personality of the character, how the character will move in distinct characterised ways, and exploring animation key frames. The first character study will be a collection of unrelated, coloured drawings that showcase the emotions the character is likely to show during animations and establish a personalty. The second study will be a collection of drawings leading into one another as animation key-frames. While a sheet of these drawings will exist for every animation that will be made, they will remain uncoloured and resemble the pencil drawings seen on traditional animation tests. This will ensure the least time possible is spent on them so that their inclusion in a work pipeline is feasible.

Once this study is complete, the reference material will be used to produce a second set of  3D animations characterised the same way as the sketches. The animations will created to match the information conveyed by the first set, such as idling, running, attacking and dying animations, with a more personal approach. The times for both producing the studies and creating the animations based on them will be recorded, to showcase the length of time taken for the whole process.

After the animations are completed, they will be compared to the animations created without the character study. The range of characterisation shown in the animations will be compared. The time taken to produce both sets of animations, including the character study, will also be contrasted, to determine how much production time the more characterised animations took compared to the pre-made ones. 

The results of the test will give insight into whether or not dedicating this extra time would be feasible in the deadline-driven games industry, as well as whether a full character study was necessary or if the original animations were personalised enough.

4. DEFINITION OF PROPOSED OUTCOMES

While the pre-made animations have some characterisation that audiences may find appealing and are not completely 'default' like many animations sold online to developers, the most likely outcome is that the animations created after an intensive study of the character and how they will move will prove the most characterised. Based on current industry trends, it can be hypothesised that these animations will prove the most appealing to audiences.

However, it is also expected that carrying out the character study will considerably lengthen the amount of time taken to create the animations. While this wouldn't be a problem for larger studios with lengthier production times, such as Nintendo, studios in a rush to create yearly titles may not have the time to dedicate to intensive studies of motion. Indie companies, similarly, could also lack the man-power needed to create so much research material.

Despite this, it's possible that the results of the paper will show that, while time-consuming, character studies are important to the animation process. From this result, newer and quicker ways to conduct these studies could be developed, making it more feasible for them to be included in the work pipeline of games companies.

Ultimately, it is hypothesised that the process, while helpful, has only become feasible for larger companies in the current games environment of yearly releases and indie games. Still, for smaller developers seeking to characterise their games to enrich the player's experience, conducting studies like this will prove incredibly helpful to creating a strong and consistent character presented in movement alone.
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�Figure 1: a model sheet for the research project
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