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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Game design patterns (Bjork and Holopainen 2003; 2005) provide a standard format
for capturing game design knowledge as a form of actionable theory. Patterns both
represent an understanding about how to solve a design problem and provide specific
ways in which a designer can make use of that understanding in a flexible manner to
solve a specific problem in a specific context. In our research, we explore the use of
game design patterns to help designers to create “art games” (Bogost 2011; Sharp
2015). What makes “art games” interesting in terms of design patterns is that these
games often deliberately undermine player expectations, which may require
designers and artists who create this type of game to break commonly held wisdom
about designing a “good” game. The overall goal of this project is to develop a better
understanding of the challenges and possibilities of capturing and communicating
generative design knowledge, particularly for creative or expressive work such as the
design of “art games”.

In addition to game design patterns, previous work has explored the use of pattern-
like approaches to capture design knowledge in the context of creative expression.
This has included patterns for writing hypertext fiction (Bernstein 1998), patterns for
non-interactive creative fiction (Mitchell and McGee 2011), and design conventions
for writing interactive digital narratives (Koenitz et al. 2018; Koenitz, Roth, and
Dubbelman 2018). There have also been attempts to define the “poetic devices” that
are used to undermine player expectations and elicit an aesthetic response in “art
games” (Mitchell 2014; 2016; Mitchell et al. 2020) and interactive life stories (Chew
and Mitchell 2020).

In this paper, we explore the possibility of expressing poetic gameplay devices as
patterns and examine how practicing game designers make use of these patterns to
design an “art game”. To do this, we reformulated the poetic gameplay devices
described in Mitchell et al. (2020) as a pattern language consisting of 33 patterns. We
then asked 8 pairs of game designers to use these patterns to create a simple
prototype of an “art game” based on a given theme. Participants were first given 5-10
minutes to look through the patterns and ask any questions about the patterns or how
they were to be used. They were then given the theme for the game and asked to take
50 minutes to create a low-fidelity prototype of a game using at least 2 of the patterns,
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that would be playable to completion in 15 minutes. After the design session,
participants were asked to explain the game idea and the patterns used in the game.
They were then engaged in a semi-structured interview about the experience. The
design sessions and interviews were audio recorded and coded for emergent themes.

Based on our analysis of the design sessions and semi-structured interviews we
observed that although the designers found the patterns to be familiar and referred
to them during the latter part of the design exercise, they all consistently argued
during the interviews that they would not find these patterns useful during the early,
creative portion of their design process. Instead, they claimed that they were more
likely to refer to the patterns once they had a preliminary design and were trying to
refine the concept. When asked why this was the case, they suggested that they felt
game design is initially about problem creation, rather than problem solving, whereas
patterns are most useful for problem solving. It was only when they had a preliminary
design, which then needed to be refined and revised, that they felt they would shift
to a problem-solving approach, at which point the patterns were potentially useful.
They also suggested that it wasn’t clear to them exactly who would benefit from this
type of design knowledge. As expert designers, they felt that were already familiar
with the patterns, and would use them solely for reference, whereas they imagined
that a completely novice designer may not have enough background knowledge to
make use of the patterns.

These findings suggest that more work needs to be done to consider how to
incorporate game design patterns into the creative process, particularly for specific
forms of game design such as the creation of "art games". Future work will involve
seeing how novice designers respond to game design patterns, and exploring
alternative approaches to representing design knowledge, such as “strong concepts”
(Hook and Lowgren 2012) and “intermediate-level design knowledge” (Lowgren
2013). Understanding how to effectively capture design knowledge for the design of
“art games” will help us to better understand the use of game design patterns to
represent game design knowledge, and to deepen our understanding of the process
of game design more broadly (Kuittinen and Holopainen 2009).
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