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1 A Casual Revolution

Spending the winter of 2006-07 in New York City, I was beginning
to lose count of the times I had heard the same story: somebody had
talen their new Nintendo Wii video game system home to parents,
grandparents, partner, none of whom had ever expressed any interest what-
soever in video games, and these non-players of video games had been en-
thralled by the physical activity of the simple sports games, had enjoyed
themselves, and had even asked that the video game be brought along
for the next gathering. What was going on?

When I dug a little deeper, it turned out that many of the people I
thought were not playing video games in fact had a few games stored
away on their hard drives. These were not shooting games or big adven-
ture games, but smaller games—matching tile games, games about run-
ning restaurants, games about finding hidden objects in pictures, and, of
course, Solitaire. These players did not fit any stereotype of the adolescent
male video game player. In fact, they often did not think of themselves as
playing video games (even though they clearly were).

The office and holiday parties of that year were also dominated by a
new musical game with plastic guitars, and it dawned on me that this
was not about video games becoming cool, but about video games becom-
ing normal. Normal because these new games were not asking players to
readjust their busy s chedules. Normal because one did not have to spend
hours to get anywhere in a game. Normal because the games fit thé social
contexts in which people were already spending their time, normal be-

.cau:se these new games could fulfill the role of a board game, or any. party

“This looked like a seismic change, but when I asked people why they
had not played video games before, another pattern emerged. Many of
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these people I'd thought were playing video games for the first time
would on closer questioning happily admit to having played much earlier
video games like Pac-Man and Tetris, and to having enjoyed them im-
mensely. Hence the bigger picture was not just that video games were
finding a new audience, but also that ¥ideo eswmeremnﬂmiﬁgvﬁth
an audience that had been lost. Why? The answer: the first video games
‘had been made for a general audience because there was no separate au-

dience of game experts at the time, Between the arcade games of the early |

1980s and today, video games have matured as a medium, developed a
large set of conventions, grown a specialized audience of fans. ..and
alienated many players.

The casual revolution in the title of this book is a breakthrough. mo-
ment in the history of video games. This is.theanement in which the sim-
plicity of early video games is re&scmeﬁ, while new flexible
designs are letting video games fit into the lives of players. Video games
are being reinvented, and so is our image of those who play the games.
This is the moment when we realize that everybody can be a video game
player.

The Pull of Games

As an avid video game player, I have experienced much of the first thirty
years of video game history first hand, and it has been disconcerting to
See great games ignored by many potential players. Given that video
games are as wonderful as they are, why wouldn't you play them? The
best way to answer this may be to consider whatit-feels: like to enjoy video

axpemce, .c_’_';_f?'@:g gamer, can be described as the simple
feeling of a pull, of looking at a game and wanting to play it. Consider the
jigsaw puzzle shown in figure 1.1. In all likelihood you know how you
would complete it. You can imagine the satisfaction of moving the final
piece, of finishing the puzzle. The jigsaw begs you to complete it.

Or look at the video game shown in figure 1.2. If you have ever played
Pac-Man,* you know your mission is to eat the dots and avoid the ghosts,
and from a brief glance at the Screen, you may already have planned
where you want to g0 next in the game.

This is the pull of video games, and indeed, of nondigital games too.
You can see what you need to do in the game, you can see, more or less,
how to do it, and you want do to it. In music, or in stories, we experience

Chapter 1

Figure 1.1

Complete the puzzle (image ©kowalanka—Fotolia.com)

Figure 1.2
Pac-Man (Namco 1980)

A Casual Revolution
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Figure 1.3
WarCraft 111 (Blizzard 2002)

a similar type of pull: When Frank Sinatra sings “I did it my—" we want
him to end the melody on “way.” There is a pull toward the final note of
the song, the tonic in musical terms. A story’s pull makes us want to
know what happens, how the characters deal with the situation, or who
committed the crime. These things pull us in. Video games are like
stories, like music, like singing a song: you want to finish the song on
the final note. You must play this game. You must.

Why must you? The video game’s pull is a subjective experience that
depends on what games you have played, your personal tastes, and
whether you are willing to give the game the time it asks for. For exam-
ple, who can resist being moved by the invitation of the game shown in
figure 1.3? A real-time strategy game is waiting to be played.

Actually, many people do not feel any pull whatsoever toward playing
this game. Perhaps you do not. The illustrated game, WarCraft 11,2 is
not universally loved. While it is fairly certain that you know what a jig-
saw puzzle asks of you, and there is a high chance that you know what
to do with the game of Pac-Man, a modern game like StarCrafi is divisive.
Not everybody feels the pull: not everybody knows what to do, not every-
body wants to pick up the game and start playing.

This I have always found perplexing, so this book is the result of my
journey toward understanding that mystery of why somebody would
choose not to play video games, and why a new audience is now starting
to play video games. I am going to tell stories of the players and develop-

Chapter 1

ers who are part of the casual revlolution, and I will show how changing
: i eaching new players.

ga:gle r(lice)\sn:gIHZC? r1(,_1311rde].~s,tangd whypso}r(ne would not feel that pull. I under-
stan):i the frustration of not knowing which buttons- to push, of bein.g un-
familiar with the conventions on the screen, of being r.elucj[an.t to invest
hours, days, and weeks into playing this game, of.' being indifferent to
the fiction of the game, of having a stupid mac‘hme tell you that you
have failed, of being unable to fit a game into your life.

A Casual Game for Every Occasion

There is a new wave of video games that seem to solve the prob.lem of the
missing pull; games that are easy to learn to pl:_iy, ﬁ't well Wl.‘[h af}arge
number of players and work in many different situations. I will re erh'Eo
these new games using the common industry term casual games. Iln t. is
book I am focusing on the two liveliest trends in the casual revolution:

« The first trend is games with — In such games the phys-
ical activity that the player performs mimics the game activity on the

screen. Mimetic interface games include those for Nintendo Wii (see fig-
ure 1.4), where, for example, playing a tennis video game 1nvol.ves mov-
ing your arm as in actual tennis. Other examples include music games
such as Dance Dance Revolution, Guitar Herot (figure 1.5), and Rock
Band.5

. . -
= The second trend is known a_, which are pu

chased online, can be played in short time bursts, and generally do r}ot
require an intimate knowledge of video game history in .ordeﬁr to play. Fig-
ure 1.6 shows the downloadable casual game Cake Mania 3.

When 1 refer to these trends 1 use the term video games to describe all
digital games, including arcade games and games played on computers,
consoles, and cell phones. Video games reach players through a number
of different distribution channels. Whereas mimetic interface games are
generally console games sold in stores, downloadable ca‘sual games are
sold on popular websites. While the increasing reach of video games can
also be witnessed in the popularity of small, free, browser—bas_ed games
like Desktop Tower Defense,” the focus here is on the commercially more
successful mimetic interface and downloadable casual games. .

In the short history of video games, casual games are something of
a revolution—a cultural reinvention of what a video game can be, a

5
A Casual Revolution
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Figure 1.4
Nintendo Wii players (Saul Loeb/AFP/Getty Images)

Figure 1.5
Guitar Hero 11 player (AP/Wide World Photos/D. J. Peters)

Chapter 1

Figure 1.6
Cake Mania 3 (Sandlot Games 2008)

reimagining of who can be a video game player. A manager from the
video game publisher Electronic Arts describes the challenge of creating
games for a new audience as a rewiring of the company: “I was surprised
by how wired we were to a particular target audience of 18—34-year-old
guys. It was a challenge to change the rule book of designing games for
fraternity brothers.”®

The rise of casual games also changes the conditions for creating
games targeted at non-casual players. A game designer describes it as
“harder and harder to find people willing to fund games that only go after
that narrow hardcore audience.”?® In other words, the rise of casual
games has nd changes the conditions for
game developers, pushing developers to make games for a broader audi-
ence. The rise of casual games influences the development of other video
games as well.

Does this go beyond a few high-profile games? Are video games really
reaching out to a broad audience? The answer is yes. The Entertainment

A Casual Revolution 7
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v, and that the average age of a

s than non-video game players. To play video games has become the norm;
to not play video games has become the exception.

Games and Players

Simple casual games are more popular than complex hardcore games.'4
Casual games apparently reach new players, and the new players they
reach are often called casual players. But what is casual? The concepts of
casual players and casual games became popular around the year 2000 as
contrasts to more traditional video games, now called hardcore games,
and the hardcore players who play them. Casual players are usually
described as entirely different creatures from hardcore players:

There is an identifiable stereotype of a hardcore player who has a prefer-
ence for science fiction, zombies, and fantasy fictions, has played a large
number of video games, will invest large amounts of time and resources
toward playing video games, and enjoys difficult games.

The stereotype of a casual player is the inverted image of the hardcore
player: this player has a preference for positive and pleasant fictions, has
layed few video games, is willing to commit little time and few resources
oward playing video games, and dislikes difficult games,

To what extent do these stereotypes map to actual players? Surprisingly,
when studies were carried out, they showe

i Effectively, it seemed that casual players were not playing
at all. This raised a question: do casual players even exist?
Looking at the games commonly described as casual yields a clue in that

these games allow us to have a meaningful play experience within a short
time frame, but do not prevent us from spending more time on a game.

Chapter 1

1 repors that 65 percent of U, households ply )

* These numbers are grow-
are likely to continue to grow: a recent report shows that a stag-

that would be the case. The simple truth is that in the United States and
.imy Asian and Western countries, there are now more video game play-

ore traditional hardcore design, on the other hand, requires a large
e commitment in order to have a meaningful experience, but does
allow a meaningful experience with a shorter commitment. It then
llows that the distinction between hardcore and casual should not be
:eated as an either/or question or even as a sliding scale, but rather as a
;Iumber of parameters that can change over time because-
The stereotypical casual player gradually acquires a larger
amount of knowledge of video game conventions, effectively making the
player more like a stereotypical hardcore player in terms of game knowl-
edge. The stereotypical hardcore player, conversely, may find thEILt he or
she has less time to play video games due to growing responSIblhtle.S,
jobs, and children, and so that player’s willingness to make time commit-
ments diminishes over time, effectively pushing the player toward more
casual playing habits. ‘
To discuss casual games and casual players, it therefore becomes im-
portant to avoid the temptation to choose between them. There are two
possible starting points:

1. Start with games: to examine the design of casual games. .
2. Start with players: to examine how and why casual players play video
games.

On the one hand, given that some players play casual games in what we
could hardcore ways, it could be tempting to conclude that a game can be
played in any way players desire, and that game design as such can there-
fore be ignored. On the other hand, many players tell stories of how ca-
sual games are the only video games they will play, so it would be futile
to ignore the games. In my opinion, the idea of having to choose between

players and games is a dead end. e

player is someone who interacts with a game, and a game is something
that interacts with a player; players choose or modify a game because
they desire the experience they believe the game can give them. Seeing
games and players as mutually defined makes it clearer why some people
do, or do not, play video games.

Though they were never quite true, conventional prejudices say t.hat
all video game players are boys and young men. A common (and also im-
precise) assumption about casual games is that they are only played‘ by
women over the age of 35.7° In early descriptions, the women playing

A Casual Revolution 9
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casual games were assumed to play only occasionally and with little time
investment. Seeing that this is often not the case,ithe usefulne
ing gender or age as a starting point for discussing players becomes
.un tain.”? Furthermore, the interviews with game players conducted
for this book show that changing life circumstances are major influences
on the interviewees' playing habits: reaching adolescence, having chil-
dren, getting a job, having the children move away from home, and re.
tiring all led to major changes in game-playing habits. The question of
(how games fit into people’s lives is therefore the primary angle in thig
book.

Many video games ask for a lot in order to be played, so it is not sur-
prising that some people do not play video games. Video games ask for
much more than other art forms. They ask for more time and they more
concretely require the player to understand the conventions on which
they build. A game may or may not fit into a player’s life. A game may
require hardware the player does not have or does not wish to own, it
may build on conventions that the player does not know, require skills
the player does not have; it may be too easy for a player or too hard, it
may not be in the taste of the player. Different games ask different things
from players, and different players are not equally willing to give a game
what it asks.

Games as well as players can be flexible or inflexible: where a casual
game is flexible toward different types of players and uses, a hardcore
game makes inflexible and unconditional demands on the skill and com-
mitment of a player. Conversely, where a casual player is inflexible toward
doing what a game requires, a hardcore player is flexible toward making
whatever commitment a game may demand. This explains the seeming
paradox of the casual players making non-casual time commitments: a ca-
sual game is sufficiently flexible to be played with a hardcore time com-

mitment, but a hardcore game is too inflexible to be played with a casual
time commitment.

Changing Games, Changing Players

Game audi nces and game designs co-evolve. The audience learns a new!
set of conventions, and the next game design can be based or the. as-)
sumption that the audience knows those conventions, while risking alien-

ating those who do not know them. Where video game developers have

b Chapter 1

?

13 ?
been criticized for making games “for themselves,” casual game
fren.

lopers are encouraged to make games f?r s audi‘ence they are noi‘f
ecessarily part of. Designing for players with little video game exl?;:l
;éﬁce places conflicting pressures on game develop'ers betwe?rtih 111;1'(;\1;1 amg1
ough to provide an experience the player recognizes as yrorthwhile,

Eﬂ same time building on only well-known conventions in order to
;zzatchhea broad audience. This does not render innovation impossible, but
I

" means that innovation often has to be based on the import of m;ltmﬁly

ownractivities=—such as tennis or guitar playing._ - ‘

would be wrong to say that casual games were inevitable, bu;c:1 11}L
hindsight it is clear that many things paved. the way for them. The rz"
decades in the history of video games saw Wfieo games mature :}i am

dium and develop an elaborate set of conven‘ﬂons. that h.as made EE in-
accessible to potential players unwilling to commit the time to learn fP:se
conventions. Strategy and action games, for example, use a number of in{

&a@é conventions to communicate the events in the game, making this

information easily accessible to those who know the. conventions, bult preri
senting a barrier to players new to them. Wht_en video games de;fle ope t,
a new expressive and creative language of thEII. own, ’Fhey also fs t}l:‘t }?u
people who did not know that language.'® That is the big storly o eteh 1rse-
tory of video games and the riie of casual games. For casual players, the
aller stories to tell. .

ar?fhnzai:yi:,r?or example, the story of the person who never played video
games, and now with casual games finds video games that he or shg
enjoys. A casual game player in her fifties told me she had played boar1
games and card games all of her life, but had only started playing ca]j,ua
games, and video games at all, after being introduced to Zuma by a

friend:

My 75-year-old friend introduced me to Zuma and Col.lapse, the prledelcessﬂ(-?ﬁnteo
Zuma. It was after I had handed in my thesis, so my brain was completely o ; ;
Then she invited me over for dinner and told me she had something mt.et}”:ei; ng
to show me. She also had a computer Mahjong game that was very %eautl u t;;r;

exciting, I really liked that. Later I have begun to buy them myself, because they

are not that expensive.’®

Then there is the story of the player who avidly played console and arcade
games as child, stopped playing video games as they became more com-
plicated, and returned to them via casual games:

A Casual Revolution
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When I was a kid, I played Pong. . .. Fast-forward about 20 years. Now I'm married
and have children. ... They, of course, have video game systems. To me, these
systems look like Mission Control for NASA, so I never play with them. I can't,
There are too many buttons.

I'can play Wii games. The controller is instinctive to use, In fact, the WiiMote is
actually easier to operate than the remote control for my television. WiiBowl
requires two buttons: A and B. That's totally my speed.... With the advent of a
gaming system that doesn’t require an advanced degree to operate, I have been
able to rediscover the joy I found in those early video games I played as a kid,
I've found a way to bond with my own children over something that interests
them, and when [my] extended family gets together, we have multigenerational

play. It's been a great way for my kids, my spouse and I, and my parents to find
common ground.2e

There is also the story of the player who grew up with video games and
now has a job and children, making it difficult to integrate traditional
video games into his or her life, creating a demand for titles that require
less time to play. One selftermed “ex-hardcore-now-parent” player de-
scribes the situation like this:

That pretty much sums up my situation these days. Snatched moments are far
more child friendly than hourlong Mass Effect sessions. That doesr’t mean I
don't like sneaking off upstairs to have a bit of [Xbox] 360 time but I can have a
game of Mario Kart or Smash Bros and it's literally five minutes while my daughter
entertains herself. Maybe that is the market that the Wii has tapped into. Not the
non-gamer; more the ex-hardcore-now-parent gamer.>t

My own story intersects the big story of casual games, and is also a
story of changing life circumstances: 1 have a life-long love for video
games and I have spent much time trying to convince friends and family
to play them. Casual games work so much better for me when I want to
introduce new players to the joy of video games than did the complicated
games of the 1980s and 199os. Since I became a full-time academic, my
own life circumstances have also been changing. I now have meetings,
papers to write, trips to make, and it has become harder to find the long
stretches of time required for playing the large, time-intensive video
games that I still love. Casual games just fit in better with my life.

One would think that making games that fit into people’s lives was
therefore the single most important problem that the video game indus-
try had been working to solve. But in fact, the industry has spent decades

solving an entirely different problem, that of how to create the best graph-
ics possible.

12 Chapter 1

he Problem with Graphics

i ;] Mi ft Corporate Vice President and
Mi t on the Microsoft Xbox 360:] Microso res
%foo;?\]on(TM) Architect ] Allard further outlined thg _go;gparl_y’_ s vision for the
- X of entertainment, citing the emergence of an{ “HD Era” in video games
thﬁtlr; fueled by consumer demand for experiences that are always connected,
-al‘:'3YS personalized and always in high-definition.>*

[Sony on the Sony PlayStation 3:] In games, not only will movement .Of chiaractieéz
d objects be far more refined and realistic, bu.t landscapes gnfi €1gr’tua\:vor

i;ln also be rendered in real-time, thereby elevating the | reedom gr:lph:mdlet
ot to levels not experienced in the past. Gamers will ht:eraﬂy bea ¢ to div

into the realistic world seen in large-screen movies and experience the excitement

in real-time.*3

Upon entering the lecture hall for the Microsoft keynote at the Ga}rlne

Developers Conference in March 2005, I was handfed a blue badge. Ot’lf1 er

attendees received yellow or black badges, but we did nc:t know what X eir
purpose was. The yearly Game Developers Conference is t_he place where
the platform owners—currently Sony, Microsoft, and N‘mtendol—c:.r);qlf‘t
developers and try to convince them to develop for their console. . is
was especially pertinent in 2005 since the then.-current consoles ( ;;Y-
Station 2, Xbox, and GameCube) were approaching the end of their li ez
times and developers were waiting for what Would.happen next. | Allar

of Microsoft gave a conference keynote and proclaimed that the upa;_r;;
ing Xbox 360 would herald the coming of the HD era. The name o
era derived from the fact that the Xbox 360 would have graphics in 16g

definition; it would show more pixels than earlier conso.lefs. The Xbox 360
would also have other features such as the user’s ablh‘fy to connect to
friends via the Internet, but HD was chosen as the moniker encompass-
ing all of the experiences the console could give. A.t the end‘of the presen-
tation, the audience was treated to a short animation showing a blue ca](fi
a yellow car, and a black car racing each other. The yellow car won, an

the thousand attendees with correspondingly colored badges each Woz
a high-definition television. This was Microsoft's take on what shlow'ul

define the next generation of video game conso_les: h1g1}er deﬁmtlc'nln
graphics, more pixels. Sony was happy to follow suit, declaring thlat vngnﬁe
HD really was the future, only the PlayStation 3 would l')e tr‘ue high defi-
nition.24 But not everybody at the conference was l?uytllng it. Game tcté-
signer Greg Costikyan described his reaction like this: “Who was at the

13
A Casual Revolution
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Figure 1.7
Microsoft Xbox 360

Microsoft keynote? I don't know about you but it made my flesh crawl.
The HD era? Bigger, louder? Big bucks to be made! Well not by you and
me of course. a-

-This Wwas a good expression of the undercurrent of worty at the

2005 Game Developers Conference: the worry that developers would

have to spend more resources Creating game graphics, thereby pushing

budgets to new heights at the expense of game design innovation,

In the then-upcoming generation of consoles (figures 1.7, 1.8, 1.9), the
Nintendo Wii was the only one not promoted specifically on better graph-
ics; in fact it did not even have the high-definition graphics that Sony and
Microsoft were trumpeting. Figure .10 illustrates how the Wii is by
far the technically weakest console of the generation,2° but is also, as of

February 2009, by far the most popular game console of the genera-

tion.?7 Technical selling points clearly do not drive sales of game consoles
today.28

Chapter 1

PFLEYSTRTIOMN =3

Figure 1.8
Sony PlayStation 3

Figure 1.9 _ )
Nintendo Wii (image courtesy of Nintendo America)
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Xbox 360 PlayStation 3 Wii

Figure 1.10
Power of game consoles compared to sales by February 2009

If the Wii lags in the graphical department, it does have a new kind of
controller and a strategy for reaching a new, market of more casually ori-
ented players. Judging from these numbers, the traditional way of selling
new consoles and games via increased graphic fidelity has ceased to
work*9—or at least is beginning to be outshone by new ways of making
games, and by more casual experiences aimed at more casual players.

From 3-D Space to Screen Space to Player Space

The problem with the industry focus on graphics technology is not that
graphics are unimportant, but that three-dimensional graphics are not nec-
essarily what players want. Casual game design is about making games fit
in better with players’ available time, but it is also about using space in a
different way than one experiences in recent three-dimensional video

16 Chapter 1

Player space ==

Figure 1.11
3-D space, screen space, player space

games. Figure 1.11 shows how video games can invohfe t‘%mae djﬂ'ere}lllt
types of space: whether sitting or standing, the player is mtuated. in ]I: le
player space, the physical space in front of the screen. The screen itself is
a flat surface, the screen space. Any three-dimensional game presen.ts a
world inside the screen, a 3-D space. (The real world of player space is of
course also three-dimensional, but by 3-D space I mean the world pro-

jected by the screen.) . -
Early video games such as Pac-Man or Pong3® were two-dimensional,

Nevertheless, with casual games
took a different turn. The 1998 Dance Dance Revolution (figure 1.13)
shifted the focus from 3-D space to the physical moveme.nt of the players
on the game’s dance pads. The game does feature a display, l_)ut mf)s}:
of the game’s spectacle is in player space, the real-world area in whic

17
A Casual Revolution
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Figure 1.12
Wipeout (Psygnosis 1995)

players move about. Furthermore, the 2004 downloadable casual game
Bejeweled 2 Deluxes= (figure 1.14) is two-dimensional just like early arcade
games. The movement to screen space and the movement to player space

are core aspects of the trends in casual games that I will discuss in this
book:

* Downloadable casual games are generally two-dimensional games that
take place in screen space.

* Mimetic interface games are often three-dimensional, but encourage in-
teraction between players in player space, and in such a way that player
space and 3-D space appear continuous: when bowling in Wii Sports,3s

the game gives the impression that player space continues into the 3-D
space of the game.

Casual games have a wide appeal because they move away from 3-D
spaces, blending more easily with not only the time, but also the space

13 Chapter 1

Figure 1.13 ‘
Dance Dance Revolution player (Mario Tama/Getty Images)

A Casual Revolution
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About This Book

his book is meant to capture what is happening with video games. In
order to do that, I look at the games themselves, at players, and at devel-
ers. [ will examine the designs of popular casual games, showing the
common qualities that make them different from traditional hardcore
' video games. In order to learn about the habits and opinions of players,

This book is also meant to fill a void in the rapidly expanding field of
-video- Most books on video games have tended to be eithe
entirely general (such as Salen and Zimmerman's Rules of Play34), o
~ focused on specific games (such as T. L. Taylor’s Play between Worlds®s o
EverQuest3®), or covering specific aspects of all games (such as Mia Con
salvo's Cheating??). Here 1 am exploring a middle level of video gam
studies by looking at the position of casual games in the history of video
games and games as such. My feeling is that video game studies must
keep improving its tools—tools that must be more than general claims
about all games and players, and more than the mere descriptions of

Figure 1.14
Bejeweled 2 Deluxe (PopCap 2004)

1 : . |
Mimetic gamesmove the acion to playerspace, but many ofther also 1| (RIGBERSS) ey eSERNAUIOUS IEMong e pIaYESp V' must be bl
e:ncourage Shf)rt game sessions played in social contexts. Such games, to. talk about how a -smg e sess101? of a small game 1s part o _e entir
like all multiplayer games, an history of games. This book constitutes my proposal for how this can b
done.

. games for which
much of the interesting experience is not explicitly in the game, but is
omething that players add to the game. For example, if playing a com-
etitive match of Guitar Hero or Wii Tennis

Following this introduction, the rest of the book examines the casual rev-
olution around two questions:

Xist s. Playing a game against a
, @ significant other, a boss, or a child, adds meaning and special
stakes to the game. Furthermore, people playing mimetic interface games
are often themselves a spectacle, making these games more interesting
even for those who are not playing.

Casual games are new, but new by reaching back in game history and
by borrowing liberally from non-video-game activities. Video games are

1. How did casual games appear, and how do they relate to the history of
video games and nondigital games?

2. How do players and games interact? How do players engage with a
given game?

Chapter 2 begins by combining these questions: the terms casual games

becoming normal; during the hist £ and casual players are recent inventions, but they are a response to a time
g story of all games, everybody, young and period during which video games became ever more complex and

old, has played games of one ki
m demanded ever more video game knowledge from a player. Casual game
_ design, then, reinvents video games and goes hand in hand with a

i 21
Chapter 1 A Casual Revolution
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reinvention of the video game player The casual revolution containg 3
new way for players and games to engage. Casual games share a set of
design characteristics that I judge against common conceptions of casual
and hardcore players, and show that while actual players are much more
varied than can be expressed with the “hardcore” or “casual” categories,
casual game design is successful because it is flexible toward different
tastes and different usages.

As is often the case, painting a big historical picture makes it easier to
perceive the details of what is happening now: chapters 3 and 4 consider
casual games in a historical perspective. Chapter 3 shows Solitaire (or Pa-
tience) as a proto-casual game that became one of the most popular
games played on computers because it was already familiar to players,
Solitaire illustrates how a game is always perceived against the back.
ground of the games that a player has previously tried, and that the
main barrier to playing video games has not been computer technology,
but game design.

Chapter 4 focuses on history in a shorter time span: | examine the suc-
cess of downloadable casual games and review the history of matching
tile games. These often simple games evolve only gradually over time,
which puts game developers in the treacherous position of having to dif:
ferentiate themselves from previous games, while stil] building suffi-
ciently on well-known game conventions that a game is easily accessible
to new players. Developers of downloadable casual games borrow gener-
ously from earlier games, but they openly try to position themselves as
Innovative.

Chapter 5, 6, and 7 each tackle the ways in which players and games
interact. Chapter 5 examines mimetic interface games, especially Guitar
Hero, Rock Band, and games played on Nintendo Wii, to show that their
success is due in part to the fact that they do not require players to know
video game history, but build on more commonly known activities such
as tennis and guitar playing, They are also often social games that move
the game action into the space in which players play.

The interstitial chapter 6 explains why games can be social in the first
place, by showing how even strategically shallow games like Parcheesi are
considered social games, and how most of the meaning of such games is
brought to the game by the players. Nevertheless, the meaning of a game
is facilitated by design: when players can choose among playing to win,
playing to keep the game interesting, or playing to manage the social sit-
uation, a game quickly become socially meaningful.

= Chapter 1

Chapter 7 asks why some games, such as Guitar Hero, Sims, ordthe
Grand Theft Auto series are open to many levels of engag(?ment an 1to
layed in many different ways. These games are_mde?y popular
Pﬁmﬁsi they do not force the player to follow the goal. With this obsm"va-
s—Peo;a the book returns to the question of history, showing that ‘leconomlcal
.zon;iderations meant that early arcade games had to_ punish playersf
‘tharshly for not reaching the game goal, thereby narrowing t}.1€ Erllge. ;_)h
available playing styles. Newer large-scale games are meaningful wi t
both small and large time investments because the player is free to no
ame goals.
fo%}?:;ileigg concgludes the book by considering the skepticism that rrll(eimy
traditional hardcore game players have .toward casual games, as nlg
whether game developers have an obligation to m-ake games for pef)c{n e
other than themselves, and placing casual games in the history of video

mes. . _
gaFinally three appendixes document the habits and attitudes of casual

ame players and developers.
i Appendix A contains the results of a survey of players of downloadable

.
Cail;;fr?g B is a collection of player life st_ories gathered through the
survey in appendix A and through additional .mteme'ws. 1
Appendix C contains excerpts from interviews Wlth‘game de-ve oP;rs
about their views on the changes in video game design and in video

game audiences,

: 23
A Casual Revolution
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All the Games You Played Before

‘What do you see in the image of{Puzzle Quest shown in figure 3.1> What
| do you think you do in this game? Do you have strategies for playing this
game? Your answers depend on what games you have already played; on
‘ your knowledge of game conventions. Looking at the screenshot, you may
or may not feel the pull discussed in chapter 1. You may or may not know
| what to do in the game, and you may or may not want to do it.

At the time of release, reviewers described Puzzle Quest as a combina-
tion of elements from matching tile games (games such as Bejeweled
shown in figure 1.14), hitherto considered a casual game type, with role-
playing game elements and a fantasy setting hitherto considered a stable
of hardcore video games. The website ign.com specifically warned its hard-
| core readers not to be “ashamed of” Puzzle Quest's use of casual game
elements:

| e s b ek whomred oy o o jooel sompping: Casol govers fave
eir Bejeweled, and hardcore players have their RPGs|role-playing games]. Long

have the two groups been content to remain separate and play their respective
games. But the folks at D3 Publisher have begun a socialization experiment that
may find gamers from both camps playing the same game. Puzzle Quest: Chal-
lenge of the Warlords attempts to marry characteristics of traditional RPGs with
the pick-up-and-play mechanics of a casual puzzle game—and succeeds.?

Conversely, the casual game review site Gamezebo encouraged their read-
ers not to be turned off by the fantasy and role-playing elements of Puzzle
Quest, assuring that it was “a casual game at heart”: “Classical fantasy
trappings and detailed role-playing infrastructure aside, Puzzle Quest:
Challenge of the Warlords proved a surprise hit on consoles like the Nin-
tendo DS and PlayStation Portable for one simple reason—it’s a casual
game at heart. So don't be so quick to dismiss the outing, just because
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Figure 3.1
Puzzle Quest (Infinite Interactive 2007)

you're not the sort who usually appreciates the complexity of Dungeons @
Dragons-style romps or balks at the thought of playing swordsman or
spellcaster.”3 Some user reviews show players making similar observa-
tions: “If you love RPGs and Puzzle games you will love this game!”+

How does this compare to the original intentions of the developers of
the game? According to a conference presentation, Puzzle Quest was
born of the idea of mixing two genres: “The inception of the game con-
cept was a ‘happy accident’ caused by the process d Steve
started his plans with the ideas that he really liked Bejeweled and he really
liked RPGs. Putting the two together seemed to result in a style of game
that landed in that sweet spot the studio was aiming for, and seemed to
be something compelling enough to play.”’s

This is the harmonious picture of innovation in games: a game devel

oper has the*eviewers and players understan
the intention and enjoy the game. Does it always work this well? If yo
look a little further, many users voice their frustrations with Puzzle Quest,
as in these comments from an unhappy buyer:

66 Chapter 3

pought this game because I was looking for a game resembling Bejeweled. 1
1 would have rather found the real Bejeweled game. Wish Nintendo had
e it...and Atlantis as well.

But, with the highest of hopes, I bought this game. Even with the manual, I'm
1l trying to figure out what the heck the purpose of this game is?

Tt sorta has some Bejeweled features...and a whisper of a story line, but other

than that...I'm confused.
[ enjoy the “practice” rounds where I can do a Bejeweled puzzle, but when it
comes to combat with an opponent, I find myself sitting there while the oppo-
t takes all the turns and completely stomps me. Then the game tells me I'm
efeated . .. well ... yeahl!®

The player was apparently not familiar with the role-playing conventions
in the game and was surprised by the spells and special objects Puzzle
Quest added to the matching tile game formula. This prevented her from

;;én'oy]'ng the game.

A

Games that copy other games wholesale are derogatorily referred to as
but developers face a genuine challenge trying to strike a balance
between innovation and cloning: on the one hand, players perceive new
games on the basis of games they already know, and this puts pressure
on developers to create games that are similar to previous games in order
to give players an initial experience of competence. On the other hand,
the player needs a reason to buy a new game, and there is therefore pres-

sure on the developer to provide new, innovative experiences. On top of
that, within the game development community,“

P as will be documented in chapter 4.
1s chapter examines how the proto-casua- card game be

came one of the most popular digital games in part because it was alread
well known by players. Solitaire is an example of how all games are cre
ated and used in four different time frames:

Genres, Fictions, and Interfaces

I described Puzzle Quest as a combination of two genres: role-playing
games and matching tile puzzle games. (The status of matching tile
games is discussed in further detail in chapter 4.) The challenge of talk-
ing abouf genrelis that there are no clear agreements about how to define

All the Games You Played Before
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any given genre, and genre categories change over time

gure 3.2 shows the most common words and phra;
to appear in my survey of downloadable casual game players answeri
the question: What are your favorite casual games? While some of {
words filled in refer to specific games (Chocolatier,® Azadad) and othe
are common parts of game titles (dash, mania), the most common
used words and phrases refer to genres:
e players surveyed here demonstrate a keen use of ge
abels to describe the games they play, meaning that they see individ
ames as part of larger groups of games, and that they are aware of diffe
nces and similarities between games.

Game designer Greg Costikyan has pointed out that game genres ar
tied to game- ather than after

the fiction.™ For example, to match tiles of similar color is a mechanic (ag

discussed in chapter 4); to jump in a platform game is a mechanic; to be
able to capture the pieces of an opponent in Parcheesi

ol E ~HIErE are”

1 oL which 1s centered on what the player can do, the mechanics of
Though Costikyan's claim that video game genres are defineg
by game mechanics is generally correct,™ specific genres also havé

strategy games are generally tied to warlike fig
tions; matching tile games generally have bright and positive fictions
massively multiplayer games mostly have fantasy fictions. In additio
every genre has affinities with certain— That i
although genres are named after game mechanics, they are also assoc
ated with other game elements, and all elements are potentially releva
to how a player understands a game

({foidentify the gentes from which they derive) Tt is probably impossible to
perform such an analysis exhaustively. For example, Puzzle Quest has
turns, but where do turns come from? Puzzle Quest is also a game, and

games as such contain a large number of conventions.’

A Short History of Solitaire Card Games

Consider the case of Solitaire or Patience card games such as La Belle
Lucie shown in figure 3.4. Solitaire is an example of a popular game that

. Chapter 3

uzzle
wwazada

mis VPR T villagers
fate.. I|ke . nch

«“sdashcake
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F;";"Fn . [ "ency g ebc
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fashionz=. - Y files
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Figure 3.2 . .
Most frequent answers to the question “What are your favorite casual games:
(image created using http://wordle.net/)
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Matching tile
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role-playing
game fiction
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development
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spells —p

Matching tile
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3

Figure 3.3 :
Identifiable game conventions and their sources in Puzzle Quest (Infinite Interac-
tive 2007)

LA BELL\E-r?LUCEE.

Figure 3.4
“La Belle Lucie” Solitaire game (Cadogan 1870)
has developed over considerable time and has crossed technological

boundaries. The first known references to Solitaire are from Germany
and Scandinavia around the year 18co, with the first collection published
in Moscow in 1826, and Solitaire gaining popularity in Europe during the
later part of nineteenth century.’ Solitaire has undergone a significant re-

surgence in popularity after becoming available on modern computers.
e ease by which

olitaire also reveals that, like video games today, Solitaire has been asso-
iated with a specific audience.

In English, the
was the first collection of Solitaire card games. Twenty-two years later,

Miss Whitmore Jones would remark how times had changed and how
Solitaire was previously considered a game for “idle ladies,” but that in
modern hectic times, the benefits of playing Solitaire had become widely
appreciated:

In days gone by, before the world lived at th-t is doing now, th
game of Patience was looked upon with somewhat contemptuous toleration, as
harmless but dull amusement for idle ladies, and was ironically described as
roundabout method of sorting the cards”; but it has gradually won for itself
higher place. For now, when the work, and still more the worries, of life have s
enormously increased and multiplied, the value of a pursuit interesting enough t

5

. Chapter 3

All the Games You Played Before .

.4
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and so giving the mind 5
est, and, as 1t were, a breathing-space wherein to recruit its faculties, is becomin g
ore and more recognised and appreciated.’® ¢

Solitaire games are generally single player, and generally entail taking a
set of shuffled cards and placing them in order within the limitationg
imposed by the game rules. Solitaire games share a large number of con.
ventions that enable players to transfer knowledge from one Solitaire
game to another and for the description of a game to be quite terse. Lady.
Cadogan's 1876 book is introduced by an “explanation of terms” of Soli.
taire, illustrating how Solitaire is an open collection of mechanics of
which every single game is This also means that once a player
has played a few Solitaire games, new ones are easily learned due to the
player’s familiarity with the game mechanics. The popularity of Solitair
games on computers was furthered by such familiarity—players alread
know the original version played with cards, and a computer simply prg
vides a convenient opportunity for playing Solitaire.”7

Casual game design lowers the barriers to entry by requiring little
knowledge of game conventions and small time investments, but the
| physical space required to play a game can also be a factor. Surprisingly,
such barriers were considered an issue even in the early days of Solitaire
games. A 1901 Solitaire collection praises the appearance of physically
smaller card decks, hence lowering the barriers to entry to even the card
ersion of the game: “Patience is now very generally played, as the one
bjection to it that used to exist—that it required so large a space to la
ut the cards—has now been removed by the introduction od
hich have been specially made for it, so as to enable the most
laborate game to be displayed in the compass of about a foot square—a
reat boon to invalids confined to a couch, for they no longer require a
ble, but can set out these games on a tray, or even on a music-book.”:8
Solitaire games were from early on associated with specific audiences,
with Whitmore Jones indicating that Solitaire was considered a ladies’
game. In the history of games, this compares to the association of hard-
core video games with young men and the association of contemporary
casual games with a female audience seemingly similar to the perceived
Solitaire audience. While the previous quote mentions the invalids bene-
fitting from smaller decks of cards, the cover of the 1914 American edi-
tion of Cadogan'’s book™® (figure 3.5) shows that a female audience is still

' i i i : Figure 3.5
associated with these games: a society woman with modern clothes, hair- The 1914 edition of Lady Cadogan's Hlustrated Games of Solitaire or Patience (Cado-
style and furniture is depicted enjoying a game of Solitaire in the evening. gan 1914)
L Chapter 3 All the Games You Played Before 7
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Solitaire

Help

Score: 0 Tim.et I

Figure 3.6
Solitaire for Windows 3.0 (Microsoft 1990, image courtesy of Rowan Lipkovits)

Solitaire was included as a standard application with Microsoft Win-
dows 3.0 in 1990,2° and hence made the leap to computers (figure 3.6).
How popular is Solitaire played on computers? A Finnish study reports
that Solitaire is the most popular digital game of both men and women,
with 36 percent of women and 13 percent of men reporting it as their
favorite.>* (Steve Meretzky has argued that the inclusion of Solitaire in
Windows 3.0 was the beglnmng of casual games as such.22

Before discussing Solitaire further, I would like to compare the devel-
opment of Solitaire to that of modern video games (such as casual
games)/ Folk games like Solitaire were not designed by any one person,
but developed slowly over time as players deliberately or by mistake intro-
duced variations that they would then communicate to other players if
they found the variation interesting. With the advent of commercial
game development in the eighteenth century and later with video games,
the design and design time of a game became tied to specific developers.
Commercial game development also led to a division between the design-
ers and players of a game. Around 1890, the U.S. game company Parker

74 Chapter 3

others (which would later publish Monopoly?3) had experienced dis-
appointing sales of a complicated strategy game called Chivalry, designed
George Parker. This led them to describe the following principles for

Aintriguing name and colorful artwork on the cover of.
‘EVCTY Parker Brothers product Each game must each have an exciting,
yelevant theme and be easy enough for most people to understand. Fi-
ally, each game should be so sturdy that it could be played time and
again, without wearing out.”24

These principles are surprisingly similar to the casual game design
pﬁnciples I have described: the fiction must be attractive; the game must
be usable; the game must have a good visceral quality—juiciness. It is
' also notable how Parker's design principles introduce a division between
’fhe tastes of the developer and the tastes of the player: George Parker had
Peen fond of his complicated strategy game, but realizing that this feeling
was not shared by his audience, he decided to develop games for the per-
ceived tastes of the audience rather than his own.

In many ways, video game development has spent decades catching up
with the principles listed by the Parker Brothers. The history of video
game development is partially a history of growing development teams
and changing relations to the audience of games. Whereas early video
games were often made by a single person, growing development teams
led to an increased demand for game development to be properly
planned, and for more consistent testing against a game’s target audi-
ence. In a 2002 artlcle developers Mark Cerny and Michael John argue

prototype-dri ¢ - developir leo games. s In this devel-
opment method a game is sub]ected to frequent playtestmg with the tar
get audience throughout development, but developers should not rely on
focus group tests where audience are asked about their tastes, because
this can only give information about “What's popular as of 10 minuteg
ago.”2® A more specific criticism against focus groups is that they “are
poor at providing specific, actionable data that help game des1gners
make their gomes better”27 Comm men :

eli

" The status of the audience in game development is thus much con-
tended. A common complaint against the traditional video game indus-
try is that developers are making games only “for themselves,” with the

All the Games You Played Before 75

future game development A customer—at any store, in any city—must
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casual games industry, like George Parker, proclaiming to make games
for “everybody.” A casual game developer describes his own position like
this: “Hardcore developers make games for themselves (‘I like that—Ilet's
put it in'), whereas casual developers make games for themselves and
everybody else (‘T like that, but let's make sure it works for my dad/sister/
receptionist too’).”>8

While this probably is an unfair generalization about the development
of traditional hardcore video games, playing such games ofien requires
game convention knowledge from other video games. To build a game
on existing conventions is to run the risk of alienating an audience that
does not know them. It could be predicted that casual games were there-
fore unlikely to build on previous games, but this is different in the two
ame types discussed in this boo

laying music), chapter 4 shows how

probably due to the way such games are distributed: players have free
access to trials of hundreds of similar games and therefore have time to
absorb video game conventions

All developers share a balancing act between making a game that con-
forms to tradition and making one that breaks new ground, between
making a game for personal tastes and making one for an audience that
the developer is not part of. Some of the developers interviewed in appen-
dix C consider themselves to be part of their target audience, but one de-
veloper reports making games for the tastes of two fictional characters
“Sophie and Marie.”29

While developers make games for an audience that they may not be
part of, the audience itself is constantly changing. Players learn new con-
ventions and new skills during their lifetimes. Solitaire became a popular
game on computers because players had become familiar with Solitaire
conventions earlier in their lives (and because it was easily learned for
people who were not familiar with the game). Puzzle Quest is arguabl
popular because it has dual entry points depending on a player's gam
knowledge. The negative user review of Puzzle Quest then illustrate
how a player can be alienated from a game if he or she fails to understan
the conventions it uses. During your lifetime, you collect knowledge fro

76 Chapter 3

conventions. The history of games leads up to your playing of an individ-

ual game; your playing of that game paves the way for playing future

;games.
Solitaire as a Proto-Casual Game

Solitaire only recently has become a game played on computers. Before a
player begins a game of computer Solitaire, many things have already
transpired. First there are thousands of years of game history, during
which general game conventions have taken shape. Video games, as a
subset, have emerged only during the last forty years. Then there is the
time frame of designers, who develop a game in some weeks, months,
or years, using their knowledge of previous games and their assumptions
about the game’s audience. And before an individual game of Solitaire is
played in the present, the player has experience with other games and
other media during his or her lifetime. These are the four time frames
of games, which can be described as follows:

» Historical time The evolution of games transcends the lifetime of any
player or developer. Games and audiences evolve over millennia. Games
and game genres are associated with gpecific audiences, but these asso-
ciations also change over time. For example, it was once assumed that
video games would only be played by young men, but this is changing
with the rise of casual games. Furthermore, the introduction of Solitaire
on the Windows operating system illustrates how a game can appear, be-
come popular, and move between technological platforms because it is
widely known and understood.

* Design time Whereas traditional folk games were rarely, or only apocry-
phally, associated with specific designers, the rise of commercial board
games and video games introduced a division between game designers
and game players. Contemporary video game developers appear to be gain-
ing a more nuanced view of the audience for their games, and casual
game design is often framed as being more sensitive to audience demands
than traditional hardcore game design. Casual game design introduces

All the Games You Played Before 77

the games you play, and you use that knowledge for understanding nem'
ggﬂnes.

~ All this leads up to the game-playing time. The game that successfully
‘manages to get a player to start and keep playing adds to that player's
knowledge of conventions. To play a new game is to learn new skills and
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more distance between players and developers, with developers encour-
aged to create games for audiences other than themselves.

= Player lifetime Players see new games in the light of the previous
games they have played. This(game acy'is not a general game literacy
but is tied to the specific genres a player has experienced. We identify new
games based on the games and genres we already know.

» Game-playing time The preceding time frames lead up to the time of
game-playing where, hopefully, the player understands and enjoys the
game.

Even before Solitaire became one of the most popular games played on
computers, it matched casual game design principles very well: it is a
usable game that players can play at their own pace, and supremely in-
terruptible. Solitaire can be replayed indefinitely, so the game does not
punish the player for failing by making him or her replay a level—the
player is replaying the game anyway. Furthermore, the extended use of
randomness relieves the player from some of the responsibility if a game
is not solved. Finally, if the amount of space needed to place the cards of
Solitaire have historically been a barrier to playing, players who own a
computer can now play Solitaire without taking up any additional space.
Computers just made Solitaire even more casual.

The successes of Puzzle Quest and computer-based Solitaire emphasize
that games fail or succeed due to the interaction between game design and
players. But even this is only a partial truth: in the bigger picture, neither
game designers nor players start from scratch, but carry the history of
games with them. Being aware of this is a requirement for understanding
the casual revolution—and video games at all.

78 Chapter 3

4 Innovations and Clones: The Gradual Evolution of
Downloadable Casual Games

It is a feeling similar to playing Solitaire. You are totally relaxed, you cannot con-
centrate on anything else, but at the same time you can be thinking about other
things in the back of your mind. I often play when I face a difficult problem. In
my company I face various tasks that are hard to get started with. I already have
the knowledge I need, so I play a game rather than go read a lot of books. Therd
the solutions come. It is like the game brings out a lot of tacit knowledge, as if the
problem solving in the game maintains that skill, and that is a skill I need.

—A s55-year-old player of downloadable casual games”

Downloadable casual games are games in a specific distribution channel:
while video games have traditionally been sold in stores, players of down4
loadable casual games go to a website such as RealArcade or Big Fish
Games (figure 4.1) and download a free version of a game that can typi-
cally be played for sixty minutes (figure 4.2). After sixty minutes, the
player has to buy the game in order to continue playing (figure 4.3). De-
veloper Dave Rohrl describes the fact that players can try a game before
playing as a way of selling games in an “open box.”> This has some sim-
ilarities with games like Guitar Hero or Buzz3 discussed in chapter s,
where the shape of the controller gives players an idea of what the game
is about before playing it. For any player unsure about Wthh game to
choose, this makes it much easier t hasing decisis

As game genres contain spec1ﬁc convenhons and mechamcs so does
this distribution channel contain specific types of games. Downloadable
casual games are almost exclusively two-dimensional games that take place
in screen space. As of 2008, the most popular game type in this channel
is hidden object games such as Mystery Case Files: Hunisville* (figure 4.4),
followed by time management games (figute 4.5). In the early years of
downloadable casual games, matching tile games was the bestselling
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Figure 4.1
The Big Fish Games website

game type. In turn, the best-known matching tile game is the Bejeweled
series from PopCap games, which has presently sold more than 25 mil-
lion copies in different formats.5 Figure 4.6 shows Bejeweled 2 Deluxe.6
Downloadable casual games played an important role in bringing in-
dustry and popular awareness to the fact that video games could reach
outside their assumed audience of young men. A 2006 study of players
of downloadable casual games reported that 71 percent of the audience
was female,” with the majority being over 35 years of age. The study of
casual players in appendix A shows an even greater skew: 93 percent of
the respondents are female. This is worth noting as the game industry

8o Chapter 4
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Figure 4.2 -
Playing the downloaded game Azada: Ancient Magic (Big Fish Studios 2008)

has been reluctant to acknowledge the possibility of marketing outside
the traditional market of young men. In the mid-1990s game developer
Margaret Wallace worked at the company PF Magic making the virtua
pet games he told me the story of how difficult it wa
for the game industry to accept that they were making games tha
reached outside the traditional video game market:

When the company I was working at, PF Magic, was bought by Mindscape, w
were integrated into a traditional console gaming company, including a compan
called ST who made games like Panzer General and other war games, and Breder:
bund who made Prince of Persia, and who had Warhammer and those titles. Peopl
at that company did not get us, they did not like us, they thought we were a joke
The traditional games industry did not know how to handle our games, Dogz an
Catz, virtual pets. The sales people had to place our games in retail along wi
Panzer General. They did not know what to do with us.

Innovations and Clones 81
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Figure 4.6
Bejeweled 2 Deluxe (PopCap 2004)

Figure 4.4
Mystery Case Files: Huntsville (Big Fish Studios 2005)




We would get data from our customers saying that 14-year-old boys were not the
dominant users of our games, it was girls and women. It was like a paradigm
shift that people had the hardest time getting over. Even at PF Magic when we
looked at the data, and saw that our users were more balanced in terms of the
ender breakdown, people had the hardest time accepting that. We finally started
alking about it and then we got acquired by Mindscape and then everything went
ad. It was like an elitist club. People did not recognize that there was a wider
layer base out there.™®

In the following section, I will examine the history of the game type that
initially dominated the downloadable casual game channe
-PopCap, developer of Bejeweled have claimed that its matching tile
game started the phenomenon of casual games as such: “When we
founded PopCap Games in 2000 and launched our first title, Bejeweled,
we had little idea our modest jewel-swapping game would help to pave
the way for a whole new genre of ‘casual games.” "™

While this claim is subject to discussion, the history of matching tile
games shows that

evelopers tend to
present a version of video game history that emphasizes their originality,
explaining that their game is the original game that inspired other games
(rather than the other way around). Players, on the other hand, have no
reason to deny the connection between a new game and the games they
have played before.

A Popular Mechanic with No Vocal Proponents

Matching tile games are quite simple: a large number of games can be
described with very few parameters, not unlike Solitaire card games. B
matching tile games I mean video games where the player manipulate
tiles in order to make them disappear according to a matching criterion
In this chapter I will discuss matching tile games as being a mechanic, a
typical set of actions for the player, rather than a genre. Matching til
games have been considered different things historically: at one poin
they were considered derivatives of Tetris; at another point a genre ont
themselves; more recently, the matching tile mechanic is used as a mino

e Puzzle Quest review quoted in the beginning of
apter 3 encouraged players not to be “ashamed” of liking such games.

Chapter 4

Critics especially
‘tend to complain of too many games in the subgenre of match-three
games (usually referring to derivatives of Bejeweled): “On the big portals,
at any hour, day or night, tens or hundreds of thousands of players gather

to play Hearts, Spades, Canasta, chess, backgammon and a zilIioxb

"2
PopCap, one 0! !!e Ieading developers and publishers of casual games,

has this to say about matching tile games:

Q: What kind of games [are] PopCap interesied in publishing?
A:  Not just match-3 puzzle games! We're interested in pushing the boundaries
of the casual games market with a variety of different projects.™

Some observers have expressed surprise at how long matching tile
games remained popular in the downloadable casual games channel: “I
used to preach that the world did not need another match three bubble pop-
per, Mahjong game, or card game, but all of those game types have contin-
ued to sell in the Casual game space, and are even beginning to be
considered genres.”’™4
This low status of matching tile games may be a result of the
ese games are designed to be usable, an

This does not mean that we can declare matching tile games to be “bad”
games, but in several ways they are at odds with a more traditional video
game ethic that demand games to be challenging and punishing (this was
discussed further in chapter 2).

A History of Matching Tile Games

Immature poets imitate; mature poets steal; bad poets deface what they take, and
good poets make it into something better, or at least something different.
T. S. Eliot®

What would the history of a game or game mechanic look like? Some an-
thropological work has been done on game history: Stewart Culin’s 1896
article on Mancala, the National Game of Africa™® traces the spread of
Mancala games geographically and historically, noting differences in
rules and materials used to play. Writing the history of matching tiles

Innovations and Clones
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1985

‘ 1990

| 1985

2000

2005

games is slightly different in that the time span is much shorter in com.
parison to Mancala (twenty years rather than thousands of years). Match.
ing tile games were developed mostly commercially and are generally
attributable to individuals, as opposed to a folk game like Mancala that
has no specific author. It is also not uncommon to see mostly journalistic
histories of video game genres, such as real-time strategy games,7 but |
will give a more detailed account of how matching tile games have devel-
oped. It is not possible to include all matching tile games in this space, so
I have selected games that have provided some type of innovation.
Figure 4.7 presents a family tree of the history of matching tile games
which I developed by examining as many games as possible, by reading
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+Move single tils [ Puzznic
+lrrsgular playingfield | (1989)
Yorleal! objects to make

: Magic Jewelry Dr. Mario) matches
(1990) (1990)

+Control

fallen tiles Puyo Puyo

+Drag rows and (1891)

Yoshi's Caokie) €2lUmns

(1902) +Match entire
rows and lines

+TIme pressure

N +Control falling shapes
+Match full horizontal lines
/. +No matches required

Chain shot
(1985)

A

Plotting } +Match two tiles
(1989) ) +Shoot tiles

Puzzle Bobbls | +Objects maove up
(1994) +Rows shifted
Panel de Pon Baku Baku +Special

(1995) +Swap tiles (1995) objacts

1o maich

kY

A +Time ps
Collapse g
+Soreen always full
+0nly matching moves possible
(z001) J+Untimed mode

+Nao match pauses
Zoo Keeper | +Counters
(2003) )for each tile

"'.
+Objects *,

approach %
Puzz Loop) inacicle %
(1998) ) +Shoot file: ‘-\

from center

type
Jewel Quest
Trogul Bejewsled 2
Big Kahuna Reef ;I;:'?r?: » 2o 51(52‘3'343
(2004) A0 M o hvpe:cupe +Hexagonal 4
ladesiad for special +Timeline sweep playing field i

squares matches +Match 2x2 +Rotate 3 4
Chuzzle Puzzle Pirat Luxor ) +5h
{2005) [¢ (2008) J from
+Multiple matching
tile games as minar

‘mechanics

Puzzle Quest) +Turn-taking
(2007) +Matching tile as

minor mechanic

in role-playing game

+Shit tiles
(2005) ) vertically
in fallen Magic Match
columns. (2005)

y
+Cornerstones
7 “é‘:]’a:e" that must get
+Thrusters +Select matching I ) to the bottorn

tiles on a line s -
+Cornerstones [ Da Vinci Code
as harizontal (2006)

path

Figure 4.7
A family tree of matching tile games

% Chapter 4

developer interviews, and by soliciting comments for progressive versions
of the history from developers and players. Arrows in the family tree indi-
g'e:ate that the topmost game connected by an arrow in hindsight appears
to have inspired the game below it. Except for a few cases T have not veri-
ﬁed this, but the more speculative connections are indicated with dot ed

lines.

‘-

- From !e top 0! t!e !iagram, there are two progenitors of matching tile

games, the 1985 Chain Shot,™ also known as Same Game (figure 4.8) and
the better known Tetris, ™ also from 1985 (figure 4.9). T cannot rule out
the existence of earlier, little-known matching tile video games, but Tetris
‘was an extremely successful game that spawned a number of imitators,
and the influence of Chain Shot is visible at various points in the tree.
Both games were originally noncommercial.

In retrospect, Chain Shot and Tetris foreshadow several trends in the
following twenty years of matching tile game history. The two games di-
verge on four important counts:

- &
[ N
g_‘ 2l i
- -
.‘ I- |
2. 2.4
-4l
‘ I
233 5 |
i ==
| = (.| - -
IR I
(- = - | |- -
P4 3 4
: { bl - ‘:
[ - - -
Figure 4.8
Same GNOME (Gnome Project 2006), a recent version of Chain Shot!
Innovations and Clones 87
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Figure 4.9
Tetris ( Pajitnov and Gerasimov 1985)

\Time Tetris puts the player under time pressure, but Chain Shot affords
the players infinite time to find matches. Matching tile games are very
simple games that C()ntam ‘2 minimum_of elernents but for the ve

‘same reason eventhe ¢

=

ode was quite controversial: “Numerous other enhancements had to
also be put in place, like the inclusion of the meter that lets players prog-
ress between levels, and a timer that ticked down and added more pres-
sure to the game. Of course the untimed version was included in the
ﬁnal product; somethlng that [Be]eweled developer] I(apalka suggests

In the hlstory of matchmg tile games, we can see that an untimed
mode is not an entirely new development, but is a return to Chain Shot
and the nondigital version of Solitaire before that. The 1998 game Col-
lapse?™ was modeled on Chain Shot, but with a timed mode. Bejeweled
can be seen as a mix of the obligatory matching of Collapse and the inter-
action of tile swapping in Panel de Pon>> but with the untimed mode of
the much earlier Chain Shot.

88 Chapter 4

Figure 4.10
Dr. Mario (Nintendo 1990)

\ on ) Tetris lets the player manipulate tiles as they fall, but Chain
Shot lets the player manipulate tiles that have fallen. This difference
divides games such as Dr. Mario® (figure 4.10), in which players control
falling tiles, from games like Chain Shot or Yoshi’s Cookie*4 (figure 4.11),

" in which the player manipulates tiles that have already fallen. The major

subsequent innovation leading up to Bejeweled is the mechanic of swap-
ping tiles as introduced in the 1995 Panel de Pon25 (ﬁgure 4.12). Recent
years have seen many variations of(tile mar on, with one of the
more successful being the shooting of tiles by the player originally found
in the 1989 Plotting>® (figure 4.13), but influencing most of the right side
of the history tree up to the more recent games like the 2005 Luxor27 and
the 2004 Zuma.® Finally, the 2005 Chuzzle Deluxe?9 (figure 4.14) ap-
pears derived from Yoshi's Cookie, but features a constantly full screen—
as in Bejeweled

i

.

Tetris requires an entire horizontal line to match; Chain
Shot requlres the player to match tiles with similar colors. While Tetris
has been hugely popular, its matching criteria of filling an entire row sur-
prisingly has not been copied much in later games. Rather, all other

Innovations and Clones 89
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Figure 4.1
Yoshi’s Cookie (Bulletproof Software 1992)

Figure 4.12
Panel de Pon (Intelligent Systems 1995)
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Figure 4.13
Plotting (Taito 1989)
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Figure 4.14
Chuzzle Deluxe (Raptisoft 2005)
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i e a-amid

erform other actions as well. The left side of the family tree is more
band the right side of the family tree is mord

games in the history here follow the Chain Shot model of having several
types of tiles that can then be matched based on similarity. i

etris lets the player perform actions regardless of
whether they lead to a match, but Chain Shot only lets the player perform
actions that lead to a match. The overall effect of the latter is that the
game requires fewer player actions and mouse clicks overall. In the fam.
ily tree of matching games, most of the games to the left require the
player to make matches, but most of the games to the right let the player

From a design perspective, these four variations are quite special in
at they are independent: the time mode of a game design can be modi- e . i
ed without influencing the type of manipulation; the manipulation type y ' = Y| G 4 e
an be modified without influencing the match criteria, and so on. Again, r Iy I , E’ R JRe IR
his is quite similar to Solitai i in_the previous chapter; | A & a4
atching tile games arWhat allows numer- | |-~ _\AF b ey e 4
2 ;

us variations based on a few simple building blocks.

Matching Tile Games and Developers Figure 4.15
Jewel Quest (iWin 2004)
Jim Stern from iWin, makers of the 2004 Jewel Quest3® (figure 4.15) has '
described their process of creating a new game by adding a small varia-

i . ence already familiar with the genre, while adding a few twists that give
tion to Bejeweled:

players new experiences.

The family tree shows how Bejeweled 2 introduces special objects for big
matches and how Big Kahuna Reef;s released later in 2004, adds an ir-
regular playing field in addition to borrowing from Jewel Quest. All of
these new elements are combined in the 2006 7 Wonders of the Ancient
Worlds4 (figure 4.16) along with the introduction of special “corner-
stones” that the player must move to the bottom of the screen.

Hence, 7 Wonders of the Ancient World is a comparatively complex
matching tile game that combines new features from at least three previ-
ous matching tile games. This

Match-Three games have done well historically and have proven to be quite addic-
tive. We wanted to take a familiar concept that people already enjoy and raise it to
a level that is much more exciting and engaging than it's ever been.

With that in mind, we added new properties to the jewels (such as buried relics
that require multiple matches before they can be removed and cursed items that
can wreak havoc on your progress under special circumstances), new layouts
(such as different shaped boards and areas that are inaccessible), and more impor-

tantly, a specific goal to complete each board (turning all the tiles to gold).
“ when combined in different ways, allow for
great variation and ramping of play levels to provide hours and hours of challeng-

ing game play.3*

This verifies that Jewel Quest was inspired by previous matching tile
games, but it also explains the very gradual innovation in the family tree
of matching tile games: every game adds only very small changes to pre-
vious games.3*> As Jim Stern states, this allows a game to capture an audi-

Even more than other distribution channels, the casual downloadable
game channel is characterized by the two opposing requirements of fa-
miliarity to the player and sufficient innovation to differentiate a game

92 Chapter 4 Innovations and Clones &
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Figure 4.16
7 Wonders of the Ancient World (Hot Lava Games 2000)

from other games on the market. This creates

nsider the contested
ottom-right corner of the family tree in figure 4.7: much of the initial re-
sponse to PopCap's 2004 hit Zuma3s (figure 4.17) described PopCap as
creators of an original game that subsequently had been imitated by
others3¢ including the three 2005 games Luxor3? (figure 4.18), Tumble-
bugs3® and Atlantis39 A 2005 interview with PopCap's director of busi-
ness development emphasizes PopCap's prototype-oriented development
method and mentions the large number of Zuma clones.4® (The inter-
view does not explicitly claim that Zuma was an original concept devel-
oped by PopCap.) Subsequently it became known that Zuma was in fact
very similar to the 1998 arcade game Puzz Loop# (figure 4.19).

There have even been rumors of an impending lawsuit by Puzz Loop
developer Mitchell against PopCap,4* but the legal basis of such a lawsuit
is not clear. Ironically, one reviewer described a new version of Puzz Loop
as a “clone” of Zuma.#3 To further complicate the issue of which game

Figure 4.17
Zuma (PopCap Games 2004)

I=1

Figure 4.18

- Chapter 4
Luxor (Mumbo Jumbo 2005)
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Figure 4.19
Puzz Loop (Mitchell 1998)

inspired which, Darren Walker of Luxor developer Mumbo Jumbo has
in an interview downplayed inspiration from Zuma and emphasized the
basic experimentation that lead to the game design: “When asked by
the moderator about the influence of Zuma on Luxor, Walker hesitated,
‘commenting: ‘Zuma was certainly a factor.” After thinking about how to
integrate the basics of Centipede and Galaga with puzzle game mechanics,
the developers worked from the core mission to have a game without
‘mnegative in-game actions, such as anti-power-ups, that would discourage
players.”44

Yet, Luxor was received as a Zuma clone with minor innovations. It is
possible to see a potential link between Luxor and the 1980 Centipedess
(figure 4.20), but Luxor’s similarities to Puzz Loop and Zuma are much
more apparent.

As quoted, the developers of Zuma, Puzz Loop, and Luxor all exhibit a
desire to be considered original and an anxiety about being seen as influ-
enced by other games. Depending on which developer you ask, the his-
tory of matching tile games can be written three different ways, with
Zuma as innovator, Puzz Loop as innovator, and Luxor as innovator (albeit
inspired by other games) (figure 4.21).

Although the goal here is not to determine who actually inspired
whom, I believe there are strong arguments for the type of history shown

96 Chapter 4

Figure 4.20
Centipede (Atari 1980)
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Figure 4.21

Zuma as innovator, Puzz Loop as innovator, Luxor as innovator

in the family tree in figure 4.7 with Puzz Loop inspiring Zuma and Luxor,
and Puzz Loop being inspired by the earlier Puzzle Bobble45 and Plotting
in that it lets the player shoot tiles in order to make matches.

The Problem with Video Game History

This chapter traces a history of matching tile games during a period of
more than twenty years. However, the history recorded here is not the

Innovations and Clones 97
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only one that can be written, and it is quite selective: I have only focused
on matching tile games and only on video games, thereby leaving out
many sources of potential inspiration. The )
.can be attributed to nondigital games such as Mahjong solitaire and
dominoes, and card games including Solitaire. i(such as i
Plotting) seems derived from the Japanese game of Pachinko.
may have been inspired by
the nondigital games of Peg Solitaire as well as Solitaire itself. Since there |
are a potentially unlimited number of external influences on matching
tile games, limiting the focus to video games is a simplification that
makes it possible to discuss the history of matching tile games at all.
In 1936, Alfred J. Barr created a diagram of the history of “Cubism and
Abstract Art” for an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New
ork (figure 4.22).47 Edward Tufte points out that Barr’s diagram only
cludes influences internal to the art world, and excludes influenceg
rom all other parts of society and history. Additionally, Tufte is critical of
ow all influences are mapped as unidirectional arrows, excluding mu-
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tual influences between artists or directions.#® I think that this type of I F Brun:ufi CONSTRUCTIVISM
criticism does not render such a work of history impossible or false, but ! N Meseow
; ; : g : 1 |ABSTRACT)
simply requires that it be clear about what it is a history of. ! DADAISM DE STIUL and
A more general criticism of this type of history is that it is a smlphﬁca- '|| F;ffhca::f.i PURISM LNEOP'-AST'CLT
tion of the way an art actually develops ‘ \ Berlin W ey o Y Pkt
‘|‘ L\l—-—/ I : .
] BAUHAUS
- P— . . ‘ MBSTRACT] Weimar Dessau
This criticism certainly is true, SURREALISM = ODERN! 1919 1928
but only true in the same way that any theory is not the world, but a 1924 Poris ARCHITECTURE
theory about the world.
While the history of matching tile games written here is not the only
ne possible, a history of matching tile games is not just a theoretical
dea imposed upon the world. Rather, the knowledge of conventions— J
ncluding those of] is an impor- / | S |
r NON-GEOMETRICAL ABSTRACT ART GEOMETRICAL ABSTRACT ART

ant aspect of the development and consumption of all games.

Figure 4.22

e 3
Are Matching Tile Games a Genre! < —

I have been identifying matching tile games as a game mechanic because
these games historically have had an inconsistent status. For a long
period of time, matching tile games were considered derivatives of Tetris,
which was given the status of a prototype game. A 2001 review of a
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rerelease of Dr. Mario describes it as using elements from Tetris: “In the
late 8os Nintendo had a great idea to make a puzzle game that borrowed
elements from Tetris and Puyo Puyo and featured Mario's name in tha
title. That idea was realized in the form of the NES release, Dr. Mario.”’49
While the review describes Dr. Mario as borrowing elements from two
other games, the review misses the fact that Dr. Mario was released before
the game Puyo Puyo of which it is claimed to be derivative. Again, player
perceptions of history can be quite subjective.

After the success of Bejeweled, -gained popularity as a
enre label, but was generally invoked to mean a subset of “matching
ile games.” In one contemporary categorization, matching tile games
re considered a superset of genres by distinguishing between “falling
lock puzzles,” “tile-matching puzzles (Creation)” and “Puzz Loop var-

iants.”s¢ In another, matching tile games are considered subgenres of
several larger categories where match-three are part of E"
but “marble poppers” (Zuina and others) are part of “action & arcade.”st
Genre labels change over time, but as with Teiris, a single game can be
sufliciently popular to become a prototype name for a genre, and the suc-
cess of Bejeweled led to the creation of the “match-three” label.

vith Solitaire games. Why? Because these games, like Solitaire, are now
so well known that they can be assumed to be immediately playable by a
arge part of the population that happens to buy MP3 players or travel by
air. It is not that matching tile games are going away, but rather they hav
‘moved from the top tier of downloadable casual games into other context!
and onto new platforms.

A Channel of Moderate Innovation

The mechanic of matching similar items is not new in game history: it
can be found in a wide range of games including Solitaire, dominoes,

‘and Mahjong. As in the discussion of Solitaire card games, matching tile
ames illustrate flow a game desigh i not ied o a specific technological )

Not everybody is happy with downloadable casual games. Game devel
oper Eric Zimmerman told me the story of his hope for, and later dis
appointment with, this distribution channel: “There was an idea tha
downloadable games could be a renaissance for innovation in terms o
theme, content, and gameplay on a smaller scale in terms of budget siz
and production scope,” he said. “But in fact, the downloadable casu
games industry has evolved into something more clone-driven and genre
bound than the so-called hardcore game industry that it sought to maki
and end-run around. So, the downloadable casual games industry has be
come a parody of itself.”ss

This is developer disappointment with the downloadable casual games
channel. From a player perspective, things may look entirely different.
The simplicity of the games in the downloadable casual games distribu-

tion channel makes the inherent conflict between innovation and clonin
appear a little sharper than elsewher:
If we are

looking for a relaxed fifteen-minute experience, we often do want some
variation, but a radically innovative game will in all likelihood not work.

The End of Matching Tile Games?

Matching tile games are not as popular as they used to be. In the down-
loadable casual games distribution channel, a survey of sales data from
2001 to 2007 showed that matching tile games were the second most
popular game type in 2004 and by far the most popular in 2005, but
only the fourth most popular of a handful of genres in 2006 and
2007.5 A publisher I talked to in 2008 asserted that match-three now
was a niche genre. Matching tile games were first eclipsed b

d by Diner Dashs3 (figure 4.5) and later
games led by Mystery Case Filess+ (figure 4.4). Is this the end of matching
tile games? Not at all, for matching tile games are not going away, but
simply moving from the high-profile status of a game type to the lesser
role of a minor mechanic within larger games. Puzzle Quest, for example,
uses matching tile games as one mechanic in combination with role-
playing game mechanics. Matching tile games are also acquiring a dif-
ferent status today, that of a “traditional” game, in other distribution
channels. Bejeweled and Zuma, for example, are now sold on cell phones
and MP3 players, and are playable as in-flight games on airplanes along
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fine. I'm not complaining about the tastes of players, I'm just saying if
I were a journalist I would rather work at the New York Times than at
the New York Daily News, because I'm pretentious that way. As a game
designer, I don't want to make clones of existing games. I would rather
work in a more, let's say, serious place where I feel I can do more innova-

tive work and works with more lasting value. That's part of why Gamelab

ism't really doing any more downloadable games.

JJ: A few years ago you were telling a story about a slightly surreal game that
the game portals would not publish.

EZ: One of the major portals said, “We cannot post a game that might
potentially offend any member of our audience.” Imagine a record com-
pany saying that. There would be many, many genres of music that
would have to be removed, whether it was country singers singing about
conservative politics, or whether it was rap artists rapping about life in an
urban environment.
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