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Game Design and Prototyping Classes: Inception Documents

An Inception Document is also known as  ‘Work-up Document’ or ‘High Concept Document;’ when fully ‘cooked,’ it becomes the ‘Executive Summary’
A. During the Concept Development stage of the Production Cycle (which we’ll go into some detail about next week), a game’s Inception Document (a 1 page overview, often called an “Executive Summary” or “Overview Sheet”) evolves into its Concept Document (also called the “Vision Document” and, when ‘cooked’ enough, the “Pitch Document” which might be 12-20 pages long) is created. This document should be framed within the parameters of the conflict outcome between the design’s Vision and the available Resources (E.g., two artists and a programmer do not a MMOG make.).

B. This document is a brief (usually 1 page) ‘game resume’ – a fast and clear listing of what that game is and its qualifications as to why it should be made; why it’s fun.

I’ve seen these as long as 4 pages, but shorter is better. The longer it is, the less likely it is to be read. In the Game Business, everyone’s most precious commodity is TIME.
1. It is primarily used as a sales document for ‘pitching’ an idea (usually to a Producer). 

It then lives on as analysis document used by higher-ups to help them determine whether or not that game’s ideas are viable, timely, and feasible.
2. It is also a good way to record your game ideas and file them away for later use / reference.

C. You don’t have to think through all the details at this stage; features always change throughout development anyway!

D. Since there are probably no concept drawings, an Inception Document must create a mental picture of the game in the reader’s mind. Convey the game’s look and feel; you’re selling the game’s idea and gameplay experience, not how it works! This is not the document for discussing the game’s internal economy or AI.
E. You don’t need a Title Page; just dive in. The checklist of elements includes:

· Your name (and contact information, if needed)

· The game’s working title (and subtitle, if it has one; see the sidebar)

· What licensed property the game exploits (if it does)
· One-Sentence Marketing Description

· Hook (unique selling points)

· High Concept (platform, genre, epoch – with scope, scale and perspective options but recommended if you can put them in very few words)

· Who the game’s target customer (market) is

· The game’s projected rating will be

· What the game’s target hardware will be (indicating use of any special hardware or accessories)
· A bullet-point, back-of-the-box style listing of about 5 (and never more than 10) of the game’s key features / highlights (e.g., special effects, special animations, fantastic level design, supernatural and magical abilities, gameplay integration with the world and story, music, sound effects, fighting, multiplayer battles, etc.). State feature in as few words as possible, then explain how / why its vital to gameplay (i.e., compel users to buy and play this game)

F. The reader must walk away with the light bulb on over their head saying, “I get it!” If you wet their appetite enough for your game, you will be asked to iterate this document into a more detailed Concept Document. (You’ll learn more about Concept Document in my Advanced Game Prototyping class.)
( Verba volant, scripta manent. (Spoken words fly away, written words remain.) ( Roman Proverb

Sneak Preview
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I. A brief look ahead at the Concept Document

We’ll examine the Concept Document in detail in Advanced Game Prototyping. For now, you can think about the following:

A. The Iterative Process: An Inception Document is iterated into a Concept Document, which is simply a more robust version that includes features like: additional ideas, graphics, gameplay narrative, more marketing information, etc., plus all of the above-listed information in more detail.

Concept Documents evolve into Pitch Documents, which is a still more elaborate version of the above, including a marketing plan, risks assessment, interface layout, and a proposed schedule and budget.


The end result of the Concept Development Stage (which we’ll be discussion next week), is that the game’s concept evolves in writing from a few scribbled notes into a mighty sales document. The Concept Development Stage is the time to put it all in writing – neat, organized, succinct, and full of sizzle.
B. The purpose of these various documents (Inception, Concept, and Pitch) is to answer the question, “If we make this game, and it’s done right from this point forward, do we believe that it will succeed when released?”

C. The final, approved Concept Document should be ‘signed off’ upon by everyone; this allows the game designer to 1) get the resources for the agreed-upon vision, and 2) use that signed piece of paper as ‘ass armor’ to cover his butt should the product fail. People try to fire the designer first for making a lousy game; with ‘ass armor,’ you have achieved “collective responsibility” and argue “everyone thought it was a great idea at the time, and that’s exactly the game I designed!”
( ”Success has many fathers. Failure is an orphan.”
















































The Working Title


Your game needs a “working title.” It might seem a simple matter; the Designer chooses a name for the game and that is that.


In reality, however, the game's title is an important marketing tool. The working title is subject to change as marketing becomes more involved prior to the game's release.























That’s Not All Folks


That’s all you need to know for now. This ‘quickie’ Inception Document format will get you through this class, Gameplay & Game Design and Game Prototyping.


Be aware, however, that in my Advanced Game Prototyping class you will be learning about and creating a Concept Document and a Design Document. In my Senior Project Planning class, we’re going to pull it all together and you’ll be creating a Pitch Packet complete with all of the necessary documentation and a game prototype – then you must sell your idea it to game industry veterans for your final project grade!
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The Core Idea


You must start with an idea that will eventually stand head and shoulders above the competition. It has to have a core feature that you have never seen before and will push your game into the forefront of interactive entertainment.


Look at your core idea as if it belonged to somebody else. Are you sure the idea you have is really good?


You may discover that your idea is not so original after all, and somebody has actually done it before. But that shouldn’t stop you from moving forward with it. As long as your idea has been improved over the original and offers something new and challenging, then it’s not a bad idea.


Kevin Oxland, Gameplay and Development





The 1-page Inception Document �(a.k.a. the “Executive Summary”)





Sneezers


Don’t assume that everyone will play your game – because they won’t!


The key is to hone in on smaller groups of people that will not only want to play your game, but who will get their friends to play it as well. Marketing guru Seth Godin calls these people “sneezers,” who spread an “idea-virus” to others.


Game Development Essentials





How Games are Conceived


There are several ways that a game concept is conceived:


Natural Conception: Someone says “Wouldn’t it be cool if…?” and from that inspirational ‘Hook,’ a ‘pitch’ is made and, if sold, a game project is born. This is how Real Gamers conceive a game; it begins as the love of an idea and often ends as a labor of love.


Artificial Insemination: The Game Designer is told, “Here’s what marketing wants,” or “Exploit this license,” and from that business mandate a game project is born.


Cloning: When making a sequel product, ‘mod,’ or expansion pack for an already existing game franchise.


Divine Intervention (vox populi, vox Dei – “The voice of the people is the voice God”): In addition to the digital methods of inception, many medium-size analog game companies use the Player Feedback method where they ‘poll’ their customers to see what kinds of game themes, scope, and scales they would like to see made. Games that feedback well are assigned to designers to create.


The Player Feedback method works with Natural Conception model if the visionary / designer proposed an original game idea for players to rate, and the Artificial Insemination and Cloning models if the publisher proposed the idea for player feedback based upon a marketing plan or business perception.
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