
Using Studio Design Groups 
to Build a More Cohesive Culture 
and Strategy 
 
Jason Scott 
Studio Design Director, Volition 

 
 



Who I am 

 



About this presentation 

 



 



 

WHO’S DRIVING? 
Leo Timmers 



 



Outline 

 
WHY we did it 

WHAT we accomplished 

HOW you can do it too 



Outline 

 
WHY we did it 

WHAT we accomplished 

HOW you can do it too 







What we did before SDGs 

 





How it came to an end 

 “discontinuing the weekly 
meetings really hurt…” 
 

   — designer exit interview 
 





 



Why it went wrong 

 



 



How we started the SDGs 
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Group: Building Cohesive Worlds 

 



 



 

I‘m an  
interface  

artist 

I’m an  
AI 

 programmer 

I’m an 
audio 

designer 

I’m a  
level 

designer 



 



 

Question 18:  
What payoff is just out of reach? 
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1. Intuitive 
2. Fluid 
3. Visceral 
4. Rewarding 
5. Cohesive 
6. Useful 
7. Deep 
8. Meaningful 
9. Varied 
10. Innovative 
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Acrobatic Engaging Intense Satisfying 

Awesome Empowering Intuitive Simplistic 

Bloody Epic Meaningful Slapstick 

Brutal Explosive Methodical Spontaneous 

Chaotic Evasive Natural Strategic 

Challenging Frantic Overwhelming Structured 

Dangerous Fast Physical Synchronized 

Deep Fluid Precise Tactical 

Destructive Frenetic Puzzle-Like Tense 

Dirty Gritty Realistic Versatile 

Dynamic High Risk Reflexive Visceral 

Emergent Instinctive Responsive 
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1. Cohesion 
2. Transition 
3. Clarity 
4. Pacing 
5. Balance 
6. Surprise 
7. Variety 
8. Choice 
9. Reward 
10. Progression 



 

6. Surprise 
• Is the mode predictable? 
• Are there twists and turns? 
• Did anything memorable happen? 
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RULE #5: 
Don't nag the player. 
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Process: Designer Hiring 
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Cinematic Moment Combat Gameplay 

Interface 
Non-

Interactive 
Tutorial 



 



Competitive analysis 

 



Too Much Combat? 
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8. minimal detail 

9. appropriate degree of refinement 

10. suggest and explore rather than confirm 

11. ambiguity 
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Sketch Criteria 
10.suggest and explore rather 

than confirm 

11.ambiguity 
 







 



 

02/09 
06/09 

Preproduction 
Empowering Design 
Feedback & Critique 
 

04/10 
09/10 

skillset 



Group: Empowering Design 

 



Survey 
 
1. I want to work with people who… 
2. I want to work with leaders who… 
3. I want to work on projects that… 
4. I want to work for a company that… 



8 values 



Values 

 



 
“[Empowerment] presumes 
that the organization  
has the power and 
benevolently ladles  
some of it into the waiting 
bowls of grateful employees.“ 
 
   
 



Autonomy =! Independence 

 



Commitment 

Craft 

Vision 

Quality 

Autonomy 



The Design Rationale 
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Team 
• Newsgroups 

• Director/Lead 
Feedback 

Players 

• Usability 

• Playtests 

• Datalogging 

Other 
• QA 

• Other 
Projects? 



 



Process: Cross-Project Critique 

 



Critique 

● Not usability or player research 

● About Craft 

● Designer to designer 

 



Brief 



Description 

Brief 



Description Goals 

Brief 



Description Goals 
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Brief 



Description Goals 

Questions Status 

Brief 



Wrap-Up 

● What feedback did you receive? 

● What are you going to do (or not do)? 
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“The design rationale . . . helps guide 
the process away from decision by 
bullying, browbeating, or seniority to 
one where the reason for the decision 
is understood and can be articulated 
by anyone on the team.“ 

 —Bill Buxton, Sketching User Experiences 



 



 



 

“If I had an hour to solve a 
problem and my life depended on 

the solution, I would spend the 
first fifty-five minutes determining 

the proper question to ask."  
 

   – Albert Einstein  



Process: Design Briefs 

 



 description 



 

function 



 emotion 



 

justification 
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Sketching 

Thinking 

Exploring 

Visualizing 



 



 



 



 



Techniques 



Process: Sketch Workshop 
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Training  

● Volition design 

● New leaders 

● Discipline cross-training 

● Project ramp up 
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Inciting Incident (Act I > II) 

Rising Action (Act II) 

Crisis (Act II > III) 

Climax 

Resolution 



CLIMAX (-/+) 

PAYOFF (+) 

REVERSAL (-) 

RISING 
ACTION        

(-/+) 

CRISIS (-) 



Game 

Mission 

Sequence 

Scene 

Obstacle 

I/O 





Saints Row 3 Mission 10 
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Job Shadowing - Design 
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Use Cases 

 



Group: Scripting 
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“As a new hire the SDG sessions were a great 
way to get to know the team, contribute 
early on, and improve my design skills.” 

 
—Volition senior designer  

 



 

“The SDGs have encouraged  
positivity and a spirit of collaboration  

throughout the studio as a whole.  
 

Those thirty minutes each week 
have elevated my craft, and provided  

a weekly reminder of the larger questions  
of game design.” 

 
—Volition audio designer  
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Define 
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Share with 
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Someone needs to own it 

 

someone has 
to drive the 



How to scale up or down 

 
eight < people < twelve 



Come up with a better name 

 

You can choose a  

better name than 

 “SDGs” 



 



Session length 

 FREQU
ENCY 
matters more than length 



 



 



 
Assign work. 



Begin & end each round 

 beginning 
end 

and an 

you need a 



 



 



Connect it to the big picture 

 strategy 
connect 

practice 
with 



 



Start broad, find a focus 

 

THINK 

then find  FOCUS 



Share it with the entire team 

 Share. 



 



  INTEGR 
ATION needs LOVE 



Be very, very patient 

 

Be patient. 
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