










PROJECT SNAPSHOT

Early Access Dec 14, 2014 ($3M budget) 
3 years in Early Access, ~30 “headliner” updates 

Cyclops, Base building, Science, OSX, 
Habitat, Seamoth, Shocking, Wrecks, 
H20, Farming, Aurora, Rift, Machinery, 
Power Nap, P.R.A.W.N., Dangerous Creatures, 
Bones, Precursor, Castles & Coffee, Infected, 
Silent Running, Voice of the Deep, Ghost, 
Cuddlefish, Eye Candy, Launch 

Released v1.0 2018 ($10M budget) 
4M+ units on PC/Steam, XB1, PS4 ($60M+ gross)



WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE



LENS OF EMOTION



PILLAR-EMOTIONS



STARTING WITH MUSIC



MINIMUM VIABLE PRODUCT: MVP

Example: Creating transportation



MINIMUM CRAPPY PLAYABLE: MCP



MINUTES OF FUN
5 mins 
Listen to music at main menu 

20 mins 
Swim to explore one biome, collect some loot 

40 mins 
Start on an immobile raft with a fabricator. Swim to collect 
loot, craft a dive knife. Use dive knife to harvest kelp,  

1 hour 
Now raft looks like a sub and you can drive it. Use it to 
explore new biome to get tier 2 loot, use to craft submersible. 

2 hours 
See creatures swimming around, harvest narwhal horn, 
submarine can flood, can craft welder to fix leaks. Now you 
can plant harvested kelp to add O2 to submarine. 

4 hours 
…



PLACEHOLDER GOALS



DROWNING FEEDBACKO2 BUG



EDGE OF THE WORLD



OBSCURING VIEW



“I guess they don’t move right now…”





MAP STRUCTURE



INTRINSIC, NOT EXTRINSIC REWARDS



LET PLAYERS DISCOVER

Never tell the player what to do 
The wiki “problem” 
Frustration leads to exhilaration



TRAINING WHEELS: SURVIVAL



TRAINING WHEELS: CRAFTING

GET 
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RADIO

BUILD 
“MINI 

BASE”

GO 
DEEPER

BOARD 
AURORA

EXPLORE 
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WRECKS

DIRECTED GOALS PLAYER CREATING OWN GOALS



MULTI-LINEAR STORYTELLING
AURORA STORY (EXPLORE, FIND PRAWN, FIND BLUE TABLET)RANDOM 

TIME

SUNBEAM STORY (TRANSMISSIONS)                        SHOT DOWNREPAIR 
RADIO

VISIT 
GUN

PRECURSOR STORY (LAVA CASTLE, PRISON)VISIT 
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DEGASI STORY
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INFECTION
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SUBCONSCIOUS GUIDING



SILENT RUNNING



CONFLICT IS MAGIC

CREATIVE 
WANTS 

AESTHETIC & 
SCOPE

TECH WANTS 
PERFORMANCE & 
COMPATIBILITY

BIZ WANTS IT 
ALL ON TIME AND 

BUDGET

TECH DEMO

BUGGY MESS

OUT OF BUSINESS MAGIC



 A HORROR GAME “BY MISTAKE”

* Technically, it’s more of a “terror” game because it’s about imagination



LISTENING TO THE GAME

“…what happens to characters as a story progresses 
depends solely on what I discover about them as I go 

along — how they grow, in other words.


“…they begin to influence the course of the story 
instead of the other way around.”


– Stephen King, On Writing



DESIGN 
THINKING



"WICKED" PROBLEMS

Sound familiar?

They aren’t understood until after the formulation of a solution. 

You don’t know when you’re “done”. 

Solutions are not right or wrong. 

Each problem is essentially novel and unique. 

Every potential solution is a 'one shot operation’ (no trial and error). 

They don’t have a body of existing solutions (unlike science or engineering).



Original games are 
“wicked problems”

Each one is unique 
No end point 
Never solved 

No trial and error 
No existing solutions



"GAMES ARE BASICALLY OPERAS…
BUILT OUT OF BRIDGES.” 

– Frank Lantz, Director of the New York University Game Center



TRY STUFF 
: PROTOTYPE 
: BUILD YOUR WAY FORWARD

REFRAME PROBLEMS

KNOW IT’S A PROCESS 
: 1 STEP FORWARD, 2 STEPS BACK 
: HAPPY ACCIDENTS

WAYFINDING

ASK FOR HELP

MVP / MCP 
MINUTES OF FUN 

PLACEHOLDER GOALS

LENS OF EMOTION 
PILLAR-EMOTIONS 

STARTING WITH MUSIC 
LISTENING TO THE GAME 

EDGE OF THE WORLD 
MAP STRUCTURE 

INTRINSIC, NOT EXTRINSIC REWARDS 
LET PLAYERS DISCOVER 

CONFLICT IS MAGIC 
SILENT RUNNING

O2 BUG 
OBSCURING VIEW 

AWE THROUGH BIG CREATURES 
TRAINING WHEELS 

HORROR GAME BY MISTAKE



ASK FOR HELP



BUILD YOUR WAY FORWARD  |  REFRAME PROBLEMS  |  KNOW IT’S A PROCESS  |  ASK FOR HELP
Download slides & notes: http://tinyurl.com/designofsubnautica 

We’re hiring: http://unknownworlds.com/jobs


