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Went Well: Bad Design





What Went Well: Emotional 
Engagement!
● RPG space - evergreen, but CROWDED
● Heroes are Human
● Uncomfortable Decisions
● Moments of Despair
● Moments of Triumph
● The sword arm, not the sword



My background:



The Game Systems
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Well: Special Blend of 694 Spices
● A tasty stew!



Well: Conspicuous & Conscious 
Exclusions

Crafting

Dialogue Trees

In-depth 
Quests

Heavy Lore

Focus on emergent 
narrative

Focus on sword-arm, 
not the sword



Well: Design Process
● Chris as idea factory
● Me as cynical, nervous killjoy
● Ok also wrangler and dd of systems in totality

● Creative Direction as the razor
● Rest of the team as helpers



Well: Affliction System

Virtue

Affliction

Resolve CheckEvents and 
Situations

Stress



Well: Affliction System



Well: Affliction System
● 7 Afflictions
● 4 Virtues
● Multiple unique variant 

text strings for every 
situation and EVERY 
CLASS



Well: Affliction System
● IT’S THE HOOK
● Simple sub-systems
● Purposeful obfuscation
● But not STRESS METER and STRESS DAMAGE

● Loss of Agency
● It worked!
● VERY LITTLE CHANGE in E.A.



Affliction System: an aside
● We also succeeded in:
● Making players afflicted
● Making ourselves afflicted



Affliction System: Implementation



Well: Design Pipeline
● Excel, Excel, Excel



Well: Design Pipeline
● .json, .darkest files



Well: Design Pipeline
● VBA exporters
● Went well: 1 click monster library export 

(200+ files), parametric stats
● Went badly: missing exporters (no time)
● Town buildings, camping skills, loot



Well: “Bad” Design
●Affliction System: loss of agency
●Heroes sometimes…
●...pass their turns
●...refuse to be heal / be healed
●...attack/do skills on their own
●...move on their own

●Your heroes are human
●True tactics/strategy game or not?



Well: “Bad” Design
●Punishing save system
●Permanent consequences
●Zeke’s Lament



Well: “Bad” Design
●15 Unbalanced Hero Classes



COMBAT CAMPING

EXPLORATION TOWN



Well: “Bad” Design

●R
●N
●Gesus
●Darkest Dungeon is poker. Get ready for 
some bad beats.



Well: “Bad” Design
●Final boss – killing heroes outright
●SPOILER ALERT





Well: “Bad” Design
●Healing vs. Damage
●Quests as battles of attrition (health, 
stress)



Went Well: “Bad 
Design”

●DON’T BE AFRAID TO 
BREAK THE RULES



Well: Combat



Combat: Inspiration



Combat: Evolution



Combat Evolution
● Positional requirements
● Status effects
● Moving
● 1D: Enough depth?



Well: Death’s Door
To endure both    
variance
& cheapness

Damaging
Attack

Cannot kill in 1 
blow

But shit still 
happens



Well: Narration Reinforcing 
Gameplay

●Terror and Madness Trailer [embed]
●Lovecraft Audiobooks
●The Horror at Red Hook



Overconfidence is a Slow and 
Insidious Killer
● It’s hard to overstate the importance of 

the narrator to the game and to the 
game’s remarkability

● QUOTABLE! YouTube, Reddit, etc.



Well: Audio!
● Aside from narration, sound design and 

music were huge in filling in gaps in the 
play experience
● Power Up Audio / Stuart Chatwood

● A racing game without an engine roar—
it’s less fun.



Narration



What Went Wrong: 
The Corpse in the Room



"He's the hero Gotham deserves, but not the one it needs 
right now. So we'll hunt him. Because he can take it.



Lead Up to C&H Update
● Background:
● EA launch Feb 3rd

● My father died March 10th

● Pre-planned content patch “Fiends & Frenzy” 
in May

● C&H first *real* chance to make gameplay 
changes



The Corpse in the Room
● Heart Attacks (May)
● Stress = 100 -> affliction check
● Stress = 200 -> INSTANT DEATH J



The Corpse in the Room
● Corpses



The Corpse in the Room
● Fixed dominant strategy
● Improved existing combat mechanics
● Did so thematically
● Better than other design options
● PEOPLE LOST THEIR MINDS



The Corpse in the Room
● The hardest thing we’ve dealt with on the game
● Splintered community
● Changing wave of sentiment, easily packaged sound byte
● Steam review bombs and vote brigading
● Beginning of a hateful crusade by a select few against the 

game, the company, and us as individuals
● Narrative vs. Truth and the spreading of fear
● I was also interning my father



The Corpse in the Room

“In both concept and execution, the corpse system is simply 
daft….A sad fate for a game which sought to leave 
roleplaying stereotypes behind.” <--during early access

“That this is the only game on this list that’s 
still in Early Access says much about how 
brilliant Darkest Dungeon is.

…Again, it’s still in Early Access, so all is 
theoretically subject to change. It’s improved 
enormously over the last six months though, 
including getting rid of some significant 
irritations, so the signs are good.”

July

Aug



The Corpse in the Room
● Soul searching & endless discussions, Devil’s advocacy
● Community mgmt crisis
● People hate change:

● Combat camera example

● Weird dilemma: do we make the game WORSE to make 
people happy?



The Corpse in the Room
● The Dark Knight->The Dark Knight Rises
● Fast forward 6 months to launch
● General critical reception:

overwhelmingly positive, *including* 
corpses and heart attacks



The Corpse in the Room
What got us through:

● Being US – developing the same way we had all along
● Following the GAME – We’d rather make the game we want 

and suffer the consequences than subvert our vision
● Investment in more community management
● Toggle options (heart attack eventually revised and option 

removed)
● You can’t please everyone, and DD has always been a game 

that is not for everyone.



Learnings about Early Access
● Content = always good
● Substantive gameplay changes = RISKY
● Delay as long as possible before EA



What Went Wrong: Grind
● Finishing the game can take 40++ hours.
● Loss of high level party is crushing, 

demotivating
● Deployed DD at full release, so no E.A. 

benefit
● Making tweaks now, kinda like in E.A.



What Went Wrong: Exploration
● Combat, camping, affliction system all 

took shape pretty well
● Exploration consistently problematic



What Went Wrong: Exploration
● These boots were made for walking
● V1 autowalk…TERRIBLE
● V2 active…markedly better



What Went Wrong: Exploration



What Went Wrong: Exploration
● “Happenings” = Events
● “Jostled Free”: oops you lost an item!
● The Jostled Free rule: don’t arbitrarily 

kick the player in the nuts. 
● Kick them in the nuts with specific 

and carefully crafted purpose.



What Went Wrong: Exploration
● Never fully capitalized on:
● Dungeon layouts
● Quest types / features



What Went Wrong: Balancing
● Balancing for two audiences
● Time and delegation
● Hero balance approach sometimes didn’t 

work out as well in practice as in theory



The Dungeon isn’t too Dark
●800,000 copies sold
●Avg/Median playtime: 23hrs/12hrs
●Day 1/7/30 Retention: 67/27/5
●Metacritic 84
●It’s the game we set out to make



Path Forward
● Town Events
● Steam Workshop
● Daily challenge mode?
● PS4 / Vita ß SO EXCITED
● Other platforms?



Red Hook Game #2: 
Official Announcement!!!



Takeaways
1. Have a mechanical “hook”
2. Follow your vision through turbulence
3. Don’t be afraid to break the rules
4. Changing substantive mechanics during 

E.A. is hard. Content = always good.



Q&A: No Question too Dark?

● @tylersigman
● tyler@redhookgames.com
● @darkestdungeon


