More people should play games!
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Games should be difficult!



Challenging or Approachable?
(Pick Two)

John Austin
Pontoco

—

#GDC2024



-y “  MARCH18-22, 2024
@ SAN FRANCISCO, CA

How to ‘Fix’
Dark Souls

John Austin
Pontoco







Challenging Approachable

«———



Challenging Approachable

«———
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What is.. difficulty?



Part 1
Defining Difficulty & Approachability
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Approachability



Approachability:
How many people can engage with your game?
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Approachability

* Approachability # Accessibility
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Defining Difficulty



Failure Rates?

Hunting for Difficulty



Failure Rates?
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Hunting for Difficulty



Effort / Exhaustion?

Hunting for Difficulty
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Difficulty: Not just for games

HEADIEST, MOST SINGULAR
| MOVIE SINCE KUBRICK
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Difficulty

How much someone has to change to accomplish their goal.
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“Difficulty”



We like difficulty because growing feels good.
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Difficulty



Making a game approachable improves the
experience of learning, rather than asking people
to learn less.



Part 2
A romp through some approachable
mechanics
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Low Skill

High Skill






Dynamic Difficulty Adjustment™

Auto-balancing numbers under the hood with heuristics.

* Removes some of the joy of difficulty.

e Usually also makes the game easier.

Not super interesting to me.
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ASSIST MODE

Game Speed 50% >
Infinite Stamina < ON
Air Dashes < Infinite
Dash Assist < ON

Invincibility OFF >
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Acobi [Ah<KOH+bee]

» Defeated enemies drop a bouncing spark with delayed detonation.

Lemaign [La*MAIN]

* The Kid's movement speed is slowed after connecting with an enemy attack.

Yudrig [Yoo-jrig]

* Touching enemies deals additional damage.

Roathus [ROH-thus]

* Enemies never drop Tonics upon defeat.

Micia, [Mih+Sl-a]

* Enemies regen health over time.

Olak [O-lihk]

* Enemies randomly turn translucent; all attacks will pass through.

Garmuth, [GAR-muth]

* Enemies will randomly block and deflect attacks.




The idol system makes difficulty part of play.

(It's a puzzle)
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ENDRIGA THE WIDOW

At the start of this Rite, your Pyre shall
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Low Skill

It only makes the game harder! High Skill



Mechanization of Tutorials
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Tunic (Tutorialization)

* Slow-drip of information for better retention.
» Referenceable in case you forget.
* Supplies hooks rather than hand-holding.

CE
O / 1
TSIy |
T TR e
[MBORTANEIE = 2 enl & | |
‘ = ~ NSO N
everything “ |
hurts way more O 2 %n‘ % £ % .ﬂE = .
Wi . #0"  STAMINA-POINTS ! H
— A Lov Stability |
A Hurt More J







LEARN COT ACTIVELY ?-Era\eve)
SOMETHING Review

\ $\akkens

out

ReTENTION

~ R
\ ~ o &
\ CURVE

wall NINAE RETTER LONG-TERM

(OSMOSIS.O\'Q RETENTION

Mechanization — Spaced Repetition



A friendly bird that loves to
eat slorms.

~ .
ﬁ&q CRABBO / CRABBIT

Crabbo has a hard shell, but
crabbit has pals.

R | envov
More questions
than answers.

Mechanization - you don’t feel bad for using it!



MOMENT OF SAFETY
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MOMENT OF SAFETY
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Meaty Difficulty




@ Dark Souls

r/darksouls

Posts Wiki Discord Server  More FromSoft Titles

About Community

A community dedicated to Dark Souls I,
game released for PC, PlayStation 3 and 4,
Xbox 360/0ne, and Switch (Remastered).

A Created Feb 2, 2011
ﬁo Posted by u/Hiram_Abiff_3579 12 minutes ago

vote Guide I was told master key isn't required.. 673k 187
@ Cursed Undead Souls

Create Post

COMMUNITY OPTIONS

Filter by flair

Discussion Screenshot Help

Dark Souls is able to be difficult because it leans on the community.
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A game can be more d



Thanks!

John Austin
Game Director, Pontoco
@johnaustin.bsky.social

@johnaustin@mastodon.gamedev.place
@kleptine (twitter)

https://johnaustin.io PONTOCO



https://johnaustin.io/

END OF TALK



You found the secret overflow slides!

These slides aren’t in the talk, but contain scattered thoughts about
difficulty. Maybe you’ll find some useful inspiration.



Difficulty

How much someone has to change to accomplish their goal.

b

What goal?



Speedrunning

Donkey Kong Country (1994)

Donkey Kong Series

SNES WiiVC WiiUvC +3

@ Discord &» Website

Leaderboards News Guides 3 Resources Forums 19 Streams Related 3 Stats

All Stages 101% Any% No Major Glitches Old Summon No Major Skips
3{:]0)

All Bosses Warpless 101% No Major Glitches Blindfolded All Stages All Winkys
All Stages - 2 players 1 controller All Stages - 2-Player Team 101% - 2-Player-Team

Legacy All Stages Legacy Old Summon







Goals are the mechanism by which we can lead players through the change space.



Games are kind of hung up on this concept of ‘beating it’



Games are mountain ranges not mountains.



Presented Goals vs. Supported Goals






Inscrutability (un-tutorials)
-




Inscrutability

Confusing
Foreign

(sub-type of difficulty)




Inscrutability

MAGIC ITEMS

TREASURES! & TOOLS
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Uiget a prize, so don't be afraid to use them!




Demon's Spear

Attack Type:
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Obscure it!












Strategy: Obscuring Difficulty







Gacha Game Difficulty
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Specifically targets strategy, low-twitch skill players.









Have to be very careful about employing, because can accidentally grab the wrong people.
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“on ramps”
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People wouldn’t throw!
Fundamental skill missing.



“on ramps”/”"detours”
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“on ramps”/”detours”
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Hot potato mechanic.



On Ramps

- A good on-ramp is double-duty. It isn’t a content branch, it’s a design
branch. People play the same level, but get different value out of it.




Puzzle Game Design: Skill Trees

Sounds a lot like puzzle game design.




Puzzle Game Design: Skill Trees

All about learning!!! Give players multiple things to chew on and bounce between.
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Strategy: Soup Pot Design
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Kitchen Sink Game Design




What do you mean you want your game to be ‘difficult’?

X — P

Relative Difficulty Absolute Difficulty



Absolute Difficulty

Getting Over It

with Bennett Foddy




Relative Difficulty

Rogue-Lites Elden Ring

Pretty Much Most Modern
Inscryption Games,
lol




Relative Difficulty
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Loot Gambling — Double or Nothing

_—




So should we make difficulty clear,
so people can self-sort?

Not necessarily!



Strategy: Gacha Difficulty

Nearly *all* games do this to some
degree. Roguelikes especially.

\ I ‘ -L' j Aka (trick people into learning)




Measurements — Zachtronics, The Last
Clockwinder, Bridge Builder
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“Shortest change path”

It almost feels like some ‘change paths’ are harder than others.
- objectively, i-frames is not a complex concept, but coming up
with it yourself would

Be if you had no other input

The distance is close, but the change path is long!
Q: Is this hard? Or easy?

| suppose difficulty is measured on the shortest change path.



[deleted] - 7 yr. ago
I played the entire DS2 with 85 aqgility

lol

G 17 @ D Reply Share

@ Sewdycao® - 7 yr. ago

As did I. How the fuck was I supposed to know lol

G 9 @ O Reply Share



Defining what makes something good is impossible.
There’s no ‘truth’ here.

Valuation Studies

‘What is a Good Tomato?’ -
https://pure.uva.nl/ws/files/1748752/148182_410329.pdf

https://valuationstudies.liu.se/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociology of valuation

(valuation tends to refer to ‘financial valuation’ but can be extended) https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Art_valuation
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Hot take: Good game design is about managing the plinko board of learning.




MEDICINE BOW,/ROUTT NATIONAL FOREST

Recreation on this public land is provided by a
unique partnership between the Steamboat Ski
& Resort Corporation and the Medicine
Bow/Routt National Forest.

Strategy: Self-Sorting
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[ SKI PATROL EMERGENCY PHONE
970.871.5911 or CALL9II

EMERGENCY MESSAGE BOARDS located af
the top of every lift

RISK OF SNOW IMMERSION:
Snow immersion conditions can be present
throughout the entire season and can lead to
serious injury or death. Please be aware of the
recommended safety protocols:

1. Do Not Ski Alone - Remain in eyesight
and earshot of a partner af all fimes.

2. Avoid Tree Wells - Stay away from the
bases of evergreen frees.

Please visit Steamboat.com;/Safety for more

detailed information 50 you can enjoy the
mountain safely.
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Lockers

[ Parking

[ Restaurant

[@ Restroom

[ Retail / Accessories
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3 skiPatrol

SnowSports Meeting Area
Y Water Fill Station

H Welcome Center
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Visit Steamboat.com/ ADA
This map is an arisic representation and may not accurately
reflectthe contours or dimensions of the resort or is specifc areas.
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Area Boundary
Slow Zone
- Lift
< Downloading Lift
@ Mid-Station
~= Snowshoe Trail
E3 Ski Patrol
@ First Tracks Boundary
Terrain Park
@ Freestyle Terrain
Park Smalley Freestyle Complex
Travis Meyer Mogul Course
(closed to public)
Greenhorn Ranch
Learning Center

FIRST TRACKS

Be the first o enjoy the mountain! Access First
Tracks ferrain by boarding the WILD BLUE
GONDOLA between 8:00 am and 8:15 am.
You'll have special access to terrain from the
Sundown Express, Sunshine and South Peak
It areas before anyone else.

First Tracks ficket s required. Recommended
for intermediate and advanced skiers and
riders only.
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ABILITY ACCESS  LIFT NAME

Bar-UE
Bashor

Burgess Creek

Christie Peak Express
Elkhead Express

Four Points

Greenhorn Ranch Express
Mahogany Ridge Express
Morningside

Pony Express

South Peak

Steamboat Gondola
Storm Peak Express
Sundown Express
Sunshine Express
Thunderhead Express
Wild Blue Gondola
Wrangler Carpet
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@ Easier - Begimer
B More Diffcul - Infermediate

B More Diffcul - Advanced Inermediate
4 Most Diffcul - Advanced

00 Extrome Terrain - Experts Only




