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Abstract 

 This Bachelor thesis reviews the concept of non-innovative faction groups in digital 

games and the cause and effect of such systems. The paper goes into detail on what 

diffractions are available to developers when creating a faction driven game. It also 

illuminates the need to be aware of consequences of small details in a big picture. It will 

outline what types of faction systems in games that can be argued to be outdated and 

repeated, and why such a thing can prove detrimental to the development of future games and 

to developers. The necessity of these design choices of factions will be outlined through 

design fundamentals regarding games, as well as through research of strategy games and how 

they employ factions through their semi-historical inspiration sources. The functionality of 

those design choices will be considered through heuristic evaluation and then determined 

what key components are necessary to the overall gameplay of such games. Gamemaker will 

also be discussed as a means of creating these systems in games and the limitations and 

opportunities presented by using that programming software.  

Keywords: Diffraction, faction, heuristic, bottleneck, functionality, critical design. 

 

Abstrakt 

Detta kandidatarbete av icke-innovativa faktionsgrupper inom digitala spel samt orsak 

och verkan av sådana system. Uppsatsen går in på detalj angående vad för slags diffraktioner 

som är tillgängliga för spelskapare när de skapar ett faktionsdrivet spel. Den upplyser även 

nödvändigheten att vara medveten om konsekvenserna av de små komponenterna av en större 

bild. Texten beskriver vilka typer av faktionssystem i spel som kan hävdas vara utdaterade 

och upprepande, och varför en sådan sak kan bevisa sig vara skadligt för utvecklandet av 

framtida spel av spelskapare. Nödvändigheten av sådana designval av faktioner kommer 

upplysas genom designgrunder för spel, såväl som genom undersökningar av strategispel och 

hur de skapat sina faktioner genom deras semi-historiska inspirationskällor. Funktionaliteten 

av sådana designval kommer bli undersökta genom heuristisk evaluering och sedan 

utvärderade enligt nyckelkomponenterna av dem som är nödvändiga till det övergripande 

spelbarheten av sådana faktionsspel. Gamemaker kommer även diskuteras som ett medel för 

att skapa sådana system i spel och begränsningarna samt möjligheterna som visat sig genom 

användningen av den programmerings mjukvaran.    

Nyckelord:  Diffraktion, faktion, heuristik, flaskhals, funktionalitet, kritisk design. 
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Writing Process 

This Bachelor thesis has been written by Daniel Taxén and Kevin Sürek in 

interchange. Ideas have been discussed between the two participants, previous to and during 

the writing process, and then written out in drafts which were further discussed and 

organized. While one is writing the other observes with relevant input so that nothing has 

been written without the other’s approval and understanding. A balanced writing process 

between two people is necessary to achieve consensus in what is being put to paper and 

allows the partners to properly represent their individual components.  
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1. Background 

A game’s design process may seem like a straightforward method of establishing a 

creative idea and then processing the necessary steps to actualize that idea one step at a time. 

In practice many have noticed the contrary to be true and that the entire process requires 

careful evaluation of each step and sometimes continuous backtracking to be fully realized 

and to not leave anything up to hindsight. By examining the details of such a production, we 

hope to encounter established ideas regarding faction making that may have seemed original 

or even obvious in the moment for the intended functionality of one’s product but may reveal 

to be repeated and lacking innovation.  

 

A phenomenon in a digital product is often restrained to the intended purpose and 

method of its functionality, meaning that an established idea has been rooted into the function 

of the product itself and for that reason has been accepted as the expected structure and 

function of said phenomenon. This repeating of old ideas severely limits the possibility of 

reimagining those established norms. For a developer it also limits our confidence in breaking 

out of normative establishments, as taking risks might not be a worthwhile option to explore. 

 

A creator has a certain amount of accountability for how they represent and repeat a 

phenomenon in their product, and a lack of awareness of what they’re repeating is 

detrimental to the developing health of an idea. Without evolving ideas, a design only 

encourages stagnation and a lack of innovation, thus achieving nothing but an echo chamber. 

That means that the designers only repeat back their own ideas to themselves in a detrimental 

loop with no new input. In a modern design climate of digital opportunities developers should 

be fitting to a varied creative process limited only by their own technical skills, mentality, 

and preconceived notions. With these digital advantages we would expect that established 

conventions would be constantly challenged and reimagined and that the creative parameters 

of the individual ideas would be explored instead of keeping their reliance on standards and 

norms.  

 

To a certain extend this has occurred, we have seen innovative changes being done to 

representation and the functionality of phenomenon in gaming, including factions. However, 

what remains through it all is a continuous standardizing and norm-relying behaviors 

integrated into the design process of most if not all genre-specific games involving factions. 
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Designing according to a conventional repeated structure will lead to a bottlenecking effect 

where innovation is structurally limited and functionality relies on what has previously 

worked rather than experimenting with what could. Developers should not make innovation a 

statistical risk, and while we as a culture may have not yet reached that stage, it is not an 

impossible scenario in a game market and developers should keep that awareness. Risk-

taking and innovation set the foundation to new establishments, and to not undergo that 

procedure seems counter-productive to our intent in becoming modern game designers. 

 

As mentioned, factions in games are one of these established functions within games 

that has seen very little innovation in its structure (Kline, D. T., 2013). Factions are divided 

groups within a larger group based on political, ideological, cultural as well as geographical 

reasons that directly or indirectly oppose each other (Nicholas, R. W., 1965, p. 23). As 

Nicholas mentions, one commonality between faction groups is that they’re often divided and 

often show hostility towards the opposing faction as well (p. 25). Through our research we 

are studying the in-universe functionality of such factions within games and if they are 

relying on comfortable ideas and agendas lacking alternative possibilities. While they serve 

their function within the games and help to establish certain conflicting dynamics in the 

gameplay, we wish to research whether these established structures could be disassembled 

and critically analyzed for reassembling. We recognize that many games use these structures 

to encourage a certain type of gameplay, however like previously mentioned, such a 

bottleneck is detrimental to innovation and to achieve functional gameplay we shouldn’t have 

to reflect established norms.  

1.1. Research Question 

How can we diffract the design of group factions in digital games? 

1.2. Aim 

As game creators we have noticed these previously mentioned trends being done by 

many different developers. Perhaps they do so out of habit or perhaps there is some hidden 

measurable definite purpose for this structure that advances the gaming experience. To 

research the function of factions in games with the intention of establishing choices from a 

designing perspective while analyzing that design process critically is necessary. To see these 

trends of faction-making but remaining skeptical towards its underlying function in the game, 
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beyond surface-level conflict creation and empathic association, is necessary to find 

alternatives. We wished to research whether a game that seemingly was made for factions can 

survive without the normalized opposing and fanatically divided nature of such groupings. 

The research has also been conducted to see if game creators may have created negative 

customs regarding such functions in games and how a narrow imaginative design process can 

create a lack of innovative change.  

 

Perhaps through this research we will conclude that the systems of factions in its 

current state is necessary for the gameplay, or perhaps that such groupings and structures are 

actually having an immensely negative impact. Whatever the conclusion might be, we will be 

further in the know and develop our understanding of such long-standing structures and how 

they have not only influenced games in the past but also how they will influence our creation 

process in the future. To identify such issues in the world of digital gaming as game 

developers ourselves we maintain a fixed critical perspective onto ourselves and the 

developing creative world around us. This allows us to make directly influencing changes 

onto ourselves that may ripple outwards through others.  

 

The purpose of this research paper is to ascertain whether or not that all forms of 

normative structures of factions in games will follow a negative feedback loop, in that it is 

not exploring positive alternatives, and then research whether any established norm would 

cause the same stagnation. The research will attempt to summarize if game developers are 

echoing their own dysfunctional ideas towards themselves, and if our research indicates so, 

how would we then break out of that loop through a critical and diffractive perspective. 

2. Previous and Current Research 

This chapter outlines our research into factions within a game design perspective and 

the types of possibilities that exist for evaluating their functionality and possibilities to 

critically redesign that function or the style of it. We have analyzed fundamental design 

choices with critical design perspective onto them, and then evaluating ways to redesign them 

and assessing the quality of those design choices. 
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 2.1.   Factions 

Factions are commonly groupings within a system that are opposing or differentiating 

from each other and are identified by their common associations such as ideology, race, as 

well as any other common denominator that may associate a group with an identity 

(Nicholas, R. W., 1965). Identity is really in focus here, because factions not only create a 

culture within themselves in the game, but they also allow the player to identify with a certain 

faction and discover their own identity through the faction of their choice. There are plenty of 

recognized and functional factions within games, but many have noticed certain stagnated 

trends in their structure (Chen, C. H., Sun, C. T., & Hsieh, J., 2008). These trends may 

exclude certain perspectives and often chooses to include narrative structures suitable for 

their current target audience. One repeated faction trope is a concept of warfare being the 

final as well as most interaction between factions. Games rely on driven goals to keep the 

dynamics of the game lively, meaning that a game relies on conflict in this example to create 

a sense of urgency and inevitable progression into warfarin structure between players and 

characters within faction-based strategy and warfare games. That a game would place the 

player in a situation where warfare between one’s faction and the opposing one is inevitable - 

is an extremely narrow perspective that may have roots in many of humanities’ histories and 

cultures but is in essence a thing of the past, or at least one that is very selective in the way 

they represent divided factions (Kapell, M. W., & Elliott, A. B. (Eds.)., 2013). 

 

Warfare of the modern era is much more layered and intricate than this propaganda 

driven “the enemy or us” perspective of old times that games insist on replicating. We could 

argue that this structure adheres, within context, to the narrative setting of such games. As 

most games involving factions are historically inspired in nature, both in fiction and fantasy, 

their resemblance to historical eras would lead to the design of them being portrayed through 

this ancient concept of fanatical and polarized war faring factions. (Kline, D. T., 2013) 

However! To rely on a structure that is simply functional and recognizable would only lead to 

an avoidance of alternatives. This perspective, though functional in establishing the conflict 

driven world of the game, is often also applied to games outside of this contextual and 

historical narrative as well. Sci-Fi faction games often rely on similar historical tactics in 

their faction structure, in a world that should be considered technologically superior to ours. 

One would expect that the world building in a complex scenario like Sci-fi regarding a 

system of factions would be equally as complex and less reliant on well-worn systems, but 
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these games once again rely on faction systems more suitable for a medieval setting for 

simplicity. (Kline, D. T., 2013)  

2.2.   Faction design fundamentals 

 Salen and Zimmerman (2004) have written a book on the fundamentals of game 

design, which outlines methods for design choices and the variations that exists of those basic 

methods. In order to deviate from standardized methods of design it is necessary to be aware 

and reminded of the fundamental methods regarding that game design. A designer must be 

familiar with certain standardized design methods and patterns of creation used within a 

designing process, as they are commonly used by designers in various productions. In order 

not to leave any stone unturned we are, for research purposes, going over these design 

fundamentals that we might already know and some that we might not. As game design 

students we are often familiar with these fundamentals (Hansson, C., Jedemark, M., & 

Nygren, Å., 2011), however his time we are analyzing them with a fresh perspective in need 

of deeper understanding of their purpose. By going back to the basics while remaining critical 

throughout this process, we may identify some discrepancies in how game design is taught 

and any underlying issues in the most common and basic of methods. We theorize that the 

reason we are seeing trends in game design with very little deviation from conventional 

methods is due to the educational process of design being structured in a certain way that 

encourages uniformity, and the research will indicate if that is the case. 

 

Salen and Zimmerman (2004) establishes early on in their guide that they are not 

relying simply on modern and contemporary game design that many of these faction games 

adhere to, but that they implement timeless design choices derived from old analogue game 

designs as well. Everything from board games to many of the physical activities relying on a 

set of rules and structure to be played. They take that historical and traditional experience 

with them into their guide on modern digital games and argue that these fundamentals are 

somewhat universal in creating a functional and enjoyable experience for the players. We 

want to ascertain whether developers might also be repeating certain mistakes in game design 

by relying on these traditional methods mixed in with the modern ones. Salen and 

Zimmerman (2004) claimed that there were no complete or optimal methods for digital game 

design and that until recently, when creating modern games “you would be forced to stitch 

together a set of perspectives from sociology, anthropology, psychology, and mathematics” 
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(Salen and Zimmerman, 2004), meaning that any methods regarding functionality in games 

were lacking experience and a new set of traditions in digital game making that had not yet 

been established. They then go on to reference that their book and design culture in general 

has reached the point of a “Babel of competing methodologies” (Salen and Zimmerman, 

2004); again, encouraging the idea that there is no optimal structure for proper digital game 

design but only functional ones with differentiating perspectives or deviations in their 

performance. 

 

This is a healthy point of view onto these design methods and one that through our 

research we encourage, as creating a monolithic structure of any method is counterproductive 

to the innovation we wish to achieve. That the authors remain ambivalent towards what the 

optimal state of design is, encourages us to think that this source will be a valuable one as it 

repeats back to us any fundamentals in game design that are in the common consciousness 

while also allowing us to decide for ourselves which has a certain amount of desired impact 

on the game. 

 

These issues with faction design is not something that the research will be able to 

discover in a eureka moment; we shouldn’t predict that we would find one universal flaw that 

encourages faction making in a certain way. What we are searching for is any idea that may 

occur to us while reading through these fundamental lessons in design, and what the 

consequences of such methods might have on any practitioner of these design choices. By 

going back to these basic states of design we are also revisiting our own educational 

background and fundamentals that we might take for granted or accept without criticism. As 

we were taught many of these fundamentals as beginners, they might now be considered 

normal by us without much thought on the variations available.  

 

2.3.   Heuristic evaluation of functionality 

To research different possibilities to diffract from normative structures and design in 

digital gaming is no easy feat. One has to avoid certain traps, such as relying too much on 

simply directly criticizing the previous structures as a method of achieving new material. 

While directly criticizing design choices does allows one to establish opinion, it does not 

present any alternatives to these design criticisms. Therefore, it is also important to also 
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procure a methodology of evaluation that allows us to produce these alternatives to the 

product. Pinelle, Wong, and Stach (2008) have brought on an alternative method of 

evaluation of a user-experience based plotting known as heuristics, which has proven useful 

in making quick evaluations of functionality during the production. Their version doesn’t rely 

on user reviews and post-production evaluation, and instead proposes that by identifying 

functional design choices you can reproduce functional results.  

 

Heuristics is a method of evaluation that allows us to analyze previous products and 

designs and then create new methods of design that may not necessarily be optimal, but 

maybe of more importance, functional. To summarize, heuristics is an easy method that may 

provide lacking but sufficient results to achieve certain goals. In our case our group wishes to 

diffract from normalized design to produce faction making that doesn’t rely on polarized 

ideologies of development, racial bias, language barriers, territorial disputes, as well as 

cultural misunderstandings. Researching the alternative method of heuristics means that we 

are focusing on learning the general identifiable traits of functional design. Through this 

research we discover how to evaluate what design choices lead to desirable results and what 

traps we can avoid that will complicate our design further without being practically 

functional. As a method, heuristics can be applied on specific parts of the production where 

we must immediately evaluate the functionality of a design choice. So practically heuristics 

provides us with a list of conditions that should be met for a design choice to be deemed 

appropriate. However, the research part of analyzing heuristics focuses more on learning the 

overall feeling and details of functional design rather than applying it upon diffracting design 

choices. 

 

As Pinelle, Wong, and Stach (2008) mention, heuristic evaluation is most often 

performed with a finished product available where we would analyze reviews of a certain 

experience regarding the product’s functionality and user accessibility to achieve a consensus 

of constructive critique. One would then regard and apply that criticism to their work so that 

they may re-evaluate a product and adapt the design of it accordingly through post-

production changes, or by changing the design of future products. However, this normalized 

method of heuristics is not always appropriate scheduling wise for our current purposes in the 

design of our product, as it implies that we have a finished product to present through user 

testing and peer review in order to achieve a new perspective on our design choices. This is 
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where David Pinelle of the university of Nevada, Las Vegas, Nelson Wong of the university 

of Saskatchewan, and Tadeusz Stach of the Queen’s University - all with backgrounds in 

product review and design, come in (Pinelle, Wong, & Stach, 2008). They have to our benefit 

established a new method of heuristic evaluation specific to games that does not rely on a 

finished product and user testing to achieve critical re-evaluations. Instead, by employing 

certain critical perspectives to previous attempts of design methods we can not only 

summarize the components but also attempt to deviate from that norm. These authors argue 

that through relative methodological evaluation of specific moments in the design process of 

our own and other’s productions we can achieve the critique necessary to make functional 

changes to the product with measurable results.  

 

They establish in the article that this method is of course flawed, as any heuristic 

methods are, but will achieve the goals of functionality that are preferable to the previous 

instalments simply through careful design review. The authors argue that reaching for varied, 

opinionated reviews of our product is not necessary to achieve functional results and may 

even confuse us further as such opinions are too individualistic in order to be generally 

functional. They instead wish to focus on simple functionality within the context of the game 

and to establish what that is and how one can notice it throughout their design process, which 

is very adaptable and appropriate for the type of design work we wished to achieve in our 

production. The method which they propagate is divided into three steps, which is simplified 

and generalized since many more steps are hidden between the main ones.  

 

These three steps are divided like so: “1. Identify real world usability problems that 

provide breadth and depth coverage of the game design space 2. Develop a set of categories 

that group similar usability problems 3. Create heuristics that are the inverse of the problem 

categories and that describe how common usability problems can be avoided.” (Pinelle, 

Wong, & Stach, 2008). As we can see these steps are about identifying trends and problems 

that can be commonly found regarding functionality issues and then attempt to create the 

opposite phenomenon by inverting the design method necessary to achieve the previously 

criticized results. This means that by dividing themselves from normative methods they may 

even discover functionality in the antithesis of established structure.  
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When designing a game and attempting to achieve change and critical thought, we 

create a certain environment for ourselves where we assume that any change could be 

preferable to relying on previous design structures. Therefore, a method of evaluation is 

necessary to plot out and outline what changes could be functional and appropriate, instead of 

being naive in our confidence that because we can criticize - we can do better. It has been 

very helpful to gain perspective on what we deem functional to achieve our goal of 

innovative factions, compared to what has previously worked in other examples. 

2.4.   Conclusion 

 The research in this chapter has been composed out of what we found necessary to be 

able to understand design choices as well as the possibilities that exist to redesign those 

choices. The research into factions by Nicholas, R. W. (1965) proved valuable as it brought 

us insight into the social dynamics of these groups and why they divide themselves and what 

causes social behavior like grouping and the possible consequences of such social behavior. 

Secondly, we diverted the research into the design choices of games both in a digital as well 

as an analogue setting and how many of our design choices are just abridged from historical 

traditions or by basic design fundamentals that shape many of us designers consciously as 

well as passively. By analyzing those design fundamentals, we can discover underlying 

design choices that we deem to have deeper consequences to the overall health of faction 

design. It also allows us to analyze our own design choices and see their resemblance to the 

ones in our source, and by that reasoning draw conclusions onto the possible differences we 

can make to the design of our own product. Finally, we needed to find an evaluation method 

for recognizing and assessing the functional quality of our design choices. So, we chose 

heuristics as a basic guideline for that assessment. The alternate method of heuristics we 

chose does not require a finished product for evaluation. Instead, it helps us to evaluate the 

functional quality of each design choice of our game during production, which we deemed 

very appropriate to a production period our bachelor thesis. It has allowed us to evaluate the 

immediate quality of a component of a design choice through comparison. By running 

through a checklist of what has worked before in our own productions as well as popular 

products, we can find a quick consensus. In the end it gave us insight and comfort in our 

production and left less up to guesswork.  
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3. Methods 

In this chapter we outline the different methods we chose to use during the design 

process. We establish the fundamentals of our design choices as well as the possibilities to 

diffract them. We then outline the possibilities to critically design those choices through our 

production work. We then go into the technical details of our production as well as how our 

choices add positive as well as negative aspects to our work.  

3.1. Design methods 

3.2.   Diffraction 

Diffraction is a term derived from a light phenomenon where a ray of light enters a 

prism or a lens and is split on the other side to create new colorations but has also been used 

as a research and production perspective. The original meaning of the word related to the 

light effect is similar to what one hopes to achieve when performing diffraction in a 

production as well. The prism in this context is instead a shifted perspective, a change in the 

normative structure of the production or its content within, to try to create something new and 

then allow that something new to develop on its own (Gough, N., 1994). The diffracted rays 

appearing on the other side of the prism would in the same context be those consequences of 

the diffracted changes done on the product.  

 

Metaphorically we are trudging onwards down a road trodden by many, trying to find 

an alternate route. Perhaps the road is so trodden because it remains the most effective and 

comfortable, or perhaps designers are simply following that trail without much critical 

thought. If we can find an alternate route we would have accomplished a change that may 

influence future projects. If we cannot find positive alternatives, we would have shown 

themselves a safety in these previously established methods. Either way we are further 

developing our sense of confidence and satisfying our curiosity in the functionality and 

necessity of normative structures of factions within digital games and exploring what types of 

changes can be made to them.  

 

A diffractive perspective functions as a foundation for our other research perspectives 

and design methods, as our goal is ultimately to create change, and so we will consider 

diffraction to be ingrained into all work we perform throughout the production. The purpose 

of this is not at all to conflict with design structures with contempt, but rather to provoke a 
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discourse of our research and perhaps establish a new functional consensus of new and old 

perspectives, and hopefully opening that discussion up for review.  

 

Diffraction can be taken a step further once we have identified how the product can be 

changed, and we can consider critical design to be that next step. The article titled: “Critical 

design and critical theory: the challenge of designing for provocation” (Bardzell, 2012) 

manages to go into depth while having a summarizing feel on the perspective of critical 

design and its purpose. The authors recognize that the purpose of designing in such a manner 

is to create a sense of provocation, to challenge the norms by appearing critical towards them. 

The article argues that in order to create any change we must first acquire a sense of doubt in 

the practitioners of the previously held norm.  

 

The purpose of this research project is not to find out why factions exist in the first 

place. There is no need to analyze any behavioral structures inherent in human nature or draw 

conclusions based on anecdotal evidence of some trends in modern games. The purpose is to 

flesh out the function of designed factions within a digital gaming environment and how from 

a creator’s standpoint they affect and influence the creation process of a digital gaming 

environment. We were seeking evidence indicating a possible change in how we perceive 

these design structures and why we find them necessary in the first place. To do so from a 

diffractive perspective would be ideal, and diffraction has been a focal point in many courses 

of our educational period and is an overall appropriate perspective when attempting to create 

change. By creating our own game containing factions and by remaining critical throughout 

the design process, we wanted to identify dysfunctional as well as functional structures and 

compare them within and externally from our game.  

 

3.3.   Faction design fundamentals 

A comprehensive guide to the design theory of the most basic and functional 

fundamentals is valuable to any designing procedure. To evaluate and reference ourselves to 

a structured guide of designing the rules of play is in essence liked to a script of design of 

which we can deviate from. When provided with a script for game design we should not see it 

as a guide or tutorial but rather as a reminder of what is already within the public 

consciousness so that we don’t focus our energy into attempting to recreate them from 

scratch. A comprehensive guide with many alternatives also allows developers to refer to 
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them as inspirational points and then go on to divert from the design method by applying 

their own perspectives and choices onto the fundamentals available.  

 

An example of this would be designing a barter and merchant system within our game 

(Kapell, M. W., & Elliott, A. B. (Eds.)., 2013).  We can assume that such a system should be 

designed from scratch, and it can be done so, however a system that seems as straightforward 

as a merchant function in one’s game can prove to be an incomprehensible challenge with 

several stages of trial and error necessary to properly balance it, lest it should prove 

dysfunctional in game. However, after all that work, the results would be in all likelihood not 

entirely original and the effort we put into the system could have been much more easily 

emulated and then adapted. By adhering to the fundamentals of functional game design we 

have the blueprints for systems that can be replicated to build a foundation on which any 

further customization can stand. We can imprint whatever deviations and personalization 

onto the blueprints presented by the authors of Rules of play: Game design fundamentals 

(Salen & Zimmerman, 2004), and to be reminded of the intricacies and functionalities 

beneath the systems presented is necessary to build a more solid footing on which to stand on 

further in the developmental stage of our production. 

 
3.4.   Critical design 

 Once we have established the fundamentals of game design and found a stability in 

the structure, we are then left to imprint ourselves and our perspective onto the design. Even 

if we were to create a personalized identity to our game design and deviate and adapt any 

foundation into something different and original, the attempts to do so may go unnoticed. 

Designing with comfortable parameters often has this effect, because if the content and 

design is not controversial or provocative enough, the attempts are swept along amongst the 

sea of other games that it blends in with. A market brand that is already recognizable and 

popular might have the luxury to produce cookie-cutter games, however smaller developers 

do not have that luxury. So how do we create awareness and attract attention onto our 

product? It often requires a developer to locate what the public is currently trending and 

incorporate it into their product. Such contemporary design however is often mass produced 

as relying on popularity and trends may be a safe bet, but it is also a popular one. Also, due to 

the contemporary nature of the product, it might not survive the effects that time has on a 

trend. So how do we attract attention to our product without fully relying on popular trends? 
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Critical design is an excellent alternative to such attempts (Bardzell, J., Forlizzi, J., 

Zimmerman, J., & Antanitis, J., 2012). Critical design also relies on contemporary trends as 

most popular design choices do, however instead of incorporating them into our production, a 

critically designed perspective would instead have us subtly criticize these norms and trends 

to provoke a reaction.  

 

In this production the goal is to create an alternative method of designing factions, 

and as previously discussed, to reach that method by firstly revisiting the founding structure 

of design choices, and then secondly to evaluate those design choices by functionality and 

appropriateness. Thirdly - through a critical design perspective - we apply that knowledge 

onto a production by attempting to divert and critique from the trends established in the 

previous steps. Hopefully these research sources will prove valuable once our designing 

process has reached its conclusion, and so far, they seem to be - however the results will 

speak for themselves. The point of critical design is to challenge and critically analyze what 

our society is already doing, and what we aren’t doing. So, if we fail to produce a new 

functional structure, we would have still succeeded in our challenge towards normative 

structures. 

 

  For example, using the previous example of a merchant system. An innovative but 

non-critical design to that system would perhaps attempt to create innovation by having the 

merchants sing instead of talk. However, critically designing the same type of system would 

in practice create more thought-provoking details that not only innovate, but also articulate 

the criticisms intended by the designer. Perhaps the merchants should use blood as currency, 

a symbolic meaning of flesh being reduced to a priced commodity. Or perhaps the merchants 

are forbidden from speaking and that all prices will be standardized in the market, removing 

the bartering manipulation available to the merchants. These deviations are examples of 

critically designing a scenario or system that hopes to provoke a reaction from the users and 

audience. (Bardzell, J., Forlizzi, J., Zimmerman, J., & Antanitis, J., 2012) 

 

Practically such a method of design is necessary when designing a game that wishes 

to diffract from norms. In a project where we wish to illustrate how faction making in games 

create unreasonable scenarios with immense polarization and fanatical ideology, a critical 
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designed perspective is ideal to create and illustrate the errors of such design and provoking a 

response.  

 
3.5.   Gamemaker 

 Gamemaker introduces an interesting perspective onto programming methods that 

creates a simple blank slate with an internal logic for us to build our game on. GML, or 

Gamemaker Language is very simple and similar to other programming languages such as C# 

and Java, however that it carries an internal logic to it means that it is adapted for a specific 

type of programming that Gamemaker encourages (Games, Y., 2007). Simple games with no 

unnecessary flashy additions that instead adheres to object-focused programming and code 

that serves its immediate purpose. Perhaps a more powerful engine and a more complex 

programming system would produce more impressive results, however, using a simple engine 

with a very direct and functional programming system allows us to focus more on the internal 

structure and world building of the game while adapting to certain limitations. It can be 

argued that using simple tools produces a more personal production rather than having a 

technical arsenal of impressive tools which are recognizable in their results. A simple game 

using a simple engine also allows the programmers to produce a stylized production that 

relies more on the visual design of our group members to create their style rather than 

something that is related in the choice of the game engine.  

3.5.   Mind mapping 

 A mind map represents visually the hierarchy of ideas and terms and helped us 

coincide and structure the information we had established and researched. Normally a mind 

map is constructed around a specific term that represents the overall theme that is then 

connected with other larger terms that then branch out to connected terms and themes 

belonging to the associated group of the larger term. Together they create a radial structure 

that outlines and establishes to the viewer the logical hierarchy of these branching terms and 

themes. (Buzan, T., 2005)  

3.7. Evaluation methods 

3.8.   Heuristic evaluation of functionality 

 Heuristics allows us to identify the key components of a design process that achieves 

intended and wanted results. To strip away all that is unnecessary and summarize what the 
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most important elements are for achieving functional resulting gameplay design is refreshing 

in a short production. It allows us, together with critical design, to identify what key 

components are the most important regarding the production of individual parts of a game, 

and then rethink and reevaluate their importance to the bigger picture (Pinelle, Wong, & 

Stach, 2008). To be able to isolate functional reasons for design choices beyond the wants 

and wishes of creators and users is a major step in our attempt to find reasons for design 

choices of factions within digital games. Heuristics has allowed us to narrow down our 

design to achieve intended results and deviations from our game components. Without it we 

would instead have to employ trial and error as to achieve functional methods of design, and 

that is as previously mentioned a costly process that would require more time if not more 

resources. Applying the heuristic method onto specific design choices in the production 

allows us to have a check-list of sorts to go by and quickly analyze the specific part and its 

functionality before testing it, speeding up the process of elimination considerably. (Pinelle, 

Wong, & Stach, 2008)  

3.9. Conclusion 

The methods we chose to use during our design work had an impact onto all the 

decisions we made during the design process and the overall production. We incorporated 

and performed diffraction onto every decision and idea we had just to explore the different 

possibilities for change and subversion of expectations. (Gough, N., 1994). We used the 

compendium of design fundamentals written by Salen & Zimmerman (2004) as a reference 

book onto our design choices. As soon as we came up with what we thought was an original 

design idea or a subversion of a previous design choice we referenced it into the design 

fundamentals outlined and tried to find similarities. Which we then analyzed the possible 

consequences of and attempted to redesign. The critical design aspect of our production was 

the most well-felt presence of our design methods. We were constantly imagining players and 

their expectations onto a game, like the one we were constructing, and assessing and 

theorizing what possible critical qualities we could add to subvert those expectations. 

(Bardzell, J., Forlizzi, J., Zimmerman, J., & Antanitis, J., 2012). Finally, the heuristic 

evaluation was the first as well as the final step to any original design choices we were 

attempting to create as it gave us an outline through it of what has worked previously as well 

as what could work from the design choices we’ve created. Without it we would have had to 

test many of the choices we made several times to assess their functionality, but by the 

heuristic evaluation we could generally decide whether something would be functional before 
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testing it. While it was not ideal, it did produce mostly positive results onto our production 

when we did not have the resources or time to test our choices in depth.   

4. Design Process 

This chapter outlines the process of our production and the timeline of our design 

choices. Our design process consisted of several stages, initially we analyzed, theorized and 

had several discussions onto possible production types and products. We discussed within the 

production group our different wants and wishes and found several compromises that 

satisfied the members. We then dove into the thematic purpose of our production and found 

as many examples of what we wanted to achieve and change as a foundation for our design 

choices. The chapter also summarizes the production work we performed and what sorts of 

setbacks and positive aspects we found within our work. We also asses the group dynamic of 

our members and how a positive setting influences the production work consisting of 

individuals with different perspectives, and how finding middle ground between the members 

is performed and its impact onto our work process.  

4.1.   Initial planning 
 

Throughout the planning stages of this Bachelor Thesis many ideas circulated 

throughout our group. The initial choosing of the group members seemed to be the least 

difficult part of the process as all the member of the production team had previously worked 

together in developing a game with positive results. Once a group has established comfort in 

each other's habits and pace, and has accomplished functional communication between its 

members, relying on that foundation of trust and understanding can be a large advantage. 

 

Immediately we decided to sit down together and plan out ideas for comprehensible 

and relevant thematic premises for a bachelor’s thesis production. That the members were all 

students of game design only proved helpful to the deciding process as the members all 

agreed that developing a game was something that we were excited about doing. Once the 

type of product to be created had been established, we became busy discussing several types 

of ideas and wants that we had in mind for possible premises of a game. After a period of free 

thought and flowing discussion, we noticed that the conversation had mostly flowed towards 

contemporary premises, contemporary in this case meaning relevant to modern issues and 

perspectives.  
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We all wanted to create a game that presented some underlying issues with the 

cultural climate of the modern digital world and realized that by doing so we could reflect 

and interpret phenomenon that were already in the public consciousness, thus having more 

relevance to the reader. This type of initial planning, theorizing functionality through 

analysis, could be applied as a form of heuristic evaluation much like the one suggested by 

Pinelle, D., Wong, N., & Stach, T. (2008). By theorizing the consequences and results of 

design choices, even in pre-production planning, and comparing and reflecting them to other 

functional examples of the same type, we could establish a theoretical outcome of those 

choices based on heuristic speculation without having to thoroughly test the end results. This 

gives us a better outcome of our planning than by not theorizing such results at all.  

 

Once our wanting to delve into contemporary topics had been established, the 

member who had taken on the leading role suggested to the group a quick assignment to 

further flesh out what we had in mind for their premise. The assignment entailed that each 

group member would individually write down what modern issues most deserved attention 

and recognition as possible premises for a game and would produce the most sought-after 

results. The members were then instructed to share these ideas with the rest one by one, and 

that we would then write down all similar ideas within columns adhering to certain themes. 

Once this had been done we noticed that one of the themes had a vote from each of the 

members, four in total while others had two or three at most, which we took as a clear 

indication of an objective, voted through consensus. 

 

The theme chosen by all the members was the concept of “Increased polarization in 

today’s cultural climate”. All members had seen an increase in differentiating political views 

sparked by modern heated debates brought on by divided groups and felt that this had 

become an escalated issue. We reasoned that this has also led to increased polarizing views 

between political and ideological factions, especially in online settings, and may cause further 

splitting between groups. That we would summarize such divided ideological groups as 

“factions” rather than political parties, or by other identifiable tropes such as age groups or 

economical and ideology is a conscious choice. Factions entail simply that there are separate 

groups with separate opinions within a larger group, it does not indicate much else beyond 

that, which we argued reflects a more generalized approach to summarizing divided groups in 

a simple term, that is also used within games. 
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 Once this contemporary issue had been established and we decided that its relevancy 

and topical value was appropriate, the second step was then to explore the topic of factions 

further and identify its key components. A loose discussion firstly ensued to share thoughts 

and reasoning, and continued until silence had been reached, indicating that the next step was 

to document it. We had to identify what polarization meant, what components of the concept 

were the biggest causes of dividing factors, and further how its relevance translated into a 

game setting. 

 

A fitting method for drawing up such a complex web of associations is one that most 

students have encountered and repeated several times throughout their educational period 

known as a mind map (Buzan, T., 2005). A mind map is, as clearly suggested, a map of 

thoughts and reasoning. A good geographical map requires several indicators to be 

comprehensive and a mind map is no different. Such things as borders, geometric placement, 

and routes and roads are necessary for a map to be coherent, and for a mind map the same 

parameters are relevant. In the middle placement of the map is the thematic focus, in this case 

Factions, and any road that follows from it will establish individual areas as well as the 

routes, borders, and association between those areas, showing the web of different thought 

and how they fit together in a larger scope. (Buzan, T., 2005) 

Figure 1. Thematic mind-mapping of possible factions and their components. (own picture) 
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The mind map summarizes types of reasons for dividing factions and what differences 

are prevalent in such a polarizing scenario. Identity tropes such as cultural, religious and 

philosophical differences were the main differences we had identified in polarized groups. 

We also argued that simple belonging could be reason enough to want to join a faction, and 

that faction making may also be caused by familiar groups needing that sense of belonging 

and then becoming more uniform in their ideology. The parts of this mind map that aroused 

the most amount of interest from us were the conflicting philosophical views of different 

factions. We argued that something as simple as some slight differentiating perspectives on a 

matter may be reason enough for the establishment of several factions in digital game 

narratives.  

 

Once the discussion went on to talking about many different examples of games, the 

factions within them, and what philosophical differences they held, we noticed patterns and 

repeated philosophical views branching out beyond singular titles and instead becoming 

much more of a trend within many different types of games. By this point the interest seemed 

to have peaked between us in this phenomenon and we decided to move on with our 

production. 

4.2.   Production planning 

 

During the following days of meeting we discussed at length the similarities between 

factions in games and were able to identify definite trends that were being constantly 

repeated, almost as if the developers were all basing their design choices on similar examples. 

These examples included fanatical association to one’s faction’s philosophical standpoints 

regarding worldviews. Groups of factions seemed to represent a variety of influences. Some 

that have European, Asiatic, African, American, and several other influences such as tribal 

influences, imperial, groups that were rebellious, groups that believed in absolute order - 

among many other similarities (Kapell, M. W., & Elliott, A. B. (Eds.)., 2013). These 

similarities were being repeated so often that we began to see these tropes everywhere, and 

the more we looked the more obvious became the common consensus of faction groups. We 

can argue that these tropes are based on historical incidents and trends that are repeated by 

humans themselves. However, we argued that if such tropes should coincide with games that 

are specifically trying to emulate human history it could be appropriate; however, they should 
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explore more than just an overview of human beings’ dividing factors between each other and 

instead find more reason and understanding.  

 

So, we began to discuss how alternatives to faction systems could function in games, 

what components were necessary, and what components were only repeated without much 

reason. We realized then that applying heuristics by this point would be a valuable step to 

establish what diffractions could be attempted and what sort of results we could expect. 

However, we were also aware of the limited knowledge we had regarding design trends and 

where exactly these repeated trends were originating from. Instead of assuming that the origin 

is within every developer simply emulating previous successful examples tracing backwards, 

we decided that researching design patterns and fundamental design techniques regarding 

game building would be a more preferable route than evaluating and backtracking historical 

examples. We discovered Salen, K., and Zimmerman, E. (2004) and their comprehensive 

guide to game design fundamentals titled “Rules of Play” (2004). This reference proved 

invaluable to the process as we not only discovered guides to creating appropriate game 

systems and design theories for functional visual design, but also several of the tropes 

regarding faction making that we had noticed in games. One such trope was the concept of 

visual belonging in a game, and how factions should be identified by recognizable visual 

details that allows the user to quickly assess who belongs to which side amongst many. 

(Salen, K., and Zimmerman, E. 2004) 

 

It was by this point that we realized that attempting to severely diffract from these 

tropes we had noticed could lead to some difficulties. These “boundaries” that establish a 

stereotype of faction-based games in our minds are the same components that would lead to 

the game being accepted as a functional game of that genre’s sort. We realized that if we 

were to reach out too far beyond the boundaries of a recognizable faction game, we could 

alienate our audience and not clarify what changes had been made to the tropes that are being 

changed. We discussed at length how we could illuminate to the players how changing 

certain tropes in these faction games affect the gameplay, without it turning into something 

completely different. The conclusion reached was that to properly establish what changes had 

been made, we had to first adhere to these tropes to a certain extent to make the changes we 

make that much more obvious.  
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A relevant design method that we were previously familiar with and that followed the 

same procedure to the one just mentioned is critical design (Bardzell, J., Forlizzi, J., 

Zimmerman, J., & Antanitis, J., 2012). Through it would keep the recognizable features of 

what we wish to diffract from and then make changes to it that would provoke a certain 

reaction. Instead of creating something entirely new we could slightly change key 

components from a critical perspective. The differences will be slight enough that you would 

still recognize what the original version was and be able to compare it to the diffracted one. If 

that specific difference that we then make is focusing on an underlying problem within that 

trope, it will once again be that much more obvious to the player rather than have them 

speculate on what the intention was meant to be. Within a game that attempts to present the 

issues of normative faction culture there are several changes that we can make through a 

critical design process that may cause certain amounts of provocation. Bardzell (2012) writes 

about how in order to properly critically design a product we must first find the norms 

themselves and find the point of comfort within them that people are familiar with, and then 

criticize it by changing it to sensation of unfamiliarity and discomfort.  

 

In the case of faction making there are many such criticisms that can be made. One 

such criticism is how, as previously mentioned, factions are often identified within games by 

their visual features. Different factions might be of a different race, different economic class, 

different gender, and even different age groups - all to set the characters apart. Another such 

visual indicator is the clothing that the factions wear. Uniforms have been clearly established 

within most cultures as a visual identifying indication of one’s belonging, and games have 

followed this norm, maybe because it is then so simple then to clearly indicate to the player 

who belongs to which faction. These visual indicators were the first part of the game that we 

wished to diffract and critically design. We decided that the quickest way to summarize the 

issues with all these different visual indicators was to remove them all entirely from the 

game. Instead of relying on these indicators to set the different factions apart we would 

instead create a non-stereotypical blank slate that most characters within the game would 

adhere to, and the first step was to remove the human factor from the game as human 

recognition is ingrained into us.  

 

We decided instead that the characters in the game shouldn’t be human. Humans 

ourselves have direct recognizable features with associations to them. By creating an alien 

race instead of using humans, there aren’t any direct conclusions that can be drawn from their 



 
 

25 
 

appearance that can be applied to a cultural group of our human world. This way we remove 

the player’s temptation on relying on historical examples and instead create a feeling of being 

introduced to something new. Afterwards the next step was to establish a non-stereotypical 

appearance of these aliens so that players shouldn’t be able to make any further assumptions 

based on their different body sizes, sex or other indicators of difference between these alien 

characters. Now we remove the players comfort in being able to guess certain social roles 

based on appearances. The last step then was to establish an equal society with no current 

established factions that set them apart. This was to again create that blank slate where there 

are no already created groups with cultural differences within the game for the player to grasp 

on to. We decided that the point of the game would be then for the player to create factions 

upon this blank slate, instead of simply controlling the factions that already exist. By doing so 

we would illuminate to the player the effect such faction groups can have on a society where 

such a system has been previously unknown. Then we would step by step throughout the 

game tell the player how a faction system not only affects the in-game society but also the 

gameplay itself. This will hopefully provoke a reaction out of the player where they would 

directly see the consequential effects that these normative faction tropes would have on a 

world and what kind of structure it creates within it. Maybe then the player could imagine 

and speculate on different ways such games could be constructed that does not involve and 

encourage such faction tropes.  

 

The initial structure of the game had by this point been established. The game would 

entail that the player would be an invisible deity-like character that appears on this alien 

world and establishes a religion in their name that characters within this game world would 

then begin to follow while others would rebel or refuse. Eventually these two religious and 

non-religious groups would be so different in their ideologies that they would be forced to 

split apart based on their differences being too great for them to harmoniously exist together. 

 

4.3.   Production work 

 

So, now, with this idea in mind and writing we begun to construct concepts for the 

product to give us an initial idea of what the production was to become, and to provide us a 

common visual representative of the game. Initially our visual designer came up with 

different alien types by creating a strip of profile images of types of character designs. Once 
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we had six different designs styles we begun marking what components of the different 

designs we appreciated and marked them down by popular vote within our group.

 
Figure 2. Initial concept prototype designs of alien characters. (own picture) 

 Then by using those components we had decided upon, we merged the designs 

together and created a mashup character that incorporated the best design choices from the 

six different initial choices. 

 
Figure 3. Merged concept prototype designs of alien characters. (own picture) 

The next step was designing the clothing that the characters were to wear. We hoped 

again to establish a clothing type that could be worn by all types of characters, and so would 

not be associated with any visual tropes. We decided that robes and loose clothing was 
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appropriate for a non-stereotypical people as in our cultural mindscape robes have a neutral 

connotation that has been used by numerous cultural groups throughout history (Kapell, M. 

W., & Elliott, A. B. (Eds.). 2013). 

 
Figure 4. Design concept for alien character's clothing. (own picture) 

We then adapted both the facial and body/clothing design together into a pixel-art 

format as we had chosen that as the style of our game, and as we were satisfied with the 

design choices by this point we chose to keep it.  

 
Figure 5. Initial pixel art concept and prototype for in-game alien characters. (own picture) 
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The final visual concept that needed to be established was the alien world itself. 

While it might not have too much of an impact on faction making, a properly built and 

designed world adds a lot to the overall immersion and aesthetic playability of a game. We 

had freedom in our world design, being that the planet was of alien origin, however we 

understood the need to have a coherent world nevertheless. A world functions within itself, 

and if the pieces of the puzzle of the world fit together then the feeling of that world will 

seem that more authentic. Otherwise we can risk disillusioning the player where they would 

instead notice the irregularities rather than the coherence of the in-game world. (Salen, K., & 

Zimmerman, E. 2004) 

 
Figure 6. Concept art for in-game world-building design. (own picture) 
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Once the initial concept stages had been completed, the proceeding production 

process carried on without too many hiccups. The programming language and engine was 

chosen by the programmers. We chose Gamemaker as the programming software for our 

game (Games, Y., 2007) due to the programmers in our group being familiar with it and it 

seemed appropriate for the production we had intended. As we were creating a pixel-art 

game, something that doesn’t require a powerful graphics engine, and were certain that the 

game system we wished to create was possible in Gamemaker, it seemed appropriate to 

further use a program that we had previously worked with so that we could assure ourselves 

of possible progress. Many guides exist for Gamemaker as well as in-program glossaries that 

outline the many types of functions and terms used by the program. For the programmers we 

divided the work so that one of us would work on general systems that are underlying within 

the game while the other would work on specific parts to be incorporated into the game. This 

allowed one of us to cooperate with the other without interfering with each other’s work. 

Further into the production we decided that the final project would exist on one computer 

exclusively while the other would send their finished asset to that computer. This proved 

functional as it eliminated the need for constant asset sharing between the programmers and 

instead have the data flow in only one direction. 

 

Throughout the production we followed the plan we had established and soon enough 

our Kanban board was filled with different tasks and resources needed from our group 

members, and we were by this point making headway and progress. Further into the work we 

noticed that many of the broad components within the game took time to create and that our 

initial plan to create several maps and cityscapes turned out too ambitious for a group of our 

size with the deadlines we had. We decided to thin out the game by removing components 

that were not absolutely necessary for the thematic structure of the premise. This included 

such trimmings as removing a complicated AI-governed popularity system within the game 

and replacing it with a simple trigger that decided the general mood of the characters within 

the game. Also, instead of incorporating several steps of the game that included many wars 

and conflicts we instead narrowed it down to one main conflict in the story. Instead of several 

maps and cities we instead settled with one map screen and one main city, thus keeping the 

representation of these details but removing the extra parts that served only to expand the 

game further without adding anything new.  
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These types of trimmings are common in productions, and we felt that for us they 

were not a hindrance to the progression of the production but rather compromises that kept 

the integrity of the game safe while making it more feasible for us to complete. We 

established what to keep and what to remove by group meetings as well as by individual 

suggestions, and by the end we felt that we had narrowed it down enough for us to be able to 

complete the work in time without having to worry too much about the workload. By the end 

the cooperation between our group members remained strong and we all performed our 

individual duties and constantly shared our work and its development with each other while 

also updating the documentation in our Kanban board. We would argue that this production 

was a successful one as we have all individually achieved and learned things about ourselves 

and a production process generally. The design methods proved helpful and invaluable as 

they established many paths for us to take while also assuring us that we were achieving 

desirable results in the way we structured our production and its components. 

4.4. Conclusion 

The conclusions that we’ve reached through our production were somewhat predicted 

by us as well as also surprising. We realized that these types of factions are constructed in the 

way that they are because they have functional results. An example would be if we wish to 

add a reason for conflict to our game, a natural conclusion could be that opposing groups 

should have ideological differences and existing hatred towards each other to simplify the 

process of establishing the origin of the conflict. We also realized that the focus would then 

be placed on the player to choose their faction to belong to, based on what they represent. By 

allowing the player to make this choice we present them with options regarding what to 

identify with, which helps the player to immerse themselves in the experience.  

 

Throughout playtesting our game during the production process as well as during the 

exhibition, we realized many times through many people that players appreciate simplicity 

especially when it comes to visual indicators. Many of the people testing our game felt that 

the visual indicators we used (big red arrows and bold blinking text in different colors, 

difference in clothes from the main characters and the way they walked and talked) were very 

useful and that they might have not understood what to do in the game or what exactly was 

going on if it hadn’t been for those indicators. For example, the way we initially diffracted 

our game is that when the player is presented with a group of people they must approach and 

speak with the individual characters to find out their alignment rather than telling by their 
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appearance. In a game like ours where the point is to gather members to our faction and keep 

track of how many people there are left to convert, such a system proved inconvenient. To be 

able to summarize the number of members turned out to be of such importance to the player 

and the feeling of progression throughout the game that we once again had to find an 

alternative diffraction to our original changed design We did not wish to return to the original 

design of simple color indicators as we deemed that to be a key point we wished to criticize. 

Instead we decided that the system was lacking without an indicator to simplify the 

assessment of one’s faction’s members. So, a replacement indicator was made into a symbol 

floating next to the people whom we’ve converted throughout the game. Meaning that we’d 

adhere to our original alternative design choice of no colored uniforms but added a player-

only symbol to simplify the play through. By doing so we do not interfere with the in-game 

changes and in-universe logic, but instead by adding an UI indicator (an on-screen sign) for 

the player we still provide them with a simplification.  

5. Conclusions 

By painting the in-game conflict as a black and white scenario with opposite sides we 

make the choice easier for the player to quickly assess the factions and that they represent the 

opposite of one another. Because these factions are often so different, the choice the player 

makes will often be an indicator of their ideological alignment and which side they’re leaning 

towards, and so the game will be tailored for them. An example that is commonly used in 

games is having one faction represent rebels towards the other faction’s empire (Nicholas, R. 

W. 1965). There is a clear-cut choice that the player can make whether or not they wish to 

adhere to the imperial ideology or the rebellious one, and that choice will create an entire 

different gameplay scenario (Chen, C. H., Sun, C. T., & Hsieh, J. 2008). This is a common 

choice for the player to make, and it also allows diversity in the different playstyles available 

to the player. By playing the game again the player can choose the opposing side and get a 

completely new gameplay experience based on the differences between the factions. Beyond 

this there are many similar conditions that allows the player to make choices based on their 

preferences or past beliefs. 

 
Racial and appearance differences between the factions can be one such preference 

that reflects the player’s perspectives onto the game. Many games have factions consisting of 

monstrosities or a more savage looking type of creature than the opposing ones that usually 

have more calm or human-like features. (Chen, C. H., Sun, C. T., & Hsieh, J. 2008).  This 
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alone is often used as the reason between the opposition of the factions, where the conflict 

between them is caused by the cultural and appearance differences that would conclude from 

having different races with such severe differences. So not only does the player have an 

ideological scale of which faction to choose but also a visual representation indicator of their 

choice. There are of course games that might have factions that resemble each other 

ideologically and by visual appearance, however they are often then divided by some other 

seemingly important cultural background. The point is that often when the player enters the 

game, the options for factions are clearly presented early on or through some early event in 

the game to establish the world quickly. It also seems to be more important to present their 

differences rather than allowing the player to be presented with a neutral perspective and then 

decide on their own based on a deeper understanding of these cultures and their individual 

perspectives on matters. 

 

We established for ourselves a sort of necessity of these systems and why they exist in 

the first place. However, when regarding our research question of how we can diffract them 

there exists a complicated fine line. As previously mentioned we realized that we must not 

completely innovate the design of these systems to avoid alienation of the player, but rather 

point out the individual components that can be done differently to make those changes 

clearer. When it comes to a composite product like this, meaning it consists of many different 

components working together, any part of it will make a considerable difference. The 

differences we made might have seemed insignificant to the overall gameplay initially, 

because we believed that something aesthetic like the color of clothes shouldn’t affect the 

actual mechanics of the game but were proved different later. A game can carry on without 

having a difference in the faction color of uniforms, however the effect these color indicators 

have on the player experience is much more noticeable.  

 

So why is this a preferable alternative to simply shaping the game-world to fit the 

gameplay by having the characters wear the colored uniforms? We deemed it necessary to 

show respect and accountability in the way that we portray faction groups. As previously 

mentioned these simplifications of the game world serve a purpose to the player of making 

the world more understandable. Clear colors, ideological indicators, faction siding and 

cultural background all provide comprehension to the player by having the world be 

understood by a quick glance onto these indicators (Kline, D. T. 2013). This type of 

simplification is not exclusive to games either, design simplification is used in all forms of 
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mediums to create a more accessible and inviting environment to the user. We theorize that 

the more easily understood, the less effort is required by the users and so they can focus more 

on the overall experience. However, while we might have discovered and understood the 

reason why these type of simplified faction systems was necessary - we still feel that they 

deserve an update in their presentation. 

 

Beyond changing the colored uniforms of characters into a floating symbol with their 

faction belonging, we found that there were less difficulties regarding the design of the aliens 

themselves. While faction belonging needed to clearly be indicated for ease, the racial 

differences could remain neutral together with many other factors, even the in-depth ideology 

of the characters was not absolutely necessary for the gameplay, as long as the player knew 

what faction they belonged to. We discovered that as long as we divide the group, the player 

can easily accept the divided structure of the game characters without much thought about the 

underlying reasons. Concluding from that, it seems that immersion and realistic portrayal of 

faction groups and their numerous intricacies does not necessarily make a good game, but 

rather a detailed game.   

 

By this point we felt that the message we wished to portray had disappeared behind 

the acceptance of the player to simply play the game without analyzing the details too 

intimately. How would we make it clear to the player that we were arguing that the type of 

fanatical faction making created in the game was detrimental to society and that while it 

might work in a game setting it would not translate well to a modern perspective? We 

decided that the best way to make this clear was not only through subtle changes in the 

structure of these factions, but rather by having the factions themselves understand the bigger 

picture. At the end point of the game the factions begin to see that their differences were all 

an illusion, that their reason for dividing and fighting was based on the manipulation by the 

player and that the religion that the player has introduced to them was the cause of this. By 

having the characters rebel and unite towards the player we managed to establish the 

consequences of such fanatical groups through a realistic perspective. Once the illusion of the 

conflict had been dispelled, the characters in the game see no need to continue the struggle 

and the whole point of the game then becomes moot.  

 

We realized that by creating this scenario the player might rethink what it really 

means for factions to be that divided as they had become throughout the game. We are 
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criticizing the player for thriving in such a system, rather than criticizing the faction making 

within the game itself which might go unnoticed. We realized that most of this normative 

faction building structure is based on the player mindset, and by turning critical towards the 

player we might provoke them into become more aware. We argue that the reason for the 

bottlenecking that we had noticed in faction-based games was not solely due to the inherent 

structure of such design and the developers creating an echo chamber. Instead the 

bottlenecking seemed to be due to the players themselves and their limited perspective and 

awareness. Players encourage designers to continue with their normative design structures 

because they find it familiar and easily understood, and when developers diffract from that 

comfortable structure the players find themselves in foreign territory and unwilling to accept 

the changes because they are removed from their comfortable understanding. During our 

game the player will have created dangerous situations and forced division between the 

characters, all with the purpose of strengthening the factions’ low opinions of each other and 

create a scenario similar to the ones in many games that incorporate factions. That the player 

then gets punished for this unethical manipulation will hopefully shock them into changing 

their perspective and realizing that they themselves are the cause for the problems by wanting 

them to be there in the first place.   

6. Discussion 

 Throughout our research process we kept a mindset that any change was good if we 

were changing something static and normative. We reasoned that we’d be able to find a 

functional alternative to all the different tropes that we saw as outdated by finding functional 

alternative solutions to creating the scenarios that faction-based games encourage. While we 

initially found diffractions and critical designs that we could incorporate into the game in a 

functional manner, we soon noticed that they also remove several components that players 

had come to expect from these games. We initially blamed the developers for the 

bottlenecking and lack of diversion from tropes and comfortable structures, however we 

missed the most important part of that reasoning; developers change themselves to fit their 

audience. In order to create the change, we wanted from developers, we must first change the 

demand from the player regarding those changes. Without a large enough audience base 

being aware about the underlying issues of traditional faction making, we had no hope of 

changing the design climate of such games. So, we ended up not diffracting the entire 

structure of faction making in games as we had hoped. Instead we had to spell it out the 
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player throughout the story of how we consider traditional faction making to be detrimental 

to a society and lacking accountability for what behavior it encourages.  

 

 By changing the game entirely to fit the narrative of what we wished to diffract we 

wouldn’t be reaching our intended audience, but rather people who were aware of previous 

structures well enough to notice the differences. We had to instead create an uncomfortable 

scenario for the player where they themselves had to be criticized to provoke a reaction of 

reasoning in their minds. That we would not realize that conclusion until later in the design 

procedure is our fault as developers. We imagined that we could achieve whatever we 

imagine and that the way we structure it in our minds will turn out functional in practicality. 

(Salen, K., & Zimmerman, E., 2004) wrote in length about design fundamentals and the many 

variations that existed, and we scoured through them attempting to find faults in normative 

design structures. Instead we just reminded us of design methods that exist and why they’re 

functional in different contexts. No matter how we attempted to diffract from them we either 

ended up diverting too much and creating something too different, or adhering too much and 

creating something too similar. Even when we tried to remove ourselves from the literature 

displaying design methods and tried to create from pure collective imagination between us, 

we still ended up creating something dysfunctional but original or functional but unoriginal.  

 

 Heuristic evaluation (Pinelle, D., Wong, N., & Stach, T., 2008) still proved valuable 

to us as when we were speculating on quick changes to our design structure we could not 

afford to test them all out and go into depth about their functionality. Heuristics allowed us to 

tick off specifics that such a structure would need based on other successful examples and 

design choices of previous or similar attempts. However, as heuristics is not for finding 

optimal solutions but rather simple and functional ones, we also noticed that we could not 

apply heuristics on major components of our game as they then seemed too shallow to allow 

for immersion and depth. In future productions we would need to evaluate every step and 

decide upon its importance before we would attempt to design it. We discussed many topics 

at length that served very little purpose to the overall experience of the game while deciding 

upon major factors too quickly. This meant that we needed to backtrack often and reevaluate 

the importance of certain components and continue to work on previous iterations to achieve 

the results we wanted.  
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 Speaking of planning and backtracking, we noticed same happening in how we 

planned out our work. We ultimately went ahead of ourselves in our production by planning 

too much, too early. By setting up a schedule and a plan for our production without carefully 

evaluating the time and resources available to us we ended up putting too much on our plates 

to realistically be completed before the end. Throughout the production we constantly had to 

rethink iterations of the design procedure and narrow them down to be possible for us to 

complete. In the end we did manage to structure our work in such a way that we all had time 

to properly do our work without rushing through it. However, if we had managed to do so 

from the beginning the whole process would have felt much smoother. We were very grateful 

for our documentation, though as the only reason we were so quick to notice our limited time 

and resources compared to the schedule is due to us writing down and structuring our work 

through the Kanban board. It allowed us to keep track of our schedule and any deviations we 

were making to it, so that when we began lagging behind it became obvious through the 

deadlines we had established on HacknPlan (Ahmad, M. O., Markkula, J., & Oivo, M., 

2013), (HacknPlan., 2015). That we got to experience our shortcomings in a production like 

this made us rethink our planning for the future, and in those future productions we will 

surely be more aware and careful with overstepping our capabilities. 

 

While we did not achieve the amount of diffraction we had wanted from a normative 

faction game structure, due to limitations in the amount of changes we can make before the 

message is lost, we did achieve our hopes with critically designing the overall scenario. Our 

goal was to provoke a reaction from the player and build a game which not only served to be 

played as a standard faction-based game but also to deliver a message regarding our argued 

toxic nature of factions. We understood that in order to critically design something meant to 

demonstrate negative tropes, the best hope we had was to demonstrate the repercussions of 

such tropes in a way that directly affected the player (Bardzell, J., 2012). Not to say that a 

game where the characters within the game are communicating with the player doesn’t exist, 

but to incorporate it into the story like we had without having it feel too meta or fourth wall 

breaking is something we hope to have achieved.  

 

As previously mentioned, our game consisted of the player acting as a deity character 

to deliver religion onto a non-divided people which would then eventually divide them. 

Picture that the deity within the game is the player itself controlling the game world and we 

can understand that our metaphorical intentions was to create that exact scenario. God games, 



 
 

37 
 

especially strategic faction games, are common and plenty. However, there often exists a 

disconnection between the player and the characters within them, much like how theoretical 

deities’ relationships has been with humans. So, to have the characters acknowledge the deity 

(player), criticize their actions and ultimately rebel against them is definitely critically 

designing the concept of a faction-based game. The characters are not happy to be 

manipulated to polarization, and the player will realize this and hopefully think through their 

previous choices during the game with a critical perspective. 

 

Finally, if we had a choice in our next production, we might not pick Gamemaker as 

our programming software and engine. Not to say that Gamemaker did not live up to our 

expectations and didn’t deliver in the way we wanted it to as a simple game engine. It did 

keep us creative and forced us to evaluate and construct clever solutions to problems that in 

other engines might have had simple solutions. We are happy with the results we have 

created in Gamemaker and will most likely continue to use it when constructing simple 

games in the future as it is perfectly functional to achieve that (Games, Y., 2007). The reason 

why we wouldn’t choose it in the future is due to it being almost stuck in its internal logic. 

That means that things that it is made for creating will be an easy process to construct, while 

things that might seem simple in theory will prove to be very difficult in practice as 

Gamemaker was not intended for that specific purpose. We lack a certain amount of freedom 

with Gamemaker in its limitations and faults, and so the process might turn out more difficult 

than we would have imagined, even for something that seems as simple as constructing as a 

speech bubble for the characters.  

 

Though simultaneously, for educational purposes, Gamemaker served us well. By 

having to fit our ideas into the borders established by the program we had to be clever in our 

solutions and processes. Instead of constructing those speech bubbles which proved to be a 

difficult process, we instead developed a system of sprites and triggers in the code that would 

switch the sprites out depending on what conditions were met. Instead of using text in our 

speech bubbles we instead used pixel art symbols to demonstrate the intended meaning of the 

speech. This way we managed to find alternative routes that did not involve us sitting with a 

draw event (a programming function which draws onto the screen) for weeks trying to figure 

out why it wouldn’t produce the results we wanted. So eventually we managed to develop a 

flow in Gamemaker of alternative solutions and routes to repeated problems that occurred. As 

mentioned, Gamemaker has its own internal logic and throughout the production process we 
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did manage to understand that logic and even apply it ourselves, which has proved valuable 

for our programming knowledge. However, it did take time and effort to get into that flow, 

and perhaps such time could have been spent on the production itself rather than 

understanding the tools used to construct it.  

 

We were all interested in the research we have performed throughout this production 

and we all seemed interested in continuing our research of faction-based games out of our 

own interest. This production has left us with many questions that we had not thought about 

beforehand, and while we did not have the time to explore them all while also researching the 

question of this production, we have no doubt that we will continue constructing similar 

games in the future to further dwell into the topic. In the future we would like to develop a 

sort of AI in a game that would simulate such faction making on its own to further create a 

more realistic scenario for the player to explore. We would also like to keep developing 

specifically strategy games as the members of our group are well versed in those types of 

games, and this production has encouraged our hunger to continue such projects. We are 

grateful for our group members and the work we have achieved, and hope that we can have as 

much fun and interest in any future group projects. 
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7.1. List of Terms Used 

Diffraction: “Diffraction is an attempt to make differences while recording interactions, 

interference, and reinforcement. Diffraction is meant to disrupt linear and fixed causalities, 

and to work toward ‘more promising interference patterns”. 

Faction: “A group or clique within a larger group, party, government, organization, or the 

like, especially a dissentious group.” 

Heuristic: “Involving or serving as an aid to learning, discovery, or problem-solving by 

experimental and especially trial-and-error methods.” 

Bottleneck: “A problem that delays and constricts progress.” 

Functionality: “The tasks that a computer, software program, or piece of electronic 

equipment is able to do.” 

Kanban: “Kanban is a visual system for managing work as it moves through a process. 

Kanban visualizes both the process (the workflow) and the actual work passing through that 

process.” 

Gamemaker: “A cross-platform game engine developed by YoYo Games.” 

Echo chamber: “An insular communication space where everyone agrees with the 

information and no outside input is allowed.” 

Cookie cutter: “Marked by lack of originality or distinction.” 

Polarization: “Concentration about opposing extremes of groups or interests formerly 

ranged on a continuum.” 


