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INTRODUCTION

White Paper

Serious games are games that are designed with the intention of improving some specific characteristic of learning.

They are used in areas of military training, corporate education, health care, and can be made applicable to almost every field.

Some forms of serious games are now available at the entry level of elementary education. Serious games are different from their 

casual counterparts as they focus on intentional learning outcomes. They aim at achieving measurable changes in performance of 

the learners. They provide a good Return on Engagement (ROE), since they make learning fun. And fun is something that will engage 

and motivate an ever immersed workforce.

Serious games and gamification have similar goals, but what sets them apart is the context in which each of them is applied.

They apply game mechanics to serious subjects. The idea is to make learning fun and enjoyable for the learner. On the other hand, 

gamification expands game thinking into non-game environments. It deals with things like badges and leaderboards.

Serious gaming is a rapidly growing industry. Various organizations around the world are reaping its positive benefits. Learning and 

game designers need to collaborate in order to provide an engaging learning experience. Designers are incorporating social 

networking and other Web 2.0+ technologies into serious learning games for better adoption from the workforce. 
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SERIOUS  GAMES  -  WHAT?

White Paper

What hooks a learner to a game? There are many elements 

that make a game engaging. Here are just a few components 

that make every serious game successful.

Continuous challenge 

Players should be provided with challenges at every level of 

the game that will keep them hooked to the game. It makes 

sense to set short-term goals that are clear. Each player would 

have their own motivation factor to drive them towards 

learning. The designer needs to identify the factor and create 

appropriate challenges for every level. 

The learning objectives should not be mentioned at the 

beginning. That is a big letdown for any game-based learning. 

Games are all about discovery. It is up to the learner to 

discover the objectives.  E-learning is pushing information to 

the learner. Game-based learning is making the learners pull 

out the information.

Interesting storyline throughout

A good storyline goes a long way to liven the experience. This 

tactic always works for single player experiences. 

Experiencing a situation makes learning more effective. The 

sense of wonder and mystery drives the players to go on. An 

interesting storyline woven with a dose of fantasy motivates 

the player to succeed. Research can vouch for the fact that 

learner performance improves if you rewrite a course lesson in 

the form of a story with an interesting plot, filled with 

challenges at every level. 

Game play flexibility

Every lesson must have a goal attached. But, make sure that 

there is more than one way to accomplish each goal. Simply 

asking the learners a series of multiple choice questions 

cannot qualify as a game. If you allow your learners to design 

their strategy to achieve the learning objective, they will be 

more engaged in the activity. This is where you should 

consider branching outcomes and multiplayer collaboration.

Immediate, useful rewards 

Badges, scores, and leaderboards are not actual motivators. 

They may work some of the time, but not always. You need to 

tie them with tangible rewards. Instead of just giving points to 

the successful players, you may consider rewarding them with 

new capabilities or a new task, or some material benefits.

The point of game-based learning is to keep playing,

and not just win. 

In this age of instant gratification, rewards should be 

immediate. However, it should not be made too easy. You 

could unlock additional features, levels, and tools as rewards. 

This will keep the interest burning. Newton’s law applies to 

games too. For every action inside the game, there is an equal 

and opposite reaction. 

Combining fun and realism

Games are not simulations with goals and challenges. If a 

game tries to emulate too much reality, it can become boring. 

There has to be a good dose of unrealistic behavior. Good 

games often incorporate incorrect assumptions or reward 

unrealistic behaviors, such as giving players too much time to 

make decisions. You need to use exaggeration and reaction to 

show impact, not simply mimic real life. 

Fun is an important element of a successful game. Ensure 

there is a good dose of it! Let the learners fail and then learn. 

Learning is all about discovery. They need to fail in the game 

in order to succeed in real life.

What are the key elements of a serious game?

Copyright 2016 Designing Digitally, Inc. – All Rights Reserved

Do not distribute without direct written permission by Designing Digitally, Inc.

For more information contact sales@designingdigitally.com

SERIOUS  GAME  SECRETS       What, Where, How, Who Cares?



SERIOUS  GAMES  -  WHERE?

5

White Paper

Many times serious games are looked at as branching 

scenario experiences. There are many different types of 

scenario systems that can be created.

Linear game play

Linear stories are what are used in traditional e-learning. Some 

amount of game play is strewn in but it does not affect the 

story line. There is only one story and the game play is linked 

thematically. This technique is the easiest of the lot and is 

used widely. The disadvantage lies in its simplicity. Due to 

limited choices, linear stories do not look like games. 

Branching game play

Branched dialogue is a writing technique where the player is 

provided with numerous conversational choices during the 

game. The obvious choice is to do a linear story, and then add 

choice points at appropriate places. Once the player reaches

a certain point, he decides what choice to make. Accordingly, 

the story goes down one of numerous continuing paths until 

the player reaches another choice point. Branching stories can 

be quite engaging. The more choices you include, the more the 

game can respond to different player decisions. This might 

look like the ultimate solution, but there are drawbacks. For 

one, branching game play needs a lot of time and effort. And, 

it is very expensive. Clients may not have that kind of a budget 

for a single training. Also, after a point, the learner may get 

confused with the sea of choices available to him.

Parallel game play

In this instance of game play, the branching story allows the 

players to choose, but eventually collapses all of them into 

mandatory events. Parallel paths allow choices but keep the 

total amount of the story controllable. This might look like a 

perfect solution, but there are disadvantages. The player is 

forced into events and he loses the feeling that he is directing 

the plot. The work around here can be to alter the ending of 

the game based on player decisions. The plot arc can be kept 

the same, but the outcome will be based on player decisions.

Where is branching used? 
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Threaded game play

In this instance of branching, the stories are divided into small 

pieces. Several plot arcs may go on at once, with some 

intersecting and some not. It is up to the player to choose a 

path and its order. The advantage of this narrative is that it is 

very expressive. The story may have several beginnings and 

endings, but the player has the option to advance according to 

his wish. But, like all the other branching scenarios, there is a 

flip side here too. Scripting a threaded narrative is quite 

difficult. The events can happen in any random order, and 

keeping track of all the moving variables can get complicated.

Dynamic object-oriented narrative

In this type of branching scenario, there are numerous mini-

stories, with several entry and exit points. A single story’s exit 

point may either lead to a final ending, or it may lead you to 

yet another story. Here, you can have parallel paths without a 

linear arc. Every story is self contained, and this reduces the 

time spent on scripting them. However, the forced replay 

problem still exists. 

What content works for serious games?

Well, there is no one correct answer for this. It’s just a matter 

of making sure that the game mechanics are built in a way 

that will compliment the need for player training. For example, 

a video gamer will play a game for the pleasure derived from 

it. But, an organization will deploy game-based learning to 

derive tangible benefits other than entertainment.

Here are tips that will help you design game-based learning 

that works.

   The game must be easy to use. If it is too hard, the learners 

will get frustrated and turn against it. Some of them may 

adopt it since the objective of the game is to learn something. 

But think of the others who are less resolute. They will simply 

give up.

   Games need to be fun. Even if it is used for learning, it 

should be made fun. If a player enjoys a game, then his 

dopamine level goes up. This can increase his engagement 

with his work. And, the more engaged an employee is, the 

better is his performance.
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   The game should be beneficial to the learner. It should 

directly relate to his work. Employees will adopt it if they 

believe there is a direct benefit to them. If you can effectively 

relay the ROI of the game learning, then there will not be any 

resistance to adoption.

   Competition and collaboration is key to engagement. In this 

era of social media, employees are addicted to social 

networking. If you want critical mass for your game, you will 

need to pour in elements of competition and collaboration. 

   Focus on creating experiences rather than presenting 

information. Learners who absorb information through an 

experience retain it much longer than those who are required 

to read through boring content.

   Start with a pilot project to test out the audience. It could be 

detrimental to sign a six-figure contract for a serious game 

before analyzing your audience!

 

Where does the time go?

Serious games take much longer to plan, develop, and test  

than any eLearning or even gamification experience. So how 

can you help expedite the effort?

Here are some helpful tips.

   Even though you want to build a game, it doesn’t mean you 

can do it yourself! You need expert help to develop a quality 

program to meet the learning needs of your organization. 

Consider hiring a serious game company, like Designing 

Digitally, Inc. You will not regret the decision to utilize an 

experienced, subject matter expert in serious gaming. 

                                                                                               

   Create prototypes before diving into full-scale development. 

Share them with the audience and gauge their reaction. An 

amazing game is considered a failure if the intended audience 

does not enjoy playing it! Apply the feedback you receive on 

the prototypes to the design for the serious game. It is far 

easier to implement changes in the design phase than after 

the development phase.

   It will take 1.5x more time! Game-based learning is not 

traditional e-learning. The process takes longer, especially if it 

is non-linear. There are several moving parts that need to align 

for a successful game.

   Choose a genre and mechanics that drive engagement. At 

the end of the day, the objective is to enhance learner 

performance. And, that can happen only with engaged 

employees.

   Plan your project without a hard deadline. Even though a 

deadline is important for a sense of discipline and 

accomplishment, the current focus is on agile development. 

Bring out short prototypes, gather feedback, and course 

correct when required.

   Allocate time for focus groups and revisions. Seeking input 

at every milestone will slow down your production timeline, 

but the process will lead to a tremendous result!

Where do I start?

Always start with the planning phase after completing your 

training needs analysis. Make sure you have a good sense of 

the goals and what is interesting to the audience. 
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How do I choose a theme?

SERIOUS  GAMES  -  WHO?

White Paper

Here are some first steps and things to think about.

   You need to set clear goals for Return on Engagement. This 

parameter is far more productive for the learning phase than 

Return on Investment.

   An important thing to keep in mind is that you are not the 

target audience for your game. Analyze the real audience and 

their needs. Choose a game genre that appeals to the 

   Build a detailed Design Document to outline the whole 

game. A game design document is the blueprint from which a 

game is to be built.  Every single detail must be addressed. 

The more time you spend on this document, the easier the 

production phase will be.  Also, a best practice is to get a 

focus group together to talk about the design document.

   Align the learning objectives with the game level outcomes.

   Refine, revise, discuss, refine, revise, discuss, approve, and 

then finally now start the build!

We all know that you should not judge a book by its cover. But 

how many people actually follow this? It is the same for 

games, more so for learning ones. Getting the right theme is 

important. If the theme appeals to the audience, the adoption 

rate will be faster. And that is why you need to analyze the 

audience thoroughly. But the engagement depends on the 

mechanics of the game.

You may think that if you concentrate on the theme and 

storyline, the mechanics will fall in place anyway. That hardly 

happens. The theme may keep changing depending on your 

client feedback, but the mechanics will remain in place.

In fact, you can have a game without a theme, but never 

without mechanics. Each game’s mechanics are characterized 

by its semantics. This determines the impact appeal of the 

players. Whether the audience likes the game or not depends 

largely on the semantics. 

How do I know which game engine to use? 

When looking to create a serious game, the engine is 

important, but what is most important is the delivery of the 

serious game. You will have several options for possible game 

engines that you can use to build your game. 

So how do you know which engine is the best one for your 

project? Focus on the following when looking

at the game engines.

   You need to understand the game first, more than just the 

basic plot. You need to keep the mood and user experience of 

the game in mind.

   Another crucial decision is whether it is a 2D or 3D game. 

This will narrow down the choice of game engines.
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   Then think about the platform on which the game will be 

played. Today almost all learning is responsive. Certain game 

engines have platform restrictions. It is important to keep this 

factor in mind.

   Color scheme and style are crucial factors of the game, and 

you need to consider that before zeroing down on the engine.

   And, of course, the most important factor – budget.

Do you need an open source engine, a purchased one,

or a subscription service? Several game engines offer free 

packages with limited features. Every engine will have its own 

policies, and you need to choose the one that matches your 

budget.

You may consider building the engine yourself. But think 

through it. Do you have the time and expertise to build it? 

Ideally, you should seek expert help from an experienced 

serious gaming provider like Designing Digitally, Inc.

How do I track my player progress?

It is important to track progress towards goals. Otherwise 

there is no way you can identify the remaining tasks required 

by the learner to complete. Tracking also helps you determine 

the effectiveness of the course. Make sure in your design 

document you’ve outlined your metrics and what goals you 

want to attain to be able to know what you’re tracking.

Here are some pointers on what to track in a

game-based learning.

   First and foremost, you would want to know how many 

players are playing your game. Player loyalty matters a lot!

   It is also important to know how long they spend on the 

game on a daily basis. This will provide some pointers on their 

level of interest. Of course, if your gamified learning is boring, 

they will not spend much time on it.

   Gauging how they are playing the game can provide useful 

insights. Are they interacting with other players?

If yes, then how?

   Are the players meeting their learning objectives?

   Has there been improvement in their performance after 

playing the game?

Do keep in mind that SCORM may not be the best way to track 

these metrics. A better option would be to use xAPI/TinCan or 

a custom tracking platform.

How do I make my project a success?

In the gamified environment, learners work towards a 

performance goal in a fun way. They are given the freedom to 

choose their actions and experience the consequence. They 

are allowed to make mistakes and learn from them. This 

keeps them engaged and hooked to the learning. As a result, 

the learning outcomes are much higher than traditional 

learning methods.  
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Game-based learning can make a huge impact on the 

performance of your employees, if deployed successfully.

Here are a few ways in which you can ensure success

of your project. 

   

   You have to align the game to the learning outcomes.

There are different genres of games available, like puzzles, 

adventure games, role plays, and so on. You need to choose 

the genre that suits your learning objectives best. The key is to 

emphasize a change in behavior in your players.

   If the learner receives a positive outcome by using his 

knowledge, he will use this behavior in his real life working 

environment too. The game should provide positive feedback 

or rewards every time the learner gets something right.

   You must used proven instructional strategies to ensure the 

success of the learning. There are various models, AGILE and 

ADDIE being the most commonly used ones. 

   The learner needs guidance at every level. The goal of every 

scenario and the reward involved should be clearly evident. 

Unless the learner is guided on what to do, he might lose 

interest trying to figure out everything on his own and become 

disengaged.

   The level of challenge should be just right. It should neither 

be too easy nor too difficult. The first level can be easy, as the 

learner is still trying to figure out the game. But if you make 

the proceeding levels too easy, he may not find it interesting 

enough to continue.

   Play, test, revise, play, test revise. Repeat that step 100x!

How do I ensure it’s a long-term success?

Most games die out when the initial novelty factor is gone. To 

ensure that it is a long term success, you may want to follow 

the following best practices.

   Make sure that the metrics for the success of your game are 

based on the ROE. Once you get the metrics in place, the rest 

of the journey should be smooth sailing. 

   You have to internally market your game, instead of just 

setting a deadline and asking your employees to complete it 

before then.

   Use external reward systems in line with internal rewards. 

Avoid using monetary rewards. 

   If you have created the game, then be a leader and play it 

before you ask the others to do so.

 

At Designing Digitally, Inc., we create exciting,

competitive environments to facilitate serious learning.

Partner with our award-winning Serious Game

developers to obliterate your learners’ perceptions

that online training is boring.
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