
A Flexible Game Design Methodology 
for Building Lasting Impact

Abstract
There is a growing trend of games being used to 
educate and reach out to new and existing constituents
in the non profit sector. Many of these games have 
been created using methodologies for games 
development finessed in the commercial world of video 
and board game production. While this methodology 
creates fun games, it can overlook key factors in 
creating a successful outreach program, and can even 
damage relationships for the very people attempting to 
be reached through the game. We at would propose 
four guidelines to follow that we have developed over 
the last two years for creating outreach-minded game 
projects. These guidelines attempt to avoid some of the
mistakes that have been made in the past, and also 
increase engagement and impact fpr the players. 

Introduction
Our work at Antidote Games has taken us around the 
world to play games. From malaria-ridden villages in 
Kenya to break-out sessions at United Nations 
conferences, we have had the incredible opportunity to 
play with all different types of people. Our clients seek 
us out to make playful experiences to transmit complex
information to their target audiences. Over the course 
of doing so, we’ve had to adapt traditional game design
creation and facilitation methodologies to fit any culture
for which we are tasked with creating a game.
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Traditional game design methodologies are often 
limited in scope because of their focus on the game 
designer’s personal experience of what is fun or boring.
We’ve found this approach leads to game experiences 
where either the client or the constituent in 
development and educationally minded game play are 
disappointed or even turned off by the experience. 

Game Design Methodology: Mechanics 
Dynamics Aesthetics

As the field of game design is a relatively new one, outlining
the main accepted game design methodology is necessary
to understanding the gaps in current practices. This is not
the only one, but is probably the most established.

The Mechanics Dynamics Aesthetics, or MDA, 
methodology is probably the most prevalent 
methodology in modern game design. Within MDA, a 
game designer picks the best mechanic, or base action,
that a player can do while playing a game. This action 
can be simple, like “matching a suite of cards” or more 
complex, like “balance resources to build an army and 
conquer the map.” After a mechanic is determined, 
through play testing which may take quite a long time, 
the next step is to determine game balance, or the 
Dynamics of the game. For the examples given above, 
“how many cards should one match:”, or “how big is a 
map?” would both be determined here. Another round 
of play testing ensues, usually lasting much longer than
the original. Finally, the game’s polish and feel would 
be tweaked for the Aesthetic of the game. The texture 
of a game’s cards or a slight delay after telling a tank 
unit to fire heighten’s a player’s experience of the 
game. 

The MDA framework is an excellent way of designing 
games in a traditional digital games studio setting. 
They create engaging experiences that win awards, 
bring players joy and pleasure, and sell many copies of 
the game. The problem with applied the MDA 
methodology to a serious games context, is it relies on 
the subjective experience of the designer and players 
only within the culture in which the game is designed. 
When designing games for a culture or setting a 
designer is unfamiliar with, relying on the limited 
cultural experience the designer may lead games to fail
in conveying their message. In the case of a 
development or education game, this wastes 
opportunities and resources that may have taken years 
of cultivation to come to fruition.

Four Guidelines

Using our experience of designing games over the last 
two years, we've refined four guidelines that help us 
create games that leave an impact with the players and
meet the communication needs of our Non-
Governmental Organization (NGO) partner. The four 
guidelines are: Forget Your Play Culture, Use Local or 
Unique Game Assets, Design for the Conversation, and 
Avoid “On the Nose” Design. 

Forget Your Play Culture

Every culture has their own food, art, communication 
methods, and social norms. It also follows that each 
culture also has their own patterns of play and games. 
Ignoring that culture and assuming the manner in 
which your culture plays games is the “correct” way to 
play games will turn others off from your game's 
message. Forcing people to play games the way you 
play games is a form of cultural imperialism. Some 



cultures may be open to learning new ways to play, but
we've found it's better to forget the way that the 
designer is used to playing, and talk to those from a 
culture before making a game for them.

We usually break this down into three questions, the 
first being where do people play games? Where games 
are played seems arbitrary at first, but it will tell you 
much about the play culture that has developed in an 
area often over hundreds of years. Knowing that 
Cambodians play billiards in social settings, often 
outdoors at public places like taxi-stands, can inform 
you about the types of play and the attitudes 
surrounding play that Cambodians have. 

Second, Who plays games? In Western Africa, women 
are the primary players of board games. In Vietnam, 
usually men play board games. Knowing this, and 
meeting or breaking those expectations will create 
inroads of communication that may be shut to outsiders
otherwise.

Finally, How do people play games? In America, there 
is a strong culture of games played within close social 
structures, like among friends of with one's family. 
American play culture does not automatically open 
itself to just anyone who happens to be walking by, so 
designing a game to be played by primarily Americans 
would involve dealing with that cultural boundary, while
that boundary would be more permeable in other 
contexts.

Use Local or Unique Game Assets

We once played a game in Indonesia that employed the
use of many dice in order to talk to Red Cross 

volunteers about the importance of community 
planning when facing rapid onset natural hazards, like 
flash floods. The game was a successful one, leading to
many exciting play sessions in New York City, 
Singapore, and the Philippines, but in Indonesia, none 
of the players were engaged, and the message was lost
to them. The game was fun, but as we learned the hard
way that dice are a taboo object associated with 
gambling and sin for Indonesian Muslims. We had 
inadvertently asked our volunteers to sin in the process
of attempting to convey the importance of being 
prepared for floods!

Many of our games now rely on game pieces that are 
unique, created specifically for the game itself, or can 
be played with locally sourced objects. Dry beans for 
counters, different colored stones in a bag if a random 
number is needed, and other methods work well. We 
often design cards to be slightly non-standard shape as
well. This distances the our games from games that 
may be associated with gambling for gambling-adverse 
societies. Using unique assets often has the additional 
benefit of creating an experience that sticks in people's 
minds longer, than if you just use normal game assets. 
Many of our games are delivered by PDF and printed 
locally in small batches as they're needed, so non-
standard card sizes that would be a barrier for large-
run games are not one for our clients.  

Design for the Conversation

What are the players talking about 2 minutes after the 
game? What about 5 minutes? What about 5 days?  

Traditional game design methodologies focus on the 
turn-to-turn action in a game, but when designing a 
game with a message in mind, one must design for 



lasting impact. Our design methodology focuses on the 
moment after the game is over. At this moment, are 
the people that played the game thinking about what 
just transpired? Are they discussing a brilliant 
maneuver or secret deal that happened in the game? If
they aren't, it's another lost opportunity.

A gam we’ve designed that exemplifies this principle is  
Sandwich Shop. The game was developed to talk to 
stakeholders in NGOs to get them interested in fighting 
public defecation. The game is played by matching up 
sandwich ingredients and getting points, and also by 
hiding poop cards around the play area. We specifically 
designed the game so that during the course of play, 
players would make a mess by dropping poop cards, 
and after the game is over, we ask the players to help 
us pick it up. Picking up a card with a picture of poop is
much more pleasant than picking up actual poop, but it
makes the problem real for people whom have never 
had to deal with public defecation themselves. Placing 
this action outside of the play that happened during the
game was important to convey the message that public
defecation affects society as a whole, not just a small 
subset. 

Avoid “On the Nose” Design

Many games within the “serious” games space are what
we call “on the nose.” “On the nose” is an expression 
borrowed from script writing where an actor will 
express their emotional state by stating their emotional
state. For example, an actor will exclaim “I'm sad!” 
instead of acting aloof or withdrawn, allowing the 
audience to infer their emotional state. In the field of 
serious games, we use the expression to describe 
games that give the player points for doing the 
message of the game. An “on the nose” game 

promoting recycling would give you points for recycling.
This style of serious game design insults the player's 
intelligence, and creates boring scenarios of game play.
If players know what the correct answer is, why choose
any other course of action?

To avoid this problem, we design games about 
something other than what the game's message is. 
When designing a game about environmentally friendly 
development for the Nordic Council on Climate Change,
the goal of the game was to build apartments for an 
increasing population, while maximizing one's profits. 
An abstracted counter of harmful emissions would 
trigger conversations where the players had to agree 
on emission guidelines enforced by themselves. 
Inevitably, players would totally ignore their emissions 
in order to gain the most profit, leading to interesting 
discussions debating the relationship between 
development and environmental stewardship.  

Conclusion

Designing games created as communication tools 
geared toward social impact is a growing field. As the 
NGO sector continues to look at new ways of outreach, 
and as more game designers create games not just for 
entertainment purposes, new methodologies are 
needed to deal with different design constraints than 
the commercial game sector demands. 

Following our four guidelines, we've had meaningful 
game sessions with a variety of constituents around the
world. We'd like to share our methodology with others, 
so that the field of game design will be more effective 
in the future. 
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