
Chapter 3 Notes

Puzzle Characteristics

Designing a new kind of puzzle is similar to designing a game. There’s the 
“state” of the puzzle (similar to a game state), mechanics for changing the 
state, and a goal state that is the victory condition. Once the mechanics are 
decided, the designer tweaks them to come up with different dynamics. There 
is also usually a theme. In the game BioShock, for instance, there is a 
“hacking” mini-game that the player can solve to unlock doors and take
control of electronic objects. The theme here is computer hacking, and the 
mechanics involve rotating pipes to form a path between the input and output 
of a board. A screenshot and in-depth description of the inner workings of the 
hacking mini-game can be found at
http://guides.gamepressure.com/bioshock/guide.asp?ID=3348.

When designing the rules for a puzzle or mini-game, the following traits are 
necessary:

• Affordances: It should be easy to figure out the rules and controls.
• Identi fiable patterns: Patterns within the puzzle should be clear so that 

players are able to identify a series of possibilities required for the game 
to be solved. Colors and shapes are commonly used, as are other forms 
of pre-existing knowledge like the spelling of words or the function of 
common objects.

• Ease of use: Good user interface (UI).
• Reward player skill: If a player is encountering the puzzle many times,

the player should be able to improve his or her skill.

The following make puzzles more interesting to users:

Immersion: Smooth transition between the main game and mini-game (this 
mostly falls to the artists making sure that the mini-game interface is done in 
the same visual style as the rest of the game, but the designer must consider 
the fit with the story and world).

Meaningful consequences in the game, outside of the mini-game: Not just 
“you un-lock a door” but “you get cool items.”

http://guides.gamepressure.com/bioshock/guide.asp?ID=3348


When you should, and shouldn't, include a puzzle

If the game designer’s goal is to make a game fun, then the inclusion of 
puzzles in a game should only be done to make the game more fun—that is, to
support the core of the game.

In some games, puzzles are not appropriate at all. In other games, the designer
is limited to certain kinds of puzzles. For example, most kinds of puzzles 
(especially logic puzzles and riddles) would likely feel out of place in a fast-
paced action shooting game. 

Even in a “puz-zle game,” the designer is limited primarily to spatial puzzles. 
Pausing a game of Tetris to require the player to answer a riddle or explore a 
map to find an item would take away from the core of the game.

In general, puzzles are a direct obstacle to players, preventing them from 
reaching a goal until they solve the puzzle. The fun in a puzzle generally 
comes from the thrill of victory, the sense of achievement of solving a 
dif ficult puzzle, and the gradual sense of mastery that precedes those 
moments. At best, a good puzzle makes players feel great about them-
selves for what they can accomplish.

Done poorly, puzzles can reduce or eliminate the fun in the rest of the game 
just like a traf fic jam can ruin a decent drive. A puzzle that players can’t solve
prevents them from experiencing the game further and causes them even 
greater frustration, and a puzzle that players see as arbitrary or unfair causes 
them to hate the game (and its designer).

Puzzle Types

RIDDLES
“My tines be long / My tines be short / My tines end ere my first report. /What
am I?” (Riddle from Beyond Zork)

Riddles are questions that have one right answer, but that answer is not 
obvious. Typically, a riddle involves a play on words that requires the player 
to interpret it in a nonstandard way in order to solve it.

Riddles are far less common in games today than they were 20 years ago. This
is partly for practical reasons. A riddle takes a fair amount of time and effort 
to create, yet is only encountered by a player once. Riddles also have no 
replay value, as a player who solves it the first time can recall the solution on 



future play-throughs. This property of riddles makes them costly compared to 
other kinds of content.

Riddles also aren’t particularly fun to try to solve for the majority of players. 
Once the solution is known, there’s a sense of reward. However, players 
either immediately know the answer to the riddle or they don’t, and if they 
don’t, then they’re stuck for good or are off on an Internet search mission 
(unless the solution eventually occurs to them on their own).

Not exactly the stuff of fun gameplay.

That said, there are a few tricks to making riddles less frustrating if a designer 
insists on including them:

Make the riddles purely optional.
In the classic RPG Betrayal at Krondor riddles were used as locks on treasure 
chests. Opening a chest would give the player useful but nonessential items.

Offer clues.
Betrayal at Krondor did not simply ask the player to type in the answer to
a riddle. Instead, the player was shown exactly how many letters were in the 
answer, and each letter only had a few choices. A determined player could 
write down each possibility and search for valid words, turning a riddle into a 
Boggle-like word search instead. Players could also find hints to some riddles 
by talking to NPCs in the game.

Allow alternate solutions.
Perhaps the player could solve a riddle or complete a different challenge. In 
Dungeons & Dragons, a Sphinx will allow the heroes to pass if they answer a 
riddle, but they can also attack the Sphinx and defeat it in combat.

To create a riddle, designers usually start with the answer and create the 
puzzle afterward. So, starting with an answer of “car,” a valid riddle could be, 
“It sits on four and those on two sit within.” 

For the curious, the answer to the riddle posed at the beginning of this section 
is “lightning.

LATERAL THINKING

Like riddles, lateral-thinking puzzles are trick questions that have a single 
correct answer.



These puzzles are constructed in such a way that players make assumptions 
that are not true, and solving the puzzle requires the player to question his or 
her assumptions. Here is a classic example:

Place a pencil on this sheet of paper. Without removing the pencil from the 
page, draw four straight lines in such a way that all nine dots are connected. 
(If you’d like to try solving it, do not read further until you’re done.)
By approaching this puzzle the obvious way, it takes at least five lines to 
connect all the dots. Most people, however, work on the unstated assumption 
that the lines we draw must remain within the square formed by the dots. By 
removing this assumption and allowing ourselves to draw lines that extend 
farther, the puzzle can be solved:

The analysis from riddles applies here as well. Lateral-thinking puzzles are 
expensive to create, they are only experienced once, and they can be 
frustrating if they block a player’s path and the player can’t think of the 
solution. Like other forms of puzzles, make these optional, offer alternate 
ways to solve them, and give players additional clues to point them in
the right direction if they are taking a long time to solve them.
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