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Chapter 20 Case Study –

Adapting Classic Books to a Computer Game for the Female Audience:

Nancy Drew: The Secret of the Old Clock
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
This was the 12th in a series of Nancy Drew mystery computer games produced by Her Interactive.  The game is set in 1930 and is based on a mystery written in that year.

The player takes on the role of the teenage detective and sees and hears the game from her perspective.  Since it is a first person game, we never actually see Nancy Drew.

There are two levels to the game: Junior and Senior Detective.  Puzzles point the way to secret tunnels, hidden rooms full of gadgets, and a final solution to the mystery.

Her Interactive specializes in interactive games for females, an audience largely under-served in the gaming industry.

Nancy Drew books have been written by a series of authors using the pseudonym Carolyn Keene for more than 75 years.  They have sold more than 200 million copies globally.

GOALS
· to create a game that would appeal to women ages 10-adult

· to create an effective mystery with significant interactivity

· to create new elements to this version of the game engine to make play fresh for regular players

CHALLENGES
· adapting a 1930s book to a 21st century computer game

· developing a single game that would challenge & interest preteens while still having nostalgia interest for older women

· staying on schedule and within budget

MEETING THE CHALLENGE

· players don’t want to listen to lengthy narratives & dialogue

· dialogue in a game needs to be shorter than that in a book

· dialogue in a game needs to be conversational

· the engine allows only four main characters to be displayed besides Nancy

· Secret of the Old Clock is much less a mystery story than it is an adventure tale

· Nancy, her family & recurring friends can never be viewed
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Why not show Nancy Drew?

· “…we’d rather leave what Nancy and associates look like up to our Players….”

· Anne Collins-Ludwick, head writer

Elements of the first four Nancy Drew mysteries were incorporated into the game to create a new, cohesive story.
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GAME STUCTURE [previous page]
This game is a string of pearls structure with numerous locations, puzzles, activities, etc.  The player can:

· choose to go to several locations

· move from one place to another without completing all elements

· move back and sideways on different paths

· re-do some puzzles

· use material from one location to solve puzzles in another

· eventually player must complete all major game elements to solve the game

Players need an impression of significant interactivity even though the writer maintains control of a basically linear story.

Frequent nudging techniques include: 

· comments within conversations giving characters a particular direction (“Nancy, you should phone your father.”)

· voiceovers that indicate the importance of an item or activity

· assets like books and newspapers that Nancy can read

· hints delivered in telephone conversations

· Nancy’s Journal and Task List are combined in  her notebook and are always available from buttons on the main interface

PROJECT FLOWCHART
The first iteration was a basic story line.  Subsequent rewrites added or removed additional activities.

The flowchart became a tool for avoiding design pitfalls.

Bottleneck – a place where “sub-paths” converge; there is the potential to produce awkward game play…the player might get confused or frustrated because they can’t advance until they complete a particular task

WRITING DIALOGUE

The script starts as two scripts:

1. for animated characters who we see talking on screen to Nancy

2. for off-camera characters who we don’t see

3. When both scripts are done they are combined into one.  Note that dialogue choices made by the player don’t change the direction of the story.
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The game employs extensive use of voiceovers.  They function as hints and nudge thee player in new directions.  On-camera and off-camera dialogue is listed in text at the bottom of screen for hearing-impaired players or those who choose to play with the sound turned off.

The conversation script not only indicates dialogue, but also the branching possibilities based on previous things the player has heard and seen.

Players will only know what they need to solve the mystery if they have been exposed to all of the clues.  An elaborate series of “if…then” scenarios are written into the script.
THE CRITICAL PATH

This document is a step-by-step outline describing the ideal, fastest path to get to the end of the game and solve the mystery.

It provides the puzzle solutions in the proper order and lists all of the right questions.  Mainly game testers and reviewers use it.
CONSIDERATIONS FOR A FEMALE AUDIENCE

· avoid violence

· avoid gender stereotypes

· never portray Nancy or other female characters as dumb bimbos

· portray violence with great discretion

· incorporate social interactions (opportunities to talk to people) because women enjoy them more than men

RESPONSE TO THE PROJECT
· won numerous awards

4. commercial acceptance matched critical acceptance 
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