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Chapter  21 Case Study –

Adding Story to a Simulation:

Amped 3

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION
Amped 3 (originally called Pyro) was the 3rd edition of a popular snowboarding game manufactured for the Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 platforms.

The games are known for their realism and sophisticated interactive architecture.

The player takes on the role of one snowboarder in a rowdy crew.  The player’s character is customized at the beginning of the game.  There is an underlying backstory about the player having taken the crew’s money.  The player must prove his/her innocence and reunite with friends to successfully complete the game.
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Character choices:
Gender
Attitude

male
cheeky

female
chill

In most cases four different lines of dialogue represented each of the four personality options.  Players could also customize their appearance.

The game features seven resort location choices.  To move from one resort to another various story challenges had to be solved.

Each challenge was told from the viewpoint of one of the crewmembers.  They varied widely in tone & presentation including: 

· animé (Japanese style)

· stop motion

· animated hand drawings

· Jib-Jab (collage style) animation

GOALS
To add story elements to a snowboarding simulation that would appeal to the core audience and add to the fun of the game…without restricting the snowboarding sim activities.

CHALLENGES
“How to tell a story in an environment not conducive to story and to people who don’t necessarily want a story.” – writer Aaron Conners.  His specific challenges were:

1. Coming up with the right type of story and humor that would appeal to the 18-25 year-old target audience.

2. Structuring the integration of the story in a simulation in a way that didn’t negatively impact the snowboarding sim part of the game, while adding to the enjoyment of the overall experience.

Unlike the Nancy Drew project, there was no existing storyline material to draw on, so all options were open.

The initial story document laid out six different types of stories:

1. High adventure – a mystery or quest with colorful characters & lots of action…leads to a big payoff

2. Faux fantasy – set in the real world but allows the player to interpret reality in a fantastic way…back story is less important than player’s reaction to what’s happening around him

3. Sci-Fi – elements like time travel, alternate history, urban legends, aliens

4. Parody – tongue-in-cheek approach that pokes fun at cliches, pop culture, movies, books, celebrities

5. Pythonic – a unique style of humor  that walks a fine line between wildly zany & ridiculously stupid (as in Monty Python humor)…the story is a quest but contains elements of parody

6. Fantasy – anything from Sci-Fi to animé limited only by the imaginations of the creators

The creative team had to keep certain “Golden Rules” in mind:

1. The story shalt incorporate players’ customized characters.

2. The story shalt be tired to players’ escalating experience/gear/skills/access.

3. The story shalt work within integrated gameplay modes.

4. The story shalt be entertaining.

Reality v. Fantasy:
Since the previous versions of Amped had no zaniness and fantastical elements, the team had to consider:

· Is a realistic snowboarding experience still a vital element?

· If so, would the game be based in reality or be a fantasy world with realistic snowboarding?

· If it becomes a nonrealistic snowboarding experience, should that be explained to the player?

· Could a new direction alienate fans of Amped 1 & 2?
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Subsequent revisions eliminated genres such as Sci-Fi, adventure and total fantasy.

The next major document detailed the backstory (the underlying story that provides the background for the main story).  Various objectives, scenarios, locations and ideas were floated.

The BIG Problem:

In a simulation the main appeal is doing the activity, not the story.  If there was going to be a story, it had to integrate without interfering with the snowboarding game play.

The overall structure was a string of pearls approach.  A player could perform lots of activities in one resort location but couldn’t move to the next location until some task or challenge or task was accomplished.

A decision was made not to have interactivity in the story elements.  Thus, the story elements are linear.

Randomness:

Research showed the target audience had a preference for humor and randomness – odd, unexpected elements that seem to come out of nowhere.  Such a crazy approach to the narrative was mirrored by story elements like a wiener mobile that looked like a giant hot dog and a snow goddess who comes to the player’s aid.

RESPONSE TO THE PROJECT
The off-the-wall story segments received positive response from critics.
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