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§ From Game Design Workshop by Tracy Fullerton

– Formal elements: The elements that make games different from 
other forms of media or interaction and provide the structure of a 
game. Formal elements include things like rules, resources, and 
boundaries.

– Dramatic elements: The story and narrative of the game, 
including the premise. Dramatic elements tie the game together, 
help players understand the rules, and encourage the player to 
become emotionally invested in the outcome of the game.

– Dynamic elements: The game in motion. Once players turn the 
rules into actual gameplay, the game has moved into dynamic 
elements. Dynamic elements include things like strategy, 
behavior, and relationships between game entities.
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» Much simpler to implement.

– 3. Story: The plot of the game
• The narrative that takes place through the course of the game
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§ Dynamic elements of games

– Occur only when the game is being played

§ Core concepts of dynamic elements
– Emergence

• Simple rules lead to complex and unpredictable behavior
• One of a game designer's most important jobs is to attempt to 

understand the emergent implications of the rules in a game.

– Emergent narrative
• Narrative can also be dynamic
• Narratives can emerge from the gameplay itself
• One of the central appeals of RPGs like Dungeons & Dragons
• Different from the narrative embedded in cut scenes and plot
• Unique to interactive experiences.
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Formal, Dramatic, and Dynamic Elements
§ Core concepts of dynamic elements

– Playtesting is the only way to understand dynamics
• Game systems are unpredictable
• Experienced game designers can make better guesses
• But, everyone must playtest to understand a game
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The Elemental Tetrad
§ Mechanics

– Rules for interaction between the player and the game
– Differentiate games from other non-interactive media
– Contain

• Rules
• Objectives
• Other Formal elements

– Different from mechanics in MDA
• Schell differentiates between mechanics and technology
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– Describe how the game is perceived by the five senses
• Vision
• Sound
• Smell
• Taste
• Touch

– Many different aspects of aesthetics
• Soundtrack
• 3D graphics and animation
• Packaging and cover art

– Different from aesthetics in MDA
• MDA aesthetics describes the emotional response to the game
• Schell's aesthetics describe the five senses
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The Elemental Tetrad
§ Technology

– The underlying technology that makes the game work
– Digital technologies

• Computer and console hardware
• Software and programming
• Rendering software and pipelines

– Paper technologies
• Dice and other randomizers
• Statistics tables
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The Elemental Tetrad
§ Story

– Everything included in Fullerton's Dramatic Elements
– Differs from Fullerton's Dramatic Elements because it is 

broader than what she terms story.
• Schell's story includes premise and character as well
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§ Each framework has a different perspective

– MDA demonstrates that gamers and designers approach 
games from different directions

• Encourages designers to see games from the perspective of players

– Formal, Dramatic, & Dynamic breaks games down into 
specific components that can be isolated, tweaked, and 
improved

– Elemental Tetrad views games from the perspective of a 
development studio

§ Next Chapter: The Layered Tetrad
– The Layered Tetrad attempts to bring these schools of 

thought together into a more complete theory
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