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Foreword 

Over the years, lecturers and tutors involved with game studies within Qantm have noticed that when 

students are asked for a critical analysis of a game, they tend to provide an article which is in fact a 

review. This document provides tips for students undertaking any form of analytical game analysis, but 

is specifically tailored to suit the assessment requirements of DES104. Please note that this document is 

a general guide to analytical game discourse and should not be used a replacement for the ACS. Please 

check the requirements of the ACS before continuing to read this document. 

How to use this document 
The information contained within this document is designed to help give students a better 

understanding of how to approach the analysis of games. This document provides examples of analytical 

practice used for single analytical frameworks, multiple analytical frameworks, but not interdisciplinary 

frameworks. Further to this, this document is intended for works of between 1000 to 4000 words. If you 

are working on documents larger than this, then a slightly different approach is needed. 

Although this document covers a number of different approaches, you should read it in full before 

attempting to apply the information. Always consult the published assessment description and keep in 

mind that 75% percent of your time will be spent researching before attempting a full draft. 

  

Approach #1 – One Methodology 
Depending on the type of assessment description you have been given, you may be required to analyze 

a game using one methodology, or a combination. The following example is a guide to the analysis of 

games using a singular methodological framework.  

Prioritize the Information 
One key mistake that students make when analysing a game is mistaking the priority of information. The 

paper is not primarily about the game or any game in particular, but rather, the paper is about the 

application of an analytical model to a case study.  Therefore the priority of information is: 

  

1.       Analytical framework (First Priority) 



 

 

a.       These are my hypotheses about the game 

b.      This is how to either prove or disprove these hypotheses 

c.       These are my research aims 

  

2.       Case study (Second Priority) 

a.       This is what I am going to apply the analytical models to in order to prove my hypothesis and 
fulfill the requirements of my research aims. 

  

3.       How does the analytical framework work? 

   NB: This will change depending on what framework you choose to work with. 

4.       Based on this, what is your methodology? 

If you prioritize the information in this way, then you will have by default a rough understanding of how 

to structure your introduction, literature review and methodology. To put this information into 

perspective, if you were asked to analyse the game Fallout: New Vegas, then you still have the problem 

of needing to find out exactly what it is that the case study is good for. Generally speaking, if you are 

asked to analyse a game then you are being asked to either prove whether the game is effective or 

ineffective in some way. It is at this point in time that you need to think about what your case study 

does either really well, or very poorly. This process in the research can be quite time consuming, so try 

to place the game within its genre. Try to ask the following questions: 

  

1.       Is this game better than its peers? 

2.       Is this game worse than its peers? 

Answering yes to either of these questions is perfectly valid in the terms of game analysis. By going 

down this route, you are setting yourself up for comparative analysis. Comparative analysis is not the 

analytical framework, but rather an aspect of the methodology. I.e. to prove that the game you have 

chosen for your case study is either more effective or less effective than its peers, you are going to use a 

system of comparative analysis. Once you have ascertained whether your case study is ‘better’ or 

‘worse’ [1] than its peers you then need to break the game down into components and evaluate these 

on a case by case level. Some of the questions that you could ask are: 

  

Is the game better or worse compared to its peers because… 

o   The game is more empowering than its peers? 



 

 

o   The game promotes a state of ‘flow’ better than its peers? 

o   The game compels the player to act, more so than its peers? 

o   The game provides better player education than its peers? 

o   The game structures challenge and reward better than its peers? 

o   The game provides a greater sense of immersion than its peers? 

o   The game provides feedback better than its peers? 

o   The game is more socially relevant than its peers? 

o   The game has a better level of familiarity than its peers? 

o   The game creates essential emotions better than its peers? 

These questions are NOT analytical frameworks, but rather heuristics. The term heuristic employs 

Nielsen’s (1994, pp. 25-64) interpretation of the term, which is a rule of thumb for reasoning, a 

simplification or an educated guess, that is able to provide solutions in subjective domains such as 

design. A heuristic is a means to an end – do this and then this happens – however, unlike algorithms, 

heuristics often come without a guarantee to their success. To combat this, heuristics are often 

supported by statistical analysis and a literature review; if enough experts attest to the capability of a 

heuristic, then there is substantial evidence indicating that the said heuristic is capable of delivering the 

specified end product when used correctly. 

By choosing a heuristic, you now know what to research by looking for the bold key words from the 

statements above. All of these areas of games have been researched and there are analytical 

frameworks available for each. It is just up to you to choose one. 

Generally speaking though, you are better off choosing just one of these areas as opposed to choosing 

several. Research should always have clear limitations. This means that you will have better focus, 

better structure and ultimately be able to argue your case better because your argument will be small 

enough to address within the confines of the word limit. 

Once you have answered these questions, you should almost have your four information priorities 

roughly complete. For the purposes of this document, Fallout: New Vegas will be the case study and Dan 

Cook’s system of ‘Player Skill Atoms’ will be the analytical framework. Now that we know this, let us 

revisit the first four questions… 

  

1.       Analytical framework (First Priority) 

Daniel Cook’s System of Player Skill Atoms 



 

 

a.       These are my hypotheses about the game 

Fallout: New Vegas is successful within its genre as it provides better player 

education compared to its peers. 

b.      This is how to either prove or disprove these hypotheses 

To prove this hypothesis, this analysis will apply Dan Cook’s Model of Player 

Skill Atoms to Fallout: New Vegas and use comparative analysis to demonstrate 

that Fallout: New Vegas is far more effective in terms of player education than its 

peers. 

c.       These are my research aims 

This analysis will do the following 

1.       Prove that the case study is superior to its peers in regards to player education 
through means of comparative analysis 

2.       Provide a series of observations based on the application of the analytical 
framework to the case study in order to find examples of how other RPGs can benefit 
from the effective use of this model 

  

2.       Case study (Second Priority) 

a.       This is what I am going to apply the analytical models to in order to prove my hypothesis and 
fulfill the requirements of my research aims. 

Fallout: New Vegas is the sucessror the commercially popular Fallout 3. Released 

in 2010, Fallout: New Vegas capitalized on many of the successful hallmarks of 

its predecessor… etc. 

  

3.       How does the analytical system work? 

Cook’s model evaluates the effectiveness of player education by analysing… etc 

  

4.       Based on this, what is your methodology? 

This analysis will apply Cook’s model to not only the case study, but a number of 

peers within the genre. Through a system of comparative analysis, the research 

aims will be addressed and the hypothesis proven to be correct… 

  
Although you have answered the questions, you still need to apply the skills taught in DES102 to make 

the analysis relevant to as many people as possible. Do not start of the analysis by talking about the case 



 

 

study – that is not the first priority! You need to gradually introduce the reader to the essay by 

discussing the analytical tools. For the most part, these essays are about demonstrating your 

understanding of analytical tools and processes, not a test of your knowledge of a specific game. If the 

above example was to be turned into an introduction using the funnel technique and information 

prioritization then it could be something like this… 

  

Introduction: 

Game design and author Chris Crawford stated that the primary motivating factor for any type of 

game-play is education (1984, p19). That is to say that gamers are primarily motivated by the 

acquisition of new skills.  More recently, game designer and author, Daniel Cook, provided an 

analytical model which evaluates the relative success of games by looking at how they motivate 

the player to learn. According to Cook (2007), “the player is entity that is driven, consciously or 

subconsciously, to learn new skills high in perceived value. They gain pleasure from successfully 

acquiring skills.” Based on the work of Crawford and Cook it can be said that a game’s 

commercial success is largely driven by its ability to not only educate the player, but rather to 

motivate them by allowing them to learn the skills that they want. This analysis will apply 

Cook’s Model of Player Skill Atoms and comparative analysis to the commercially successful 

title Fallout: New Vegas to prove the hypothesis that the game’s commercial success stems from 

its ability to educate the player and provide them with skills high in perceived value, more 

effectively than any of its peers. This analysis will do the following: 

1.       Prove that the case study is superior to its peers in regards to player education through means of 
comparative analysis 

2.       Provide a series of observations based on the application of the analytical framework to the case 
study in order to find examples of how other RPGs can benefit from the effective use of this model 

  
From this point, you should spend some time introducing your case study and attempt to place it within 

the larger context of its peers and its genre. Remember that your essay is not primarily about games or 

even any particular game; it is primarily about analysis and the chosen analytical model. This means that 

you need to consider that gamers are not your primary audience. Apply the funnel technique once again 

and remember to demonstrate the broad scale implications of your case study. 

The Body Paragraphs 
So long as you have defined a hypothesis and research objectives, you now know what you need to 

cover in the body paragraphs. Creating a hypothesis and research objectives creates research 

limitations. Research limitations help create concise and well structured discourse. Whilst drafting the 

structure of the body paragraphs think of the hypothesis as your primary concern – something that 

needs to be embedded in all paragraphs. The research aims should work in support of the hypothesis 

however they are usually dealt with in the body individually. 

 



 

 

Approach #2 – Multiple Methodologies 

In some cases, you may be expected to present an analytical essay which uses a multidisciplinary 

approach. A multidisciplinary approach means that you will need to employ a number of analytical 

frameworks to achieve your research aims. In multidisciplinary approach, each analytical method is 

separate from the other. Using an inter-disciplinary approach though means that multiple 

methodologies can be used to support each other. Inter-disciplinary discourse is more difficult as it 

requires a very solid knowledge of multiple analytical frameworks. Although contemporary game 

analysis is dominated by interdisciplinary works, it is best to start off of using the multidisciplinary 

approach until you feel more comfortable with your knowledge. 

The same rules that apply to approach one are used for this type of analysis. You need to prioritize your 

information and come up with some type of hypothesis, however your research objectives will need to 

be tailored so that they cover ALL of the requirements that you are asked to address. As an example, let 

us consider that the essay has asked for you to prove the commercial effectiveness of a game based on 

graphics, game-play, sound and emotion. 

If you were given these parameters, then you will need to define your approach as they are very broad 

terms by themselves and will cause you to go over your word count if you do not create research 

limitations from the onset. Let us consider the multidisciplinary approach using the example of Fallout 

New Vegas. 

 

Analytical framework (First Priority) 

Multi-disciplinary (graphics, game-play, sound and emotion) 

a.       These are my hypotheses about the game 

Fallout: New Vegas commercial success can be attributed to how effective its 

graphics, game play, sound and emotional content is in comparison to its peers.  

b.      This is how to either prove or disprove these hypotheses 

The essay will use comparative analysis and established methodological 

frameworks for each of these areas to address the hypothesis. 

c.       These are my research aims 

This analysis will do the following 

1.       Use a technical approach to ascertaining the effectiveness of graphic realism in 
the case study in comparison to its peers. 

2.       Demonstrate the effectiveness of the case studies game play by applying 
Romero’s (2010) ‘Cleanliness’  



 

 

3.  Use Adorno’s model of pseudo-individualization to demonstrate that the case 
study makes use of effective audio standardization better than its peers. 

4. Demonstrate that the case study adheres to Lazzaro’s (2007) ‘Four Fun Keys’.  

  

2.       Case study (Second Priority) 

a.       This is what I am going to apply the analytical models to in order to prove my hypothesis and 
fulfill the requirements of my research aims. 

Fallout: New Vegas is the successor the commercially popular Fallout 

3. Released in 2010, Fallout: New Vegas capitalized on many of the successful 

hallmarks of its predecessor… etc. 

  

3.       How does the analytical system work? 

NB. This is where the multidisciplinary approach changes compared to the 

singular analytical model.  

 

You will need to explain how to use each analytical framework in the body of your analysis, usually 
at the beginning of each body section. If you where working on a large scale article, or an 
interdisciplinary article, you would need to have a proper literature review after the introduction or 
methodology. To aid readability and make the most of the word count in these small scale articles, 
introduce the specific methodologies at the beginning of each body section. 

4.       Based on this, what is your methodology? 

NB. This is also another key point of difference from the first approach. As you will be using the 

body paragraphs to talk about specific methodology, use this opportunity to tell the reader what 

they are going to read, the order of the arguments and what you will provide them with in the 

conclusion. 

 

This article will apply a multidisciplinary approach to address the hypothesis. The case study will 

be compared to its peers utilizing a number of existing methodological frameworks. Graphics will 

be analyzed from a technical view point. Effectiveness of game play will be evaluated using 

Romeo’s ‘Tidiness Theory.’ Game Audio will be addressed via the application of Adorno’s model 

of pseudo individualization and lastly, the emotional effectiveness of the case study will be 

analyzed using Lazzaro’s “Four Fun Keys’. Based on the application of these frameworks, the 

conclusion will provide objective evidence to support the hypothesis as well an observation of 

positive attributes witnessed in the case study which may enhance the effectiveness of future 

titles. 

 



 

 

 The Body Paragraphs 

So long as you have prioritized your information and created a concise methodology, the order, 

structure and content of your body paragraphs will be straight forward. You will need to introduce the 

methodology and how it works in a very clear and concise manner. Direct quotes may not be sufficient 

as they will quickly erode your word count. Always try to paraphrase these methodologies, not only 

does this save on words, but it also demonstrates to the reader that you understand the concepts you 

are about to employ. 

Conclusion – Common to Both Approaches 
In all cases, the conclusion of an academic essay should not only present the research findings, but it 

should also bring the reader full circle. Remind them of why they have read the document and what use 

they might get from the experience. The purpose of any academic discourse is to provide some type of 

useable output. One way to address this is to ask yourself the following questions; 

1. What next? 

a. How are these research conclusions useful? 

2. What if this is all wrong? 

a. Although you have supported the hypothesis, have you uncovered some type of 

flaw in the methodology that needs to be addressed? 

Question two, is an example of the “Devil’s Advocate Conclusion” and is very difficult to do well as you 

run the risk of undermining all of your arguments. The Devil’s Advocate Conclusion, we done correctly 

can result in a highly engaging conclusion as it uses cognitive dissonance to involve the reader. Cognitive 

dissonance is a powerful means to engage in people in critical thinking by first getting them to question 

their established belief systems.  

General Pointers: 

• Remember that 75% of your time is spent research – take notes write down ideas, but don’t just 

jump into writing the document in a linear order, it never works this way. 

• Create research limitations or risk blowing out your word count. 

• If you have no methodological framework, then you are not writing an analytical piece.  

• Good places to look for authoritative sources on methodology are; 

o Gamasutra 

o Game Career Guide 

o The International Journal of Game Studies 



 

 

o Lost Garden 

o Insomniac AC 

• Use scientific process – identify constants and variables 

• Use signposting; tell the reader what they are going to read and why it is important. 

• If you cannot come up with a hypothesis early on, the at least come up with some concise 

research objectives. 

• Use images and diagrams for analysis – a picture says a thousand words. 


