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Welcome to ñWhat Happened Hereò - Environmental Storytelling,by Matthias 

Worchand Harvey Smith.

The image that you are looking at is one of our favorite environmental 

storytelling moments ïif youôre wondering how two goldfish got stuck to a 

window screen 6 feet off the ground - and what this has to do with game 

development - stick around!

In this session we examine the game environment as a narrative device, with a 

focus on involving the player in interpreting information, in opposition to 

traditional fictional exposition. 

We'll dive into the theoretical foundation of the topic first and present practical 

examples from current games. After that we have some ideas to further the state 

of the art.
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Before we get started, a couple of notes:

Å Please set all phones to vibrate.

Å Please fill out the comment cards - they help the advisory board make GDC 

better for all of us. All comments are passed on to the speakers as well, we 

welcome your feedback.

Å This is the GDC version of the talk. A ñdirectorôs cutò is also available.

Å We would like to point out another GDC 2010 session, for a different take on 

this topic: Richard Rouse III: ñEnvironmental Narrative: Your World Is Your 

Storyò.
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Our session is divided into 5 sections.

Å In part 1, we lay foundation - we look at what a game environment actually is 

and what it represents

Å In part 2, we present a definition for ñenvironmental storytellingò and further 

this definition with examples from games and other sources 

Å In part 3 and 4 we look at the two main forms of environmental storytelling: 

designer-authored and systemic. We present practical techniques and some 

pie-in-the-sky ideas.

Å Part 5 is conclusions and QA.
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To effectively talk about this topic, we need to see how ñenvironmental 

storytellingò fits into the bigger picture.

We need to gain a common understanding of what a game environment represents 

and which functions it serves.

Let's see how we can describe a game environment.
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A game environment does a lot of things.  Ité

1. Constrains and guides player movement through physical properties and 

ecology 

2. Uses player reference to communicate simulation boundaries and affordance

3. Reinforces and shapes player identity

4. Provides narrative context 

We're interested in environmental storytelling, which mostly lives in the last two 

bullets.So weôll just skim over the first 2 points.
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Weôre going to reference this specific example a lot: one of the opening moments 

of Bioshock1, a new year's eve party gone askew. I'm sure a lot of you have 

played this game and remember the area.
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The level layout of this space demonstrates the idea that an environment 

ñconstrains and guides player movement through physical properties and 

ecologyò.

Å The physical properties are represented by the walls, staircase etc.

Å The gameplayecology is made up of enemy and item placement. 

We can also see that a game environment represents access, and that the 

restrictions on access create decisions and meaningful play.
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Through the familiar visual reference, or affordance, the area itself communicates 

with the player.

Å Here, the cash register implies money.

Å The bar and booze signs imply alcohol.

The player understands the purpose of this place and has an idea of what 

resources might be found here. 
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When it comes to simulation boundaries, Bioshockdoes a good job in this area. 

The entire game is indoors, which communicates the playable area well. 

Thereôs a dance floor here, but cutting a rug us outside the focus of the gameôs 

core mechanics.

The player quickly comes to understand the simulation boundaries in Bioshock.



11

So weôve touched upon how game environments constrain and guide our 

movements, and how they communicate through familiar references.

We can also say that: ñThe environment shapes and reinforces the identity of the 

player.ò

Harvey did a GDC talk called "The Imago Effect", which covers the subject of 

how identity is in part performativeand part shaped by context.

In short, games ask the player to assume an identity, contextualize this identity 

within a game environment, which in turn often implies or encourages social 

norms and behaviors.

Again, our Bioshockcase study works well here because it's all about social 

experiments related to greed and morality, with an emphasis on societal 

recklessness, collapse and decay.
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Bioshockmakes us feel at ease bashing and looting. 

By contrast, how does the environment in Portal shape the playerôs identity?The 

environment makes you feel like a lab rat and lends itself better to a puzzle game.

We can see that the environment contextualizes experience and even exerts 

influence over the identity the player takes during play.
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So the main focus for the talk is this: ñThe environment provides narrative 

context.ò

We're saying that the game environment, which has been derived from a fictional 

premise, can communicate

Å the history of what has happened in a place

Å who inhabits it

Å their living conditions

Å what might happen next

Å the functional purpose of the place

Å and the mood. 

And when environmental elements are used cohesively, no one has to say 

anything...the world speaks for itself as the player moves through it.

This is what our talk is all about:Creating environments that furthers the story as 

the player advances through the game.
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That's why we chose this Bioshockarea as our first example: 

The trappings of a decadent partyimply volumes about the state of Rapturejust 

before its societal collapse.

This is also supported with recorded speech/dialogue. But much of the fiction and 

the associated mood are conveyed through props and textures alone.

Now weôre going to dig deeper into environmental storytelling.
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In part 2 weôre going to take an in-depth look at whatenvironmental storytelling 

does, and why.
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Environmental Storytelling is the act of ñstaging player-space with 

environmental properties that can be interpreted as a meaningful whole, 

furthering the narrative of the game.ò

In the next slides, weôre going to break this down into four functions.
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At its purest, environmental storytelling is about putting 1 and 1 together.

Imagine a fictional scene, in which a man is tying his shoes. He breaks the lace, 

takes off his shoe to throw it out of the window, and screams and curses.

We all know what's going on here, right?

The man doesn't really, really hate his shoe - his underlying emotional state is 

making him angry at this, a largely unrelated, activity.

What we're talking about here is subtext, which transforms simple scenes into 

something with a deeper meaning. To understand this scene, we have to make a 

connection.
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In game terms, this is similar to embeddingnarrative elements in the background 

of a scene.

So this is our first function: ñEnvironmental storytelling relies on the player to 

associate disparate elements and interpret as a meaningful whole.ò

But in a practical sense this example is weaker, because itôs film-based. It directs 

our gaze and focuses our attention.

In games, we explore.

So let's find an example that requires some "exploration" of the environment. 
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Which brings us back to the image that we started out with: two goldfish, stuck 

to a window screen, 6 feet of the ground.

"What Happened Here?"

Any ideas? If you DONôT already know the answer, holler them out before I 

solve it!

Letôs see how your guesses match up against what happened here.
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First, we'll pull back a bit further to reveal the entire window. That doesn't give us 

too much new information. 
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Next, we turn around, to get a reverse view of the window.

Lots of mold and water damage. And notice that the couch is standing on the 

coffee table!
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Let's go to the immediate neighborhood.


