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Abstract 

Game development is a multiphase process, and each project is unique compared to another. Thorough 
game design helps the development process considerably by setting the frame, base and goal for the 
development work. Game Design Document is a game design tool used to gather all the necessary 
information into one. The objective was to design a mobile puzzle game and write a Game Design 
Document for a commissioner company, WayOut Oy. 
 
Even though Game Design Document is a common tool in the game industry, there are no standards or 
rules on how to write one. Various articles and books related to game design were studied and a qualitative 
interview study was conducted to identify the essential sections and elements for Game Design Document. 
The acquired knowledge was utilized to create a Game Design Document. 
 
The end result was a comprehensive design and documentation for a mobile puzzle game “The Source: 
Pohjola”. The finished Game Design Document were given to the commissioner company in a Google Docs 
form for efficient sharing and communication in the development process. 
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1 Introduction 

Video games have taken their permanent place in the society. Nowadays games are not just for 

entertainment and having fun; you can learn, develop your skills, improve your personal life and 

socialize with others. Video games offer new possibilities to all segments of private and public 

sectors, for example business companies exploring potential markets and reaching new 

customers. Developing video games is a multi-step process, and each project have unique 

attributes and goals. Elaborate game design work helps the development process by creating the 

base and rules for the game.  

The key term in this thesis is “Game Design Document”, which is usually shortened to “GDD”. GDD 

is a documentation tool that describes aspects of a game project, and its goal is to make 

communication easier between the members of the development team while making sure that 

the project at hand stays coherent during the development process. GDD is not always used in 

game development and when it is used, the structure, content and the number of created 

documents vary between game projects, for each project has its own unique goals and needs. 

There are no industry standards or rules on how to write a GDD. However, GDD templates can be 

found online but one base does not fit to all game development projects. 

Game Design Document is a shared document created and edited by the game development 

team. Commonly a GDD is created in document format, but it can be a game design wiki as well. 

Wiki was originally designed for software companies but has become increasingly popular in the 

gaming industry due to its ability to manage considerable amount of information through 

collaborative work and easy browsing. Game developers prefer short, linked pages instead of long 

documents, making Wiki a useful tool for organizing design ideas. (Learning the Ways of the Game 

Development Wiki, 2024) Other tools for collaborative design creation are for example Trello, 

Slack and Notion. 

This bachelor’s thesis is a commissioned project to design a mobile puzzle game for WayOut Oy, a 

room company based in Jyväskylä. The commissioner company is entering the mobile game 

market, and they needed a design base for creating mobile games that are periodically published 

in a mobile app. The game is designed utilizing a Game Design Document as a tool. Literature 

review will be conducted about publications made of Game Design Document to gather a 
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knowledgebase and to define what a Game Design Document is and why is it useful to have for a 

game project. Qualitative interview study with thematic content analysis will be used to find out 

the commissioner company’s specific needs for a Game Design Document. As the final product of 

this thesis project, a Game Design Document will be developed to align with the commissioner 

company’s requirements, based on the findings from the data analysis. 

2 Game Design Document for WayOut Oy 

The commissioner company of this thesis project, WayOut Oy, has deep knowledge and know-how 

about how to create live room escape games and immersive customer experiences. WayOut is one 

of the first room escape game companies in Finland, since they started their operation in 2015 in 

the city of Jyväskylä. Today, they have operations in Tampere and Hyvinkää alongside Jyväskylä, 

employing about 25 game masters. WayOut has its own room escape game design team and since 

2015 WayOut has designed and built over 20 different room escape games. (Meistä, 2024) 

WayOut Oy has background in video games as well. In 2020 they released a digital escape game 

called “S4MPO – Part 1: Uprising” which was developed in collaboration with a Finnish game 

development company LudoCraft Oy. “S4MPO” is a story-based web browser puzzle game, and it 

was created during the covid-19 pandemic for the reason that people could continue playing 

WayOut’s escape games at home as well. Basically, WayOut’s team had the idea, soundtracks, and 

art for “S4MPO” and LudoCraft helped them to develop the idea into a working product. (From 

Physical Escape Rooms into the Digital – S4MPO for WayOut, 2024) 

WayOut Oy continues to evolve as a room escape game company; they are continuously searching 

new and innovative ways to create mind-blowing puzzle games for problem-solving enthusiasts. 

WayOut has been considering new ways to offer these exciting experiences alongside live room 

escape games and mobile game market is something they have been contemplating. With this 

development work, the goal is to assist the commissioner company in entering the mobile game 

market and introduce them to a game design tool they have not previously utilized. A mobile 

puzzle game will be designed using a Game Design Document as a tool and the commissioner 

company can use this document in the development process of a mobile game and as a base for 

the next possible mobile game designs. 
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3 Research design 

In this study, the result was conducted through these following steps. The study begun with 

formation of knowledgebase by producing a literature review utilizing Google Scholar and Janet 

Finna. This was followed by collection of data by conducting interviews to four representatives of 

the commissioner company. Data was organized and a thematic content analysis was created and 

finalized by synthesis. Findings and research questions were refined. 

3.1 Research questions 

The aim of this study is to find what are the main components for a Game Design Document and 

how to create an effective GDD for the commissioner company. The research questions are: 

1. What key elements and sections are essential for a Game Design Document? 
2. How can a Game Design Document be made flexible to handle changes during game development?  
3. What are the customer’s needs for a Game Design Document for a mobile puzzle game? 

 

In order to answer the established research questions, a literature review was produced to gather 

a knowledgebase for answering the first two research questions. Alongside the literature review a 

qualitative interview study was conducted to find out the commissioner company’s needs for a 

GDD. The collected data was analysed using thematic content analysis and synthesis. These 

methods were chosen because they were appropriate for researching this topic.  

3.2 Literature review 

Google Scholar and Janet Finna was utilized to search literature to review. In both searches “game 

design document” was applied as a search term and the publication timeline was outlined to 2019-

2024, because the goal was to have relevant information. The same search was utilized without 

the time limitation, but the search result was immense, at least in Google Scholar. With these 

more restricted search terms the result was 2160 publications in Google Scholar and 7 in Janet 

Finna. The search results were inspected and the results with terms “game design document”, 

“game design” and “design document” in their titles were observed. This search could be repeated 

with the same limitations meaning it has reliability to extent; however, the result might be 

different depending on whether new publications has been released or not. 
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All the sources that were gathered from these results were publications. All of them considered 

the topic of the thesis; creating a Game Design Document or using it as a designing tool, but they 

also had other aspects in them as well, for example educational or cultural point of view. All of 

them had been published during the past five years which indicates that they are relevant 

timewise. Only one of the sources was considered not to be reliable because the author did not 

use any sources or citations, and their written bachelor’s degree work did not have a reference 

page. Therefore, that source was excluded and was not used in the creation of knowledgebase. In 

addition, one textbook found outside of the literature search was utilized. This textbook was 

published in 2014 and for that reason it was inspected critically. 

3.3 Methods 

As a study method, qualitative methods were chosen because quantitative methods did not fit for 

this purpose as the goal was to find out the commissioner company’s needs and how they think 

about the topic at hand. The most common data collection methods in qualitative research are 

interview, questionnaire, observation and data collection from various documents. (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 2018) Individual qualitative semi-structured interview study was specified to collect the 

data. Brinkmann (2013) establishes that humans have used communication as the main tool to get 

information about their peers, therefore it can be used as a tool to collect data:  

People talk with others in order to learn about how they experience the world, how they think, 

act, feel and develop as individuals and in groups, and in recent decades such knowledge-

producing conversations have been refined and discussed as interviews. (p. 2) 

3.3.1 Data collection 

The main interview question was an open-ended question and if the situation needed, there were 

four pre-planned additional questions to guide the interview (appendix 1). Brinkmann (2013) 

argues that semi-structured interview format ”can make better use of the knowledge-producing 

potentials of dialogues by allowing much more leeway for following up on whatever angles are 

deemed important by the interviewee.” (p. 21). The interviews were done individually because in 

one-on-one interview situations, the interviewer can with less effort guide the conversation to 

match their research interests. (Brinkmann, 2013, p. 27) 
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The interviewees received a written explanation of the interview situation, which included for 

example the estimated duration of the interview and interview language (appendix 2). An info 

package was written about Game Design Document for the interviewees, because for most of 

them it was a new concept. Real life examples of Game Design Documents were offered as well as 

examples of table of contents inside GDDs (appendix 3). Alongside these, the interviewees were 

given a timetable from which they could choose a convenient time for their interview. The 

interviewees were informed about recording the interview situations and they were reminded of 

it in the beginning of the interviews. Google Drive folder was used to share these informative 

documents and files, because of its familiarity as a collaboration tool for the interviewees. 

Four representatives from the commissioner company participated in the interviews: the 

entrepreneurs and the head room escape game designers. The interviews took place on Thursday 

11th of April 2024, and they were held remotely for accessibility. The interviewees were allowed to 

talk freely in their native language and if there were difficulties in answering, the additional 

questions were asked or miscellaneous questions from them were answered during the interview 

situations. Microsoft Teams was used for the interviews because of its useful features, such as 

sending the calendar invitations for the interviewees, video capture and transcribe features to 

collect the data. The video captures and transcriptions were recorded in a MacBook Pro 

computer’s hard drive. The data was organized manually and anonymized and recordings were 

deleted. 

Ethics were taken into consideration in this research. Interviewees had voluntary participation, 

meaning they could choose to participate freely without any pressure. Informed consent was 

implemented by informing the interviewees about the interview situation and data collection 

beforehand with the written explanation and they were reminded about these in the beginning of 

the interview situations where they still could choose to not participate. Since this was an 

interview study implemented by a video conference, guaranteeing anonymity was impossible. 

Ensuring confidentiality, all identifying information about the interviewees was removed except 

the fact, that they are the entrepreneurs and game designers of the commissioner company. The 

collected data from each interview was handled equally and respectfully. 
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4 Game design and documentation 

4.1 Game 

A game is a media created for different purposes, for example people to learn, to have fun or to 

simulate things. Games help improve motivation, performance and carrying out tasks, mentally 

and physically. Information technology, especially smartphones and the developing technology 

behind them, plays a crucial role in modern everyday life and assisting games becoming more 

popular each day. Games can now introduce cultural traditions and preserve them, particularly by 

transitioning traditional games to mobile platforms. Digital games can engage young people in 

traditional gameplay and in this way information technology can be used in preserving traditions 

and culture. (Rahmadi & Prambayun, 2019, p. 244.) 

A game can be defined through the elements it is composed of. Adams (2014) states that “The 

essential elements of a game are play, pretending, a goal, and rules”. When a game is played by 

the player, they are an active participant making choices and changing the course of events in a 

pretended reality. A game has a goal, or object, which is achieved by overcoming challenges. The 

choices made in a game are restricted by the rules, which are definitions and instructions accepted 

by the player. (Adams, 2014, p. 3-6.)  Essentially, a game is a product of the human desire to play. 

Playing a game is a voluntary activity within a defined environment with rules and goals that keep 

players engaged. (Beça et al., 2020) 

Games can be classified based on their intended function, such as “Game as Game” which is solely 

created for entertainment, “Game as Media” when the game maker wants to send a certain 

message, or “Game beyond Game” when the game design principles are applied outside of 

traditional gaming contexts. The process of creating a game idea and defining its concepts, 

mechanics and visuals is called “game design”. (Rahmadi & Prambayun, 2019, p. 244.) 

4.2 Game design 

Game design covers various aspects to define before the game development starts. Schell (2020) 

claims that “Game design is the act of deciding what a game should be”. Game design is a string of 

decision making and it is possible to design a game inside one’s head. However, it is more efficient 
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to write down these decisions and ideas, especially when help is needed from other people with 

decision making and building the game. Good way to communicate these ideas is in a written 

form. (Schell, 2020) Throughout the design process, various skills are utilized to produce multiple 

documents that supports the game development team. Game designers develop detailed plans, 

transforming abstract ideas into concrete elements. The ultimate goal of game design is to create 

a cohesive and immersive experience that fulfills the primary objective of entertaining players. 

(Adams, 2014 p.65-66.) 

The game design process plays an important role when making fun and engaging games. 

Segmentation can help making the design process clearer:  

The process of game design is divided into two main phases that need to be emphasized, 

namely ideation and conceptualization. Ideation refers to the process of generating creative 

and innovative game design ideas, while conceptualization is to outline the concept in the form 

of game prototypes that involve programming, architecture, sound, and interface. (Tap et al., 

2021, p. 59.) 

Dividing broad concepts into smaller segments helps understanding what is necessary to do to 

finish the entire project. Tools that enhance team communication are necessary for collaboration 

between designers and programmers to produce creative and cohesive game designs. (Tap et al., 

2021, p. 59.) 

Akhtar et al (2021) concludes that ”game development follows four main stages which include 

concept, pre-production, production, and post-production” (p. 28). Concepting phase defines the 

business parameters and goals for the game. It is also a phase when the groundwork for the game 

is built. Concepting stage is significant for a game development project, but its importance might 

be neglected. Kristjan (2019) comments “this is a crucial phase for the project, but it’s often 

rushed through as everyone is more interested in getting on with the game” (p. 15). Adams (2014) 

describes game concept as “a general idea of how you intend to entertain someone through 

gameplay” (p. 129). A game concept includes enough details to imagine the gameplay and plan the 

design work needed to develop the game. Game concept should include at least a short 

description of what the game is about, player’s role or roles, gameplay mode, genre, target 
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audience, platform, monetization, competition mode, game world and general summary of how 

the game will progress. These components are included to the Game Design Document. (Adams, 

2014, p. 129-130.) 

Pre-production phase involves brainstorming while addressing questions related to the 

requirements of the game. The goal is to establish a solid foundation for the game's development, 

minimizing the need for rework. (Akhtar et al., 2021, p. 28.) This is the phase when a Game Design 

Document is created. Production phase involves the implementation of a Game Design Document 

for development, visual presentation, and validation of the game. Post-production phase focuses 

on the maintenance of the product, including fixing possible bugs and malfunctions, adding new 

features or functionalities to the game, or making a different version of the game. (Akhtar et al., 

2021, p. 28.) 

4.3 Game Design Document 

In the pre-production phase, a detailed Game Design Document is created with input from all 

team members. It is important that the design process is a collaborative effort between designers 

and developers. (Kristjan, 2019, p. 38-39.) A Game Design Document, which is usually shortened as 

“GDD”, outlines all aspects of a game, from its story to technical details. It serves as a blueprint, 

detailing the game’s structure and functionality, creating a way of communication between the 

development teams by providing a comprehensive overview of the game. (Martins et al., 2019, p. 

170.) As Schell (2020) states “Game documents have exactly two purposes: memory and 

communication” (p. 472). Since documents help with memory and communication, the types of 

design documents a game project needs are defined on what information must be remembered 

and shared. Most games require multiple documents rather than just one. (Schell, 2020, p. 473.) 

Game designers create GDDs containing written descriptions, illustrations, and diagrams that 

explains the game's concept, mechanics, artistic direction, and other essential elements. The goal 

is to communicate their ideas effectively to the development team. The purpose is to provide a 

comprehensive understanding of the game's vision and direction. By transforming abstract ideas 

into tangible plans, game designers ensure that everyone involved in the development process is 

working towards the same goals. This collaborative approach promotes creativity, clarity, and 
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efficiency, ultimately leading to the successful realization of the game's vision. (Rahmadi & 

Prambayun, 2019, p. 244.) 

4.4 Types of Game Design Documents 

In terms of memory and communication each game is different with different needs which must 

be defined on a project-specific basis. (Schell, 2020, p. 477.) Whether the game project has one 

Game Design Document or multiple design documents covering different aspects of a game, is 

purely related on the characteristics of a game project. Both Adams (2014) and Schell (2020) 

highlight the necessity of clear, specialized documentation in complex game projects. This 

structured approach enhances collaboration between designers, engineers, and artists, allowing 

teams to effectively work the challenges of game development. Related to game design document 

creation Schell (2020) reminds that “the magic template does not exist” (p. 472).  

Adams (2014) suggests that Game Design Document can be divided into several individual 

documents: high concept document, game treatment document, character design document, 

world design document, user interface document, flowboard, story and level progression 

document, on-screen text and audio dialog script and the game script (p. 58). All these documents 

have different purposes and angles related to a game design process. High concept document is a 

short document which describes the game concept’s key ideas. This document can be used to 

present the game concept to a possible investor or the game’s marketing and sales team to get a 

better understanding of it. Game treatment document’s goal is basically the same, but it has 

broader content, for example business and development details included. Character design 

document, world design document, user interface design document and story and level 

progression document each concentrate to a specific part of the game, defining them in detail. 

Flowboard, comes from the words flowchart and storyboard, documents the structure of a game 

in visual format with written explanations. On-screen text and audio dialog script contains all the 

dialogue and narration in the game, and it can be utilized for audio recording sessions as a script. 

Game script, also known as game bible, encompasses all the previous documents with the addition 

of rules and core mechanics. (Adams, 2014, p. 58-62.)  

Schell (2020) on the other hand has created a list of design documents dividing them into six main 

groups: design, engineering, art, production, writing and player (p. 474-477). The first group, 
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design, includes three documents: game design overview, detailed design document and story 

overview. Game design overview is a short, high-level document, that helps management 

understand the game’s basics and target audience as well as the team to see the overall vision. 

Detailed design document explains all game mechanics and interfaces in depth, helping designers 

keep track of important ideas and to communicate with programmers and artists. Story overview 

is a short document outlining game’s key settings, characters, and events for dialogue and 

narrative creation. (Schell, 2020, p. 474.) 

The second group is engineering, which encompasses three documents: technical design 

document, pipeline overview and system limitations. Technical design document explains the 

complex systems behind a game, such as graphics and network data, mainly for the engineering 

team. Pipeline overview is a short document created by engineers for the art team, which outlines 

how to integrate art assets into a video game. System limitations document helps designers and 

artists understand what is possible on the game system they are working with, for example how 

many polygons can be on screen at once. Writing down these limitations can save time and 

encourage creative solutions. (Schell, 2020, p. 475.) 

Third group is art, with two documents: art bible and concept art overview. Art bible is a guide 

that helps artists to create a consistent look for the game, including character designs, 

environment samples, colour schemes, and interface examples to ensure visually coherent game. 

Concept art overview uses images to help the team visualize the game's style and feel. (Schell, 

2020, p. 475-476.) 

Fourth group is production, which includes three documents: game budget, asset tracker and 

project schedule. Game budget is a document, usually a spreadsheet, that estimates the total cost 

of development. It lists all tasks with time and cost estimates, and it is updated throughout 

development to keep spending on track. Asset tracker monitors the progress and status of 

everything created for the game: code, levels, art, sound, and documents. Project schedule is a 

regularly updated document that lists tasks, deadlines, and assigned team members. (Schell, 2020, 

p. 476.) 
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The fifth group is writing, consisting of three documents: story bible, script, game tutorial and 

manual. Story bible guides the game’s story, allowing everyone on the team to contribute ideas 

while keeping the story consistent. Programmers, artists, and designers may suggest changes for 

technical, visual, or gameplay reasons. Script contains all dialogue in the game, and it is usually a 

separate document or an add-on to the detailed design document. Game tutorial and manual is 

essential to keep accurate and updated during development, because video games are complex 

and if the players do not understand them, they cannot enjoy them. (Schell, 2020, p. 476-477.) 

The sixth and final group is players with one document: game walk-through. Game walk-throughs 

are created and shared online by the players for games they enjoy. Reviewing these can help 

developers see what players like, what is too hard or too easy. (Schell, 2020, p. 474-477.) This final 

group and document differ from previous ones in that they are created by someone outside the 

development team. Additionally, they are not tied to the design process, as they are typically 

produced after the game’s release. However, they can inspire future game development projects 

by providing valuable insights from players. 

4.5 Creating a Game Design Document 

Creating a Game Design Document, Schell (2020) suggests starting with a simple list of ideas and 

as the list gets longer, questions will arise. According to Schell (2020) answering these questions 

means working on the design and in the end, the list of ideas, plans, questions and answers will 

develop into a complete Game Design Document. There is no universal template for GDD; each 

document should be tailored to the specific needs of the game project at hand. (Martins et al., 

2019, p. 170.) 

Commenting on Game Design Document, Fahme & Khan (2021) argues “there's no concrete rule 

about which exact components it [GDD] should have, but the idea is to convey the concept of the 

game and regular updates in it, which can be used as a reference for all parties involved” (p. 87). 

Key components of a GDD may include summary, genre, target audience, platform, story, 

characters, features, game world and levels, development ideas, visual examples, mock-ups and 

aesthetics, gameplay mechanics, sound, team, and marketing and sales plan. Each component 

contributes to creating a comprehensive overview of the game's vision and development process. 

(Fahme & Khan, 2021, p. 87.) 
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Fahme & Khan (2021) underlines that a GDD is a live document and all the members of the 

development team; developers, artists and designers, will join in creating and editing it. Therefore, 

when various people work on the game design together, it makes finding and fixing problems 

easier. Talking about collaborative game designing, Kristjan (2019) concludes that ”brainstorming 

and communication with other people are key” (p. 15). Since many people need to access and 

update these documents, Google Docs has developed into a general tool for writing and updating 

game design documents. (Schell, 2020, p. 473.) Google Docs is accessible to various teams for its 

features of being free to use and easy to share for non-Google account holders. However, for 

creating a Google Docs file, one must have a Google account. 

Having a shared document with the entire development team brings some risks that must be 

taken into consideration in the beginning of creation of a GDD. When the development team has 

access to edit the document, the amount of written information might increase massively, and 

challenges in data management might appear. Martins et al (2019) argues that when creating a 

thorough GDD, the final document can become long and hard to read. 

5 Results 

The data collection and thematic content analysis were done as thoroughly as possible. The results 

are interpretations of the researcher, based on the previous knowledge and the knowledgebase 

acquired by the literature review. In the sense of validity, the research results are logical and 

collected data was based on the truth of the interviewees. However, achieving validity can be 

compromised if data collection tools, conditions or questions are not appropriate and measuring 

these factors may appear challenging. 

5.1 Data analysis and synthesis 

Thematic content analysis is utilized to create explicit verbal description of a research 

phenomenon. The gathered research data represents the phenomenon and content analysis is 

used to organize it into compact and structured form without depleting information. (Tuomi & 

Sarajärvi, 2018) Data driven content analysis was initiated after the data collection, in this case 

after the interviews. The process begun by listening the interviews and transcribing the answers 

word to word. The bases of transcriptions were already done by Microsoft Teams; however, the 



15 
 

 

detection of informal Finnish speech was not successful. The transcriptions of the interviews were 

studied by reading, making notes and familiarizing them. Common terms, similarities and 

differences among the transcriptions were inspected and gathered to a new Microsoft Word 

document. Themes were inspected, the data was organized by found themes and the themes 

were named. 

Five main themes were found alongside 31 subthemes and 44 sub-subthemes by thematic content 

analysis. Understanding that there were too many themes, a synthesis was done after the 

thematic content analysis and a better summarisation of the answers was reached. The five main 

themes were clarified. Synthesis of the subthemes was done by founding common nominators 

between the sub-subthemes. The result of this interview study and thematic content analysis was 

five main themes and 15 subthemes that the commissioner company’s representatives found 

important related to the creation of a Game Design Document. The five main themes were:  

1. Introduction 
2. Visuals 
3. Game Design 
4. Marketing 
5. Content 

 

The main themes were clearly affected by the table of contents of the example Game Design 

Documents that were provided for the interviewees prior to the interviews. These examples helped 

them to understand what could be included in GDDs and it guided the themes to form. The 

interviewees all had project orientated mindsets when entering the interview situations. Almost all 

the interviewees wanted the Game Design Document to be a “framework” or “guidelines” that 

anyone who joins the development team could read, follow, understand and implement. 

The interviewees were interested in the key components and how to organize the content for logical 

and effortless handling. Themes from one to four were concentrated in the content and design 

aspect of the GDD and theme number five was solely focused on how to arrange the content within 

the GDD. The interviewees used the provided examples to support them during the interview 

situations because they had little to none experience and knowledge about Game Design Document 

beforehand.  
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Figure 1, Synthesis result. Salin, 2024. 

5.2 Theme 1: Introduction  

Introduction as a theme signifies the part of a Game Design Document where the concept, 

background and goals are defined for the game and for the entire game development project. 

Introduction was clearly the most important theme for the interviewees; it had the most subthemes 

compared to the other main themes. Each interviewee referred to introduction almost immediately 

in the beginning of the interviews. They cited components such as platform, story, target group, 

goals and genre to be necessary to define in the document. These components are part of Adams’ 

(2014) definition of a game concept, which is essential to define in the concepting phase of a game 

project. Interviewees gave remarks about the content for the product of this thesis, for example 

one of the interviewees stated “the game will be a sequel to an already existing live escape room, 

so the story is in the key position. Genre will be influenced by the room’s genre, there could be 

changes but I would say that the genre will be the same as the room’s genre”. The entrepreneurial 

spirit was distinct in the answers; they were already thinking about how to make a sellable, quality 

product, which is crucial for any entrepreneur. 

The subthemes under introduction can be also called as components of which the GDD will be 

constituted. These five subthemes, or components, were: platform, story and theme, target 
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audience, goals and development team. Platform had been decided before conducting the 

interviews, however it was essential for the interviewees to know more about mobile games and 

smartphones as a platform. Story and theme are crucial because the mobile game should give more 

insight about the story of an already existing WayOut escape room, either being situated in time 

before or after the original story. Target audience impacts the game design and as well as marketing 

of the game. It was established that the target audience will be the players who have played the 

physical escape room to which the mobile game is based on. Goals can be used as an indicator how 

successful the game project has been. The main end goal is to design a functionally simple and short 

game in duration. Development team as a component would give examples of possible roles in the 

game development team and as well as what working methods or frameworks to use in the 

development phase e.g. scrum.  

 

Figure 2, Theme 1: Introduction. Salin, 2024. 

5.3 Theme 2: Visuals  

Visuals as a theme signifies the usage of visual examples and inclusion of necessary visual designs in 

the Game Design Document. Interviewees all felt that visual examples are important; they clarify 
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one’s ideas and plans for the whole team. Interviewees agreed that written explanations might get 

lost in translation and various tools for visualization are necessary when creating visual examples. 

One interviewee who does not create visuals for the customer company commented on them: “In 

my opinion, there must be visual examples so that the one who implements the blocks there knows 

what is wanted and that there would be a common point of view to the whole project”. They also 

stated: “There must be this kind of quite comprehensive visual side’s guide. So that it will be 

coherent”. Other interviewee agreed on the visual examples that they are necessary for 

communicating ideas, but they also said: “If it does not bring any additional value that kind of visual 

thing then it is not needed”. 

The three subthemes of visuals were: visual GDD as a tool, tools to use in visualization and elements 

to visualize. Visual GDD as a tool implies using visualized examples as often as possible in GDD. This 

also indicates having a comprehensive visual guide to make the game visually coherent. Tools to use 

in visualization listed essential tools to use when creating visual examples: mood boards, 

storyboards, flowcharts and mock ups. Elements to visualize gathers everything that the 

interviewees felt were required to be presented in visual form: graphic design, visual guide, user 

interface or UI, game’s flow and functionality, and game assets. 

 

Figure 3, Theme 2: Visuals. Salin, 2024. 
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5.4 Theme 3: Game Design 

Game Design as a theme means the part of a GDD where the game’s rules, mechanics and 

functionalities are defined. All the interviewees have game design experience with live escape 

rooms, however video game design felt unfamiliar to them. The conversations around this theme 

stayed on the surface level. The game mechanics and how the puzzles work were mentioned 

during the interviews. The interviewees’ background in the escape room business was clear, 

especially when indicator and feedback sounds were mentioned which are essential in escape 

rooms. One of the interviewees had a very good point of categorizing the puzzle types in GDD: 

“There could be established different kinds of puzzle classes, if there’s something that requires 

perception or math skills or something”. 

The four subthemes under the game design were: game engine, game mechanics and 

functionality, monetizing model and sounds. Game engine as a component determines which 

game engine to use. There are various game engines with pros and cons in each. Game mechanics 

and functionality as a component was unfamiliar to the interviewees and they anticipate thorough 

design in the final GDD. This component explains how the game and puzzles work; it defines the 

rules and systems how the game is played and the interactions and behaviours that create the 

gameplay experience. Classification of the puzzles pertains in this component as well. Monetizing 

model was mentioned by the interviewees when talking about game design and marketing. It was 

more suitable component under game design, because it affects how the game works, for example 

buying more “hint coins” with real money if the player needs more clues. Sounds were either 

important or insignificant to the interviewees. Those who talked about them felt that indicator 

sounds, feedback sounds and other sounds that help to create immersive and intuitive game 

should be defined.  
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Figure 4, Theme 3: Game Design. Salin, 2024. 

5.5 Theme 4: Marketing 

Marketing as a theme signifies the part of a GDD where the marketing plan and strategy for the 

ready game is premeditated. This theme covers creating a marketing strategy and how to make 

the game project profitable. The customer company is entering to a new market area and the 

anxiety towards unknown was clear. It was suggested by one of the interviewees, whose main 

responsibility is in finances, that a market overview would be created for this GDD. Others felt that 

thorough marketing plan is enough. 

There was only one subtheme under marketing, and it was marketing plan. This component is for 

creating a doable strategy for marketing the product. The main goal is continuation of a quality 

brand of WayOut to a new market area. 
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Figure 5, Theme 4: Marketing. Salin, 2024. 

5.6 Theme 5: Content 

Content as a theme means how the content will be organized in the final GDD. The interviewees 

all had project orientated mindset which influenced them preferring chronological order for the 

GDD, starting from the beginning; ideation and introduction, and moving towards the final product 

and marketing. When having conversation about the content, one of the interviewees stated: “If 

there is a section, where’s for example just one sentence, which doesn’t really matter in the end, 

can be left out”. Other one was concerned that the GDD will become too voluminous but was 

excited about using the table of contents as an agenda in the development team meetings: “It 

requires table of contents which could be used as a discussion frame. One could give quick 

comments that this and that has changed, and so on”.  

The two subthemes under content were: chronological order and content themes. Chronological 

order was something that the interviewees requested for the GDD. Content themes encompass 

the interviewees comments about the GDD’s content, such as defining the agenda, mission and 

concept in the beginning of the GDD and proceeding to visuals, technical side of the game and 

ending the document with marketing. 
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Figure 6, Theme 5: Content. Salin, 2024. 

6 The design process of “The Source: Pohjola” 

The design process for the commissioned Game Design Document was initiated after the data 

analysis. Google Docs document was created and according to the results of the data analysis the 

headings and subheadings were added in the document first. This was followed by inserting the 

known requirements obtained from the commissioner company, such as platform and target 

audience.  

Subsequently, the empty sections in the document needed to be completed. The next phase 

commenced with brainstorming the game’s story to meet the requirement of continuing the 

storyline of an existing WayOut escape room. After the themes and stories of all escape rooms 

were considered, two options were identified as the most inspiring: “Horizon” and “The Source.” 

“The Source” was selected after interesting information and mythology related to Finnish springs 

were found during research. It was decided that the mobile game’s story would serve as a prequel 

to “The Source” escape room and it would be set in Finland, which lead to the title “The Source: 

Pohjola”. “Pohjola” as a term does not have word-for-word translation in English, but it has several 

meanings in Finnish. It is a mythical place in the Finnish national epic “Kalevala”,  which inspired 

WayOut’s first digital puzzle game, “S4MPO – Part 1: Uprising”. Additionally, “Pohjola” can be used 

as a term when talked about nordic countries. The city of Jyväskylä, where “The Source” escape 

room physically exists, has also a district called Pohjola. 
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Information about sources located in Finland and folk lore related to them was gathered into 

separate document. It was utilized in the story and puzzle creation. The GDD creation proceeded 

by filling the empty sections. A mood board was created alongside other key components included 

in introduction section. The introduction was not without reason the most important part of the 

Game Design Document, as highlighted in the interviews. Defining the game’s concept and 

framework in the introduction assisted greatly in the creation of following sections in the GDD. 

The game design section proved to be the most challenging, as there was the least experience in 

creating it. Without technical skills such as coding, planning and conceptualizing mechanics and 

functionality were difficult. A game engine could not be selected due to the need for a coder's 

expertise; therefore, a list of potential game engines was included in the document. Designing 

puzzles proved surprisingly challenging, as prior experience was primarily in creating puzzles for 

physical escape room games. It was difficult to envision interactions based on various screen 

touches, and the limited screen space introduced additional challenges. Despite these difficulties, 

compiling a puzzle catalogue was an engaging process, as it applied to both physical escape rooms 

and mobile games. The number of different types of puzzles made categorization complex. The 

game’s narrative and puzzle catalogue were added as appendices to the document. Designing 

monetization posed difficulties, as there was little understanding of how in-app purchases 

function in practice. This section proved that game design process should be done as collaborative 

effort utilizing game development team members with various skills. 

The visual section of the Game Design Document was significantly easier to develop, as it aligned 

well with personal strengths. Creating visual examples was both engaging and rewarding. The 

story, especially the setting in the year 1998, was particularly inspiring for visual design; 

incorporating the vintage “Mokia” mobile phone as part of user interface carrying out the 

narrative was considered the most exciting element to create. Visual examples were added to 

other sections as well, for example to visualize the game’s flow. The marketing section was more 

familiar due to prior experience, though it may have remained narrower in scope than the 

commissioner company had hoped. 

Overall, the design process of “The Source: Pohjola” provided a valuable learning experience. The 

most challenging part of the Game Design Document was creating the puzzles, which were 
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completed as the final element. Although the finalized GDD is 31 pages long, it is likely that some 

aspects of the game design were not covered. When the production phase begins, there will still 

be much to plan, design and create. 

7 Discussion 

The objective of this thesis was to answer questions about Game Design Document: What key 

elements and sections are essential for a Game Design Document? How can a Game Design 

Document be made flexible to handle changes during game development? The game industry 

does not have standards for a Game Design Document, but some common elements were found. 

Each game development project is unique with different needs; therefore, it was not possible to 

define what must be included to a GDD. However, essential sections for a game development 

project are introduction, game design and visual examples. These sections include defining 

elements such as story, genre, target audience, platform, characters, game features, game world 

and levels, aesthetics, gameplay mechanics, sounds, team and marketing. These components 

define the background, goals, guidelines and rules for the game. Without defining these 

components, a Game Design Document is defective and cannot be used successfully as a base for 

a game development project. 

Adams (2014) and Schell (2020) presents multiple types of game design documents, each with its 

own content, purpose and goal. However, majority of the literature utilized in knowledgebase 

creation did not address this kind of document categorization. Schell (2020) argues that 

documents are essential part of designing games, but they are different for each game project and 

for each team (p. 472). Therefore, in each game project the documentation must be done in an 

appropriate and efficient way for that specific project, whether it includes only one or several 

design documents.  

Creating and editing a GDD in Google Docs makes the documentation flexible for changes, 

however there is a risk of escalation of information. GDD is a live document, and it should be 

shared with the entire development team, even though that might lead to the amount of written 

information increasing tremendously. This might lead to communication deteriorating which is 
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contrariwise to the purpose of a GDD. Nevertheless, when various people work on the same game 

design collectively, finding and fixing possible problems becomes easier. 

The other purpose of studying this topic and conducting qualitative interview study was to find out 

the commissioner company’s requisite components for a GDD and create a GDD based on these 

requirements. Analysing the gathered interview data, it became very clear that creating a 

thorough introduction was the most important element for the interviewees. Other important 

elements were game design, visual examples and marketing plan, as well as how to organize the 

content of a GDD in a logical order. 

The interview situations were not as successful as they could have been. It was suggested to 

create a test interview with the main and additional questions before the real interviews, however 

this was not executed. The interview situations could have been more guided with more specific 

and various additional questions. One of the transcriptions provided by Microsoft Teams failed 

because the researcher forgot to change the detection language from English to Finnish. This 

mistake was not repeated but it cost more time transcribing the failed transcription compared to 

the succeeded transcriptions. Thematic content analysis was done successfully because common 

nominators were effortless to recognize, and the collected data was transcribed for easy access. 

The analysed data turned out to be consistent with the findings of the literature review. 

Based on the data, a single Game Design Document was created. Reviewing Adams’ (2014) and 

Schell’s (2020) design document types, the created Game Design Document could be categorized 

as Adams’ game script or Schell’s detailed design document. The literature review data considered 

only Google Docs as a tool for shared Game Design Document, therefore no other formats were 

regarded in this thesis project. The design process was familiar from previous game development 

projects, but this was the first game design attempt as a sole game designer. Even though there 

were established guidelines and requirements from the commissioner company, such as platform 

and genre, the number of decisions done by one person was extensive. The reason why it is crucial 

that a GDD is a shared document and used as a communication tool between a team of game 

designers is that there is rather much responsibility and work for just one person to create a GDD 

by themself. The essence of a GDD is the game designers, the experts of various design fields, 

inputting their knowledge and skills into one. It was understood that creating a thorough GDD 
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requires experts of various fields in game development industry. Also, communication and 

socialization were heavily needed to solve problems that came upon creating the GDD relating to 

game design topics, such as puzzle creation, mechanics and functionality. The GDD was done and 

shared to the commissioner company as a Google Docs document. 

8 Conclusion 

There were no new discoveries regarding the contents of a Game Design Document. However, the 

result of the conducted interview study supported the findings of the literature review. These 

findings support the importance of a thorough design work and comprehensive documentation in 

game development projects. Since every game development project is unique, the content of a 

GDD must be customized to fit the specific needs of each project. The scale and characteristics of a 

game project guides the decision of making one or multiple design documents. The Game Design 

Document is a valid, flexible, and effective tool for game design, but potential risks must be 

considered at the beginning of any game development project.  

In regards the commissioner company, WayOut Oy, and their future game development projects, 

some recommendations and ideas were risen. The commissioner company should gather a game 

development team, and they could utilize the various skills of their current employees. WayOut’s 

game masters and store managers consist of multitalented people, such as visual artists, graphic 

designers, puzzle creators, narrative designers, game programmers, music and sound designers 

and social media content creators. The company could employ the gathered team of current 

employees to design future games with the Game Design Document tool. The team could work 

using scrum as their development framework and the entrepreneurs could act as the Product 

Owner, making the final decisions related to the development project. A releasing plan and 

schedule for the future games is heavily recommended, as well as thorough marketing plan. 

Researching Game Design Document could be continued by conducting a larger scale interview 

study to various demographics. Now that an interview study was conducted to a very specific and 

small target group who did not have any previous experience in video game design and 

development, the next study demographic could be for example the video game industry experts 

in Finland. Being a much larger demographic for a face-to-face video interview situation, the 

future study could be an anonymous questionnaire shared online. The main study topic could still 
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be the key elements and sections of a Game Design Document, but extra sections such as “how to 

make a GDD easy to share and edit”, “what is the most efficient GDD format: a document, wiki or 

other”, “whose responsibility is to write and edit GDD”, “is communication more efficient with one 

or multiple GDDs”, “is creating a GDD useful financially for game companies”. Further research 

could lead to the development of a versatile GDD template, or multiple templates, along with a 

guidebook on how to create a Game Design Document.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview frame 

Haastattelukysymys 

• Mitä asiakasyritys (WayOut oy) tarvitsee pelisuunnitteludokumenttiin?” 

Ohjaavat lisäkysymykset 

• Mitä spesifiä haluat dokumentissa olevan? 

• Onko sisällön järjestyksellä väliä? 

• Mitä dokumentissa ei todellakaan tarvitse olla? 

• Koetko visuaaliset esimerkit tarpeellisiksi? 

Haastattelun teemat 

• Mikä on tärkeää GDD:ssä ja mikä ei. 

• Dokumentin sisällön järjestys/järjestely. 

• Dokumentin sisällön visualisointi. 
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Appendix 2. Cover letter for interviewees 

Hyvä (haastateltavan nimi), 

Teen opinnäytetyötä, jonka aiheena on pelisuunnitteluun käytettävä työkalu nimeltä Game Design 

Document. Olemme sopineet WayOut Oy:n Niko Eskelisen kanssa, että teen 

pelisuunnitteludokumentin yrityksellenne ja tässä seuraavassa vaiheessa tarvitsen teidän apua. 

Kokosin muutamat tiedostot yhteen, jotka suosittelisin lukemaan seuraavaksi. Toinen dokumentti 

kertoo enemmän juurikin siitä, mikä Game Design Document on ja mihin sitä käytetään. Toisessa 

dokumentissa löytyy alustavaa ideointia, joista olemme Niko Eskelisen kanssa puhuneet. 

Opinnäytettyössäni kerron, että mikä on Game Design Document ja lopullinen tuote tulee olemaan 

Game Design Document WayOutin mobiilipelistä. Opinnäytetyötäni varten teen haastattelun, jossa 

te olisitte haastateltavana. Haastattelu tulee olemaan noin 15 minuutin pituinen teemallinen 

haastattelu eli toisin sanoen keskustelemme Game Design Documentin sisällöstä ja mitä te 

haluaisitte siinä olevan. Vaikka opinnäytetyöni on englanniksi, niin keskustelu käydään suomeksi. 

Haastattelut tehdään Microsoft Teamsissä, jossa tallennan videokuvan, äänen ja käytän Teamsin 

“transcribe”-toimintoa. Säilytän nämä tiedostot eli videon sekä litteroidun haastattelun omalla 

henkilökohtaisella tietokoneellani opinnäytetyön kirjoittamisen ajaksi. Kukaan muu ei tule 

näkemään tiedostoja, poikkeuksena mahdollisesti opinnäytetyön ohjaaja. En tallenna kenenkään 

henkilökohtaisia tietoja, eikä ne tule olemaan opinnäytetyössäni. Alla ohjeet, mitä suosittelen 

tekemään seuraavaksi. Kiitos jo etukäteen! 

1. Lukaise jakamani tiedostot läpi. 

2. Varaamaan ajan (n. 15 min) haastatteluun. 

3. Saapumaan Teams-haastatteluun avoimin mielin. 

Ystävällisin terveisin, Sannina Salin 
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Appendix 3. Info package for interviewees 

Mikä on Game Design Document? 

Game Design Document (yleisesti käytetään lyhennettä GDD) tarkoittaa siis 

pelisuunnitteludokumenttia. GDD toimii pelisuunnittelun apuvälineenä luoden raamit pelille. GDD 

kuvaa kaikki pelin rakenteet tarinasta teknisiin yksityiskohtiin. Se toimii pohjapiirroksena, kuvaten 

pelin rakennetta ja toiminnallisuutta, luoden kommunikaatiokanavan eri kehitystiimien (game 

development teams) välille tarjoamalla kattavan yleiskuvan pelistä. GDD:llä ei ole yhtä universaalia 

mallia; jokaisen dokumentin tulisi olla räätälöity peliprojektin erityistarpeiden mukaan. 

GDD:hen sisällytetään kirjoitettuja kuvauksia, kuvituksia ja kaavioita, jotka selittävät pelin 

konseptin, mekaniikat, taidesuunnan ja muut olennaiset elementit, joista peli koostuu. 

Tarkoituksena on tarjota kattava ymmärrys pelin visiosta ja kehitysprosessista kaikille kehitystiimin 

jäsenille sekä varmistaa, että kaikki kehitysprosessiin (development process) osallistuvat 

työskentelevät kohti samoja tavoitteita. 

GDD:n avainosia voivat olla: 

- peli idean/konseptin yhteenveto/auki kirjoittaminen (summary) 

- genre 

- kohdeyleisö 

- alusta (platform) 

- tarina 

- hahmot 

- ominaisuudet (features) 

- pelimaailma ja tasot (game world and levels) 

- kehitysideat 

- pelin visut (luonnokset, mood boardit, mockupit, värit, UI, logo, fontit, jne.) 

- pelimekaniikat (mechanics) 

- äänet (musiikki ja ääniefektit) 

- tiimi (joko valmiin tiimin esittely tai minkälaisia tekijöitä peliprojektiin tarvittaisiin) 

- markkinointi- ja myyntisuunnitelma 
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Alla pari esimerkkiä Game Design Documentin sisällysluettelosta: 
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Lisää GDD esimerkkejä: 

Doom Bible - https://gamescrye.com//wp-content/uploads/2016/12/doombible.pdf 

BooH – pre-production Game Design Document - https://gamescrye.com//wp-

content/uploads/2016/12/booh-game-design-final.pdf 

Burnt Out Cop Design Overview - https://gamescrye.com//wp-content/uploads/2016/12/BURNT-

OUT-COP-Design-Overview.pdf 

Game design documentteja: https://gamescrye.com/resources/game-design-documents/ 

  

https://gamescrye.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/doombible.pdf
https://gamescrye.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/booh-game-design-final.pdf
https://gamescrye.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/booh-game-design-final.pdf
https://gamescrye.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/BURNT-OUT-COP-Design-Overview.pdf
https://gamescrye.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/12/BURNT-OUT-COP-Design-Overview.pdf
https://gamescrye.com/resources/game-design-documents/
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Appendix 5. Game Design Document – The Source: Pohjola 
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