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Three Tips for Award-Bound  
Game Designers  

 
by Dan Cassar

Submitting your game for consideration to the Cardboard 
Edison Award is a unique opportunity to get focused, incisive 
feedback from some of the best-qualified people in the 
community. To get the most out of the experience, I’d offer a 
few pieces of basic advice�

First: Submit a finished design. This isn’t a game jam where 
people are expected to create something from scratch 
specifically for the event. Expect that the games you’re 
competing against will have been under development for a 
long time. For example, The Blood of an Englishman, my 
game that won the 2016 Cardboard Edison Award, had been 
under development for two years before I submitted� Send in a 
game that’s been honed and polished to the best of your ability.

Second: Make sure your rules are clear and succinct. You’re 
not going to be there to answer questions when your game is 
being played by the judges, and so your rules need to be as 
complete as possible� One key piece of feedback I received 
in 2016 was that a specific term in my rules was confusing. 

Multiple judges got together to decide what I meant. In my 
case, they arrived at a consensus that matched what I 
had intended, but it could have gone differently, and it 
could have ruined my chances to win�

Third and finally: Make sure your video is a sales pitch and 
not a rules overview� The people who are watching your video 
are looking to be persuaded that you’ve got a fun, unique 
game to show them. You might show what’s compelling 
about your game by talking about how it provides a unique 
challenge, presents a novel theme, or has tons of replayability. 
But the best way to prove how much fun it is is to show 
people enjoying your game. For my video for The Blood of 
an Englishman, I enlisted the help of my niece and nephew, 
who I filmed playing the game. With the help of some basic 
editing software, I was able to create a more compelling video 
because I was able to create that human connection�

Submitting your game to a contest like this can be daunting, 
but just going through the process can be its own reward. It 
can help you maintain focus, drive your process forward, and 
provide learning opportunities. So give it your best shot, and 
good luck!

Dan Cassar is a designer whose published games include  
The Blood of an Englishman, Arboretum,  

and Cavemen: The Quest for Fire.

“The best way to prove

how much fun it is is to show

people enjoying your game.”



formalferretgames.com

Keep on making games!
Making a board game isn’t easy.  Your playtesters 
will be brutal. Sometimes they’ll disagree, and it 
won’t be clear what direction to go in.  Things will 
never work as well on the table as they do in 
your head. 

Keep at it!  Your game deserves to be played.  
At some point, you’ll know it’s done.

Formal Ferret supports aspiring 
game designers everywhere!

http://formalferretgames.com
http://www.maydaygames.com
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An Interview with  
Aaron Vanderbeek

The designer of Castell, which won the 2017 Cardboard 
Edison Award, talks about award preparations, finding and 

working with a publisher, blind playtesting and more.

How did you prepare Castell leading up to the award 
submission deadline?

I had been working on Castell for about 1�5 years before I 
ended up submitting to the Cardboard Edison Award� At that 
point Castell was pretty far along in its development timeline 
and I was already shopping around the game to publishers� 
Contests are a great way to get your games in front of a lot 
of publishers in a short amount of time so I had researched 
all the different contests and submitted to all of the ones 
that made sense for this type of game� Often with contests 
you have to make it past a preliminary round with only your 
marketing materials before anyone even plays your game, 
so I did spend time on the sell sheet and game summary in 
order to convey the things that were special about Castell� 
Additionally I had been blind playtesting Castell for about 3-4 
months leading up to the contest to gain confidence that the 
ruleset was understandable� It was only after seeing the game 

perform in blind playtesting that I began to feel like it was 
ready to be submitted to contests and put in front of 
publishers� 

How did you find a publisher for the game, and what 
has it been like working with them?

After the winning the Cardboard Edison Award (and being a 
finalist for another contest) I was getting a lot more interest 
in publishing Castell. Scott Gaeta from Renegade Game 
Studios happened to be at San Jose Protospiel, where I was 
showing Castell shortly after the results of the contest had 
been announced. He stopped by my table, and the rest is 
history. Working with Renegade has been a pleasure. Castell 
is a very thematically integrated game, and so they’ve kept me 
involved at every step to ensure the integrity of final product. 
They created a collaborative atmosphere that included me and 
the illustrator, Ossi Hiekkala, where everyone involved had 
the opportunity to give input, and the game is so much better 
off because of that environment. I’m really happy with the final 
product and I can’t wait to see it in real life! 

What’s the most important thing a designer should keep 
in mind when submitting a game to a design contest?

Blind playtesting is your best tool for predicting how your game 
will do in a design contest as it most closely resembles how 
your game will be experienced in a judging scenario. It takes 
a lot of work to create and organize the materials required for 
contest submissions, so I highly recommend going through  
the exercise of blind playtesting (preferably multiple  
times) before deciding to put in the effort of submitting  
to contests�

“Blind playtesting is your best tool  

for predicting how your game will do  

in a design contest...”



https://www.fowers.games/
http://luckyduckgames.com
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An Interview  
With Scott Gaeta

The president of Renegade Game Studios discusses games 
that stand out, evaluating games, the importance of rules  
 and more.

As a publisher, what are the top things you look for when 
evaluating an unpublished game?

The first thing is that it’s a solid, finished game. It’s OK if it 
needs some tweaking, but we aren’t interested in looking at 
something half-baked. Second is, what’s fun about it? Lastly, 
does it do anything new? Is there innovation here?

What about Castell and The Blood of an Englishman, 
which each won the Cardboard Edison Award in previous 
years, made them stand out?

For Englishman, I really loved that at first glance it’s a simple 
two-player game but once you play it you realize it’s a brain-
burner that satisfies the most hardcore strategy card player. 
With Castell, I loved how so many things worked so well 
together, it’s a really fresh Euro. Building your Casteller tower 
is so much fun. That really hooked me the first time I played.

What’s the most important thing for a designer to keep in 
mind when entering a contest?

Clear rules. Without well-written rules it’s going to be hard for 
your game to have a fair shot�

Scott Gaeta is president of Renegade Game Studios. 
When Scott’s not making games he’s usually thinking about 

making games. He’s even been known to dream about  
making games.

“It’s OK if it needs some 

tweaking, but we aren’t interested 

in looking at something  

half-baked.”

“Don’t stop playing published games. Make it a 
point to keep informed of what’s going on, what 

new tools other people have invented. Only playing 
prototypes will leave you in an information-rut.” 

- Tim Rodriguez



Board & Dice Games

http://boardanddice.com/en/
http://www.magicmeeplegames.com
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Showing Off Your Game,  
From Prep Through Pitch  

 
by Eric Alvarado

Pitching a board game is equivalent to interviewing for a job. 
One major difference between the two tasks is that when 
pitching a game, you have to not only sell yourself — but also 
your game�

When planning out a pitch for video, you should spend time 
planning and maturing a script. Once the script is drafted, 
practice delivering the pitch� It is helpful to have someone who 
is willing to be critical watch you deliver the pitch in order to 
gain tips and insight to further enhance the pitch�

Overall, you should spend about 20% of the pitch opening with 
an explanation of the game’s premise and closing with why 
the publisher should consider the game� During the remaining 
portion of the pitch, focus on the game and deliver a general 
overview of how it plays, the important mechanisms of the 
game that make it unique, and how a player wins the game.

Once the pitch is recorded, show it to other people who are 
willing to be critical. It is important that if you find yourself 

dozing off during the pitch, the publishers will probably be 
doing the same thing�

Furthermore, the pitch needs to be succinct, clear, and to the 
point — short. Publishers are sitting through many pitches, so 
you need to be respectful of their time. Remember, the pitch is 
how you get your foot in the door� Good luck!

Eric Alvarado is a designer whose upcoming games include 
Mill City and Vinyl.

“You have to not only sell yourself 

— but also your game.”

“If a rule is difficult to explain in words or 
 easily forgotten, consider cutting it.” 

 - Sen-Foong Lim



Quined Games 

http://quined.nl/
http://www.brotherwisegames.com/
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Video Basics for  
Anyone With a Game to Pitch  

 
by Marguerite Cottrell

Hi friends! We’ve asked for you to submit a video with your 
game entry. I’m here to give a couple of tidbits to make this 
an effective part of your pitch, regardless of your personal 
experience in video�

Step One: Format

 ● Are you a great salesperson? Cast yourself in the video!

 ● Do you prefer to work behind the scenes? Show off your 
prototype with video footage or a slideshow and do an 
audio narration!

Step Two: Set it up!

 ● Light is your friend! Dark videos become grainy and blurry� 
Shoot in the daytime if you don’t have spare lighting.

 ● Your smartphone is a powerful camera — heck, they’re 
directing movies with iPhones these days!

 ● Improvise a tripod with household objects. Any way to keep 
the camera still. The fewer setups and angles, the less 

editing you need� 
 

 ● If you’re using narration over footage or slideshow, your 
phone can certainly handle recording your audio with a free 
app, or use Audacity on a PC.

Step Three: Get choosy

 ● Keep the rules “info light.” We want an overview and a 
feeling of your game�

 ● Sell the sizzle! What moment does your game create, 
feeling it evoke, what makes this game different from the 
others? What will you tell your buddy about it the next day?

 ● Mechanism, Theme, Sizzle. Keep it short and snappy!

Have some fun with this. We’re here for your game’s 
introduction, and this video should be the handshake.

Marguerite Cottrell is a Hobby Brand Manager at PSI by day, 
vlogger by night at maggibot.com.

“Mechanism, 

Theme, Sizzle.

Keep it short and snappy!”

http://maggibot.com


In Space Freaks, you manage a team of fighting Freaks. You 
first build your Freaks, combining different body parts to design 
the perfect Freaks, and then lead your team of Freaks into the 
arena of battle! The Arena Master will give you tasks, or you 
can just go about destroying other Freaks or their bases, or 
controlling the center of the arena!
Space Freaks has ultimate replayability due to the 
infinite combinations of body parts you can use when 
building your Freaks.

http://strongholdgames.com/
http://www.renegadegames.com
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4 Tips to Quickly Improve  
Your Rulebook  

 
by Dustin Schwartz

Iterating your game design to meet contest deadlines is about 
efficiency and speed, and your rulebook is no exception. Here 
are four tips to improve any rulebook in a hurry�

1� Build a strong outline that’s easy for the reader to follow 
— all of the individual rules will then hang on this sturdy 
skeleton and you can move them around at will, as the 
game design evolves, without needing to rework much of 
the structure itself�

2� Nothing makes a rulebook more pleasant to read than 
liberal use of white space. You want much shorter 
paragraphs in a rulebook than you’d find in a novel. People 
read more attentively when you don’t assault them with 
walls of text, and key rules are easier to locate. The judges 
will thank you�

3� Don’t have time or budget for custom graphics? Find a font 
with built-in icon glyphs (e.g., Font Awesome). Makes a 
great shorthand for card text, where space is at a premium, 
and can also be sprinkled throughout your rulebook as a 

reinforcer for folks with a visual learning style� 
 

4� Establish a consistent lexicon for your game� Write down 
your list of keywords and terms early on and examine 
them: Are they well-chosen? Are they concise? Are you 
going with mechanical terms or theme-related terms? The 
best keywords, once defined, are able to pack an entire 
paragraph of meaning into a single word or phrase�

Dustin Schwartz works full time in tabletop,  
writing and editing for board games and RPGs.

“Nothing makes a

rulebook more pleasant to read 

than liberal use of white space.”

“It’s ok to rip out something you think you’re 
married to in a game. It’s hard to accept that 
something you really want to work just isn’t 

working at all. But sometimes that’s what you  
have to do to let the game evolve.” 

 - Nicole Amato



http://www.thegamecrafter.com
http://www.ludonova.com
https://www.facebook.com/golddragongamedesign/
http://spielpro.com
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Blind Testing  
Your Game  

 
by Peter C. Hayward 

The single best thing you can do to improve your game is to 
blind playtest it. Find players who haven’t tried your game, give 
them the game and the rules… and just watch them. Don’t 
jump in to correct, or offer advice. Just watch them play the 
entire game�

This will reveal a few things about your game: first and 
foremost, how clear are the rules? The first half-dozen times 
you do this, you’ll be amazed at how unclear your rules are. 
Watching people struggle to understand how to turn your box 
of bits into a fun experience is one of the most frustrating 
experiences in game design, but it’ll immediately have you 
writing better rules�

Once your rules are legible (seriously, this will take longer than 
you think), it’ll teach you which mechanics players are getting 
wrong (even after they understand the rules), what they need 
to constantly look up, and—most importantly—how people are 
playing the game differently.

When you teach your game, when you play your game, 
when you guide people through your game, you’re 

going to naturally nudge players towards a certain 
experience. Without you doing this, people are going 

to break your game. They’re going to bypass things that are 
vital for the game to be fun. They’re going to find strategies 
that make the game unplayable�

Blind playtesting is what makes a good game great� It makes 
your rulebook easier to navigate, your game easy to learn… 
and it reveals the problems you’ll never find on your own, 
lurking beneath the surface� As soon as you think your game is 
finished, start blind playtesting. When people are consistently 
having fun from the rules (which is, remember, how the final 
product will be delivered), you’re ready to pitch.

Peter C. Hayward is a game designer currently based on 
Toronto. He is the founder of Jellybean Games.

“The first half-dozen times you do this, 

you’ll be amazed at how unclear your 

rules are.”

“Playtesting, feedback.  
Playtesting, feedback.  
Long pause. Repeat.  

This will never cease to be  
the secret to making a great game.” 

 - Ben Pinchback
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More Upcoming  
Game Design  

Contests

Hook Box Challenge
Design a game that will fit into an 18-card “hook box” 
Deadline: Jan. 15, 2018 
Prizes: The Game Crafter shop credit, possible publication and 
more

2018 54-Card Game Design Contest
Deadline: Feb. 28, 2018 
Prizes: cash and possible publication

2018 9-Card Nanogame PnP Design Contest
Deadline: April 1, 2018 
Prizes: GeekGold

Escape Room in a Box Game Design Challenge
Deadline: April 3, 2018 
Prizes: The Game Crafter shop credit and more

For more game design contests, visit 
cardboardedison�com  
and click “contests”

Timeline  
for the 2018  

Cardboard Edison  
Award

 ● Submissions open������������������������������Jan� 1

 ● Final submissions deadline..............Jan. 31

 ● First round of judging.....................February

 ● Finalists announced..................early March

 ● Finalist prototypes  
 must be received���������������������March 31

 ● Finalist judging......................................April

 ● Winner announced�������������������������late April

https://www.thegamecrafter.com/contests/hook-box-challenge
https://www.thegamecrafter.com/contests/hook-box-challenge 
https://boardgamegeek.com/thread/1893921/2018-54-card-game-design-contest
https://boardgamegeek.com/thread/1893921/2018-54-card-game-design-contest 
https://boardgamegeek.com/thread/1895521/discussion-thread-2018-9-card-nanogame-pnp-design
https://boardgamegeek.com/thread/1895521/discussion-thread-2018-9-card-nanogame-pnp-design 
https://www.thegamecrafter.com/contests/escape-room-challenge
http://cardboardedison.com
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2018  
Cardboard Edison  

Award  
Judges

Chris, Suzanne 

& Lilyanne Zinsli
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Daniel Peterson

Sen-Foong Lim

Gil Hova Aaron  

Vanderbeek

Shari Spiro
Ryan Bruns

Anthony Racano

Chris Kirkman
Jordan & Mandy 

Goddard

Scott Gaeta
Anthony & Nicole 

Amato

Curt Covert

Paul 

Peterson Brian Henk

    “If you want to be a creative,  
cast as wide a net in your life as you can.  
   Read things, try things, do things.  
      That’s where ideas come from.”  

   - Kevin Wilson
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Ultimate 
Team-up

Our mission is to promote 
Nerdy culture in Northeast Ohio� 
We believe that pastimes and 
hobbies like science, music, 
game design and development 
and engaged play activities like 
tabletop and video games can 
provide experiences that can 
enrich our lives and expand our 
understandings of the world� We 
want to make sure that everyone in 
Northeast Ohio can come and get their 
Nerd on at least once a month�

https://www.greyfoxgames.com/
http://www.doctorfinns.com/
http://www.meridaegames.com
http://www.playbigkidgames.com
https://www.facebook.com/pg/ultimateteamup/about/?ref=page_internal
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Designing games requires a rich gaming culture� Acquiring one 
was difficult in the eighties, when I designed my first games, 
but it has become much easier now� Explore local game 
shops, explore websites like the boardgamegeek. Original 
designs don’t come out of nowhere, they are just inspired 
by a dozen or more older designs, while unoriginal ones are 
inspired by only one. Focus on new games, because new 
systems come up all he time, and because you need to keep-
up with trends, if not to overcome them.

Streamline and simplify

My first game designs were far too complex. I had to learn 
how to trim them down, removing one after the other all the 
unnecessary parts, all the rules or elements which didn’t both 
add to the mechanism and strengthen the theme� I needed 
several years before I was able to go directly for simplicity, for 
basic systems, and then add layers. Many young designers 
face the same problem. They tend to think that more is better, 
and it’s hard for them to streamline their game, to remove 
superfluous spaces, cards, tokens or rules.

Both the additive and the subtractive process can lead to great 
games. Whichever way you work, never forget that a boardgame 
cannot have, and therefore must not try to have, the same depth 
and subtlety as reality, or even just as novels, movies or video 
games. Boardgames focus on simplicity, which can mean 
abstraction or caricature. Your game must not be too 
simple, but it must be as simple as possible.

Some Tips  
for Wannabe  

Game Designers  
 

by Bruno Faidutti 

I am regularly contacted by aspiring game designers looking 
for advice, either in developing their first designs, in finding a 
publisher, or more and more often in publishing their creations 
by themselves through crowdfunding platforms� This mundane 
blogpost is not really the one I most wanted to write, but it’s 
the one I’m most often asked for, and writing it is also a way 
to stop writing the same thing over and over by email� It has 
been written and translated rapidly, on the fly, but I hope it will 
answer the most frequent questions by young game designers�

Like novels or musics, games are varied. There are different 
styles of games, and different styles of designers. What works 
for the ones doesn’t necessarily work for the others. Anyway, 
I’ll try to make a short list of very general advice and usual traps.

I ) Game design

Play other games and learn from them

Novelists read novels, musicians listen to music, and game 
designers should play games. Like a novel, a music part, 
or even a cooking recipe, a game is never entirely new and 
original� It is always the result of an hybridation between 
the designer’s style and ideas and the games he has liked 
or disliked. Designers who stay in their own little corner, for 
fear of being inspired by others’ work, never create anything 

valuable for lack of inspiration sources� 
 

 
 

“Your game must not be too simple,  

but it must be as simple as possible.”
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Theme and mechanics

Mechanics are the engine of your game, theme is its 
bodywork� No matter whether the original idea was one or 
the other, they must fit together. Unless of course you’re in 
two players abstract games, which are a very special thing, 
don’t work for months on a game system if no fitting idea for 
a theme comes up. Once you have a theme, it will give you 
ideas probably not for the main game engine, but for all the fun 
side mechanisms�

Rough drafts, not prototypes

I happened one day to see a few prototypes by Reiner Knizia, 
and they look much like my own, cards roughly printed and 
cut on cardboard, and two or three basic cliparts. New games 
designers often waste time, if not money, on a really nice 
looking prototype of their first game, sometimes with 3D 
printed pieces, or even with professionally made graphics. It’s 
a good idea only at first sight.

It distracts playtesters from the game itself� If your game is 
good, it must be good with roughly cut cards and basic cliparts 
from the web. If it needs to look nice, it’s not good enough.  
Often, after a few games, you will want to make changes to 
the game, to add or remove a few spaces on the board, or a 
few cards, or to change the theme. All this is much easier to do 
on a rough and loosely illustrated draft than on a professionally 
looking prototype�

Also, and this brings me to the second part of this post, the 
publishers who will have a look at your game must be able 
to imagine it with a different graphic style, with different 
components� This is much easier if the prototype is graphically 
light. I prefer to see my game projects as drafts or sketches 
than as prototype. They have to be clear, neat and functional, 
they don’t have to look pretty.

Playtest your own games again and again

Sometimes, a game works at once. Most times, it doesn’t. 
Some systems work more or less like you imagined them, but 
others don’t. Some thematic winks or references feel obvious, 
other ones feel convoluted. Play your game again and again, 
if possible with friends who know a lot about other games, 
or with the usual crowd at a local game shop, and rework it 
between every session. Keep on playing new iterations of the 
game until someone asks you to play again – it usually means 
the game is becoming really good�

I’m always happy when the version 1.2 or 1.3 of one my 
designs gets published, but other ones are at version 8.9 and 
still not satisfying. Most seasoned designers do blind tests, 
giving the rules and prototype to players and looking at it from 
the outside, to see how players can manage the game without 
the designer. I see the point, but that’s not what I do. I prefer to 
take part in every game, in order to feel personally what works 
and what doesn’t. Let’s say there are two schools here.

Play, listen and piggyback

A test game of a prototype in progress is still a game� It must 
be played for the pleasure, for the fun, with the right amount 
of wine or beer, like a published game, or it is not a real test. 
You must try to win, not to test this or that game system, 
which will follow naturally if the game works smoothly. It’s not 
work, it’s play. Formal debriefing, or ridiculous printed forms 
asking for players for their opinions on this or that point of the 
game are pointless, but an informal discussion with players 
can sometimes help. In any case, listen to players, be curious 
of what they are feeling, and take note mentally of what you 
should change for the next session� If your players are not too 
straight minded, you can even change some rules on the go 
during the game�
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No one’s gonna steal your game

Do not lose time with legal protection and all that stuff. No one 
is going to steal your game�

Most game publishers are, like you, game enthusiasts and 
that’s why they respect your work. Furthermore, it is far more 
simple and far less risky for a publisher to pay you royalties 
on your game than to copy it. Last, if you start discussing 
copyrights, safeties and all that stuff, the publisher you are 
discussing with will think that you are paranoid, or at least 
complicated, and will probably walk away and look for some 
other designers. And he’ll be right.

I’m not saying there are never issues. There are very few 
ones, and they are always about very successful games that 
someone wants to copy. You are not there yet.

Show your game

Of course, it’s much easier for a seasoned game designer 
like me than for a young wannabe to contact an established 
publisher� The board gaming world is however very open� 
What makes a game sell is not the author’s name on the box 
but the game inside. Publishers know this, and are always 
looking for new and interesting stuff, no matter where it comes 
from. On the other hand, major publishers receive game 
submissions by email every day and can’t even look attentively 
at all of them�

The best way to submit your game is probably to tour as 
many game fairs as possible, big and small, and to have your 
game played and buzz enough for publishers passing by to 
have a look at it. If you are a stay-at-home guy, you can try 
game design contests (in France, the most interesting ones 
are probably the Boulogne-Billancourt one and the « games 
of tomorrow » at paris est Ludique) . You can also hire a 
specialised agent, who will help you finalise your design 
and will contact possible publishers. In France, the 
best known is Forgenext.

Rules to help you know where you stand

Don’t let your game slip out of your mind. You must know at 
any time where it stands, what is validated and what is still in 
the works� This is why I often start with writing a complete set 
of rules, even when I know I will update them over and over, 
and sometimes rewrite them completely� I know that other 
game designers, like Bruno Cathala or Eric Lang, write rules in 
the end, when the game is entirely finalised in their mind, but 
this requires an extremely rigorous mind. Mine is not, and most 
probably yours isn’t either.

In any case, the rules you will show to potential publishers 
must be complete, flawless, without the smallest ambiguity. It’s 
not an issue for me, I know I’m good at writing rules, but if you 
are not, have it proofread by friends who played the game, and 
by others who didn’t.

II) Game publishing

Self publishing is risky and time consuming

Designing a game doesn’t really feel like work. Publishing a 
game does. Running a kickstarter campaign also does. Since 
you most likely already have a job, publishing your own game 
via kickstarter means working for three jobs at once, which  
is a lot�

Crowdfunding has considerably reduced the financial risk 
in self publishing, but it has not completely cancelled them. 
A successful crowdfunding campaign has a cost, if only 
to show a graphically finished project. It is also extremely 
time consuming, and requires a thick skin. As for starting 
selfpublishing without crowdfunding, it’s probably easier, but 
you must have some money to lose, or at least to risk.
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Don’t let your game loose

Your game is not perfect. Finding the issues and fixing them 
with you is part of the publisher’s job – that’s development. 
The problem is that publishers are either former game 
designers or frustrated game designers, and that they often 
try to change the game by themselves, without your input 
and control. You should be very wary of this. Your game can 
be developed, modified, corrected, but you must take part in 
every discussion, because no one knows the game as well as 
you do. Don’t stick to it, be flexible, but don’t let it get loose.  
Be wary when the publisher wants to change the theme, 
the setting of your game. Make sure that the new setting fits 
as well as the original one, and take the time to adapt the 
mechanical details to the new theme, the new references. As 
for the graphics, since you’re not paying for them, it’s not your 
decision, but be sure to see everything, and don’t hesitate to 
give your opinion, especially about ergonomics.

In short, no matter what happens with the publisher, stay in the 
loop�

These are very vague advices, mostly based on my own good 
and bad experiences. They might not fit different types of 
games, or different people, but I hope they will give everyone a 
better understanding of how boardgames design, boardgames 
publishing and the relations between them usually work� They 
usually work well�

I had almost finished writing this blogpost when I found this 
Dice Tower video, Tom Ten Tips for Game Designers. Tom 
Vasel, Zee Garcia and Sam Healey are not really game 
designers, more game reviewers and avid gamers, but they 
say more or less the same thing – except may be on my very 
last point� If you are dreaming of being a publisher more than a 
designer, you can read Eric Hanuise’s small book, even when 
it was written just before the crowdfunding craze.

Reprinted with permission from the author. 
View the original post on faidutti.com

Contact several publishers

I’ve sometimes been told it was inelegant, but I usually show 
my designs to three or four publishers at once. Of course, I tell 
them. Publishers have different lines and different tastes, and 
a game can fit one and not another, or can please one and not 
another. On the other hand, if all publishers come back with 
the same remarks, it probably means you should rework it.

Don’t be greedy

It’s your game, your baby, and you’ve spent weeks or even 
months on it, but the publisher has also lots of development 
work to do, and will pay for the art – usually a heavy fixed sum 
– and the printing. If your game doesn’t sell, he will lose money 
– you won’t.

Don’t be too greedy about royalties, especially when dealing 
with a small, young and probably poor publisher. Standard 
royalty rates in Europe are between 6 and 10% of the 
publisher’s turnover in Europe, they are slightly lower in the 
US. I often suggest to publishers, and especially small ones, 
progressive royalties – 6% on the first 20.000 copies, then 8%, 
and 10% if they sell more than 50.000 copies, which rarely 
happens. It’s fair because it means that the publisher will 
start to pay you really good money when he will start to make 
good money for himself. On the other hand, always ask for an 
advance, even just a few hundred dollars, as a token of the 
publisher’s commitment to the game.  I’m often asked how I 
can check the sales of my games, and therefore the royalties 
I’m paid. I can’t, and must rely on trust. That’s why I often said 
that what is really important is not what’s written in the contract 
but with whom you are signing it� This is also true in many 
other businesses�

Anyway, don’t think you’ll get rich, or even simply you’ll get a 
living from designing boardgames. It may happen, if you’re 

both lucky and talented, but don’t count on it.

http://faidutti.com/blog/?p=8364 
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Years are too big of a time frame to meaningfully organize 
your activities around, but it’s important to accept the long arc 
of what you’re getting into. Lots of people make games. Most 
people quit. You don’t have to be one of them. I feel like the 
main differences between the quitters and the winners are 
expectations, passion, and willingness to improve.

Months

Game development as a process falls into several stages, 
most of which take months. They include:

Game design and development� This is the process by which 
game ideas are crafted into working products� This usually takes 
at least 6 months. Making the game work isn’t necessarily the 
hard part. The hard parts are play testing it, getting artwork, and 
getting the whole product ready for the market�

Artwork. You get someone to do the art for your game. Unless 
you’re really talented, you shouldn’t do art for your own game. 
The amount of time this takes is dependent upon your artist’s 
schedule and the complexity of your game, but even a simple 
board game could take around 4 months�

Production. You’ll need to print some sample copies of 
your game to make sure all your ideas translate well to a 
physical product� This could take a month or more� It could 
take much, much longer if you wind up having to make 
changes�

How to  
Master Time  

(So You Can Make Games)  
 

by Brandon Rollins

Game development is a marathon. It’s a long, difficult 
endeavor that eliminates the unprepared by sapping their 
endurance a quarter-mile at a time. It takes at least a year, 
at the bare minimum, to take a board game idea and turn 
into a ready-to-sell product� Anything less than that is next to 
impossible, and 18-24 months is a lot more realistic.

Staying organized and managing your time well are critical to 
self-publishing a game. There are a lot of things to do, a lot of 
things to track, and a lot of time that needs to be spent. You 
need to keep your digital and physical files organized, you 
need to keep a to-do list, you need to keep a project timeline, 
and you need to make and stick to a calendar� If you do not 
stay organized, you’ll be pulled in too many different directions 
and you won’t get hardly anything done.

Let’s start from the top down. I’ll talk about big time-frames  
and how you can organize your time and your efforts in the 
long-term and we’ll slowly work our way down to from years  
to minutes�

Years

Accept that it takes at least a year to make a game, and often 
18-24 months� Accept that it almost always takes more than 
one game to make a good amount of money� Accept that by 

self-publishing, you’re starting a business and that most 
businesses need 3-5 years to make a decent amount  

of money�

“Mindful use of your time is key to 

success in game development and  

self-publishing.”
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How do you keep track of all of this? One such way is 
to create a Gantt chart. Each different stage can be imagined 

as a row� The columns represent time� This helps you get a feel 
for how your game’s creation process will work. If you get ahead 
or fall behind, you can tweak the bars to be shorter or longer 
and move everything else that comes along with it� 

Weeks

Every week, it’s a good idea to set goals. Sure, you can have 
broader goals of “be a good game dev” and “make this game a 
real thing.” In fact, those are really important to have! But with 
weekly goals, your focus should be making them specific and 
achievable� Line up your weekly goals with your broader goals�

I like keeping my weekly goals in Evernote� I set weekly goals 
every Saturday and I track certain metrics like web traffic, 
followers, newsletter subscribers, and sales that I think line up 
with my bigger goals� 

Days

On a day-to-day basis, you want to make sure you have time 
to actually achieve what’s on your weekly goals. After all, it’s 
the weekly goals that link up to the monthly stages of board 
game development and the multi-year epic journey that is 
getting published� I suggest using Google Calendar to track 
your time in 30 minute blocks. You can move these blocks 
around as you like, but the idea is to actually set aside time 
every day to work on your goals�

Hours

When it comes to setting up time for making a game, it’s not 
just about putting in long hours. Sure, you might have to put 
in long hours, but the reality is that you don’t have to put that 
much time in everyday to make it. You just have to put a good 
amount of time in most days for a few years�

Reviews. Before you can launch a Kickstarter, you’ll 
need reviews for people to take you seriously. Reviewers 

tend to drag their feet, so you should account for two months 
between sending them a copy and them writing a review. You 
also need to account for the time it takes to produce sample 
copies� Budget 3 months for this�

Kickstarter. While most Kickstarters are around a month in 
length, the preparation before and the clean-up afterward take 
another month together. You should plan to spend about 2 
months on Kickstarter. This is assuming, of course, that you 
succeed. About half of Kickstarters in the board game market 
don’t. If you fail, you’ll need to relaunch and that involves more 
time. Also, if you want to succeed in the first place, you’ll need 
to have a community built up from several months prior as well�

Manufacturing� It takes about a month to print board games� 
Then it takes about three months to ship them by sea. Yes, 
you read that right. You can air ship them, but it’s really 
expensive and I can’t recommend that you do that in good 
faith. Plan for 4 months to manufacture assuming everything 
goes well� Manufacturing delays in addition to that 4 month 
time frame are very common�

Fulfillment� Whether you ship your games yourself or with the 
help of third parties, it’s going to take a bare minimum of two 
weeks to get everything in the mail. Plus you’ll be intermittently 
solving problems related to fulfillment in the months to come.

Sales� This can go on for as long as your game has a 
community! Here is the thing, though: this never really ends.

Marketing. Even if you had a game perfectly ready to go, 
you’d still need to build a community through wise marketing 
and promotion practices for at least six months, but realistically 
closer to a year to make even a modest amount of money on 

Kickstarter. 
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Make your time count. Only spend time on what’s 
worthwhile� Try to schedule tasks when your mind and 

body are capable of doing them well� Always look for ways to 
improve your processes. If you can outsource work, do it. If 
you can automate work, do it. Work smart so that when you 
work hard, it’s worth the extra oomph!

Minutes

Focus is critical. Find out what distracts you. Is it social 
media? The constant buzzing of text messages? Are your 
kids interrupting you? Is it noisy neighbors? Figure out 
what triggers distraction in you� Seek to eliminate or reduce 
distraction wherever you can so you don’t get your precious 
little minutes stolen�

Mindful use of your time is key to success in game 
development and self-publishing� Set realistic expectations� 
Have an understanding of what it takes to get from point A 
to point B. Set clear goals. Keep a schedule. Block off time. 
Reduce distractions. Improve processes.

You do this and you’re one step away from Start and one more 
step toward Finish.

Reprinted with permission from the author.  
View the original post on brandonthegamedev.com.

12 Skills  
You Can Design  

Board Games Around  
 

by Bastiaan Reinink

I feel that I have quite a broad knowledge of the world, but 
I’m horrible at “small facts”. As such, Trivial Pursuit is not my 
game! Give me a heavy Euro on the other hand and I’m as 
happy as a child!

Players want to be challenged when playing a board game. 
This means doing something they have a chance to win, but 
that victory is far from guaranteed! As such they need to have 
the skills to compete; my skillset is for Euro games and not for 
Trivial Pursuit. Other people however will have a completely 
different skillset from me. This means that different gamers will 
enjoy different games, based on whether they have a decent 
ability of competing using the skills that the game requires�

So what are these skills? Aren’t they the same for all games?

Most certainly not!

In this post I want to go through a number of common skills/
abilities that come up in board games� This can be used to 
recognize which skills are required for your game and to 
strengthen those aspects. Alternatively, when starting a new 
project, you can choose what abilities you want to create your 
challenges around�

I also hope to show that there are many more skills that 
you could incorporate than what most designers generally 
consider�

“Accept that it takes at least a year to make a 

game, and often 18-24 months. “

http://brandonthegamedev.com/how-to-master-time-so-you-can-make-games/


5251

A useful skill

Not all games are designed primarily to be won. For example, 
a lot of “party games” are mostly designed to let the players 
have a good time� These games generally still can be won 
though (even if that winning is less important).

In this post I won’t focus on skills that will make a game 
more interesting or fun, only on those that help you get to the 
number 1 position� 

1) Dexterity

Dexterity games involve the manipulation of physical object. 
Jenga is probably the most famous example, where you’re 
drawing blocks from a tower that gets closer and closer to 
collapsing�

Most dexterity games are “party” games – simple but highly 
entertaining�

That is not to say that “serious” games can’t use dexterity 
components. There are flavors of role playing games where 
with every action the players attempt, they have to remove 
a block from a Jenga tower; as long as the tower remains 
standing their characters achieve what they set out to do� 
But once the tower comes crashing down, the characters fail, 
spectacularly!

Dexterity as a skill gives very quick feedback: You know when 
you succeeded or not� The physicality of it is also something 
that appeals to players – it has that in common with rolling 
dice. This also makes it more interesting to watch, either as a 
bystander or as one of the other players; it’s much easier to see 
someone do something in the real world, than to imagine what 
they are trying to accomplish by pushing tokens around�

2) Memory

Memory comes into play when your players have to remember 
something� This can be the core of the game (such as the 

game Memory), or something that simply helps when playing 
(remembering how many victory points other players got in 
Puerto Rico). It can also be part of a larger skill such as “system 
analysis” as explained below, where many different game states 
need to be remembered after having analyzed them�

Like dexterity, many people feel that “memory” should not be a 
skill that is asked for in “serious” games. 

3) Assessing probabilities

A lot of games use randomness, be it in the form of dice, cards 
or something else. This means that it’s usually possible to get 
an idea of whether an action is more likely to succeed or to fail� 
Yahtzee is a prime example of this, but it also holds for Catan.

Assessing what the probability of any given outcome is then 
becomes a valuable skill� 

4) Mathematics

Some games require players to do (fairly) complicated sums 
in their mind. This can be to add up final scores, to assess 
probabilities (see above) or to simply see what the potential 
outcome of a move is�

Most people are not particular fond of “hard core mathematics” 
and so the common suggestion is to keep it to a minimum� 
However, it is certainly possible to design more niche games 
that do make use of this skill
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5) “Systems analysis”

Board games have many components and elements, all of 
which can potentially influence each other. This creates a 
complex “system”, which obscures what the “best” move is 
(and thus keeping decisions interesting� See this post for more 
on interesting decisions in board games).

Systems analysis then is being able to untangle this system, to 
see through many steps of elements influencing each other.

System analysis can be improved for a single game (system), 
by simply playing it a lot� By doing this players build up intuition 
about how elements influence each other or which pieces are 
more important than others when trying to achieve a certain 
goal. Alternatively, players can try to analyze a game (system) 
without having played it (much), based solely on the rules and 
components� This is much harder to do as it revolves much 
more around logic and actually working things out in the mind�

System analysis is the core skill to play many Euro games� 

6) Bluffing / Reading other players

Social deduction games let players take on a hidden role, 
which will have objectives that differ from the other role. The 
gist of the game then is to try to find out which roles the other 
players have, whilst keeping your own a secret. This requires 
bluffing as well as being able to read other players.

Other games will have some of this as well, where seasoned 
players will try to “crawl in their opponents’ heads” to try to 
predict what they will do on their next turn�

As human beings are infinitely more complex than any game 
can ever be on its own, this is a very good way of adding depth 

and interesting decisions to your game�

Special notice should be given to Poker. In the basis 
the core skill to play Poker is “assessing probabilities”. 

However, because Poker is played so much (and for so much 
money!), people long ago figured out how the probabilities 
work exactly. This then brings the game to a higher level, 
where the probabilities are just about irrelevant (as everybody 
knows them) and the bluffing / reading takes center stage. 

7) Knowledge

Trivial Pursuit is about “who knows most about obscure stuff”. 
There is a bit of randomness, but it hardly matters to the game.

In a sense knowledge is also about memory, except that here 
it is “memory of things that happened completely externally to 
the game”.

This is a post about “skills”, but knowledge is not really a skill 
as such, in that it cannot be trained within the game. If you 
assess probabilities enough you get better at them� If you do 
enough dexterity games you get a steadier hand� But playing 
knowledge games only increases your “skill” in an unintended 
way, namely by memorizing tidbits that have come up in 
previous games. To really get better at “knowledge”, you have 
to go out in the real world and gather it� 

8) Storytelling

In Once Upon a Time players vie for the opportunity to 
continue with a mutual story so that they can play their cards�

Storytelling revolves around creativity and sometimes to ability 
to improvise. These are not skills that everybody has, or is 
comfortable showing off.

The best board games do create a story� In this sense the 
players are not “storytelling”, but they are helping to bring 
out a story� Bringing this story more to the forefront can 
help players to imagine what the game is a simulation of�
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9) Humor

In Cards Against Humanity a rotating judge determines which 
player made the “best” completion of a sentence. This doesn’t 
strictly need to be humorous, but generally making something 
funny does help in scoring points�

Cards Against Humanity works because it’s hard not to 
make something funny once and awhile (even if a lot of 
other sentences really are just awful). A more free-form type 
of producing humor would run into the same problems as 
storytelling, in that not everybody has the ability to produce 
humor on-demand� 

10) Drawing

While not strictly a board game, Pictionary asks players to 
make drawings which other players will guess� Leaning more 
towards dexterity, Captain Sonar requires players to draw 
within certain lines before they can take any further actions�

Drawing in games is usually used to convey some sort of 
information� 

11) Logical thinking

Logical thinking comes to the fore when trying to understand 
how a game works� It is one of the sub-skills for systems 
analysis (see above).

Most games also unintentionally require logic skills, as 
there are bound to come up situations in play that are not 
adequately covered by the rules / rulebook� In this case logic 
can help to make sense of what to do� 

12) Spatial reasoning

Carcasonne gives tiles to players that they need to fit into 
an ever expanding “map”. Being able to quickly see where a 
given tile will fit then allows a player to (mentally) try out many 
options and thus find the best location.

Spatial reasoning comes to the fore when the location of 
something relative to other things is important� This can be 
in two dimensions (as in Carcassone) but also in three (no 
example comes to mind as I tend to shy away from those 
games. But they exist!).

Probably to most famous example of this is Chess, where 
location of the different pieces and their position relative to 
other pieces is of paramount importance� 

Closing thoughts

When coming up with this list I “discovered” quite a few skills 
that I had never thought of as being part of board games� I feel 
my horizon has broadened and I hope I was able to help you 
do a bit of the same. I’ll certainly consider incorporating other 
skills than my standard of “systems analysis”.

How about you? Are there any skills that you never really 
thought about but that you would be interested in incorporating 
in a (future) game?

This post also made me realize that there are many different 
types of “players” out there. It’s impossible to have them all love 
your game, but by incorporating different skills that are required,  
it would be possible to speak to a larger group of people�

More importantly, this can mean that very different types of 
people can compete. Not so good at assessing probabilities, 
you can ace the drawing aspect. Bad memory? See if your 
spatial reasoning is still enough to beat your opponent�

Reprinted with permission from the author.  
View the original post on makethemplay.com.

http://makethemplay.com/index.php/2017/07/10/12-skills-you-can-design-board-games-around/
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Designer  
Publisher  

Speed Dating 
Best Practices  

 
by Jeremy Commandeur

I have been asked several times to coach new designers on 
how to pitch at a Designer Publisher Speed Date. I’ve done a 
LOT of publisher speed date events, both as a designer and 
as an agent for a publisher� Below is some practical advice 
distilled from that experience�

To prep for this article I interviewed several publishers to see 
what they wanted to get out of a speed date pitch� This advice 
has been developed with those publisher requests in mind�

In the first 30-60 seconds of your pitch you should tell the 
publisher:

 ● Your name. You would be surprised how often designers 
often forget this one�

 ● Number of Players. The number of players your game 
supports� 

 ● Play time. How long it takes to play� This helps the 
publisher get a sense of the weight of your game�  
Be realistic�

 ● Audience. What audience you are aiming for (casual 
players, tactical gamers, bearded Euro players).

 ● The Hook. What makes your game special or different from 
every other game on the market? There are tens of thousands 
of games out there and hundreds more come out every 

month. What makes your game stand out? What is unique 
compared to any other game? This is likely the MOST 
IMPORTANT thing you will say during your entire pitch� 

In the second 60 seconds of your pitch you should tell the 
publisher:

 ● How do you win the game?
 ● What are the win conditions? 
 ● What triggers the end of your game? 
 ● What does a typical turn look like?
 ● Don’t run through all the options and edge cases, give a 

concise example of a normal turn�

Other tips:

Do NOT use all the time allotted explaining the rules of the 
game. If the publisher wants to know all the rules, they will ask 
you or ask for a copy of the rules�

Do your homework on what publishers are looking for and 
what their existing lines are like� The list of publishers is posted 
ahead of speed date� Look them up and look at their games� 
Don’t go on and on about your 2 hour Euro game to a social 
games publisher� 

Be careful about comparing your game to other games� Some 
publishers find it helpful if you compare your mechanics to 
existing games so they can understand your game. “This  game 
uses dice placement like in Kingsburg.” Other publishers 
do not like it when you compare your game to existing 
games. Referencing mechanics can help. “My game is 
better than game X” comparisons won’t help your pitch.

“Set up your game  

and advance it to the most 

exciting point of the game.”
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Know the component counts in your game. Your list 
of components should also be on your sell sheet� If the 

publisher asks you “How many cards are in this game”, you 
need to know the answer�

End your pitch before the time runs out and return some time 
to the publisher. You can use that remaining time to do one of 
three things:

I. Listen and Answer questions. 

End your pitch early and offer to answer questions. Let the 
publisher drive the conversation to what interests them�

II. Play a sample turn or round. 

Set up your game and advance it to the most exciting point of 
the game. Rig the hands, decks, and values to make for an 
exciting turn� Ask the publisher if they want to play a sample 
hand/round�

III. Get a lead. 

If the game is not a good fit for the publisher you are talking to 
(this is often the case), ask “Who should I show this game to?” 
That will give you an idea of what publishers you should focus 
on or approach� Not all publishers are at speed date� 

Lastly, if you have other published games, mention that so 
the publisher knows you understand the process and how the 
industry works� 

Perhaps I’ll see you across the table some day at a publisher 
speed dating event�

Reprinted with permission from the author.  
View the original post on boardgamebuilders.com.

http://www.boardgamebuilders.com/news/2017/11/6/designer-publisher-speed-dating-best-practices
http://thedrinkingmeeples.com/
http://www.atlas-games.com/
http://goldnuggetgames.com/getpublished
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The Ludology  
Podcast  

Game Design Checklist 

  This is a series of questions/topics to help guide the   
  development of your game. You should have answers that 
you are happy with for all of these. For additional items about 
graphics and production, visit cardboardedison�com�

The Experience

 ʥWhat is the core experience?

 ʥWhy would someone want to play this game?

 ʥWhere is the fun for the players?

 ʥWho is your target audience?

 ʥWhat makes this game different from other games on  
the market?

 ʥDo all game mechanics support the experience?

 ʥ Is the duration appropriate for the experience?

 ʥAre there things for players to learn and get better at?  
Is this appropriate for the length and experience of the game?

 ʥWhat are the decision points in the game?

 ʥ Is there a game play arc (narrative arc) appropriate to the 
duration and experience?
 ʥHow do the players interact with each other? 

 Is it appropriate for the experience? 
 

Mechanics

 ʥ Are the mechanics fresh and innovative? 
           Are they too innovative?

 ʥ Are there moves/actions that players always  
        take? Can these be eliminated or changed?

 ʥDo you give players incentives to do interesting things?

 ʥWill a new player have an idea of what a good play is early 
in the game?

 ʥCan any mechanics be eliminated or simplified?

 ʥWhich mechanics are not intuitive? Are you taking 
appropriate steps to explain/ease players in?

 ʥAre there any degenerate/extreme strategies?  
Is there a dominant strategy?

 ʥAre the start positions sufficiently balanced?

 ʥ Is the winner in doubt until the end of the game? Is your win 
curve (lead vs chance of winning) appropriate for the game? 
Is there a snowball effect?

 ʥWill a new player occasionally beat an experienced player? 
How often? Is this appropriate for the experience?

 ʥ Is anyone actually eliminated from the game? Is this 
appropriate to how long they may have to wait for the game 
to then end?

 ʥ Is there player downtime? If so, is it appropriate for the 
target audience and experience?

 ʥWhat drives the game towards a conclusion?



6463

Graphic Design For This Book  
by Anthony Amato, Jr. 

 
Anthony Amato, Jr. is an artist, graphic designer, and 
game developer in the board game industry� As one 
half of Cardboard Fortress Games, he has three games 
available commercially: RESISTOR_, Lazer Ryderz, and 
Atari’s Centipede� He has done graphic work on such 
games as Grow: The Organic Building Game and Ursa 
Miner, as well as for organizations such as the Game 
Makers Guild Philadelphia and Tabletop Co-op� 

You can find more information about his artwork and 
game design at:

anthonyamato�weebly�com

If you would like to connect with him or inquire into his 
services, he can be contacted on facebook, twitter  
(@aamatoiii) or emailed (dubbel_zout@yahoo.com).
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