COMP150 Game Design

FOCUS TESTING
(from Fire Hose Games dev wiki)

TESTING SET-UP: Before focus testers come make sure the game is running correctly on all systems you intend to test on, and make sure the levels/parts you want to test are working correctly (i.e. don’t just turn it on and say “see? It runs!”). Have a plan for what you want to get out of the testing; generally it is better to focus on 1-2 aspects of the game, though sometimes (especially towards the start or the end) it will be useful to just have the testers test everything. Have at least one team member with each per group of testers, two is better. Everyone on the development team should observe testing test. 

THE STARTING SPIEL: When testers come in welcome them and say the following:

1. “Thank you agreeing to come in and test our game.”
2. “You are doing us a favor testing, since you are helping us improve the game for future players. You should think of yourselves as detectives hunting down problems and errors with the game. The more you find the better!”
3. “The game you are about to play is a mid-development build of a game that is coming out soon. As a result it is unfinished and will sometimes feel broken, stupid, frustrating, or just plain wrong. You should expect this, and should realize that when these problems come up it is actually helpful because those are the sorts of things we are looking to fix.”
4. “When you are having trouble playing the game or fail please don’t get frustrated. It’s not that you are doing a bad job of playing the game; it’s that the game is doing a bad job of being a game.”
5. “We’re going to take notes while you play. We’re not taking notes about you, we’re just taking notes about what is going on in the game” (Note: many people get self-conscious when someone sits over their shoulder and takes notes on something they are doing, so be compassionate)
6. “You may ask questions while you play the game. We probably won’t answer them. It’s not that we don’t like you, it’s that we don’t want to bias your play since if you were playing at home we wouldn’t be there to answer. Please ask the questions anyway though; we’ll write them down and answer at the end.”
7. “Along those lines, please talk out loud while playing. The more you talk the better! Comments like “What the hell?”, “This sucks!”, “Oooh, cool!”, and “I didn’t expect that…” are REALLY, REALLY helpful to us. So be sure to talk out loud!”
8. Give them an idea for how long they’ll be playing for, and let them know “At the end we’ll do a quick debriefing so you can ask questions about the game.”
9. “Any questions before we begin?”
DURING TESTING: Start the game and hand them controllers. If anything is BROKEN about the game tell them now to ignore it. Take out your pen/notebook and start taking notes, ideally from behind the testers so you are not a distraction.
RULE 1: When they are playing, SILENCE IS GOLDEN! The biggest rule is to SHUT UP and let them play. There are only a few reasons you should talk:

1. If the players aren’t talking, encourage them to speak out loud. You can do this multiple times. Feel free to point out that you’re a lousy mind reader :).
2. If there is some sort of game crash, apologize and restart.
3. If there is a bug that is messing up game play point it out and tell them to ignore it/how to get around it (i.e. The menu says “press X” but they are playing with Xbox controllers so it should say “press A”).
4. If they make a comment or ask a question that has nothing to do with the game you can answer (you don’t need to be a robot).
If they directly ask you a question you should do one of two things: If they are engrossed in the game try not answering and writing it down; they may not even notice. If they are paying attention to you and waiting for a response remind them you don’t want to bias their play and will answer at the end.

RULE 2: Take LOTS of notes. Write down bugs, playability issues, observations, comments the testers make, and any design or other ideas you have while they are playing. The more you write down the better!

DEBRIEFING: When testing ends sit in a circle and guide a conversation about the experience. Answer their questions, but LET THEM SPEAK. The point is to hear what THEY have to say, not for you to explain stuff. Ask broad, generic questions like “What did you like best/hate the most?”, “What did you think of the fighting?”, “What was the most difficult/easiest part?”. Write down answers! If you want to steer the conversation in a certain direction feel free, but AVOID LEADING QUESTIONS. You want OPEN ENDED questions for discussion, not closed “yes/no” questions.

Good/Bad Examples of Leading Questions and Open Ended questions:

· How did the missiles work? VS. Did you notice that the missiles fired spread shot? (People will say “yes” to the second question even if they didn’t)

· How did you like the playable characters? VS. Who was stronger, the male or female character? (People usually allow preconceptions to twist their answers)

· Thoughts on the enemy difficulty? VS. Was fighting the Easy AIs too hard, or too easy? (AI is jargon, and people won’t want to admit that easy AIs were too hard)

If you find that the group is disagreeing with each other feel free to dig deeper. Also if a tester changes their tune halfway through a question when they learn something new based on what someone else said you can try to dig more there, too. Do NOT shame people by accusing them in any (i.e. “You had trouble getting past level 1, what did you have trouble with”) even if it is true.

ONE LAST POINT: This is the time when it is most likely that they will ask questions that are company-confidential (i.e. “when is the game coming out?”) Do not answer confidential questions, and use your standard dodges.

AFTER TESTING: As soon as the testers leave go and put your notes into the wiki. DO NOT LEAVE without putting your notes up. You need to do this while it is fresh in your head. If possible discuss testing the same day with the team. When writing up notes try not to refer to testers by name unless you have a really good reason to do so. Be as concise as possible, but don’t skip details. When reading out your comments to the team skip ones that have already been mentioned/discussed.

POTENTIAL PITFALLS:
MINORS: Minors under 18 are tricky. They are not allowed to test without guardian (usually parent) consent. If they are under 15 a guardian needs to accompany them to testing. If they are under 15 you should NEVER be alone in a room with them, there should always be a guardian or other team members there with you. Do not offer minors junk food unless you know it is OK with their parents. Do not curse around minors or use inappropriate language. Be especially aware of hurt feelings with minors.
HURT FEELINGS: Testing games can be rough, and people can easily start feeling crappy if they continuously lose at a game. While it may not be their fault (remember, the game is crappy at being a game) they might still feel terrible if they keep losing, and having an observer standing over their shoulder taking notes only makes it worse. Testers can even break into tears because testing is so stressful. 

Potential signs of hurt feelings are repeated failings at the same point in the game, silence/a refusal to talk, overreaction at game events (particularly death), and frequent losing to another human player (i.e. in a multiplayer match). If you think someone has hurt feelings tread carefully. The best thing to do is to grab someone else with more experience. Alternatively you can try to remind them GENTLY that it’s not their fault, the game is broken and crappy, or you can intervene and skip them past the difficult part. Finally, don’t be afraid to stop the testing session all together if you think they are not doing well (but if you do this take care not to be patronizing).

FRUSTRATION: This is the flip side of hurt feelings. Some people get angry when playing games. If you see this take the same actions as above, and be ready to shut down testing if you think it is getting too heated.

INAPPROPRIATE BEHAVIOR: Some people don’t know where the line is and behave inappropriately. Shut this down IMMEDIATELY if you see it. Don’t be afraid to get help from someone more experienced, and if it is really bad we won’t hesitate to kick someone out. Generally speaking mild cursing isn’t actionable (i.e. “F--!” is probably OK since they are frustrated, while “F--ing (slur)!” is crossing a line). If a tester is being inappropriate to another tester shut it down immediately.

STONE FACED/SILENT TESTERS: Remind them to TALK OUT LOUD while testing. It’s OK to repeat a few times. Try to partner them more talkative testers. Finally, be aware they might be getting hurt feelings or frustrated. You can’t always win this battle.
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