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Game balance
Balance is a fundamental part of game design,
creating a game that seems fair and fun. It
should help to maintain your players’ interest
right up to the end of the game, regardless of
who is winning. Balance can be achieved
through many parts of a game; such as the dice,
special units and even players’ actions.

How does a well-balanced game work?
Balance should allow all your players
(regardless of skill) to have a reasonable
chance of winning. A novice player should be
able to beat an expert at least some of the time,
and your players should have a chance to catch
the leader right up until the end of the game. It
is important to note that this is much harder to
achieve in highly abstract games, such as chess,
where a player’s skill ultimately determines the
outcome.
A well-balanced game will also allow your
players to make calculated decisions that will
help them progress during a game, and at the
same time, not necessarily giving them a
predetermined outcome. They should feel in
control of the progress they make, and only
circumstance or other players’ actions prevent
their advancement.
Balance should also allow for a variety of
strategies that give near equal chances of
winning. While one strategy may have a slight
advantage over another in some cases, ideally,
there should be no one strategy that is best for
all scenarios. This would be a dominant
strategy — you want to avoid these, or your
players will only ever play one kind of way and
there’s not much fun in that. Conversely, a
strategy that has little or no chance of success is
called a recessive strategy, and there is little
reason to include that either.

But my game only has one way of
winning?
This is not necessarily true; often games have
only one winning condition but many ways to
get there. Simple games often do have only one
way to win, but these games generally have
severe limitations on the replay value, and once
the dominant strategy has been discovered,
the game often ceases to be challenging. Most
games have more than one strategy to win, and
should offer choices to the player in some way
or another. Without choices, the player is not
playing but doing.

So do I need a game that’s perfectly
balanced?
Not really. ‘Perfectly balanced’ works for some
games, but is not always ideal. This is because it
often creates uninteresting strategies, where
each tactic is equally valid in any situation. This
situation allows players to make decisions, but
their choices have little effect on the outcome, as
they could choose any one of the options with
equal chance of success or failure, much like a
lucky dip. With that said, in many games, the
fact that someone has the first move
automatically puts the game out of balance. And
in some cases intended imbalance can be used
to encourage interaction between your players.
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Example problem:
In Risk ™ players are constantly at war.
However, consider if being defensive was an
optimal or ‘dominant’ strategy in the game.
Players would quickly find the game stalls, as any
player who attacks would be at a disadvantage.
While this might make sense in some real world
situations, it doesn’t make for a good game.
Example solution:
Risk ™ rules address this issue by making a
defensive strategy a recessive strategy. Players
who attack have an advantage. When a die roll is
a draw, it always favours the attacker.
This encourages player interaction and solves the
problem of a stalled game. It also leaves the
defensive strategy as an option, because in
certain situations it may prove tactical to use this.
The players will then have more interesting
choices to make.

OK, so how do I check for balance in my
game?
Testing is really the only way and this is
discussed in later chapters. Prior to
play-testing, you can draw up a table of
possible tactics and compare the success and
failure rates of each (often known as a payoff
matrix). However, here are some things you
can consider when designing your game:
Your aim is to create interesting choices for the
player. A well-balanced game allows your
player to make choices, but makes it difficult to
work out the best strategy. Adding elements of
luck, like a dice throw, or putting limits on the
number of times a tactic can be used, are good
techniques. By adding a cost you can make your
players weigh up their options when making a
decision. They then feel like they have more
control over the decision and will get greater
satisfaction if it is successful. The cost
associated with the choice is often referred to as
a shadow cost, and it is a handy tool for keeping
your game in balance.
Paper Scissors

Payoff Matrix

Rock

Rock

0

-1

1

Paper

1

0

-1

Scissors

-1

1

0

Example: Payoff matrix for rock, paper, scissors game

So how can I use shadow costs in my
game?
A shadow cost is a cost that the player must
weigh up against the benefits. It can take many
forms, such as the odds of it being successful,
or in game costs (points, money). In general,
the cost should always equate to the benefit. So
a highly profitable move in a game should also
be of high cost, in the same way a move with
low benefit should carry low cost.
Example problem:
In Alhambra ™ players buy palace pieces, which
they add to their palace. Scoring is directly linked
to the type of pieces in the palace at set times in
the game. Without restriction, players would buy
only the most valuable pieces.
Example solution:
A few ways this has been addressed are: a piece
will not always fit onto the players palace
immediately, meaning the player has to wait
until an opportunity arises; all pieces may
appear in one of four types of currency. Players
are limited to buying with the currency they have.

How do I avoid my players working out
the best tactics?
A good way to avoid this is by making shadow
costs hard to measure precisely. Something to
note is that they should never be unclear; your
player should feel like they are able to make a
calculated decision, and should not feel that
the result is unfair when their tactic fails. It
must be clear what kind of cost is involved, but
to what extent it will be successful is the part
that is hard to measure. Immediate costs can
be easy to measure, ‘ I can buy one strong unit
or two weaker units ’. However the
ramifications of this decision might be felt
several turns later by another player’s actions,
or some badly rolled dice. It is this part of your
game that makes it difficult to measure and
determine the outcome.
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Example problem:
In the first draft of the Sovereign Europe map,
Spain was by far the best location. It was easy to
defend, had lots of resources, and plenty of room.
Example solution:
Adding more shadow costs to choosing Spain by
making it more expensive to build in that
location. So the benefit of easy defence was
counter-balanced by expensive building costs.

So I should avoid dominant strategies?
Yes. If a tactic carries no inherent cost then
there is no risk to your players’ choosing it.
This then becomes a dominant strategy, which
is bad because any player not doing this would
be disadvantaged. It is no longer really a
choice, as your player is no longer participating
in the decision-making. With this in mind you
need to either add a shadow cost, remove that
part of the game, or automate it in some way.

Balance Checklist
01

Allow players of varying skills to have a reasonable chance of
winning.

02

Allow your players to make calculated choices, but without
clear predetermined outcomes.

03

Allow for a variety of strategies that give near equal chances of
winning.

04

All your players choices should be interesting, having some
benefit and shadow costs involved.

05

Your shadow costs should be easily understood, but difficult
to measure precisely.

06

You will need to change, remove or avoid dominant strategies
as they destroy the nature of games.
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