
Spectatorship Is The Newest Challenge For Game Designers 
 
How do you make a game that’s simultaneously fun to play and fun to watch? 
 
That’s been the definitive challenge for commercial game designers over the past five years. 
The explosive popularity of streaming services and video game spectatorship has put pressure 
on designers to come up with clever ways to not only craft compelling experiences for their 
players, but for audiences as well.  
 
New research is surfacing daily to suggest that coverage from streamers and YouTube 
personalities is the pivotal factor when predicting a game’s commercial success. Studios of all 
tiers have had to put pressure on their design teams to consider the needs of digital entertainers 
at the earliest stages of prototyping. Designers are having to ask themselves, “Will this make for 
good TV?” Not since free-to-play has there been such a deeply penetrating shift in the 
relationship between the way games are made and the way they’re marketed, and the world’s 
best designers are coming up with solutions that push the boundaries of what we know games 
to be. 
 

Spectator Experience Design 
 
One solution has been to leverage the next big thing in hardware: virtual reality. Valve’s latest 
spectator-first product for fans of the massively popular “DOTA 2” brings the viewing experience 
into what they no-doubt believe to be the next step towards the industry’s future. A recently 
released teaser shows how Valve’s designers made full use of every tool at their disposal: 
autonomous viewing, user input and spatial presence, to create an experience that dissolves 
the line between passive and active media. 
 
On the other side of the fence, designers are working to empower streamers to produce the 
best content possible. The past year has seen a steady drum beat of announcements from 
games that have either added or launched with “streamer mode”, referring to solutions that 
addresses game-specific issues arising from playing for an audience. In the case of multiplayer 
survival fan-favourite “Rust”, this means hiding recognizable server and player information from 
anyone looking to target them for the sake of public harassment. 
 

Tell A Good Story 
 
Much like stories, games have a discreet beginning, middle and end. For designers, the 
challenge is to create a product that, when handed off to professional content creators and 
esports athletes, will result in a compelling viewer experience. This means leveraging dramatic 
devices and plot structures to create a stage on which your players can do their best work. The 
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games that have already attracted the largest audiences, whether they’ve known it or not, have 
done so thanks in part to their plot structure. 
 
Any individual player’s journey through a single game of League of Legends or DOTA 2, the two 
incumbent MOBA franchises at the time of writing, mirrors the “Hero’s Journey”. Those 
unfamiliar can flip through Joseph Campbell’s “The Hero With A Thousand Faces” to learn that 
almost all folk-tales (and Hollywood blockbusters) follow the structure of the “monomyth”, where 
an active protagonist pursues the object of their desire in opposition to external forces of 
antagonism. There have been plenty of unique iterations throughout the centuries, but core 
narrative landmarks like The Call to Adventure, The Road of Trials, and The Ultimate Boon are 
all present in traditional MOBA design. Combined with careful game balancing, it ensures a 
consistently entertaining experience for both players and spectators. 
 

Tune In Next Time 
 
Thanks to its unique position at the intersection of technology and entertainment, the games 
industry has never gone very long without a major shake-up. It can be notoriously unkind to 
developers or publishers that get entrenched in what has worked and aren’t able or willing to 
adapt. A polished spectator experience has already become table-stakes while many veterans 
have remained completely oblivious to its existence. With the explosion of design affordances 
accompanying virtual reality and other advances in tech, the next few years of games innovation 
will almost certainly be a show worth watching. 
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