One of the toughest challenges in game design is balancing variety with learnability. Players come in hoping for
fresh experiences, but they don't want to feel lost or forced to start from scratch every time they play. How do you
create a game that stays engaging through new situations while retaining a stable core, so players can focus on

strategy and skill instead of re-learning rules?

I'll break down key principles around predictability versus variety, procedural generation—with thoughtful
boundaries—and the real difference between chance-based outcomes and skill responses. Along the way, I'll
mention insights relevant to companies like MrQ, touch on research from Scientific American, and even the
Association for Computing Machinery (ACM), whose publications often illuminate behind-the-scenes game

design methods. Ready? Let's dive in.

Why Variety Often Feels Like Relearning

Players want a challenge that rewards their growing understanding but doesn’t punish them with confusion. The

problem? Too much variation can obscure the rules players rely on.

¢ Stable core rules establish a foundation that players internalize over time.
® Variable situations spice up gameplay, preventing monotony.

* When variety triggers rule changes, players may feel like they have to start over.

In my experience, many games stumble here. For instance, a roguelike might introduce new enemy types every
run but keep the player’s core abilities consistent. That's a positive approach. However, if each new run radically

changes fundamental mechanics, players burn out relearning rather than leveraging skill.

Quote from a Recent Playtest Notebook

"Why is this enemy now immune to my best attack? | loved that move before!" — a phrase I've jotted down

countless times. It signals when variation disrupts player mastery.

Predictability vs. Variety: Finding the Sweet Spot

Variety should https://www.thodia.media/why-randomness-is-such-a-powerful-game-design-tool/ tease players’
expectations without breaking them. Psychologists and cognitive scientists explain this with the concept of the
zone of proximal development—the sweet spot where challenges are just out of reach but still attainable with
effort.

Scientific American often highlights this cognitive tension between anticipating outcomes and adapting to
surprise—even in non-gaming contexts. The same applies when players look for patterns or "streaks" in game

results to build strategies.
This makes me appreciate the distinction between:

* Predictability: Stable, consistent rules players can count on.

® Variety: Dynamic, changing situations or content that keep players engaged.

Too much predictability becomes boring. Too much variety becomes bewildering.

Case Study: MrQ’s Approach to Game Variety



MrQ, a digital casino operator known for its innovative approach, blends familiar game mechanics with thoughtful

chance elements. While luck plays a role, their games avoid the pitfall of pure randomness by providing clear,

consistent feedback on odds, helping players make informed decisions.

Players don't feel like outcomes are random black boxes. Instead, they engage with a system that respects both

chance and skill. This is a crucial distinction in balancing predictability with variety.

Procedural Generation with Boundaries

Procedural content generation (PCG) excites designers because it can create seemingly endless variety. But it's

rarely a free-for-all. Boundaries are key.

The ACM has published research on PCG techniques emphasizing constraints that preserve core gameplay

expectations. For example:

1. Rule enforcement: Even generated levels follow the same underlying rules (e.g., physics, player abilities).
2. Sandbox sizing: Procedural maps or dungeons stay within size/complexity limits to avoid cognitive overload.

3. Reward tuning: Drops and enemy difficulty scale to maintain balanced challenge.

In short, PCs keep variety "in the lanes" of familiar game structure.

The Problem with Unbounded Randomness

Many players blame "RNG", or "random number generation," when they feel frustrated. Yet, as | count in my

postmortems, excessive randomness without boundaries is often the true culprit.

When randomness governs fundamental rules rather than variability on top of stable systems, players struggle to

apply skill. That's why PCG without careful constraints risks alienating the audience.

Chance-Based Outcomes vs. Skill-Based Responses
Understanding how chance and skill interact is essential to preserving learnability amid variety.

* Chance-based outcomes introduce uncertainty that ensures no two games feel identical.



¢ Skill-based responses reward players for applying knowledge, adapting, and making decisions.

Too often, games hide behind chance when unclear rules or inconsistent feedback frustrate players. This creates a

vicious cycle where players say, "l lost because of RNG," masking design flaws.

Good design separates what luck influences and what player agency controls.

Pattern-Seeking and Streak Misconceptions

Humans are wired to seek patterns—and sometimes perceive "streaks" even in pure randomness. These cognitive

biases can mislead both players and designers.

Effective game design acknowledges these biases without reinforcing them. For example, fair procedural

generation can produce "runs" or "cold streaks" that seem meaningful but are mathematically random.

Encouraging players to focus on stable core rules and adaptive strategies is more productive than fostering

reliance on illusory streaks.

Summary: Best Practices to Add Variety Without Relearning

Design Principle What to Do What to Avoid Stable Core Rules Keep main mechanics consistent across variations.
Changing fundamental controls or victory conditions frequently. Variable Situations Introduce new challenges,
levels, or enemy combinations that fit core mechanics. Randomly adding mechanics that conflict with player
understanding. Procedural Generation Boundaries Set rules and constraints for generated content to ensure
fairness and clarity. Full randomness without regard for balance or player experience. Chance vs. Skill Use chance
to spice up outcomes, but reward skillful adaptation. Allow chance alone to determine success or failure often.
Pattern Awareness Design to acknowledge cognitive biases but avoid reinforcing false impressions. Give players

false hope in "streaks" or "hidden patterns" that don't exist.

Final Thoughts

Designing for variety without forcing players to relearn a game is not just about content—it's about trust. Trust
that the player's previous learning isn't wasted. One client recently told me wished they had known this

beforehand.. Trust that skill has meaning. And trust that every new session feels fresh but familiar.



By embracing stable core rules, controlled procedural variation, and thoughtful balance between chance and skill,
you honor the player's time and engagement. This balance echoes lessons seen across industries—from academia,

like Scientific American and ACM research, to real-world examples like MrQ's game frameworks.

If you found these insights useful, feel free to share this post via Twitter share or Facebook share. Helping more

designers balance variety and learnability benefits us all.



