Fantasy of the Familiar

and

Fantasy of the Forbidden

What’s This About?

This is an attempt to crystallize an evolving theory I have about what makes games sell.  These theories are the result of looking at years of sales patterns, observing dozens of our play tests of our own games, and reading probably thousands of comments from the people who have bought our games over the years.  I’m trying to create a useful “unified field theory” that explains what makes games sell or not sell.  In doing this I’m trying to isolate patterns that have held true for the last decade and have held true across multiple genres.

Removing Certain Variables

We all know that games often succeed and fail due to marketing, gameplay quality, and hype.  I want to ignore those factors as much as possible and only consider the ones that we have control over when we create an initial concept.  

Fantasy Of The Familiar

In a nutshell: people prefer gameplay experiences that create an escapist fantasy out of something familiar.  Maybe this seems like common sense, but a large number of games bomb each year for lack of this basic principle.  Conversely, some mediocre games achieve great success each year by applying this principle.

“Fantasy of the Familiar” can be summed up into two parts:

1. People must be very familiar with the premise.
2. People must have pre-existing dreams/desires related to the premise.

One very important note: “familiar” does not have to mean “realistic”.  “Familiar” simply means anything that a large portion of the population can identify with.  In many cases it doesn’t even have to be something that people would ordinarily think about on a day to day basis.  For instance: WWII, skateboarding, hijacking cars, and superheroes.  These are subjects that most of the population is familiar with, but they aren’t subjects that most people are passionate about.  However, when players are offered the opportunity to take part in an escapist fantasy where they act these things out, the percentage of people interested in it is far higher.

To illustrate the point, here are some classic examples of Fantasy Of The Familiar at work:

· Licensed Games.  Every licensed game sells based on this principle.  The reason Harry Potter, Lord of the Rings, The Matrix, A Bug’s Life, 101 Dalmations, Star Wars, Def Jam: Vendetta and every other licensed game succeeds is that all things being equal people are more interested in escaping into a familiar fantasy world than a brand new one.
· Sports Games.  What’s the difference between a football game with the NFL license and the exact same game without the players’ names on the jerseys?  Answer: 2 million units of sales per year.
· War Sims.  Millions of games sell each year by recreating the audience’s collective impression of what WWII was like.  The people buying these games aren’t war aficionados with a fascination with history.  In fact, the games succeed more based on recreating the latest Hollywood “look and feel” of WWII rather than the real details.  And these games (Call of Duty, Medal of Honor) are outselling their PS2 genre counterparts by a factor of 4.
· Fantasy Games.  By this I mean all the games involving medieval themes, orcs, dwarves, elves, or D&D stuff.  There are certain very familiar rules (Dwarves must have axes, elves must have arrows) that are prerequisites of the genre.  It probably originated with Tolkien, but the point is that those familiar rules are what makes the fantasy theme “work” for the audience that plays those games.
· Extreme Sports.  Tony Hawk, SSX, BMX, etc.  These games aren’t played by skateboarders, snowboarders and bikers.  And yet if you replaced Tony Hawk and his urban settings with a fantasy world of gingerbread people riding magical surfboards it would have bombed, even with the exact same gameplay.
· GTA.  This is one of the best examples out there simple because it succeeds to such a high degree because of “fantasy of the familiar”.  It’s not that it’s ultra-realistic, it’s that every element of the game is something you can relate to.  The caricatured radio stations, the different ethnic neighborhoods and power rivalries, the stereotyped civilians everywhere, the familiar characters and events in the storyline, etc.  The game succeeds to such a high degree in large part because it plays on familiarity at every level of the game.  The radio, the characters, the buildings, the vehicles, the civilians, the weapons, the NPC chatter, the traffic patterns, the police and ambulances and taxis.  Each element of familiarity is part of the escapist fantasy for the player.  Ignore the violence for a second and just think about one tiny piece of the puzzle: “why is carjacking a taxicab more fun than carjacking a yellow sedan?”  The familiarity, specificity and lifetime of associations people have with taxicabs just make it an irresistible target.  GTA succeeds not on realism or graphic violence, but on taking the fantasy-of-the-familiar of “hijacking a taxicab” and creating hundreds of other similar situations throughout the city.
· Def Jam: Vendetta.  Fighting games were starting to get stale.  The Tekkens and Virtua Fighters of the world have ceased to top the charts the way they did the last generation.  The people who made Def Jam realized that all fighting games use fairly generic made-up characters.  What if you took real-life character (gangsta rappers in this case) and made them fight each other?  Result: 680,000 sales.  It’s not a blockbuster success, but it’s pretty impressive for a new franchise.
· WWE: This is a licensed game, but it is worth looking at separately.  There are thousands of potential licenses, but this particular one was a perfect fit for video games.  Back when WWE was at the height of its popularity, these games would dominate the sales charts.  The over the top characters, signature moves, silly catch phrases, and the painful-looking takedowns were a perfect recipe for interactive escapism.
· Need For Speed: Underground: This was part of EA’s highly successful strategy of building on the success of someone else’s IP without paying license fees.  In this case they marketed the game to look and feel just like “The Fast and the Furious”, but they never had to actually pay for the license.  It’s a brilliant strategy, and sales of the Need For Speed franchise doubled when they went “underground”. 
· Medal Of Honor.  By marketing their games to look just like trailers for Saving Private Ryan and Pearl Harbor, EA was able to sell millions of copies of fairly mediocre games. 

· The Sims.  This is one of the greatest applications of Fantasy of the Familiar.  It is a great example because it’s success is entirely due to everything in the game being familiar.  Playing out real life, familiar situations and watching the consequences in a no-risk environment turns out to be incredibly addictive.  If it had been a fantasy world of alien characters in alien houses but otherwise the same game it wouldn’t have been interesting.  And it’s not that it has to be super realistic, it just need to have content that the player can relate to and identify with.  Just like GTA, the game succeeds because it offers thousands of familiar situations that you would never attempt in real life (too risky, too taboo, too expensive) but are great fun to enjoy in a game.
· Genre Clones.  Doom clones, Mario Kart clones, GTA clones and hundreds of other games manage to succeed based on the familiarity of the game they are cloning.  Crash Team Racing probably did well in part because of Mario Kart, not despite it.  Mario Kart created a framework and a familiarity that allowed people to understand what CTR was without knowing much about it.  
· Gran Turismo.  By using extremely detailed, licensed cars and simulating the racing process in minute detail they created something that millions of non-car-buffs wanted to play.  I never cared about tuning cars before, but I enjoy it very much in GT and I like knowing that the stuff I’m doing is “real”.  You’re tuning real car parts, not velocity/braking/steering scroll bars.
Here are some more recent highly successful examples:
· Nintendogs.  Simulates to a very real degree the experience of owning and training a puppy.  The dogs are so detailed and well animated that the interaction with them feels uncannily real.  The success of this game is entirely from Fantasy of the Familiar.  All the familiar positive associations you have with puppies are what the game builds on to make a great experience.
· Wii Sports.  It recreates simple non-licensed baseball, tennis, bowling and golf.  But the reason this game is so much more successful than the many other uses of the Wii remote is all about Fantasy of the Familiar.  You swing the Wii remote like a golf club, you swing it like a tennis racket, you swing it like a baseball bat.  It creates that entirely familiar feeling of playing those sports, and it’s an incredibly addictive experience.  If you took those exact same game mechanics and made up different minigames around them, removing sports entirely, the experience wouldn’t be nearly as interesting.  The Fantasy of the Familiar is essential to the enjoyment of the game.
· Guitar Hero.  This is one of the most perfect examples of successful Fantasy of the Familiar.  Being a rock guitar player is a very common fantasy, and this game lets you experience it.  Having a “real” guitar is essential to the experience.  Without the guitar the experience doesn’t feel as real and the “familiar” part of the fantasy doesn’t kick in.  But with licensed music and a guitar controller you are able to go do the same “air guitar” motions everyone has when they fantasize about being one of their favorite guitarists.  It puts you into that familiar fantasy in a totally engaging way.
And here is how we have used Fantasy of the Familiar in our own titles:
· Spyro The Dragon.  Dragons are very familiar and people have strong positive associations with them.  Creating an entire “dragon world” and letting you play as a dragon turned out to be a very popular fantasy.
· Ratchet and Clank.  Even though we created a very unique look, there were several core elements of familiarity: interplanetary travel, high tech gadgets and weapons, and familiar-feeling environments like Metropolis.  All this combined to create a world that people could relate to better and were intrigued by.  There were many other competing platformers in the same time frame, including Vexx, Beyond Good and Evil, Ty The Tasmanian Tiger, Herdy Gerdy, Tak and the Power of Juju, Rayman and Haven.  All except Rayman were new IPs that were competing for mindshare in the market.   I think one of the reasons that Ratchet ended up being the most successful of that bunch was that it had several familiar hooks that drew people into the world.  There were other reasons for R&C’s success, but having just enough familiarity for people to relate to it and buy into the fantasy was a key element.
· Resistance.  By setting the game on earth with human allies we were able to create familiar settings which helped ground the world and give a familiar framework to the story.  Because it’s an alternate history there is all the room we need for creativity, but we also get the benefit of shared historic events and historic context.  Making the enemies genetically modified humans also gave an element of familiarity to their actions, their deaths and their behaviors.
Finally, here are some examples of how the lack of Fantasy Of The Familiar might have hampered the sales of game:

· Okami.  This game received immense critical acclaim, but was not a particularly powerful seller.  It’s likely that many people just couldn’t find enough to relate to in the theme.  Just looking at the game’s cover and screenshots it is hard to tell what the game is exactly.  It didn’t fit into any clearly defined genre, and it didn’t really tap into a familiar premise that players could easily understand at a glance.
· Viewtiful Joe.  One could argue that this game didn’t sell because it was “2D”, but there are many 2D games that sell well each year on the Nintendo DS.  One could still argue that 2D games just don’t sell on home consoles, and at that point there’s just not enough data to argue convincingly one way or the other.  I think it’s likely that Viewtiful Joe, which was highly critically acclaimed, simply lacked enough familiar elements to resonate with the majority of game players.  The character, worlds and concept were all unfamiliar and there wasn’t really any salient hook.  Creatively speaking the game is brilliant, stylistically beautiful and totally unique.  It may be that it was just a little too unique to sell well. 
· Mark of Kri.  This is another good game that was critically acclaimed but didn’t really have large sales numbers.  I think one of the main problems in marketing this game may have been that there wasn’t much that was familiar about the characters and the world.  God of War, by contrast, had some similar gameplay elements but also had a much more familiar and accessible premise – i.e. seeking out and killing the Greek gods.
· BurnOut 3.   This game was critically acclaimed, loved by fans, and superior to Need For Speed: Underground in almost every way.  It had better technology, better controls, better crashes, more addictive gameplay, a better interface, and much less tedium.  Yet it sold about one tenth as much as Need For Speed: Underground.  They were both marketed by EA, so what happened?  I think that NFS:U just offered a more appealing fantasy.  The underground theme, the Fast and the Furious feel, the licensed cars, and maybe even the slick presentation made 8 million people buy it worldwide.
· Primal.  Another great Sony first party game that didn’t sell a lot.  It may have been a matter of the world not having any specific familiar hooks.  Legacy of Kain was somewhat similar in game mechanics, but benefited from the familiarity of the world of vampires.
· Kameo.  This game received many very positive reviews, but it never sold nearly as much as games with similar critical acclaim on the Xbox 360.  You could argue that colorful plarformer style games just don’t sell on that system, and it’s hard to prove otherwise.  But I think what might have been a bigger issue was that the world of the game was a fantasy creation that didn’t have any specific recognizable style.  This is one of the things that made it creative and unique, but at the same time a lot of people couldn’t latch onto “what it is” and the lack of that accessible, recognizable connection may have been what kept it from achieving further reach in the market.
Fantasy of the Familiar at the Micro Level

The challenge is to find ways to make this principle work for us.  Even in an established franchise, adding elements of familiarity are often the met with the strongest favorable responses.  In Spyro 2 the “hockey” mini-game was the one that everyone talked about.  It wasn’t really the most fun, and in fact you often won more by luck than skill.  But people could relate to it and describe what it was, and that made it important to them.  Similarly, in Spyro 3 the skateboarding was the most talked about feature.  It was a pretty random thing to have in the game, but oddly enough the audience really enjoyed the fact that they were able to skateboard.

One other important note I’d like to make is that even “exceptions” to this principle may still rely on it more than you think.  Take “Halo” for example.  It’s not a war sim, sure, but there are many elements of familiarity that make it work: 1) it’s an established and very familiar genre where the player accepts many things as given.  They rely on dozens of standard rules that are an accepted part of the FPS universe and there is a built in audience who is familiar with FPS’s and are hungry for a good one.  2) Even though it wasn’t set on earth they were careful to use earthlike trees, terrestrial cliffs, real grass, and even somewhat familiar architecture.  They also included real, familiar human weapons, army rovers, and army tanks.  3) Their enemies were humanoid and acted and reacted in very human ways, and this probably made them more fun to kill than if they were, say, bizarre slug-creatures.  4) You play as a “space marine”, which is cliché but is also familiar and easy to accept.  You are accompanied by human soldiers who add a very “familiar” feel to the gameplay and help it stay “grounded”.  

Fantasy Of The Forbidden

I believe this is a slightly less powerful driving force than “Fantasy of the Familiar”, but it is still an important trend and worth looking at.  In a nutshell: People like to play escapist fantasies where they are doing something that would be “forbidden” in real life.  When I say “forbidden” I mean that to include not just things that are specifically illegal, but anything that a person might like to do in real life but chooses not to.  Maybe it’s illegal, it’s too dangerous, it’s too difficult, it’s financially impossible, or it’s just taboo.

Here are some examples of games that succeeded based on applying this principle (usually in conjunction with Fantasy Of The Familiar):

· GTA.  This one is pretty obvious, but it’s useful to realize that it wasn’t about the thrill of blood and gore that sold the game.  It was the fact that you were in a fully-realized familiar world with no restrictions on what you could do.  
· The Sims.  Again, like GTA, this game allowed you experiment with real-life situations that you would never try in the real world.  Either you couldn’t afford it, or it would have undesirable real-world consequences, or you just wouldn’t want to take such a risk.  But, still, it’s great fun to try those “forbidden” things. And I don’t mean “naughty” stuff, but simply things like asking the pretty girl next door over for dinner and seeing what happens.  In real life that might be “too risky” for most people, but in this game you go for it.  
· Tony Hawk.  In real life even Tony Hawk can’t do all this stuff.  It’s too difficult, it’s too risky, and the real world just isn’t set up as well for skating tricks as the game is.  But in a risk-free situation people love the freedom of being able to do all these high-flying tricks.  In this case the “forbidden” aspect is that it would be too difficult, too risky, and downright impossible to do this stuff.  But the game makes it feel like it’s possible while still making it feel familiar and real.
· SSX.  Same thing as Tony Hawk, really.  It’s a great escapist fantasy to feel that you can do this incredibly difficult and dangerous stuff.
· Hitman.  It’s a game about being a contract killer.  Sold surprisingly well.  A lot of people just like the idea of “being bad”.
· NFS:U.  Let’s you tap into the fantasy of being part of an outlaw underground racing organization.  It’s an added level of thematic fantasy that gives new life to the racing genre.  Before this racing games didn’t generally have a story or theme, it was just a collection of tracks.  
There are obviously many more examples of Fantasy of the Forbidden, but I just wanted to make it clear that it is not solely about “breaking the law”.  It’s about allowing the player to tap into something that for whatever reason they would be unable or unwilling to do in real life.  It really only works when in conjunction with “Fantasy Of The Familiar”, because people are always more enticed by forbidden things that they can identify with.  It’s worth noting that a very high percentage of the best selling games this generation use a combination of Fantasy of the Familiar and Fantasy of the Forbidden.

More Familiarity and Accessibility = Greater Sales?

It’s worth noting that many of the biggest sellers (GTA, The Sims, Nintendogs) are cases where the game recreates situations that any person could do in real life.  Meaning that you don’t have to have an NFL level of talent or be a contracted killer or a space marine.  You actually could do the things in the game in your own life if you chose to.  The things you do in GTA, for the most part, are things you could do in your own city any given day if you were that kind of person.  In the case of the Sims and Nintendogs, the games create very ordinary, normal life experiences that any person could do in their own life.  And these games are some of the biggest sales successes ever. 
It’s worth asking whether the reason these games are so successful is because they simulate experiences and actions a real person could do in his own life, but would never actually do.  Stealing cars, running red lights and smashing into every other car in your way is an amazingly satisfying form of escapism.  For everyone who has ever been stuck in traffic, annoyed at waiting at a red light, or been cut off by another driver GTA gives a cathartic road rage outlet.  The Sims, on the other hand, let’s you take all the risks and make all the interesting choices that you would never make in your own life.  In our own lives every choice we make means we’re choosing not to do one million alternatives.  And so many times we wonder what might have happened if we had taken riskier choices.  The Sims gives you the freedom to make all those choices without fearing the consequences.  Nintendogs gives you the very simple and unglamorous fantasy of owning a dog.  So I have to wonder, is it primarily selling to non-dog-owners?  Just as a guess I would assume it is, because it very realistically creates the fantasy of having a dog who walks, barks, scratches, responds to his name and catches Frisbees just like the real thing.  If you can’t have a real dog, or if you don’t want to deal with the real life headaches, Nintendogs creates a really addictive fantasy version of dog owning.
Finally, take Wii Sports as an example.  The games that it simulates with the Miis are just regular baseball, bowling, tennis and golf played by a character that looks like you.  You don’t play on a professional team, you don’t have any professional athlete names or big league arenas.  You’re simply recreating the act of playing tennis, golf or bowling like you would in your own town.  And this game is by far the number one selling product in the market today.  Granted, the Wii remote makes it a much different experience from, say, playing Madden.  But ultimately the experience it is creating is a very simple and unglamorous one that you could do any day of the week in your regular life.  Or is it because it is such a simple and accessible fantasy that it is so popular?  Is it because it is simply yourself playing real sports that it is more accessible and mainstream?
Those are just three examples, but I wonder if it’s possible that the more familiar and more accessible the fantasy, the more mainstream the game will be?  If you create a fantasy of something you could actually do in your own life, but choose not to for various reasons, is that have even more mass appeal than the over-the-top fantasies like being Luke Skywalker or Michael Jordan?

Conclusion
I think “Fantasy of the Familiar” is just giving a name to what is essentially a part of human nature.  The same principles described above apply in much the same way to movies and books.  Every culture has a lot of shared experiences and ideas that most people are familiar with.  The movies, books and games that tap into or build upon those already powerful collectively shared ideas tend to be the best sellers.  A book series about vampires or wizards, for instance, builds on a lot of what we already know or expect from our collective knowledge of the subject.

I’ve listed referenced sales numbers from the North American market in this discussion, so you might fairly ask whether this phenomenon holds true globally.  To convince yourself, I think you can simply look at the top 40 games sold in Europe or Japan in any given week and you’ll see that Fantasy of the Familiar is indeed a principle of human nature and not one specific to any particular culture.  For one thing, many of the titles listed above were major hits across the globe and not solely in North America.  But clearly there are certain titles that are much more popular in Europe and Japan than in North America  For example, Formula One racing games and Soccer games are much more popular in Europe than in the U.S..  But of course that’s because those two sports are much more familiar and popular in Europe and there are many more people there who have the fantasy of being a professional soccer player of F1 racer.   Similarly, in Japan there are whole genres of games whose popularity doesn’t translate overseas.  But if you look at these genres they all tend to sell on the same principles of Fantasy of the Familiar. The key difference is simply that different cultures have different fantasies and different fascinations.  Successful genres like dating sims, train simulators and any games based around Japanese history all have very strong and obvious use of Fantasy of the Familiar.

Ultimately the concept of Fantasy of the Familiar doesn’t give a recipe or formula for creating new game concepts.  And maybe after you’ve read all of this it still seems like it’s all basically common sense.  After all, these principles are being used by dozens of developers every year to make hit games so it’s not like this concept is a closely guarded secret.  But for me the concept keeps coming up in new and interesting ways, both at the macro and micro level of games.  Hit games like Nintendogs often come out of the blue and find ways to tap into Fantasy of the Familiar in ways nobody has ever thought about before.  So I hope the idea is helpful to you as well, and maybe it will even help in some ways when thinking about different approaches to what interactive entertainment can be.
