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Intro

About Me
• Principal Game Designer at King, Berlin

• Working on a brand new Saga from King.

• From Sunny Singapore to vibrant Berlin.

• Life-long passionate gamer that started with the original Super Mario Bros.

• 9 years in games: from start-ups, to indie, to academia, to triple-A companies.

• Worked on games across multiple platforms - from console to mobile.

• Released games for both the international and Asian markets.

• Brave new world of mobile games.
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Why?

• Game Design vs. Level Design

• Lesser material for Level Design.

• Casual vs. Core

• Lesser Material for Casual vs. Core.

• Based to King Saga games

• Linear Progression.

• For a casual audience.
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Theory | Level Design Overview
Level Design at King
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Level Design in Games
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Theory | Level Design Principles

• Level Design is a Composite Role 
• bringing together several disciplines: art, design, and engineering

• Game Designer vs. Level Designer
• Game Designers create rules and systems.

• Level Designers implement them into Gameplay experiences.

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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What is Level Design?
ART CODE DESIGN

Level Design
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http://sploid.gizmodo.com/holy-wow-you-can-actually-swim-like-scrooge-mcduck-in-1481547007
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Theory | Level Design Principles
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Mechanics to Dynamics
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Theory | Level Design Principles
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Mechanics to Dynamics

MDA Framework: A Formal http://www.cs.northwestern.edu/~hunicke/MDA.pdf

LEVEL DESIGN



• Role of a Level Designer

• Design levels and progressions.

• Create content at a regular pace.

• Involved in designing new content as well.

• Game Designers do Level Design too!

• Knowledge Sharing in King

• Play other teams’ games.

• Lots of information sharing across teams.

• Designer meetups and sharing sessions.

Level Design at King
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Thought | Level Design Principles
Level Concepts
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Building a Saga
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Finding Mechanics
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The Saga Envelope

• Linear Progression.

• 100s – 1000s levels.

• New levels every 1-2 weeks.

• Light social elements.

• For a casual audience.
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• Progression-based retention 
driver.

• Continuous new content for 
casual players.

• Applied across different King 
games.

But this means…

•We need lots of levels!
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The Saga Envelope
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Lucky Lantern

Gameplay Video: https://youtu.be/rsYTdNLCDc0

Page 18

https://youtu.be/rsYTdNLCDc0


© King.com Ltd 2016

Lucky Lantern

Gameplay Video: https://youtu.be/rsYTdNLCDc0
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Lucky Lantern

• Link 3+ Lanterns to remove them.

• Link 6+ Lanterns to create a Dragon.

• Activate Bombs and Rockets by linking into 

them. 

• Collect Coins by bringing them to the 

bottom or hitting them with Power Ups.

Gameplay Video: https://youtu.be/rsYTdNLCDc0
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Where to Start Designing Levels?
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Thought | Level Design Concepts
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Level Design Process

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing Testing
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Thought | Level Design Concepts
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Identifying Building Blocks | Lucky Lantern

Game Mechanics
• Basic Linking
• Activating Power Ups
• Creating Dragons
• Collect Coins

Game Modes
• High Score

Blockers
• Clouds
• Coins (?)

Gameplay Elements
• Lanterns
• Rockets
• Bombs
• Coins

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Thought | Level Design Concepts
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Identifying Building Blocks | CCSS

Game Mechanics
• Basic Swapping
• Power Up Creation
• Power Up Combos
• Helper Abilities

Game Modes
• Pop the Bottles
• Find the Bears
• Clear the Chocolate
• Clear the Bubblegum
• Spread the Jam

Blockers
• Frosting
• Liquorice Locks
• Cupcakes
• Jelly Cake
• Honey 
• Liquorice Swirl

Gameplay Elements
• Candies
• Power Ups
• Walls
• Holes

Modifiers
• Soda Physics
• Gravity Direction
• Multiple Screens
• Scrolling Levels

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Level Design Principles

Difficulty

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Rhythm

Flow Hooks
Making Levels Different

Keeping Players Challenged

Keep Players moving towards the Goal

Varying the Player Experience
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Level Design for Casual Games
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“Bite-sized Brilliance”
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Hooks

• Unique elements that
make a level different from
other levels in the game.

• A good hook can be all-
encompassing “twist” that
affects everything in the
level.

• Special powers

• Different gameplay style

• Environmental style

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Level Hooks in Games

Clockwise from Top Left: Super Mario 3D World, Shadow of the Colossus, Half-Life 2, Bayonetta 2
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Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Thought| Level Design Principles
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Level Concept Examples

Utilize Mechanics New Gameplay Dynamics Create (Emotional) Moments Gameplay Modifiers

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Thought | Applied Level Design
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Level Layout | Paper Design

Level 
Concept Level Layout Level 

Creation
Level 

Balancing
Testing
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Thought | Applied Level Design
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Tools | Building a Saga
Level Creation in King
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Tools | Building a Saga

Page 33

Level Creation

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Tools | Building a Saga
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Level Creation Process

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

1 2 3 4 5

Level Layout Set Objectives Place Game Objects Place Blockers Test Level
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Tools | Building a Saga

Finding the Fun
• Gameplay Possibility Space.

• Gameplay Dynamics.

• Moment-to-Moment Gameplay.

• Level Flow Concepts.
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• Keep Players moving toward the goal

• Signposting

• Goals and Sub-goals

• Hints

• Level Designer is the invisible hand that 
guides players forward.

• The more aware the player is of this 
though, the less fun it’ll be. 

Tools | Building a Saga

Flow

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Tools | Building a Saga
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Level Flow and Dynamics

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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http://www.philipchircop.com/post/29691925648/the-illusion-of-free-choice-here-is-one-internet
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Tools | Building a Saga
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Level Flow and Dynamics

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Tools | Building a Saga
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When all else Fails…

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Building a Saga
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Tools | Building a Saga

Level Progression Mapping
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Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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• Rhythm is a way of expressing the 
pattern, frequency, and intensity 
of the sequences of events in a 
level.

• Variety in the player experience 
and emotional journey.

• Keeps players engaged in the 
game.

Tools | Building a Saga

Rhythm

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing



© King.com Ltd 2016

Tools | Building a Saga

Factors

• Different Game Modes.

• Hard Levels vs. Easy Levels.

• Short Levels vs. Long Levels.

• Pace of introducing new content.

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Plotting the Player Experience

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Tools | Building a Saga
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Level Library and Beat Charts

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Tools | Building a Saga

Source: https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/japanese-argument-structure/
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Ki-Shō-Ten-Ketsu

Ki

Shō

Ten

Ketsu

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/japanese-argument-structure/
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Source: https://youtu.be/dBmIkEvEBtA?t=44
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Ki-Shō-Ten-Ketsu Example

https://youtu.be/dBmIkEvEBtA?t=44
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Source: https://youtu.be/dBmIkEvEBtA?t=44

Page 51

https://youtu.be/dBmIkEvEBtA?t=44


© King.com Ltd 2016

Tools | Building a Saga
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Ki-Shō-Ten-Ketsu Applied

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

Ki Shō Ten Ketsu
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Tools | Building a Saga
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Ki-Shō-Ten-Ketsu Applied

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

Ki Shō Ten Ketsu



© King.com Ltd 2016

Testing | Tweaking and Tinkering
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Difficulty

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

• Difficulty keeps the player 
challenged in a level.

• Difficulty as a level design tool 
encompasses rhythm and flow.

• Every game has a difficulty curve

• By extension, every level – as a 
point on that curve – has a level of 
difficulty assigned to it.
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

1. No. of Objectives.

2. Balancing Moves.

3. Mastery Star values.

4. No. of colours in the level.

5. Balancing no. and level of blockers.

Page 56

Level Balancing

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

123

4

5
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

Source: http://www.jenovachen.com/flowingames/flowtheory.htm
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Flow Theory

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing

http://www.jenovachen.com/flowingames/flowtheory.htm
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

Factors

• Different Game Modes.

• Hard Levels vs. Easy Levels.

• Short Levels vs. Long Levels.

• Pace of introducing new 
content.

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Plotting the Player Experience

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing

Testing
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

A Matter of Perspective…
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating
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Level Testing and Balancing

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing Testing

Self-Testing (by Designer) 

Internal Testing (with other team members) 

Qualitative User Test

Playtest Releases
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating
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Level Testing and Balancing

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing Testing

“Where the Magician meets the Mathematician”
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KPIs and Measurements

Difficulty
Page 63

Monetization

Retention Progression
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Measuring Player Progression

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing TestingTesting | Tweaking and Iterating
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Measuring Difficulty
Cumulative Attempts

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing TestingTesting | Tweaking and Iterating
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating
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Level Testing and Balancing

Level 
Balancing Testing
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Testing | Tweaking and Iterating

http://candycrush.wikia.com/wiki/Level_65/Versions

Page 67

Level 65

“This level sucks and there isn’t any nicer way to describe it…Really, 
it’s not you. This level just sucks.”
http://www.stirrup-queens.com/2013/09/advice-to-pass-along-level-33-level-65-and-level-97-of-candy-crush/

“This used to be one of the difficult levels until it was modified and 
now it is one of the fun levels.”
http://candycrushsagaallhelp.blogspot.de/2014/06/candy-crush-saga-most-fun-levels.html

“Sure, there were other levels that were on the most dreaded list, but 65 
bubbled up to the top as the most dreaded board.”
https://geekdad.com/2013/09/hardest-level-candy-crush/

“18% of people answered that 65 was the most difficult 
level.
https://geekdad.com/2013/09/hardest-level-candy-crush/

http://candycrush.wikia.com/wiki/Level_65/Versions
http://www.stirrup-queens.com/2013/09/advice-to-pass-along-level-33-level-65-and-level-97-of-candy-crush/
http://candycrushsagaallhelp.blogspot.de/2014/06/candy-crush-saga-most-fun-levels.html
https://geekdad.com/2013/09/hardest-level-candy-crush/
https://geekdad.com/2013/09/hardest-level-candy-crush/
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Recap | 4Ts

THEORY | Level Design Overview

THOUGHT | Level Design Principles

TOOLS | Building a Saga

TESTING | Tweaking and Tinkering
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Recap | Level Design Process

Level 
Concept

Level 
Layout

Level 
Creation

Level 
Balancing Testing
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Level Design Principles

Difficulty

Adapted from Game Level Design by Ed Byrne
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Rhythm

Flow Hooks
Making Levels Different

Keeping Players Challenged

Keep Players moving towards the Goal

Varying the Player Experience
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Questions?

Jeremy Kang | Principal Game Designer | King, Berlin | jeremy.kang@king.com

mailto:Jeremy.kang@king.com


Thank you!


