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The Goals of 
Character 
Design



Introduction

A character need not be 

attractive in the conventional 

sense of being pleasant

to look at, but he must be 

competently constructed—
well drawn or well described.



The Relationship 
Between Player 
and Avatar
Lara Croft is attractive because of, not despite of, her glossy blankness—that hyper-

perfect, shiny, computer look. She is an abstraction, an animated conglomeration of 

sexual and attitudinal signs—breasts, hotpants, shades, thigh holsters—whose very 

blankness encourages the viewer’s psychological projection. Beyond the bare facts of 

her biography, her perfect vacuity means we can make Lara Croft into whoever we 

want her to be.
—STEVEN POOLE, “LARA’S STORY”

The game industry uses the term 
avatar to refer to a character in a 

game who serves
as a protagonist under the 

player’s control. 



Player-Designed Avatar Characters

While most games have an established character as the 
player’s avatar, role-playing games, especially multiplayer 
online ones, almost always give players considerable
freedom to design an avatar to their own specifications. 



Specific and Nonspecific Avatars

In games in which the player does not get to design 

or choose an avatar but must

use one supplied by the game, the relationship 

between the player and the avatar

varies depending on how completely you, the 

designer, specified the avatar’s
appearance and other qualities.



The Effects of Different Control Mechanisms

The way a player feels about 

an avatar depends somewhat 

on how the player controls
the avatar in the game.



Designing Your Avatar Character

As you design the avatar for 

your game, think about how 

you want the player to

relate to him. Do you want an 

entirely nonspecific avatar, 

really no more than a

control mechanism for the 

player; a partially-specified 

avatar, which the player sees

and knows a little about, but 

who doesn’t have an inner 

life; or a fully specified

avatar, separate from the 

player, an individual with a 
personality of his own?



Visual 
Appearances
In modern video games, almost all the characters have a 
visible manifestation in the game. The exceptions are 
nonspecific avatars who view the world only in the
first-person perspective (like Gordon Freeman) and 
disembodied characters who sometimes speak to the 
character (via headphones, telepathy, or other means) but
are never seen.



Character Physical Types



Humanoids, 
Non 
Humanoids, 
and Hybrids



Humanoids, 
Non 
Humanoids, 
and Hybrids



Humanoids, 
Non 
Humanoids, 
and Hybrids



Cartoonlike 
Qualities

■ Cool characters never get too 
upset about anything
■ Tough characters exemplify 
physical aggression
■ Cute characters are drawn with 
the proportions of human babies 
or baby animals:
large eyes and oversized heads.
■ Goofy characters have slightly 
odd proportions and funny-
looking, inefficient
walks and other movements.



Hyper 
sexualized 
Characters

Hypersexualization refers to 

the practice of exaggerating 

the sexual attributes of

men and women in order to 

make them more sexually 

appealing, at least to 
teenagers.



Clothing, Weapons, Symbolic Objects, and Names

When designing ordinary 

human beings, body shape is 

only the beginning. In

the real world, we have only a 

limited ability to change our 

bodies, so instead we

express our personal style 

through things that we hang 

on the outsides of our

bodies: clothing and 
accessories.



Color Palette

Choose your color palette to 

reflect your character’s 

attitudes and emotional 
temperament.



Sidekicks

Hero characters are 

sometimes accompanied by 

sidekicks. A tough hero may 

travel with a cute sidekick (or 

vice versa) to provide some 
variety and comic relief



Character 
Depth
The visual appearance of a character makes the most 
immediate impact on the player, and you can convey a lot 
of information about the character through his 
appearance, but you can’t convey everything.



Role, Attitudes, and Values



Attributes

Attributes can be divided into 

those that change frequently 

and by large amounts,

and those that change 

infrequently and by only 
small amounts or not at all.



Character Dimensionality

■ Zero-dimensional 

characters exhibit only 
discrete emotional states.



Character Dimensionality

■ One-dimensional characters have only a 

single variable to characterize a

changing feeling or attitude; in other 
respects their character is largely fixed.



Character Dimensionality

■ Two-dimensional characters are described 

by multiple variables that express their
impulses, but those impulses don’t conflict.



Character Dimensionality

■ Three-dimensional characters 

have multiple emotional states 

that can produce
conflicting impulses.



Character Growth

If a game aspires to be more 

than a simple adventure, if it 

seeks to have a meaningful

story and not just a series of 

exciting episodes, then it 

must include character
growth of some kind.



Character Archetypes

Characters of types that have 

been fundamental to 

storytelling since

the days of myth, that are 

found in the stories of 

virtually all cultures, and that

may even be fundamental to 

the human psyche. These 

characters assist or impede

the hero in various ways on 
his journey.



Audio Design
Audio design, both sound effects and language, is also a 
part of character design.
You will need to work with your team’s audio director—and 
sometimes defer to her experience—to find the right 
effects and voice for your character.



Sound Effects and Music

As the audio gear in 

computers and home 

consoles has improved, game 

developers have begun to 

create musical themes 

associated with specific 

characters, just as the
movies have for decades.



Voice and Language

■ Vocabulary indicates the age, social class, and level of education of the character.
People who don’t read much seldom employ big vocabularies. Teenagers always use
a slang vocabulary of their own in order to exclude adults. Beware, however: If you
use too much current slang, your game will sound dated six months after publication.
Conversely, period slang can help set a game in a different time—calling a gun
a roscoe promptly suggests the hardboiled detective fiction of the 1930s and 1940s.
In all cases, a light touch is best unless you’re deliberately trying to be funny.



Voice and Language

■ Grammar and sentence construction also convey information about education
and class; bad grammar reveals bad schooling. Although it’s not really valid, we
associate articulateness and long, complex sentences with intelligence.



Voice and Language

■ Accent initially tells us something about a person’s place of origin and social
class. City people and country people speak differently the world over. Accent is
also, unfortunately, thought of as an indicator of intelligence. (This can backfire;
smart lawyers from the American South occasionally play up their southern accents
to fool their northern opponents into thinking they’re not as bright as they really
are.) Avoid the “dumb redneck” stereotype; it is as offensive in its way as the “dumb
Negro” stereotypes of 1930s radio plays were.



Voice and Language

■ Delivery refers to the speed and tone of the person’s speech. Slow speech is—
again, mistakenly—often associated with a lack of intelligence, unless the speaker
is an Eastern mystic, in which case slow speech can be mistaken for wisdom. Try to
steer clear of stereotypes. Speed and tone can still work for you, indicating your
characters’ excitement, boredom, anxiety, or suspicion. The speaker’s tone conveys
an attitude or emotional state: friendly, hostile, cynical, guarded, and so on.



Voice and Language

■ Vocal quirks include things like a stutter (Porky Pig), lisp (Sylvester the cat), and
catchphrases that identify a character (“Eh… what’s up, doc?” from Bugs Bunny).



Summary
You should now understand

• Character creation is an important part of computer game 
design. 

• Games have come far since the rudimentary characters of their 
early days, and character design continues to become 
increasingly sophisticated. 

• For many games, simple, iconic characters will do. However, as 
our medium continues to mature, more games need rich and 
deep characters as well. Whether a player defines the avatar she 
uses in the game or a designer creates a complete character for 
her to use, the designer has to make characters belong in the 
game world they inhabit, making them complete, compelling, 
and believable.


