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T H E  N A R R A T I V E  D E P A R T M E N T  

5 Steps to Writing a Great Video 
Game Script 
 

 

Imagine being the writer or narrative designer for a best-selling, award-winning video 
game.  

Imagine what that would feel like: 

• Entertaining millions of players, 
• Hearing your name called at the Game Developers Choice Awards, and most of all, 
• Knowing that you’re making the kinds of games you’ve dreamed of making, ever 

since you were a kid 

If this is something you want to do, this guide can help. 

But before we jump in, I want to be honest about something: it is not easy to write stories 
for games. I hear things like this all the time: 

“I’ve figured out a storyline, but now I need to make it playable. And I 
don’t know how to make that happen.” 

“The fact that players sometimes ignore the story makes me second guess 
myself. Am I just bad at this?” 

“I thought if we came up with a good story, that would be enough, 
but now I see that it’s not that simple. So now we’re frantically trying 
all sorts of tricks to see what will work with the players. No luck yet.” 

“We are so busy with deadlines at work, I don’t have time to step back and 
try to figure out better ways to tell stories in our games - but we HAVE to 
figure this out. So I’m stuck.” 

“Writing is so stressful sometimes. My work feels so separate from 
other people on the team, and I worry that I’m letting them down or 
not giving them what they need.”  

“If I can’t figure out how to make this work, then I might have to give up 
my dream. That scares me.” 

Does any of that sound familiar? 
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It’s tricky. When it comes to writing for games, there’s a real learning curve. 

But if writing is your passion, and you want to write great material for your team and your 
players, keep reading. 

Because that problem of knowing how to write for your player? It’s a solvable problem. 

We’ve put together an easy, 5-step worksheet you can use right away. It's a tool you can 
use, whether you’re an aspiring game writer or already working in the industry. 

• If you’re a working game writer, you can use this to develop the script for your next 
project.  

• And if you’re an aspiring game writer, you can use it to punch up your last writing 
sample - or create your next one.  

This guide will help you make your material the best it can be. 

Let’s get started. 
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Step One: Know Your Player 
A good game script feels like a conversation with one person - the player. It’s your job as 
the game writer to know who they are. 
  
Don’t know who your player is? Here are two tools you can use to get to know them. 
 
Option A: Create a player avatar 

You can get to know your player by figuring out a few things about who they are and 
what they like to play. 

Complete this sentence: 

 
My player is a _______ [age]-year old __________ [gender] whose favorite games 

include _____________  [game 1] ______________ [game 2] and _____________ [game 3]. 

In general, what they like in games is ____________________________________________.  

You can add more details if you like, but this is enough to get you started. It’s OK to start 
with just the basics! 

Option B: Choose a real-life player 

This option is even easier. Think of someone you know who would be the perfect player 
for your game. And yes, that person can be you :) 

Name of person who is the ideal player for your game: __________________________________ 

 
Use Bartle’s taxonomy 

Game designer Richard Bartle wanted to understand what players look for in a game. So 
he created a list of four “player types." It's a tool that you can use to understand YOUR 
player. 

(Most game developers are familiar with this taxonomy, so it’s an excellent tool to know.) 

• Achievers love to - that’s right - achieve the goals of the game. (They even set their 
own goals, like speedruns.) They like scripts that add depth to the gameplay 
challenge. 

• Explorers want to see the whole game - every map and then some. They live for the 
thrill of discovery. They like scripts that tell them more about how the world works. 
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• Socializers are here for the party. They love playing with friends, talking to NPCs, 
and exploring the community of the game world. So they like scripts with lots of 
personality. 

• Killers are here to WIN. They love competition. So they like scripts that get right to 
the point, fire them up, and give them an advantage. 

Put a check next to the category (or categories) that fit your ideal player best. 

□ Achiever □ Explorer □ Socializer □ Killer 

This checklist will help you decide what dialogue choices will work best for your player.  

That’s it! You’re done with Step One. Nice work!  
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Step Two: Set Your Storytelling Goals 
You know your player; now you’re ready to think about what you need to give them. What 
are you trying to communicate? Your script is there for a reason. Get those reasons down 
on paper or up on the screen. This step will make your project ten times more 
manageable when you sit down to write your script. 

My goals are to: 

□ Share gameplay information with the player 

□ Draw the player into the world 

□ Reveal more of the character’s personality  

□ Create a connection between character and player 

□ Push the plot forward 

□ Other: _____________________________________________ 

If you don’t know for sure, make your best guess. Progress beats perfection every time!  
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Step Three: Tell As Much Of Your Story 
Without Words As Possible 
It doesn’t matter how good your story is - if you only use words to tell it, you won’t reach 
all of your players. They don’t always pay attention to dialogue in a game. 
(Understatement!) 

They do, however, pay A LOT of attention to other parts of the game, like the environment 
or the gameplay mechanics.  Meet players where they are.  

Here are three non-verbal tools you could use to tell your story. We’ve included examples 
- be sure to click the links to watch them!  

 
The environment  

In Portal 2, players discover a series of “cave drawings.” They tell the legend of the only 
test subject to ever escape Aperture. Guess what: that was YOU, if you finished the first 
Portal game! This sequence is an amazing moment when you see your past exploits 
celebrated on the walls for all to see. 

 

  

https://vimeo.com/682145523/bce547bcfc
https://vimeo.com/682145523/bce547bcfc


 

THE NARRATIVE DEPARTMEN T –  GAME WRITI NG MASTERC LASS ES                                                  Pg. 7 

© 2022 Susan O’Connor, Inc. 

The gameplay 

In Florence, the developers created a puzzle mechanic to simulate a conversation. The 
gameplay recreates the sweet, painful awkwardness of a first-date chat - without a single 
word of dialogue. 

 

The music  

You can even tell your story with music. Ori and the Will of the Wisps uses music and 
character animation to take the player on an emotional journey. 

 

https://vimeo.com/682146501/8346a7d066
https://vimeo.com/682145895/a401f93d36
https://vimeo.com/682146501/8346a7d066
https://vimeo.com/682145895/a401f93d36
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Other storytelling tools include character design, the interface, even color schemes. You 
could use nearly every component of the game to communicate some part of the story. 
The only limit is your imagination (and the bandwidth of the other members of your 
team, since this will involve them, too!). 

Try it now! Take a few minutes to brainstorm answers to the following question: 

Three specific ways I could tell my story without words: 

1. ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

2. ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

3. ____________________________________________________________________________________ 

When you use these tools, you're putting the story right in front of the players. They can't 
miss it. And with any luck, you'll draw them in - and that’s when they’ll start listening to 
what your characters have to say. 
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Step Four: Block Out Your Script 
Now it’s time to write the rough draft of your script. 

At this stage, we’re not going for quality; we’re going for clarity. 

All you need to do right now is write down -  

• Which characters are in your scene and/or gameplay sequence; 

• What each character wants to accomplish in this scene/sequence; and 

• What information the player needs, both for gameplay and story 

Here’s an example. 

• Characters: You could be writing a cutscene + gameplay sequence that involves 
two characters, the player character, and an NPC. 

• Goals:  The player character wants to find a hidden message in the room, and the 
NPC wants to help him find it - so they have a shared goal.  

• Gameplay information: The designer also needs the player to discover - and learn 
how to use - a new tool in this sequence.  

• Story information: This is a turning point in the story, so you want to use this 
moment to reveal that the NPC has been keeping a secret from the player 
character. 

Your turn! 

Characters in this scene or 
sequence: 

Each character’s goal is in this scene or sequence: 

• ____________________________ • ___________________________________________ 

• ____________________________ • ___________________________________________ 

• ____________________________ • ___________________________________________ 

Gameplay information I need to communicate to the player: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Story information I need to communicate to the player: 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Now, rough out your script & gameplay sequence.  

Just block everything out without thinking too hard about it. It could look something as 
simple as this: 

 

CHARACTER ONE walks in the door. 

CHARACTER TWO 

[says hello] 

 
Write your rough draft now. You can write it longhand, or use your favorite scriptwriting 
software. We recommend Scrivener. 

Don’t worry about finding the exact right words for now. That comes next. 
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Step Five: Polish Your Script 
So far, you've defined your player, you've listed your script goals, you've used a range of 
storytelling tools, and you've created your roadmap. 

 Now it’s time to WRITE. (And rewrite.) 

 In this section, we're going to focus on one of the most important skills you'll ever need 
as a game writer. You have to know how to deliver information to the player in an 
entertaining way. 

 It’s tricky, but you can do it. 

 Here are five ways you can turn exposition into entertainment. We’ve included examples 
- be sure to click the links to watch them! 

  

Hide the exposition in a joke  

(Because a spoonful of sugar makes the medicine go down.) 

In this scene from A Short Hike, the writer needs to let the player know that rock climbing 
is necessary to progress in the game. So they introduce a couple of characters, one of 
which is VERY touchy about his rock-climbing club. 

 

CLIMBER 

HEY! 

 
  

https://vimeo.com/682144074/fbf7059ee9
https://vimeo.com/682144074/fbf7059ee9
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Hide the exposition behind a bad attitude  

A character with a chip on their shoulder is always interesting. 

Here’s an example from The Legend of Zelda: The Wind Waker. That little pirate is sassy! 

 

TETRA 

You can’t possibly mean to go there with nothing but that cheap 

little sword! That’s not brave! It’s stupid! 

 
  

https://vimeo.com/682144227/b28a57148f
https://vimeo.com/682144227/b28a57148f
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Make it difficult for the character to communicate 

This is counterintuitive. You’d think the player would want their information as quickly as 
possible.  But communication challenges introduce more tension into the scene. And 
that makes any scene better. 

There are lots of roadblocks you could lay in the character’s path. For example, they’re 
afraid of how the player will react to their news. Or they're talking on a radio that has a lot 
of static on the line. 

Here’s one of my favorite examples: this sequence from Uncharted 2: Among Thieves, 
where Nathan and Tenzin have to find a way to work together, even though they can’t 
understand a word the other man says.  

 

NATHAN 

I’m not so good with charades, pal… 

 
  

https://vimeo.com/682144392/4ba124cd59
https://vimeo.com/682144392/4ba124cd59
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Give the character something better to do 

Not all characters have to be obsessed with the player and their journey. Some characters 
may be busy doing something else like dusting a stuffed bird. 

There are lots of rude characters in Disco Elysium - and that’s one of the reasons why it’s 
so much fun. 

 

GARTE, THE CAFETERIA MANAGER, pretends not to hear you, 

concentrating on the bird instead.  

 
  

https://vimeo.com/682144870/14c660a87b
https://vimeo.com/682144870/14c660a87b
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Reveal more of the character’s personality 

People are messy, complicated creatures in real life. So why not make your characters 
complex and chaotic, too? It takes time to reveal different sides of a character. You can 
use this slow-burn approach to surprise the player.  

In Undertale, we meet a sweet daisy who seems too good to be true. And maybe they are. 

 

FLOWEY THE FLOWER 

You know what’s going on here, don’t you? 

There are many other techniques you can use to punch up your script, but this list will get 
you off to a good start.  

Your turn!  

Pick which tool you’ll try in your next draft:  

□ I’ll hide my exposition in a joke. 

□ I’ll hide my exposition behind a character’s bad attitude. 

□ I’ll make it difficult for the character to communicate. 

□ I’ll give the character something better to do. 

□ I’ll reveal more of the character’s personality. 

I have posted this tool on a Post-It above my writing desk, so it will be there waiting for 
me when I sit down to rewrite my script. 

□ YES 

□ ALSO YES 

https://vimeo.com/682144979/d809872645
https://vimeo.com/682144979/d809872645
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Great Job! What’s Next? 
So there you have it - 5 steps that will get you from the blank page to the final edit. I hope 
this has made a hard thing feel a whole lot easier.  

You’ve got lots of support out there - not just from us, but from the game developers who 
created the games you saw in this guide. Their work is out there; you can study it as much 
as you like. They’re here to help you, even if they don’t know it. :)  

Writing sometimes feels like it’s a solitary practice, but it really isn’t. Especially when it 
comes to games.  

Want to find a great community of writers? Keep an eye out for your chance to join The 
Narrative Department - our six-week masterclass for game writers. And keep reading our 
game-writing articles - we post one every week.  

And keep writing! You’ve got this.  

Take care, 

 

Susan O’Connor 
Founder, The Narrative Department 

https://www.thenarrativedept.com/
https://www.thenarrativedept.com/

