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Executive Summary  

 
Designing a card game alone is an interesting 

and tricky process but even more so when the initial 

design process is a game within itself. By being 

unable to see what the other person has written as a 

rule, you get a combination of card-game 

characteristics (i.e. color matching, numbers, 

symbols) possibly inspired or thought of from other 

games. We therefore ended up having to combine 

different “styles” of rules into a single game. As part 

of the initial rules, we had that; every player starts 

with 7 cards, number 4 makes the next player lose 

their turn, you cannot use jokers in the game, draw 

two random cards from the original deck, collect 

cards with the same color and finally our winning 

condition was whoever has collected all the patterns 

wins. So having to combine elements of a pattern, 

numerals and colors was a surprising task to begin 

with.  

We concluded that we had to not only 

combine all these features but also be able to actually 

use them and “put them into play”. Our game theme 

soon turned into elements from the earth and we 

initially decided on 7 different patterns since one of 

our initial rules was that every player started with 7 cards in their hands. The seven elements are 

metal, wood, water, fire, stone, thunder, and wind.  We also had to include a card with the number 

4 in order to play it in its intended use as mentioned above. Each of the seven elements also has a 

large and small size counterpart, that play a role in the strategy of the game. Every element has 3 

large and 3 small sized depictions, plus the four number “4” cards, a total of 46 cards in the initial 

deck.  

Overall the hand design of the cards, initially created due to availability of material, 

perfectly matches the theme of our game as it gives it a more “earthy” and playful character. Even 

the material used for the cards, a recycled Trader Joe’s paper bag not only also paired well with 

the theme of the game (the bags are actually made out of biodegradable and compostable material), 

but also created a nice feel in your hands when holding the cards instead of the typical, formal and 

glossy texture of playing cards.  

  
 

Initial design/drawings of the elements. 
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Methods  

 
Initially the most challenging part was making sense of the combination of the variation 

in the nature of the rules, in order to make a game that actually has some sort of cohesion. Most 

of our initial rules happened to be more ‘special’ actions or highlights even in a game with flow, 

rather than the smaller in between actions that players take in a game to reach a goal. We 

basically had 8 patters to work with (seven elements plus the cards with the number “4” on them) 

and as to not complicate things further, we decided to stick to those 8 patterns and work solely 

on those therefore coming up with the idea of having a small and large version of each elements, 

3 small ones and 3 large one specifically allowing us to increase the number of cards in the final 

deck. Since we also had to include a “color” impact, each of those six cards had a unique color 

(orange, green, blue, yellow, pink and purple). After coming up with the idea of choosing from a 

selected number of cards in the middle and add some sort of trading element, pick up – dropping 

down in order for the cards to have some sort of rotation during the game that allowed for all 

initial rules to be used, we put our initial thought into play. We added four “4” cards as that was 

the max number of players, we decided on playing in the game, totaling to 46 cards; 7 

patterns/elements of 6 cards each (3 large size, 3 small size for each) and the four, “4” ones.  

 

 
 

Depiction of the small sized elements 

 

Two of our team members happen to be roommates and a third one lived right next to 

them, along with some other CCTers who live in the area tested out the game. The first 

observation from testing out the game was that the elements needed to be portrayed in the top 

corners of the cards and not just in the middle as it was much easier to view all the cards a player 

had in their hands when holding them with one hand. Of course the element itself looks more 

powerful alone in the middle plus for sizing reasons it was better to inluce just the element 

spelled out accompanied by the size of the specific element on each card as to avoid potential 

confusion. Having two different sizes for each element did not only benefit us as playing a role 
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in the winning conditions of the game but also created an apsect of strategy in the game were you 

would rather keep collecting Large sized cards as much as possible, in order to have the upper 

hand at the end.  

One of the first rules was also the fact that each player had to start with seven cards in 

their hand but after the first round of testing we realized that players ended up having too many 

cards in their hands too quickly in the game, making it easier and faster for someone to collect all 

7 elements. So we decided to have players be distributed 5 cards in the very beginning and in the 

pre-initial round of the game everyplayer (except for the very first player – more on this next), 

would then get to choose two cards from the 5 public ones in the middle, starting the actual 

“trading” round with 7 cards for each player. The reason we decided to have the first player pick 

up 3 cards was for logisitc purposes of so the card distribution in the second round would be 

equal meaning that the second player in line would have the ability to also choose 

from 3 cards presented to him by the player that goes first. This would mean that 

every player would get the chance to pick one card out of three. This feature 

along with the fact that you cannot see what elements the other players are 

collecting is what led to the name “invisible elements”.  

From this round of testing we also executed the idea of the three-step 

action rule for each player as it allowed the exchange and flow of cards. We had 

to figure out a way to get rid of cards, the ones you do not want, and a way to 

collect the cards you need i.e. a missing element from your personal stack. This 

“pick-draw-abandone” feature not only created a type of “slogan” for the game, 

but it also gave it a level of difficulty and complexity that gives the players the 

opportunitu to always interact with the cards and the flow of the game. Finally, we also had to 

use the number “4” cards in a way that would make the next player “loose their turn” but since 

the first step was having the opportunity of “picking” out a card from the previous player, in a 

way “stealing” a card away from them, eliminating that right of having a choice and “forcing” 

the player to take your least wanted card basically worked in the same way that that player lost 

their turn in having a choice out of three possibilities.  
 

 
 

The Exquisite Corpse rules 
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Results  

The feedback we received was a great indicator of the fact that people who have not been 

a part of the design of the game obviously cannot put themselves in the mind of designers and 

figure out how we thought about things. This was a great example of having to step away from 

your design in order to make sure it is understood and meaningful to someone who has never 

played, used or seen it before. Some of the feedback that we got that was shared in both feedback 

cases was the fact that it was unclear who went first, who started the game of, and the fact that 

the rule around the use of the number 4 was unclear. A few questions also arose in terms of what 

you do with the cards that you have already used; “where do you put the card you drop back to 

the public cards or to a pile of ‘dropped cards’”? Things that made sense to us but not necessarily 

understood or common to everyone else. Two other comments indicated that the game was 

“short” and that people “got to 7 elements pretty quickly”, as well as the fact that what happens 

after someone collect all 7 different elements; “can players keep playing after there is a winner? 

Where does he or she put those cards?”. Once again, something that was understood by the four 

of us and discussed during our play yet obviously not something that necessarily everyone will 

automatically do; continue playing the game. How can one know the rules of the game if they are 

not all written down? Something that is understood by some does not mean that it is a 

commonality for everyone else and that is something that has to be included in the design 

process for anything.  

   However, I think a few of the comments were not necessarily indicative of something 

specific i.e. “players are confused as to why there must be 5 cards on the table”. That is just a 

rule, action in of the game that does not necessarily need an explanation like any other card game 

you don’t have to unpack every single aspect of it when it comes to the execution of steps. 

Having 5 cards in the middle isn’t a tactic that a player needs to make but just a set standard of 

the game. The opportunity to be able to interact with the designers of these games and probably 

the fact that none of us are actual game makers per se, allowed for more freedom to ask 

questions that otherwise would not have been possible. For example in the game “Games” you 

don’t ask why the rules say place four cards in the middle, you do so simply because that is what 

the instructions indicate or similarly you wouldn’t question why players in a card game start with 

4 or 8 cards in their hands, that is just a set rule of the game that does not necessarily rely on 

player tactic on its own.  

  Finally, the feedback that people “liked the look or feel of the card” was interesting to me 

because it showed that it engaged other people and not just us! Yes the material was a nice touch 

for us, but it also created an overall experience for other players who might have also not played 

with cards that move away from the typical strict glossy cut that most playing cards have.  
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Discussion 
 

In Rules of Play (2004), Zimmerman and Salen discuss the importance of meaningful 

play and how the “core concept” of game design is by “learning to create game experiences for 

players experiences that have meaning and are meaningful” which ultimately leads to a 

successful game design (p. 2 of Ch. 3). By playing a game you “mak[e] choices and tak[e] 

actions” that will occur within the game system with every action taken “result[ing] in a change 

affecting the overall system of the game” (p. 3, Ch. 3). Similarly, the idea of having a goal of 

collecting all 7 different elements in order to win creates strategy flow in the way in which a 

player will choose what cards to drop/eliminate and what cards to pick from the 5-card pile in the 

middle. In addition to that adding other two concepts of sizing and coloring allows for further 

aspects of play to be put into action. You are meaningfully not only trying to collect the different 

elements but along the way you are also trying to collect the different elements in terms of their 

size, the more larger-sized ones who have the better it will be for your winning condition if 

someone else also collect all 7 elements at the same time. On top of that, keeping the color 

condition in mind is another strategic way of collecting your cards as you would rather have 

variation in color. Therefore, when collecting/picking-up a card from the public pile, you should 

also be looking out for different colored symbols than the ones you already have as that would 

give you an upper hand when winning. Due to the fact that with 46 cards and each player having 

around 7 + cards in their hands, collecting 7 different elements was not necessarily the most 

challenging aspect which is why it wasn’t uncommon for two people two collect all 7 patterns at 

the same time. However, having those two extra features as further winning conditions allowed 

for more competition and tactical thinking during the game, creating a more meaningful play for 

those involved. As Zimmerman and Salen would describe this, the actions and outcomes within a 

game and the relationship between those “are both discernable and integrated into the larger 

context of the game” (p.4). The cards a player chooses to pick up or drop, not only alter the 

current status of the game and the next move of the player in action but also foreshadow possible 

wins or loses in the future. By managing to collect and keep in mind the three wining aspects of 

the game i.e. collecting all seven elements, preferring larger sized ones over small ones and 

choosing a card of based on the element and color that you may be lacking, might turn out 

beneficial as these aspects define the winning player in the end.  

Interactivity is another important factor that comes into play. From the aforementioned it 

can be understood that “playing a game means making choices within a game system designed to 

support actions and outcomes in meaningful ways” therefore “every action results in a change 

affecting the overall system” (p. 1 of Ch. 6). Each decision a player makes, whether this means 

which three cards you choose to present to the next player, knowing that anyone of them can be 

picked up and therefore in a way “ruin” your collection, or if you are ‘hit’ by a number “4” card 

and are forced to accept a specific card, or whether you decided on a specific card from the 

public pile that is an element that you have been missing,  the interactivity of the players in 

choosing a path, a move or an action, give “agency to [the player] to initiate and perform a whole 

range of explicit actions” (p. 1). One actions from one player ultimately affects the actions of 

another and so does the way each player interact with the game. These unique characteristics and 

rules of the game are what “define the tone and texture of a specific game experience” (p.1).  
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Recommendations  
 

This was a very meaningful experience in understanding concepts of design processis and 

steps that need to be taken in order for a design to actually have meaning and usefullness. The 

most crucial part was realizing that it doesn’t just matter if the designer has understood the 

concept, rules and meaning of the design but if the players or people called to use and ‘operate’ 

the design can view the design in the same way the creators can. As mentioned in the first part of 

this report, the nature of the initial creative process of this card game was a game with in itself 

and thereofore made the overall design of the game more challenging, as you had to combine 

different aspect of “rules”, but having to also combine different thought processis into one final 

version was interesting as well.  I’m sure all four of us had different interpretations and ideas 

about the actual exequision of the game in our head, and we were trying to figure out how to 

combine all the different ‘natures’ of the rules, coming up with a resolution was very much so 

understood for us as the goals and action were clear, but we could have definetly worked on 

communciating those better to others who weren’t present during the conversations and 

interactions that we had not only amongst us but with the game itself.  

I think the most crucial thing that I would work on the next iteretion, would be to clearily 

write out everysingle detail in the “rulebook” of the game explaing all steps that have to be taken 

Danae Theocharakis
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no matter how insigifcant or common knowledge those might seem to the designer of the game. 

Understanding that just because something makes sense to us as the designers, does not mean it 

appears to be the same for others. I think we did a good job at the actual game and I can see this 

potentially being a real card game, probably with a few tweeks to make sure everything works 

accordingly (although we did not run into any issues yet), but after receiving feedback from 

others our biggest challenge was properfly, clearly and fully explaining how this design is meant 

to be used, or in this specific case how this design is meant to be played.  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Danae Theocharakis
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