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Strategy versus Intentionality

Following my presentation at GDC 06 on 'Designing to Promoting Intentional Play' I was asked a very compelling question by one of the attendees.

The question was simply 'what is the difference between Intentionality and Strategy?'
The question is important because the last thing those of us espousing the use of Formal Abstract Design Tools want is to come up with a bunch of fancy terminology that is meaningless and redundant. First and foremost - for me at least - is ensuring that these tools are practical and usable by working designers, not just some lofty wankery that disguises shit we already know in more syllables to make ourselves look clever.

The question is not just an important one because it keeps me honest, but it's also a good one because the difference between intentionality and strategy is subtle. But just because it's subtle doesn't mean it's inconsequential, and in fact the difference between the two cuts right to the heart of what my talk was about. Had I thought of that question while working on the talk, I would certainly have included the discussion of the differences between the two concepts.

So, on with answering the question.

Thesis

Most simply stated, Strategy is a sub-set of Intentionality whose domain is restricted to competitive endeavour.
In other words, all Strategy is Intentional, but not all Intention is Strategic.
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Strategy is restricted to the domain of competition in the sense that when one is constructing a strategy, the aim is to 'optimally accomplish a material goal'. Because that goal is material, there are optimal and sub-optimal solutions. There can be many strategies that will achieve the goal, but there will be (probably) fewer strategies that do so optimally. Thus we can talk about 'good strategy' and 'bad strategy'.

Strategy in Command and Conquer

In Command and Conquer, my material goal may be to destroy the enemy base. There are many, many ways to achieve this goal.

My strategy in doing so might involve moving a fast light force to the flanks and taking down their power generators in order to disable their Tesla-Coils so I can move a heavier force directly in from the front and overrun them. There will be optimal and sub-optimal configurations of this strategy.

If I strive for a too-close-to-optimal strategy that uses the minimum number of resources and strives to accomplish the goal as fast as possible, I risk underestimating the strength required, and failing. I may then need to start over, develop a new strategy, or I may end up losing entirely because my total commitment to a failed strategy left me too far behind to catch up.

If I play too conservatively and build far more units than are necessary for the task, I risk having the enemy complete construction on some new defense that subverts my plan, or I risk the enemy building up a strong enough force of his own and coming and defeating me while I am still busy building tanks or whatever.

Somewhere in the middle (and this middle space might be very small), there are a range of functional strategies, some of which are better (more optimal) than others.

Intentionality and Expression in Chaos Theory

Intentionality (that is 'pure' Intentionality that exists outside the domain of Strategic Intentionality) is not concerned with optimal solutions. In fact, it is not even concerned with viable solutions. Intentionality is concerned with expression.

In the Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory video example included with the presentation materials, it is pretty clear that the player is not concerned with the goal of defeating or bypassing the NPC in question. This is the explicit goal of that section of gameplay in the game. It happens to be the case that in order for the player to express himself with this specific 'joke' he is required to kill the NPC, but it is also clear that his approach in doing so is so absurdly sub-optimal that it can barely be called a strategy at all (though it technically is a proven workable strategy and if some player were to use it as his strategy for getting past that NPC, it can work). It remains a bad strategy because it is highly error prone, slow, and incorporates dozens of addition steps that do not move the strategy forward, and instead only make it more likely to fail.

I can imagine a scenario in SC:CT where I have almost zero health, where an NPC is searching and already alert, where I am out of ammo entirely except for a single wall-mine, where there are indestructible light sources (such as a burning fire) that I can not disable electronically, thereby creating a situation where placing a mine on a door and whistling to attract the NPC to kick open the door would be the optimal strategy.

Even in that case, should the NPC happen to make a comical bark and get blown-up, the telling of the joke is only accidental and not intentional. The strategy is Intentional, and the player is expressing his strategic intent in a meaningful way. But the joke part is unintentional.

So - because there exist cases of Intentional expression which are not strategic in nature, but there do not appear to be cases of Strategy that are not Intentional, then Strategy is a wholly-owned subset of Intentionality.
Intentionality in Half-Life 2

In the two videos captured from Half-Life 2 that I included in the presentation, it is certainly the case that the kind of Intentionality being illustrated is within the domain of Strategic Intentionality. It was not really my intent to suggest that the Intentionality displayed in those examples was the kind of 'high-order' intentionality I was talking about. I was using those examples to make the point that Intentionality can be extended through 'messy' systems like physics using (as one technique) affordance. As we become increasingly capable of integrating messy systems into our games, I would say that it is desirable to not lose the opportunity for player to be expressive in more meaningful (and even non-strategic) ways.

The HL2 examples - while strategic in nature - do illustrate that this is possible, and that messy systems like physics, crowds, fire propagation, etc do not need to distill down to 'playgrounds of chaos'.
Intentionality in System Shock 2

One of the things I was trying to drive at in my presentation is that it is a good thing to offer players opportunities to express themselves in meaningful ways. Furthermore, these meaningful channels of expression do not need to be focused toward the designer-directed goals of the game. Some of the most meaningful occurrences in games come from the player interacting with the systems in ways that have nothing at all to do with the game's goals.

I remember a very powerful and expressive - but also very simple - moment of totally non-strategic intentional play from one of my favorite games.

While playing System Shock 2 for the first time, I had taken on the role of a Marine. I had envisioned my character as a kind of disorderly, mean-spirited, jaded Marine, who had probably been chosen for the experiment that gave me the ability to upgrade myself with 'modules' because I had punched out an officer and ended up in the brig and didn't really deserve to be the only survivor on the Von Braun. But goddammit, I was still a Marine, and I'd be a telepathic monkey's uncle before some cyber-mutant alien hybrid menace took command of Captain Diego's ship.

By way of buckling down to the task at hand, I promised myself that I would put my hard-drinkin' days behind me, and even though the Von Braun was busting at the seams with beer cans and liquor bottles - enough was enough - I was off the sauce for good, and it was Corps, Corporation, God from then on.

Sure enough, I discovered I was not the only survivor. There were two others, their names were Tommy and Rebecca. They were in love, and doing everything they could to escape the ship and maybe get back to Earth and warn everyone. As I fought my way from deck to deck, I got closer and closer to the two lovers... close enough in a couple of instances to see them darting around a corner just ahead of me... but never quite able to catch up.

They were on their way to grab the last functional escape pod, and I knew if I could catch up to them, we could all escape together. But alas I was too late, and as I rounded the final corner into the pod bay where the shuttle berths were, they blasted off into space. It was at that moment that I realized that me and my guns and grenades were just a little bit weaker than that other unstoppable force that moves and elevates those of us who are fortunate enough to find it.
As I stood there in the emptied berth wondering what the hell I was gonna do next, I saw a bottle of champagne sitting on a bench. Now everyone falls off the wagon at least once, and even though I'd sworn myself off the bottle for good - it just seemed a shame to me to continue fighting, probably to the death - without at least toasting these two kids whose love had gotten them through what had taken me a good 10,000 rounds of ammunition and counting. So I opened that bottle and clinked my own real-world beer bottle against the monitor in a toast as I swilled it back before I got back to the dirty work.

Now certainly there was nothing strategic involved in this example. It could also be pointed out that most of what was going on here was role-playing and that there was no real effort by the designers to support this moment of Intentional self-expression. It was probably little more than an accident. But nonetheless, the interactive space of the game allowed the opportunity for me to be expressive in a way that was meaningful to me. I became a creative collaborator in the game (though its true that 50% or more of it was role-playing).
The value of discrete terminology

As a final point, I think there still exists one argument in favor of saying that Strategy and Intentionality are one and the same.

This argument would refute my original definition of Strategy as 'being restricted to competitive endeavour' and say 'restricted to goal-based endeavour'.

In this case, we could argue that 'goal' and 'intent' mean the same thing. It is the player's goal in the Chaos Theory to tell the joke. It was my goal in System Shock to be expressive and acknowledge the lovers. I have strategies to complete those goals, and therefore all this nonsense about Intentionality is meaningless.

To counter that argument I would make two points. I think both of these points are subjective.

First, I would say that the word Strategy has an established meaning and a common usage and that it is not a good idea to overload the definition of that word. We talk about Real Time Strategy games, and we know what that means. But if we say Strategy and Intentionality are equivalent, then any real time game becomes an RTS. In short - people in general have certain associations with the word strategy, and we'd be better off not cluttering up those associations with things that have little or nothing to do with the 'common' strategies of resource management, battlefield maneuvering, planning and positioning for numerical, technological or topological advantage, and 'winning' and those sorts of concepts.
Second, I would say that it is useful for designers to keep the terms distinct, while at the same time understanding that Strategy is a sub-set of Intentionality. If we do in fact want to make games that specifically enable meaningful expression from players that are not strictly constrained to the competitive domains of our games, we need a separate term to talk about it.

I believe it is true that we could collapse the two terms and broaden the definition of Strategy to make it equivalent to Intentionality, but I think this would be the more difficult path. I strongly feel we are better off using separate terms and being aware of the commonalities of the terms in specific cases.
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