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Parental Difficulty Level vs # of Spawns
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Change of strategy



Facts about the 2022 version of me
● I had 2 young kids
● I was very part time on the game
● I was working alone
● I had even less time now
● But… must. make. game.



Playtesting!



I ran some
playtests



I ran some
playtests

50
playtests in 

that first year

1:1
All 1 on 1 via 

Discord

1h
long

90
Total playtests

145
hours running 

playtests



Failure

'I have not failed. I’ve just found 
10,000 ways that won't work.'

- Tommy Edison
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Failure



Here is an example



And another



Failure



This is what it's like 
to make a game 
without playtesting



“I never needed to 
playtest my game 
and it did great!”



Pain & Suffering
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“No thanks”
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“Meh”
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“It’s OK”



��

“Neat!”



“YAY!”
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Hello
I’m Brian. These are some games I’ve worked on.

This talk is about 1 on 1 playtesting . Why you should do it. Why you should do it very early 
and often . How you should do it. And why it should be the core of your development 
practice.

👋



Assumptions
● You are making  a video game or will be  making a video game

● You are making it for an audience that isn’t just you

● You are working alone  or on a small team

● You may or may not have ran 1 on 1 playtests before but 
you’re curious how to do it better



Traditional Dev Cycle



Playtesting as the central pillar 
of the dev process



Why?
● Devs are bad at knowing if their game is fun

● Devs are bad at knowing if their game is understandable

● 1 on 1 playtesting is the best way to get feedback on emotional impact

● Extensive playtesting will lead to a better game

● Players will feel like you’re reading their mind

● Early community building!



No surprises



When to start playtesting?



When to start playtesting?
ASAP!

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P3PJ0O7zG6E


Get creative!



How To Validate?
Try lots of stuff quickly and answer these questions

● Is the second to second gameplay fun?
● Is the mins to mins loop fun?
● Do players understand what is happening?
● Do players find the theme/art/world compelling ?



Case Study: Resource System

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PmMdkvTuMGQ


Playtest Results



Expectation vs Reality



Tactical Decisions



Theming Mismatch?

Anxiety

Fear

Joy



Next Playtest: Adjust Theming



Next Playtest: Trojan Horse Theme



Feedback?

“Why not just name the resource based on the emotion?”

🤯



The Process
1. Hypothesis
2. Playtest Round (1-5 people)
3. Process & Synthesize Feedback
4. Take Action
5. Go to 1



Hypothesis
“People are not seeing interactable objects. What if we painted them all yellow?”

Hypothesis │Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action│Go to 1



But…

Don’t neglect the whole experience



The player is playing

the whole game.

They don’t know

about your hypothesis.



It’s OK to test more than just your hypothesis, this isn’t actually 
science

It’s a balance!



Playtest Round
Run the playtest with 1 to 5 people

Hypothesis│Playtest Round │Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action│Go to 1

wait, why 5?



Sprint
“We’ve seen the same phenomenon in our 
own tests. By the time we observe the 5th 
costumer, we are just confirming the 
patterns that showed up in the first 4 
interviews.”
Knapp, J., Zeratsky, J., & Kowitz, B. (2016). Sprint, page 198.

Hypothesis│Playtest Round │Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action│Goto 1



In my experience, 3 is enough*

*in most cases

Hypothesis│Playtest Round │Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action│Go to 1



Tactical Tip



Process & Synthesize Feedback
You’re going to have a lot of notes from the round

Bob

Linda

Peter

Mary

Jeff Longlastname

Hypothesis│Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback │Take Action│Go to 1



Process Feedback
Mark down action items 
in each doc

Hypothesis│Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback │Take Action│Go to 1



Synthesize Feedback
● Add all feedback to another doc 

with relevant notes
● Prioritize this list

Hypothesis│Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback │Take Action│Go to 1



To Do Lists
Here is a man being murdered by a to do list



It will come back



Take Action!
Hypothesis│Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action │Go to 1

Do the actions!

Do at least 1 action per playtest

Do most of the high priority actions
(really, don’t worry about doing everything)



Go to 1
Hypothesis│Playtest Round│Process & Synthesize Feedback│Take Action│Go to 1



Indies Have a HUGE Advantage!

● Small team
● Scrappy
● Fast

The hypothesis -> test -> action loop is rapid!

Less discussion and decision making processes! Just try it out ASAP!

Faster testing and validation!



Tracking Playtests
● Stay organized!

● Add people who express 
interest in playing later & 
follow up when it’s time for 
a playtest round

● Remember contact method

● Track notes over time

● Incredibly useful! I almost 
always have this tab open
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How to find playtesters?

THE SECRET TO 
FINDING PLAYTESTERS 
IS ON THE NEXT SLIDE



How to find playtesters?

ASK PEOPLE IF THEY 
WANT TO PLAY YOUR 

VIDEO GAME



Social Anxiety



Family and Friends



Mine your Discord server collection



Reddit



Other Game Devs*



Paid Options Exist



Networking



Preparing 
the tester



Scene 1
“Thank you for taking the time to play my game!”

“Feedback is a gift and I’m so grateful you 
decided to help me out”

“What type of games do you play?”

“Have you ever playtested before?”

Preparing the tester



Scene 2
Preparing the tester

“The goal is to get your honest and open feedback.”

“I want to know what you are thinking and feeling as much as possible.”

“Don’t hold back. You won’t hurt my feelings. There are no wrong answers.”

“Please tell me what you find fun, frustrating, and confusing .”



A note on defensive language
Preparing the tester

“I feel confused  by the 
skeleton enemy. I don’t 

understand why I’m on fire 
when I hit it.”

“Ummmm don’t you see  that 
status icon at the top left of the 
screen??? It seems pretty clear 

to me…”



A note on defensive language
Preparing the tester

“The game was good, thanks…”



A note on defensive language
Preparing the tester

“Ah, I can see where I made a mistake.

Go ahead and smash that box to get the 
power boots. I’ll fix that in the next version!”

“I’m frustrated by this gap.
I keep trying but I can’t jump 

that high”



Scene 3
Preparing the tester

“You might hear me typing, I’m just taking notes”

2 Benefits

1. Explains if they hear your noisy mechanical keyboard 
(“I’m not on AOL chat rooms”)

2. They understand you are taking this seriously = 
better feedback!



How to run the playtest
Tip #1 : DON’T BE SILENT

- It’s weird
- It’s not useful



How to run the playtest
Tip #2 : …but don’t be too chatty

- Don’t bias the player
- Don’t be defensive
- Be an active listener



How to respond to questions
Decision Tree



How to run the playtest
Tip #3 : Know when to move on

- Bug?
- Total confusion?
- Move on!



How to run the playtest
Tip #3 : Ask THEM questions! Questions are OP!

- “What are you feeling now?”

- “I can see there is room for improvement 
on this screen, do you know what to click 
on next?”

- “I sense you’re a bit frustrated.
I’m curious to learn why.”



Following up with testers



Final Thoughts
● Playtesting is ESSENTIAL
● 1 on 1 playtesting is a critical tool for success
● Playtesting should be the central pillar of your development process
● Everyone says it bc it’s true: test early & often
● Don’t wait until release to find out what players think
● Hypothesis → Playtests → Process → Action
● Ask people to play your game! They often want to!
● Talk to your tester but don’t be 🛡defensive
● Actually do stuff based on feedback
● Follow up with testers



Thanks gang!👋

BrianGCronin

briangcronin.bsky.social

programmingisgood@gmail.com

Please fill out feedback forms! I need feedback :)


