Hey everyone, we’re Tommy, Matt and Jo and we’ve made a game called Pilgrims

What is Pilgrims?

Jo

Pilgrims is a social game for 2 - 10 players who take on the role of pilgrims completing
a 800 km journey from St Jean Pied de Port in France to Santiago de Compostela in
Spain. Each day on the road consists of two parts: the first is completing fun and silly
activities together and, in the evenings, discussions prompted by question cards. The
game is based on a real pilgrimage undertaken by several hundred thousand people
each year called the Camino de Santiago. In 2015, Matt walked the camino and
wanted to share the experience he had with people who are unable to go on the
Camino themselves. However, he found it difficult to express in words or pictures his
meetings with people and the feeling of togetherness with people who elsewhere
would just be absolute strangers.
Through the medium of a game, players get to experience that feeling of meeting
people on a common journey, brought together because they’re doing something
apart from normal life.

The game itself consists of a box including a game board, game instructions, some
tokens that the players may or may not choose to use, as well as two sets of cards:
question cards and the hexagonal place cards you see on the picture.

I also want to quickly to through the gameplay:
While setting up the game, you simply shuffle the question cards and place them on
the game board and then shuffle the place cards and lay them out, randomly, face
down on the ‘map’ that is on the board. The game includes more cards than there are
spaces on the board, so that you can play it several times without knowing what’s
ahead.
Each player also chooses a personal struggle that they would like to overcome. This
is inspired by the camino, on which there is a tradition to carry a stone with you for the
journey and then leave it behind at the end. At the end of the game they may choose
to share this struggle or not.
Each player also picks up a game token of their choice. In the box, we include small
stones that they can choose to use if they wish.
Each turn starts with players deciding where to go. They can move to any touching
card on the map or stay in place, either as one group, alone or in smaller groups.
They players then flip over any cards that they have landed on. On the back of each
place card is the name of a place along the camino, as well as an activity that the
players perform together with any other pilgrim in the same place.
When all players have done that, each group of players picks a question card and
asks the question of the corresponding colour to the place they’re in. The question is
posed to everyone in the group, and answering is optional. The questions are
arranged so that the questions get more personal and vulnerable as the game
progresses.
When all players have arrived at the last place on the map, they game ends by all
players choosing whether or not to share their personal struggle.

Development

Tommy

-It all started with Matt’s idea: The main two elements of the game that we had were
the questions that became increasingly more personal, and we also had the physical
exercises in-between each round. Both elements were quite unique and interesting to
us but they didn’t really add up. A major part of our process was to work on ways to
connect both of these elements, by respecting our design values as much as we
could.
-We playtested very regularly so that we can evaluate a lot on our game's design, and
for this reason we made paper prototypes all the way through the end because it was
fast to implement and so that we can quickly iterate (as you can see here).
-When our game design became pretty steady, that’s when we focused more on the
visual design, and that’s when we began to playtest with strangers. We even brought
our game prototype to the Table top game society, and the Lovelace event.
-We quickly came up with instructions to see if people could play the game on their
own, and we noticed that players were very often confused or too lazy to read
everything carefully. So we put a lot of attention on making it very user friendly.
-Other than that, we used Slack or Skype to communicate, we regularly did meetings
at my home, and we used Trello to schedule tasks and manage our project.

Event Cards

-This is an element that was present from the start of the project, but we got rid of it
after a few playtests.
-It was basically made to add more randomness and make things more fun. Every
round, players had to draw an event card that would vary the player's decision making
or add more constraints.
-We ended up removing this because there was just too much information in the
instructions of the game and players felt lost. Also, the money had little to do with our
design values.
-However, this is something we could look into if we are doing further development.

Question Cards

Jo

For our question cards, we started out with questions from the “36 questions that lead
to love” that have been featured in New York Times and a countless other places.
The questions come from a study where scientists measured how strangers formed
bonds after asking each other questions that required a lot of vulnerability and
intimacy. The study was very successful, and found that we can indeed form bonds
after a very short time if we share mutual vulnerability. We see this in a lot of places,
and it is the underlying mechanism in any team building activity or icebreaker game or
summer camp setting…
I was intrigued as to how the scientists chose those specific, seemingly magical 36
questions, and found the original research paper. There was no other explanation
than that the questions fostered mutual vulnerability. Apparently, the scientists had
just picked some questions they liked.
I decided to write new questions myself, trying to find questions that would lead to
interesting conversations, highlight people good sides and create a supportive, rather
that competitive, environment. I also tried to keep in mind the diversity of people’s
lived experience. For example, the question “would you rather go blind or deaf”
assumes that the layer is neither. Other questions, such as “how many countries have
you been to”, first, is just a number and not very interesting, second doesn’t
necessarily say anything interesting about a person’s values or beliefs, but rather
whether they can afford extensive travelling and third, would somehow turn into a
competition of who has been the most places (and also glorifies travelling far and
often, which is not environmentally sustainable). So, there was a lot of considerations
to balance. Even though I am happy with the questions, we decided to make explicit
that answering is optional, to try and make it as easy as possible to opt out if they

were feeling uncomfortable with anything. We were originally a bit worried that
allowing people to opt out would make a lot of people decide to not participate.
(Because vulnerability is scary, and we usually try to avoid it) When playtesting,
however, players really wanted to answer questions and connect with each other,
even when some players opted out from time to time.
Since we’re short on time, I’ll not go into more detail on the questions or how they’re
divided up, but please ask me about it later if you’re curious!

Visual Design

Jo
Game board

Just a short note on the visual design as well
Here you see some earlier version of the game board. The first one was simply
intended as guidelines for where to put place cards, and wasn’t really a board at all.
When we first playtested this with Doruk, Ece and Billy, Doruk asked why the cards
were rectangular and not hexagonal. It was a real light bulb moment for me.
The next iteration had a lot more flow to it, but the dark gray on white was stark, and
visually heavy. It didn’t really build up under our design values.
With a lot of help from Phoenix, the final design has a lot more breathing space, and
the elements are weighted better, so that the border of the question cards, for
example, aren’t competing for the space and drowning out the text.

The week before we printed the game, both Matt and Tommy gave feedback that they
still though the design was too stark. I found a really nice royalty free cardboard-like
texture which I applied to whatever used to be white. I was really happy with the
result, as it makes the whole game feel less stark, black-or-white, right-or-wrong, and
more approachable and organic. I generally tried to keep the lines smooth, as in the
typeface. I am also happy about how I’ve used shapes and colours to signal to the
players, for example, where the place cards go and what questions to ask.
I am still just starting out in graphic design, and I’m excited to see how I will evolve
and possibly make changes to this in the future!

Place Cards

Matt

The Place cards started as an opportunity for movement for players. Initially, they
were to include descriptions (that might be helpful for establishing the game world, or
for people hoping to learn more about places before starting a pilgrimage of their
own). Early versions included a mechanic that was linked to money, where your
options for movement would be limited by whether or not you could afford to move
from place to place. Our hope was that these mechanics would give players
meaningful choices during their journey, but during early playtests, the feedback
indicated that they were more confusing than helpful.

Here is an early example of one of the descriptions on the place cards, and you may
notice that parts of the text have survived in our final version of the instructions.

This is an early playtesting feedback tool that we used when playtesting internally. It
allowed us to keep track of the specifics of player choice during the game, and also
illustrates our early version of physical movement in the game “physical challenges”.
These were initially set to push-ups or jumping jacks, but were later changed to the
activity-based system in the final game.

During a development brainstorming session on trying to improve the physical
challenges, Tommy brought up the idea that it might be worthwhile to have people do
different challenges for each movement and try to do as much as they can. This still
didn’t quite feel right, as we felt that it would alienate people who were unable to
complete the activity. When Jo asked if we could create activities that might fit the
place, things clicked and I realized that we could do things based on the places
themselves. Pamplona was our first breakthrough.

After removing the event cards from the game, the place cards became the focus of
the decisions in the game. We had to make sure that the activities were interesting
enough that some players would choose to do them again with others. Our playtesting
sessions indicate that this is only sometimes the case, and we also learned that
people enjoyed exploring the board more if the cards were kept face-down while
playing.
To some degree, this illustrates an aspect of human behavior that we were hoping to
explore with the game (that people tend to focus on the end goal and not the journey)
- and while this is successful, most people who have playtested have wanted
something more from the game. With further development, we could implement a
“stamp-based” system or other options to reintroduce additional elements to the game
if we wanted to provide a new experience for players.

Instructions

Matt

Our original version of the instructions contained layouts to place the cards (once we
decided to try using cards instead of a board) were very long and difficult to follow.

When we reintroduced the board to the game, we simplified the instructions and
included shortened versions on the game board as reminders to players what the
actions were. While the instructions were more clear, we still had issues with people
losing interest when reading the instructions. They were very clinical, like reading a
list on how to make a sandwich. After receiving feedback from Phoenix, and using her
instructions for Bot Party as a guide, I rewrote the instructions again to bring players
into the world. Our final version on the next slide was made after a group review of
that rewrite.

Our near final version of the instructions on the left, with the final printed version on
the right.

Printing

Matt

This is an example of what the game looked like with blank cards that we cut into
shapes and used glue sticks and inkjet printers to produce. We worked with printing
services on campus (who required pdf versions of documents in their correct size for
printing).

Final Product

Tommy

While we are very happy with the final product, it’s worth mentioning that if you have
the ability to research multiple options, it is worth your time. Printing services on
campus does no image alteration after the fact, and wasn’t able to position the front
and back of the card properly (leaving us with very slight imperfections that we have
done our best to mitigate). As you increase production, the prints become cheaper to
make.

Questions?

