One of the oldest and most heated debates in game design revolves around the balance between randomness
and skill. Players frequently find themselves locked in discussions about whether a game's outcome hinges more
on chance or on their own ability. These arguments go beyond casual jetsam—they impact player satisfaction,
game longevity, and perceptions of fairness.

Companies like MrQ have successfully navigated this balance in their games by employing randomness with
meaningful player agency. Meanwhile, insights from Scientific American and research published under the banner
of the Association for Computing Machinery (ACM) deepen our understanding of how humans cognitively

respond to randomness, fair rng pattern detection, and fairness assessment.

In this post, we'll unpack why discussions about fairness often revolve around the tension of randomness versus
skill, the psychological tendencies that complicate these perceptions, and design practices that can harness

procedural generation with boundaries to deliver both variety and predictability.

Predictability vs Variety: The Cornerstones of Player Experience

Every game walks a tightrope between predictability and variety. Too much predictability means players can "solve"
the game and lose interest. Too much variety, especially in the form of unbounded randomness, leads to

frustration and a feeling that skill doesn't matter.

* Predictability helps establish consistent challenges that players can learn and master. It strengthens player

agency by rewarding decision-making and skill improvement.
* Variety injects surprise, replayability, and keeps the experience fresh. It often comes from systems like
procedural generation and random event outcomes.

The ideal blend preserves both.

A game might generate different level layouts procedurally, but within strict boundaries—for example, always
ensuring a balanced distribution of enemies and resources. This approach fosters a perception of fairness: the

variety excites players, but the predictability guarantees they aren't hit with impossible challenges.

Procedural Generation with Boundaries
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Procedural generation alone doesn’t guarantee fairness or fun. Without rules constraining randomness, it can lead

to bizarre scenarios that frustrate players or feel unfair.

Designers who apply parameters and constraints can create ecosystems that generate diverse content yet
maintain balance. This is crucial in roguelikes and other procedural games, where the output is never identical but

outcomes remain skill-relevant.

For example, MrQ, a company well-known for their game shows and slot experiences, uses structured
randomness. Their systems are designed so that the random elements interact meaningfully with player choices—
players influence aspects that steer chance towards favorable or unfavorable outcomes, a design that mitigates the

perception of pure luck.

Chance-Based Outcomes vs Skill-Based Responses

Many games combine chance-based outcomes with skill-based responses. Consider a game where dice rolls
determine possible attacks, but players must strategize which attacks to use and when. The luck of rolls introduces

uncertainty; the skill lies in adapting to those rolls.
This balance often leads to conflicting player interpretations of fairness:

* Players focusing on chance might complain that their failures reflect bad luck, diminishing the role of
strategy and skill.
¢ Skilled players may argue that thoughtful decisions can overcome luck, seeing chance as a tool for dynamic

gameplay rather than a source of frustration.

Think about it: the problem becomes most acute when rules aren't clear. Players who don't understand what
parameters influence chance can feel helpless. This is something I've seen in many indie testers, documented in my

notebook of “player quotes,” where confusion fuels blame towards randomness rather than unclear systems.

Designing with Player Agency in Mind

Player agency means giving users meaningful control over the game world and outcomes. When chance plays a
role, agency can be preserved by:

1. Providing choices that influence or mitigate chance effects.

2. Clearly communicating the odds and how randomness is integrated.



3. Allowing skillful play to minimize negative randomness and maximize positive outcomes.

If these elements are missing, “chance versus skill” arguments often spiral into accusations like “the game is unfair”
or "it's all RNG.” The last term, RNG, is notorious in player discussions. | keep track of how many times players
blame RNG without actually understanding what's random or skill-based. These misconceptions decrease

perceived fairness and player satisfaction.

Pattern-Seeking and Streak Misconceptions

Humans are wired to seek patterns, even when none exist. This is a well-studied cognitive bias highlighted by
articles in Scientific American and computational research under the Association for Computing Machinery. Given

randomness, players often perceive streaks or sequences as meaningful trends or “hot” and “cold” runs.

For example, in a pure chance system like a slot machine, players might believe that after several losses, a win is
“due.” This gambler’s fallacy leads to frustration and feeling that the system is unfair when outcomes inevitably

don't match perceived patterns.

Similarly, streaks of wins can lead to overconfidence, followed by players blaming randomness when they inevitably

hit a losing streak.

Why Streaks Don't Mean Skill or Fairness

Streaks can occur purely by chance. Without understanding statistical probability, players may misattribute skill or
unfair design to what is essentially random noise. This confusion is amplified in games that do not visually or

mechanically clarify what factors influence outcomes.
Good design prevents players from feeling cheated by:

* Using feedback that highlights how randomness works in the system.
* Including tutorials or info panels explaining probabilities.

* Using design constraints that avoid egregiously improbable streaks that feel unfair.

Striking the Right Balance: Best Practices for Designers

If you're designing a game with randomness and skill components, consider these guidelines grounded in player

psychology and industry best practices:

Key Area Design Focus Player Benefit Randomness Boundaries Set limits on probabilities to avoid extreme
unfairness. Players feel outcomes are plausible and fair. Clear Communication Display odds and explain mechanics
clearly. Players understand what's chance, what's skill. Meaningful Choices Give players options to influence or
mitigate randomness. Agency is preserved; players feel in control. Visualization & Feedback Provide clear feedback
on outcomes and chance events. Reduces frustration and misunderstandings. Testing & Iteration Use player

playtests and collect quotes to identify confusion points. Game is refined to match player expectations.

Software tools and platforms allow sharing these insights broadly. Methods like Twitter share and Facebook share

empower designers and players alike to discuss and disseminate good design concepts.

Conclusion: Why the Debate Will Continue

The tension between randomness and skill is not going away, because it taps into fundamental human desires: to

master challenges, to feel in control, and to experience surprise. The debate about fairness often boils down to



how well games balance unpredictability with meaningful player agency.

When games manage this balance with transparency, boundaries, and thoughtful integration of chance, players
are less likely to argue over fairness. Instead, they engage with the experience on its own terms—celebrating skill

when it shines and embracing the unpredictable drama that chance injects.

Understanding cognitive biases like pattern-seeking and gambler’'s fallacy, along with applying research from

entities like Scientific American and ACM, helps designers create fair-feeling games that maintain excitement.

The next time you hear a player claim “It's just RNG,” remember: often, they're not upset about randomness itself
but about unclear rules or lack of agency. Last month, | was working with a client who made a mistake that cost

them thousands.. Clear design and communication are the best antidotes to noisy “chance vs skill” debates.



