🎮 Student Handout: Demystifying the Core Loop
How Game Designers Build the "Hook"
Think about your favorite game. Why is it so hard to put down? Whether it is Minecraft, Fortnite, Elden Ring, or Civilization, every great game relies on a psychological engine called the Core Loop.
As a game designer, mastering the core loop is your absolute highest priority. If your loop is broken, your game is broken.

🔍 What Exactly is a Core Loop?
A Core Loop is a closed, repetitive cycle of actions that a player performs over and over again throughout the game. It creates the fundamental rhythm of gameplay.
A standard core loop follows a three-step psychological cycle:
             ┌──────────────────────────┐
              │          ACTION          │
              │  (Player does something) │
              └────────────┬─────────────┘
                           │
                           ▼
              ┌──────────────────────────┐
              │          REWARD          │
              │  (Game gives feedback)   │
              └────────────┬─────────────┘
                           │
                           ▼
              ┌──────────────────────────┐
              │        INVESTMENT        │
              │ (Player upgrades capability)
              └────────────┬─────────────┘
                           │
                           └───────────────────────┘

1. Action: The player exerts effort (e.g., defeats an enemy, mines a block, completes a turn).
2. Reward: The game rewards the player (e.g., drops XP, gives gold, uncovers map tiles).
3. Investment: The player uses the reward to upgrade their capabilities (e.g., buys better armor, unlocks a technology, builds a new city).
4. The Reset: This investment makes the player stronger, allowing them to take even bigger actions next time, restarting the loop at a higher stakes level.

🗺️ The Civilization 1 Loop: Driving Macro-Strategy
In a turn-based strategy game like Civilization 1, the loop isn't tracked in seconds—it is tracked in turns. The entire game is engineered around a loop that expands as you play.
· Action: You move your Settler, order your city to build a Militia, and set your scientists to research Alphabet.
· Reward: You uncover a fertile river valley on the map and generate a small pool of science points.
· Investment: You spend those science points to unlock Writing, which allows you to build a Library. You build a Library to get more science points, accelerating your next turn.
🌀 Nested Loops: Micro vs. Macro
Great games actually feature multiple loops running at the exact same time:
· The Micro Loop (Seconds to Minutes): Moving individual units, optimizing city work tiles, checking tax rates. This provides instant gratification.
· The Macro Loop (Hours): Fighting a multi-turn war against the Babylonians, or building a world wonder like the Pyramids. This provides long-term satisfaction and a sense of grand scale.

🧠 The Designer's Secret: The "One More Turn" Phenomenon
Sid Meier (the creator of Civilization) is legendary for mastering the core loop. He engineered Civ so that the steps of the loop overlap and never end at the exact same time.
For example:
· On Turn 42, your city finishes building a Phalanx unit (Micro-reward!).
· But you are still 2 turns away from discovering Iron Working (Macro-investment).
· On Turn 44, you discover Iron Working (Macro-reward!).
· But your city is now 3 turns away from building a new Settler (Micro-investment).
Because the player is always right on the verge of completing a goal, their brain refuses to quit. They tell themselves, "Just one more turn..." until suddenly it is 3:00 AM.

🛠️ Analyzing Your Own Gameplay
As you play through your next match of Civilization 1, step away from the mindset of a player trying to win. Ask yourself these designer questions:
1. Is the friction right? If the rewards take too many turns to achieve, the loop feels boring. If they happen too fast, the game feels trivial. Where is the "sweet spot"?
2. How does the loop scale? How does your loop on Turn 10 feel vastly different from your loop on Turn 100?
🛠️ Classroom Challenge: Deconstruct the Loop!
Now that you understand the Action ➔ Reward ➔ Investment cycle, let’s see if you can spot it in other games. In pairs or small groups, pick one of the popular games below and break down its core loop.
Option A: Minecraft
· The Action: What do you physically spend most of your time doing in the world?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Reward: What materials, drops, or resources do you get for doing that?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Investment: How do you spend those resources to make your character stronger, safer, or more efficient? (How does this let you take bigger actions?)
__________________________________________________________________________
Option B: Fortnite (or any Battle Royale)
· The Action: What are your primary goals the second your boots hit the ground?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Reward: What do you collect from chests, floor loot, or eliminated opponents?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Investment:
 How does upgrading your inventory alter your strategy as the storm circle shrinks?
__________________________________________________________________________
Option C: Pac-Man (The Arcade Classic)
· The Action: What is your immediate second-by-second goal on the screen?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Reward: What happens to your score and the map as you complete your goal? What happens when you eat a Power Pellet?
__________________________________________________________________________
· The Investment: Pac-Man doesn't have an inventory or gear system. How does completing a map "invest" in the player's progression? (Think about game difficulty and speed!)
__________________________________________________________________________

💡 The Big Takeaway for Designers
Notice how vastly different these three games are. One is a creative sandbox, one is a competitive shooter, and one is a 1980s arcade game. Yet, every single one of them relies on a core loop to keep the player hooked.
If you can master the balance between what a player does (Action), what they get (Reward), and how they grow (Investment), you can design a game in any genre.

