Steve Kirk, this month’s Coinman and pinball
enthustast extraordinnaire, has attacked the
subject of pinball from most angles—as a player, a
promoter, an operator, a designer, and now as an
author.

His book, All About Pinball, was about two years
in the making and promises to focus even more
national attention on the modern day phenomenon
known as pinball.

He is president of the Pinball Association of
Amenrica which was an outgrowth of the friendly
competition at one of his locations back in 1970.
According to Kirk, the competitions got to be a
regular thing, and they grew until it was decided
the players should form an organization for the
purpose of playing the game and promoting it. It
wasn’t until 1974, however, that the assoctation
began actively soliciting people for tournaments.

Then in 1975, the association held its first national
pinball open in Chicago. It drew 1,400 players.

It seems that Kirk has been around pinball
machines almost from birth. A heart condition as a
child prevented him from doing some things other
children were doing; so as he says, “I put a little
more intensity into the game than other people
would.”

Presently he 1is working under an exclusive
coin-operated contract with Stern Electronics as an
engineering and marketing consultant. He got
involved with Stern, he says, as an outgrowth from
the book.

His hobbies (besides, of course, pinball) include
all types of games, including boardgames.

Since he has grown up with pinball, we felt that
his general impressions of the direction of the game
would be a good place to start our interview:
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PLAY METER: Where is pinball today as
compared to where it was ten or fifteen years ago?
KIRK: Obviously, as far as sales go, it is
substantially higher. But I envision it becoming
even more popular in the future. A lot of things
have helped to increase the popularity of pinball.
Some of those things are obvious like the movie and
music to Tommy, but some things are more subtle.
When I was younger, for instance, a lot of parents
had a sort of negative feeling about pinball because
they remembered it as a gambling game. Also,
those who went through the Depression and the
war had certain feelings about the spending of
money. Parents just couldn't understand the
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concept of entertainment for money. They coqld
understand it when it came to movie entertain-
ment, but they couldn’t relate to the game of
pinball. It has taken people a while to realize that
pinball is just another form of entertainment. Just
because you buy it a quarter at a time doesn’t make
it any less valid.

PLAY METER: So you're saying pinball was
misunderstood?

KIRK: Right. For a long period of time, it was
misunderstood; and part of that confusion stemmed
from the fact that the things that changed pinball,
that made it into a game of skill, did not occur
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overnight. There were many factors which
contributed to this. Obviously flippers come to
mind, but things like free game mechanisms, as
opposed to payouts also came into play. People
don’t realize that some of the pinballs of the thirties
and forties were actually payout machines. They
had little cups or drawers on the bottom. Sure,
there weren’t a lot of them, but because they did
exist, you had the anti-pinball ordinance in areas
like New York, Chicago, and Los Angeles.
PLAY METER: So many of the early pinball
machines were gambling machines?

KIRK: The trouble with matters such as this is that
there isn’t a significant amount of documentation.
But from what we have been able to piece together,
from the general impression I got is that pinball did
not start out intended to be a gaming device but
sort of evolved into it. First they started out with
each little hole being worth so many points. Then
the barkeeper would begin giving the player
another coin to play it again if he could make a
certain number of points. But after a while, it
became a gray area as to whether the player was
putting that coin in his pocket instead of using it to
play the game. So the game started getting into
automatic payout mechanisms. There were mixed
feelings about that when it first came out, but
unfortunately once they did it, all the games had to
have it because the people wanted to play the ones
with the money. Then in 1935, Harry Williams
introduced the free play mechanism because he felt
the pinball industry was getting too much into
gambling. He wanted to turn the game back into a
pure amusement device, and obviously the free play
mechanism helped achieve that goal.

PLAY METER: So, you're saying there was this
trend towards gaming, and then a reversal back to
amusement?

KIRK: Unfortunately, things like that do not
change overnight, and the problem became a
matter of distinguishing which games were gaming
machines and which were not. And many cities just
decided to simplify the whole matter by outlawing
all pinballs. Even though by this time there were
only a few games that were in fact payouts, they
caused that kind of confusion. With the reversal
back to amusement machines, you had the
changeover to replay machines in the late forties
and early fifties. But the public and authorities
were still confused over the distinction between
them. In fact, public sentiment against coin-
operated machines was so strong that in some areas
even vending machines were banned.

PLAY METER: How do you account for the change
in the public’s attitude toward pinball?

KIRK: The truth has been kind of forced out. I
think the fact that pinball is unmatched in its
entertainment value has caused many people to like
it and to question why it was made illegal in the
first place. The whole basis of the Los Angeles trial
centered around the fact that the game as it exists
now has no correlation to the game that was
outlawed decades ago other than the fact that it’s
still called pinball. The laws that were written at
that time could not envision the later technical
improvements in the game. And the judge ruled in
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favor of the game, saying it was different and
indeed a game of skill. That same evidence was
used again in New York. And then when it came to
Chicago, they realized that there had been quite a
bit of legal precedence for overturning it; so they
just overturned it, period. They didn’t even
challenge the question of whether or not it was a
game of skill because they said it was obvious.
PLAY METER: Do you expect the media’s present
fascination with pinball to continue?

KIRK: I expect it to increase.

PLAY METER: On what do you base that
prediction?

KIRK: Not on any one thing in particular, though
there are some obvious possibilities, such as
Columbia’s owning Gottlieb and Warner Brothers’
owning Atari. But aside from that, the interest in
pinball is just enormous. For instance, one reporter
who had interviewed me on the topic a while back
called me three months later and wanted to
interview me again. I asked him why did he want to
do it since he had interviewed me just three months
before. And he answered, “Yeah, but pinball’s hot.
Everybody wants to read about pinball.” That
seems to be what it is. I like to draw the correlation
between the period that we’re living in and the
period from 1947 to 1957, which you might call your
“golden age of pinball,” because many of the
important design concepts occurred during that
time. But because of solid state now and because of
the increased interest in the game, I think we're
going to go through a second period of fantastic
technical and playfield development that will make
the games of the future vastly superior.

PLAY METER: Getting back to the area of media
attention, we carried a report on your doing NBC’s
Tomorrow Show. In fact, we featured it on the
cover of our October, 1976 issue. Could you tell us a
little about what went into that telecast?
KIRK: Only a few people know exactly what went
into that thing. How that thing started was that
they wanted to do a pinball show to correlate with
the legalization of pinball in New York. And they
had picked up some material somewhere where we
had done an interview and then they called us as
one of several prospects to do a pinball show. Later
they got back in touch with us and said they wanted
us on, though really it came at an inopportune time
because we weren't prepared to do it, and had very
short notice. But the original concept was that we
were going to play a contest between the people
that I took and Tom Snyder.

PLAY METER: Who supplied the machines?
KIRK: At first they couldn't come up with
anything; then we said that we could get some
games there. Unfortunately, the games didn't
arrive there until about two hours before the show.
And so we were in a near-panic trying to get them
ready for the seven o’clock taping. Luckily, we
finally got a couple of them ready.

PLAY METER: Tom Snyder, I understand, is an
avid pinball player. Is that true?

KIRK: He's not a bad pinball player. He kind of gets
into the game a little bit. But then we hit it off good
with him right from the beginning. He was very
nice and cooperative, and in fact after the show
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invited us down to his dressing room where we
played pinball for about three hours. We were
told later Tom just does not invite people down fo
his dressing room.

PLAY METER: Let’s talk about your book for
awhile. Why did you write it?

KIRK: First of all, I had met an awful lot of people
in this industry that I felt were fascinating. And
when I was a kid, I always wanted to know who D.
Gottlieb was and who Mr. Williams was and so
forth. After all, I was playing their games. So when
I actually got to meet David Gottlieb, it was kind of
a big thrill for me. From that point on, I guess I had
it in my mind that one day I would write a book and
talk about these people. This is, after all, a strange
industry. You have to be an interesting person to be
in this business in the first place.

PLAY METER: Can you give us a brief description
of the book.

KIRK: It’s sort of a player’s book, although it was
written for everybody. It’s about 50,000 words, 128
pages. Something I think is unusual and interesting
about it is that we try to correlate some of the
events that were going on in the world with how
they affected pinball. The World’s Fair of 1933, for
instance, had a great deal of influence on the pinball
industry. But as far as the format of the book, the
first part is devoted to the history of the game. The
next part of the book is on the basic things you
should know about playing pinball. I also have a
chapter on understanding the game’s instructions.
This is a kind of strange section, and we debated on

it for awhile. But what we found is that most
players don’t read the instruction cards, and after
some time I found out the reason they don’t read
the instruction cards is that they don’t understand
the terminology. So what we did was take the
instruction card from Spirit of '76, which is fairly
typical, and then break it down line by line,
explaining what it means and what it doesn’t mean.
Then there are chapters on pinball strategies and
different types of skill shots, a chapter on some of
the people in the industry and how they got into the
business, and then there’s a chapter on legality.
The book also includes sections on etiquette,
tournaments and associations, the future of the
game, and then a comprehensive glossary.
PLAY METER: When will it be out?

KIRK: We're taking orders now. There’s a
hard-cover trade edition, and right now there’s only
a limited number of the soft-cover edition. But I
expect it to be out everywhere within the next
couple of months.

PLAY METER: How could people go about getting
a copy of the book?

KIRK: They should write: Special-When-Lit Corp.,
Box 496, Park Ridge, Illinois 60068. Or they could
telephone their orders by dialing 1-312-SPECIAL. 1
might add that I see this book as a vehicle for us to
let people understand the game and to help us
expand the pinball association. What we're looking
for at the association are people’s names and
addresses, and hopefully this book will provide us
with that. We know that there are people out there
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who want to play; we just don't know where they
are located. So the book is a kind of way to attract
attention to this.

PLAY METER: What does the membershlp of your
pinball association total right now?

KIRK: Since we started issuing memberships in
1971, we have issued about 9,000. However, to be
perfectly honest, a lot of these people have dropped
out and gone on to other things. It’s hard to
ascertain at any given moment what the active
membership is.

PLAY METER: Do your members pay dues?
KIRK: No, not really. At the moment we're just
trying to keep track of membership. What we'’re
trying to do is track down names and addresses
because once we get to a predetermined figure,
we'll be able t¢ do all sorts of things. We'll be going
into magazine formats and be tied in with a lot of
other things.

PLAY METER: Have manufacturers expressed an
interest in this project of yours of getting the
names and addresses of pinball players?

KIRK: We have had some input from some of the
manufacturers that they might be willing to help us
out, but we have tried to avoid that to a certain
extent because we want everybody to realize that
we are a player’s association and not a particular
manufacturer’s association. We're here to promote
pinball in general, not Brands X,Y, or Z.
PLAY METER: Let’s talk about pinball promotions
now. We understand that you were responsible for

the 1975 National Pinball Open in Chicago. How
many contestants were there?

KIRK: We ran the contest over a ten-week period
and, all told, got 1,400 entrants. We tried to get as
many people as possible interested from as far away
as we could. And we did in fact get quite a few
people from out of state. I was really happy with
the turnout. But, most importantly, it taught us a
lot about running tournaments. We have run
seventeen tournaments to this point, and every
time we have learned a little bit more on how to
make the next one better. You see, a lot of people
think you can run pinball tournaments like you do
pool tournaments, but you can't because every
pinball machine is different, and they often have
different goals. Our tournaments may appear very
complicated, but they are really necessary
complications. We're also working on a national
promotion at this time and team challenges.
PLAY METER: How do you conduct a team match?
KIRK: There are five members on a team, and
typically we will play 45 balls on each of five
machines. It takes a long time to play.
PLAY METER: And how do you decide who wins
the match?

KIRK: By experience, we have found a formula by
which we can play on any kind of machine, at any
location, at any setting (be it three-ball or five-ball).
Basically, it works by a percentage of the
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Continued from page 16

difference. What we do is total the team scores and
take the percentage of difference. You will have
five percentages of differences—one for each
machine. You then add those five totals together to
determine the winner.

PLAY METER: As far as your tournaments are
concerned, do you use the same machines set up
exactly the same way or do all the players play on
the same machines?

KIRK: Everybody plays the exact same machines.
We tried in one tournament to use multiple sets of
the same model and found that even sitting
side-by-side there were subtle differences between
the two individual models of the same game. So
even though it takes longer, everybody plays the
same machines.

PLAY METER: Even in the nationals?

KIRK: When we play on the national setup, we
obviously will have people play qualifications within
certain guidelines. And after that, the finalists will
all play on the same equipment. That’s the only way
you can do it.

PLAY METER: What are you planning in the way
of tournaments right now?

KIRK: We're planning some national contests and
promotions, but we're also working on another
promotion. We would like to find locations that
would be willing to put up the money themselves
and pool together in a national tournament. I think
that it’s a perfectly valid concept. And it means that

every location can decide for itself exactly what it
wants to put into the tournament, within certain
guidelines. I think from that we could get a fairly
good sized tournament structure without having
somebody foot the bill. That way everybody has a
stake in it. And that way we'll be pretty sure they’ll
run it as good as possible because it will be their
own money. And it’s a good promotion.

PLAY METER: How long does one of your
tournaments last?

KIRK: Usually they start on a Friday afterncon and
end up on a Sunday. The players will qualify on
Friday and Saturday and then play off on Sunday.
But we have had a couple that have gone longer
than that. We had one tournament that had a
five-day qualification period. We try to structure
our tournaments so that the skill players have the
advantage but that all players have a chance. And
we have made certain structural arrangements for
the tournament. For example, we have a
progressive entry fee. That way it costs you more
each time you play rather than less. This stops
people who try to buy their way into the
tournament.

PLAY METER: As a designer of pinball machines,
how important is play appeal to you?

KIRK: It's paramount. There’s a good reason for
everything on the board. It’s kind of hard to assess
what makes a good game and what makes a bad
game, other than general characteristics. And
obviously every designer will put into a game those
things which he feels make it a good game. For
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instance, I'm very proud of Stern’s next four-player
game, Stars. I feel it has all the ingredients which
will make it a successful game.

PLAY METER: That game was designed by you?
KIRK: Right. I designed the board, the circuitry, I
built the game completely, selected the name and
had a hand in selecting the artwork. One of the
things you should understand about play appeal is
not that a game is a good game or a bad game but
that it can appeal to one caliber of players or
another. Some games are designed to appeal to
lesser-talented players and others are designed to
be played by someone who is more talented. Both
types of games are necessary. One is not
necessarily a bad game. It depends upon the
clientele you have. Even if you have a lot of good
players, there’s still a need for a low level game
because there will always be players who are just
starting out. You can’'t expect to pick up new
customers if all your games involve a high level of
skill. By the same token, once a player has reached
a certain skill level, he will want to move on to
something that is more challenging. So you really
have to have both types. Some manufacturers make
a little bit more of one than another. But there’s
definitely a market for both types. If an operator
puts a game in a location, and the game doesn’t do
well, that doesn’t necessarily mean the game is not
good. It’s very possible the game might do very
well in another location because there are different
kinds of players.

PLAY METER: Will we see pinball design change
drastically in the near future?

KIRK: I think so. I think you'll find that a lot of
things that were impractical with electro-mechani-
cal will now be practical with solid state. There are
a couple of things I did with Stars, for instance, that
I couldn’t have done with an electro-mechanical
game. I think you will find the public will be more
interested in the solid state games because they will
srovide more. And that in turn will provide a better
sales potential for the games manufacturer which in
vurn will allow even more input into the games and
so on.

PLAY METER: And you feel that this is because of
the change from electro-mechanical to solid state?
KIRK: Sure. I also think people should remember
one thing about this transition to solid state. When
you make a solid state game, you have a big
committment involved that you don’t necessarily
have in an electro-mechanical game. It’s real easy to
make a change in an electro-mechanical game; you
can even change in the middle of a production run.
But it is much more difficult to change a solid state
game. You have to completely reprogram and all
your chips are fouled up. So this means that the
game manufacturers have got to be a little more
careful about the kinds of games they are
producing. They have to be a little more certain
that it's a good game before they sink their money
into it.

PLAY METER: What about the cost of solid state
equipment, do you see it eventually coming down?
KIRK: A lot of people think that because the
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manufacturers are going to solid state, that soon
they’ll be making these things for five dollars
apiece. But it’s not like a small ten-dollar calculator.
What operators don’t realize is that we're dealing in
very very small quantities here. When you're
talking about calculators, you're talking about
millions and millions. But when you're talking about
pinball machines, youre dealing with a few
thousand units. I think Bally’s Eight Ball unit is up
in the twenty thousand production range now, and
that’s an extremely high run. In fact, I think it's the
highest run ever of any pinball machine. And yet
it’s just a drop in the bucket compared to the
number of pocket calculators out. Solid state is not
the big financial bonanza some people think it is.
But the operator is going to get a lot more for his
money in the long run. I don’t think that there’s any
doubt about the fact that solid state is here to stay.
But by the same token, there is still a demand for
the electro-mechanical game.

PLAY METER: Where do the players stand as far
as the preference of solid state or electro-mechani-
cal?

KIRK: I haven't seen any overwhelming attitude
one way or the other. It just comes down to the
game design. Solid state is like the artwork,
though, it gets the people to try the game because
it’s new. But if the game doesn’t have a good
design, it doesn’t mean anything. I think in the long
run, though, the aspect of better reliability and
better functioning will probably influence the
player to like the solid state.

PLAY METER: And where do the players stand in
regard to three-ball versus five-ball?

KIRK: My own personal preference is to make the
shift to three-ball gradually. There are some
distinet merits to three-ball games. At this point, I
think I would say that I prefer three-ball as a
player. Most of the players I know prefer three-ball
games, providing the game is worthy of it. If the
three-ball game is set up good, it is just as good if
not better than the five-ball game. In fact, I have
run three-ball games for several years on my
machines and have never had any resistance to
them whatsoever. 1 definitely prefer them. You
have some advantages, and of course you have
some disadvantages. The games go a lot faster. But
if the operator is willing to increase his free play
percentage a little bit on three-ball, the players
would be happier with it that way. After all, even
when the player wins, he’s still winning only
three-fifths of what he was winning with a five-ball
game. It follows that with three-ball you can let
them win more, and that’s what’s appealing to
players about three ball, the proposition of winning
more often. What the operator is selling is time.
And whether it’s a three-ball game or a five-ball
game, the operator has got to make the adjustment
in there that allows only a certain amount of time
per quarter, I'd like to add that for the last several
years most of the games have been designed as
three-ball games with five-ball modifications. And
that is a distinct change from years past when they
were designed as five-ball games with three-ball
modifications. Of course, that’s not true with all the
games, but it is true with a majority of them.
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_‘  CREATIVE CRISIS:

COIN-OP’S

A three-part interview
with Steve Kirk

PART 1

We are in the entertainment industry.

Like the record, motion picture, television, and
publishing industries—we are an industry which
depends upon creators to give us an entertainment
package the public will buy.

Presently, however, the coin-operated amuse-
ment industry is wallowing in a low tide of creativity.
While collections have improved somewhat in recent
weeks and operators have stepped up their new equip-
ment purchases, a lot of that buying is mere updating
because the equipment out in the field is two years old
and is falling apart. That doesn’t speak well for the
curvent crop of equipment. It's winning by default.
The new games still do not demand that operators buy
them. They don'’t represent much in the way of a
creative progression for this industry.

Operators and distributors recognize this
when they continue to describe the current crop of
games as mere rehashes of previous efforts. Slightly
better, yes, but rehashes all-the same. And manufac-
turers, unable to offer perceptibly new and exciting
product, have focused their efforts instead on
marketing, on re-packaging their games as kits or
Systems.

Of course, there’s nothing wrong with this
marketing approach. It's been needed for a long time.
But the whole approach seems to have a fatalistic tone
about it which says, “Since we can’t seem to make
better games, we'll give you a better deal if you buy.”
Or, to put it another way, “Since [ don’t have Straw-
berry Delight, I'll give you a good deal on vanilla.”

That’s defeatism. That'’s negativity. To accept
a lower station in life.

Where is the imagination which once sparked
this industry to mnew heights? Whither goes our
creativity?

For the answer, Play Meter interviewed game
enthusiast extraordinaive, Steve Kirk. Longtime
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readers of Play Meter are no doubt familiar with this
individual who bas twice before been interviewed
within these pages. A designer of a number of pinball
games who has authored a book on pinball, Kirk is
familiar with the inner workings of the research and
development departments of the Chicago manufac-
turers, having worked at one time or another in most
of them. Kirk, who can be reached at P.O. Box 496,
Park Ridge, lllinois 60068, is planning a game manu-
facturing venture in this industry which, he says, will
reverse a lot of industry’s approaches to game
creation. ,

In the first of three parts, Kirk explains how the
industry has an indentity problem as far as even
recognizing who is the creator and how the industry
routinely stifles creativity by placing restrictions on
designers.

PLAY METER: We hear all the time that today’s
games are mere rehashes of yesterday’s games, that
this industry has lost its spark of creativity, of imagi-
nation. As someone who has spent most of his adult
life in the creative end of this business, do you perceive
a basic flaw in our creative process? Is there some
intrinsic reason why this industry can’t come up with
new ideas when creative industries all around us are
having no problems at all?

KIRK: The main problem is most creative people in
this industry are not in a position to do anything. I get

" very down on the premise that upper management

never goes to the arcade and doesn’t play the games in
the street, yet they're dictating what goes out the door.
They really have no idea what the needs of the playing
public are or what are the results of what they're
doing. And test results are meaningless because you
really don't know how the games are being run on
location.
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PLAY METER: So you're saying the game makers
have lost touch with the playing public?

KIRK: More than that, I'm saying the manufac-
turers have stifled creativity. They have put too many
restrictions on the creative process. The manufac-
turers are reluctant to be creative and innovative,
unless it fits within rigid guidelines. And that limits
creativity.

When manufacturers realized things weren't
going as they once had, they sat around and asked why.
To paraphrase Kennedy, they should have been
looking at things that have never been and asking why
not. You see, they're just so limited in their view-
points that they haven’t looked beyond. They don't
seem to have any faith in the business itself. They
really have not been innovative and far-sighted
enough to create trends but simply to follow trends.

As long as I've been in this business, the manu-
facturers have not been able to discern what makes
certain games a success and other games failures. So
they've basically set out to duplicate the games that
hit, and that means we've had a market of clones and
no originality.

PLAY METER: Is that why we see this redundancy
in games today?

KIRK: As far as video games are concerned,most of
the games are invented by programmers. And the
ideas of programmers are usually relative to their
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experience playing other video games. In other words,
they play a video game, and they get an idea from that.
And so they tend to copy things they like.

You have to realize these programmers have
spent most of their time acquiring the skills to pro-
gram and really have spent little or no time learning
how to be a game designer. So the assumption this
industry makes, that one is a game designer because
he’s a programmer and has an idea, is not valid. Every-
body has ideas, but the ability to take an idea that
appeals to the mass marketplace and introduce it at
the right time is a whole different story. All the pro-
grammers ['ve ever met have this fantasy in their
heads that they're going to strike it rich on their own,
that they’re going to make the next Pac-Man and
make a whole bunch of money.

PLAY METER: So you seem to be saying that, as an
industry, we have a problem even recognizing who is
our creative force? That we think it's programmers,
but really programmers aren’'t the best game
designers?

KIRK: Seldom in this industry has a game been
made that had its origins outside the programmers.
And that’s a large part of your problem. I've spent an
entire lifetime studying games and the people who
play them. I know how to design and market a game,
but I can’t program anything. As a result, I've never
had the opportunity to make a video game. Simply
because I don’t program, that doesn’t mean I don't
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have a good game in my head. We're talking about a
theoretical point here. The game in my head could be a
total failure, true, but the point is we think a game
designer has to be someone who can program. I can
have a couple of decent games in my head, but if I'm
not a programmer, they stay there. Maybe I'm not
even particularly interested in becoming a program-
mer because, if I have to burden myself down with
what I consider to be strictly bookwork, maybe I'll lose
my creativity. If 'm a game creator, [ may not want to
spend my energies changing colors on the screen or
making neat little drawings. That’s not where it's at
for me. I may want to spend my time being creative,
thinking up new game ideas, not just fooling around
with the computer.

PLAY METER: So this myth, that the programmer
is a game designer, is a big reason we end up with
rehashed games. But isn't there the opportunity for
game designers and programmers to join heads, if
that’s the case?

KIRK:. The programmer feels he doesn’t need any-
body else. I can think of a couple of programmers in
particular who made some incredible graphics and
had brilliant capabilities, but they couldn’t design a
game for anything because they had no idea at all as to
what is appealing.

You have to remember a programmer’s
knowledge of game design is based strictly on his
experience of playing other people’s games. That
doesn’t mean there aren’t some people out there who
don’t combine the two. Eugene Jarvis comes to mind
as someone who has the capability of being both a
brilliant game designer and programmer. But those
people are few and far between. There should be more
people like that who can do both, but there just isn’t.
Most of the programmers [ know have game ideas, but
they don’t know how to refine those game ideas. And
it's that refinement which makes or breaks a game.
People sometimes may have a very brilliant basic
concept, but it’s the execution of those concepts that
makes or breaks the game. It would be like saying, “1
have an idea for a game about robots.” So what? That
could be a Berzerk or a Robotron. They were both
decent games, but they were completely different. The
execution of the basic idea is what makes or breaks the
game.

PLAY METER: If programmers are not the real
creative force in this industry, would you say the
manufacturers can attract real creative talent?
KIRK: That's been one of the problems on the
manufacturing level, attracting the designer, the
person who comes up with a good conceptual game
idea. With only a few exceptions, none of the video
game manufacturers that I'm aware of have made
other than minor efforts towards combining the game
concepts people with the programmers. And, until
that happens, you're going to find the level of new
creativity in this industry will always be limited by the
programmer.

PLAY METER, May 1, 1985



PLAY METER: What are some of the things that
have to be changed to attract real creative talent in this
business?

KIRK: First of all, and I may be alone in this, but the
R&D structure of most game companies is not con-
ducive to creative design. For myself personally, this is
one of the reasons I've found it difficult to work within
this industry because manufacturers, who themselves
are not creative people, have pre-conceived notions of
what is a creative environment. In my own case, for
instance, my idea of what is a creative environment
may be 5,000 degrees different from theirs.

I don’t subscribe to the theory that you sign in
at 9 a.m. and leave at 5 p.m. If [ get an idea at three in
the morning, I want to’ work on it at three in the
morning. And I don’t want to have to take a 15-mile
trip down to the factory. I want to work on it now. And
if I want to work on it for 24 hours straight, I want to
work on it for 24 hours straight because that's when
my creative juice are flowing.

If I ever get my own manufacturing company,
and that's the area I'm moving in, I'll plan on having a
creative environment which is substantially different
from what we have now. I know a lot of high-tech
companies in California, for instance, which have
realized the need for creative environments. The
game manufacturers just have not moved into that
area. There's been some movement, but it's still a
fairly rigid structure.

Also, they have a very conservative attitude
about what is acceptable and not acceptable. The
manufacturers in this industry are saying, in effect, be
creative, but do it within these guidelines. And that's a
contradiction. There should be no design parameters
of a game. If it’s fun and makes money in the cashbox
that’s the bottom line.

3

PLAY METER: You're talking in terms of design
restrictions which stifle creativity. Could you be more
specific in how this limits creativity?

KIRK: One of the aggravations I had when I made
my pinball game, Stars, was that it had only one pop
bumper. When I presented the game, they said it was a
nice game, but that I had to put in another pop
bumper, that you can’t have a game with just one pop
bumper. So I asked why can’t I have a game with just
one pop bumper. And they said there had never been
one that was a successful game. People don't like it,
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they said. And I said if people didn’t like the games
that had only one pop bumper that wasn't because the
game had one pop bumper but, rather, because those
games must not have been good games. And it took
literally a month of arguing the point to convince
them of the merits of making a game with just one
pop bumper. They did not want to do i. They were
convinced that it could not possibly succeed.

This is the kind of confinement of creative
thinking which drives us designers nuts. If you want to
do something, you have to argue for it. I had to fight
for everything I ever did on a game. I had to fight for
the tripping drop targets and for colored lights on the
field. The prevailing mentality is to nickel and dime
the game everywhere you can. But, if you keep doing
that, you end up taking away from the game.

I remember when I was working for Gottlieb
many years ago, we had a game that had four flippers
on the bottom. And a big operator came in from
Germany. He didn’t even play the game; he just
looked at it and said, “Four flippers on the bottom?
That’s stupid. Change it to the way it’s supposed to be,
and I'll buy a thousand.”

I'm not saying that happens often, but it’s hard
for anyone to deal with that kind of pressure. What I
want to point out is the people who assess the merits
of the game oftentimes don’t understand the integrity
of the game. For example, it’s almost impossible to
make a pinball with a different bottom from the con-
ventional bottom because nobody in the factory will
accept it. If you look at all the games that have ever
been made, you'll see they're all very minor variations
of the same return lane bottom. That's been the
dominant bottom all along. The same thing with a
runoff bonus. You can’t make a game without a runoff
bonus at the end of the ball; the manufacturers won’t
stand for it. That kind of restrictive thinking frus-
trates designers. It makes it very difficult ro make the
kind of game you want.

PLAY METER: So you'd say the restrictions placed
on pinball are- more limiting than those placed on
videos?

KIRK: In a video game, if you want to create an
enemy that looks like an upside down bathroom sink,
you can do it. There’s no limitation on the aesthetics
or the rules. But, when you make a pinball game, they
want you to make it by certain rules, and they want you
to use certain parts. So you're limited because you're
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given these components to work with, and you're not
to alter from that. If you want a drop target that looks
a little different, you've got a problem.

PLAY METER: Why is this restrictiveness so much
more pronounced with pinball? Financial con-
siderations?

KIRK: Yes, from a financial point of view, they're
trying to limit the number of components. With fewer
components, the pinball becomes more profitable to
build. For example, almost every single pingame
manufacturer will argue that you can make a game
with stationary targets in place of drop targets and it
won't be significantly different in play appeal to the
player. I'm not saying you can’t make a good game
with stationary targets, but to go so far as to say
they’re the same isn’t true. There is an appeal in
hitting down a drop target that you don’t have with a
stationary target.

True, it hasn't hurt certain games, but that
doesn’t make the appeal any less. The original
Firepower, for example, has drop targets across the
middle. But Williams pulled them out because it
would cost somewhere between $10 to $12 a game.
And they put in stationary targets, and it didn’t hurt
the game at all. But if you've ever played the game
with drop targets, you'll see it's a much neater game
that way. The manufacturer’s premise here was that if
the player has never seen the game with drop targets
he won't miss them. And there’s a certain validity to

that. But, still, you can nickel and dime a game to
death.

PLAY METER: And all this, you contend, frustrates
designers from making better games?
KIRK: Ihave several friends who are also designers,
and they too have expressed this same frustration to
me. They say they wish they could be allowed to make
the games they want to make, but that they aren’t
allowed to. As long as I've been in this business, there
have always been restrictions placed on the creativity,
on what you can make.

Years ago when [ worked for Gottlieb, it came
down to silly things like a game could have only 69
coils. If it had 70, you had to change the rules. They
wouldn't take it because they had put in that arbitrary
upper limit. You have the same problem with two
other pinballs I designed, Nine Ball and Meteor. Both
those games used almost every single light driver we
had because there’s a limit of 60 lights. What that
means is, if you want to do something, you can’t.

The same thing with solenoid drivers. There’s
a limited number of solenoid drivers. So you can't do
all the things you want. Let’s say you want to make all
the targets in memory. Too bad. You can’'t do that
because there are no more solenoid drivers. The
manufactuers have not been willing to add a little
tack-on system, except Bally, which did it a couple of
times with lights. Things like that can kill you from a
design point of view. The same thing with multi-level
games. The designers tried to build a multi-level game
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back in the 1960’s, and they totally rejected it. Sam
Stern, Play Meter even interviewed him some time
back and asked him about multi-level pinballs, and he
said it was an absurb idea. Obviously, Black Knight
proved people could buy a good multi-level pinball
game. Then the manufacturers tried to clone multi-
level games, and they never made another good one
after that. And they killed it off. To this day, Black
Knight is the only mutli-level pinball that I would
consider to be a worthwhile game. There just hasn't
been any beyond that.

PLAY METER: But a lot of these restrictions you're
talking about aren’t they based in economic realities
which dictate the marketplace?

KIRK: What I'm saying is it stifles creativity. Once a
designer becomes controlled by management, it
becomes a habit. Your mind starts eliminating ideas
automatically and doesn’t even consider them because
you know management won't consider them. When
that happens, your creation has got to suffer.

PLAY METER: You said at the start that the pro-
blem is creative people are not in a position in this
industry to decide which games should be made and
how they should be made.

KIRK: Yes, this is an industry that depends upon its
creativity to survive. The ideal solution is to have a
creative person in a position of power, with most of
the administrative duties delegated out. The time has

come for this, for a creative person to be the president
of a company. Apple Computer is a perfect example of
the wisdom of that approach. Steve Wozniak is the
creative force. In fact, he is the first one to tell you he
doesn’t know or care about management. His head is
in computers. And, because Apple did well, he has
other people below him who handle the management.
And that structure has proved very, very successful for
Apple.

That will be the next progression in the games
business, I'm telling you. When a creative person has
complete control over product development and can
allocate company funds to make product development
what it needs to be, you're going to see the next
progression in this industry. Such a person must be
relieved of a lot of the administrative duties and
responsibilities. In that way, he will be in a position to
focus his energies entirely on product development.
That's what's needed.

Myself, for example, I'm trying to form my
own company. But I'm going to have to be removed
from a lot of the administrative details in order to do
what I do because, if I'm in the factory, I can’t keep in
touch with what’s happening on location. Trends and
fads come and go so quickly that you have to be out on
the street playing games on a regular basis, associating
with players to know where their heads are. But that’s
not the present structure of this industry. The people
who are on the street and understand the market’s
needs are not in a position to make decisions about
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product development, and the people who are in the
position to make those decisions are not on the street.

There are a number of people in designs right
now that I know personally or whose caliber of work I
know who can be five times more creative given the
proper environment. What I'm telling you is the
creativity is there, but getting it across in finished
product is the problem. And the system is at fault for
that, not the designers.

Why is it that the same people who took all the
credit for the rise in video game popularity now refuse
to be blamed for its downfall? The truth of the matter
is soméwhere in between. These people never really
affected the rise in the business nor were they as
responsible for its downfall. It’s just a case that when
things took off, they got caught up patting themselves
on the back, when it wasn’t even them.

PLAY METER: It seems what this whole discussion
is leading to is money, that game designers don’t feel
they've been reasonably compensated. Is that it?
KIRK: The financial incentives are just not there for
the creative person. And creativity is such an integral
part of this business. It’s the old saw that you get what
you pay for. You get the caliber of people you're
willing to pay for. If you want the best money can buy,
you've got to spend money. There’s no free lunch.

When a designer makes a game, it's like an
artist. He's giving you a piece of his life. His life
experiences are involved in some way in shaping up
his thought processes to make that game. To do that,
to give away a piece of your mind, and then to see
someone else reap enormous financial rewards from
it, while you're rewarded with peanut butter sand-
wiches, is devastating. You've got to feel you're
getting something back.

As you're aware, | wrote a book, Al About
Pinball. Even though I was an unknown author, with
no experience or credibility as far as writing books, I
still received a percentage of gross based on the book
sales because what I wrote was a major determining
factor in how the book sold. It should be the same way
with game designers in this industry. But most of the
designers in this business are on salaries. They get
paid whether they create or not. Of course, if they
don’t create anything, they eventually get fired. But
they get paid day-in and day-out. And they’ll get away
with designing turkeys because they're paid whether
it's a top game or a bad game.

Maybe a lot of designers would feel real
uncomfortable about being put totally on an incentive
program. But, let’s face it, a lot of them are getting a
free lunch. A lot of people have been drawing very
good salaries for making nothing, and some very
creative people have made nothing for making games
that have made manufacturers literally millions.

So, yes, we have to change the structure of
compensation for the designer. I know that some of
the manufacturers have incentive programs, but they
really amount to trivial bonuses. The problem, of
course, is trying to determine what is a fair incentive
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(continued from page 41)

for the creative person. I have my own idea about that,
and should I realize my goal and eventually be in a
position to do something about that, the people I hire
will be on this kind of program. They'll have a
minimal subsistence salary, but they’ll have the chance
to reap rewards along with the company, because if
they make a lot of money for the company, they should
have a piece of it.

Presently, though, what happens is manage-
ment thinks if these creative guys make a lot of
money, they won't need the management people
anymore. They'll go and form their own company.
And, you know, they're probably right. So they keep
them down on the farm, so to speak.

PLAY METER: So it's your feeling the designing
segment of the industry is not adequately compen-
sated?

KIRK: That's right.

Let me tell you another thing. Management
regularly receives unsolicited game concepts in the
form of letters from the outside.  don’t know at what
regularity they've been coming in for the last couple of
years, but with the various companies I've been
involved with, kids have sent in letters with game
designs. And management has been known to take the
idea outright. After all, the game idea was unsolicited,
and they had no legal obligation to compensate that
person whatsoever, even though compensation may
have spurred more ideas. In fact, that’s how I got my
start in this business. For about five years, I would
write letters to game manufacturers, giving them a
number of game ideas that they used without com-
pensation. And then when I eventually came to work
for them, I was thrilled.

Most manufacturers realize that when you
take a creative person and give him the opportunity to
create, he's so thrilled at having that opportunity he
doesn’t even think about protecting himself
financially. And I know in my case | had to sign what
they described as a standard form, which stated that
everything I invented or said or thought belonged to
them. I think that compensation for a patent was
somewhere in the neighborhood of $100. And for
someone starting out, like me, he’ll fall for it because
all he wants to do is make games. But this creates pro-
blems later on. :

So that’s a problem. There's too much a
potential, especially in this industry, for people to be
exploited. And that dries up the well. There presently
is not a clear understanding between designers and
management as to what constitutes a fair compen-
sation. For myself, my contracts have changed
drastically from those early days, but that change has
not come easy.

PLAY METER: You were saying sometime back
that designers don’t necessarily have to be computer
programmers. But how does someone who is not a
computer programmer show his game idea to
someone and how does he protect himself?

66

KIRK: What usually happens is someone who has
an idea presents his idea to management orally, ideally
in the form of a storyboard where he makes a limited
number of drawings or sketches which help illustrate
the concept he’s got in his head. But we have a couple
of problems right here.

First, you have the problem of non-disclosure.
I've spent enormous amounts of time just going
through the legal entanglements of non-disclosures.
In order to discuss a concept with a manufacturer
involves a substantial amount of legal negotiations
because you have to protect your idea. And you'll find
the manufacturers are reluctant to listen to anyone’s
ideas and sign some sort of agreement that they won't
steal it from you. One company even has a release
form which they send out to people submitting game
ideas which says, in effect, tell us your idea, but we
don’t have to tell you if we like it or not; we don’t have
to compensate you in any way if we decide to build it or
any part of it; you are submitting this idea to us
trusting totally on our goodwill to compensate you in
some way later down the line. If you had a game idea,
tell me, would you approach someone with that
attitude?

PLAY METER: You said there were two problems
with submitting game ideas to manufacturers. What is
the second problem?

KIRK: The second problem is management itself
doesn’t have the slightest idea if the game concept is
good or not. This is what I told you earlier, in this
industry, we've got people in upper management who
never go to the arcade, who don’t play the games on
the street, who haven't the slightest feel for what
makes a good game, and these are the people who are
dictating what goes out the door.

Management is so far removed from the action
on‘the street that they truly don’t know what a good
game is. And, as a result, they've all bought a lot of
false prophets. When things were going well and they
were making a lot of money, they believed a lot of
people who came in and said, “Have I got a game for
you!" If these management people knew anything
about game concepts, they would’ve known these
game concepts weren't worth pursuing. But there’s
no way for them to know unless they’re out on the
street.

Until the management of these game com-
panies is undertaken by people like myself who play
on the street, this problem will continue. What you
have, basically, is money and management people at
one end and the creative people at the other. And,
since the money/management people can’t tell what
game concepts are good and which are not, it’s always
pot-luck with them. .

Next time: How the decline in games created a
timidity among manufacturers to risk on new game
ideas, plus the lack of name recognition for today’s
designers.
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COIN-OP’S

CREATIVE CRISIS:

A three-part inverview

with Steve Kirk

PART 11

——— —

At a recent industry gathering, the marketing
director of a major manufacturing company appealed to
operators in the audience by asking, “What are the
trends? The market is not easy to read. What is the
direction? The trends? We need help reading the market.
What products do you want to see six months from
now?”

The marketing executive was making this appeal in
an attempt to show a newfound openness to operators’
suggestions, but his own admission of total confusion
about the market revealed something else entirely. When
the people in charge of reading marketing trends for
major game manufacturers appeal to others to read the
trends for them because they themselves haven’t the
slightest idea where the market is headed, it indicates a
serious breakdown in the industry’s marketing strategy.

In the second of his three-part interview, Steve Kirk
expands on what he sees as a major flaw in most game
manufacturing companies. The decision makers, he says,
are unable or are too far removed from the marketplace
to tell what play concepts are worthy of being developed
and which are not. Yet the structure of the industry is
such that these are the people who control new game
development.

A designer of a number of pinball games who has
authored a book on pinball, Kirk is Samiliar with the
inner workings of the research and development
departments of the Chicago manufacturers, having
worked at one time or another in most of them. Kirk, who
can be reached at P.O. Box 496, Park Ridge, lllinois
60068, is planning a game manufacturing venture in this
industry which, he says, will reverse a lot of this industry’s
approaches to game creation.

In the last installment, Kirk said the industry has a
problem with recognizing and rewarding its game
designers, and that the restrictions manufacturers place
on game designers hurts the final creative product.

In this installment, Kirk claims that the decline in
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game sales and manufacturers’ own inability to tell a
good game idea from a poor game idea has created a
timid environment where manufacturers are afraid to
take risks on new game ideas.

PLAY METER: Are you saying manufacturers are
afraid to take a risk ona new game idea or that they are so
confused with the market they don’t know which game
ideas to take a chance on?

KIRK: I can probably explain that best by telling you
what happened to me. I have a new concept, which I call
“The Next Evolution in Pinball.” I spent four years
outlining the basic conceptual rules. That’s not counting
the individual game designs. In fact, I've actually laid out
the progressions for the next 20 games, but I've been
totally frustrated trying to sell the project to existing
manufacturers. And it has nothing to do with the lack of
merit in the project itself. The problem lies in the manu-
facturers’ attitudes. There isn’t a manufacturer out there
who sees a future. They don’t see a particular trend at the
moment.

PLAY METER: So it’s not because they’re just afraid to
take a gamble on a new game concept?

KIRK: No, when they make money, they're like
gamblers. They blow it. They’ll bet foolhardy. In their
case, they just wasted money on game concepts which
had absolutely no redeeming value. And now that they
don’t have any money, they play real conservative. When
the manufacturers in this business get a buck in their
pocket, they’re frivolous with it. It’s been almost an
inverse situation of what they should be doing. When
they’re making money, they should be conserving some
of it. But, instead, they spend it on frivolous ideas. And
now, when they should be spending it so they can have
some new product out there to bring the money back,
they’re all making cutbacks and turning thumbs down on
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new game concepts. It’s that kind of mentality that’s
* keeping new ideas off the market.

Actually, it’s kind of ironic what’s happened. I think
there’s probably more of an open-mindedness right now
among the manufacturers toward doing new things than

* what there has been in the past few years. However, that’s
contradicted by a conservative attitude financially. In
other words, they’ve come to the point where they say
they’re willing to try new things, but only if you can do it
for $1.50. And this totally frustrates the game designer.

PLAY METER: Are you sure that’s the reason your
pinball concept was rejected? That it wasn’t because the
idea lacked merit?

KIRK: I spent several months trying to get someone to
listen to what I wanted to do. When I went to Mylstar
with the idea, it took a couple of months before we could
even come to an agreement as to how the idea could be
disclosed. And they told us they wanted 30 days after they
heard the concept to decide whether they liked it enough
to try it. So I typed out my concept—it took about 150
pages—and I went there and made my presentation. And,
within 30 seconds after I finished presenting it, they said,
“It’s great! Let’s do it!” And so I asked if they still wanted
30 days to make up their minds, and they said no, that
they were ready to do it now.

So I was supposed to move on to the next step. We
knew about how much it would cost to finance the initial
stages of the project and build the prototype because the
approach Mylstar wanted was for the product to be built
entirely on the outside. And that meant I had to build my
own laboratory, hire my own model makers, and all this
increased my costs. But they knew we were talking in the
neighborhood of $500,000 to build the prototype, and
still they said that wasn’t a problem.

But, after a couple of weeks of working on the
numbers, I got a call back, and they said, “Steve, we’ve
got bad news. Coca-Cola has put pressure on Columbia,
and Columbia has cancelled all outside projects and all
inside projects. And people on the management staff are
being let go, and a lot of the factory is being let go because
this is a cost-cutting initiative.”

This is what I was saying before, when things are not
going good, instead of investing more money to get things
rolling again, people in this business become ultra-
conservative. They simply shrug their shoulders and say,
“The fad is gone. Let’s not spend anymore money because
it’s all just going to go down the drain.”

Even though I had something here which could have
taken them out of debt and put them back on the market
and even revolutionized the business—and the people
who heard the idea agreed that would happen—even with
all that going for me and my concept, there was nothing
that could be done. Upper management was so far upper
that nothing could be one. They made their decision, and
that was that. They said, “We can’t finance anything like
that. It’s too much money. I don’t care how good it is;
we’re not spending the money.”

PLAY METER: And to what do you attribute their
reasoning?
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KIRK: Part of their reasoning was, no doubt, that they’d
heard that old story before. You see, everybody went to
them with all these wonderful ideas back in the peak
years. And they didn’t turn out to be so wonderful. They
even told me, “You’re probably right. Your idea can
probably make us millions of dollars. I believe you, but I
also believed this other guy, and he burned me.” So
really, the fact that they believe or dont believe in my
concept doesn’t matter anyway—and they did believe in
it. But their belief in what I had still didn’t justify their
taking a risk because they were admitting they had
already demonstrated to themselves that they were
incapable of distinguishing between a good idea and a
bad idea.

But I can tell you this. When all of them were saying
pinball was dead, that it had no future, I was spending my
time trying to figure out how to give it a future. I spent a
lot of time trying to figure out how to do this. And the end
result is, when I was finally ready to present the concept,
the factories were starting to feel the sting from all their
bad investments. I got shut out because of their bad
decisions.

I know what I have, but I also realize that at this
point the money for my project is probably going to have
to come from outside this industry because the people
within the industry are so gun shy that I can’t realistically
even look at them as potential investors anymore. My
financing is probably going to be coming from outside,
and that’s a sad commentary on an industry that’s sup-
posedly in need of new game concepts for its livelihood.

PLAY METER: So you would agree with the oft-
repeated theory in the industry today that the greatest
game company five years from now isn’t even in business
today?

KIRK: I would say that’s true, but that’s the nature of all
creative industries. All the real innovations come from
the outside. A little guy jumps up and creates someting
overnight, and then the big guys copy it. It’s always been
that way, whether you're talking about Dragon’s Lair or
Pac-Man or any of the other real innovative stuff.
Outsiders are more willing to take a risk. They aren’t so
gun shy.

I should say that I'm currently negotiating with
people within the industry for less regular pinball projects
because, like everyone else, I've got to put food on the
table. But I'm not about to give away my concept for
nothing. When I look at all the ideas that were taken from
me, all the ideas I gave when I worked for the various
companies, and when I realize that I wasn’t compensated
for any of those inventions, then it makes it very difficult
to deal with these people. They just took, took, took. And
other people eventually claimed the credit for the game,
and there’s a lot of that in this business.

Still, I'd like to have people within the industry
invest in the concept, but I've just about run out of time
on it. It’s too difficult to sell it in this industry. You can't
even discuss it without a lot of rigamaroll. With one com-
pany, for instance, we've had four major meetings and
spent maybe three hours minimum on each of those four
meetings, and still we haven’t even discussed the concept,
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except in very vague generalities. And that’s because of
all the legal complications. So what I'm saying is it’s very
difficult to discuss anything with an existing game
company.

If the game manufacturers make game idea sub-
missions so complicated in order to discourage all the
people who think they’ve got a good idea butdon’t, then |
can partly understand the reason for all the rigamaroll.
There’s a true story about someone who once approached
a factory executive and convinced him he was a game
designer with a great new game idea. They arranged fora
meeting, flew him in, signed a non-disclosure agreement,
everything. Then the executive asked him, “Well, what’s
your idea?” And the guy apparently said, “A baseball
game.” And the executive said, “Yeh, okay. What about
it?” And the guy supposedly answered, “That’s it! A
baseball game! Don’t you think that would make a great
video game?” That apparently really happened. And, like
I said, if that’s the reason for all the rigamaroll, to screen
out these people, then it kind of makes sense because
there’s that kind of mentality out there. But when people
they know, like me, who have had many legitimate ideas
in the past want to discuss the possibility of a new game
concept, these same manufacturers are still reluctant.
And the only thing I can figure is they want to try and rip
off everything they can get. They want to try and get
anything they can for free.

PLAY METER: Still, from what you’ve been saying,
manufacturers seem to be grasping at ideas. In their
present situation, what should they be doing?

KIRK: I think they need a certain cohesiveness to make
sure ideas aren’t exploited prematurely or superficially. I
keep going back to my “Next Evolution in Pinball,” but I
think it illustrates what this industry must do in order to
avoid falling into this desperate trap. One of the things
I’m trying to do with my pinball concept is to lay out in
advance the way new concepts and features will be intro-
duced for a series of 20 or more games. None of that is the
specific design of the game itself. I just know that on game
number five I’m going to introduce a certain feature as
part of the total game design.

PLAY METER: So what you’re talking about is that we
need to do advance planning on game designs far in
advance?

KIRK: What you don’t want to dois rush something out
the door. You want to exploit the market and expand it,
not just satisfy it. If we have an idea that we see we can
make three progressions out of, we don’t want to make the
third progression first because that doesn’t do anything
for us or the operator. We have an obligation to the
operator to try and upgrade each piece of equipment so
that his investment and our product produces a fair
return. He’s got to feel he’s buying something that’s new
and improved in some way. And the player deserves to
feel that way, too, on a regular basis. We just can’t
rearrange the targets on the playfield and think that’s
going to attract players.

PLAY METER: What you'’re talking about here is
PLAY METER, May 15, 1985
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pinball game design. Does the same concept work for
videos?

KIRK: Yes, you have to introduce the right idea at the
right time, whether it’s a video or a pinball. And some
game designers and manufacturers don’t seem to under-
stand that. Some game designers will tell you they’re
trying to design the ultimate game, and that’s not where
it’s at. The good game designer makes a game that makes
a lot of money in the cashbox. His concern shouldn’t be
with making the ultimate game. With video games, for
example, if we would have made Defender right after
Pong, it wouldn’t have been the right game at the right
time. Even if people would’ve accepted Defender, we
would have lost all those games in between. So one has to
be willing at times to hold back good ideas for the right
time.

Let’s take the automobile industry, for example. All
automobile manufacturers have ideas set up in line for
the next five or six years, and they will not introduce
those ideas to the public until the time is right. That’s
because they want to offer a new progression each year.
something a little better than the year before. And each
automobile manufacturer has the ability to implement all
those things tomorrow afternoon. But what if they did?
What would they do the following year? They would be
like our industry where they have nothing else to offer.
So, you see, the idea is always to keep ahead of the game,
to have new things in mind.

PLAY METER: But competition forces manufacturers

to outdo each other. How can a manufacturer plan an
orderly introduction of new game features, if another
manufacturer beats him to the punch?

KIRK: My pinball concept is set up so that no matter
what a competitor does, I can respond. Say, for example,
I’'m on game number three, and my competitor sees an
idea on one of my games and goes one or two steps better
than me. What I have to do is trash that progression and
g0 one better than them. You dont stick to your pre-
planned program in that case; you let the competition
dictate your introduction of new ideas.

PLAY METER: And you’re saying manufacturers don’t
do that?
KIRK: They have a tendency just to make a game, and
there’s a reticence on their part to hold anything back
because they haven’t felt they were in a position to hold
anything back. Their lack of confidence in the future of
this industry is evident in their game designs and intro-
ductions. “Whatever is our best stuff,” they seem to be
saying, “we’d better put it out there because we’re not
even sure that’s going to make it.”

Manufacturers seem to think every game has to have
a deadline. You cannot send a game out before it’s ready.
I had a game that was sent out before it was ready to go,
and it kills you from a game design point of view. When [
run a game program, I'll have one, two, maybe even three
revisions to get the bugs out of the program. Now, the
program that was in my game Nine Ball had 60 revisions
in the program, and still it did not work. But the factory
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There has been very little advanced planning to make sure
ideas aren’t exploited prematurely or superficially.

felt they had to sent it out anyway because they didn’t
have another game ready to go. What they ended up doing
was simply wasting that game. It never worked on the
street. It would either lock up all the balls or change
players in the middle of the game or other kinds of freaky
things. And everybody blamed the foul-ups on the com-
plexity of the rules or whatever, but the bottom line was if
the game didn’t work it shouldn’t have gone out the door.

The hindsight about that has sunk in, and I don’t
think that would happen again, at least by the people that
were involved in it because it hurt them substantially.

PLAY METER: Has the industry ever really followed
this pattern of an orderly introduction of new game
ideas?

KIRK: Gottlieb was the only company that I recall that
would have maybe 20 games ready to go in advance, but
that’s going back to the 1960’. They had a stockpile of
some pretty advanced stuff. They were all done, rules
were made, the games finished. And we found one of the
advantages of having 20 games made in advance is we can
find out what the burnout stage of a game is before we
send it out the door. Anyone can ascertain a game’s up
front merits really easy, by puttingit out onlocation fora
couple of weeks and getting test results. But the longevity
aspects of it are difficult to predict. And, by having that
many games that far in advance, we would be able to play
them in the laboratory and get some idea about how good
a game it really was. If we still wanted to play it six
months down the line or if we didn’t care to play it six
months down the line—that told us something about the
game. And that had a lot to do with the marketing of
Gottlieb pinballs in the late *60’s and early '70%s. And, if
you recall, they made a lot of really good games back
then. I haven’t seen any of that in any of the current
manufacturers, that is, their wanting to stockpile games.

This is a very myopic industry. There has been very
little advanced planning. No long range planning beyond
“What can we do and get out the door next week?”

PLAY METER: But to accomplish this stockpile of
games, you have to have a stockpile of game ideas. You
don’t see any problem with coming up with new ideas for
games in this industry?

KIRK: It's been my experience that coming up with new
ideas has never been as much a problem as being able to
select the proper ideas and deciding which ones are right
for the right time. Myself, I've got nearly 200 games on
paper. I've got more ideas than I know what to do with.

Yet seldom, if ever, do I select a game that I’ve previously
done. I want to do something new and different. That’s
what people don’t understand. A good designer isn’t the
person who comes up with all the bright ideas. A good
designer is the person who knows which idea is good for
the time. He solicits other people’s opinions, and he
chooses the right ideas for the particular project, those
ideas which are compatible with the overall project.

When I make a game, it’s like writing music. Do you
write the words first or do you write the melody and then
write the words? A songwriter will tell 'you he can go
either way. And, when I design a game, I've done it both
ways, too. Sometimes the idea as a total concept comes to
you, and you create the geometry to execute that concept
in your mind. At other times, you're fascinated by a
creative geometry you’ve come up with, and you create a
concept to utilize that geometry. There’s no right way or
wrong way. It’s only what you come up with as a finished
product that matters.

PLAY METER: Maybe I'm gettinga little ahead of you,
but are you saying games aren’t actually designed as
singular concepts but rather as a combination of things?
KIRK: Yes, Let’s go back to the game Defender, for
example. Defender was a combination of many people’s
ideas. But Eugene Jarvis was the person who took all
those ideas and decided which ones to use and which ones
to throw out. In fact, some of the ideas in Defender were
just plain flat ripped off from other video games. The
game was actually the combination of elements from
many other games. The rapid firing of the spaceship was
from Asteroids. The ability to fly the spaceship all over
the screen was also from Asteroids. The stealing of the
men, which I think was one of the key elements of that
game, was derived from watching a game from Cinema-
tronics called Rip Off. In Rip Off, you might remember,
the enemy ships would come out and steal tanks from the
middle. All these little things actually came from different
games. 1 didn’t have anything to do with Deferner. Don’t
get that idea, but the game shows how a designer can
collect ideas and decide which ones to include and which
ones not to include.

The reason I'm saying this is because there’s too
much of a feeling, especially among less experienced
designers, that they can’t work with other people, that
they can’t give out theirideas to other people. Some game
designers are very reluctant to reveal ideas in their heads.
And, if they were able to do that, they might pick up
changes of suggestions which could make their game
ideas even better,

The manufacturers’ overriding philosophy about pinball is it
should become obsolete by mechanical self-destruction.
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(continued from page 41)

- Games should become obsolete only by design
and conceptual improvements.

PLAY METER: You say the manufacturers’ lack of
confidence is evident in the games they design and intro-
duce to the marketplace. What change in thinking would
you recommend for manufacturers with regard to, say,
pinball?,

KIRK: That’s easy. There’s a major overriding theme
about the manufacturers’ philosophy about pinball. That
is, they believe a pinball should become obsolete by
mechanical self-destruction.

PLAY METER: And what does that mean?

KIRK: The manufacturers don’t seem to realize that a
game should become obsolete only by design and con-
ceptual improvements. In other words, they’re telling
themselves that every game looks about the same as every
other game, that all we’re really doing is just rearranging
the parts. And that’s not true,

And since they believe that’s all they’re really doing,
rearranging the parts on the playfield, they feel that if
they don’t make the game self-destructible theres no
reason for an operator to buy anymore new games. For
instance, if you remember, manufacturers used to hold
parts for five years. Now three years is the limit they hold
stuff on parts and supplies because they want that game
to self-destruct.

But what that does is it self-destructs their own
industry. They didnt realize what they had. If you look
back into the early 1970, they started nickel and diming
the pinballs. And, by the 1980, the pingames became
ultra-cheap. There was a point in the late 1960’ and early
1970°s when the games had high-quality stainless steel
moldings. But then it got cheap. The chrome went off,
and all these little frills and extras that made the game
quality work went off. Just take alook at the board wear.
For about a dollar a board, you could make that board
virtually indestructible, but how many operators have
- boards that look shot? They'’re all disintegrating, and
I’'m saying that’s not unintentional. Of course, that’s just
my opinion, and I realize I'm not going to win any friends
by saying that, but it’s true. The manufacturers want the
games to self-destruct. And they do that mechanically.
The game takes a beating to the point where it literally
just falls apart. I don’t think that’s a valid way to do
business. The valid way to do business is to make the
game work, and work consistently for a long period of
time. The game’s obsolescence, which allows manufac-
turers to sell more games, comes from conceptual
improvements in future games.

You see, they really don’t understand the game at all.

They really believe that if you don’t make the game
mechanically self-destruct, they’re not going to be able to
sell anymore pinballs. Obviously, that’s not true because
some of the best pinballs did nothing but help the
business. Good pinballs help the business because they
build an audience. If they last a little longer, that doesn’t
work against the manufacturer but for him because it
gives the operator a better return on his investment and
makes the operator want to buy more games from you
because he knows your games are worth the investment.

The premise that obsolescence comes only from
making the games self-destruct is just not valid when you
look at other creative industries. The record industry, for
example. You’ll go out and buy a new record because you
get tired of the record you got. It doesn’t mean you don’t
like it anymore. It simply means you got tired of the
repetition of playing it over and over again. You want
something new. You could say that all music is just notes

‘rearranged and played by different instruments. In that

way, it’s just like a game. It may have the same compo-
nents, and they may just be rearranged, but people will
want to move on to something new.

From the manufacturing point of view, if you have
those conceptual improvements in your games—and
they’re not just clones of previous games—then you can
obsolete your older games with the conceptual develop-
ment. But the factories don’t do that. And do you know
why?

PLAY METER: Okay, I'll bite. Why?

KIRK: Because they really don’t know what to do. They
see a pinball not as a game but as a toy. A toy hasto break
apart before it’s no good. Toys won’t change from
generation to generation. That’s why there’s such a lack
of confidence in the future of the games business at the
manufacturing end and why there’s no real conceptual
improvements in the games that are coming out. I don’t
think the administrators at the manufacturing end truly
understand the game—especially the pinball. They’ve
lost touch with it. They perceive it as merely a toy. And so
they see themselves as being in the toy business, the
throwaway toy business. They don’t realize that you
don’t just rearrange parts on the playfield. A game has an
integrity of its own. It’s not just a toy that you have build
in mechanical obsolescence. .

Next time: In the final installment, Kirk talks about the
need for name recognition among game designers and
how operators can sabotage or help promote play on the
games by smart operating.

The manufacturers don’t realize pinball is a game.
They perceive it as merely a toy.
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COIN-OP’S

CREATIVE CRISIS:

A three-part interview

with Steve Kirk

Part 111

‘I designed a game I’d want to play
so you’d want to playit.”
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A current Atari advertisement pictures Mark Cerny,
designer and programmer of Atari’s Marble Madness,
standing behind two gigantic marbles and saying, “I
designed a game I'd want to play so you’d want to playit.”
This type of industry recognition for the individual
creator is a very new trend in the coin-op amusement
industry. It stands in marked contrast to the previous
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posture of most major game manufacturers.

Before this, designers were not singled out for their
creative contributions to the industry. New games were
introduced as mere by-products from corporate entities,
rather than as creations from individual designers. This is
very different from other entertainment industries which
give recognition to their creators.

By suggesting in the past that new games come solely
from faceless entities in corporate research and develop-
ment departments, major game manufacturers implied
that game creation was more technological than imagi-
native and more corporate than individual. And so the
focus within this industry turned from innovative new
game concepts to the aggregate dollars spent on R&D
(i.e. Bally spends X dollars on R&D, Williams spends Y
dollars, and Atari Z dollars).

That’s why corporate advertisements with individ-
ual game designers being given credit is certainly a new
twist. In this final installment of the three-part interview
with Steve Kirk on the creative coin-op crisis, we examine
why this individual recognition to game creators is so
important to new game creations and the industry as a
whole. Besides helping the operator, Kirk insists, it can
also spur creativity.

A designer of a number of pinball games who has
authored a book on pinball, Kirk is familiar with the
inner workings of the research and development
departments of the Chicago manufacturers, having
worked at one time or another in most of them. Kirk, who
can be reached at P.O. Box 496, Park Ridge, Illinois
60068, is planning a game manufacturing venture in this
industry which, he says, willreverse a lot of this industry’s
approaches to game creation.

PLAY METER: You say there’s a need for advanced
planning, for cohesiveness, as far as manufacturers intro-
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ducing new equipment. But isn’t it true individual game
designers within each company work on corripctitive
projects? .

KIRK: With most manufacturers, yes, that’s the case.
And that’s one of the problems with the design R&D
aspect. Instead of working collectively for the finished
product, what you have is a bunch of people working on
separate ideas which may have no cohesiveness
whatsoever. And this often affects the marketing and sale
of products. For instance, you have a manufacturer who
makes a terrific game, and people buy it. Then, when that
manufacturer has another game coming out, operators,
thinking that manufacturer is hot, will buy the next game
up front. Only this time management-has grabbed a game
from another designer, and this game’s not in the same
league as the other game. It’s nowhere near the same
caliber of game. And the operator, who bought
something on speculation because he thought it would be
representative of the last product he bought from that
company, is confused. He has no way of buying on
speculation.

PLAY METER: In other creative industries—in book"

publishing and motion pictures, for instance—the

creator has a certain degree of name recognition. But this-

isn’t the case with our industry. From what you’re saying,
wouldnt it be simpler to let operators and players know
who designed which games?

KIRK: You're falling into my briar patch there. Yes,
there’s no question about this. All designers are egotists,
myself included, because part of what you're trying to

accomplish is name recognition. You want to know that-

there are people out there who appreciate-your work. But
it goes beyond that. You’d like to know that they know
who you are. '

Actually, a designer tries to build his own signature
into his games. In my case, for instance, I invented this
little post between the flippers that appeared on all my
games. And a writer in Philadelphia picked up on that
and started calling it the “Kirk Post.” And that was the
idea. It was sort of my unwritten signature. When people
saw that post, they were supposed to know it was one of
Steve Kirk’s games. Eventually, of course, the other
manufacturers started using the Kirk Post on their
games, and even that unwritten signature was lost. But
it’s something a designer strives for, recognition. -

PLAY METER: So you would say that if this industry

gave name recognition to the designers of its game, it -

might become a stimulus for them to create better games?
KIRK: Exactly. In 1978 I designed a pinball called Stars
where I was able to do something about that. For many,
many years [ have felt that the game you design should
have the potential of creating a following. My point is, if
you like a certain music group, you will try and listen to
all their songs. And when that group comes out with a
new album, you don’t even have to listen to all their songs
before you decide on buying it. If you’re a big enough fan
of theirs, you’ll just buy their records automatically
because you know their style of music appeals to you.
That same kind of logic hit me with pinball. Why

52

shouldnt that work for game designers? And I started to
ask questions like “Why can’t 1 put my name on the
game?” And, let me tell you, that was one helluva
argument I got into. I guess I sort of became the martyr
for that because no one had ever done that before. No
video or pinball had the game designer’s name onit until I
did it on Stars. And I had to fight long and hard just for
that. And it wasn’t a particularly pleasant battle.

PLAY METER: What was the resistance to that?
KIRK: Basically, the factories are worried that, if they -
allow a designer to put his name on his games and he

becomes a star, the designer will be out of control, both
financially and otherwise. They would like to keep him
under wraps so no one else can steal himand he can’t
request more money. Actually, the manufacturers will '
have a difficult time dealing with a star designer, if they’re
not compensating him fairly because, if a designeris good
enough, he’ll get offers from other places.

In any case, [ got my name on the gameé. And tosay it
was controversial would be an enormous understatement.
It really rocked the boat. Sometime later, after other
designers started getting their names on their games, 1
had a conversation with one of the. other factory
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presidents, and the matter of putting the names on the
games came up. And he told me he was still having a hard
time dealing with that. You see, there’s this great
reluctance in the coin-op amusement industry to give
credit where it’s due. It seems the biggest desire is to
control the people who work on the games and not let
‘them become stars.

And I look at it the other way around. I'd want the
people under me to be stars. I'd love to have a whole
stableful of stars and for each of them to have his own
identity. The only company I know which really went this

“route was ActiVision. They made the little home video
games, but they realized early on the value of making
their people stars. They would even have a picture of the
designer and a little story about him, just like you would
see on book covers. And that had the effect of helping
future games by that same designer because people would
say, “Hey! I like that guy’s games. Let’s check this one
out!” :

. PLAY METER: How did the other designers react to
your having your name on Stars?
KIRK: Actually, they thought it was just some big ego
trip Steve Kirk was on. “Kirk’s on such a big ego trip that
he has to have his name on the game.” But that wasn’t it at
all. It was strictly marketing. After all, a good design is
good marketing. You’re selling a product. And it.-doesn’t
matter if you have the greatest product in the world, if
you can’t sell it to people, the merits are meaningless.
But, really, do you think I could have sold Gary

Stern on the wisdom of putting my name on Stars if it was
just an ego trip? The only reason he allowed me to put it
on was because he saw the logic of it when I showed it to
him. It’s simply a marketing idea. If that movie says
Steven Spielberg on it or George Lucas, you're going to
take a second look at it, and you’ll go to see it because it
says George Lucas or Steve Spielberg. And it might not
be any better than another movie playing down the street,
but you don’t know anything about who made that other
movie. And you know what kind of movies George Lucas
and Steve Spielburg make, and you know it’s something
you’re probably going to like. That’s the whole idea
behind establishing an identity for the designer.

PLAY METER: But what if the game isn’t an individual
effort? What if it is the conceptual product of several
people?

KIRK: That would be a little more difficult, but it could
be done, especially on a video game. It could be broken
down as this guy did the graphics, this one the sound, this
one the hardware, and so on, just like credits for a movie.

PLAY METER: But wouldn’t that be the case in most
instances.

KIRK: Not really. In my case, for instance, I do the
board. I do the geometry. I do the rules, the concept. |
even specify the artwork. The artwork on all my games
was done to my specifications. I wasn’t the artbrush, but [
specifically authored the artwork to my specifictions and,
in several instances, called for it to be redone. And the

MANUFACTURED BY SUPPLIERS OF THE
BELL SYSTEM FOR THE PAST 39 YEARS

DEPENDABILITY e RELIABILITY ¢ LONGEVITY

NOW AVAILABLE FOR SHIPMENT
GLADWIN, INC. #5225
PRE PAY TELEPHONE
WITH ESCROW FEATURES

¢ Local and Long Distance
¢ Line Powered (no AC required)
¢ Financing for End Users through our Accent Leasing Co.

DISTRIBUTORSHIPS AND DEALERSHIPS
ARE NOW AVAILABLE THROUGHOUT THE U.S.
—CALL FOR DETAILS!

U.S. TELECOMMUNICATIONS CORPORATION
3118 62ND AVENUE NORTH ¢ ST. PETERSBURG, FL 33702

813/527-1107

¢ FCC Registered
‘o Denies 976 Exchanges

PLAY METER, June 1, 1985

53



THE TICKET DISPENSER
— WITH EXPERIENCE

DELTRONIC LABS DL-1275 Ticket Dispenser is now
available in kits—for quick and easy installation on existing
video, pinball and novelty games.

For more than 7 years, top amusement manufacturers
have relied on DELTRONICS LABS for quality ticket dis-
spensers, backed by prompt and efficient service.

Now this time-tested dispenser is incorporated in kits for
the same dependable performance on your present games.

You can renew player interest with tickets for awards and
bonuses—and keep them playing again and again and again!

DELTRONIC LABS, INC.

Eight & Maple Avenue ® Lansdale, PA 19446
215/362-9112 e Telex 317054

6...00..0...........................O.....J

IS THAT YOUR NAME

THAT’S MISSING
FROM OUR

SUBSCRIPTION
LIST?

JOIN
OUR
GROWING
NUMBER

CALL TODAY

504/488-7003

PLAY METER

PUBLISHED BY SKYBIRD
P.O. Box 24970
New Orleans, LA 70124

54

reason for that is I also see the artwork as part of the
marketing package as well as a representative of me as a
designer,

PLAY METER: And that’s what yousought to establish
by having your name on Stars?

KIRK: The idea was to establish an identity on my
games and have people look for certain characteristics in
them. For example, if they learn that there are certain
types of rules I use on one game and they see I've designed
another game, some of the knowledge they gained from
previous games by me might be applicable on this new
game. And that gives the dedicated player an advantage
and something to look forward to.

I plan on having in my “Next Evolution of Pinball”
concept an identity to all my games that will tell people
that these games are all part of a group. And that, since
they are all part of a progression and parts of a group, the
players will start to realize there are certain machines of
the group they might not have played. And, hopefully,
they’ll seek them out. Thisis an aspect of marketing that’s
been non-existant in this industry until I did it. But it
starts with getting your name on the game.

PLAY METER: The whole reason we investigated this
area is to help the operator make more intelligent buying
decisions, if he knows games by certain designers are
more likely to be better games than games by other
designers. Shouldn’t this carry over to having the
designer’s name on the advertising information?
KIRK: This is the point where I lost out. That’s where
Gary Stern drew the line. He felt that was going too far
because I was, in effect, an independent contractor and
not locked into him. He was getting feedback from his
distributors that they wanted another game from this guy
Kirk, and he did send outinformation ona separate piece
of paper that the game was designed by me. But it wasn’t
advertised to the trade as a whole.

The problem with the advertising brochures right
now is I'm not sure they’re really effective in selling the
games anyway. The average operator is not a player; so to
have a brochure that tells you that if you go through the
Whiz Bango loop, you score 32,000 points, isn’t a partic-
ularly relevant part of the operator’s decision-making
process when it comes to deciding whether to buy that
piece of equipment.

But, if the operator knew who designed the game, he
could probably tell if the game is geared for average or
below average or above average players. This is how
name identification of game designers could help opera-
tors. If an operator can identify the kinds of players a pro-
spective game might appeal to—average or above
average—he would be in a better position to make a
decision as to whether that game would be good for him.
And if he did buy it, he would know what locations would
be best suited for the game.

To me, this all speaks well for the manufacturer to
do this because it’s another way he can show the operator
how he can make more money out of his games. And, of
course, if the operator can make more money out of a
manufacturer’s games, the operator is going to be happier
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If players know certain games are part of a group,
they’ll seek them out.

———

with his purchases from that manufacturer and more
likely to buy more from him.

But, if I sell you a game, and you don’t know howto
use it, or what kinds of players it’s most likely to appeal
to, or how to set it up; and the game fails because the
operator didn’t understand the inherent qualities of the
game, then the game is ruined. And the operator is left
with a sour taste about that manufacturer’s future
product.

PLAY METER: Now we’re getting into the area of how
an operator can affect a game’s impact on the market-
place. Do you have any thoughts in this area?

KIRK: Plenty. Theres an ignorance on the part of
operators as far as what to do with a game after they get
it. They don’t know how to run it.

PLAY METER: Can you be more specific?

KIRK: Let me give you an example of an arcade here in
the Chicago area. The operator has an Eight- Ball Deluxe
pinball in there. And, if the player flipped the game hard,
if he put any effort into the flip, the game would tilt. And |
was in there when this player kept tilting because of this.
And he really got irked and hit the game a couple of times
because of it. And when he did, the operator came over
and wanted to throw him out. He told the player you
can’t hit the game like that. And the player complained
that the game tilted if you just flip the flipper. And the
operator told the player not to flip it so hard. And they
ended up getting into an argument because the player
said that shaking is part of the game, that it’s inherent in
the play of the game. But the operator responded, “Not
here it isn’t.” And that’s a hard attitude for a player to
deal with. And I'm telling you, as a designer, the playeris
right. Shaking is part of the game.

Many operators are ignorant as to how to run the
pinballs. They abuse the tilt mechanisms. They’ll use
them as play inhibitors. But the tilt mechanisms was put
in there not as a play inhibitor but as an anti-cheat device.
Pinball has more integrity than any game out there, but
it’s got a very major problem, particularly with the new
style operator. Heres a guy who got used to taking a
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video game off the truck and plugging it in, and that was
it. Nothing could be simpler. Anyone can do that. But
that’s not true with pinball. The old-style operator was a
guy who had judgement, who knew the difference
between a flipper that had power and a flipper that was
weak. He understood what the game was supposed to do
and that it had a certain feel to it. He knew there was a
judgemental factor in how the game was set up. And he
was willing to invest a certain amount of preventative
maintenance and knew how to fix things that broke.

But the operator of the *80s doesn’t know this stuff.
Many of them have no idea how to set up a game. They
don’t know the difference between a spinner that rotates
six times and a spinner that rotates 50 times. And when
something breaks, he doesn’t know how to fix it. And
there are only two ways to solve that problem. One is to
educate those operators, and the second is to make the
games less likely to break down and need so much
maintenance.

And I think both goals can be realized, butit’s going
to cost a few bucks. Now, this is something I've been
fighting since back in the 1960s, but I contend you can
make that game virtually indestructible for $100 a game.
And I think the operator will pay an extra $100 per game
or, hell, let’s make some profit from it, and charge $150
for making the game indestructible and ridding the
operator of all the aggravation he’s having right now.

PLAY METER: Is this getting back to manufacturers
wanting to build in mechanical obsolescence in the
games?

KIRK: Yes, the trend is still to make a game as cheap and
dirty as possible, and I just don’t understand the logic of
that. This whole country is built around premium
products. We have premium quality cars, premium
quality stereos, premium quality everything, even
premium quality ice cream. But there are no premium
quality games. And why not?

The player has the right to expect certain perfor-
mance standards that aren’t being delivered. For
instance, there’s absolutely no reason why 95 percent of
the breakdowns occur on a pinball machine except for a
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lack of effort on the part of the manufacturer to make it
better. We’re still using 1950s technology. We could make
that game indestructible. But, like I'said, the top manage-
ment in manufacturers’ circles are afraid that if they make
games that don’t fall apart they wont sell anymore
games. We're dealing with pinballs that work, mechani-
cally, roughly equivalent to those in the ’50s. The games
are falling apart.

PLAY METER: Getting back to the operators’
influence on the marketplace, do you see any other things
. which operators did which cut short the game’s life?
KIRK: One thing in particular, tokens. Now I was one of
the first people in the industry to use tokens. I was using
them in the mid-1970s, but what I’'m talking about was
what happened during the video game boom when tokens
started ‘to proliferate. I now believe tokens played a
definite role in killing the video game business, at least the
arcade business.

It doesn’t matter if it’s food or sex or video games,
whenever you can have all you want of it, the appeal
diminishes. And tokens opened the way for that to
happen in the arcade business. When, for competitive
reasons, arcades started selling tokens for more than four
for a dollar—and there were cases of people selling 12 for
a dollar—they were cutting their own throat. The
obvious mistake the operators were making when they
did that was they were reducing their income per play, but
at least as important was that they were allowing players
more plays per buck. And, as a result, the player’s
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burnout rate on a particular game occurs faster because
they’re getting more plays per dollar.

You see, too many operators thought it was better to
fill up their arcades than to have them only half-occupied.
They thought it was better, psychologically, to have lots
of players standing in front of the games. But they were
wrong. That wasn't in their best interest. People were
playing on the games for hours, playing to the point that
they got sick of it and didn’t want to play anymore. After
playing at a discounted price for a long time, players
didn’t have the desire to come back. Instead, they felt they
had too much of it for awhile.

What should have been the operator’s aim was to
make the players want to come back for more, where they
always wanted to come back for more. But, with all this
discounting of tokens, it got to the point where the
players burned out on the games.

There are motivational aspects to the players
wanting to play the games. You have to maintain a
certain amount of denial of access to the game. It’s the-
pursuit of that game and the inability to conquer it that
keeps the player coming back for more. If you need an
example, just look at what happened with everyone who’s
got an Atari video game system at home. They may have
played the heck out of it for a couple of weeks, but I don’t
think you’ll have too much trouble finding people whose
home video games are just sitting there gathering dust.
And the reason for that is they just got sick of it. They
don’t even want to hook it up anymore. And the reason
for that is because they have the ability to play it all they
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When operators started discounting tokens, they allowed
players to burn out on the games quicker.

want, whenever they want. There isno denial, and that’s a
big part of marketing.

PLAY METER: Recently we've heard comments from
certain members of the manufacturing establishment
where they have pronounced in the mass media that the
coin-operated amusement industry will never again
achieve its past greatness. From a design point of view,
would you agree with that?

KIRK: That’s a helluva poor attitude, a self-serving atti-
tude by manufacturing administrators. It’s an alibi so
they don’t have to explain their own inability to produce
good games. You can alibi anything by saying the busi-
ness is over, and that way you don’t look so bad. Or you
can do something about it.

You want my opinion. I'll tell you. The potential for
games is greater, much greater than we had even during
the video game boom, but it’s going to have to come from
creative people. It’s not going to come from administra-
tors. The coin-op amusement industry is no longer going
to be an administrative business. Manufacturers have to
be controlled by creative people; and, when they are,
you’re going to see the next boom in games. The types of
games may be entirely different. For instance, in the
video game business—and I've presented this proposition
over a period of five or six years but still haven met
anyone who believed strongly enough in it to put up
money on it-—in the video game business, you’re going to
see the video game by remote location.

PLAY METER: Could you explain that?

KIRK: We're getting back to the social aspect of games
again, of people playing against people, rather than
against machines. Let’s say, for instance, we set up a
video game on a network where you go in and buy time at
a terminal. And that terminal connects in with other
terminals, be they across town, across the state, or across
the nation. But the games are all tied in. And you can
jump into the game as one of many people. So, instead of
buying, say, three ships for a quarter, you’re buying time
on the machine. And you become a participant in this
battle in the game, whether it’s a war in outer space or
what have you. You buy the right to be on the screen with
all those other people. And this is a whole different aspect
because you have to learn the personalities and ten-

dencies of the individual players involved in this game.
And maybe you have to combine with other forces that
are on your side and become part of a team. And you can
work collectively to beat a common enemy.

That’s a whole different aspect of games which 1
think has a tremendous future, but the cost of setting it up
is enormous. But I see the day when you’ll be able to sit
down and rent time at the terminal and be tied in on a
massive network that could have literally hundreds of
players involved. And still it could have the integrity and
a lot of fun for the individual player. Infact, sucha game,
with protentially hundreds of other players, may have
more appeal because it generates a mass hysteria.

Something to realize is the next generation of games
will emphasize the decision making process, notjust with
physical dexterity, but with strategy and intelligence.
That’s where it’s at, with video games, at least.

Actually, what’s missing from a lot of these games
right now is they don’t have that good time feeling.
They’re just a test of manual dexterity. And we’ve got to
remember what we’re selling is entertainment, not a test,
Also, all the games that are out there are trying to satisfy
an existing audience. I want to create games that not only
satisfy the existing audience but also bring in new players.
Instead of bringing in new players like Pac-Man did, we
merely went from the old game to the new game and
didn’t bring in any new people. Only a few games ever
achieved that. Pac-Man, Dragon’s Lair, but the problem
was everybody else just copied what they were doing, and
they burned it out, instead of coming up with something
different.

PLAY METER: And what about pinballs?

KIRK: That’s my “Next Evolution in Pinball.” Pinball
has a tremendous future for a number of reasons that
may not seem so obvious. One, you're not likely to havea
home version of the game;so you’re not likely to burn out
on your home Atari pinball game. There’s a social struc-
ture to the game. People can rotate in and out with a four-
player game, for example. It’s not as intense as a video
game which demands all your attention. It’s more like a
pool game or darts in that respect. [t can be played more
casually. You can even walk away from it for a few
mintues and come back to it, and that’s important for
pinball’s future. L

The next generation of games will emphasize
strategy and intelligence.
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