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Figure 1: An illustrative example to demonstrate the decision-making process between the strike team, the competency team,
and the production management (PM) in developing new features.

Abstract

Academic frameworks have limited practical application in game
pre-production because they do not map well to industry contexts
and constraints. Through semi-structured interviews with 15 senior
UX leaders from AAA game studios, we examined how practition-
ers make design decisions during early development. Our findings
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show a tripartite approach: (1) academically-grounded translation,
where practitioners selectively adapt formal theories; (2) experience-
based codification, where teams systematize tacit knowledge into
reusable artifacts; and (3) intuitive gut feeling, where expertise
guides decisions without formal frameworks. We introduce organi-
zational structures (i.e., strike teams and competency teams) that
shape how academic knowledge is translated in practice. Our work
challenges the traditional view that practitioners should directly
apply academic theory. Academia’s unique opportunity here is to
provide the conceptual building blocks that enable solutions practi-
tioners need. A change that begins with knowing how practitioners
already translate academic knowledge into actionable practice.
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1 Introduction

Game development is inherently complex, especially during pre-
production when designers and developers make foundational de-
cisions about genre, mechanics, and user experience [13, 17]. Aca-
demic research has proposed numerous UX frameworks intended to
guide game development, ranging from design principles [9, 19, 24]
to evaluation methods [2, 7]. However, production is messy and hec-
tic [20, 48], raising questions about whether and how practitioners
integrate research into early design stages. This understanding mat-
ters for both academia and industry. Research contributions should
strive for real-world impact [10], and understanding industry reali-
ties helps academia generate applicable theories [25]. Meanwhile,
the games industry suffers from chaotic production pipelines [48],
lack of UX concern [34], and unhealthy working conditions [32].
Despite longstanding interest in the research-practice gap [16, 47],
only limited work examines how senior UX leaders in AAA stu-
dios actually navigate pre-production. We focus on AAA because
their scale, complexity, and resources provide rich context for un-
derstanding both opportunities and constraints. We interviewed
directors and leads because they have strategic influence over UX
decisions in high-budget environments [29]. Our study addresses
two research questions:

RQ1: How do AAA UX leaders approach design decision-
making during early game development?

RQ2: What organizational structures shape how academic
practices are incorporated into AAA production?

From our preliminary results, we identify three overlapping
approaches practitioners use to navigate complexity during pre-
production: (1) academically-grounded translation, (2) experience-
based codification, and (3) intuitive gut feeling. Second, we uncover
organizational structures (i.e., strike teams and competency teams)
that shape how academic knowledge is translated in AAA contexts.
Together, these findings challenge the traditional applicationist
view that practitioners should directly apply academic theory. We
argue instead that academia must provide malleable conceptual
tools that support practitioners’ existing, highly-adaptive design
processes.

2 Related Work

Game development requires coordination across art, engineering,
and design [8], with fluid roles [26], which demand reactive pro-
cesses [21]. The Game Development Life Cycle includes six stages,
with pre-production focused on developing design concepts, me-
chanics, and aesthetics [3]. Most work focuses on player experiences
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rather than developer practices [1, 18]. Empirical research has inves-
tigated the disconnect between theory and practice [4, 38]. Whitson
[48] draws attention to the gap between scholarly conceptualiza-
tions and the messy realities of collaborative development. However,
most work focuses primarily on player experiences rather than de-
veloper perspectives and practices [1, 18], which means it rarely
engages with typical GDLC realities, particularly pre-production
stages.

Velt et al. [47] identifies this as stemming from disconnects be-
tween high-level theory and low-level practice [22, 40], as well as
differing goals such as the pursuit of generalizable knowledge ver-
sus situated solutions [23, 35]. They emphasize translating knowl-
edge into actionable insights through intermediate design knowl-
edge [28]. Norman [36] introduces the Translational Developer, a
hybrid role, which transforms research into industry tools. How-
ever, design relies on tacit knowledge and Instinct [43, 46, 49], with
gut feeling serving as cultivated expertise that enables designers
to navigate ill-defined problems [33]. In HCI, the concept of ways
of knowing emphasizes that methodological traditions shape what
counts as evidence [37].

3 Methodology
3.1 Participant Table

Expert ID Role® Experience?
2 Expert 1 Ul Lead 20 years+
& Expert 2 UX Content Director 20 years+
¥ Expert 3 UI/UX Lead 10 years+
a Expert 4 Senior UX Designer 5 years+
& Expert 5 Creative/Game Director 15 years+
UI/UX Lead 25 years+
& Expert 7 Senior Product Designer 5 years+
3 Expert 8 UI/UX Director 25 years+
& Expert 9 UI Designer 5 years+
& Expert 10 Senior UX Designer 15 years+
& Expert 11 UX Director 10 years+
- Expert 12 UX Director 25 years+
; Expert 13 UX Director 25 years+
& Expert 14 UX Director 15 years+
& Expert 15 Senior UI Artist 5 years+

@ The participants we interviewed come from or have formerly worked for: Blizzard
Entertainment, Electronic Arts Digital Illusions CE (EA DICE), Guerrilla Games,
Larian Studios, Remedy Entertainment, and Ubisoft.

b Years of experience are self-reported and grouped into ranges to preserve
anonymity.

Table 1: Overview of industry experts, and their respective

game development roles.

3.2 Participants

We recruited 15 senior UX and UI design professionals from AAA
game studios through an online survey. All held lead, senior, or
director-level positions (see Table 1 for details on their roles and
experience). We selected them for their strategic influence. They
coordinate cross-disciplinary collaboration, shape design strategy,
and can restructure processes, which creates opportunities to inte-
grate academic practices. This influence is rarely afforded to junior-
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and intermediate designers. AAA studios have large teams and
substantial resources allowing sophisticated workflows [5, 6], un-
like smaller studios lacking resources for specialized experts [39].
A limitation is that key descriptors (training, gender, specific re-
sponsibilities) were omitted for confidentiality. Many hold unique
positions within studios, making them identifiable if combined with
demographics.

3.3 Procedure

We conducted semi-structured interviews that covered the topics
of collaboration, design processes, use of frameworks, and chal-
lenges. We transcribed interviews using Dovetail and analyzed
the interview data using reflexive thematic analysis [11], which
suited our homogeneous dataset and participant numbers [14]. The
first author cleaned automated transcriptions and served as the ini-
tial coder. We developed an initial codebook from two transcripts,
and two researchers iterated to improve the codes across all tran-
scripts. This iterative process continued across all transcripts, with
the codebook updated after each phase. Open coding was applied
to the transcripts, with relevant codes merged when appropriate.
Codes unrelated to the research questions were labelled as miscella-
neous. For this study, we did not use Dovetail’s artificial intelligence
(AJ) clustering of themes. Instead, we moved our analysis to Miro!
to manually organize and explore patterns in the data. To iden-
tify themes, codes were affinity-clustered using Miro, and themes
were iteratively refined for coherence and internal consistency.
All authors collaboratively polished final themes through affinity
clustering. We reached saturation after 15 interviews [12].

3.4 Reflexive Interpretation and Tagging (As An
Example)

“I think you just have to convince the key people, talk
to them. I think there’s no magic solution for this. [...] I
happen to be really good friends with the game director.
A lot of late night beers, basically, and arguing in bars.”
(& Expert 3)

For instance, the quote from -3 Expert 3 was expanded reflexively,
highlighting their reliance on informal discussions, negotiations,
and personal relationships to guide product direction. Although
the team previously attempted to introduce a more structured pro-
cess, it was not broadly adopted. At present, decision-making is
characterized as “arguing about it” or sharing “late night beers”
with the game director. In essence, while the team recognizes the
absence of a formal framework and the difficulties this creates, they
have not pursued one actively, instead favouring a more organic,
consensus-driven approach. Later, we observed that
and & Expert 10 expressed similar perspectives but described this
as “gut instinct,” whereas & Expert 7 and & Expert 12 referred to
it more as an internal “feeling.” Accordingly, we consolidated these
under the tag “gut feeling” to group similar quotes. It should be
noted that this represents a coding tag rather than the development
of a theme.

!Miro is a collaborative whiteboard platform that supports distributed teamwork
through visual mapping and organization.
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3.5 Positionality Statement

The research team blends expertise from industry and academia,
spanning from industry games user researcher (GUR), computer
science, and UX game designers. We actively reflected on our as-
sumptions throughout coding and theme development [30, 42].

4 Preliminary Findings

In our work, we focus on pre-production because it represents the
critical window where UX decisions have maximum impact later
and where practitioners actually have the space to engage with aca-
demic practices. Once production begins, teams face deadlines and
emergencies, leaving little room for research-informed reflection.
In this section, we present our emerging themes for pre-production
decision-making.

4.1 Theme 1: Game Design Decision-Making
Guided by Theory, Experience, and Instinct

4.1.1 Theory: Academically Grounded, and Research-Driven
Decision-Making. Our findings indicate that experts emphasized
integrating academic research early in pre-production, at the stage
when the project’s foundations are established. As noted,
“You need those types of information [research] at the start to guide
quick decisions in the future. Because at that point [later in pro-
duction] you don’t have the time to do it” Interestingly, experts
often did not attribute their work to formal theories. Rather, they
“develop their own internal narratives and classifications and names”
(& Expert 10), with the goal of developing “shared understanding,
a language” (& Expert 2). However, experts highlighted that frame-
works often neglect commercial realities: “[i]n academia, you focus
on the users, [i]n industry, we also have to focus on business needs
and team constraints.” (& Expert 9)

Several experts observed that scientific terminology is sometimes
referenced without being meaningfully applied, often perceived as
alienating to colleagues without research backgrounds:

“Ican talk about self-determination theory in my design,
but actually never do a design that caters to that [...]
they are mainly using it for selling their work better off
[...] So that’s gonna end up as a failure.” (& Expert 2)

4.1.2 Experience: Semi-Structured, Industry-Informed De-
ision-Making. Many practitioners described approaches built from
accumulated professional experience rather than directly from lit-
erature. These took the form of internal guidelines, style guides,
“interaction bibles,” or design pillars (i.e., documents codifying best
practices while aligning cross-disciplinary teams).

“Another team is working on a little feature prototype
[...] so we try to provide them with a documentation
saying [...] these are the rules that you should take into
consideration.” (& Expert 8)

From our findings, our experts note that they must consider
hundreds of connected interfaces across multiple platforms. Many
experts rejected comparisons between games and other digital prod-
ucts and argued that universal frameworks rarely work without
customization for game development. However, in our findings, ex-
perts emphasized that designers can be highly competent without
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formal frameworks as & Expert 2 notes: “I see a lot of great UX
professionals that can do their job fine without them”

4.1.3 Instinct: Gut-Feeling-Driven Decision-Making. A sub-
set of our experts reported working without formalized UX pro-
cesses in pre-production. & Expert 11 highlighted that their team
deliberately relies on ad-hoc discussions and consensus-building
without following specific frameworks or models. Decision-making
relies on designers’ individual expertise and instincts—a gut feeling.
& Expert 3 alluded to designers’ “more intrinsic understanding
of things.” while & Expert 8 argued that “a senior [designer] will
work on instinct, they will instantly see that something works or
doesn’t” This reliance on personal judgment was partly linked to
various educational backgrounds. Some experts noted that their
team members entered the field without formal UX training:

“I've seen motion designers become UX designers.. I've
seen baristas become UX designers... we're all a mish-
mash.” (& Expert 12)

However, they cautioned that partial gut-feeling knowledge
could be counterproductive as “it can give you a sense of secu-
rity and false results” ( )-

4.2 Theme 2: Designers Operate in
Transversal, Collaborative Roles Across the
Production Pipeline

Typical design-oriented frameworks assume designers work in rela-
tive isolation and just apply their expertise to well-scoped problems.
AAA game development operates differently. Design decisions de-
pend on engineering feasibility, art direction, narrative constraints,
business requirements, and production schedules—all at once. These
dependencies mean that UX practitioners must negotiate design
choices between stakeholders with competing priorities and limited
bandwidth. The organizational structures that emerge to manage
this complexity shape how (and whether) academic knowledge
even enters practice. Experts also consistently emphasized that
designers operate in deeply embedded, highly transversal roles
that span multiple disciplines, required sustained collaboration to
align designs with player needs, technical constraints, and creative
vision.

“I work not just with us designers, but with artists, and

developers, and engineers and tech designers. Every-

thing to make sure that the direction we set is both

feasible, but also that everyone is kind of bought in.”

(& Expert 11)

Designers described their work as “touching base” with multiple
departments—often three or four at a time (& Expert 1)—navigating
organizational complexity that includes “hierarchy, spread-out te-
ams, different types of producers, and the monetization department”
(& Expert 4). Experts introduced two collaborative structures man-
aging complexity: strike teams and competency teams.

4.2.1 Strike Teams (Cross-Functional, Feature-Focused Units).

Strike teams—sometimes called cells—are small, cross-functional
groups formed to rapidly explore, design, and implement specific
features. These typically include game design, UX and UI design,
programming, and quality assurance (QA). A producer commonly
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oversees the team, ensuring work remains within scope and delivers
on schedule.

“Ul is like a touch point to a lot of the other neighbouring
departments. So basically, these are small strike teams
which are cross-functional. So let’s say, for instance,
one of the team members works on the mini map. Then
there will be one member from game design, one Ul
designers, UI programmers or gameplay programmers,
also someone from QA inside.” (& Expert 1)

4.2.2 Competency Teams (Expertise-Driven, Discipline-Based
Clusters). Competency teams are organized around specialized
knowledge (e.g., accessibility, animation, technical UI implementa-
tion). They are subject-matter experts serving as the first point of
contact for domain-specific guidance. Rather than owning features,
competency teams provide consultation, establish best practices,
and maintain consistency across strike teams. These typically con-
sist of UI technical artists, UX designers, UI programmers, and UI
artists reporting to a lead:

“We call that the “presentation team”. UI art plus UX.
We also had a Ul tech artist, and they were tech-expert
enough to discuss directly with the programmers. They
were doing reviews with them and were able to say what
is feasible and what not.” (& Expert 14)

Within these teams, experts emphasized that minimal friction is
not always beneficial. Teams collectively examine where friction
may support emotional impact, player engagement, or narrative
meaning.

5 Discussion

Our preliminary findings show that practitioners navigate pre-
production through adaptive strategies rather than direct appli-
cation of academic frameworks. This challenges the traditional
applicationist view of academic theory in HCI [47]. However, prior
work on the research—practice gap has largely examined produc-
tion contexts, where time pressure and delivery demands leave
practitioners little opportunity to engage with academic knowledge
[16]. In smaller studios, flatter team structures give practitioners
more direct influence over final design, allowing novel methods and
artifacts to circulate effectively [15]. Our focus on pre-production
paints a different picture. This is the phase where UX decisions
carry the most weight (foundational choices about interaction mod-
els, information architecture, and player experience lock in early)
and where practitioners have the cognitive bandwidth to explore,
adapt, and integrate research. Production becomes a survival phase,
where teams execute against locked decisions and struggle with
emergencies. Hence, studying pre-production lets us capture the
moment when academic contributions could realistically influence
practice, and we identify the adaptive strategies practitioners use
to make that happen.

5.1 Practitioner-Led Translation and Codifying
Tacit Knowledge
From our findings, practitioners draw on academic work but rarely

adopt it verbatim, instead extracting core concepts and refram-
ing them for local contexts (" Theme 1 and ¢ Theme 2). They



Theory, Experience, and Instinct: How AAA Game Studio UX Leaders Navigate Pre-Production

deconstruct formal theories and rebuild them into shared, local-
ized language, treating scholarship as a resource for collabora-
tive sense-making rather than a rigid blueprint. This aligns with
boundary-object theory: such artifacts can adapt to local needs
while retaining a common identity [44]. In AAA production, how-
ever, tight schedules, stakeholder pressures, and pipeline constraints
limit interpretive flexibility, so academic findings often cannot be
adapted within development timelines. We therefore argue research
should be designed with sensitivity to industry timelines—especially
pre-production—and to production constraints and practical appli-
cability, while also attending to intergroup politics and local moti-
vations highlighted by Kimble et al. [27]. In smaller, flatter studios,
closer cross-disciplinary communication lets novel methods and
artifacts circulate more effectively, though the finished game often
remains the primary enduring artifact of collaboration [15, 31, 41].

Practitioners ground their approach in accumulated professional
experience and team-specific practices (" Theme 1). While they
did not formally link these to frameworks, they are often informed
by them through studio culture. Teams value such processes for
pragmatism and adaptability. This aligns with work that shows
expertise is built experientially and resists codification [46]. How-
ever, our findings extend this by showing that experience-based
approaches do not remain purely tacit. Practitioners actively ex-
ternalize and stabilize knowledge through shareable artifacts like
interaction bibles and design systems. This codification constitutes
significant, yet often overlooked, design labour. Hence, we argue
that academics should support and study these codification prac-
tices as legitimate design activities, allowing them to contribute
principles and methods that integrate directly into internal knowl-
edge systems.

GUT FEELING

(non-systematic)

Rely primarily on informal decision-
making, based on intuition, consensus,

and interpersonal dynamics rather than
structured frameworks

SHARED EXPERIENCE

TERMINOLOGY BASED
(systematic)

CODIFICATION OF

KNOWLEDGE Rely primarily on

accumulated expertise,
prior projects, and tacit
knowledge; pragmatic
but hard to transfer
across contexts

Figure 2: Decision-making approaches and practices preva-
lent during game development. While projects, teams or
company culture might nurture one or more of the three
approaches to creative design decision-making, there is no
single “right” method; designers move fluidly among ap-
proaches depending on context.

Our works-in-progress Figure 2 illustrates how three different
approaches to game development overlap and interact in practice.
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The intersections shown in the figure represent hybrid zones where
the approaches blend together. Shared terminology emerges across
all three approaches, while design systems are most prominent at
the boundary where experience-based practices and academically
grounded methods meet. The figure also contains a surrounding
ring that identifies contextual challenges which influence the adop-
tion of each approach, including production pressures, stakeholder
dependencies, and the complexity and uniqueness of game produc-
tion.

5.2 Organizational Structures Shape Translation
and Implications for Academic Research

Theme 2 indicates that strike and competency teams create a
dual-layered structure to balance speed, creativity, and deep do-
main expertise. Strike teams prioritize rapid iteration and feature
delivery, which leaves little space for slower research-driven meth-
ods. Competency teams provide specialized guidance but many
frameworks lack actionable guidance for translating them into
day-to-day AAA development. This extends co-design methodolo-
gies [45] by emphasizing that it is not only stakeholders or develop-
ers who matter, but multiple teams whose coordination is critical
for translating frameworks into practice. AAA contexts demand
frameworks that address structural constraints of rapid iteration
and decision-making processes across strike teams, competency
teams, and production management.

Our work suggests that academia’s role is to provide empirically-
grounded directives serving as high-level starting points instead
of dictating procedures. Practitioners can then invent and adapt
context-specific processes. Thus, academic contributions should:

(1) Design with sensitivity to pre-production timelines
and production constraints to function as effective boundary
objects.

(2) Treat codification practices as legitimate design activi-
ties, contributing methods integrating into internal knowl-
edge systems.

(3) Address structural constraints of rapid iteration and co-
ordination across multiple teams and stakeholders.

6 Limitations and Conclusion and Future Work

Our study has some limitations. We omitted essential participant
descriptors for confidentiality. Future research could expand to
different studio sizes, roles, and development stages. Longitudinal
studies tracking design strategies from pre-production through post-
launch could clarify how practices evolve. We plan to complete our
analysis and produce a practical model aimed at bridging research
and practice, prioritizing adaptability, usability, and alignment with
practitioners’ workflows (see Figure 2). This model will be evaluated
in partnership with industry teams, including strike teams and
competency teams, to refine its fit and impact (see Figure 1).
Practitioners translate academic knowledge through three com-
plementary modes: academically grounded translation, experience-
based codification, and intuitive judgment. These modes do not
operate in isolation; they are shaped by organizational arrange-
ments such as strike teams and competency teams, which mediate
how theory is interpreted and applied in day-to-day design work.
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We argue instead that academia must provide malleable concep-
tual tools supporting practitioners’ existing, highly-adaptive design
processes.
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