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Dark Souls III is an action role-playing video game developed by FromSoftware 
and published by Bandai Namco Entertainment for PlayStation 4, Xbox One, and 
Microsoft Windows. The fourth entry in the Souls series,Dark Souls III was released in 
Japan in March 2016 and worldwide in April 2016. 
 
● Difficulty Management  

 
The first thing we can say is that in Dark Souls III there is a no choice of 

difficulty level at the beginning of the game. In fact the game is immediately lock at 
the level of difficulty that Hidetaka Miyazaki (director on DS, BloodBorne and DS3) 
wanted for it.  
 

After you start the game, you have to choose a class. They represent different 
type of gameplay and some of them are a good to start for the novice players, this is 
the ranged class : the Wizard, the Pyromancer and and the Thief. After that we can 
find the Knight who have a shield that could be very helpful for a big part of the 
game. The Cleric with a mace which deals good damages and a little spell to heal 
himself. The Herald is a good choice too because of his spire to keep enemies far 
and still deal damages. Those 3 class could be the for the midcore player, this one 
who don’t play so much but at least have a good knowledge of video-games.  The 

Mercenary, the Warrior and the Assassin are 3 class using specific fighting 
mechanics and are more reserved for the experimented players. At the end you can 
play the Deprived, this class is special because it doesn’t have any bonuses or armor 
or anything else, a useless. It is a complete challenge for the player but allows him to 
play the game absolutely as he wants.  

Even if the game does not tell you that it is a choice in the difficulty, it is 
because it is conditioning the way the player will play the game and by, extension the 
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difficulty he will have overcome during the game. For example if he choose to play as 
a knight, mechanically, he will play with a right sword and a shield. He has no 
obligation to stay in this configuration but a new player will automatically play as the 
class he chose. And finally his experience will be more difficult than if he had chosen 
a class with ranged attacks. 

 

After you chose your class you can start the game.  
In the game the difficulty is fixed : hard but fix. In fact the monsters and boss’ HP, 
resistance, velocity, damages, etc .. won’t change because of your level as we could 
find in Skyrim. Here if you are too weak to kill the first monsters of a zone you should 
go get souls and level in order to come back later. This is a part of the mechanical 
difficulty. But let resume it and the conceptual difficulty with a board. 
 
 
 

 

Dark Souls 3  Mechanical  Conceptual 

Intended 
 
 

Enemy HP, patterns, speed, density, 
placement. 
Your HP, mana, stamina, roll speed 
and weight, attack speed, weapon art, 
type of weapon, range of you weapon, 
damage of weapon, holes. Secret 
technique of weapon. Illusory wall 

Background of the game, quests, secret 
paths and areas, secret bosses. Weakness 
of monsters and bosses. Description  
  

Unintended  If your using a special spell which can’t 
let you die and if you jump in a specific 
hole you can survive and do an out of 
bounds.  

Creation of different fans’ theories around 
the story, some characters, artifact, places, 
bosses. 
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We can see with this board that there is not a lot of concepts or mechanics 

that the development team thought about everything in the game to be sure that 
there is not so much unintended problems. The intentions was certainly clear during 
all the development and nothing was left to chance in order to fit with the Miyazaki 
vision of the game. The only thing they left in the shadows was the background and 
the details of the story. The goal was to let the player create his own story with the 
elements the game gave us. Nothing was truly unintended in Dark Souls III except 
some bugs or the fan’s imagination. 
 
 
● Difficulty curve 

 
 
 
 

 

When we started to think about the difficulty curve we immediately thought 
about a square root function. In fact it seems very logic for each game, even more in 
Dark Souls III. The difficulty in Dark Souls III grow up very fast since the first boss 
until the end of the game. But we think that it is more complicated. 
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In fact we think that in Dark Souls III the difficulty is more about how the player 

apprehend the challenge and if he can find a solution to overcome it. For example in 
the Farron Keep (FK on the curve) a big part of the area il full of poison lakes and the 
player have to go through it if he want to pass. But the fact is that if he found the 
items which allows him to walk in the poison freely the zone will not be so difficult. 
But if he didn’t find it, it can becomes really hard because of this and all the monsters 
you’ll can find in the zone. Moreover the lakes cover you until the waist and it’s hard 
to move, you stay in the poison, you take damages overtime and finally you die. A lot 
of players lived this in this zone. 
 
● Difficulty about the story 

 
From now on we can say that the philosophy of Dark Souls is : “everything has 

to be difficult” or more precisely : “Nothing has to be easy”. It’s important because it 
allows us to understand what is the difficulty on Dark Souls. In fact, since the first 
opus, the background and the story are very unclear, your goal is but the reason why 
the world is as it is are unclear. There is a lot of character, quests, places, bosses, 
items and everything tell you something about a particular point in the story. But the 
game will never give the player the keys which allow him to completely understand 
what is this world. Generally the player will have to check the wiki or some videos on 
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internet to clearly understand what he just play. In the game the items description 
and the environment can tell the player something but it is often fragmented and 
unclear. He will see that there is a depth in the story but he will see that it’s very 
complicated and understandable as it is obscure. 

 
 

● Tutorial and learning of the game 
 

Dark Souls III has that particularity to learn the game to the player, by joining 
learning by modeling and also exploring.  

When the player begin the game he will face a path made by orange spots on 
the floor. When the player interact with one of these, an indication appear and teach 
the player the different control and mechanism.  
 

 
 

First it will teach him the basic controls as how to attack or protect him and 
more the player will progress more the it will show him complex mechanism, as the 
backstabbing, the repost or the campfire.Between each step of the tutorial, the 
player will encounter monsters on which he will be able to practice the mechanism 
that he just learned. The tutorial is ended with a boss fight, where the player will have 
to use all the different mechanisms teached previously. Moreover this boss will 
surely kill new players several times before they down him. It introduces the “die and 
retry” (or “trial and error”) mechanism, which show to the player that he will have to 
analyse the Boss’ pattern and his different abilities if he wants to kill him.  
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The player will learn by modeling, and the mechanisms will be teach upfront. 

The game expose them once at the beginning and let the player learn them mainly 
against the first boss. 
 

Moreover, the player begin the game while being already in a small open 
world, where he will already be able to circulate freely, pull away the path made by 
the tutorial and make his own. Even in the tutorial phase if he searches and is 
curious he will discover special monster, or items. This will learn to the player that he 
can explore all the world around him meticulously to find divers strongest monsters 
or particulars loots or NPC with special quest. 
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● Benefits and drawback of the difficulty management and the 

tutorial 
 

The fact that the developer used even the learning by exploring and by 
modelling seems to be a good choice for Dark Souls III. In fact, it’s important for new 
player to learn the fundamental control and mechanics at the very beginning of the 
game by showing them how to use these because they can be complex to 
understand and before all hard to use and cumulate. 

Moreover it’s important to show an overview of the open world which is Dark 
Souls. The player is instantaneously diving into the game and its universe. It also 
important to make him understand, at the beginning of the game, that he will not be 
taking by the hand by the game and that he has to be curious and explore the world 
on his own. 

The fact that the developers add in the tutoriel an already hard boss’ fight, 
who by the way may kill new players several time, advise the player regarding the 
game difficulty and reinforce the fact that he will be left alone and that the game will 
not make him gift. However, it can discourage players who are not searching for that 
level of challenge and who don’t want to spend their time dying but who wish to 
appreciate the story and the universe. But after all this kind of player might not be the 
main target of the developers.  

Finally the last point that can be seen as negative is the fact that, in the 
tutorial, it miss some mechanics which can be interesting to explain at the beginning, 
as certain sequence of controle that leads to special attack. But as we can guess it 
follow the focal of the developers to let the player discover the major part of the 
game by himself. 
 

In term of difficulty management the only drawback that we think about is the 
same as earlier. This high difficulty create a niche and select those players who will 
not be able to overcome this difficulty and to stay in the game. Even if it’s a design 
choice and even if the difficulty is here to be overcome, some players will just leave 
the game and never play it again. 

For the benefits it’s quite different. It’s time to say something that is very 
important when we are talking about the difficulty in Dark Souls III. The game is not 
hard, it’s fair. Once you admit it, each time you die in the game you need to 
understand why you died. The main benefits of this difficulty is how it push the 
player to think about his action and how he failed. The game is not hard just to be 
hard but it is part of the experience that the developers wanted to make us live. 
When you play Dark Souls you’re constantly thinking about a lot details about you 
and the world around you. When you finally reach a certain point or when you beat a 
boss you are full of a feeling of accomplishment. Without this difficulty this feeling 
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wouldn’t be here while you playing and the experience would be certainly boring and 
senseless. 
 
 
● Flow of the player 

 
As dark Souls III has a high skill gap and is a very challenging game, it’s hard 

to define when the game keep or remove the player from the flow state because it 
depend a lot of his preference regarding the level of difficulty. Therefor, we are going 
to analyse the Flow state according to a player who has the habit to play this kind of 
game but who is not an hard core gamer. 

First, let’s talk about what keep the player in the flow state. As we saw, the 
difficulty of Dark Souls III is not constant, it’s mean that some really hard zone can be 
followed by an easier one and then a medium one. In fact, it increase the immersion 
and make the player feels that the world around him is alive. The difficulty is not 
related to the character level and characteristic but more to the world in which he 
evolve. The variety of challenge related to a complex and diversified bestiary, depen 
also the world and allow the player to be more immerse in the game, offering him 
always something to learn to improve his skills.  

Something else that keep the player in the flow state is the good binding of 
the controle on the remote controller. In fact, once the player understand and is 
familiar with the controle, it become natural for him. Let’s take Charles experience as 
example, during a late boss, when he was familiar with the controle, he wasn’t 
noticing that he was playing with a controller. He was standing in front of his TV and 
making the same movement of his character but in his living room, he was living the 
action. 

Finally, the repeated death keep the player in the flow state. When the player 
finally understand the fact that dying is not a punishment but a sanction.The 
punishment is often unfair and unjustified whereas the sanction have to bring 
explanation to help him in the future. Each time the player dies he understand 
something new which will offer him new tools to kill the monster. Thus making him 
want to come back and try to kill it again by using the knowledge that he just 
accumulate.over and over without being bored by his consecutive death. 
 

But these repeated death can remove the player from the flow state. In fact a 
player who didn’t understand what we said before, the death is not a punishment but 
a sanction, or a player who just tried too many time will necessarily been remove 
from flow state because of both anxiety and boredom.  

 Another point which is able to remove the player from the flow state is the 
little inconsistencies. For example the boss named Yhorm the giant is, for us a big 
incoherence. In fact it is one of the 4 main bosses of the game and we were very 
exciting the first time we met him. Once you’re in the boss arena he is a true giant 
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and he is very impressive. But their is only one way to beat him : take a weapon at 
the bottom of the room, equip it and use the weapon art. With it the player will beat 
him with 3 or 4 hit. No more. It can remove the player from the flow state because it 
is truly easy compare to the rest of the game even if it make sense in the story or a 
side quest. There is no challenge and it’s a bit disappointing. 

What can remove the player from the flow state are specific area where it is 
impossible to go through without dying. It can be very hard for the player. For 
example near the end of the game, you can find a zone where little monster spit a 
gas which can kill you instantly if you’re not prepared. Or another example. We can 
find a little area with lava and items in the lava. There is no way to pick up all the 
items without dying even if you have the resistance or some spells to protect you. 
You will inevitably die. And we think it is not good for the flow.  

 
To conclude we want to say that the difficulty of 

Dark Souls III is what makes the game good. If we 
remove the difficulty or if we create a tutorial which 
give us all the informations of the game, first, the game 
should be boring because all the game should be a 
tutorial and because the message of Hidetaka Miyazaki 
would be lost. We think that the experience this man 
wanted to purpose is a “hopeless” experience, where 
the player will have to create is own hope without giving 
up in front of the different obstacles and difficulties.   
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