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Basic Information

Game Title: RollerCoaster Tycoon

Company: MICROPROSE

Author: Chris Sawyer

Type of Game: Simulation

Price: $29.95

Minimum Stated Hardware Requirements: Pentium 90 CPU, Windows 95/98, 16 MB RAM, 4X CD-ROM Drive, 50 MB free hard drive space, 1MB SVGA card, Windows 95/98 compatible Sound Card, DirectX 5.0 (included on CD), Mouse.

Actual Hardware Required: Pentium 200 MMX CPU, Windows 95/98, 32MB RAM, 8X CD-ROM Drive, 50MB free hard drive space, 2MB accelerated SVGA card, Windows 95/98 compatible Sound Card, DirectX 5.0 (included on CD), Mouse.

Ideal System Requirements: Pentium II 350 CPU (or above), Windows 95/98, 64MB RAM, 8X CD-ROM Drive, 180MB free hard drive space, 4MB accelerated SVGA card, Windows 95/98 compatible Sound Card, DirectX 5.0 (included on CD), Mouse.

Game Summary

Quick Overview: RollerCoaster Tycoon is all about designing the world's most dangerous, gravity-defying, face-distorting, G-pulling thrill rides! You get to experience the challenge and the excitement of creating and running the ultimate amusement park. You begin with an undeveloped tract of land, a modest bank account, and your wildest dreams. It's up to you to construct, demolish, design, test and tinker. Along the way, you'll encounter bad weather that keeps attendance down, roller coasters that prove to be menaces to society, and guests that get lost or complain because you haven't put in enough restaurants or rest rooms! Running an amusement park isn't all fun and games, but when you get it right, it's sweet success. Like the best of games, it’s also highly addictive!

Story Line: The idea of the game is simple: you are put in charge of an amusement park. It is your job to oversee all of the day-to-day operations, from designing rides to hiring staff to deciding how much food and drinks cost. There are many different scenarios, each with a specific goal in mind – it may be to get a certain number of guests to visit the park, or to earn a certain amount of money or to earn specific park ratings. Each scenario is different and comes with different challenges and once you complete a scenario, more can be accessed. The idea of having specific goals to achieve is one reason this game is different than other open-ended games like Sim City that can get dull.
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Player’s Role: As park manager, everything is under your control. The guests give constant feedback on your park and if you need more information, all you have to do is ask them. You can raise or lower prices, hire more staff, build and demolish rides, booths, restrooms, footpaths, lighting and even the landscaping right down to what flowers will be planted and where. Of course, the real reason behind the name of the game is designing coasters. As your research department makes new designs available, you are able to develop more and more complex coasters. Each ride has ratings for excitement, intensity and nausea all of which affect the customer’s perception of the ride. Some people won’t go on a ride that’s too intense; others want a more exciting ride. It’s your job to create a park that has something for everybody. Of course, if you find coaster design too confusing (and you will the first few times you attempt to build one!), you can always use the pre-made designs in your park until you get the hang of it.

Installation: The game installation is very similar to other Windows based games and it quite simply couldn’t be much easier. The only question you have to answer is whether or not you want the full installation or the minimum. If you have the hard drive space, the full installation is the way to go because the game will run much faster with the majority of it on your hard drive.

User Interface: The user interface is primarily mouse driven and the view is selectable from viewing the entire park at once or zooming in on a specific ride or parcel of land (you can even view underground or under water when building tunnels for rides!). A toolbar across the top of the screen allows you to do everything that you need to. Sub-menu icon windows pop-up when needed to allow further selections. The only other interface that you need is the occasional keyboard entry for entering how much something costs or what you want to name the park and rides (yes you can name the rides and the name you select will be in lights rotating around the entrance booth of the ride).

Game Play: RollerCoaster Tycoon challenges you to come up with a theme park that your customers like, but you don’t have forever to do it. For the most part, you are given a partially built park and told to complete the given scenario before a certain date. Usually, you start off with a small number of rides and as you play the game, more and more rides and shops will be researched for you to build.

There are many exciting, eye-popping rides that you can build and control in your park. What helps make this game so great is the input from a famous roller coaster designer, John Wardley. He helped come up with a lot of the rides, ideas and coaster patterns.

The author, Chris Sawyer, didn’t leave out many details. Every ride and shop has its own options for everything. You can name the shop, change the prices of the products and rides, change the colors of the coaster track and even charge for the restrooms. You can sell umbrellas for those rainy days (which all get popped open by your customers when it begins to rain) and decide where to place food and soda shops with respect to your rides. Placing food shops may sound trivial but try putting a pizza shop near a highly intense roller coaster and you’ll soon realize how quickly you’ll need janitorial services in that area!
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Although it takes time to master, the best part of this game is the designing of your own roller coaster. It’s not just throwing track together and opening it up. First of all, you must have the necessary land to build the coaster and the money to fund it. You must work with the landscape and pay to have land sections raised or lowered. You can even build tunnels through mountains or under the ground or water if you desire. Even after you’ve built the track, you must test the track because the train may not have the momentum necessary to carry it from the beginning to the end. If not, it gets expensive (and tedious) to tear down sections and redesign the coaster. You must also decide how many cars will be in the train and how many trains you’ll have. 

You’ll also have to hire maintenance personnel to maintain and repair your park. If you don’t, you risk major breakdowns, which will be costly or even deadly. If you happen to be unlucky and allow a coaster to crash and injure or kill your customers, you not only have to decide whether to rebuild the coaster or destroy it and start over, but you also have to overcome the human psychological effects of such a death-trap. If you can’t afford to destroy and rebuild, you at least have to change the name of the coaster to give the illusion that it’s a different ride! As with most things in life, eventually your customer’s will forget about the disaster and begin to visit the ride again. 

You must also decide where to place park benches, trashcans, lights, statues, footpaths and other items and hire security to protect your park from vandalism. You’ll also want to hire entertainment personnel to keep customers happy while they wait in line for a popular ride. You even need personnel to mow the grass around the park. Image is everything. Did I say that not much was left out?!

Even though the name of the game is RollerCoaster Tycoon, there are more rides to design and use than just coasters. Go-cart tracks, trains, Ferris wheels, water rides, thrill rides, haunted houses and many more attractions are available to you. Of course, most of these things will have to be developed by your research staff before you can get them. Some of the rides are just a matter of clearing space for them (like merry-go-rounds) and some of the rides require more planning and design (like hedge mazes). Fortunately, the tools to create these rides are fairly easy to master.

Managing a park is not all fun and games though; there is the financial side of running a business, which must be attended to. You begin your scenario with a loan. The banks expect to be paid back and as your park builds value, you can also borrow more money to build the greatest coaster in the land. You must pay personnel to work in your park, you must periodically run marketing and advertising campaigns to draw more people to your park and you must still make enough money to complete the scenario’s goal. If you get really desperate, you can sell off some of your equipment to meet the month-end payroll. Fortunately you control the costs of everything, from the park entrance fee to the cost for a ride to the price of an umbrella or balloon. You can get opinions from every customer in your park which will help you understand if rides are too costly or too cheap (yes, they even tell you if they think the park entrance fee is cheap) and luckily for you, your guests seem to have a lot of cash to spend!

After completing a scenario, you’re allowed to move on to other more difficult scenarios. As you would expect, the beginning scenarios are simpler and teach you the mechanics of building and managing the park. The later scenarios vary from heavily wooded parcels of land that need to be cleared to build a park to an existing park that is losing tons of money and needs to be resurrected. Each has a different goal and each is very addicting!

Scoring: The scoring in this game consists of several different elements and each scenario focuses on different parts of the scoring. The different scoring elements consist of your total debt or profit, the value of the park (what it’s worth), the number of customers in your park at any point, the total number of people that have visited your park, the park rating, the park cleanliness and even awards that have been given to your park such as the Best Entertainment Value. You’ll focus on different areas in each scenario which are usually tied to a date at which point 1 or more of the above scoring elements must meet a given criteria.

Artwork: The graphics are very well done. You can watch your patrons walk around your park, pull out their maps (which you’ve sold them of course), and decide where they’re going to next. If it starts to rain, everyone pulls out their umbrellas. The customers buy and carry balloons (and lose them!), they sit on benches eating ice cream or pizza and take in the scenery near architectural themes that you have constructed. One of my favorite parts is when people get off a ride. Some of them jump in the air and give each other high fives and get right back in line again, while others look a little green and stagger towards the nearest bench or restroom (if they don’t make it, call for cleanup!). The coasters and other rides flow very smoothly and you can tell just by looking at any one of the 300 or more customers in your park how they are feeling: happy, sick, lost, etc.
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Sound and Music: As with the graphics, the sound and music are top-notch. The music from the merry-go-rounds, the clatter from the coasters, and the screams of delight and terror from your customers help make this game much more enjoyable. The sounds change as you move through the park and you can even hear the toilets when you’re near the restrooms. You can also hear rides when they breakdown or are in need of repair. The use of positional, stereo, sound is exceptional because as you rotate the map, the sounds move to the appropriate speakers.

Special Features: A special feature available in this game is the ability to create, save and share your coaster designs with others. The Internet is loaded with websites dedicated to this game and hundreds of unique rides that have been designed by others are available for download. 

Manual: A 60-page manual is included with the game as a supplement, but it certainly is not needed to initially play the game. To master the game, however, you’ll have to spend a little time with the manual. All of the lowest level details are described in the manual along with hints on working with the land and designing rides. There’s also a section with recommendations on the financial side of things. The manual also contains some opening statements by a roller coaster designer and consultant to get you in the mood for some serious coaster designing. Of course, the manual also provides the usual installation and troubleshooting sections.

Bugs: I’ve not encountered any serious bugs in this game but I would argue that the minimum requirements listed by the company are far too inferior to run the game satisfactorily. It takes some horsepower to get a full blown park running smoothly with dozens of rides and a thousand customers all moving simultaneously. As your park begins to grow, a weaker system begins to stumble and soon sounds are delayed and the graphics become very jumpy and slow.

Game Review

What is good (fun) about the game? Why?: I suppose that the thing that is most fun about this game is being in control. Every time I sat down to play this game for a “little while”, I had to force myself to go to bed at 3 or 4am because the time had passed so quickly and suddenly that I didn’t realize how much time I had “wasted”. This game is VERY addictive and each person I’ve spoken to that has it has told me the same thing. It’s not trivial to clear and shape the land, build a park and design several exciting rides that will make you money. However, the challenge of doing so is intense enough that you lose track of time and can’t wait to come back to it again. 

The feedback that customers give you about the park and the completion of the scenarios gives you instant satisfaction on a job well done, or a job not-so-well done! The interface is easy to pick up and gives you so many options that as soon as you’re done with one project, you begin another. It seems that a park is never really finished (just like in real-life, they keep improving and adding rides) so you can’t wait to get on with the next project to see if it will make you money or if it will be so unpopular that you’ll have to let people in free of charge just to ride it. Lastly, the graphics and sound make this game very enjoyable to not only play, but also to sit back and watch things happen.

What is bad (not fun) about the game? Why?: It’s funny because possibly the best part of the game, building coasters, is also probably the worst. It takes a while to master the art, and engineering, of getting a decent coaster that not only works, but that people want to ride. It can be frustrating at times to spend a lot of time clearing and shaping the land to build the coaster especially if you have run out of room and need to purchase property (which isn’t always for sale). It’s also frustrating to finally build a coaster that actually has its entire track connected, only to find out that it doesn’t work when you test it. I’m sure that real amusement parks don’t just start building coasters on their property and then see if they’ll work when they’re done! It would have been nice to have a test area where you could build the coaster and test it and then decide if you wanted to go through the work, and expense, to build it in the park. If you actually are fortunate enough to complete your masterpiece, it is satisfying to watch your customers ride it, rate it, and come back for more. However, it would have added a lot to the game if you could have switched to a virtual 3-D world and rode it yourself. This is definitely a part of the game that should have been added and would have provided a bigger reward for the time spent building your masterpiece.

How does it compare to similar games in the same genre and why is it better or worse than similar games?: I guess the closest games to compare this game with are the series of Sim City products. There are some other amusement park games, such as the Bullfrog’s “Theme” series and Sim Theme Park that are very similar as well. Considering simulation games of this type, I would have to say that this is the best one that I’ve ever played. I like the goals that have been set in each scenario as opposed to the open-endedness of many of the Sim products. This game is also far superior to the Bullfrog series and is much more realistic than Sim Theme Park which is more childish (I think) and doesn’t have the realism in coaster designs (any coaster you build will run, even if it would kill a normal person to ride it!). However, Bullfrog’s and Sim’s Theme Parks do allow you to ride your creations which would have been a nice feature to have in this game. Of the simulation games above, this has the realism of the recent Sim products and is more advanced with respect to management and physics than the other amusement park simulators on the market. This game was consistently rated in the top 1 or 2 positions in the simulation market for months after it’s release.

What is the appropriate audience for this game?: The box says it’s for players age 9 and above. Personally, I think it would be difficult for a 9 year old to play. They may be able to fumble around and actually construct a park, but I think they would be overly frustrated with the patience it takes to build a good coaster and complete the scenarios (which is necessary to advance to the better scenarios in the game). Therefore, I would recommend it for teens and adults. I will say though that my children (ages 3 and 4) both enjoy watching the little people run around the park, scream on the rides, eat, drink and even vomit. They can’t play the game, but it’s enjoyable for them to watch and tell me what to do!

Are any design mistakes present?: Design mistakes? I don’t know if this is a design mistake or a reality check mistake, but the most unrealistic thing about the game for me is the value of a dollar. On one hand, it costs nearly nothing to buy the park and build coasters compared to real-world dollars. You can construct the greatest coaster in the land, including the purchase of the land, for under $10,000. However, on the other hand, your customers will comment that your park entrance fee is too cheap even if you’re charging $50 to get in and you also charge for the individual rides! The creators should have evened this discrepancy out by trying to pick a consistent money structure. It doesn’t seem right to charge $50 to get in to the park, $5 to ride a coaster and at the same time allow you to throw up another coaster for a few thousand bucks.

I think another “mistake” in the game, whether it is design or playability, is the fact that the game is focused around calendar time, which cannot be controlled. You’re usually faced with a goal that spans a couple of years in the simulated world. One thing that is annoying is when you have completed the goal and still have several months left. You can continue to play, but what’s the point? It would have been an improvement to the playability of the game to allow you to reach the goal and move on to the next scenario even if the time has not ran out yet. Many sim games allow you to speed up time and this would have been a useful feature in this one as well.

Summary

Overall strengths: This is the kind of game that anyone even mildly interested in simulation games would enjoy. It’s fun enough to keep you interested and has an interface that’s easy to use and VERY addictive. The graphics and sound are exceptional for a simulation game and they really make you feel like you’re a part of this grand amusement park that you have constructed. The ability to interact with each customer goes a long way in pleasing them and ultimately allows you to be successful. They will tell you that they’re hungry, thirsty, or that the rides are too scary for them or too expensive. They’ll let you know that they’re lost or in need of a restroom. The graphics and sound also give you the sense that these rides are really working and people are having fun on them. The game sucks you in to its world and you’re not in a hurry to leave.

The bottom line is that if you’ve ever been to an amusement park then you’ll be hard pressed to see something there that you do not see in this game. From the obvious eye-popping coasters right down to the tipped over trashcans, almost every detail of a real park is contained in this game. The management of the park is equally enjoyable as the construction of the coasters. You can make your park whatever you want it to be and you can work at it continuously or build it and sit back and watch it make you money. Best of all, each time you play you are presented with different goals and a whole new objective so it rarely gets boring.

Overall weaknesses: The biggest weakness of all I think is the inability to ride the rides you have worked hard to create. Additionally, a roller coaster test area would have made the game more enjoyable and prevented hours of work being wasted in the real park. A free-form scenario would have complimented the many scenarios that are provided for the times when you want to start from scratch and have no time limits or goals. A more realistic value of money would have also prevented messages like “your park entrance fees are too cheap” from a customer that has paid $50 to get in! Next, since customers can get lost in your park, it would have been nice to give those lost customers a little bit of “common-sense”. I often have customers “lost” simply because I failed to complete a foot-path properly and the customers refuse to walk on grass, even if it is only 3 feet away to the next path! Likewise, the artificial intelligence of your employees is sometimes in question. Handymen will walk right by a broken ride without trying to fix it while another handyman is on his way from the other side of the park. Lastly, a way to speed up time or finish a scenario early once you’ve met the goal would prevent the gamer from simply walking away from the PC until the time expires on the current scenario that they have finished.

Is the game worth purchasing?: Yes, absolutely. The addictiveness of this game and fact that you can just sit back and watch things happen when you’re tired of playing are very enjoyable traits of a computer simulation game and are well worth the modest fee being charged for this game. I’d also suggest purchasing the add-on package that gives more stalls and shops, new coaster designs, more rides, and other goodies like new foods to sell and new themes and scenarios.

How could it be improved?: Well basically by addressing the weaknesses I’ve described above along with the items that I’ve stated that were not very fun. Specifically, adding the following items would make this very good game even better:

· Allow players to ride their creations in a first-person 3-D virtual view

· A test area for designing coasters outside of the park

· The ability to speed up time

· More consistent value of money

· Slightly better AI for the customers and park employees
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