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Background
Fuzion Frenzy is an action-packed party game with four players that compete in any of 45 short mini-games in an urban arena setting.  “It combines the continuous, frenetic action of a futuristic street sport with the action-packed fun of mini-games set in a dynamic 3D urban environment.”
  The head-to-head action is frank and highly addictive.
The mini-games can be selected and played individually, or selected randomly when in tournament mode to create a longer competition that takes the players through six zones of a fictitious city.  Each mini-game can last up to two minutes, and tournaments can last 25 minutes or more.
There is a finite set of actions that the characters can perform.  These actions are combined in various ways, providing a seemingly infinite variety of mini-games.  Also contributing to the variety, the mini-games can take place on water, in vehicles, in a landscape with moving obstacles, or in landscapes where you must catch-and-release assets such as bombs.  
Fuzion Frenzy as a whole is easy to learn.  Not only do the finite characteristics enable you to adapt to the mini-games quickly, but some of the mini-games are very similar to other games outside of Fuzion Frenzy.  For example, the Rhythm mini-game is similar to Dance Dance Revolution (DDR), and Tailblazer is similar to Tron (see the following images).  Some of the Orb mini-games are like Hot Potato or Musical Chairs.
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The Fuzion Frenzy game “Rhythm”, similar to DDR
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The Fuzion Frenzy game “Tailblazer”, similar to Tron

History

Fuzion Frenzy was a breakthrough in party games.  It was the first video party game that was not a fighting game (like Kung Fu Chaos or Super Smash Bros).

Fuzion Frenzy was created in 2001 by Blitz Games, a UK company in Leamington, England.  Blitz Games is well known for family-oriented games that don’t ignore all demographics other than the young male demographic (15-24).  Other popular titles from Blitz Games include themed games based on Burger King, Bratz, SpongeBob, The Fairly OddParents, and Barbie. 
Fuzion Frenzy was developed exclusively for Xbox and distributed by Microsoft as one of the reasons to buy the first Xbox platform.

Popularity

After hitting the shelves, Fuzion Frenzy quickly went platinum
, and multiple fan sites sprouted up all over the Internet that are still active today, providing cheats, tips, and screen shots.  Most people seem to agree that playing with other people is far more enjoyable than playing against the computer.  (Fuzion Frenzy II was just released this year, 2007, for Xbox 360, and allows you to play over the Internet with other Xbox Live members, omitting the need to play against the computer.)  Other comments about Fuzion Frenzy include “you are basically looking at the best party game ever,”
 and “one of the must-have games for this system”
.  Even Bill Gates has been heard making comments like “I was in my room far too much playing Fuzion Frenzy…  More Fuzion Frenzy than anything else.  That was addictive….  My wife and I really got into head to head Fuzion Frenzy competition.”
  His addiction was noticed by the cofounder of the Xbox project, J. Allard, who once said “He’s hooked on Fuzion Frenzy,”
 and “[he] loves that game.  He loves that game more than any other videogame experience he’s ever had.  He talks about Fuzion Frenzy every single opportunity he gets.  He loves it.”
  Having been a Microsoft employee when Xbox and Fuzion Frenzy shipped, I can attest that these comments were not simply propaganda, but anecdotes that were frequently laughed about in the hallways.  After Fuzion Frenzy shipped, on Friday nights shortly after 7pm, you could walk into almost any building on Microsoft campus and hear the Fuzion Frenzy music playing from a distant conference room where employees were taking a well deserved break.
I could not find other interesting anecdotes about Fuzion Frenzy, so instead I thought back to the first time that I played it in 2002, at a party with friends.  After about 30 minutes, I had to stop and breathe slowly because I thought I was going to have a heart attack.  My blood pressure was so high that my heart was pounding in my ears.  Out of curiosity, and for the purposes of this paper, I put on a heart rate monitor and recorded my heart rate while playing by myself, against the computer.  Between rounds, I’d return to 60-64 bpm, depending on how angry the mini-game made me.  When playing the mini-games I liked, I only got up to 104 bpm, but when playing the mini-games I disliked, I got up to 125 bpm within 20 seconds.  I suspect that the higher heart rate that occurred when I first played was caused by the longer duration, the sense of betrayal when my so-called friends “attacked” my character, and the trash talk that ensued.
Genre
Fuzion Frenzy is an action party game.  There is fast-paced, competitive action and the characters are people with individual personalities.  The length of each round and the variety of games to choose from encourages multiple players who can go head to head and egg each other on while they play.  People who are not playing can even participate by joining the virtual crowd cheering in the background.  
Additionally, Fuzion Frenzy meets some of the criteria for a genre that Dave Vronay of Microsoft calls a lifestyle game.
  For example, the mini-games are quick to learn, hard to master, encourage social interaction, allow for a short or long time investment, provide a variety of rules, and you don’t have to change your lifestyle to accommodate the game like in MMORGs; the game accommodates to your schedule.
Characteristics
Boundaries and Rules
The 45 mini-games are all similar to one another in one way or another, making use of a constant set of player actions, player vehicles, scoring methods, and game themes that are combined in various ways.  
For example, a player can perform up to two of the following actions by using the A and B buttons while directing their player with the thumbstick or the directional pad (D-pad):

· Jump

· Boost

· Attack

· Break

Sometimes your character is in a moving ball, a boat, a hovering ice car, a tank, a rocket ship, or on foot.

In un-timed games, scoring is based on the last man standing.  In timed games, scoring is based on the number of assets your player has collected or successful hits you’ve made.

The mini-games are separated into categories that are represented by the zones of the city.  

	Zone
	Mini-games
	Description

	Coliseum
	Rolling ball games
	You are inside a ball whose movement you control in order to race to a location, race around a track, or push others off of a landscape.  

	
	Ice car games
	You are in a hover car on the ice whose movement you control in order to keep an asset away from other players so that you can score, or to bump other players away.
A = Boost

B = Brake

	Downtown
	Fireworks games
	Light the sky with fireworks, steal other player’s fireworks, match fireworks.
A = Jump or light fuse

B = Attack, light a fuse, or paint your rocket

	
	Music games
	Match the DJ’s music (like in DDR).
Use A, B, X, and Y buttons to match the music.

	Outlands
	Demolition games
	Throw explosives at each other.
A = Jump

B = Throw

	
	Tail games
	Make other players run into the deadly tail left behind by your vehicle, or trap assets within the tail.
A = Boost on some mini-games

	Military Zone
	Pod games
	Catch and release assets (in this case, pods), or hold onto assets as long as possible.  
A = Boost

B = Blast

	
	Tank games
	Race around in a tank to control an area or catch and release assets (in this case, orbs).
A = Reverse

B = Fire cannon

	Power Station
	Hopper games
	Avoid obstacles such as rotating blades, fields of electricity, or other random objects in a moving landscape.
A = Jump
B = Duck

	
	Splat games
	Smash more bugs than other players, or change more bugs to your color.
A = Jump
B = Smash or tag bugs

	Waterfront
	Jet boat games
	You are in an inflatable boat with two jet engines whose movement you control in order to race around a track, collect tokens, avoid obstacles and bombs, or any combination thereof.
A = Boost

B = Reverse

	
	Orb games
	Catch and release orbs at a goal, be the last one holding an orb in a timed game, or avoid being the last one to hold an orb (a la Hot Potato).
A = Jump
B = Attack and steal, or attack and give away, depending on the game


Each mini-game within a category is slightly different than the next, so that you are sure to find a mix of rules and abilities that you like.  For example, Twisted System (see the following image) and Volt Vault are both Hopper games, and differ only in the dangers that you have to jump and the way that the landscape moves beneath you.
Tournament Mode

The mini-games can be played on their own, or played in Tournament mode, where a set of games is randomly selected.  “The tournaments can consist of 8, 12, or 24 games with every 4th game being the Fuzion Frenzy game where players are able to ‘bet’ orbs based on the number of points they have at that point in the tournament.  They then battle it out with the other players in an attempt to collect all their orbs and steal orbs away from the other players.  While it may be less than thrilling to play 2 to 4 times in a tournament, it is definitely a good way to catch up in points if you seem to be trailing behind.”
 

Balance

In Fuzion Frenzy, balance is achieved by the constants and the permutations of the constants – in other words, by mutual constraint.  The number of players is constant (four).  There are only so many player actions, player vehicles, scoring methods, and game themes, but the variety of the mini-games is sure to include a game for even the most finicky player.  

When more than one person is playing, most skill levels are accommodated because winners are often placed in a more challenging position in the next round. For example, in the Twisted System mini-game (see the following image), the winner of the previous round is closer to the column in the next round, which makes it harder to play because their character is often obscured by the other characters, and there’s less time between obstacles.  In race-and-chase games, the winner is placed at the back of the pack in the next round.  

When playing alone, you can adjust the skill level of the computer to the point where you think the competition is fair (or tipped in your favor, depending on your preference).
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The Fuzion Frenzy game, “Twisted System” where the corkscrew landscape rotates faster and faster
Interactivity and Navigation

The interactivity and navigation use simplicity and standardization, and therefore work very well to keep you oriented and motivated.  
The menu screens are standardized so that you can quickly glean the information you need.  The following image shows the instructions for the Pinball mini-game.  The goals and hints are prominent, and the controls are always in the bottom left corner.  You rarely have to remember more than 2 things to play the game.  

The music for the menu screens is always the same, and disturbingly familiar.  (It took me a while to identify, but I think it’s the baseline from “Groove is in the Heart” by Deee-Lite, which you can listen to at Amazon.com.)
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A typical instruction page for a Fuzion Frenzy game

Victory Conditions

Mini-games are either timed, where the collected assets determine your score, or they’re un-timed, where the last survivor wins.  The following image shows the window for a timed game.  The first boat to complete five laps wins.  Player progress is displayed at the bottom, color-coded by character.  Each mini-game has its own heart-pounding music, determined by a configurable play list.  Stack rankings are shown at the end of each round and tournament zone.
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Another way that you can tell how well you’re doing is by the canned comments of the characters.  Each character has a small set of smug comments for when they’re winning (“Is that the best you can do?”), and brush-off comments for when they’re losing (“Oh, you got lucky”).  You quickly get to know the personalities of the characters and grow to love or hate them.  For example, whenever Zak wins, the stack ranking screen appears with him jumping up and down saying, “Zak-attack, ack-ack shellack!”  It is so utterly annoying that I want to strangle the little brat before I remember that he’s not real.  It’s a strong motivational force, though.  I always end up playing again.  I suspect that psychiatrists are on the payroll at Blitz Games.
Unity, Continuity, and Immersion

The graphics of all of the mini-games use vibrant colors and maintain an urban street feel.  House and funk music play throughout the game.  The personalities of the characters come through in their apparent youthful age, smug comments, and outfits.  They fit perfectly with the game world.  It never stops feeling like an arena with an audience, and I find myself actually playing for the cheers of the crowd. Even people who are not actively playing can get absorbed, as part of the audience.  The only times that I am pulled from the illusion of urban street sport is when I see the menu screens.  
To provide unity, the mini-games are staged in a mock city.  “One of the problems that has plagued many a party game, like the Mario Party series or the ill-fated Sonic Shuffle, is the use of a board game to tie all of the mini-games together. Seeing how the board game element killed the pacing in Sonic Shuffle and added a massive luck factor to the Mario Party games, Blitz Games has gutted the party game formula and come up with Fuzion Frenzy.”
  Fuzion Frenzy maintains its illusion by not imposing a board-game-like map, but a real world map like an actual city.  For example, the jet boat games take place in the Waterfront Zone (zone 3).  Depending on the category of game you are playing, you feel like you know where you are on the map.
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Story and Narrative

There is no background story in Fuzion Frenzy.  There’s just a bunch of hot-shot kids competing in arena games.  We’ve all been there, from soccer to piano recitals.  You interpret your own story, and you dredge up your own memories of competition in front of an audience.

If there was a back story, it would diffuse the sense of pure competition.  It’s the pure competition that drives you on to play again.  “It’s highly addictive, pleasing to the eye, nice on the ears and makes you say ‘just one more time’ about 300 times.”

I feel it was a smart move to omit an opening animation or two page story in the manual that described something like, “Your gang must regain control of your territory!”  I’m here to play hard; not to right a wrong.
Motivations for Playing

The Fuzion Frenzy mini-games are easy to learn, but hard to master, especially when playing against the computer.  The games themselves are short enough to keep you from getting worn out; in fact, you might find yourself in a “bring it on!” mentality at the end of each game.  
The mini-games provide you with an opportunity to socialize in a competitive way with friends, trash talking, bragging, teasing, and exacting revenge, which is a good release of emotion.  Although be warned – this kind of interaction can also expose previously undetected psychological issues in your friends.  The annoying signature comments of the characters are enough to expose unflattering issues in myself.

Evaluation

I play Fuzion Frenzy against the computer or against friends solely for the illusion of arena competition, which I have rarely experienced in real life, so I suppose it fills a void in my life.  The impressive variety of the mini-games keeps me interested and coming back for more.  I have never been a fan of first person shooter games, sports games, or adventure games, or in truth any of the popular games that the pesky young male demographic have spawned.  Fuzion Frenzy was the first non-PC game to get my attention and make me passionate about playing.  I love it for all of the reasons that it’s a lifestyle game.

There are only a few trivial things that I don’t like about Fuzion Frenzy.  

· CPU Easy mode is too hard.  Though, the CPU won’t attack you unless you make the first move, but then every attempt to attack you succeeds.  Talk about social conditioning.  If only bullies at school would be forced to play this game.
· My personality changes to a swearing sore loser when I play.  I play the mini-games that I hate as passionately as I play the mini-games that I love.  I don’t feel that passionate about much else in my real life, so the endorphin rush keeps me playing. 

· Sometimes there are quirks that are not documented anywhere.  For example, in Blast Man Standing, you can’t aim the bomb that you are throwing if you are standing against an edge of the platform – your bomb will go in a perpendicular angle.  It took me several infuriating rounds before I saw the pattern, making me think there was a bug.

These issues are far outshined by the zombie-like pull that the game has on my heart.  I look forward to playing Fuzion Frenzy II.
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