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Photographers already know most of what makes a matching puzzle work. Grouping by hue,
separating a subject from a busy field, using motion to direct the eye: these are compositional
problems before they are game problems. The difference is that a puzzle board has to solve themin
under a second, repeatedly, for a player who is not consciously analyzing anything. That constraint
makes tile-matching games an unusually clean case study in how color and movement actually
carry information.

Color Does the Sorting Before the Player Decides

Look at agrid of colored tiles and the grouping happens before any deliberate thought. The visual
system clusters similar hues automatically, which is why a well-designed board feels readable and
a badly designed one feels like homework. Nothing about this is specific to games. It is the same
effect that makes a portrait read instantly when the subject’s clothing sits outside the background’ s
color family, and that makes a gallery of images feel coherent when the pal ettes agree.

The design work is in the separations. Six tile colors is roughly the ceiling before adjacent hues
start collapsing into each other under real viewing conditions, which include a phone at arm’s
length, in daylight, at reduced brightness. Designers pull those colors apart on more than hue alone,
giving each one a distinct lightness and saturation so the set still separates when any single channel
is compromised. The formal study of exactly this problem is older and deeper than most people
assume. RIT’sMunsell Color Science Laboratory, founded in 1983 from a donation by the Munsell
Color Foundation, has spent decades on measurement, display and the quantification of color
appearance and chromatic adaptation, which is the science underneath every palette decision a
designer makes by eye.

Why Hue Alone Is a Fragile Signal

Building a board that depends entirely on color is a choice with a known failure rate. Colour Blind
Awareness puts the prevalence at approximately 1 in 12 men and 1 in 200 women, roughly 300
million people worldwide. A palette that passes a casual glance from a designer with typical vision
can still be unusable for a meaningful share of players, and the ones affected rarely report it. They
just find the game harder than their friends do and drift away without ever naming the reason.

The fixes are the same ones photographers use when an image has to survive being printed in
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monochrome. Give every element a second distinguishing property: a shape, a symbol, alightness
step, an outline weight. Designers who have written about Why We Like Match-3 Games So
Much usually land on the same explanation, that the board rewards a kind of pattern-seeking the
eye performs anyway, and that reward only lands if every player can actually perform it.
Redundant encoding is not an accessibility tax bolted on at the end. It is what makes the board
legible at speed for everyone.

It also helps to design against the right model of the problem, because the popular one is wrong.
People with the most common forms of colour blindness do not simply swap red for green. Any
colour carrying some red or green in it can collapse into its neighbour, which is why blue and
purple get confused as readily as the pair everybody expects. Testing a pal ette means checking the
whole set against each other, not just the two tiles you assumed were at risk.

Movement Is the Second Channel, and It Is Involuntary

Once a match resolves, the board has a communication problem: it must tell the player what
happened, what it caused, and where to ook next, without words. Movement does that work, and it
does it whether the player cooperates or not.

Experimental psychology has been fairly firm on this point. Research in Attention, Perception, and
Psychophysics found that motion onset captur es attention on its own, with motion-onset targets
detected significantly faster than motion offset or other stimulus types, and confirmed the effect
held for real analog motion rather than only for animated approximations. Earlier studies that failed
to find the effect had confounded it with the appearance of new objects.

For a puzzle board this has direct consequences. A cascade that begins the instant a match clears
reads as consequence, and the player learns the rule without a tutorial. Delay that same animation
by afew hundred milliseconds and the causal link weakens, leaving two events that happened near
each other rather than one that caused the other. Timing carries meaning, which is why designers
protect animation curves as carefully as they protect the palette.

Stillness Is a Design Element Too

Because motion is involuntary, it is also expensive. A board where everything shimmers, pulses
and drifts has spent its attention budget before the player has made a move, and nothing can then
be emphasized because everything aready is. The discipline is knowing what to hold still.

This will be familiar to anyone who has built a portfolio site and watched a page full of animated
transitions make the photographs harder to see. The advice runs the same direction in both crafts:
choose a small number of moments that deserve movement, and let the rest sit. Guidance on how
to pair colors deliberately for a photography site makes the parallel point about palette, that
intentional pairing rather than accumulation is what produces a coherent first impression.

What the Board Teaches About Composition

The reason tile-matching enduresis not that it is easy. It is that the format strips composition down
to its load-bearing parts and then tests them thousands of times per session. Every choice about hue
separation, lightness step, animation timing and restraint gets immediate behavioral feedback in the
form of players who either see the move or do not.
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That feedback loop is the thing worth borrowing. A photograph, a gallery layout and a game board
are al asking aviewer to find structure in afield of color quickly, and all three fail in the same way
when the maker knows the content too well to see it fresh. Handing your work to someone who has
never seen it and watching where their eye goesfirst is a cruder test than a psychophysics lab can
run, but it measures the same thing, and it takes about ten seconds.
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