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Let’s review what happened 

to the dinosaurs.





The truth about 

evolution



Evolution is not about 

progress.



Evolution is about 

adaptation.

“Progress” is a value 

judgment.



Kinds of worlds that used to 

exist

•Collection 

•Hacking and slashing 

•Nothing but questing 

•Team based PvP games 

•Free for all PvP games 

•Flight sims

•Battle mechs 

•Roleplay-enforced worlds

•…with combat systems 

•Pure chat 

•Educational 

•Collaborative writing

•Professional meetings

• User-created worlds

• Procedurally-created 

worlds

• Programming practice

• Game shows

• Recreations of favorite 

fictional worlds

• Non-Euclidean worlds

• Simulations of history

• Sims of real world 

physics

• Sims of large-scale 

populations



What we see here is adaptation to an 

evolutionary niche.

•Hacking and slashing 

 

•Team based PvP games 

•Free for all PvP games 

 

 

•Pure chat 

 

• User-created worlds

• Recreations of favorite 

fictional worlds

• Dancing



The overall 

ecology



The pieces of the content 

puzzle:

–The funder

–The creator

–The editorial gate

–The publisher

–The distributor

–The re-users



Books

Funder Writer or publisher

Creator Writer

Editor Publisher

Publisher Publisher

Distributor Publisher

Re-user Writer (Audiobooks, 

movie rights)



Music

Funder Publisher

Creator Musician

Editor Publisher

Publisher Publisher

Distributor Publisher

Re-user Publisher (TV, 

publishing)



Movies

Funder Somebody else

Creator Studio

Editor Studio

Publisher Studio

Distributor Studio

Re-user Studio



Games

Funder Publisher or indie dev

Creator Developer

Editor Publisher

Publisher Publisher

Distributor Publisher

Re-user Nobody



The pattern of hit-driven media 

consumption.
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How we’ve 

adapted



Those first few 

numbers are 

8k, 64k, that 

sort of thing.

Size of games over time.
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1982 game team



2006



Game budgets over time



1.Budgets have gone up by 

a factor of ____.*

2.We make _______ 

times more data.

3.And we’ve gotten only 

____ times better at 

making content.
*in just the last 12 years, and that’s adjusted for inflation   
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Specialized adaptations

–Dedicated 3d graphics cards

–Surround sound

–High resolution graphics

–Single-player experiences

–Heavily narrative games



79 bytes

These are the instructions for 

Pong.



1574912 bytes

This is the walkthrough for 

Grand Theft Auto: San 

Andreas.

262000 words
Over 1400 pages



Who’s our 

market?



Decades of corporate  
funding have created a 
large professional class 
for the production and 
reception of new games  
comprising legions of 
developers and gamers



Based mostly in studios 
and schools  these 
groups have 
gradually become the 
primary audience for 
contemporary games



Consequently the 
energy of the 
industry  which was 
once directed 
outward is now 
increasingly focused 
inward



Reputations are made 
and rewards distributed 
within the gaming  
subculture …A “famous ” 

designer  now means 
someone famous only to 
other designers



But there are enough 
designers  to make that local 
fame relatively meaningful

 Not long ago “only gamers  
play games ” was meant as 

damning criticism

 Now it is a proven marketing 
strategy  



(I know, you guys hate it when I bring up poetry in these gaming talks…)

Dana Gioia
Head of the NEA

Writing about poets
And poetry

And stuff  



The core gamer market is mostly 

INTJ, ISTJ, INTP and ISTP in the 

Myers-Briggs typology.

everyone 

else

gamer



Hardcore conqueror  
“The Myers Briggs types that 

dominate this cluster  INTJ ISTJ  
are two of four types that 
research has shown to be 
common to programmers  and 
indeed Type 1 gameplay dominates 
current game design assumptions 
in most developers and 
publishers

 In some cases it seems that this 
has been identified as the only 
style of “legitimate ” 
gameplay …” 



(By the way, these personality types account for only 19% of women.)



“Such optimism towards human 

interaction is just 

wonderful … but lets face it  

Playing video games
in any context will always  be

 much more rewarding  
than actual

human interaction.” 



I was LFG for a while , so I went to 
Gusgen to fight Wights for a chest key 
drop, so the next time my RSE time 

comes up , I can just find a treasure 
chest and get the pants for my WHM. 
Then I went to Pashow, leveled my NPC 
a bit and managed to raise my staff 
skill, in addition to making about 34k 
from some nice drops. I finally got a 
party, which was a sorta  Manaburn 

that worked out well (we had a NIN 
and DRK for some reason ), got about 
5k XP using an Empress Band, called it 

a night , and then found a Morion 
Tathlum in my delivery box- was an 
Xmas present from a friend in my 

Shell.



Perfect adaptation is also 

death



The power of a dead genre
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The power of a dead genre
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And then the 

meteor hit…



The long tail

• In all media, hits are getting rarer.

–We still have them, but the 

percentage of the population a hit 

reaches is shrinking

• “Infinite shelf” means that 

significant revenue is derived from 

the aggregation of many niche 

titles

–GameTap, casual sites, NetFlix, 

Amazon, etc



distribution

• There is only one gaming specialty 

store chain left in America

• Digital distribution is rising

–Live Arcade, Steam, GameTap, etc

• Many of the most popular games 

aren’t even rated by the ESRB, 

because they are online and not at 

retail.



Commoditization

• The cost to produce a minute of 

content has risen, but the price to 

buy it has dropped.

• In fact, many consumers regard 

content as “free by nature.”

• Since consumers are no longer 

paying for content, publishers must 

shift to an ad-driven model based 

on eyeballs.



Thunder stolen

Meanwhile, game characteristics are 

liberally co-opted by other media.

• Interactivity

• Voting

• Ratings

• Rankings

• Competitions

• Easter Eggs

• Puzzles



Finally, we learn that the audience 

isn’t who we thought.

hardcore

casual

other 

types 

we've 

ignored



Mammals



distribution

•Built for digital distribution

–Leaner implementations

–Less emphasis on assets

–Possibly episodic

–Bypass publishers entirely



content

• Aim at different markets

–Lots of niche-driven targets

–Much not aimed at core gamers

–Bypass gamer press and culture

–Genres and gameplay not seen in 

the hardcore segment

–Consumable, disposable

–Don’t forget to include dancing



connectivity

• Designed for online from the 

get-go

–Persistent states for identities, 

rankings, ratings, etc

–Easy multiplay assumed as a base 

feature

–Shared profiles, friends lists, etc



Celebrity

• Content isn’t worth a damn; 

what is of value is a relationship 

between the consumer and the 

producer

–Active community management

–Fan-driven followings

–“Name” teams or developers

–“Lifestyle” marketing

Almost nobody will be Billy Joel or the 
Beatles – instead, they end up as Britney 

Spears. You want to be the Grateful Dead 
instead.



Revenue

•Not driven by retail sales, or 

in fact by sales to consumers

–Upsells to monetize price insensitive 

niches – including merch

–“Share-selling” in future content, 

“donations,” etc

–Advertising as a major driver



Can current publishers adapt?



Two kinds of publisher



And the outcome is not clear
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35% are not “core gamer” games.
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The biggest MMOs?
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The biggest MMOs in the West
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Mammals 
(kinda Webby huh?)

Funder Somebody else

Creator You & others

Editor You

Publisher You

Distributor You

Re-user You



Who are mammals to 
watch?
–Web-based “MMO” games

• Neopets

–Indie MMOs running without name 

publishers

• Especially social worlds, user content worlds, and 

worlds not aimed at core gamer hack n slashers

–Aggregation of all sorts

• From Live Arcade to casual game sites

–Media companies merging online 

world elements into their content

–Entirely web-based publishers



Climate shift

• We are hitting a wall on finances.

• We are not seeing alternative 

revenue streams.

• Movie-style alternative financing 

won’t materialize

• Distribution is in upheaval

• “Big Development” will see a 

shakeout



Aftermath

• Digital distribution only logical play

• Game ecology more varied

• Noise level in the market will rise

• PC gaming grows back

• Consoles specialize or become 

more like PCs

• Everyone will try to lock customers 

lifestyle marketing



Bottom line

• AAA gaming is rarefied

– To the point where even AAA firms can’t play 

there

• Assume a world where

– there are no game retailers, where there are no 

publishers (but lots of aggregators and portals)

– there are a lot fewer artist jobs (but lots more 

procedural content jobs)

– where games are services and not products.

– In such a market of bite-sized games, celebrity is 

going to matter more than ever in order to gain 

eyeballs. 



The End



STARRING

games budgets sizes and 

teams over time

Industry interviews I 

conducted

Dana Gioia’s quote “Can Poetry Matter?”, The 

Atlantic, May 1991

Myers Briggs data Bateman & Boon, 21st 

Century Game Design

Quote about human 

interaction

Anon poster at 

http://www.joystiq.com

Game genre lifecycle Dan Cook’s Lost garden 

blog, 

http://www.lostgarden.com

FPS usage data http://www.gamespy.com

Final fantasy XI quote Mia Consalvo’s MemoryCard 

blog, 

http://memorycard.blogs.co

m/memorycard

http://www.joystiq.com/
http://www.lostgarden.com/
http://www.gamespy.com/
http://memorycard.blogs.com/memorycard
http://memorycard.blogs.com/memorycard


Also STARRING

Website traffic for THQ 

jayisgames and gametunnel

http://www.alexa.com, 

checked on Sept. 4
th
, 2006

Runescape stats Active users in a month, per 

Jagex

World of warcraft 

Western stats

Vivendi investor presentation 

data

Habbo hotel stats Sulake press material

Gaia online stats Registered users on 

http://www.gaiaonline.com

Travian stats Registered users on 

http://www.travian.com

Kings of Chaos stats Active users on game website

Other MMO stats http://www.mmogchart.com

Game genre lifecycle http://www.lostgarden.com

Us gamer market 

breakdown

Parks Associates study

http://www.alexa.com/
http://www.gaiaonline.com/
http://www.travian.com/
http://www.mmogchart.com/
http://www.lostgarden.com/
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