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The required and inevitable prologue

Let’s set some context.
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The games biz today

We live in an industry driven by

blockbuster logic.
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Where we spend our money

The budget dictates

the audience size.
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Team sizes

1982 versus today
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Production values
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Development costs



Blockbuster logic Design digression Web 2.0 Practical production The Web Way

The wisdom and stupidity of crowds
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Opening big

In most cases, 

nearly half of a 

movie’s total 

audience turns 

out in the first 

week of release,
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Opening big

– …which means 

there has been 

very little or no 

word of mouth

motivating most 

of the audience.
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Opening big

Or, put most 
cynically: Most 
of the time, there 
is no 
relationship
between how 
good a film is, 
and how many 
people turn out 
to see it. 
- Nov 5th, 2005
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The J-Curve
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Why can’t we be like the movies?

Games will 
never get 
the 
financial 
structure of 
the movies.

Film at 11.
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Big media is vertically integrated

– The indie studio

– The production 

company

– The studio

– The distributor

– The TV network

– The TV station

– The funders

– International

– The cable 

company

– The pay-per-

view channel

– The premium 

channel

– The actors
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Why not movie style financing?

Most movies are

profitable because 

of the many subsidiary 

markets: content

moving to & fro.
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Design 

digression!

– Because this is a 

GDC talk, and I 

should talk about 

game design instead 

of money.
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Classic games are mostly symmetric
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The rise of the computer and asymmetry
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The single-player aberration

Koster pisses off

every gamer there is

“Single player games are

a historical aberration,”

designer claims.

The remarks were made at the

Churchill Club session on

Connected Gaming.

Fans of Final Fantasy are

reportedly planning a lynching at

the Metreon at this year’s GDC.
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All games are played in connected fashion

“Very soon, all single-

player gaming will 

happen within a 

multiplayer context of 

connectivity, persistent 

and publicly visible 

profiles, and awareness 

of other users.”

- me, trying to explain 

what I meant
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The top publishers
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Half of PC games revenue comes from 

networked games.

(casual, downloadable, MMO, 

microtransaction)
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Users as participants and not consumers

Yahoo has found a

classic distribution 

pattern to the user 

participation in its 

services.
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35% of Internet users contribute content

“It considers blogging, Web site 
creation, contribution of work on Web 

pages or blogs and submissions of 
artwork, photos, stories or videos as 

user-generated online content.” 

Imagine if reviews on Amazon, rating a 
pic on Flickr, or tagging something in 

del.icio.us counted.
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Genre calcification

“Today we make games in only 
a very few genres, and the thing 

preventing those others from 
finding shelf space is purely a 
matter of costs, not of viability 

as games.”
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Genre calcification

– “Genres die when the template is 

defined, and the craftsmen take over.”
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Sterling’s object types

Artifacts 

– made by hand

– used by hand

– unique



Blockbuster logic Design digression Web 2.0 Practical production The Web Way

Come from his MIT Mediaworks book

Machines 

– Have complexity

– Powered

– “Customers.”
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“Shaping Things”

Products 

– Mass produced

– Date from WWI

– “Consumers”
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Written while a professor in residence

Gizmos 

– Interfaces more 

than objects

– Highly-featured

– User-alterable

– “End-users”
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At the Art Center College of Design in Pasadena

Spimes 

– Transparently 

networked

– Track history and 

environment

– “Wranglers.”
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He lives in Yugoslavia now…

Biots

–  We are the 

machine

– He does write 

science fiction, 

after all
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The Machine is Us/ing Us
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What is Web 2.0 anyway?

– Tags, not 
taxonomy

– Participation, 
not publishing

– Radical trust

– The three R’s

– Decentralizati
on

– Long Tail

– Data not code

– Perpetual beta

– Remix and 
mashup

– Emergence

– Services not 
products

– Collective 
intelligence
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Tag systems are also known as “folksonomy”

Tags, not taxonomy
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Participation, not publishing

“Users pursuing 
their own 
"selfish" 

interests build 
collective value 
as an automatic 

byproduct.”
- Tim O’Reilly
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Not riting, readin and rithmetic

The three R’s:

Ratings

Rankings

Reputation

“Network effects from user 
contributions are the key to 

market dominance.”
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Broadcasting has been less and less broad over time

Decentralization

is the new 
broadcasting
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There are more builders than destroyers

“Radical trust is about trusting 

the community. We know that 

abuse can happen, but we trust 

(radically) that the community 

and participation will work.”
- Darlene Fichter, coining the term
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Data instead of code

“The value of the software is 

proportional to the scale and 

dynamism of the data it helps to 

manage.”
– Amazon extending the database of ISBNs with 

reviews and other types of objects

– Google’s search engine, wherein the value 

doesn’t even lie in the data, but in the data about 

the data
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Perpetual beta: “fail early, fail often.”

The fail fast, fail often 
method:

“Users must be treated as co-
developers.” 

– Google discards 80% of tested features.

– They often prototype and deploy within 
two weeks.
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Of course, don’t forget to release in the first place

Release early, release often

 Flickr issues releases as fast as every half hour
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Remix and mashup

– Remix and mashup culture: 

– “Innovation in assembly.”
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Emergent behavior

Don’t assume you 

know the purpose to 

which data is put. 



Blockbuster logic Design digression Web 2.0 Practical production The Web Way

Small pieces tightly joined are just one big piece

Small pieces,

loosely joined:
– Lightweight programming 

models – not 

overengineered

– Loose couplings (e.g., XML 

and HTTP, not SOAP, not 

custom protocols)

– Lots of use of small highly 

targeted tech
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Services platform, not product

“Above the level of a single device.” 
Meaning, make no platform assumptions.
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Collective intelligence

“The service

 automatically 

gets better the 

more people 

use it.” 

– Idea markets

– Group 

quantitative 

estimation

– Oddsmaking

– Collective 

intelligence

– Data 

accumulation

– Annotation 

and 

appropriation
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The Long Tail

Don’t chase hits

In today’s world, the 

tyranny of the shelf

no longer applies.

Instead, target niches.
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An extended musical analogy:

Once upon a time, musicians 

relied entirely on

local followings

and

live performances
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I play guitar, did you know that?

Then came the rise of

Sheet music

and the first concerns over IP 

ownership in music
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Buy my CD.

Then was born the

radio broadcast

And with it, the notion of

a star
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Nobody else has.

Finally, we got

music reproduction

which ironically, crowded out 
all the local musicians

who catered to specific 
narrow tastes
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Compare to music,

Train’s new CD debuted at #10 
on the Billboard charts in 

February 2006, having sold all 
of 62,000 copies. 



Blockbuster logic Design digression Web 2.0 Practical production The Web Way

Which has been losing the battle

#1 was Barry Manilow’s 
Greatest Songs of the 
Fifties, with a whole 
156,000 copies sold.

Those are not exactly 
astounding figures. 
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As digital distribution becomes the default

Meanwhile, the front page 
of Apple’s site was 

counting up to one billion 
songs sold.
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And retail goes begging

The ticker was moving 

faster than 1 song a 

second. 
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There’s 86,400 seconds 
in a day.
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Characteristics of the Long Tail

– Cheap shelving

– Easy to find what 
you like

– Lower satisfaction at 
the head

– Everything sells

– Democratic content 
creation
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More Sterling wisdom

“The ability to make many small 
mistakes in a hurry is a vital 
accomplishment… What is 

intellectually different about the 21st 
century is its improved mechanical 

ability to winnow out the three good 
[ideas] among the 97 bad ones — and 
to keep the 97 bad ones around so that 
we needn’t do them again.” – Bruce
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Waterfall vs Portfolio vs Stage gate
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What is the game, the content or the system?

We have trouble even building game 

design specs:

Design documents are analogous to 

creating a movie based on the 

director’s film commentary
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Coping mechanisms

Vertical slices

GTar and VTar

Cerny Method

– Analogous to a sample chapter & outline for a 
book

– But they drive conservatism, because you make 
the game, and the rest of production is just 
content
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“Companies like Dogster that 

constantly examine user data - 

especially the discouraging stuff 

- are finding the information 

increasingly vital online. "Instead 

of working on a feature for 

months trying to get it perfect," 

Rheingold says, "we'll work on 

something for two weeks and 

then spend two or three days 

listening to users and fine-tuning 

it.” – CNN Money/Business 2.0 Jan 27, 2007
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Applying “Fail fast”

(How to Prototype a Game in 7 Days from Gamasutra)

Setup: Rapid is a State of Mind

Embrace the Possibility of Failure - it 

Encourages Creative Risk Taking 

Enforce Short Development Cycles (More Time != More Quality) 

Constrain Creativity to Make You Want it Even More 

Gather a Kickass Team and an Objective Advisor – Mindset is as Important as Talent 

Develop in Parallel for Maximum Splatter 

Design: Creativity and the Myth of Brainstorming

Formal Brainstorming Has a 0% Success Rate 

Gather Concept Art and Music to Create an Emotional Target 

Simulate in Your Head – Pre-Prototype the Prototype 

Development: Nobody Knows How You Made it, and Nobody Cares

Build the Toy First 

If You Can Get Away With it, Fake it
Cut Your Losses and “Learn When to Shoot Your Baby in the Crib” 

Heavy Theming Will Not Salvage Bad Design (or “You Can’t Polish a Turd”) 

But Overall Aesthetic Matters! Apply a Healthy Spread of Art, Sound, and Music 

Nobody Cares About Your Great Engineering 

General Gameplay: Sensual Lessons in Juicy Fun

Complexity is Not Necessary for Fun 

Create a Sense of Ownership to Keep ‘em Crawling Back for More 

“Experimental” Does Not Mean “Complex” 

Build Toward a Well Defined Goal 

Make it Juicy! 
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Metrics: 

We know next to nothing about how 

exactly people play our games 

Metrics are not for tuning the 

game, but for understanding how 

people use and relate to your 

product
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The CopyBot controversy
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“…after such a machine was invented, 
currency as we knew it ceased to be 

function. Since everyone had the 
capability to create (replicate) anything 

they desire, capitalism as we knew it 
died, and the new dawn of perfect 

Marxian philosophy was adopted by the 
Federation.” – Kevin Lim @ 

theory.isthereason
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“Never trust the client. Never put 

anything on the client. The client is in 

the hands of the enemy. Never ever 

ever forget this.”
• The Laws of Online World Design
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Everyone creates

If there’s one thing that the Web 

makes possible, it’s enough 

content to make the typical 

content creator superfluous.
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Everyone is a creator

The lesson here is that everyone is a 
creator. The question is “of what.”

– What is your sphere? Work? Raising your 
children? Collecting stamps?

–  Outside of their sphere, most people are 
creators only within carefully limited 
circumstances

– Most people cannot draw, but anyone can color 
inside lines, or trace. 
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Will too much complexity overwhelm 

casual users?

– Casual users aren’t stupid users

– They’re just not adept at, or willing to invest in, that that 

particular system. 

– They probably have other aspects of their lives where 
they are very creative
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Most user content is crap.
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Tags, semantic networks, and recommendation engines

– Tags let you index 
and then find 
content

– Recommendation 
engines use user 
categorization and 
data to find what 
you like

– Robust database 
metrics and 
analysis let you 
algorithmically 
find the good 
stuff
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Broadening the base of the pyramid
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The Web Way for Games:
– The future is not in AAA titles: rising 

content costs incompatible with niches

– Value lies in performance, not fixed 

recordings

– Digital distribution & games as service; 

portals, not publishers

– Accreted user-contributed data
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These “small MMOs” are taking over

Viacom has published more MMOs than 
NCSoft in the last 12 months.
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Non-publisher mania!

MMO attached to a plush toy. 

2.5m uniques in Dec 2006.



Blockbuster logic Design digression Web 2.0 Practical production The Web Way

And nobody is noticing!

2.5m in Dec.
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Why not?

5.8m

in 

December
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Because we are snobs

4m uniques 

in Dec.
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Small piece loosely joined

Club 

Penguin’s 

server can 

be bought 

for 3500 

Euro.
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Services, not products

– Developers should be asking themselves how much 

longer they will sell console titles

– As opposed to being shows on the Wii channel or the 

PS3 channel or the Live channel

– Content given away in order to drive service value via 

achievements and microtransactions
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Consoles either specialize…

or turn into PCs
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Lock customers in via branded lifestyles

– Loyalty-driven sites

– “Club” sites

– Demographically targeted portals

– Niche-driven aggregators

– Networks combining the above
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Digital distribution.

There aren’t any websites that you 

buy in a store. 
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Celebrity.

“Being designery is what one does, as a practical 
measure, in order to overcome the reactionary 

clinging to the installed base of malformed 
objects that maul and affront the customer. What 
cannot be overcome with reason can be subverted 
with glamor. That’s what design glamor is for… 

[Raymond] Loewy didn’t mind assuming the 
public credit for the work of his collaborators and 

subordinates… if Loewy is publicly seen as a 
supreme visionary, then his collaborators and 

subordinates will get more work… A conspicuous 
lack of charlatanry and pretension means that 
little is happening in the designer’s cultural 

battlefield.” – Bruce again
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Platforms. 

The industry is pretty determined to be a content creation industry, 

but 

games are not content, they are systems 
content lives in.

Web services are full of APIs that connect services and apps, magnify 
utility, and allow mashups and greater user content. 

Games, even those which are designed for modding, don’t really 

embrace openness. 
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Everything is a database.

The web is built on databases

– Games aren’t databases, they are models

– …but they are typically models that interact with 

databases.

– Embracing your databaseness opens up all sorts 

of possibilities for how you interact with the data. 
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Small pieces loosely joined.

Bite-size chunks are what make sense 

for the largest amount of people.

– easy to jump in anywhere

– easy to do things in different orders

– easy to search and index, and easy to add to. 
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KISS. 

Games are in love with 

overcomplication 

– (Particularly the “mainstream” games industry, 

which is anything but, targeted as it is at mostly 

hardcore gamers and hobbyists).

– Most websites do something highly targeted and 

simple, and do it well. 
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The bottom line

Crazy game budgets are a symptom 

of a problem, not something to 

emulate!

(This is the worst possible lesson for us to learn from the 

movie industry).
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What to do

Where Game Meets the Web
– Nimble development: get your eyes off of the damn 

graphics! Small is beautiful.

– Iteration that watches metrics. Design documents are 

mostly a waste of time.

– Long Tail: Niche plays leveraging digital distribution.

– Heavy investment in user generated content.

– Lifestyle branding and celebrity to stand out in the noise.

– And then… how about getting rid of these stupid closed 

platforms?
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