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Games as a Live Service 
A 360–Degree Look at the Art & Science 

of Managing Social Games 
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What is Playdom? 
Playdom is a leading social games developer 
committed to bringing people everywhere 

together through the world’s best social games. 

#1 on MySpace  #5 on Facebook 
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What is Playdom? 

Playdom’s CEO, John Pleasants, was former COO 
of Electronic Arts 
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What is Playdom? 

300+ employees in 7 offices worldwide 
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What is Playdom? 

3 of the top 25 apps on Facebook 
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Who Are Our Users? 

Ages 13-80 200+ Countries Multiple Platforms 
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Games as a Live Service:  
Going Viral 

David Stewart 
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Social  
Network API 

Who am I? 
David Stewart — Director of Product 

Xpromo Virals Emails 
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What is Virality? 
The game mechanics that drive users to spread the game, and  
the out-of-game organic communication channels that prompt 
people to play. 
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My feed Players’ feeds 

Moving Beyond Spam 

v 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Moving Beyond Spam 
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Social Features are the Best  
Viral Features 
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Optimize and Renew 

Of the 4 fortune tellers, which do you think  
works best? 
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Optimize and Renew 

Winner! 
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A Bit of Theory 

= (infection rate) * 
(conversion rate)  

[summed across all channels] K 
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Example: 

=  (infection rate) * 
 (conversion rate)  K 

Users send out 4 invites on average, and 10% of those are accepted. 

=  (4) * (10%)  =  0.4 

1 person 
acquired 

That user 
acquires 0.4 

new users 

Those 0.4 users 
acquire 0.16 

new users 

Those 0.16 users 
acquire 0.064 

new users 

etc. 

Total: 1.67, or 0.67 new users from virality 
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1 person 
acquired 

That user 
acquires 0.8 

new users 

Those 0.8 users 
acquire 0.64 

new users 

Those 0.64 users 
acquire 0.542 

new users 

etc. 

Example 2: 
What if we can double the number of invites our users send out (from 4 to 8)?  

Total: 5, or 4 new users from virality 

=  (infection rate) * 
 (conversion rate)  K =  (8) * (10%)  =  0.8 
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Highest ROI often comes from focusing where you’re already doing best,  
not most in need of improvement 

Let’s see this in a graph: 
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Five Takeaways 

1.  Don’t be afraid to prompt players to share. 

2.  Develop viral/social features as an integral 
part of gameplay. 

3.  Tailor features to relevant viral channels. 

4.  Optimize and refresh content. 

5.  Focus where you’re already winning. 
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Thank You 
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Games as a Live Service:  
Voice of Customer 

Marianne Borenstein 
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Who am I? 
Marianne Borenstein — VP of Customer Experience  

Support & 
Community 

Loyalty 

Platforms 
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1.  Start with a good game 

2.  You do have a second chance 
to make a first impression 

3.  Work in perpetual beta 

4.  Find the balance 
Game performance vs. new stuff 

Rules of Social Gaming 
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Rules of Social Gaming 

How? 
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Players as QA 

•  Tiki Farm launched in Dec. 
2009 with a rethink of the 
traditional farming game: 
–  Tropical theme 
– Never wilting crops 
– Clearing bugs and  

watering crops 
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Threshold Balance 

• User feedback vs. disruptions 
• Bugs vs. features  

• Users are the key to game evolution 
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•  Engaging users inside and outside of the game: 

-  Fan pages 

The Toolbox 
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•  Engaging users inside and outside of the game: 

-  Fan pages 

-  Blogs 

-  Forums 

-  Support 

-  Surveys & Polls 

The Toolbox 
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Our players have toolboxes too. 

And It’s Not Just Us… 
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Getting Your Hands Dirty 
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And the Winners Are… 
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Not Just About Winning 
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User Generated Content 
•  Users involvement on product level 

•  Sorority Life design contests 

–  Increases engagement and reengagement 

–  Gives users a bigger voice in game direction 

–  Translates to happier users, better product,  
higher revenues 
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User Generated Content 

Sorority Life Christmas & New Years 
Full-Price LE Item Sales 

Results? 

Company  
Generated  

Items:  
52.5% 

User  
Generated  

Items: 
47.5% 
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Future? 

•  Increase self-serve 

• Continue to foster community engagement 

• Open the floodgates on UGC 

•  Increased service for our most valued users 
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Future? 

Ask our users… 
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Thank You 
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Social Game Design:  
Working Carefully on the Fly 

David Rohrl 
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New Concepts Player Experience 

Game Design 

Who am I? 
David Rohrl — Creative Director 



March 2010  |  GDC Players Panel 48 

Social Game Design 

≠ 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Designing On The Fly 

1.  You must design in partnership with your 
customers 

2.  You must work on constantly changing 
platforms 

3.  Your work is never done 
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What About Fun? 
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What About Fun? 

= 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BUT… 

= 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Designing To Shape User Behavior 
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Designing In Partnership  
With Your Customers 

≠ 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Designing In Partnership  
With Your Customers 

You must do two things after your  
game launches: 

1.  Listen to what your customers say (sometimes) 

2.  Listen to what your customers do (always) 
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Users Will Give You Good Ideas 
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And Bad Ones 
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What Are Your Users Good At? 

• Telling you how to make your game better  
for hardcore players 

• Telling you where the tactical pain points are 

• Giving you ideas for minor improvements  
to existing features 

• Telling you how to add complexity  
and richness 
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What Are Your Users Bad At? 

• Defining your game’s vision 

• Telling you how to reach a broader market 

• Making your game more casual 

• Making your game more approachable, 
elegant, and streamlined 
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Actions Speak Louder Than Words 

So, who is right? 
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Designing for an Unstable Platform 

≠ 



March 2010  |  GDC Players Panel 66 

Rules Change Frequently 
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Social Network Platforms  
Evolve Constantly 
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Being Proactive… 
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Turns Losses Into Wins 
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Channels Go, Channels Come 
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Your Work is Never Done 

≠ 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80% of Effort is After Launch 

•  Ideal user life cycle is “forever” 

• Game is live on your server 

• Keep players interested with: 
-  Frequent content releases 
-  Interesting new features 

• Teams must set internal standards for 
extending games (and fixing issues) and move 
quickly when retention drops 
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Users Expect More Stuff  
to Buy and Do 
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Seasonal = Awesome! 
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Focus on Continuous Improvement 



March 2010  |  GDC Players Panel 76 

Closing Thoughts 

• Fun is necessary but not sufficient 

• Listen to your customers – especially what 
they do 

• Be ready for the platform to change and try to 
stay in front of the changes 

• Know you are on the hook to constantly make 
your game better and have a plan in hand 
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Thanks! 


