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Who am I?

Troy Whitlock, Creative Director

Playdom/Disney Interactive Media Group
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Early “Social” Game Features

• Game as Service

• Free To Play

• Avatars

• Microtransactions

• Gifting
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My First “Social” Games
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Pogo Puppies
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A Year at Playdom
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Minimum Viable Product

GDC Online | October 2010 



Minimum Viable Product
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The Funnel
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The Funnel

12GDC Online | October 2010 



The Funnel
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Bucketing
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A/B Testing 
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Arbitrage
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Arbitrage
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Arbitrage

GDC Online | October 2010 



Behavioral Economics
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Localized Maximum
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Localized Maximum
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What is so different about Social Game Design?

1. Design must move the numbers

2. The customers decide what is fun

3. The platform is constantly changing

4. Your work is never done
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Design must move the numbers
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Moving the Numbers

There are only 3 numbers that matter

• Growth

• Engagement

• Revenue
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Growth & Re-Engagement

•Growth 

–users discovering your games through the 

social network

•Re-engagement

–users being reminded to return to your game 

•Both depend on use of viral channels
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Feeds
Celebrating Accomplishment
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Feeds
Another Way of Gifting
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Feeds
Collaboration
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Feeds
Barn Raising
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Feeds
Bonus for Friends
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Requests
Neighbors
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Requests
Gifts
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Moving the Numbers

There are only 3 numbers that matter
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Engagement

•Users come back daily because

– They like the game

– They are anticipating something new

– They feel they need to take care of something 

(positive or negative emotion)

– “Web of Social Obligation”
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Revenue

• ARPDAU

–Average Revenue Per Daily User 

–Ranges between <.01 to .10+

• LTV

– Life Time Value of a player includes

•Revenue that player generates

•Number of friends they bring to the game

•Network value of Cross promotion
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Revenue Features in CoW
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City Builder
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With PVP
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Light Decision Making
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Trading in City of Wonder
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Four things that players purchase

•Instant Gratification

•Consumables 

•Decorations (particularly with functional benefits)

•Competitive Advantage
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Instant Gratification
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Consumables
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Decorations
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Competitive Advantage
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What is so different about Social Game Design?

1. Design must move the numbers

2. The customers decide what is fun

3. The platform is constantly changing

4. Your work is never done
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Customers Decide

What is Fun

Listen to what your customers say (sometimes)

Watch 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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City of Blunder



City of Blunder



What Are Your Users Good At?

• Telling you how to make your game better 

for hardcore players

• Telling you where the 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
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Constantly Changing Platform

Major platform changes over the last 12 months
• Removing Notifications Channel

• Introduction of Games Dashboard & Counters

• Numerous UI Layout changes

• Stricter Enforcement of TOS

• Facebook Credits

GDC Online | October 2010 



Rules Change Frequently
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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”, but initial 
game not deep enough to sustain this

• 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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Embassy City
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Embassy City
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Players Expect More Stuff
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Payers Expect Even More Stuff
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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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