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This presentation is about choice. Specifically, the choices we have to make as 
developers on how and where to invest our time. 
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This is my favorite quote on the topic. Talking about game design…in terms of game 
design. Meta, brah. 
 
What I propose with this presentation is that there is a framework for making these 
decisions about where to focus our attention with an eye to business strategy, and 
not just making them purely on instinct or getting forced into them due to 
circumstance. 
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I want to stress that I LOVE Resident Evil, including RE6. My intention isn’t to cast 
aspersions on the game or Capcom, but to investigate a strategy that, by most/all 
accounts, didn’t work. 
 
Also, VGCharts was the best I could do for sales info. Michael Pachter says it’s mostly 
legit. Mostly. 
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You run into this guy A LOT in business school 
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“Productivity Frontier”: the arc on the left represents the current, industry 
equilibrium between value delivered and cost to create. You can’t get a more valuable 
product without spending more to make it and you can’t cut costs without sacrificing 
quality. Eventually one company will figure out how to exceed the frontier (the dot) 
and will have a temporary advantage of cost/value. But the market will eventually 
catch up and equilibrium will be re-established (the right arc). Porter calls this 
“shifting the productivity frontier”. 
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I highly recommend getting yourself a copy of “What Is Strategy”. It’s eye-opening. 
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Porter’s examples: 
Jiffy Lube is few to many – they only handle car lubricants, so no engine work or body 
work 
Bessemer Trust is many to few – they will handle all of your financial needs, but only 
if you have $250k or more in liquid assets 
Carmike Cinemas is many to many in a narrow market – they open full-featured 
movie theatres, but only in cities of 150k people or less 
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Guy Kawasaki of Apple fame. He talks about this matrix in every presentation that I’ve 
seen him give (via YouTube). 
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Competing on margin means that you have to offer consumers more value in terms 
or value offered versus price asked than the competition. An extreme example is 
toilet paper – to compete effectively you have to off more value (bigger rolls) at a 
lower cost. This is why toilet paper manufacturers make a gross profit of pennies or 
less per roll. Basically, the more you squeeze your margin to outdo the competition, 
the more units you have to sell to compensate and turn a profit. 
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IE, you create value for no one except venture capital/private equity fund managers 
and speculators. 
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Kawasaki’s words (although I agree with him): if you’re making something with the 
intent of selling it, but it’s something nobody wants to buy, you have a real problem. 
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If you’re valuable and unique, you sell people something they want, but can still 
charge a fair price that allows you to maintain a decent margin. Win-win (with an 
emphasis on fair price). 
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I don’t know exactly what he means, but as a mnemonic device, it works. 
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Examples of incompatible activities: 
1) The classic production triangle of fast/cheap/good 
2) It’s hard to be a luxurious and fast 
3) It’s hard to have lots of controls and be easy to use 
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Example: 
Having fast-paced multiplayer gameplay AND mechanics that don’t require a lot of 
computational precision (this is why net-code for fighting games is so hard). 
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In the 20 years since Porter published “What is Strategy?”, Southwest has altered it’s 
MO. But, back in 1996… 
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These trade-offs would seem to put Southwest at a disadvantage relative to the 
competition, until you consider the fit it achieved… 
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• Less competition means SW didn’t have to pay as much to secure gate rights. 
• No frequent flyer program makes ticketing more efficient 
• No baggage transfers or first class seating makes turnarounds faster 
• Reduced training and fewer spare parts greatly reduce costs relative to the 

competition 
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The “target customer” bit is important. Southwest made a choice. It decided to focus 
its operations around on one customer segment at the expense of others. It didn’t 
achieve its success though trade secrets or other intellectual property. It was 
successful based on great, harmonious fit between activities. 
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Continental Lite maintained Continental’s frequent flier program, had first class 
seating, handled baggage transfers, and used multiple makes/models of jets. 
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The slide describe IKEA’s target segment 
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As with Southwest, these trade-offs would seem to put IKEA at a disadvantage, but… 
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Bigger parking lots (more available parking), bigger show rooms (can display more 
stuff), and bigger warehouses (more inventory on hand). Customers are fine showing 
themselves around, because… 
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You don’t need sales people if customers can see the products in person, exactly as 
they will look at home. You can see exactly what the Magnarp lamp will look like 
when it’s sitting on the Undredal table next to the Gjora bed. And the lack of 
customization (or even variety of designs in any give product line) means 
manufacturing is far more efficient. It’s way easier to store and deliver furniture if it’s 
in a box versus delivering a fully assembled table. 
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Shoppers can got straight from work because they can get food at IKEA. They don’t 
need to rush because the store will be open late. 
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Again, like Southwest, IKEA made a choice: target one segment over another and 
accept that a different segment won’t be happy about it. 
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The segment wants games that are like a badge of honor if you finish them. 
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I know the image is from one of the later DS games, but 200MM+ deaths really drives 
the point home. 
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Again, these trade-offs would seem to put DS at a disadvantage, but… 
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They made a choice as to what kind of game they were making and who they were 
targeting #deadhorse 
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In deference to Mr. Porter I call this notion “strategic design” 
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RE6 basically did the opposite of Dark Souls. 
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I tried a few routes to see if I could run this presentation past the FromSoftware folks. 
None panned out. 
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My argument isn’t that FromSoftware read “What is Strategy?” and put it into action. 
I’m simply arguing that its success provides a template for you to make intentional 
strategic decisions. 
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Xcom was unapologetically Xcom. You loved it or you hated it. But it didn’t make 
compromises. And for a target audience that wanted to get slapped around by a 
grueling tactical combat game, Firaxis served them in spades. 
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Factor, cluster and conjoint analysis are covered in the appendix of the presentation. 
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Supercell dials its audiences down to a T. It tests every game concept rigorously and 
kills anything that won’t succeed. 
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Design-by-survey and design-by-focus-group are roads to mediocrity. It’s not 
reasonable to ask people who aren’t professional game makers to provide game 
ideas. This is one area where I think Steve Jobs was absolutely correct. 
But while people don’t know what they want, the DO know what they like, and that is 
a crucial distinction to maintain. 
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If Shinji Mikami had asked Resident Evil fans what they wanted from the next 
installment, they probably would have said, by and large, “more zombies, more 
rooms, bigger puzzles.” Instead he trusted his instinct and reinvented both a franchise 
and a genre. 
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Gone home was a super-niche idea. Even so, its sincerity in its approach earned it a 
lot of respect and attention that belied it’s nicheyness. All of it deserved. 
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Don’t make cuts, all willy-nilly. Think strategically about what you cut so as to support 
your target feature set. 
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Naughty Dog sought to make (for lack of a better term) Indiana Jones: The Game. To 
that end it had some remarkably beautiful cinematics. It’s also (and this is really easy 
to forget) only about 4-hours long. Basically, they cut quantity to support quality. That 
didn’t seem to put a damper on the long-term health of the franchise. 
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We don’t know if Welles actually said this. Jaglom said he did though. 
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Be glass-half-full, not glass-half empty! 
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Doom eschewed a lot of elements prevailing logic would tell you a modern shooter 
needs. No love interest, not ill-advised stealth section, few cut-scenes. And the game 
most-definitely did not suffer from its focused design. Quite the contrary. 
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• Many professional entrepreneurs, marketers, and product designers get way too 
hung up on whether people will hate their product. But hate isn’t to be avoided. 
Indeed, if the people who hate your game are diametrically opposed to your target 
audience, their hatred is, perversely, a form of supporting evidence that your 
design is on target. 

• Indifference is the real killer, because it means people don’t even care enough to 
hate your game. 

• If you tell me 1MM people came to your website, my response would be “Who 
gives a shit?” Did they buy anything or read anything or sign up for an email list? 
1000 engaged users are WAAAAAAAY more valuable than 1MM disengaged 
visitors. 
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Another thing professional entrepreneurs, marketers, and product designers get way 
too hung up on: whether a target segment is too small. But the target segment is not 
the same thing as the total addressable market. The target is your beachhead for 
making an impact on the market. Your target will evangelize for you if you make 
something they love (as happened with Dark Souls). 
 
Word of mouth is, by far, the most important and valuable form of advertising 
because you can’t buy it. You can only earn it. 
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Minecraft alone speaks volume about the value of engagement and word of mouth. 
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If you want to create the next IKEA, or Dark Souls, or Star Wars, or Apple, or Harry 
Potter, or Nine Inch Nails… 
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