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Launch is the Beginning

� Design before launch was your best guess

� Learn from the live product

� Some elements can only be balanced

� In large numbers

� Over time





Presentation Goals

� Foundation for live game management

� Incorporate player feedback

� Importance of data

� Examples from Free Realms
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Two Step Evaluation

1. Determine the change needed

� Delivering a player request

� Fixing a bug 

� Repairing an unbalanced or unsustainable 
system 

� Addressing a business need



Information Sources
“What people say, what people do, and what 

they say they do are entirely different 
things.”

--Margaret Mead

� Two main data types

� What people say

� What people do

� Understanding what people do is usually more 
important



Defining “People”

� Players

� Bloggers

� Press

� Team

� Executives



Giving Players a Voice

� Find ways for players to 
communicate with you

� Forums

� /bug, /report

� Conventions and fan gatherings

� Fan site kits



Minority Report

� Only 10% of players post on the forums

� Few specific personality types

� Doesn’t work with casual players

� Significant barriers with kids under 13



Giving More Players A Voice

� YouTube and screen shot upload

� Online chat with GMs

� Polls and ratings in game UI

� Surveys when you finish a play session

� Market research restricted to active 
players

� Special fan clubs

� Special events & parties



Feedback Context

� Keep the source in mind

� Keep the personality in mind

� Hard-core player

� Specialist player

� Holding a grudge

� Furthering an agenda

� Not core demographic



Evaluating Opinion

� Is what the person reports true?

� Does this person represent a large 
number of other players?

� He’s expressing a genuine feeling even if 
he’s inaccurate



Player’s Advocate

� Looks at the game experience through 
the player’s eyes

� Helps the team move from development 
to customer service 

� Team member(s) appointed to the role

� Usually designer

� Aim higher in the org chart depending on

� Your organization

� Target demographic versus company strengths



Formalize The Advocate

� Encourage the advocate to stand up for 
players

� On the development team

� Not customer service or community

� Sanity check all decisions

� Acknowledge that this position will cause 
some tension



Two Step Evaluation

1. Determine the change needed

2. Assess the impact

� Any change brings risk

� Running a live game is risk management



Assessing Impact

� Balance the three needs:

� Protect the business

� Protect the team

� Protect players

� Keep in mind:

� Players invest time as well as money

� Micro-transactions add complexity



Risk Management: Players

� Affect items players already purchased 
or earned

� Set any players back

� Affect how it feels to play the game

� Change success strategy

� Affect one type of player more than 
others



Risk Management: Team

� Impact of the change on other features

� Lack of clear design or success criteria

� Overburdening and overtasking

� Diverting focus

� Effect on morale



Risk Management: Business

� Affect the revenue stream

� Stall player retention

� Change financial landscape 

� Cannibalize other products or teams

� Preclude later changes



Backlog

� Put all changes into a single list with no 
dates

� Assess severity of issues by number of 
customers affected

� Gather and attach data for each issue

� Include data in the implementation plan

� Establish clear criteria to judge success

� Player opinion

� Revenue

� Press

� Data



Choice Paralysis

� Too many voices!

� Players

� Bloggers

� Press

� Team

� Executives



The Source of Truth



It’s All About Data

� First pillar of live product 
management

� One of the most powerful and least 
understood tools

� Data can tell you what is 
happening

� Data can tell you why things are 
happening



Raw Data

� Server adds to a tally each time an 
event occurs Game # Description ID

Checkers 21 Checkers 17

Checkers 68 Checkers 1

18

Chess 20 Chess 9

Chess 65 Chess 1

10

Combat 149 Frostfang Snarlers! 58

Combat 30 Tavern Cellar 42

Combat 79 Hack 'n' Slash 38

Combat 31 Hot Springs Haven 37

Combat 37 Bixie Hive 35

Combat 118 Cracked Claw Caverns 28

Combat 97 Robgoblin Camp! 26

Combat 111 Robgoblin Creek! 22

Combat 174 Frostfang Growler! 22

Combat 176 Robgoblin Pondblasters! 19

Combat 119 Sheep Watch 18

Combat 164 Snakes in a Maze! 17

combat 173 Petty Yetis! 15

Combat 168 Robgoblin Troublemakers! 14

Combat 112 Hooligan Brawling Club! 13

Combat 27 The Bat Cave! 12

Combat 117 Den of Secrets 11

Combat 32 Robgoblin Treasure Trove 10

Combat 46 Danger Peaks 10

Combat 143 Bixies Gone Wild! 10

Combat 96 Troll Summoner Madness! 9

Combat 177 The Angry Bear! 9

Combat 81 King of the Ring! 9

Combat 1036 Kai's Challenge 8

Combat 217 Pixie Hunters! 8

Combat 12 Arachnia's Lair 8

Combat 93 Band of Robgoblins! 7

Combat 94 Robgoblin Adept Trouble! 6

Combat 134 Thugawug Bumbler! 6

Combat 146 Tormented Spirits! 6



Processed Data

� Raw data is aggregated and sorted 
by criteria

MINIGAME # PLAYERS

Checkers 18

Chess 10

Combat 615

Daily Wheel 397

Demo Derby 47

Duel 69

Fishing 68

Garage 6

In-World 36

Match 3 160

Mimic 73

Racing 79

Snowball 5

Soccer 33

TCG 46

Tower 41

Vault 60



Report

� Graphs and charts convey the 
results at a glance
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Collecting Data

�Real-time

�Logged

�Marketing & Research



Real-Time Data



Logged Data

Launch

TV Ads Start

Service Interruption

TV Ads Stop

Housing

Mounts



Other Types of Data

� Focus tests

� Usability tests

� Single player logs

� Camera “snoop”



When to Gather Data

� Implement logging as soon as you have 
a client

� Include ways to generate impression 
data in the client

� Player-driven

� Like/dislike + comments field

� Event-driven

� Tallies and averages



Sample Data Questions

� How many items does each player buy?

� What hair style is the most popular?

� Where do players go to socialize?

� Which dungeon has the best rewards?



Refining The Questions

� How many items does each player buy?

� View by day, week, month, LTD

� Which items are most and least popular?

� Which item categories are most and least 
popular?

� Are we trending up or down in sales?

� Are there specific colors that are most 
popular?

� For a specific item?

� Across all items?



Making the Leap

� Correlative data is where you 
information you can use!

� Get all data into the same format and 
same database

� Start making connections



Easy Connections

� How many items does each player buy?

� View by gender, age

� View by top player class

� View by character age

� View by account age



Trickier Connections

� How many items does each player buy?

� Tendency to buy after a certain experience?

� Tied to in-game events or promotions?

� Players who quit more or less likely to have 
purchased items before the last session?



Example: Speedy Kicks

� Speedy Kicks boots gave too much of a boost

� Could be stacked with speed boost from a pet

� Pushed the max speed boost too high, too soon





Gather Data Fail

� Didn’t look at data before we made the 
change

� Very few players had earned the Speedy 
Kicks…

� …but they were some of the most vocal 
players in the game
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Change Management

� Second pillar of live product management

� Two ways to look at it:

� Change vs. environment 

� Change vs. product



Free Realms Servers

Main

Dev

QA

LiveTest

Stage

Live



Server Environments

� Migrate updates through the chain 
of servers

� Track changes against each 
environment

� Directly patch any environment



Change vs. Product

� Product has thousands of moving parts

� Any change in one part can affect 
another

� Some changes can be bundled

� Dependencies

� Efficiencies

� Expediencies



Example: Tinting System

� At launch:

� All items had pre-set color

� Distinguished tier and rarity

� Distributed according to tier

� Players wantd to tint items



Item Tinting Data

� Most vendors were used by less than 
20% of our players

� Most players were below level 10 in at 
least half their jobs

� Power and overall appearance were a 
stronger sales driver than color for 
microtransactions

� Worked in competitive products with 
similar demographics

� Based on this, we were confident in the 
change



Item Tinting: Planning

� Complete migration of item data to a 
new format

� Involved three departments (art, design, 
code)

� Packaged with other item changes to 
ease the load on dev and QA

� But…



Change Management Fail

� Didn’t walk the change 
through all the 
elements it would 
affect

� Artists and designers 
didn’t realize they were 
choosing new base 
tints

� Broke a rule of risk 
assessment:

� Will it affect items 
players already 
purchased or 
earned?
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Change is Scary for Players

� Resist and hate change

� Can’t see the big picture

� Don’t have all the facts

� Only care about their own experience

� Would rather get more and pay less



You Ruined My Life!



Talking About Changes

� Three types of change communication

� List

� Rationale

� Comprehensive communication strategy 

� Carefully consider when to announce 
changes to players



Talk Before Release

� New feature

� Player request

� Bug

� You made a mistake

� You have solid data you can show 
players



Talk After Release

� Changes items players bought or 
earned 

� Stopping an exploit

� Unpopular change that’s 
unavoidable

� With explanation when players will 
understand

� Without explanation when they won’t



Never Talk When…

� You may roll the change back later

� It exposes an exploit method

� You can’t (or won’t) discuss the data 
behind the change



Communicating Via List



Communicating Via Rationale



Communicating Via Strategy



Strategic Plan of Attack

� Coordinate with Marketing, Community, and 
Customer Service

� Stage changes in combination with good 
information and PR

� Spread changes likely to cause a negative 
reaction over the course of months

� If you can, include any data that supports the 
results

� Include at least one positive item in every 
update

� Have Community and Customer Service ready 
for damage control





Example: Speedy Kicks

� Reset the Speedy Kicks item to the 
original stats

� Created a new Speedy Kicks item with 
reduced speed

� Existing players had old Speedy Kicks

� New players who finish the collection get 
slower Speedy Kicks



Example: Pricing Changes

� Players complained even though 
we reduced prices 

� “I spent 2000 coins last week for 
an item that’s now 500 coins!”

� Customer Service solution
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Process Example: Job Sampling

� At launch:

� Free jobs (10) can be played from 
level 1-20 with no limitation

� Members Only jobs (5) can be played 
from level 1-20 only by Members

� After change:

� All jobs are available through level 4 
for free players

� All jobs lock to Members Only from 
levels 5-20



Process Example: Evaluate

� Change types

1. Delivering a player request

2. Fixing a bug 

3. Repairing an unbalanced or 
unsustainable system 

4. Addressing a business need



Job Sampling: Evaluate

� Listening to players

� “I can’t tell if the Members Only jobs are fun 
because I can’t even try them.”

� “I’ve played with my son for over 100 hours 
and haven’t spent a dime!”



Job Sampling: Data Assessment

� Clear segments of population

� Members

� “Free consumers”

� Level 10+ in most free jobs

� Moderate microtransaction spend

� “Free dabblers”

� Level 2-4 in a several free jobs

� Low to no microtransaction spend

� Revenue failure/opportunity with the 
“free consumers”



Job Sampling: Impact Assessment

� Fundamental change to the way the game works

� May affect:

� Revenue

� Retention

� Player Impact

� “Free consumers” are immediately affected and 
unhappy

� All free players benefit by being able to sample all 
the jobs (a player request)

� Potential legal issues with existing players

� Potential for negative press

� Lots of work for the team and QA



Job Sampling: Change Management

� Held Main and Dev environments for 8 weeks

� “Grandfathered” existing characters into the old 
system

� Careful documentation of changes for QA

� Usability tests 4 days a week for a month

� Many tweaks and redesigns of user interface

� Changes included web site and marketing 
materials

� Combined with several top player requests to 
make sure it was in a series of positive updates



Job Sampling: Communication

� Concept of “Original character”

� Blog post

� One item on a list of new features

� Included player requests to “sample” jobs

� FAQ posts

� Forum

� Website



Job Sampling: Damage Control

� Overall content for the updates was 
perceived positively

� Negative forum posts about Job 
Sampling were generally lost in the sea 
of positive posts

� Revenue clearly benefited from the 
change

� Retention also benefited



Summary

� Two pillars of live product management:

� Data reporting 

� Change management

� Don’t be afraid to experiment to gather 
data

� Listen to players… but get the data!
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