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building and growing a game on the top of the charts 

Vijay Thakkar, CTO and Toy Maker 

WORDS WITH FRIENDS: 
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What is Words With Friends? 

•  Initially shipped in July 2009 on iPhone 

•  Currently available on iOS, Android and 
Facebook  

•  Regularly been in the top app lists and top 
game lists for all three platforms 

•  Currently the game with the highest DAU on 
Facebook 
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Where we are now 

•  Four With Friends titles live 
•  Words available on iOS, Android and 

Facebook 

•  Hanging available on iOS and Android 

•  Scramble available on iOS 

•  Chess available on iOS 

•  This means we have 15 unique applications 
supported!  
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How is this relevant? 

!= 
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The beginnings 

+

= 
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Lesson: 
 

use the right tool for the 
job in front of you 
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The iPad 
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Lesson: 
 

every new feature is more 
than just time to build 
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Lesson: 
 

give yourself the ability to 
talk to your players 
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Lesson: 
 

don’t be afraid to take a 
step back and pivot 



Game Developers Conference 2012 http://www.gdconf.com/ 

Game Developers Conference 2012 

  

? 
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Lesson: 
 

‘clean slate’ rewrites are 
rarely a good idea 
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Lesson: 
 

building up code debt is ok 
(just pay it back) 
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Lesson: 
 

always include a kill switch 
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Lesson: 
 

the most obvious answer 
isn’t always the best one 
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2,147,483,647 
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bigint_moves 
make_you_wanna_moves 

da_moves 
night_moves 

smooth_moves 
dance_moves 

way_she_moves 
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don’t let your engineers 
name database tables 

Lesson: 
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don’t let your engineers 
name database tables 

Lesson: 
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solutions found under 
constraints are often the 

best 

Lesson: 
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Lesson: 
 

continuously foster 
productivity and efficiency 
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Lesson: 
 

fully explore new 
development philosophies 



Game Developers Conference 2012 http://www.gdconf.com/ 

Game Developers Conference 2012 

  



Game Developers Conference 2012 http://www.gdconf.com/ 

Lesson: 
 

someone needs to hold 
and champion the vision 



Game Developers Conference 2012 http://www.gdconf.com/ 

Game Developers Conference 2012 

  



Game Developers Conference 2012 http://www.gdconf.com/ 

Lesson: 
 

plan for your server to talk 
to everyone 
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Lesson: 
 

always get your data in 
real time 
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Lesson: 
 

minimize anything that 
stifles innovation 
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Lesson: 
 

trust your intuition, but 
confirm with metrics 
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Final stretch! 
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Lesson: 
 

always have a fallback 
plan 
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Lesson: 
 

milliseconds matter 
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have fun!  
(your users can tell if 

you’re not) 

Lesson: 
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|  QUESTIONS? 
vthakkar@zynga.com 

http://zyngawithfriends.com 


