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iPraise for The Slingshot Formula


“There was always a lot of friendly rivalry between Rovio and Halfbrick and our respective games, Angry Birds and Fruit Ninja. Both were synonymous with the top of the App Store charts. This book helped me to see how Rovio relegated Fruit Ninja into the number 2 position. I take my hat off to the team. Well played!”

Shainiel Deo, CEO and Founder, Halfbrick

“The Angry Birds franchise is a masterclass in transmedia storytelling, brand expansion, and emotional design. From a simple mobile game to a global cultural icon, Rovio has demonstrated how deep character work, playful irreverence, and relentless creativity can power a brand for over a decade. Angry Birds didn’t just entertain, it redefined what a game brand could be.”

Reinout te Brake, Founder, RTB Consultancies

“Angry Birds spearheaded the era of Mobile blockbusters. The Slingshot Formula is an amazingly thorough, honest and brilliant analysis of how it all came to be. Through this exhilarating and sometimes hilarious story, a vast amount of learning treasures are unlocked about the last two decades in the mobile-first entertainment industry.”

Phil Hickey, CMO, SYBO (Subway Surfers), ex-VP Marketing, Rovio

“In my forty years developing and shepherding intellectual properties like Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Tamagotchi, Nano, and Power Rangers, I’ve learned that lightning in a bottle rarely strikes by accident—it’s a mix of instinct, grit, timing, and the courage to ignore the rulebook. The Slingshot Formula captures the improbable flight path of Angry Birds and is more than a post-mortem of a hit game; it’s the anatomy of a cross-media phenomenon that soared across industries. A masterclass in how to build wings as you fly.”

John Schulte, Founder and CEO, Pangea Corp.

“A rare inside look at how Angry Birds became a global phenomenon—not by chance, but through relentless iteration, data-driven decisions, and a bold focus on brand-building beyond the game itself.”

Shayan Sanyal, Global Games Industry Business Development Leader, Amazon Web Services

“Pascal offers a compelling look back at the early era of mobile gaming through the lens of Rovio’s beginnings. His accessible and well-researched narrative makes this book a valuable read for both industry veterans and newcomers.”

Mickael Bougis, Business Development Europe, Epic Games

“The Slingshot Formula captures the wild energy behind Angry Birds’ rise, with all the heart, hustle, and weird luck that came with it. It’s honest, funny, and full of moments I still can’t believe actually happened. A must-read for anyone curious how a small Nordic team built a global phenomenon that launched all the way to space.”

Marja Konttinen, ex-Marketing Director, Rovio

ii“As someone who has been close to the action through many startups I have advised and/or invested in, I particularly enjoyed the attention to detailed stories in this book, as well as the depiction of the human side of our industry. This is a must-read for any entertainment executive, entrepreneur, wannabe expert or even the next generation of students.”

Michael Vorhaus, CEO Vorhaus Advisors

“Thrilling, insightful and at times hilarious, this book is a layered case study breaking down the practice and activities of many entertainment industries with detailed accuracy and clarity.”

Ludovic Bodin, co-Founder Kalibrio, Author Atomic Scaling, President, La French Tech, China

“An amazing knowledge bible for any modern businessperson or aspiring entrepreneur anywhere in the world!”

Paul Chen, ex-General Manager, Rovio, China

“Drawing on exclusive interviews and his own career in gaming, Clarysse breaks down pivotal strategies into actionable insights on navigating failure, building resilient teams, and scaling IP across media, making it essential reading for anyone in the games industry.”

Nitish Mittersain, CEO and Founder, Nazara Technologies

“This is more than just a behind-the-scenes look at the creation of the birth of a mega-hit game. It’s a guidebook to the challenges that many start-ups face and the strategies that helped them to grow and succeed in the global market.”

Tomo Hisanaga, Country Manager, The Sandbox, Japan

“A unique testimony of how a new industry, that of mobile games, was born, and how the first successful pioneers went about it.”

Cédric Littardi, President and Founder, KaZé (Crunchyroll, Europe)

“A captivating insight into the still largely undocumented world of mobile gaming and the global phenomena that have shaped it, paving the way for the rise of new worlds and iconic brands that have defined entire generations.”

Martial Valéry, CEO and co-Founder, Oh BiBi

“Pascal Clarysse is one of the most creative and insightful minds I’ve worked with in the games industry. In The Slingshot Formula, he masterfully distils the magic behind Angry Birds’ rise from indie gamble to global phenomenon, blending sharp marketing acumen with a deep understanding of what makes games resonate.”

Georg Broxtermann, Founder and CEO, GameInfluencer
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ixPreface

From Indie Game to Entertainment Icon in a Few Slingshots

In 2009, a small independent video game studio in Finland called Rovio was on the brink of bankruptcy. It employed 18 young people, none of whom had any previous corporate experience. By the time its 52nd mobile game, Angry Birds, came around, it was make-or-break time for the company.

Over the following four months, Angry Birds was downloaded 1 million times on the Apple App Store and became the next mobile hit. One of those downloads was mine. Like many, I experienced that feeling of having to complete “just one more level,” becoming temporarily addicted to the game and growing a bond with the quirky little characters. With a couple of decades of experience in marketing and startup entrepreneurship under my belt, I couldn’t resist looking into the background of the Finnish studio, with a keen eye on the marketing tricks it used to break away from the rest of the pack. The co-branding deal that Rovio made with Fox Interactive for Angry Birds Rio maintained my intrigue. In the meantime, I had joined in on the “mobile gold rush,” and it had become part of my job to stay abreast of the latest developments in the market. Angry Birds and Rovio constantly kept popping up on the radar. However, I must admit I was also one of those who initially doubted its capacity to sustain the momentum. Like many industry insiders at the time, I wondered: What’s its next step? How do you top the initial success of Angry Birds? The small team was making xhugely ambitious statements in the press, and you had to ask: Can it deliver? Hit video games come and go. They peak, they drop, and then they vanish. Sometimes, a rare few become franchises, but that is usually achieved by investing in advertising campaigns on a scale that Rovio couldn’t afford.

Then came 2012 and Angry Birds Space, the first video game to be launched from outer space, made in partnership with NASA. How could a small company perform such a stunt with such a credible partner? Well, it all started with a tweet. What happened next is entertainment history as Angry Birds took a slingshot trajectory that’s in a class of its own.

Fast-forward to the present day, and Angry Birds is nothing short of a phenomenon. The mobile games have several billions of downloads and hold a place in the Guinness World Records. Angry Birds has evolved from a mobile game into a globally recognized entertainment brand and a pop culture icon. According to surveys, 90 percent of Americans are familiar with it, 94 percent of the urban population in China know about it, and 60 million (out of a total of 65 million) inhabitants have played it at least once in South Korea. Merchandise, consumer products of all kinds, books, comics, animation series, and motion pictures have expanded the Angry Birds universe.

During this transition, Rovio has been the subject of countless celebrity endorsements and the birds have made a number of cameo appearances in show business. Red, the iconic leader of the flock, has toured the world, showing up in iconic landmarks such as Times Square, Red Square, Shanghai’s Oriental Pearl Tower, the Space Needle Tower, Rio de Janeiro’s Maracanã Stadium, Cannes Film Festival, and the White House, to name but a few. Angry Birds has also enjoyed a tie-in with George Lucas’s iconic Star Wars series. Even high-profile government officials from around the world have referenced it numerous times.

xiHow did Rovio do it? How did such a small and young outfit from a country of just 5 million inhabitants break through the glass ceiling and maintain its momentum for so long?

There is always a bit of luck involved in the process of making a genuine hit—that is true in any entertainment industry. However, it’s what you do with that luck that is important—what you do to sustain it over time and how prepared and informed your next steps turn out to be. The Slingshot Formula is an in-depth analysis of the decisions Rovio made which have led it to unparalleled success and changed the face of multiple industries forever.

This investigation is filled with interviews from many of the key figures who participated in this highly collective effort. It guides you through what happened inside and outside the walls of Rovio during its four years of hyper-growth. By retracing Rovio’s footsteps, we will understand how a small startup leveraged modern communication methods and combined them with great storytelling, creative marketing, and disruptive strategies that all helped to rapidly transform Angry Birds into a 360-degree cross-media universe.

Looking at the success of Angry Birds allows us to better understand the way successful business is conducted in these times of globalization, social media, and mobile communications. We can observe the practices of multiple industries, including gaming, television, cinema, merchandise, books, animation, music, and advertising. Analyzing the establishment of an iconic brand allows us to glimpse into the mobile revolution, the emergence of novel business models, and the paradigm shift that the mobile gaming industry has subsequently experienced, evolving from a niche product area into a mainstream service with billions of consumers.

We will also hear about the valuable, sometimes difficult, lessons Rovio has learned along the way, which will be useful for companies of all sizes, regarding digital marketing, business xiidevelopment, and social media in today’s world. With its fan-centric approach to communication, Rovio has been touted by many as the poster child of “content marketing,” a trend that has emerged as the new way of conducting communication in the globalized era. We will connect the dots and establish how this direct relationship with fans was paramount when launching one of the fastest and, more notably, most affordably built brands of all time.

Many of Rovio’s achievements in the last decade are unprecedented, and, looking ahead, the potential of Rovio as a company, and Angry Birds as a brand, may still be widely underestimated. In fact, I was guilty of underestimating it back when I set out to write this book.

The Slingshot Formula tells the astonishing rollercoaster story of how Angry Birds became a new kind of franchise for the digital millennium—possibly a Mickey Mouse or Hello Kitty of the 21st century. Rovio is nowhere near Disney’s sheer size. But reading the coming pages will make you realize that the Angry Birds brand is here to stay, while giving you access to a vast amount of insights and knowledge about modern-day marketing and growth.


1Chapter One

Learning Success through Failure

Our story begins three years after the Y2K bug nonevent. At this time, Google was still an infant company trying to figure out how to generate income with its nascent search engine business. Facebook and Twitter didn’t yet exist. Nokia from Espoo, Finland, was dominating the cell phone industry, anecdotally releasing the first mobile game in history, Snake. Gamers were playing on Sony PlayStation 2, Microsoft Xbox, and Nintendo GameCube. Some of them were still using SEGA Dreamcast, but that was because they were hardcore rebels, and proud to be. In the handheld market, it was all about Nintendo’s Gameboy Advance. An “app” wasn’t a thing yet; nobody used that word. In fact, full-on digital distribution was nothing more than a concept based on a few practical experiments—the best experts forecasted that it could take up to a decade before household penetration rates of broadband internet in the Western world would reach levels that would enable such a breakthrough in software distribution.

Rovio is Born

In the capital city of Finland, three ambitious youngsters, Niklas Hed, Jarno Väkeväinen, and Kim Dikert, were studying computer 2science at Helsinki University of Technology (since renamed Aalto University School of Science). In 2003, they teamed up to submit a game creation called King of the Cabbage World to a mobile development competition sponsored by Nokia and HP—the Assembly Demo Party. At the time, it was the first commercial game to run on a mobile phone and support real-time multiplayer (RTM) gaming. It went on to win first prize.

The sweet taste of victory boosted the trio’s self-confidence so much that they decided to go pro. Mikael Hed, Niklas’s older cousin, joined the bunch as CEO, and in 2004 they founded a little startup called Relude. Four years older than Niklas, Mikael had attended business schools in France and New Orleans and was more of an entrepreneur whereas Niklas was a developer at heart. Their skillsets were complementary, and they viewed the world through different prisms.

Relude became Rovio (or “Rovio Mobile” back then) in 2005, after securing its first round of funding. Rovio is a Finnish word that translates to “bonfire” in English, chosen as the symbol for the fire that burned in the founders’ bellies—that irrepressible fire that means they always want to improve, always want to learn more, and always question conventions. Note that the company logo resembles the silhouette of a question mark. The initial capital came from within the family circle. Mikael invested a few thousand euros from his savings and landed a development outsourcing contract from publisher Digital Chocolate, which would help pay rent and staff for a few months. Mikael’s father, Kaj Hed, also backed the company with money from his own savings. Kaj Hed had been an entrepreneur for much of his career—some efforts successful, others less so—and from 2005, Kaj funneled a total of €1 million into Rovio’s coffers, becoming its majority stakeholder in the process. The company hired and grew.

The year 2004 saw plenty of conflict between father and son in the Hed family. As an experienced and seasoned businessman, 3Kaj was pretty hands-on with his startups, and in this instance his vision differed from that of his son. With the world still licking its wounds from the bursting of the dotcom bubble a couple of years earlier, Mikael wanted to build for the long term. Kaj, on the other hand, was focused on the bottom line. He wanted to make cash as quickly as possible and without too many overheads. He didn’t want to spend too much time dreaming about the future. Differences of strategy between two partners can often lead to bitterness. When the two partners are father and son, “it can only get personal” as Mikael reminisced to Wired reporter Tom Cheshire a few years later.1 The generational clash resulted in Mikael leaving the company. Kaj and Niklas Hed subsequently positioned Rovio as an outsourcing contractor for top-tier publishers.

Rovio Mobile carried out multiple contracts before catapulting Angry Birds into our hands. In total, Rovio produced, developed, and delivered no fewer than 51 full games for various platforms in the first decade of the 21st century. Most of these were on so-called “work-for-hire” terms, where Rovio performed the development work for publishers who funded the entire production. Some of these publishers were top-tier giants such as Real Time Networks, Electronic Arts, Digital Chocolate, or Bandai Namco. Some of the games even sold millions of units. But while the “work-for-hire” model holds little risk, since the development is fully paid for by the publisher in advance, it also offers little opportunity for financial independence, business growth, or, put plainly, getting rich.

On a “work-for-hire” agreement, the share of the revenue generated through the sales of the game tends to be skewed heavily in favor of the publisher, since it owns the intellectual property rights. Furthermore, once the game is released, the copyrights and trademarks stay with the publisher. After a few years of chasing after the next gig, Rovio Mobile’s finances began to suffer.

4By 2007, the company employed 50 people, and there were salaries and bills to pay. Yet, the nature of the deals it signed, whether successful or not, meant that each and every game it made led to more constrained cash flow. Another reason behind this bleak state of affairs was the fact that they sometimes cared too much. According to Niklas Hed, “We always tried to keep the bar as high as possible. It was kind of tough to face a limited budget, because we were always going overboard. We just couldn’t let go of quality.”2 Rovio, in short, would avoid the risk of releasing a bad game by self-financing a bit of extra development out of the company’s coffers.

As cash reserves dwindled, the workforce simultaneously declined, falling to 16 employees by 2009. Niklas Hed had to personally, and painfully, lay off 20 of his friends. Rovio Mobile was in dire financial straits. Its business model was unsustainable. But the Heds didn’t want to give up. They could make great games, but they didn’t have the distribution or marketing.

Facing a crisis with bankruptcy looming, the Heds decided to reinvent Rovio: It was back to the drawing board. It was clear to the Heds that they needed to create their own hit game if they were to break out of the rat race and truly thrive. Like most sectors in the entertainment industry, the video game sector is driven by hits: A small minority of titles provides the vast majority of gross income year in, year out. They did, however, quickly spot the target platform of the project. A couple of years prior, Steve Jobs had taken the stage in jeans and turtleneck to announce one of his notorious “one last things”—the iPhone—and the product subsequently hit American store shelves on June 29, 2007. Over the next year and a half, the adoption rate of this sleek device was extremely fast and, more importantly, the App Store tackled a critical problem from Rovio’s strategic standpoint: digital distribution was now a reality. This enabled the Rovio team to cut out the middleman and self-publish its products directly to 5consumers in a way that was commercially viable. When analyzing the demographics of iPhone usage, the Hed cousins realized that it included just about everyone, across all ages and genders. Rather than picking a niche, they decided they would make a true “E for Everyone” and target their game at the broadest population possible, ages 3 to 103, just as Disney and Nintendo had before them.

Rovio first tried the easiest route by converting two games from its existing portfolio for older-generation feature phones to iPhone. User review scores, however, were low, and there were a lot of complaints about the controls, so both apps quickly vanished. The lesson wasn’t lost on Niklas and Mikael: Games had to be designed for the target platform from the ground up and had to challenge traditional gaming conventions in order to adapt perfectly to the iPhone’s key features. Niklas asserted: “Let’s get rid of conventions and use our six years’ experience to try and make the best smartphone game ever.”3

Mikael added one key requirement to Niklas’s list of checkboxes: It had to be “brandable.” During his hiatus away from Rovio, Mikael had dipped his feet into the world of comic book publishing. This really opened his mind to how great characters and great stories can be presented across many media. Deep down, all forms of entertainment have one aim in common: to give emotion to the audience.

After tweaking and refining their plan, the Heds’ faith began to grow. This was the tipping point for Mikael to rejoin the company. Niklas Hed convinced his uncle that they would definitely need Mikael. Kaj Hed reached out to his son, and they resolved their issues. Kaj agreed to step down from day-to-day management and became more of a chairperson, looking at things from the sidelines and providing advice about the bigger picture.

6Birds and Blocks

First, though, they needed to come up with the right game idea. The task was handed to Jaakko Iisalo, Rovio’s principal games designer since 2006. Iisalo had grown up with a Nintendo Entertainment System (NES) at home and played Commodore 64 games at his neighbor’s house. The Nintendo Gameboy was the first game machine he had bought with his own savings. He was so in love with Mario games that his teenage friends nicknamed him “Nintendo-Jaska,” Jaska being the nickname version of Jaakko. Iisalo was something of a one-man band. He had been a musician for over a decade, had studied and practiced programming for 18 years, and had been a graphic artist for eight. In his youth, the homebrew demo scene had taught him that he needed to be versatile if he was to get things done. (For those unfamiliar with it, the homebrew demo scene is to the gaming industry what high school rock bands are to the music business.) “I was so excited about our demos that I was annoyed when the others were lazy,” says Iisalo. “So I had to do it on my own. I learned programming because I couldn’t get anyone to do the programming for me. I always was coming up with too many ideas and the others couldn’t keep up. I always had a burning passion for creation that made me pursue new things.”4

At Rovio, Iisalo started pitching concepts by the dozen, presenting each of them in the form of a screenshot. In March 2009 the Rovio team started talking around an image that would eventually become the Angry Birds we know today. The image showed stylized sketches of birds on one side and colorful blocks on the other. In his spare time, Iisalo created the charismatic, cartoonish, heavy-browed red birds that have one quirky flaw: They don’t have wings. Iisalo has commented:


7I’ve been drawing animal characters since childhood. At that time, we had been working on another project that was eventually canceled, and it involved some birds. So I guess it kind of stuck with me. When I came up with the idea though, the whole core of the concept was the attitude, and the energy of that angry flock. I added the aggression aspect, especially through the eyebrows, which is a very important part of the design, but also by opting for red, the color associated with anger. How the bird is structured graphically is very important to me. I always try to do the minimal design, reducing everything so that there’s nothing unnecessary in the character. It’s something that just came naturally out of me.5



Iisalo insists that his idea wasn’t inspired by the cardinal bird, as has sometimes been erroneously reported.

“People saw this picture and the response was just magical,” remembers Niklas Hed.6 The wingless bird screenshot got the internal green light as the next development project. The decision to make it a physics-based game was a somewhat natural one for Niklas who had been into physics-based games since his early childhood days learning to code in Pascal and Turbo Pascal programming languages. Niklas remembers, “I really liked the idea of making a physics-game because if you use physics, you don’t have to explain the rules.”7 The fact that physics-based games were in the gaming zeitgeist made it easier for him to convince his cousin that this was the right bet. What’s more, there was an open-source engine called Box2D, created by Erin Catto, which would be of considerable help in keeping the costs down.8 Mikael Hed assigned an initial budget line of €25,000 (approx. $35,000) for the development of the game. However, in order to make ends meet and keep the studio financially afloat, the company 8continued to accept work-for-hire gigs and worked on its own title only when the schedule allowed. This went on for six months.

Gradually, through the course of iterative design, everybody inside Rovio realized that they were on to something. “Whenever you had to shoot the bird once to test a feature, you accidentally started playing the game for 15 minutes, and there would be five guys watching you,” recalls Iisalo.9 The team kept refining the game throughout the cold and dark Finnish winter, applying thousands of tiny changes to variables calculated in pixels or milliseconds. This ended up blowing the allocated development budget and multiplying it by four—the eventual cost of making the original version of Angry Birds turned out to be approximately €100,000 (approx. $140,000).

After eight months of iterative development, Niklas Hed watched his mother almost burn a Christmas turkey when she was distracted playing an almost final version of Angry Birds: “She doesn’t play any games. I realized: this is it.”10 While heading to a family dinner in Turku, western Finland, Matthew Wilson, the young marketing and PR manager of the company at the time, faced a similar situation. Wilson recalls:


I gave my iPhone to my dad in the back of my car, “Dad, this is what we are working on.” He had no interest in games. But then he sat there and played throughout the whole drive … And the whole drive back. When he gave me the phone back, he was like, “I think that’s actually pretty good.” Coming from my dad, who at the time couldn’t care less for games or the industry I live in, I thought yeah, this must be pretty good.11



Mikael Hed agrees, adding, “We felt we had done our best game so far.”12

9It takes 52 weeks to make a year. It took Rovio 52 games to make a gem. Angry Birds was an “overnight” success that took seven to eight years to get to. To learn poker, you have to sit at the table and lose a lot of hands, or, to put it bluntly, burn money.

The same holds true if you get into baseball; don’t expect to hit a home run the first time. It takes a lot of practice to hit a home run. In sports, they call that training. In gaming jargon, you could say it’s a bit of a mix between grinding and navigating the learning curve. There’s a well-known “4P” principle in creative fields that was developed by David Trottier in The Screenwriting Bible: Passion, Patience, Perseverance, and Practice.13 Good things take time; great things require even more.


11Chapter Two

What Makes Angry Birds

In abstract, Angry Birds was not a completely new or never-seen-before concept. That’s not where the magic comes from. Iterative design is the norm in the gaming industry. Borrowing from others and incrementally improving on formulae is just the way things are.

In terms of gameplay mechanics, the first edition of Angry Birds closely resembled other contemporary browser games in which you also use slingshot movements to catapult objects at constructions in an attempt to destroy them. In any entertainment medium, it’s not about the One Big Great Idea; it’s about execution. Motion picture screenwriters and novelists will all tell you that there are only a handful of good plots worth using and that both Homer and Shakespeare pretty much covered them all, while the likes of Hitchcock and Chaplin laid the groundwork for cinema. We’re narrating variants of the Hero’s Journey, Romeo and Juliet, or Hamlet over and over, and the template doesn’t actually matter all that much. Form, style, characterization, era, location, twists—these are the elements that help paint an interesting and original take on an existing formula. That’s how you surprise, entertain, and engage an audience.

12In the gaming field, creators don’t quite reinvent the wheel to design a new car either—much is owed to a few pioneers. These could be iconic board games or toys like Scrabble, Monopoly, Risk, or the Rubik’s Cube, or classic interactive masterpieces from the early days such as Pong, Space Invaders, Pac-Man, Tetris, and Mario Bros, along with more contemporary efforts. A lot of inspiration is also drawn from sport, and not just sports video games but sports in the general sense of the term.

The original 20th-century game which enables you to destroy things with cute creatures using slingshot mechanics happens to be Team17’s Worms from 1991. Many games have iterated on that formula since. Angry Birds didn’t invent the genre.

The magic of Angry Birds didn’t come from the basic concept but rather from the level of polish and, more importantly, the elaborate and fun universe Rovio created for and around the basic product. Angry Birds essentially ticked all the boxes needed to make a great video game: astute and diverse level design, outstanding cartoonish visual art, gameplay mechanics immediately accessible to even a toddler, and yet enough depth and nuance to retain the more demanding gamer. There’s also a great variety of combos and tactics and a tightly balanced reward system (essentially revolving around the awarding of three “stars” per level).

Don’t Reinvent the Wheel, Make an Awesome Car

Rovio didn’t reinvent the wheel with Angry Birds, but it made an awesome car that looked and felt like no other. And that’s the first thing you need at the beginning of any race. The idea that marketing can turn substandard products into big brands is a misconception. Marketing can find ways to make quick profits out of poor products but it cannot build a framework for a business 13to grow in the long term based on mediocrity. Customers may be fooled once, but not repeatedly. A good marketer will always explain to clients upfront that without a fantastic product that truly stands out, momentum can’t be sustained. You need a spark to make a fire. The knowledge divulged in this book won’t lead to your own success unless you have a fantastic product. Feel free to continue reading anyway—it makes for a great story. But if you’re reading this with dreams of total success, first ask yourself this: Is my product polished and exciting enough that people will love it when I put it in their hands? If not, go back and polish it some more. Marketing only puts the product in front of people’s eyeballs, and then into their hands. Capturing their hearts, however, is up to the product itself.

It was this diligent fine-tuning that saved Rovio from the prospect of mediocrity that we all face. In the summer of 2009, the team was heading in the wrong direction, and Angry Birds was almost canceled. The magic was gone. Jaakko Iisalo, the creator of the original screenshot, was put in front of the game, in his own bubble, without interruption or interference. He kept playing and tweaking, modifying the physical parameters, changing the block materials attributes to adjust their “bounciness,” adding the yellow and blue birds, and basically fine-tuning everything until it felt right to him. Eventually, he found the sweet spot. Iisalo adds, “I trust myself in that I can find the fun if I can just iterate and if I keep working on it until the magic happens in front of my eyes.”1

Game design can be explained through a metaphor. A video game is like an onion. The most important part is the core. In Angry Birds, it’s the friction, the way birds and pigs collide—until you get the core right, you have to keep working on it. And then you start layering. A casual game (i.e. one aimed at a mass audience) like Angry Birds is essentially an exercise in simplicity, much like a successful pop song; the hard work, subtleties, 14depth, and technique should remain hidden in favor of the player experience. Acclaimed French product designer Ora Ito calls this product philosophy “simplexity,” a portmanteau combining “simplicity” and “complexity”—a complex design that delivers an experience that feels simple to the user. Later, when Rovio put Angry Birds onto other platforms and outsourced it to other development studios, external teams would really struggle to find that magic. That simplexity was very hard to replicate.

Angry Birds also nailed another critical point in game design: Fit it to your targeted platform. That was what Niklas Hed was getting at when he set out to make “the best smartphone game ever.” We have already established that you don’t need to reinvent the wheel to design an awesome car. What you do need to keep in mind, though, is that the car must be able to be driven on actual roads. In other words, the product has to fit the environment, the context, and the conditions it will inhabit. Designing a commercial product is a balanced exercise of creativity within constraints. With Angry Birds, Rovio walked that tightrope impeccably.

First released on iPhone, the original Angry Birds perfectly met the list of natural requirements for a portable pocket device featuring a tactile screen. Playing on a handheld system is a different experience than playing on a home entertainment system or computer. People can potentially pop out their gadget while commuting, sitting on the toilet, or standing in line at the coffee shop. A mobile game has to be designed so that the so-called “core loop” experience it offers can be enjoyed in quick, short bursts and still feel compelling and entertaining. By its nature, mobile gameplay can be interrupted at any moment, so you have to get your player “in the zone” within seconds. You can’t afford long expository scenes or cumbersome user interface layouts with too many options and long loading times.

When navigating the Angry Birds user interface, you’re never more than one tap away from what you were thinking of doing 15next, and that tap is always clearly visible. The intro screen, for instance, features a big fat PLAY button that will take you to the first level in a single tap. From there, you get to play the game immediately, without wasting time looking at a whole bunch of passive tutorials trying to teach you all the game’s rules and controls. In fact, if you look at it closely, excluding advertising and incentives, the original Angry Birds contained only a handful of words. Instead of explaining its game experience, Rovio delivered it seamlessly through clever level design and a tightly controlled difficulty curve. In a panel that revered game designer Don Daglow delivered at GDC Europe in August 2012, it was rightly pointed out that, “Users are ‘turbo-browsing’ the internet and their attention span is tiny. Commercials on TV used to be 60 seconds long, then they were reduced to 30 seconds, and now when clicking on a YouTube video you’ll be faced with a five-second advert. With such an extremely tiny window to grab eyeball attention, anything frustrating will cause the player to switch off.”2

Another thing that Angry Birds is full of is “sticky frictions.” This expression has been coined by Tim Rogers, a flamboyant game designer and author from Action Button Entertainment, to describe that feeling you experience when an onscreen action is triggered at the exact moment you press a button or slide your finger. There’s a positive feeling of power that results from creating “friction” on the screen with your own hands. The better that illusion is timed, the more compelling, engaging, and immersive the gameplay will feel. On iPhone, Angry Birds delivers sticky frictions with the impression that the bird launches at the exact moment your finger is released, with a variation of trajectory determined by the level of pressure your finger imparts and its inclination. This is where a lot of play-test and balancing to the millisecond was necessary, as this is precisely why the destruction caused on the other side of the level feels empowering to you. You did this. The fact that your finger touches the left-hand 16side of the screen is also a smart choice on mobile devices: Your finger never covers the area where you need to watch the action to understand the cause-and-effect logic behind it. What’s also important, from Mikael Hed’s brand-building perspective, is that the sticky frictions of Angry Birds are easy to translate to other control interfaces, such as a computer mouse. The plan was to find success on iPhone first, then surf that momentum to successfully bring the game to as many platforms as possible, starting with the browser, in the form of a click-based game.

Finally, you never experience “game over” in Angry Birds, eradicating the very concept of “lives.” Instead, you get to try a level as many times as you see fit. This atmosphere of constant gratification is especially important for younger people, according to the GDC Europe 2012 panelist Don Daglow. Daglow says, “[…] Users see failure in a game or app as a problem with that game, not a user error. The solution for game designers is to break down the experience simply, minimize text, and show the audience things rather than tell them. They reward success constantly, even in tutorials where there is only one button to press.”3


First-Play Experience

You never get a second chance to make a first impression. This is especially true when talking about a mobile game priced under a dollar and which is supposed to be played on-the-go, between other activities. After loading Angry Birds v1.0 and pressing the PLAY button for the first time, you are immediately taken to the first level of the game. That first level is as simple as can be: only one type of bird (“Red” bird), available in sufficient quantity to ensure that you will win, and only one bad piggy to kill, located in an obvious position right in the middle of a simple 17construction. A quick interstitial screen shows you how to slingshot the birds with your finger. The aim of that first level, as well as the following second one, is not to pose a challenge; it’s essentially a hands-on training session, disguised as a level. The first level teaches you a lot about the game: It lets you get familiar with the game objective, controls, trajectory of the slingshot curve, and the physics system hidden behind the destruction mechanics. A whole lot of information is delivered to your brain in just a few seconds.

The increase in difficulty between the first and second levels is so slight that you are still highly likely to succeed at the first attempt. However, the probability that you’ll reach three stars out of three with your score is much lower. This is an opportunity for your brain to register that there is replay value in those levels. You’ll get back to this in a latter phase, whether you’ve already realized that or not. “There’s the one key shot you have to do in every level. But I tried to get the team to build the game so that there are two layers. The one-star, finish-the-level layer, which is casual, and also the three-star level—hardcore. So that my mother can enjoy the game, and I can enjoy the game,” explains Iisalo.

Then comes the third level. You are still playing exclusively with Red Birds, though this is probably the first time you may experience losing. There’s a reason why this scenario is prevented in the first two levels: The experience must initially feel rewarding. Winning makes you feel good about yourself, and therefore about the game you are playing. But there comes a point where winning too easily would make the game boring, hence the need to introduce a challenge. It’s time for you to think and become more precise with your movements. You won’t get stuck for long, because the game designer wouldn’t want you to become frustrated and close 18the app. But that little tension before winning again will only make that victory sweeter. No guts, no glory. By the time you finish that third level, the ground rules are established and it is assumed that you are familiar with the game’s core principles.

The next two levels serve the purpose of introducing the other birds: first the blue one that can be split into three separate birds midair with one extra tap, and then the yellow bird that can be launched at full velocity, again with one single, well-timed tap. Those birds are introduced one at a time, in abundant quantity, to let you “try again” after learning from your first failed launch.

The first time you get to play with a combination of different birds is level 6, which is when the game begins for real. Until that juncture, everything has been put in place to make you feel good about yourself while covertly teaching you the game. Everything is done to get you hooked through that short loop. Then starts the “just one more” feeling that many users feel as they hone their skills through the dozens and dozens of levels that follow.

That addictive nature is not accidental, according to Mark Griffiths, Professor of Psychology heading the International Gaming Research at Nottingham Trent University, UK. “It’s very similar to the research I do on gambling,” he explained to Wired.


“When you can pinpoint where you went wrong, this is called a near miss. It’s used all the time in terms of how scratch cards and slot machines are designed. When we fail to win, we create a reason in our mind why we didn’t. The losses effectively become near-wins and feel “cognitively frustrating.” And the only way you can get rid of that frustration is to go back to the start and play again. 19It’s also incredibly simple. If it were too complicated, people wouldn’t persist. Addictions in the true sense are about constant rewards. I’ve never met anyone addicted to a bi-weekly national lottery, because there are only two chances a week. On a slot machine, when you can gamble 30 times a minute, that’s very rewarding. On a game like Angry Birds, it’s every few seconds.”





Planting the Seeds of Commercial Success within the Game

Besides the ingredients that made for a great video game, and those that made it suitable for the mobile landscape, the first version of Angry Birds also contained the necessary elements for future branding. At a time when many fellow indie developers had little or no interest in marketing and sales considerations, Rovio refused to rest its fate on word of mouth alone. It knew full well that such organic success happens about as rarely as winning the lottery. However, when the Ice Age video game tie-in was released on the App Store at the same time as Ice Age: Dawn of the Dinosaurs (2009) hit cinemas and went straight to number one, that was a revealing moment for Mikael. He asked Niklas: ‘Wouldn’t it be great to get the chance to work with such a powerful license?” And a few seconds later it hit them: “Wait a minute. How great would it be to actually own a brand like this.” They then started studying what it takes to build a franchise, deeply analyzing the history of iconic brands like Hello Kitty, SpongeBob, or Pokémon, and taking some lessons and ideas from them.

A lot of care and attention went into crafting an actual universe with relatable characters and a background story. As a marketing 20professional who has advised many developers over the last few years, I can’t stress enough how important this can be. In Mikael’s opinion, that depth in the story is precisely what makes the difference between a “flash in a pan” success and an evergreen with staying power.

Little things that may sound trivial to an outsider, such as the title or the little app icon shown on the App Store and iTunes virtual shelves, are given a lot of thought and go through a lot of A/B testing surveys (where two or more versions of an app are compared). These seemingly inconsequential small decisions do have an impact. The app icon is the first thing that millions of prospective customers will see while browsing for the next app to download. It has to stand out, just as a magazine on a shelf has to or a retail product at the supermarket. No matter how great the game is, people won’t uncover that greatness unless they tap on the icon. It is important to make it appealing. And the best
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