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Hi,

 
My name is Trey Smith and I’m the founder of Buildbox.  Thanks for checking out our 
Game Business Guide.  If you are not familiar with our company, we create easy to use 
game development software.  Our software, called Buildbox, has been used to create 
many hit games including one of the most popular mobile games of all time, Color 
Switch.  It’s been an exciting time for our customers as they’ve seen Apple feature over 
50 of their games with even more breaking the Top 100 charts.


This document is not about Buildbox though.  Instead, this is my personal thoughts on 
game marketing and creating a mobile business.  Before creating Buildbox I started a 
mobile video game company.  This company now has over 55,000,000 downloads that 
has created many Top 25 games like Jump Pack, Monster Magic, Maze+, Phases, The 
Line Zen and more. 


Inside these pages I will focus on 3 main factors that are required to create a 
successful game business:


1. The App Idea:  Making something people want

2. The Creation:  Building your app on a budget

3. The Launch:  Download and monetization techniques


All three points are equally important.  If you pick the wrong idea, spend too much on 
creation or don’t know how to get downloads, you’re going to have a very tough time 
in this business. 


The good news is, 90% of the people who release apps don’t spend the required 
amount of time thinking of these aspects before moving forward. Just the fact that 
you’re reading this guide right now, means you have a far better chance of getting 
more traction than the competition.

 
Finally, don’t let a lack of technical know-how scare you away from this business. Every 
single one of our successful customers was not the programmer in their company. We 
attribute this to the classic business quote “Work on your business, not in your 
business”. When you are taking a more managerial role in your company, it provides 
you with the birds eye view necessary to succeed. 


Thanks,


Trey Smith 
Founder 
Buildbox.com 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THE IDEA: 
Making something people want 
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It all starts here.  

Choose the wrong game idea and nothing else truly matters. You could hire the best 
game developers and artists in the world and use every launch tactic known to 
mankind and your game would still fail.


Luckily, we’re not going to let that happen.


The best way to be successful in any business, including the world of apps, is to take a 
long hard look at what the most successful people in the industry have done.


In this case, I think it’s safe to say some of the biggest names in apps are Angry Birds®, 
Clash of Clans®, Candy Crush® & Minecraft®:


So how did these mega games climb their way to the top? Was it through raw 
innovation and blind luck?


If we investigate each a bit closer, we’ll see neither of those elements played a role in 
their success. They did what every major company from Hollywood movie studios to 
Ford Motor Company has done, they modeled and improved. 


Model and Improve 

Unless you have a large budget to spend on focus groups, it’s extremely risky to put all 
your chips on an unproven gameplay. We’re all for innovation, but only in a context that 
makes sense from a  business perspective. The mad scientist approach rarely works, 
but using previous data to make ideal decisions is a proven method for repeated 
success.


The concept behind model and improve is very simple. A company first does research 
and identifies a very successful previous product in a related market. After studying the 
product, they figure out what they can improve and bring this new innovative product 
to market.


For example, did you know that amazon.com was not the first book store on the 
internet? The first online book store was actually named Book Stacks Unlimited and 
owned the domain books.com. In the early days of the internet they had 500,000 
books for sale and were delivering to hundreds of thousands to people around the 
globe each month. They were first successful e-commerce website ever launched.
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Amazon came along and decided now that the e-commerce was a proven market, they 
could beat Book Stacks Unlimited by modeling and improving. Not only did they offer a 
larger variety of books by brokering with publishers (Book Stacks was stocking every 
book sold where Amazon was not), they also implemented many never before seen 
innovations including suggestions feature based on purchases, one click checkout 
options and faster delivery service.


Even more interesting, Jeff Bezos’ goal from the beginning was to create a store that 
sold everything “from a to z”, but he knew the path to success was to model what was 
already working and first conquer a small niche before branching out. Their growth was 
astounding and within 2 years they became the largest e-commerce site on the planet 
and today they generate more revenue than Google.


If you dig deep, you’ll start seeing this trend in nearly every successful company ever 
built:


• Walmart wasn’t the first big box store, Meijer pioneered the superstore concept 
more than 20 years before Walmart opened their first super-center.  

• The Graphical User Interface (GUI) concept made famous by Microsoft Windows 
was originally created by Xerox.  

• Henry Ford didn’t invent the automobile, band-aids didn’t create the first bandaid, 
and Kleenex didn’t invent the tissue paper. 


You would be hard pressed to find a popular product that didn’t supersede something 
less successful, but it should be noted, there is a huge difference between modeling 
and cloning. We do not endorse or encourage cloning of other peoples products in any 
way. With modeling and improving, you always want to try and improve what has 
already proven to be successful. This is exactly what the four most well known games 
on the app store did. 


Angry Birds 
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Angry Birds sparked a global phenomenon and is often credited with kicking off the 
true forward movement of the app store. While it’s debatable if it was truly the game 
itself or just the timing, the significance of this game is so huge it’s hard to 
comprehend. 


Not only did Angry Birds lead apps into being the largest media category in the world 
(overtaking all of Hollywood in 2015), it also single handedly created the video game 
merchandising space. Before Angry Birds there were no huge merchandising runs for 
games except for retro games to marginal niche markets. 


With all of these accolades, they had to invent the whole gameplay idea by themselves 
right? Actually no, they didn’t. They modeled — in some opinions too closely — a very 
popular flash game called Crush The Castle. While it is a similar game, they definitely 
did improve the original with better graphics, smoother gameplay and a much wider 
theme that would appeal to all ages.


Crush The Castle predates Angry Birds by 6 months and was one of the most played 
flash games of all time. At the time of this writing they rank #4 on Armor Games with 
25,699,831 plays.


How similar is it? Take a look for yourself:
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Clash of Clans 

Now we know that Angry Birds closely modeled Crush the Castle, but what about the 
legendary app store ruler of grossing charts, Clash of Clans?


As you might expect, they also closely modeled a game, but their story is a little 
different. Clash of Clans is created by Supercell, and on their old website, you’ll notice 
4 of the 6 founders were from a previous game company called Digital Chocolate.




The founders all left Digital Chocolate to pursue their own game, Clash of Clans, and 
little did they know they were about to create one of the most valuable companies ever. 
Supercell grew from zero to a $3 billion valuation in just 3 years.


That’s great, but where did they get the initial idea?


The company they left, Digital Chocolate, happen to make a successful game called 
Galaxy Life. 
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Not only does Galaxy Life look like Clash of Clans, it plays like Clash of Clans. The 
premise is exactly the same, you hold down your fort and attack the enemies fort, but it 
goes beyond that. It’s so similar the original clash of clans tutorial was nearly a scene 
for scene remake.





So did they rip it off?


No, they added in a lot of unique features including multiple villages, better multiplayer 
support and most importantly a better theme. As we’ll soon discuss, theme is 
extremely important to your game. Fantasy is one of the most popular themes ever in 
gaming and bugs are notoriously difficult to sell. 


They modeled and improved. They took a game they thought was good and made it 
even better.


Candy Crush 

Possibly the best example in these games is Candy Crush. Candy Crush is based on 
the time tested and proven gameplay style called Match 3, but did they invent Match 
3? Not even close.


Match 3 games evolved from the more broader tile match gameplay type seen in 
everything from Tetris to Mahjong. So how long have tile matching games, and more 
specifically match 3, been around?


COPYRIGHT © 2016  BUILDBOX 

http://www.buildbox.com
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tile-matching_video_game


BUILDBOX GAME BUSINESS GUIDE �9

 
Believe it or not, Match 3 style games are believed to have been around since the 
Roman times. It’s one of the oldest game design principles of humankind and dates 
back to the creation of checkers, chess and backgammon. 


The first video game version of Match 3 was made in 1974 in Japan. It was called 
Doku-Go.


Why did Candy Crush become so successful?


It’s no secret wildly successful games such as Super Puzzle Fighter, Puzzle Quest, 
Bejeweled and countless others made popular games with the match 3 style years ago 
and while they were all hit games, none of them came close to the global phenomenon 
of Candy Crush.


Similar to Clash of Clans before them, Candy Crush came out with a new game based 
on a proven gameplay type and put an insane amount of focus on the theme. Candy, 
similar to Birds as we’ll soon discuss, is the ultimate theme. Everyone loves Candy 
including boys, girls, adults and children. It’s possibly the widest demographic known 
to mankind.


Of course, they also created a very solid game with mountains of levels and carefully 
crafted gameplay mechanics. They definitely modeled what worked, but they spent 
years consistently improving until they reached perfection.


Minecraft 
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We end this top game review by analyzing the indie darling game Minecraft. Minecraft 
made it’s beloved owner a billionaire and has completely taken over the lives of millions 
of kids across the universe. 


It was also heavily based on another popular game before it.


The picture above is not of an alpha version of Minecraft, it’s from an open source 
game created by Zachary Barth called Infiniminer.



Minecraft creator, Markus Persson, has directly stated this is where his inspiration 
came from and that after playing Infiniminer he “decided it was the game he wanted to 
do”.


You’re probably wondering how Barth feels about Minecraft becoming bigger than 
Infiniminer. He’s stated in interviews it’s complicated, but when talking with Paper, 
Rock Shotgun he said, ”The act of borrowing ideas is integral to the creative process. 
There are games that came before Infiniminer, and there are games that will come after 
Minecraft. That’s how it works.”
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Picasso once said “Good artists copy, great artists steal”. Borrowing ideas from 
successful games should be mandatory when deciding your game idea, but always 
remember to respect the original creators and never copy, clone or reskin. Add 
something special to it. Not only will it keep you out of hot water, it will also vastly 
increase your chances of success.


Your Game 

Now you know what it takes to make a good game. You first need to find the 
inspiration, but where should you look?


The first thing we always recommend people to do is to start at the top. Open up the 
mobile device of your choice and start looking at the Top Paid and Free charts. If you 
plan on making a free game, which we strongly recommend, then check out the Top 
Free Games. 


Make sure to isolate the chart that you want to possibly dominate in the future. If you 
know a subcategory of game you wish to create, you can dig deeper into the 
subcategory charts like Action Games, Role Playing Games and more.


Once you’ve located the correct chart you want to analyze, look for the simplest games  
you enjoy that are doing well. Focus on 2D games that aren’t graphically intensive and 
most likely don't cost much money to create. Even if you don’t know the budgets of 
typical games, it’s very easy to isolate which games would be cheaper. Stay away from 
heavy 3D graphics, games with many on screen objects or vast universes. 


When you’ve found a couple candidates, check out the companies who made the 
games and take note if they are new or only make simple style games.


The golden ticket for mobile game research is finding an amateur making a simple 
game who is doing well. If they appear to be amateurs then it means they most likely 
didn’t have a large budget for game development or marketing and can be a huge clue 
that this game is getting downloads solely based on viral activity.


Once you find a game that you think has great core gameplay, think about how you can 
model and improve. 


Some of the easiest questions to ask are:


1. Is there a better theme it could use? 

2. When did I stop playing the game? Why? 

3. Is it too hard or too easy? 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4. What gameplay tweaks can you add to make it better? 

5. What power-ups can you add to make it better? 

6. Can I mix and match this with another gameplay type to create something 
totally unique?


The Final Steps 

Now you’ll need to isolate everything about your game in writing. Either pull out your 
trusty notebook, open up a text editor or even use power point, and write down the 
following:


• The game’s name 

• Two sentence description 

• In-depth gameplay description 

• List of all major features (characters, levels, power ups, In-app purchases, 
multiplayer, etc) 

• List of all minor features (leaderboards, review me buttons, etc) 

• Very rough sketch of the menu system flow (and gameplay if possible)


Now you’ve created a rough draft design document of your game. 


This will most likely change over time and will include nearly every feature you will want 
in your game. Next you’ll need to take this list and dwindle it down to its basic core. 
This core design document will be for a prototype and will just have a simple user 
interface, basic gameplay and most likely stand-in graphics. 


As you’ll learn in the next section, the idea here is to create your game in stages. So 
many people get way over their head with development and feel they can’t back out 
because they’re in too deep. We’re going to make sure that doesn’t happen. You’ll first 
just send this core design document to a programmer and negotiate a price to create 
it. 


After you’ve built your prototype, you’ll take it to stage two if you feel it’s necessary. 
Often times during development you’ll realize that ‘less is more’ and it’s possibly better 
to release your game much earlier than originally anticipated to recoup cost. You can 
always add-on to your game later in updates.


Now let’s take a much deeper look into the creation of your game.
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THE CREATION: 
Building your app on a budget 
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The Creation Scale 

After you’ve made your prototype design document, you’re ready to start creating your 
game. While you have many options here, and we will cover them all, you’ll find each 
weighs heavy on two completely different sides of the creation scale.


What is the creation scale?


Well, on one side there is time, and on the other side there is money:




The easiest way will typically be the most expensive way, while the cheapest way will 
take the most amount of time and effort on your part.


For example, hiring a programmer and designer will take the most money, but the least 
amount of personal time:
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Conversely, learning how to program yourself will cost the least amount of money and 
by far take the most amount of time:


It’s important to keep this in mind when we discuss the different creation options, but 
don’t let this scare you. There are always ways to circumvent both massive cost and 
time when creating a game. Our biggest tip for this is to focus on creating something 
simple in the beginning. Regardless if it’s your first time coding, using a game builder 
or outsourcing a programmer, it will be much easier if your project is manageable 
instead of a monster. 


Even more interesting is how often simple games do better in the app stores. We’ve all 
heard the phrase “Keep it Simple”, but there is one quote our support member, Sean 
Connor, uses in his signature of our portal that we love even more. It’s believed to have 
originated from Mark Rosewater, the head designer for Magic: The Gathering.  
Fun fact:  Sean competed professionally in Magic and was top 100 in the world! 


The quote is “Restriction creates creativity”. This is very 
true and we’ve seen proof time and time again not only in 
our games, but also our customers’ games.


When people create something minimal and simplistic, 
they have to truly be creative in gameplay and spend lots 
of time on the details. These details are what make a 
great game, not adding in 41 flavors with extra bells and 
whistles.


Keeping it simple not only decreases your time and cost, 
it also leads to better game creation. Remember, you can 
always add-on to a game after it’s release. Don’t feel as if 
you must pack in every feature known to man in the first 
version.
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Your Creation Options 

There are many ways to create a game, but they are all broken down into 3 different 
categories:  coding, hiring and using builders.


Let’s take a look at all three of these.


Creation Option #1:  Coding 

One way or another all games are created with code, so it might seem that learning 
programming is the most logical step to take if you are starting a new business. This is 
actually the last option we recommend for people new to the business.


Why?


It’s probably not what you might think. 


Most people guess it’s because it’s hard to learn and simply takes too long. Don’t get 
us wrong, this is a major disadvantage in itself. If you don’t know how to code and 
want to program your own game, you are looking at a 10X longer creation time frame. 
The reason that’s not our number 1 reason not to code yourself is because you have an 
absolutely wonderful trade-off… you get the game made for free.


This can’t be ignored. Not only can you create your game for free, you also get 100% 
pure creative control over your game. If you hire someone, you will have lots of back 
and forth and possibly feel at times the coder just doesn’t get your vision. Maybe the 
game will play to slow, to fast or just not feel right. As you brush up on your 
management skills, you’ll learn how to alleviate all these issues — we’ll discuss that 
here as well — but there is no question that the ultimate control comes from doing it all 
yourself.


Ironically, this is why we don’t recommend people code their game themselves: The 
quest for ultimate control by doing it all yourself (aka micromanaging) is exactly what 
kills most businesses.


One thing we’re fascinated by is not just the games, but the business surrounding it. To 
us, business is the ultimate game. Not too dissimilar to Starcraft or any other tactical 
strategy game, you have to gather resources, build things that create more resources 
and constantly battle the competition.


It’s exciting; thrilling even, but there is a good reason why Generals of the business 
army don’t fight on the front lines. You can’t see the big picture when you’re inside the 
canvas.
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Think about the top 
games of the app 
store we listed 
previously:  Angry 
Birds, Clash of Clans, 
Candy Crush 

and Minecraft. Guess how many of those are 
still programmed by the company founder? 
Yup, zero. The only one we could verify was 
ever programmed by the original founder is 
Minecraft. This is not to say there haven’t been 
plenty of mobile games coded by a one person 
founder, there definitely have, but it’s the exception, not 
the rule.


And honestly, it makes total sense. How many good games were never seen because 
they weren’t launched successfully? How many amazing games, developed by great 
people with dedication and care, never even got a single review? Most likely thousands 
if not tens of thousands.


The problem is, making a good game is a small piece of the successful game business 
equation. Imagine if one of those great undiscovered game founders spent half of their 
time thinking about the launch. What if they were reading reports about building their 
business (like this) instead of just focusing 100% on the code. Think they would have 
different results?


Now, it should be noted, if you already know how to code, then this could be a great 
option for you though we still recommend outsourcing this step as soon as you are 
financially able. Try to work on your business, not in your business and you will have a 
much better shot at success.


Creation Option #2:  Hiring 

Most of the apps and games in the app store were created by hiring other people to 
code them. It’s also how most of the Buildbox employees who own game businesses 
got their start, including myself.


There are multiple ways you can hire people to create games for you. Some of the 
most popular are:


• Outsource Sites (Upwork, Guru, Freelancer, etc) 

• Local (Universities, Agencies, Friends, etc) 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• Employees (LinkedIn, Craigslist, Monster, etc) 

Assuming you don’t have a friend who’s a great coder and owes you a favor, the most 
cost effective way to hire someone is through outsourcing.


We’ve used nearly every outsource site available and while most are competitive, we 
do have a list of favorites.


The following sites have great support and a fairly large database of programmers and 
designers available at any given time:


At Buildbox.com, we’ve used all of these site and more over the years, though Upwork 
and Freelancer have the largest programmer sections.


Once you decide on a site (or multiple sites), you’ll need to post an ad and interview 
applicants. We’re going to walk you through this process, but first let’s discuss how to 
pay your outsourcer.


There are two options:


1. Hourly 

2. Full Pay


While both options have their place, we’ve found it’s much better to focus on full pay 
instead of hourly. With a full pay project, we pay half when they have created a strong 
base version of what we’ve requested and then the rest upon project completion.


This base version will depend on what your final goal is, but typically it’s something 
that should finished in the halfway point of your project. If you were creating a full 
completed game, then this would be the prototype phase. Once you have a working 
version you’ve tested and played (possibly even with stand-in graphics), then it would 
be a great time to pay them half of the total cost.


While hourly might seem nice at first, the problem is actually keeping tabs on the 
programmer. Most of these sites provide tracking services, but they’re not full proof. 
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While most experiences have been OK, we’ve found more than one programmer 
running up the clock by using two computers. One to “work” on and the other to watch 
youtube videos. With full pay this is not an option.


The Ad 

Once you’re ready, you’ll need to create an ad. Here are some tips to help you craft ads 
that will attract the right people: 

1. Write ads quickly - You’re about to see a very common thread in all of this:  
Don’t get bogged down and move quickly.  This starts with the ad.  Keep your 
ads short and sweet.  We rarely discuss in-depth project details and put a focus 
on the fact that the project is unique and discuss the core details.  Try to write 
your ad in one pass and takes about 5-6 minutes. Review and edit if needed. 

2. Don’t search for people, wait for them to come to you - This reason is 
simple… people that respond to your ad are hungry for work and interested in 
what you are doing.  Random people you contact probably are not. 

3. Post multiple ads - Post on multiple sites and post multiple times.  Sometimes 
you’ll need to post 10 ads before hiring someone. Most of the time we talk to 
someone with problems hiring, they’ve posted just a few ads.  Think about it this 
way. If every time you hire someone you go through 200 applicants and 
someone else goes through 20, who do you think will end up with the best guy?


4. Always go with your gut - If someone doesn’t reply quick enough, gives a 
strange answer or just doesn’t make you feel comfortable, then don’t hire them. 
If you automatically just “click” with someone, then you might want to give them 
a shot. Your gut is extremely important with the hiring decision.


5. Move quickly though applicants - It’s better to scan 200 people quickly than 
review 20 people slowly. Don’t get bogged down on each one. One tip is to ask 
a few questions, if all questions aren’t answered then skip immediately. If they 
don’t take the time to apply correctly, they most likely will not benefit your 
business.


You’ll want to post these ads in as many relevant categories as possible. If there is an 
option to post in game development and mobile development, then post in both. Your 
main goal here is to cast a wide net so you’ll have many applicants to sift through at a 
fast pace. 


By the time you’re done with this section, you’ll be able to take a closer look at a 
handful of perfect candidates.
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The Interview 

Before you interview an applicant, you should have a few things in place:


1. Your basic design document describing the various sections of your game


2. An idea on what your budget is for this game (expect to pay $2,000 for a simple 
game and up to $5,000 for a more complex game).


3. A list of questions which you will discuss


4. Bonus:  Have a screen recording of a powerpoint presentation describing your 
game idea. This isn’t required, but can be helpful and make the interview 
process smoother. Jing is a great free screen recording platform you can use.


We choose to interview applicants on Skype, but you can use any chat based software 
that is publicly available. We also recommend sticking with text chat instead of voice 
chat, as voice chat can be awkward for both parties, especially if the native language is 
different.


Here’s a few tips for this interview process:


1. If they don’t respond quickly during an interview, close the interview 
immediately - This happens more often than you would think. Don’t wait around 
for 3 minutes every time they are responding.  If that happens I just tell them it’s 
not working out and move on. Remember, this interview is the first impression 
you’ll see of their communication style. Communication is extremely important 
when working via Skype 

2. If they are sarcastic, close the interview immediately - This one is rather 
baffling, but does happen.  Sometimes, more often than you might think, we 
have situations where the programmer has a poor attitude and is sarcastic or 
demeaning. This advice is very important for the people who might not be 
technical. It is 100% OK if you are not overly technical. Just like most people in 
a leadership position, you’re job is to hire someone smarter than you in certain 
areas and explain things to you when needed. You’re job is to manage them, not 
to know more than them. 


3. Dive deep into their answers  - This is a very important one. Often times we 
have people say they are confused on what they should ask their applicants 
during an interview. The truth is, you could easily ask just one or two questions 
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and fill up a 30 minute interview by focusing on this one point of diving deep.  
 
The premise is simple, once you ask them a question you dive deep into the 
answer. If you ask them “What was your best project to date?” then don’t 
answer with “Ok great”. Instead answer with “That’s interesting, how long did it 
take”. When they tell you how long it took, dive deep into that answer as well 
with something like “Interesting, what took the longest? Did you feel it could 
have been shorter?”.   
 
Like inception, you keep going deeper into their answers until you’ve hit the 
bottom and there is no where else to go. Then move on to your next question. 
You’ll not only learn more about the skill of the candidates, you’ll learn more 
about them as a person.  You’ll suddenly start understanding how they work and 
find out if you’re truly compatible. 

4. Play their previous games - Extremely important, very simple, yet often 
overlooked. Before you interview someone, test out their previous games. If 
you’re hiring a programmer, don’t worry about the art. Focus on how buggy the 
game is. See if it moves quickly or feels sluggish. If the game is not good, then 
cancel the interview. 

5. Only hire people that you bond with - There is more to a successful working 
relationship than skill, especially with games. Games are art and for you to 
create something amazing you have to be on the same page as your 
programmer. If you don’t feel like this is someone you would want to spend an 
enormous amount of time with, then don’t hire them. 

6. If you are unsure of either price or their ability, offer a small portion of the 
project - This is for the times you are on the fence and don’t have any strong 
gut feelings about the applicant… and you haven’t found anyone else. When this 
combination of events happens, then you might want to offer a small portion of 
your game for a very cheap price to see how well you work together. Maybe just 
have them create the basic user interface structure and go from there. 

This section alone could cover this whole manual. You can find a large number of 
books not only on outsourcing, but also team creation and hiring. It’s truly a fun and 
essential way to scale your business, but make no mistake, it’s a daunting task.


One way to ease up the process is purchasing base game source codes. For example, 
if you were going to make a jumping game inspired by the base gameplay of Doodle 
Jump, then you could purchase a code that already has the base gameplay. This could 
be your “prototype” that you were going to have someone else make, and then you 
could hire a programmer to finish out this game and add your changes.
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Apart from coding a game yourself or hiring a developer, there is a final option for game 
creation that is not only the most cost effective, but also the most fun. Of course, we 
are probably biased as we’re heavily invested in this area. 


Enter the game builders…


Creation Option #3:  Game Making Software 

If you want to build a game, but don’t want to manage people or code it 
yourself, then your third option is to build it with software.  Obviously we 
are biased here (we’ve dedicated our lives to creating one of these tools), but 
we truly believe this is the ultimate solution.  It doesn’t require near as much time to 
make a game and software like ours can be purchased for much cheaper than hiring a 
developer one time.


The game development software we created is called Buildbox.  It’s free to try and 
different than anything else out there for a few reasons:


1. It’s the most rapid development tool available.  Games like Color Switch and The 
Line Zen (which were both made with Buildbox) were created in a single week. 


2. It’s the only truly codeless development software for making games. There is no 
coding, scripting or programming required to use every feature in the software.  


3. Since we’ve released, we’ve had more hit games than any other game builder.  So 
far more than 70 Buildbox games have either been featured by Apple or broken the 
Top 100 of the app store.  This is only in the past 18 months.


There are many game makers that rely on scripting and mild coding, but we created 
the first and only software that truly requires zero programming skills.  It’s not for 
everyone, but the people who it is for tend to like it a lot.  


We don’t want to spend too much time talking about our own products in this guide, 
but if you are interested in learning more about Buildbox and downloading a free trial 
and game art pack, check out our site at Buildbox.com. 


Game Art & Sound 
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After you’ve picked a creation method, you’ll need to acquire art and sound for your 
game. Like creating the code of your game, there are various options that ride a similar 
creation scale.  You’ll either be spending more time, more money, or something in 
between.


In a typical situation, you’ll choose one of the following methods to get art and sound:


• Make it yourself


• Buy pre-made assets


• Outsource an artist 
and sound designer


Here at Buildbox.com, we’ve 
tried all of these methods at 
various times and now we’ll 
quickly guide you through 
the best practices for each.


Making Art & Sound 

If you choose this route, then you’ll want to either keep things 
extremely simple if you’re a newbie. This is what I did with my game 
Phases. I’m not a professional designer, so I kept the game extremely minimal and 
stuck with a nice bright color palette. If you decide to go with a minimal art style then 
check out palettes from sites like Colour Lovers or Adobe Color.


For sound, you might be surprised what you can record just with a simple mic and 
some ingenuity. For instance, the ball bouncing in our game Bounce (made with 
Buildbox customer, Mike Davidson) was a sample of me thumping my mouth. The 
breaking noise of the green lines was multiple recordings of clicking the tongue layered 
together.  Often times when I need sounds, I will just turn on a mic and try to emulate 
the sound we need.  The trick here is to always layer.  A single thump or click will 
sound awkward, but if you put five different ones together, it will work in your game.


We don’t always resort to mouth recordings either.  We’ve recorded sticks breaking, 
stomping on the ground and even revving an engine of a car.  Of course, if you know a 
musical instrument that is always a bonus.  You can record a few key notes for various 
aspects of your game. 
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Buying Pre-made Assets 

This is the easiest and very popular approach to getting assets for your game. There 
are a multitude of sites that sell both art and sound files. Here are some of our 
favorites:


Art Asset Sites:


• Graphic River – Great art site with decent prices


• Shutterstock – If you buy a lot of art, they have a subscription plan.


• Fotolia – One of the largest sites out there for stock images


• iStockPhoto – Another large and notable stock image site


• Scirra Store – Graphic store for Construct


• Game Buffet – New site dedicated to game graphics


• Open Game Art – Site featuring free game art that is open source


• Atelier Store – Few pixel art items here sold in sets


Sound Asset Sites:


• Audio Jungle – High quality sound effects and music


• SoundSnap – Massive database of commercial sound effects and music 
uploaded by users


• FreeSound.org – Free sound database (not all offered/verified royalty free)


• Public Domain Sound – Public domain sound database (not all offered/verified 
royalty free)
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Outsourcing Art & Sound 

It’s not the cheapest or quickest, but if you want a truly custom game, then this is the 
best option. 


Price is extremely interesting with art. Different artist value the price of the work on 
vastly different planes and it’s not always relative to quality. You can expect to pay 
anywhere from $200 to $2,000 for game art, so it’s very important to get multiple 
quotes and shop around.


Sound is similar in the battle for quality and cost, but it’s less widely varied and the 
cost is much cheaper. 


As for the hiring and interview practices, the rules apply that we outlined in the “Hiring 
A Programmer” section of this document. We’ve found the best outsource sites for 
design and sound are Upwork and Freelancer, though most of the others provide these 
services as well.


The final place you can look for artist and sound engineers who might be above the 
average quality seen on outsource sites is places where the elite hang out. Check out 
highly rated designers on sites like Dribbble and Behance. For sound engineers you 
can check forums like GearSlutz or FutureProducers.
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THE LAUNCH: 
Download & Monetization Techniques 
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Game Revenue 

The revenue of your game is completely tied to this section. It’s all about the amount of 
downloads you will get and how well the game will monetize.

 
How much revenue can you expect to make on a game?


As you probably would imagine, this question has many answers. It’s as varied as the 
very nature of games themselves. It’s not uncommon for a top indie game to generate 
hundreds of thousands of dollars during the first few months in the app store. It’s also 
not uncommon for a great game to completely flop and generate next to nothing.


In the end, it’s completely related to the visibility your game will get, the viral nature it 
will withhold and why it will generate revenue.


Let’s tackle these points individually, starting with revenue.


Game Pricing Structure 

Before we jump into the monetization of your game, we need to know if your game is 
going to be paid or free.


We’ve tested this internally many times over the years, and free games generate more 
revenue (and obviously downloads) every single time. This doesn’t mean you don’t 
need to make a paid version at all, but if you’re going to decide between the two then 
always go freemium.


What exactly is freemium? This simply means a free game that monetizes with in-app 
purchases somehow in the game. 


Freemium games do not have to incorporate complex economies or currency systems, 
but we do recommend at bare minimum to include a remove ads in-app purchase. Not 
only can this be a decent source of revenue, it will also provide a better experience for 
your most hard core users who choose to remove ads so they can enjoy your game 
more.


Regardless of your in-app purchase options, you will most likely generate a much 
larger share of revenue on ads. The only exception to this is if you create a massive 
social game like Candy Crush or Clash of Clans.


Just how much will be made in ads instead of in-app purchases? As always, it’s best to 
look at real numbers to gather a true perspective of the industry, and luckily we’re in a 
position to have some valuable and current data to share.
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Phases:  Pricing Analysis 

Phases is interesting because we have a lot of data regarding pricing.  


First off, we once again decided to 
initially test a paid version of the 
game before releasing the free 
version. Strangely, this was not by 
choice.


The real reason we initially launched 
Phases as a paid game was 
because it was created with an 
alpha version of our game creation 
software, Buildbox. 


At the time of release we didn’t have ad networks setup in Buildbox, so we decided to 
test out the waters with the paid version to verify the paid store still wasn’t as effective 
as the free.


While we’re not at liberty to discuss the financial monetary numbers of Phases because 
we’re under contract, we can discuss the breakdown percentages of the various 
monetization paths to explain to you what worked best. 


The paid version bombed and at this point we changed to free for 4 days (even though 
we had no monetization in the game) and then removed it from the store because 
Ketchapp wanted to publish it under their umbrella. 


It’s interesting to note that Phases did really well on it’s own once we moved it to free. 
We got over 25,000 downloads in those 4 days before we pulled it down.
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After pulling the game from the app store, we had to get it ready for Ketchapp. This 
meant more than just tweaking gameplay and adding in the changes they requested, it 
also required us to add in true monetization paths. Luckily, by this time we were 
gearing up for the release of Buildbox and had many options at our disposal.


Here’s what we decided to include for monetization:


1. Interstitial ads (AdMob) 

2. Banner Ads (Admob & iAds) 

3. Remove Ads In-App Purchase ($1.99) 

4. Skip Level In-App Purchase ($.99) 

There are a few odd things here, starting with the $1.99 price point for remove ads. We 
typically go with .99 and to be honest, this was an initial mistake on our part, but it 
ended up monetizing decently so we left it as is.


The second odd part of this setup was displaying the full screen (i.e. interstitial) ad on 
the Game Over every 7 times. Originally we had this display every 5 times which would 
be more standard in a game like this, the problem is in Phases you die fairly often, so 
we decided to change it. 


Let’s see how each of these broke down:
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As you can see, AdMob had the lion share of the revenue. That’s because AdMob is 
where we served the full screen interstitial ads. They typically by far make the most 
money.


AdMob also shared a majority of the banner placement, though iAds converted very 
well and brought in an extra 8% revenue.  iAds is no longer an available option, but 
Admob is still a very popular choice that serves banner ads.  


Another hidden benefit of AdMob is the vast reach they hold in smaller countries. With 
AdMob you rarely have to worry about inventory because they have such a large 
network. You might find iAds won’t show up in Turkey because they currently don’t 
have any advertisers in that area, where AdMob is extremely consistent.


Remove ads was a lowly 3%, even though it was at the $1.99 price point, but this is 
actually fine.  The goal of remove ads is not to generate revenue, it’s to please your 
hardcore players who really like your game.


Skip level was responsible for more than 20% of all revenue from Phases. This was a 
shocker, and what’s even better was we threw it in at the last minute. We literally 
decided to add this option in 2 nights with the night before submitting the final build. 
We were shocked, but probably shouldn’t have been. The psychology behind it makes 
sense. People prefer to spend money on things that advance their gameplay.


One final note before we move on. 


We did not include banners on the game field of Phases. This was a design choice 
because we felt it detracted to much from the game. We did put banners on the game 
field of Bounce and it increased the revenue by a larger percentage. If monetization is 
your main goal, then you might want to keep this in mind from the beginning.


Your Monetization Plan 

Now you need to decide specifically what your monetization plan will be. At the very 
least we recommend echoing what we did in Phases and using an interstitial on the 
game over screen in conjunction with a banner. 


Remember to design your game around a game field banner if this is something you 
want to incorporate, and in some cases (like Phases) it definitely does make sense to 
leave it out.


While it’s a great idea to add an in-app purchase to remove ads, think about what in- 
app purchases you can add that will increase the gameplay experience. Some popular 
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examples are special power-ups, continue playing options on the game over screen  
and skipping levels.


Getting Downloads 

Regardless how well you monetize, it will be pointless if you don’t get downloads. Both 
are required for success and their importance is equal. 


Downloads are very interesting when discussing the use of app stores because of how 
closed these app stores are. App stores are very different from say, the internet. 


For example, think about how you find things on the internet. Most likely it’s from 
Google, but on the app store you don’t have a “Google for app search”. Sure, you 
might have a Google app, but there is not a specific app on your phone that can search 
and find and download apps in a different way. 


This is because it’s a closed system. 


The only way to download apps on an iOS device is by using the Apple App Store. The 
only way to download Google Play apps is to use the Google Play Store App.  While 
this might be annoying in some ways, it actually simplifies the ways someone can 
receive downloads.  Regardless of someones tenacity and innovation, they will always 
be restricted to using the app store of their choice.


Because of this, we can verify that at the time of this writing there are only 3 ways your 
app can be found by a user:


• Outside Link - Someone clicks a direct link from an ad, email, social media 
post, etc.  This is the only option that exist outside of the app store itself. 

• App Store Search - Someone searches a specific term and your app shows 
up 

• Top Chart Placement - Someone sees your app listed in one of the various 
top charts 

• Featured Placement - A featured placement is from the App Store itself 
(such as the famous Apple App of the Week).  They can be on a main 
category such as games, or a subcategory like action games. 

• Directory Listing - Finally, users can click on a subcategory and then 
manually search through apps sorted by release date or name.  This is the 
least effective way to get downloads from your app, and is very reminiscent 
of the early internet.  As the app store grows, this option decreases in value.
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Since you only have 5 different options of having your app found, this also limits the 
notable solutions you have for getting noticed.


In fact, there are once again only 5 promotional download strategies that work.  They 
vary in difficulty from fairly easy to next to impossible.


Let’s check them out along with some sample game examples:


Search Optimization (Ant Smasher, Bike Race) 

This is the easiest strategy for getting your game seen and something you should focus 
on with each game.  It won't get you the results you might get versus the others, but 
it's a necessity if you want to build a long term business. 


The best advice here is to spy on other successful apps.   We are big fans of keyword 
research services like Sensor Tower and Searchman.


When doing research, look for the outliers.  Try to find amateurs who most likely don’t 
have large budgets, but are still ranked highly for competitive search terms.  


The goal is to figure out why they are ranked so high.  Most likely it's a set of keywords 
they have chosen that has low competition but high search volume.


Also, remember that keyword trends change.  To have success long term, you’ll need 
to update your keywords from time to time.


Get Featured (Doodle Jump, Tiny Wings) 

While this is not easy, it's definitely doable. 


In my personal games, for example, I’ve had 5 separate games be featured by Apple.  
Success here revolves around creating a polished game in a style that is currently 
trending in the app store of your choice.


For example, the easiest way to get featured at the time of this writing in the Apple App 
Store is creating a fun and stylish pixel game.  This is a trend that has been going for a 
very long time.  It’s apparent that Apple loves this pixel style, yet not many developers 
use it.


Publishing (Ketchapp, Chillingo) 

Publishing is when you release your app under another app companies account.  They 
essentially publish your app for you and take a portion of the revenue.  This is the most 
common way every form of media — from videos to music — distributes their work.
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Typically the artist creates the media and then signs with a publisher, label or 
distributor to have it seen by the masses.


It’s not new for mobile either.  Chillingo famously published both Angry Birds and Cut 
the Rope upon their respective releases.


If the console and PC gaming industry has any foresight on the mobile market, then 
this will be absolutely massive in the future.  Actually, it’s really already happening now.  
Every major hit game we’ve had in the past 3 years has been published.  Our 
customers who are rocking the charts?  They are also using publishers.  


There are many great publishers on mobile and this thread on the Buildbox forum 
covers many of them.


Buying Installs (Candy Crush, Clash of Clans) 

Buying installs only makes sense if you have a game that monetizes extremely well.  
Typically, this is just reserved for large dominant social games like Candy Crush and 
Clash of Clans. 


Sometimes you’ll also see companies that are VC funded spend massive amounts on  
buying installs when trying to grab marketshare.  Most recently we saw this happen 
with the custom keyboard apps when Apple made that option available to developers.


Because of these special circumstances, the price per install can be very expensive.  
On the low end you can expect to pay $2 per install which prices out the vast majority 
of the market.


Go Viral (2048, Flappy Bird) 

This is by far the hardest one because of how unpredictable it is.  We’ve talked to both 
Dong who created Flappy Birds and Ketchapp from 2048, and neither could have 
predicted their success.  


While it's a great bonus, we recommend not putting forth much focus in this area. If it 
does happen, then you’ll have something to be extremely excited about!


Your Launch Plan 

If there is one thing we hope you learn from this guide, it’s that businesses that plan are 
the businesses that win. This is never more apparent than during the launch of your 
new game.  After you know your gameplan for getting downloads, it’s time to organize 
everything for the launch of your game.


If there is only one thing you remember from this guide, let it be this:  Rarely are 
successes accidents.  Many people like to attribute success to luck, but rarely is this 
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the case.  And even when it is the case, you can typically reverse engineer this luck 
and make it work for you.


Think about it this way:


Let’s say two different people are going to release a new game on the Apple App Store.  
The first is a guy named Maximus and the second is named Joe.


Maximus is what you might call OCD.  His attention to detail and forethought is through 
the roof.  If you were to measure him against the rest of the world, he would no 
question be in the top one percentile.


Joe on the other hand is just your average… well Joe.  He’s a sharp guy in his own 
right, but if you were to wager how much effort he would put into this release, you 
would guess it would be extremely average.  If there were ever someone who really 
traveled the road of mediocrity, it would be Joe.


Now let’s pretend that Maximus and Joe created a very similar game.  The style was 
both firmly based in the 16-bit world of high quality pixel art.  The games were fast 
paced and fun.  Both would garner great ratings from the community, but because of 
their natural habits, they launched these games very differently.


Joe did as we expect, and honestly, as 99.9% of the rest of the developer community 
does.  When he was uploading the app and they asked for his app category, he chose 
“Arcade” because he didn’t really think it would matter.   When the app was approved 
he had it set to automatically release.  He never got friends to review the game or really 
thought much about the keywords.  Joe just went with his gut.


While we’re big fans of “going with your gut”, when you’re doing your launch, it’s not 
the time.


Maximus on the other hand attempted to reverse engineer everything.  He first found 
out what categories were the most popular and how many apps were released in each  
for the previous 10 days.  He was looking to find a category that had high traffic but 
low competition.  Pretty smart.


After he chose the best category, he poured over data to find the best day to release.  
Strangely, he found that Saturdays typically didn’t have many releases in his category 
even though it’s the busiest day!  He set the release date for a Saturday 3 weeks early 
when he submitted his game.  This way he knew it wouldn’t accidentally get released.


Finally, Maximus poured over the keywords of popular amateur apps like crazy.  He 
spent hours and hours going through apps with a fine toothed comb attempting to find 
patterns and figure out why some of these highly ranked search term apps were doing 
so well.  He notices a couple unique patterns and creates his keyword list based on 
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this data, and when the game is released he gets as many reviews from his family and 
friends as he can.


Now remember, these are similar games.  Who do you think will get the most 
downloads?


The most important thing to remember about the app store is a two parter:  Since it’s a 
closed system, the playing field is equal.  


It doesn’t matter if you are are a public company like Zynga or from a small town in 
Vietnam like Dong Nguyen of Flappy Bird fame.  You’re playing with the same small set 
of rules in this closed environment.  


The good news? 


Most everyone you are playing against is doing the absolutely least amount of work.  If 
you can outsmart the competition by just 1% you’ll have a slight advantage.  Outsmart 
them by 10% you’ll have an unfair advantage.


Be like Maximus.  Spend an extra day creating that 10% advantage.


Closing Thoughts 

On behalf of Buildbox®, we hope you’ve enjoyed our Game Business Guide. If you like 
this information and want more help in growing your business, make sure to check us 
out at Buildbox.com where we upload articles, guides and videos on a regular basis.  
You can also follow me on Facebook and Twitter.


We’re going to close out this guide with a special section on app tactics.


Over the years I’ve collected many screenshots of unique tricks I've see in the app 
store, and in this final section we’re going to share them all with you. You’ll see 55 of 
our favorite techniques and learn specifically how to use some of them in your next 
game.


Thanks for checking us out and good luck with your business.


Sincerely,

 
Trey Smith
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Pause More Screen 



You don’t see this often, but it’s a great marketing move from Angry Birds. When you 
pause their games, they have a sliding “more screen” that encourages you to 

download their other apps. Pretty smart, because if you think about it people are often 
pausing because they are losing interest.
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Pre-Game Screen 



Before a user starts the game, show them items they can buy... especially power-ups.  
This increases the spend of in game currency.  When we added this into our game 

Steam Rush, we saw an immediate bump in revenue.
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Mass Inventory 



Free to play is still dominating the app store, but a common mistake we see developers 
make, is not adding enough items to unlock.  In our game, Maze+, we have three 

categories of unlocks that are all interchangeable:  Hats, Backpacks and Characters.  
By mixing and matching, we created thousands of possible combinations.
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Special Offer 



Top Grossing game, Rage of 
Bahamut, has numerous sales 

and special offers.  While we see 
this in the real world often, many 
developers forget to offer sales 

in the digital medium.
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Timed Offer 



Really interesting timed 
special offer from Pocket 
Gems.  You only have 48 

hours to purchase the item 
at a discount.
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Replenish Pop-Up 



This was a super simple 
one we put in our game 

Jump Pack and it added a 
lot to the bottom line.  

When someone tries to 
buy something and they 
are out of money, instead 
of saying “You don’t have 

any coins” simply ask them 
if they want to buy more, 

and direct to the coin store 
if they say “Yes”.
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Expired Items 



Another smart one from 
Pocket Gems.  In Tap Pet 
Hotel your food expires if 
you don’t collect it quick 

enough, you can then 
spend money to restore it 

or just throw it away. 
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Arrive On A Good Note 



When we initially released our social game, Animal Mall, we made a big mistake.  
Originally when you came back to the game, you had to restock all your stores.  This 
means the first thing that happened when coming back to the game was being put to 

work!  We changed this so they collected coins instead and the average time per 
session went up dramatically.
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Minimal Gameplay Interface 



This is a subtle one that 
can make a big difference.  
Keep distractions while in 
gameplay at a minimum to 

increase average play 
times.   You never want to 

give people a reason not to 
get immersed into your 

game. 
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Game Over Store 



This is an easy one that many people miss.  Most game over screens just say restart 
and menu, but this is a great time to bring them back to the store.  You can do this with 
an advanced game over store like Jetpack Joyride, or have a simple single option like 

we did with skip level in Phases.
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Currency For Likes 



Smart move here by 
Imangi Studios that you 
don’t see often.  They 

acquire Facebook likes by 
giving away 250 coins to 

people who liked their 
Temple Run fan page.  

How many fans do they 
have now? Over 

11,000,000.
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Daily Combo Gifts 



This is a great technique and one that works on any type of game with currency.  
Reward players for coming back on consecutive days by increasing the amount of free 

currency you give them.
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Special Currency Items 



This was an interesting test 
we did with our game, 
Jump Pack.  We took a 

robot character that was 
already popular and 

created a gold plated 
version of him.  Then we 
charged 20,000 gems for 
this character, compared 
to about 2,000 gems for 

most other unlocks.  


The results were very 
surprising.  It was 

immediately the most 
sought after items in the 
games and gave users 

something to strive for.  We 
received lots of positive 
feedback from people 

about this.
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Real Social Connectivity 



You can see in Animal Mall we added real social connectivity.  You can visit friends, 
add them from Facebook and bookmark them to revisit later. Allowing users to connect 

and show off new items to their friends increases revenue and interaction with the 
game.
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Easy Monetization 



In our game Steam Rush, you can see we have the “More Coins” button right on the 
home screen.  A constant reminder they can unlock more items at anytime buy 

purchasing currency.  You want to respectfully make it easy for users to purchase in 
your game.
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Special Stories 



A good game should have lots 
of repeat users.  It’s essential 
to keep them entertained and 
coming back to your app.  Try 

evolving the folklore of your 
game’s world with more 

stories.
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In-Game Cross Promotion 




Most developers use “more 
screens” but hardly anyone does 
in-game promotions.  Notice how 

big this one is in Storm8’s hit game, 
World War.  It takes up nearly 25% 

of the screen.
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Time = Monetize 



Every social game has a “Core Loop” the player must do.  This loop should require 
them to wait a while before it’s done and then you can offer to speed it up for them at 

the cost of in game currency.  Strangely, this is the most monetized technique in Social 
Games but rarely used in other apps.
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A Good Tutorial 



Our game Jump Pack has 
done well with over 1.5 
million downloads now, 
but one big mistake we 

made in the beginning was 
no tutorial.  At first we 
received a lot of bad 

reviews, because players 
simply didn’t know how to 

play the game.   
 

ProTip:  If you show them 
how to purchase items 

with in-game currency in 
your tutorial, people will do 

it more often! 
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Auto-Pilot Power-Up 



In Animal Mall, we let people hire employees to do the “tapping” for them.  If there is a 
shortcut that can be handled by code, then think about letting people in your game 

purchase something that allows them to use it.  For example, maybe a machine gun for 
auto fire so they don’t have to constantly hit the fire button.


COPYRIGHT © 2016  BUILDBOX 

http://www.buildbox.com


BUILDBOX GAME BUSINESS GUIDE �58

Free Currency Tactic #1 



Figure out what area of your game is a sticking point, then give some free currency to 
players at that particular point. This tactic works even better with a nice story attached!
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Free Currency Tactic #2  



This tactic takes “free currency” to the next level.  Instead of just giving them free 
currency, let them pick it up at the same place they can buy it later.  This way they 

know exactly how to purchase currency if they ever want it.
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Celebrate Milestones 



When you are done with the tutorial in Animal Mall, confetti falls from the sky, balloons 
rise and the crowd goes wild.  Don’t forget to make your game exciting when players 

pass milestones, it goes a long way for user engagement.
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 Upgrades 



A super easy way to increase your number of items to unlock is by adding “Upgrades”.  
We do this in many games.  For example, in Steam Rush you have 4 levels for each 

power up.  Each additional level makes the power up last longer.  In Animal Mall, each 
upgrade adds more clothes to the shops.  Many games such as Temple Run also use 

this technique. 
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The Sampler Technique 



In the sampler technique in-app purchase items are broken down into smaller bundles. 
Although the bundles are no different than the average app's the clever presentation 
encourages reluctant buyers to make a purchase. The successful shooter Kill Shot 
uses this tactic nicely. As pictured above, players are offered bundles named 'pocket of 
gold' or 'pocket of bucks' to indicate that the item is a low risk purchase. This tactic is 
a great way to showcase your IAP bundles.
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Game Over Coins 
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Don’t forget to add a small “Coins” button on your game over screen.  Typically this is 
the time when players are going to take a break and spend some money.
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Post Gaming Options 

Offer items for sale that players can use outside of the game.  Lock Screens, 
background screens, PC Facebook timeline pics, music from the game... Microsoft has 

made a killing by doing this type of thing on Xbox Live.   
 

You don’t see this often in mobile, but it’s a good idea and probably the easiest in-
game items you can make.
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Shining Light 



Try to bring attention to the things that you want players to click on.  In our game, 
Maze, we have a sparkling light on “customize” where users spend their in-game 

currency.  We also have a special coin icon on the “get coins” button.
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Earn More with Free Offers 



From the monetization perspective, there are two types of people who will play your 
game.  People that spend money and people that do not.  The people that do not make 

up about 99%, so make sure to include some ways to monetize them as well.
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Default Items 



When showing items players can buy, default to what is most popular.  The goal is to 
get them really into your game immediately.  In our game Chase, we start off showing 

power-ups. They are the most popular and easiest to attain.
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In-Game Ads 



Some puzzle games (and regular 
apps) monetize well by having ads 
on the screen the whole time (not 
just on the menu screens).  This 
method can be effective if your 
app has a designated place for 

the ad and it doesn’t effect 
gameplay, but we typically try to 
stay away from this in our higher 

end games.
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The Coinizer Method 



This is a one that we invented in-house.  When you collect coins in a game, we run 
them through the coinizer and they turn into coins.   

 
By default we have 1 gem = 1 coin, but we can change this ratio anytime for the 1.3 

million installs of Maze+ by simply changing a file on our server.  This let’s us instantly 
control the economy of the game with a simple method. 
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Direct Deals 



Direct Deals through 
Chartboost are great.  

Sometimes you can get great 
CPI (cost per install) if you ask 

nicely.
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Welcome Back Bonus 



If someone hasn’t played your game for X number of days, give them a special bonus 
for coming back.
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Quests & Objectives 



When users get bored, they leave your game.  When they leave your game, it’s not 
going to monetize at all.  To keep users happy and monetization up, add quests and 
objectives to your game!  This technique has worked wonders for World of Warcraft.


COPYRIGHT © 2016  BUILDBOX 

http://www.buildbox.com


BUILDBOX GAME BUSINESS GUIDE �74

Currency Collector  



To engage your user, have them physically collect currency.  We tested having currency 
auto-generated along with bonuses placed at the end of a level and both dropped 

average play times.
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Smart Button Names 



Instead of using the boring Yes or No when asking a question, get creative.  As 
pictured above, CSR Racing has the option Miss Out instead of No.  The additions of 

‘smart button names’ has increased their conversions.
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The Big Payoff 



If your game has the main 
character collecting currency, 

then consider adding rare items 
worth a lot of money to raise 
excitement and engagement 

levels.
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Recycle 



We share a lot of clothes and items in our games.  For example, Chase and Maze have 
the exact same backpacks.  We make a resource one time and use it multiple times. 

This makes it easy to add in items and boost the economy of the game.
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Back to Back Missions 



Automatically give your players 
a mission after they’ve finished 

to increase engagement.  
Console games like GTA have 

been doing this tactic 
successfully for years.
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Add Twitter 



Add a twitter button on the game 
over screen.  We did this with Jump 

Pack and noticed an increase in 
user engagement and downloads. 
It’s also extremely easy to do on 

iOS now.  
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Add Email 



While your at it, add an email share 
button too.  It’s also extremely 

easy to do and gets competitive 
friends fighting it out with each 
other ... increasing your app’s 

engagement and monetization in 
the process.
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The Power Hour  



Include lots of power-ups in your 
game.  We tested power-ups vs no 

power-ups in our game Monster 
Magic (pictured to the right) and it 
dramatically increased the average 

user’s play time.
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Full Screen Ads 



Integrating full screen ads after X 
amount of turns can monetize well 
also.  The theory here is to show an 
ad for a new game once someone 

might be sick of playing your game.  
Just remember, that too many ads 
will turn off a user. Use this method 

strategically. 
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Tap into Facebook 



Apple will only allow certain apps to 
require sign up.  It has to be games that 

truly have social connectivity.  If your 
game does, then consider doing what 

Rage of Bahamut does and ask them to 
sign in with Facebook immediately 

upon booting up the game.  Great for 
viral growth.
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The Pokemon Rule 



Pokemon’s slogan was marketing 
genius, “Collect Them All”.  People 
love to collect things in the virtual 

world as well.  Add a guest book to 
give people another objective to 

your game.
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Add Coins Button 



If you have a free to play game, you want to make it easy for players to purchase coins 
from you.  Make sure your currency interface is clickable.  Also add an indicator to it to 
show users that it’s clickable, like making it a button or putting sparkles around it. You 
can be as creative as you want or keep it simple as long as it’s clear to players where 

to go to get more coins. 
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Special Holiday Events 

Try to do special promotions for holidays. (Although, I’m not declaring Shark Week a 
national holiday). Using different events is a great way to re-engage your fans and gain 

new players as well. This method works best if the occasion fits the look and feel of 
your app. 
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Rare In-App Purchase Items 



Although in-app purchases 
can vary, adding rare items to 
your game’s shop is a great 

monetization strategy. 


 In this example (pictured to 
the left), Zynga’s game 

Hanging With Friends lets you 
purchase new backgrounds 
for $.99.  No amount of in- 
game currency will allow 

players to buy this particular 
item. We’ve tested this tactic 
and it converts EXTREMELY 

well.
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Unlimited Lives Bundle 



Another effective method is having a signature 'unlimited' bundle. A good example of 
this is Endless Balance's unlimited lives IAP option which allows players to pay $2.99 
USD to have an unlimited number of lives. This is a great bundle to include if you have 

a difficult to beat game. 
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Most Popular Promo Tags 



The use of promotional tags on certain in-app purchase items is also a good 
monetization tactic. Select any shop item or a currency bundle that will require players 

to pay with real currency in order to access. A game that does a great job of this is 
Cooking Fever by Nordcurrent. In each of their currency buy pages they feature one 

item tagged 'Most Popular.' The tag is red and immediately grabs a player's attention 
encouraging them to buy. 
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Unlockable Characters 

Creating a large inventory of unlockable characters is also a clever monetization 
strategy. If the characters are wacky and fun it will give players more incentive to 
progress further in the game and if necessary make an IAP to get them. Hipster 

Whale's Crossy Road - Endless Arcade Hopper did an awesome job with this strategy. 
The game features over 50 different characters that can be found or purchased. 
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All in the Name Method 



Items automatically become 
more appealing if they have a 

striking name. Giving your bundle 
packages creative names can 
drastically improve your app's 

monetization.


 Crazy Labs' Max Axe - Epic 
Adventure has perfected this 

method in their shop. Items like 
Sack o' Gold and Cartload o' 
Gold makes an ordinary gold 

package seem like a much better 
deal.  
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Expansion Packs 



Expansion packs add fresh content directly to the players that actually want it. They 
can vary in price and content from simply adding bonus levels to integration of a new 

color theme. For example, in the game Bridge Constructor players can buy special 
expansion packs that unlock additional islands and new levels. They're also not as 

intrusive on non-spending players like other monetization techniques.
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