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Chapter 1

A Brief History of Time in the App Store

WHAT’S IN THIS CHAPTER?


	Understanding the evolution that has led to the current App Store market

	Learning how four simple touch controls have led to a large leap forward for usability

	Finding out what’s needed for an app in today’s modern App Store



On July 11, 2008, Apple’s App Store launched with roughly 550 apps for the iPhone — in total. Today, the App Store has roughly 500,000 apps, and is seen by savvy developers and entrepreneurs as a potentially very lucrative market that has no intention of slowing down.

Assuming that you can make your app stand out from the other apps in your niche (or even create a new one), and take advantage of the latest trends as they’re really just taking shape (such as the social media wave that is discussed in Chapter 10), you have a good shot at launching a product that earns enough revenue to make it worth developing.

Because the exact intent and goal of this book is to help you develop an app that finds its audience in a competitive market, it makes sense to kick things off with an introduction to how the App Store became what it is today. Thus, this chapter enables you to see the trends that shape today’s App Store market.

Time in a Table

Table 1-1 provides you with a concise view of the evolution of the App Store over the past few years.

Table 1-1: Evolution of the App Store




	
Year

	
Month

	
Events






	
2008

	
July

	
Over just the first three days, the number of available apps shot up more than 40 percent to 800. The number of downloads in this time was 10 million. In an early interview with the NY Times on launch day, Steve Jobs was quoted as stating that 90 percent of apps would cost less than $9.99 (www.nytimes.com/2008/07/10/technology/personaltech/10apps.html). Little could he guess just how right he would be.
Early metrics by Medialets (www.medialets.com) indicated that the average price for an app dropped from $4.65 that initial Friday to $4.25 by Sunday, nearly 10 percent. Paid apps also saw a similar decrease. So, it wasn’t just an influx of free apps that caused the swing, but classic undercutting was taking place in a competitive market. It was a trend that continues to this day.

Another interesting finding from the same report showed another developing trend. Free apps were garnering 25 percent more reviews than paid apps. Not only that, reviews tended to be more positive, by a quarter of a star. That’s nothing to sneeze at in a 5-star rating system (especially considering that Apple rounds the ratings to the nearest half percent).





	
August

	
According to Jobs in an August 2008 interview in The Wall Street Journal, within one month, the number of downloads reached 60 million, the top 10 developers earned an amazing $9 million, and the total app receipts were $21 million (http://online.wsj.com/article/SB121842341491928977.html).
The speed at which the early App Store was growing, its software being adopted, how well it was being received by users, and the iOS being developed for, were phenomenal. That said, it wasn’t without its launch problems.

Soon after launch, Macworld interviewed early developers who had a few quibbles with the system. In particular, they claimed there was not a finite reasoning method for approving apps, and that their ability to adjust quickly to market fluctuations was diminished because of Apple’s monthly (and not real-time) sales reports.





	
September

	
Despite any negative feedback, there was no slowing down. In this month, Apple reached 100,000 downloads with more than 3,000 apps available for download. In addition, Apple maintained Jobs’ launch price point of 90 percent of the apps costing less than the $10 barrier. 




	
October

	
During the late part of October, the number of downloads (200,000) and the number of apps available (7,500) nearly doubled from the September totals.




	
2009

	
April

	
In early 2009, the App Store reached the half million download barrier and had more than 15,000 apps. On April 23, 2009, the 1 billionth download took place, while at the time 35,000 apps were available in 19 categories.




	
According to Fiercedeveloper.com, a researcher broke down early iPhone download use and found that nearly two-thirds of all iPhone users downloaded at least 16 to 20 apps. That’s a huge adoption rate.




	
July

	
On the one-year anniversary of the App Store, 1.5 billion downloads had been recorded from both iPhone and iPod Touch (iPad came out in April, 2010), with more than 65,000 apps, and more than 100,000 developers signed up for Apple’s developer program.




	
September

	
Apple reaches the 2 billion download mark with more than 85,000 apps available.




	
November

	
Along with more than 100,000 apps now available in the App Store, Pinch Media (who created software for app developers that, at the time, extrapolated from more than 10 percent of all downloads) released some interesting findings. The ratio of paid to free apps was 9,300 to 71,000. Further, it found that the average app in the top 10 percent received roughly 75,000 downloads, while the average app in the next 10 percent only got a little over 9,000, and from there the next 10 percent averaged just below 4,000. Pinch Media stated that more than 50 percent of all paid apps were downloaded less than 1,000 times. This equates to a very top-heavy market with “successful” apps being in the minority.




	
December

	
By the end of 2009, according to Neilson’s “App Playbook,” the adoption rate had doubled from April totals, at roughly 37 apps downloaded per user.




	
2010

	
January

	
Available apps reach 120,000, and downloads reach a new milestone at 3 billion.




	
March

	
For the first time, the Books category takes the lead over Games, and there are more than 150,000 apps available in the App Store. (The Games category has since retaken the lead, and currently maintains an only marginally higher percentage of active apps.)




	
April

	
This is a big month for Apple. Not only does the App Store reach 4.5 billion downloads with more than 200,000 apps available, the iPad (Apple’s first tablet) launches with more than 5,000 apps available. The iPad goes on to sell more than 1 million units with more than 12 million app downloads in its first month. Further, a similar pattern of top categories for the iPhone ensues, with Games, Entertainment, then Books being the iPad’s top three categories.




	
September

	
The total of available apps reaches 250,000, and the total number of downloads hits 6.5 billion. This month, Apple also finally released documentation on some of its submission policies. The “App Store Review Guidelines” for iOS apps was a list of all Apple’s conditions for submitting an app, among them the now-infamous “fart” reference: “We have over 250,000 apps in the App Store. We don’t need any more Fart apps. If your app doesn’t do something useful or provide some form of lasting entertainment, it may not be accepted.”




	
October

	
The number of downloaded apps reaches 7 billion, and the number of available apps reaches 300,000.




	
November

	
Apple’s Hall of Fame appears, highlighting 50 apps Apple claims are the “best of the best.”




	
2011

	
January

	
More than 350,000 apps are available, and more than 10 billion apps have been downloaded.




	
June and Onward

	
In June, Apple claimed there were more than 425,000 apps available for download, with more than 14 billion downloads. By September, the count will be roughly 500,000 apps and counting.
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Chapters 3 and 4 take a look at the current non-linear trends, in addition to even more statistics.



To appreciate this phenomenal growth, it may be helpful to take a visual look at the general trend of apps downloaded versus apps available in the current App Store. Figure 1-1 shows data points taken from Wikipedia spread roughly over a three-year period. It is interesting to note that the trend of downloads versus available apps is roughly similar, which means that, overall, the market isn’t getting too oversaturated with apps. Otherwise, the amount of downloads would not be keeping pace. It may also be that Apple’s approval controls are working.


Figure 1-1: The trend from the first three years of apps downloaded versus apps available shows that apps and demand are keeping pace

[image: f0101.eps]


Now let’s look at the evolution of the modern App Store from a more user-centric perspective.

The Early App Store

When the App Store first launched in mid-2008, it was like the first primordial soup from which certain life forms are thought to originate. It was a volatile place with app prices in extreme flux, and huge numbers of early adopters.

Developers had already released more than 600 apps that took advantage of the iPhone device in exciting new ways, providing both monetary incentive and creative ideas to new developers. Figure 1-2 shows what the iTunes App Store looked like on launch.


Figure 1-2: Looking at the App Store on launch in July, 2008, note the abundance of white space, lack of the “App of the Week,” and the absence of a Books category

[image: f0102.tif]


Novel Uses of the Touch Screen

The iPod Touch and iPhone’s touch screen was a giant step in the evolution of interface control for several reasons. Sure, the Nintendo Wii started the trend when it announced its novel “Wii-mote” motion controller in 2005 that provided yet unseen interactivity for home consoles. But for mobile devices, tablets, and indeed future touch devices yet to come, credit for navigation protocol will typically go to Apple’s first touch devices.

When you begin to create your app, the more naturally the app is integrated with the device it’s hosted on, the better feedback and reviews you’ll get from your customers. To that end, and as a primer for what’s possible using these touch screens, Table 1-2 shows the four main ways the features seen in the original iPod Touch and iPhone are part of today’s user expectations in a touch device.

Table 1-2: iPod Touch and iPhone Touch Screen Features




	
Feature

	
Method

	
Practical Uses






	
The Pinch

	
Drag two fingers together to zoom in, and spread fingers out to zoom out.

	
Image manipulation.
Game world zoom (two-dimensional or three-dimensional).

Web navigation (zoom to fit needs).

Documents (zoom to fit needs).





	
The Swipe (or Flick)

	
Swipe (or flick) a single finger in any direction, then let go. It can be very similar to, and used in conjunction with, the “drag.”

	
Navigate “pages” of information, such as the home app layout on any current iPod/iPhone/iPad. Usually requires some indication of where you are, and how many total pages there are.
Many games and apps have adopted the home screen swipe approach in everything from help screens to flipping through screenshots or charts.

Games especially use the swipe or flick as the most basic of controls, or for interactivity purposes. A variation of the swipe for some games is when you hold down a single finger to first “drag” an object, which then may be launched or let go. There are virtually unlimited uses for the swipe.

Smooth scrolling through long web pages using the built-in browser, documents, or lists of items within apps.





	
The Drag

	
Hold a single finger down and drag to manipulate an area or object on screen to get a desired effect, then let go when finished.

	
Moving objects (interface or otherwise) from one place to another place in apps or games.
The iPod/iPhone/iPad can also separate the screen into multiple hotspot areas (for example, vertically down the center), so that your left and right thumbs (or fingers, as the case may be) can drag in either area to accomplish different tasks. This is often seen when there are two joysticks for certain games, one on the left and one on the right. For example, in a three-dimensional (3D) first-person shooter game, the left stick could be used for moving your character on the horizontal plane, and the right stick used for aiming the camera (your view) all around.





	
The Tap

	
Swipe (or flick) a single finger left or right, or in any direction.

	
This is the most simple and globally used of the touch controls, and can be used for almost anything the imagination is capable of coming up with. But it is almost always used for buttons, to activate/interact with/select/toggle “interactable” objects/areas on screen, and placing objects.






Each of the four touch-screen control mechanisms shown in Table 1-2 has helped with innovating user experience design, and has had a huge influence on the way people interact with apps and games. This, combined with the phenomenal user adoption rate of the iPhone and touch screens in general, has virtually locked these in as being standards in interface design for many years to come.

Not mentioned in Table 1-2 is the Double Tap, where you simply double-tap the screen to perform an action. While this is often used to “reset” photos or viewpoints from a zoomed level, it is less intuitive than the other more natural touch innovations because of it being somewhat arbitrary. It is, therefore, used only as a last resort, or in special circumstances in games/apps. 

A few other innovations for the iPhone such as the accelerometer (tilt mechanism) and newer gyroscope were also not described in Table 1-2. These have less to do with a touch screen than additional control options. When combined with a touch screen, however, even more exciting options for interface design become available.

In store for the future of touch devices are all sorts of multi-finger gestures. Apple is already at work patenting as many as it can. There may be a few multi-finger gestures that are naturally intuitive and, thus, destined to become instant classics (for example, putting at least three fingers down and rotating to rotate an image or object, or perhaps a multi-finger swipe down or zigzag to erase or close). Perhaps even further in the future on new generations of iPhones you might see 3D motion recognition using a built-in camera (similar to the Kinect by Microsoft), where touching a two-dimensional (2D) surface is no longer a feature, but rather a limitation. However, that’s getting a little ahead of the game.

With unlimited invention possible in these four mainstays of touch screen controls, it can be easy to overcomplicate apps in the drive to keep them fresh and new. Let’s take a look at why innovation goes hand in hand with simplification.

Simplicity Succeeds While Complexity Fails

Apple was built on simplicity and intuitive user experience (as you will see in Chapter 9), and so it’s not surprising that signature apps built into the devices help paved the way for others in terms of what to expect and what can be done. In essence, Apple’s push toward simplicity, combined with the quick adoption of the device from people who’ve come to expect a certain usability with the brand, has helped to push this mentality to the forefront of app development.

With the fierce competition of the App Store, not only must your app be innovative to a certain extent to be acknowledged, but if it isn’t also intuitive and easy to learn, then (except in rare cases where the niche is still unsaturated) it simply won’t have the longevity to succeed or outlast the competition.

There’s another reason why simplicity is key for this device. Simplicity caters to the casual user, and that’s typically where the big money is, but it comes with a disclaimer. No matter which audience you’re going for, even highly niche or technical, keeping it as simple as possible will always broaden the range of people that can adopt it.

The Modern App Store

As you’ll see in Chapters 3 and 4, today’s App Store is all about capitalizing on certain trends (social comes to mind), finding new niches, and providing users with an experience that seems fresh and new.

With any new market, it takes time for it to take shape, and it’s now been around long enough that the trends are clear. Saturation has been reached in most of the categories (not over-saturation, mind you, just enough that proportionately few new ideas are coming through when compared to small evolutions of current ones), and there exist trends, formulas, and models for success for almost any new app. 

One such trend many developers are finding themselves following — sometimes because the market has pushed them there — is that of trying to keep pace with competitors who are offering everything you are, and trying to do it better. Figure 1-3 shows the current App Store interface in iTunes (which will undoubtedly evolve further).


Figure 1-3: Looking at the modern App Store interface, note the better use of space, a drop-down category bar, and better featured apps at the top, where it is highly desirable to earn a spot

[image: f0103.tif]


The Slow March Toward Complex Apps

A complex app doesn’t have to mean that it’s difficult to learn. It can mean full-featured or even an app with a lot of content (such as a game that rivals current home console offerings in terms of length and content). In this sense, it can mean just that it may be more difficult to develop than something more focused in its feature set, or simple. 

Most apps in new niches do start out more simplistic and focused, but that’s not how it ends for saturated niches. For the sake of argument, let’s assume that’s true. If so, how and why does the evolution from simple to complex take place?

The answer is that as competition continues to heat up for the App Store, many apps are finding it difficult to succeed while being great at one thing, and instead must compete against apps that are great at many. This type of competition typically leads to battles of who can provide the most value for the least cost, at least in established niches. After all, from a consumer standpoint, why go through the hard work of finding three different social apps, each an expert at one thing, when you can find one that does them all mostly effectively? Then, later, it gets even easier for the consumer when he or she can find a competitor that does all the great new features plus a few more, all slightly better. And so the trend continues.

But as technology improves and oversaturation in a particular niche takes place, or is dominated by a few tough-to-outmaneuver competitors, the seeking out of new niches ensues. Then, on success, the cycle of the slow march toward complex apps continues forward in this new niche.

Feature-rich apps that have Facebook Connect or other social integration and viral mechanisms in place are now the norm for almost any app that aims to succeed (see Chapter 10 for more on this). And other third-party applications such as “OpenFeint” and the “Plus+” (pronounced “plus plus”) network have become the norm. In September 2010, Apple’s Game Center (which is better integrated into Apple’s API) was launched. Similar to “OpenFeint” and “Plus+,” it is also a free app where people can invite friends, see new games, compare scores, and much more.

With the rise to complexity, it becomes a necessity, in this case, to “keep up with the Joneses” just to compete. That’s not to say it’s tough to compete — far from it — but a new developer should keep in mind that there are certain standard features (described in this book) that current users have come to expect, and new ones that will appear in the future.

As a final overview of today’s App Store, let’s take a look at how niches in the App Store have evolved over time to become what they are today.

How Niches Have Changed from the Early App Store

With the incorporation of frequent upgrades of hardware starting with second-generation iPhones, iPod Touches, and iPads (which continue to this day), new apps are naturally going to be taking advantage, forcing existing niches to evolve, and creating new ones. Yet, it’s not only new hardware that forces this evolution, but also App Store policies.

In June 2009, with the release of iOS 3.0, the App Store first allowed in-app purchases with paid apps. By mid-October 2009, the App Store’s policy against free apps having the same capability was lifted, and a new business model instantly sprung up. Offering the best of both worlds to developers — that free apps were downloaded more often, and that in-app purchases could provide a constant source of revenue, even with existing users — many free apps were ready to launch with this new feature almost immediately.

Since then (as you’ll especially see in Chapter 4), in-app purchases are now a large part of the most successful business models of a great percentage of top-grossing apps — often found at the very top of specific categories. A few niches, of course, are relatively untouched by the policy change, but the trend is unavoidable.

In addition to this, other innovations have sprung up and been quickly adopted. On the gaming front, friend tracking and competitive plug-ins like Game Center quickly became popular. From a developer standpoint, you can take advantage of interactive ads that don’t take you out of the app, but provide sources of revenue for free apps (see Chapter 7). In-app marketing techniques such as strategic placement of in-app purchase links or cross-selling your own apps have become a bit of a science (see Chapter 8).

With all these tools, Apple’s main categories have generally stayed mostly the same, but niches within them have taken advantage of technology, new policy, innovation, and have evolved into being more complex and socially engaging.

As a final piece of motivation to end this chapter, keep in mind this nugget that comes directly from Apple’s “App Store Review Guidelines” for iOS apps: “If your user interface is complex or less than very good, it may be rejected.” In other words, in the sea of complexity that is the App Store, make yourself a sleek, evolved, and big fish (since they eat all the little ones).

Summary

In this chapter, you learned (or maybe reinforced your existing knowledge) about the amazing growth of the App Store, as well as some of the key innovations and evolutions it has seen over the course of a few years. Undoubtedly, it will continue to change and flourish into the future, in ways unexpected. Though educated guesses will make their way into later chapters, this book attempts to nullify being pigeonholed into how just to succeed in this market, but aims to focus on those traits of a good App Store business that will give you an edge in any future market as well.

Things to come in forthcoming chapters such as competitive analysis, finding a niche, knowing customer tendencies, and how to develop apps with niche and customer expectations according to your business model will help in future-proofing your app business. 

In Chapter 2, you learn what it actually costs to develop an app in the current market, along with how best to start planning work for your team.





Chapter 2

Setting Your Goals, Costs, and Expectations

WHAT’S IN THIS CHAPTER?


	Understanding how to overcome the desire to create versus complete

	Discovering how to benefit by taking on tasks “in house”

	Understanding the role of outsourcing

	Understanding outsourcing deliverables

	Figuring out how to hire the right talent

	Discovering what it really costs to develop an app

	Understanding both your fundamental and optional costs

	Learning how to keep expectations in check



You should now have a good overview of what the App Store is all about, so it’s time to start getting into the planning of your new app. You may well have a great idea already (or two, or a hundred…), but how much do you think it will cost to bring that idea to fruition? Is it a complex app relative to others in its niche? Does it utilize your programmer’s art, or will you have to outsource? Questions such as this will be answered in this chapter, and provide the best launching point for taking action on your new ideas.

Speaking of ideas, before you begin, you should be aware of a common pitfall for individual or small team app development that’s known as Hero Inventor Syndrome. You won’t find it in the latest DSM (the manual for psychological disorders), but experience has shown that this prevalent pitfall can significantly increase the time it takes to bring an app to market.

Confronting the “Hero Inventor” Syndrome

Before the team at Villain launched their first game, “Archetype,” they got a lot of smaller projects off the ground, each with grand dreams of breaking the Top 100. The design framework was worked out, schedules were made, milestones created, and the first of the contractors were contacted, all in an effort to follow the latest trends — or at least some killer ideas.

In a common work week, the team would be gung-ho for one project, only to have an idea pop into one of their heads by the weekend that they wanted/needed to pursue — always ASAP — and, thus, the next week would see the previous week’s work postponed. Needless to say, planning new projects in this way broke older schedules that hadn’t even been given the chance to be assigned yet.

Inevitably, the question would occur at some point in the week, “You know that game/app named blah-bleh-bloop? Well, what if we took x, did y to it, then blended in z…” and dollar signs appeared yet again in the eyes of the team. The gist is that planning an app is easier said than done. Schedules, ideas, and even grand designs do not an app make. 

Everyone wants to have that one design or idea that he or she turns into the next “Angry Birds,” but we can’t pursue them all. That’s the pitfall — the need to constantly create and ideate, but never actually take action.

Benefitting by Doing It Yourself

When you finally decide to take the plunge, it is advisable to start by making a list of what assets you have in terms of production capability, and where you’re lacking. How much you can do “in-house” or all in one place largely determines the overall cost, notwithstanding external marketing pushes near the end of development.

For example, say you have an artist friend who is willing to help out with assets for a cut of profits (also known as revenue share or “rev” share), or you’ve been referred to a somewhat fresh programming team that want to prove themselves and will charge less if you go with them. Essentially, to lower costs, you decide to manage production from your end instead of paying a full-featured development studio to carry it all.

As a matter of fact, many of these teams do little more than provide a method to outsource to their own workhorse teams, with internal project managers to coordinate it all.


[image: note.eps]
With “Archetype,” the Villain team went with both in-house help and outsourcing to a more full-featured team. Because the team decided on a tight production schedule that required a competent programming team to pull off advanced three-dimensional (3D) and multiplayer support, the team outsourced to a relatively new team in the San Francisco Bay Area that took over all project management of the code and art for a reduced rate. What the team at Villain did was essentially merge two key producers/designers into the flow of the development team, especially regarding level and combat design, then quality assurance (QA), and eventually the implementation of localization (which is how to get it into other languages). It was a competent, but small, core team overall, with not a lot of experience yet on iPhone app design, which helped keep costs down on a more ambitious title.



Outsourcing

With easier collaboration methods such as Skype and other communication/project management tools, as well as faster asset/code turnaround than used to be possible with things like Software Development Kits (SDKs), outsourcing has fast become a viable and efficient manner to cut app and game development costs. 

This section examines the ways an app developer can outsource (Figure 2-1 shows one of the most popular outsourcing tool in the U.S.), and provides some tips for finding help.


Figure 2-1: The easiest way to find outsourcing in the U.S

[image: f0201.tif]


Few developers are capable of doing everything in-house — project management, production, design/level design, programming, art, audio, QA, and so on. Therefore, an important early consideration to be made is what you can achieve in-house, and what you’ll need to farm out, or outsource.

One half-truism that comes with a caveat is the belief that you can dramatically cut app development time with more people working on it. Though, to an extent, this is true from a production standpoint, more people involved also means significantly more complexity with project management, budgeting, and bringing the different parts of the app together.

With asset development such as art, audio, and animation, these things are typically easier to generate in parallel than things like code features or new systems for your app. For programming, it’s best to stick to one small team or programmer so that you’re not dealing with the complications from merging and coordinating code implementation from multiple sources.

Outsourcing Assets

Typically (at least in game development), it is fairly common to outsource two types of assets — much (or all) of the art and also audio — because games are fairly heavy in each. Fortunately, if you’re lucky enough to be dealing with a utility or non-game app, the required quantity of both of these diminishes greatly (relatively speaking), as does the cost. 

So, what exactly is an asset that can be outsourced? Assets are each individual file for every piece of art, animation, and audio (be it music or sound effect, sometimes called sfx) in your app or game. For example, if you were doing a role-playing game, you might have several static screens (to keep costs down) for the story intro, then all the player character art, non-player characters, objects and items (which could be hundreds or thousands), background scenery, special effects, icons, maps, main and sub interfaces, sounds, animations, and thematic music.

As a general rule of thumb, the more of a “game” your app is, the greater amount of art and audio you’ll need, with art usually being the much, much bigger expenditure.

Let’s look briefly at each of these types of assets.

Outsourcing Art

With art, you’ll first want a general scope of what you need from the designer so that you can get a proper quote. If it’s a 3D game, you’ll need 3D assets, so you’ll need artists who can deal with exporting from programs such as Maya and 3D Studio Max. These artists are usually proficient in modeling, characters, and texture work. Figure 2-2 shows a textured 3D model from the Rocket Launcher in “Archetype,” which was eventually exported into polygons for use in the game.


Figure 2-2: 3D model of a weapon from “Archetype”

[image: f0202.tif]


For two-dimensional (2D) user interface (UI) work such as what is shown in Figure 2-3, another type of artist is needed — artists who are good at drawing and positioning layouts. These artists will usually work in tandem with the designer (more typically near the beginning of development) to streamline menu progression, functionality, and layout, sometimes according to the designer’s initial spec.


Figure 2-3: Example UI from the game “Archetype”

[image: f0203.tif]


In some instances (for example, if your app is a simple business or utility app that relies on much of the core iPhone standard UI art), the iOS programmer has access to the full set of standard graphical user interface (GUI) elements straight from Apple for use in any app. This could be a way to cut costs, but obviously there wouldn’t be much except for functionality to set your app apart from the rest. So, it better be good if this is the direction you’re planning on.

Another option some developers have taken (mainly to opt out of art outsourcing) is to put an artist hat on a team member who normally wouldn’t be an artist (such as the programmer). This often occurs for a team that can’t afford an artist, and settles for creating more “crude” hand-drawn art. Although this was (and sometimes is) highly popular in certain cases (for example, “Doodle Jump”), and it can certainly cut costs, ensure that you have a solid reason for going with this. 

The hand-drawn style has somewhat worn thin after all with the resurgence of independent (indie) game development (that is, those without a big budget doing as much as they can). Don’t be dissuaded from using that style if your budget or vision merits. But if your budget allows, you’ll likely make a bigger impression by hiring a real artist, even for a unique “crude” hand-drawn style.

Finally, for conceptual work, typically at the beginning of development and prior to asset generation, an artist will be needed who specializes in the look/feel of the world, the backgrounds, characters, and sometimes weapons, which the 3D artist would render after being approved. 

Sometimes any type of artist can function as a concept artist, but there are specialists out there who do excel in the field. These artists are usually more proficient in traditional drawing and painting methods than the others, as opposed to working mostly in the digital medium.

Figure 2-4 shows the first concept character art from a casual matching game, “Matchlings,” which is full of unique characters. Initially, the Villain development team had a vampire, and it was working okay, but all of the characters were male-oriented, so the team felt the need to change a few to females to better appeal to a general audience.


Figure 2-4: Concept art for “Matchlings,” an early game by Villain and its second to be released
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Concepting for a 3D FPS

For “Archetype,” production outsourced to both a team of 3D artists for modeling the various weapons and textures, and 2D artists for things like GUI work and other 2D elements (such as the all-important logo). Production also outsourced to an outfit that could do conceptual work in the beginning for things like the look/feel of the world, and the look of the characters and weapons.

The game’s intro was one of the later items produced, and, in fact, a significant portion of game art for in-game elements was complete before an intro was ever commissioned. When the team got to the computer generated imagery (CGI — basically pre-rendered advanced 3D graphics with great lighting and animation) intro, they had another go-round with concept stuff from that studio before they started production.



Outsourcing Audio

Audio assets come down to what UI elements you desire (typically standard button presses, swipe and gesture sounds, scrolling, and so on) with any other unique interactive elements. Typically, for good gameplay and general interface design, any action the user can do will require feedback in the form of something visual (a highlight or other indicator) and a sound effect file (sfx). This is especially true for current touch devices, because, since they lack tactile response, feedback can only be delivered via graphic or sound, as opposed to the click of a button or vibration of a controller.

Then there’s music. Should you have an intro theme that loops? Should you have several tracks for different levels? How long should they be, and should they repeat? All this requires is a general indication of scope (again, typically from a designer) before setting out to get quotes. These days, it’s usually enough to hire an audio engineer, and he or she will have several different libraries from which to pull and export the sounds in the format that you need — for a cost, of course.

Finally, there’s voiceover (VO) work. If you have a game with VO, you’re possibly talking anything from simply recording a team member’s best John Wayne impersonation to paying Screen Actors Guild (SAG) fees for premium talent. Well, recording from a team member not only ups morale and is usually highly funny (at least to the team) until it gets amazingly annoying, but it is also a good way to get in placeholder assets until the real talent can be had — which sometimes is never. This method happens to be popular, for obvious reasons, within indie game development.


[image: note.eps]
The music and sound in “Archetype” was done by a company Villain first used for a smaller project. The development team ended up liking that company’s work, and so tasked it with the main theme for the game (which ended up an appropriately thematic, epic, impending doom-like march). Along with music, Villain had several sounds for weapon fire, pickups, other interactivity, and UI notifications. For when the player was awarded medals, VO was considered, but didn’t make the cut because of time schedules and because, though cool, Villain simply didn’t think of it as a high enough priority.



Outsourcing Your Programming

Let’s face it. Most small developers with a big idea will be in the need of a programmer or three, depending on scope, who aren’t on the payroll. You should be warned, however, that this is where your budget gets a big bite taken from it. Fortunately, with iPhone development really taking off in the past few years, you should have little trouble finding a team willing to take on your app and, for whatever their reasons (which are important), work with you on cutting a deal.

To be able to find the right help, you must have a basic understanding of the scope and features of your app. For example, here are a few features worth considering for a short feature/concept document:


	Does it need 3D graphics?

	Does it need to connect to Facebook, Twitter, and so on?

	What kind of social features/sharing will it have/require?

	Does it use advanced motion controls like the iPhone gyroscope, or the accelerometer/tilting?

	Does it need to manipulate or access your music collection? (For an example, check out “Planetary,” a neat iPad music app that does this in a very interesting way!)

	Does it have multiplayer capabilities?

	Does it need its own physics engine? (For an example, see “Angry Birds.”)

	Will it need to access the Internet from within the app?

	Does it have high-score lists?

	Does it access your mail?

	Do you need to be able to draw?

	How about chat?



In this document, you should lay out a bulleted list of features you require from the following: 


	The iPhone/iPad core functionality (such as possible controls and existing device programs you’ll need access to)

	All the functionality you need it to be able to do from within the app



With your feature/concept document in hand, you’ll be able to quickly gather quotes from competing sources and make a judgment call as to who to go with.

Outsourcing Design

Not everyone can program, but it’s true that everyone is indeed a designer. It will be very tempting to try to cut costs here by throwing together a “specification” document and hope that the programmers can make enough inferences from vague descriptions to properly execute the vision. But it is strongly recommended that you hire an expert, because your killer app’s core functionality and user experience depends on the design.

Ideally, you’ll want to use someone who can come up with functional (and intelligent, but creative) designs, communicate effectively with clear documentation using flowcharts and the like, and be able to creatively (and quickly) iterate on team feedback. A good designer can handle the math for you, making it easier on the programmers, in addition to the design of most of the entire user experience (including controls, interface, flow, social features, and other elements that go into an app).

It’s likely that you already have a million-dollar idea or more that you’re kicking around, and have already jotted down some (or a lot of) info, maybe even specifics about certain features of your app. This is a time when you’d hire a designer to flesh out the experience according to the vision, while ensuring that you don’t have any user experience hang-ups along the way. The outcome should be a package of the design in a nice document, ready for programming.

At other times, you might only have the idea, and simply need it fleshed out. If you don’t already have a designer in house, a good choice you might consider hiring would be freelance game designers.

Avoiding the Pitfalls of Going It Alone

There is one clear way to avoid many of the pitfalls you might otherwise encounter during your journey, and it can easily be summed up with these words: Find the right talent. It cannot be overstated that you’ll need to get good at evaluating outsourced talent based on cost, portfolio, communication, and location.

Let’s briefly fast-forward and assume that you’ve acquired the services of reasonably capable people who, under most conditions, would do an average to great job. To deliver an exceptional app, you will also need these things:


	A capable project manager/leader/decision maker (which can be included in the list of acquired capable people)

	Efficient communication tools

	An online project-management collaboration framework (usually shared by outsourcers)

	A reasonable development schedule/plan



As far as a project manager, it is highly recommended that you take on this duty yourself, or already have one or two people in mind for various main tasks. This is because this position isn’t usually outsourced, unless you’re paying for a full-featured development team.

For communication tools, Villain hadn’t yet jumped on the Skype bandwagon as a whole, but instead used Gmail (an online collaboration tool), and Gmail’s built-in chat when appropriate. Nowadays, you should have a free Skype account (www.skype.com) or other similarly featured chat/messaging client. Being able to share your screen and send files, as well as instant chat and video calls, make Skype indispensible as a communication device. 


[image: note.eps]
For the team at Villain, because the company was paying for a team that could handle most of the art, QA, and all of the programming within the company, Villain had its own project leader who was in constant touch with the development team to work out scheduling and deliveries. In turn, the Villain team managed everything that wasn’t covered by the outsourced team, including localization, some QA (everyone was involved in this), combat and level design, audio, CGI animation, other outsourced scheduling, and marketing. In the end, it was largely a collaborative effort with the outsourced team and CEO, and Villain’s own team.
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Appendix B provides more information on useful tools.



Other highly recommended team collaboration and communication tools are available that take the place of dedicated project-management-only programs like Microsoft Project and are used by an entire team. Online full-featured project management tools such as BaseCamp (www.BasecampHQ.com) can handle everything from multiple projects, file sharing and repositories, milestone creation and tracking, message posts and replies, e-mail alerts, task tracking, to-do lists, and much more — all in one place. They’re typically super simple to use, and will help keep everyone on the same page. Most of these are not free, but relatively inexpensive, and come with monthly pricing plans. 

Finally, from the project manager, you’ll need a reasonable plan that reflects the scope of the app, as well as outsourcing intangibles, and merges them into a typical development timeline. 


[image: note.eps]
Chapter 5 provides more information on plotting the stages of development.



As shown in Figure 2-5, in the end, there’s going to be an optimal solution for each outsourced component in terms of how cheap or expensive, how good the outsourcing resources are, and how fast they can work. Assuming the general principle that the cheapest is usually less experienced and not the fastest, and the most expensive is usually at least effectively experienced, the optimal solution for your project is likely somewhere in the center, near the peak of the bell curve. For example, as you elect to go with higher-priced talent along the curve, you will eventually reach a point where expenses outweigh the benefits. Conversely, if you go too low along the curve, chances become higher that the talent will not be able to complete the task on time, or as intended.


Figure 2-5: Optimal cost solution for hiring outsourced talent
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Top Three Tips for Finding the Right Outsourced Talent

Following are a few tips for ensuring that you avoid the major pitfall of not having the right talent:


	Always ask to see a portfolio — Whether you are working with artists, programmers, audio engineers, or designers, you’ll want to first tell them what your app is about in a nutshell, and then see their closest and best representative work to your future design. For programmers, stay away from those who have no or relatively little experience programming iPhone apps. It may cost less per hour, but will be more costly in the long run, both in terms of money and time. For programming teams, play the games or apps they’ve contributed to, while specifically asking which parts they worked on to see if it is up to your standards.



In the end, if you’re still on the fence, it’s always a good idea to ask for references and follow up with them. Work-for-hire sites such as Elance (www.Elance.com) or Guru (www.Guru.com) have ratings and feedback you can browse, further filtering the pool to narrow your choices.


	Gauge their communication effectiveness — How quickly do they respond? Do they seem like they understand the vision? Are they professional in demeanor? How well can they speak your team’s native language? You’ll sometimes be able to find exceptional talent with very little speaking ability in your language, but generally, the more complex your app is, or for example, the less visual documentation you have available, raises the need to communicate any ideas or designs with them, and thus the better their grasp of your language should be.

	Negotiate the rate — Did you find someone promising, but who is out of your budget? Don’t be afraid to ask for a slightly lower rate (because of your tight budget), or, failing that, potentially trade for a share in revenue. Sometimes this can actually save you quite a bit of money, but there’s the chance they may not be willing to go this route. Still, it is done. In any case, to get your business it’s very likely they can find some way to do the job for somewhat less than the quote (5 percent to 15 percent isn’t unreasonable to request, depending on the job), and they often bid with this in mind. Just be sure to have a number in mind that sounds fair. Asking for a discount isn’t always as good as just asking, “Can you do it for X amount?” Then, if they decline, you would still have some room for a follow-up amount, whereas a simple “no” to the general discount question pretty much closes the negotiation.



At the very least, unless there’s exceptionally high demand for their services at the time, you’ll often come away with a better deal, even if it means negotiating in some type of small sacrifice on your own (such as scheduling, or without optional feature X, Y, or Z).

Whomever you decide to work with, ensure that you have a proper non-disclosure agreement (NDA) in effect. Basic versions can be found on the Internet and tailored to your needs, but, of course, using your own lawyer to prepare one would be the safest.



Considering Your Fundamental Costs

Unless you have iPhone programmers willing to do the work cheaply, and are coming up with a rather simple utility or business app, developing an exceptional iPhone app is expensive — probably more so than you might think. 

In the early days of the App Store, you didn’t see huge companies creating apps for hundreds of thousands of dollars, and releasing the apps with the backing of a big marketing budget. You had independent developers cobbling together apps on their own, and occasionally making huge amounts of money. 

The ironic thing is that, while apps have become way more expensive to develop over time, the prices of the apps are still at their initial plateau of $0.99, and occasionally more (albeit sometimes way more for those rare niche apps). There’s still the hope for huge profit for any endeavor, and surprise hits will always appear from nowhere to dominate the charts for a time and spawn copies. But you need the right combination of features, usability, and release buzz to drive a success.

So, how much does it cost in 2011 to make an app? According to a Stack Overflow (www.stackoverflow.com) forum answer by Craig Hockenberry (the developer of “Twitteriffic,” shown in Figure 2-6, and available at www.twitteriffic.com), this popular social media app would have cost upward of $250,000 to create, had the owners not done the estimated 1,100 hours of programming on their own. This was at their quoted rate of $150 per hour. As it was, design cost them $34,000, using existing code cost $20,000, and other project management and QA expenses were around $16,000. The bulk of the time, however, was spent on the coding, at an estimated 60 hours per week over 9 weeks.


Figure 2-6: “Twitteriffic” would have cost roughly $250,000 to develop
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Of course, you can sometimes find programming for much less. Villain actually got a good deal on a foreign team’s first job for $25 per hour for its initial game prototype (“Matchlings”). It is safe to assume that many teams are available on Elance, Guru, or oDesk (www.odesk.com) who might do something similar.

Not all apps will have such a high budget, and, as mentioned earlier, it really depends on scope, time, and talent. But to do a sophisticated full-featured app for anything less than $50,000 to $100,000 is wishful thinking. If this is out of your budget, you’ll either need people willing to profit-share and work for “free,” raise money, go with cheaper and potentially less-capable developers, or scale down the necessary programming (in other words, scope) and/or art required, because those are typically your two largest expenditures.

Lest the price still seem too daunting, you should be aware of one last thing before learning about the specifics of each cost area. A “simple” game or app with similar features to something else on the market, but enhanced with your own twist, can be made for as little as $4,000 to $10,000 for outsourcing the entire job. However, now that heavy-hitter companies with multiple titles are dominating several App Store categories, it will be more difficult as a rule for an app like that to penetrate the Top 100 or Top 200, which is the sweet spot for revenue generation and maintaining the buzz.

Programming

Unless you have access to or are a great programmer willing to program for little to nothing, chances are you’re going to be spending the bulk of your development cost on programming. Prices vary based on experience, location, and name recognition, but you can expect anywhere from $25 per hour at the low end (usually overseas) to $250 per hour at the other end. 

With most projects, a contract will typically have several development milestones with built-in contingencies should one party or the other fail to fulfill obligations. For most projects, payment is usually made on evaluation of major milestones. Monthly is a common milestone time period, but depending on how fast the schedule is, it can be faster. This is not to say teams won’t have various interim builds to evaluate, but major milestones are spaced farther apart.


[image: note.eps]
Though it is not possible to quote the exact budget of “Archetype,” some general expectations can be shared. For an advanced multiplayer 3D game including using an existing engine (that will need to be licensed), the cost can run in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, most likely in the lower hundreds. This is if you outsource to an external team. For in-house development, it’s possible to do it for less, so some thought might be put into whether you should/could hire contracted permanent employees in this case.



Factoring in UI/UX for Game/App Design

If you want to help keep the big costs of programming down (and why wouldn’t you?), you’re likely going to want to hire a good game/user experience (UX) designer to put together a functional document — especially for business apps that depend mostly on functionality and can’t rely on heavy graphics and visual effects to pick up the slack. Any design talent should be familiar with good UI and current iPhone standards in terms of UX, as well as how to design for capacitive touch options like gesturing.

Not unlike programming, design talent typically charges by scope and detail required. Therefore, for a small one-off document for a simple app, you might be able to hire a capable designer for as little as $1,000 to $2,000. But with experience and a good portfolio, it can end up being much more, even in the tens of thousands of dollars for a dedicated designer on a bigger-budget contract. 

For any game that requires time to make levels (such as a role-playing game, or anything in 3D), the cost for level design can be up to $5,000 and onward for the project, again dependent on scope. 

So, what should you ask for in a designer? You’ll typically want these deliverables:


	Initial collaboration on design to get the scope and vision

	Optional but good-to-have items (that is, some competitive research on similar apps to ensure that you’re not overlooking features or planning on unneeded ones)

	Initial rough draft of the design document for approval, minus some specifics pending approval

	Final milestone version of the document with all the specifics

	Sometimes (such as for a complex app), gameplay/UX follow-up with the team on early build(s) to ensure that the design is functional and the intent is being achieved



Factoring in Art Design

Like the other necessities, what you spend on art varies widely with scope and talent. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, you could potentially need up to three different types of artists for various tasks, and anything from next to zero total art required (but always a good App Store icon!) to mountains of it.

Art is usually not optional, and the style you choose can sometimes make or break your game/app. This is why competitive research is handy up front to help define current standards in your niche (if one exists), and to help you differentiate. 

Once you have the style you’re aiming for, get the quotes. For something like a triple-A 3D app, you could spend upward of $50,000 or more for the total art package (not including CGI animation). This would include 3D modeling and textures for exporting into a 3D game, concept art, as well as UI, 3D particle effects, and other in-game art. At the other end of the spectrum, for something similar to the popular vertical scrolling action game “Doodle Jump” (shown in Figure 2-7), assuming it was professionally done and not for free by the programmer, it might be had for as little as $3,000 to $5,000, depending on scope.


Figure 2-7: The simple style and hand-drawn art of “Doodle Jump” keeps art costs lower
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Considering Your Optional Costs

Programming, design, and art are your three necessary costs. Some might question whether design is completely necessary, preferring the scribbles-on-napkin or fast-iteration approach. Though there is some merit to this when dealing with simple apps, any well-developed, complex interactive app requires a great amount of design planning and forethought, or else you’re taking huge risks with scope, budget, and time.

Audio Costs

Audio isn’t always needed (for utility or business apps), and, fortunately, when it is, royalty-free libraries of sounds and songs are available on the Internet (search for “royalty free sounds” for a decent list). Reasons against this approach might be that the quality isn’t always there, legal restrictions sometimes exist for particular sounds/songs, and it can be difficult/time-consuming to wade through all the muck on your way to finding a gem.

With that being said, some amazing, under-utilized audio engineers and composers are available for hire, and these people will create all your sounds from scratch, or know how to find them quickly and modify them to fit your needs.

Expect (non-VO) audio to range from $500 or so for a simple game with a few core sounds, to $5,000 or more for a full game. When VO work is required, audio costs can skyrocket. Sometimes it can be more than $10,000 for good talent per actor, again depending on what’s needed and the type of talent you need.

Special Effects Costs

Special effects are considered to be any pre-rendered CGI you need for introductory movies or other story devices. These are usually anywhere from 20 seconds to a minute or longer (for full non-app games), and can get extremely expensive. Mostly, only games deal with this, and then only if they want a knock-out intro to the experience. 

Shop around, because ranges can greatly vary. Special effects companies charge mostly by the time needed, how much concept/approval work is involved, overall quality desired, time required for delivery, and factor in their past portfolio as well. For example, for the exact same specification (60 seconds of CGI total, split in two 30-second movies at various times), you might get back quotes ranging from $20,000 to $200,000 or more from a triple-A studio, depending on from whom you get bids. 

Aside from programming or potential marketing costs, CGI can be another top expense, so be sure your game/app needs it. Most apps won’t be dealing with this, and, in fact, you can often get a lot of mileage by making use of your in-game engine for cut-scenes.

Shortening your required movie times can, of course, result in much lower bids. But don’t be surprised if even a 10-second CGI quotes for more than you would think. On the flip side, sometimes the end result establishes your game/app as uniquely polished, and you shouldn’t be dissuaded if this type of polish is what your app needs. 
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In the case of “Archetype,” the game had virtually no story (just a sci-fi theme) and only a pretty slick menu system for navigating into and out of the multiplayer gameplay. The development team felt the best way to bring something that made players more attached to the world, in addition to extra polish, was a short CGI intro story.



You might also be aware that audio (especially VO), in addition to CGI, can eat up a lot of memory (which is precious in apps for speedy initial download times). So, that may be a consideration as well. To save space, these things can be compressed a bit, but the tradeoff is that quality may suffer.

Localization for Foreign Markets

If you’re planning on making your app available in other languages (see Chapter 5 for more details), which can often offer more visibility for your app in areas of less competition, the process rests partly with programming (for implementation), and partly with project management/production (for translation). The cost for programming should be included in your contract, and the cost for translation can actually be quite low, but time-intensive. It is worth noting that if your app is text-heavy, rendering your text in an actual font rather than images (for example, including graphic buttons with customized text in a game) can use less art resources and be easier to manage. 

You can find many capable translators on Elance for any language, and their rates vary greatly, but are sometimes surprisingly low (such as $0.08 per word). Expect to pay in the range of $300 to $1,000 for a relatively small word count (less than 1,000 words) when translated into a few different languages, and upward of $5,000 to $10,000 or more for a larger game or app with thousands of words.

Don’t forget, you’ll not only need the game translated, but you’ll need your App Store description and all update notes to be translated as well.

Quality Assurance/Testing

Even if your app has the best coders, there are bound to be bugs (errors), and lots of them, especially early on. QA (which entails methodically testing your app for bugs and crashes related to user experience, graphics, audio, text, gameplay, and performance) usually can be handled in-house by one or two people dedicated to the task (sometimes the project manager/producer). For general feedback and reporting of severe issues that are encountered, you can also include friends and family who play as much as you can get them to.

Occasionally, you’ll want to outsource QA, but (typically) only for complex apps with many different user experiences, modes, or required hours of play. The more complex your app is, the greater the chances for crashes to occur (as shown in Figure 2-8), and those should be considered the bane of every app’s road to good ratings.


Figure 2-8: Crash errors need to be completely eliminated prior to release
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When you do need dedicated QA (for example, when porting to another device and testing all its features, or during a particularly large batch of new features being implemented), costs are usually not too much of a concern for the overall budget, and can be had for up to a few thousand dollars, depending on scope. 

To give a sense of perspective, for a relatively large role-playing game to be released on multiple console platforms in addition to PC, quotes from dedicated full-service companies might surprise you. It can be hundreds of thousands of dollars for full testing during the few months prior to release. But, of course, that kind of testing would rarely be required for most apps. 

The exception, however, would be if you’re doing a social simulation game such as CapcomMobile’s “Smurf’s Village,” as shown in Figure 2-9. Many hours are spent on complex games such as this.


Figure 2-9: Titles like the popular “Smurf’s Village” are high-budget, complex games that require significant QA
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Public Relations and Marketing

The area of public relations and marketing is all about finding the right outlets to promote your app, and then establishing your brand in the eyes of the users as something they’d want to own/buy. 
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For “Archetype,” because it was a multiplayer game using dedicated servers, the Villain team needed to “stress test” the game to see how much load it could take before crashing, or before performance was inhibited. Because the team was building simultaneous localized versions in 12 languages in preparation for release, it was decided to release a few weeks early in a market with fewer potential users than the U.S. in order to gather player feedback and other data, then quickly address issues prior to the main launch. In this case, Villain went with the Portuguese market, but it could have easily been another. In the end, it helped for a more secure and polished launch with fewer complications.



With today’s buzz and hype capable of being spread through social media channels faster than traditional outlets, concentrate your efforts there. Positive website exclusives and reviews are a given, as well as any Facebook and Twitter buzz. The goal will be to hopefully have earned enough hype when the app is launched to perhaps get Apple’s attention (even if not right away), and get Apple to feature it as one of its Apps of the Week.
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The “Archetype” team went solely with a post-release effort, although things were set up prior to release so that the hype was started and maintained in heavy doses beginning from the first day. Because of the release of the Portuguese version, a few popular iPhone sites like TouchArcade (www.toucharcade.com) caught on to the release early, and published an article or two as a preview to get the ball rolling. But the timing for that worked out in Villain’s favor, because the buzz was fortunately generally positive, and helped fuel the hype and mystery for the U.S./global release.

What helped in the case of Villain’s “Archetype” was having two unique features that hadn’t been done yet, and appeared to be anxiously awaited by a segment of the hard-core action community— smooth five-versus-five team-based gameplay on 3G devices for a relatively low price, and a dedicated full-featured “Death Match” progression system that didn’t involve micro-transactions, as one of Villain’s competitors did. In other words, once you bought the game, you got a lot of value without needing to spend anything more in order to “keep up.” These two things, along with the positive buzz of “Archetype” having “come from nowhere” in particular, helped propel early reviews and word of mouth.



Though traditional game companies can spend millions, your marketing budget can be successful for as little as next to zero to $2,000, if you go the social media route externally, and then use extra money to build social features directly into your game/app (if possible) so that they keep paying dividends.

Advertising Costs

Advertising can mean anything from shooting/editing a movie to become “viral” on YouTube, through social media ad campaigns, to high-cost solutions such as exclusive daily/weekly ads on high-profile websites that are getting millions of views per day.

These days, it’s almost a no-brainer not to go with print advertising, unless you have a huge excess in your budget. Print is still very expensive, and can’t reach out to or convert nearly the amount of people any reasonable social media–driven or targeted web advertising plan can.

It’s also a bit of a conundrum whether to spend a lot on one-off advertising (that is, ads that are there, and then gone), versus spending a proportionally equal amount of money adding viral social features directly into your app. If you don’t plan to have any social outlets built-in (for example, posting scores on Facebook Walls, or otherwise sharing with friends), then paid advertising becomes more important to drive initial customers your way in hopes of converting them into paying customers.

If you decide to go this route, posting a feature ad on prominent websites for any length of time can cost upward of several thousand dollars for each.

Managing Your Expectations

Thus far in this chapter, you’ve been introduced to quite a lot of information to digest, such as procuring outsourced talent, determining how much this is actually going to cost, starting to think about your overall plan, and wondering how it’s going to all come together.

Just remember, if you have an idea, there’s a way to get it done, whether or not it ends up as grand or full-featured as you first envisioned. Cut back if you have to. Refine the design so that the core features stand out. And, if you ensure that it’s as polished as it can be, most anything can have a chance.

The purpose of this chapter is to give you a reasonable expectation of the overall scope and cost of doing an app. As mentioned, depending on scope, time, and execution, that can mean anything from $5,000 to hundreds of thousands. Just plan accordingly.

The App Store as a Crowded Zoo

As you’ll read in Chapter 3, the App Store is a chaotic, crowded, and exciting place — and growing all the time. Before you start production, it will be vitally important to do your competitive research and ensure that your planned app’s core features haven’t already been usurped by a competitor — unless you can do them better, and perhaps that’s your plan. 

By mid-2011, roughly 20 main categories and more than 400,000 active apps appeared in the iPhone App Store, with books, games, and entertainment totaling roughly 40 percent of the entire store (see www.148Apps.biz). This all shows that if you’re developing in one of these categories, chances are you’ll have some competition, even on iPad, as shown in Figure 2-10. Start planning early for how you’re going to tackle features your competitors may already be working on, and you’ll have the best shot for succeeding in the nearly standing-room-only App Store.


Figure 2-10: The iPad App Store showing signs of congestion
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Unless you have a solid foundation for a development plan, succeeding in the App Store may end up meaning much less if you’re way over budget to begin with.

Planning for Cost Overruns

Apps nearly always cost more than initially planned, and usually take longer than expected. Sometimes it’s because of feature creep or polish, but most times it’s because of an initial failure to account for all elements that go into development, as well as the hours required to get it done — an easy thing to do. Let’s face it, green-lighting a project is also easier when the people with money think it’s going to be less work/cost/time than they might imagine, and, therefore, initial estimates tend to fall on the low side. Add to all this the fact that Murphy’s Law — if it can go wrong, it will — nearly always shows up at some point during a project, and it’s no wonder budgets eventually become bloated.

Scheduling with an Iron Fist

The best way to ensure that your team stays on track is to keep everyone informed about the plan. What this means is that everyone knows in general what the others are working on, when the pieces will be put together, what the next steps are ahead of time (at least a week or two), and how that fits into the overall plan. This helps to prevent lapses in workload, and identifies potential bottlenecks for deliveries.

The development process is like a marathon, an ongoing slog with little rest until Beta, then a final push to the finish, regardless of whether it takes two weeks or a year. As in a marathon, maintaining flexibility for unforeseen events or changing conditions is key.

Summary

This chapter covered a lot of material, from the benefits of staying focused and taking action, to outsourcing needs, through detailed costs and expectations. You should now be prepared for the next two chapters, which include thoroughly getting to know the App Store and your competitors, as well as honing in on expectations of your potential target demographic within the genre/category.
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