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Want to Get Even?  
Get Angry!

Anna Faherty looks 

at what publishers 

can learn from 

the success of 

bestselling game 

Angry Birds.
Four years ago the small Finnish mobile games 

developer Rovio launched a make-or-break product. 

Pushed to the brink of bankruptcy by spiralling 

development costs, the company’s latest game 

simply had to succeed. The result was Angry Birds, 

a product that has been at the top of the mobile 

Its success isn’t just down to the creation of a 

playful and addictive game; Rovio also made some 

smart business decisions, which anyone wanting 

to target the digital space can learn from.

If you’re one of the few people yet to succumb 

shaped birds at fragile houses inhabited by fat 

green pigs. Hit a pig with a bird, or part of a 

completes the level, and the quicker you do it, the 

more stars you earn. The game is incredibly easy 

Minister David Cameron admits to being an  

It’s no surprise Rovio brought out such a well-

crafted product. After hours observing user 

behaviour while developing million-selling games for 

big-name companies like Namco Bandai and EA, 

the organization knew what worked. Yet, despite a 

portfolio of 50 client products, Rovio still struggled 

to attract the attention of mobile carriers and 

games publishers. Worse, making different versions 

of each game for each smartphone device was 

incredibly time-consuming. With development time 

and overheads getting out of control Rovio wanted 

to increase revenue by making its own games. 

However, with zero access to marketing and 

distribution channels, this looked little more than a 

pipe dream. At the start of 2009, the company was 

in serious trouble and forced to downsize from  

50 to 12 staff.
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Long-term relationships

When most games reach the top spot in the 

keeping people playing and talking about the 

game. It released new levels for free, answered 

media and even built in new game levels 

designed by players. While some publishers 

may be adept at customer service and social 

media marketing, few think of their products 

product development process didn’t stop 

when the game launched; it is an ongoing 

 of new business models to ensure the product 

organization, which is described by Rovio’s 

also known as the ‘Mighty Eagle’) as an agile 

company. Not only does Rovio continually 

monitor developments in its markets, and how 

people react to its products, it also has the ability 

to make major changes in weeks or days. This 

requires fast decision-making and the ability to 

create, brief and launch project teams at the drop 

of a hat – how many publishing companies do 

you know that can do that?

Exploiting rights

Thanks to that early decision to create its own 

from ongoing sales revenues, it also kick-started 

opportunities to exploit those rights in other ways. 

You can now buy Angry Birds soft toys, Angry 

Birds T-shirts, Angry Birds pillowcases, Angry 

Birds computer speakers and Angry Birds iPhone 

cases. You can even buy Angry Birds books. 

All these products help to support the brand, 

and the customer relationship, as well as 

creating an entirely new revenue stream for the 

hands at selling rights, many trade companies 

don’t own the intellectual property in their 

products, therefore limiting the level of revenue 

they might obtain from licensing deals like this.

Thanks to a combination of rights sales and 

200 million monthly active users, in 2012 

Rovio announced it was a $100m company. 

Although still a relatively small organization, 

might Rovio’s recent ten-fold increase in staff 

successful? The Mighty Eagle is on the case. In 

an interview with Critical Gamer, he says: “I think 

that it’s quite important to adapt to whatever 

happens, to you and your surroundings. And to 

build an organization that can capitalize on the 

opportunities that are out there.” Publishers take 

managers cartoonish job titles!
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Angry Numbers

Number of ranks Angry Birds climbed in the App Store after it 

featured on the front page

Angry Birds downloads by the end of 2011

Number of minutes spent playing Angry Birds every day

Cost to businesses from staff playing Angry Birds at work

Number of days it would take to complete Wikipedia if 

Angry Birds players spent their time rather differently

Angry Birds creator Rovio’s earnings before tax, 2011

Predicted revenues of Angry Birds merchandise sales, 2012

Low-end estimate of Angry Birds creator Rovio’s market 

worth in 2012

Sources: aytm.com / bbc.co.uk / gamesindustry.biz / geek.com/ rovio.com / statspotting.com / techcrunch.com / wired.co.uk

The advent of the App Store

Six months before Rovio found itself struggling to 

keep aloft, Apple had launched the iPhone App 

Store. Rovio recognised this as an opportunity; it 

solved the company’s marketing and distribution 

challenges, enabling it to prune development 

time by producing just one version of a game, 

to be sold through one single contact. If Rovio 

their client contract work, it would also own 

the intellectual property, increasing revenues 

substantially.

With the needs of mobile phone users in mind, 

Rovio set to work, deliberately creating a game 

that could be played in short bursts while on 

the move. This meant it needed to be highly 

intuitive (so no need for a tutorial) with minimal 

demanding a simple interface that offered 

in a catchy name and some quirky characters 

Getting noticed

Developing an appealing, user-centred game was 

only half the story. Just like a lone book listed on 

Amazon, in the depths of the App Store even a 

great product can fail to come to the attention of 

players and purchasers. Rovio took a strategic 

getting to number one in Finland – a relatively 

easy task, since friends and families of staff 

could help reach the few hundred sales needed. 

It then did the same in Sweden and Denmark. 

Only when Angry Birds had reached 30-40,000 

downloads did Rovio approach Apple directly. In 

a smart marketing move, the games developer 

launched a free ‘lite’ version and a YouTube trailer 

in the same week Apple featured 

Angry Birds on the front page 

of the App Store. The result? 

The game went from 600th 

position to number one.
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Angry lessons for publishers

may never have taken off if it wasn’t for 

of technology developments and take action 

when they spot something that could create 

opportunities to develop, distribute or market 

digital products.

Think about the user experience. 

Rovio thought about the devices they 

were building games for, and observed how 

users of those devices behaved. To create 

publishers need to think as much about the 

look and feel.

Take a strategic approach to 

discoverability. Rovio focused their 

before approaching Apple to discuss global 

promotion. Publishers need to make their own 

products discoverable with strong metadata, 

consumer marketing.

Develop new business models. When 

Rovio launched an Android version 

its business model, sourcing revenue from 

advertisers rather than consumers. In an 

industry usually focused on product, format or 

to develop fundamentally new ways of doing 

business.

Build the right partnerships. From their 

relationship with the games publisher 

Wars, Rovio have been choosy about who they 

welcome into their nest. Publishers need to 

seek out the right partnerships too, since there 

relationships with developers, distributors and 

technology companies.

Keep learning. Peter Vesterbacka says 

Rovio staff  “have this attitude that we 

learn a lot every day”. Publishers will only 

succeed in digital if they change the way they 

work. That means developing a culture that 

questions the status quo, admits mistakes 

and learns from failure.

Adapted from Exploring the Digital 

Marketplace, a bespoke online 

learning course developed for Wiley,

published by Nelson Croom.
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published by Nelson Croom.

while increasing your follower count is a good 

idea, you will need more than sheer numbers

to promote your book successfully. Here are 

some ideas to try to get people tweeting 

about your book. 

1. Use a hashtag. Want people to tweet about 

your book? Make it easy for them by including 

prelim pages, on the cover, and/or maybe even 

on every page in the form of a running head or 

footer – such as #ptgtwitter or #ptmag!

2. ‘Tweet this book’. If your book is an 

ebook, include a clickable link that creates 

a status update that your reader can tweet. 

3. Offer a free chapter. 

download of a chapter from your book in 

must include the web address you specify to 

unlock the download. 

4. Host a Q&Aost a Q&ost a Q& . Create buzz around the time 

of publication by announcing a date and time 

you will be taking questions about your book 

on Twitter. During the Q&A, retweet questions 

that you want to answer, and then answer them 

by replying to the questioner but including a . 

before their @username so that everyone who 

follows you can see it. 

5. Do a Twinterview.

a twinterview (Twitter interview) is hosted by a 

for the duration of a Q&A session with their 

have hosted these. 

6. Run a giveaway. 

and www.tweetswin.com allow you to create 

your entry criteria – such as retweeting a 

– and the service will monitor entries and pull 

names out of a hat.

7. Host a tweetup. A tweetup is simply a 

meetup of people on Twitter. Organize your 

book launch or other author event as a tweetup 

8. Tweet extracts from your book. Not 

sure what to tweet to keep readers engaged? 

One approach is to tweet bits of your book – 

especially if your book lends itself to discrete, 

tweetable tips or other nuggets of information. 

9. Tweet your blog. Automatically tweet 

a link to your latest blog post as soon as 

you publish it using a free service called 

10. Keep people engaged. Try to 

tweets using www.hootsuite.com or www.

tweetdeck.com. Reply to at least some of your 

@messages, retweet others, and tweet useful 

links that will keep your community of interest – 

well, interested. And have fun!

The Publishing Talk Guide to Twitter is available 

now at: www.publishingtalk.eu/guides/twitter 
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