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Introduction 

{ƻŎƛŀƭ ƎŀƳŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŜǾƻƭǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ άǇǎŜǳŘƻ-ƎŀƳŜέ 
applications such as FarmVille and Mafia Wars to more 
engaging and interactive games like Zombie Lane and 
FrontierVille, but what makes the genre truly unique is 
that their metrics1, rather than design, is what drives 
their ongoing development and potential for success. 
 

With companies such as Zynga touting a collective MAU 
(Monthly Active Users) count in excess of 250 million2 (a 
result achieved in less than four years) it is safe to 
assume that social gaming is here to stay. As free-to-play 
continues to prove itself a lucrative business model, 
more and more developers enter the fray, making it 
vitally important to create compelling social experiences 
that not only draw users in, but also strive to maintain 
loyalty to bring them back day after day. 

1  Metrics: data obtained from actions taken by users in a live game environment 
2  As reported by AppData ς 2 May 2011 2 



Purpose 

 

The purpose of this document is two-fold: 

 

1) Identify and analyze key elements driving the design 
of FrontierVille, including core game loop, what 
works, and economy 

2) Outline development of FrontierVille on iOS, 
drawing attention to specific considerations when 
developing for mobile 
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Analysis - Core Game Loop 
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Perform actions 
(cost energy) 

 

Clear land 
Harvest/tend 

Chop wood 
Build structures 

Get Rewards 
 

Coins, XP 
Wood 
Food 

Collectibles 
Reputation 

Complete 
Missions 

Complete 
Goals 

 

Level up 
Reputation up 

Story progression 
Collections 

Social Actions 
 

Visit neighbor 
Help neighbor 
Hire neighbor 

Gift Items 
Request items 



Design - What Works 

In terms of game design, FrontierVille surpasses its predecessor, FarmVille, in the areas of social engagement and gameplay 
interaction. The following sections outline a few notable design elements. 
 

Missions/Story 
A sense of meaning is added to FrontierVille via missions that also deliver a story over time. Completing missions yields 
rewards and unlocks new missions. Some missions require items obtainable only from neighbors1, effectively incentivizing 
social engagement and, subsequently, virality. Users may alternatively complete these missions by spending horseshoes2. 

 

Collections 
Collecting items adds an element of anticipation to a degree of that found in the dungeon crawler3 genre. Users who 
Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ άǊŀǊŜέ ŘǊƻǇ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƘƛŎƪŜƴ Ŏŀƴ ŀŘŘ ƛǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƛǎƘ ƭƛǎǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŀ ŦǊƛŜƴŘ ǘƻ ƎƛŦǘ ǘƘŜ ƛǘŜƳΦ 

 

Action Element 
Where FarmVille and its predecessors were criticized for not being true games, FrontierVille adds an action elementτ
clicking to collect reward itemsτthat creates a more engaging game experience. (In fact, this very same mechanic was 
employed in .ƛƻ²ŀǊŜΩǎ Dragon Age 2, where players must tap a button to perform attacks instead of them occurring 
automatically.) Users are granted bonus coins for collecting action rewards in succession, thus adding strategic complexity. 

 

Social Interactions 
Users may visit their ƴŜƛƎƘōƻǊǎΩ land and complete a set number of actions per day. These actions benefit both parties. It is 
ŀƭǎƻ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ άƘƛǊŜέ ŀ neighbor to perform tasks on their own land. These elements provide functional rewards for having 
more friends, which is further compounded by Reputation, a stat which increases the functional benefit a user provides 
when hired by neighbours. 

1  Neighbors: a term referring to a contact a user has authorized to socially interact within a social game world 

2  Horseshoes: the premium currency in FrontierVille, upon which revenue streams are built 

3  5ǳƴƎŜƻƴ ŎǊŀǿƭŜǊǎΥ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ƛŀōƭƻ LLΣ DŀǳƴǘƭŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ .ƻǊŘŜǊƭŀƴŘǎΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ άƭƻƻǘέ ŘǊƻǇǎ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǊŜ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅ Ƙƻƻƪ 5 



Design - Problem Areas 
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Considered an improvement over the massively successful FarmVille, FrontierVille has not shared the success of its predecessor. 
With countless factors at play, the following sections outlines a few areas of the design that could be nonetheless improved. 
 

Complexity 
Lƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ ŎƻƛƴǎΣ ŀƴŘ άōǳŎƪǎέΣ FrontierVille adds new basic resources for the user to manage: food, wood, 
and energy. While fuelling a deeper, arguably more compelling game experience, the inclusion of these additional elements 
could be seen as a barrier for entry to some users whose only game-playing experience is other social games like FarmVille. 
And while energy has proven itself a positive addition to ½ȅƴƎŀΩǎ design template, FrontierVille may have simply had too 
many new elements at the time of its release. This is further evidenced by the reduction of resources required in CityVille 
(Food and Wood become Supplies), ½ȅƴƎŀΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά±ƛƭƭŜέ ŦǊŀƴŎƘƛǎŜΣ ŀƴŘΣ ōȅ ŦŀǊΣ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ 

 

Too much structure 
The Sims, the best-ǎŜƭƭƛƴƎ t/ ƎŀƳŜ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿŀǎ ƭŀǳŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛǘǎ άǎŀƴŘōƻȄέ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊ ƛƴ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ǎƛƳǇƭƛŎƛǘȅΣ FarmVille 
gave users a number of tools and the freedom to build as they saw fit. In contrast, the addition of missions to FrontierVille 
adds meaning and goals to work towards; however, it puts user creativity in the back seat for a lot of the early stage of the 
game. And, because there are so many things a user can do (plant crops, tend animals, clear land) it is difficult to focus on 
what they may want to do (versus carrying out pre-defined missions). 

 

Social (over)reliance 
Simply put, FrontierVille goes a little overboard on the reliance of social interaction to complete missions. This can manifest 
as a great deal of spam to fellow pioneers, and serves to lower the ceiling of potential enjoyment for users who are less 
likely to partake in the social side of social gaming. 

 

 

1  As reported by Xylologic in a recent study (2011) 



Game Economy 1 

A high-level look of the Social Game economy model: 
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Game Economy 2 

Things to take away: 

Å The few support the many 

Å Free users useful; provide referrals 

Å Multiple revenue streams available 
ï Direct Sales (Cash -> Virtual Goods) 

ï Ads - cross-promotion or product placement 

ï Incentive Offers (3rd Party) 

 

What FrontierVille is doing: 

Å Direct sale of premium currency 

Å Personalized offers to users 

Å Complete offers to earn horseshoes 

Å Cross-promotion of Zynga games 

Å Accessory gamification (see next page) 
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