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INTRODUCTION 

What makes a consumer decide to purchase a video game? Is it advertising through commercial or 

viral channels, consumer loyalty, or just an impulse buy? Does it have something to do with the 

offerings on the platform they already have?  Not often we find ourselves actively seeking out 

entertainment; rather entertainment is weaved into our lives, almost instinctual. As a casual 

videogame consumer I shop with a goal. I already know through reviews, loyalty to the previous 

version of the game or attractive advertising, what I want to purchase. It‘s important for companies 

to realize that traditional methods of advertising are not longer effective, and the demographic of 

the video-gamer is changing. You can no longer expect to reach your audience by placing an 

advertisement in the local newspaper. Gamers, casual and heavy alike, have created online 

identities, groups, and fan sites which marketers have to consider when trying to sell their 

products. Having a social media strategy that is tailored to the specific demographic of the video-

gamer you are trying to reach is the first place to start. 

Traditional media no longer guarantees profits when it comes to videogame marketing, so what are 

other methods? This provokes my interest in studying Spore.com to see how their website 

persuades visitors to purchase. While there are other marketing methods, I‘ll specifically look at 

web presence in this paper. In order to understand the correlation between web presence and sales, 

I‘ve conducted a usability case study of Spore.com and will present my results in the paragraphs 

below. This study will help understand the importance of good web presence and how that might 

relate to increased sales. Within this paper I will defend my reason for choosing this project, 

discuss the information we already know, dissect my findings and highlight any societal 

implications. 

If companies don‘t have a website and understand the benefits of a social media strategy, how can 

they expect to keep up with gamers who are surrounded by technology? Young people entering 

college have lived their whole lives with the convenience of the internet, how can companies 

capitalize on that? Elisabeth Hayes notes in a 2005 article called Women, Video Gaming & Learning: 

Beyond Stereotypes, that video games are a child‘s first venture into the digital world; we‘ve 

created this statement, to stay relevant companies will have to evolve. 

case study
online 

survey

competitive 

analysis
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WHAT IS SPORE? 

Will Wright, Spore‘s creator, was asked to sum up his game in fifty words or less in a Popular 

Science interview, ―we want the players to create their own worlds, all the way from the microscopic 

scale up to the galactic. At every level of the game there is a simulation of life, society, civilization, 

exploration, the player's kind of pushing back against, but as they create each level of this world 

it's automatically shared with other players, so that the players playing are also creating the game 

worlds for everybody else.‖ This game in simple words is a game about evolution. It‘s available on 

many different platforms including the PC, Mac, 

Nintendo DS, and your mobile phone. 

Highly anticipated for years, Will Wright started 

conceptualizing this game in 2000. But by launch date in 

September 2008 Spore did not live up to the fantastical 

demos and high expectations. This is partially due to its 

groundswell and viral marketing. Steven Jones wrote prior 

to the game‘s launch in his book The Meaning of Video 

Games, ―the official Spore website is arguably the least 

significant location on the web when it comes to news 

about the game. A quick search of YouTube 

alone…produced 2700 results – many of them of course 

duplicate versions or clips of longer videos, but still an 

impressive number for an unreleased game,‖ (p. 153). Late 

in a Wired Magazine review of the game, Chris Kohler states ―has any single videogame been so 

relentlessly hyped prior to its release as Spore…this game has been in the news for years because 

of its raw ambition...Can anything actually live up to that…the answer has to be no.‖  

Game play post launch was categorized as simple, and was followed by many negative comments. 

The common thread on blogs during launch was that EA took poor direction in DRM (Digital Rights 

Management) and marketed it to the wrong audience. Reviewing the customer comments of Spore 

on Amazon.com, 2,609 of the total 3,153 reviews garnered only 1 star. Instead of teenagers and 

adults, the simple game play would have been perfect for marketing to children and teenagers and 

removing the DRM. This resulted in an upset for fans who had been eagerly awaiting a difficult, 

graphically fascinating and strategic game. Below are a few customer highlighted reviews from 

Amazon.com: 

     September 7, 2008: ―See those older 5-star reviews from 2006…Well, they had a reason to be 

excited…Fast forward two years and here we have the finished product, ready to be installed on our 

hard drives…the game was dumbed down to oblivion.‖ 

     September 11, 2008: ―Expectations for this game were high…I tried very hard to see the good in 

it, but after around a week of time spent with it... I have to say that my interest is wearing thin. I've 

How/When did you first hear of Spore? 

Posted on 06 Feb 2008 02:33 pm by SporeGamer 
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already exhausted all novelty that this game has to offer, and there is very little in the way of depth 

to keep me interested… It is a great game for young children.‖ 

                 September 9, 2008: ―There's quite a bit of politics going on here in the Spore reviews. 

Most (if not all) of the 1 star reviews are from people who did not buy or even play the game due to 

the fact that the game uses DRM.‖ 

                     October 27, 2008:‖My two boys (11 and 13) and all their friends play this game 

constantly. It has become a social center.‖ 

WHAT DO WE KNOW ALREADY? 

Entertainment is weaved into our lives. Whether you‘re using your mobile phone, or passing a 

reader board at the mall it‘s easy to stay in the ‗know‘ without actively participating. For example, 

just by pulling up your internet browser you are exposed to television, game, mobile phone 

advertisements, even if you are not seeking that information. To better understand who 

deliberately visits Spore.com, we need to look at the site statistics and demographic information. 

Using Quantcast, I‘ve pulled some simple statistical and demographic information. Spore.com sees 

approximately 375,688 hits per month (US), with a total of 179,792 unique visitors. The 

demographic information speaks to the ESRB (Entertainment Software Rating Board) rating system, 

rated for players ages 10 and above. The prevalent visitors of Spore.com are ages 12-17, a group 

without steady income. Two things can be inferred about this. One, the typical user exercises 

influencing power and has the ability to sell the game. Two, the players and purchasers are not 

always the same. How do these visitors persuade the purchaser to buy? I would like to assume that 

the usability of Spore.com plays a part because the site content appeals to stereotypical parental 

(assumed purchasers) morals. 

There are also a high percentage of regular visitors (see 

diagram). This could be due to Spore.com creating a 

community for repeat visits by creating expansion 

packs like the Galactic Edition and Creepy & Cute Parts 

Pack, member spotlights, and the opportunity to create 

fan sites through a quick and simple template. 

Like I mentioned in the beginning, video games can be 

a child‘s first venture into the digital world. We see this in the emergence of systems like LeapFrog 

and VTech. Even Will Wright in the Popular Science interview hit on the educational aspect of Spore, 

―not in a curriculum-based, 'I'm going to teach you facts' kind of way. I think more in terms of deep 

lessons of things like problem-solving…creativity is a fundamental of education that's not really 

taught so much. But giving people tools…to basically expand your abilities...computer games are in 

some sense a fundamental tool for our imagination. If we can let players create these elaborate 



 

 

5 

worlds, there's a lot of thought, design thought, problem solving, expression that goes into what 

you're going to create.‖ 

In a recent Forrester article, they highlighted the importance of engaging with younger generations 

and making sure you have a web presence because the youth is driving social computing. Of 

particular interest to me is Generation Y because they encompass the young players as well as the 

young parents purchasing the games. 

This article follows twenty companies including Old Navy, T-Mobile, and Zappos and their 

successes in online marketing to Generation Y. At the end of this survey they came up with ―four 

design approaches‖ to help companies engage with Generation Y. These approaches are: 

Immediacy, Gen Y literacy, Individualism, and Social interactivity. The internet is ubiquitous and 

taken for granted. Generation X has seen the evolution of the Internet, they‘ve written English 

papers by hand and flipped through the phone book to find an address; younger generations have 

not. 

CONDUCTING THE USABILITY TESTING 

 

The website usability case study for Spore.com is broken 

down into three sections, a case study of the site using Jakob 

Nielsen‘s Usability Heuristics, user research and a competitive 

analysis. 

CASE STUDY FINDINGS 

In this section I‘ll take a look at the usability of the site by 

referencing Jakob Nielsen‘s ten Usability Heuristics. During 

this evaluation, I‘ll stay close to the basics to remain objective 

and hope to come closer to seeing how desirable it is to 

purchase the game using their website as a marketing tool. 

During the beginning of my project, an initial review of 

Spore.com was leaning towards a favorable review against 

these ten rules, but time and more detailed research changed 

this slightly. 

Since the time of my initial analysis, the site has dramatically 

changed (see pictures). My assumption for this change is due 

to the impending holiday season and the post Thanksgiving 

sales. Likely parents or non-players have been persuaded that 

their loved ones or friends might be interested in this game. 

Thus the site might have been revamped in anticipation for this different audience. This new site 

look includes a quick one liner on what the game is ―how will you create the universe?‖ The site is 

 

November 20, 2008 

 

November 29, 2008 
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now categorized into 4 different sections: learn more, buy now, login, and try the new expansion 

pack. It also includes reviews from credible publications like Ing.com, Yahoo, and Popular 

Mechanics. 

The findings from this case study are good, Spore.com is an effective site, but there could be 

improvement. Since the website has changed since I did my case study it is important to note that 

issues like the video automatically loading and horizontal scroll bar have been fixed. 

This analysis was done using Internet Explorer 7. 

Usability Heuristic       Findings 

Visibility of system status – While videos are loading there is appropriate status bar. 

Match between system and the 

real world 

– Language easy to understand, ―What‘s New,‖ ―Players & Stories,‖ 

―Buy Spore.‖ 

– Doesn‘t submit to game jargon for community sake. 

User control and freedom – n/a 

Consistency and standards – Platform conventions are followed since this is viewed in a 

standard browser window. 

Error prevention – No broken pages, errors running videos or navigating to other 

pages. 

Recognition rather than recall – There are really no instructions needed, pages are self 

explanatory. 

Flexibility and efficiency of use – n/a 

Aesthetic and minimalist 

design 

– Top navigation is simple, good use of white space. 

– Video loads every time you visit the homepage. 

– Information below the fold. 

– Horizontal scroll bar is hard to determine where you are in the 

page. 

Help users recognize, 

diagnose, and recover from 

errors 

– No error message due to no page load or design errors. 

Help and documentation – An easy to find help link is provided. 

  

ONLINE SURVEY RESULTS 

Because I choose a website, I also selected a website to publish and administer my survey, this 

platform was Facebook. A handful of participants provided feedback on their experience at 

Spore.com. For the purpose of this class our sample of participants was to remain low for learning 

purposes. Of all the people with access to my Facebook survey, only a select few responded. The 

participants were all female who don‘t consider themselves casual gamers, and had never 

purchased Spore before. Two male respondents did show interest in the survey, but did not actually 
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start and complete it, this information was not included in the survey results. I could assume if I 

had more moderate or heavy gamers (see appendix A), I might have received more mixed 

participants. What I hoped to find is that positive user experience relates to a strong curiosity to 

purchase the game. For companies this is invaluable information, for my purpose it will reiterate 

that usability is extremely important and worth examining further. 

The findings from this survey are neutral. While people found the site graphically entertaining, 

easily navigable and easy to purchase, the site did not inspire many to purchase the game. In fact, 

only one participant showed strong interest in possibly purchasing the game, and another only a 

mild interest; most declared that it was just not their type of thing. News about the game was also 

hard to find, only 66% of participants found this. This could suggest that my participants were not 

engaged enough to find this, or it is truly more difficult to find that other items. 

This survey was done prior to the redesign of the site, below are the results. To view a sample of 

the survey see appendix B. 

Question Findings 

Have you purchased Spore? No=100% 

What is Spore? Correct=83% 

How can you purchase Spore? Correct=100% 

How can you find news about Spore? Correct=66% 

How can you contact Spore if you have a question? Correct=100% 

How can you return back to the homepage without 

retyping the URL or using your browser‘s ‗Back‘ 

button? 

Correct=100% 

How would you create an account on Spore.com? Correct=83% 

How does your experience with Spore.com affect your 

opinion to purchase Spore? 

33% might purchase, 66% would not: ―The 

designs are pretty neat…fun game to be able to 

design your own crazy creatures and universe. 

Also if I wanted to purchase it, I had a variety of 

choices…on my phone or on my DS.‖  

―No affect, probably would not purchase 

anyway.‖ 

What are you impressions of the Spore.com design and 

ease of use? 

Overall positive impression, would like more 

clarity for navigation/help. ―The site was 

colorful…gave me information on what the 

game is about…being able to make your own 

universe and creatures was very entertaining.‖  

―With all of the characters, seems to fit the 

theme of the game. Seems well organized & easy 

to use.‖ 
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COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS 

One of the best ways to see how your website ranks is to look at your competitors to see what they 

are doing. In the below section I‘ll highlight some of my finds from a competitive analysis of 

Playstation 3‘s LittleBigPlanet (littlebigworkshop.com) , Xbox 360‘s Gears of War 2 

(gearsofwar.com) and the multiplatform (Wii, Xbox 360, Playstation 3) Sonic Unleashed (sonic-

unleashed.com). This competitive analysis will look only at their game website, not any additional 

press, marketing, reviews or blogs. I will again use Jakob Nielsen‘s Usability Heuristics. 

This analysis was done using Internet Explorer 7. 

Usability Heuristic LittleBigPlanet Gears of War 2 Sonic Unleashed 

Visibility of system 

status 

-No status bar while into 

video plays. 

-Status bar while video is 

playing. 

-While videos are playing, 

there is no status bar. 

Match between system 

and the real world 

-Language easy to 

understand, ―Game,‖ 

―Tools.‖ 

-Doesn‘t submit to game 

jargon for community sake. 

-Language easy to 

understand, ―News,‖ ―The 

Game.‖ 

-Doesn‘t submit to game 

jargon for community sake. 

-Text is minimal, 

confusing videos used 

instead. Site doesn‘t flow 

in logical order, hard to 

determine goal of site. 

User control and 

freedom 

-n/a -n/a -n/a 

Consistency and 

standards 

-Platform conventions 

followed since this is 

viewed in standard browser 

window. 

-Platform conventions 

followed since this is 

viewed in standard browser 

window. 

-Platform conventions 

followed since this is 

viewed in standard browser 

window. 

Error prevention -No broken pages or issues 

navigating to pages. Slight 

issue buffering videos. 

-No broken pages, errors 

running videos or 

navigating to other pages. 

-No broken pages, errors 

running videos or 

navigating to other pages. 

Recognition rather than 

recall 

-There are really no 

instructions needed, pages 

are self explanatory. 

-There are really no 

instructions needed, pages 

are self explanatory. 

-―How to navigate‖ window 

pops up to show you how 

to spin the globe to select 

items. 

Flexibility and efficiency 

of use 

-n/a -n/a -n/a 

Aesthetic and minimalist 

design 

-Top navigation is simple, 

confused why ―workshop‖ 

graphic hides game logo. 

-Video loads every time 

you visit homepage. 

-Information below fold. 

-Very pleasing graphics, 

intriguing. 

-Top navigation simple, 

background is too busy. 

-Interactive media frame 

allows you to select media, 

instead of auto launching. 

-Information below fold. 

 

-Top navigation is small, 

hard to understand. 

-2 videos keep recycling 

on homepage, run 

simultaneously. 

-Navigation is clunky; have 

to spin globe. 

-Splash page doesn‘t give 

option to skip video. 

Help users recognize, 

diagnose, and recover 

from errors 

-No error message due to 

broken pages/design 

errors. 

No error message due to 

broken pages/design 

errors. 

No error message due to 

broken pages/design 

errors. 

Help and documentation -There is no help link 

provided. 

-There is no help link 

provided. 

-An easy to find help link 

is provided. 
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All three websites have a similar structure; large multimedia windows on the homepage that play 

demos, catchy music or audio and colorful images. With LittleBigPlanet you really have to watch the 

whole video to understand the rest of the site, but overall it is informative, attractive and 

interesting. There are community elements, easy navigation and fun graphics. Gears of War 2 is a 

busier site, but does not have videos that automatically launch. There is also a splash page that 

makes you enter your birthday before seeing the site. This could be seen as an annoyance, but 

legally necessary due to the game‘s violent content. 

Sonic Unleashed rates lowest during my analysis. The site has limited options and is very 

confusing. This confusion could be because the game is part of a continuing series, but the site 

should be comprehensible for people who are not Sonic fans too. The ‗exploding globe‘ navigation 

is quite creative, but I was unable to get it to work the first few times. Once I was able to get it to 

work I didn‘t understand why it was taking me to the pages it did. Overall the site is very busy, 

lacks instruction, and doesn‘t provide me a satisfying understanding of the game. 

Compared to the Spore site, the above three are all slightly more complicated. As John Maeda 

states in his book, The Laws of Simplicity, ―the simplest was to achieve simplicity is through 

thoughtful reduction,‖ (p. 1). Spore.com gets higher points for simplicity and seems to fit in line 

with the standards of the gaming industry. 

   

CONCLUSION 

From Forrester‘s research Profiles of North American Video Gamers — They‘re Not Who You Think 

They Are, they concluded two facts I feel are significant while looking at Spore.com as a revenue 

generator: 

 ―The gaming industry needs to expand the market and look beyond heavy gamers. The 

continuing challenge for the industry is to slow the decline in game-playing as consumers 

age. This decline can most clearly be seen in the drop in heavy gamers from Gen Y to Gen X. 

More accessible gaming is the key — Nintendo‘s Wii and DS are leaders in this effort today.‖ 

 

 ―All gamers are not created equal. Marketers interested in reaching gamers need to 

recognize the massive demographic differences between casual gamers and 

moderate/heavy gamers.‖ 

Unfortunately I did not find a strong correlation between a positive user experience and a relation 

to purchase the game. There is still much more research to be done, specifically looking at how 
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visitors are drawn to Spore.com. Is it advertising, blogs, or possibly word of mouth? In the case of 

the site‘s demographics, EA would find it in their best interest to look outside their players and 

make sure their site is understandable for the people ultimately buying the game. There is a 

necessity for positive web experiences as we can see by how the Internet has grown to this point 

and how the youth is entangled with it. Will Wright ended his interview with Popular Science by 

stating that gaming is ―getting people more connected to the real world… gaming could be an 

incredibly powerful mechanism for steering the system.‖ As we saw in the viral marketing debacle, 

don‘t oversell your product using fantastical demos and promises of greatness…your fans will be 

the first to let the world know if you miss the mark. 
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APPENDIX B 

Spore.com: Usability Case Study Survey 

I‘d like to ask for a quick moment of your time to complete this survey. You‘ll be participating in 

the evaluation of the site Spore.com for my Interaction Design class for the MDCM program at the 

UW. After I collect and analyze your survey data I hope to determine how easy the site is to use. 

This study will help me understand the importance of good web presence and how that might 

relate to increased sales. 

Your part is easy! Please make sure to note if you find something confusing or difficult. Don‘t hold 

anything back – I‘m looking for your honest opinion – good or bad. To collect your thoughts and 

opinions, it might help to think aloud while you proceed through this survey. By doing this it can be 

easier to recognize any troubles with the site. If you‘re having any problems answering this survey, 

it means the site needs improvement, not you! While navigating ONLY through Spore.com, please 

record your answers to the following questions, if you find something confusing or difficult please 

note this too. Please answer the questions one at a time. Once you find an answer, you may start 

the next task. Do not read ahead and answer questions as you come to them. Feel free to paste a 

link to the page where you found your answer. 

 Question 1: Your Name (your name will not be published in my final research paper): 

 Question 2: Go to www.Spore.com (no answer is needed for this question): 

 Question 3: Have you purchased Spore? Please answer Yes or No: 

 Question 4: What is Spore?: 

 Question 5: How can you purchase Spore?: 

 Question 6: How can you find news about Spore?: 

 Question 7: How can you contact Spore if you have a question?: 

 Question 8: How can you return back to the homepage without retyping the URL or using your 

browser s Back button?: 

 Question 9: How would you create an account on Spore.com? (you don‘t actually have to create 

one): 

 Question 10: How does your experience with Spore.com affect your opinion to purchase Spore?: 

 Question 11: What are you impressions of the Spore.com design and ease of use?: 

 Question 12: Any additional comments you would like to add?:  

 Thank you for your time! For more information feel free to visit my blog 

http://mcdm.washington.edu/
http://www.spore.com/
http://mishy79.wordpress.com/2008/10/20/sporecom-a-journey-through-usability-case-study-proposal/

