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We’ve heard a lot recently about 
gamification – how it’s the future of 
advertising and a crucial asset for 
marketers. Evangelists believe you 
can ‘gamify’ virtually any process or 
relationship, to the benefit of brands. 

We all know how gamification works: 
systems of awards, medals, league tables, 
ranks, etc have been used for thousands 
of years by bosses, parents and military 
leaders to motivate people into doing 
things they were otherwise reluctant 
to do. Game playing is a fundamental 
human trait and taps into our natural 
competitiveness and need to better 
ourselves, a way of turning drudgery into 
fun. And fun is most definitely A Good 
Thing.

However, while one can add points and 
hierarchies to almost anything, the real 
question is: what’s the point? 

Brands can use games to great effect, 
but doing so requires participation in the 
medium using gaming’s own language, 
not some diluted version of it. A good 
example of not using the language of 
the medium is Barclays’ waterslide 
game, which was downloaded by 
millions who then switched off within a 
few seconds of playing. Why? Because 
the game was simply a remake of the 
TV ad, a ‘reskinning’ of an existing 
game. Experienced gamers found it 
inauthentic. I doubt Barclays’ managers 
wanted to communicate ‘slippery and 
unpredictable’ as brand values, but this 
was, I believe, what gamers thought of 
this particular effort.

Great brands have unique stories to 
tell – perfect material for games. This 
is profoundly different to gamification. 

Making games is a creative act whereas 
gamification is a process. Games scholar 
Ian Bogost wrote in a famous 2010 blog 
post: ‘Gamification is bullshit.’ What he 
was provocatively getting at is that no 
amount of points and badges can match 
a great story or an immersive, gameplay 
experience. Bogost believes the reason 
gamification is creating such a buzz is that 
its ‘appeal to corporates is the “-ification” 
bit, the idea that there’s a standard and 
corporate way of taming the “game” bit.’

It’s the notion that games are merely 
‘applied psychology’, that people are so 
simple to manipulate and entertain that’s 
bullshit, he says, and I agree with him.

Of course I am not saying that 
gamification is completely useless – as 
a process it can help illuminate creativity 
and motivate the participation of a 
small group. There may well be a place 
for small, simple games or ‘gamified 
promotions’ that promise a coupon or 
a sample at their end, but games are a 
powerful storytelling medium, so why not 
use them to create great stories in which 
people play a key role while building and 
amplifying great brands? 

Gaming vs gamification – FIGHT!

Properly done, games have three main 
benefits to offer brands that mere 
gamification lacks:

•   Undivided consumer attention: games 
offer the deepest possible engagement 
with a brand. Can you imagine spending 
an hour on a brand’s web page? Or 
perhaps watching all its TV ads back-
to-back and not noticing time pass by? 
Games can command those levels of 
attention. 

• Games combine the emotional 
brand-building power of TV with the 
measurability and accountability of, say, 
Google Ads or direct marketing. For 
example, a successful games campaign 
might see around 300,000 consumers 
spending an hour of undivided attention 
and total emotional investment with 
the brand. That hour is worth far more 
than that of the equivalent number of 
TV spots because games are a ‘lean 
forward’ medium. Also, it is impossible 
to tell whether those TV spots are being 
seen by a focused, conscious individual. 
In games, players’ every touch and 
interaction can be tracked.

•  Games expand the brand universe, 
taking it to new audiences and placing it 
in new contexts.

Brand games are not easy to make, 
but can be created successfully if 
approached as part of a campaign, 
properly planned and promoted once the 
game is established.

Games not platforms

Games are not a subset of a digital or 
mobile strategy, they are sophisticated 
and powerful enough to warrant their 
own strategy. After all, games were here 
long before digital or mobile. Currently, 
some of the world’s top brands are 
games: Pokémon, Super Mario, Call of 
Duty, and FarmVille. 

New channels and ways of reaching 
people need to be considered on 
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their own merits. This does not mean 
that agencies have to become game 
designers – but it does mean they have 
to be true to their brands; trusting the 
expertise of developers to create games 
that engage audiences. 

The easy solution for a brand may 
appear to be sticking a product or logo 
inside an existing game, but a generation 
of consumers who’ve played games 
for millions of hours can instantly spot 
‘inauthentic’ games. According to the 
2011 UK Gamers Survey there are 31 
million active gamers in the UK spending 
43 million hours a day gaming. So, how 
could games work for brands without 
diluting the fun, magic and spontaneity 
of play? 

Fun is all-important. Games aren’t like 
a website where, even if the interface is 
a bit clunky, people will still use it. If a 
game is not 100% fun, players will simply 
switch to one that is.

The value for a brand is not how many 
times its logo appears, but what happens 
within the game – the narrative and 
the user experience. Unlike traditional 
marketing that wanted the consumer to 
first think about the brand (seeing a TV 
ad) and then act (buy it in the store), 
games bring their own behaviour. First we 
do something (save the world, perhaps), 

which makes us think about a product 
and take another action – eventually 
buying the product. 

One could conceivably use the 
popularity of Angry Birds to promote, say, 
a brand of tomato ketchup. But what use 
would that be to the brand? Does it really 
want to be associated with splattering 
pigs with ketchup? It might be fun to play, 
but it isn’t really anything to do with the 
brand story. Ketchup X’s brand story is 
likely to be about flavour, enhancement 
of food, wholesomeness, and similar 
stories: if someone was to create a game 
to promote those qualities, Angry Birds 
wouldn’t be it.

Even a relatively dull game might hold 
a player’s attention for a short time but 
they’re unlikely to return – again, this has 
no benefit. In exchange for their time, 
engagement and, occasionally, cash, 
players want a benefit – in this case a 
fun and entertaining game. If your brand 
game doesn’t end up generating millions 
of minutes of undivided consumer 
attention then it’s not been done properly.

Finally, promotion is critical to the 
success of a game. Some 80% of 
branded apps/games are downloaded 
fewer than 1,000 times, suggesting not 
only poor strategy and implementation, 
but also a lack of promotion. This can 

be explained by the way the industry 
is currently structured – large media 
agencies have trouble dealing with 
relatively small app promotion budgets 
and tend to blow them in one go and 
revert back to TV, whereas the careful 
application of a reasonable budget over 
time will go a long way.

Perhaps the point I’m trying to make 
is put best by a giant of ‘old school’ 
advertising, DDB co-founder Bill 
Bernbach, who quipped: ‘Adapt your 
techniques to an idea, not an idea to 
your techniques.’ This quote dates from 
an era when TV advertising was in its 
infancy, and the techniques now available 
to brands were undreamt of. Yet it still 
holds true some fifty years later. If we are 
to establish games as a viable medium 
for brand communications, we should 
remember Bernbach’s principles.

Yarden Yaroshevski is founder and CEO, 
StikiPixels, London
stikipixels.com

Illustration: Scriberia
www.scriberia.co.uk
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CASE STUDY / VODAFONE MCLAREN 
MERCEDES / CARBON CULTURE / 
With a fiercely proud prancing horse on one 
side and a taurine-fuelled bull on the other, 
British F1 team Vodafone McLaren Mercedes 
is fighting harder today for places on the 
grid than it ever has in its 45-year history. 
An uncompromising pursuit of technical 
excellence has always ensured success on 
the track, but as F1 catches up in becoming 
a more socially inclusive sport, a new race 
to prioritise fan engagement has begun. 
By humanising data and building ground-
breaking corporate partnerships, McLaren is 
now fine-tuning for a pole position powered 
by people, not just petrol. It’s go, go, go… / 
By Will Sansom /
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‘       We are brand extremists and proudly so,’ declares 
John Allert, group brand director, McLaren. ‘It doesn’t 
matter if someone is changing light bulbs or designing 
sophisticated technology to make a Formula One (F1) car 
go faster; if you ask them what they’re doing here, they’ll 
tell you they’re here to win.’

Featuring a case study on a sports team is a first for 
Contagious. But if we consider the objectives of a 
professional outfit in any sport – such as innovating to 
gain a competitive edge or finding ways to bring people 
closer to your cause – it quickly becomes apparent that 
strong brands and successful teams share remarkably 
similar goals. Put simply, it’s about coming first.

Vodafone McLaren Mercedes (VMM) is a good place to 
start. As a Formula One team, not only does it operate in 
a sport where the financial stakes are higher than almost 
any other, but it is also one of only two teams (Ferrari 
being the other) to have survived a phenomenal churn 
rate that has seen 107 different outfits come and go since 
1966. Moreover, it is the only one with a philosophy so 
effective that it has informed the growth of a federation of 
world-beating businesses. So what exactly does it have 
under the hood?

Winning from Woking

The team was founded in 1963 by New Zealand F1 
driver, Bruce McLaren. He originally raced for British team 
Cooper, but when they refused to build cars specifically 
for an Australasian series that McLaren was keen to 
enter, he set up his own outfit and modified his old team’s 
machines accordingly. The McLaren team made its F1 
debut at the 1966 Monaco Grand Prix with its founder 
behind the wheel, but it wasn’t until 1968 that it won its 
first races. McLaren himself was killed during a Can-Am 
race series in 1970, although in his 1964 biography, he 
wrote: ‘To do something well is so worthwhile that to die 
trying to do it better cannot be foolhardy. It would be a 
waste of life to do nothing with one’s ability, for I feel that 
life is measured in achievement, not in years alone.’

McLaren’s uncompromising approach was matched by 
another ex-Cooper man, Ron Dennis, whose Formula Two 
team, Project Four, merged with McLaren in 1980. Dennis 
– famed for his obsessive attention to detail – quickly 
around the fortunes of a then-uncompetitive McLaren 
team. In 1984 it clinched the constructors’ title with 
12 wins from 16 races and by 1988 it was completely 
dominant, narrowly missing out on a ‘perfect’ season with 
15 wins, thanks to the volatile, but brutally effective driver 
pairing of Alain Prost and Ayrton Senna.

In 1992, the company diversified by building a road car, 
the iconic McLaren F1, and today, McLaren Automotive 
is responsible for the MP4-12C supercar as well as a 
just announced successor to the F1. Daimler AG – parent 

to Mercedes-Benz – acquired a 40% shareholding in 
McLaren Group, which resulted in the production of 
another supercar, the McLaren SLR, built by McLaren 
but sold and distributed by Mercedes-Benz for a base 
price of $450,000. Dennis and fellow shareholders have 
since struck a deal to absorb Daimler’s stock, although 
Mercedes-Benz will continue to supply McLaren’s 
F1 team with engines until 2015. Further investment 
in McLaren Automotive is currently being secured to 
address the £40m loan it took out to build the MP4-12C 
factory in Woking. 

The road car division is one of four companies that 
form the McLaren Group, based at a legendary HQ, 
the McLaren Technology Centre in Woking, UK. The 
meticulous influence of Dennis – now executive chairman, 
having stepped down as Principal of the F1 team in 
2009 – is present everywhere; not only is every part of 
the building cleaned four times a day to prevent dust 
affecting the engineering process, but Dennis allegedly 
can’t abide food smells, so the air pressure has been set 
slightly lower in the canteen than the rest of the building 
to ensure no lingering aromas escape.

In addition to McLaren Automotive and Vodafone 
McLaren Mercedes, the Group contains McLaren 
Electronic Systems, which manufactures the electronic 
control units (ECUs) used by every F1 team on the grid 
– Ferrari included. It also produces ECUs for every team 
in the US IndyCar series and has just won a contract 
to do the same for NASCAR. Lastly, there is McLaren 
Applied Technologies, which is responsible for translating 
principally F1-derived tech into complementary product 
sectors – be it telemetry-based healthcare monitoring 
systems or software that controls the flow of ground-
based air traffic at London’s Heathrow airport. 

Despite the radical diversification of McLaren, the entire 
Group is still driven by an uncompromising, race-winning 
mentality. Formerly CEO of Interbrand UK, John Allert is 
group brand director and responsible for all marketing, 
communications and strategy, as well as the management 
of stakeholder and partner relations. He explains: ‘This is 
a great example of when we do something, we do it to 
win. When we create ECUs, we don’t want to only make 
them for ourselves, we want to make them so good that 
everyone uses them. There’s a constant, relentless push.

‘This approach feeds through to literally everything we 
do – even our marketing or digital strategies. For example, 
it was a huge source of pleasure to Ron Dennis that we 
won the 2010 OneShow Gold Pencil for Interactive 
Corporate Websites. I know this because I overheard him 
telling the actor Michael Douglas in the Monaco paddock 
that we’d just won this award for our website. Indeed that 
Gold Pencil is now in our cabinet along with our collection 
of Grand Prix world championship trophies.’
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In 2006, when Facebook first opened its doors to 
people outside of the libidinous US university system, 
marketers weren’t ready for social media. Most brands 
were comfortably settling into their own dotcoms to 
localise content, languages and promotions. They had 
begun dipping a tentative toe in the tsunami of user-
generated content precipitated by YouTube. They were 
keeping a wary eye on the mobile phone lest it finally 
come to fruition as a platform. 

‘The internet was meant to herald the arrival of a 
more open, two-way dialogue between marketers and 
consumers,’ says Sheryl Sandberg, Facebook’s COO. 
‘But that didn’t really happen. We just created more 
ways of broadcasting. Now, we’ve moved from the 
information web to the social web, where broadcasting 
without response is impossible.’ As Sandberg says, the 
twin platitudes of ‘dialogue’ and ‘transparency’, while 
dominating discussion at marketing conferences, had 
been embraced by precious few in the real world.

How far we’ve come. More than any platform, 
Facebook dominates marketing discourse. The 
dotcom remains relevant, especially for service brands 
dependent on ecommerce, but Facebook’s 800 million 
active members are a huge draw for marketers. In 
September 2011, comScore recently reported, US 
web users spent an average of 6.8 hours per month 
on Facebook – considerably more than any other 
social network. Two years ago, using traditional 
media to drive a customer to Facebook was seen as 
groundbreaking. Now, it’s fast approaching the norm. 
And while smartphones and tablets offer tremendous 
possibilities, according to Deloitte 80% of all branded 
apps have been downloaded fewer than 1,000 times. 
Mass brand penetration through mobile phones is 
some way off. In 2011, it’s Facebook keeping marketers 
awake at night. We’re still waiting for definitive metrics 
to shatter marketing prejudice regarding social 
media, but as Marc De Swaan Arons, CEO of brand 

Two-Faced / Do you remember life before 

Facebook? It’s hazy for us too. Facebook is 

becoming the black hole of the web, absorbing 

ecommerce, content disribution and marketing 

budgets into is graviy field. But in order to 

convince a hesitant advertising indusry of the 

full value of social, Facebook mus assume a more 

schizophrenic edge. We consider four very diferent 

companies – Coca-Cola, McDonald’s, Diageo and 

Walmart – and find out how they’re pushing the 

boundaries of this dynamic ecosysem / 

By Jess Grenwood / 

Facebook_REVISED.indd   2 24/11/2011   17:03



contagious     		             60 / 61

consultancy EffectiveBrands puts it: ‘Demanding more 
metrics is a cop out for avoiding change. The math on 
TV still doesn’t add up. This is not a reason not to move 
forward.’

Social supplants search

This isn’t to say marketing dollars aren’t coming; 
eMarketer estimated Facebook’s worldwide revenues 
at $4.72bn this year, $3.8bn of it from marketers buying 
display ads on the site. This represents a growth of 
more than 200% on last year, and should help to justify 
the company’s current valuation at around $70bn. Sony 
has shifted 30% of its traditional advertising budget 
into a portfolio of social sites including Facebook. 
Diageo, which is now spending 20% of media budgets 
on digital, claims social networks are its largest area of 
investment – ahead, even, of search. 

Aside from attracting eyeballs, Facebook boasts 
other attributes, like the army of developers dedicated 
to improving and shaping the user experience while 
making it easy for advertisers to locate, recruit and 
engage a community of enthusiasts. Outside of the 
obvious categories like automotive or retail, or the 
standalone branded community, marketers cannot 
hope to replicate this kind of technological commitment. 
Facebook hopes to ramp up advertiser partnerships to 
the max in the run-up to its IPO, rumoured to be filed 
in late 2012.

Sponsored stories / Peer endorsements 

The most recent addition to the display portfolio is 
Sponsored Stories, launched in May, which turns users 
who haven’t opted out of the service into endorsers, 
taking their statements about brands and turning them 
into advertising. As soon as a friend of yours makes 
a positive comment about a brand enrolled in the 
Sponsored Story programme, it will be highlighted as 
an ad to the right of the page. According to Facebook, 
it’s the third element in the mix: a page, ads to promote 
the page, and sponsored stories to keep brand 
commentary relevant. 

Facebook’s Ads API service provider TBG Digital 
found its new Sponsored Stories units received a 46% 
higher click-through rate, a 20% lower cost-per-click, 
and an 18% lower cost per fan than its standard ad 
units – despite an initial outlay of the same amount. With 
Sponsored Stories, Facebook is taking the standard 
banners, buttons and search model and trying to give 
it a soul. Leslie Orsioli is managing director of We Are 
Social in Brazil, a key growth territory for Facebook. 
‘The challenge for brands is to find creative ways of 
generating the right kind [of stories], and a big enough 
volume for the medium to get enough scale,’ she says, 
adding Sponsored Stories has been too sparsely 
adopted to judge. ‘There’s a real danger people will 
find it intrusive, which makes it even more important for 
brands to find creative, benevolent ways of generating 
this organic feedback.’

It would be naïve, however, to assume Facebook’s 
ambition ends with mere advertising. It’s coming for all 
marketing – and ecommerce, too. Speaking to a group 
of marketers in Silicon Valley earlier this year, Geoff 
Yang, founding partner of tech-focused VC Redpoint 
Ventures, claimed ‘the social bent to internet apps 
is coming very, very soon. Ecommerce, comparison 
shopping, recommendations, travel… they’ll all be 
rebuilt on Facebook.’

Stifling creativity 

This massive consolidation is responsible for a dearth 
of innovative creative through the platform in recent 
months. Over the last five years, marketers have 
rightly placed bets on a lot of emerging platforms. 
Some have worked, for some brands. Now, every 
marketer is spending large quantities of money on 
digital engagement, and an emerging consensus aims 
at pushing a vast proportion of that money toward 
Facebook. 

Initial brand activity, adorable experiments aimed at 
subverting the photo-tagging service, for instance, 
or fun video applications designed to repackage our 
personal content through Facebook Connect – has 
given way to the drudgery of managing social presence 
across multiple territories and languages while 
localising promotions, keeping up with Facebook’s 
many developmental vagaries, responding in real time 

‘Demanding more metrics is a cop out for 
avoiding change. The math on TV sill 
doesn’t add up. This is not a reason not to 
move forward.’
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