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Mobile Games and Player Communities: Designing for and with Clans

By Miikka J. Lehtonen and J. Tuomas Harviainen

During the recent few years, technology has made it possible for firms to acquire massive amounts of
data about their customers and relatively easily alter their designs based on insights stemming from that
data. Games are moving farther and farther away from physical cartridges (i.e. “locked” design) toward
digitally distributed content (evolving design), in which a game can be modified and redesigned after its
initial release. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the mobile game industry, where interaction with
customers has become a cornerstone of design processes and practices. What can we learn from game
design and the ways in which game designers tap into player insights and behavior to continuously
develop their design offerings and align their design practices?

Real-time access to player behavior and ability to alter a game based on that data illustrate how game
design practices are blending internal processes and insights with external influences to match existing
needs and anticipate future demand. Thus, in many ways game design and development offer us a
window to the future of design management practices.

In this article we take the player’s perspective to look at Clash Royale, a hit mobile game released in
spring 2016. Supercell, the company behind Clash Royale, is drawing inspiration from player clans and
social media as a means to manage its design processes and practices. In effect, Supercell is using co-
design to design and develop this game.

A little background

By mobile games we are referring to games that can be played with either smartphones or tablets. One
of the earliest mobile games released was Nokia’s Snake (1997), and today mobile games globally are an
industry worth over thirty billion USD. However, despite the fact that mobile games have been around
for almost thirty years now, Apple’s iPhone in 2008 dramatically altered the industry dynamics by
streamlining the production process as well as increasing the developer’s share of the revenues. Before
the iPhone era, developers usually had to develop a unique version of the mobile game for each phone
model and more often than not their share of the revenues was the smallest. For the iOS platform, on
the other hand, developers only have to develop one version of the game and Apple only takes thirty
percent of the revenues, thus increasing the developer’s revenue share and streamlining their
development processes.

Many of these games are F2P—free to download and play. Take, for example, Candy Crush, which
should be familiar to most people. This game is free to download and play, but once within the game it
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is possible to spend money—to extend play, for example. However, studies have shown that only 2.2
percent of players spend any money on in-app purchases on mobile games. 1 (Indeed, the data shows
that approximately two-thirds of players stop playing after Day One.) This highlights the importance of
creating or enabling the emergence of communities in mobile games. Players who belong to a
community are more likely to continue playing, and thus to spend money.

Despite the popularity of digital games, their design has so far been largely ignored within design studies
and design management research. Extant studies have looked at branding2 and creative processes3, for
instance, but the basic design principles and mechanisms in the game industry closely resemble those
found in the more ‘traditional’ design.

At the same time, the field has developed a design research and literature of its own, one that looks at
design mostly from a production perspective.4 The co-design research that has been done has focused
largely on group play and the way in which the players of massively multiplayer online games (MMOs)
have been able to influence game design.5 Research into the co-design of free-to-play (F2P) games, in
which people organize and play quite differently from MMOs remains scarce, even as scholars take a
look at the ways in which such games can and do commoditize their players,6 or into the role of players

1 Swrve, “The Swrve New Players Report” (available at:
https://www.swrve.com/whitepapers/files/SWRVE-new_players-report-2015.pdf).

2 J. Wuis, O. Person, E. J. Hultink, and M. Brands, “Next-Level Branding: Digital Brand Fit in Video-Game
Design.” Design Management Review, vol. 23, no. 1 (2012), pp. 74-82.

3 F. T. Tschang, ”Balancing the Tensions Between Rationalization and Creativity in the Video Games
Industry”, Organization Science, vol. 18, no. 6 (2007), pp. 989-1005

4 A. Kultima, “Game Design Research,” Proceedings, 2015 Academic MindTrek conference, Tampere,
Finland.

5 J. Czarnota, “Do EVE Online players dream of Icelandic spaceships? The role and mechanisms of co-
creation in CCP’s success.” In M. Carter, K. Bergström, and D. Woolford (Eds.), Internet Spaceships Are
Serious Business: an EVE Online Reader (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2016), pp. 167-
188); P. Prax, Co-creative Game Design as Participatory Alternative Media (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet,
2016).

6 K. K. Kimppa, O. I. Heimo, and J. T. Harviainen, “The First Dose is Always Freemium,” SIGCAS Computers
& Society, vol. 45, no. 3 (2015), pp. 132-137; D. B. Nieborg, “Crushing Candy: The Free-to-Play Game in
its Connective Commodity Form,” Social Media + Society, Dec. 2015, pp. 1-12.
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as co-creative consumers and prospective customers.7 Looking at Supercell and Clash Royale, this article
seeks to add to that research.

Supercell and Clash Royale

Established in June 2010, Supercell, a Finnish game development company now owned by the Japanese
telecom giant SoftBank, has become one of the most profitable mobile game developers globally.
Despite the highly competitive nature of the mobile game industry, Supercell reported $2.3 billion in
revenue in 2015, thus warranting further inquiry into the company’s success story.

At the time of writing this article, Supercell has released four titles on mobile devices (Boom Beach,
Clash of Clans, Hay Day, and Clash Royale). Meanwhile, Supercell has killed 14 other game development
projects, often based on player feedback and retention rate, highlighting the company’s focus on player
experience. Supercell’s current lineup thus gives us clues about what they consider “good” design.

Clash Royale is Supercell’s most recent title. It has quickly become one of the most lucrative mobile
games on the market. Clash Royale is a combination of tower defense, online play, and card collecting,
currently played between two players (Figure 1). The goal is to destroy more towers than your opponent
within a short time limit.

Clash Royale’s design (Figure 2) is relatively easy to grasp: players collect and upgrade cards that are
deployed on the arena during matches. Players can collect up to 54 cards that come in three types and
three rarity levels and can be further upgraded for increased effect or duration. The elements feed each
other: Cards are used to play matches against other players, and winning matches yields chests that in
turn contain gold, gems, and cards in various combinations. Without the social aspect the game would
be playable, but the experience would be completely different. It would also alter the way Supercell
learns more about its users, to which we turn next.

The social aspect in Clash Royale

As Supercell notes about Clash Royale on their website, “The launch is only the beginning.” The iterative
nature of this game is crucial to the company’s design process, and illustrative of successful game
designs in the current market. Once it is globally launched, a game is not regarded as the final, locked-in

7 J. Banks and J. Potts, J., “Co-creating Games: a Co-evolutionary Analysis,” New Media & Society, vol. 2,
no. 2 (2010), pp. 253-270; V. Lehdonvirta and E. Castronova, Virtual Economies: Design and Analysis
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2014).
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design, but instead as a polished proposition about a product that is never “finished,” but instead is
always approaching the perfect form. (Of course, there may still be constraints on the design process,
ranging from a lack of interest or resources to a designer’s desire to move on to a new project.)

Because Clash Royale is an F2P game—free to download and play, although players can spend money
within it—acquiring a wide-enough user base is critical for attracting enough players who are willing to
pay for the product. It is therefore crucial to analyze how Supercell managed to create a thriving
community in Clash Royale, one that enables the design process to create a symbiotic relationship
between the firm and the players.

Think of Clash Royale as the skeleton, and the way the users interact with the game as the flesh around
the bones. In other words, it is an intricate mix of collaboration, competition, and co-creation. Through
updates, Supercell is distributing new design and value propositions to its players, who in turn validate
those propositions through their actions. For example, the players have been urging Supercell to include
a tournament function in the game (as it is now, there is a global tournament, but users would like to
organize their own tournaments), and some players have already transmuted the existing design to host
their own tournaments, inviting people to join clans created for that purpose. Supercell has as a result
announced that it would implement a tournament feature in its next update. While the tournaments are
free to join, creating them costs gems (in-game currency) that players can purchase. In the short-term,
tournaments will most likely slightly increase Supercell’s revenue, but the actual benefits come from
increased player retention (and thus probability of spending more money in the game). In addition to
the tournament feature, Supercell has included such player requested features as multiple battle decks
and ability to watch matches live. Simply put, without clans there would be no design for this particular
game, and without design there would be no clans.

Becoming a member and co-designer

Why do people join clans? Mostly because of a certain person (a friend, or perhaps a celebrity), or
because of what the clan represents (e.g., competition, humor, nationality). According to Ren, Kraut,
and Kiesler,8 people participate in online communities for two reasons: either because of what the
community represents, or because of a single individual or a group of individuals. For example, some
clans in Clash Royale are drawn entirely from particular nationalities, and some companies have set up
clans as a way of employee identity-building. Regardless of the motives behind joining, what is worth
noting is the desire to belong, and the way in which clans improve the game experience precisely
because people feel committed to their community.

8 Y. Ren, R. Kraut, and S. Kiesler, “Applying Common Identity and Bond Theory to Design of Online
Communities,” Organization Studies, vol. 28, no. 3 (2007), pp. 377-408.
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One of the most fascinating aspects of Supercell’s approach to design is the focus on social aspects in
each game. Interaction between players takes place mostly in clans (as the groups are called in Clash of
Clans and Clash Royale)—and while belonging to a clan is not a prerequisite for enjoying or doing well in
the game, benefits that come from being a member are diverse and can be roughly divided into player
and company benefits, which we will now turn to discuss.

Clan membership: intended and unintended benefits

When a game with a social element is designed, the developers try to imagine how it would enhance the
player’s experience to have the option to interact with other players. In Clash Royale, the main functions
through which players can interact with others focus on donating cards and using the clan’s internal chat
function to talk to each other.

What makes interaction in a clan fascinating is that there is an incentive to help others; besides being a
way for recipients to acquire needed cards, it is also a way for donors to receive money and points they
can use to upgrade their towers. Individual progression benefits the whole clan, because the clans are
competing for top spots in the global and local rankings. Thus, one of the benefits of belonging to a clan
is closely related to the game mechanics; however, there are other advantages arising from, for
instance, in-group chats, which facilitate friendships that aren’t necessarily game-related.

The increasing popularity of e-sports has furthermore given rise to competitive clans in Clash Royale. In
this regard, social interaction supports learning as the clan members compete against each other in
friendly battles, exchange knowledge and experiences related to the game mechanics, and jointly create
and hone winning strategies. Although it is debatable whether players of mobile games can become
professionals in e-sports, it is nonetheless apparent that the game has been designed so as to foster the
birth and growth of such competitive clans.

While being part of a community is not a prerequisite for enjoying or faring well in the game, it is
apparent that part of the experience is designed to be built upon social interaction. From the player’s
perspective, clan membership fulfills various needs, both external and in-game. For Supercell, clans offer
a remarkable pool of data that can be used as a balancing act between game and experience design.

Firm perspective: clans as enhancing the design process

For Supercell, social interaction in games is first and foremost based on how it supports the play
experience. From a design perspective, for any soft-launch version of the game (for instance, one to be
launched in selected countries prior to a global version)[AU: OK?], Supercell’s own developers engage
with the other players in the game and use that insight during development. The design decision to
frame social interaction based on clans is an insightful one, as it categorizes the users into different
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groups: instead of segmenting the players top-down, the company enables users themselves to show
how they would like to be categorized. And while the game itself is designed for casual gamers, players
are able to manipulate certain design choices in ways not initially intended by Supercell. Figure 3 shows
how typologies can be harnessed to categorize clans and players in Clash Royale.

Players belonging to the Big Spenders segment are usually the ones most coveted by the game
developers. They spend remarkable amounts of money in the game, and they can also increase the
game’s visibility and popularity in social media (especially if they are competitive). The Looney Tunes are
somewhat similar to the Big Spenders, but they tend to generate fame and publicity by either playing
the game in an unorthodox fashion or by extending their player identity through social media channels
such as Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube. Although most of these players are also competitive (rising in
the global and local player rankings boosts their visibility in the game), they are not following the
intended design devised by the company in order to achieve their goals.

The Andersonians, building on Benedict Anderson’s9 groundbreaking work on imagined communities,
have formed clans based on an offline identity: nationality, company, hobby, or friends. For them, the
social aspect of Clash Royale is what keeps them logging in time after time. Although the game serves as
a design anchor between the developer and the player, it can also serve as a bridge between online and
offline, as players reinforce and reconstitute their identity in the game world.

Most clans in Clash Royale follow the intended design: Some players spend money, and some of the
clans rise in the ranks. Most clans actually contain elements from all of the three categories described
above, but more often than not they are what the industry refers to as “casual gamers”: not so much
competitive as enjoying the game and its social aspect.

And here is one of the benefits of designing for and with clans: observing what kind of clans players
create and how people interact in them grants insight to further develop the game, or even develop
completely new games. This is the principle that underlies all of the co-design present in Clash Royale,
and what enables the designers to monetize their work without resorting to exploitative tactics.10

Balancing the internal and the external

Free-to-play games walk a precarious line between providing sufficient content and taking player
demand into account. Most of the time, the players are experienced and accessed only through social
media and in-game forums, and game developers must rely on individual representatives and
demographic data for insight. Nevertheless, the player pressure is very real: If a design is overtly carried

9 B. Anderson, “Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism”, Verso
Books, New York, NY: USA.

10 K. K. Kimppa, O. I. Heimo, and J. T. Harviainen, op. cit.
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out in-house, the players feel excluded and leave, and if it is outsourced too much to the players, the
game is no longer unique as the company’s creative talents are not fully utilized, and the end result the
same.

Whereas an exceptional game may get away with relying solely on player-created content, F2P games
do not have that luxury simply because the market is saturated with clones of successful games in this
segment. Instead, they rely on agile processes, in which the playspace and its rules are adjusted on the
run and, to a large extent, based on player behavior to ensure smooth game experience. To our
knowledge, as far as design management goes, no other scalable services can be said to provide the
same level of adaptability or restructuring efficiency. This, in turn, compels us to ask how these insights
from Clash Royale might be translated into design management strategies and processes in other
industries. We argue that others can learn from Clash Royale in at least three different, yet interrelated,
aspects: treating the product as the initial building block, organic user segmentation, and new product
proposals. To elaborate, everything starts from a product or a service that is designed with the social
aspect at its core. This enables the company to allow its users to organically group themselves which, in
turn, gives rise to more refined consumer insights that can be harnessed either to revise the existing
product or develop new offerings.

Clans—or player communities—do serve the purposes of design management. They organically help the
developer to classify the players into different segments and with this insight provide more-defined
design propositions or—as Supercell has done—develop completely new products based on insights into
player behavior. Treating the game as the skeleton, and the players as content providers, has enabled
Supercell to strike a balancing act between internal design processes and external insights from their
customers.

Captions

Figure 1. An illustration of a match between two players in Clash Royale (on the left) and the game’s
initial screen on the right (source: first author’s game account)

Figure 2. Clash Royale’s basic mechanism.

Figure 3. A typology of Clash of Clans player communities.
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