AWOMO – A unique technology providing new ways to connect consumers with their favourite games and an inclusive business model for the entire gaming industry

An interview conducted on Friday 30th January with the management team of GDI Game Domain International plc, owner of revolutionary video game distribution platform AWOMO™
AD: Andrea D’Orta, Third Party Relations Director

PL: Patrick Lorkin, Trading Director

RD: Rob Donald, Communications Manager

RW: Roger Walkden, Chief Executive Officer

TP: Tim Ponting, Communications Director

What is AWOMO? I’m a bit confused – is it a games download service, a website, a technology platform...?
RW: “It’s all three in fact! At its heart, AWOMO is a ‘platform’ that enables consumers to download games directly from their PC web browser in minutes rather than hours over standard broadband connections. It works by allowing you to start playing when as little as 5% of the game has been downloaded. So yes, it’s definitely a technology platform, and we will be providing solutions to all kinds of partners for them to use our digital delivery system to power their ‘own brand’ games download services, from retailers such as Game.co.uk to manufacturers of video cards who want to give a PC game away as a gift with purchase. We call this our ‘powered by AWOMO’ scheme.
“As well as providing the technology for other partners, we are launching our own service – also called ‘AWOMO’ – which will sell games to consumers directly from www.awomo.com. This is currently in its Public Beta stage; during this period, we are allowing site visitors to download a series of games which will be free to play for a period of time.”
OK, so basically you supply games download services, for yourselves and for others who want to use the technology. What’s so special about your technology then? Games downloads have been around for a long time – without making much of an inroad into traditional retail, it has to be said – so why would consumers want to use your service, and what advantages are there for your partners who use the tech?
TP: “Part of the answer is in your question just there – it’s true that game downloads have not had an enormous impact to date, and the reason is because the consumer experience has been so poor. The only practical way to download full AAA PC games was to set the download going all night and pray you didn’t discover when you got up the next day that it had failed before the whole disk image came down. ‘Games being demanding’, hardly ‘games on demand’. Coupled with unpopular DRM techniques, it’s just not what customers want. Look at music downloads – they’ve got faster and faster as bandwidth increased, and the early attempts at onerous DRM methods are gradually being abandoned. Games on the other hand have got slower to download, because they are growing bigger more quickly than the bandwidth to accommodate them, and still no one understands that conventional DRM just encourages people to take a trip to torrent sites or share multiple installs with friends.
“It’s precisely these long wait times and onerous DRM systems that AWOMO is designed to avoid. The basic principle is simple – you don’t need the data for the entire game just to start playing it, and once you’ve started playing the rest can be downloaded in the background with no effect on the gameplay. However, the technology driving it is anything BUT simple! We’ve a white paper you can read here if you want to find out more about the technical side.”
PL: “Where copy protection is concerned, AWOMO takes advantage of the ubiquity of Internet connectivity these days. In order to play, you have to be connected to the Internet and logged into the AWOMO service. In addition, the complete game data is never stored on your local drive – small but crucial elements, unique to your download, are delivered ‘on the fly’ as you play.
“In this way, you can have the best of all worlds. Play on any number of PCs, completely legally. No matter if you have a drive crash, have a laptop stolen, upgrade to a new PC. Just download – quicker than you can from anywhere else, legal or illegal – and play.”
What happens then if you have an intermittent Internet connection? Or if you can’t get a connection at all? What if I want to play on a train or a plane?

RW: “The next time you are on a plane or train I challenge you to walk up and down the cabin or carriage to see how many people are playing a full-on PC game. There may be plenty of laptops, but most of them will be running office applications! I guarantee it will be a pretty tiny number, because most people enjoy gaming-on-the-go using a handheld like a mobile phone, Nintendo DS or Sony PSP.”
AD: “On the other hand, it’s important to recognise that Internet connections can be a bit flaky under certain circumstances. If you have a dodgy wireless link that drops periodically, the system is resilient enough to manage these outages.”
Looking at AWOMO from a gamer’s perspective then – apart from speed and lack of intrusive DRM, what else are they going to find attractive about the service?

PL: “The fact you’re always connected to the service allows us to offer new ways to try out and buy games that no one has seen before. Up until now, you have to either buy a complete game or sign up to a service that gives a subscription to a list of specific games – and of course these options make sense to many customers, and we’ll be offering them as part of our service.

“However, because you’re always connected, we can see how long you’re playing for, and this opens up a whole new avenue that we’re really fired up about. So for example, we plan to give everyone who visits a period of free gaming on one or more games. Try them out. See if you like them. If you make any purchase on the site, then we’ll top up your free minutes. If you don’t, no hard feelings, but we’ll not top you back up. This way, gamers who are actively buying get rewarded with the opportunity to try before they buy – and of course, this applies to games with no demos available. So it’s cool for the publishers and developers of games too – they can still allow a short trial without having to program a demo specifically for this purpose, which gets right in the way of finishing and polishing the game.”
RD: “There are other clever things the timer enables – we’ll have this completely new way of buying games called ‘Rent-to-Own’. Basically, we take the risk out of gaming. We look at the cost of a game, divide it by five, and then charge you that hourly rate as you play through. If you drop out before those five hours are up, then you’ll only pay for what you’ve played. On the other hand, once you’ve paid the full price, we set a flag that says the game is yours for good, and it’s as if you bought it outright. Very cool. We’re really looking forward to rolling that out.”
Are there any advantages in terms of how much space this takes up on your hard drive as well then? Suppose I don’t like the first level, I haven’t downloaded the entire game – or have I?
RD: “You haven’t, you’re right. Obviously if you spend 7 hours on the first level we’ll have cached a fair bit of the game to you! But basically, if you back out early then you’ll have saved yourself from the dreaded broadband download cap. It also spreads the download out over a period of time which can help avoid the same fate, and usually our final ‘full’ download is still smaller than the normal installed version of the game because our system has stripped out the redundant data.”

AD: “Don’t forget the benefits of server side patching either – we handle that transparently. Plus you can remove games from your hard drive completely, safe in the knowledge you can come back even years later to play them again – just hit download and they’ll be ready to play quicker than conventional download services. We’re also implementing server-side game saves, in other words, we keep your savegames safe, so you don’t have to worry about keeping track of them.”
Aren’t download speeds going to catch up with you over time and remove your main selling point?

RW: “It’s an interesting question, and one we’d turn to recent history to answer. We did an analysis of game sizes back in 2003/4 when broadband was just really getting off the ground in the UK and people had half Megabit per second connections. Back then, nearly all games were aimed at the sweet spot of fitting on just two CD-ROMs, a maximum of 1.4GB of data, though there were still many games that fitted on one disk. This gave a download time of around 3-6 hours for complete games.
“Fast forward to present day, and most games are aimed at the sweet spot of fitting on a single double layer DVD-ROM. This is 8.5GB, which at an average of 2Mbit reliable speed takes over 10 hours. What’s the next milestone? Games on Blu-Ray or multiple DVD-ROMs. Dr Jens Uwe Intat of EA said last year that if telecoms companies gave us bandwidth that would allow 10GB to be downloaded in half an hour, his developers would just make a 100GB game!

“So in answer to your question, history suggests that game developers will hoover up the bandwidth as it comes on line. In any case, our service will still be faster than a conventional ‘download the whole shebang and install’ approach, no matter what your connection speed may reach in future.”
OK, going back to my question about why you think your service is attractive to the companies you partner with – who benefits from using your platform, and why will they partner with you and not someone already established selling games on download?
PL: “This is a bigger question than you’d imagine. Instead of taking the approach Apple took in the music business – we want the player, we want to sell you the music, we want to buy the exclusive rights to what we sell – from day one our vision has been inclusive. So our first call pretty much was to retail – instead of competing with bricks and mortar, we want to work hand in hand. Digital downloads and retail can co-exist very happily. And with our system retailers can adjust the balance between boxes and download as business needs demand. Similarly, we’ll happily work with any rights holders of game entertainment – whether it’s the developers themselves or publishers, small or large. And we’ll work with distributors across the world to help sign up retailers and publishers in markets we couldn’t otherwise access.”
AD: “There are a number of important aspects of our business apart from the ‘one big happy family’ approach which are significant. For example, we have deliberately designed our system such that it needs no specially programmed version for distribution on our platform. Yes, at a later stage we’ll be producing an API that developers can use to allow even richer integration, but right now, all we need is an unprotected gold master and we can prepare the game for delivery quickly from there, in time to launch on day one with the retail version for example.”
RW: “And don’t forget – partnering with us means you can offer your customers all of the benefits of the platform: speed, non-invasive protection, flexibility of payment models, free demo time... Happy customers buy more from you. Simple as that.”

TP: “We’re also helping companies that traditionally only access revenues from gaming indirectly to share a piece of the sales pie. A great example would be a media owner with a huge community of gamers hanging on their every word. For the most part, these companies are getting their revenues from advertising, nothing more – they aren’t even able to get revenue from the content itself, like they used to when they sold magazines. Enter AWOMO, and everything changes. If they can help us recruit customers from their community, we’ll give them a cut of everything that customer buys through us, not just the first game, but the second, the third... ad infinitum. See what we mean by ‘inclusive’?
Just playing devil’s advocate here – I can really get why this is great for the industry, but why as a consumer am I going to be better off buying on download than from shops? It seems you’re just trying to give everyone a piece of the pie, so the consumer will just end up paying as much for a bunch of 1s and 0s down a phoneline as they do for a box, a disk and a manual? And will you have brand new games like you can buy in store or just older games?
RW: “We’re the trucks and warehouse for the games industry in the 21st Century. We can’t necessarily control what the publishers and retailers want on the trucks or how much they expect customers to pay. We provide an infrastructure that enables the industry to offer consumers great games at great prices. Similarly, I don’t think there’s a digital distribution company out there who wouldn’t want to offer the latest, greatest titles on download? Ultimately, it’s the relationship between the customers and the publishers that will settle this. As publishers realise that this is what customers want – AAA games on download, on day one – then we’re there with the infrastructure to make it happen. We want it, we know gamers want it – over to the publishers to make it happen. As time passes, it’s an inevitable evolution, all the analyst wisdom points this way. And the fact that we have retailers signed already means they acknowledge this too.”
By the way, we’re talking PC only here, right? Or is your system designed for console games too?
TP: “The technology itself is completely platform agnostic: in fact, it doesn’t even have to be a game, strictly speaking! In fact, in many ways, AWOMO is even more suitable for console platforms than PC for a couple of reasons. Firstly, if your console is connected to the Internet, it’s always connected – you don’t see many people playing a 360 on the train, do you? And secondly, consoles have limited storage space compared with PC, so any technology that reduces the data footprint of a game is brilliant news. So do we have ambitions in the console market? Absolutely.”
You’ve said on record in the past that AWOMO offers both customers and the industry an alternative to the ‘pre-owned’ market – shops selling second-hand games. Can you explain a bit more about this?

RW: “Sure, it’s a massive concern, especially for developers and publishers! Many of the industry’s leading lights have spoken about the damage the pre-owned market is causing to publisher revenues. The same disk and box basically gets sold over and over again, but the publisher – and therefore in turn, the developer – only gets revenue once. While the problem is recognised across the board, very few practical suggestions have been made to combat it. David Braben, one of the creators of the classic Elite and leading UK independent developer, came close when he suggested that certain single player games would really benefit from a rental model, rather than outright sales.

“With AWOMO, we come at the problem simultaneously from a number of different avenues... solved by a combination of our ‘Rent to Own’ business model, our ‘Powered by AWOMO’ strategy, and AWOMO’s inherent speed of delivery. ‘Rent to Own’ offers a genuine alternative for the pre-owned market by providing a digital download of a game on an hourly rate. After a few hours’ play, the game is available free from then on. We believe it is the fairest rental system available today because a gamer can ‘bug out’ at any time, but has the opportunity to own the game via the rental; and the publisher is being paid for the rental, and can ‘make a sale’ at the end. Both the customer and the publisher can get what they want out of the model. Secondly, our ‘Powered by AWOMO’ scheme enables this to happen entirely through your local retailer, so that non-specialist retailers can compete directly with specialist retail’s pre-owned market. And thirdly all this is only available through AWOMO, as gamers are not going to wait hours for a rental download if they don’t know if they like it. But they might wait a few minutes...”

Finally, I wanted to talk to you a little about the future. When AWOMO first appeared on our radar screens, there was talk of a 3D virtual world, I guess like PlayStation Home, which would basically be the user environment – nothing like what you have right now, which is downloading and buying games from a web browser. And also, there’s been a lot of talk of networking features for gamers. Can you explain a bit more about all this please?

RW: “In the early days we talked quite a lot about a 3D virtual world, also called ‘AWOMO’, where your avatar walks around gaming-themed districts and you can launch games directly from inside the 3D environment. This is still in the long term plan and the technology has been designed to support this vision, but we are focusing initially on providing a stable, secure and super-fast platform for games downloads from an Internet Browser. Those who wish to explore the 3D world option will be able to some way down the line.
“That said, the social aspects of playing games will still feature heavily in AWOMO for your Internet Browser. Over the upcoming months, we’ll be adding features to the platform ranging from buddy lists and gamer homepages showing off your collection and interests to matchmaking, leagues and ladders and tournaments. Watch this space.”
