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By Jesse Semko

As a viral marketing tool, an

Alternate Reality Game can
__make customers go gaga over
- your company’s product - but
only if it's done right
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PAIR OF MEAN-ASS
looking bouncers dressed
like Men in Black stand in a
parking lot at the Southern Alber-
ta Institute of Technology, waiting

for a secret set of code words.

“I'm expecting a call,” hastens a casually
dressed man, who nervously approaches the
dark-suited duo.

“Your agent name?”

“It's Lunatic,” he meekishly responds, unsure
if his password will work, let alone if he's in
the right place, until one of the beefy bouncers
shoves a walkie-talkie into his face. An unknown
voice on the walkie-talkie bellows out a series of
directions that Lunatic eagerly listens to.

Moments later, Lunatic scuttles across
SAIT's lot to a black limo that overlooks Cal-
gary's downtown skyline. He rattles a knuckle

against the window, prompting it to slightly un-
roll. Through the window, a brown envelope is
passed. Lunatic grabs it. Instantly, the window
whirrs shut.

So, what the heck just happened? Secret
documents covertly slipped to a spy? The under-
world dealings of corporate espionage in Cal-
gary? Not exactly. That James Bond-like scene is
in fact a type of video game that plays out in the

real world. Players take on the role of secret
agents, working through a storyline by solv-
ing puzzles and completing tasks en route to
the game’s conclusion.
The game is part of a potent viral mar-
keting technique. One that companies
such as Microsoft, Audi, the ABC tele-
vision network and Warner Brothers
Studios have used in the past few
years to hawk their products with incredibly ef-
fective results. It's called an Alternate Reality
Game — ARG — and it works by creating interest,
even fascination, in a product by turning players
of the game into buyers of a product through a
kind of engineering alchemy.

An ARG uses several types of media, provid-
ing clues through websites, phone calls, even live
events that challenge the players to solve each
puzzle using the shards of available information.
Most puzzles are far too complicated for any one
person to solve, but the web allows a collective
intelligence to emerge, to solve the mysteries

Follow step one through five to solve the ARG's

first weekly web mission

An ad in the high
school publication,
Youthink magazine,
provides prospective
players with the

game's website
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by sharing information on
chatrooms, which builds a
sense of camaraderie that
can bolster a brand or build
interest in a product.

I this sounds hardcore, |
even needlessly complex, J-
that's because it is. Take
The Art of the Heist, the famous ARG launched
in 2005 to sell the low-end luxury Audi A3. It
kicked off with a mock theft of an Audi A3 from
a New York City dealership. A grainy surveil-
lance video of the robbers breaking the dealer-
ship’s glass window was posted on the web,
along with a plea for help from Audi for informa-
tion on the robbery. Thus began a three-month
campaign with plot twists and characters that
came to resemble a whodunit tale from a John
Grisham novel.

Clues for who may have nabbed the Audi A3s
were strategically placed in USA Today, Wired
magazine, TV commercials, car shows, and oth-
er live events. As buzz built — and more than
500,000 players tuned in to play the game — the
Audi A3 became one of the most sought-after
cars in the United States. More than 10,000
inquiries for the small family car were made to
Audi dealerships and 3,827 wannabe buyers
test-drove A3s. The remarkable results later
promoted Stephen Berkov, Audi's director of
advertising, to compare the campaign to a jet

*Numbers

needed
to solve
step #4

The website
encourages players
to sign on and play
the game




engine turned on its end, “sucking people into
the intake.” And the Wall Street Journal praised
it as “an advertisement like no other.”

Since then, replicating that success has
become many ad agencies’ search for the Holy
Grail. To understand how tricky that quest can
be, there is no better place to look than Fran-
co Media, a Calgary-based marketing and ad
agency that, this past summer, duplicated the
technique in hopes of replicating its phenom-
enal success.

In June 2008, Franco Media was ap-
proached by owners of The Node, a video
game café in northeast Calgary that had
yet to open it doors. The owners wanted
to generate a buzz for The Node's grand
opening, scheduled for mid-August. But
wooing its target market, fickle 12- to
30-year-olds, presented a problem: How do
you spark — then fuel — interest among an
audience known for its yawning at main-
stream media, particularly during summer,
a time when many have totally tuned out?

*START*
//_ Hello Agent
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ness and commitment will not go unnoticed (or unrew:

The solution, it turns out, was an ARG.

It seemed like the perfect fit. Conduct an en-
tertaining contest throughout the summer. Get
local gamers to work together to solve puzzles.
Watch that community build up, even take on
Borg-like growth. Then stage a final puzzle that
brings them — a newly formed customer base —
to The Node's open doors.

To build and intensify a community of cus-
tomers, Franco Media picked a spy theme
where participants took on the role of secret

Put numbers from
step #2 into the URL

Photos by Cate Cameron

An ARG player shows up at SAIT
to receive an invitation to The
Node's grand opening

agents, solving weekly missions that had them
combing through Craigslist, Facebook and You-
Tube for clues the firm had planted. A live event
element to the game even provided players with
GPS coordinates to a parking lot at SAIT. There,
two men dressed as Men in Black directed each
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That takes players to a You
Tube video where a robotic
voice encourages players to
recruit more people

An e-mail gives players a
link to their first mission
—_—

xperiencethenode.com/060208

n *here”
ethenode.com

_Not up to the challenge? Leave the

_ Contact the organization at info

*END*




“It grew into a monster. The
local players g¢

gave up." £ Kevin Fra
J

Franco Med/'a

Photo by Kevin Yee

player to a limo where an envelope
with an invitation to The Node's launch
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party waited.

By the time of the secret agent drop
off happened last August, over 400 peo-
ple, from Calgary to Texas to the United
Kingdom, had registered to play the
game. On chat rooms it would later be
praised as “awesome” and “very cool.”
Clearly, it was popular. But would that translate
into paying customers for The Node?

~ BRAIN-NUMBING

MISSIONS

evin Franco, a husky, third-generation
I(Calgarian, is the brains behind Experi-

ence the Node, the ARG marketing cam-
paign that last summer siphoned off 280 hours of
his firm's time at a hillable cost of about $25,000
(estimates place Audi's Art of the Heist ARG at
$3 million to $4 million).

To start the campaign, Franco placed an ad
in the Calgary-based high school publication,
Youthink magazine. The Matrix movie-looking ad
read, “The real life video game has begun. Let
the best gamer win.” In just one day, the ad had
been scanned and posted on a popular gaming
website along with the caption: “It looks like a
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spark of an ARG." Immedi-
ately, interest took off, with
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hordes of curious web surf-
ers clicking onto the site, like Formula One fans
craning their necks at a spectacular crash.

Soon, chatter about the ARG spread through-
out three online gaming forums and, just a few
days later, The Node's webpage received over
650 hits, at an average site time of five minutes.
“That's insane,” Franco says. “Most people
view a website only for a few seconds before
clicking away.”

To complete the first mission, the Youthink ad
directed people to the website to register and
play the game. An e-mail then instructed players
to unscramble a ransom-style note that, after
entering it into the URL of the site’s webpage,
brought them to a You Tube video asking them to
recruit more agents.

Cryptic mission clues kept players
craving more challenges

Most players breezed through the challenge
in 30 seconds. “These people get cheesed when
the puzzles aren't hard enough — 76 per cent
wanted it harder,” Franco notes. The ease of the
first mission created an online backlash. (“Dead
simple,” lamented one player.) That prompted
harder missions in the weeks to come. In fact,
the challenges quickly became too difficult for
anyone but an experienced gamer to wrap their
head around.

In one brain-numbing mission, players had to
unscramble the anagram “cavemen suited me”
to discover the phrase “amusement device:"




Next, Franco posted a fake ad on Craigslist for
an amusement device, which players had to find.
In the ad, a hidden URL directed players to a 5
X 5 slide puzzle that required solving. In doing
so, that gave players the time and channel of a
live radio broadcast that presented them with
yet another puzzle. That was the end of only one
mission. Others went on. . . and on. . . hooking
revved up players throughout the entire ARG.
By the time gamers tapped their boney
knuckles on the limo at SAIT, the game had gone
global. Participants from India, New York, Ari-
zona and Ohio had tuned into play (it had even
been compared to other top ARGs designed for
multinational companies, such as Microsoft).

The game's puzzles hit a level of

difficulty that would make even the

Riddlers head spin in confusion.

This led Franco to expect a huge crowd swarm-
ing the limo. Yet, only two people showed up —
something that afterwards barely fazed Franco.
In fact, he didn't consider it a big deal. As long as
one of the participants posted the envelop con-
tents online, the momentum would carry on and
the opening of The Node could still be a hit.

THE GRAND
OPENING

geek-speckled crowd of tweens, teens
Aand hardcore gamers watch as The

Node co-owners Tim MacRae and
John Thomas cut a network cable with wire cut-
ters, signalling the opening of the video game
café on a Saturday morning in August.

About 60 people trickle in throughout the day
to check out the game room at the heart of the
ARG marketing campaign that raged throughout
the past eight weeks. Of those 60, 15 say their
arrival is due to the ARG, not quite the crowd
Franco had originally hoped for.

So what went wrong?

Franco thinks things began to go awry during
the second week of the campaign, a time when
the ARG was taking some heat from diehard
gamers across the globe for being “easy as pie.”
To appease that crowd, he made it harder, more
challenging. “It's ironic,” Franco says. “We were
worried by keeping it easy we would
lose people, but by making it too hard
we lost peaple.”

As the game's puzzles hit a level of
difficulty that would make even the Rid-
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dler's head spin in confusion, the
local players began to fall
off while global players
jumped aboard. “It grew
into a monster,” Franco
says of its complexity, re-
alizing that it should have
stayed simpler. “The local players
got stumped and gave up.” And
because of that, The Node
gained more global recog-
nition than it did local. (Not
many gamers are willing to
fly around the world to visit
The Node.)

Patrick Crowe, presi-
dent of Xenophile Media,
a Toronto-based multi-me-
dia firm that has created
award-winning ARGs for
companies such as Disney
and the BBC, echoes that
sentiment. “One of the
challenges we always find
with ARGs is your most
vocal players, the ones
that keep your community
populated and message
boards busy, are also the most impossible to
please,” Crowe says. “Nathing will please them.
Everything is too easy.”

Catering to that international, articulate,
game-savvy audience is seductive, Crowe con-
tinues. “You have to stick to your guns and really
question who you are playing to. Who is your real
audience?” About 90 per cent of all people who
play ARGs are lurking, which means they're not
actively solving the puzzles, but rather only tag-
ging along to watch things unfold, he notes. So,

So, as long as an ARG has evergreen
content — that re-playability factor — it Node? Even though a tidal wave of pay-
will still bring in new players, maybe
even new customers.

Tim Ma
v

Photos by Kevin Yee

it's important to make it easy enough for them
follow, while still throwing in some tough Easter
eggs to appease that hardcore contingent.

Still, he hastens, The Node's ARG attempt
isn't all that bad. ARGs actually build over the
years. Statistics show traffic increases after
a game is no longer live, but still online, which
lets new people discover it and former players
relive the experience. So, as long as an ARG has
evergreen content — that re-playability factor
— it will still bring in new players, maybe even
new customers.

And what does that mean for The

ing customers didn't arrive, a slow trickle
could be on its way. I






