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1. Introduction

� What are mobile games?
– terminology and scope
– mobile, portable, handheld, location-based …

� Why study them in this subject?
– games drive the cutting edge of (mobile) I.T.
– big business, getting bigger (half of $1b 2003 -> $6b 2008)

� What do consumers want?
– alleviate ‘micro boredom’
– always in, always on
– networked gaming, community, tournaments
– ‘casual’ gaming, for younger / older / non-hardcore gamers

Definitions of ‘mobile game’

mobile games

electronic games
played on

portable devices
electronic games that

incorporate the player’s
location or movement

phones and PDAs dedicated consoles

Finn: “games that release the 
player from the traditional 
requirement to remain in a 
particular location to engage 
in gameplay”

Walther: “a game that takes 
changing relative or absolute 
position/location into account in 
the game rules”

2. State of the Art / Industry

� the hardware platforms
� the games
� industry players
� problems for this industry

“Mobile Games are one of the fastest growing segments of the game industry. 
However, mobile games are also some of the most challenging products to develop 
and distribute. Unlike most areas of the game business, mobile games must be 
created to run on hundreds of handsets, must pass quality assurance tests from 
dozens of organizations, and are marketed and sold unlike any other entertainment 
product.” IGDA white paper)
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2.1 the Platforms

� Phones (~ 100 million)

� Consoles (~ 10 million)

� PDAs, miscellaneous embedded
� (convergence)

Phones

Motorola V3

Nokia
N-gage

Nokia
N95

Consoles

Nintendo Gameboy DS Sony Playstation Portable (PSP)

PDAs

i-Mate Pocket PC Palm Tungsten C
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2.2 the Games

� “spare moment” platform
� short games, or persistent + short sessions
� eg one-button games (millions sold)
� allow for user interruptions
� emphasize network, social interaction
� turn-based, slow movement
� suitable genres: eg side-scrollers, quizzes, trading 

cards, learning / study aides
� location-based games

IGDA Mobile Games white paper

“In addition to the availability of games, one of the biggest changes in the last 
year has been the quality of the games. This has been driven by increased 
competition, mobile devices with greater capability (better graphics, more 
memory, etc.), and the growing revenue streams from mobile gaming sales.

Continuing advancements in device capability and growing revenues should 
help drive even better quality games going forward. Major developments on the 
horizon include increasing numbers of 3D rendered and multiplayer games.

In the early stages of the mobile game business the products were little more 
than novelties with very simple graphics and limited sound capabilities. As 
quality and capabilities expand, consumers will be much more likely to view 
mobile games much more as entertainment products in their own right and 
propel mobile gaming into the mainstream.”

mobile phone games

‘Snake’
(Nokia, 1997)

‘Doom RPG’
(2006)

sports and games

console (DS and PSP) games

Tony Hawk on PSP

Nintendogs on DS
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Location-based games

Pac-Manhattan Catch-Bob

( other notable examples: Botfighters, Can You See Me Now?, Feeding Yoshi)

Scoot
(Australian location-based game)

A location-based game for all ages, 
Scoot takes participants on a 
unique interactive treasure hunt 
through the virtual world (Scoot) 
and the real world of ACMI, ArtPlay
and Federation Square, which will 
be populated by strange objects 
and magical animated characters.  
In order to avoid invasion, groups 
must seek help, solve clues and 
complete challenges. “

“Scoot” (2005 and 2006)
Federation Square and surrounds
http://www.newishmedia.com/scoot/

Jogging over a distance
(by Floyd Mueller at DIS)

http://exertioninterfaces.com/jogging_over_a_distance/index.htm

Bo Walther on ‘Pervasive games’

• “A mobile game is a game that takes changing relative or absolute position/location 
into account in the game rules. This excludes games for which mobile devices merely 
provide a delivery channel where key features of mobility are not relevant to the game 
mechanics. Hence, one could distinguish between mobile interfaced games and mobile 
embedded games.
• A location-based game is a game that includes relative or absolute but static 
position/ location in the game rules.
• A ubiquitous game uses the computational and communications infrastructure 
embedded within our everyday lives.
• Virtual realities games are games generated by computer systems. The goal is to 
construct is to construct wholly autonomous and completely surrounding game worlds.
• Augmented reality games and mixed reality games are an interesting approach to 
the creation of game spaces that seek to integrate virtual and physical elements within 
a comprehensibly experienced perceptual game world.
• Adaptronic games are games consisting of applications and information systems that 
simulate life processes observed in nature. These games are embedded, flexible, and 
usually made up of ‘tangible bits’ that oscillate between virtual and real space.”
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Framework for categorizing mobile games

portable pervasive

local networked

Internet

location-based

multi player,
mmorpg

single 
player

Needs GPS or similar.
Physical location is part of gameplay.
“Beacons” in surroundings.

‘adaptronics’,
ubiquitous

(Bo Walther and Jonas Smith, pers. comm. 2005)

2.3 Industry players

� phone manufacturers
– Nokia, Motorola, Sony Ericsson…

� console manufactures
– Sony (PSP), Nintendo (DS) …

� game developers
– majors, indies, sole developers

� phone network operators
– distribute games via download
– easy to get the game (promotes impulse buying)
– trusted online purchase (phone bill, no credit card required)
– like downloading a ring tone

2.4 Problems for this industry

(similar for all mobile technology)

� small screen and keyboard
� network slow, unreliable and expensive
� little industry standardization
� critical mass: how many platforms can exist?
� business models: where’s the money?
� developer vs ISP, service vs product
� ethical issues for mobile gaming

– player behaviour in public spaces
– ability to localize other players
– who / what is part of a location-based game?

4. the Future

� more powerful phones and handhelds
� (even) more people will carry a phone
� greater uptake of data networking
� devices get GPS and other I/O
� pervasive MMORPGs ?
� “Halo mobile portal” (Xbox tie-in)
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