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Introduction 



Quick facts 

•  Single and multiplayer CRPG 
•  Over 100 hours of gameplay 
•  Made by a 35 people team 
•  3,5/2 years of development 
•  Our second self-published game 
  

  



Talk Structure 

1.  A most important lesson 
2.  Getting the Funding 
3.  How we made sure it was good 
4.  How we told people it was good 
5.  Questions 



Broken boring games don’t sell well 
 



The Abyss 



Our Worst Nightmare 

•  13 years & 40 games in 
•  First console game 
•  First co-publishing deal 
•  8 months late 
•  Released prematurely 
•  A true turning point 
 



�  Too reliant on middleware 
�  Too many iterations 
�  Fragmented focus 
�  Team issues 
�  Insufficient financing 
�  No control 
�  No day 1 revenue 
�  Lost identity 
------------------------------------------+ 
Reboot needed 
 

Introspection Day 



A clear plan: 
 
�  Finish the game 
�  Integrate feedback 
�  Settle debts 
�  Prove ourselves 
�  Get ready to break free 
 
 

First steps 



 
 

It worked! 



Polished fun games are rewarding 
Let’s never compromise again… 

 



●  Take control 
o  Stick to our vision 
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Iterate until it’s very good 

The Pillars of the new Larian 



�  Keep team together 
�  Make two games 
�  One small, one big 
�  Small helps fund big 
�  Iterate until it’s ready 
 

The Plan 



Funding iteration 

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%

50%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

IR
R	  
p.
a.

Cost	  overrun

IRR	  versus	  Cost	  overrun

Worst

Medium

Best

3,92%0,67%
0,50% 2,25%

53,75%8,51%

6,92%

5,00%

2,32%

9,24%

4,48%
2,44%

Total

UK

Benelux

Nordic

Australia

USA

GSA

France

Spain

Italy

0

500

1.000

1.500

2.000

2.500

3.000

3.500

4.000

4.500

5.000

0

500

1.000

1.500

2.000

2.500

3.000

K	  
eu

ro

K	  
eu

ro

Budgeted	  Gross	  Sales	  (Medium	  case)

PC

Xbox	  360

PS	  3

Total



Key issues 

●  If you commit yourself to 
quality, scope & time will 
increase and therefore budget 
will increase 

●  Best have an arsenal of tricks 
ready to get the financing in 
place 

 



●  1 500 000 EUR for 
development & publishing 

●  We hoped to double it 
●  We ended up spending 

almost 3 times more 
 
 
 

Budget 



Where did we find the money? 



 
 

Legacy games (2011) 



The trick with the SPV (2011) 

Divinity III 
NV 

IP lease & Development Contract  
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Sales & Marketing  Contract  

Publisher Distributor 

Investors 

Equity 

Distributor 

Sales 

Project Company 

Larian Studios(51%) 

Publisher 

Investors(49%) 



The trick with the trade shows (2011/2012) 
 

●  Shows allow you to raise your profile 
●  Triple benefit 

 Business development 
 Broader press coverage 
 Team morale 

 



Repackaging our previous games (2012) 



Minimum guarantees (2011/2012) 

●  Distribution deals 
●  Licensing deals 

 
 
 



We went to Kickstarter (2013) 



The murder of the Dragon Commander (2013) 

�  DC originally intended to be released after D:OS 
�  Suffered delays due to switching engines/combat issues 
�  Sacrificed to help Divinity: Original Sin 

 
 







We made deals with the devil (2013) 

�  Kickstarter -> Investors -> Bank -> Stress 
�  Advances where we could 
�  Prepping to sell rights 

 



We did work for hire again, kind of (2013) 

 
 



The Steam Early Access debate (2014) 



Going to Steam Early Access (2014) 



The last months (May 2014) 

�  Bank lost patience 
�  Government crisis changed tax collection rules 
�  We still needed to finance retail & localizations & voice recordings 
�  We were beyond “all in” 
 
 

 



And then… 

“Confidentially, the Steam summer sale will start on June 20th 2013” … 
       Valve 

 
 





Making it good 



We’ve been trying to make  
a cooperative RPG ever since 1997 



●  It hadn’t been made 
before so little 
“inspiration” 

●  A big architectural 
problem 

 

The challenge of making our type of co-op RPG 



●  A reactive systemic and diverse world  
●  Driven by a strong narrative 
●  In which you can play with friends 
●  Where you get rewarded for exploration,  

experimentation, extermination, exploitation 
●  With challenging combat 

 
 

Our Design Pillars 



●  Common Codex knowledge: multiplayer RPGs are dumbed down 
 
 
 

Why was that so hard? 



●  <VIDEO> 
 
 

Dog Example 



N+1 Design 



●  Always prepare N solutions + 1 guaranteed fallback solution in case 
someone mess up every single situation 

 
●  You need to completely disallow the way people can become stuck in your 

game 
 
●  This takes a *lot* of iteration, especially since N>1 

 
 
 

N+1 Design 



Sticking to your vision is hard  

●  There were a lot of attempts to deviate 
o  Make story NPCs non-killable 
o  Forbid to steal from story NPCs 
o  Enable NPC teleportation 

 
> It was very tempting to succumb 
when the financial stress was the 
highest 

 



Sticking to your vision pays off  
 
 

“Playing Divinity: Original Sin is like playing a Pen & Paper 
RPG with a good game master.” 

   PC GAMER 



Player-driven design 



Player-driven design 



•  We had two options - ignore or embrace. We embraced 
 

•  Raze prepped lists for the leads each day 
 

•  During weekends we transformed feedback into new tasks  
 

•  Exhausting but worth it 
 
Guarantees delays 

 

Player-driven Design is worth it 



Polishing 

 
•  We all judge games from initial impressions. Get it right. 
•  Lots of iteration during public testing helps 

– UI 
–  Tutoring 
– Accessibility 
– Balancing 

•  Difference between 7 & 9 
•  Crunch can’t be avoided 
 

Guarantees delays  



Quality Assurance 
•  Try to get all your QA in-house 
•  If not, be sure you have test-plans & you are the one organizing 
•  Automated QA is the thing 
•  Outsourcing QA is very inefficient and very expensive 
•  Early Access has its uses, but its limited.  
•  15K bugs, 3K via EA  
 

 



Quality Assurance 

Total amount of 
bugs 

Bugs/Hour Hours 
Publisher 

Total amount of bugs 
Publisher 

Publisher Bugs/
Hour 

5410 0,513221866 9646 2631 0,272755546 

Time/Bug hrs 1,948475046 Time/Bug hrs 3,666286583 

Divinity II Publisher vs Developer QA Efficiency 



Quality Assurance 

 
●  Be wary of extra languages 
●  5 languages 
●  3 platforms 
●  2 weeks per playthrough 
●  Think again about that 

demo 



Day 1 Patching 

•  We relied on Day 1 update (+1 month development) 
 
•  We put a Steam installer  
      on the DVD without an EXE 
 
•  We put “Steam activation  
    and download”  
    on the box 
 
A very dangerous practice! 
 
 
 



Localization 

•  Over 500.000 words 
 
•  Localization vs constant iteration 

•  Battle-tested processes/pipelines 



Localization 

>> 
No. This must be a joke - all of it. 
 
This is the worst release I ever had. What a huge PR disaster! What a 
huge Day 1 disaster for our customers! 
 
>> 
A distributor. We later realized this was a true turning point. 



The risks of going all in 

•  Your game is going to define your future. 
•  If those are the stakes you're playing with, it is actually reckless not to go 

all in. 
•  But the more third parties are involved, the harder this becomes 
•  Accidents will happen 
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Telling people 
about your game 



Be sure you have a target audience 
•  Compete	  with	  state	  of	  the	  art	  
•  Through	  innova4on	  &	  quality	  
	  
Our	  innova4ons:	  
•  No	  handholding	  coupled	  to	  lots	  of	  freedom	  
•  n+1	  design	  –	  so	  many	  stories	  
•  Combat	  system	  with	  smaller	  innova4ons	  	  
•  High	  degree	  of	  polish	  in	  Turn-‐Based	  RPG	  
	  



Be aware of your competition – timing matters. 



Be aware of your competition – timing matters. 

•  Continuously monitor your competition 
•  Read everything you can find about them  
•  Whenever you get a chance, play their games (demos, betas, trade 

shows) 
•  Put your release date on the timeline with your competition 
•  You will compared to the state of the art 
•  Competition can also be – things that grab attention 

 
 

 



Get the message straight and amplify 

•  First messaging matters a lot 
•  There are limited opportunities to amplify 
•  When do you announce? 
•  Where is your target audience? 
 



Build a dedicated PR structure 

•  Dedicated PR manager for PR, marketing and communicating with local 
partners 

•  A Global PR Agency 
•  Local publishers in Russia, France, Germany and Poland. 
•  Each have their pros and cons 
•  Pick well! 
 

PR Director Global PR 
Agency 

Local PR 
Managers 

and Partners 



Do Press Tours and Exhibitions 



  
•  We toured a lot, seeking out everybody we could  
•  We invited key press to our office, explained them our vision 
•  We did a lot of exhibitions 
•  Different territories require different approaches 
 

Press Tours and Exhibitions 



 
 

YouTubers 



 
 

Twitch Streams 



 
 

Kickstarter updates 



 
 

Forum interaction 



 
 

Advertising 



Monitoring amplification 



Amplification tricks 

•  Announcing early 
•  Hiring a video guy 
•  Starting a blog (www.lar.net) 
•  Create stories so other people can tell them  
•  Populate social media (we were bad at this) 
•  And then there are the reviews… 
     

 



Reviews 



Reviews 



Dealing with word of mouth 

•  Interact with your critics, know when to stop 
 
•  Players always want more. Careful with promises. 
 
•  Have post-release capacity 
 
•  Fix save games 
 
•  Never be negative - Stay polite - beware vocal minorities 
 



Selling in different channels 

•  Maximizing availability isn’t without its perils.  
 
•  Each extra channel means extra support/hassle 
 
•  Beware anti-monopoly law – distributor decides price 
 
•  Players compare channels – be ready 

•  Lifecycle management is important 

•  Digital/Retail 95%/5% 
 
 



Aggressive triage 

•  We all want critical acclaim and high sale numbers. 
•  The first is needed for the next project; the second is to fund other projects.  
•  The 90%/10% rule.  
•  Focus on development - content is king. The rest will adapt. 



Regional pricing 

 
•  Beware the dangers of regional pricing 
 
•  Even regional retail deals can affect your digital 
 
•  Players compare channels – be ready 
 
 
 



Over deliver 

 
•  People talk about things that 

are in your game they didn’t 
expect to be there 

 
•  it’s something that doesn’t 

stop on the release 



What did it cost? 

•  We spent about 10% of our budget on marketing & PR 

 

2X 

3X 1X 

12X 

Quality 

Marketing 

Supposed impact of quality and marketing on sales 



Lessons applied 



Still trying to make CRPGs that feels like a pen & paper RPG come to life 
 
�  Hiring so we can iterate faster & improve our craft 
�  Hiring so we can boost our amplification opportunities 
�  Internalizing as much as we can 
�  Working on over-delivering to existing players, big time 
�  Experimenting so we can stay a step ahead 
�  Limiting our commitments to third parties 
�  Preparing to announce 2 new RPGs 
 
 

 Our next steps... 



Swen Vincke 
@LarAtLarian 

http://Larian.com 
@LarianStudios 

 


