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Introduction
With the introduction of the iPhone on June 11, 2007, no one could have foreseen exactly 
how big smartphone mobile gaming would become.  At first, mobile gaming was an exciting 
niche for small developers. With the release of Angry Birds in 2009,  however, mobile 
gaming on smartphones went mainstream. Today, smartphone mobile gaming is a  
multi-billion dollar global industry. We’ve witnessed multiple IPOs from leaders in the space. 
It is even more interesting that today’s mobile gaming giants are entirely new to computer 
gaming, not the trusted leaders who dominated computer gaming for the past 15 years.

Advertising monetization for mobile games is an important industry topic, and one that is 
new to the computer gaming industry. The introduction of advertising as a key focus for 
monetization has created a new paradigm for game designers to leverage. In this guide, we 
collected some of the best writings TapSense has on this subject. All articles address the 
challenges a developer will encounter as a publisher selling ads.

We hope developers navigating the complex world of mobile advertising will appreciate the 
actionable ideas and feedback in this guide.

Sincerely, 
Gregory Kennedy
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Optimizing Game Design for Ad Monetization 

However, not everyone has succeeded in making a profit from their 
marketing efforts. Sure, Words with Friends, Solitaire, and Candy Crush 
Saga have done it, but many developers fail to see a strong return on 
their investment. Here’s some tips on how to choose the right type of ad 
formats for your game. 

Casual Games Work Best
What is the common trend among the highest earning games? They are 
designed for wide audiences rather than a specific demographic. Most 
casual games are easily marketable, with asynchronous turn based 
games like Words With Friends being best for full-screen and video ads. 
Other casual titles can be just as successful with banner and native ads as 
long as they don’t interfere with the user experience. 

The mobile game industry  

has exploded since the  

launch of the App Store  

in 2008 with countless  

new titles appearing  

every day and ample  

opportunity for strong  

advertising revenue. 
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Second, when designing your game it’s important to make it very user 
friendly to a global audience. While it’s great if you have a hit title in the 
US, the player base for most mobile titles is larger in foreign countries 
like China, Japan, and Korea. Mobile game developers like Pocket Gems 
highlight on their website that 70% of their players are outside the US 
and a 2013 report by App Annie on the most successful mobile games 
based on revenue reported that Puzzles and Dragons, developed by 
GungHo Online came from Japan. The same report, also mentions that 
game revenue for freemium games produced 93% of profit compared to 
7% for premium titles–a good point to consider when setting pricing.

The other benefit of designing your game for a global market is the 
opportunity to reach a broad range of affluent people not typically 
associated with playing mobile games resulting a win-win situation 
for advertisers. For instance, before the iPhone, Nintendo was very 
successful with the DS and Wii because they targeted people outside 
the hardcore gamer market (some who never played any video games 
before) with casual titles like Wii Sports, Brain Age, and Nintendo Dogs,  
a move that paid off big time for them.

 
Types of Mobile Ad Formats

Now that you know how to market your game, let’s talk about which ad 
formats work best for mobile. These three are the most common.

93%

Premium               Freemium

Revenue by  
subscription type
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Full Screen Interstitials: With this type of ad format you have quite 
a bit of variety. One of the simplest and most effective approach is to 
mimic the YouTube model and offer short video advertisements. Another 
variation is a large rich media image that covers the screen briefly to 
showcase advertisement. This type of format is quite popular on mobile 
and can bring great results as long as the timing of the ad placement 
doesn’t feel forced. 

Banner Ads: These have the greatest reach and scale of any ad unit 
allowing you to reach millions of players. Unfortunately, they do not 
perform as well as other ad formats. The types of banners include 
adhesion, expandable, pull, and slider. Each one has their own unique 
set of pros and cons depending on how they are used.  However, some 
games do quite well with banner ads, like Flappy Bird which generated 
$50,000 a day during its prime.

Native Ads: This is the hot new trend in mobile advertising and it has 
proven quite successful, Facebook being the best example with its user 
friendly design and huge multi-billion dollar ad revenue. Native ads work 
great because they blend in seamlessly with game design and don’t 
intrude on the user experience. 

By paying attention to mobile trends, tailoring your title to a global 
audience, and choosing the correct ad format, the process of optimizing 
game design for ad monetization doesn’t have to be overwhelming.  
With effective ad design mobile game developers increase their chances 
of standing out from the competition and generating a profit through 
word of mouth.

Data Collection for Advertisers 

http://www.gamasutra.com/view/news/209611/The_most_successful_
mobile_games_of_2013.php

http://www.businessinsider.com/9-biggest-mobile-game-developers-
2013-12?op=1
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Getting Started Monetizing With Ads 
 

If not there are several tools and strategies you can leverafe to make the 
process easier.

Mobile Advertising Made Simple

While mobile games can be a great opportunity to generate ad revenue, 
it can be a challenging endeavor. In-game purchases aren’t enough to 
be successful and in order to overcome the tradeoffs involved with the 
business it’s best to look into other ad services to assist you.

A great tool for getting started with mobile advertising is RTB. RTB,  
short for (real-time bidding), acts like an online auction similar to the  
stock exchange where mobile advertisers compete for ad slots that are  
available on ad exchanges and DSPs (demand-side platforms).  
Whichever advertiser bids the most wins the ad slot. This transaction 
takes place in milliseconds. 

So you have a great 

game that’s perfect for 

mobile devices and you’re 

excited to release it to the 

masses, but have you 

thought about how to 

effectively monetize?
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If successful the mobile publisher can make more revenue  
than what would have been possible through just their direct 
sales team only.

The “public” RTB model isn’t perfect, however; there are still 
some risks for publishers and gaming apps. Some of these risks 
include blind bidding and unbeing able to control how your first 
party data is being used by advertisers. Reasons like these are 
why publishers and gaming apps have been moving their ad 
serving to private RTB.

Why Private RTB Works Best 
With private RTB, more features are available to gaming apps 
such as which advertisers are allowed to participate in the 
bidding of inventory, the option to set price floors on their 
inventory, and tier access allowing certain advertisers priority 
access to the inventory. Private RTB is also more effective 
on a global level than public RTB because it allows mobile 
publishers a convenient way to monetize international traffic. 
Therefore publishers and gaming apps tend to put their premium 
inventory on a private exchange so they can get the best price. 
The remainder of their inventory tends to end up on public 
exchanges.

Other advantages of private RTB include the ability to make first 
party data more valuable to ad partners by making it actionable, 
and utilizing third party data like geo targeting, and audience 
segmentation to target at the exchange level. Both of these save 
mobile game developers the trouble of having to implement their 
own data.

These are all great reasons to choose private RTB over 
public RTB, but its greatest strength is how it can be used 
to differentiate your gaming app from others. The problem 
with traditional RTB is everyone competes under the same 
exchange with very little data used besides a source URL. Also, 
since everything is happening in real time you’re always at a 
disadvantage compared to mega providers who have billions  
in inventory to offload. 



9A Complete Guide to Mobile Marketing for 2014

So, instead of the price of your inventory rising in value from all the 
competition, it actually decreases in value.

Private RTB avoids this by making the first party data actionable 
to ensure premium inventory either retains its value or increases 
significantly. This prevents negative issues like data scraping where 
sneaky buyers can alter things like data about your users by cross 
referencing it with other data and reselling it without your permission. 
This can be detrimental because it can hurt your reputation and make 
your gaming app appear less valuable. All these negative factors have 
made private RTB the preferable option for mobile game developers. 
 

The Benefits of Mobile Ad Mediation
Another way to generate the most ad revenue for your game and sell 
through your inventory is to work with multiple partners rather than 
just one. The best way to do this is through mobile ad mediation. Ad 
mediation is technology that sends ad requests to multiple ad networks 
to ensure publishers find the best available network to fill their ad slots. 
With a list of priorities in place related to things like geography, genre 
type, and other preferences ad mediation can match your game with the 
right partners to maximize revenue. The other benefits of ad mediation is 
the ability increase fill rates, maximize eCPMs, and control access to ad 
networks using only one SDK versus dozens. 

 

Another way to 

generate the most ad 

revenue for your game 

and sell through your 

inventory is to work 

with multiple partners.



10A Complete Guide to Mobile Marketing for 2014

Both RTB and ad mediation are useful tools for game developers to 
help simplify the mobile advertising process and can compliment in-
game advertising by increasing fill rates along with CPMs. With the right 
implementation, ad revenue results can be extraordinary and separate 
your game from competitors in else on the mobile marketplace.
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How to Attract Brand Advertisers to Your Games 

These are all good answers, but they’re just isolated tactics. To really 
succeed with brand advertisers, mobile game developers need a holistic 
strategy for their monetization efforts as well. While there’s no silver bullet 
when it comes to attracting high quality advertisers, we’ve put together 
recommendations in four key areas that mobile game developers should 
address.

You Must Have Premium Inventory at Scale
Your mobile game needs to have significant reach to create the scale 
that is attractive to brands. Let’s assume that the average mobile brand 
campaign budget is $100,000, spent over a one month period. At a $1 
CPM, you would need a minimum of 100,000 premium ad impressions 
per month in order to deliver on this campaign. But having the premium 
inventory available is where most mobile game developers struggle.

Every mobile game 

developer wants to attract 

big brand advertisers, 

but how? Build a direct 

sales team? Develop a 

fancy media kit? Get the 

right technology in place?
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An at scale mobile game will throw off millions of impressions, but 
very little of that is high quality. Brand advertisers consider a premium 
impression to be an above the fold impression on the startup screen, 
home screen, or logout screen only. Interior pages, search results, 
forums, user profiles, and other pages with fewer views are classified 
as remnant inventory. In many mobile games, however, a full-screen 
interstitial is considered a premium impression even if it’s not on the 
startup screen. But very few mobile games have a lot of full-screen 
placements. 

For most mobile game developers, the best approach is to segment 
inventory into at least two tiers. Clearly define premium inventory 
and repackage the remaining as remnant inventory. For the remnant 
inventory, segmentation by content type or demographic can make it 
more attractive and command a better price.

Developing across multiple platforms, including iPad, iPhone, Android 
and mobile web, is one way to increase the volume of premium 
impressions. Another is to carefully evaluate the user experience and try 
to find opportunities to add strong performing placements.

Feature High Quality Content
Most established brands are very particular about where their advertising 
appears. They are looking to have their ads seen within games that are 
“brand safe.” These advertisers will avoid games with strong violence, 
adult language and content. Games like this will find advertisers but not 
the big names everyone wants like Nike, Coke, or Disney. Words With 
Friends, Candy Crush, and Angry Birds are perfect targets for brand 
advertisers because they have scale and and great content.

Developing across 

multiple platforms, 

including iPad, iPhone, 

Android and mobile 

web, is one way to 

increase the volume of 

premium impressions.
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This creates a big opportunity for independent games in a specific niche 
like role-playing, puzzle based titles, episodic adventures, or platformers-
brand advertisers are actively looking for impressions in those categories. 
If your content is tasteful, highly targeted and relevant, you don’t need to 
have a lot of inventory to attract big brands. 

Mobile games that use texting apps, social networks, and other types 
of user generated content are not considered premium. In fact, these 
impressions are penalized for being extremely low quality. They carry 
significant risk for advertisers, as the mobile game developers can’t 
guarantee the relevance or context of the ad. Almost everyone has 
seen strange pairings of ads from keyword recognition: a story about a 
serial killer featuring an ad for knives, or the description of car accident 
triggering an ad for an auto brand. For many ad executives, just one ad 
out of context could be a death sentence for a brand.

Have a Unique and Differentiated Offering
Brand advertisers are always searching for interesting ideas and 
opportunities. Going beyond the standard banner ad is a great way to 
attract them. Rich media, video, and other unique display formats are all 
very attractive. But be careful: if the opportunity is too custom, you run 
the risk of escalating implementation costs which increases overhead 
and reduces margins. Also, these formats can become a barrier to 
increasing the user base as they tend to be intrusive.

Native advertising is a new approach in mobile and it has been very 
successful for direct marketing. Some brands have embraced it and the 

For a many ad 

executives, just one  

ad out of context could 

be a death sentence 

for a brand.
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combination of native with video looks very promising. Ultimately, the  
way native ads are implemented in your mobile game will determine if 
they are appropriate for a given brand.

Offering unique data for reporting and targeting is another way a 
mobile game developer can differentiate. Advertisers value gender 
targeting, interest targeting, age targeting and other types of audience 
segmentations greatly. If you collect or can easily infer this information 
about your users, it can be very valuable. Going beyond CTR (Click-
through rate) and offering additional reporting information is also 
interesting for customers. Consider how you can provide advertising 
engagement metrics such as interaction time or number of shares.

Develop Your Brand as a Mobile Game Developer
Brand advertisers are attracted to other brands. Building your brand 
as a mobile game developer will work wonders when trying to attract 
brand dollars from advertisers. While it may sound simplistic, it’s true. 
Well known mobile titles like Angry Birds, Candy Crush Saga, Where’s 
My Water? series, who’ve established a brand command the majority of 
revenue compared to other lesser-known mobile games. Even with the 
explosion of options in mobile games, well established titles remain the 
preferred vehicle for most brand advertisers in mobile.

If you want to attract the best brands and advertisers, you will need to 
drink your own champagne. There is no better way to establish trust with 
big brands than to become a big brand in your own right.

Advertisers value 

gender targeting, 

interest targeting, age 

targeting, and other 

types of audience 

segmentations greatly.
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Important Trends in Digital Advertising Game 
Publishers Need to Know About

This is great news for independent mobile game developers, who were 
previously stuck trying to optimize low performing banner ads from mobile 
ad networks. With a limited salesforce and even more constraints on 
technology development, independent mobile game developers  need to 
carefully consider their options when it comes to app monetization. For 
2014, we recommend that independent mobile game developers look 
closely at the following trends:

Native Ads
Facebook pioneered this format and has scaled it to a multi-billion dollar 
opportunity. Driven primarily by their app download product, Facebook 
single-handedly created an entirely new advertising market. Sponsored 
posts, incorporated into gameplay, have also performed well for mobile 
game developers besides Facebook. What most mobile game developers 
like about this format, in addition to the higher CPMs it delivers, is a 

The app monetization 

options available to 

mobile game developers 

have expanded rapidly 

over the past year. 
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superior overall user experience. In the past, most ad models were built 
on interruptions or distractions that users dislike. Native formats provide 
mobile users with real value that’s presented in a noninvasive and 
comfortable way.

All mobile game developers should leverage a native strategy if 
applicable. Do they have a news feed or stream they can utilize? If not, 
what other options are available? Some mobile game developers have 
gone to great lengths to optimize game design so they can incorporate 
native ads for ad monetization.

Programmatic Buying and RTB (Real-Time Bidding)
Recently, significant advances have been made in the mobile RTB space. 
Twitter’s acquisition of MoPub paved the way for mobile RTB legitimacy. 
It now represents a sizable portion of Twitter’s business. For independent 
mobile game developers, RTB can mean that there is no need for direct 
sales at all. Federated Media recently went 100% programmatic. This 
approach not only reduces overhead, but it also helps the team stay 
focused. A mobile game developer’s product and engineering teams can 
now put all their effort into scaling the business, not building monetization 
tools. This approach also scales internationally. Many mobile game 
developers have a significant portion of inventory in overseas markets, 
and building an international sales team is tricky. RTB platforms offer 
easy access to buyers, both international and domestic.

$
$

$ $

$
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Programmatic is a great solution for independent mobile game 
developers. When you’re not part of a large media company, building 
and managing a sale team is a major undertaking. RTB offers flexibility, 
access to multiple demand partners, and targeted data. It can also easily 
coexist with a smaller internal sales effort by using the RTB platform to 
deliver direct sold campaigns.

Video
Mobile video monetization platforms have grown rapidly over the past 
year. The large install base of high-end smartphones have made it 
relatively easy to stream TV-quality video at scale. CPMs for video 
ads remain high and mobile game developers that set aside even a 
small portion of inventory for video will see a significant bump in overall 
monetization. Advertiser demand for high quality video impressions 
continues to surge as TV viewership declines and PC web usage flattens.

Most mobile game developers don’t get excited about forcing video 
interstitials into their title, they’re correct that this approach does not 
yield good results. Mobile game developers need to develop a user 
experience consistent with the video experience if they want to take 
advantage of this as part of an app monetization strategy. But the 
investment can be worthwhile.

 Advertiser demand  

for high quality video  

impressions continues  

to surge as TV viewer- 

ship declines and PC 

Web usage flattens.
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Don’t Go it Alone — Select Best of Breed Partners

There is now significant buyer demand supporting all of these trends, 
and technology platforms that can provide mobile game developers 
with plug and play access to it, at scale. Mobile game developers need 
to think beyond the banner and get creative about app monetization. 
Native, video, and RTB implementation all require a well-planned 
approach to implement correctly, as alignment across multiple functions 
is the key to success. Don’t waste time evaluating partners with the 
goal of selecting just one. Build relationships with multiple partners, 
implemented technology that will scale, and keep your options open.  
The market changes rapidly and you’ll want to maximize what each 
player can offer.
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5 Tips to Increase Ad Revenue from Your Game 

1. Superior Monetization With RTB (Real-Time Bidding) 

RTB technology is designed to make buyers compete in real time and 
maximize the value of a gaming app’s advertising inventory. It also 
simplifies the buying process and creates more efficiency, eliminating 
the need to do insertion orders (IOs) for each buy. RTB platforms in 
mobile have scaled significantly over the past two years. All mobile game 
developers should have an RTB strategy and look for a platform that 
allows them to sell in real time. As more dollars migrate to RTB, mobile 
game developers without the right technology will miss out on a big 
segment of buyers.

2. Mediation of Top Ad Networks
In order to maximize fill, mobile game developers need ad network 
mediation that supports all top mobile ad networks, including the recently 

Here are five  

key tips to maximize  

advertising revenue.
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launched Facebook mobile ad network. With a mediation layer in place, 
mobile game developers are guaranteed to maximize revenue and 
ad fill by running multiple networks at the same time and favoring the 
impressions with the highest CPM.

3. A Private RTB Marketplace Option
Having RTB technology and mediation is a great start, but RTB alone will 
not get you the highest CPMs. Look for partners who can implement a 
private RTB marketplace solution. The private option allows gaming apps 
to have total control over how their inventory is sold. They can develop 
tiers, whitelist specific buyers, and set CPM floors. This helps maximize 
the value of their inventory and prevent the “race to the bottom” CPMs 
seen in public RTB. 

4. First-Party Data Control 
Gaming apps who make first-party data available in public RTB run 
the risk of losing control over how it’s used. This puts the mobile game 
developer and their users at risk. Unscrupulous ad networks, buying 

Brands now have to 

leverage promoted 

posts to increase user 

engagement.
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platforms, and other third parties can scrape that first party 
data from the exchange. They then combine the data with other 
data, cross reference it and resell it, all without the mobile game 
developers control. This has sometimes resulted in the data 
being used in ways that can violate the mobile game developers 
own terms of service. A private marketplace mitigates all this risk. 
It allows mobile game developers to define rules over how  
first-party data is used and limits buying access to reputable 
partners only.

5. Innovative Ad Formats
Banner ads are clearly not enough. In fact, the popularity of video 
and native ads this year shows that the mobile banner ad could 
have a limited life span. While banners are simple for mobile 
game developers to implement and easy for advertisers to create, 
they don’t add a lot of value. Seek out a platform that supports 
new technology such as rich media, audio and video through 
standards such as VAST (Video Ad Serving Template) and 
MRAID (Mobile Rich Media Ad Interface Definitions). Also, work 
with the platform to develop new and interesting formats that are 
unique to your inventory to increase your ability to differentiate 
from competing mobile game developers.
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About TapSense

TapSense is the leading independent mobile advertising exchange, 
and has been featured in publications including Forbes, Bloomberg, 
TechCrunch, VentureBeat, GigaOM, CMO.com, MediaPost, Entrepreneur 
and AdExchanger. Founded in 2011 and based in San Francisco, 
California, investors include top Silicon Valley venture firms, Ron 
Conway’s SV Angel and Maynard Webb, a board member of Salesforce 
and Yahoo.

TapSense was named one of the 2014 AlwaysOn Global 100 Companies 
to Watch, and is a member of the Mobile Marketing Association.

Contact Us

Email: info@tapsense.com 

Follow us: @tapsense

www.tapsense.com

www.tapsense.com
https://www.facebook.com/tapsense
https://twitter.com/tapsense
http://www.linkedin.com/company/tapsense

	Introduction
	4 Mobile Marketing Secrets by TapSense CEO Ash Kumar
	Why it’s Critical to Track Conversions for Your Mobile App
	The 5 Most Popular Social Media Native Ads

