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Introduction  

Stardock turns 15  
This year Stardock marks the 15th year since its incorporation. For the first seven years of its existence, 

Stardock was a developer in the OS/2 market.  Most people have never heard of OS/2; suffice to say it 

was an exciting ride that ended abruptly.   

Stardock struggled for a couple of years as it migrated its business to the Windows market.  Since then, 

the company has made it a priority to have as much control over its own destiny as possible.  This 

strategy has resulted in several key changes to how the company does business: 

1)  Making its business a lot closer to its customers. In the OS/2 market, its customers bought 

from resellers and retailers who in turn paid distributors who in turn paid Stardock (sometimes).  

In the Windows market, most of StardoŎƪΩǎ ǊŜǾŜƴǳŜ ŎƻƳŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊΦ 

2) Protecting its platform ς Stardock develops for Windows. Period. It does not, nor does it plan 

to, support the Mac or Linux markets. Our focus is to help make the Windows platform as 

successful as possible.  SǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ entertainment group may eventually make console games as 

well, but when it comes to application software, Windows is the platform. 

3) Software as an asset. Stardock makes software that it then makes available in any channel it can 

to maximize revenue. Digital distribution is the core of this strategy because it can always sell 

ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ƛǘǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎǳƳŜǊǎ ƛŦ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƘŀƴƴŜƭǎ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƭŜΦ ¦ǎŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ 

still purchase Stardock software from 1999 for instance.  The benefit to customers is that we can 

support our software far longer than most software companies can.  We are expanding on this 

to help transition other software publishers and developers to this model. 

Why this report  
Stardock is a privately held corporation.  It does not release its financials to the general public but the 

company has thrived by being very transparent to its customers.  The objective of this report is to let 

people know what the company is currently doing and what it is planning to do next. 

We will look at the 3 primary areas the company is currently focusing on: Impulse, the games, and its 

Windows desktop software. 

We hope you find this report informative and interesting. 

-Bradley Wardell  

President & CEO. 
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Impulse  
Impulse is a digital distribution platform that makes purchasing, downloading, and using PC software 

easy.  It works on the concept of attaching programs to a user account. Impulse ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ care whether 

the program is free or commercial, the idea is that the individual user has certain programs that are 

associated with him or her. 

The concept is to improve the customer experience with Windows software such that when a user 

purchases a program, that program is theirs forever. There is no searching for CD keys or fumbling for 

DVDs.  Instead, software licenses become an asset of the customer.  

At the same time, we also want to help software developers be able to improve the user experience for 

their customers. Impulse makes it easier for users to purchase software and it also makes it easier for 

publishers to support their software. 

Lƴ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƳǳŎƘ ǘŀƭƪ ŀōƻǳǘ άŘƛƎƛǘŀƭ ǊƛƎƘǘǎ ƳŀƴŀƎŜƳŜƴǘέ ό5waύ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ 

some may forget that these rights are a two-way street. The aim of Impulse is to help return to some 

semblance of balance where ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘƛƴƎ ǿƘŀǘ ǳǎŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘ ōǳǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

maximizing what a user can do with it. 

In an Impulse-driven world, someone who purchases a brand-new PC will be able to download Impulse 

όŀǎǎǳƳƛƴƎ ƛǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ t/ύΣ ǇǊŜǎǎ ŀ ōutton and have their core programs that they own 

ŀǳǘƻƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŘƻǿƴƭƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǎǘκƎǊŜŀǘŜǎǘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴǎΦ  !ǎ ŀ ǊŜǎǳƭǘΣ ŀ ǳǎŜǊΩǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ƭƛŎŜƴǎŜ 

assets follow them to wherever they go.  This in turn makes PC users more inclined to purchase software 

because they can have a greater confidence that they will have a long-term use of that software. 

The Impulse  design philosophy  
When designing Impulse, our philosophy has been to keep the system vendor neutral.  That is, it is a 

platform first, a brand second.   

A developer who uses Impulse Reactor (the platform), for example, can make use of the capabilities of 

Impulse without having to distribute the Impulse client.   By contrast, if you want to use Steamworks 

presently, you have to also use the Steam client which means, effectively, you become a distributor for 

Steam.  Impulse Reactor, includes a re-distributable DLL called ImpulseReactor.dll instead of the Impulse 

client.  Hence, ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ ƎŜǘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ ōŜƴŜŦƛǘǎ ƻŦ LƳǇǳƭǎŜΩǎ ōŀŎƪ-end without being forced to 

ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǾŜƴŘƻǊΩǎ ǎǘƻǊŜΦ 

To encourage the distribution of the Impulse client, which is separate from Impulse Reactor, Stardock 

has created a distribution partner program in which the distributor receives 15% of the gross of sales 

made by users who installed it via that partner. !ƴȅƻƴŜ Ŏŀƴ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀƴ LƳǇǳƭǎŜ ŀŦŦƛƭƛŀǘŜ ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ 

a blog-owner or a major corporation. 

LƳǇǳƭǎŜΩǎ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾŜ ƛǎƴΩǘ ǘƻ ōŜŀǘ the competition. Its goal is simply to ensure that one vendor ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

become a monopoly in digital distribution.   
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The pieces of Impulse  
Impulse comes in three parts: 

1) The Impulse client 

2) Impulse Reactor (the backend platform) 

3) The Impulse publisher UI (MyImpulse) 

The Impulse Client  

The parts of Impulse users see the most is the client.  Released at the end of June 2008, the client is a 

pretty ambitious program for an initial release. 

The launch (known as Impulse: Phase 1), allowed users to purchase and download software and games; 

provided community features including chat, friends, blogs, and integrated forums; and a host of other 

smaller features. 

 

 

Figure 1: Impulse Phase 1 (initial release) 

The initial launch of the client was not without its problems.  Here are some that we had: 

1) It was bloated and there was too much stuff on screen.  

2) Tool too long to load (about 10 seconds) on a typical system. 

3) Buggy. Random crashes, problems with BITS downloading. 

4) Too long to update existing programs. 

5) Not very configurable. 

6) tŜƻǇƭŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ LƳǇǳƭǎŜ ŘƻŎƪ ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ LƳǇǳƭǎŜ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ permission. 

7) bƻǘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ άǎǘǳŦŦέ ǘƻ ŎƘƻƻǎŜ ŦǊƻƳΦ 
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Three months later came Impulse Phase 2.  It addressed many of the criticisms of phase 1: 

¶ Much faster to load (about 5 seconds). 

¶ LƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ άCŀǎǘ ƭƻŀŘέ όǎǘǳō ƛƴ ƳŜƳƻǊȅύ ƻǇǘƛƻƴΦ 

¶ Stable downloading, queuing of downloads. 

¶ User defined sub-categories. 

¶ Integrated galleries and mod channels. 

¶ Multiplayer match-making. 

¶ Cleaner UI. 

¶ Extremely fast downloading. 

¶ Lots of new content added. 

 

Figure 2: What Impulse looked like 90 days later (Phase 2) 


