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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.   



Stardock Customer Report 2008   6 
 

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) 
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Figure 3: Game match-making with The Political Machine 2008 

The Political Machine 2008 became the first program to use Impulse RŜŀŎǘƻǊΦ  Lǘǎ ά/ƻƳƳƻƴ ±ƛǊǘǳŀƭ 

tƭŀǘŦƻǊƳέ !tLǎ makes it easy for developers to add multiplayer match-making into their games. 

That said, Impulse Phase 2 still has things it needs to take care of, such as: 

1) Impulse still takes too long to load. It should be able to load in less than 3 seconds even without 

fast load. 

2) ¢ƘŜ ǎǘƻǊŜ ƴŜŜŘǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘΦ LǘΩǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ŀƴ ŀǿŦǳƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ 

3) The store lacks freeware.  99% of the software on it is either commercial or demos of 

commercial programs. 

4) The .NET stuff is still troublesome ς if you leave Impulse running for long periods of time, it will 

hang. 

5) Still needs more content. 

 

Figure 4: Impulse store still needed work as of Phase 2 
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Those five items are things that Impulse Phase 2X is supposed to address (November). 

 

Figure 5: Impulse store for Phase 2X expected for early release in October. See how much more is shown in the screen at 
once? 

Phase 3, due in February, will add rankings, achievements, and much more. 

Impulse Reactor 

LƳǇǳƭǎŜΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊ ƛǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀŎƪ-end.  The Impulse client is a thin application talking to Impulse Reactor.  

Programs that want to use the features of the Impulse Reactor (multiplayer match-making, rankings, 

achievements, chat, IP protection, etc.) can do so by including the ImpulseReactor.dll library to their 

software.   

The SDK for Impulse Reactor is available privately right now to a handful of publishing partners.  By 

February, the plan is to have the SDK publicly available. 

MyImpulse  

Right now the biggest challenge to Impulse is not from competition but from its own logistical 

infrastructure.  It takes a considerable amount of effort at Stardock to publish new content onto 

Impulse. 

MyImpulse is probably the most ambitious and technologically advanced publisher management tool 

ever made. With it, developers and publishers can submit their program, name a price, and once they 

agree to an automated license and term sheet, have it be moderated and then made available to the 
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public.  The entire process is automated, opening up Impulse as a universal distribution system for 

anyone making quality software. 

Stardock is in the process of hiring reviewers from the industry to work as evaluators for submissions 

and assign an impartial rating to them.  Once made available publicly, users will be able to add their own 

ratings as well.  

The goal is to have freeware represent 50% of the total content on Impulse by the end of next June. 
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The Games 

Developing and publishing games  
Stardock has been developing PC games since its inception in the early 1990s.  Originally an OS/2 game 

developer, Stardock migrated to the Windows market in 2000 with the release of Entrepreneur/The 

Corporate Machine. 

After the release of Galactic Civilizations (2003), Stardock decided to self-publish in order to have more 

control over how its titles were marketed and sold. 

With the success of Galactic Civilizations II (2006), Stardock began publishing third-party titles as well 

ǎǘŀǊǘƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ LǊƻƴŎƭŀŘΩǎ {ƛƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ {ƻƭŀǊ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ όнллуύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅ ƻƴ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘƛƴƎ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ 

to integrate the development and publishing teams together into a single best of both worlds team.  

This has worked extremely well with Sins of a Solar Empire. 

Stardock has moved this philosophy to the next level with Demigod.  Developed by Gas Powered Games, 

Stardock has been intimately involved in the design and development aspects of the game.  In return, 

Gas Powered Games has been heavily involved in the marketing and customer interface elements. 

Demigod  
DemigoŘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǘ {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƭȅΦ  DtDΩǎ w¢{κwtD ŎƻƳōƻ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ 

ά/ƻǳƴǘŜǊǎǘǊƛƪŜέ ƻŦ real-time strategy while still providing a compelling single-player game as well. 

 

Figure 6: Demigod 

 

Demigod has a 1st Quarter 2009 release date. 
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Sins of a Solar Empire 
The game with no copy protection whatsoever has turned the argument that PC game piracy is the 

cause of declining PC game sales on its head.  Sins, unlike Galactic Civilizations II, doesnΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ƘŀǾŜ 

activation on updates.  The only thing Sins requires is that the user use Impulse to download updates. 

 

Figure 7: Sins of a Solar Empire: Entrenchment 

In the next year, Ironclad/Stardock plan to release three mini-expansion packs for Sins of a Solar Empire.  

The first, called Entrenchment, is due out before Christmas and adds a multitude of new structures to 

the game. 

Once all three expansions are released, we plan to bundle them together and release a traditional 

expaƴǎƛƻƴ ǇŀŎƪ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƘƻ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƭƛƪŜ άƳƛŎǊƻ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴǎ.έ   

Galactic Civilizations II v2.0  
Released in 2006 and having two expansions under its belt, one would think that GalCiv II was at the end 

of its lifespan ς not yet. 

This year, we plan to release the ōƛƎƎŜǎǘ ŦǊŜŜ ǳǇŘŀǘŜ ǘƻ ŀ t/ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƎŀƳŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦΦ  ±нΦл 

adds a ton of features and is a free update to everyone who has purchased either Dark Avatar or 

Twilight of the Arnor (the two expansion packs). 
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Figure 8: GalCiv II v2.0 adds tons of new features 

Strategy Game 2010: The fantasy strategy game 
Stardock has also been developing a new fantasy strategy game franchise.  It has been described on the 

InterƴŜǘ ŀǎ άbot-ahaέ όŀǎ ƛƴΣ bƻǘ aŀǎǘŜǊ ƻŦ aŀƎƛŎύΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀ ǘǳǊƴ-based strategy game that supports 

random map generation, integrated modding, city building, unit design, tactical combat, multiplayer, 

incredibly powerful magical spells, and much more. 

It is scheduled to go into beta prior to June 2009. 

 

Figure 9: Fantasy strategy game in development 
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Policy on DRM 
Digital Rights Management is one of the most misunderstood concepts in the industry.  DRM has 

become a catch-ǇƘǊŀǎŜ ŦƻǊ ōŀǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ŀƴȅ ǘȅǇŜ ƻŦ ŎƻǇȅ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴΦ  {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƴǘƛ-DRM or 

anti-copy protection but rather anti-stupid-DRM and anti-stupid-copy protection.   

.ǊƻŀŘƭȅ ǎǇŜŀƪƛƴƎΣ {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ companies/individuals have every right to protect their 

intellectual property any way they want.  However, we feel the most effective way to increase sales is to 

ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘ Lt ƛƴ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ǇǳƴƛǎƘ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΦ 

{ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ǳǎŜǊǎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘƘŜƛǊ /5ǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƛǾŜ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǎǘŀƴŎŜΦ  That only 

ǇǳƴƛǎƘŜǎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀƴƴƻȅƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƪŜŜǇ ǘǊŀŎƪ ƻŦ ŀ /5 ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇƛǊŀǘŜ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ 

ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǎƛƴŎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀ ŎǊŀŎƪŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΦ  {ƻ ȅƻǳ ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ŜƴŘ ǳǇ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ƻŦŦ ƛŦ ȅƻǳΩǊŜ ŀ 

pirate. 

Similarly, DRM that has arbitrary activation limits for the lifetime of a product are counter-productive.  A 

ǇƛǊŀǘŜ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƻ ǿƻǊǊȅ ŀōƻǳǘ ǎǳŎƘ ƭƛƳƛǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ŀ ŎǊŀŎƪŜŘ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴΦ  Yet the 

legitimate customer is stuck ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀ game or program because, a year 

ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅΩǾŜ ōƻǳƎƘǘ ŀ ƴŜǿ t/ ŀƴŘ Ǌǳƴ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŀŎǘƛǾŀǘƛƻƴsΦ ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ ƳŀŘƴŜǎǎΦ 

Customer concerns: Legitimate and illegitimate  

There is no solution to the issue of protecting intellectual property (IP) that will satisfy all parties.  There 

are customers who will accept nothing less than publishers acquiescing to a quasi-honor system for 

ǇǳǊŎƘŀǎƛƴƎ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ǿƻǊƪΦ  

At the other end of the spectrum, there are publishers who want customers to have an always-on 

Internet connection to play a single-player game.  They have every right to require this if they want, but 

it will cost them tremendously in terms of goodwill and sales. 

So what are the issues people have with DRM? 

¶ Legitimate complaint:  ¢ƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǇȅ ǇǊƻǘŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŜǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ƻǊ 

use of the software or game.  

¶ Legitimate complaint:  If a program wants to have a limited activation system, then it needs to 

provide a way to de-authorize other computers (ala iTunes). 

¶ Legitimate complaint:  A program should not be installing drivers or other hidden files on the 

system that use system resources. 

¶ Legitimate complaint:  Activation-based DRM means that if the publisher goes out of business 

or simply stops supporting their content that the customer can no longer use their legally 

purchased item. 

¶ Legitimate complaint:  Having an arbitrarily low limit on personal activations makes the 

ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŦŜŜƭ ƭƛƪŜ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜƴǘŜŘΦ 

¶ Legitimate complaint:  Requiring the user to always be online to play a single-player game. 

Though we do think publishers have the right to require this as long as they make it clear on the 

box. 
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¶ Borderline:  Requiring the user to have an Internet connection to install a game. 

¶ Illegitimate complaint:  Keeps people from installing the program on as many PCs as they own.  

I own an office full of PCs.  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ aƛŎǊƻǎƻŦǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ƘŀǇǇȅ ƛŦ L ƛƴǎǘŀƭƭŜŘ hŦŦƛŎŜ ƻƴ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ 

them. 

¶ Illegitimate complaint:  Keeps people from easily having LAN parties with their game.  We allow 

this but demonizing publishers who frown on this seems unreasonable. 

¶ Illegitimate complaint:  Requires people to get updates through a specific source (Steam, 

Impulse, publisher secure website, etc.).  This is one of our biggest pet peeves.  If a game ships 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ǎƻƳŜ ōǳƎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭƭȅ ŀŦŦŜŎǘǎ ƎŀƳŜǇƭŀȅΣ ǘƘŜƴ ǎǳǊŜΣ Ǉǳǘ ƻǳǘ ŀ ǇŀǘŎƘ 

wherever.  However, ǿŜΩǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǳǎŜǊǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴ ƭƻǳŘƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ {ƛƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ {ƻƭŀǊ 9ƳǇƛǊŜ ǾмΦм 

(essentially a free expansion pack) requires Impulse to download.  Publishers have every right to 

make sure the people downloading updates are legitimate customers. 

¶  Illegitimate complaint:  Makes it harder for people to resell programs. (Not saying reselling 

programs is right or wrong, only that it is not the function of DRM to make it hard or easy to do 

ǘƘƛǎΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŀ separate issue.) 

¶ Illegitimate complaint:  DRM is just wrong in principle, you buy something, you own it and 

should be able to do whatever you want.  This is a view held by some but the person who makes 

the thing has the right to distribute it how they want.  If I spend $5 million making a game, 

ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ Ϸрл ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ άƻǿƴέ ƛǘΦ  There has to be some middle ground on serving 

customers and protecting IP holders. 

{ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ Lt ƘƻƭŘŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ right to do whatever they want with their IP.  TƘŀǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

mean what they do is necessarily a good idea or good business. 

For our games, we will continue the policy of releasing our retail games without any copy protection or 

DRM on the disc.  However, we will require customers who want updates to download them from us 

and to make sure those updates are meaningful ς not just bug fixes but actual improvements based on 

player feedback. 

Oƴ ƻǘƘŜǊ ƎŀƳŜǎΣ ǿŜ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƛǘΩǎ ƭŜƎƛǘƛƳŀǘŜ ƛŦ ǇǳōƭƛǎƘŜǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜ ŀctivation to install them.  L ŘƻƴΩǘ 

pretend to know whether the sales lost by users who have no Internet connection is greater than the 

ǎŀƭŜǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŜǎǎ ǇƛǊŀŎȅΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀƴȅ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ǊŜǉǳƛǊƛƴƎ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ǘƻ ǘȅǇŜ ƛƴ ŀ ǳƴƛǉǳŜ ǎŜǊƛŀƭ 

number on installing a program.  

²Ŝ Řƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ŀ ǳǎŜǊ ōŜ ǘƻƭŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ŀ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ 

installed it three or five times over the course of a year ς ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀƴ ƻōǎŎǳǊŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΦ  ¢ƘŜǊŜΩǎ 

plenty of software, not just games, where this has become a significant and obnoxious issue. 

We are going to add IP protection services to the Impulse Reactor platform so that publishers at least 

have an alternative to methods like SecureROM, Tages or Steamworks.  As a practical matter, most 

game publishers who want to protect their IP have few options right now. 
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The Gamers Bill of Rights  

In August Stardock and its development partners announced the Gamers Bill of Rights initiative.  The 

idea was to try to get the PC game industry to standardize on a set of principles that we can abide by to 

improve the customer experience. 

Below are the 10 principles as originally posted: 

1) Gamers shall have the right to return games that don't work with their computers for a full 

refund. 

2) Gamers shall have the right to demand that games be released in a finished state. 

3) Gamers shall have the right to expect meaningful updates after a game's release. 

4) Gamers shall have the right to demand that download managers and updaters not force 

themselves to run or be forced to load in order to play a game. 

5) Gamers shall have the right to expect that the minimum requirements for a game will mean that 

the game will play adequately on that computer. 

6) Gamers shall have the right to expect that games won't install hidden drivers or other 

potentially harmful software without their consent. 

7) Gamers shall have the right to re-download the latest versions of the games they own at any 

time. 

8) Gamers shall have the right to not be treated as potential criminals by developers or publishers. 

9) Gamers shall have the right to demand that a single-player game not force them to be 

connected to the Internet every time they wish to play. 

10) Gamers shall have the right that games which are installed to the hard drive shall not require a 

CD/DVD to remain in the drive to play. 

Since then, we have had an amazing level of support from the publisher and developer community.  

However, to move forward, we need to get more specific to get to a place that most users and most 

publishers can agree on. 

Below is an interim edition based on that initial feedback. 

1. Gamers shall have the right to return games that are incompatible or do not function at a 

reasonable level of performance for a full refund within a reasonable amount of time. 

2. Gamers shall have the right that games they purchase shall function as designed without defects 

that would materially affect the player experience. 

3. Gamers shall have the right that games will receive updates that address minor defects as well 

as improves gameplay based on player feedback within reason. 

4. Gamers shall have the right to have their games not require a third-party download manager 

installed in order for the game to function. 

5. Gamers shall have the right to have their games perform adequately if their hardware meets the 

posted recommended requirements. 

6. Gamers shall have the right not to have any of their games install hidden drivers. 

7. Gamers shall have the right to re-download the latest version of the games they purchase. 
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8. Gamers whose computers meet the posted minimum requirements shall have the right to use 

their games without being materially inconvenienced due to copy protection or digital rights 

management. 

9. Gamers shall have the right to play single player games without having to have an Internet 

connection. 

10. Gamers shall have the right to sell or transfer the ownership of a physical copy of a game they 

own to another person. 

This edition of the Gamers Bill of Rights is still being discussed with various publishers. The goal is to 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎƛƻƴ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ŀcceptable. 

For example, take the issue of digital rights management (DRM), activation, and other methods to 

protection intellectual property. If a game requires an Internet connection to install, then there should 

be no problem with Internet-based activation or zero-day file updating since the connection is there. But 

if a game does update on the first day, then it should provide value-add such as enabling the user to get 

the latest/greatest edition of the game.   

If the game does not require an Internet connection to install, then activation or other forms of on-line 

activation become problematic.  Publishers, at some point, will need to make the decision as to whether 

to require an Internet connection to use the game and if so, put it on the box so users can help make 

more reasonable purchasing decisions. 

We also address the issue of being able to resell games. This right, however, needs to be understood in 

context. The user has the right to sell their physical copy of their game but the publisher is not 

automatically burdened with creating some sort of user-friendly system.  For example, someone may 

want to sell their physical copy of an MMO but the MMO does not have to allow the user to transfer 

their MMO character necessarily or if they do support this, they are not required to invest in the 

creation of some user friendly transfer mechanism that is free to use. 

¢ƻ ǳǎŜ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭƻƎȅΣ ŀ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǿƘƻ ōǳȅǎ ŀ ōƻƻƪ Ŏŀƴ ǊŜǎŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǇȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōƻƻƪΦ .ǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŜȄǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ 

publisher to have to be involved in that transfer.  Similarly, if someone wants to physically transfer their 

ownership of a physical copy of a game, they have the right to do that. But they publisher is not 

obligated to aid in that transfer.  

²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ ŎƭŀǊƛŦƛŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎǎǳŜ ŀōƻǳǘ άƎŀƳŜǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ŦƛƴƛǎƘŜŘ ǎǘŀǘŜέΦ t/ ƎŀƳŜǎ ŀǊŜ ǉǳƛǘŜ 

occasionally released with defects that materially affect the game experience (i.e. constantly crashing, 

missing content, etc.).  All PC games will have problems on some percentage of users. Materially 

affecting the game experience means it is a problem that occurs on the majority of user machines and 

prevents the user from getting the full experience out of the game. 
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The Software  

Object Desktop  
¢ƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ ƻŦ {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘǎ ƛǎ Object Desktop.  People are often unaware of just how 

popular Object Desktop and its related technologies are.  They are probably on your computer right now 

in some form or other. 

Object Desktop is the name of the consumer product that includes {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ most popular desktop 

enhancement utilities.  These utilities allow users to change the look and feel of the Windows GUI. 

More importantly, Object Desktop is really a suite of technologies that are licensed in many forms to  

companies lookiƴƎ ǘƻ άǎƪƛƴέ ǘƘŜƛǊ D¦LΦ  LŦ ȅƻǳΩǾŜ ǎŜŜƴ ŀ άǎƪƛƴƴŜŘέ ¦L ƻƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ Ƙŀǎ 

ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǿŜƭƭΣ ƻŘŘǎ ŀǊŜ ƛǘΩǎ ōŜŜƴ ŘƻƴŜ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǾŜǊǎ ǿƛǘƘ {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ   

Evaluation of Object Desktop  

hǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŦŜǿ ȅŜŀǊǎΣ ǿŜΩǾŜ ƴƻǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘŜǊǊƛōƭȅ Ƙŀppy with the progress Object Desktop has made. 

[ŜǘΩǎ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƧƻǊ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎΥ 

 

Figure 10: WindowBlinds 6 

WindowBlinds remains the most popular program of Object Desktop.  It gets the most development 

resources behind it and continues to own the desktop customization market per se.  The only realistic 

competitor it had, Style XP, no longer functions even on the latest version of Windows XP.  Uxtheme 

patching for Vista is quirky and limited, and Windows 7 is going to require people go back to the drawing 

board theme-wise. 

http://www.objectdesktop.com/
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That said, WindowBlinds still suffers from some problems: 

1) Most of the skins for it are not very good.   

2) The back-porting of Windows Vista features into Windows XP means that for some people, the 

Windows XP experience is not as smooth as it could be (i.e., a skin made for Vista and tested 

mostly on Vista may be flakey on XP). 

3) Vista is a lot less ugly than XP so ²ƛƴŘƻǿ.ƭƛƴŘǎ ƛǎƴΩǘ as compelling on its own as it used to be.  

The increased sales of the program are largely due to the quality of WindowBlinds increasing, 

resulting in a higher conversion rate. 

That said, WindowBlinds is likely to continue to grow.  ¢ƘŜ Ǝƭŀǎǎ !ŜǊƻϰ ƭƻƻƪ ŘƻŜǎ ƎŜǘ ƻƭŘ ŀŦǘŜǊ ŀǿƘƛƭŜ 

and skin authors are getting better at getting the most out of the application to thanks to improvements 

in SkinStudio. 

 

 

Figure 11: SkinStudio 

{ƪƛƴ{ǘǳŘƛƻ ƛǎ ǇŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳ ƛƴ hōƧŜŎǘ 5ŜǎƪǘƻǇ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ŀǿŀǊŜ ƻŦΦ   

IŜǊŜΩǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳΥ aŀƪƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ²ƛƴŘƻǿǎ GUI skin is a lot of work; it can take literally weeks to 

make one.  The answer to this problem is SkinStudio.  Down the line, we want to make it increasingly 

Ŝŀǎȅ ŦƻǊ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ƘƛƎƘ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ǎƪƛƴǎΦ  ²Ŝ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ƎƻǘǘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ȅŜǘ, ōǳǘ ǿŜΩǾŜ ŎƻƳŜ ŀ ƭƻƴƎ ǿŀȅΦ 
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Figure 12: SkinStudio in action 

 

{ƪƛƴ{ǘǳŘƛƻΩǎ ¦L ǿŀǎ ŘŜǎƛƎƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ƛƳǇƭŜƳŜƴǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƴŘƻǿ.ƭƛƴŘǎ ǘŜŀƳΦ  The older versions of 

SkinStudio were developed by a different team and had a radically different UI.  The new version is a 

much simpler, easy to understand UI given WindowBlindΩǎ ŎƻƳǇƭŜȄƛǘȅΦ 
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Figure 13: IconPackager 

Right behind WindowBlinds, IconPackager is probably the application in Object Desktop that gets the 

most attention. Version 4 was the most significant update to IconPackager yet ς by necessity. 

The challenges IconPackager faces are significant: 

1) The icons in Windows Vista are really good, decreasing the desire for people to change them. 

2) Any replacement set of icons has to be as good as those in Vista to be compelling. 

3) The amount of time and effort to create 256x256 icons is significant, and the high resolution 

reduces the number ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŎŀǇŀōƭŜ ƻŦ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƴƎ ŀǊǘǿƻǊƪ όƛǘΩǎ ƻƴŜ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

look good at 32x32 and another to do it at 256x256). 

4) ²ƛƴŘƻǿǎ ±ƛǎǘŀ ŀŘŘǎ άƭƛǾŜ ŦƻƭŘŜǊǎέ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘǊŀƳŀǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǊŜŘǳŎŜǎ ǘƘŜ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ŦƻƭŘŜǊǎ Ŏŀƴ 

be represented.  Only a code change by Stardock or Microsoft will address this.  Stardock will 

probably wait until Windows 7 to look at changing how Live folders work, but is currently 

working with Microsoft on this issue. 

Due to the above, IconPackager has begun adding features that traditionally were left to icon creation 

tools: 
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Figure 14: IconPackager adding effects 

¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎΣ ƛŦ ǿŜ ŎŀƴΩǘ ƎŜǘ ŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ƳŀŘŜΣ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ Řƻ ƳƻǊŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǿŜ ƘŀǾŜΦ  L ǎǳǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ ƛŎƻƴ ǎŜǘǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΦ  ! άƎƻƻŘέ ƛŎƻƴ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜǎ ŀōƻǳǘ 

100 icons to be reasonably complete.  9ŀŎƘ ƛŎƻƴ ǘŀƪŜǎ ƻƴ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ ол ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ ǘƻ ŘƻΦ  ¢ƘŀǘΩǎ оΣллл 

minutes (50 hours).  LŦ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ άŘŀȅ Ƨƻōέ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ ǿŜŜƪŜƴŘǎ aƴŘ ƳƛƴŘ ȅƻǳΣ ǘƘŀǘΩǎ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ ŀ 

quick and dirty icon package.  A very high quality package might require four to five times that 

investment. 
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Figure 15: DeskScapes 

DeskScapes is one of the most popular programs in Object Desktop.  In essence, it lets Windows Vista 

users have animated wallpaper and do so without slowing down your computer.  That said, DeskScapes 

can slow your computer down depending on the animated wallpaper you choose.  This is due to the fact 

that some people make 1080p animated wallpapers which, as you can imagine, will tax your system if 

ǘƘŜȅΩǊŜ  in WMV format since decoding the movie is intensive.  That has nothing to do with DeskScapes,  

however.  It would be like saying Photoshop is slow because someone loaded a gigabyte sized file into it. 

wƛƎƘǘ ƴƻǿΣ ǿŜΩǊŜ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀ ²ƛƴŘƻǿǎ ·t Ǿersion as well as preparing for Windows 7 to make sure 

that users can get the most out of DeskScapes regardless of what OS they have.   

We have high expectations for DeskScapes as time goes on and systems become increasingly powerful. 

We are also adding more interactive features (i.e., ƭŜǘ ȅƻǳǊ ŘŜǎƪǘƻǇ ǘŜƭƭ ȅƻǳ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ 

world visually).  Stay tuned. 
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Figure 16: Some of the  programs of Object Desktop 

 

My main complaint about Object Desktop 2008 has been the lack of functionality and consistency in the 

experience.  What I mean is that while Object Desktop is the defacto standard when it comes to 

changing how Windows looks, the package has not maintained its cutting edge when it comes to adding 

new functionality to Windows. 

To be fair, a lot of that is because a great deal of time has been spent making it work on Windows Vista.  

!ƴƻǘƘŜǊ ǊŜŀǎƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ Ƨǳǎǘ ǿƻƴΩǘ Ǉŀȅ ŦƻǊ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ŀƴȅƳƻǊŜΦ  LǘΩǎ ǎƘƻŎƪƛƴƎ ōǳǘ ǘǊǳŜΦ  ¸ŜŀǊǎ 

ago, the most popular programs of Object Desktop were Control Center, Object Edit, and ObjectZIP.   

We had to discontinue these programs because the number of people who were willing to pay for them 

dwindled over time. 

Control Center had the best virtual desktops around but there were free oƴŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ άƎƻƻŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ;έ 

the same held true for Object Edit and ObjectZIP.  By contrast, programs like WindowBlinds have no 

άŦǊŜŜέ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƘŀǘ are ǊŜƳƻǘŜƭȅ άƎƻƻŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ.έ 

What Stardock needs to continue to explore is how to develop software that adds functionality that 

ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ άŦǊŜŜέ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ άƎƻƻŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘέ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ǿŀƴǘΦ 

DesktopX 4.0 is an area where we plan to explore this further.  Stay tuned. 

The Docks 
Most Dells now ship with the Dell Dock, which is a re-branded vŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ {ǘŀǊŘƻŎƪΩǎ aȅ5ƻŎƪ ǘŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΦ  

MyDock is not based on ObjectDock but instead was developed from scratch for re-branding and pre-

loading.  LǘΩǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ Ƙŀǎ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ ŎƻǊŜ set of features. 


