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Robot Turtles: A New Venture in Board Games (B) 

 
Shapiro deliberated the potential routes to get Robot Turtles into the hands of “little programmers 

everywhere.” Deciding to prolong his hiatus from Google, he chose to seek funding via Kickstarter. He 
wanted to learn about the market for his idea, assess demand the product, and maintain control over it.  
As he prepared to launch his campaign, he divided his efforts between three critical functions: (1) testing, 
developing, and prototyping the game; (2) reaching out to potential manufacturers; and (3) researching 
how to do a successful Kickstarter campaign. 
 
Development and Manufacturing 
 

Targeting the market of preschoolers and young elementary school children, Shapiro aimed to 
develop a game which children viewed as fun and parents recognized as educational. To assess whether 
children enjoyed the game, he continually played the game with his children and their friends. He also 
incorporated feedback from other parents to refine the game. By September 2013, Shapiro spent $3,000 on 
artwork and design for a fully functional prototype (see Exhibit 1).  
 

While most board game production occurred outside the United States to reduce costs, Shapiro 
wanted to manufacture the game in the United States. A friend suggested he call Delano Services—a 
proven board game and card game producer with facilities in Michigan and Indiana. Shapiro called 
Delano and learned a minimum order would cost approximately $25,000 for 1,000 units. The cost of 
manufacturing would significantly drop for larger orders—up to 50% for orders over 10,000 units. Though 
Shapiro could manufacture 1,000 units for about $8,000 in China, shipping costs and tariffs would bring 
the price to approximately $15 per unit if he pursued the overseas option. 
 
Launching the Campaign 
 

Leading up to the campaign, Shapiro delved into the world of Kickstarter and online crowdfunding. 
He followed the progress of many live campaigns and contributed funds to over 20 ventures. He viewed 
the pages of past Kickstarter campaigns, noting the actions taken both by successful and unsuccessful 
campaigns, particularly focusing on the campaigns of five board games (see Exhibit 2). 

 
Shapiro noticed that many good ideas failed to reach their funding goals. Attempting to understand 

why some good ideas succeeded and others failed, he observed that many Kickstarter failures mistake 
crowdfunding as a marketing tool rather than a community in which to engage. He realized, “Success 
won’t come from the product or Kickstarter, but from a separate effort. The mistake people make is 
thinking that Kickstarter will deliver people [customers].” 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Alex Murray, a doctoral candidate and Research Associate, prepared this case under the supervision of Professor 
Suresh Kotha, Olesen/Battelle Chaired Professor, University of Washington’s Foster School of Business. The case was 
developed solely as a basis for class discussion. Cases such as these are not intended as endorsements, sources of 
primary data, or illustrations of effective or ineffective management.  



2	  
	  

As Shapiro learned more about crowdfunding, he wondered how to generate interest in his project. 
He read popular press articles to gain additional advice for crowdfunding success. Tips included setting a 
smart funding goal, telling an impactful story, and gaining early momentum (see Exhibit 3). As his 
intended campaign launch date approached, Shapiro realized he had many decisions to make. 
 

While Kickstarter allows campaigns to last between one day and two months, Shapiro noted many 
campaigns generate significant interest at the beginning and end but experience a funding lull in the 
middle. Though most campaigns set a campaign length close to Kickstarter’s suggestion of 30 days, 
Kickstarter data did not show a correlation between longer campaigns and funding success. 

 
Shapiro also mulled over his funding goal. With $25,000 he could afford to manufacture 1,000 units in 

the United States. According to Kickstarter rules, a campaign receives none of the contributions if it fails to 
reach its funding goal. He had to carefully consider his funding goal; if he set it too high and did not reach 
it, he would not get any funding and if he sets the goal too low, he would lose money on manufacturing 
and shipping costs, assuming he ordered the minimum order of 1000 units. 

 
To incentivize contributions, Kickstarter requires campaigns to provide “perks”—reward given to 

contributors for funding a campaign—which correspond with various funding tiers. Kickstarter does not 
require entrepreneurs to provide equity to their funders, only rewards. On its website, Kickstarter lists 
perk categories common to crowdfunding campaigns (see Exhibit 4). If a campaign reaches its funding 
goal, the entrepreneur must fulfill the rewards promised. Since many campaigns offer the product as a 
reward, Kickstarter often represents a pre-sale platform. In addition to thinking about the contribution 
amount to receive the board game, Shapiro considered other perks such as limited edition printings and 
leveraging his friendships with prominent figures, such as Emmy Award winner and alternative reality 
game designer, Elan Lee, who agreed to help him with (see Exhibit 5).  
 

Wondering how to relate his story to potential backers, Shapiro considered whether or not to create a 
campaign video. He viewed a number of campaign videos for both successful and unsuccessful 
campaigns. He noticed many successful entrepreneurs appeared humble, grateful, and competent in their 
videos. He also wondered if he should produce the video on his own or pay to have it made 
professionally. His friends had spent between $3,000 and $5,000 for their professional campaign videos. 
He had to decide whether to appear in the video or if he should hire an actor to demonstrate and explain 
his game. He also wondered whether he should script the video or adlib while showing authentic footage 
of his children playing the game.  

  
With a large address book of friends, family, and colleagues, Shapiro wondered how to mobilize his 

network to provide support his Kickstarter campaign. Though he despised spam emails, he entertained 
the thought of emailing his entire address book of over 3,000 contacts. He also had to time his email to 
build early momentum and maintain it throughout the campaign.  

 
Similarly, he wondered how to gain traction with the media. His friends’ campaigns had difficulty 

attracting media attention before reaching their respective funding goals. The media seemed to only 
feature successful campaigns. Would the media display interest if he reached out before the campaign 
launch? Did he want media attention prior to the campaign or during the campaign? Also, should he call 
his brother, Ari Shapiro, a White House correspondent with NPR, to see if NPR would cover the 
campaign? Should he leverage his brother’s contacts?  

 
As he prepared to launch the campaign, he contemplated these decisions. He never imagined the 

campaign would present so many opportunities to build interest in his product, but he also did not fully 
understand the time and effort this would require. The potential excited him, but he continued to consider 
his preparedness. Pleased with how the product prototype looked, he contemplated his next moves. 
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Exhibit 1: The Fully Functional Prototype of the Robot Turtles (Box and Contents) 
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Exhibit 2: Kickstarter Board Games 
(Data collected May 5, 2015) 

	  

	  	  

Viticulture:	  The	  
Strategic	  Game	  of	  

Winemaking	  

March	  of	  the	  
Ants	  

Lift	  Off!	  -‐	  Get	  me	  off	  
this	  Planet!	  

Credit	  Scores	  
Board	  Game	  
"MY	  CREDIT	  IS	  

GOOD"	  

Maximum	  Fit	  
Club	  

Description	  

Viticulture	  is	  a	  
strategic	  board	  
game	  that	  

challenges	  players	  
to	  create,	  

cultivate,	  and	  
expand	  a	  vineyard	  
in	  rustic	  Tuscany.	  

Explore,	  forage,	  
evolve,	  and	  

march	  your	  way	  
to	  victory	  in	  this	  
dynamic	  strategy	  
boardgame	  for	  
1-‐5	  players	  in	  
the	  world	  of	  

ants.	  

Lift	  Off!	  Get	  me	  off	  
this	  Planet!	  Is	  a	  
45min,	  semi-‐

cooperative	  game	  (2-‐
5	  players).	  Race	  to	  
save	  your	  aliens	  
before	  the	  planet	  

explodes!	  

A	  board	  game	  
that	  teachers	  

kids	  ages	  10+	  all	  
about	  credit	  
scores	  while	  
players	  race	  to	  
win	  the	  740	  
Crown	  and	  
shout	  "My	  

Credit	  Is	  Good"!	  

The	  world's	  1st	  
interactive	  
fitness	  board	  
and	  card	  game.	  
MFC	  is	  3	  fitness	  
games	  in	  1	  that	  
teaches	  the	  
basics	  of	  

exercise	  and	  
nutrition.	  

Outcome	   Successful	   Successful	   Successful	   Unsuccessful	   Unsuccessful	  

Location	   St.	  Louis,	  MO	   Portland,	  OR	   Mountain	  View,	  CA	   Fishers,	  IN	   New	  York,	  NY	  

Amount	  
raised	  

$65,980	  	   $73,621	  	   $50,462	  	   $370	  	   $391	  

Funding	  goal	   $25,000	  	   $20,000	  	   $35,000	  	   $25,000	  	   $25,000	  

Backers	   942	   1,691	   1,014	   18	   12	  
Campaign	  

length	   45	  days	   35	  days	   28	  days	   33	  days	   60	  days	  

Amount	  
raised	  in	  first	  

3	  days	  
$5,615	  	   $11,097	  	   $13,347	  	   $145	  	   $335	  

Backers	  in	  first	  
3	  days	  

104	   224	   268	   5	   9	  

Updates	  
during	  

campaign	  
21	   18	   19	   4	   0	  

Projects	  
backed	   142	   14	   50	   7	   0	  

Video	   Yes	   Yes	   Yes	   Yes	   No	  

Facebook	   982	  friends	   461	  friends	   656	  friends	   N/A	   N/A	  

Media	  

Wired;	  NBC;	  
GeekDad.com;	  
fathergeek.com;	  
St.	  Louis	  Post-‐

Dispatch	  

Undead	  Viking;	  
GeekDad.com	  

GeekDad.com;	  
BoardGameDuel.com;	  
Boardgaming.com	  

U.S.	  News	   N/A	  
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Exhibit 3: Tips for Kickstarter Success  
(Source: Forbes) 

 
1. Solve a real problem – Tell potential backers how your product solves a real problem they 

experience.  
2. Do your homework – Develop a prototype, research past campaigns, activate social media 

profiles. 
3. Bring money to the table – Kickstarter should not represent the first source of capital. 

Many successful campaigns invest significant resources into the campaign prior to 
launching a Kickstarter campaign. 

4. Set a smart funding goal – Don’t confuse how much money you would like to raise with 
the about needed to fund your project. People gravitate towards a winner, so far exceeding 
your goal often attracts additional backers. 

5. Make an effective pitch – People support crowdfunding campaigns because they identify 
with a product and an entrepreneur’s vision. Focus your message on the story of the 
product and the underlying problem it solves. 

6. It’s not (always) about the money – The feedback received often proves more valuable 
than the money raised. Focus on engaging a community around a campaign. 

7. Make the campaign your top priority – Managing an active crowdfunding campaign 
becomes a full-time endeavor. Successful crowdfunded entrepreneurs respond to emails, 
comments, and messages; provide updates; reach out to media outlets; and engage in social 
media platforms throughout their campaigns.  
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Exhibit 4: Kickstarter Reward Tips (Source: Kickstarter platform) 
 
Rewards are what you share with the folks who helped you bring your project to life. Some rewards are 
straightforward, like a copy of the album you made. Other rewards are more creative and unique. The best 
projects tend to have a mix of both! Here are some pointers to help get you thinking about your rewards. 
 
What to offer: As a creator, you know what will make your community most excited. Trust your gut, and offer 
rewards that you yourself would want. Here are five common reward types: 

1) Copies of the thing: The album (physical or digital!), the DVD, a print from the photo exhibition. 
2) Limited editions: Backers love limited editions. They celebrate the special role backers played in helping 

the project come to life. 
3) Collaborations: A backer appears in your comic. Every backer gets painted into your mural. Two backers 

do the handclaps for a song on your record. 
4) Experiences: A visit to the set. A phone call from the author. Dinner with the cast. A concert in your 

backyard. 
5) Mementos: Polaroids sent from location. Thanks in the credits. Meaningful tokens that tell a story. 

  
What not to offer: Though we encourage you to get creative, there are a few items that just won’t fly, like financial 
returns and things that aren’t produced directly by you or your project. Be sure to check out this list of prohibited 
items before you go live. 
 
How to price: The most popular pledge amount on Kickstarter is $25, and the site-wide average for all pledges (big 
and small) is about $70. Small rewards are where it’s at! Here are some other things to think about when pricing: 
 
Offer a wide variety: Some of your backers might be able to contribute $100, but others might only be able to 
pledge $10. Every backer counts, so be sure to offer an array of rewards that can appeal to all different kinds of 
people. 
 
Consider the costs: Remember that you’ll be producing and delivering the rewards that you offer. Presumably 
you’ll use some of the money raised on Kickstarter to make that happen. Plan ahead and budget accordingly for 
these costs. 
 
Estimated delivery dates: One piece of information you’ll be asked for while building your project is an 
“Estimated Delivery Date” for each reward. This is your best guess for when you expect to deliver that 
particular reward, or set of rewards, to those backers. Choose a delivery date that you feel confident about 
or will be working towards. Don’t be afraid to give yourself some breathing room. Underpromise, 
overdeliver. If you do run into setbacks with timing, let your backers know. Tell them what happened and 
give them an updated time frame. They’ll appreciate it! 
 

Exhibit 5: Potential Robot Turtles Perk Categories 

Tier Reward Reward description 

$1  My Thanks Thank you to supporters. 

$29  Full Game with 
Discount 

Game at a discounted $29 price (limit of 10,000). 

$40  Robot Turtle: Full 
Game 

Game at regular $40 price (no limit).  

$400  Collector's Edition Collector’s edition with special pieces (limit of 10). 

$4,500  Day with Dan 
Shapiro & Elan Lee 

A day in Seattle with Dan Shapiro and Elan Lee to discuss designs, 
prototypes, and ideas (limit of 1). 

 


