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Keynote: emerging opportunities 

Alex Fleetwood, founder and director, Hide&Seek 

Introduction 

Alex Fleetwood founded Hide&Seek in 2007 and has had a hand in all its projects 

since then. As well as Hide&Seek, Alex has produced projects including The Eternity 

Man, a film opera for Channel 4 / ABC Australia. The film reached a global audience 

of half a million people and recently won the Rose d'Or, one of the most prestigious 

awards in television. Alex sits on the London advisory panel for Artists Taking the 

Lead, the main commissioning programme for the 2012 Cultural Olympiad, and 

recently won the British Council UK Young Performing Arts Entrepreneur of the Year 

Award. 

In this keynote Alex shared his vision for arts organisations and thoughts on how we 

can each bring entrepreneurial thinking to our efforts to engage communities – 

regardless of our job title, budget or resources. Alex believes that play, as a theme, a 

way of being, and as a design tool, is integral to understanding how culture will 

develop in the 21st century. He encouraged delegates to consider how to adapt 

social and game concepts for traditional organisations to make connections and 

engagements with audiences. 

Inventing new ways to engage communities 

I originally founded Hide & Seek as a festival of pervasive games taking place on the 

South Bank, a space where artists and game designers, technologists and interested 

parties could get together and experiment with new ideas for games taking place in 

public cultural spaces. Behind that festival was an observation that the games 

industry which had been creating video games I had been playing all my adult life 

and the cultural sector were each arriving at an interesting mid point at which 

independent game designers were starting to make works that were more personal 

to them. 

There were games as a vehicle for artistic expression, whilst on the other side there 

was a rise in forms of artistic output which seemed to take account of video games 

culture and embraced different elements of it in different ways. I thought it would be 

interesting to make that explicit by inviting artists to make games and game 

designers to make art. We now have studios in London and New York and we 

operate across a range of sectors. We make projects with film companies, we make 

projects for major brands and marketing agencies and we still do a great deal of work 

in the cultural sector, continuing to curate when people can come together and 

experiment and we are still producing our own work. 
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Today I’m going to talk from my own perspective, about marketing from the point of 

view of game design because I’m a game designer, not a marketing expert. Games 

are a thriving part of today’s culture, from the consol-based first person shooters that 

tend to dominate public discourse, to puzzle games on your iPhone, social games on 

Facebook, card games and board games. 

Every genre of games has active, engaged audiences and players. They also still 

have designers and publishers serving those particular niches. In fact, it can be 

argued that the games world is simply a series of super niches. Even the biggest, 

most popular games still serve a particular niche. People’s brains and social 

preferences tend towards different kinds of game experience and the relationship 

between games designers and audiences in the games industry tends to reflect this.   

The changes that are happening in the games industry, and the companies that are 

growing and succeeding right now, are tending to do so in three ways: 

i) Creating new niches for game play by addressing new demographics (for 

example, on the Nintendo DS, Brain Training which was a highly 

successful game targeted at over 60s. It was a fun, simple puzzle game 

aimed at keeping your mind sharp). The rise of mobile gaming on smart 

phones has invented a new category of games based on short sessions, 

simple game mechanics, the kind of thing that can be picked up on a 

commute or while waiting for a meeting to start. This brings about a new 

time slot for entertainment to take place, outside of traditional leisure time. 

ii) By offering free-to-play game business models. Increasingly, games are 

conceived and delivered free at the first point of contact, with a range of 

payment and transactional systems built into the game design. For 

example, on Draw Something, you are given various colours at the 

beginning of the game but if you want a particular colour (e.g. green) then 

you have to pay for that. This is a remarkable, clever piece of innovation. 

iii) Games are encouraging people to form communities, to share their game 

outputs with friends, to play with others and to communicate about their 

games. We see a tremendous amount of success in this area. When Valve 

launched Portal 2, they looked at traditional marketing routes to announce 

it and rejected them all. Valve has its own distribution platform, Stream, 

which means they can update their games whenever they chose. The 

sequel Portal 2 was updated with a new ending. At the end of Portal there 

was a teaser about the next game and it contained a series of encrypted 

messages which dedicated players decoded and distributed to unlock new 

content. That new content was up on YouTube very rapidly. It received 

millions of hits and this meant that Valve had announced the game with a 

greater impact than any traditional forms of marketing would have done. 
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The marketing imperatives of this fast-moving, cultural business environment force 

studios to innovate and iterate simultaneously in the design and content of games, 

the business model of games, and the marketing of games. There is an incredibly 

tight loop running continuously through those three things that successful games 

companies do. It is our goal as a games design studio to steal what’s working from 

those fields, to emulate the best in those areas, but to translate them into the niche 

that we have identified as interesting, which is games in public spaces, social games 

for social spaces, and games for audiences who enjoy other forms of culture and 

who might want to try something new. So within that context, I’m going to talk about 

the New Year Games. 

The New Year Games 

The New Year Games was a project brokered by Festivals Edinburgh, a partnership 

between Hide & Seek and Unique Events, the producers and directors of the 

Hogmanay Festival. It took place on 1 January 2012. The reason Festivals Edinburgh 

brokered this relationship and the reason it was so successful is that there was a 

deep affinity between Hogmanay the festival, Hogmanay the tradition, Edinburgh the 

city and the kind of street-based, public play events that we put on. Hogmanay is all 

about getting out into the street. It’s about dissolving traditional boundaries between 

families and social groups and lubricating the bonds of social relationships. But it’s 

also about a series of playful traditions that blur those boundaries still further. 

 

Working with Unique Events, we conceived a games event that would take place on 

1 January, which would try to do with game design on 1 January what fireworks, 

music and alcohol do on 31 December; to bring people together in a completely 

convivial way to enjoy the civic centre of Edinburgh. 
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From a marketing perspective, it was a key plank of this year’s Hogmanay festival.  

The entire festival was branded Let’s Play and our materials and invitation to play 

were heavily featured throughout their marketing strategy. There was another critical 

factor which we considered from the outset; that Edinburgh hotel bookings at 

Christmas are for three days and trains don’t really run on 1 January and there isn’t a 

great deal going on. It’s usually fairly quiet in Edinburgh city centre on 1 January, with 

many of the shops closed. It was our job to try to convert passers-by into awareness 

and engagement with our game and then to persuade them to stay to the end. 

The estimated statistics by the police and Unique Events are that we converted 

12,000 passers-by into active players of the game. We started at 2pm and at 6pm we 

still had 5,000 very engaged players in the Grassmarket. For me, that’s a great 

conversion rate. I am going to outline how we achieved that. 

I want to begin by talking about team design. This was one of the most intensely 

debated elements between Unique Events and Hide & Seek. Uppies and Doonies 

are team categories that refer to Scottish border town games. If you live in the north 

end of the town you are an Uppie. If you live in the south end of the town you are a 

Doonie. These unreconstructed games are fairly violent. 

We kept the cultural associations and lost the violence then created simple but 

engaging icons based on Scottish animals with a playful twist. These featured across 

all the marketing campaigns and the invitation to define yourself as an Uppie or 

Doonie was the critical first element of playing our game. You are an Uppie if you’re 

from the north of Princes Street, or you live in Norfolk, or north London or the north 

Island of New Zealand. You are a Doonie if you live south of the river, or South Africa 

or Lower Silesia or Downtown. 

This is very carefully tuned. On the one hand, it’s really important that team identities 

are sufficiently distinct from one another that a chemical relationship between teams 

can take place. When we become part of a team, we immediately shed a lot of our 

inhibitions, we want to compete on behalf of that team and it is always inspiring to 

see people going through this process. On the other hand, if the boundaries are too 

specific, families and friends who come together may feel that they cannot be part of 

the same team and people feel unable to choose. If this happens, it becomes rigid, 

un-enjoyable and restrictive. We tried to arrive at a situation in which people could 

feel highly engaged with either team without being forced to join a particular team. 

Once players had started playing by choosing a team, they were invited to visit 

Edinburgh’s Grassmarket, the hub of the game. There, they could see two gigantic 

totems representing each team, created by Scottish craftspeople. They could also 

see a big stage with a big screen and two fabulous compères. The visual branding 

was reinforced by the use of these totems, emphasising the fact that the first thing 

potential players need to do is to decide which team they would like to belong to.  
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Having decided which team to join, players took a badge and sported it proudly 

throughout the day. 

The game was simple. There were games all over Edinburgh city centre in iconic 

buildings. We used St Giles’ cathedral, the Hub, a dance space and the National 

Museum of Scotland. Large scale performance games took place in each of these 

locations. Players were invited to find the game, play the game, and win tokens for 

their team which they needed to deposit in a bucket at the base of their team’s totem.  

The team with the most tokens at the end of the day would be the winners. There 

were various other ways that players could win tokens. For example there was a 

fairground ride section of the Grassmarket with games woven into the traditional 

activities. 

Resonate the Labyrinth was a game in St Giles’ cathedral, based on the children’s 

game Grandmother’s Footsteps. A giant Minotaur acts as Grandmother and if players 

are caught moving, they are sent to the back. Players had to negotiate their way 

through a wooden maze laid out in the centre of the cathedral and sneak into the 

centre without being observed by the Minotaur. A choir accompanied composer 

Pippa Murphy’s music, an electronic soundscape which changed the pace and tempo 

of the game and which bonded our activity with the sacred surroundings. Although 

we had prototyped this game many times, we had underestimated the impact a tall 

(six foot four inch) actor wearing a giant Minotaur’s mask would have on players.  

Players were taking two or three times as long to complete the game than when we 

had tested it. 

Dreadnought, a game played in the National Museum of Scotland, was produced in 

collaboration with the artist spotov. Players with elaborate headpieces had to 

navigate a field of obstructions without being able to see; the headpieces constricted 

their view to the extent that they could only see directly below them. Inside the 

headpieces were headphones and standing around the edge were their team mates 

who tried to guide them towards the things they were trying to collect while avoiding 

knocking over the obstacles. It is a visually striking game but the sound of sixteen 

voices murmuring instructions to their team mates lent the game a kind of Steve 

Reich / Nicole Moolie quality inside that glorious space and drew an audience from 

all over the building. The sound arose out of the mechanics of the game, without 

having been an additional aesthetic level. I find the relationship between aesthetics 

and game design tremendously exciting. 

The third game, Scotch Hoppers, was made in collaboration with game designer and 

choreographer Brian Hartley and took place in a dance space. The game could be 

described as linear hopscotch meets Twister. In the game, there are three colours of 

vinyl, one each for players’ hands, feet and heads. People moved through the 

various parts of the dance space, collecting tokens as they went. In the early stages, 
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three year-olds were playing alongside 80 year-olds, it was very inclusive. As players 

got better, the game became more challenging. 

Originally, we had planned that if a player was caught, then their participation in the 

game came to an end but it became apparent through play testing that people had so 

much fun playing and re-playing the game that we needed to allow people to have a 

go at the courses as often as they wanted to and gain tokens if and when they were 

successful. Rewarding success but not penalising failure is an interesting question in 

game design. There were fantastic dancers and a DJ in the final room who 

interpolated performance with play. They had choreographed moves that were using 

the dance floor as a base and sometimes it would take off into performance and the 

players would take a step back. 

The last game was in the Hub. It was with an indie band and a pioneering artist group 

called Found. Normally an audience throws things at a band to get them to stop 

playing but in this game, the audience had to throw things at the band to get them to 

start. The idea was to make paper aeroplanes, throw them from the balcony through 

the beams of light and thereby trigger the music. 

All these different activities then came back together in the Grassmarket where 

players returned to give in their tokens. There were also crowd games mediated by 

our giant compères and a simple refrain which ran through the whole day: ‘Hands up 

if you’re an Uppie. Hands up if you’re a Doonie.  Hands up if you have no idea what 

we’re talking about.’ 

This encouraged passers-by to become players throughout the day.  The game 

continued to build and culminated in 5,000 people playing one game together at the 

end of the day.    [Alex showed part of a film which can be viewed here.] 

When designing a game for 5,000 players, it is important to make everyone feel 

involved. Volunteers raised flags across the Grassmarket and the challenge was to 

pass your giant ball without running with it or throwing it, simply by handing it from 

one end of the space to the other. Anyone could get involved in this. 

When Doonies were announced as the winners this generated an enormous 

outpouring of emotion. It was incredible. We had never seen anything like it on this 

scale. It felt as if the design decisions we had taken at each step of the process 

culminated in this potent finale in Edinburgh’s city square. 

In conclusion, games can be part of civic culture. With the support of our partners 

Festivals Edinburgh and Unique Events, we invented a new kind of games category; 

the giant, civic, festival all-day game experience and we colonised a new game arena 

– Edinburgh city centre on 1 January. We had contingency plans for 15,000 people to 

no people on the day because this was the first event of its kind. It was an enormous 

risk on the part of everyone who engaged with it. It was extremely rewarding to see 
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so many people taking part and enjoying themselves.  It proved to us that the 

concept had worked. 

Hide & Seek’s practice as artists and designers revolves around the question of how 

we can entice people into playing and participating and keeping them involved, and 

finding new ways of carrying them through, to build this kind of energy and 

playfulness and happiness in large groups of people. In some ways that looks a lot 

like marketing but I think it’s also a lot like art, and that is our process. There is a 

great deal of nuance in the ways in which people engaged with the New Year Games 

and they were all of equal value. Understanding that there is a sliding scale of 

participation is an important part of designing these experiences. As a studio now we 

continually think of the audience as part of our process. We also consider the ways in 

which we can use performance, spectacle and dynamic elements of the game’s 

presentation to make a game which can be meaningfully watched as well as played. 

We took the practice of a number of different artists and artforms and folded them 

into a playful superstructure. So this very large, diverse audience engaged with 

contemporary dance, experimental theatre and contemporary music in ways that 

delighted me because it happened naturally as part of their play experience. 

Marketing and art making should be indivisible in arts organisations. Some of the 

traditional hierarchies between those who commission, curate and create cultural 

content and those who are responsible for ensuring that the cultural content reaches 

an audience need to dissolve further. 

Returning to Valve, the company I mentioned earlier, it has no hierarchy whatsoever.  

There are 350 employees and no managers. Every day it is the responsibility of each 

employee to decide what they will work on, find other people to work with them on it if 

they need to, and ultimately ship product. Everyone in the company is rewarded and 

remunerated individually on the basis of their contribution to the company which is 

evaluated by a group of their peers. It sounds like it shouldn’t work yet they have 

shipped more successful games and built more successful platforms than pretty 

much any other game company of their size in the world. Somewhere in this mix is a 

proposition for different kinds of cultural organisations: ones where the traditional 

boundaries about what kind of content it has created and how that content is brought 

to an audience can flourish. 

Discussion 

James McVeigh (JM):  How are you going to break down that marketing / 

programming barrier? Isn’t it too idealistic?  Aren’t you moving too fast? 

Alex Fleetwood (AF):  The pace of movement depends on where you’re looking.  

For me, cultural organisations are moving at a geological speed and we absolutely 

need to find these different ways. The way to do it is to observe the companies who 

are doing it and then steal from them. 
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[James McVeigh invited delegates to raise their hands if they are involved in the 

programming of their organisation.] 

JM [Referring to the show of hands]: Mm. It’s not too bad. Maybe the pace is more 

than glacial. 

AF:  There is clear evidence that within Festivals Edinburgh, you are carrying out 

these barrier-dissolving activities. Do you think it’s happening enough at the level of 

the cultural output itself? 

JM: The international festival was founded 65 years ago.  And from the outset it 

aimed to break down barriers. The fringe started when eight theatre companies 

turned up uninvited, were told they couldn’t take part in the international festival so 

they set themselves up and formed outside of it. All of the festivals are constantly 

evolving. Everyone has ideas of how to engage audiences in different ways. The 

book festival is developing its unbound, free series every year. A good festival is 

always an evolution. Going back to games, a cynic would say ‘It’s very superficial, 

isn’t it?  Where’s that going to end up?’ 

AF: A cynic would say that. Proposing games as cultural output has been really 

interesting, and seeing the range of responses. We still operate within a media 

landscape where games = video games = violent, first person shoot ‘em ups = evil.  

This is problematic because a) none of the equals signs in that statement are true 

and b) games are a huge cultural tradition that go back to the dawn of time, they are 

the oldest cultural form. In the twentieth century, we seem to have had a rise of 

broadcast formats which subsumed some of those forms of public, social play and 

engagement such as carnivals and festivals. Via the advent of the Internet we are 

witnessing a rise in those public forms of play and engagement. What we are doing 

feels as if it is situated within a cultural trend but one which it isn’t easy for existing 

cultural organisations to observe and move with. There is a question of how games 

become accepted cultural formats. Partly, there is an enormous amount of value 

around how existing cultural formats are supported and enabled. For example, they 

have buildings and they have labels within the funding streams. Games don’t have 

that presently. This relates to marketing because if marketing is about understanding 

the needs and opportunities within the sector and what sort of content might be 

created to serve that, it is apparent to me that games are a kind of content which are 

serving needs and creating opportunities. And yet games are still a microscopic 

fraction of the funded civic output of the UK. 

JM: Is that a generational thing? In Edinburgh we are noticing there is an exploration 

of trying to bring engagement into the festivals at different levels and at different 

points and it feels like a generational thing. Also, there are some people, possibly 

cynics, who don’t value something if it doesn’t have a price on it. They might think 
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that the 15,000 who took part in the New Year Games didn’t value it as much as 

someone who bought a ticket and went to see a show. 

AF:  For sure, there is a generational thing going on. If you look at any new cultural 

form, there is always a time when it is challenging and obscure, then there is a time 

when it is adopted and becomes mainstream. This process seems to happen over 

time. The deeper and more interesting question for me is the extent to which people 

valued taking part in the New Year Games, being a free event. Partly, my answer to 

that is that they voted with their time and stayed. Their time on a chilly 1 January day 

when they were probably nursing hangovers and had families was really significant.  

There is as much competition for people’s attention as for their money. 

JM:  Is the consumption side of things an interesting area? Should people pay? In 

marketing, we have a bottom line. We want people to engage and there are KPIs and 

ROIs etc. to consider. 

AF: I think that people should pay for great participatory experiences just as they pay 

for great art. There is a question about whether, if all the festivals’ infrastructure 

supports a particular kind of experience, then it’s hard to create spaces for people to 

value different kinds of experience. The question of how you reach new audiences 

with new experiences reaches all the way up to the infrastructural level of where and 

how that art work happens.


