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Grand designs for Home
After the rise of Facebook apps, can PlayStation Home become the next 
break-out social gaming platform? UK developer Outso is betting on it

ONLINE

or a long while, Home did not appear to 
be where Sony’s heart is. The much-hyped, 
much-delayed virtual social environment 

was originally billed as one of PS3’s major USPs, 
but a year after the open beta launch it has rather 
fallen off the radar for many of the console’s 
owners. Recently, head of Home development 
Peter Edward was misquoted as saying the service 
was not a priority for the company, and it was 
telling that no one seemed particularly surprised. 
Even Sony, which was understandably miffed by 
the misrepresentation, chose to address the issue 
via a quiet post on the Home forum.

But this is by no means a ghost town. There are 
regular events and game space openings, and at 
least one million PS3 users visit Home regularly 
(out of eight million or so PSN subscribers), 
tending to spend upwards of 40 minutes in any 

Operating somewhere between an MMOG 
and a straightforward arena-based tank 
shooter, Sodium is a major leap forward 

from Home’s current interactive offerings

At Outso’s Nottingham HQ, the company employs just 30 
staff, with only ten working on Sodium at any one time. Home, 
then, represents an interesting opportunity for small studios

in). Defence options are also available, and players 
can tweak their vehicles to their own style of play; 
the more armour and weapons you clamp on, the 
slower your tank moves. It’s the familiar trade-off. 

Whichever way you go with design, the 
handling is smooth and sharp, with the left 
analogue stick controlling movement, the right 
stick revolving the gun turret, and the triggers 
operating the weapons. It feels a little like a 
vehicle-bound FPS, and the key tactic is essentially 
strafing enemy craft as they flood in around you. 
Later levels have buildings to take out, and all 
end with boss craft that sport various weak spots. 
It’s unapologetically retro in feel, borrowing from 
R-Type as well as early 3D tank/mech shooters 
like Krazy Ivan and Steel Reign.

The fact that you buy in via a virtual clothing 
purchase is important – Outso wants this game 
to feel like a natural extension of the Home 
experience, using the financial forms regular 
visitors are familiar with. And if anyone knows 
about creating content for Sony’s service it’s this 

F one visit – not an inconsiderable audience. 
Participants mostly come to chat, dance, bowl and 
buy virtual goods, but by the time you read this UK 
studio Outso will have launched the first chunk of 
Sodium into the environment. It may prove a vital 
test case for the future of Sony’s digital utopia.

Operating somewhere between an MMOG 
and a straightforward arena-based tank shooter, 
Sodium is a major leap forward from Home’s 
current interactive offerings. On entering the 
game, players arrive at a graphically rich social 
hub, which resembles a futuristic nightclub 
relocated to the Nevada desert. Indeed, the 
inspiration for the setting is Burning Man, the 
annual festival in which alternative-lifestyle junkies 
and ’60s counter-culture burnouts gather to play 
trance music while dressed as Mad Max extras.

In Sodium, the focus is a futuristic extreme 
sport in which contestants pilot customisable 
battle tanks and fight waves of computer-
controlled opponents in large arenas. The first 
section of the game, named Salt Shooter, takes 
place in a series of desert salt pans and features 
50 stages. Outso is currently coding the second 
section, which will take the arena shoot ’em up 
action into space. That’ll be available from the 
game’s central social hub early next year. From 
here, Outso can add on as many new arenas as 
the market demands.

The financial model is currently ‘pay to play’ 
with freemium elements. Newcomers get to try 
out the first five Salt Shooter stages for free, but 
then must purchase a tank pilot outfit to open up 
the rest of the game. You start with a basic hover 
tank, but as you progress you earn in-game 
currency which can be used to purchase new 
weapons, such as guided missiles and railguns 
(these can also be bought with real cash at any 
time, which is where the freemium element comes 
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company. Based in Nottingham, Outso was formed 
in 2005 from the ashes of Climax Nottingham. 
Most of the staff worked on the Moto GP titles, so 
had experience of the console sector, but they 
were aware that, with a team of 30, they weren’t 
really in a position to kick off a major PS3 project. 

However, noticing the rise of social 
gaming, and retaining a few valuable Sony 
contacts, the studio got involved with Home at 
an early juncture, carrying out design work on 
the Central Plaza, helping with some back-end 
interactivity and server coding, and eventually 
working on 20 other projects including the 
Resistance, Infamous and Uncharted 2 spaces. 
Eventually, the company hooked up with specialist 
digital content publisher Lockwood, and started 
producing virtual clothing and accessories for 
Home’s Threads 2 store. “We noticed that a lot 
of people were coming in to Home to dance,” 
explains chief operating officer Joel Kemp, 
“so we produced clubbing gear – T-shirts with 

animating images, glow sticks and so on – it’s 
been extremely successful.”

After this, the team worked on a more 
in-depth interactive experience for Home – a 
strict NDA prevents them from revealing their 
involvement, but the project showed that a full 
game is possible on the platform. So the concept 
of Sodium was put to Sony and received the 
corporation’s backing – indeed, Sony US has 
provided pivotal support, placing a teaser for the 
game in its local version of the Central Plaza and 
handling marketing duties in the run up to launch. 
“I think it’s fair to say that we’re pushing the 
Home engine in ways Sony hadn’t anticipated,” 
says chief technical officer Justin Johnson .

Obviously, the title has been carefully 
structured with the features and limitations of the 
platform in mind. As with all Home content, the 
code downloads to the PS3 hard drive the first 
time you visit and the entire game runs on the 
console, while a constant connection is maintained 
to the online service – which, of course, makes it 

susceptible to lag. There are likely to be periodic 
updates, too, though Outso wants to keep these 
to a minimum. 

So how does Sodium compare to, say, a PSN 
title? “Home can render a decent-quality visual 
feel and the light mapping solution can produce 
excellent results,” explains Johnson. “But the 
memory resources are sometimes a challenge; 
not that you would use any less of an individual 
asset than you would in other games, just that 
you have to be careful in the way you use them.

“It would be tempting to just make everything 
very small and/or simple in order avoid addressing 
the problems but if you are prepared to invest time 
and effort in understanding Home you can 
produce amazing results. As a relatively new 
platform, the tools are now starting to mature. 
There are frequent upgrades and features are 
constantly added, which means we have to be 
on our toes to get the best out of it.”

Like the World Of WarCraft engine, Sodium 
is written in popular scripting language Lua. 

The team at Outso (pictured top left) envisage Sodium’s central 
hub as a community focal point. Players will be able to chat, 
follow Twitter feeds and take part in occasional special events – 
eventually including co-operative quests. The setup is modelled 
on Nevada’s Burning Man event to provide a festival atmosphere

Hey, we love art as much as the next desperate 
credibility seeker. And one with videogames 
involved? Cultural legitimacy, come on down. 

Still, Videogames Live, the founder 
of which we interviewed in E208, is 

one of those ventures you can’t 
help but love thanks to its 

combination of local orchestral 
talent and great gaming 
tunes. The November 21 
show in Paris was 
accompanied by some 
really quite splendid 
reworked Game Boys, 
which are themselves 
rather a theme nowadays. 

Our favourite? The melting 
metal iteration, which has a 

tad of the T-1000 about it – 
partly because it reminds us 

of the excellent shotgun animations 
in the bike level of Ocean’s Game Boy 

movie tie-in title, but mainly because it 
looks like a honey-covered waffle. 

THE ART
OF GAME BOY
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“It can be a bit of a culture shock after ten years 
of C and C++, but the language is very elegant 
and powerful,” says Johnson. “The mix of Lua 
and the Home libraries allows for very rapid 
prototyping, and the lack of compilation is also a 
big plus; you can incrementally improve something 
in seconds instead of five to ten minutes. This 
makes for a very tight code, build and debug cycle. 

“Garbage Collection [Lua’s automatic memory 
management system] helps more than it hurts; 
tracking down memory related issues in C/C++ is a 
notorious chore in normal game development. The 
language is high level with good support for things 
like closures, co-routines and first class functions. 
This means less time is spent writing boring boiler 
plate code and more time spent on the fun stuff.”

This emphasis on rapid change and rewriting is 
very much built in to the game content. The use of 
a comparatively barren desert setting makes the 
environment easily modular, allowing designers to 
change things around if there are unforeseen 
problems, which would clearly be much more 
complicated with an elaborate city map. 

As a development platform, Kemp feels Home 
has similarities with the original PlayStation in 

terms of both the technical 
restrictions, and the more 
modest financial resources 
required to develop a product. 
It’s back to the days of small 
ten-to-30-person teams 

producing workable games in less than a year. 
There are other pertinent comparisons, too. In 
many ways, Sodium is structured similarly to those 
‘massively singleplayer’ mobile games in which an 
essentially oneplayer experience is given a 
communal feel by the addition of a social hub and 
online score tables (see Digital Chocolate’s DChoc 
Café series, for example). You play all 50 stages of 
the main game against the CPU, but there’s a 
global scoreboard for each level, plus pilots get 
to meet, chat and compare scores in the hub.

The team is also complimentary about the 
Home API, which apparently provides good 
support for interacting with the web and remote 
services, allowing the use of HTTP protocols and 
Secure HTTP protocols. In the hub, there are two 
huge screens showing Twitter feeds, the first being 
the game’s own #sodiumone feed, the latter 
following the tag #sodium, which snares any talk 
about the game in the Twitterverse. There’s also a 
rather interesting implementation of Facebook: 
Outso will be releasing an app for the social 
networking service allowing fans to see the latest 
global leaderboards and announcements, but 
players who register with the game’s resident NPC, 
VICKIE, will get extra social functionality – as Kemp 
explains: “Once players have signed up they gain 
access to the Sodium website and will receive a 
free in-game gift. The user can then easily link 
their Sodium account to Facebook and gain access 
to leaderboards tailor-made for them and their 
friends. This will provide groups of users with an 
easy way to compare their high scores.”

Eventually, Outso plans to add basic clan 
functionality, in which members combine their 

Newswire

So, farewell, then, Threewave Software, the 
inventor of capture the flag in an early Quake 
mod, Threewave CTF, and subsequent multiplayer 
specialist. Or have reports of its demise been 
greatly exaggerated? Rumours of the company’s 
closure can be traced back to a Twitter post from 
Ubisoft Vancouver employee Josh Smillie: ‘The 
Threewave Vancouver studio has shut down 
due to no new contracts. RIP CTF gods’.

Not so, says Threewave CEO Dan Irish (above), 
while refusing to put a number on any layoffs and 
saying: “We are trying to move forward in a 
manner that reflects today’s realities.” The sad 
reality seems to be that Threewave hasn’t bagged 
any work since its decent stab at Ghostbusters  
multiplayer, and may survive in name only. We’ll 
keep our fingers crossed it turns out otherwise, 
but if not then the studio leaves a very specific 
but huge legacy to multiplayer games, and one 
played countless thousands of times each day. 

Threewave goodbye?

Home has similarities with the original 
PlayStation in terms of both the technical 

restrictions, and the more modest financial 
resources required to develop a product

Sodium is planned as a series of extreme sports challenges, which will be released on a regular basis over the coming year. The first event is Salt Shooter, a 
tank battle game set on desert salt pans. Outso is working on a second event now, which is to be set in space, but will retain the core shoot ’em up gameplay  
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scores and engage in tournaments with other 
teams. Actual PvP play – at least with a fast-paced 
shoot ’em up – is out of the question at the 
moment, but Outso is working on it. In the 
meantime, there are modest social activities to 
take part in. You’ll find little minigames like 
running about stamping on scorpions to earn 
in-game points, which can be used to purchase 
virtual goods. In the VIP bar there’s a cocktail- 
creating challenge named Desert Quench in which 
a range of ingredients must be combined to 
conjure up the correct beverage. Players can even 
set themselves up as bar staff to deliver these 
drinks to Desert Quench participants creating a 
Diner Dash-style experience. 

There are also ambitions to introduce more 
complex co-operative quests and objectives, based 
around exploring the desert environments and 
locating hidden artefacts. Perhaps these will evolve 
into the main meat of the experience with the 
arcade games becoming a sort of luxury grinding 
activity, providing points and currency to use 
elsewhere. It all depends on the success of the 
game, and what users want. “Developing for 
Home is fun,” says CEO Halli Bjornsson . “We 
can have constant iterations based on consumer 
feedback. There’s a real energy to it. And you 
don’t have that boom/bust element – it’s not based 
around gambling on one hit, it’s good for the 
industry. It’s a good thing to grow an IP.”

Importantly, Sodium hints at the development 
of an interesting new publishing model for 
potential MMOG developers. Launching a fresh 
massively multiplayer title into the retail space is a 
risky and cripplingly expensive venture – it’s not 
just game development, it’s building the entire 
back-end infrastructure and secure billing 
mechanisms, then growing a community. With 
Home, however, all that is in place and being 
managed by Sony. It’s an incredibly cost-effective 
way to reach a relatively large customer base.

And Home games needn’t stay on the 

platform. Kemp and Bjornsson talk 
about ‘incubating projects’ here, 
launching a title, gauging popularity, 
finding an audience, then perhaps moving 
on to release a full-scale retail product. Sony has 
a suite of tools allowing developers to make Home 
areas accessible in retail games, so the two 
experiences can co-exist. Bjornsson reckons the 
modest incomes possible on Home right now are 
actually a boon to creativity – it means the sector 
won’t be swamped and controlled by the big 
publishers. Instead, Home game development 
might be where we see the next Jamdat, PopCap 
or Playfish spring up, offering completely new 
socially connected gaming forms. Whether or not 
Sony sees the service as a priority may, in the end, 
prove immaterial. It’s what companies like 
Outso choose to do with it that’s important.

Sodium is the most ambitious Home 
project to date, but Outso’s previous 
work can still be sampled on the 
service, which has benefited from 
the addition of a wide selection of 
attractions since the beta launched
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