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About Pearl Research 
Pearl Research, a business intelligence and consulting firm, specializes in the interactive 
entertainment, Internet and technology markets with a special focus on emerging markets 
and platforms. 

Based in San Francisco and China, Pearl Research publishes in-depth research reports and 
provides customized research and consulting services. The company also operates Redline, a 
news portal focused on the Chinese technology markets at http://www.redlinechina.com. For 
more information, please visit www.pearlresearch.com 

Customized Research Services 
Please contact us for more information about our customized work.  Typical engagements 
include: 

• Market opportunity assessment 
• Survey design and implementation 
• Competitive analysis 
• Benchmarking and best practices 
• Market entry or market expansion plans 
• Identification and tie-ups with potential local partners  
• Focus groups design and implementation 
• Business matchmaking 

Contact 
Pearl Research 
Phone: 415-738-7660  
Email: research@pearlresearch.com 
http://www.pearlresearch.com 
http://www.redlinechina.com 
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Terms and Conditions  
This Licensed Materials is exclusively for the Licensee that has purchased this study through 
Pearl Research.  If you or your company has not purchased this report, please discontinue the 
use of this document. It is unethical and illegal to use this report if it was illegally distributed to 
you.   It is strictly prohibited to reproduce, modify or create a derivative work or create a 
database in electronic or structured manual form by systematically downloading and storing 
any of the content from the Licensed Materials without the prior written permission of Pearl 
Research.  Licensee may not use the Licensed Materials in any manner other than in 
compliance with applicable laws.  

The Licensed Materials are provided on an "as is" basis, and Pearl Research disclaims any and 
all other warranties, conditions, or representations (express, implied, oral or written), relating 
to the Licensed Materials or any part thereof, including, without limitation, any and all implied 
warranties of quality, performance, merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. Pearl 
Research further expressly disclaims any warranty or representation to Authorized Users, or to 
any third party. 

This report is copyrighted by Pearl Research. 
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I. Zhengtu Online and Tianlong Babu 

Two emerging titles, Sohu’s Tianlong Babu and Giant Interactive’s Zhengtu Online are 
generating a great deal of buzz amongst Chinese gamers. With 1.5 million peak concurrent 
users, Netease’s Fantasy Westward Journey has long been the most popular game in China. 
However, in recent months Giant Interactive’s Zhengtu Online has been drawing gamers at an 
extremely fast rate. It now has close to 1 million peak concurrent users and Pearl Research 
believes that it still has room to grow.  Zhengtu Online also has relatively low PC specifications 
making it accessible to gamers in second- and third-tier cities across China. Another game that 
has also been gaining popularity is Sohu’s Tianlong Babu (released in May 2007) which by the 
end of September 2007, had over 400,000 peak concurrent users and active paying accounts 
of 690,000. On August 15, 2007, Sohu launched its first expansion pack for Tianlong Babu.  

     
Advertisement for Zhengtu Online 

Appeal of Chinese Games 
Both games utilize traditional Chinese historical and mystical backgrounds which appeal 

to a certain segment of Chinese gamers. Martial artists, sages and wizards, corrupt 
government officials, and mystical creatures from ancient China roam the world, challenge the 
players and also encourage them to challenge each other. Both games have World of Warcraft 
(WOW)-styled interfaces which allow experienced players to learn the game easily. In addition, 
both titles offer virtual pets to increase the games’ stickiness. However, the similarities end 
here.  

Zhengtu’s 2D Versus Tianlong Babu’s 3D 
Although Zhengtu Online is a 2-D game, the graphics are quite detailed and Pearl 

Research believes is much more refined than Netease’s Fantasy Westward Journey and most 
other 2-D games on the Chinese market. Zhengtu’s success proves that 2-D games can still 
resonate with gamers in China. On the other hand, Tianlong Babu is a 3-D game with some 
beautiful visuals. However, it lacks the realism found in World of Warcraft or even Netease’s 
Tianxia 2. The images in Tianlong Babu are designed in a cartoon-style fashion and there 
have been complaints about choppy graphics.  

Sample 
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ARPU 
By the end of June 2007, the average revenue per user  (ARPU) for Zhengtu stands at 

176 RMB ($23) according to the company, a robust figure compared to other MMORPGs in 
China. Tianlong Babu’s quarterly average revenue per active paying accounts value increased 
to 118 RMB ($15.40) from the previous 82 RMB ($10.71) an increase of 44%, according to a 
Sohu company conference call. 

 
Gameplay 

Pearl Research believes Zhengtu Online also holds an edge in player interaction and 
game play. While both games are fun for gamers and growing in popularity, Zhengtu Online 
has proven to be much more “addictive” for gamers because server managers actively 
promote competition between players and their affiliated nations and clans, which then 
pressures players to pay more to strengthen their characters.  

Zhengtu Online has done a robust job at giving players a platform to challenge and fight 
each other. Its massive “international” fights are hot topics in Chinese game forums. Tianlong 
Babu uses a more banal system common to most MMORPGs where players can join guilds, 
player kill (PK) with other players, and gain honor. 

One of the weaknesses of Zhengtu Online is that it is nearly impossible for a non-paying 
player to compete with players that pay extra money to upgrade their characters. To 
accommodate players with more time than money, the company introduced a 
subscription-based version of Zhengtu Online in September 2007.  

Tianlong Babu has relied on the popularity of its name and fans of the martial arts novel to 
draw players. Signature moves done by characters in the novel can be replicated and are 
nicely animated in the game.  Tianlong Babu’s graphic quality is a bit mixed. While courtyards 
and palaces are stunning, some of the other scenes are choppy and unclear. However, its 
gameplay is very simple and relatively fresh because of the large number of professions 
available (there are total 12 guilds players can join) and the unique set of martial arts moves 
that they offer. Some other compelling features of Tianlong Babu include server-wide and 
clan-wide “mass messages” and a better tutorial system compared to Zhengtu Online. 

 

           

Combat scenes from Sohu’s Tianlong Babu (left) and Zhengtu Online 
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Marketing Strategies 
Zhengtu Online has achieved considerable success thanks to clever marketing, a 

free-to-play system, and an engine which Giant Interactive claims can support up to 40,000 
players per server. This has allowed Chinese gamers to conduct player against player wars at 
a large-scale. According to Zhengtu Online’s website, battles involving up to 12,000 human 
players have taken place on its servers. The company said that players will experience very 
little lag by using the recommended system requirements (Intel Celeron 1G/256 RAM/ 64MB 
graphics card). In addition, the company was able to advertise on TV, which circumvented the 
rule disallowing gaming advertising on television. The company justified the TV advertising 
stating it was advertising the company, not necessarily the game. Also, there are Zhengtu 
comics posted in restrooms at many Internet cafes. The company has been frequently 
featured in the media due to the popularity of the game and it has a large ground sales force 
pitching the game to Internet cafes. 

On the other hand, Sohu has relied on the company’s massive resources including its 
large Internet user base, its top-ranked 17173.com game portal, high-quality 3-D graphics, 
detailed combat animation, and a story based on Jin Yong’s popular martial arts novel of the 
same name to achieve traction with its Tianlong Babu title. 

Both of these marketing strategies have resulted in high-name recognition for the 
respective titles.   

  
Advertising for Sohu’s Tianlong Babu in Taiwan 

Conclusions 
Although both games have strengths and weaknesses, at this stage, Pearl Research 

believes Zhengtu Online holds a sturdy edge over Tianlong Babu due to its large-scale server 
capabilities and massive battles. Also despite Sohu’s name recognition, it has not conducted 
as successful a marketing campaign as Giant has with Zhengtu Online. Therefore Pearl 
Research believes Zhengtu Online will continue leading the competition in 2008 and could 
perhaps overtake Netease’s Fantasy Westward Journey as the most popular MMORPG in 
China. The company though must still resolve the criticism that non-paying players often suffer 
disproportional damage when playing against paying players. With its ability to hold massive 
online battles, Zhengtu Online has set a precedent that will be emulated by upcoming Chinese 
MMORPGs. 

Sample 

Sample 



                                 Please email research@pearlresearch.com.    10

 

 

 

  Zhengtu Online Tianlong Babu 

Trading 
System 

Characters must fight to gain silver 
pieces or purchase gold pieces to buy 
items and weapons. NPC shops offer a 
variety of items in Zhengtu Online and 
players can trade and sell things to 
each other. On Zhengtu Online, a 
player has a new set of equipment 
available to him/her at every 10 
levels.  Each equipment set has 10 
pieces except for the warrior which 
also has an additional shield. 
 
Equipment can be picked up from 
defeated creatures or purchased at a 
store.  There are white, blue, yellow, 
and green items. Green items are rare 
and much more powerful than the 
other colored items. However, the only 
way to get green items in a short time 
is through paying. Though it is 
possible to gain green items without 
paying, it can sometimes take days as 
the drop rate of the material needed to 
create green items are extremely low. 
 
Most professions require 30 pieces of 
level four material to complete its 
equipment set so a level 50 player 
would have to pay 375 RMB ($45) to 
complete his equipment set. To make 
matters worse, not all green items are 
very good so some players have spent 
thousands of Chinese money (RMB) to 
attain the best equipment. The 
purchase of equipment is where game 
operator Giant Interactive is able to 
successful monetize the game. 
Gamers who do not pay are at a 
disadvantage compared to paying 
gamers.  Conversely, this has also 
created the most controversy for the 
game as paying players have a 
significant advantage in accruing 
green items. 
  
 
 

All players can set up stalls selling their 
items in cities or towns. Once a player 
reaches level 30, the player can register 
to open his/her own official shop.  
 
Official shops (using game money) allow 
the player to have more selling options 
such as: selling a larger variety of items 
and pets, ability to do business while the 
player is offline, can be managed by 
multiple players, and have more options 
to organize items for sale. All shops must 
pay taxes. 
 

 
 
Players can ask other players to manage their shops 
for them  
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  Zhengtu Online Tianlong Babu 

PK System 

The Player Killing system in Zhengtu 
Online is well done but has faults. 
Players who do not pay to play will be 
constantly hunted down and killed by 
stronger players who pay to have 
“green equipment.”  
 
A level 50 player with green 
equipment could easily take down a 
level 100 player with only normal 
equipment. This encourages players to 
pay and get stronger equipment.  
 
Players who kill a lot of other players 
will become infamous in the game and 
players will try to hunt them down and 
kill them in order to get merit points 
and their equipment. The only 
punishment to Player Killing is that if 
one accrues 1500 PK points, one must 
go to jail for 25 hours and cannot play. 
 

 
Screenshot from Zhengtu Online 
 

A PK meter measures and shows how 
many human players are killed and their 
details (including their profession, 
experience and equipment lost from PK 
battles).  There are a few modes for PK.  
 
Peaceful ways:  
Competitive – a fight that is not to the 
death (no items or experience are lost) so 
it does not increase the PK meter, and 
must be mutually agreed upon and can 
take place anywhere;  
 
Spar – same as above but must be a 1 on 
1 battle;  
 
Due l– small amounts of items or 
experience may be lost, and also does not 
increase the PK meter and can take place 
anywhere.  
 
Violent ways:  
Official battle – large amounts of items or 
experience may be lost, it increases the 
Player Killing meter and does not require 
the agreement of other players.  
 
Once a player’s Player Killing meter 
reaches level 10, he will be immediately 
placed in jail for an amount of time 
relative to their level. In jail, the player 
cannot do anything and must serve out 
their sentence.  
 

Community 
Building 

Zhengtu Online holds many special 
activities for gamers including special 
times when players can gain double 
experience or explore special 
dungeons. Events such as “fried pies 
falling from the ground” or fighting 
competitions may also occur at certain 
times. On special holidays like 
Halloween, special events also are 
organized. Rankings are not posted on 
the website but discussion forums are 
available on the website and users can 
apply to have their journals posted in a 
players’ diary section. 

The official Tianlong Babu website 
contains forums for player interaction and 
clan recruitment. Veteran players are 
encouraged to share their experiences 
there. Also players can advertise for their 
shops. Top player killing (PK) teams and 
clans are posted on the official website.  
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  Zhengtu Online Tianlong Babu 

Stickiness 

Because of the constant wars and 
revenge wars between clans, guilds, 
and nations and the highly 
challenging missions, Zhengtu Online 
can provide players with fresh 
challenges everyday.  
 
New missions and events are also 
constantly updated in the game. 
Zhengtu administrators will 
constantly work to stoke hatred and 
contradictions between players, 
guilds, and nations.  
 
For example, an NPC king will declare 
war against another nation and then a 
revenge war will be launched in 
return. Players who are extremely 
strong and have high PK counts are 
listed and are often targets for player 
killing because there is a high chance 
of items dropping after a player dies. 
 
Nothing motivates players as much as 
player killing (PK) in Zhengtu Online. 
Not only do they gain merit points like 
in WOW, but they also can take the 
defeated enemies’ equipment as well. 
 
 
 

The game is fun for fans of the martial 
arts novel Tianlong Babu. It is one of the 
most popular novels in China and a few 
TV series and movies were made based 
on the story. Thus, many players are 
drawn to the story and background.  
 
The graphics are quite impressive for a 
Chinese-themed game and characters 
have a wide array of moves that they can 
learn. Each of these moves is different 
and players can unleash move 
combinations. This encourages the 
player to play more to unlock more 
moves. 
 
 

 
Screenshot of a town in Tianlong Babu Online 

Key Success 
Factors 

The massive battles between nations 
are extremely fun, and as it involves 
large numbers of human players, the 
battles are different every time which 
increases the game’s replay value.  
Each profession is unique and they 
are all quite balanced. There is also a 
wide selection of items to be gained.  
 
In addition, there are constant 
updates with new mission and 
challenges for players. NPCs create 
events such as international wars 
where players are encouraged to kill 
other players and hatred is stoked 
between nations. This has the effect 
of creating an ultra-competitive 
environment in the game as users 
constantly battle each other. 
 

Much of the replay value comes from 
learning different abilities and being able 
to be promoted into different clans. 
 
There are 12 different guilds so there are 
a variety of different paths for the player 
to develop.  There are many different 
sets of martial arts moves are available 
to be learned, which encourages players 
to constantly play the game. The player 
killing (PK) system is well made with 
large PK battles available.  
 
The game also has a creative battle 
animation and popular story background. 
The 3-D graphics are for the most part, 
well done with some exceptions.   
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