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2 Pitfail Overview
Pitfail is a financial engineering simulation in which users can buy and sell securities. This includes buying
and selling stock from the exchange, trading between users, and designing new derivatives. Users “compete”
with one another by growing their portfolios and attempting to attain the highest net worth.

Unlike existing trading simulations, Pitfail is less focused on simulation than on playing a game. These
existing simulations mimic the inconveniences of trading stock on real markets; while this is nice for future
traders hoping to practice it is out of place and confusing to the vast majority of users. In contrast with the
existing alternatives, Pitfail offers the following differentiating features:

• Zero-setup accounts

• Trading over Twitter

• Designing custom derivatives

• Playing on teams with a shared portfolio

These features act in combination to lower the barrier-to-entry for new members and attract new members
through viral marketing on Twitter.

3 Expected Audience
Existing financial engineering simulations appear to be targeted primarily at students. Pitfail aims to make
things easier for the casual user without compromising its usefulness to students and teachers. As such, the
expected audience for Pitfail consists of:

• Teachers and students in economics classes

• Curious individuals who want to try trading with no personal no-risk.

All of the features and design decisions described below were chosen with both of these target groups in
mind, with a special emphasis on making the simulation approachable for casual users.

4 Accessing Pitfail
There are two ways to access Pitfail: through a dedicated website or by interacting with the Pitfail Twitter
account. Each of these methods targeted for its own purposes:

Website Audience: teachers and students

Purpose: plots, graphs, consolidated information, ad revenue

Twitter Audience: casual users, Twitter users

Purpose: low barrier-to-entry, easy to use, ubiquitous, familiar interface

Android Audience: mobile users who like having apps

Purpose: direct income from sales or from ads. Hip, cool, and new. Allow users to develop addictions
to graphs of their earnings, yielding us a more stable user base.

Facebook Audience: people who aren’t on twitter.

Purpose: Connect pitfail to the already existing user addiction to Facebook, leading to increased user
capture.
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4.1 Twitter Integration
While accessing most software through Twitter would be unruly, financial trades are sufficiently atomic and
compact that they can be expressed naturally through small messages.

The software has a Twitter account tentatively called pitfail. Users direct their tweets to @pitfail,
e.g.:

@pitfail #buy $100 of ABC

Critically, there is no setup needed. When a user with an unrecognized Twitter account sends a tweet to
@pitfail, an account is created for them with a default configuration, and Pitfail remembers their account
for the next time they tweet. This feature is crucial to Pitfail’s viability: such a large number of financial
trading simulations already exist that it is near-impossible for users to differentiate between them. Because
Pitfail requires essentially no commitment it is easy for users to try it out.

Compare this account creation mechanism with, for example, Economics Wisconsin which requires you
not only to create an account to start using their site

But also to join a particular “challenge”:

Alternatively, consider the labyrinthine registration procedures such as with the the Stock Market Game
that involve filling several pages of form fields after being redirected multiple times.

4.2 Website Interface
Twitter is ideal for attracting new users, but does not generate any advertising revenue. Therefore, it is
desirable to attract users to the Pitfail website by offering features that are not possible via Twitter, such
as social portfolio listings and historical graphs.
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In addition to all of the functionality provided by the Twitter interface, the Pitfail website offers an
additional set of features: view their portfolio, design custom securities, social interaction with other users,
and play against cooperation and competition with other users. Each of these differentiating features is
described in detail below.

4.3 Android Interface
Experience will be similar to that of the website, with the addition of notifications to the user (should
they choose not to disable them) when some event occurs within Pitfail, drawing the users back into the
application.

4.4 Facebook Interface
See ’Playing on Twitter’.

5 Features

5.1 Trading
As a full-featured alternative to Twitter, the Pitfail website is an alternative interface for making trades.
When making a trade, the user is presented with the following information: (1) market price, (2) amount of
available cash.

Most sites allow you to buy a certain number of “shares”, but this is an extra detail and not relevant to
managing a portfolio -- what a user cares about is how many dollars of a stock they are buying. Users may
not know the ticker symbol of the stock they want to purchase, so , something similar to NeoPets “click to
list”:

Though more along the lines of “search” than list, since there are more real-world companies than
companies in Neopia.

5.2 Portfolio View
Users can view their entire their portfolio on the Pitfail website. This primarily consists of a list of the
securities a user owns, including stocks and derivatives. This is similar to the existing portfolio overviews
offered by Investopedia and NeoPets:
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In addition to the stocks currently owned by the user, the user is able to view his or her historical
performance as measure by net worth. Much like the portfolio, this feature is already present on Investopedia:

Unfortunately, graphing historical net worth is not possible in Pitfail. Custom derivatives are not liquid
enough to have a market price that Pitfail can compute. Therefore, all historical graphs will instead be the
total value of the user’s cash and stocks, combined to form his or her total “liquid assets” that is plotted
over time to show users how his or her wealth is progressing.

5.3 Social Interaction
As a game, Pitfail thrives on friendly competition. Users can monitor each other’s progress by viewing a feed
of recent activity and browsing leaderboards. These features are similar to the ability to browse leaderboards
and user-specific activity feeds on Investopedia:
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Unlike Investopedia, Pitfail will offer aggregate feeds of recent activity in addition to user-specific feeds.
This allows a group of people to keep abreast of their friends’ or enemies’ activities and add a flavor of
competition.

When browsing recent activity or viewing another user’s portfolio users are able to comment on trades.
These comments make users feel involved and part of a larger community, similar to the comment system
on Stack Overflow:

Investopedia and NeoPets both offer differing levels of social interaction, but both lack the ability to
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comment on specific trades. NeoPets uses a dedicated message board and Investopedia only supports private
messages:

5.4 Social Voting
In addition to commenting on trades, users can “upvote” and “downvote” trades based on their opinion of
trade. Votes are anonymous, but an aggregate score is computed from the votes and is displayed next to
each trade. This gives users an opportunity to interact with Pitfail similar to the voting system on Stack
Overflow and “Like” on Facebook:
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Unlike Stack Overflow and Facebook, Pitfail gives users a stake in their votes. As an example, say Alice
sells security ABC to Bob for $100. When they make the trade, each of Alice and Bob set aside a small part
(say $0.50 worth) into two pools, the up-voter pool and the down-voter pool. Voters then purchase a small
portion of the pools with their votes.

Backing votes with a small amount of money has a few important consequences:

1. Encourages users to vote

2. Incentive to voting intelligently, based on the user’s opinion of the trade

3. Performance of individual users can be measured by their earnings from voting

Using the voting data, Pitfail could rank users and assign status symbols (e.g. badges) to users with the
strongest ability to vote predictively. This type of ranking appears to be unique to Pitfail.

5.5 Designing Securities
Many trading games allow players to trade securities other than stocks, such as options and futures. One
way to look at this is that these securities are just other things with value, and can be traded exactly like
stocks. This representation is closest to how these securities are traded in the real world.

While realistic, this type of security but it’s not terribly interesting for a game. Options, however, have
an underlying contract and can become very interesting. Pitfail allows users to design their design their
own contracts, thus creating new financial products. As an online game, these contracts are subject to a few
artificial restrictions:

• Simple enough for users to be comfortable using them and to fit into an online game
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• Restricted to contracts can be programmatically enforced

Even without a court system to enforce complex contracts, custom securities allow Pitfail’s users to a
new financial environment. Creating custom securities and derivatives appears to be unique to Pitfail. We
are not aware of any existing websites that implement this feature.

5.6 Teams and Leagues
Although there is a global “Pitfail universe”, some users are going to want to play in smaller groups. To this
end we introduce teams and leagues:

• Team: a group of users who share a portfolio

• League: a group of users who individually compete against one-another

Members of a team are free to trade using there collective portfolio; there is no “leader” or set decision-
making process. Conversely, a league specifies a common initial portfolio for a competitor and allows com-
petitors to be ranked against one another without bias.
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