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PGRI Introduction: Born in Montreal, Canada. Law degrees at McGill University and an MBA from the Helsinki School of Economics. Pursued a career as
a telecom entrepreneur (his company was ultimately sold to Nokia in 2007 ), but
not until after passing the state bar exam in New York. I suppose it shouldn’t be a
surprise that André Noël Chaker has emerged as one of the foremost evangelists
of new-age thinking that is driving government-sponsored gaming into a new era
of growth and prosperity. It’s not just about “internet gaming”. And it’s not just
about making ourselves relevant for the “younger demographic”. It’s about how
connecting with the modern-day consumer requires creative new approaches to
business; about how the forward-leaning ideas of yesterday have become mainstream today; about a gaming industry rich with potential for government lotteries
to be the proactive market leaders.
Paul Jason, Public Gaming: The business of building a more intimate relationship with
the consumer is about so much more than internet gaming. Even so, let’s start by asking what
drives Veikkaus’ push to be the technology leader,
always needing to be the first to pioneer new ways
of doing business.
André Noël Chaker: One of the drivers for
our early entry into new technologies and business strategies is Finland’s tech-savvy consumer.
Our culture is really one of forward-looking,
ready and willing to innovate, early-adopters of
technological innovation. We introduced our
first internet games in 1996. But we did it more
or less in stealth mode, testing and trying new
things. The gradual launch made it easier for our
retailers to adjust. Sweden came into i-gaming
in 1997, maybe six months after us. The numbers through the nineties were quite small, but it
enabled our players and channel partners to get
used to the concept, familiar with the games and
new ways to access and play them. The numbers
were relatively small so that growth rates did not
mean anything until about ten years ago. Beginning in 2000 and then over the next couple years,
more and more people got comfortable with the
concept of purchasing products and transferring
money online. Social Security number and registration is required to register for online play.
That enables age and location to be verified in
microseconds. Funds must be deposited into the
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player’s internet account in advance for them to
play. No credit card payments are allowed. One
of the things that helped us is the same thing
that will help every lottery succeed in this space.
That is the tremendous brand equity that most
lotteries have. The trust and name recognition
that lotteries have with the consumer is perhaps
the most important and powerful asset there can
be in this business of internet gaming. I don’t
think anyone is worried that their government lottery will be indicted and
the officers scampering around the
world trying to evade capture by
the police as seems to be the
case with some illegal operators in the U.S.!
Your retail distribution
channel – did they lose sales
as a result of the growth of
your internet channel?
A. N. Chaker: No.
There is no tradeoff. The growth has
been
consistent
in both channels.
They really work
together, synergistically bringing in different kinds of players
with different play styles.
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That creates additional cross-marketing opportunities. We did not want to lose the landbased connection to our customers. Think
about banking. As the customer moved to
self-service options like ATM’s, drive-ups,
and internet, banks lost their ability to become diversified financial services enterprises.
Our customers are exposed to new gaming
and entertainment ideas in one channel and
then make a purchase in the other. Promotions will cause the customers to interact with
both channels, driving them to redeem points
in the different channels. Our strategy has
always been to support the growth of our retail channel. Of course, the growth rate is not
as great in the land-based channel since the
baseline is so much bigger.

Has your retailer channel grown every year
consistently even during the economic downturn?
A. N. Chaker: Absolutely. Again, not
the high growth rate of the internet business,
but it is growing between 1% and 4% each
year. The main idea is that our internet business has exploded without hurting the other
channels. It all works together. Now, 26% of
our sales come from the internet. That is up
from 17% just three years ago. But in absolute
numbers, I believe our retailers are benefitting
by the growth of the internet business and we
will make sure it continues to work that way.
Don’t consumers tend to like what’s familiar
and buy from the channel that they know and
understand and are familiar with? Slot manufacturers, for instance, have a pipeline of incredible
game enhancements, but adoption of innovation
is stymied by the fact that there continues to be
so much revenue generated by slot players who
don’t want to change, they don’t want new and
exciting because it’s different and unfamiliar and
they just like the slots games they have come to
know and love. Couldn’t the same be said of the
lottery player? And should we care? Does it matter as long as the customer keeps buying? How
important is it to engage the consumer in a wider
of games, to push them into new and different
play styles and channels whether they are asking
for them or not?
A. N. Chaker: Absolutely it matters and
yes we do care. There’s really no dilemma
here. The short-term results can be maximized with selling more of the same products
to the same core customer. But the longerterm impact will clearly and emphatically
be negative. And by “short-term”, I mean
one or two quarters, and “long-term” is next
year. Timelines for consumer migration have
been dramatically shortened by technological change and the ability and willingness of
the consumer to change with it. We employ
very deliberate strategies to integrate new
games, completely new concepts into the
product mix and to use promotional tools to
accelerate the consumer adoption of these
new concepts. Driving innovation is a vital
component to maintaining our competitive
edge. The consumer does need to be given
a good reason to adapt to change. But it’s
not hard to do when the games you have are
more fun and engaging and you have promotional tools to motivate the players to try
new things. The end result is much better
consumer engagement.
The internet is not the only place to
drive innovation. As Jaymin Patel (CEO of
GTECH) points out, there is lots of room for
innovation at retail. We invest more in that
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channel than we do in any channel. Integrating our systems with their cash-registry systems, upgrading inventory management systems, developing self-service options, making
the product available in the major national
chain stores – we are committed to doing everything we can to make our retailers as successful as possible. They see the investment
we are making and recognize that commitment. Too, they understand that lottery attracts new customers into their stores, brings
in a clientele that buys other products in addition to lottery and who may not otherwise
have come into the store. The retailers know
that our products drive traffic and sales, partly
because we constantly tell them so, so they
value our relationship.
Even though the customer may not be clamoring for change, you still want to push change and
innovation into the market?
A. N. Chaker: Yes. For one thing, it’s not
the customers’ job to tell us how to engage
their attention, interest, and loyalty. And
they do actually tell us in their own fashion,
right? They vote with their feet. And if we
go happily along with a slow-growth strategy that does not challenge the customer
with new ideas, thinking that the twentysomethings will become thirty-somethings
and their world-views and lifestyles change
accordingly such that they will just “grow
into the core lottery player” and then buy
the “hope-and-dream” for the next 30 years,
I think we are kidding ourselves. We can’t
just wait for the other guy to come up with
something better and think that we will
then respond and evolve when we need to.
It’s been over half a century since the economist Joseph Schumpeter described how innovation and progress can only occur when
you allow a process of creative destruction to
eliminate products and ideas before the end
of their life cycle. More recently, Jack Welch
of General Electric exhorted his lieutenants
to anticipate change and proactively obsolete their products before their competition
did it for them. We need to have the vision
and guts to evolve out of products and games
even while they appear to have some earning
potential left. The reason we do that is to
smooth the path for evolving into the games
that will continue to appeal to the customer
in the future, keep us constantly ahead of the
competition, and be the market-drivers not
just for today, but next year and three years
from now. It is also a corporate social responsibility issue. Growth really needs to be
driven by attracting new players. It may be
easier in the short-term to sell more product
26

to the same core players, but in the long run
it is not only bad business strategy, it’s also
not the responsible approach that our stakeholders expect of us. Lotteries need to be the
leaders of this industry. And that means we
need to drive change and innovation with
new products, gaming experiences, refreshing the entire way in which our customers
interact with us. The internet also happens
to be a wonderful vehicle to educate our
customers on how to play new games. The
consumer isn’t going to hold up the queue
at the retail store by asking the sales clerk to
explain new games, right? We’re used to taking our time to explore and learn new things
at our leisure on the internet.
And the games they learn on the internet can
be games that they buy at the retail store. Yet another way in which the internet is supporting sales
growth in the retail channel.
A. N. Chaker: Exactly. Tickets that are
bought in the store may require the player
to redeem points or a second-chance draw
on the internet. And the internet can be a
means to educate and promote games that are
bought at the store. The growth of our internet business has reinforced the growth of our
other channels in many product categories
and customer segments. And our retailers understand this. Creating a more diverse playing
experience and more ways to interact with us
is, we feel, a key to retaining customer attention and engagement.
The EL Congress in Helsinki promises to be
the most exciting event ever. Unfortunately, by
the time people read this, the conference will
already have begun. I see that included in the
program is a session titled “Gaming in the Multiverse”. What does that mean?
A. N. Chaker: It’s derived from a new
book, not even out yet, by Joseph Pine. He
will be presenting at the EL Congress. His
previous books were about the Experience
Economy and Authenticity, how the customer is buying not just a product but an
“experience”; and how the customer relates
to merchants on new and deeper levels than
just product attributes and value proposition. He has a gift for capturing the essence
of where cultural trends converge with marketing strategies; of how we need to evolve
our customer-bonding and sales strategies
to align with underlying shifts in customer
expectations and sensibilities. I should refer
your readers to his new book on Infinite Possibilities instead of imparting an inadequate
explanation, but the Multiverse is about the
…continued on page 36

André Noël Chaker …continued from page 26
merging of the real with the virtual worlds.
Virtual worlds like video-games and media
like Facebook are influencing the ways we
relate to each other and the way we relate
to marketers in the real world. The interaction of these two worlds creates a new world
of infinite possibilities for marketers. That is
especially true for those of us in the gaming
and lottery business. The synergistic relationship we’re building between our digital
and brick and mortar businesses is an earlystage example of that. It’s about becoming a
full-service source of gaming entertainment
for our customers.

trying to create a resort-like or day spa virtual
environment that our customers can check
in with on a frequent basis, sort of like they
check in to Facebook or their favorite news
website. There’s always something going on
and we hope our players will want to spend
more time there. Not necessarily buying tickets or placing wagers, but staying engaged and
thinking of us as a virtual destination resort
where they can discover new games and entertainment options.

Is there any specific Veikkaus initiative that
you could point to as an example?

A. N. Chaker: Over the last five years,
33% of the adult population of Finland has
signed up with either our loyalty program or
opened an internet account with us. That’s
over 1.2 million people. The interesting
thing is, the vast majority of those registered players are our land-based customers.
Close to 900,000 players registered for the
loyalty and rewards program without opening an internet account. They signed up
for the benefits and rewards programs. Of
course, we can migrate them to the internet
with rewards and benefits that steer them
in that direction. But we want to do that
in ways that align with their play styles and
preferences. There is no need to push them
out of their comfort zone, just gently lead
them to new games and channels as they
are ready. It’s all very rewards and benefits
driven. The consumer needs to be given
compelling reasons to sign up. That’s easy
to do because there are lots of civic organizations, the arts and cultural events, sports
organizations, that partner with us to deliver great bennies to the consumer with very
little cost to us. It’s a great way to create a
broader variety of experiences for our players and create player loyalty.

A. N. Chaker: We realized five or six
years ago that we had a business where
people would come into the land-store and
basically spend very little time with us and
our products. It does not take long to buy
a lotto ticket or scratch a card. That isn’t
good. There’s no enough customer engagement. We knew that a sustainable business
model depends on carving out a bigger share
of mind, engaging the customer in a more
meaningful way. More specifically for the
bottom-line folks out there, we needed to
create a more extended-play experience in
order to up-sell and cross-sell our other products, as well as creating a playing experience
that would retain the loyalty of the core
player. So we created what we call the Game
Room. That is a virtual space, on our website, where the player can go and always find
something fun and exciting going on. There
is always a large population of players engaged in different games and chat rooms. We
recently broke the world record for number
of Bingo players playing the same game at
one time. Over 2,500 people playing at one
time in our Game Room! They play Bingo,
they take a break to chat and explore other
products and check out what’s new, and basically hang around just like kids do in a video
arcade and adults do in a casino. We have
an animated game called Syke. Very cool.
Lottery balls navigating their way through a
planet of hostile animals and trying to survive with all kinds of adventures along the
way. The player hopes the winning numbers
don’t get eliminated before the lotto draw
which happens hourly.
That’s a fantastic example. The Game Room
as destination resort for lottery players.
A. N. Chaker: That’s exactly it. We are
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What percentage of the population has signed
up as registered players?

Plus you’re able to capture lots of valuable data
about the players who are registered.
A. N. Chaker: Look at the big players of
the corporate world right now. What makes
Google, Amazon, Facebook and others so
powerful? It’s their knowledge of their customers’ buying behavior that enables them
to stay constantly aligned with their customers’ wants and needs. They evolve their core
products, launch new products, and improve
their service based on all that they learn
from the direct connection they have with
their customers. That is what we are doing at
Veikkaus. We have an incredible amount of
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insight into our customers based on the data
we glean from our registered players. You can
spend all kinds of money testing and surveying and then guesttimating about what it all
means. Or you can analyze real-time customer behavior, real numbers based on what
customers are actually doing as opposed to
what they say they will do – what they buy,
how long they spend on a game, where they
migrate to between games, etc. Patterns
emerge that enable us to improve everything
we do to create better products and services,
and reinvent entirely new concepts like the
Game Room.
An example of a data driven change or improvement?
A. N. Chaker: There is a basic insight
that is revealed by this data that would take
expensive trial and error testing to figure out
without it. That is the customers’ predilection to buy a product based on time, place,
and relationship to other products. The data
reveals patterns like that a certain product
is more likely to be bought at a certain time
and place, and by the player who has just
bought this other product. That enables us
to target cross-sell and up-sell initiatives
with much more precision and predictability.
Obviously, the data enables us to identify the
game preferences such that we can segment
and target specific promotions and games to
the customer profile that is most likely to
buy. These are things that all marketers do
already with or without the benefit of the
customer data. The difference is that it costs
us very little money to see the whole picture
perfectly instead of spending a lot of money
and ending up with survey and focus group
results that never actually tell the whole story. It enables us to create offers that produce
a 90% opt-in within some selected segments.
It informs the product development process
in a way that enables them to create products the customer has no idea they will like,
but we know they will like them because of
the information we’ve gleaned from their actual playing behavior. It enables us to create
whacky or edgy promotions that would never
appeal to the majority of players but will get
the attention of the small segment we target.
Knowing our customer is the first step towards creating the experience that resonates
with the customer. And creating that experience is what ties us to our customer, what
keeps the customer engaged and willing to
change and grow and evolve with us as we
change and grow and evolve with them. u

