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 When Halo 2 released for the Microsoft XBOX on November 9th, 2004, it had quite a lot 

going for it. For starters, it was the sequel to one of the most successful and revolutionary titles 

in the history of gaming, a game that had singlehandedly moved XBOX units off shelves and had 

revitalized the action/shooter genre. Moreover, mass critical acclaim and popular support had 

been generated by a gameplay demonstration at that year’s Electronic Entertainment Expo in Los 

Angeles, California. But something else, something new, had also been generating some “buzz” 

for Halo 2 – an elaborate marketing campaign unlike any other, and a groundbreaking 

experiment in community cultivation. 

 For most people, the introduction to 42 Entertainment’s “I Love Bees” campaign came at 

the conclusion of a theatrical trailer for the upcoming Halo 2 release, when the familiar 

www.xbox.com URL at the bottom of the screen flickered briefly to reveal www.ilovebees.com. 

Scrupulous viewers followed the cue and ended up on what appeared to be an amateur 

beekeeper’s website, which had evidently been “hacked” by someone. Ominous messages, 

countdown timers, and a link to the blog of an evidently desperate person named “Melissa” were 

clues that something strange was afoot, but the actual scale of what ILB would become could 

never have been predicted – neither by participants nor the creators. 

 ILB served two purposes in 2004, both of which are worth noting as communication 

scholars. For Microsoft, the goal was of course an economic one: increase sales of the new game, 

if by unorthodox means. Indeed, on the surface ILB had little obvious connection to the Halo 

world, and participation in the game did not necessitate even the ownership of an XBOX console 

or an understanding of the previous game. We shall explore the subtler, peripheral route by 

which ILB was effective as a marketing tool a little later on. 



Running head: I Love Bees: Community as Marketing and Mindset 3 
 

 First, it is important to note the secondary purpose of ILB. Jane McGonigal, community 

manager for I Love Bees, released a case study explaining the project in February 2007, wherein 

she does an excellent job of delineating precisely what ILB was and why 42 Entertainment 

produced it. "[Our] main goal in producing the project as a commercial game,” she explains, 

“was, of course, exciting entertainment through immersive storytelling. But, we also built I Love 

Bees as a tutorial in collective intelligence" (2007, 9). More poignantly: 

"The massively collaborative, search and analysis gameplay of I Love Bees was a 
means to an end beyond innovative entertainment. It sought to create a highly 
connected player base dedicated to, and impressively capable of, defining and 
solving large-scale problems together" (2007, 9).  
 
Indeed, the formation of this “player base” – a massive collective of people who were 

largely previously unconnected, now “united in substance…[sharing] attitudes, activities, ideas, 

possessions, and so forth” is a textbook case of Kenneth Burke’s concept of identification (2011, 

122). The ILB community began with favorable attitudes toward gaming and Halo, as most (if 

not all) were brought to the site via the Halo trailer (which would require, until ILB grew big 

enough to garner mainstream media coverage, a pre-existent interest in gaming news). The game 

itself afforded one massive activity (consisting of smaller activities like code-deciphering, 

narrative unweaving, “real life” investigation, etc.) for the community to engage in. As the story, 

issued in disjointed fragments, began to unfold, players formulated, shared, and modified ideas 

with one another so that prevailing opinions became wholesale hypotheses about the Halo 

universe and how ILB might tie into the impending sequel’s release. 

Burke notes the unique role of identification in persuasion, correlating involvement with 

a group with the group’s persuasive influence on an individual. If Burke is right, and deep 

identification with a group enhances the group’s influential capacity, then a great many people 

found themselves under the influence of the ILB community during and after the campaign. The 
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persuasive force of identification, therefore, must be understood to have played a crucial role in 

favorably shaping the attitudes of potential Halo consumers. 

Attitudinal shifts are critical to persuasion according to Fishbein & Ajzen’s Theory of 

Reasoned Action (TRA). TRA suggests that intention is almost always followed directly by 

corresponding behavior; if the goal is to get someone to buy Halo 2, then anything that can be 

done to make a player feel positively about Bungie (the creators of Halo) and the Halo 

community will necessarily increase the likelihood that he or she will intend to – and thus, 

hopefully, will – buy the game (2011, 49).  

Specifically, the ILB campaign can be seen as a direct appeal to both attitudinal and 

subjective norms in prospective Halo 2 players. In cases where identification with the ILB 

community was strongest, the opinions of the ILB community may have been directly impactful 

on the normative beliefs of prospective players, increasing motivation to comply (that is, to buy 

the game and continue on with the community) for fear of ostracism that might be incurred by 

doing otherwise. Additionally, enjoyment of the ILB campaign and the universe it explored, as 

well as the knowledge that acquiring Halo 2 would mean continued contact with the already 

appreciated ILB community, would engender favorable beliefs about buying the game (2011, 

49).  

The impact of identification could have more insidious implications, however. As Social 

Judgment Theory suggests, the more cognitively engaged in the company a person is, the greater 

motivation they have to maintain a positive attitude about the company. ILB can be said to have 

cultivated a high ego involvement in its players, particularly those who participated for the full 3-

4 months of operation, as by the endgame those players had allowed the game and its community 

to become an important part of who they were (2011, 101).  



Running head: I Love Bees: Community as Marketing and Mindset 5 
 

Though Halo 2 would eventually garner rave reviews, it is likely that even a mediocre 

title would have been difficult for devoted ILB players to dismiss. Seeking to rectify cognitive 

dissonance, such players may have been more likely to overlook major flaws than their non-ILB-

playing peers. Their high level of ego-involvement would result in a stronger defense of the 

game than perhaps it deserved, simply because the cost of being wrong about the game quality 

would mean both admitting fallacy and condemning what had become part of themselves. 

Indeed, maintaining consistency in such cases may require denial (pretending the flaws 

are absent) or communicating an opposing view (arguing that the flaws are more minor than they 

may actually be), both hallmarks of cognitive consistency theories (2011, 56). Attitudinally 

speaking, the goal of the ILB campaign is to tip consistency methods in Halo 2’s favor by 

establishing brand loyalty so as to avoid the alternative route of banishing dissonance: to 

convince oneself that ILB hadn’t actually been particularly fun or engaging; the boomerang 

effect could potentially be so strong that gamers would actually be angered at having been 

“used” for Microsoft’s promotional purposes (2011, 57).  

This is in keeping with what we know of individualistic cultures like the United States. 

Though getting Americans to work together on a task may be inherently more difficult to achieve 

than in more collectivistic countries, once they have worked together with and gained an 

appreciation for the Halo fan base the first time they are likely to seek consistency in their 

behavior by sticking with that base in the next game – in this case, Halo 2. What’s important is 

the social aspect; commitment to the community supersedes all other affiliation, and is in fact the 

lifeblood of the entire movement. I Love Bees without the hive has neither bees nor love. As one 

fan noted when observing the ILB finale/Halo 2 launch party, “if this had just been a Halo 2 

preview or even playing like they’re doing now, a lot of these people wouldn’t come. It’s the 
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community, first and last; that’s the whole benefit of this kind of game, is that it pulls people 

together rather than separating them out” (G4).  

The obvious upswing of this sense of community is, as has been noted, the ostracism that 

would have been incurred if a player opted not to purchase and/or enjoy Halo 2, which would be 

seen by both sides as a sort of betrayal. Interestingly, however, some ILB players felt themselves 

betrayed as the arrival of the sequel drew nearer, seeing the overt tie-in with the game’s launch 

as a sloppy and unsatisfying conclusion to an otherwise unrelated story. This is perhaps the 

greatest danger of Alternate Reality Gaming (ARG) marketing, because while players are willing 

to participate in what they know is advertising, they don’t want to have that fact thrown in their 

faces. Across multiple ARGs which I have personally observed (most notably, the “There’s 

Something In The Sea” campaign preceding the launch of BioShock 2), this fact has remained 

apparent: players are invested in the world and characters of the ARG to a great degree, and they 

are not willing to have what has become a captivating narrative devolve into a mere corporate 

gambit for improving the bottom line.  

Better understanding of this dynamic of ARG marketing could be a great boon to 

companies in the future. The key is that the best ARG keeps its advertising motives as concealed 

as possible; ideally, an ARG functions merely as the foot-in-the-door to set the stage for future, 

more overt persuasion (2011, 210). Though ILB and games of its ilk bear little or no resemblance 

to the product they are being used to garner a support base for, they do result in allegiance and 

connection to the company and its community (and, again, the prior concepts of cognitive 

dissonance and behavioral consistency apply as factors in the success of the foot-in-the-door 

stratagem). Play this free game and interact for free with all these new people, and when Halo 2 

comes out you can keep playing games with the same people in the same universe; granted, 
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you’ll have to buy the game and the online service it uses to facilitate multiplayer interaction, but 

come on – didn’t you have fun last month?   

Of course, the relevance of I Love Bees stems not from its theoretical potential but from 

its actual results. Most immediately, “the campaign generated significant coverage in the 

mainstream press (New York Times, CNN) as well as in virtually all key gaming publications,” 

which effectively means that Microsoft garnered Halo 2 free press attention via tangential 

marketing (42entertainment). In a 2005 article on the subject of viral marketing, one game 

analyst emphatically declared that “this kind of guerilla viral marketing worked…everyone 

started instant messaging about it and checking out the site” (2005a, 46). As Chris Di Cesare, 

then director of global marketing for Microsoft Game Studios, reflecting on the decision in an 

interview with a Canadian magazine, explained, “We looked at all the press coverage and player 

participation and analyzed our return on investment like we would a TV or radio spot…We 

found this was a better buy" (2005b).  

In monetary terms, the game took in $125 million on release day, and to date has sold 

over 8.4 million copies (vgchartz). Though it is impossible to determine for sure what share of 

that revenue can be attributed directly to the ILB campaign – particularly because of the 

campaign’s ambiguous ties – the continuing sense of family among Halo players suggests that 

community remains a focal point in the franchise’s success. When Halo 2 was finally taken off 

the list of online-supported games earlier this year, a group of dedicated players who managed to 

stay logged-in past the deadline chose to keep playing as long as they could; the last player 

remained online for almost a month after the cutoff, eventually leaving the game not by volition, 

but because of a technological glitch.  
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Yet there were two purposes for I Love Bees, and the second – an exploration of 

collective intelligence – is perhaps the more intriguing in the long term. ILB was a fluid project, 

and “when [it] launched in July 2004, approximately sixty percent of the final content had been 

created. The other forty percent was partly planned, but a great amount of design space was left 

entirely open” (2007, 30). Part game, part advertising campaign, ILB was fully revolutionary, 

because it was designed specifically to take into account participants’ reactions and to react and 

evolve accordingly. This willingness to not know everything ahead of time – a certain 

vulnerability – allowed for a richer and more fulfilling experience for everyone involved. 

Take, as a single example, the evolution of the GPS coordinate interpretation. Initially, 42 

Entertainment put the coordinates out under the assumption that, once they had discovered the 

coordinates, players would figure out that they were the locations of payphones and would 

simply arrive when the phones rang and get the information. Yet the extraordinary quantity of 

theorization that took place among the players up to and after the “axons went hot” inspired the 

creators to step up the intensity of the game in future installments. Noting how remarkably over-

prepared players had been during the first pay-phone challenge day, McGonigal reflects: 

“…they had performed at a greater capability than we had expected. We felt as if 
they were asking us to ask more of them. They were directing us to direct them to 
do something specific: put their extreme coordination skills to the test” (2007, 
35). 
 
By the conclusion of ILB, what had begun as a simple “go to this place, answer the 

phone, report back what you hear” turned into a mind-blowing challenge to relay a random, 

unprepared message to thousands of people worldwide in under 15-seconds (2007, 37). The 

raised stakes and degree of improvisation kept players constantly engaged; there was no room for 

slacking off near the end, no real winding down of the difficulty. The excitement felt by players 



Running head: I Love Bees: Community as Marketing and Mindset 9 
 

on the final day of ILB was equivalent, if not greater than, the sense of discovery and wonder 

that had accompanied the very first foray into the beekeeping website.  

This sense of attentional maintenance helps insulate against the typical numbing effect of 

repetitive marketing campaigns. Had the team at 42 Entertainment planned the entire campaign 

from the start, players would have quickly surmounted the challenges and grown bored with the 

ease of puzzle-solving, perhaps even to the point of abandoning the campaign. Likely, ILB 

would have been a failure. Yet the invigorating changes which gave the game a sense of 

volatility are precisely what caught the attention of the mass media and enlivened word-of-mouth 

accounts. “Yeah, I might go do one of those payphone things tomorrow” was replaced with “I 

wonder what they’ll throw at us next.” And, since the majority of changes were born directly 

from the players’ own ideas and theories, that 40% of improvised content was literally designed 

by the players for themselves. None of this would have been possible in a static campaign. 

Perhaps more importantly, ILB demonstrated a capacity for collaborative thinking which 

greatly exceeded all expectations. The means by which millions of people from a multitude of 

countries, spanning a wide socioeconomic range and consisting of children, teens, college 

students, and adults, with a variety of technical skills and outside-the-box thinking were able to 

defragment literally thousands of unique pieces of data and form a cohesive narrative network 

ought to baffle communication scholars from all disciplines. That a person, asked an unforeseen 

question by a stranger, could transmit a spontaneous answer within fifteen seconds to a third 

stranger without having any knowledge of either stranger’s whereabouts, speaks volumes about 

the connectivity of a digital age and the wherewithal current generations possess to use all forms 

of technology at their disposal for communicative purposes. “Never talk to strangers” suddenly 
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seems archaic, if not downright counter-intuitive. The people you don’t know may have the most 

worthwhile things to say.  

ILB, and the collective intelligence movement in general, are proof that the world is 

unifying more quickly than we’d imagined. People from all walks of life, who might in the past 

have had little to nothing in common with one another, join together in pursuit of truth, rejecting 

old standards of usefulness in favor of a basic challenge: find a place in this community where 

your gifts and talents are useful, and contribute when and as much as you can. Welcome to the 

hive. Indeed, as players eventually realized, the beekeeping motif had nothing at all to do with 

Halo or video games. It was a meta-name, a self-referential embrace of “the hive mind…the 

collective intellect” of which each player, great or small, was a part (2007, 15). “WE are the 

bees!” proclaimed one player, and ultimately that is the important point (2007, 15). 

As a marketing tool, I Love Bees was brilliant. Cultivating an environment of communal 

identity, it generated a strong bond between players, each other, and the Halo franchise in a way 

that was so mired in cognitive participation and self-involvement as to make rejecting the 

advertised product seem like self-betrayal. Microsoft got its foot in our door in July; by 

November, we were inviting them to live with us.  

But along the way, something entirely new and unexpected emerged. Relationships were 

formed that superseded everyone’s expectations, and we learned firsthand what it means to say 

that the whole is truly greater than the sum of its parts. I Love Bees taught a lesson in community 

that is critical to all industries, organizations, businesses, and groups: when given a chance to use 

our talents, we will rise to the challenge and overcome it. Indeed, we are the bees. 
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