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by Dave Perry

Back at the start of the video game business, there really was no need to have producers.
It was usually a one-man show. One guy was the producer-designer-programmer-artist-
business manager-animator-audio director-tester. You even had to make your own cup of
tea and lick your own postage stamps!

Our industry, however, began on a relentless journey forward—not just expanding in size,
but growing in quality and in reach. Around the world, gamers were demanding more
immersive, more complex, and more exciting games. When they got what they wanted,
they would reward the development team with massive sales (now rivaling the same kind
of retail sales numbers that blockbuster feature movies generate).

Teams began to grow from one to two people, then two to four, then four to 10, and so
on. Now teams comprise 30 to 60 people or even 100 to 200 people. That creates a lot of
overhead and is several magnitudes more complex than when the industry was born.

Once any team grows beyond 10 people, our industry accepts that managing this team
successfully requires the guidance of a producer. As that team of 10 people becomes 50,
even the producer needs help!  We’ve seen producers re-group, re-organize, earn respect,
raise their value, and create more production roles. Production is now a department that
is vital to the creation of any high-end video game.

Hollywood producers give a hint of where game industry production is going. They can
pull together massive budgets (up to 10 times what we spend on the average game today)
and—with about 400 people pulling together—an incredible experience, in the same
amount of time that it takes to make a game.

Foreword



Will it ever get that difficult for game-industry producers? I think even more so! Person-
ally, I see a future where a merging of all types of media companies becomes common-
place. The job of producer will be critically valued, even more complex, and very highly
rewarded for those who generate hits.

Colleges around the country are now offering courses and degrees in Video Game Pro-
duction. You have a head start, as you now have a guide for students, beginners, and even
seasoned professionals in your hands.

On that note, I congratulate Dan Irish on this first edition of The Game Producer’s Hand-
book. I think it will be an invaluable resource for game producers for years to come and I
thank him for the incredible amount of dedication and effort he has spent making this
book available. It’s my favorite work on this subject to date, and therefore I highly recom-
mend it.

Thanks, Dan!

David Perry
President, Shiny Entertainment Inc.
http://www.dperry.com
http://www.shiny.com

This “DavidPerry - Recommended” logo is my personal stamp of approval, awarded only
to extremely key projects, games, and books related to video game development. You can
be certain that you will not see it often, and when you do, you should know that I highly
recommend this product. —David Perry
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Writing a book has a number of similarities to making a video game. There’s never
enough time or opportunity to include all the content that you want; there’s always a way
to make it more concise, fun, and interesting; there’s a ton of people giving their opinions
in how to make it better; and there’s always a new deadline.

Who Should Read This Book?
This book is about how a video game producer needs to be a leader in the true sense—the
person who helps game visionaries realize their vision. If you’re a game visionary wanting
to find someone to help execute and realize your vision, then read ahead and learn about
what an excellent video game producer can do for you.

This book only scrapes the surface of what a career in the game industry holds. If you
want a job where the same day is never lived twice—and where the days of being bored at
work are gone forever—then read on. Few other jobs in few other industries can offer
such a reward, and this book can help you realize that reward.

If you’re a producer already in the game industry or other industry professional, you may
find a few tips or tricks that you’ve not tried yet in this book. Or maybe you’ll find one bit
of advice that makes your next game better and the process of making it more efficient.
You may also achieve a fuller understanding of the role of the game producer—an under-
standing that makes your job easier, better, and more rewarding. Despite being in the
industry for more than 10 years, there’s a lot that I still don’t know. Every day is an oppor-
tunity to learn something new—maybe the same is true for you. But after the few hard
lessons from the past I decided to put the little I know about the industry, along with the
helpful tips from many others, into this book.

Introduction
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What’s in This Book?
This book addresses the following topics:

■ What a video game producer does and what types of producer roles exist.

■ The common challenges faced by producers.

■ How to facilitate the creation of excellent design documentation.

■ The creation of proprietary game development tools, licensing of third-party soft-
ware, and procedures for asset management and source control.

■ Managing milestones and milestone creation.

■ How a producer effectively conveys a winning video game vision.

■ Financial aspects that govern a producer’s decisions.

■ How a video game producer’s role relates to game design.

■ How to produce an excellent soundtrack and why music is as important as the
graphics.

■ How to manage all of the materials needed to market your game.

How to Use the Appendices
Included at the back of this book are hypothetical examples of what some documents
mentioned in the book might look like. Do realize that no one document is right for all
projects and companies; each document should be personalized for the special circum-
stances of your project.

■ Appendix A, “Sample Acceptance Letter,” is an example of a publisher’s acceptance
letter that provides detailed feedback on a submitted milestone.

■ Appendix B, “Engine Feature Checklist,” offers a way to double-check that the
technical design includes the features that are required for most games’ engines.

■ Appendix C, “Marketing Deliverables Checklist,” is the checklist that all producers
should review with the marketing department so that they are clear on when cer-
tain materials are needed for marketing to do their job.

■ Appendix D, “Producer Tools,” comprises several tools. Check the Course PTR Web
site @ http://www.courseptr.com/downloads for periodic updates to these tools.

■ The Milestone Acceptance Test is a checklist that’s used to make it easier for
developers to submit complete milestones to publishers. The developer provides
this checklist to the publisher for use when reviewing the milestone.

■ The Milestone Deliverable Checklist is used to ensure that all of the elements of
the milestone are assigned to the responsible party and completed before the
milestone is due.

http://www.courseptr.com/downloads
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■ The Art Status Sheet is an example of a spreadsheet used to track the status of
the art assets in a game.

■ The Sound Content Sheet mirrors the purpose of the Art Status Sheet and
allows the tracking of the sound content for a game.

■ The Risk Management Plan provides a procedure to follow when assessing and
managing risk.

■ Appendix E, “What Goes into a Milestone Definition?” includes an example of a
hypothetical milestone schedule showing the detail required to ensure clarity.

Where Are We Headed?
Today, the video game industry shares a uniquely similar background with rock and roll.
The leading-edge, technology-driven, youthful force of rock and roll born in decades past
have immortalized themselves in our new medium. The current youth generation
embraces the video game medium—its art, content, and fun—while governments scruti-
nize and cast a wary eye on its artistic expression, interactive stories, dramatic combat, and
stunning visuals.

For those of you who are—or who want to be—the Bob Dylan-style storytellers of the
21st century, Elvis Presleys of interactive entertainment, or even the John Lennons of
compelling gameplay content, remember that just as in the recording industry, it takes a
good producer to help a vision materialize into excellence. And if it is your company that
helps to bring these products to market, hopefully your producers are the ones fostering
those who have the ideas of tomorrow.

The game industry is still young. Founded just three decades ago, the evolution of the
video game industry continues today, while the race to maturity is still far from over. The
breadth of the appeal is constantly growing with each new game. By exploring ways to
expand as well as to take compelling experiences to new depths, we get one step closer to
that maturity.

Few other jobs, industries, or media formats offer an opportunity to constantly try some-
thing new, reach out to new people in new ways, and inspire the development of new art
forms. While it is likely that we’ll never fully explore the bounds of this opportunity, remem-
ber the timeless words of Goethe, “Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it.”

Now you can “begin it” by turning the page.
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What Does a Video Game
Producer Actually Do?

chapter  1

A
s you’ve purchased this book, you’re probably eager to get straight to the point. I’ll
get straight to detailing just what a game producer actually does, because for many
people (both inside and outside the video game industry), it is a mystery.

So just what does a video game producer actually do? As outlined by Dave Perry during
his keynote speech at the 2004 Game Developer’s Conference, a video game producer is
the person

■ Whose primary focus is on the delivery of the video game as a completed project.

■ Who knows every person on the team by his or her first name.

■ Who works late with the team and is available to provide guidance whenever nec-
essary, any time, day or night.

■ Who clearly communicates with anyone who can affect the game, positively or
negatively, as it is the game producer’s responsibility to bring everyone into the
fold of game production.

■ Who runs interference with anyone who can affect the game or otherwise sidetrack
the product.

■ Who does everything possible to sell, promote, and protect the game and the team.

■ Who has the complete confidence that he or she can cross any obstacle and face
any challenge.

■ Who does whatever it takes to help the team deliver the game.



A Brief History of Producing
In traditional media and the entertainment business, a producer is one who assembles the
cast of a play, brings an artist or talent to a studio, or organizes a publicly broadcasted
event. The producer has an all-encompassing role; that is, he or she takes primary respon-
sibility for the completion of the event, project, or program. Specifically, the role of a
movie or television producer included casting, hiring a director, finding the script, han-
dling contracts, distributing the finished product, financing, scheduling, location man-
agement, promotion, marketing, and PR (Public Relations). Similarly, the role of the
record producer, an occupation that emerged with the popularity of the phonograph,
involved finding talent, hiring the recording studio, securing the distribution and financ-
ing from a record publisher, promotion and PR events, as well as contracts and legal
agreements for the artist, writers, and musicians.

In the 21st century, the role of producer has evolved, as new mediums of entertainment—
most notably, interactive entertainment—have emerged. Today, the role of a video game
producer may include all of the responsibilities of a television, movie, or record produc-
er, plus a lot more. Indeed, interactive entertainment includes many aspects and chal-
lenges not faced by traditional movie, television, or record producers—for example, find-
ing ways to include new rendering technology or the ideal set of game-development tools
for specific product type; devising ways to ensure that the core compelling gameplay is
clearly focused, communicated by the Design team, and included into the game’s devel-
opment; or ensuring that a highly addictive and compelling entertainment experience is
outlined in the design documentation.

The Diverse Role of a Video Game Producer
If excellence is your goal as a video game producer, expect to experience many challenges.
This section is designed to introduce the various types of diverse challenges you can
expect to face as a video game producer, as well as some of the common responsibilities
enjoyed by any producer, regardless of medium. They appear here in alphabetical order,
not in order of importance. After reviewing this list, you should have a basic understand-
ing of some of the challenges faced by producers and what their daily work consists of. As
you’ll see, a producer requires a wide variety of skills, experiences, and knowledge to meet
the challenges they face on a daily basis. Although not every producer position is the same,
nor does every producer face all these challenges, it is likely that during the course of your
career as a producer, you’ll find that every circumstance, skill, or trait listed here will prove
valuable.

Chapter 1   ■ What Does a Video Game Producer Actually Do?2



Actively Contribute
A producer contributes to the team effort, vision, and work required to complete the
game. This means that the producer just does not sit in his or her office reworking the
Microsoft Project schedule all day, but actively participates in team meetings, design meet-
ings, problem solving, and design ideas, and makes decisions when required. The contri-
bution of the producer should be seamlessly integrated into that of the team, providing
the oil that keeps the team running smoothly.

Apply Good Decision-Making Skills
It may seem obvious that good decision making is a critical aspect of game producing.
After all, who wants to make bad decisions? The problem is, you can’t really know whether
a decision is a good one or a bad one until after it’s been made, hence the saying,
“Hindsight is 20/20.” Good decision making here refers more to the process of making deci-
sions than the decisions themselves. Indeed, there may well be times when it is better to
make a decision, even if it’s wrong, than to endlessly delay on deciding or to flip-flop on
the decision after it has been made.

Specifically, good decision making refers to the process of securing all relevant information,
asking for recommendations and advice from other stakeholders, setting a deadline before
which the decision must be made, and then making the decision and announcing it and
the reasoning behind it to all who are involved. Even if a decision is wrong, following this
process ensures that the team has an adequately clear direction during the course of devel-
oping the game and instills confidence in others about the producer. As an added bonus,
if the reasoning behind the decision is sound, then the decision will be right the majority
of the time. Of course, no one is a perfect decision maker, but not following a clear deci-
sion-making process only compounds the chance that a bad decision will be made for the
wrong reasons—and worse, after much delay.

Attend Budget Meetings
At budget meetings, the producer must explain the status of the budget, accounting for
how much money has been spent on the project and how much more needs to be spent
on the game in order to complete it on time. This may often include an analysis of the
profit-and-loss (P&L) statement for the project (or brand).

The Diverse Role of a Video Game Producer 3



Be Forward-Thinking
Forward thinking means looking and reasoning ahead—one day, one week, or one month
ahead—so that there is no opportunity for a problem to suddenly present itself as an
obstacle to completion of the game. This includes investigating and finding ways to solve
problems before they affect the game’s development. Licensing the game-development
tools and securing the rights to use third-party software in the game are excellent exam-
ples of the forward thinking that is required of a producer.

Other fundamental decisions related to the game’s development include the minimum
system specifications for the game, what video card it will support, or the number of plat-
forms on which the game will be released. A producer must consider all the issues that can
potentially affect a game’s development and weigh them in a forward-thinking manner.

Build Consensus
Seeking to build a consensus whenever possible is generally one of the best ways to ensure
a harmonious relationship within a team. Building confidence in the team by asking their
opinions when forming a decision is one of the ways to build a consensus. Getting others
to believe in your ideas as if they were their own is the principle behind building a con-
sensus.

Sometimes a hard decision must be made, one that not everyone agrees with. But before
getting to that point, do your best to build a consensus and take other’s recommendations.
Getting people to reach an agreement as a whole is generally a tough challenge.

Deliver Animation
While a video game is mostly about gameplay, a video game producer is often charged
with delivering specific animations for the game to help convey the story, provide content
for the marketing campaign or both. The demands created by being responsible for deliv-
ering both gameplay and animation simultaneously and in concert with the other requires
an extreme amount of enthusiasm for the project. Creating a specially rendered movie
trailer for marketing purposes is another good example of divergent tasks that a produc-
er must balance against the other. In each case, whether the animation is used for mar-
keting, in the game, or both, a producer must work closely with the art director and the
animator to ensure that the animation is completed on time, is appropriate for the game,
and uses conventional film techniques to show the progression of the story and how it
relates to gameplay.
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Develop a Pre-Production Plan
The producer must develop a pre-production plan, which is the foundation on which the
game’s overall development rests. In the pre-production plan, the producer works with
the team leaders to establish the critical paths for completing the product and determines
the recommended course of action for accomplishing their goals.

Pre-production is the time when the Game Development team prepares to make the game
and lays the groundwork for that goal. Ideally, when the team begins production, all of the
goals are clearly defined and the course is set.

Pre-production is also used to test and refine art export pipelines and game design docu-
mentation, as well as to establish the art asset listing for the game. Detailing the art,
design, and feature requirements for the game and including them into a schedule is also
part of this process.

t i p

Often, I recommend completing a prototype or mini-game during pre-production that establishes
itself as a test case for the real game that you’re making. In addition to costing less than the final
product, doing so enables team members to learn a tremendous amount about the process and to
make adjustments as needed before undertaking development on a larger project.

Develop a Production Plan
Just as the producer must develop a pre-production plan, he or she must also develop a
production plan, which is the actual documents or set of documents that comprise the
plan for the game’s development. Although a plan is often believed to remove uncertain-
ty, in reality, the production plan is simply the best estimate of how the game is to be com-
pleted. The production plan consists of several smaller plans describing all the elements
of the game and how they are going to be completed. This includes plans from each team
involved in game creation, including designers, artists, and programmers. The production
plan brings these different documents together, enabling interested parties to review the
project as a whole, with an understanding of risks, the required budget, a feature list, the
schedule, and art assets.

The Diverse Role of a Video Game Producer 5



Specifically, a production plan consists of the following documents:

■ Essence statement or executive summary. Simply put, this document outlines
why the game is fun.

■ Creative design document. This document outlines the creative and artistic vision
for the game.

■ Technical design document. This document outlines the required features of the
game as described in the creative design document.

■ Risk-management plan. This document outlines what the risks are and how to
minimize them.

■ Schedule for development. This can be a detailed schedule or just a monthly mile-
stone schedule.

■ Budget and financial requirements. This document outlines monthly cost alloca-
tions, capital expenditures, and the like.

Generate Game-Design Documentation
The producer must work with the Design team to clarify the game-design documentation
and ensure that it is easily producible and cohesive. Game designers have an inherent pre-
disposition to create overly complicated, complex, and disjointed designs, that may
require a lot of development time to fix. Game designers are supposed to do this, but the
producer’s role is to help guide them back to the course of what is producible, possible,
and still fun.

Handle Hardware Manufacturers
The producer is the key contact for hardware manufacturers such as Intel, NVIVIDA, ATI,
Creative Labs, Microsoft, and console manufacturers like Sony, Nintendo and Microsoft’s
Xbox. The role of the producer in this context is to develop and maintain good relation-
ships with the representatives of these hardware manufacturers, ensuring that the Game
Development team has access to the latest hardware, drivers, technical support, and
knowledge required to use the hardware to its fullest potential. This includes obtaining
evaluation or pre-release versions of video cards and sound cards, as well as production
versions, and ensuring compatibility with the widest range of hardware products, periph-
erals, and console add-ons, such as steering wheels, pedals, dance pads, or maracas (in the
case of Samba De Amigo).
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Handle Legal/Contractual Issues
A working knowledge of the law related to contracts and business litigation is often
required of a producer. Although you’re certainly going to have access to the advice of
lawyers and other professionals, you need to understand the fundamental principles of
contract law, civil litigation, intellectual property ownership, as well as the basic legal prin-
ciples that go into contracts, such as exclusive and non-exclusive licenses. Although your
first project as a producer may not require this knowledge, the longer you’re a producer,
the more likely it becomes that this knowledge will be very important.

Handle Licensing and Branding
Licensing includes developing and managing the relationship between the licensee and
how the product’s development evolves when created under license. Branding refers to the
overall vision for a product (either within a licensed brand or an original brand) such that
the product is consistent with the vision for the brand and supports the main strengths of
the brand and the brand’s development. A brand is a very important part of software mar-
keting, as it includes the distinctive name identifying the product and the manufacturer.
A producer must grasp the vision and concept behind both a license and the brand when
managing the development of a video game using either or both.

Handle Middleware Issues
Middleware issues refers to the issues and challenges that face the Game Development
team when they’re using middleware tools, such as those provided by Criterion Software
or Gamebryo. These middleware tools give game developers a standard set of tools and
features to use in a limited variety of game genres. When the game design calls for a spe-
cific feature set or implementation beyond what the middleware can support, the pro-
ducer must be able to understand and resolve the issues with the middleware. This can be
done by contacting the middleware provider and asking for support or by licensing anoth-
er third-party toolset to provide the required functionality for the game designers and
world builders. Other times, it may not be that easy to solve, which is why the producer
must devise a range of alternative solutions and help pick what’s best for the game.

Handle Platform Transition
Platform transition refers to the period of time in the video game industry when an exist-
ing console platform is currently entrenched in the market and doing well but a new con-
sole is being readied for commercial release. During this period, game development for
consoles becomes extremely challenging because the hardware for the new console plat
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form has often not been finalized, nor have video game developers been provided with
development kits (specialized computer hardware for this new platform). The platform-
transition period requires forward thinking on the part of a producer to facilitate the
delivery of the hardware and flexibility in the game’s design—not to mention the devel-
opment schedule.

Handle Public Relations
Public relations involve meeting the press and presenting a pre-release version of the game
for demonstration and evaluation. This requires time for a press tour, excellent speaking
abilities, a well-honed message, and passionate enthusiasm for the project. Public relations
are an ongoing responsibility of the producer—he must provide interviews, screenshots,
and related material to ensure interest in the game in development. Excellent interper-
sonal skills are required when working with a representative of the Public Relations
department at the publisher.

Handle Quality Assurance
Many producers, associate producers, and assistant producers are charged with the
responsibility of overseeing the quality assurance and testing efforts for their games. In
certain cases, this involves interfacing directly with hands-on testers who work with the
Game Development team, or with a Quality Assurance department, with the liaison being
through the lead tester or QA department managers. Working with the Quality Assurance
department is challenging and stressful, yet is rewarding as the Game Development team
fixes bugs and gets the product closer to completion. Database management is often
required to input and track bugs properly.

Help Sales
The producer does everything he or she possibly can to help the sales of the video game.
This includes meetings with the Sales department, buyers, and Marketing and PR depart-
ments, as well as working trade shows. The top-selling products require excellent support
from their producers so that everyone involved in selling the product into the market will
clearly understand the vision behind the game, and know why it is exciting and com-
pelling. Clearly communicating that message to the sales channel, the industry, and the
consumer is an extremely large part of a game’s success.

Hire/Interview
The producer is largely responsible for hiring new members of the Game Development
team. Of course, there are exceptions, but generally the producer is responsible for 
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screening candidates and ensuring that they will work well with the rest of the team.
Finding potential or new team members who will shine is a skill that every producer
must develop if he or she is to be successful in the long term. The hiring and interview
process usually includes programmer tests, designer questionnaires, in-person inter-
views, and phone screening. Some producers are responsible for salary negotiations, but
all are responsible for ensuring that they hire the right people for the right job on the
right team, and that everyone on that team will be able to work well with the new team
member.

Interact with Upper (Executive) Management
A producer will often have the opportunity to work directly with upper management per-
sonnel and influence their decisions. Honing of this skill is very important because it
affects everyone who works with you and, ultimately, your career as a producer.
Understanding how executives evaluate opportunities, manage risks, and determine the
right course of action is key.

Know Games
The producer must be one of the foremost authorities on video games. This means that
the producer must apply his or her knowledge of games and understanding of why games
are fun to the current project. Being able to discuss design principles with the Design
team, articulate an artistic vision from a competing product, or critique a specific feature
set in comparison to the overall market with the programmers are all examples of when a
producer’s knowledge of video games will be extremely useful.

Learn
Always look for new ways to improve methods, find efficiencies, improve best practices,
and otherwise expand the learning opportunities for yourself as well as for the team.
Referring to previous experience or knowledge as the ultimate resources limits the effec-
tiveness of a producer. With emerging technology and development processes, producers
should always be looking for ways to expand their learning capabilities and opportunities.

Manage Assets
Asset management is the process and method of managing the thousands of assets that must
come together to complete a video game. This includes art assets such as models, textures,
interface elements, menu screens, cinematic sequences, and special renders. On the design
side, this includes world-building tools, multiplayer design, functionality specifications,
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use cases, story, script, core gameplay, and adherence to the game’s essence statement. On
the programming side, this can include tools, functionality, export pipelines, and docu-
mentation. Lastly, but certainly not least, asset management involves management of out-
side delivery of content such as voiceover recording, sound effects, music (ambient and lin-
ear), localization (including all the sound and text assets for several different languages), and
the creation and delivery of marketing and PR materials for the game.

Manage Big Teams
Managing big teams is a massive challenge and presents its own unique set of challenges,
such as the coordination of export pipelines, feature-set integration, and asset tracking.
Indeed, merely communicating with your team becomes inherently more difficult when
it is comprised of 60 to 100 people, as compared to a team of 30 or 40. The trick here is
to break down the large team into several smaller teams and delegate responsibility for
managing those smaller teams to other producers. Most importantly, focus on finding the
people who work well together and put them in charge of key systems. They’ll set the
example in terms of productivity and efficiency for others.

Manage Foreign Localization
Foreign localization refers to the process of creating a game in one language and then local-
izing its content to apply in many worldwide markets. For example, most games are devel-
oped in English and then localized to German, Italian, or French. Generally, this means
managing the process of including thousands of individual files that have an alternative
language’s voiceover, artwork, or menu screens in the game before it ships to retail stores.
Creating product for worldwide markets is required for almost all successful video games.
The localization process is often complicated and time consuming, and requires an excru-
ciating attention to detail and a sound localization management process.

Manage Resources
Resource management refers to deciding when and where resources should be allocated.
Obviously, every task cannot be done at the same time, so tasks should be prioritized, and
then resources should be assigned to complete that task. This process of resource alloca-
tion often requires constant re-evaluation and adjustment in order to ensure that
resources are properly allocated across a project that includes dozens of people and often
spans several years.
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Manage the Art Process
A producer must manage the process of creating artwork for the game. This includes
tracking art assets as they are completed and identifying the art assets that are incomplete.
Often, art-production resources will need to be reallocated to ensure that the art schedule
stays on track. The role of the producer is to work with the Art team to manage this
process and to plan for the appropriate risks.

Manage the Audio Process
This topic could be an entire job of itself. Producing audio involves managing the audio
contractors who provide voiceover recordings, editing, sound effects, and music (both
ambient and linear tracks), as well as mixing or recording in studio if that is required.
Being able to produce audio and understand the impact of the sounds and music on the
visual is as much an art as it is a science.

Manage Vendor Relationships
Managing vendor relationships is often overlooked and undervalued, but a producer
often must contract with outside companies to provide key services that go into the
game’s development. Products or services provided by outside vendors include software
support for 3D modeling applications (such as 3D Studio Max, Maya, and Lightwave),
sound libraries, or even third-party software tools such as Incredibuild from Xoreax
Software. Even computer manufacturers like Alienware have helped supply hardware used
in the development of the games I’ve produced. Each of these vendor relationships is
important.

Often, producers use vendors and contractors on multiple productions once they’ve
developed a good working relationship. As the relationships are maintained, these vendors
and contractors are easy to use on the next project, allowing you to skip the process of
looking for a qualified vendor who can help make your game.

Manage Your Time
Time management is perhaps the most fundamental aspect of being a producer. Indeed,
time management is the single biggest factor that affects whether a game is cancelled.
Why? Because the one finite element in game development is time. It is impossible to
make time go backward, but it is always possible to spend more money on a game, or to
sacrifice the quality of a game. Time management is the process and method of allocating
resources on a project to ensure that they have the most effective and efficient impact on
the project within the timeline allocated for the project.
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Pitch
Pitching is the ability to sell an idea or a concept—specifically, the game concept and
development plan. When pitching a game, the producer must be the salesperson for that
game to everyone who is listening, whether they be executive management, the publisher,
or the press. A successful pitch requires a producer who is excited and passionate about
his or her product and can effectively convey that excitement and passion to others so that
they agree to buy the product. A game rarely gets off the ground without a good pitch.

Possess Industry Experience
Industry experience is important because it provides an accurate frame of reference for a
producer. It should be noted that although there are some similarities, experience in the
video game industry is unlike experience in the general entertainment industry. Having
never lived the same day twice, an experienced producer in the video game industry is
much more likely to be able to effectively problem-solve the common and uncommon
challenges that every software project faces. The more years of experience a producer has,
especially when coupled with projects on a variety of hardware platforms, the more valu-
able he or she will be. Experience on a variety of projects sizes is also valuable, as large pro-
jects have different problems than do small projects.

Provide Clarity and Focus
Clarity and focus refer here to the producer’s understanding of the game and the com-
pelling experience it provides to the user. With all the daunting tasks that lie in the path
of a game’s successful development, providing clarity on which are the most important is
critical. Focus on the most important and high-risk tasks first. When the situation
becomes daunting, with programming, art, and design requirements apparently on diver-
gent paths, the producer’s ability to provide clarity of the final goals of the project, and
generate focus to that end, may save the game.

Provide Marketing Support
Providing support to the Marketing department is a challenging task for even the best
producers. Demands for marketing assets, like screenshots, special renders, reviews of box
cover artwork, magazine ad copy, and sell sheet reviews are just a few of the demands that
the Marketing department places on the Game Development team. As a producer, the
challenge is to find the best way to deliver these assets and information to marketing with-
out affecting the team or sidetracking their development efforts to make a great game.
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Schedule
Scheduling combines the skills discussed under “Time Management” and “Resource
Management,” and puts them into a plan that is presentable to others and easily under-
stood. Often, updating the schedule can be a large part of a producer’s role. Learning to
master Microsoft’s Excel, Project or even Access is an important part of managing the
schedule.

Sow Discipline
Electronic Arts is one of the leaders in today’s video game industry. Why? Because EA
embraces a disciplined approach to software development and applies it to all areas of its
business. Indeed, one of the most critical factors in the success of an organization is the
discipline that it applies to its business and production methods. Positive discipline is an
important part of an organization, because it ensures the business’s long-term success.

As a producer, you can sow the seeds of discipline by doing the following:

1. Set goals for people and encourage them to succeed. Writing down these goals and
offering rewards when they are achieved encourages your employees to do even
better.

2. Obtain commitments from each team member to accomplish these goals. Obtain-
ing commitments ensures that everyone understands your expectations and agrees
to meet those expectations.

3. As work progresses, measure progress and benchmark results from one group
against others who are tasked with similar roles. Note the progress of the team and
its members, and identify when work can be done more efficiently or effectively.

4. Hold others accountable for their actions and their commitments, especially if they
do not seek help when struggling with a task. Of course, several outside influences,
external factors, complications, and challenges affect people’s ability to complete
work, but there are also many avenues to help them achieve their goals and over-
come those challenges.
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Take Ownership
When a producer takes ownership, it means that he or she has a personal sense of pride
and accomplishment associated with his or her work and that of the team. Ownership
refers not to taking credit for the work accomplished, but making it your goal to remove
obstacles so that the work can be accomplished. A producer who doesn’t take full owner-
ship of his area or set of responsibilities is generally not very effective. Taking ownership
of a project, game, or team must be balanced with an objective view of the game’s devel-
opment progress, goals, and marketplace conditions. A producer cannot take ownership
for a project without regard for the external factors that affect a game.

Teach Others
Being able to teach others is another required skill. Because communication is a principal
part of the job, producers must be able to communicate their knowledge, lessons, and
experience to others on the team. Often, simply being able to explain the situation or cir-
cumstance or to answer questions from team members ensures that problems within the
team are addressed before a noticeable impact on the team’s productivity occurs. Being
able to share the rationale behind a decision in a clear, concise way shows the team that 
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SMART Goals

SMART Goals is a slick acronym for goals that are
■ Specific. Be as specific as possible when establishing your goals. Clarity is king in this

regard. It’s hard to motivate people to complete goals that are non-specific, and even
harder to measure their results.

■ Measurable. Measurable results are what matter. Finishing the project report by Friday or
finalizing the functional specifications for the game’s design by the end of the month are
both measurable and concrete examples.

■ Acceptable. Set your own goals. No one knows your capabilities better than you do.
Determine what is acceptable for your own standards and then live up to or exceed them.

■ Realistic. Don’t plan for a lot of accomplishments if you know that only a few are really
possible. Focus on a few big goals rather than many smaller ones.

■ Time bound. Define when you want your goals to be completed as well as when you’re
going to have the time to work on them. If you write it down now, it is a lot easier to
make it actually happen.



decisions are not made arbitrarily. Other times, the producer may be called upon to inte-
grate a new team member and teach him new procedures, methods, or best practices that
will make his work more efficient. These types of situations require a producer to share
his or her knowledge and to be able to teach to those who are willing to learn.

Understand Cinematic Production
Cinematic production includes the storyboarding, animatic creation, and actual render-
ing or filming of a game’s cinematic sequences. These are the sequences that tie the story
together with the gameplay for the user. A working knowledge of or a background in film
direction, scene composition, lighting techniques, script, relevance to gameplay, and
music scored to visual are important to success in this area.

Understand Development Systems
Development systems refers to the specialized computers required by game developers that
allow development on proprietary platforms or game consoles such as the Xbox,
Playstation 2, or Nintendo GameCube. Often, these hardware systems are difficult to pro-
cure; it is the responsibility of the producer to secure their delivery for the team. Only a
limited amount of game development can be done on normal workstations without the
use of a development system that emulates the actual hardware for which the game is
designed and developed.

Work with the Programming Team
The producer must work with the Programming team to establish key goals early on in
the development process and then ensure that the programmers have all the tools they
need to succeed. Throughout the development process, a producer’s job is to track
progress, understand dependencies between workloads and features, establish critical
milestones, and help solve (non-technical) problems for the programmers.

Software-Production Methods
All games are not alike, and neither are the methods used to create them. Indeed, there are
several ways to develop a video game. This section discusses how some of the common
software-production methods are applied. Along the way, you’ll get an overview of how a
video game comes together and how the process is managed. Further on in the book, I’ll
discuss the specifics of each portion of the game in more detail: what tools you as a pro-
ducer can use to keep a project on track and how to apply them.

Software-Production Methods 15



Code-Like-Hell, Fix-Like-Hell
The code-like-hell, fix-like-hell method of game software development, shown in Figure
1.1, is probably the most common and oldest model. Some advance planning is done, but
rarely is it followed, updated, or referenced. Programmers code as quickly as they can to
implement what they think the design calls for; it is then tested and fixed. This model is
prone to failure because of the stressful situations that arise during the development.
Programmers cannot work at a constantly frenetic pace, nor can designers and testers. As
a result, this process breaks down over time. It leaves room for error, and those errors
aren’t fixed until after somebody finds them, at which point the code is further along than
it was when the errors or bugs were introduced. This model is generally only suited for
small projects with simple requirements because the code is difficult to maintain over a
longer period (six or more months). This method is also referred to as the extreme game
development method or the XP method and is shown in Figure 1.1.

Increments to Completion
Increments to completion is the software-production method that calls for the software to
be developed in relatively compact, finite increments. Developing an adventure or first-
person shooter (FPS) game using this process might work because once the world engine
and tools exist, every piece of the game is simply an increment added to the original core.
As the pieces come together from various parts of the team, they are checked against the
high-level design document. The specifications of the design and the key requirements of
the game are outlined in this high-level documentation, but low-level documentation is
not completed until just before or just after the feature is implemented—usually when the
designers and the programmers agree on what is possible with a feature and how it should
be implemented.
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One advantage of using the increments-to-completion model, shown in Figure 1.2, is that
various features of the game can be developed in parallel or independently of the rest of
the game’s parts. This is often good in theory, but it is more challenging in practice to
implement successfully without a high degree of coordination and easily modifiable code
structures. Although the benefits of this model are not always outweighed by the detrac-
tions, a producer should consider that using this model often allows the team to demon-
strate a playable game early on in the development process and continually progress as
different systems, features, and artwork become available for integration into the game.
Often, lessons learned from the first increments (such as a prototype phase) turn out to
be quite helpful in the long run.
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The Cascade
Cascade is used to describe an approach in which the entire team focuses on the next part
or parts as one part of the game is completed (see Figure 1.3). Under this approach, parts
of the game come together relatively quickly with little time for testing between feature
creation and implementation. There is often a need to review and revise a previous part
of the game because as more parts are added to it, the function, appearance, or intended
usefulness of a particular feature may change. It is difficult to change major parts or sys-
tems of a game when using this model, and it requires that everything go correctly right
from the start. For this reason, this method is not recommended for use in game devel-
opment.
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Iterate Until You Drop
The iterate-until-you-drop method is probably the most flexible software-production
method in that its entire purpose is to help you, the producer, define the key areas of the
game, begin developing them, and then finalize the game’s design partway through the
development process. This is often beneficial when a game developer is unsure what fea-
tures will be included with competing products that are scheduled to be released around
the same time. It allows the Game Development team to respond to changing market
forces or demand, providing the flexibility to quickly implement working code such that
the team, the publisher, and the game designers can iterate the fun factor of the game
(meaning make the game more fun as they play it more and include more and more
gameplay refinements with iteration). This is shown in Figure 1.4. As a generally useful
process, iteratation is a process not to be undervalued. Especially when you consider the
number of games that have been published in the history of software development that
aren’t fun.

This method is often useful and is sometimes recommended when the producer has the
appropriate tools and understands the methodologies behind object-oriented code and
software development. Sometimes, however, a situation’s biggest strength can be its
biggest drawback when it is not managed effectively. For example, most game designs fail
to fully specify a complete list of the elements that make the game fun. Often times, the
most fun part of the game isn’t realized until the game comes together in some pre-release
form. The iterate-until-you-drop method becomes exactly that: a never-ending treadmill
of software development that can always be improved. Adapting to changing require-
ments is the critical benefit of this method. It is the producer’s role to ensure that this
method doesn’t get out of control or become a justification for ever-expanding budgets
and development timelines.

When using this method, keep in mind that using the proper tools and tactical methods
is critical to completing the project without going over budget or investing many, many
years in the same game.
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Agile Project Management
In Agile Project Management (Pearson Publishing, 2004), author Jim Highsmith discusses
an excellent method for combining the best of the iterate-until-you-drop approach with
a few key principles that every producer should respect. I’ve provided the gist of
Highsmith’s ideas here because agile project management is a principle referenced
throughout this book.

Agile project management, an excellent process for organized and disciplined teams, cen-
ters on the following key stages of software development:

■ Envision

■ Speculate

■ Explore

■ Adapt

■ Finalize

n o t e

The name of each stage of the process references both the activities and the intended results of the
stage. Highsmith avoids terms like initiate, plan, and direct because these terms are associated with
a prediction of relative accuracy—of which video game software projects are probably the antithesis.
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Envision

Envision refers to the game designer’s vision or the essence statement of the game. Other
things to consider during the Envision stage are scope, gaming-community support, and
how the team will work together. During this stage, the key selling points of the game are
determined, as is just what makes the game fun. This is when the question “What game
are you making and who is it for?” is answered. In addition, this is the stage in which the
question “Who are you going to use to make this game?” is answered. The Envision stage
is where the game designer works with the producer to start spreading the enthusiasm for
starting a new game-development project to management, and when key team members
envision how they are going to work together.

Speculate

Speculation may conjure up images of reckless actions, gold panning, or playing the stock
market. It’s actual dictionary definition, however, reads as follows: “To mediate on a sub-
ject; reflect.” A secondary definition is “To engage in a course of reasoning often based on
inconclusive evidence.” This describes precisely the actions required of a producer, a
designer, an artist, or a programmer when beginning work on a game-development pro-
ject. A producer should realize that when a plan is introduced, its purpose is to eliminate
uncertainty in a highly uncertain process. When the uncertainly fails to evaporate, a pro-
ducer should re-plan, although some fail to do so. Use of the term speculate accurately
describes the reality of video game–software development, as well as the volatile market
for video games.

The Speculate stage consists of determining the high-level requirements for the game;
outlining the work required to complete the game; and creating a development plan
(including a schedule with resource allocations), a feature list, risk-management plans,
and a budget.

Explore

The Explore stage in agile project management refers to the process of finding and deliv-
ering features. Delivering the features required by the game design is the first and fore-
most objective of the Explore stage. You do this using effective time-management,
resource-allocation, and risk-management strategies. Secondly, the team creates a collab-
orative project community with some elements of self-organization (so that the produc-
er isn’t burdened with questions such as who sits where). The producer simply acts as a
facilitator during this process. Lastly, during the Explore phase, the producer must man-
age the team’s interactions with management, Marketing, Quality Assurance, and any
other stakeholders (like licensees).
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Adapt

The term adapt refers to the necessary modifications or changes that are required to keep
the project focused and on schedule. Adapt also refers to the incorporation of lessons
learned and the application of those lessons to the project in midstream (generally,
responding to change is more important than simply following a plan blindly), and to the
life of the project, which means that an adaptation of the Envision stage is also possible as
the team learns new information through its adaptations.

In this stage, the team’s results are often viewable and open to criticism, both technical and
creative. At this stage, the producer should analyze the project status as compared to the
published plan. Often, this analysis should focus solely on the budgetary and fiscal impact
of the game to date, with a comparison of the features required to play the game. The
results of this analysis are included into the adaptation and re-planning stage for the next
iteration.

Finalize

Finalize refers to the process of completing the project and doing all that is necessary to
document and learn from the mistakes and lessons that this project taught the team and
its producer. Often, the goal of a project ending eludes a Game Development team, as
patches and constant upgrades or add-on packs are required, but most projects are wor-
thy of celebration once they are completed.

Planning and Scheduling
Now that you have a basic understanding of the process involved in building a game, let’s
get onto planning and scheduling. There are two basic ways to schedule a project:

■ The top-down approach

■ The bottom-up approach

Taking the Top-Down Approach
The top-down plan is generally developed by a single person or a small group to provide
an overview of what a project schedule might look like. Unfortunately, this plan often gets
adopted as gospel and is rarely revised without considerable frustration and angst. A top-
down plan generally does not involve the participation of those who are going to be called
upon and tasked to do the things in the plan. Therefore, the top-down plan should only
be considered a goal or a guideline. At best, it is a guess; at worst, it is totally wrong. This
type of estimating tool fosters the understanding of what the game’s scope and complex-
ity may be. Be careful when creating top-down plans, guarding their release and clearly
stating that they are to be revised when more information on the game is available, and
when the input from the team is available.
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Planning from the Bottom Up
When a producer plans from the bottom up, he or she gathers the relevant team members
to work on developing a plan for building the game collaboratively and with a consensus
of what is possible by when, and what resources it requires to reach that goal. All art assets,
game features, and other project requirements are identified. This can generally only
occur after a significant amount of pre-production planning has been conducted (the pre-
production phase is discussed later in this chapter).

When planning from the bottom up, the first step is to identify short- or near-term goals.
Work to establish these goals on a clear schedule, and then start checking off items on
your feature or art-asset list, fitting the appropriate tasks into the schedule as your team
concurs. By using this process and involving people from all disciplines necessary to devel-
op the game, you’ll share ownership in the schedule. People generally appreciate being
asked for their opinions and input, and the scheduling process for video games is not an
exception. Furthermore, it lessens the opportunity for a single team member, or a subset
of the team, to fall behind schedule because they agreed to the schedule when it was cre-
ated. (You’ll be surprised at the extra effort people exert to protect their pride.) The alter-
native is much less desirable, especially when team members tell their producer, “I told
you so” because the schedule was created without their input.

c a u t i o n

The detailed, bottom-up plan is only as good as the game design. If you’re working with a game
design that is non-specific, ill-defined, or otherwise nebulous, be extremely cautious about com-
mitting to the plan you’re creating.

Scheduling Constraints
When determining what type of schedule you want to follow when developing your game,
you’ll want to consider the two types of schedule-constraint models:

■ Time-constrained model

■ Resource-constrained model (including fiscal resources)

Both models provide an assimilation of several smaller plans developed by each of the
team groups: designers, artists, and programmers. To establish your schedule, consider
both of these models, as described next.

Each team lead (lead artist or art director, as well as the lead programmer and lead design-
er) looks to identify why and how his team can accomplish the goals of a project. To this 
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end, he is responsible for creating the small portion of the production plan that relates to
his area of responsibility. The lead programmer creates the programming schedule (with
the help of the producer). The lead designer and lead artist create the respective Design and
Art Production schedules. Then the producer combines these smaller schedules into one
larger one and looks for dependencies, critical paths, and resource allocation requirements.

Time-Constrained Model

Reviewing the time-constrained scheduling model is the first step in determining a rea-
sonable production plan. When working with the time-constrained model, focus on
building a plan without accounting for the resource requirements. Simply determine the
tasks, the features, the owners, and of course, the dependencies of each task. Take a guess
at the duration for each task, and then try to link the dependant tasks together in a way
that makes sense. The dependencies should be sorted such that the most fundamental and
riskiest tasks come first in the schedule, followed by less-risky tasks. The point of this exer-
cise is to determine whether it is even possible for a project of a given size and scope to fit
within the timeframe a producer is considering.

Resource-Constrained Model

After you’ve created a time-constrained model for the production plan, convert it to a
resource-constrained model. Focus your efforts (and that of the team leads) on assigning
tasks appropriate to the skills of the available resources. Identify where and when the
resource may complete the task, keeping in mind that you are still in the Speculate stage.
Also identify key tasks for which no appropriate resource exists. That means you’ll need
to hire a new team member with the appropriate skills or recruit an existing team mem-
ber to learn the required skills for this task. Clearly outline the work days, vacations, and
weekends, and provide an allowance for sick days, meetings, and general administrative
overhead (for all team leads).

This is where the scheduling gets challenging. Your next task is to include contingency
buffers, such as working weekends and flexible days, in each part of the schedule and allo-
cate your contingency equally across all areas of the production plan. Then look for ways
in which to divide the production plan into major pieces, called milestones. This helps
track the progress of the team and provides clear, measurable ways for management to
review the status of the game’s development.

n o t e

The producer may have to re-create this constraint model several times during the game-develop-
ment project as the game’s development progresses. Realize, too, that the production plan you cre-
ate is actually the assimilation of several smaller team plans, so focus on breaking down tasks into
finite and measurable definitions.

Chapter 1   ■ What Does a Video Game Producer Actually Do?24



When you switch to the resource-constrained model, you may realize that the game that’s
designed can’t be produced due to various time and resource constraints. That means it’s
time to look for efficiencies or to start cutting features or subsets of the game’s design.

Critical-Path Planning
The critical path is the series of tasks or events that make up the start and end of a project
(see Figure 1.5). This series of tasks has no available schedule cushion or buffer. If you
want to shorten the duration of a project, you must focus on the tasks that are on the crit-
ical path. Generally, only a relatively low number (less than 25 percent) of the total tasks
of a game are on the critical path, but the items on the critical path generally must follow
a specific order and sequence of events.

The critical path is the shortest route to completing the game, so it is important to prop-
erly plan for the tasks on it. Critical-path planning involves understanding and knowing
the sequences of events and ensuring that all potential problems or hurdles associated
with accomplishing the tasks on the critical path are addressed prior to reaching that task
on the schedule.
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The critical path of this project is on the world and level creation, not the storyboards, tool develop-
ment, or script.



Contingency Planning
Even the best plans go awry. That’s why it’s important to plan for contingencies before you
launch into developing a game. Following are a few ways to plan for those unpredictable
events that can throw a monkey wrench into any project.

Plan for Overtime

This is an industry standard in the video game industry; it’s assumed that long hours will
be required to keep the project on schedule. This has no fiscal impact on the developer or
publisher of a video game because most employees are classified as professionals and are
therefore exempt from overtime pay.

Hire Additional Personnel 

Be careful when considering adding personnel to the team to ensure that it stays on sched-
ule. Although at first glance it may seem that doing so is a great way to keep things on
schedule, it often works in reverse. For one thing, additional people require additional
management. Secondly, the addition of a new team member inevitably involves an intro-
ductory period during which the new hire becomes familiar with his or her role as well as
the procedures and goals associated with the project. During this introduction, the new
team member often slows others, preventing them from completing their work on sched-
ule. Lastly, the addition of personnel always costs more money, not only in wages but also
in equipment.

Work During Holidays and Vacations 

Although some game-development and publishing companies have liberal policies regard-
ing time off in lieu of other days worked, it is generally bad form to require the team to
work holidays on a regular basis. Indeed, I do not recommend requiring team members to
work on holidays or vacations as a contingency. Time off is important for employees for
much-needed rest periods during times of high-intensity activity. Although I have occa-
sionally persuaded employees during a busy period to work on a holiday or a vacation in
exchange for a day off in the future, I suggest you to plan around holidays and urge your
employees to take them. Just work with the team to ensure that vacations are on balance,
and are scheduled at a mutually agreeable time for the employee, the team, and the project.
In practice, this is not that hard; it just takes time, negotiation, and understanding.

Use a Formula

I’ll discuss this later on in the chapter.
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Don’t Schedule Work for Team Leads 

Don’t schedule the team leads—that is, the lead programmer, the lead artist, and the lead
designer—to do much work related to the actual production of the game; Allow them the
time to delegate to their teams and to help manage the process; doing so ensures that the
leads are free to jump into their team’s work as required. Often, this is not entirely practi-
cal, because the team leads usually have many tasks that only they can complete. That said,
if a producer works with each lead to establish a framework for minimizing their direct
contributions and maximizing their indirect contributions, and refrains from scheduling
a lead on any task that is on the critical path, it ensures that the project has ample flexi-
bility to respond to changing parameters, requirements, or conditions.

n o t e

The idea of not scheduling work for team leaders may give you pause. After all, the whole reason
your team leaders became team leaders in the first place is because they produced excellent work.
If the team leader for the Art team is actually your best modeler, wouldn’t it make sense to put him
on the job of modeling? Yes and no. If you put the lead artist in a managerial role rather than a
production one, it enables that person to convey his or her skills to other team members. This cross-
pollenization of skills can only help the project. As a compromise that enables you to, for example,
enjoy the modeling skills your Art team leader possesses as well as to enable him or her to teach
others, consider using the lead artist to set the standard for the 3D models and then have him over-
see the rest of the 3D modelers to help them achieve the same standard.

Make Time for Testing After a Task is Completed

As a producer, you should plan for every programmer, designer, and artist to include some
time in their daily schedule to test the completion of their—and others’—work. There are
few bigger hassles than having team members turn in incomplete or erroneous code or art
assets to a game; this breaks the game and prevents the team from playing it, not to men-
tion affecting the team’s ability to stay on schedule. Often, I assign a buddy to double-
check a peer’s assets before they are checked into the main source control being used by
the game engine.

Set Aside a Contingency Reserve Fund 

The producer should create a contingency fund for the inevitable day when the project
faces a significant hurdle, or is threatened with going over budget or over time. It’s a great
feeling to be able to answer the heated question “How are you doing to pay for that?” with
a very pleasant “Out of my contingency fund, of course!” I often show the contingency
fund as a line item in my budget proposals and create it as soon as I start working on a
game’s budget.
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Using a Formula to Calculate a Schedule
When a producer evaluates the list of the tasks required to complete a game, the first ques-
tion he or she should ask is “How long will it take to reasonably complete this task?” The
problem is that this is harder than you might think to calculate. The easiest way is to
assume that one person is working at it full time until it is completed, but this is rarely the
case because individuals often get sidetracked or required to perform other tasks during
the work day (helping others, filling out insurance forms, attending meetings, completing
report, writing e-mails, and so on). Believe it or not, a formula exists that can account for
time off and help plan for other contingencies that inevitably interfere with the comple-
tion of any task. It’s one that has been used in other industries, but that I’ve modified
based on my experience with the game industry and call the “Extremely flexible project
planning formula”. Here’s how it works:

Task Name: Direct X Compatibility and Rendering

Best Case: 10 days

Worst Case: 25 days

Most Likely Case: 15 days

Formula: 2 (Best Case) + 3 (Worse Case) + Most Likely =
X/6

Result: 2(10)+3(25)+15=110/6, or 18.33 days,

Practical Application: 18.33 provides a buffer of 3.33 days over the
most-likely case scenario

Although this formula is not infallible, it does help to provide a buffer and to quantify a
normally very difficult question. The best part is that a producer can go back to the task
list, make adjustments, and re-estimate using this formula partway through the task or the
project (as mentioned in the discussion about the agile project management theory’s
Adapt stage). You can also adapt the formula to reflect the specific circumstances of your
team. For example, a team lead may not use this formula because he or she is able to con-
centrate only on actual game-production work 50 percent of the time, while the rest of the
time is invested in administrative overhead. Therefore, you may wish to modify the for-
mula to reflect this, showing that the team lead can only contribute to the project at 50
percent of the estimated 40 hours per week. Therefore, it may take a lead up to 36.66 days
to complete this same task (assuming all other things are equal).
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Software-Factory Efficiencies
A software factory is an organization that uses a set of processes and methods that work
like a factory does—with each set of tools or technologies being specialized, but remain-
ing interchangeable and reusable depending on the needs of a specific project. The soft-
ware factory is built around the core understanding that the code, tools, and documenta-
tion from certain features and game engine systems are to be reused. In this way, they are
in constant need of updating, but are to remain useful and independent components.

n o t e

The concept of the software factory is simply summarized here for your easy reference and under-
standing. Read Chapter 11 of Game Architecture and Design, by Andrew Rollings and Dave Morris
for complete details relating to the software factory.

There are many advantages to using a software factory, including the following:

■ The average length of a project is shortened if the team already has a set of familiar
tools.

■ Cross-platform releases are inherently easier because the team is already familiar
with how common libraries are used for different platforms.

■ Often, the code that is written using these tools is more stable and reliable because
it uses components that are tried and tested. Indeed, although doing so can be dif-
ficult, using the software-factory approach makes it is possible for code to be
reuseable, maintainable, and well-documented.

■ The software-factory method enables the dissemination of information about core
systems of the factory. This is helpful in the event a team member leaves; the pro-
ject does not grind to a halt or become seriously jeopardized because the departing
team member is taking valuable knowledge with him or her.

■ It is often easier for the producer to estimate and track progress on a project that is
using the software-factory approach because he is familiar with how similar system
were implemented on previous projects using the same factory methods.

That said, there are a few disadvantages to using this approach that should not be under-
stated. For one, setting up a software factory can be as expensive and time-consuming as
making a game itself. That’s because the factory requires tools such as libraries, world-
building tools, sound-placement tools, level editors, engine architecture, object placement
and preview tools, and key-rendering libraries.
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Other disadvantages include the following:

■ The first project undertaken using this method often takes longer because the fac-
tory is still being set up. Wrappers libraries (small tools used by the team to ensure
the hardware specific functionality of the game on a particular hardware platform)
must be developed for each platform, allowing the code and libraries to be used on
multiple platforms.

■ Although the code is generally more generic in a software-factory environment, it
is more difficult to develop and account for all the possibilities and potential uses
of a particular routine. As such, this code often takes longer to develop in the ini-
tial stages.

■ If you add new people to the team, there will be a learning curve for them when it
comes to using the software-factory methods and libraries, as these can be quite
specialized.

■ Generally speaking, more administration and forward thinking is required when
creating a software factory.

Stages of Game Development
Now that you have a sense of the various issues surrounding game creation, let’s look at a
hypothetical game project from beginning to end and identify the major stages of the
process. Of course, each publisher has its own specific procedure for creating games, but
nearly all boil down to the phases outlined here, which I’ve tried to simplify somewhat.

Concept
The concept phase is when the game concept is written down. It’s when brainstorming
occurs, and when ideas are generated.

Prototype 
During the prototype phase, a prototype of the game is developed so that users can start
to experience the fun as described in the concept documentation. The prototype phase
typically lasts 2–4 months, depending on the tools available to the team to create a proto-
type.

Pitch
During this phase, game developers pitch their game to management or, if the developers
don’t currently work for a game publisher, to a publisher’s representatives. The pitch
explains why the game is a great concept, why it is ready and right for the video game mar-
ket, whether it is producible, and how it will be developed.
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Green Light
This phase begins after the pitch is approved for production, and involves gathering a
team to begin working on the game. This phase may involve interviewing and contacting
several video game–development companies to assemble the right team for the game.
Often, a game cannot enter pre-production until business and legal issues around the pro-
ject are resolved, such as who owns the technology and the creative intellectual property
such as the main character and story.

Pre-Production 
Pre-production is when the Game Development team works on defining the production
pipelines, identifying the needs and uses of the tools they’ll need to make the game, and
outlining and fleshing out the details behind the game’s design.

Production
Production is when the game building actually begins. 3D models are created, worlds are
built, sound is recorded, textures are applied, cinematics are filmed, game logic is
authored, and all the other pieces of the game are made and put together. This is often a
long process—at least 12 months, and often much longer.

Quality Assurance 
The quality-assurance or testing phase often occurs at the final stage of production, about
3–4 months before the game is scheduled to go to manufacturing. During this stage, the
game is tested for bugs, errors, deficiencies, or incompatibilities.

Final Gold Master 
The Final Gold Master phase is when the master CD is burned and sent to the manufac-
turing facility for duplication. In the case of a console game there’s the “Submit to
Hardware Manufacturer” process, which requires attention to detail and potential revi-
sions to meet their approval guidelines. Each hardware manufacturer has their own rig-
orous testing guidelines and each product must meet or exceed their own QA require-
ments of functionality and playability.

In the case of online games on either console or PC, teams must continue to work togeth-
er even after the Final Gold Master phase to fix bugs and prepare patches for release prior
to the game being available in retail stores.
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Video Game Development Process Models
There are two basic models for a video game’s development. The standard model and the
Forward loading risk management model. The advantages and disadvantages of each are
discussed in detail in Chapter 8. However, in order to provide some context of how this
model works and its practical application, I’ve included the standard model here for con-
sideration and familiarization.

The standard development model shows the common approach to video game develop-
ment of the past few years. By following this model, the game development team has the
most risk in the project at precisely the time in which the project is the most expensive on
a daily or weekly basis. While this is often unavoidable, when it is possible to avoid the
convergence of risk and expense, a producer should do so.

Since this is the common method, it is widely accepted that there are few alternatives to
this model. However, a new model was proposed by Mark Cerny at the DICE conference
in 2002. Avoid the standard model whenever possible, focusing on defining the fun in
your game before the costs start increasing. By managing risk a producer excels at their
job and ensures that the financial investment in the project is responsibly managed.

The Final Word
Now that you’ve had a chance to skim the surface of all that a producer is called upon to
do in the pursuit of excellence and success, turn to the next chapter to understand the spe-
cialties of each role and how they differ by company, project and specialty area.
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Producer Job
Descriptions and
Qualifications

chapter  2

T
his chapter discusses the various producer roles. Producer roles can be found at
game publishers as well as independent game developers or studios. Producers may
also be responsible for working with an internal or with external teams (or with

both, in some cases). There are many variations on the role of a producer, and this chap-
ter will solidify the roles and job descriptions into a few understandable categories.
However, keep in mind that these are not absolutes. Each company has different method-
ologies, procedures, guidelines, and qualification requirements. Electronic Arts has a dif-
ferent production management structure than does Microsoft or Activision. A producer
at Electronic Arts might actually be in more of a design or creative role than at Activision
or Microsoft. Program Manager at Microsoft may be a much more technical role than a
producer at Electronic Arts.

As you read through each role description and qualification outline, the key point to take
away is that producers have areas of specialty, just as programmers can focus on graphics
over gameplay or artists can focus on modeling and texturing instead of animation. A
more creative producer—one who can lead and take a hands-on approach to designing a
producible game—is a totally different role than a third-party producer who goes search-
ing for the next hot title from a third-party software developer. While there are similari-
ties in the roles, the skills and qualification for each specialty are different. It is certainly
possible to adapt to a new and challenging role, but you should focus on the specialty that
fits your core competencies, strengths, and talents.



Producer Role: Assistant Producer
Let’s start at the very beginning with the role of an assistant producer (AP). While this is
often the most challenging and frustrating role—and reaches into the lower end of the
compensation scale—the assistant producer role can be quite rewarding. First, let’s look
at some of the general qualifications required for an AP at different types of companies.

n o t e

This section discusses the roles of an assistant producer. The role of associate producer is often not
clearly differentiated from assistant producer. One way to categorize associate producers is that
they have the capability to manage one or more independent SKUs without daily input from their
managers. But an associate producer would generally not be a manager for a single product or an
entire product line. As an example, associate producers are often responsible for the Game Boy ver-
sion or the port of the original game to that platform, or are responsible for one of the other
SKUs—but not the lead SKU (like the Xbox and PC SKU). The role varies from company to company.
When in doubt, check recent job postings to make sure you understand the requirements for can-
didates for this role.

Assistant Producer at a Publisher
The assistant roducer role at an entertainment software publisher can vary widely
between companies, projects, and production teams. Who they work for is one of the
main considerations of an assistant producer. Often, the type of manager (producer) who
supervises their work can make a tremendous difference in the scope of responsibilities
for their job, as well as in their satisfaction in that role. Assistant producers with trusting
managers are often charged with a lot of responsibility. The first goal of an assistant pro-
ducer should be to establish confidence in their abilities with their producer.

Assistant producers at a publisher can be involved in the following areas of the business:

■ Internal game development, working with internal teams.

■ External game development, including third-party product development with a
focus on game design and design review, and on quality assurance management.

Read on for a closer look at what an assistant producer does in each of these areas of the
entertainment software publishing business.

Internal Game Development: Working with Internal Game Development
Teams

An assistant producer who works with the full (internal) Production team in the devel-
opment of video game products talks daily to the Production team, much as an AP at an 
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independent developer does. The AP and the producer act together to implement agreed-
upon goals and methodologies. Additionally, this AP position is responsible for develop-
ing and delivering the final game design for specific game areas from which the whole
team works to build the game. Responsibility for sub-projects, such as audio implemen-
tation or motion-capture data delivery, may be key elements of this role. A successful indi-
vidual often takes a high-level concept, understands agreed-upon team goals, and imple-
ments that concept. Experience working with other products (especially a console prod-
uct) is always a big plus in this role.

Successful candidates for this role often emerge from the Quality Assurance department,
or were interns in a production assistant role. Once an AP gains the experience of just one
product cycle (from concept to commercial release), he is much more valuable to the
company than when he started in the role.

External Game Development: Working with Third-Party Product
Development

The role of an assistant producer in third-party product development varies greatly,
depending on the genre of product, the producer, and the company. Third-party product
development focuses on relationships with individuals at other outside companies, so an
assistant producer in this role needs to be professional, responsive, and prepared when
dealing with outside vendors and people who are under contract to develop the game for
the assistant producer’s employer, the publisher.

n o t e

Third-party product development is the term used to describe working with outside, independent
game development teams and companies. These companies generally have no direct relationship
with the hardware manufacturer, such as Sony, Nintendo, or Microsoft.

This type of assistant producer could work with both internal and external development
teams, and could be required to juggle both types of roles.

Assistant Producer Job Requirements

An assistant producer is regularly responsible for the project management and quality
assurance coordination of games and entertainment services (online game components).
The assistant producer also manages all deployment projects for the group, as well as
game build and game design evaluation of each title in development. Specific emphasis on
or passion for a particular type of game is a tremendous asset to a person in this role.
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Having a passion for their product or genre means driving, and taking full responsibility
for, the QA process, including providing the QA team with instruction, managing time
versus resources against a budget, and approving overtime in concert with the QA man-
ager. The role is primarily responsible for establishing and coordinating effective build
procedures (getting new builds for testing from the independent developers and cycling
them through QA and providing the feedback required to improve the product).

Assistant producers in this category are often responsible for managing schedules for
localized (foreign language) versions and ports (to other platforms or media). This
requires interfacing with and supporting developers, licensors, and other departments
within the software publisher, especially Marketing.

The assistant producer is often responsible for reviewing and contributing to design doc-
umentation, using discretionary judgment on key game design features, their effectiveness
and compelling nature, as well as management reports of the online usage.

Naturally, the AP in this category must assist the producer in the daily project manage-
ment, scheduling, and decision-making processes of the game.

Following are some typical requirements for this role:

■ One to two year’s video game industry-related experience or equivalent in educa-
tion and training.

■ Sometimes, two years in a lead tester role is advantageous. This means that as the
lead tester, you were responsible for leading a QA team.

■ An outstanding demonstrated passion and knowledge of video games is always 
a plus.

■ A passion for the product genre and product is always required in an AP role.

■ Being willing to travel occasionally in support of your projects is often a 
requirement.

■ Knowledge of gaming technology is always a bonus.

Also desirable are strong time-management skills. Prove your ability to meet deadlines on
multiple projects by finishing smaller projects on schedule or by working with QA to
enhance the efficiency of the feedback process. Learning how to manage small projects is
the first step along the way to being put in charge of larger ones.

Effective verbal and written communication skills are absolutely required, as the role of an
AP is to problem-solve and bring potential crises to the producer before they become
actual crises. The ability to define problems, recommend solutions, and establish
resourceful conclusions are excellent foundations to have when starting off as an AP.
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An Assistant Producer at a Developer
This section discusses some of the responsibilities of an assistant producer at a developer.
The assistant producer is responsible for assisting the producer in all aspects of their role.
The assistant producer’s role is to ensure that all details of the project are handled, while
maintaining a commitment to leading industry standards.

The AP is primarily responsible for managing the team and tracking each team member’s
progress according to the schedule. The AP may also be directly and indirectly involved
with the game designers, working closely with them to ensure that the game features are
implemented as designed and are tested and revised so as to conform to the design docu-
mentation and milestone-acceptance criteria.

Job Requirements

Following are some of the job requirements of the assistant producer in this category:

Maintain Project Schedules

The AP helps create and maintain project schedules. By knowing what each team mem-
ber is working on and what features are going into the game at all times, the AP provides
the first line of defense against a project falling behind schedule.

Maintain Project Management Documents

The AP is responsible for maintaining most project and game management documents.
This may include production documents, such as the art asset list and features lists.
Working closely with the game design team is required to ensure the project documents
reflect the requirements of the design documents.

Takes Meeting Notes

The AP is also responsible for taking and distributing meeting notes. This is a principal
part of the role, as so many things are happening during development. It is imperative that
an excellent and referable record is kept of when production and design decisions are
made, so that they can be referenced at a moment’s notice.

Interacts with the QA Team

An AP is the principal liaison with the QA team, providing QA with builds and bug-fix-
ing assignments and support. By maintaining bug list for team, the AP is the single point
of contact for all fixed and open bugs that are identified in a software project prior to
commercial release.
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Assists with Communications

With excellent communications skills, a passion for the game they’re working on, as well
as an excellent understanding of the gameplay, APs assist with external communications,
especially for fans and fan Web sites. Coordinating information released to fans—includ-
ing behind-the-scenes looks, interviews, and screenshots—are all responsibilities of the
AP role at a developer.

Assists Producer

Lastly, the AP must assist the producer in fulfilling all of his or her responsibilities —that’s
pretty much a catch-all category for anything else that the producer needs to have done.

Other Job Responsibilities

Other job responsibilities are usually less frequent demands on an AP’s time. I don’t want
to characterize them as less important, as they still need to be done. These types of duties
include evaluating gameplay and the fun-factor of the product with a critical eye toward
improving the specifics of the game’s design or implementation. This often includes the
coordination of internal focus groups for a critical analysis of how the game is being
implemented and designed.

Another necessary task is to compile detailed release notes, or regression lists, for all builds
sent to publishers for evaluation. These notes that accompany each build describe what
has changed and what’s new in this version.

Another secondary responsibility is online fan community maintenance, such as message
board participation and providing assets to the Web development team for an update of the
product’s online presence. The AP is the key contact for the online “mod” community and
fan group support for the product. By creating and maintaining an online “mod” group for
the product, the AP ensures that there are plenty of fans ready to participate in the creation
of new content, such as multiplayer maps, new missions, or alternative characters.

The AP also helps coordinate any online beta testing with the publisher and the publish-
er’s QA team. This often includes e-mail updates, message board posting, and IRC chats
with the fans prior to an online beta test.

The AP may also help in the creation of any post-ship tools, support, and content.
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A Top Ten List for Assistant Producers

Advice from Geoff Thomas, Relic Entertainment

Assistant producers are exposed to every aspect of game development. On any given day, the AP
will be sitting in on design meetings, providing feedback on art direction, tracking progress on fea-
ture implementation, risk-managing project schedules, and all the while absorbing as much infor-
mation as he/she can handle. The position is unique in that you have full interaction with the
development team (in the trenches, so to speak) while at the same time working with the pub-
lisher, the press, the fan community, and external contractors. To excel at this position is to know
how to multi-task!

Here’s a top ten list of what it takes to succeed in the assistant producer role.

1. Know your game. This is a no-brainer. APs are involved with as many areas of production
as they can handle, so they need to know as much about their game as possible. Having
this knowledge will enable you to take part in decision-making and help you to steer the
game in the right direction. Being able to provide cross-team insight into how (and why)
systems work is an invaluable skill that the producer and leads will come to draw on again
and again.

2. Know your industry. It’s not enough to simply understand how your studio works or what
the vision of your project is. Keep on top of industry news, trends, and competitive titles.

3. Be process-oriented. Producers and assistant producers alike spend most of their day in
interrupt mode. Establishing (and sticking to!) processes that define how you handle your
work will not only translate into a less stressful day, it will make you much more productive.

4. Be proactive. At all times you’ll need to stay on top of requests, problems, and dependen-
cies (tasks which aren’t complete yet and that hold up other tasks from being completed).
Even at the best of times, people on your team will be too busy with their own work to
keep on top of what everyone else is up to. When they turn to you for help, be ready.

5. Keep morale high. This is one of the most important areas of the AP position. Keeping the
team excited about the project and making sure the focus stays positive is critical to suc-
cessful development. Shield the guys in the trenches while making sure that the publisher
is happy with and confident about the title.

6. Be a facilitator. The AP’s primary focus is to, well, assist! This means being available to help
not just the producer, but all of the project leads, the publisher, the QA team, fan sites,
publications—anything that can’t afford to sit on the back burner.

7. Never stop learning. What makes this position so fantastic is that each time you gain com-
petence in an area of your job, a new responsibility comes your way. It’s the perfect path
to becoming a producer because as you gain experience, you end up taking more and
more off of the producer’s shoulders.

(continued on next page)



The Producer’s Role
There are two types of producers. The first type is the producer who works at the develop-
er; this is the person who is in daily contact with the development team and is responsible
for its performance. The second type is the producer at the publisher, who is responsible for
third-party product development (external development). This person is responsible 
for evangelizing the product within the company and to the media.

As I discussed earlier, the producer is the person who is most focused on and responsible
for delivering a finished product on schedule. This rule applies to almost every company
in the gaming industry. While there may be different variations on the role of producer,
the key is that the role is senior enough so that the person in it can take full responsibili-
ty for managing the project as a business. Secondly, the producer in any specialty or com-
pany focuses his efforts on and is capable of producing the game title that he is charged
with. The producer is able to take full responsibility for his product on multiple SKUs, and
can supervise others and make informed and intelligent decisions related to the design
and development of the game.

Let’s take a look at some of the key responsibilities of someone in this role at a software
publisher.

A Producer at a Publisher
This section offers a brief look at the job description of a producer at a publisher. Keep in
mind that this is a broad description and that the specifics of the role vary depending on
company. Doing whatever it takes to get the job done and the product complete is gener-
ally the main focus for producers in this role.
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A Top Ten List for Assistant Producers (continued)

8. Pay attention to detail. Assistant producers simply cannot afford to be sloppy in this area.
The devil is in the details, and little things love to snowball into huge problems.

9. Never consider any job too small. There’s a lot about game development that’s glamorous
and fun. There’s a lot more that’s mundane and—let’s face it—boring. When your project
leads are too busy to work on the little stuff, you have to be prepared to jump in. Let them
worry about the graphics engine instead of who on their team needs a new video card.

10. Never be afraid to ask questions. It’s always better to ask about what you don’t under-
stand than to pretend you do. As much as you know, there’s more that you don’t. Your
team will be happy to share what they know with you, and you’ll be better able to plan
your project if you glean whatever knowledge you can from them.



Again, this role parallels the requirements and structure outlined in the assistant produc-
er description. Generally, producers at software publishers work in two types of projects:
1) the internally developed product developed by an internal team and 2) the external
project undertaken by an external development team.

First, I’ll discuss producing an internal product through an internal development team at
a publisher, which is very similar to the job of a producer at a developer, except that often
you have to do the work of both roles—the producer on the development team and the
producer who is focused on external development.

Internal Development: A Producer’s Job Description 

The producer is ultimately responsible for every aspect of the game. It is the producer’s
job to make sure that the project is completed on time and on budget, while maintaining
a commitment to industry standards.

The producer is responsible for facilitating all decisions of the product development team.
Conflict resolution and proactive problem solving are the key aspects of this job. Often
problems arise that cannot be easily resolved. Therefore, it is the producer’s job to make
the decision that moves the project forward on schedule.

n o t e

Producers generally report directly to the executive producer, who is responsible for many titles
within a single brand or business.

The producer is directly responsible for the assistant producer and the project leads (the lead artist,
lead programmer, lead designer, and art director).

Primary Responsibilities 

The role of producer is much more encompassing than this overview may lead you to
believe. Daily supervision of direct reports and review of weekly task lists takes up a large
part of the job—generally, 20 percent of your time every week. Working directly with an
assistant producer to ensure that the project schedule is updated on a weekly basis is
another critical focus.

n o t e

When working with an assistant producer, producers should take time to understand what an assis-
tant producer wants to do long term. Then discuss how they can best assist that person in accom-
plishing their goals and career education. Hire APs who can help accomplish the project by looking
at problems in ways that are different from your way. While they won’t always be right, adding
diversity to a team provides the opportunity to expand your consideration and problem solving abil-
ities. Generally speaking, hiring people who you suspect are smarter than you—and who deliver
results in improved ways—can only help the project and your career as a producer.
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Evaluating whether resources are properly allocated to the project is a constant responsi-
bility. The producer is ultimately responsible for maintenance of the project schedule,
even though the assistant producer generally does the work. The producer should under-
stand and know about all changes to the schedule and what their impact will be; knowing
this information helps the producer ensure that the project is on time, on budget, and of
AAA quality. The producer is primarily responsible for providing up-to-date schedules for
the team and executives on a weekly basis.

The producer often makes decisions regarding who should be working on what features and
why. Properly allocating resources for the tasks is an important aspect of the producer’s job.

The producer maintains the team vision. This cannot be understated. If the team does not
know where the product is going, or if there’s a conflict between the lead designer and the
art director, it is the producer’s responsibility to maintain a cohesive and consistent vision
that resolves the conflict. This includes maintaining harmony between team members,
even to the lowest level of the project.

Outside contractors are often hired to create the sound and music for a game. Sometimes
outside talent, such as voice actors, animation studios, and other professionals are hired
to complete voiceover work or finish cut scenes and other animation. Management of
outside contractors is also the responsibility of the producer. The producer is required to
be able to handle and resolve conflict with outside talent who deliver content or assets for
the game that do not meet specifications or quality standards.

The producer must facilitate communication and decision-making at all levels of the team
and the executive management. By providing a regular update to the executive manage-
ment covering any problems and their proposed solutions, as well as any unresolved prob-
lems, the producer demonstrates an element of control and understanding that usually
strengthens the confidence of executive management.

A producer’s ability to proactively identify potential problems and solutions is a constant
and ongoing responsibility. Do whatever is necessary so that problems do not surprise
you, or at least have a contingency for almost every problem. This means that you should
never be caught unprepared for the worst. But, of course, you must expect the best and
convey that assumption to the team.

Finally, ensuring that the team is fully staffed and fully supplied with necessary equipment to
do their job is the last piece in the intricate puzzle of being an internal team game producer.

Secondary Responsibilities

It is difficult to discuss some responsibilities as being secondary to the role of the pro-
ducer, as at the end of the day, everything on the project is the responsibility of the pro-
ducer. However, some secondary responsibilities might include working with the business 



development team to evaluate new game development opportunities. Other responsibili-
ties that fall into this category might include documenting best practices and completing
post mortems for each product so that other development teams may learn from your
experience—including mistakes and successes.

Other secondary responsibilities may include design reviews of other projects in develop-
ment for which you’re not directly responsible. Sharing ideas, experiences, and procedures
that work well on your project with other producers constitutes a valuable contribution
to the company.

A Few Specifics

Here are some of the additional duties and responsibilities that  producers for an inter-
nally developed game (working at a publisher) may face.

■ Defining the monthly milestones with leads from the team. Milestones are mea-
surements of where the project is at certain points in time. A review of a milestone
from an internal perspective helps the management of the publisher determine
which products are poised for success and which ones should be cancelled. Inter-
nal teams that devise and rely upon a milestone schedule are generally more disci-
plined, resulting in higher-quality products and on-time delivery schedules.
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The Producer and Designers

An often unavoidable part of being a producer is working with the design team to resolve conflicts
in their design. Conflicts can arise when what is technically feasible or what meets the overall
game scope feasibility standards comes into conflict with what the designers are considering in
their written design. For this reason, producers should have a distinct understanding of the design
issues related to the specific genre of the game that they are producing. A producer who is com-
mitted to excellence understands design issues without being a designer or wanting to do the
designer’s job.

Sometimes, producers at publishers are called upon to fulfill dual roles and as both producers and
designers. While companies such as Electronic Arts have a practice of doing this on many of their
successfully developed, internally produced franchises, this practice has some drawbacks for video
games based on original concepts, intellectual property licenses or other types of creatively chal-
lenging titles. Roles and responsibilities that are clearly delineated to the job description help
ensure that the “design by committee” process that producers are used to doesn’t hold up the
game’s development.

At the end of the day, a producer is a producer and not a designer. Such a distinction clarifies
responsibilities and allows people to focus their talents on what they do best.



■ Ensuring that the team leads are managing each of their groups to meet the
monthly milestones requirements. This involves daily and weekly management to
ensure that each member of the team is performing to expectations. Often, weekly
lead meetings are the time when problems are resolved and action plans are
formed.

■ Keeping up-to-date, realistic schedules. Updated schedules with realistic assump-
tions are critical to ensuring a successful product launch. The primary responsibil-
ity of the producer in this regard is to review and interface with the team leads and
work with the assistant producer to update the schedule to reflect actual work
completed and remaining work to do.

■ Managing the development of new tools and procedures that enhance efficiency
within the development team. Finding efficiencies in the tools and pipelines is part
of the core responsibility of an effective producer. Looking for and efficiently man-
aging resources includes developing new procedures, such as export pipelines or
work flow enhancements. For example, licensing a new art tool that might help the
artists create and apply textures to models in the game is the type of efficiency that
a producer should always be looking for.

■ Providing feedback and doing annual performance reviews for the team. Giving
annual reviews is an important part of being an excellent manager. Providing con-
structive feedback to team members, as well as acknowledging key performers
within the team, is critical to being an effective leader.

■ Managing external contacts, such as original equipment manufacturer (OEM)
deals and the media. The producer is the key contact for external contacts, such as
OEMs (such as NVIDIA or ATI), who want to ensure that the game is compatible
with their system and that their hardware includes the features that game develop-
ers need. Keeping and managing media contacts is another demanding part of a
producer’s role. The media involvement in a game usually occurs during the final
stages of a product, when time is at a premium.

■ Facilitating communication links to Marketing and the QA lead. This is critical in
the final stages of any game’s development. Clear communications are the basis of
any successful relationship. A producer must be clear, concise and excellent in all
communications, written and verbal.

■ Overseeing management of bug tracking and interfacing with the Quality Assur-
ance department. While the producer is not the direct and daily contact during
most of the testing and quality assurance process, he or she is responsible for find-
ing the right method for inputting, tracking, and resolving bugs.
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■ Preparing and presenting progress reports and weekly updates for the executive
producer. This update process should be respected even during times of intense
development and schedule pressure. The process of preparing a weekly update
report should be used to update your manager with the details of the project, as
well as facilitate discussion of any challenges their potential solutions.

■ Handling any problems that arise and reporting unresolved issues to the executive
producer. This is often referred to as escalation. Escalating a problem or challenge
allows you to return to solving the problems that you know you can solve and
allows your manager to help by solving the problems that you cannot.

External Development: The Producer’s Job Description

When working in a third-party product development management role, your job as pro-
ducer is to manage the relationship between the publisher and the external developer. It
is also your job to manage the development contract in place governing the relationship.
It may seem as if the producer only has a cursory or limited impact on the product’s devel-
opment, but in reality, the producer’s role is crucial, required, and often can make the
biggest impact in terms of how commercially successful the game is.

The producer is the primary representative of the project to the outside world for the pub-
lisher. The producer is chiefly responsible for budgeting, scheduling, staffing, sourcing,
and tracking development. Producers generally negotiate contract terms within the guide-
lines provided by the publisher’s management. They are also responsible for ensuring that
the developer’s team deliverables are met in a timely manner. They report progress to the
publisher’s management, as well as to other departments within the publisher, such as
Marketing, Sales, and QA.

The producer is also responsible for project relations and ensuring clearly defined deliv-
erables and goals for all departments the work on the game, including Marketing, Public
Relations, Quality Assurance, OEM (Original Equipment Manufacturers), and Licensing.
A producer position may have an associate or assistant producer who reports to them.

Overall Responsibilities

There are some similarities in the challenges faced by both internal and external produc-
ers. Read on to uncover the unique aspects of both roles as well as some recommendations
in how to overcome the unique challenges of each.

■ Make daily updates to the schedule and budget. This information is generally pro-
vided by the developer, and the external producer usually interprets what he
understands to be risks.
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■ Serve as primary contact for the development team at the publisher. Communicate
with the publisher generally via telephone and e-mail several times per day.

■ Manage the development budget while working with the brand manager to ensure
that the key messages and features of the game are understood.

■ An external producer actively works to eliminate any obstacle that interrupts or
interferes with the development team’s progress or ability to do great work.

■ Coordinate the efforts of the development team so that those efforts support the
marketing initiatives and brand manager of the project as much as possible.

General Requirements

Although college degrees are preferred, they are not required. Many producers can be suc-
cessful without a college degree, as long as they are committed to excellence.

As a producer, you should have on your resume a minimum of two major titles on PC or
current console platforms and a track record of on-time delivery as an assistant or associ-
ate producer. Primarily responsibility for the completion of at least two projects means that
you were able to take full responsibility for completing that project. At least two year’s of
experience is usually the minimum required before being considered for a producer role.

Following are other skills and knowledge producers should have:

■ Excellent communication skills, in order to work closely and effectively with many
internal and external groups.

■ Knowledge of PC hardware, operating systems, and standard APIs; familiarity with
PS2, Xbox, and GameCube hardware, development tools, and console manufac-
turer product submission procedures.

■ Good comprehension of all aspects of multimedia, film, the dynamic narrative,
and game production—specifically graphics, design, programming, audio and
video production, QA, and localization.

■ Comprehensive knowledge of game genres and ability to spot good products and
concepts prior to full development. A background in competitive products, demo-
graphics, market preferences, and biases of game players are useful in this role.

■ Familiar with standard project accounting procedures, including budgets, Profit
and Loss (P&L) statements, and pro forma financial analysis.

■ Experience as a producer on a AAA title.

■ Great enthusiasm for playing video games.

■ Aggressiveness in finding new ways to problem-solve and work through resolu-
tions. Is able to hold others accountable for their work product.



■ The ability and confidence to proactively approach the product, anticipating and
solving problems before they detrimentally affect the project.

■ Organizational skills and attention to detail. The producer is the pillar of strength
for the team, and must know the status of all aspects of the project at all times.
Making a game requires the simultaneous management of hundreds or thousands
of details, bringing them all together in a resolution that results in an excellent
software product over a period of several years. A producer generally cannot suc-
ceed without this trait.

This description should dispel some of the myths about the role of being a producer at
either a game developer or a publisher. The point is that you can’t be an excellent producer
without loving your job. Now, let’s take a look at the senior role in production manage-
ment, the executive producer role.
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Role Definition and Success at Electronic Arts

Interview with Rusty Rueff, Electronic Arts

Rusty Rueff, Vice President of Human Resources at Electronic Arts had a few things to say when
asked about the producer’s role in the success of products published by EA.

Q: What is the difference in job functionality between an assistant producer and associate 
producer? What differentiates the role, responsibilities, and the employees in these roles at 
Electronic Arts?

A: An assistant producer typically has clear area for which they are responsible. For example, pro-
viding screen shots to their marketing partners for publishing on an advance Web site. Or tracking
licensing arrangements for a subset of players in a sports game.

An associate producer has a more broad set of responsibilities. For instance, they may be respon-
sible for multiple elements in the production of a game level. Associate producers may have one
or more assistant producers reporting to them.

Q: What benchmarking techniques does EA endorse or use across its studios to ensure that each pro-
ducer is functioning at an acceptable level? Is there a way to provide them assistance if they are not
meeting the common benchmark? 

A: A set of performance objectives is set each quarter for each producer. They report their progress
against these individual objectives.

At the product level, producers have deliverables (for example a design element, or level map) that
are tracked in the overall project management schedule. This provides another tool to track
progress of the producers.

(continued on next page)
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Role Definition and Success at Electronic Arts (continued)

At a general level, there are role definitions and performance standards set out for assistant, asso-
ciate, and producer levels. These definitions help their managers benchmark appropriate perfor-
mance expectations.

Q: What difference in job functionality between a senior producer and an executive producer? What
are the principle leadership characteristics EA requires of executive producers? 

A: Senior producers carry responsibilities for such things as an entire level of the game, relation-
ships with Sales and Marketing, or coordination with production artists. Senior producers often are
responsible for an SKU or a particular game as designed to be played on a particular platform.

Executive producers are overall product team leaders. They carry responsibilities for the game con-
cept, its design, and usually, the development (art, audio, engineering, and so on) of a game. In
addition, they often carry responsibilities for all the products in a given franchise (for instance, all
baseball games within the MVP franchise or all racing games within the Need for Speed franchise).

Executive producers must be product leaders—meaning they understand the consumer audience
and the creative definition of a game targeted at them. They are often team leaders, meaning that
they maintain the focus and productivity of the large number of people in a product team. In addi-
tion, executive producers are expected to contribute to the success of the overall studio in which
they work. An EP manages people, processes, and technology to balance the scope, resources, and
time necessary to deliver a highly rated, successful game.

Q: In a producer’s interaction with the executive staff, what are the ways in which a producer can
achieve a higher degree of success?

A: In any product development organization, senior executives must decide how to allocate
resources across a number of potentially successful products. The ability to present a game concept
in a compelling way is critical to the success of an executive producer. As the game development
progresses, the ability to convey the progress of that game and its potential sales success is criti-
cal for the executive producer. These presentations typically involve extensive, often multi-week
preparation by teams of individuals.

Q: How are disputes or disagreements between executives and producers at EA resolved? Can you
give an example of a situation in which a producer worked to resolve a conflict?

A: A good example involves proposing new products. One racing game was presented but the con-
cept was neither green-lighted nor funding given. However, critical feedback on the game concept
was given. Six months later, the executive producer returned to represent the product and give a
demo that had been built out of salvaged resources. This time, executives were impressed enough
to take the product into a funded pre-production status.



Producer Roles: Executive Producer 
While the term executive producer is often tossed around to describe a variety of activities
associated with creative direction or overall management of a project, in this book, I will
examine how this role is structured at some of the leading companies in the game indus-
try and discuss how this role can add the most value to the management of a project or
set of projects.

Executive producers manage the brand as a “business” unit. What this means is that the
executive producer is responsible for managing the business profit and loss statement
(P&L) for the brand, and for achieving fiscal corporate goals. This might mean cutting
projects in favor of green-lighting others. It also means looking at the big picture of the
brand and how investing in it is going to be rewarding for the company.

The executive producer role is very similar in required qualifications and inherent chal-
lenges whether it is performed at a developer or at a publisher. Because of this, the role at
both types of company has been consolidated here, with specific notes identifying the
variations in roles where appropriate.

What Makes an Executive Producer? 
As a senior development executive, the executive producer must be versed in both the
business and creative elements of running an entertainment software franchise. As an
executive, an understanding and foresight of critical business issues related to the brand
are critical skills for this role.

The executive producer is required to offer creative input and direction to help guide the
brand to a successful place in a highly competitive market. Executive producers often
assemble and manage third-party producers who oversee several off-site (third-party)
game developers. Most publishers have development contracts that require external devel-
opers to work under stringent quality and delivery standards and the executive producer
is responsible for enforcing those standards as well.

An executive producer leads the global business effort and vision for a brand. Powerful
presentations skills to senior management and the media are required. Naturally, an exec-
utive producer must be persuasive and instill confidence. Having sufficient industry-spe-
cific experiences to rely upon to help them distinguish between products of high poten-
tial impact and those that have failed is critical to establishing that confidence.

Finally, EPs must be able to clarify the vision for the brand, conveying that vision to other
department executives and internal leaders. Complete confidence in determining how
best to exploit the brand on hardware and software platforms (such Xbox, Playstation 2,
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PC, GameCube, or online) to the intended user base and key demographic is another crit-
ical skill. This means that the executive producer should possess a complete understand-
ing and vision for how each product in a brand will live up to its maximum potential on
each platform.

Following is a list of more qualities an employer expects of any candidate for the 
executive producer job:

■ Leadership abilities, such as being able to work independently and to identify and
resolve issues with a positive outcome.

■ Strong ability to evaluate product, coupled with a refined intuition into what
makes a game fun.

■ An understanding of and ability to integrate marketing concepts with product
development’s creative initiative behind the product.

■ A willingness to take and manage risks and tolerates failure as a step toward
growth.

■ Integrity and the ability to inspire trust and confidence.

Generally, the executive producer has several direct reports (people who report to him),
including producers, associate and assistant producers, team leads (lead programmer, lead
designer, lead artist, and so on), and even, sometimes, a creative director. However, the
reporting structure generally depends on the company and the project. Reporting struc-
tures are usually fairly flexible.

What Makes an Executive Producer at a Developer? 

Generally, executive producers at a developer are responsible for multiple projects and multiple
teams. What usually distinguishes them is their focus on the execution of the development of a
game. Generally, an executive producer at a developer is an officer of the company who can focus
on the strategic goals of the company and their development plans, while still maintaining a
responsibility for the execution and completion of those goals.

The EP may interface with the publisher at a level higher than the normal producer relationship,
focusing on future projects and the direction of the relationship with that publisher.



Other Production Management Roles
In addition to the producer roles described above, there are other product management
roles at software companies. This section provides an insight into the variations of those
roles and how they work. Sometimes they require a technical skill, expertise or back-
ground.

Product Planner
The term product planner comes from Microsoft and is specific to Microsoft’s organiza-
tion. This position and role was moved laterally from other product groups to the gam-
ing group at Microsoft. Following is a description of the role.

Product Planner Job Description

A product planner’s role is to help develop and define the future of a game or a franchise,
or even the future of product peripherals. Working with a publisher who is also a hard-
ware manufacturer can be quite challenging.

The product planner focuses on planning for the varied array of video game console
products, or even on peripherals like controllers, remote control units, headsets, and
future products. This role is similar to that of an executive producer, but with less involve-
ment in the direct product development.

Primary Responsibilities 

To quote a recent Microsoft job posting, “The primary responsibility for this role includes
developing and driving customer and market requirements in the product planning
process.” This is a complicated way of saying the product planner must evaluate the mar-
ket and determine what it needs, then conceive a way to develop that product. Generally,
this market-driven approach works in well-established genres or with hardware products
where it is possible to predict the demands and requirements of the market. The creative
endeavor of creating a game based upon purely original content is extremely challenging
to plan, as it is nearly impossible to schedule “creativity” to occur within a specified time-
frame. I discuss market-driven decisions and product driven markets later in this book.

The product planner role is focused on conceiving and developing the product idea, then
taking it to the Product Development, Marketing, Sales, and Business Development teams
to establish its feasibility and longevity. The product planner then works with the devel-
opment teams to focus the efforts the research and the market analysis that gathers cus-
tomer input.
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Throughout the product development stages, the product planner is focused on features,
schedule, and trade-off decisions. An example would be the trade off of including more
features but delaying the release of the product for several months or years. Managing the
product through each phase of development and balancing each of these compromises is
what a product planner does—this is very similar to the role of a producer. This is gener-
ally done by aggregating, analyzing, and communicating customer feedback, or market
research. Once this is complete, the product planner develops a market-wide competitive
understanding (such as a feature comparision list, anticipated ship dates of competitive
products, as well as early feedback from testing) and analysis that drives the implementa-
tion of a successful product development plan, including projected costs.

Once the development plan is outlined, indentifying the key points in the schedule as well
as the overall development budget, the product planner can further develop the business
models as well as identify new ways to generate revenue from this product. A product
planner must be able to communicate recommendations and influence change within the
development process and structure (without mandating it), especially into extremely
dynamic environments that may have many variables.

Teamwork is critical, and the product planner must foster the ability to drive results across
functional areas of the company. This means the product planner must have an under-
standing of the goals of the company and how other departments are charged with meet-
ing those goals. Specific goals may be revenue targets, market share acquisition, or tech-
nology deployment (as in the case of an Xbox live). As the produt planner must coorid-
inate and facilitate avenues for constructive input from Program Management, Design,
Development, Marketing, Business Development, and Sales departments.

This requirement of coordination of input from various departments is further compli-
cated by the need to develop and manage research that efficiently and effectively captures
consumer needs. This research information must be communicated effectively to the
product development teams.

Strategic thinking and critical analysis skills are imperative for a product planner.
Excellent written and verbal communication, coupled with the ability to achieve objec-
tives and deliver results on multiple projects is another must.

Experience in the games business is generally preferred for a product planner candidate.
Qualifications generally include a minimum of four to six year’s experience in marketing,
product planning, strategic marketing, or business development. Microsoft often requires
a BS/BA degree—and sometimes an MBA—for the product planner position.
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Program Manager 
Microsoft also has a program manager role, which is responsible for the more technical
aspects of being a producer. Program managers are charged with the specific implemen-
tation and management of feature implementation and less concerned with the responsi-
bilities that go with managing a budget and a schedule. In short, the program managers
work to ensure that the game is fun. As this is the case, an outstanding program manager
is driven to create, deploy, and support the development of individual game products of
games on either the PC or Xbox platforms.

This role seeks to strengthen the developer support services (such as DirectX support, or
Xbox SDK support) provided by Microsoft to its development team for the Xbox and
Windows games. The program manager is generally the strategic point of contact between
Operations, Marketing, and Development; the PM must also interface with internal and
external partners. The product manager is involved in the entire lifecycle of a product or
service, from its specification and development through deployment and ongoing
upgrades.

Primary Responsibilities 

One of the principle tasks for the product manager is to communicate as the voice of the
game team to other departments. The role is well suited to those with experience in digi-
tal media as well as new social online applications (like online chat features, avatars or
even online worlds found in MMORPG products) and video games. By following the new
trends in digital entertainment, the product manager allows his team to benefit from that
understanding. But the PM is a leadership role that requires experience in management of
the product on a daily basis.

Coordinating the development process with a strong emphasis on project management is
generally what Product Managers do. By working with each team to plan the project exe-
cution and milestones, the product manager helps guide the team as to what is producible
and what is not. Planning and managing schedules and coordinating milestones are daily
responsibilities. The product manager is responsible for communicating project status to
other departments, such as Marketing and PR—especially bug counts and updates to the
anticipated ship dates.

Some more technically oriented product managers may contribute to the specification
writing process, and may interface with other software groups in the division to manage
dependencies (deciding the order of tasks in the software’s development).

Qualifications for the position generally include at least four years’ program or project
management experience developing retail software products. Experience in the full cycle
of retail products is required. Noone can do this job without excellent verbal and written
communication skills or strong organizational skills. Naturally, an excellent knowledge of
software development processes and engineering practices is helpful and highly desirable.
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The ability to prioritize and make strategic tradeoffs must be a demonstrated strength of
a PM candidate. The ability to develop great products within the product vision and strat-
egy takes negotiation skills and an ability to deal well with ambiguity and change.

Finally, the ability to work around unknowns and to eliminate dependencies is what the
team relies upon the product manager to do. Product Managers with a strong creative
flare and an ability to convey that vision are the most successful.

Development Director
For this book, we’ve referenced the job description for development director from
Electronic Arts, as they’ve demonstrated a success in the division of their production
management roles, bringing credibility to their organizational style. Other companies
may have the same job title, but the role description varies from company to company.
The development director job description is quoted below from Electronic Arts’ Web site:

“As a partner with the producer, the Development Director provides overall leadership and
influence at a franchise-wide level. The Development Director will either manage a game
franchise or manage one or more components of a complex, large, and strategic project.”

Primary Responsibilities and Qualifications

Here’s a list of some of the other requirements of this role, as published by Electronic Arts.

■ Strong focus on managing performance through coaching, mentoring, and 
training.

■ Strong communicator using active listening skills such as clarifying, understand-
ing, and confirming.

■ Able to build a strong effective team; effective at selecting strong people or coach-
ing employees through performance issues.

■ Able to address challenging motivational situations and coach in areas of personal
strength.

■ Able to think outside the box in a challenging and ambiguous environment; being
resourceful and creating constructive and innovative solutions.

■ Able to effectively partner with peers outside of team to establish alliances and aid
in strategic planning.

■ Defines initial project scope and delivery schedules; manages day-to-day project
schedules and motivates team towards a common project goal.

■ Can translate business goals into action.

■ Has strong resources planning experience; effective at identifying opportunities to
share and reuse between internal and external or central teams.
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■ Able to initiate or implement development process improvements to achieve effi-
ciencies.

■ Acts as a change agent for process improvements.

■ Proactively identifies risks associated with meeting project milestones; ensures nec-
essary steps are taken to resolve issues which may impede progress or compromise
project’s objectives.

■ Strong ability to set objectives as well as prioritize and organize task/people assign-
ments.

■ Responsible for budget and planning process; manages overall SKU budget, fore-
casting, and administration for defined project scope.

■ Can contribute towards building a realistic business case that anticipates short-
and long-term business demands.

■ Proactively anticipates and adjusts for problems and roadblocks, partnering with
the producer to find equitable and efficient solutions.

The partnership with the producer means that the producer is still responsible for imple-
menting and producing the creative vision for the product, but the development director
acts as a check-and-balance system so that the most important issues have the proper
resources allocated to him. This allows the producer to focus on fulfilling the vision for
the product—he knows that the responsibility for securing the right resources to com-
plete the project is being covered by the development director.

Production Assistants and Interns
Serving as a production assistant or intern is often the way to get started in a production
role. If you’re just out of school, or want to get some hands-on experience in understand-
ing what producers do, these are the roles to start in. While the production assistant or
intern is often given the mundane jobs related to administrative work, testing or product
evaluation, meeting preparation, and note taking, this type of involvement in the pro-
duction process allows a clear perspective on the entire product development process.
Being a PA or intern is an easy and low-risk way to understand the business without mak-
ing a long-term commitment to a role.

A Good PA Makes a Difference

I’ve found that the right production assistant can make a huge difference. The role of a
production assistant is to assist the producer or a group of producers in streamlining the
efficiencies of their roles. A smart production assistant who believes in the group in which
he’s working should look for ways that he can assist the group, rather than just waiting to
be told what to do. Production Assistants can fulfill much of the administrative and mun-
dane tasks of the producer.
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For example, a production assistant can be given the responsibility of double-checking the
lines of dialog in a script against the lines of dialog accounted for in the localization data-
base. A production assistant who can clarify any discrepancies he finds frees up the pro-
ducer to focus on solving other, more complex issues for the project.

Any excellent production assistant can be promoted through the ranks to assistant pro-
ducer and eventually producer, given enough experience, guidance, and good judgment.

Production Team Management 
Now that you’ve reviewed some of the producer roles in the game industry, let’s see how
the talent in these roles might be used to make the maximum impact on a team, a project,
and a company. This section explores some ideas on how to get the best work from those
who work with you, work for you, or manage you.

Hire Smarter 
Generally, the smarter a person, the most usefulness they have to the producer role. Don’t
be afraid to hire someone who seems smarter or more competent that you in certain areas
—such people can help get your work completed and goals accomplished.

While it is sometimes true that very smart people have underdeveloped social skills, com-
munication is a skill that can be taught and learned, while inherent intelligence, deductive
powers, and perceptiveness are generally gifts that stay with a person from birth to death.

Practice Respect and Consideration
Treating others with respect and consideration seems like a basic concept, but it often is
overlooked. I know, as I’ve overlooked it myself, dishing out orders on what needs to be
done by when and by whom. A better approach is to respect everyone’s contribution and
ask for volunteers once a task list has been developed. Gradually work through the task list
until all of the tasks have a volunteer assigned to them.

Consideration comes in many forms. The monetary consideration one receives from
doing a job is often secondary. The primary consideration for many in the game industry
is the fact that their contribution to something larger is appreciated and valued. Make sure
to show your team this consideration and they’ll reflect it back to you. Give others the
opportunity to shine and they will. By expecting the best from others, you create a belief
in them that they’re successful. Often, that’s just the jump-start people need to really make
a significant contribution without fear of failure.
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Create Opportunities
Most people are generally concerned with themselves, and those that actually go out of
their way to create opportunities for those that work with them really distinguish them-
selves. The best way to do this is to volunteer your project or your team for the challenges
that are faced at the executive level, or for a new opportunity that’s never been faced before
at the company.

For example, on one project on which I was a producer there was a requirement for a live-
video shoot, one in which Hollywood talent would be used. The challenge (and therefore
an opportunity) that I faced as a producer was coordinating all of the prop creation,
wardrobe, and other pre-production issues that go into a video shoot. The opportunity
that was created was for an associate producer to take responsibility for those aspects of
the production and keep it within budget. I provided the AP a clear, concise, budget and
helped her identify all of the pre-production elements, then provided her with a timeline
for accomplishing these objectives. The PA had never accomplished such an involved
aspect of video game production prior to this project, but it was a great opportunity for
her to learn to how to take full responsibility for an entire sub-project and complete it on
time and within budget. She was thankful for this opportunity and it helped her earn the
confidence she needed to fulfill the rest of her responsibilities later on in her career.

Why Being a Video Game Producer Is So Fulfilling 
Why is being a video game producer a wonderfully fulfilling role? Here are a few reasons why.

Seeing the Finished Product 
One of the main accomplishments of being a producer is being able to hold out a game
box and think: I helped make this. Then you can enjoy watching people get excited when
you give them a copy of the game. Naturally, it becomes even more exciting if your prod-
uct is selling on the order of magnitude of the last Grand Theft Auto title. There is a value
to being able to show your work as a finished product to others. Many jobs do not offer
such a circumstance or reward. They are never-ending jobs that have little visible accom-
plishment.

Having an Impact on Others 
A producer has the opportunity to impact many people— from co-workers and peers in
other departments to the team he works with to external developers, licensees, and the
press. And last, but certainly not least, the producer has an opportunity to impact the lives
of the consumers who buy the game—it is gratifying to know you have allowed people to
experience something that they may have only previously imagined.
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Gaining Event-Driven Experiences 
There are two types of event-driven experience that can be rewarding to a producer.
There’s the story, and then the actual gameplay. The gameplay creation is when a produc-
er helps create the tools and the environment for people to play the game while they cre-
ate the events through online multiplayer gaming environments as fans do for most RTS
games like Command & Conquer or Homeworld. The other type of rewarding event-dri-
ven experiences are those events that go into making a video game. There’s a nearly end-
less list of events that can be rewarding to a producer, including casting, filming, design-
ing, integrating technology, creating a story, creating the animation, visualizing the game
concept, creating a gameplay prototype, recording the music for the soundtrack, testing,
and seeing the game on the shelf.

Realizing Film and Thematic Composition 
As video games are form of entertainment, there are elements of film and thematic com-
position in each product. This can be rewarding for the producer, who helps shape and
realize that concept and its presentation to the fullest extent possible. This is often the
heart of the experience for the end user, so take pride in its creation.

Engaging in a Multi-discipline Experience 
Being a producer provides many opportunities for engagement in the areas of the project
in which are most interesting and where your contribution is most valued. If you’re a pro-
ducer, you have an opportunity to use your talents of organization and direction as well
as any talents in the areas of game design, storytelling, writing, music, and thematic devel-
opment.

Helping to Develop the Music 
Music is a highly emotional component to any entertainment medium, especially an
interactive entertainment software product. As a producer, you have an opportunity to
foster the development of an original piece (or pieces) of music that work with your prod-
uct. What this means is that composition may last forever.

Working with Smart People 
Working in the entertainment software industry provides many opportunities to work
with smart people. Clever people challenge each other to achieve the best, and find solu-
tions to difficult problems.
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Telling Stories in a New Way 
The story-driven experience has its roots in the most ancient form of communication,
storytelling. But with an interactive medium, linear storytelling is no longer required. It
provides an entirely new way to interact with a story. And more importantly, the story and
drama on which the game is based is generally a reward when it is completed and imple-
mented in an interactive medium. Video game producers have a real opportunity to help
tell stories to society in an imaginative new way.

Using New Technology 
During the development of a video game, a producer is constantly searching for new
methods, processes, and technology to integrate into the game. As a producer, being
responsible for helping to research, understand, and decide how to implement a new tech-
nology is an educational and productive experience generally exclusive to engineers and
R and D staff. As a producer, the role you play in deciding which of the newest technolo-
gy is integrated into a game is very rewarding, when you can see the results on screen.

The Final Word
After reviewing the descriptions and challenges of the various producer roles, you’ll see
that it is no easy task. Turn to the next chapter to learn about the specialties of producers
and how to focus your talents where they’ll make the biggest impact and hit hard toward
making a great game.

The Final Word 59



This page intentionally left blank 



61

Habits of Highly 
Effective Producers

chapter  3

T
he guidelines that Stephen Covey wrote in the Seven Habits of Highly Effective
People can be applied to the role of a producer. A large part of the role of a producer
is being available for the team. This section discusses what to do for the team and

the project to make the most of your investment.

Traits of a Successful Producer
During the course of my career, and after reviewing many reference sources on leadership,
management, and software-production management, I’ve noticed that successful produc-
ers possess certain key traits. I’ve outlined these traits here in alphabetical order.

Accepts and Expects Criticism
A producer’s job is not to be friends with everyone, but to guide his or her team through
the game-development process to a successful conclusion. Of course, such a role encour-
ages criticism, so expect—and welcome—it. In any heap of criticism you’ll find nuggets
of gold; these nuggets can make you rich in understanding. If you accept criticism that’s
constructive and use the feedback to improve your practices, methods, or approach to
problem solving, you’re on the road to success. If you receive criticism that you don’t feel
is worthwhile or valuable, then discard it and move on.



Achieves Results
The achievement of results is generally regarded above all else as demonstration of abili-
ty. Find yourself committed to an achievement, and you shall arrive. The achievement of
results speaks to the volumes of small accomplishments that must occur in order to cre-
ate a successful video game. Form your daily habits around achievement of results, how-
ever small, one day at a time.

Curtails Ego
A producer with a large ego fails to recognize others for their contributions. This can be
most detrimental, making the producer’s job more difficult and less enjoyable. Indeed, a
big ego can turn good people away from working with you. After all, who wants to work
with an egomaniacal project leader? The less you care what others think about you, the
more likely they will appreciate your abilities as a producer. Remember, actions speak vol-
umes more than words, so be sure that your actions are consistent with your belief that
your ego is in check.

Demonstrates Integrity
Since the ancient Greeks bestowed their wisdom of the ages to the rest of civilization, the
value of a good name has been paramount to all who are successful. Integrity with respect
to the role of the producer refers to being able to resolve political differences in an objec-
tive and positive way without taking sides, but remaining professionally committed to the
project. Ensure that others believe in you and your integrity. It will last much longer than
the game or the project; indeed, it will follow you throughout the rest of your career.

Demonstrates Professionalism
Being professional in all circumstances is critical to maintaining an objective leadership
position. “Never let them see you sweat” and “Don’t take things personally” are two
mantras you should adopt. The example that the producer provides to the team, manage-
ment, and the industry at large forms the basis of the outsider’s belief about the game—
its viability and whether it’s in good hands. Professionalism is one of the cornerstones of
producing effectively.

Displays Contagious Enthusiasm
Your role as a producer is to establish yourself as the person most willing to give for the
team and the team’s goals. Your enthusiasm for the goal, the project, the game, the team,
the company, and your role in it must be contagious. As a source for inspiration and
encouragement to others, the producer must shine brightly with contagious enthusiasm.
Who wants to follow a leader who doesn’t believe in or like where he or she is going?
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Doesn’t Fear Failure
Everyone fails at some point. This is a natural part of life. Often, however, people avoid
opportunities because those opportunities increase the likelihood of a failure in the
future. The fact is, however, that from each failure comes a lesson—and from the lesson
an opportunity to grow stronger and succeed in the future. A producer cannot be afraid
to fail, because each failure yields its own opportunity for growth and understanding as
well as success. Do not become complacent; instead, venture forth into the challenges that
video game–software development offers without fear!

Doesn’t Rush to Criticize
Although it is often easy to see the mistakes of others, sometimes the best approach is to
ask clarifying questions about a person’s work or approach to the work before criticizing
the outcome. Often, you may discover that a team member thought he or she was deliv-
ering as expected and simply needs you to clarify your expectations.

Of course, the most important rule when you feel criticism is warranted is to provide oth-
ers with the same respect you’d expect from them. Allow and guide them to benefit not
just from the specific correction that is required to their work, but from the process as a
whole. Such an approach can only increase the degree of respect and esteem the team
member holds for you, the producer—thereby ensuring a harmonious working relation-
ship as well as a more dedicated team member.

t i p

Refrain from personally attacking anyone, regardless of his work performance. You can always work
to remove someone from the team if he or she cannot accept honest, constructive criticism.

Empowers Others
Leaders are built through their ability to lead and inspire others. If you, as a producer, are
enabling others to do their best work, then they’ll respect you for empowering them to
deliver their best. Live with the fact that most people won’t be able to do some key tasks
as well as you do at first, but then realize that as they learn, chances are they’ll develop new
efficiencies, skills, and procedures to accomplish those same tasks, but in less time and
with more quality. Give others a chance to achieve their dreams, and they may just sur-
prise you with the results. By giving up tasks, roles, and responsibilities to others, it frees
them to learn and frees you to lead.
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Follows Through
Follow through is perhaps the most important skill and trait a producer can have. A lot of
people take follow through for granted. Recognizing a commitment and ensuring that it’s
carried out is the primary responsibility of the producer. The ability of a producer to fol-
low through on his or her commitment is paramount to building team confidence. If a
producer cannot follow through on his or her commitments, there is virtually no way for
that person to succeed in the long term.

Has a Positive Attitude
A positive attitude is one of the most important attributes a producer can have. Why? The
Game Development team faces many problems every day, from mundane frustrations to
near catastrophes, and it’s the producer’s job to help solve problems. If a producer has a
positive attitude when dealing with all of the problems associated with software develop-
ment, he or she can effectively solve those problems. After all, have you ever witnessed an
effective problem solver who complained constantly and had a bad attitude? When you
undertake your role with a positive attitude, it improves productivity and the quality of
the work performed. Besides, it’s much easier to work with happy, positive people than
with those who have a bad attitude. If you want your team members to have a positive
attitude, then you need to start with one yourself.

Inspires Others
The ability to inspire others is a powerful trait. As a producer, others look to you for wis-
dom, perspective, strength, attention, and proof that you care about the game, the team,
and the company. Your honesty in the face of challenges and mistakes is also an important
example for others. Often, when a leader admits a mistake, apologizes, recovers, and con-
tinues toward the goal, the team enjoys a profound experience in seeing that you’re human
after all!

Is Decisive
Often, video game–development projects are plagued by indecision. The ability to be deci-
sive, whether the decision is right or wrong, is valuable. The team reacts to the producer’s
actions and decisions; by delaying in making a decision, the producer lessens the amount
of time the team has to implement the decisions. This prevents the next set of decisions
from being made in a timely manner, causing a cascade of delays. Try to make decisions
early, communicate them clearly, and provide insight into your decision-making process.
Waiting to make a decision until all risks are mitigated usually means that any competi-
tive edge has been lost in the delay.
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Is Discreet
Discretion—specifically, the ability to respect confidentiality—is one of the traits required
of an excellent producer. In any leadership role, there is an inherent opportunity for the
leader to know privileged information. Respecting others’ requests for confidentiality can
only help you do your job and build respect in the long term. If others know that they can
trust you with their secrets, then you’ll have the information you need to do your job well
and to head off problems before they occur.

Is Passionate
A producer must be able to passionately lead a team. This means that the producer must
believe in the game concept, direction, and vision. Effectively conveying his or her passion
for the product to the team is a very important part of being a producer. The producer
must maintain his or her emotional connection to the game concept and vision through-
out the development process, up to and including the completion of the product. The
dominating and powerful belief in the product must be contagious in order for the pro-
ducer’s passion to be effective.

Is Reliable
Reliability is another critical trait for a producer. As an example to the team, the produc-
er must show that he or she can be counted on in all circumstances. Delivering the same
results, with a commitment to quality, is required of almost every producer. Working late
with the team to meet a critical deadline, ensuring that all of your responsibilities are
completed in a timely manner, and ensuring that contingency plans are in place are just a
few examples of being a reliable and excellent producer.

Laughs
Successful leaders look to find humor in facing the daily challenges of life. Indeed, humor
is often the lubricant for tense situations, of which you’ll experience many during the
development of a game. Humor helps leaders remain cool under pressure, and helps keep
the challenges in perspective. Case in point: President Reagan, after surviving an assassi-
nation attempt in which he was seriously wounded, quipped to the doctors upon arrival
to the emergency room, “I hope you are all Republicans.”

Be careful, however, not to employ sarcasm in your humor or to use humor to indirectly
criticize someone on the team; doing so may be unsettling and unproductive. Benevolence
in humor is always the best course for ensuring that others appreciate your point of view.
As the old saying goes, “Laughter is the best medicine.” It is often true that the best and
healthiest organizations know how to laugh at themselves.
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Leads by Example
In basic terms, leadership is getting others to do what they don’t want to do to achieve the
results that you want. Leadership also encompasses the ability to convey a degree of con-
fidence to those who are working with you that the leaders of the project are going to
make the right choices. Whether you’re the executive producer or simply an assistant pro-
ducer or associate producer, you’ll need good leadership abilities.

The best way to lead is by example. That is, if you’re asking the team to work accomplish
a specific objective or implement a certain gameplay feature by a specific time, make sure
that as the producer your work is completed on schedule and that you’ve met the com-
mitments promised to the team in return for their accomplishing this task. Ensuring that
you’ve made the decisions so that work can progress is another case of leading by exam-
ple. Don’t delay on a making a decision and then expect the team to make up for your
delay. As a producer, you do more than what you ask of others. By being a role model, you
set the work ethic standard. Practicing what you expect of others, offering your support,
demonstrating that you care, and being there to make it happen shows that you’re a pas-
sionate, committed member of the team.

t i p

Andrew Carnegie once said, “No man will make a great leader who wants to do it all himself, or to
get all the credit for doing it.” This mantra holds true in the video-game industry as well. Whenever
possible, give the credit to those you’re leading. In the end, it makes you a more effective leader.
Empower those you work with by giving them full responsibility for their portion of the game. The
results generally are surprisingly positive.

Meets Commitments
A commitment is a personal promise to perform a duty or task. When you make a com-
mitment, you make a statement about yourself and about your values. Your willingness to
fulfill the commitments you make to others—to do exactly what you said you were going
to do—is a key indication of how much you value that commitment, and of the strength
of your word.

Commitments are made both by people and by organizations, and an organization’s value
depends on its ability to meet a commitment. Often, an organization’s ability to fulfill its
commitments depends on each person in the organization meeting his or her own indi-
vidual commitments. As such, the organization’s commitment is only as strong as the
weakest link within the chain of commitments. As a result, your ability to meet your com-
mitments increases your value to the team and to the company.

Chapter 3   ■ Habits of Highly Effective Producers66



n o t e

As a producer, you have the added responsibility of making commitments on behalf of the entire
team. If you make it a habit to fulfill your own commitments, you’ll find that others will prefer to
work on your team, and that they’ll be motivated to do everything possible to meet their commit-
ments to you. As a result, in the long term, you’ll enjoy greater flexibility and freedom, and the abil-
ity to manage as you desire.

Perseveres
Perseverance is an ageless trait that has propelled countless leaders to greatness. Being
determined to complete a goal that might elude others because it is perceived to be too
difficult is what sets a producer apart as an effective leader. At every job, on every game,
every producer I know has considered quitting his job at one time or another when the
going got tough. They didn’t, and each time, the end result was the attainment of their
ultimate goal: the development of a great game.

Shares a Vision
Sharing a vision entails creating and believing in a greater purpose that everyone on the
team can relate to. By providing this vision—and in the end—a purpose, the producer
can establish a positive outcome of the team’s efforts. You have a much better chance of
completing a long journey inspired by a vision of success than one that is just a forced
march. Great accomplishments start with great visions.

Shows Business Savvy
Every producer has some element of business responsibility, and business savvy is a gener-
ally a required skill. Programmers, artists, and designers do not want to have to worry
about the business elements of a project. They want someone who is as good at business
to manage the project while they are creating art, code, or design. A good producer allows
each member of the team to focus on his or her discipline without worrying about the
business aspects of a project. A producer who is business savvy clears a path on which the
team and the project can succeed. Negotiating deals for software tools, cooperative or
complimentary products, or required third-party software licenses are just a few examples
of where business savvy helps the team accomplish its goal. Other elements may include
voiceover talent negotiations, hiring the right contractor, or negotiating with partner or
licensee. If a producer does not demonstrate some business savvy, then it is unlikely he or
she will be able to achieve a promotion in the role of the producer.
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Shows Respect
The old saying “Respect is not given but earned” is never truer than when used to describe
what is required for a producer to succeed. Demonstrating respect for other’s ideas, ini-
tiative, passion, and advice is of paramount importance for producers. The producer
earns respect by demonstrating initiative, follow through, and a commitment to excel-
lence. At the very least, if you simply do what you say you’re going to do, then you’ll be
able to earn at least a little respect.

Takes Initiative
Initiative is the power or ability to begin and to energetically follow a plan, task, or enter-
prise with determination. The initiative of the producer sets an example for the entire
team. The end result of the team’s collective work is widely affected by the initiative
demonstrated by the producer. The producer must take the initiative to solve problems
before they affect the game’s development. It is almost impossible for a producer to
demonstrate too much initiative.

Takes Risks
John F. Kennedy once said, “There are risks and costs to a program of action. But they are
far less than the long-range risks and costs of comfortable inaction.” Indeed, the accep-
tance and willingness to take risk is what liberated millions of people from the bonds of
war in the 1940s. Simply put, the extraordinary does not come to those who do not take
risks. Practice taking small risks first, and then build your own method of managing risks.
Over time, you’ll grow to take larger and larger risks and be ready to face the failures and
rewards as they come.

Organization and Successful Processes
The basic habits of highly effective producers start at the project and daily management
level. This section discusses a few of the ways (by no means is this an all-inclusive list) you
can be a more effective producer. If you turn these principles into habits, you will have laid
a solid foundation for becoming an excellent producer.

Do Daily Delta Reporting
The tool I’ve found to be of foremost use to a producer is the Daily Delta Report. This
term comes from the mathematical reference to the word Delta, meaning a finite incre-
ment in a variable. This process is used by some of the industry’s top game developers to
ensure that they’re tracking and managing the development of their games efficiently.
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A Daily Delta Report is a list of all of the changes in task or feature completion or states.
This means that each member of the team sends a quick e-mail at the end of the day list-
ing the work that was completed only, not everything that was worked on during the day.
These individual three- to five-line emails are sent to the assistant producer or the pro-
ducer who then group each person’s email details by their contribution area (art, design,
production, and programming) into a single report, published the following morning.
The Daily Delta Report provides a clear outline of the daily accomplishments of game
development progress from each team member—the finite increment in an easily
reviewed fashion.

The producer or assistant producer compiles the myriad of e-mails from the team into a
single comprehensive report of all the team member’s accomplishments and distributes
the report at the beginning of the following day. It is an easy process which allows the pro-
ducer to understand and follow what each team member is doing without being intrusive
on a daily basis. When everyone the entire team has this report, this means that everyone
has the same information that the producer does about what was worked on and for how
long. It promotes communication and problem resolution, as on large teams it is some-
times difficult to know what everyone else is working on. If you’re an artist working on
animating a character and the programmers are working on a key feature of the anima-
tion engine, reading this report allows the opportunity you to collaborate in a timely basis
and discuss the requirements of the animation engine.

Collaboration and clarity is promoted by Daily Delta reporting. It’s less intrusive and takes
less time than an assistant producer going around an interrupting everyone to get their
statuses. If every accomplishment, or delta, is archived, there’s a clear record of what the
entire team did on each day of the project (assuming that these emails are saved into their
own folder). This makes understanding and rectifying mistakes easier and makes possible
progress for benchmarking purposes.

Ask Clarifying Questions
The foremost aspect of the producer role is to clearly understand at what stage the project
is in and what it will take to complete the project on time. There’s virtually no way to do
this without asking questions of others. But there’s a way to do that that’s more effective
than constantly asking “Hey, when is the DirectX integration going to be done?”

When asking a clarifying question, you should pose it in a non-confrontational, non-
accusatory manner. “What remains to be done to complete this feature and how I might
help overcome some of the challenges you’re facing?” Is a much different question than
“You said that you’d have this feature complete by now—why is it more than three days
late?” By asking clarifying questions you make it clear to the person whom you’re asking
that understanding him is your first priority.
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Clarifying questions can also prevent an emotional outburst from an overstressed team
member and help identify other problems before they become more acute and disruptive
to the whole team. For example, I’ve often just taken a team member to lunch and asked
them about how their work is going, what they are enjoying or not enjoying and why. It
is not surprising that learning this type of information can help you understand a specif-
ic part of your project, but it can also help you understand a specific team member’s chal-
lenges. By listening first, you establish a level of rapport and trust with the team members,
and establish yourself as someone who can help solve problems.

This approach also prevents the natural human tendency to cover up for mistakes and
hide faults. Often, the team member does not want an immediate solution from the pro-
ducer so much as to know that his concerns are being heard. An immediate response from
the producer is not mandatory as it is sometimes better to just think about the answer
before responding.

Table 3.1 lists some examples of clarifying questions to use in a variety of situations.

Table 3.1   Clarifying Questions for Common Situations

Situation Clarifying Question

Team member wants a raise I’d like to understand why a raise outside of the normal
(outside of the normal performance review process is warranted? 
performance review process). Please help me understand type of (financial) recognition you are 

expecting?
How do you think that your pay rate measures against others in
the industry and the company? 

A team member Is unhappy Do you feel free to speak to me candidly about what elements of 
with his raise after a your performance review were unsatisfactory, unclear or unfair? 
performance review. Do you have a clear idea about what performance improvements 

would make next year’s review an outstanding one? 
What elements of your performance review weighed most
negatively on your overall rating? 

I’d like to help you outline a When can we sit down and outline and plan and a goal list? 
plan to achieve the performance 
review rating you want for 
next year.

When a team member is What challenges remain to completing this work? 
behind schedule. Is there anything that I can do to help improve  the efficiency of

completing this task? 
Are there any tools that you’re lacking? 
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Situation Clarifying Question

When a team member is Which elements of this task did I not account for in the schedule 
behind schedule. when it was established? 

Can we discuss the plan for completing this task by a new
deadline?

When a team member is upset Can you please tell me how you feel or how his behavior 
with the behavior or upset you? 
performance of another team Why do you think that he acts this way? 
member. What factors do you believe contributed to this behavior? 

Do you believe that he meant his actions against you personally?

When someone is upset at How did you feel when you learned of this decision? 
the decision of an executive What are your suggestions for how I should respond
or higher level manager. to the impact of this decision? 

When someone is What is inhibiting your ability to get to work on time? 
habitually late to work. Did you realize that your lateness affects others? 

Can you take a moment to understand how your not being here
on time affects everyone else who is here on schedule? 

When work quality What steps do you think are necessary to get your work product 
is insufficient. quality to a higher level? 

Do you understand why this work product can’t really be used in
our game without affecting many other elements? 
What can we do to help increase the product quality of your future
work? Do you need more time? Better tools? Or a better
understanding of the requirements at the beginning of the work? 

When there’s a disagreement Can you help me understand exactly where you’re coming from 
over the creative direction and why you feel this way? 
of the product. What other concerns do you have with this direction?

What do you suggest we do to minimize this issue and solve it
effectively?

Wants a day off (with Did you realize that your absence is going to affect the team’s 
little or no advance warning) ability to complete our work on schedule? 

How did we not know about this potential situation before now?
What can I do in the future to make sure we plan for these types of
occurrences?



Anticipate the Needs of Others
Anticipating the needs of others means being flexible and adaptable about responding to
the direction of the product with a focus on what each team member is going to need to
succeed in their role. For some team members, this means the right tools and plug-ins for
Maya, 3D Studio Max, Lightwave, or whichever 3D software package the team is using.
Anticipating the needs of programmers might require that you help outline which tools are
going to be licensed from a third party and which ones need to be developed internally.

Another way to anticipate the programmers’ and the artists’ collective needs is to help for-
mulate the plan for the assignment of critical path tasks and features to ensure that the
items on the critical path of the project schedule are completed on schedule.

Naturally, it is difficult to anticipate the needs of others without a clear and open com-
munication process, so ensure that a fundamental communication network is available
for constant collaboration among the team members.

To effectively anticipate the needs of others, stay away from the “Dilbert” management
style and company structure. An authoritarian management style undermines a produc-
er’s ability to understand and anticipate the needs of other. More importantly, team mem-
bers find it easier to fall into the role of complaining without taking any steps to improve
the situation.

Always Call People Back and Answer E-Mails
While this may seem like a simplistic principle, returning people’s calls (whether it is today,
tomorrow, or next week) is a valuable trait. It ensures that people will call you to discuss
news, and that you’re afforded every opportunity to understand and anticipate external
problems or opportunities that may affect your product. Being responsive is one of the
traits that is highly respected and appreciated by others—you’re not wasting their time
making them wait for a callback or stalling on making a decision until some later date.

The rule that I try to live by is that everyone gets a return phone call by the end of the
day—or at least on the way home. The exception to this rule is when I’m traveling and it
is not practical to return the call until later.

It is often easier and more convenient to send a caller an e-mail to let him know that you
received their voicemail and that you’re working on the situation. I often send a response
e-mail saying “Thanks for your call today. I need to gather the right information before I
call you back to discuss this further. I should be able to get in touch with you by [date].”
This is a great way to be responsive without being evasive or committal.
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Returning people’s calls is a way to distinguish your performance and approach from
those who may consider it acceptable to not respond unless it is to their advantage. I’ve
been able to get my calls returned by people I needed to speak to because they knew that
I would always call them back. Respect breeds respect, and in this industry respect is an
important and valuable commodity that often takes years to develop.

Always Follow Up in Writing
One of the most important parts of effective communication is confirming that the other
party clearly understands your position and what you’re saying. One of the ways that I’ve
found to be effective is to follow up important phone or in-person conversations with an
e-mail. Politely restating your understanding of the conversation and identifying the next
steps to be taken is an important tool in ensuring your project stays on schedule. There’s
nothing worse than, after having a conversation with the IT department and expecting a
problem to be solved by a certain date, you later find that the IT guy has been waiting for
two weeks for you to confirm the specifications of the hardware and the cost that you’ve
budgeted.

To prevent such situations from arising, I follow up with the individuals involved in a con-
versation with an e-mail stating:

■ The issues that I remember being discussed.

■ The proposed and agreed-upon resolutions.

■ Who is responsible for completing the agreed-upon tasks.

■ The date or time by which the tasks are to be done.

This simple procedure has undoubtedly prevented numerous mistakes and misunder-
standings (especially on my part) from affecting the team or the rest of the company.

Confirming your understanding in writing. Be especially sure to clarify critical and sensi-
tive situations such as those concerning performance, compensation, critical path sched-
ule items, and public relations events.

It has often been said that the first rule of corporate America is to “cover your ass” or
“CYA.” The “always follow up in writing” trait is not to be construed as motivated
solely by CYA. In fact, CYA emails are generally very transparent and are easily distin-
guished from those motivated by an individual concerned with the project’s success
and that of other team members. Don’t get the CYA rule confused with responsible and
clear communications.



Understand the Contract 
For external development teams and third-party producers, understanding any existing
contracts is a fundamental and necessary skill. While the authoring of an external devel-
opment or license agreement is not usually the sole responsibility of the producer, under-
standing the key principles, milestones, conflict resolutions and goals for the project as
outlined in the development agreement is an excellent way to ensure that you’re effective
in your role.

Once you understand the key principles behind the agreement, it become easier to admin-
ister and drive toward completing the goals outlined therein. I’ve witnessed development
teams reach the point of total frustration because the contract was so vague and the goals
so ill-defined that it would have been nearly impossible to meet the objectives in it when
it was signed.

If you inherit a project with a poorly defined contract or one that’s hard to understand,
read through it and create a checklist of key dates and goals. Then ensure that you under-
stand the way to resolve conflicts or disagreements within the framework of the contract.
They are almost always evitable, so the sooner that you understand them the better.

Follow the Contract 
Once an understanding of the contract has been achieved, there’s the second step of using
documentation to support your case and ensure that you’re following the procedures and
definitions in the agreement.

Make sure that for each milestone review or license-review stage, you have a checklist
clearly specifying all of the details in the milestone review and how they relate to the
agreement. Provide a place for acceptance of the milestone, with a signature line or other
indication that what’s been provided is acceptable and meets the terms of the agreement.

While it may seem disadvantageous to the product’s development process to follow the
strict letter of the agreement, I’ve rarely seen a producer take the heat for a project that
remained on schedule because he stuck to the milestones outlined in an agreement rather
than modifying the product to be the best or the coolest, or to include features or content
that was not specified in the agreement in the first place.

If you don’t agree with the terms outlined in the agreement, then work with your man-
agement to update the contract to reflect a reality that makes sense for the product and its
marketability. Propose a solution for improving the circumstances and restrictions of the
original agreement. But until that agreement is executed and in place, you probably
shouldn’t proceed on a course of action which deviates from the spirit or letter of any
agreement regardless of external force or outside market factors.
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Project Skills: Scheduling and Rescheduling Constantly
While some producers may consider the constant need to schedule and reschedule a big
hassle, if an efficient process exists to handle this process, it is much less of a hassle and
more of an administrative issue. Often, this “hassle” surrounds the use of Microsoft’s
Project software. Scheduling and rescheduling is a necessary procedure for producers to
follow. Requirements, features, designs, available resources, and time all change during the
course of a project, and there are not any solutions around having to constantly re-evalu-
ate and consider all of the variables and their impact.

MS Project is a complex and detailed software scheduling tool. Its value lies in when it is
used, how it is administered and updated, and the depth of expertise of its user. The
expectations are from its use often are not paralleled with the depth of expertise of the
user and it can be frustrating to use in such cases.

Generally, I recommend MS Project for the Envision and Speculation phases of the pro-
ject. MS Excel is often more easily adapted to tracking progress and identifying the
remaining work, while MS Project is valuable in high lighting key dependencies within the
task structure of a project.

I often reschedule a project as many as 12 times per year, returning to the Envision and
Speculation phases for each of the remaining milestones and applying what I’ve learned
from the completed milestones to the remainder of the project. Be prepared to continu-
ally revise estimates and adjust expectations, while identifying new dependencies.

Postmortem Reports 
One of the most valuable procedures in the video game industry is the publishing of post-
mortem reports. Publishing the findings outlined in these reports—either online at
http://www.gamasutra.com or in print in Game Developer magazine—is a primary way
the video game industry has differentiated itself from other facets of the entertainment
industry. These reports highlight what went wrong and contrast that against what went
right on a recently completed project. This allows others to learn from the mistakes and
successes of other teams.

One of the practices that I’ve found to be valuable is to provide a way for team members
to prepare a postmortem report on the project and submit it for review by management.
I’ve even taken it one step further, in asking for short postmortem reports at the end of
each milestone. Documenting successes and failures ensures that the failures are identi-
fied, communicated, and recorded, while the successes are recognized. This is the first step
toward repeating the successes and minimizing the chances of repeating the failures.
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Allowing team members to express their disappointment and do some self-analysis
ensures that the communication lines remain open. The next project is one step closer to
being a self-organizing team and being more adept at finding the best solutions for any
challenge.

Always Tell the Team the Truth 
The lead programmer for one of my recent projects suggested I include this point, after
having worked with several producers who hard a hard time telling the truth. Producers
may get used to negotiating with outside third parties, when it is often disadvantageous to
discuss the entire truth behind an issue; when dealing with the team, however, it is imper-
ative that your word be the 100 percent truth.

No matter how small the discrepancy in your story, it will be perceived as a lie, and you
may get a reputation for abusing your position by attempting to manipulate others for a
particular advantage. For such an infraction, a producer can lose almost all respect that he
has worked long and hard to earn. Don’t let this happen to you—provide complete hon-
esty in all your dealings.

The Commitment to Excellence
As described in the dictionary, “Excellence is the quality of possessing good qualities in an
eminent degree.” Being committed to excellence is the mantra for those producers who
desire to have their team succeed in creating an excellent product. This doesn’t mean that
your game will be a top-seller or will get unanimously great reviews. But if you’re com-
mitted to excellence, the game has a much higher likelihood of reaching those goals than
if you don’t. Being committed to excellence is the foundation that successful products are
built on.

Being committed to excellence means that as a producer and a leader, you set the exam-
ple for others to follow in terms of standards of acceptable work product, professional
behavior and creative problem solving abilities. This commitment shines through in
everything that you do, from writing clear e-mails (with no spelling mistakes or typos) to
writing and presenting quality reports to giving informative presentations to holding suc-
cessful public relations events. When you’re asked if you’re going to be able to complete
something on-time, you’re answer should be a resounding yes—and you should deliver.
Don’t agree to finish any task unless you know is can be completed excellently.

A superior product can only emerge from a team that is committed to excellence in every-
thing they do. Try to share your commitment to excellence and passion for the product to
everyone on the team, from the most junior to the most senior member, thereby empow-
ering them to be make the commitment to excellence reflect in their final work product.
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Achieving Excellence 
Achieving excellence means using your gifts and talents to become one of the best in your
field. But excellence does not necessarily mean being number one, though sometimes
winning awards is a byproduct of excellence. A commitment to excellence means simply
that you are always trying to improve and build upon your talents, however possible.

For example, excellence in being a producer may mean having the best music, the most
compelling game design, a fully integrated story, a slick user interface, or the best level
design and implementation. Or it could mean achievement of a technical goal, such as
texture compression, or poly rendering achievements that bring a new vitality to the inter-
active experience.

In order to achieve excellence, first you have to be committed to finding it whenever pos-
sible. Make it a state of mind that permeates every part of your work.

What Is Required for Excellence? 
The following subsections discuss some of the traits necessary to achieve excellence 

Passion

Real passion for a project is similar to being committed to running a marathon to the fin-
ish line. The race may be long, hot and sweaty, but the goal of finishing the race keeps
pushing the runner forward. Those who are exuberant about their goals act to accomplish
them.

Courage

Pursuit of a goal, a dream or a collective vision requires courage. It means not being afraid
of failure and moving ahead in spite of your doubts and fears about the outcome.

Higher Standards 

The key to excellence is setting high standards by example. Always ask yourself, “Is this the
best I can do?” and “Am I settling for less than I can be?” You must set the bar high and
continually raise it if you want to achieve excellence in your work. Demand more of your-
self than anyone else will demand from you.

Working Hard and Smart 

The great football coach from Alabama, Bear Bryant, once said, “It’s not the will to win
that counts as much as the will to prepare to win.” If everyone wants to win, then they
need to put in the effort and time to prepare to win. But very few people want excellence
enough to invest the exhausting effort and preparation required to be the best.
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How Does a Commitment to Excellence Apply to Producers?
One way for a producer to apply a commitment to excellence across a large team is to take
clear and personal responsibility for a certain portion of the game. Following this rule, I
took responsibility for the creation of the soundtrack for Myst III: Exile. By taking that
personal responsibility and conveying my commitment to excellence to all involved, from
the composer to the orchestra to the development team, I helped set the standard for what
the overall experience would be for the user. This commitment to excellence was realized
when we recorded the soundtrack with a live orchestra in Seattle in late 2000. It started
with an audition of several top composers, a clear design direction, and an eminent set of
standards that we were trying to achieve.

One time, I was on a team working long and hard hours to complete a milestone on
schedule. Additionally, I was supervising the production and editing of a trailer for the
game. Somehow the editor included footage captured from the game that clearly dis-
played a rendering error. While it wouldn’t have been apparent to the average viewer, it
was noticeable to the team. The opinion was unanimous that we should replace the
footage with something better and more compelling. So it was back to the editing room.
We found an even better piece of footage that improved the overall composition of the
trailer. It was released a few days later and was well-received. The commitment to excel-
lence paid off and I’m glad that was instilled in the team.

Why This Principle Is Important to Producing a Hit
This principle is important for producing a hit for many reasons. First, there are so many
factors that require success in order for a video game to reach a hit status—meaning com-
mercially successful product—that it is often a daunting set of challenges.

A producer who is committed to excellence some things working against them.

■ Market timing.

■ The focus of marketing efforts.

■ The reliance upon the applicability of critical technology.

■ The adopting of the technology in the marketplace (especially 3D hardware
chipsets),

■ The sales force’s ability to place product in the market at the right time

■ Operational issues, such as manufacturing slots and schedules.

I could go on and on listing the many challenges faced between the game’s original con-
cept and actually getting it to the user. But, if the product is not excellently made, these
factors may be overcome and yet the game is still not a commercial success. Products take
time and money—your time and the publisher’s (or someone else’s) money. You’ll never
get that investment of money and time back if it is wasted on a product that’s mediocre.
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As a producer, you are charged with supervising the investment of millions of dollars, as
well as hundreds and perhaps thousands of man-months in making a game, it should be
an excellent product when it reaches the marketplace. If it is not, what was all of the has-
sle for it in the first place? Remember the old adage: “Excellence always endures…. It
remains long after cost is forgotten.”

How to Get Known for Excellence
Reaching excellence in any area of life means setting the highest standards. One of the
greatest benefits to making a commitment to excellence is that people remember and
regard excellence highly. By establishing yourself as one committed to excellence, it gen-
erally opens up doors, new opportunities and people who want to work with you again.
This network and reputation is one of the most valuable parts of your career.

Ensure that your team knows that you’re committed to excellence. Demonstrate this with
your actions and reinforce it with your statements. Discuss how the team was committed
to excellence when meeting with journalists. Above all, get the word out that this is a prod-
uct completed by a team committed to excellence. You’ll be doing yourself and your team
a huge favor that pays dividends.

Rules That Apply to All Producers
This section discusses some of the rules that apply to all producers, why they are impor-
tant to understand and apply to your work as a producer.

Knowing What You Don’t Know
“The hallmark of wisdom is knowing what you don’t know.” - Socrates

There’s no way that a producer can know everything that needs to be done, when it needs
to be done, and how it affects the game’s development. But the challenge is to try to under-
stand everything that you can about the game’s development while relying on others to
know everything about their area of responsibility and to report the noteworthy chal-
lenges to you.

Understand that a producer may want to or try to know everything related to the game,
but it is usually not possible. Also know that you don’t have to give the right answers or
propose solutions immediately when confronted with challenges. Know that you won’t
have all of the answers all of the time.

■ Knowing what you don’t know requires consistently applying a few principles in
your daily routine.

■ Know that you may not be the best game designer, programmer, or art director in
the industry.
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■ Know that others are often times better qualified to make certain decisions and
recommendations.

■ Know that you don’t know everything that the leads from each department do.

■ Know that you don’t face the same challenges that each of the team members do in
actually creating the parts of the game that form the sum of the whole.

■ Know that, while you may have ideas on how to market the game and make it
appeal to a broad audience, you may not know the best way to spend the media
budget.

The Immutable Law of Resources, Quality, and Time
All games are comprised of three basic elements: resources (meaning talent, financial
resources to hire the best talent and tools), quality (the quality of the game and its design
specifications, and naturally, the time (money) it costs to bring that all together. If you
change one factor, the others must change as well. So if, as a producer, you need to
decrease the time it will take to complete a project, then you need to increase the resources
required and/or decrease the quality of the game to make sure it can be completed with-
in the time constraint. Or if you want to change the specifications for the game—say, by
increasing the quality to make the game more competitive—then the project (generally)
will require more time and resources (which equates to money).

One of the biggest traps to fall into as a producer is to believe that making the team work
long hours of overtime is more productive. When overtime is the norm, it becomes no
more productive than what is typically accomplished in an eight or nine hour day.
Burnout is a common occurrence among development teams that are forced into long
periods of required overtime to meet an impossible deadline.

How to Quantify the Unquantifiable
There are always a lot of variables that go into making a video game, and it is best that you
start trying to understand and quantify these variables early. Often the task is so daunt-
ing, so large, and so ill-defined that you may think, “Oh, let’s just start and then we can
make firmer plans once we know what is possible.” This course of action is not recom-
mended.



With most developers in the game industry, there’s always a resistance to the imposition
of a more defined team structure, process, procedure or methodology. “Restrictions tend
to stifle creativity” is the general consensus. But while ineffective procedures may slow
down productivity, effective procedures increase productivity and efficiency.

Begin with a functional specification and a use case of the creative design. A functional
specification is a description of how the game functions. A use case is a list, table, or report
detailing all of the potential uses that a user would see if the creative design were imple-
mented as specified. Then those two elements are divided into features and task, art assets,
and tool requirements. When that long list has been written, you’ve quantified the previ-
ously unquantifiable work required for the game.

You’ll be glad you took the steps to quantify the unquantifiable before beginning the epic
adventure of embarking on a game’s development.

Chapter 9 discusses the process of creating a game’s development schedule. I also recom-
mend reading Erik Bethe’s Game Development and Production, by Wordware Publishing,
as well Agile Project Management by Jim Highsmith (published by Pearson Education).

The Game Developer’s Conference
The last section in this chapter is a recommendation that all producers attend the annual
Game Developer’s Conference (GDC) at least once in their career—preferably, attend
every year.

The annual GDC is held in March. The URL for the conference Web site is
http://www.gdconf.com/.

The GDC is an official trade conference “by game developers for developers” of all forms
of entertainment media, including computer games, console games, mobile entertainment,
arcade entertainment and location based entertainment and naturally, online gaming.

The GDC has thousands of attendees each year. When that many experienced game devel-
opers get together, it forms sort of a nucleus of creative energy and motivation. There are
excellent professional networking and business opportunities for the individual. With the
annual gathering of game development professionals, many of whom are leading the $23
billion video game industry, this tremendous source of knowledge and benchmarks can-
not be overstated. The forum provides global access for programmers, artists, producers,
game designers, audio professionals to exchange ideas, helping to shape the future of the
industry.
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There are lectures, panels, tutorials and round-table discussions, including a variety of
topics of common interest to the industry. All are headed by leading industry experts.
There’s also access to demonstrations of the latest and greatest game development tools,
platforms and development services.

The Final Word
Being effective as a producer is about the talent coupled with leadership. While it is chal-
lenging to be able to handle the administrative tasks of scheduling, budgeting, and being
fiscally responsible, the talent makes the biggest impact in the effective habits that a pro-
ducer adopts. Those habits ensure that the decisions are made on the right timeframe and
the talent of others is afforded the opportunity to be recognized.
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Internal and External
Game Producer 
Specialties  

chapter  4

T
his chapter discusses the various specialties that producers throughout the indus-
try offer to their teams and their company. The theme is to play to the strengths of
the individual along with emphasis on finding the fun in your job and in your

game in development. There are numerous specialties of a producer, paralleling the spe-
cialties in other disciplines in game development. Here are some ideas on how to get the
best out of yourself as a producer.

Specialties of a Game Producer
In the video game industry, there are various types of producers who specialize or demon-
strate strength in one area over another. This chapter explores the different specialties of
producers and how each type can use his or her strengths for success. But remember that
at some point, every producer must call upon some element of the special knowledge list-
ed here.

If you have a mind for business but only mild opinions and interests in game design,
there’s still a role for you in this industry. If you have more of an interest in design and art
production than for scheduling, you can find a position where you can use those skills as
well. Almost every job has unenjoyable aspects, but the role of the producer is one of the
most versatile roles in the industry, so you’re bound to find the job appealing in some
areas. Explore your talents and learn to focus them when and where they have the most
impact.



Legal and Business Facilitator
A producer who is focused on the legal and business aspects of the game is generally in a
higher-level leadership role, but as an assistant producer, you may be fortunate enough to
have a chance to learn these skills and principles from an EP.

The producer who is the legal and business facilitator needs to understand the subjects
discussed in the next subsections, and must be able to negotiate well. Negotiations involve
complex topics such as right reversals, sublicense ability, distribution agreements, ancil-
lary rights, delivery dates, and a host of other topics that require a legal understanding.

More than 99% of all projects have some legal agreement necessary for their completion,
so it is important that producers to not perpetuate ignorance of the law. Reliance on attor-
neys is part of working in entertainment software, but more knowledge can help the
process be more efficient. Most attorneys do not have time for educating producers.
Furthermore, attorneys generally do the easiest work first.

If a producer can do as much of the legal legwork as possible, making the job easier for
the attorney to quickly review the legal points and ensure they have been sufficiently
addressed, this allows the game’s development to get underway sooner.

A producer for a publisher may also be involved peripherally with the negotiations for a
licensee, such a movie studio or celebrity athlete like Tony Hawk or an actor like Vin
Diesel.

Business Contract Law

Since business litigation concepts govern most business agreements, let’s take a short tour
through the complex world of contract law. Outlined below are the various parts of a con-
tract that have particular relevance to software development.

n o t e

The information listed in this book should not be substituted for the competent legal advice of an
attorney.

Contracts are written to clearly outline the business promises between two parties. These
promises are ones that a court of law will enforce. In order for a contract to be legally
binding, the parties must exchange a promise for adequate consideration (money) and
benefits. The money offered must be fair for the work performed.
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n o t e

Common law is the legal principle that the law evolves with the times. Judges can interpret the law
and what other courts have found to be consistent with the law over time. This principle means that
different courts can interpret laws differently, depending on the facts surrounding the specifics of
a situation. Society may have changed since the law was written and this principle allows the courts
to interpret and apply the law with some common sense.

Statutory law (written for a particular jurisdiction) may require that some contracts be put in writ-
ing and executed with particular formalities.

This section discusses the various parts of a contract and why they are relevant to video
game development. It is not meant to be a complete and full discussion of every element
of an agreement, just a brief overview of what goes into an agreement. This type of mate-
rial constitutes an entire course for first-year students in law school.

This section also outlines the principles and parts of a contract so that when you’re speak-
ing with an attorney, your manager, or an executive, you will have a cursory understand-
ing of the key elements involved in completing an agreement, whether it be a license,
development, or work for hire agreement.

c a u t i o n

Do not enter into an agreement without a lawyer. While it may seem fine to outline a letter of intent
and then to start negotiating a contract’s deal points and specifics, there is a whole host of con-
siderations that lawyers have which you as a producer, do not.

Following are brief overviews of common contract law topics.

Assignments

The Assignments section of an agreement generally deals with whether or not the contract
can be assigned to a third party without breaching the contract. Contracts with a devel-
oper cannot be assigned (in whole) by the developer to some other third party without
consent of the publisher. A publisher doesn’t want a different team completing the work
specified in the agreement. And, since industry consolidation is commonplace these days,
these restrictions prohibit the developer from selling out to a third-party that may com-
pete with the publisher. The publisher hired the developer for their talent to complete a
specific amount of work and deliver a marketable product, and that’s what they expect.

However, generally the obligations of a publisher can be assigned to a third party, giving
the publisher the flexibility to assign the agreement to a new publisher or a new party con-
trolling or purchasing their business, as is the case in today’s environment of corporate 
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mergers and acquisitions of publicly traded companies. This is relevant to the game’s
development, as a producer may suddenly find that the overall strategy of the publisher
has changed when they’ve assigned the agreement to another company who’s purchased
their business.

Breach

Breach is when a specific promise outlined in the agreement fails to be fulfilled on sched-
ule or otherwise according to the terms of the agreement. Breach commonly results when
either party fails to submit something in a timely manner, such as when the publisher fails
to meet a milestone payment within the time provided for in the agreement.

Choice of Law Clauses 

These clauses specify the choice of law that will be used to interpret the agreement in the
event that a dispute arises that proceeds to litigation. If you are in Washington and you’re
negotiating an agreement with a company in California, and the choice of law is
California, then the agreement will be interpreted (and litigated) in California. Your attor-
ney may not be licensed to practice in California, and in that case you’d have to hire a
lawyer who is before proceeding to trial.

Conditions

Conditions are the specific conditions under which the parties agree to perform the work
and provide the compensation specified in the agreement. Conditions are very specific
and measurable. An example might be “Milestone acceptance is conditional upon confor-
mance with the design specifications and testing.” That means that the milestone accep-
tance is conditional upon a review and test of it by the publisher. The publisher can reject
the submission if it does not materially conform to the specifications outlined in the
agreement.

Consideration

An advance royalty payment is paid as an “advance” on the royalties expected to be paid
to the developer. The advance payment is paid only when work is completed, submitted,
and accepted by the publisher.

A license fee is different in that it may be structured over several payments as well (the fee
to use a movie license or specific technology, for example).

The party receiving the royalty or license payment earns the advance as the work is accept-
ed, but the royalties aren’t actually “earned” until the product is sold and money is col-
lected by the publisher so that the amount of money owed by the publisher to the devel-
oper exceeds the royalty payments that were previous advanced to the developer.
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Covenants Not to Compete 

Naturally, if a developer is contracted to work on one product in a specific genre, the pub-
lisher or licensee wants to focus efforts on making that game the best it can be. So if a
developer is building an RTS for Microsoft, it is unlikely that the contract would allow that
same developer to work on an RTS for Vivendi Universal, as the product might compete
with the product from Microsoft.

Damages and Remedies 

Damages and remedies are provisions in an agreement that specifies what will happen if
the contract is breached or is otherwise unfulfilled. These clauses are specific and allow for
very precise set of circumstances. For example, if a developer is sold to a competing com-
pany before the work on its existing contracts is completed, one of the damages and reme-
dies may be for the developer to refund all the amounts advanced under the agreement to
the publisher. This could amount to several million dollars, so be careful when consider-
ing damage and remedy clauses.

Duration and Termination of Contract 

Most contracts have a duration, meaning that they last for a specific amount of time.
Other contracts are in perpetuity. Be sure to clearly specify how to terminate the agree-
ment and what steps must be taken in order to terminate the agreement prior to the end
of its duration. The duration of a development agreement may end when the work spec-
ified in the agreement is complete. However, the responsibility to pay royalties on the
product may extend indefinitely, depending on how successful the product is.

Implied Contracts

As a producer, you make it clear that any statement that you make to any outside third
party is not an implied agreement or a contract in any way, unless and until an officer of
the company has signed the agreement. Often when you’re dealing with contracts on a
daily basis, it is easy to understand and propose terms that you may know to be generally
acceptable. But it is important that you do not obligate your company to fulfill the terms
until an executed agreement is in place to govern that business relationship. All contracts
that I’ve seen used language specifying that the agreement constitutes the entire under-
standing between the parties and oral modifications are prohibited; only written modifi-
cations have any force or effect.

Intellectual Property Ownership

Intellectual Property (IP) Ownership is one of the most complex issues that you’ll be
required to understand as a producer. Who owns the IP is important to understand when 
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working on a game that uses an IP license. Be sure that the contract clearly determines
who owns the intellectual property related to the creative aspect of the game as well as the
technology that’s used to create the game. In many cases, these are principal issues that
determine the direction of a relationship or a business contract and—in the case of a dis-
agreement—whether litigation is worthwhile or not.

When dealing with license agreements (licenses to specific intellectual property) be sure
to clearly understand how the property can be used and what degree of freedom the pro-
ducer has. Managing a project that uses a third-party intellectual property could be a rou-
tine as a third-party licensed tool like Miles Sound System from RAD Game Tools or as
significant as a Star Trek, Tony Hawk, or Spiderman movie license.

Independent Contractors

Whether you work at a developer or at a publisher, chances are that at some point you’re
going to need to use independent contractors. Therefore, it is important that you work
with your counsel to prepare a clear, concise, and specific independent-contractor agree-
ment. That agreement should specify the work to be performed, the acceptance criteria for
the work, who owns the work (rarely do independent contractors own their work), and
the time in which the service is to be provided and completed. Make sure you follow the
Internal Revenue Service’s (or your local taxing authority) independent contractor rules
to ensure that the relationship maintains the independent contractor relationship and
does not become classified as an employee.

Microsoft learned this the hard way when they were sued by a group of independent con-
tractors and temporary employees, who were deemed to be full time employees and sub-
ject to the normal benefits offered full-time employees. The Ninth Circuit Court of
Appeals held that the workers could not be excluded from Microsoft’s benefit plans
because they were common law employees, not ICs. The case hinged on the fact that
Microsoft’s own published plans contained ambiguous definitions of just which employ-
ees were covered. (The case is Vizcaino v. Microsoft Corp., 97 F.3d 1187 [9th Cir. 1996])

Independent contractors are usually used to complete specific tasks for a specific duration
of time and can work at home. A few examples of where you can use independent con-
tractors to help out your product include 

■ Storyboarding 

■ Sketches 

■ Pre-production artwork 

■ Sound and music composition and integration 

■ Script writing 

■ PR or demo work 

Check with your own Legal department before hiring an independent contractor.
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Letter of Intent

The Letter of Intent, better known as the LOI, is a brief outline of terms used by produc-
ers to begin a review of the discussion points (such as budget, timeline, and technology
use) related to completing an agreement. Attorneys generally recommend using a “non-
binding” LOI, meaning that the company is not bound by any of the terms in the letter—
it just specifies the terms for clarity and discussion purposes. The practical application is
that the LOI can be turned over to your attorney to have him finalize the agreement with
the other party’s counsel. Even though most attorneys don’t recommend using LOIs, I’ve
found them useful and an efficient way to get a project rolling.

License

A license is the right to use another person or company’s intellectual property for inclu-
sion in your own product. Such licenses clearly specify how the license can and can’t be
used. Generally, in the gaming industry, license is given only for game consoles and com-
puters, meaning you cannot take the property and use it on any other medium, such as a
movie or TV program. Those rights may already be licensed to another party.
Alternatively, if you’re licensing a technology or a tool like DivX or InstallShield, those are
generally specific use licenses good for only one or two products and perhaps their deriv-
atives (like an expansion pack, sequel, foreign language version, or even a port of the game
to a different platform).

Nondisclosure

Nondisclosure provisions are very common in the entertainment industry, especially in
video games. A nondisclosure agreement or provision says that you cannot disclose to any
third party the information contained in the agreement or the work covered by the agree-
ment unless the information is disclosed to the public. This type of provision to guards
against disclosure of the product you’re working on and the technology used to create it
and any other proprietary information.

Milestones

The milestone definition is the part of the contract that you, as a producer, are going to
be most responsible for. The milestone definitions specify the work that needs to be com-
pleted by certain dates and what state the game should be in. These definitions need to be
clear, measurable, and concise. Writing clear and effective milestones is discussed in detail
later in the chapter.
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Offer and Acceptance 

Offer and acceptance are key principles of contract law. An offer is made by one party, and
the acceptance of that offer by the other party constitutes an agreement. Make sure that
whenever discussing terms with another party, you make clear that your agreement with
the proposed terms does not constitute an acceptance of the offer. A producer should
always take an offer and proposed deal points back to his management and present them
for one final review before confirming acceptance.

Option Exercise

Option exercise refers to the right that is provided in some contracts for one party to exer-
cise their option on a product. This could be a case in which the developer has an option
to develop other properties within the same intellectual property franchise but the pub-
lisher has the option of first refusal on such a proposal (this is often called the right of first
refusal). Other such options might be for the publisher to reuse the technology created for
a product in a different product, provided some compensation is granted for the option
granting that right.

Place of Performance 

This term refers to where the work is to be performed, and generally refers to specific
development efforts. If you’re a developer and you’re going to subcontract some of your
work out to a team in Eastern Europe or China, then you should disclose that in this sec-
tion of the contract. The publisher may be expecting you to develop all of the content and
complete all of the work at the place of performance designated in the agreement.

Third-Party Software Inclusion

Generally, a developer will need to use third-party software licenses and technology to
complete a product. Miles Sound System, Bink Video, DivX, Quicktime, InstallShield,
Unreal, and Gamebryo are all examples of third-party technology that is used to help
developers complete their work. Make sure that the contract calls for disclosure of all
third-party software licenses so that each party knows the terms of the third-party license
agreement with respect to the product.

Time of Performance 

Time is usually of the essence when creating a development agreement, so be sure to clear-
ly specify when the performance of the work will start and when it is expected to finish.
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Warranties

Warranties are promises that each party makes to the other party regarding the perfor-
mance of their duties under the agreement. Obviously, a game developer must warranty
that they have all of the rights necessary to develop and license a game to a publisher, and
that the work will be commercially viable. These promises are generally left for the lawyers
to decide and define.

Business Knowledge Requirements

There are several components of the business aspects of video game production that every
producer should be aware of. Following is a cursory overview of the elements related to a
business agreement and a product’s development. This is by no means an inclusive list, as
every product has a different set of deal points and business objectives.

Components of an LOI

Listed below are the key components of a Letter of Intent. As a producer working for
either a publisher or a developer, these are terms that you should be familiar with prior to
the finalization of the contract that you’ll be charged with administering. While it is often
true that all of these terms are negotiated prior to a producer’s involvement in the game
production cycle, being aware of them sooner rather than later is makes it easier to proac-
tively problem-solve and prepare yourself for the challenges that game development
offers.

■ Product. Product is the product name that the deal comprises. If you don’t know
the name, refer to the product as “the product currently known as” and then state
the working title of the game. It can always be changed later.

■ Platforms. Platforms denote which platform rights the contract addresses. It could
be a multiple-platform, simultaneous release on the PC, GameCube, Playstation2,
and Xbox. Be sure to clarify which platforms this deal covers.

■ IP Ownership. As discussed previously, clarify up front who owns the intellectual
property rights related to both the creative concept and the technology.

■ Royalty Rate. The royalty rate is the percentage of net revenue that is paid to the
developer from the money actually received by the publisher. It varies widely, but
generally amounts to between 10 percent and 25 percent, depending on the prod-
uct and the market factors. The royalty rate is usually inversely related to the total
amount advanced for the product.
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■ Advances. Advances is the term used to refer to advance payments against royalties
earned. Basically, the publisher advances money to the developer or licensee, based
in part on what the royalty rate is, how much the product is expected to sell, and
how much it costs to complete the product. This amount is usually what the devel-
oper invests in making the game.

■ Cross-collateralization. Specify early on in the negotiating process whether the
royalties (and the advances) for each product’s stock keeping unit, or SKU, are
going to be cross-collateralized. This means that the PC version of the game won’t
pay royalties until the PS2 and Xbox version have earned more than the advance
royalty payments. The short explanation is that the advance royalty payments from
all SKUs are lumped together into one big sum. The overall game (all SKUs) need
to earn more than that advance before a developer is paid any money beyond the
advance royalty payments.

■ Milestones and Gold Date. This specifies the estimated completion date of the
product. The gold master is completed and accepted by the publisher on this date.
Then it is sent to manufacturing to be replicated and shipped out to stores. Gener-
ally, this date is just a goal or a guess on when the product is going to be com-
pleted, but if arrived at through solid product planning, a developer should be able
to achieve this date within a few weeks or months.

Writing Clear Milestones

Creating milestones can be like playing a game of darts. Creating an accurate milestone
list is difficult and requires in-depth analysis and calculation. Even then, the results are not
guaranteed.

Milestones for a project are included in a contract in the form of an attached schedule.
The developer submits a deliverable to the publisher for each date specified. The publish-
er determines whether the deliverable meets the requirements of the milestone in the con-
tract (the publisher normally has a maximum of ten days to review a milestone, after
which time the milestone is deemed accepted if there is no written response to the devel-
oper), and if so sends the developer a payment.

Milestones must be assigned before development begins, and they are legally binding.
However, it can be difficult to determine at the start of a project exactly what tasks will
need to be done nine months or even 18 months later. Also, developers and publishers can
have different ideas about how a product’s development will progress. Poorly written
milestones can lead to misunderstandings and conflict between the developer and pub-
lisher, since they’re legally tied to money.
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Let’s say a hypothetical contract contains a milestone: “Write terrain-rendering engine.”
When the milestone schedule was written, the developer and publisher agreed that it was
a good milestone that fit the schedule well. When the time came to write the terrain-ren-
dering engine, a programmer at the developer wrote a very nice engine that could render
textured terrain of varying heights. However, when he presented his work to the publish-
er, they asked him where the dynamic terrain Height Importing tool was and why the ter-
rain only supported one texture at a time. He responded that those were separate tasks
and were not part of the milestone. Both publisher and developer, in this case, are victims
of a vague milestone.

A vague milestone is any milestone that could be interpreted differently by the developer
and the publisher. The developer might believe that a deliverable meets the standards of
the milestone and the publisher might believe that it doesn’t. This will cause resentment
if the publisher withholds payment or issues payment for a deliverable they do not feel is
acceptable. The contract is almost no help in these cases, as the only legally binding doc-
ument is open for interpretation.

A vague milestone is also a milestone that does not provide any information about the
true progress of the project. Here are three examples of this second type of vague mile-
stone:

■ Have a playable level up and running

■ Complete interactive demo

■ Convert the graphics engine to 32-bit

“Have a playable level up and running”—what does that mean, exactly? The problem here
is the ambiguous playable level. This can mean anything from having a text character
moving on a flat plane with a single sound effect playing to three fully textured 3D char-
acters with all animation frames moving on a rotating, dynamically lit, 10-screen by 10-
screen area—with display of ten working objects, full mouse and hotkey control, and a
host of other required features.

This milestone should give precise parameters of what is expected to be “running” in the
milestone. To truly be planned and completed correctly, this milestone should be broken
down into its various components. Otherwise, the developer’s “progress” is not measurable.

The “Complete interactive demo” milestone has the same problem as the “playable level”
milestone. What does a “demo” entail, and in what way does it need to be interactive?
How can it be complete if the publisher doesn’t know what is being reviewed for com-
pleteness?  Always be very careful when using the word complete. In this case, it could
mean complete in terms of speed, art quality, art quantity, or base functionality. Any word
with so many interpretations is trouble in a milestone definition.
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To correct this milestone, fully define what comprises the demo, what portion of the game will
be interactive, and what interactivity actually entails. With proper definition, anyone should be
able to determine whether or not the milestone is complete (and thus “acceptable”).

The “Convert the graphics engine to 32-bit” milestone sounds okay on the surface—and
it is the best milestone description of the three—but it should be broken down into its rel-
evant subsections. What portion of the original code needs to be converted, and what con-
version method will be used? Will it be a complete re-write, or a bare-bones fix to simply
make it work in 32-bit? What specific 32-bit features will be supported, and what ramifi-
cations will this have on game design and art creation? Will a new tool be required to deal
with art or converting art in order to allow the artists to support this new graphics engine?
This milestone should really be broken down into appropriate subsections to help the
programmers analyze what tasks will be required.
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An Adventure Game Gone Wrong

The early milestones of the hypothetical “adventure game of the century” schedule included
designing the game. Milestone conditions in the contract described things like “Design for X-fac-
tor World and included levels complete.” Since the components of the desired design were not out-
lined, the producer was not happy with some of the early designs. The developer had meticulously
laid out architectural diagrams and long, wordy game element descriptions. However, there was no
script written for the characters in the age, no drawings to indicate visual style, and no summary
of what exactly the players needed to do to solve each game element. Basically, there was a mis-
understanding about how much detail was required for various components of the design.

Therefore the producer re-wrote the milestone definition and included it in an amendment to the
development agreement between the publisher and the developer:

Puzzle Design For Mountain and Electric Worlds

This includes a written overview of the historical perspective of the level: what its purpose is in the
game universe, what its basic rules are, who wrote it, why, and when. This deliverable describes
the game elements that a player must solve at the same level of detail as would be found in a
strategy guide for the game. This detail included identifying the game elements and describing
each. It includes enough information so that readers know all the pieces of the big picture, not
including walkthroughs or complete designs. No brainstorming notes are submitted, only recom-
mended game element concepts. Concept sketches that give a feel for the overall theme of the
level are included, as well as brief descriptions of important environmental effects of the level.



Here are some guidelines for writing clear milestones.

■ Break every task down into its base components and write them in the milestone
schedule. If the milestone calls for a “design” of an area, write exactly what a design
entails, such as game element descriptions, NPC profiles, and concept art.

■ Avoid imprecise words such as some and most. These are easy to fall back on in the
early stages of design, when the exact details of a project are unknown.

■ It should be obvious from a glance whether a deliverable meets a milestone or not.
There is no such thing as a 70 percent complete milestone. That’s like saying a per-
son is 70 percent alive. The milestone is either completely finished or completely
unfinished.

■ There can never be too much detail. You must analyze the milestones and make
sure there is enough information to fully identify the components of each mile-
stone.

■ If you do not have enough information to write an unambiguous milestone, mark
it TBD and detail it when you have more information. Remember that milestones
are legally binding, and if you write a vague milestone with the intention of clari-
fying it later, you may find yourself in world of conflict nine months later when it
is staring you in the face.

■ Base milestones on a complete game design document and on a complete technical
design document. Make sure you review both documents and verify that every-
thing is addressed within the milestones. Reference the design document in the
wording of the milestone description where appropriate. If there are 50 monsters
to be designed in the product, then those 50 named monsters should be specified
as to preliminary and final versions in the milestones.

■ Include a statement in one of the contract schedules that provides for changes to
the design/technical document after good faith negotiations and agreement by
both publisher and developer. This is important to state, so that the developer can-
not make material changes to the game design without consulting the publisher.
This prevents game designers from writing and submitting overly ambitious game
designs.

■ Milestone items that are iterative in nature (for example, design docs, interface
concepts, voice scripts, and so on) should usually have more than one milestone
attached to them, such as first draft and final draft, at a minimum.

■ Programming milestones should be based on explicit engine features or measur-
able progress towards those features.

Specialties of a Game Producer 95



■ If there are technical specifications that you do not understand, ask for assistance
to evaluate and interpret milestone information.

■ Understand the publisher requirements for the project. Any dependencies required
by the publisher must be included in the developer milestones. For example, plan
deliverables for trade shows sizzle/playable demos, screen shots, behind-the-scenes
information for magazine or online articles, sketch art, and finished game art
assets for Web site creation, final text assets for localization, and so on. Each pro-
ducer should sit down with marketing/PR and also with localization to discuss
respective plans and schedules as they relate to having required materials tie into
specific milestones. These requirements obviously will need to be delivered to the
developer for incorporation into the milestone schedule.

■ Other key areas, such as full mock ups of final art screens, sample characters, inter-
face, level views, and so on must be delivered either at the time the design docu-
ment is delivered or very soon thereafter.

■ The developer must deliver the first playable milestone as soon as possible. This
cannot be emphasized enough. This first playable, or prototype, milestone should
request that the developer deliver final quality assets and technology.

■ Do not let the developer leave key technical hurdles, such as multiplayer program-
ming, until the last minute—even if using GameSpy or some other third-party
software for the final version. The multi-player version of the game should be up
and playable early and before the single player version is complete.

■ Plan milestones approximately one month apart. If milestones are too close
together, the developer is spending too much time creating and discussing deliver-
ables and not making the game. If they are too far apart, the publisher is too far
out of the loop and unable to react quickly to problems. Milestones can be farther
apart in the early design or engine development stages, and should usually be
closer together as the product reaches the critical milestones of Alpha, Beta and
Final.

■ The time between Alpha, Beta, and Final should be at least one month each. How-
ever, as a general rule for games, there should be a two to three month gap from
Alpha to Beta, and at least a two month gap from Beta to Final. For large RPGs,
the gap should be at least three months from Beta to Final.

■ Don’t forget to include specific milestones that need to be delivered to and
approved by any licensor that you’re working with.

Chapter 4   ■ Internal and External Game Producer Specialties96



Why the Producer Is Key to Realizing a Vision

As you can see after reviewing this section, there’s a lot of consideration that goes into the
business and legal side of video game development. This is the crucial first step in realiz-
ing a vision from a creative design. If you, as a producer, don’t lay a good foundation with
excellent business and legal provisions in the agreement, the process will be more difficult
later on and you’ll find your time invested in solving problems that were preventable
rather than focusing on problems that could make the product better and sell more.

The Creatively Inclined Producer 
This section discusses how a creative visionary for a game can manage in a producer’s role.
There are quite a few examples of industry leaders who’ve succeeded in this role, such as
Peter Molyneux of Lionhead Studios, Wil Wright of Maxis, Warren Spector of Ion Storm,
and Alex Garden of Relic Entertainment. But it is not easy, and there are certain risks.
Consider that there are advantages and disadvantages to this division of labor. Let’s look
deeper into this approach to understand the advantages and disadvantages.

First, the advantages: The producer who holds the creative vision for the product gener-
ally has a distinct and contagious passion for their role. This can be a powerful asset to a
team and its motivation to complete a project. Secondly, if the producer is the creative
visionary for the product, hopefully he can convey design decisions that balance the pro-
duction concerns without much disagreement or dissent. Third, a producer in this role
may have great support and guidance from other associate or assistant producers that can
balance his focus on the creative with an application of the practical production concerns.

However, there are several disadvantages to relying on a producer to execute both com-
ponents of the producer role effectively, such as balancing creative and emotional deci-
sions with that of objective concerns is an inherently difficult challenge. The producer
may be less effective when his emotional connection to a creative decision comes in con-
flict with the requirements for the game shipping on time and on budget. There’s also an
inherent possibility that the producer will discount other creative ideas and input as being
of less value than his own. This does not promote team unity or artistic respect. And last-
ly, once the producer is in the role of creative visionary, there is some question as to whom
is principally responsible for the business and legal aspects of the game’s production and
how they are being balanced and addressed.

Rely on a Good Producer

In order for the creative visionary (often the lead designer, but perhaps the producer) to be
100 percent effective and focused on the creative vision for the product, it is often necessary
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for him or her to delegate responsibilities and objective decision-making powers regarding
production to another producer. Being able to rely on an objective outside party regarding
the creative instincts ensures that there’s someone focused on driving the project forward,
rather than just making it fun. Balancing concerns of the team, as well as management, and
quality assurance, is invaluable during the production process, and it is only made harder if
the role of the producer and the creative visionary are merged..

The Technically Proficient Producer
There are number of advantages to having a technical background and applying those
skills to a producer’s role. Take a look at industry leaders like John Carmack of ID or Jason
Rubin of Naughty Dog. Technical proficiency and expertise is always valued at successful
companies, especially in the role of a producer. In this section, I will discuss some of the
advantages of working with a technically proficient producer who can apply his pro-
gramming background to managing the game’s development process.

One of the principal advantages to working with a producer who has a technical back-
ground is that the producer is well versed in the technical aspects of the game’s comple-
tion. This allows another level of problem solving aptitude to be applied when evaluating
milestones (both from internal and external development teams). A producer’s technical
background often gives him or her the tools for solving a host of other challenges, includ-
ing identifying dependencies within the schedule and understanding how the different
design elements of the game relate to each other and to the capabilities of the game engine
components and tools.

Another advantage offered by a producer with a technical background is his or her atten-
tion to detail and grasp of seemingly unrelated elements within a game’s design or with-
in engine architecture. A producer with technical skills can be relied upon to understand
the issues related to basic engine architecture and design requirements of the game’s
toolset.

Generally, if you’re technically inclined or creatively inclined, the role of being a produc-
er for an internal team is well suited to your skills. Of course, this is a generality and many
producers excel in any role. The next section discusses the differences in the details
required of both internal and external producer.

Internal versus External Producers
This next section discusses the role of internal and external producers, diving deeper into
the commonplace challenges than was discussed in previous chapters. Remember that any
of the specialties mentioned in the last section can exist in either of the roles, internal or
external. The producer role is so diverse that it’ll require some element of each specialty
at some point during the job.
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Producer for an Internal Team
The producer for an internal team, either at a developer or a publisher, is charged with the
daily management of the game or some aspect of the game, or even individual SKUs with-
in a product line. The daily management of the internal team requires different set of skills
than when working with external development teams.

The skills and specialized knowledge required for an internal producer depend largely on
the size of the team and the duration of the product. If the product must be completed
within a condensed timeline and production schedule (less than one year) there’s a unique
methodology to adopt to ensure that everyone is working toward that goal. This means
that product enhancements and feature requests cannot vary from the specified game
design and there must be a clear and concise process for bringing these decisions to a
complete resolution. When working with an internal team, it is the small things that mat-
ter. Thousands of small things can add up and cause lengthy delays in the completion of
a game.

Navigating through the Middle 

A producer for an internal team, whether at a publisher or a developer, faces a tough chal-
lenge, regardless of what type of producer specialty that he emphasizes.

The challenge for an internal producer is getting the product through the middle of a pro-
ject, called Production. That’s where the euphoria of getting a new project started fades
away like the sunset as you steer the project into the unknown. Getting through the mid-
dle of the project can be like entering a zone of despair, where your management or the
publisher of the game are concerned because there’s no visual progress on the project. It
may feel as though everyone is breathing down your neck, the schedule becomes nearly
impossible, and there’s no end in sight to the frustrating challenges that await.

A balanced written schedule often shows everything on a project coming together at the
last possible moment, but this is rarely possible or feasible. An effective set of proven tools
is required to even begin production. Placing objects in a game world needs to happen as
soon as possible so that the team can determine what’s fun and why. Some systems (like
rendering and gameplay) need to come together sooner than other systems, such as com-
patibility or mod features and special effects tools.

The internal team producer’s key strength is to be able to convincingly demonstrate to
upper management or the publisher progress in the game engine or against a well-defined
schedule. Ensuring that the team has the right tools to begin work is the first step in the
process.
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During the production phase of the project (which usually corresponds to the Adapt
phase in Agile Project Management) an internal producer inevitably comes up against the
conflict between expectations and delivery of the product. This is usually the time
between the Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) demo levels that were showed to the
press and the finalization of the product, where final game levels are coming together and
being tested and the bugs are being fixed. Everyone gets used to seeing the gameplay that
was shown at E3. When the rest of the game doesn’t look that polished, they start to won-
der why. This natural reaction can be frustrating for a producer.

As an internal producer, this is the time to adapt your approach to completing the game.
Keep track of what features are being completed and how they are coming together. Be
sure to document this progress against your schedule so that it is clearly defined when pre-
senting to your management or the publisher. If you’re an internal producer who is work-
ing with a third party producer, measure progress against clearly defined milestones. The
trick to being able to stay on schedule is to cut features and content early and often. Work
with the team leads to determine which features can be cut and how to do it. This tactic
can help you make it through the middle and weather the toughest storm in game devel-
opment.

Keeping the Team and the Game Focused

Relic Entertainment’s Ron Moravek reminds producers that “nothing else matters other
than finishing the game.” What this means is that it is important for the producer to keep
focused and ensure that the team is focused on finishing the game, and to keep external
distractions to a minimum. Where can a producer add the most value to an internal team?
The producer is not the art director, lead artist, lead designer, or the lead programmer and
cannot add value in the same way that each of those positions can. But a producer can
help define the essence of the experience of the game and focus the team on delivering
that goal to users of the product.

This means that if you’re a producer on a first person shooter-style title, make it the best
FPS possible by adding value and clarity. Ask your team and yourself, “What are the three
biggest promises the game experience offers?” Ensure that you have great answers to that
question. If those promises are the best graphics, physics, and overall game balance, and
then make deformable terrain andcinematic or special effects secondary.

THQ & Relic Entertainment’s recent Warhammer 40K: Dawn of War product delivered
arguably the best frontline combat action of any recent RTS. Was it an exceptional single
player game? No. Did it use every unit and rule in the Warhammer 40K universe? No. But
it delivered a well-balanced RTS with awesome frontline combat action. It delivered on its
key promise to RTS fans: frontline combat action! 



Plan for a Broad Base when Building a Pyramid

The ancient Egyptians learned that in order to build a really tall pyramid, they needed to
give it a broad base. This analogy applies to game development. To give your internal team
the best chance of making a great game, start by building a broad foundation for the
game. Here are a couple of ways to ensure a broad foundation.

Start with a clear essence statement and write it down. Clearly define the “promises of the
gaming experience” to the gamer. Then, emphasize at your next team meeting, the three
to five features of the game that are going to make the game great and sell tons of units.
If you make just one bet on a single gameplay feature, your risk is too focused on a single
area. The job of the producer is to manage risk, and by focusing the success or failure of
the game on a single key element of a game, you’re being an ineffective risk manager. By
investing the efforts of the team on three to five key features and promises, you ensure that
the foundation of this game is sufficiently large to begin production without the project
ending up being a century-old game by the time it’s finished.

The key thing to remember is that pyramids have three or four sides and they all focus on
a single point at the very top. So should your game have three to five key features that are
true selling points that focus into one exciting gaming experience that ties all points
together.

Push for Quality

As an internal producer, the product’s final quality is ultimately influenced directly by
your input and focus. No other single role has as much impact on the product. A key
aspect of the job is knowing when to say, “Is it good enough?”
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We’re Not Here to Knit!

During a recent golf game, Ron Moravek from Relic Entertainment and his golfing partner came to
a difficult area on a local course. Ron, sometimes the reluctant golfer, asked, “Should I get out my
driver”? To which his golfing partner promptly replied, “We’re not here to knit, Ron!” An unex-
pected answer, but one to which Ron promptly agreed.

While on the golf course, play golf. When working at a game developer, develop games. When
faced with a team member who thinks that the key features and promises of the game are “too
hard” or would be “very difficult” to achieve excellently, remind them that we’re not here to knit!

Focusing the team on the goal of finishing the game and achieving the top promises of the game
experience is just like golf. Play to win and get through the course with the fewest strokes as pos-
sible, getting closer the end with every swing.



In working on the original Homeworld game, Alex Garden and Ron Moravek kept push-
ing for higher quality from their team. During the final eight months of production, the
game features were coming together but Alex kept asking that question, “Is this good
enough?” One of the results of this emphasis on and push for quality was the inclusion of
the Sensors Manager, a key feature of the Homeworld RTS that allowed the user to view
the entire world map with the press of one button; this feature made the game infinitely
more playable. The quality of the product was recognized in the industry and catapulted
Relic to forefront of independent game developers.

Recommendations for Producers

While being a video game producer is always challenging, some internal producers make
it unnecessarily hard on themselves by falling into some common traps. Here’s a reference
guide for what works and what doesn’t in this role.

Remind Your Team of the Vision 

On long projects, it is easy to focus on a specific part of the game and lose sight of the
overall vision. Often there are 50-60 members on a team, and each member begins to
develop his own personal vision of the game, causing different parts of the game’s devel-
opment to go in different directions. Remind the team of the focus of the game and why
the project is going to be the best game in the genre with the key selling points.

Provide Stability and Confidence

When managing a team, or in any leadership position, remember to keep your emotions
in check. If the producer is yelling or screaming at people or otherwise seems to be losing
emotional control, then the perception among the team is that there’s a huge problem
with the product for which no solution exists. In such a case, the producer’s reaction
inflames an already difficult situation so that it is actually harder to find the right solu-
tion. In all of your actions, ensure stability and promote confidence by example. Save your
frustration and emotional outbursts for the gym or your therapist’s office.

Admit Your Mistakes

We all make mistakes. Being able to admit your mistake, make amends, and move on is
extremely important for an efficient and harmonious working environment.
Unfortunately, admissions of mistakes are rare in the game industry, as pride is so direct-
ly linked to creativity. Projects and their producers get entrenched in the direction they’re
heading and sometimes there’s no turning back. Even when evidence of a bad idea or deci-
sion is clear, some producers just continue on the path toward the train wreck. If you’ve
made a mistake, don’t be afraid to admit it, stop work if necessary, and move in a differ-
ent, better direction. Your team will respect you more, and your product can only benefit
from your honesty.
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Be Able to Assess the Game 

Producers are often called upon to be objective critics of their own work and that of their
team. Being able to assess a product unemotionally and objectively is one of the most
valuable traits a producer can bring to the role and benefit the team. Many producers are
very concerned about what they must do to prevent their project from being cancelled,
and do not apply enough focus and objectivity to assessing where the product stands—
whether it really is any good. Do you want to waste all of your time—and your team’s—
on a product that is lackluster and uninspired? It may earn some money for you and your
company, but you’ll never have the opportunity to get those years back; or you might miss
out on another opportunity to work on a very successful game.

If the game is in a sorry state, evaluate and determine what would be required to fix. Then
present the solution to your manager and determine whether it is worth the investment.
If it’s not worth the investment, then kill the project, as painful as it may be. A few days of
pain in killing a project are a lot easier than many, many months of slogging through a
project that’s gone awry.

Don’t Undervalue Process, but Don’t Over-implement It

A process like that in the production of a video game is designed to reduce risk and uncer-
tainty. And creativity is inherently risky and uncertain. Because these principles are dia-
metrically opposed, the producer must find the right balance. Do this by creating the
“wish list” of cool features or great ideas that would be valuable to implement if there is
time and opportunity, but don’t promise to implement these features if they deviate from
the design or definitely add unacceptable risk completion of the product on time. Assess
the feasibility of the ideas and formulate a plan which can be implemented.

Realize That You Don’t Always Have the Right Answer

The role of the producer is concerned with solving problems. If there weren’t any prob-
lems in software development, there wouldn’t be a need for producers. However, there’s
one key rule to remember: When faced with problems, challenges, or interactions with
another member of the team during which they turn to you for an answer—and a good
solution—you don’t always have to have the right answer right away. If you want to make
sure your answer or solution is the best one possible, step back, think about it, maybe ask
advice from others whom you respect, and only then provide an answer. You won’t always
have the luxury of doing so, but try to mull over your decision before acting on it, even in
crunch times.

Don’t Over-Manage the Team

One of the easiest traps to fall into as a producer is to start constantly telling people what
to do and when to do it. While this may be necessary in some circumstances, most of the 
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time it is simply over-managing the team. Work with your direct reports, the leads of the
project, to determine what needs to be done and why. Don’t try to do their job for them.
Ask questions to help the leads understand your position. Instead of saying,“Make this unit
color green instead of yellow,” try questions like “What color do you think might work bet-
ter to emphasize this unit’s functionality other than yellow? What about green, as it empha-
sizes it functionality?” This gives the artist or designer time to think about what you’re ask-
ing and possibly propose an even better solution than the one you’re thinking of.

Don’t Focus on Things Other than the Game

While it might be fun to work with the Marketing department on creating a great trailer
or with the composer on creating a great score, unless you’ve been specifically charged
with those responsibilities, don’t take them on. Focus on making the game excellent. Find
the ways in which the product can succeed and rise above the competition. Getting the
game to the finish line is the ultimate goal. For the rest of the work, give your feedback
when asked your opinion, but realize that you can’t do everything so refrain from volun-
teering.

n o t e

You’ll find more on the daily practices of producer working with an internal development team in
Chapter 8, “Tools for Your Success in Your Daily Routine.”

External (Third-Party) Producers
External Product Development, or working with third party software developer, has its
own unique set of challenges. Included in this section are some general guidelines to use
when working in such situations, along with some suggestions for how to help ensure that
the third-party software developer is making the most efficient use of its talent, manage-
ment, and design ideas.

Working with a Complete Game Design

One of the primary reasons for failure to deliver the product on schedule is that game pro-
ducers begin working on a product before the design is complete. While it is very rare to
have a completed design at project start, listed in this subsection are some specific exam-
ples of how to structure a development agreement and ensure that there’s a process in
place for achieving a complete design before production begins in earnest across all com-
ponents of the game.

However, an explicit milestone schedule cannot be written without a complete design
document and technical design document. So how do you start a project without a com-
plete milestone schedule? 
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It is nearly impossible to write an effective milestone schedule in situations where the
developer doesn’t believe in design documentation. As a producer, you need to predict
and understand what the developer will be working on from one month to the next. If
there is no formal review process, then there is no way to know if the developer is falling
behind on adding features because you don’t know what features are planned. This is a
very dangerous position for you, as a producer at a publisher, to be in. Any problems that
arise during development will come as nasty surprises, requiring extra money and sched-
ule delays before the ship date arrives.

The design document for a game should describe a complete, releasable game. That is not
to say that it should be finalized and then never changed during development. Details can
be added to the document, features can be changed and improved, and sections not rele-
vant to gameplay can be removed. However, nothing in the document should be blank or
“TBD.” Encourage your developers to design the game in general first and then add
depth, instead of designing each level or design in complete detail on the first try.
Otherwise, when it comes time to develop a feature, you may find your documentation
lacking.

The developer and publisher should both agree on a nearly complete design before pro-
duction begins. Milestones that are based on a complete design will be more accurate and
require fewer changes over time. A complete design helps prevent miscommunication
among programmers and designers at the developer, as well.

If the design cannot be completed before production begins, the first milestones of the
project should concern completing the design. Have programmers and other members of
the team work on tasks not directly related to the game, such as development tools, until
it is done. Do not attempt to write milestones based on an incomplete design. Leave them
TBD (it’s okay to put that in the development agreement) and come back to them when
the design is finished.

A design document should do the following:

■ Describe a complete, releasable game.

■ Describe every element of the game, including speech script, concept art of impor-
tant structures, concept art to demonstrate the visual theme of each area, descrip-
tions of major gameplay elements, complete stats for all important objects in the
game, spell lists, NPC info, specific info about AI routines, and so on.

■ Be formatted in a manner that is understandable to the developer and publisher.

■ Be thorough enough that any art generation or programming is simply a question
of translation.
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■ Describe all actions the player can take in the game in enough detail that program-
mers can determine how to organize the code to support that feature.

Working with a Complete Technical Design

A technical design is a design document for programmers. It should contain a complete
feature list for the engine, describe the major data structures used by the program, and
explain, in programming terms, how major tasks should be approached. This document
will be controlled by the lead programmer on the team, and is useful to designers as well
as programmers. Here’s a real-life example of what happens with the technical design isn’t
shared freely with the design team.

Half-Life was a breakout first person shooter that heavily modified the Quake II engine to
great effect. Teams of designers worked to design fun levels while teams of programmers
developed special effects and other features. One feature they added allowed impressive
arcs of electricity in a variety of forms. However, it was poorly communicated to the
designers, so at first, very few of them used the effect in their levels. It was only after the
designers were made aware of the effect that they started to weave it into the gameplay.
That electricity was a defining element of Half-Life, and critical to the final game.

The technical design is useful to the producer because it lets him accurately measure the
programming tasks required to create the game. Many developers are hesitant to create a
technical design document, as programmers are not really the writing type—they’d rather
be coding. However, without a clearly defined feature list, it is easy for programmers to
just keep adding little features and lose sight of their greater goals.

The technical design document also helps prevent programmers doing work that will sim-
ply have to be redone later. It is a great tool for lead programmers, and can often save far
more time and money than it takes to create.

Technical design documents should do the following:

■ Describe what the engine is capable of and what features are available to the
designers.

■ Prevent feature creep (when game designers and programmers continue to add
features to a game without discussing it with anyone else) and allow progress to be
accurately measured.

■ Be evaluated by someone at the publisher who has the appropriate technical skills.

Accepting Milestones

Accepting milestones is the process that publishers use to review the work submitted to
them by external developers. The work of external developers is segmented into deliver-
able segments called milestones, which are submitted to the publisher for review.
Acceptance is required before the developer gets paid.
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If the milestones have been detailed, explicit, and followed accordingly by the developer,
then the acceptance phase is easy. If the milestones were poorly written or were vague,
then this will be a nightmarish process, as both developer and publisher will lose out in
the ensuing conflict.

The following are crucial guidelines to remember when accepting milestones:

■ You must respond with a written letter if a milestone is either rejected or accepted.
E-mail is not acceptable for a rejection, as it is not legally binding. Use a format
similar to the Sample Acceptance Letter found in the Appendix A. It is simple, and
allows you to present detailed feedback on every tack to the developer.

■ Give precise and detailed feedback. This is crucial in the case of a milestone rejec-
tion. It is possible to accept the milestone as described, even though there may be a
request for new changes or modifications that may improve what was delivered. In
this case, accept the milestone, but give detail as to what you would like adjusted or
modified by the next milestone delivery.

■ Understand the payment terms of the contract. Understand exactly what amount
is due and when the developer is due to receive the money. Usually this is 30 days
from the time that the milestone was delivered to the publisher, or in other cases,
30 days from when the invoice is received by the publisher. Currently most devel-
opers are paid within two weeks after submitting the milestone, but this varies
from publisher to publisher.

■ Understand the acceptance terms of the contract. A producer usually has ten days
from the date of receipt to review and either approve or reject a milestone deliver-
able. This is not a lot of time to review the milestone and complete a detailed
write-up. It is crucial that a review of the milestone is deliverable promptly. In
most contracts, it is implied that if you do not give a developer written notification
of a rejection, that the milestone is deemed accepted. So, by the terms of the agree-
ment, the publisher may be forced to pay a developer for something that is not
acceptable if a producer procrastinates in getting timely written feedback to the
developer.

■ Do not offer partial payments for milestones unless there is approval from the
publisher’s management. Do everything possible to avoid partially paying for mile-
stones. They should not be paid for a scheduled deliverable until all the milestone
items have been completed.

■ Do not submit milestones for payment to Accounts Payable (AP) before the mile-
stone has been reviewed and approved by your manager.
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■ Senior management must approve Alpha, Beta, and Final milestones. This includes
the current QA requirements.

■ The technical director should evaluate key technical milestones. This is crucial. Too
often, producers simply look at what is written or visually presented to them. The
technology is the skeleton, and the design/art is the skin and hair. It is crucial that
the producer understands—or has others who are qualified evaluate—what is
under the skin.

■ The art director at your publisher should review key art-related milestones and
provide critical feedback to help the developer’s artist achieve excellence.

Reassess the Milestone Schedule Every Three Months 

It is important to constantly review milestones and reassess the design and the criteria by
which you are measuring progress. At the start of an 18-month-long project, it is difficult
to determine exactly what the programmers at the developer will be working on in month
13. Many design questions will still be unanswered at the start of a project. By requiring
constant milestone schedule reassessment, you guarantee you will have an accurate, com-
plete milestone schedule throughout your project.

Use Microsoft Project to Track Task Dependencies

Many tasks require that other tasks be finished first. Modeling requires that visual design
of a level be complete. A programmer implementing collision detection requires that the
world be defined. Some tasks, of course, are unrelated—a musician, for example, can start
work as soon as design is complete.

Microsoft Project allows a producer to track dependent tasks and other related efforts to
making the game. Make certain that the developer you’re working with has some sort of
project scheduling system in place. Ask for a copy of MS Project whenever feasible.

A Step-by-Step Example

Here’s a quick example of how to evaluate the feasibility of a proposed milestone sched-
ule, as well as judge the milestone definitions for clarity.

1. Analyze the current design or pitch documents and determine what additional
design materials are needed. If you have any questions about the design of your
game, you need to get them answered here.

2. Write milestones defining what remains of the design process. Be sure to be
explicit about the minimum amount of detail you expect in areas like interface,
visual design, multiplayer capability, and so on.
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3. Write milestones defining what remains of the technical design. The goal here is a
feature list. You want your developer to carefully think through the technology
they will be creating before they start working on it. Carefully consider how each
feature relates to the game design. Use the Engine Elements (discussed later) as a
checklist to review developer deliverables and process.

4. If practical, include a milestone at the end of the design process to reassess the
milestone schedule. This will be your responsibility as well as the developer’s, so be
sure to schedule time for it.

5. Divide whatever design materials you have into as detailed a list of tasks as possi-
ble. For example, if you have a design for a world in a game, your task list would
include items like “Design Visual Style,” “Model World,” “Texture World,” and
“Light World.” This is a list of all the tasks that must be completed to get a fin-
ished game. Include as much detail as you can.

6. Repeat Step 5 with the technical design document to create a list of programming
tasks.

7. Take the lists from Steps 5 and 6 and split the tasks into groups that will take about
one month each to develop.

8. Using the task groups from Step 7, create a rough list of milestones. If appropriate,
combine elements from the design and technical task lists. For example, if in one
group, the developers are finishing the modeling of world 1 and implementing the
terrain engine, that month’s milestone could be to present world 1 in the terrain
engine.

9. Overview your list of milestones and remove any vague language. Rewrite so that
there is no question in your mind what each milestone entails. Ask a colleague to
review it for you, as you could be too close to it to see ambiguities.

10. Schedule the project based on your milestone lists. You may want to return to 
your milestones after you have completed the project schedule, depending on the
project.

11. Sit down and review the printed version of the schedule item by item (preferably
prepared in MS Project) with your contact at the developer. This face-to-face
meeting can stimulate a thought process that identifies any unforeseen circum-
stances before the milestone schedule is created. This helps the developer actually
do the job that they were hired for.
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The Final Word
Being a producer is a very challenging role. There are a lot of opportunities to make mis-
takes and stumble when faced with daunting challenges. Hopefully, the tools presented
here can make the journey a bit easier. While there isn’t one right way, and certainly what’s
outlined here is not the only way to work, it does provide a roadmap of techniques that
have been successful in the past.
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Conveying the Winning
Vision and Creating
Successful 
Presentations

chapter  5

A
ll game development projects start with an idea. Someone writes down the game
concept, why they think it might be fun, and why someone would want to buy this
game. That’s the way original projects are born. This chapter covers the key parts

of a product presentation and provides some tips on how to be successful when present-
ing your ideas so that they can be produced into a great game. There are two parts to win-
ning presentations. First is the proposal that is submitted to the publisher; second is the
actual presentation to the publisher’s staff. For our purposes in this chapter, the proposal
means writing a game proposal document (the idea), submitting it to a publisher, and
using it as a tool to get an appointment to make a presentation. The presentation refers to
the documents used during the actual meeting with the publisher and those that you leave
with the publisher after your meeting. The first part of this chapter is written from the
perspective of the independent developer attempting to get a deal with a publisher. Later,
I’ll discuss the considerations that a producer at a publisher should consider.

n o t e

This chapter addresses the steps required for a producer working at a developer to present an orig-
inal concept to a publisher for consideration and acceptance. All other presentations are variations
on this theme; this is the most common, but most challenging part of getting an original title into
development.

A Winning Vision for the Brand
Most video game publishers are concerned with the development of a brand. If they’re
going to invest money and resources into a project, then they want to understand why the 



investment is going to work in the long term. This is most often done by associating the
vision for a specific game with a larger vision for a brand. A couple of examples of suc-
cessful brands within the video game industry are the following:

■ Command and Conquer Series

■ Mario and  Mario Brothers

■ Myst, Riven, Myst III: Exile, and Myst IV: Revelation

■ Balder’s Gate

■ Tony Hawk

■ Grand Theft Auto

■ The EA Sports Series

■ Need for Speed

Each of these brands began with a single idea or product and then blossomed into a much
larger business. But the real upside to these initial products was the fact that the initial
investment in the first game turned into a much larger business, with each of these brands
generating tens of millions or hundreds of millions of dollars during the course of their
business cycle. Good presentations and proposals play to the strength of a brand, explain-
ing how the idea or concept could be turned into an entire business of multiple products.

Although an initial proposal does not need to address the specifics of how to build a brand
out of this idea, it is good preparation and planning to ensure that you as a producer under-
stand the big picture of brand management when presenting an idea to your internal man-
agement or when pitching a project to a publisher. Use the following checklist to identify the
strength of the product and how it might fit into a business plan for a successful brand.

■ Target demographic

■ Price point

■ Platform

■ Learning curve

■ Game genre (breadth of appeal)

Discuss why the target demographic is right for this type of game. If it is a racing game,
ensure that the target demographic is aligned with that type of game, primarily males ages
18–35. Consider the price point and how your game proposal stands up to other games in
the industry. If your game proposal includes a price point that is $59.99 when similar
games are selling for $49.99, consider revising the proposal to reflect this market reality.
The platform also has a big impact on whether a product makes a successful start and ends
as a larger brand. A real time strategy game, such as Command and Conquer won’t do well
as a console title because the game type is noncomplementary to the platform or user con-
trol scheme. Be certain to address concerns like this before submitting your proposal. The
learning curve is the time it takes for a user to learn how to play the game. Games that 
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have steep learning curves will appeal to the hard-core gamers, whereas those with shallow
learning curves have a much broader appeal. And lastly, consider the genre of the game that
you’re proposing. Is it a role-playing game with an appeal to only a specific type of gamer?
Or is it an adventure game that almost anyone can enjoy? Consider the breadth of the
game’s appeal in your proposal and ensure that the other data supports the stated breadth.

Although most publishers don’t expect a developer to have all of the answers, it is advanta-
geous to consider the game development presentation and proposal from the perspective of
a publisher. If you are a producer working at a publisher, these are typically the key points
of a winning strategy that you’ll need to address in detail before the project is approved.

However, this does not mean that unless your product can be clearly articulated as a
brand, it won’t be published. It just means that if you are thinking about these issues,
you’ll be that much further ahead when the time comes.

Writing a Winning Proposal
“You sell an original concept with description of unique gameplay, not through art style or
cool technology. If the essence statement of a high-concept document can capture a truly
unique gameplay concept, the product will find a home.”

—Clyde Grossman, Senior Partner at Interactive Studio Management

There are no hard-and-fast rules for a winning proposal, so this book relies on what has
worked well in the past as an example of what might work well in the future. There are
also a lot of examples of approaches that don’t work. This section addresses the types of
proposals to write if you’re looking to place an original title with a publisher and get a
development contract.

Every written game proposal should clarify the game idea, player goals, and how the devel-
opment of the game is to progress. Lastly, it should clarify the expectations for this title in
the market, when properly supported by an effective marketing campaign. While creating
a proposal to achieve those ends, the producer should come to understand and determine
the resources, time, and talent (which equate to cost) used to make the game. In the end,
it should communicate that your game has the potential to be great, sell millions of copies,
be built into a larger business than just a single deal, and that the team will execute accord-
ing to expectations.

Getting to Yes with a Publisher’s Representative
The term getting to yes means achieving approval of a proposal so development of the
game can begin! The first thing to remember about getting to yes is that you have to get
the reader of the presentation to open it and read it, so there are a few basic steps to ensure
that your proposal rises to the top of the stack at the publisher.
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The steps in getting to yes are borrowed from Roger Fisher and William Ury, Getting to Yes: Nego-
tiating Agreement Without Giving In

Keep in mind that the initial proposals are intended to pique the publisher’s interest.
Although you might be very excited about the idea, the publisher isn’t yet to that point.
You need to convey your enthusiasm and passion for this title, making it contagious and
desired. Second, if you’re talking to a publisher (such as Activision, for example), keep in
mind that they (like most publishers) are only focused on building brands and under-
stand which brands they are interested in. Activision might not be so interested in an
interactive music party game (such as Samba Di Amigo), but might be completely inter-
ested in an FPS proposal. So, it must be clear from your proposal how your product devel-
ops into a brand. If this is the case, examine the current brands of the publisher and make
a clear case as to why your product might fit into its own brand. Lastly and most impor-
tantly, the concept and the proposal need to convey a unique gameplay concept. It should
not be a “me too” approach, in which the gameplay you’re describing is simply, “better,
more, faster, and deeper.” That’s not unique. That’s evolution, not revolution.

Remember that the game design proposal and presentation is your idea. There’s no tem-
plate to use or form to fill out. Work with your development team to create the proposal
that passionately conveys the idea you want to turn into a hit game. This isn’t exactly a
business plan, but it also isn’t a work of fiction. Work to hit the mark in between by
including just enough relevant business and market data points to add strength to your
arguments and show them you’re using valid criteria when judging the commercial abili-
ty of your game to perform. But, be certain to include enough emotion, conviction, and
great ideas to demonstrate the talent and commitment to excellence of your team.

Form Follows Function

You might have heard this cliché before, especially when dealing with artists and creative
types. The proposal and presentation must follow this rule as well. Understand where you
want the proposal to take you and then develop a proposal that takes you there. The func-
tion or goal of the document shapes the form it takes. If you’re creating a TV show style
game like You Don’t Know Jack, then the proposal might take the form of a TV show script.

When considering the future development of the Myst franchise, proposals were solicited
from several developers, but the winning one came from a group called Presto Studios in
San Diego, California. Their proposal included a technology demo, a business document
outlining the business points, and a creative document bound into the form of a Myst
“linking book,” complete with parchment paper and calligraphy. It was impressive and it
got my attention and the attention of the executive team. It conveyed that this team
understood the franchise, knew adventure games, and were committed to excellence in 
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bringing to life the details of the experience (which is a big part of why consumers buy
products in the Myst brand). Needless to say, they were signed up to work on a title in the
franchise and went on to develop the award-winning Myst III: Exile in large part due to
the slickness of their presentation as well as their understanding of the market.

Focus your proposal and presentation on the strengths of your team. If your team is tech-
nology driven and has some great examples and tech demos to show, a futuristic and
clean-cut proposal might be best suited to explain and convey these strengths. If your
team has a great creative focus and artistic breadth, focus time in making the fonts, titles,
headers, and overall page design layout follow in support of this concept. But stay away
from fancy designs that don’t provide readability or clarity of purpose.

Know Your Audience

When working on a proposal for an Asian publisher—at which many of the executives
spoke only Korean fluently—one of the techniques I used was to focus the design and pre-
sentation style of the documents on the art style that we knew was pleasing to them, keep-
ing the English content to a minimum. By including the numbers and financial elements
of the proposal into a separate document book so that it could be reviewed independent-
ly of wading through tons of English documents. We consulted with an agent who knew
and understood the local culture and asked for her advice when creating the proposal.
When the documents were created, we rehearsed the presentation with everyone who was
involved in presenting the game to the publisher. We rehearsed who would speak to which
questions.

By taking these steps to know and understand our audience, we were assured of success
and the project was approved. It was the first project using an external developer for this
publisher and doing our homework really paid off.

Focus on the Key Elements

When you break it all down, a proposal for a new game is composed of the following key
elements.

■ A description of what the game is—the essence statement and key promise of an
interactive experience.

■ A development plan for how this experience is going to be created and why this
team is capable of executing the plan.

■ The reason why this game is going to sell millions of units and why it should be
developed.

The essence statement and key promise are the most important parts of a game develop-
ment proposal. They should not be more than one or two sentences, but they need to ade-
quately convey the concept for the game as well as why anyone would want to buy it.
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To address all of these points adequately and in a compelling way, a producer should
understand who is most likely to buy the game and what the compelling motivation is for
a user to buy this game. Showing how the team and the concept fulfills that gameplay
promise is what the proposal should clearly articulate. The publisher may ask questions
about who will buy the game, why it will sell, and how much it will sell for.

One commonly overlooked element within a game proposal is the focus on how and why
the game makes money—lots of money. Just because it may be cool, new, and original
doesn’t always mean that it will sell.

n o t e

Not all new games sell—even if it is from a hit-producing team whose games have been success-
ful in the past. Take Dikatana (released in 2000), for example, from Ion Storm and John Romero. It
was a great team with a cool idea, but it lacked in execution and, as a result, it didn’t reach the
mark of a critical or commercial success. But, their past success certainly brought the team to a
place where they could get the development contract. The problem was in the execution.

One of the key elements the proposal should address is how to define the market for the
game and supply some proof the market (consumers) will buy it. Resist including opin-
ions and subjective statements, such as “Well, Myst sold well, so this adventure game
should do just as well, especially because there aren’t any other adventure games on the
market right now.” That statement includes some fairly broad assumptions. There’s a rea-
son why other adventure games aren’t on the market right now, and it is that the market
is highly competitive and certain genres (like adventure games) only have room for one or
two leading products. The rest of the products in that genre aren’t supported and usually
fail commercially. Supply detailed, objective, and well-thought-out marketing data points
to support your supposition that your proposal for a product delivers a promise to the
market that they really want to absorb.

Describe the game experience and essence in detail. Create a sample sell sheet that might
be used to help the reader understand and frame the game description and design with
how the final product might be sold. A full creative design treatment for a game is often a
long and boring document. So, propose and present a game treatment to the publisher
that makes the game sound exciting.

Certainly the most important part of the proposal is that it must show that your team is
able and qualified to develop this game.

Keep a Clear and Concise Voice

Because publishers get a lot of proposals and their representatives are always evaluating
new opportunities for how to effectively invest their money, it is important to be able to
concisely present the idea and passion behind the game proposals. In addition, publishers 
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have limited time to actually read and analyze proposals; therefore, a principal goal of the
proposal is to make that process easier by being concise, clear, and easily understood.
Remember that eloquence is not synonymous with “interesting” or “exciting.” Focus on
making the product pitch attention getting, not necessarily eloquent.

Detail in the cover letter a way to orient the publisher to the team and the game. Then focus
on the strengths of your team. If they have a history of hits under their collective belt, be
certain to present that first. If the concept helps to define a genre or uses a license for an
existing intellectual property that’s well known and has other products in the market (such
as a movie, TV show, book, DVD, or comic), add those details in as early as possible.

A good proposal doesn’t lead with the game design document in its full depth; even if you
truly believe that the product is very unique and truly poised for greatness, discuss the
market first. Clearly articulate that message, and the opportunity to discuss the greatness
of the concept will come later.

Focus on clear details such as Web sites and press materials in support of your proposal.
Write with a voice focused on facts and outside proof, while avoiding exaggerations or big
promises. The purpose of these documents is to grab the attention of the publisher’s rep-
resentative and lead them to the point at which they’re asking for more details.

Keep in mind that the full creative design, budget, schedule, and proposed terms are often
left for a follow-up later. Although these types of documents have more depth and facts,
they are often left to later, after you have the interest of the publisher in the concept.

Getting to Yes with Your VP and Executive Team
All producers have supervisors and managers who are responsible for approving the fund-
ing of new projects whether at a developer or a publisher. However, this section discusses
the role of a producer at a publisher. As a producer at a publisher, the biggest challenge to
starting a new project is ensuring that you’ve properly addressed the concerns of your exec-
utive team and that sufficient confidence is built in the project, the concept, and the brand’s
potential. Although you might think that getting to YES is the hard part, actually, when you
get to YES with your executive team, the challenge really begins and the work starts.

Presenting proposals internally is an important part of the role of a producer at a pub-
lisher, as well as a critical part of any independent game developer’s continuing business.
Examination of opportunity and an effective analysis is one of the ways to ensure that you
start on the right projects with the right team.

When evaluating a new opportunity, ensure that it follows the topics and recommenda-
tions in the previous sections. When preparing to present it to the executive team at a pub-
lisher, you need to complete the following homework before such a presentation.
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Understand the Goals of Executives

The goals of executives are to ensure that the company’s money and resources are effective-
ly invested in the right investments that generate excellent returns. While constantly realign-
ing resource allocations with the right investments, executives work to avoid investments
that aren’t profitable or do not properly balance risk with reward. This is the principal moti-
vating factor for executives, ensuring that risk is managed properly and that the investments
made with company money are profitable and are the best use of those resources.

Separate the Issues

Separate the issues into specific and manageable ones. When presenting a proposal that
might have several conflicts or challenges, you can separate the issues so that they appear
more manageable than an opportunity that has many “issues.” It is easier for executives to
say “No” to a project when it is fraught with risk that has not been addressed on an indi-
vidual risk basis. When grouped together, individual risks might seem more than they are
when discussed and evaluated individually.

Separate the issues with a risk management plan and ensure that a plan is in place to
address the risk. If the risk is a design risk, such as entering a highly competitive genre
with a new and unique concept with a design team that has not worked in that genre
before, offer a plan to compensate for that risk by including key milestone review points,
a longer prototype and design schedule, or even hiring an addition to the design team who
supplements the weakness and minimizes that particular risk.

Focus on Common Interests

By focusing on the common interests between the proposal (from a developer or a licen-
sor) and the company, you’re able to quickly and efficiently focus the proposal and pre-
sentation on the potential benefits and positives of the proposal and the relationship.

Focus on the interests between the publisher and the developer. Then focus the proposal
to appeal to the interests of the executive, such as a new product line, developing an exist-
ing brand, or acquiring new technology and talent.

By appealing to these common interests and objectives of the company and the executives,
you increase the likelihood of receiving a yes on the proposal. Avoid falling into the win-
lose scenario by focusing the proposal on a scenario in which each party benefits.

Provide Options

One of the ways to ensure that a proposal is approved is to generate several successful
options with varying degrees of risk and reward. Determine which options the publisher
generally accepts and work to structure the proposal to fit within a range of options gen-
erally accepted. Also have in mind (this means develop, but perhaps don’t present) several
other options that are generally creative. This could be things such as options on an engine 



or technology license for use in another game, or a license to the IP for other media, such
as movies or television rights. By identifying a number of options, you have a greater
chance of being successful in finding the right combination of factors to bring the pub-
lisher and the developer together with a great contract for a great game.

Provide options that specifically target the decision makers on either side of the propos-
al. If the developer is looking for a publisher with a solid track record of publishing well-
tested titles and not rushing them to market, then highlight this portion when discussing
the deal with the developer and include it in the presentation. When considering which
VP or executive you’re presenting the proposal to within your own publishing organiza-
tion, target things that might be important to them, such as future brand development
(easily creating other follow-on products that have a similar appeal within the same
genre) and the applicability of the engine license to other products within a brand.
Proposals are easy to accept when you’re the decision maker who reviews a proposal with
legitimate and accepted business points that cite precedent in support of the key points.

Preparing and Presenting a Winning Presentation
This section discusses the basics of how to prepare and present a winning presentation.
Although there are no set rules on what documents go into a presentation, this section
provides some examples of how to structure commonly used documents based upon 
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Outline Objective Criteria

If you’re a producer at a publisher, one who is highly supportive of a new proposal from a top
developer, one successful path in presenting and reviewing proposals internally is to outline the
objective criteria for which the proposal and concept should be judged. This includes details such
as feature lists, content depth, and schedule probability, as well as overall costs. By clearly defin-
ing an objective set of criteria with the initial presentation, you can more easily gauge and under-
stand the expectations of management as well as show that the proposal meets or achieve internal
criteria and goals for the company. Although executives might have their own set of criteria, estab-
lishing and presenting your own criteria helps the decision maker put it into perspective. It also
shows that you’ve done your homework and it lends credibility to your arguments. However, each
publisher has their own rules and procedures for presenting prototypes and game development
opportunities, so follow those guidelines.

If you’re a producer at a developer, use the technique of outlining some objective criteria on which
to judge your proposal and any presentation given to a publisher’s internal review team. Establish
that criteria with the publisher’s representative so that you can outline clear goals for the team cre-
ating the prototype and any presentation.
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other successful proposals. Do you have to include all of these documents in your pro-
posal? No. But should you have them prepared and waiting? Probably, as it definitely helps
your case if you look like a producer who is prepared for the hard questions. Being pre-
pared and having done your homework if and when the time comes to start negotiations
is yet another way to ensure that the proposal goes the way that you want it. By examin-
ing where a producer wants the proposal to go and identifying all the potential steps, pit-
falls, challenges, objections, and upside benefits and potential rewards, you’ll have the
tools and have done the homework necessary to succeed.

What’s in a Prototype Presentation?
Each presentation is different. If someone tells you that a presentation must have X num-
ber of documents, that’s not true for every case. The examples outlined in this section are 

Working with an Agent

Working with an agent to present your game concept idea to a publisher provides a number of
advantages. Clyde Grossman, a former industry executive turned agent, outlines the following
advice and benefits as to why clients use his agency:

■ Agents know the publishers and which materials are appropriate for certain publishers.

■ Agents understand what’s commercially viable in the marketplace.

■ Agents help their developers focus down to the essence of the concept and determine the
right essence statement.

■ Agents do presentations constantly, so they have the process down to a science.

■ Agents help determine the right answers to difficult questions about technology, appeal,
and anything else that might stand in the way of the deal.

■ Agents handle negotiations. Not surprisingly, negotiations are often best handled by some-
one who has a lot of experience in negotiating.

■ Agents provide help for the product during the entire development phase. They help devel-
opers identify problems in the product or the process before the publisher knows a prob-
lem even exists (or existed).

■ Because agents are constantly watching several projects, they often recognize difficulties
early, allowing for a way to solve problems with minimal impact to the product.

■ Agents realize that making a deal is not going to be easy, and they help their clients
through the difficult process of doing so.

■ Commissions are paid out on a milestone basis, not on an up-front cost basis, so the agent
shares the risk with the developer.



some common documents that have been used in a number of successful new product
proposals and presentations. For this example, assume that a prototype of the game exists
and that it can be presented along with the documentation.

n o t e

Having a prototype of the game that you’re proposing is essential to new and original game ideas.
If you’re working with an existing, successful license, engine, and team, it would be less important,
but probably easier to create. Prototypes are very helpful in showing that your team can develop
and present a solid gameplay concept that’s unique from an early stage.

Executive Summary

The most commonly used and offered document to lead a game proposal is the executive
summary. This document explains the concept, the game, the market opportunity, and
the technology used to develop the game in simple, clear, and easy-to-understand terms
that an executive is used to seeing and reviewing. This document is generally an internal
document used to frame the overall opportunity within context and without getting into
specifics of the product.

You should include the following elements in your executive summary:

■ Product title. Clearly detail which product this is for by including a sample logo
and/or stylized text with the working title of the game as well as any subtitle.
Include your company name and date as well.

■ Main heading. Include the title of your game along with the proposed platform or
SKUs that you’re considering. Include the term executive summary at some point
on the document so that the reader knows this is just a brief overview.

n o t e

SKU stands for stock keeping unit, which means each individual product that is found on the shelf
at a retailer. For example, if the game ships on PC, Xbox, and GameCube, then each version for each
platform is its own SKU.

■ Quotations. Use convincing quotations, if appropriate. Compelling quotations
from literary works or historical works can put the proposal into perspective and
attach some emotional connection to the proposal in a way that a good quote
does. However, this is not recommended for all cases.

■ Story. Consider if the story is the most important part of the presentation and
proposal document. If not, leave it out or include only a minimal mention of the
story. A common mistake is to include a ton of detail on the story and leave out 
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the key details on the gameplay and the market opportunity. For example, this
might be as short as a “As a spy in the future,” which is very concise but perhaps
good enough.

■ Gameplay description. Include some reference to the essence statement (explained
later), including how the gameplay is going to deliver on the key promise of an
experience to the user.

■ Appeal. Clearly articulate the key appeal of the game. For example, if it is an RTS
that uses a 3D camera to immerse the user in intense battles in real time, provide a
promise of unparalleled immersion in realistic battle views. Reuse or reword the
essence statement for this section, and include a supporting phrase or additional
detail of how the game accomplishes this promise to the user.

■ Opportunity. Discuss the opportunity for this game. If the game takes advantage 
of a new rendering technology or other advancement, discuss why the opportunity
to deploy and use that technology in the game helps poise the game for success in
the marketplace. If the opportunity is a cool and unique license, specify those
details as well.

High-Concept Document

The high-concept document outlines the concept for the game. Included in this docu-
ment is the essence statement or key promise to the user. The essence statement is gener-
ally a complete and vivid description of the main gameplay experience. The essence state-
ment is not just a one-liner about the gameplay. It describes the essence of the experience.
For example, the essence statement for Super Mario 64 might be, “Explore visually stun-
ning and colorful new worlds, defeat angry villains, and fight horrible monsters, while
romping through exciting puzzles and collecting gold, all in an epic quest to save the
princess from her imprisonment at the hands of the evil Bowser.” The essence statement
would not be, “Using a second-person removed camera, follow Mario through the color-
ful worlds of the kingdom of Toadstool in his quest to rescue the princess from Bowser in
this action/adventure game fit for all ages.” See the difference in how the essence statement
vividly describes the promise of the experience for the user, rather than describing the
game concept?

Consider the following tips when crafting your essence statement.

■ Use visual terms, such as haunting, gothic, and dreary to describe a dark world.
Conversely, use vivid descriptors for describing bright and colorful worlds, such as
dazzling, alluring, glittering, and shimmering to help the reader visualize the world
that you’re proposing to create.
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■ When describing gameplay or style, use familiar terms and relevant pop culture
references to help the reader understand the specific appeal. For a dark adventure
game, an example is “undertaking a haunting quest in a Silent Hill-meets-Hellboy
stylized world.” This gives the reader some excellent context about how to gauge
your proposal and the appeal of your game. Other words, such as”chilling” or
“global conspiracy” provide contextually accurate and vivid descriptions of how
the gameplay unfolds within the world.

■ After your essence statement is complete, go on to describe the key features of the
game, such as special effects, special animations, fantastic level design, supernatural
and magical abilities, gameplay integration with the world and story, music, sound
effects, fighting, multiplayer, battles, and combat. Focus on five or fewer key fea-
tures and then explain why and how those features are critical to the game and
why users would buy and play the game.

Creative Design

The creative design documentation is about 20 or so pages long and it clearly describes
the gameplay and gameplay conventions and systems. When making a proposal, it is gen-
erally recommended to have a draft of the proposed creative design for the game ready
and accessible, but don’t submit it to the publisher until they ask for it and are interested
in the concept based upon their review of the high-concept documentation.

However, this draft is not expected to be the final form of the game. In fact, it is very likely
that the creative design will change in response to the feedback from the initial proposal and
presentation, so don’t invest a ton of time explaining the details of the game; focus instead
on the key gameplay systems and features, such as user interfaces, inventory control, and
player interactions with the world. Core gameplay concepts and features can be left for later.
Creative designs commonly change once a project is signed, so be sure to convey that there’s
some flexibility and adaptability in the design. Use this document to demonstrate control of
the process, understanding of the nature of the genre, and the subtleties of the type of game,
as well as efficient work processes and a commitment to quality.

Art Production Style Guidelines

The art production style guidelines can be the flavor of the presentation, but remember
art style doesn’t sell games. Gameplay is why consumers buy games. Use this document to
clearly articulate how the form of the game follows the function of the game design and
to give flavor to the proposal.

Discuss the guiding principal and inspirational references. Discuss the fundamentals
behind the artistic style and visual presentation of the game. For example, if you’re work-
ing in the science-fiction genre—creating a game that appeals to that market—discuss
influences, such as Peter Elson, Chris Foss, and John Harris. The Star Wars films and Blade
Runner are also good popular and appealing titles to reference.
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Discuss the audio and visual treatment of the game and how the two components work
together to form a compelling interactive experience. Discuss how the screen looks. (For
example, is it clean or does it use overlaid interfaces?) Imagine how the story is going to
be conveyed to the user. Is it going to be told in the form of a narrative voice, in dialogue
between characters, or in scrolling text?

This is also the document in which to discuss how cutscenes using the in-game engine
(commonly known as non-interactive sequence, or NIS) or even pre-rendered movies tie
missions or levels together and how all the pieces fit together.

Address improvements that are considered for the graphical treatment of the game, such
as where higher resolution textures are going to be used and how they’ll add to the depth
of the experience. Discuss advancements in the technology and how those advancements
are going to be applied to the art style.

Certainly, the art style is the point at which you should discuss how different characters,
units, or teams will look and how the protagonists are differentiated from the antagonists.
In multiplayer games, discuss how teams (or races) are differentiated.

Discuss how any modable features are going to be included in the tools to which the end
user has access. Are they going to be able to modify badges on their characters or units?
Can they create custom artwork and apply it to their team?

Consider the orientation for the user and how the art style applies to that orientation. Is there going
to be bright lights in the distance? Is there an up and down, and how is it depicted to the user?

It wouldn’t be a video game without special effects, so be certain to mention how the spe-
cial effects (particle) systems will look as well as show some examples of the direction of
the special-effect treatment. For most video games, this is where the money shots come
from for the box covers, poster artwork, and advertising and PR.

Technical Design Draft, Including Tool Discussion

Generally, there is no advantage to submitting a technical design document at the pro-
posal or even at the presentation stage. First, it often confuses the matter about whether
the concept is viable. Second, unless it really adds strength to the proposal, it can detract
from an otherwise compelling and convincing creative concept. Finally, you will have
plenty of time to flesh out the technical design after development of a game enters the pre-
production phase and work begins in earnest on the concept.

However, for those rare occasions in which a technical design documentation, tool dis-
cussion, or high-level technical document is required at the proposal or presentation
stage, consider the recommendations in this section.

By including a brief discussion of the specific capabilities of each game feature, this can
help the audience understand why this game will sell. Such a technical feature document 
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might be separated from the feature list and arranged in sections by function, including
Data Layout, Debugging Features, Rendering, Special FX, Networking, Sound, Movie
Playback, Animation, Character Integration, and so on. Then briefly discuss each section
of the entire technology toolset, explaining why this technology is most appropriately
used for your game. This should be no more than 8–10 pages long.

Finally, including a complete feature list of each feature that you anticipate using in the
game, is generally overkill at the presentation stage. But if you choose to complete that
task, it can be the first step toward creating  the “Programmer Task Definitions” outline
structure, which is required to plan the project’s schedule.

Although including the programming task for each feature is a long and involved process,
at the presentation phase, the producer should work with the lead programmer or tech-
nical director to at least identify the key features that are needed for the game as well as
outline them into a structure that is easily fulfilled and completed if and when the project
is green-lighted. Then as the game’s development progresses, update this documentation
with the details of how the features are actually implemented. This means that the tech-
nical design document should be divided into chapters based upon features. Keep this in
mind as you structure your design documentation for the pitch so you can use it as a
foundation for the full technical design when that milestone becomes due.

Schedule and Budget

Often, a schedule and budget are immediately included in the proposal for any new game
project. Although including them occasionally has some advantages, I don’t recommend
doing so. I recommend preparing this document but not presenting it until you’re asked
how much the project is going to cost by the publisher or your management.

Present the creative concept and the ideas behind why this game proposal will be successful;
after that interest has been secured, use the budget and the schedule to start discussing the
details and demonstrate control of the situation as well as a complete understanding of the
work required and its long-term potential. Get them excited before stating the proposed cost.

The budget and schedule section should include the following documents:

■ Total budget and proposed milestone schedule (by month).

■ Publisher’s financial model (discussed later) showing projected sales, using rele-
vant data from a reputable marketing source, as well as key break-even points for
break-even units, break-even price, and royalty earn out.

■ High-level schedule showing the following phases of development (prototype and
proof of concept review, pre-production, production, testing, Gold Master release,
and post-release support).
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Build of Prototype and Build Notes

Unless you’re a well-established, hit-driven developer who churns out golden products
every two years, most publishers want to see a working prototype before they seriously
consider funding the proposal.

How do you complete a prototype if you’re short on cash? There’s a few ways to do that.
First is to short-list a few publishers and propose to them the funding of the prototype.
Some publishers will do this if you have a good reputation for solid game development.
The second way is to use one of the existing free toolsets or modable engines that allow
users to create their own content to complete a prototype that shows your concept.
Although not as good as a production prototype, prototypes created using the mod tech-
nology from another game can be created relatively easily and inexpensively. Some games
(such as Half-Life: Counter-Strike) were presented and created purely using the mod tools
available to the public.

Most game developers create prototypes to generate interest. Some prototypes demon-
strate a particular technology asset, whereas others are a demonstration of a particular
type of gameplay. Sometimes a prototype does both. But decide what you want your pro-
totype to do before starting work on it and focus your efforts on one or the other.

The most important part of a prototype is that it should be fun to play and demonstrate
the concept that it is interesting to play. It should be a small, but well-polished demon-
stration of great gameplay, with a focus on clearly articulating what makes it unique.

So what are build notes? Build notes are the notes that you create and provide to whoever
is going to be evaluating the game. Include specific examples and text as you might find
in a readme.txt file on a retail version of a game.

Figure 5.1 shows an example of the first page of a build notes text file from a recent pro-
totype. Sometimes, when the gameplay style requires it, a walk-through of what the play-
er must do to complete the prototype is very helpful for the reviewer, who normally does-
n’t have time to guess and use trial and error to get through many prototypes a week. An
example of what a walk-through might look like on this action-adventure game from
Gnosis Games is also shown in Figure 5.1.
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Figure 5.1
The Broken Saints team put together comprehensive build notes with their recent prototype.



After discussing the prototype, you’ll need to consider how to make the actual presenta-
tion if and when you get a meeting with the publisher. At this meeting, the challenge of
the day is to present the creative concept and demonstrate the essence of the gameplay
with outstanding acumen.

The Actual Presentation

If you’ve succeeded to the actual presentation stage—at which you’re presenting the pro-
totype and game proposal to the right people—you should consider the guidelines dis-
cussed in the following subsections when making the presentation.

Know  People’s Names and Roles 

Another person’s name is the most important thing that you can remember when making
a game proposal. Work with your contact and do the homework to know who is going to
be at the meeting, what their roles are, and perhaps what their general concerns and focus-
es are.

Don’t Get Stuck on the Story

In talking with some industry executives, I inquired about how the search for new content
and IP development was going. They told me a story about a recent developer who
seemed fairly together and talented, who they’d invited to make a presentation to their
product review committee. When I asked how the presentation went, it was fully
explained to me, “They made the classic mistake. They focused on how cool the story was
and how deep the player could get into the story.”

The moral of this story is to not focus on some unimportant part of the game, but to
clearly articulate why this game has the potential to sell millions of units (because of its
gameplay, not its story, as stories drive books and movies sales, not game sales).

Expect the Unexpected—You Don’t Know Jack

Early in my career, while working at Spectrum HoloByte, I was responsible for arranging
the product submission and review meetings. One of the products that we received for
consideration was the now well-known You Don’t Know Jack product, in its prototype
phase, which didn’t look that much different from the final retail version (which just had
more content and more polished user interface screens). After the product was demon-
strated, the review team discussed it. They were intrigued. Some people were excited. But
no one knew how to market it because it was out of the ordinary and unexpected. It did-
n’t fit into the “mold” of the types of products that the company was interested in pub-
lishing. Unfortunately for the company, Spectrum HoloByte passed on publishing it. It
was only many months later when it was published by Berkeley Systems and the game
went on to be a hit mass-market game did the decision-makers who’d passed on the pro-
posal consider that they’d missed a great opportunity.
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If you’re presenting a game proposal, keep this story in mind if your product is slightly out
of the ordinary and perhaps perceived as a mismatch for that particular publisher. Tailor
your presentation to address these types of concerns and do your homework so that no
question from the publisher is unexpected.

Get the Game Concept Across Quickly

I always laughed when I read a proposal accompanying a prototype that said something
like, “Although I don’t expect you (the reviewer) to get it at first, it just takes time to
understand the gameplay.” Successful prototypes and successful games are ones that the
end user understands within 90 seconds—one minute is better. If the prototype is already
too complicated to get this point across in five minutes, then how fun will the game be
after two years of development? Go back and refocus the prototype so that anyone who
plays it finds the fun in the first minute and gets the concept right away.

Don’t Try to Improve the Company

Although it is rare for someone to come to an office and think they know your own busi-
ness better than you do, it does happen. Don’t be one of these people; guard what you say
so that it focuses on the positive and beneficial aspects of your proposal versus what the
company might or might not have done wrong in the past. No one is perfect, but there is
no need to call out past mistakes when it serves no advantage.

Show, Don’t Tell

This is the mantra for all who want a game project to be green-lighted. If you can show
something, a picture truly is worth a thousand words. You might tell your manager, your
VP, or your producer at the publisher, “This is the right team for the job. We have the best
talent and most diversified team.” Instead, try showing why this is the right team and
explain that “Our last two games have sold X number of units and are well supported by
the fan community. Our tools allowed fans to create several mods, the most successful of
which is played online thousands of times per day. Our games and accomplishments have
won a number of industry awards and recognition. If you check our proposal under the
awards and industry accomplishments, you can see for yourself what a team committed
to excellence can accomplish.”

Focus on Technology 

If the prototype is a technology-focused demonstration of a game, include a spec sheet of
what is actually happening on the screen and why it is remarkable. Discuss the specifics of
the technology (polygons per frame, texture depth, size, lighting, and special effects).
Focus on the aspects of the technology and try to throw in more than just a little fun for
good measure.
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License Focus

If your prototype is focused on a license that has already been secured, perhaps to a movie
or comic, focus your proposal and prototype on how this license is fully realized, exploit-
ed, and how it might work with sequels and add strength to an existing brand or provide
a foundation for a new brand. Prototypes based on a license give special attention to the
characters and world. The prototype should adeptly demonstrate the gameplay innova-
tion that your team is considering for employing with this license.

Know the Numbers

Knowing the numbers means that you (or someone on your team with you at the pre-
sentation) should have the numbers associated with what it took to create the prototype,
as well as what investment would be required to take the prototype phase to the next level.
You should also know what the entire project is estimated to cost. This also refers to the
need to understand the publisher’s business, including risk assessment and estimated
return on investment. Publishers have financial goals that they are required to meet. The
easier you can make it for them to see how they can get to those goals, the more likely you
are to get your project approved.

Do Your Marketing Homework

Only a few games sell more than a million units each year. Saying that your prototype is
just like the next Grand Theft Auto is not a good example. Do your homework to under-
stand what average titles are selling in a specific genre and market (both North American
and European). Be able to discuss the competitive features of each title with which your
prototype might compete. Understand the high- and low-case sales scenarios. Although
these points might not be discussed in the actual proposal and presentation, you want to
be prepared if and when they are brought up.

Have a Quick Checklist for the Presentation

Going into a presentation unprepared can kill the proposal before anything has even been
said. Here’s a quick checklist that’s proven helpful.

■ Test the gameplay demo and provide working hardware. Don’t expect the pub-
lisher to supply hardware that conforms to your specs and has all of the right dri-
vers. Bring your own hardware.

■ Bring gameplay on videotape. Prepare for the unexpected by supplying videotape
with your presentation. It should demonstrate the essence of the gameplay in this
videotape. This prevents the situation in which someone might want to play and
present the game to others, but is cautious of looking like an inexperienced player.
It also assures that you have a working demonstration of the gameplay, regardless
of anything else that might work against a presentation’s polish.
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■ Know who is going to sell which parts. When going with a team, be certain to
clearly delineate roles between those who are presenting with you. Establish clear
guidelines as to who is going to answer the business-, technical-, creative-, and
production-related questions. Separate the questions into topics and assign an
expert to each area, and stick to that.

■ Bring a backup. Be certain you have backup copies of all documentation, on CD,
as well as CDs of the prototype if that’s possible. They’ll come in handy. You can
even image a computer’s system disk, with the prototype build installed on it, and
burn it to CD; then, it is ready for a quick installation at a moment’s notice.

■ Know your message. Live, sleep, and breathe the essence statement and focus your
energy on explaining the essence of the gameplay.

■ Rehearse. Practice the presentation at least three times before presenting it. It is
surprising how many small mistakes can be eliminated with this easy step, ensur-
ing the final presentation is slick and polished, just as the prototype should be.

Preparing for the Hard Questions

A valuable piece of advice came from Alex Garden, the CEO of Relic Entertainment. Although I like
to pride myself on being prepared, organized, and fully functional, having all the right answers and
knowing where to find the few answers that I don’t have, Alex often challenged me with questions
that made me think about the problem in a way that I’d not considered. He gave me a valuable
piece of advice two days before an important presentation to one of the publishers we were work-
ing with: “Sit down and write down the top 5 most difficult or challenging questions you can think
of related to this presentation. Then send them to me, and I want to see your answers before you
go.” He was certainly right to insist on this because during the presentation, I was asked four of
the 5 hard questions I’d written down and fortunately prepared for.

The following is a list of some challenging questions to prepare for before any meeting or
presentation.

With what degree of certainty can you predict when this product is going to be complete if we give
you the green light?

There hardly ever is a right answer to this question, but focus the question on a demonstration of
your control and grasp of the tasks at hand and how your team is organized to provide the best
chance of hitting the predicted completion date.

What would you say are the biggest risks with this product and how are they being addressed?

(continued on next page)



The Final Word
Getting an original title, like any new idea, signed up and a project started is a challeng-
ing, but rewarding task. Keep in mind that the most successful titles in entertainment soft-
ware came from an original idea at some point in their past. Hopefully, what’s included in
this chapter helps turn your proposal into a reality.
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You should be able to reference a risk management plan (in the Appendix D) that addresses these.

Do you have all of the right talent on the team if we wanted to start tomorrow?

The answer if very rarely “yes” because most talented people are booked up from project to pro-
ject and a team is almost always growing until the testing phase.

Why are your project costs so high?

Defer this question to whomever prepared the budget. But a general rule of thumb is $10,000 USD
per month per employee. So, if you have a 20-person team, a cost of $200,000 per month is fairly
reasonable. The longer the development timeline, the more a project costs.

What are the biggest competitive challenges this game faces?

Refer to your notes on the competitive analysis and demonstrate an element of control and knowl-
edge in this area by referring to your marketing homework.
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Game Design and 
What Producers 
Need to Know about
Designing 

chapter  6

T
he role of a producer actually has little to do with designing and more do with find-
ing the best idea and best-defined game concept and ensuring that the final game
meets the essential gameplay promises to the consumer. Naturally, the producer

needs to ensure there’s the right team to complete those gameplay experience promises.

This chapter discusses the role of the producer as it relates to a game’s overall creative
design, level design, and all of the design work in between concept and final product. In
this chapter are the essential pieces of knowledge each producer should understand when
working with game designers. By understanding and respecting these fundamentals, a
producer can make the design process more efficient and help produce a higher-quality
game design.

Can Producers Design Games? 
Having a dual-function role—being both a producer and the lead designer of a video
game—is extremely challenging. Each role has its own essential demands and constraints.
Each is its own full-time job. Really, the responsibilities should be separate, and there
should be both a producer and a lead designer on a game, with the producer focusing on
the production of the game and the lead designer focusing on the creative vision.

However, that doesn’t mean that the producer is prohibited from making design sugges-
tions or otherwise helping to refine the design into its core elements and key promises of
experience to the user. This is the fun part of creating a video game’s design.



Producers and Game Design
There are generally too many other things going on for a producer to be working on
designing a video game, but it really depends on how your game and team and company
is structured. In some cases, like at EA, producers are charged with designing parts of the
game, as there are very few if any game designers.

Whether a producer should handle design depends mostly on the type of project and the
scope of the design responsibilities. For an original IP title like an RPG or adventure game,
it might be risky to place the design responsibilities on a producer. If it’s a racing game that
needs only minor updates, revisions, and improvements, a producer, assistant producer,
and/or an associate producer may be able to handle the design responsibilities easily.

Here are a few truths to consider about producers and designing video games:

■ A producer cannot dictate the design of a video game. He can only guide it.

■ A producer charged with designing a game is a bottleneck to the creative process in
most cases.

■ A producer must be ready for interruptions and constant distractions. Such an
arrangement is generally contrary to creative endeavors that require focus and
complete attention.

Myths about Producers and Game Design
There are a few common misconceptions concerning a producer’s role and the process of
designing a video game. This section will attempt to disperse some of those myths. But as
you read each myth, remember that every project and producer is different. These are
broad generalizations that apply to a common set of circumstances in the game industry,
but not to every case.

■ The producer always leads the game’s design and creative vision. The producer
doesn’t always have to lead the game’s creative vision, telling others when and
where to include design concepts, features, units, or characters. But a good under-
standing of how this vision is coming together is important. A producer should
have an excellent grasp of the concept and how the game is going to deliver on the
promises of the user experience embedded in the game design. Working with the
lead designer, the producer can help guide this vision to fruition.

■ The producer is always the one with the best ideas. Remember that the producer
does not always have the best game design ideas, but their input is required to
make sure that the design ideas that are being contemplated in a game design are
actually feasible and producible within the scope of the game.
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■ The producer can usually find time to focus on designing. The role of a producer
is one of constant interruption, prioritization, and re-prioritization, with changing
objectives, goals, and circumstances. This type of demand and the constant inter-
ruption is generally not conducive to focusing and clearly identifying the key goals
of the user experience, as well as how they are going to be implemented and com-
plement every other system. Designing games takes focus, clarity, and assurance
that the design team is working in harmony and communicating well. If you’re a
producer who wants to design games, make sure that the communication is taking
place within the design team and then communicate those ideas and goals to the
rest of the team. Find time to focus on the procedural and production challenges
first, and then consider how the design challenges fit into that role.

Female Producers and the Video Game Industry

From an interview with Tracy Rosenthal-Newsom, Project Leader for the Karaoke Revolution series
of video games, Sr. Producer at Harmonix Music, game developer in Cambridge, MA.

Q: What are the biggest challenges you see for women who want to help shape a game’s creation
in a producing role?

A: I don’t believe that gender alone limits a producer’s power to shape the creation of a game.
Effective producers produce effectively. All producers find challenges when shaping their game.
However, as a female producer who is interested in creating games for the mass market, I do face
some specific challenges.

Our industry has historically created most of its games for boys and men by men. In order to design
games that reach both genders, we need development teams where both genders are well-repre-
sented. Unfortunately, the pool of female producers, designers, artists, programmers, audio design-
ers, and testers remains small.

At Harmonix Music, women have made up about 25 percent of our Karaoke Revolution develop-
ment teams, which is actually high compared to industry norms. We work within a collaborative
iterative design approach that allows for a wide-range of design ideas to emerge from all con-
tributing members. Most notably, every discipline of our Karaoke Revolution development team
(production, design, code, art, audio and QA) has included female representation.

Another challenge persists at the publisher level. Publishers seek to replicate their previous suc-
cesses and are naturally reluctant to take risks with new types of games. As a female producer who
is interested in designing new gaming experiences for a more mass market, my challenge is to con-
vince the publishers that following the same old formulas won’t always be good for the bottom 

(continued on next page)



Designing a Producible Video Game within Constraints
In order for producers to add value and ensure effective communications within the
process of developing video games, there are a few areas of game design and game design
constraints with which they should familiarize themselves.

A producer constantly checks to ensure that a game in development runs on the target
platform at all stages of development and conforms to the design outlined by the design-
ers. A producer must understand the platform on which the publisher is going to ship the
game. These details include understanding that there is a limited amount of RAM and
data space on the media, as well as the limitations of the technology. While it is challeng-
ing, it can be fun as long as you know the rules and work within them. Here are some
common constraints that are faced by game designers and producers. All of these issues
must be considered when undertaking game development on multiple platforms.

Multi-Platform Simultaneous Releases
Developers and publishers plan games to ship on multiple platforms. The decision that
this game is going to ship simultaneously on multiple platforms is usually made right at
the beginning of a project. Driven by marketing forces—such as the need to release a 
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line. We need to diversify our products by creating gender-neutral games for the mass market. We
need to persuade the publishers to finance games made for both the casual gamer and the “new-
bie gamer” who currently doesn’t play video games but wants to try. We need to help the pub-
lishers break out of their established marketing practices in order to access an untapped
population of new gamers unlike the old demographic. This is more likely to happen with new
blood in our work force. New ideas will come from both women and men; the best designs will
emerge from well-balanced teams of both genders. It is up to female and male producers to assem-
ble well-balanced teams in an effort to effect change in our industry.

Q: What direct impact have you had on a game’s design that has helped its overall appeal to the
mass market? 

A: As the project leader of the Karaoke Revolution series, I was involved at each step of the design
and production of the products. From the time the concept was brought to us by Konami, every
design choice our collaborative team made was with the intent to create the ultimate party game
for the mass market. Even with the primary audience targeted at bi-gender late teens and young
adults, we learned early on in play-testing that children and middle-age adults of both genders
loved the game as much as our primary audience. We executed our design with this mass market
in mind.



Lord of the Rings title on all platforms simultaneously in order to coincide with the release
of the film—the multiplatform simultaneous release is a requirement for most hit titles.
Interface and memory concerns concerning all platforms tend to be addressed during the
initial stage of development rather than during a typical port (the process of converting a
game to work from one platform to the other) process.

Significant differences exist between the various types of hardware platforms—such as the
Sony Playstation 2, Xbox, GameCube, and the PC, along with a whole host of handhelds—
and there are some advantages and disadvantages. But all platforms have certain criteria
and constraints that affect a game’s design. Those constraints apply differently depending
on the type of game being made. And in the end, games need to support the key features
of their platform, whether it is the graphics, the user interface, or the game features.

Some platforms have unique niches in the market. For example, Nintendo Game Boy
grew from a niche market to the Game Boy Advanced, and is now one of the most popu-
lar hardware platforms in history for playing games. Platforms are targeted to appeal to
different demographics. Nintendo appeals to a younger category then other consoles.
Xbox and Sony Playstation 2 appeal to a more mature audience.

As a game producer, you may have tremendous freedom to do your job, but one of the
keys to success is to help guide the design process through the constraints of the hardware,
the market, and the schedule. These types of constraints are very specific and immovable.
Hardware technology for consoles is fixed, and for PCs it is very complicated. Your game
must work on a console and the PC and it must be completed in about 24 months, dur-
ing which time the technology may change. To create a detailed design for your game
before beginning production, a producer should work with the design and programming
teams to research all of the potential technology hurdles for your game. When working
with the designers, keep in mind that it should be a flexible design, work on all platforms,
and exploit the strengths of each.

Working with Design Constraints of Console Games
As a designer, you should review the key challenges that you may face when designing a
game, and work out solutions to overcome those challenges. But the most important step
is to understand the potential challenges before starting on a game’s design.

Advantages of Producing and Designing Console Games

The advantage of designing games for console gaming systems is that the specifications are
published, known, and unchanging for the life of the console. When you learn how to cre-
ate a game on a particular platform, you can eliminate any number of inefficiencies and
focus on the strengths of the platform and the game. For example, Xbox is known for its
higher quality graphics and powerful graphics processing unit (GPU), expanded memory,
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and hard drive. As a result of the powerful GPU, it can draw more polygons per frame and
per scene than other consoles. It can also store saved games as well as other relevant data
on its hard drive.

Games that are developed for the Xbox may contain more polygons and look better than
other games on other consoles. More importantly, key routines for drawing polygons or
using the key features of the console’s applications programmer interface (API) are clear-
ly outlined in the platform’s documentation.

Another advantage is that you need not concern yourself with compatibility across multiple
types of hardware, as is a concern when developing games on the PC. This is beneficial because
it allows you to focus your knowledge and expertise on how to achieve the best results on a
very specific hardware specification. When developing games for consoles, remember that the
critical advantage is to focus your ability to exploit the strengths of that console.

A third advantage is that customer support costs for products developed for consoles are
extremely low when compared to the games released for the PC. This is because there is
little chance that a player will experience trouble when playing the game for the first time.

Lastly, the games developed for consoles generally sell more units than games developed
strictly for the PC. Console products generally sell more games because consumers buy
gaming consoles specifically for gaming purposes, whereas PCs have multiple purposes
beyond entertainment value. Console games are generally easier to learn to play than most
PC games. Thus, the financial rewards for game developers and publishers are generally
higher for products developed for the console than those for the PC market.

Disadvantages of Producing and Designing Console Games

While consoles offer many advantages to the game development process, there are also
some disadvantages that every producer of a console game must face. One of the key dis-
advantages of developing games for release on a console is the fact that a game developer
is limited to the input methods that are compatible with the console.

There are very specific hardware constraints that must be adhered to. For example, if a
game uses more than 64 MB of RAM, it cannot be played on any of the current consoles.
It can be played only on the PC. As a result, the game design must account for key hard-
ware constraints before and during a game’s development cycle.

Specifically, consoles generally do not support keyboards or mice. This limits the types of
games that can be developed for the console. For example, real-time strategy (RTS) games
do not sell well when developed for or ported to consoles because they require multiple
inputs from both keyboards and mice to support their key gameplay features. A good
example of a failed RTS port to the console was Starcraft for the Nintendo 64 console. The
interface and controls were not sufficient to control the vast numbers of units on screen at
a single time. As a result, a very successful RTS was unsuccessful as a port to this console.
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The second disadvantage is that before beginning to develop a game, you must seek and
receive the hardware manufacturer’s approval. Furthermore, after the game has been com-
pleted, it must be tested by the hardware manufacturer—Nintendo, Sony, or Microsoft.
You must receive approval from the manufacturer to actually manufacture and ship the
game to retail stores. This means that not every proposed game can be developed. These
are rigorous processes that ensure only specific titles are approved and developed for each
console.

Proprietary hardware investment is another disadvantage when developing on consoles.
Consoles not only require a PC for each game developer working on the team, but also
require “development kits,” which are emulators of the final version that include propri-
etary tools, libraries, and coding templates for use in the game.

You also need to use development kits to test the game throughout the development cycle.
These hardware items are often very expensive because of their proprietary nature—cost-
ing $15,000 or more in some cases, depending on your relationship with the hardware
manufacturer. This is more than four times the cost of an average PC used for game devel-
opment.

Some development kits, such as those for Nintendo and GameCube are also, by legal and
contractual obligation, prohibited from leaving the country. This can be a problem for
developers who use offshore resources. It can be very difficult to get development kits set
up in certain countries outside North America and Western Europe.

When developing on multiple consoles, there are many factors that affect art style and
how a game looks. Polygon count and memory constraints form restriction for how a
scene is rendered on-screen. To get the best look on all consoles, you may need to build
more than one entire set of models and textures and use techniques like switching mod-
els in real-time in order to maximize the frame rate speed at which the game runs.

n o t e

In 2003, it was suggested by Jason Rubin of Naughty Dog Software that “Games have now reached
a point at which graphics are no longer our primary selling point, and very soon we will have to
concentrate on new things to attract the consumer’s attention.” What this means is that photore-
alism can now be achieved with extra investment in art production quality and graphics style.
Future games will need to branch out in their art styles. For example, Jet Grind Radio and Viewtiful
Joe are games that have embraced a new art production style, one of a surreal cartoon world. The
investment in brilliant graphics should not overshadow the investment in new types of gameplay.
New types of gameplay and new art styles are the solution to the diminishing return on invest-
ments in graphics quality alone.

When developing for a console, you must examine the advantages of that console. For
example, Playstation 2 and Xbox are well-known and respected for their applicability for 
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racing games because they can render a succession of millions of polygons at very fast
frame rates. Successful titles, such as Gran Turismo, Project Gotham, and the Need for Speed
series are well suited for console platforms because their interface is easy to use and the
vehicles are easily controlled and exploit the rendering strengths of the console. These
strengths appeal to console users as they try to master the skills needed for racing.
Carefully consider the type of game that you are designing. If it requires a lot of user input
and controls, then the console is probably not the ideal platform for this game.

Simulations such as Microsoft’s Flight Simulator or RTS games such as Warcraft III or
Command & Conquer are not suited to the console’s strengths because these use large
amount of memory and require more user input than can be easily supported through a
console controller. These types of games require a mouse and keyboard and are best suit-
ed for distribution on the PC.

On consoles, there is a limited ability to save games. The Xbox has more flexibility because
it has a hard drive included in it. Both Playstation 2 and GameCube require the user to
purchase separate memory cards with read/write memory. There are specified parameters
for the file size of saved games. The solution to this challenge is to carefully consider the
size of the deterministic data set while designing a game rather than waiting until the
game is many months into production. This can be an expensive proposition to fix later.

Finally, the game cannot be patched after it is released. What this means is that any bug,
defect, design flaw, imbalance, or other material imperfection in the interface is encapsu-
lated in the game forever once it is manufactured. Because of this, all hardware manufac-
turers have rigorous testing standards for all games published on their console. This
means that you should plan for a lengthy quality assurance process to refine the key sell-
ing points of the game to ensure that it meets the quality standards enforced by the con-
sole publisher and the manufacturer.

Working with the Design Constraints of the PC
There are many considerations that a producer working on a title for the PC must take into
account, but the major one is the target specification of the PC. This is generally defined as
what kind of system specification a gamer can buy for $1,000. A typical requirement of
most game producers is to forecast the price of PCs and estimate a target specification at
least two years ahead. This estimation process generally begins when the development of a
PC game starts. At several points during the development process the producer needs to
revise it to ensure accuracy.

For example, a PC that costs $1,000 today is probably not going to be manufactured and
available for sale in two years. Look at the latest and most advanced high-end specifica-
tions currently available when a game’s development is started. A high-end PC with a 
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Pentium GHz processor and Gigabytes of RAM that costs $3,000 today will probably cost
only $1,000 in approximately two years. This specification will be a common computer
with a wide installed base in every market worldwide within two years.

This is how game developers determine the target platform, commonly known as the tar-
get system spec. Game developers who are working on a title for the PC generally expect to
release their game two years from the start of development.

A typical $1,000 PC in 2005 includes the features listed in Table 6.1.

The target spec, also referred to as the recommended specification, means that the game
should run optimally on that specification. The minimum system specification will be less
stringent than the target, but the game will not run optimally and not all features will be
included, perhaps by elimination of hardware transform and lighting (T&L) or reduction
in the graphical feature set.

A team cannot always push for the biggest and best minimum specs for their upcoming
product. Often the publisher actually insists on lower minimum specs especially for games
for the casual gamer. This is to ensure that the game can appeal to the largest possible
installed base. So-called “family” games are at the extreme end of these criteria, with the
minimum specs being quite low to meet the needs of this demographic.

Advantages of Producing and Designing PC Games 

There are several advantages in developing games for release on the PC platform. First,
anyone can develop a game in any genre for the PC. Game developers have total freedom
in this regard. With the exception of some minor legal ramifications or restriction on
online gambling, almost any game can be published for the PC platform.

The PC platform has a relatively robust hardware specification because it includes 3D
hardware acceleration, RAM, hard drive space, and a sound card, and can render in mul-
tiple resolutions. It is a more complex hardware specification than a console and, as such,
it offers a lot more possibilities in terms of how it may be used to its maximum potential.

Table 6.1 The $1,000 PC of Today

Component Spec Today

CPU GHz Pentium
3D Accelerator Card 128Mb nVIDIA 5700 or greater
Hard Drive 60Gb
RAM 512Mb - 1Gb



The PC has been around for more than 20 years as a gaming platform. Therefore, there
are a number of relatively easy-to-use, off-the-shelf game development software solutions
(called middleware) available to license, such as sound engines, physics engines, video
codecs, graphics APIs (such as DirectX or OpenGL), and object-oriented coding architec-
ture standards. These are standard middleware solutions that are tested and proven to
work when incorporated into a game’s architecture according to documented guidelines.

Developing games for the PC has the added benefit of a lower cost of goods, compared to
the costs of goods for a console. This means that extra CDs can be included to support the
game’s depth, additional content, or new features, without any major impact in the overall
costs of goods. Generally, games developed for the PC have a cost of goods (COGs) of about
four to five dollars per unit, which is about 50 percent less than the COGs for console.

The game code or art content can be updated after the product’s release. By supporting
automatic patches and updating, games can continue to evolve after they’ve been pur-
chased by a consumer. This also allows for online gaming, additional content, and patch-
es to fix game bugs, errors, defects, or imbalances in the game’s design.

There are several ways to exploit the strengths of the PC. Principally, the advantages of the
PC are focused around use and control of the game through a keyboard or a mouse. Flight
simulator games and real-time strategy games use a large majority of the PC’s strengths.
The depth of a game’s features on a PC game commonly exceed the depth of features on
other platforms. You need to use the keyboard to provide a greater depth of input choic-
es, features, and gameplay.

Secondly, first-person shooter games are especially popular on the PC because it provides
for a first-person perspective on a fast-paced, 3D world filled with action, shooting, and
danger. The game mobility you get from combining the mouse with the WASD keys on a
keyboard just cannot be duplicated on a gamepad. This type of interactive experience
requires a stronger interface and ability for the user to control the experience.

The PC offers tremendous ease when saving games, as there is vast storage space in its
hard drive. PCs also have more processing power, which can make up for some types of
unoptimized code.

Moreover, when you consider the huge number of players on the Internet and on com-
puter networks, multiplayer accessibility is an important strength of the PC.

Finally, the PC is capable of providing higher resolution graphics than any console that is
restricted to the PC. This is important issue when you’re creating a game that requires a
higher level of detail, texture depth, and immersive experience. Offering the experience of
a world in as close to photo resolution as possible is a great strength of high-end PCs. Use
this strength to include a strong art style with tremendous depth and level of detail.
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Disadvantages of Producing Games and Designing for the PC

Although the PC is flexible and powerful today, there are some disadvantages in develop-
ing for such a complex platform. When designing for the PC, you need to account for and
identify problems in it.

Since the PC has a variety of games published on it, there is no standard set of game tools
similar to the ones consoles manufacturers supply with their hardware. There are many
tools and many engines, but they do not work with all applications and for all games. As
a game designer, you must sometimes create your own proprietary tools for building
worlds, creating levels and units, placing sound effects and special effects, and so on.
Building proprietary tools and plug-ins for 3D software such as 3D Studio Max takes time.
It takes even more time to get the tools working as according to your needs. If you license
existing tools and technologies, you incur substantial expense.

Compatibility Testing

The main disadvantage of designing a game for the PC is the sheer complexity of the PC.
There are multiple hardware configurations, as well as required software configurations,
including the multiple versions of Windows that must be tested—95, 98, 2000, NT, and
XP. This testing process is called compatibility testing.

As a producer for a PC title, you face the challenges of ensuring that your game works on
all versions of the hardware within their specification. This can be potentially thousands
of possible combinations, and is always very time-consuming. You may need to use out-
side testing companies for at least some of this testing, and you may incur a substantial
extra expense.

The Game Code 

The game code and game design must be versatile rather than specific. There are general-
ly one or two ways to code for a console optimally, depending upon the desired results and
the specifics called for in the game design. With PCs, because there is more flexibility,
there is more room for error. There may be two or as many as ten different ways to code
a feature into a game to achieve the desired result. This requires a broad degree of flexi-
bility, discipline, and experience to code for the PC effectively and efficiently. To counter
this disadvantage, a very complete technical design and feature set is required prior to
beginning development, allowing the developer to clearly identify the entire task list, fea-
tures, and potential challenges and prepare accordingly. Compared to developing on a
console, where most of the challenges are defined, this is a big disadvantage.

Competition

Because the PC platform offers so much freedom and few barriers to entry, there is a lot of
competition in the market. The top two or three titles in a genre make 80 percent of the
revenue. In any year, there may be thousands of PC games released through retail channels.
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From those thousands of titles, only the top five percent are profitable projects. This means
that only those titles that innovate in entirely new and compelling ways can distinguish
themselves in such a crowded market. The alternative is to do sequels to existing PC titles
that are part of a successful brand, and have been successful in the past. As a result, the mar-
ket can stagnate, with some titles showing little innovation at all.

In the midst of all of this competition, the fiscal reality is that PC titles rarely sell the typ-
ical volumes that console titles do. It is rare for a PC title to sell more than 1 million units
worldwide—unlike console titles.

Working with Design Constraints of Handheld Games
There are several handheld platforms on the market today. The majority of the market
share is controlled by Nintendo’s Game Boy and the Game Boy Advance. Other platforms
include Nokia’s N-Gage, Sony’s Playstation Portable, and the Zodiac from Tapwave.
Together, these handheld platforms comprise the handheld gaming market worldwide.

Consider the advantages, disadvantages, and potential problems encountered when devel-
oping games on a handheld platform.

Advantages of Producing Games and Designing Handheld Games

One of the key advantages when developing for the handheld platform market is that the
platform hardware is clearly defined and it eliminates compatibility testing challenges.

An abundance of existing content is ready to be converted, or “ported,” to the handheld
platform. Games ready for porting, some developed more than 10 years ago, include clas-
sics such as Centipede, PacMac, Jeopardy, and Wheel of Fortune. These old classics have
been around for a long time and have a broad marketability. These games also include the
types of gameplay that appeal to the broad demographic (everyone from your kid sister
to top executives to some grandmothers) that owns handheld platforms and cell phones.

The porting process is relatively straightforward in a handheld platform. They don’t require
any new game design, as they are known quantities—fun games that appeal to a large audi-
ence. Because this porting process is a known factor, many of the challenges that a designer
faces over a long and involved project on either a console or a PC have been removed.

Handheld consoles are widely distributed and have a large installed base (meaning the
number of people who have purchased handheld or portable gaming hardware). For
example, the Nintendo GameBoy has outsold the GameCube by more than 10 to one. This
increases the potential for sales of units on the handheld platforms.

Creatively, the handheld platform allows developers who miss “the old days” of computer
gaming to create games that excel in gameplay and design without having to push the
technological boundaries of sound and graphics.
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Disadvantages of Producing Games and Designing Handheld Games

There are many disadvantages when working on such a constrained and defined platform.
The primary disadvantage is the system limits on file size, RAM, and total game size. For
example, the entire N-Gage game must fit into less than 3MB of RAM, with the applica-
tion being limited to 64Kb. Most processors on handheld platforms have less computing
power than do home computers from the early 1990s.

Most handheld games do not have sufficient networking capabilities or bandwidth to make
it feasible to play against another person. Although certain phone games are naturals for
multiplayer applications, the lack of bandwidth required for fast action is a significant con-
straint. Networking is not typically considered a key feature of a handheld. This is because
of the high latency that is associated with such devices and their peripherals.

Players are constrained to a small screen size, such as 200x300—or 176x208 in the case of
N-Gage. There is a very limited amount of screen size that can be clearly drawn to such a
small screen. To compound this, the limited color and sound support do not add to the
depth of the game.

Finally, the user has limited power supply. Short play times are paramount. The user must
be able to have a ton of fun in a very short period of time; this is often difficult to design
for with an original title or concept that requires hours just to learn how to play.

Based upon the strengths and weaknesses of the handheld platform, what are the prob-
lems that might be encountered and how can they be solved, or designed for? 

Technical Constraints of Game Design
Progress in the video game industry is largely driven by advances in technology. As tech-
nology progress, so does the complexity of the considerations required by game develop-
ers. How should the new and expanded capabilities of hardware be used in games? How
should you plan for the advancement of hardware technology? 

When developing for any platform, you need to use specific APIs provided by Microsoft,
such as Direct X 9.0 and its subsequent versions and supported SDKs, as well as the devel-
opment tools provided by hardware manufacturers such as Sony or Nintendo. Intel and
3D-accelerator card manufacturers also offer tools and development solutions for game
developers. These tools become more robust with every revision. Direct X 9.0 provides
more and more choices about how to implement game graphics, sound, and music. This
progression ensures that game development becomes more complex, while providing an
improvement to the overall visual appeal of games.

Games such as Homeworld2 are extremely complex in their gameplay design and use of
technology. Use of a 3D camera, multiple levels of data, and limitations on the effective
use of polygonal rendering and frame rate posed challenges to the developers at every step 
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of the game’s development. This is not an uncommon story in the game development
industry. The consequences of these challenges were that the game required additional test-
ing to ensure that the proposed solutions were effectively employed, that the frame rate was
sufficient and camera controls improved enough to be useful to a wide variety of users.

It is important to consider the technical limitations and constraints when designing a
game because it is easy to design beyond the means of the technology that the market has
embraced. A game designed beyond the common specifications of the marketplace might
be a great game, but would face tremendous challenges in being commercially successful.

Graphics
As game development progresses, more games get closer to photorealistic graphics dis-
played in real-time. More importantly, pre-rendered graphic standards of yesterday, such
as those used in the movie Toy Story, are fast becoming the standard for real-time graph-
ics in present day games.

PCs show the most active and visible progression of technology, as players constantly
upgrade their machines with the latest 3D accelerator hardware. Console games take leaps
and bounds over longer periods of time—three to four years—because the console hard-
ware cannot be upgraded once the platform is on the market. A new version of the con-
sole must emerge on the market and game developers must learn how to use all of its fea-
tures (see Figure 6.1).

Figure 6.1 
This figure shows how graphics quality and complexity improves over time, depending on the console.
Notice that the PC platform constantly improves, while the consoles remain relatively flat.



With the PC, the graphics rendering capabilities differ widely depending on the type of
the machine and the 3D accelerator card. The advantage of developing for the PC is that
there are constantly new features to use as new 3D hardware accelerator cards are released
on the market. The disadvantage is that the platform is constantly changing and the stan-
dards can be confusing and time-consuming to develop for.

Specifically, PC cards are moving away from the GeForce 1 and 2 standards set by their
manufacturer, NVidia. Most games in 2005 will require GeForce 3 or higher. What does
that mean for gaming? It means that most games will use even more normal mapping.
Normal mapping is a procedurally different way of doing bump mapping. It appears to
give bumps to the surface of textures. The games will use the same complexity as in “in-
game” polygonal models but with higher quality effects, as they use normal mapping.
How is this done? Normal maps are generated offline and then used during real-time
gameplay to give the illusion of higher complexity poly models.

The advantage of using a console is that its graphics rendering architecture and API are a
known, documented set of features that don’t change. Game developers develop an exper-
tise at using this architecture and these features after developing several games for a sin-
gle platform. However, the software cannot exceed the limitations of the hardware no
matter how good a game developer is.

A final rule is that PCs will always exceed the technical limitations of a console over the
long-term, but the complexity of the PC holds it back from mass-market acceptance.

Memory
Memory is one of the constraining factors that apply to all video games, regardless of plat-
form, genre, or market. A console memory is fixed with the specification published by the
console manufacturer. With PCs, it is one of the variables that make developing for the PC
challenging. Upgrading or downgrading the computer’s memory is very easy to do. So,
how do you develop a game with memory constraints in mind? 

The first rule to remember is to keep the game within a specific minimum memory spec-
ification, such as 32 Mb on the PC and only 6 Mb on a console. This impacts the size of
the world that the game can have and also the complexity of how the world is rendered.

As a game developer, you must remember to use the different types of RAM that are avail-
able within a platform. All platforms have certain restrictions (and some provisions) for
program memory (the game code), sound RAM (for music and sound FX), and texture
RAM (for rendering graphics). While some platforms have specific provisions for each
type of RAM, other platforms include RAM in a common resource pool. It depends on
the platform you’re developing on.
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Using more memory may make the game run slower because using more memory means
more missed cache calls, or calls to the CPU cache which preps the data before it is loaded
into memory, and processing more data. Keep memory usage minimal whenever possible.

Program Code Memory Usage

Different languages produce program code of various sizes. Also, compilers for the same
language produce program code of different sizes. You need to keep track of the amount
of RAM used for stack space and static data. Test your optimization options early and
often. Once per build would be ideal because you can identify when and why a change in
the program code memory usage occurred.

Texture RAM 

This is the most common and widespread consideration of games today. For each texture,
there are different MIP levels, which take 33 percent of the largest size of the texture. To
cut down on texture usage, use the top MIP level for the highest detail texture and discard
the highest detail texture.

n o t e

Note that bit depth (8, 16, 24, 32, and so on) and texture compression have a large impact on tex-
ture RAM usage. The more bit depth, the more memory that’s used.

Some hardware renderers will allow you to exceed the amount of RAM they have, and will
copy textures from system RAM to video RAM as needed. This will cause a significant
speed penalty to your graphics engine. Keep in mind that different texture effects, such as
bump mapping and environment mapping, are all texture-based considerations that must
be accounted for in your texture RAM budget.

Video Buffer RAM

Video buffers include render buffers (usually two for double-buffering), Z-buffer for prop-
er depth-order rendering, stencil buffer for shadows and other effects, accumulation buffers
for motion blur and other effects, and render-to-texture for shadow and lighting effects. At
higher resolutions, these buffers take larger portions of available video RAM. Oversampling
also increases the resolution of these buffers relative to the final screen resolution.

Models and Animation

More polygons generally mean more RAM. The same applies to more complex rendering
effects on models. Additional texture layers, complex animation skeletons, and model for-
mat can also affect the amount of RAM used by models.
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Animations may take a lot of RAM depending on how complex they are, and how many
there are. To reduce memory usage by animations, you can use the same animation for
different models. A larger model would play the animation slower than a smaller one, and
it may have different animation parameters to make it seem smaller. You can also use ani-
mation blending (blending between a running animation and a leaning animation makes
a running around a corner animation redundant) and representation (quaternions are
not only simpler to blend and interpolate, they are smaller than matrices).

Sound

Sound data can use up a lot of memory, depending on how it is used. Some types of
sound, such as speech and music, can be streamed from the disk, thereby reducing mem-
ory usage. Sound that is used frequently or must be low-latency, such as footstep sounds,
must be kept in memory. Techniques for reducing memory usage of resident sounds
include storing them with lower-quality settings. For example, explosion sounds need
lower quality settings than music. Other techniques include instancing and playing back
at different speeds, blending, or stitching together with different sounds for more varia-
tion. Compression, especially loss frequency-domain compression algorithms such as
MP3, can tie down the perceived audio quality in a game.

Level Data and Game Data

In some types of games, level data can be quite large. This is usually because levels con-
tain a large number of textures and models. Levels may also contain a large number of
enemies, which affects the size of the game data in that level. If level data is a concern, your
level production pipeline should report the amount of level data required and warn the
user if he is exceeding the budgeted allowance.

The amount of data used to store the game state can be quite large. Also, this data can
grow as the game proceeds. The program should be regularly profiled using a controlled
worst-case scenario to test this. The worst-case scenario would involve the maximum
number of players, all enemies on-screen, and the biggest level, all being drawn simulta-
neously.

Remember that all the data that fits into memory must be installed on a computer or used
on a console from a storage device. Often, the data used in memory is just a small fraction
of the compressed data included in the storage device. The next section reviews the con-
siderations of the storage device.

Storage Device
Read-only devices cannot be used to store data such as saved games. On consoles that use
CD-ROMs or DVDs, an additional storage device, usually a memory card, must also be 
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available. Different devices have different read speeds. You can usually read faster from a
CD-ROM than from a DVD and faster still from a hard drive. To further complicate mat-
ters, different devices have different seek speeds. CD-ROMs and DVDs have much slower
seek speeds than hard drives. Memory cards are generally the fastest. Because of the slow
seek time of CD-ROMs and DVDs, try not to read two files at once. When streaming
music, it should be stopped or streamed from RAM during loading. This can impact a
game’s design when you need to stream music, sound effects, and a movie from the stor-
age device at the same time.

Big File Systems

If many small files are packed together into a single larger file, this reduces the number of
file open and close calls and speeds loading. This process is called a big file system. Within
the big file, individual files may be compressed or otherwise optimized to further improve
load time and/or reduce storage size. You may see a significant speed boost on loading if
your files are arranged in the order they will most likely be loaded. This is due to the elimi-
nation of many small seeks of the hard drive or other storage media. Games installed on and
read from a hard drive generally list the required minimum amount of free hard drive space
that is required before installing a game to that drive. This is to ensure that there will be
enough space to install the game and enough space for storage of temporary files and user
data. During the install procedure is where the big files are copied to a user’s hard drive.

Games on CD-ROM and DVD must fit within the maximum size of the medium chosen.
Some of the space on the CD-ROM or DVD may be needed for OS code, copy protection,
publisher promotions, or additional content. A big file system will help optimize the space
on the duplication media if it uses compression algorithms.

Storing Files on a Memory Card

Did you ever own a Nintendo 64 or an original Playstation? Remember the memory cards
that you could buy separately? Of course, GameCubes and PS2s still use memory cards, so
they are not quite a thing of the past. Memory cards are used for storing user data on sys-
tems that are based on CD-ROMs, DVDs, or ROM Cartridges. Memory cards have very
limited storage compared to a CD-ROM or DVD. Also, there may be limitations on how
much of this limited space your program can use. Memory cards are usually based on
flash RAM, which is very slow to write. Limiting the size of stored data is very important
to avoid long save times.

Other Design Constraints for Any Game
As a producer, you’re often principally responsible for being the guardian of the game
design and for ensuring that it stays within the constraints of the project. This next sec-
tion discusses some of the common business or marketing constraints on a game’s design.
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Genre and Target Demographic 
The brand definition directly affects genres and target demographics. Brand definition is a
clear delineation of which brand a game fits into. Is it a strategy game that fits into the
Command & Conquer brand? Or is it a science fiction, outer space 3D strategy game such as
the games in the Homeworld brand? Is it a platform game such as Mario 64? Obviously,
when creating a RTS game for Nintendo, you would face significant challenges, considering
that the RTS genre does not do well on consoles and the Nintendo demographic is children
between ages 10 and 17 who may not understand the concepts behind an RTS very readily.

Knowing the audience requires research from market research companies such as
National Purchase Diary Group, Inc. (http://www.NPD.com). Purchasers of video games
are typically males between the ages of 15 and 45 who have a fairly large disposable
income. Review this information with the Marketing department before starting design
work just to see what type of games certain age groups are buying.

Key Feature Requirements
Marketing departments of large publishing organizations often have key feature require-
ments for certain brands. Pivotal brands, such as the Myst series, Command & Conquer,
Call of Duty, and Need for Speed have key features that are required in products in the
brand. For example, all Myst products must work on a typically lower-end PC that is at
least two years or older. That means the rendering system must include features that use
the lower-end graphics cards’ features as well as the higher-end features, such as dynamic
lighting. This also means that the product must scale between the various hardware spec-
ifications seamlessly.

The features of a game are often linked to their unique selling points. Game features are
principal elements of a game that make it more interesting, exciting, and fresh compared
to other games in the market.

Marketing teams usually have some input that determines the key features of a game, but the
final decision on whether the features are included in a game is made by the development
team. The key issue is whether or not the game features are competitive enough.

For example, the multiplayer first-person shooter game, Return to Castle Wolfenstein, pub-
lished by Activision, includes the following game features:

■ Epic environments

■ Intense, story-driven combat

■ Fearsome firepower

■ New character classes

■ Enhanced communications

■ Additional game modes 
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These features were derived from the game’s innovative gameplay and technology deploy-
ment into quantifiable aspects that are communicated to the consumer on the packaging.
A risk in not identifying the features clearly and concisely is that the game may look like
every other game on the market, with no unique feature or appeal. This is why effective
product placement and advertising requires almost a year of lead-time to develop and pre-
pare properly before publishing.

With the Need for Speed series, a marketing requirement for designers is that the software
offer support for external hardware, such as a steering wheel and foot pedals, as well as be
able to play the same game on all platforms. These are requirements that are set by the
Marketing team for the strengths of the brand, and designers must include these features
in their design.

A strong RTS brand, such as Command & Conquer, must include real-time 3D graphics,
special effects, and a rotatable camera. These are the marketing requirements because that
is what players of that brand have come to expect, as they are a standard feature of all RTS
games on the market.

Competitive Product Analysis
The competitive product analysis involves reviewing all competing games in a genre and
analyzing them for competitive purposes. During this process, the designer generally creates
a matrix of product features and selling points and analyzes which are important and why.

When developing a game, the designer reviews how product features are implemented in
a game and considers ways to improve an existing feature design. This means that games
in a competitive genre need to get better and improve over time, otherwise they will fail.
For example, Homeworld2, the sequel to the game Homeworld, a real-time 3D RTS game,
improves on many different features of the original product, as well as on competing
products like ORB, Hegemonia, and Earth and Beyond. This was achieved through the use
of a competitive analysis to evaluate what made those products better and how could the
development team improve upon the ideas demonstrated in the competitive product.

After this analysis, the Homeworld2 team reviewed their designs for the game’s menu sys-
tem, user interface, and background creation methods, as well as a few minor gameplay
elements. As a result, Homeworld2 was able to significantly improve the interface accessi-
bility to the user by evaluating their previous work as well as that of competitive products.

License Constraints and Licensing Your Game’s IP
Licenses are important to video games because they provide a unique connectivity to
another intellectual property, such as a movie, TV series, or a comic strip.
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Licensing of video game characters or the use of other intellectual property licenses in
video games is very common and often lucrative for both the licensee and the licensor.
This section covers how licenses to video game characters and other intellectual property
restrict and empower game designers and what you, as a producer, should know about
working with licenses. It is common for the video game industry to use licenses to other
intellectual property in developing video games in order to ensure the continuity of a
brand and to capitalize on another hot product in a different market. The most common
license is that of characters and story.

Game Characters, Genres, and Target Demographics

A common license applied in video game development today is the license of a character.
Unique characters play a pivotal role in the success of a video game, so a logical business
approach is to apply that success to other media.

A popular and familiar video game license is that of Lara Croft, from Tomb Raider. Edios,
the publisher of the Tomb Raider products, licensed the Tomb Raider intellectual proper-
ty to Paramount Pictures for the development of a series of movies.

Unique character development is critical to developing a successful video game and cre-
ating a value in that intellectual property. Once a successful brand featuring a principal
character has been established, interested parties enter negotiations on the terms of a
license agreement. A license agreement covers the terms under which the two parties, the
licensor and the licensee, may agree to work together. The license agreement covers points
such as duration of the license, how and for which products it may be used, and how
much is paid in consideration for using the rights to the character.

When you create a design for a product that uses a license, there may be some guidelines
for using that license. In the case of Tomb Raider, a license to use the main character, Lara
Croft, would require that the game use the character in a way that is consistent with the
movies and the other video games.

Other guidelines provided by a license may be related to the genre and target the demo-
graphic of the license. A puzzle or adventure game using the Star Trek license might be a
mismatch with the genre and demographic, considering that Star Trek appeals mostly to
males and the puzzle or adventure genre interest is 50 percent male and 50 percent female.
Secondly, a license provides guidelines in terms of story, art direction, and overall game
experience to the game designer; this means that the game designer does not have total
freedom to design a new game, but must encompass the key elements of the license, such
as character, story, and weapons. Generally, the game designer can develop an entirely new
part of the story, or create new weapons or characters, but these must “fit” within the cre-
ative aspects allowed by the license.
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In general, a producer for a video game project that uses a license is responsible for help-
ing focus a game designer’s ideas and contributions that add to an already successful intel-
lectual property. This keeps the project moving toward a concept that is producible and
manageable.

Key Game Features

A license must be matched with the right technology and game features. For example, a
game using a license to the Matrix movie series would need to exploit unique particle FX,
high-resolution graphics, video playback, and dynamic sound. The other key features
would need to be action, adventure, shooting, and story progression. These are all elements
that have some content provided by the license, but in the end it is up to you as the game
designer to make an effective and compelling use of the elements provided by the license.

When using a license, consider features that support the game’s previous expectations of
interactivity and take them to the next level. In Myst III: Exile, the game builds upon the
previous features of Myst and Riven, but includes a new form of camera—one that rotates
360 degrees in any direction—while still providing the point-and-click interactivity that
users came to expect from the previous products in the license.

You need to consider in your game design key competitive game features that use the
strengths of the license’s guidelines. Do not try to force a new feature into a licensed prod-
uct just because it is cool, new, or unique.

Requirements of the Licensee

The last consideration that is of paramount importance to the game designer is the
requirements of the licensee. For a game that uses the Star Trek license, there are other
guidelines provided to the game designers—the game cannot show the USS Enterprise
being destroyed, for instance. Paramount Pictures has an entire licensing department set
up to handle requests from licensees on clarification on how the elements of the Star Trek
license can be used in video games and other products.

Referencing the appeal of the genre and demographic in the Harry Potter license is actu-
ally one of the requirements of the licensee. The licensor did not want movies or video
games created that did not have direct appeal to the same demographic (children) as do
the books. Therefore, this was made a requirement of the license agreement.

Lastly, the requirements of the licensee can be specific, as in such titles as the Pool of
Radiance series, which uses a Dungeons and Dragons license. Because Dungeons and
Dragons exists as a separate game outside the game industry, one of the requirements of
using this license is that the rules of the Dungeons and Dragons games must be generally
followed when creating a new product. This applies specifically to combat and how com-
bat rounds are completed, with each player taking a turn and a roll of the dice being com-
pleted substituted with an element of chance.
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The main point to remember is that different licensees have different requirements. Some
are purely guidelines, while others are strict constraints. The important thing to do is to
confirm whether you are working within a guideline or within a specific constraint before
you begin working on your design. That ensures that there is no wasted work and the
design meets the expectations of the licensor. There is usually an approvals process, dur-
ing which the licensor approves or vetoes the various aspects of the design or the game;
this is another potential area for conflict and challenges.

Game Theory
Is there really such a thing as game theory? Yes, there is, and it has actually been around
for a long time. Game theory has been applied in the field of economics, as it is a part of
mathematical analysis that enables decision-making in conflicting situations. Such a situ-
ation arises when two or more players, with differing goals, act on the same system or
share the same resources.

Game Theory, as it relates to video games, is the concept that all players make rational
decisions for their own benefit. Given two alternatives, a player selects the one that will
work to his best advantage. Two or more well-defined choices or sequences of choices exist
in every case. In every potential combination of these events the players creates, there’s a
win, lose, or draw that may terminate the game. Each intermediate step is clearly defined
as well. There is a potential reward for each participant associated with each action.

Even though perfect knowledge of the game and of the opposition is assumed, it must be
understood that the players do not have this knowledge at the beginning of the game.
Although impractical, except for the computer opponent, a game designer must assume
that the player fully understands the rules of the game as well as the rewards for other
players. As a producer, you should also understand and apply this concept to reviewing
design documentation.

The concept of game theory is used principally when programming computer opponent
strategies and difficulty levels. The game’s artificial intelligence routines reference a range
of responses by a human player. By understanding that a game is a sequence of meaning-
ful decisions, each with an opportunity for a winning outcome for the player, game
designers can predict a range of rational decisions by players.

n o t e

The game theory is especially important in massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) because
it defines the ways in which players interact within an online world that is populated by users 24
hours of day. All interactions between players must conform to game theory rules. MMOGs need to
be designed to allow for a greater element of randomness in all interactions between players.
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Game theory is an important concept for a producer to understand. It is one of the fun-
damental rules of game design and every game must include some element or degree of
game theory—otherwise, it is not a game, but a movie or some other linear experience
lacking a degree of interactivity expected by users of a video game.

Game Design Documentation
Now that we’ve covered a few of the rules related to what a producer should know about
designing video games, the question arises: “How do all of these ideas and concepts get
conveyed to anyone else?” That’s where game design documentation comes in. The pur-
posed of game design documentation is to communicate ideas; as the old quote goes,
“Without communication comes chaos.” Good (meaning clear) game design improves the
chances that a good game emerges after many months or years of effort.

Producers and Game Design Documentation
I have a reputation in certain circles as being anti-documentation. I consider this a badge of
honor. In my opinion, the single worse thing that you can do to kick off your Pre-production
(phase) is to sit down and write a 100-page design document.

—Mark Cerny, DICE speech February 2002.

Clear and concise game design document is imperative to implementing a good game. But
here’s where a producer can play a pivotal role in the game’s development. Game design
documentation is meant to be a guide for the team during the design and production
phases of a game, with the later designs building on the earlier designs filling in the details
and clarifying the individual systems of the game as defined in pre-production.

Joshua Gordon from Gamasutra states, “Without question the biggest problem I find dur-
ing the design and implementation of games is the lack of interactivity amongst the var-
ious team members of a project.” The primary role of a producer is to ensure that this
interactivity and communication occurs. But in order to ensure that those interactions are
fruitful, the design document can’t be the size of War and Peace. More importantly, it must
hone in quickly on why the game is fun and reverberate that theme throughout the rest of
development cycle.

Here’s a quick summary of key questions and points to remember when considering game
design documentation and how to judge whether or not your document is an effective
guide for the game’s creation.

■ Is it artistic? Does it convey a sense of what the designers really are envisioning?
Sometimes a picture is worth a thousand words. Have the designers asked the art
director to sketch what a specific concept or feature might look like? 
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■ When reading the entire document, what does it convey in terms of the “big pic-
ture?” Can the “big picture” be conveyed without hundreds of pages of diatribe
and waxing eloquent from the philosophers on the design team? 

■ Be prepared to discuss feasibility with the designers in design review meetings.
Come prepared, have your notes and questions ready. Think ahead in how the
design impacts both the art and programming. What is the overall look and feel of
the design? Why are the characters appealing and how does the player relate to the
characters? How to do the levels relate to the story and the gameplay? Is there a
special level that has promise to show off what the game is really like at an early
stage? How does the current design measure up? 

■ What do the menu and interface items look like and how well are they imple-
mented? Does the interface look too complex? Is there a mock-up of what an
actual screenshot might look like? If not, get a designer to sit with the art director
and work on a few possibilities of what the final screen and interface looks 
like. Then review it with the art and programming teams and then revise as 
appropriate.

■ Allow for revisions right up to the last possible moment. A design document
should be updated to reflect the actual state of the game at the present time.
Encourage the team to update documentation as features and items are imple-
mented so that an accurate record of how a feature works or why a unit or charac-
ter behaves a certain way. This saves a lot of time later when trying to track down
causes for particular bugs.

■ Remember that concept drawings are worth their weight in gold. They can save
time and money by clearly defining an element before any amount of time during
production is invested in creating it. To minimize the risk of starting production
on a game element, unit, character or other piece of the puzzle, create one first,
then try it out and show it around. Take screenshots if this is a model and send it
out to the whole team. Get feedback on the first one before having a team member
continue on creating any more.

■ Ensure that the designers have tons of reference material. Especially reference
material from movies, books, and other games. Make sure that the entire team has
the same reference material so that the designers are not working with reference
material from the Matrix while the artists are thinking that this next game is like
Star Trek. Homogenize the reference material to reflect a consistent voice and style
in the game’s design documentation.

Most importantly, remember that the job of the producer is to ensure communication
amongst the team on a constant basis. Only through constant revisions and re-reading of
the documentation can a producer ensure that he understands what the team is making
and why.
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Elements of a Producible Video Game Design
Document
There are many parts to every producible video game and when even one is lacking, the
chances of a great game coming together is severely diminished. Instead of describing
what is supposed to be included in each section of a game’s design documentation (as
every game and company has a different situation and every game is not going to need the
same elements of documentation or level of detail), I recommend that every producer
read one of the excellent books on game design listed in Appendix C. Gamasutra
(http://www.gamasutra.com) is also an excellent reference source to become familiar with
and use on a daily basis.

There are many books, articles and studies that go way beyond the scope of this book in
describing how to create an excellent game design and document it so that it can become
a reality. Suffice it to say that the game’s design documentation should include the fol-
lowing parts:
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Major Game Design Components

■ Essence Statement

■ Core Concept or Gameplay Promise

■ General Gameplay Description

■ Game Flow Chart, including use
cases

■ Technology Requirements 

■ Interface Design and Use

■ Character Design

■ Minimal Discussion of Story or
License Use

Secondary Game Design Components

■ Artificial Intelligence Design

■ Behaviors Data Table

■ Damage

■ Death Sequences 

■ Demo/Attract Mode

■ Difficult Levels 

■ Document revisions

■ Enemy Description 

■ Export Pipeline Documentation &
Procedures

■ Gameplay Specifications (Hardware
Target Spec)

■ Level Briefings

■ Lexicon

■ Memory Map and Footprint 
Estimate

■ Mission/Level Design Checklist

■ Modability

■ Model Lists

■ Multiplayer Design (Maps and
Gameplay Descriptions)

■ Multiple Views 

■ Music and Sound Effects Lists

■ Object Description

■ Pause Game

■ Player and Camera Behavior

■ Rewards Table

■ Save Game Methods

■ Score

http://www.gamasutra.com


While this list is fairly comprehensive, your particular project may have more or less doc-
umentation depending on the type of game. Use this list as a quick reference guide to
make sure your design team has thought through the basics.

Technical Design
The technical design portion of the game design documentation explains how certain fea-
tures will be implemented. While during the early stages of the project, the technical
design may only include a general discussion of basic features of the game and its
toolset—and include topics such as polygon count, rendering capabilities, and frame
rate—as the game progresses in development, the technical design needs to be updated to
reflect how features were implemented. As features are implemented, the technical design
documentation becomes the “Programmer Task Annotations.”

n o t e

Each programming task needs to include an allowance for updating documentation as a task.
Don’t mark a task as complete on the schedule until the technical design documentation has been
updated to reflect how the game feature was implemented.

Here’s a quick list of some common elements that comprise a technical design document.

■ Automated build creation. A key point to ensure that the game stays on schedule.
Be sure the design includes an allowance for creating builds automatically so that
the game can be tested and played on a daily basis with a constant stream of new
features being included.

■ Camera. Discusses how the camera works and interacts with the world. Camera
collision should be discussed here.

■ Commands. How commands are handled from the user.

■ Computer opponents and enemy AI. Discusses how these AI functions work.

■ Front end. Establishes parameters for minimum resolution, optimal resolution,
and scaling of the UI.
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■ Scripting 

■ Simulation Time

■ Sound Design

■ Special Effects

■ Specialized Art Requirements (load-
ing screens or on-screen text areas)

■ Start Up

■ Story

■ Terrain Features

■ Transitions

■ Voiceover Lists

■ Weapon Systems

■ Weapons Data Table

■ Winning Sequences



■ Game data. Clear delineation of how data is stored, created and modified, as well
as how the designers can manipulate it.

■ Game Logic, multiplayer. Any special discussion about how the MP game works.

■ Game Logic, single player. Any special discussion about how the SP game works.

■ Graphics and Rendering. Minimum system specifications, as well as poly and tex-
ture budget should be established in this section.

■ Infrastructure and architecture. Is the game mod-able and how data-driven is the
game’s architecture and engine capabilities?

■ Initialization and shutdown. A list of the modules used to start up and shut down
the game and how they work.

■ Localization. All games today require easily modifiable localizable data, allowing
for simultaneous worldwide releases. This should be discussed in this section.

■ Movie Sequences or in-game cutscenes. Discussion of playback using the in-game
animation engine or a movie encoder/decoder like DivX or BINK.

■ Networking. Clarifies how the networking code works.

■ NPC, Unit AI. Discusses how these AI functions work.

■ Optimization opportunities. Includes opportunities for making the game run
faster.

■ Scripting system. Answers the questions: Is the scripting system familiar to the
designers? Does it use LUA or a similar language? 

■ Simulation. Discusses how the simulation works, whether an RTS or a racing
game, there’s some element of a simulation in there. Cyclical redundancy checks
(CRCs) between clients are commonly discussed in this section.

■ Sounds. Often left until the last moment, how the sound engine works should 
be discussed and planned early on.

■ Tools. Items such as the Mission Editor, sound effect placement, special effects
placement, background creation and implementation, and any mod tools made
available to the fans.

Tools Requirements

Thomas Carlyle once said, “Man is a tool-using animal. . . . Without tools he is nothing.
With tools he is all.” This has never been a truer statement than when considering the
steps required building a game. Complete and effective tools are generally required before
beginning production of any game. See Chapter 7 for a list and description of some com-
mon tools.
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The Creative Design Review

The creative design generally includes several reviews, both internal and external. When
entering the creative design review (which might happen several times during a project),
expect skeptical attitudes, in-depth questions, and challenges to assumptions. In order to
be prepared for these circumstances, I recommend preparing for such meetings by work-
ing with the design team to complete some preparatory steps, such as creating use case
scenarios and completing a competitive analysis.

Use Case Scenarios

A use case scenario is a description illustrating, step by step, how a player is intended to use
a system. By capturing the system behavior from the user’s point of view, a use case sce-
nario clearly defines how the system should work. Often included in use case scenarios are
examples, drawings, and descriptions of all of the steps of the interaction in a linear form.
This is an extremely practical way of describing the challenge in clear terms and specify-
ing the functionality.

Establishing use case scenarios early helps define a goal-oriented set of interactions
between game players and the game system being considered and designed. Creating a
strong use case scenario is an excellent way to ensure capture of all functional require-
ments in a game’s design. This is especially true when the game is going to be coded in an
object-oriented coding language like C++, where complete understanding and definition
of system is required to ensure that it is coded without adversely affecting other systems.

n o t e

One useful reference for creating use cases is Applying Use Cases: A Practical Guide, by Geri 
Schneider.

Often, design documentation is written in a style appropriate for other game developers
and the perspective of the player is diminished. By including use cases as a requirement,
the perspective of the player won’t be inadvertently neglected.

Ownership of the Creative Vision 
This is often a sensitive topic and one that creates conflict within game development
teams. Who pioneers the concept, and who can follow through on the creative vision?
Often, the person who pioneers the creative vision is someone other than the person who
can execute on all the details required to realize the creative vision in a finished product.
This section discusses how to manage the ownership of the creative vision.
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Assigning Ownership 
As the producer, it is generally your responsibility to ensure that the ownership of the cre-
ative vision is entrusted to the right individual. This assignment should go to a person
who is confident, enthusiastic, organized, and passionate about the product, and who can
articulate a clear creative direction. This is a very unique set of skills and traits, and a
game’s quality and the quality of the creative design can be fully realized by a person who
uses and employs these skills.

Managing Ownership 
Managing ownership of the creative vision is a bit like being a policeman confronted with
a group of otherwise law-abiding citizens out on a night of drinking. You want to be nice
and to give them the benefit of the doubt, while at the same time making sure that they
don’t hurt anyone or do something stupid.

One of the ways to effectively manage ownership of the creative vision is to evaluate the
progress of the creative design against other measurable benchmarks practiced by other
teams. The second way is to seek feedback often. A common theme of game project post-
mortems is to seek feedback “often and even more often.” Get other designers within the
company to review and provide constructive comments to the person charged with the
creative vision.

Lastly, seek out feedback from Marketing on the overall goals of the product. Does the cre-
ative vision still meet those goals? If so, how are the promises of the game’s design going
to be met? The owner of the creative vision should be constantly asking himself these
questions and revising the answers.

Protecting the Creative Vision
One of the producer’s role and obligations to the team is to help protect the creative vision
from outside (external) factors, influences, or distractions. When a producer truly believes
in the originality and potential of a creative vision, it is his responsibility to run interfer-
ence between those who are external to the team—such as executives, Marketing, game
critics and licensors—who want to influence the game’s creative direction. When there are
too many cooks in the kitchen, it can cause a project to be delayed or fail no matter how
talented the team.

Realizing the Creative Vision and When to Say No 
Feature creep is when a game development team keeps adding features that expand the
scope of the game to a point where the process gets out of control. A producer’s job is to
manage this situation—often referred to as “killing feature creep.” It is the producer’s job
to protect the creative vision and do everything possible to help the team realize its full 
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value and ensure that it reaches the marketplace as a screaming success; this also means
that it is the producer’s responsibility to be the first point of challenge, conflict, or con-
straint when a creative vision exceeds what’s producible within the time or budget.

Often the most successful games are not the ones most creative at implementing all of
their features. Grand Theft Auto San Andreas included an update to the Grand Theft Auto
game experience. Polishing the implementation of one or two new features from previ-
ous versions led to a solid implementation and a top selling game. This means being able
to tactfully say “no” to the design team when it’s getting too ambitious, while offering a
constructive counter-proposal or solution.

If you’re working with an outside publisher who holds the creative vision, this can be
much more difficult. Try to have the difficult discussions on where an ambitious design
may lead before starting work on the game. Trying to address changes in the game’s design
once work as started is generally not recommended. Let everyone (your team, your man-
ager, the publisher) know that your goal is to make a great product, but that adding fea-
tures during production can add risk and costs.

A Final Word
This chapter covers a tremendous amount of material, giving you a good start on what
you need to understand to be able to help guide the design of a video game project. While
this chapter may have seemed fairly in-depth, there really is a wide breadth of resources
and references that are simply beyond the scope of what I can discuss here. I encourage
you to refer to the resources and reference sections of Appendix C, as well as online at
http://www.gamasutra.com to ensure that, as a producer, you have a firm grasp of the con-
cepts required to help turn a winning game design into a successful game. It could be the
most valuable skill and knowledge base that you develop in your career.
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Game Tools and 
Asset Management

chapter  7

B
efore starting any new project, in addition to finding the best group of people to sur-
round himself with, a producer must make sure that his team has the right set of
tools—ones that will allow them to create the best game possible.

—Stephane Morichere-Matte, Lead Programmer, Relic Entertainment/THQ, Inc.

Being a producer is not just about starting game projects or making sure that marketing
has the details necessary for them to start selling the game; it’s also about ensuring that
the team has the tools needed to accomplish the essence statement outlined in the game’s
design. Today’s industry professionals have a large library of development tools at their
disposal. Tools are available for almost every purpose. In this flood of tools, it can some-
times be difficult to choose the correct tools for each task. This chapter covers examples
of excellent tools available and the best way to use them. This chapter is specifically
focused on the role of a producer at a developer. However, a producer at a publisher
should have a cursory understanding and knowledge of the tools and requirements of any
development team with which they’re working. That’s just part of being a good producer,
risk manager, and effective leader.

Having the Right Tools 
Having the right tools can save your project money, strengthen presentations, reduce
overall project risk, and help the team focus on what makes the game fun. One of the
common themes that kept coming up as I was researching this chapter was the role of the
producer as a good risk manager. One of the ways to manage risk is to use effective and



efficient tools. But to do that, a producer needs to understand and rely upon the input of
the team leads on the development team as to which tools they’re going to need and when
and how to get them. This also means that the producer must rely upon and focus the
efforts of each team lead so that they understand and develop the knowledge about the
type of tools that their team is going to need. This comes back to risk management. The
producer needs to know, understand, and work with each team lead to develop solutions
to risks before they impact a product’s features, schedule, or budget. One of the ways to
do this is to ensure that they understand the requirements of the game design, the overall
production effort, and the tools needed so that the team can realize the potential of the
game’s design.

Before even examining the available tools, you first need to outline and understand the
tools that your team might need. This means that you must understand the design of the
game. For example, an RTS is not going to need a physics engine that features true vehi-
cle simulation, but a racing game would certainly require that sort of extensibility. With
these types of considerations in mind, the following sections provide an overview of the
types of tools available and necessary to complete a video game development project.

Pre-Production Steps
Throughout the development of the game, your team must rely on the technology you
provide to develop an excellent game. Therefore, it is crucial that the team has the best
tools available for the task. It’s important to identify which tools are needed and how to
acquire them in the pre-production stage.

This means that the design must clearly specify the requirements of the game, the require-
ments of the tools, and the anticipated end-user support of the product post-commercial-
release. To do this, a producer must ensure that there are flexible procedures and encour-
age communication between the game’s designers, the tools programmers, and the artists.

During the pre-production phase, sit down with the designer and create a high-level
design for each feature set in the game (gameplay, weapons, units, character interactions,
movement, combat, and so on). Then identify the tools most commonly needed for those
feature sets. Then pair up a tools programmer with a representative from the program-
ming team responsible for tool programming to ensure that the needs of the design team
are clearly articulated. The tool should have exactly the right features, no more and no less
than what would make it optimal for providing the right depth to the gameplay, with the
ease of use to the designer balanced against the development time. Then use the same pro-
cedure, pairing up a technical artist and a tools programmer, to develop the required plug-
ins and add-ons for the art tools that are required to move the art assets into the game.
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After that process is complete, run a few tests. Have an artist perform some tests on the
tools, exporting the art asset (a character or a unit) into the game engine. Ensure that it
works properly and efficiently. Check the exported asset for bugs and document the
process that was used to create the asset and then every step that was required to get the
art asset into the game. That is called the art pipeline identification. After the art pipeline
has been identified and documented, a producer has a greater understanding of what
steps are required to get an asset into the game and how long it takes. From there, it gen-
erally involves some difficult math to do the estimations on how many objects and art
assets can be made over the course of a development schedule. When this process is com-
plete, you are able to determine (roughly) how content heavy or light the design is. Then,
you can move onto the next steps and build a prototype.

Try to Get It Right the First Time
When building the prototype, it’s extremely important to define the art pipeline as soon
as possible. For example, a team started working on a prototype for a game, but started
off with a badly defined pipeline. Hurrying through the development of the prototype
because of a short deadline caused other problems that cascaded through their entire
development cycle. Their level designer often had to do the import/export process before
getting the assets into the engine, artists were waiting for assets to be approved before
moving on, and they had problems with getting their animations and rigs to work in the
engine they were using. It was reminiscent of rusty and worn-out clockwork gears being
forced to work by physical force. All it needed was some sharpening and a bit of oil. It did-
n’t take long for the team to realize how much time was being lost from not having a
defined pipeline. They customized the tools they were working with and spent two days
polishing and defining a working pipeline. From there, the development of the prototype
was smooth and they barely met the deadline.

The lesson learned was that it’s better to spend the two days defining an effective work-
flow and a pipeline so that everybody can do their work unhindered. The amount of time
each team member spends on trying to fix things one by one adds up to days of work.
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A common scenario on game development projects with large teams comes from a lack of com-
munication. The designers often outline the best-case, most-complicated feature they could possi-
bly want—such as 200 futuristic weapons with 1000 different weapons special effects, each for a
special part of the game. Players can even trade weapons, upgrade them, and their effectiveness
changes depending on the player’s stats. Plus, this tool for weapon customization needs to ship
with the game so that the players can use it as well. Then, the programmers go off to create this
type of feature set in the game’s development. Only a few weeks later does it come out that this
type of design requirement might take a lot longer to develop as well as increase the number of art
assets required for the feature.

Finally, the producer realizes that this design element is going to take a lot longer than expected
and cost a lot of money. Does the game really need 200 different weapons and 1000 various spe-
cial effects? Does the tool really need to ship with the game? Does the design team actually need
a special tool to modify and create the best and baddest weapons the world has ever seen? Well,
probably not. The game will probably be just as fun with only 30 weapons instead of 200. Does the
modability really add value to the game? Will it actually sell more units? Maybe, but maybe not.
Consider if it is worth the risk of an added month or two of development time because the pro-
grammers working on the tools are delaying working on the sound tool and other asset integration
tools, which can speed along the process of bringing the game together.

Testing for the Tools You Need
As the project leads work on defining the game/art/tech design of the game, they should
also focus on how those designs will be implemented.

Many of the tools you will use can be bought commercially, whereas many of them will
need to be created by your programmers. Or, in a combination of the two, your pro-
grammer could modify existing tools through the use of plug-ins. Both 3D Studio Max
and Maya support various plug-ins and have a highly modable architecture. Most of the
good commercial tools can be tested for an evaluation period. It’s essential you know your
tool before deciding to use it on your game.

Use your team to test those tools well before making a decision. Building a prototype
might be the best way to do this. Use the development of the prototype to define the pros
and cons of tools. Document your needs and your successes well so your tech team can
start building the rest of the tools you need as soon as possible.

After the development is in full motion, it can be very costly to have subpar tools.
Designers need good world-building tools, audio designers need good tools to implement
their audio, and the pipeline for art needs to be smooth. A setback on any of those can be
extremely costly and might lead to an unmet milestone. Remember that when developing
a video game, it takes time to get the art assets into the game world and running on the
engine. The goal is to get that entire process—from creation, to exporting, to integration
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into the game—to happen as quickly and efficiently as possible. Game development pro-
jects often have thousands of art assets that must all go through the same process; so, for
example, if you can cut the integration time for each asset from 15 minutes to 10 minutes
with more than 3000 art assets that still need to go into the game, the added efficiency just
saved more than 15,000 minutes (or about 250 hours) of production time.

Much information is available from fellow development teams regarding how to acquire
the tools you need and which of those will serve your purpose best.

Create Use Cases

To define your software specifications, the design team should create frequent use cases.
Document every feature and every aspect needed to portray that feature. Be very detailed
in the use cases creation—the more detail, the better. Create diagrams and documents for
each feature. The designers and programmers then define the specifications needed to
make the game happen. It’s very important to get this done as soon as possible and be as
detailed as possible. You want to create the tools you need right at the start. You can then
test and tweak those tools while producing the prototype.

What Producers Need to Know about Tools
When it comes to selecting or creating tools for the development process, the producer
does not have to know every detail of each tool. The producer should accept the guidance
of his fellow professionals from each department. When selecting game components and
middleware, the programmers will know the nitty-gritty details of each solution. The pro-
ducer only needs to know the basic function of each program. Way too many programs
and tools are available for the producer to know the details of them all.

If you’re working with a good team, rely upon the professionals. The audio professionals
know which audio tools to use, the programmers know the middleware engines, and the
artists know which art tools to look for. Instead of knowing all the details about the tools,
the producer should be working closely with the leads of each department to establish a
smooth pipeline for the tools that get selected.

Programming Tools
There are a lot of resources available to programmers. Here’s a list of some of the com-
monly available tools for programmers. Each section is divided into a “what the produc-
er needs to know” section, as well as a more detailed description of its use.
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OpenGL ES—Khronos Group
OpenGL ES is one of the de facto graphic standards used today. Khronos Group includes
some tools that are useful in getting the most out of the technology.

What the producer needs to know

OpenGL ES is the standard 2-D/3D graphics API (Application Programming Interface)
for embedded systems.

More background

OpenGL has long been the industry-wide standard for high performance 2D/3D graphics
on devices ranging from mobile phones to PCs to supercomputers. OpenGL ES is the ver-
sion used for Embedded Systems (ES). Embedded systems are products with micro-
processor-based control systems. These systems are ranging from mobile to automotive,
communications, mil/aero, consumer, and even medical.

OpenGL ES provides a low-level API between software applications and hardware or soft-
ware graphics engines. This standard 3D graphics API for embedded systems offers a vari-
ety of advanced 3D graphics and games across all major mobile and embedded platforms.

OpenGL ES was awarded the Game Developers Magazine Front Line Award in 2003.

IncrediBuild—Xoreax Software
IncrediBuild is a powerful tool from the entrepreneurs at Xoreax Software in Israel.

What the producer needs to know

IncrediBuild is a development tool that dramatically speeds up Microsoft Visual C++ (6.0,
7.0, and 7.1) compilation and builds. This can decrease the time it takes to do incremen-
tal builds. In crunch time, that’s very important!

More background

Slow compilation time has always been one of the C++/C programming language’s weak-
est spots. Whether it’s a few hours wait for a full product build, or 10 minutes spent sev-
eral times a day, waiting for an incremental build to finish on a developer workstation
leads to frustration, loss of productivity, and wasted time.

Now, for the first time, IncrediBuild offers a unique and effective solution. Through the
use of Xoreax’s Distributed Compilation technology, the compilation speed of any Visual
Studio 6.0 or .NET project is boosted, without requiring any changes in the code or pro-
ject files. Through its seamless integration with the Visual Studio development environ-
ment and a strong command-line interface, IncrediBuild makes a natural enhancement to
the Microsoft Visual C++ development environment.
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In my experience, Incredibuild increased production efficiency significantly on several
projects. It allows the development team to create incremental builds for testing in record
time and with fewer errors in the autobuild process. Incredibuild’s technical support is
also known for their responsiveness.

Microsoft Visual C++ IDE
Microsoft Visual C++ has been the backbone of commercial video game development for
many years.

What the producer needs to know

Microsoft Visual C++ IDE (Integrated Development Environment) is a standard IDE for
C/C++.

More background

The programming languages C and C++ are used for almost every commercially success-
ful game. The main reason for this is because they lend themselves well to object-orient-
ed programming (OOP). OOP works best for big programs and/or any software built
from a large amount of code. The reason for this is because OOP code is extremely easy
to organize and manage. It is not as fast as other programming methods, so it’s not as use-
ful for smaller programs. But it is good for reusing code, and any big software developer
should always reuse code whenever possibe.

Out of the two languages, C++ lends itself better to OOP and is, therefore, used more
often in game development. One definition of an object in OOP is: “An object is a soft-
ware bundle of variables and related methods.” This basically means that it’s like a real-
world object except it has its state and all of its behaviors. Then, the blueprint of the vari-
ables and related methods in the object are referred to as a class.

A few IDEs for C++ are available. Microsoft Visual C++ IDE is one of the most popular.
This IDE has reached its seventh generation and has come a long way from its first. Aside
from it having all the compiling features you need, it now has many methods to speed up
the coding process and workflow greatly. If you want to code in C++, a tool of this sort is
a must-have.

Visual Assist X—Whole Tomato Software
Anything that helps speed up the coding process is a friend of the producer.

What the producer needs to know

Visual Assist .NET offers powerful editing features for Microsoft Visual Studio IDE that
speed up the coding process.
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More background

Visual Assist is a Visual C++ plug-in that was developed to boost the productivity of your
C++ programmers using Microsoft Visual C++ IDE. Visual Assist introduces powerful
editing features that are completely integrated into the Microsoft development environ-
ment. This plug-in was considered by many a “must-have” for Visual C++ IDE versions
6.0 and lower. It is not as useful now because the features of the plug-in have now been
fully integrated into the IDE itself.

The most popular features of this plug-in are Enhanced List Boxes, which allow easy
access to member and completion list boxes while writing code, and a Suggestion List,
which offers good suggestions to the words you are typing. The Suggestion List only needs
one written letter to work—it then suggests a way to complete the word. Enhanced Syntax
Coloring makes the code easier to read and debug because of more meaningful coloring.
Goto allows you to move your caret to any symbol in your code and press the Goto but-
ton to jump to the declaration or implementation of the symbol. Underline Spelling
Errors basically underlines incorrectly spelled words with a squiggly line as you type. Auto
Recovery frequently saves backup copies of the files you modify. If the IDE crashes, this
Visual Assist offers to use either the last backup copy or the last manually saved file.

All the features of this plug-in are useful and increase productivity. However, its features
have now been implemented into the IDE itself, so it’s useless for those who are using the
most current version of the Microsoft Visual C++ IDE.

VectorC—Codeplay
Specialized platform development tools are powerful tools for console games. While most
are proprietary, here’s one that works for the PS2.

What the producer needs to know

VectorC is a powerful Vector optimizing compiler mainly geared toward PS2 game devel-
opment.

More background

VectorC is a vectorizing compiler. It allows for highly optimized compilation of both PC
and PS2 programs without having touse an assembly language. VectorC compiles, opti-
mizes, and vectorizes both C and C++ code.

VectorC {PC} Professional Edition is the full-featured compiler used for PC programs.
This version can optimize and compile for both C and C++, but the C++ function is miss-
ing one feature—exception handling. VectorC does standard, nonvector, high-perfor-
mance optimizations, as well as vectorizing optimization. VectorC {PC} PE has been
designed to integrate seamlessly into Microsoft Visual C++ IDE.
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VectorC {PC} Special Edition is a version of the professional C compiler at a much lower
price.

VectorC {VU} is a C/C++ compiler that generates micromode code for the Playstation 2
(PS2) vector units, VU0 and VU1. This is the only compiler available for these compo-
nents of the Playstation 2, which previously required assembly language programming.
VectorC {VU} is a Win32 compiler that works within CodeWarrior and Visual Studio 6.

VectorC {EE} was mostly created to take full advantage of PS2’s Emotion Engine (EE).
VectorC {EE} optimizes existing Playstation 2 software using software pipelining, memo-
ry access reduction, and vectorization. You can recompile your existing game engine using
VectorC {EE} and, thereby, improve its performance. It can also be used to write portable
code that still gives maximum speed.

This program falls short in that although Codeplay promises the best vector compiler on
the market, there are not many who use it. This mean it’s hard to know if they deliver on
all their promises. Detailed information about the compiler is hard to obtain unless you’re
a registered PS2 developer.

XNA and DirectX
Every time a new version of DirectX comes out, there’s a host of considerations and
updates that game developers must be aware of. Here’s the scoop on XNA, which was
introduced to game developers at the Game Developer’s Conference in 2004.

What the producer needs to know

XNA is the future development platform standard for PC and Xbox game development.
XNA includes a new and divided DirectX with the addition of the Xbox Audio Creation
Tool (XACT) and Performance Investigator for DirectX (PIX).

More background

For a long time, Microsoft has made industry-standard APIs for development on their PC
platform. They’ve made the low-level API standard for graphics and sound that game
developers have worked with for a decade. Now that Microsoft has joined the console
gaming race with their Xbox console, they have plans to create industry standards for
cross-platform graphics development.

Their newest product is called XNA. XNA was first introduced at the 2004 GDC. The cur-
rent XNA framework supports Windows, Xbox, and mobile technologies. In the future,
Microsoft hopes third-party developers will develop XNA for other console systems, such
as Playstation 2 and Nintendo GameCube. Whether Sony and Nintendo agree remains to
be seen.
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XNA includes the latest version of DirectX with the addition of Xbox tools, such as the
Xbox Audio Creation Tool (XACT), which allows composers and sound designers to cre-
ate dynamic effects and apply real-time processing, and Performance Investigator for
DirectX (PIX), which has been available for Xbox development for some time but has now
been released for PC.

DirectX (an advanced suite of multimedia APIs built in to the Windows operating sys-
tems) is one of those industry standards Microsoft has created in the past. DirectX is a
Windows technology that enables higher performance in graphics (full-color graphics,
video, 3D animation) and sound (surround sound) when you’re playing games or watch-
ing video on a PC. With the introduction of XNA, DirectX will undergo some changes. In
the past, DirectX has been equipped with the following components:

■ Direct3D. Graphics

■ DirectSound. Sound

■ DirectMusic. Music

■ DirectPlay. Networking

■ DirectInput. Input

Following are the changes DirectX will undergo with the next version of Windows,
Longhorn, and the introduction of XNA:

■ Direct3D will become the WGF (Windows Graphic Foundation) and will provide
the base for the Longhorn desktop.

■ DirectSound and DirectMusic will be replaced by XACT and Longhorn’s API.

■ DirectPlay will have added Xbox live technology.

■ DirectShow will be replaced by a new media SDK.

■ DirectInput will stay the same.

Microsoft does not expect this new standard to be cross-platform for all the next genera-
tion consoles, but the plan is to begin with all Microsoft platforms and slowly move on to
others. The expectation for this new standard is high, and if it delivers on its promises, it
might mean reduced costs for game development studios.
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Interview with Luke Moloney

Luke Moloney is one of the founders of Relic Entertainment and is Lead Programmer on Home-
world and Homeworld2. I caught up with Luke between his business travels to provide this feed-
back for producers.

Q: What is the one lesson or topic that you value most highly?

A: I think one of the biggest lessons a new producer or engineer could learn is that almost every-
thing takes longer than you think it should in video games. Too many times I’ve heard veteran pro-
grammers criticized as “lazy” when making time estimates for tasks that sound overly generous.
When readjusted to be more “realistic,” these tasks inevitably end up incomplete, or completed to
a poor standard of quality.

Q: What is the most important trait a producer can display: leadership, understanding, flexibility, or
even just how to ask clarifying questions?

A: All of those traits are important and must be displayed in varying degrees. It’s very important
that on any development team the programmers are working together with artists, designers, and
producers toward common goals. To this end, a producer must work hard to ensure that program-
mers are working on tasks that are directly in line with what artists and designers need. Very often,
programmers like to work on features that are “cool” from a technical point of view, but are unus-
able or overly complex for artists or designers. Having artists and designers do mock-ups and clear
demonstrations of what they want can help programmers better understand what they need pro-
grammers to do. At the same time, a producer must make sure that the requirements specified by
the artists and designers are actually going to be used. Very often, artists and designers will spec-
ify a technical requirement (such as “environment mapping on all surfaces!”) that is difficult to
implement and will only be used on one or two cases. This is an inefficient usage of programmer
resources.

Q: What recommendations do you have for producers in how to be successful?

A: I hinted earlier that some producers may find time estimates from some programmers to be
overly generous. At the same time, a producer should be wary of time estimates that are too opti-
mistic. This is a common problem with less experienced programmers. A good producer should
compare time estimates against actual time taken for all tasks and develop a general rule to apply
to time estimates from each team member to help ensure a more accurate schedule going forward.

A producer and a lead programmer have plenty of opportunity to interact, so use [this] to build a
positive relationship. When the time comes and the lead programmer wants to throw away and
rewrite a large portion of a game engine’s code, use the relationship to help explore if that is really
necessary. Such refactoring can be a good thing, but usually takes a long time and introduces many
bugs if done to established, tested code. The costs and benefits of such a process need to be care

(continued on next page)



Art Tools
The art tools also double as world building tools in many cases. There’s a lot to know and
consider when deciding what art tools to use on your project, so read on.

Maya 6.0—Alias
Maya is one of the two dominant 3D applications used in the industry today and the most
used program in high-end computer graphics (CG) films.
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Interview with Luke Moloney (continued)

fully weighed. If a producer deems such a task to be too costly or dangerous, it may be a difficult
task to convince a programmer without making him or her very upset. Just blindly trusting the
opinion of a programmer in such a case can be very costly.

Q: What tools do you think producers underutilize or should do more research about that would
make the programmers’ jobs easier?

A: I’ve yet to work on a project that had a decent task planning solution. I’ve used Microsoft Pro-
ject, Excel, Perforce’s task list, Outlook scheduling, File Maker, Test Track, and others. In most cases,
these tools are only partially used, or are used in conjunction with one or more other programs. I
think a producer could serve a team well by using just one of these programs, and making a cen-
tral task list that incorporates bug reports, development tasks, and progress updates. Using multi-
ple programs means tasks will inevitably slip through the cracks, unless a great deal of effort is
expended keeping the data in two tools in sync. Also try to ensure that multiple tools don’t assign
tasks to developers multiple times. “‘I’ve already fixed that darn bug; why is it saying it’s still
open?” is a common frustration heard toward the end of a development cycle.

Q: What experience have you had in working with producers and determining reasonable schedules
for a project, as well as tracking the team’s progress through that schedule?

A: As I mentioned previously, it’s a challenge to determine realistic time estimates from the esti-
mates given by programmers especially. Programming tasks are usually off by about 50 percent
either too long or too short. The challenge for a producer is to find out if they tend to be too long
or too short. Time estimates must always be compared to actual time taken to determine how a
developer tends to estimate. Also bear in mind that this can be useful for identifying exceptionally
good or poor performers within the team. Note, however, that poor time estimation skills alone do
not identify a poor performer or vice versa.

Also, schedules usually need to be revised on a per-milestone basis. An understanding that the
schedule will change is important as otherwise one might be inclined to use a scheduling tool that
makes rescheduling difficult. Don’t be afraid to revise your schedule. Keep the old versions around;
they might be handy when it comes to doing a postmortem.



What the producer needs to know

Maya is one of the many 3D software packages used in the game industry. It’s highly cus-
tomizable and can handle all aspects of 3D art: modeling, rigging, animation, rendering,
material editing, and cinematic visual effects.

More background

Maya does a great job at generalizing in 3D development. It’s great at all sections: model-
ing, animating, effects, and rendering. Maya is very customizable, and each artist can cus-
tomize its graphical interface to best fit their individual workflow to save time in devel-
opment. In regard to game development, Maya’s strongest points are its material and UV
editor, rigging and animation, and the very powerful MEL scripting language. The new
version 6.0 adds a big function to its material editor by now understanding Photoshop
.psd file formats and its layers.

What detracts mostly from Maya is its Polygon modeling tools. Maya started out as a
NURBS (Non-Uniform Rational B-Spline) only program and still has inferior polygon
modeling tools compared to Discreet’s 3D Studio Max. Users have also complained that
Maya’s once revolutionary GUI hasn’t been updated as the program has matured with
new and useful features. The most popular package of Maya for game developers, Maya
Complete, is considerably cheaper than 3D Studio Max and XSI.

3D Studio Max 7—Discreet
Discreet’s 3D Studio Max is one of the most widely used art tools in the game industry
today. While it offers some key advantages, there is no single solution that’s always better
than the others.

What the producer needs to know

3D Studio Max is often on the forefront of the 3D software packages. It’s also highly cus-
tomizable and can handle all aspects of 3D art: modeling, rigging, animation, rendering,
material editing, and cinematic visual effects.

More background

3D Studio Max is the dominant leader in game development 3D applications. A big rea-
son for this is their early dominance in the 3D software industry. 3D Studio Max’s success
in game development comes mostly from their polygon modeling tools. This application
focuses its modeling tools on polygons instead of NURBS and, therefore, has the best tools
for the job of all the 3D applications. 3D Studio Max is also known to have the most time-
efficient workflow embedded to their “out-of-the-box” product.
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This new version, 7, finally integrates the revolutionary tool Character Studio into the
program. Character Studio greatly improves character rigging and animation. Although it
is still inferior to Maya’s and XSI’s animators, it is getting closer. The 3D Studio Max 7
package is currently more expensive than Maya but is still cheaper than XSI. 3D Studio
Max falls short in its rigging, animation, and material editing. Maya has the best material
editor, whereas Maya and XSI both share the best rigging and animation tools of the three
top competitors.

n o t e

Both 3D Studio Max and Maya have a large following of supporting communities and plug-in cre-
ators. Tutorials can be found on the Web for just about any feature in either program. But what
really adds to the flexibility of both programs are all the available plug-ins. Literally thousands of
plug-ins are available that introduce new features and/or workflow improvements.

XSI 4—Softimage
Softimage is the workhorse of the animation industry. However, that doesn’t mean it is
only good for animation.

What the producer needs to know

XSI is a full 3D package capable of all aspects of 3D development. XSI is mostly known
for its cinematic ability and its great animation editor.

More background

Of the three biggest 3D competitors, XSI is trailing far behind 3D Studio Max and Maya
in game studio usage. The main reason for this has been their license fee structure. Only
developers with prestigious cinematic departments use this tool in North America.
(However, XSI 4 is currently the most popular and most used application in game devel-
opment in Japan.) With the new version, XSI 4, Softimage makes a noteworthy attempt at
overcoming this disadvantage. Every available package of the application has been dra-
matically dropped in price.

The new version, XSI 4, is considered by many the biggest update since version 1 of the
program and many expect it to bring XSI a lot closer to the two dominant programs in
the 3D field. The new version greatly improves the program’s modeling tools, bringing it
close to Maya’s standards.

XSI has an advantage over the competition in animation and rendering. The other appli-
cations are still behind on animation, but both Maya and 3D Studio Max now have simi-
lar rendering technology. XSI’s GUI is also very advanced; those who take the time to learn
it find it a very productive environment in which to work.
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n o t e

Programmers don’t like to learn other people’s code. When faced with a choice of modifying some-
one else’s code and creating a plug-in or creating a tool from scratch, it is common that program-
mers opt for the latter. This is generally the wrong course of action and a good producer works to
challenge this tendency.

Photoshop CS—Adobe
Adobe Photoshop is one of the most used tools in game development today, so be sure
that you have access to a copy.

What the producer needs to know

Photoshop is the worldwide, cross-industry standard for digital art creation, so make sure
that it is a cornerstone of your production efforts. It’s equally useful to novices or sea-
soned art professionals, helping to convey key creative concepts and scenes.

More background

Photoshop is used in every phase of the development, from pre-production to finalizing
and marketing. It is far superior to any competitors and is an industry standard in every
serious company.

Concept artists use it to produce paintings of your game environments and characters. All
in-game textures are created with the use of Photoshop and their great tools. Designers
use it to draw level plans and front-end mock-ups. Screenshots that are released are
touched up in Photoshop to make them look better.

Photoshop has been dominant in the industry for many years, so it fits into any pipeline
and any artist can get into a time-efficient workflow. Often-used complicated maneuvers
in the program can be made into a simple action and any artist can apply it with a click
of a button, making many tedious and time-consuming tasks efficient.

It is a lot easier to have an artist sketch a scene to give the rest of the team an idea of what
the game feature might look like in action compared with months and months of devel-
opment before what’s on the screen is realized as being insufficient or contradictory to the
needs of the design.

Encourage your artists to use this tool liberally to sketch ideas, characters, and otherwise
convey the sense of gameplay at early stages of the game’s development. Gameplay ideas
or level design setups can only provide so much in text form. Having artists draw out
those levels and features in action helps inspire the rest of the team working on them.
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FaceGen Modeller 3.0—Singular Inversions
Face modeling tools are becoming increasingly important as audiences demand more
realism in their characters.

What the producer needs to know

FaceGen Modeller is great for making high-quality face and head models very quickly.

More background

The FaceGen Modeller series has received numerous awards, including Game Developer
Magazine’s Front Line Award in 2003. FaceGen Modeller is a powerful and amazingly
straightforward 3D head and face creation tool. It is a fast and effective way to create real-
istic or caricature face models in a very short amount of time.

As an artist’s tool, it allows the efficient creation of a 3D head in not much more than a
click of a button. The model and tool are very flexible, allowing the artist to tweak it to
look the way they like with a series of sliders. The sliders determine sex, gender, race,
weight, emotions, and feature definition. Most details can be tweaked with simple sliders.
The mesh made in FaceGen can easily be imported to any of the main full 3D applica-
tions. Their SDK is flexible and can be easily integrated into almost any engine.

Artists also have an option to make a detailed 3D model from a photo using the Photofit
feature. To make the model, artists must provide photos made following their specifica-
tion. Those photos are then sent to a Singular Inversions online service, and after a few
minutes, the detailed 3D head/face is delivered to the artists, ready for implementation.

The only setback of the program is that there is no way to create the photosimulated head
manually, only through their online service.

Zbrush 2—Pixologic
Use of art modeling tools that reflect traditional art creation methods can make the cre-
ation process more familiar to traditionally trained artists.

What the producer needs to know

Zbrush allows artists to create very high polygon (poly) models similar to real-world
sculpting. It is great for multimillion polymodels to make normal maps from.

More background

This new 3D application from Pixologic is causing awe throughout the industry. Zbrush
is a revolutionary new approach to 3D modeling. With this program, modeling is done
much more like traditional sculpting.
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This tool will be very useful in next generation game development because games can
handle a much higher polycount. Meshes made in Zbrush can easily be used for normal
maps, which most next generation hardware will be able to handle well. The current ver-
sion Zbrush 2 is a big step up from the 1.5 version. The GUI has been redone to be more
intuitive and less time-consuming. New material types, modeling techniques, and sculp-
ture brushes are just a part of the upgrades from the previous version. The software is
being developed with good guidance from games industry professionals in order for the
software to fit its needs.

Granny 2—RAD Game Tools
RAD Game Tools has provided stable tools for game developers for many years.

What the producer needs to know

Granny 2 is the latest version of the industry’s best commercial import/export tool.
Granny can get any art asset, including models, textures, and animations, into the game
almost instantly.

More background

Granny 2 is the current version of the Granny 3D tool. This tool is an extremely powerful
middleware tool for 3D assets in game development. Artists create models in Maya or Max
and then bring it into Granny.

Granny can be used as a mass exporter for your game. Bring all the 3D assets into Granny
and it will smoothly export them in the file format you need for your game engine. Artists
can also use Granny to manipulate those meshes. Granny features a powerful animation
function. It can be used to manipulate existing animations, create new animations, per-
form animation blending, and inverse kinematics. Then, Granny exports those seamless-
ly into your game engine.

Granny can handle vertex animations and vertex editing. It generates normal and texture
maps. Your artists can freely work with high-resolution textures, which Granny turns into
the proper size for the game engine when exporting.

Granny can serve as an engine construction toolkit and be used as a full run-time system
or as pieces of a custom run-time system. Granny does preprocessing as well, including
compressions, conversions, centering, and extraction.

The Granny 3D toolkit is available for Win 32, Mac OS X, Xbox, Playstation 2, and
Nintendo GameCube development.
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Game Components
Game components are the basic building blocks of a fun game, like physics, rendering and
world creation, called middleware. Each of these tools has substantial documentation and
background materials so that any team can make the most of the solution.

Havok 2—Havok
Havok sports one of the most-developed real-time physics engines ever. If you want your
game to look like real life, consider Havok!

What the producer needs to know

The Havok 2 engine is one of the best middleware solutions for realistic in-game physics.

More background

The Havok physics engines are considered by some the best things in game development
since 3D graphics. The Havok engines allow for realistic and rag-doll physics simulation
in games, and its dynamics have been the reason for many new gameplay additions to
recent FPSs. Havok and Havok 2 have both won the Game Developers Magazine Front Line
Award in 2002 and 2003.

Havok Game Dynamics SDK is the fastest, most flexible, cross-platform game dynamics
solution available on the market today. Havok can now deliver up to 10 real-time physi-
cally controlled rag-dolls on the PS2. The Havok team has been focused on building game
specific solutions that are respected for their usefulness. Such a focus has made Havok the
number one provider of middleware physics to the games industry.

RenderWare—Criterion
Electronic Arts recently made an entry into the tool-creation market with the purchase of
RenderWare. This speaks volumes about this tools use and value at industry leader
Electronic Arts.

What the producer needs to know

RenderWare offers solid engines for graphics, physics, AI, and audio for a good price.

More background

Criterion’s RenderWare is the industry’s current leading middleware provider, with over
500 in development or released titles under its belt. RenderWare has a large portfolio of
development tools. Its middleware includes graphics, physics, AI, and audio solutions.

Criterion has always provided extremely reliable customer service, which has led develop-
ers to seek their middleware again and again. RenderWare is currently available for
Playstation 2, Xbox, Nintendo GameCube, and PC. Everything indicates it will also be 
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available for next generation platforms. RenderWare’s complete middleware solution
serves best for small developers. Bigger developers and publishers usually build on top of
specialized middleware such as the Havok physics engine.

The weak point of this solution is the learning curve for developers to understand its inte-
gration. The RenderWare package is a large and complicated solution. The RenderWare
package is very general and provides a very broad solution. Because it doesn’t focus on one
thing, it falls short of some other specialized middleware.

Gamebryo—NDL
Gamebryo is a stable, real-time engine that allows game developers to quickly get a pro-
totype up and running.

What the producer needs to know

Gamebryo is a very reliable 3D graphics run-time engine built on the NetImmerse mid-
dleware.

More background

Gamebryo builds on the award-winning NetImmerse middleware and enjoys all the expe-
rience NDL had with that middleware. Gamebryo is currently being used for over 70
titles—at least a title for each game genre.

Gamebryo is a 3D graphics run-time engine. It has a powerful rendering engine that has
a brand-new pixel and vertex shader system. The shader system supports custom-made
shaders as well as shaders from RenderMonkey, cgFX, or HLSL. Gamebryo also provides
some “off-the-shelf” shaders.

Gamebryo has an advanced motion system that can handle almost any animation type
possible to produce in 3D Studio Max and Maya. The system can also share animation
data among characters and blend animation layers.

Most of the commercially successful games using the Gamebryo middleware are of the
RPG and simulation genre.

Quazal—Quazal
Quazal is a network architecture middleware that’s making in-roads into the MMOG
market. It is pioneering new and uncharted territory.

What the producer needs to know

Quazal offers a family of game networking middleware. Quazal’s products offer network-
ing for games with 2–32 player support. It even includes scalability up to a grand-scale
MMOG, with 32,000 player clusters support. But that requires a lot of computers!
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More background

Quazal provides great solutions to online gaming and community infrastructure. Quazal
has three distinct products: Net-Z, Rendez-Vous, and Eterna. All of those are flexible and
reliable infrastructures for online experiences. The Net-Z was the first of the line. This is
a networking solution for online games with 2–32 player servers.

Net-Z is an easy-to-use and flexible in-game networking engine. There are two variants to
Net-Z, each of which meets different needs. On one side is the classic Net-Z object-based
networking, which uses the concept of duplicated objects to push information from a
Duplication Master to a Duplica. This system allows the use of latency masking and band-
width reduction techniques, such as dead reckoning. Also, full fault tolerance and load
balancing is supported with this variant of Net-Z. On the other side is the deterministic
SyncSim approach. This is best used for games that cannot allow any divergence between
stations, and runs as a synchronized simulation. Sports games, fighting games, and other
similar genres benefit the most from SyncSim.

Second in the line is the Quazal’s Rendez-Vous. This structure is not for game worlds but
for online lobbies and communities. It provides all aspects of a full-scale lobby service,
including authentication, matchmaking, friends lists, competition, teams, messaging, and
more. It has great level of flexibility with a database back end that is open to developers
and Python-based scripting for developers to add and pick and choose the best features
for their game.

The third product is the Eterna. The Eterna is an MMO networking product that will
undergo some radical changes in the near future. It is mentioned in more detail in the
next section, “Other MMO Engines and Middleware.”

Flexibility is one of the Quazal product line strong points. All products allow developers
to tune and update features as needed and make integration easy. The Quazal products
also come with detailed and very accessible documentation. The main weakness of the
Quazal product line arises from its flexibility: With such an open-ended product, it can be
hard to find the most effective work techniques. The Rendez-Vous is also a new product,
so its stability has yet to be confirmed.

Other MMOG Engines and Middleware
MMOGs  are being developed more frequently in the industry. The process of developing
such a title is both long and very costly. Dealing with such a massive game world can be
very tough and developers often spend most of the time getting it to work. This leaves lit-
tle time for gameplay innovation and beautiful art creation. To change this around, mid-
dleware developers are racing to produce the best package for the job so that developers
can spend more time on the game and not have to worry about the framework.

Chapter 7   ■ Game Tools and Asset Management184



Most of the biggest developers of MMOGs make their own proprietary tools and engines,
but teams with fewer resources are going to third-party developers to look for the great-
est middleware. Listed below are some of the leading MMOG middleware and basic infor-
mation about each.

Big World—Big World Pty Ltd.

Big World includes the following features:

■ Dynamically reconfigurable server infrastructure

■ Advanced 3D game engine

■ World editor, particle editor, and model viewer

■ Live management tools

The Big World product is a complete MMO middleware solution. It’s an end-to-end pack-
age of client, server, and tools technology. Big World is a fairly flexible product that is only
available for serious MMOG developers with funding. It is not aimed at educational insti-
tutions or nonfunded start-ups.

Terazona—Zona Inc.

ZAF (Zona Application Framework) includes the following features:

■ A flexible, user-definable means to group players and objects to intelligently deter-
mine who receives which updates, thereby making efficient use of available band-
width.

■ An API for abstracting away underlying communication complexities.

■ A relevant nomenclature for game development projects.

■ Common game functionalities such as chat and user profile persistence.

■ Reliability through automatic server fail-over, when deployed in “cluster mode.”

■ An administrative console to control and monitor the system.

■ A game master interface for solving user problems and configuring the game.

ZGF (Zona Gaming Framework) includes the following features:

■ Game Master Interface 

■ NPC Observer Framework 

■ NPC Map Loading Interface 

■ Entity Manager Framework 

■ Cheat Response Framework 

■ Security Framework 

■ Contract Framework
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Terazona has three levels of availability: Terazona Community Edition (up to 500 players),
Terazona Standard Edition (up to 2500 players), and Terazona MMOG Edition (up to
32,000 players per server cluster).

Audio Tools
It is important that a producer understand some basic constraints and freedoms offered
by audio tools today. Audio is such a large component of the interactive experience, and
a producer should be able to have an intelligent discussion with their audio professional.

Multitrack Digital Sound File Editors
These are tools of the audio professional that help make the game sound better. ProTools,
Nuendo, Vegas, Cubase SX, Logic, and Digital Performer all have their strengths, so read
up and then talk to your audio professional to find out what applies to your game.

What the producer needs to know

Multitrack digital sound file editors are sequencing software packages that composers use to
mix and arrange music. Discuss with your audio professional whether this product is required
for your game and what the benefits would be in creating linear and nonlinear music.

More background

Multitrack digital sound file editors are mainly used to record, mix, and arrange music.
These editors can also be used to record game dialogue and foley sound effects. These pro-
grams offer a multitrack/channel interface that makes sequencing and arranging very
straightforward.

These programs are usually very big. Some are specialized and some are not. Some are
great at recording any audio and dealing with music, whereas others have capability to
edit sound effects heavily as well. Consult your audio director and composer about these
packages before purchasing a license. They will no doubt have enough knowledge of the
current packages and preferences for those they usually use.

Stereo Digital Sound File Editors
Sound file editors make up the backbone of sound effects. Consider SoundForge and Peak
for your new project.

What the producer needs to know

Stereo digital sound file editors are editors that are used to master sound effects.
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More background

These programs can be used to record quality audio, but their ace is in their audio editing
features. These applications traditionally offer a simple, intuitive interface that lends itself
well to editing single tracks of sound effects. They offer dozens of effects to apply to audio,
and each of those effects can be tweaked to make the best effect for your needs.

These programs are great for producing excellent sound effects for games, but they are not
good for dealing with music. Consult your sound effects person about the best choice of
software.

Sound Effects Libraries
There’s more than a virtual ton of sound effect libraries out there. Hollywood Edge,
Sound Ideas, and a ton more are available for a reasonable license fee.

What the producer needs to know

There are about 100 different sound effects kits on the market. Depending on your game,
you might need to have custom sound effects created, or perhaps you can alter existing
sound effects from these libraries. Hollywood Edge and Sound Ideas are only two of the
most popular kits available, and the person charged with your sound effects should have
a good idea of what samples they have, what they’ll need to license, and if anything needs
to be created specifically for your game. Review this resource with your sound person and
ensure that they have a good understanding of the many choices they have in this area
after you’ve outlined the sound effect requirements for your game.

Surround Sound Encoders
Sound and Surround sound encoders have emerged since the dawn of video games. A few
good examples have distinquished themselves in the marketplace, including SurCode and
Nuendo.

What the producer needs to know

These are tools for implementing audio and music in the game. Everyone uses different
tools but there are some recommendations. Discuss this with your composer or audio
director to determine the best solution for your particular game, whether 3D sound is a
requirement, and how big of a role sound and music will play in the interactive experi-
ence. One of these solutions might be a good solution for you if your game engine does
not support 3D positional audio or if your design has very specific requirements for posi-
tional sound.
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Sound Implementation: GameCODA—Sensaura
GameCODA was recently acquired by Creative Labs. Here’s what you need to know about
GameCODA.

What the producer needs to know

GameCODA is like 3D Studio Max but only for sound. It provides a nearly complete solu-
tion for implementing sound on multiple platforms. This or a custom tool that has simi-
lar functionality is required to complete the game. Discuss this with those who are
charged with implementing sound and music in your game to determine if it is the right
solution for you.

More background

GameCODA is a cross-platform audio integration middleware. It is compatible with PC,
Playstation 2, Xbox, and Nintendo GameCube game development. Since it was first
announced at the GDC in 2002, it has been used on single-platform and cross-platform
titles from Lionhead Studios, Activision, Codemasters, and SCi.

This tool is useful for any developer for sound integration, and is extremely useful for any
team working on a cross-platform title. Having one middleware for all versions saves both
time and money. GameCODA is not only a usable cross-platform, but has also been devel-
oped so that the same high-quality sound can be used on all platforms. There’s virtually no
difference between the major consoles, although Xbox currently has the richest audio engine.

When GameCODA was developed, it was meant to be used by programmers, level design-
ers, sound designers, and musicians. Level designers can place audio with a 3D compo-
nent interface, which can be used with their level editors.

World-Building Tools
World building tools and efficiencies in the game building pipeline are a producer’s
friend.

Unreal Engine 2—Epic Games
Unreal Engine 2 is a complete game development engine providing a very polished level
editor, animation system, physics, 3D graphics engine, rendering, and AI.

What the producer needs to know

The Unreal Engine has been one of the strongest 3D engines available for a long time; it
has an impressive library of titles and one of the biggest mod communities in the industry.
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More background

You can acquire the Unreal Engine 2 in two ways. Companies can license the full engine
from Epic Games. Unreal Engine 2 is a complete game development framework targeted
at today’s mainstream PCs, the Microsoft Xbox game console, and Sony’s Playstation 2.
However, anyone who buys Unreal Tournament 2003, Unreal 2, or Unreal Tournament
2004 gets a free version of the Unreal world-builder level editing tool. The level editing
tool comes with a powerful scripting language.

The level editor and scripting language allow players of the games to edit and add char-
acters, art assets, gameplay modes, and heavily modified (mod) version of the game. Many
full conversion mods have been made with the Unreal world-building tools, which don’t
have any resemblance to any of the Unreal games.

The full engine, Unreal Engine 2, is a complete game framework. Its production-proven
tools and feature-rich code base enable a game development team to begin authoring all
aspects of a product from day one: art, models, levels, gameplay code, user interface, and
new features. Many high-profile commercial games have been developed using the Unreal
Engine 2.

Neverwinter Nights Engine—Bioware
There’s a ton for game engines. Here’s what’s available.

What the producer needs to know

The Neverwinter Nights Engine is a complete game engine that Bioware and Bioware affil-
iated development companies use to create large-scale RPGs.

More background

The NWN Engine was first used for the award-winning RPG Neverwinter Nights by
Bioware in 2002. The toolset has since been the groundwork for numerous titles from
Bioware. The engine has not been licensed commercially but has been used for Bioware’s
in-house titles as well as other Bioware affiliated developers.

Each game published using the NWN Engine comes with a free toolset called Aurora. The
toolset includes a 3D level editor and a scripting language. Bioware hosts a community of
game fans and developers. Their community is one of the biggest in the industry and they
have received awards for their support to their community. Members of this community
are very active in making game modules (mods) using the Aurora toolset. Many of these
mods have been very successful in this community, and some are being sold online in
Bioware’s store.
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Quake 3 Arena Engine—ID Software
Here’s another game engine for the game developer’s everyday use.

What the producer needs to know

The Quake 3 Arena Engine is an older, yet powerful game engine; it will be available as
open source by the end of 2005. This can be a viable choice for developers with a limited
budget.

More background

ID is one of the leading game engine developers and has been developing and licensing
3D engines for longer than any other 3D engine developers. They have licensed their
engines from their whole popular Quake series.

ID Software has taken the stance of letting their product speak for itself. They do not com-
mercially advertise their engines, but developers can contact them to acquire a license.
Their most recent incarnation, the Quake 3 Arena engine, has been very successful and has
been used for hit games, such as Call of Duty (Activision), Return to Castle Wolfenstein (ID
Software), and American Magee’s Alice (Rogue Entertainment).

The game, Quake 3 Arena, comes with a free world-building tool, Q3Radiant. Quake 3
Arena also has a very active module (mod) community.

Source—Valve Software
Care to say Half-Life 2, anyone? 

What the producer needs to know

The Source engine is a new product from Valve Software that offers a complete game
development engine, providing a very polished level editor, animation system, physics, 3D
graphics engine, rendering, and AI.

More background

Valve Software just recently released its Source engine technology to be licensed by any
third party. Valve used the engine to produce the highly anticipated Half-Life 2. The
Source engine technology has been just as anticipated in the development world as the
game was in the gamer world.

Source offers new technology for character animation, advanced AI, real-world physics,
and shader-based rendering. Source builds its physics system on the currently most
advanced physics engine in the industry, Havok 2. Source is expected to be one of the
main world-building engines in the next few years to come.
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Half-Life 2 comes with a free Source world-building level editor and scripting language.
Fans can use this to build game modules, or mods. Because the technology is new, there
haven’t been any big mods done with Source yet. However, one game other than Half-Life
2 has been published using the engine.

Scheduling Tools
Although there is no holy grail yet for the scheduling of software development projects,
the best solution usually involves several tools and applications, coupled with clear and
workable procedures and methods. Top this off with a good producer and you have a
complete scheduling solution! However, one or more of the following applications are
recommended as critical to any project manager, producer, or anyone responsible for
bringing together even a small part of a video game and taking it to market on schedule.

Microsoft Excel
Microsoft Excel is the foundation of all software projects with their ease of use and versatility.

What the producer needs to know

Producers should know this product very well. It is one of the best choices for scheduling
and management of a project. By setting up the right spreadsheets, the producer can track
the hundreds or even thousands of assets and components of a video game as they flow
through the production cycle.

More background

This powerful spreadsheet-based program is widely used for scheduling and resource
management throughout the industry. Although MS Excel doesn’t have many of the
advanced scheduling features of Microsoft Project, its simplicity lends well to manage-
ment of small-scale projects and individual departments of large development teams. In
Excel, links can be made between workbooks and other Excel files. It is extremely flexible
and is most effective with managing tasks and resources.

Microsoft Project
Microsoft Project, despite its complexity, remains one of the most used project manage-
ment software packages 

What the producer needs to know

It’s also suggested that the producer get to know this tool well. It’s an extremely powerful
scheduling and management tool.
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More background

Although this massive scheduling and management tool has its flaws, it has everything to
successfully manage a large-scale project/team/company. This program is designed for
managers to easily schedule and manage task lists, resources, milestones, team meetings,
and finances, and it does those things very well.

Project has extremely strong and flexible scheduling features. Tracking tasks, milestones,
resources, and overall progress are done automatically. Microsoft Project also has strong
resource allocation features and will report overallocations, which can then be easily leveled
within the program. All this can then be reported to each team member with the server fea-
tures. Each team member only receives information from the schedule that concerns him.

Alienbrain Studio 7—NXN Software
Alienbrain Studio 7 has come a long way since the old days.

What the producer needs to know

Alienbrain was originally a digital asset management tool but its most recent version is a
good solution to management for the whole team, including version control.

More background

Alienbrain is a very user-friendly digital asset management tool. In this tool’s first five ver-
sions, it focused on being an excellent digital art asset management tool. Since then, it has
become a great management tool for the whole team.

Alienbrain supports all major art asset file formats used in game development. It can be
integrated into Maya, 3D Studio Max, and Photoshop seamlessly. The GUI is extremely
friendly for artists. In addition to asset management, Alienbrain keeps track of tasks and
their level of completion.

Before version 6, Alienbrain was lacking in code management and version control, but in
2003 NXN Software introduced Alienbrain Engineer—a product add-on that obliterated
Alienbrain’s former shortcomings. New code version control and code merging systems
were introduced that made Alienbrain on par with Perforce. These features have been pol-
ished even further for version 7 and come closer to being the “one-stop” management tool
for the whole development process.

Alienbrain’s worst enemy has always been its price tag and that has, unfortunately, not
changed.
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Creating Proprietary Tools
When you have to create proprietary tools on your team, you need to remember a few
rules. Although it is recommended that you keep the proprietary tool development limit-
ed to specific helper tools—such as profiling and art exporter modifications—sometimes
creating another might be unavoidable. The following sections discuss some recommen-
dations for when that is the case.

Design Specifications Clearly
Communication is essential in every phase of development and there’s no exception when
creating your proprietary tools. The programmers charged with creating reliable tools
should constantly communicate in detail with the users of each tool. Level designers
should give detailed specifications to what they need in their world-building tools and
gameplay integration tools. Use their knowledge when planning the production of your
tools. There are always essential features that go into each tool, but they will need loads of
additional features to have a fast and solid workflow.

In addition, the engineers should always design the tool software before coding it. Designing
the tools, classes, and components in detail before coding can save time in the long run.

When features have been implemented, be certain to have each department test their
tools. Some features can be made more comfortable for the users and further polish is
unavoidable. Be certain to have each department make a detailed specification list before
your programmers start building the tools. The more detail in those lists, the less time
programmers have to spend building it.

Communicate and Demonstrate the Tools
When the tool has been developed, its users have to learn how to use it. Have “how-to”
documentation about each feature included in each tool. If functionality travels only by
word-of-mouth, most of the users will never know about it. Although creating documen-
tation might sound like a daunting task, it will save a lot of time in the long run. If there
is no documentation, the engineer (or anyone who knows about the feature) must explain
new features to everybody, including newly hired people. That is a daunting task!

Test the Entire Pipeline
When the users know about the features, they can give feedback and broken tools can be
fixed fast. Test every tool individually for pipeline efficiency (see Figure 7.1). After all the
major tools are ready, test them all to check for pipeline errors in the way they work
together. Be certain there are no problems with the pipeline and that it’s as smooth as pos-
sible. A smooth pipeline will save you a lot of time in development. Fix any errors right
away and then retest it. Don’t assume it works; fixing one problem can often cause others.
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To do these types of testing efficiently, get the internal QA (Quality Assurance) team
involved. They will systematically find problems and errors, and programmers can fix the
tools quickly.

It’s important to have one person who can make sure every user question about the tools
gets answered. The users will feel better and the pipeline will stay smooth.

Update Proprietary Tools
It’s inevitable that the data format for the proprietary tools will get stale over time.
Upgrades and enhancements to the game’s development and progress along the produc-
tion cycle change over time. As new formats and features are added to the game engine,
updates to the tools are also required. It’s best to create a schedule with milestones for your
tools development. Make that schedule match the one for the game development. As new
features are introduced, new tools are as well.

There is a large information base freely available about what to do and what not to do
when it comes to proprietary tools development. Almost every postmortem written has a
mention of their tool’s development in either their “what went right” or “what went
wrong” sections.

There is a whole section for postmortems on the Gamasutra Web site. Use the experience
of fellow developers to your advantage and apply the best ways to your tool’s develop-
ment. There is an especially good article on Gamasutra, written by Paul Frost about his
experience developing tools for Asheron’s Call 2; check it out.

Asset Management and Procedures
With the thousands of assets that go into a game today, there’s no way around having asset
management software.

Version Control Systems
Perforce, Visual SourceSafe, CVS, and Test Track make up the bulk of the tools available
for this purpose.

Figure 7.1
Pipeline definition and testing.



What the producer needs to know

Any project with multiple programmers working on the same source code needs a good
version control and code management program. You can choose from many that are avail-
able, so consult with your technical director before purchasing a license.

More background

During software development projects with multiple programmers, the source code is
edited and updated constantly. To prevent programmers who are working on the same
code at the same time from breaking the code, a good maintenance program is needed.
These types of programs offer a GUI to do this as quickly as possible. These programs
track versions well by allowing programmers to merge their code with whatever others
have been working on. They also highlight code others have worked on so when a pro-
grammer accesses the code, he knows what has changed since he last saw it. A tool of this
type is a clear must for any game development project.

Of the top competitors, CVS (Concurrent Versioning System) is the only free program.
CVS handles everything it sets out to do well but the GUI is not up to par with the more
advanced commercial products, such as Perforce.
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Negotiating Tips and Suggestions

In helping a good producer get the right tools for the job, a few tips are worth mentioning. I’ve had
great success with third-party hardware manufacturers, such as NVIDIA and ATI, when I’ve
requested that they provide the latest versions of their hardware to the team for free or at a
reduced cost. Ensuring compatibility with the latest software is the role of the developer relations
team. I’ve even had them provide a laptop for demonstration purposes when it came time for a
press tour. This was a tremendous help and all I had to do was to mention how great it looked on
the NVIDIA laptop.

Alienware has also provided specialized hardware at reduced rates or in trade for cross-promotions
that are targeted at hard-core gamers. In working with these two companies, I’ve found that it is
relatively easy to find a win-win solution when approaching their Marketing department. They’ve
been extremely flexible and helpful in providing custom hardware solutions on an emergency basis
when the need arose.



The Final Word
Are there some final words of wisdom? Certainly, there’s a lot to know about game devel-
opment tools. Unfortunately, there’s more to know than can be covered here, but this
should provide a quick reference for you to ensure that you’re familiar with some of the
latest and greatest and how they fit into the process. The most important message is to
understand that without the right tools and a clearly defined production pipeline, games
take a very, very long time to develop. The better the tools are, the more time can be
invested in making the game fun, rather than just putting it together and fixing it so it
doesn’t crash.
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Tools for Success 
in Your Daily Routine

chapter  8

T
his chapter discusses some common tools and techniques used by successful pro-
ducers in managing past projects. Although this chapter is not all encompassing,
more than a few techniques and tools are discussed that might make your daily

routine slightly more formalized, focused, and streamlined. The trick is to review what is
outlined here and select what works for your team and specific situation. The best pro-
ducers embrace some formality and process structure, ensuring that a good process is not
undervalued. But be cautious not to over-implement it. It is very difficult to mold cre-
ativity into a structured process.

Processes for Producing a Video Game
This section details a few specifics on procedures and processes that a producer should use
to keep track of what’s going on during the project and to ensure proper and effective
communication between the team, management, and publisher.

Daily Delta Reports
The first and most valuable process I’ve found in practice at successful developers is the
use of the Daily Delta reports and reporting structure. This section provides a quick look
at how it works. In this system, on a daily basis, each team member completes a short list
of what he or she accomplished or finished that day. If he didn’t finish anything, the team
member should state what he worked on, but it is important for each team member to try
to accomplish one thing—or finish one task—each day.



Team members should subdivide their tasks into manageable portions and focus on
accomplishing them. Although this isn’t always possible, it is the goal to try for. The Daily
Delta process is used to communicate back to the team the following morning. The pro-
cedure works in the following way:

1. E-mail daily reminder for Daily Delta with the subject line “Daily Delta: [Date]” at
5 p.m. each workday. This takes about 30 seconds.

2. Each team member simply replies to the Daily Delta reminder e-mail, describing,
in bullet-point format, what was accomplished that day. This takes about 90 sec-
onds to two minutes.

3. The next day, one of the first things the producer or the assistant producer does is
read through all of the replies to the Daily Delta reminders. This takes about
five–nine minutes, depending on how many there are. If someone is missing or
sick, the producer or AP notes that in the report.

4. Then, whomever is responsible for publishing the Daily Delta report separates all
of the responses into three categories: Design, Art, and Programming. Then, he
cuts and pastes each Daily Delta report from each team member into the depart-
ment section that they’re a part of. Artists go into the Art Section, for example.

6. A published report would look something like what is shown in Figure 8.1.

Daily Delta Report Method Benefits

The Daily Delta process is a concise, easy, and efficient way to track the progress of a large
team. Despite the initial resistance some teams might offer when you’re trying to intro-
duce a new procedure into the production process, rarely does the resistance last beyond
the point when the team starts to realize and reap the benefits. Here’s a list of the benefits
offered by the Daily Delta process.

■ Includes low overhead and time requirement.

■ Provides a daily record of what’s occurred that spans an entire project.

■ Can be easily referenced by department.

■ Can correlate easily to the schedule (if you require that the tasks follow the same
naming structure—meaning that each team member must report work completed
on the task as it is spelled on the schedule).

■ Ensures communication among large teams in an efficient manner.

■ Provides an efficient way to review decisions and resource allocations, measuring
the effectiveness of those decisions against goals.

Chapter 8   ■ Tools for Success in Your Daily Routine198



Processes for Producing a Video Game 199

Figure 8.1
A Daily Delta Report example. (continued on next page)



Source/Version Control Reports
You have many version control tools to consider, but the one that seems to have the most
benefits for game developers is the software package called Perforce. Most version-control
software can generate list reporting on the status of every file used to compile the game.
Most version control software offers this type of functionality.

n o t e

When using version control software, take the time to learn and understand its features and how
to use it properly. It is a product’s lifeblood. Once, when I was checking out a file while talking on
the phone, I accidentally checked out the entire database, checking out every single file that was
not otherwise checked out to someone else. This caused a work disruption and was quite embar-
rassing when one of the programmers came to me to ask why I’d checked out his code.
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A Daily Delta Report example.



Using Wiki
If you’ve never heard of Wiki, then I’m glad you’re reading this. I’d never heard of it either
until someone referred me to Jamie Fristrom’s article on a “Manager in a Strange Land:
Collaborating with Wiki” (December 19, 2003) on Gamasutra.com.

Wiki is a collaborative documentation and brainstorming tool. But depending on how it
is used, it can be a great way to manage design documents. If you’ve tried and failed when
attempting to set up an internal Web site to manage and record the design process—and
it was just too much work—here’s the solution.

n o t e

Wiki is free for download at http://openwiki.com. After you get it installed on a server, you’ll need
to update it (it automatically tells you what it needs to download from Microsoft for it to work
properly). It is about as easy to install as QuickTime Pro.

Wiki works this way: To simply add or change content within Wiki, you just double-click.
Documents that lend themselves to constant updating, such as creative and technical
design document subsections, are excellent candidates for management through Wiki.
Wiki supports complexity from the very highest level of documentation to the very low-
est level, down to and including one- or two-sentence descriptions of every single task on
the programming task list. It makes it really easy for programmers to annotate their tasks
with the details when a feature is implemented and tested.

It is an easily accessible place to put FAQs for version control, as well as check-in and test-
ing procedures for all art assets, or even pipeline description and troubleshooting tips for
testing the current build of the game.

There’s always a small concern that someone on the team might change content that’s
important. But, fortunately, Wiki has a version-control feature that backs up all previous
revisions, edits, and changes, so a producer can see who changed what and when.

One of the drawbacks to using Wiki is that it doesn’t play nicely with printers. The docu-
mentation, although readable, is rarely presentable in its raw form off the printer. It is a
bit of work to translate and reformat it into Microsoft Word for a design review presenta-
tion or a milestone submission, but not impossible.

You can also send out updates to design documents via e-mail and then attach the link to
Wiki in the e-mail. Although it is rare that anyone reads the entire document, this is a
good measure to follow when you’ve scheduled a meeting to discuss a specific feature and
everyone attending the meeting needs to come up to speed on the latest iteration of the
design document.
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Finally, Wiki makes it easy to update documents, collaborate with the team, and track changes
and updates, but that doesn’t mean that the team will do it. You must infect them with Wiki,
and, like a virus, the process will spread. An example of Wiki is shown in Figure 8.2, below.
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The Wiki tool



Team Meetings
The first thing to remember about a team meeting is that they are very expensive, so be
certain that they’re valuable. Each team member sitting idle for 15 minutes costs approx-
imately $15. So, if you have 30 people in a team meeting for 30 minutes, that costs about
$900. Would it have been better to invest that money elsewhere? Keep this in mind when-
ever you have an urge to schedule the entire team for a meeting.

Although team meetings are expensive, it can be equally expensive to not have them on a
regular basis. The key to efficiency is to set up an agenda and format for the meeting. In
my experience, a team meeting at least once per month works out just fine. During team
meetings, you should focus on the positive aspects of the game’s progress, show that you
have a plan of how to accomplish the challenges ahead, and, above all, ensure that the
team takes a positive message away from every team meeting.

Leads Meetings
When working at a developer, one of the most valuable processes is the weekly Leads
meeting. This is the time when the lead programmer, producer, assistant producer, lead
artist, art director, and lead designer discuss the upcoming goals for the week, the upcom-
ing milestones for the month, and the challenges that lay ahead. Although no producer
can reasonably offer solutions to challenges in all of these areas, it is the role of the pro-
ducer to foster creative problem solving, candid discussions, and clear resolutions from
each Leads meeting. The following list is a format for the Leads meeting.

■ Review accomplishments

■ Outline the problems

■ Generate options

■ Propose solutions

■ Build a consensus

■ Make a decision

■ Communicate the course of action to those persons affected by the decision

■ Keep a record of the decision and the course of action

Ensure that someone is taking notes at the meeting and that the meeting minutes are pub-
lished as soon as is practical after the conclusion of the meeting.
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Executive/Steering Committee Meetings
One of the meetings that isn’t necessarily enjoyable, but is still important to do, is the
meeting with the executives and/or a steering group. At this meeting, you, as the produc-
er, generally run the show. The executives are there to review and evaluate the team’s
progress and the goal is to get them to understand how their investment in the project is
yielding results.

n o t e

It is valuable to arrange a steering group for your product if you work within a large organization.
Leads from other projects, marketing managers, and other senior people can often add value and
objectivity to the direction of product development.

For executive meetings, it is best that the producer drive the agenda, have it published
beforehand, and bring up critical issues that require executive decisions—such as policy
issues and strategic directions—with advice and facts being provided to support your
position. Include time to answer any questions and demonstrate new features and the
overall progress of the game. Understand that critical feedback is valuable, but not all of
it will be possible to implement. Understanding this and determining how to implement
the most valuable feedback from an executive meeting is the talent of being a producer.
Above all, be prepared for this meeting. Demonstrate control of the development process
and earn the continued confidence of your executive team.

Risk Management Tools
Because the principal responsibility of the producer is to manage risk, a comprehensive
stable of risk management tools is an essential part of the job. The following sections dis-
cuss some examples of tools that have been used to successfully manage risk in the past.

Risk Management Worksheet

When managing risk for a project, the first step is to identify the risk. Including every pos-
sible risk on a list is a great start for this process. Brainstorm with the leads of a project
and identify the risks. Include everyone with a stake in the project: art, programming,
sound, design, marketing, and production. Do not try to qualify or quantify any of the
risks; just focus on making the list of risks and then categorize them. A sample appears in
Figure 8.3.

The second step in this process is the quality and quantitative evaluation of each risk iden-
tified on the risk list. Correlate quality with probability and quantity with impact.
Probability means the chance this risk has of occurring, and quantification of the risks
means judging each risk on its potential impact on the project if and when it occurs. Use
a scale of risk from 0 to 100 percent of relative judgments within such a scale.



Then sort the matrix of risk by relative scale. Highest risks go at the top. Then assign the
risks to individual owners, making them responsible for managing that particular risk. Be
certain to assign many of the risks to yourself as the producer because that is your main
role, but a lot of the risks (such as technical risks) are better suited to leads with an exper-
tise in a specific discipline.

In Figure 8.3, you can see that having the right talent on the team is the producer’s respon-
sibility, and it is the highest risk in the project. So after the risks have been assigned with-
in this matrix, the next step is to develop a specific course of action for each owner of the
risk. After that course of action has been established, write it down in the risk manage-
ment plan. But writing it down and devising a plan doesn’t mean that the risks are elim-
inated or addressed. The following sections look at what else a producer can do to man-
age risk on a project.

n o t e

An example of the risk management plan, assessment matrix, and procedures are available at the
Web site accompanying this book, at http://www.courseptr.com/downloads.

Other Risk Management Tricks

Risk is known to sneak into and blanket any development project, even those with the
most experienced and seasoned personnel. But as a producer, you can master a few other
tricks to defend your project against this silent ghost accompanying those who tread into
the technical, creative, or highly imaginative unknowns and frontiers.
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Risk management worksheet
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The path of least resistance to this ghost is to do nothing and then work the team to death
through overtime and late schedules. Another way is to create a fake schedule, adding
buffers whenever and wherever possible to milestone due dates. But because more and
more publishers are requiring due diligence during the pre-production phases of new pro-
jects, you, as a good producer, should account for those risks at that time. Then identify
where those risks are in the production schedule along with your risk assessment report.

Yikes! You mean a producer should actually show and address risks when dealing with the
publisher and/or management? The answer is yes! Even though you’ve worked hard to
establish that you have the right team and all of the right stuff to hit this project out of the
ballpark, most seasoned publishers know and expect a certain amount of risk from their
projects. Although every risk that’s identified might not be clearly outlined on the sched-
ule, it does influence the way in which you complete tasks throughout the development
process. Who does the work, when it is done (highest risks should always be scheduled
first), and the solutions (licensable technology or new tools) are required to minimize the
risk. This also lays the foundation for a good relationship with the publisher’s producer.
If you’re an experienced third-party producer for a publisher, you’re probably already
aware of many of these risks because they’re addressed and challenged with your other
games in development. But accounting for risk, you’re buying the added insurance that
makes it more likely the product ships on schedule.

Assessing risk is a tough process. As described previously, there’s a method to doing that.
But you do have a few things to consider. Risks are not tasks, so don’t confuse the need to
create more tools with more functionality as a risk. It is work that needs to be done to sup-
port a new rendering engine. A risk might be whether the gameplay concept is fully real-
ized and unique enough to differentiate itself in the market. External dependencies might
mean risk, especially if there’s no way to discern a way to minimize the risk. If you’re
thinking of using a third-party software, DivX for example, you might not know if it is
fully compatible with your rendering engine until you test it. Or the risk may be in creat-
ing a new piece of content—such as the recording of a symphony orchestra for the sound-
track, which has never been done before with your team.

Account for things such as certain features that are complex or experimental, as opposed to
an asteroid falling on the building where you work. Accounting for more reasonable risks
makes you seem reasonable. Include inexperience with a particular genre or platform if the
team has only one or two people who’ve worked on the type of game that you’re creating.

Working to Minimize the Risk

You can minimize risk on a video game development project in a few ways. This is the next
step after identifying the risks. Some risks can’t be mitigated and the schedule simply must
account for them. But you, as a producer, can work to minimize a project’s risk; for example:
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■ Don’t start developing the game until there’s a relatively complete design. You need
a functional design; this doesn’t need to include every single detail, but it does
need to include use case scenarios that are clearly outlined prior to starting pro-
duction.

■ Eliminate the unknowns. Do the research to determine what you don’t know. Use
the pre-production phase to get a good handle on the entire project and eliminate
the unknown factors.

■ Create a backup plan for when things go wrong. Always have a draft of Plan B
ready to go.

■ Invest in creating a prototype or proof of concept project. Your team will waste a
lot less time on one small project, and it is a lot less expensive than adding 30 peo-
ple to your team and then having to redesign major parts of the game.

■ Put the best talent on the highest risks first. Get them out of the way and then the
worst should be over.

■ Use third-party tools or other solutions for anything that requires expertise not
offered by someone on the team.

■ Provide flexibility in the schedule so that you can reprioritize when things change.
They always change.

■ Redesign when required. Eliminate and cut features early and often.

A Production Methodology That Minimizes Risk

Now look at an alternative production method called the Front Loaded Development
Model.

The goals remain the same as with the standard model: to create a great game that’s com-
mercially successful. The Front Loaded Development Model ensures that the game con-
cepts are proven through a prototyping and tuning sequence before committing to a full
production. This allows a small development team to review what’s been developed,
determine how fun they are, and then tune the prototype and modify the game design to
minimize the weaknesses of the experience while exploiting the strengths of the proven
concepts. However, not all concepts that are prototyped and tested go into the game.
Furthermore, it is generally wise not to include things in the prototype that have fully
quantified risks, such as video playback for in-game movies. That’s a standard feature for
most game developers and doesn’t really add risk to the development process, so don’t
waste time at an early stage proving something that can be implemented. Focus on the
concepts that haven’t been decided and refined.

The Standard Development model is a commonly used methodology. After the concept is
approved and a prototype completed, the game is approved for full production. But as the 
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game moves along through the development process, costs are mounting at the same time
risks are increasing. It becomes difficult to cancel a project that has such a significant
resource commitment to it, especially late in the development process because it is viewed
as a waste of millions of dollars and years of time.

However, when this is compared to the Front Loaded Game Development Model, it is
clear why the FLD method is used by some of the most successful game developers,
including Naughty Dog, Blizzard Entertainment, Nintendo, and Insomniac. By using this
model, the developer and the publisher work to reduce risk in the project and the overall
portfolio of game development projects by starting several projects and nurturing them
to the pre-production phase, testing and refining many concepts and gameplay design
iterations until a promising prototype emerges. By this time, the creative and technical
risks have been reduced and it is a matter of actually creating the game. But the risks
decline as costs are going up.

n o t e

Mark Cerny discussed this method and why it is important for publishers to follow this method to
ensure that publishers have the “will to kill” some of the projects using this process.

“If adequate progress isn’t occurring, or if the team has reached first playable but the gameplay
doesn’t appear sufficiently compelling, [it is] time to kill the project. There’s no point following this
process if you’re not going to hold the output of pre-production up to a very high standard. The
team has to be the best and the brightest. And the team has to be committed to shooting for the
stars—the first playable will end up being compared to the dominant released products in its cat-
egory, so it won’t do to have anything but the highest standards.”

By canceling some projects at this early stage, game developers and publishers can mini-
mize the chance that they won’t invest millions of dollars in an unproven gameplay con-
cept and the millions more it takes to market the product.

Because game development is such a big financial commitment, with hundreds or thou-
sands of man hours, it is important for the producer to ensure that their project has the best
chance of being a winner. By minimizing the risks early in the project, you limit the down-
side risk. When the downside risk is limited, the upside reward usually takes care of itself.

Using Microsoft Project, Microsoft Excel, and the Overly Complex
Scheduling Process
The nightmare of every producer includes visions of updating the project status using mul-
tiple tools, procedures, or arcane processes that might not relate to each other in any way.
Because Microsoft Project is a very powerful scheduling tool, it can also be very complex 
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and challenging to use efficiently. The following sections cover a few ways to create a flex-
ible scheduling method that’s easy to update and maintain. Although it isn’t perfect, it is
about the best hybrid I’ve found. It seems that there’s no unifying theory for scheduling in
the game industry.

Start with an Excel Worksheet

Scheduling is really started in earnest at the end of the pre-production phase, but before
production. Remember the Programmer Task list and the Feature list discussed earlier?
Let’s go back to those lists of tasks. Pick them apart. Are they small enough that each indi-
vidual task can be estimated with certainty? If not, then you’ve not picked the tasks apart
enough. This process is called the Work Breakdown System and the worksheet is often
referred to as a WBS sheet. Each task needs to be broken down into finite segments.

For example, a three-week task on getting the animation pipeline working is probably not
as effective as “Identify the export data format, compare with game engine data require-
ments, modify the art exporters to match game engine data requirements, create inter-
mediary data format, and test the pipeline.” Those are all finite tasks that might make up
an animation pipeline. Therefore, the WBS would look like this:

1. Get the animation pipeline working

a. Identify export data format

b. Compare data with game engine data requirements

c. Modify art exporters to match game engine data requirements

d. Create an intermediary data format (if required)

e. Test the pipeline

Using the WBS process, work with your leads and start allocating resources to tasks.
Following the same process, create an entire listing of all of the art assets needed for this
game, including art, sound, and music. Then double-check this against the game design
documentation (after following a similar process with the lead designer), and review the
proposed use case scenarios. After you’ve done a complete audit, you’re ready to schedule
in detail.

Create an Excel worksheet (there’s a template on the Web site that accompanies this book)
that mirrors the feature list, the programmer task annotations, and the art status sheet.
This is easy to do by linking directly to the sheet on which that data is stored. Include three
columns for each task labeled Best, Worst, and Most Likely, with each value being a con-
sistent day value or portion of a day. Don’t schedule in any other granularity than one-
half days.



In each column, fill out the three scenarios given the input from the programmer, artist,
or designer who is responsible for the task. Separate the project into three worksheets—
one for programming, one for design, and one for art production.

To make a huge schedule manageable, I break the tasks down to a single resource sheet
that’s digestible by the team member. Use this worksheet approach to get them to think
about the case scenarios for each task. Then, they should fill out the worksheet, also not-
ing if there are any tasks (especially dependent tasks) that aren’t listed on the sheet.

Use this data-gathering process to audit your work and ensure that each task and feature
has been accounted for. For the tasks and features that are still unassigned, don’t just leave
them blank, but work with your lead to develop reasonable data on which to schedule.
Above all, put placeholder tasks in where you think there might be work to do, but it is
unconfirmed or requires more research. When in doubt, put it in, even in placeholder for-
mat. Check out Figure 8.4 as an example.

Using the Formula

There’s a little formula that’s used to weight the estimations into a slightly more accurate
schedule. The principle is this: One time out of six times does the best-case scenario hap-
pen. Three times out of six does the worst-case scenario happen, and two times out of six
does the most-likely case happen.
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Figure 8.4
Here’s an example of a fictitious project worksheet used to gather the data about how long it would
take to complete a new feature. This worksheet would be filled out by one resource (electronic ver-
sions only).



Therefore, the formula looks like this:

(B+3W+2M)/6= duration.

That’s the figure to include in the schedule. It is flexible and provides a quick, simple, and
defendable way to account for slack in the schedule. It also takes the emotion out of esti-
mating, as this formula does well at quantifying normally unquantifiable issues. It also
helps people estimate tasks correctly because emotion is taken out of the process. No
longer do team members need to say “Oh, that will take about two weeks” when they know
it will only take 1.5 weeks and they want to give themselves some flexibility. It allows peo-
ple to be objective without fear of what reaction their answer might provoke.

n o t e

Be certain that you have the worksheet checked into source control so that you can control ver-
sions and keep track of revision history. Also ensure that each team member fills it out electroni-
cally!

Linking to Microsoft Project

After you’ve completed the worksheet for the identified tasks, sort them into game system,
art assets, and design tasks, grouping the similar and dependent tasks as close as possible
in the rows of tasks. Then create a link between the Result column and the Microsoft
Project file. See Figure 8.5.

If you want to get really fancy, you can link the spreadsheet to the Microsoft Project file to
update the durations automatically, but this is sometimes too much trouble because it is
common for new tasks to be inserted.
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Figure 8.5
Creating the link
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After getting the base project set up and the estimate data on all of the programmer,
designer, and art production tasks, you need to complete the process of building a full
schedule and start finding the dependencies. After the project file is set up, you need to
maintain and update it on a daily basis. You can refer to the Excel worksheets as estimates;
if the project goes through a major overhaul or change of direction and, therefore,
requires an entirely new schedule, you can go back to the worksheets. You can track the
estimates for accuracy, noting how far off the estimates are and then adjusting the
Microsoft Project schedule accordingly. For example, if an entire set of programming
tasks was off by 50 percent from the estimates provided in the worksheets, you might
adjust the remaining programming tasks by 40–50 percent to be consistent and allow for
error. Otherwise, you can note a problem and then spring into action to find the solution.

The worksheet process provides the producer with a margin of error, one that is flexible,
defendable, and relatively scientific, not just related purely to arbitrary values. Over time, you
might develop your own formula based upon the accuracy of your team’s estimating skill.

Scheduling for Risk

Another way to schedule for risk is a bit more advanced. Timothy Ryan from Gamasutra
talks about it in his article from February 3, 2003 titled “Risk Management With 
Development Schedules.” The article makes a few good suggestions that have been adapt-
ed here. Now, think back to your risk assessment work noted earlier.

Group the risks with their area of impact, such as the programming risks to the techni-
cal/programming schedule. Then organize them by feature, with the risk to that particu-
lar feature or game system being added in as the last item in that task group. By doing this,
the producer is associating preceding (dependent) tasks with the feature task group (such
as a feature that’s due for a particular milestone). It is easier to associate the risk with the
feature and the milestone this way. When using this method, complete the following steps:

1. Right-click the Predecessor column, and select Insert Column.

2. Line the Column using the Column Definition box and select the field Flag 1 with
the title “Risk.”

3. Then click OK and the column is inserted into your Gantt chart. This is shown in
Figures 8.6 to 8.8.
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Figure 8.6
Right-click and insert a new column. Then define the column.

Figure 8.7
Define the column with Field Name Flag 1 and Title as Risk.



4. Select Bar Styles from the Format menu.

5. Scroll to the blank row for Risk. Then set the Show for Tasks field to Flag 1.

6. Make the bar pattern solid and then choose Blue or Red (or any other appropriate
color) for the Risk tasks. Then click on OK to close the menu. This is shown in
Figures 8.9 and 8.10.
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Figure 8.8
Be certain to set the Risk column to YES.

Figure 8.9
Select Bar Styles that make the risk stand out from the rest of the tasks.



7. Now, your risk task is easily spotted. You can modify the risk assessment to follow
its predecessor by entering the formula in the Predecessor column: 13FS + 1 day
(13FS being the predecessor task and 1 day being the buffer or unknown nature of
risk; I often vary this number between 1 and 7, depending on the risk).

8. Lastly, as an added precaution to ensure that the risk is managed, I have two sepa-
rate milestones in the schedule. The first is the Milestone Complete date. This is
the date when all tasks should be completed by the team working on the feature.
Then, there’s time for the risk assessment and reviewing the work. After that has
happened, then the milestone is “submitted.” as shown in the “Milestone Submit-
ted” milestone in Figure 8.11. This gives you time as the producer to review the
work on the feature with the leads prior to the submission of that milestone to the
publisher.
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Figure 8.10
Now the risks are scheduled and easily identified.



n o t e

Linking subprojects with the master Microsoft Project file is often done to separate areas of disci-
plines on the game. This also provides flexibility for the lead programmers to review and update the
schedule (with an added dependency, for example) without having to wait for you to update the
artist schedule. Try separating each area of the game’s production into different subproject files and
then link them into a master schedule for the weekly (high-level) reviews.

Using Slack in the Schedule
Another way exists to include slack in the schedule so that you have some flexibility when
the time comes: Only schedule certain resources at 80 percent, or even 50 percent. This is
done by right-clicking a task or even a single resource and then entering whatever per-
centage is appropriate for their role in the Units field, as shown in Figure 8.12. This par-
ticular feature of Microsoft Project is extremely helpful to use when trying to schedule
work for the leads (if they have actual game development work to do). This allows them
50 percent of their time to complete other tasks (administrative, problem solving, man-
agement, and so on) because you don’t want to have a few hours here and there called
“administrative,” or “performance reviews,” or something like that.

My rule of thumb is that any lead should not be scheduled at more than 80 percent. Slack
is also introduced into the schedule through the use of the formula, as discussed previ-
ously, but when used with this method, you’re sure to have enough slack to be comfort-
able and confident.
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Figure 8.11
Risk assessment comes before the milestone is submitted, but after the milestone is “complete.”



Free Form Approach

Although I don’t recommend this approach, this situation is generally inevitable in most
software projects. Naturally, there are going to be some people (resources) who just don’t
fit the pattern or go outside the normal rules and can’t tell you when certain features or
tasks will be done, especially if they’re working on multiple features or tasks at a time. If it
is not an operational problem for the team, this section focuses on how to schedule for that.

First, you can mark their tasks as zero duration and just have a fixed date by when they
have to have the work completed, especially if it has dependencies attached to it. Or, you
can use the “slack” method noted previously and divide three tasks to the same resource
at the same time, using the allocation discussed. In such a case, the resource would be
assigned as 33 percent to three tasks simultaneously, or 25 percent to four tasks, and so on.
But, try to have resources focus on specific tasks one or two at a time. It is hard to do any
one thing well when you’re doing other things at the same time, which is why I caution
against using this approach and urge a producer to emphasize the value of the WBS
sheets.

n o t e

Be certain to include some slack in any schedule in this way or by using a combination of the meth-
ods outlined here; otherwise, there’s no room to maneuver or respond to changing circumstances,
which is the last thing that should ever happen if the producer is doing a good job.
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Figure 8.12
Adjust the efficiency of your resources here. If only it were that
easy!



The Dreaded Overtime
Even if you’re the best producer in the universe, overtime will be required of your team at
some point during the project. Try to reserve overtime for when it is really needed and
then only use it sparingly. Ensure that everyone is aware that “on these certain days, we’re
working overtime so we can accomplish [set out goal here].” This avoids the situation in
which some people are always working overtime and others never do, or in which people
don’t know why they’re working the overtime. Allow the team some advance notice so that
they can arrange their personal lives. Avoid making overtime a common occurrence, and
focus your time on making the team’s normal working hours more efficient and effective.

Overtime is great to use when taking advantage of an additional opportunity or really cool fea-
ture. If you can get everyone excited and implement a new feature that makes the game really
great, no one will remember the extra weekend or few late nights when the game is showing well.

n o t e

Even during overtime, send people home after they’ve been working for 11 hours (10 hours of
working and one hour of lunch). Most programmers, after working a 10-hour day, will start mak-
ing mistakes that take longer to correct than if they’d just waited until they were fresh in the morn-
ing. Yes, I know that programmers often love to work late into the nights, but don’t encourage it
and if you see the mistakes starting to happen, actively discourage it.

Dependencies and Placeholders
“The more involved game development gets, the more we need rigorous processes to prevent
screwups.” —Jamie Fristom on Gamasutra, in “Dependencies”

Now that risk management has been covered, let’s review a bit about dependencies and how
they factor into a producer’s job. Dependencies are things that can’t be done until another
task is done. For example, characters cannot be imported into a world until the world has
been created (modeled and textured). Animations can’t be tested until the character is in the
world. Sound effects can’t be placed until most of the art assets are completed and import-
ed into the world. The characters won’t be complete until they’re modeled, textured, and at
least some of the animations are finished. Cutscenes can’t be animated until at least place-
holder voice-over work has been recorded. Voice-over work can’t be recorded until the script
is completed, and a script can’t be completed until a writer is hired!

For the producer, this means that unless you determine all of the dependencies in your
project, there are going to be some people sitting by waiting for others to finish their tasks.
And even if you have reviewed all of the dependencies and accounted for them in the
schedule, this still might happen. But what is important is minimizing when this does
happen and ensuring that there is some flexibility to get some other work done while the
critical path is being worked on.
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One way to keep the project moving forward and to not get hung up on dependencies is to
create placeholders for nearly everything. This means textures, characters, levels, sound
effects, voice-over, music, backgrounds, and objects in a world. But there’s a trick to using
placeholders. You have to ensure that using placeholders doesn’t create more dependencies.

When creating placeholder assets for the game, you need to ensure that the file naming
conventions are set up. This means that all sound effects files follow localization guide-
lines and are easily identified. The designers implement the sound effect “bigbang01.wav”
and the script function that calls for this data goes to the sound effects folder and plays
this file. When you’re ready to implement the final sound, simply replace the old data with
the final data, by copying it into the right source directory.

This example shows that this process can be done almost anytime and for most parts of a
game’s development. Simply create placeholder textures that say “placeholder” on them so
that at least you can get something in the game quickly to see if it works as expected. It
also allows time for iteration as well as innovation. If everyone waited until everyone else
was absolutely 100 percent done with their work before implementing it in the game, the
entire process would slow down tremendously. Encourage the types of process and pro-
cedures that encourage using placeholder artwork and assets, even individual game levels.

Using the placeholder method eliminates the need, for example, for the artist to wait for
the final version of the background tool before he starts working on backgrounds, world
lighting, or individual scene lighting. At least he can start working with the placeholder
backgrounds and get things in the game to see how they look and how they can be
improved.

Postmortems
Postmortems are really quite simple. At the end of every milestone, have the team create
a short, one-paragraph description or summary of how the milestone went, outlining
what is working right and what is not working. Review the data and compile the relevant
and meaningful suggestions into a plan to make the remaining milestones easier and more
efficient. By the time you get to the end of the project, the process should be honed, and
be working a lot more smoothly and efficiently.

I’ve used postmortems at the end of almost everything—a big project, a small prototype,
and milestones. Feedback is valuable, and postmortem reports (and articles in Game
Developer) are an easy way to prevent mistakes in the future by knowing and understand-
ing the mistakes of the past.
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Postmortems follow the following simple format:

■ What went right?

■ What went wrong?

■ Suggested improvements

Get the postmortem on e-mail or use a word-processing template. Either way, read it, heed
the valuable bit, discard the not-so valuable bits (such as subjective opinions formed with-
out 100 percent of the facts), and put a plan into action.

Milestone Acceptance Tests
One of the simplest and most flexible ways I’ve found to structure a game development
project is through the use of milestone acceptance tests (MATs). The process and proce-
dure reads something like what appears in the list below, but I’ll explain why a producer
should implement this process even if it is not formalized in the development agreement.

The goal of the MAT is to plan and allow for the dynamic aspects of entertainment soft-
ware development. This procedure allows the publisher and the developer to respond to
changes in the product focus, market, or specific gameplay direction without sacrificing
time renegotiating contract specifics or milestone deliverable definitions.

The MAT procedure:

1. Milestone X (usually an early milestone at the end of pre-production) defines the
overall goals for the project. The final creative and technical designs are submitted
and approved.

2. Subsequent milestone deliverables definitions include basic templates and some
general criteria as well as an outline of a specific number of features to be com-
pleted by a certain date.

3. The specific details of which game or engine features, art assets, and other deliver-
ables due in the next milestone are submitted prior to the contractual due date.
This is called the Milestone Acceptance Test Criteria. This clearly describes what will
be delivered in the next milestone and what is agreed upon by the parties.

4. When the milestone is submitted to the publisher, the Milestone Acceptance Test
Criteria is used as a checklist or test plan to confirm that the game features, art
assets, and specific details of the deliverables are delivered as agreed.

5. The procedure allows the publisher to accurately compare the described list of
total deliverables, including art assets, game features, and other deliverables to
what is actually delivered. This type of checklist procedure is extremely effective in
measuring the value of work compared to costs.
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If you can get this language included in your development agreement, that’s the best thing
to do. But barring that circumstance, I highly recommend developing these procedures on
an informal basis between the developer and the publisher. If each party can agree to spe-
cific criteria by which a milestone is accepted and complete, then there should rarely be
cause for disagreement or dispute. It ensures clear goals are defined by the leads on the
development teams and solidifies the challenges for the month into a list that’s one page
long. As a producer at a developer, you should never submit a milestone that you think is
going to fail. And, if you’re using the MAT procedure listed previously, you should be able
to tell if it is going to fail before you submit it.

Looking In from the Outside
In completing the research for this book, I talked to a lot of people in the video game
industry. And, naturally, everyone had their opinions about good producers and some
not-so-good producers. The following list describes some of the common themes that
came up when discussing this book with industry professionals:

■ Be a good risk manager. Understand the risks and find ways to the solutions when
required.

■ Integrity is key. The team must believe in you and what you say.

■ Cut features early and often. More features equals more overtime.

■ Shield the team from the external flak (management, marketing, and administra-
tive issues that don’t concern the game).

■ Never lie. But if they don’t ask, don’t always offer an answer.

■ Don’t sacrifice team morale for achievement.

■ Work to keep proprietary tools to a minimum.

■ Reuse tools and technology whenever possible, but don’t make that a gating crite-
rion for whether you’ll be working on a great game.

■ Treat people well. Small amounts of beer and go-cart racing can go a long way!

■ Take time to get to know everyone’s name on the team. Know something about
that person. That’s the most important knowledge a producer can hold.

■ Producers buy the drinks.

Those are just the general guidelines that you should consider adopting for a successful
and less stressful daily habit. An interview with a strong and reasonable programmer is
included here so that you can read for yourself some of the indications provided by the
team and so that mistakes of the past are not repeated in future projects.
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Interview with Nick Waanders, Programmer

Nick Waanders is an industry professional having worked at several game developers in Europe
and in North America. He provided some valuable feedback on producers.

Q: If you could convey to the industry (especially producers of video games), what is the one set of
tools or knowledge that you value most highly in a producer?

A: Be there to help the team, not to drive the team. If people respect you, and you respect your
people, it will be good for your product. There is no bigger de-motivator than thinking your boss is
an idiot. It’s all about the integrity again. Don’t be a wiseass; you’re probably working with really
clever people, and they will figure you out in no time.

Q: What is the most important trait a producer can display in their interactions with programmers?

A: Buckets of money! No, seriously though, I think it’s important to pose the problem to the pro-
grammer, and let him figure out what the options are. The programmer will know what will fit in
the current code base, and will also have a better idea of how long it will take to put in. Make sure
that you risk-manage each request. For example, in Europe the producer at one point insisted that
we needed extra mini-games.We told him that it would take a lot of time and effort to create those
mini-games, but he insisted that they should be made. In the end, the games played a minor part
in the game, but they took about 40 percent of the total creation time spent on the (unpublished,
I wonder why) product. This was a bad investment of the team’s time.

Q: Can you give an example of when you worked with a producer who was committed to excellence
and how that positively impacted their product? Why did this event stand out in your mind?

A: The producer (Jonathan Dowdeswell) is one of the reasons why the team worked really well on
Dawn of War. He was always committed to catch the biggest problems/risks first. The closer we
came to the finish date, the smaller the tolerance for risk was. So when some new feature request
popped up, he would sit down with all the leads and assess the risk involved. If it was too big, it
would simply get cut. There was no emotional attachment to the [cut] feature, there was just emo-
tional attachment to the total product. I think this really made it a goal-driven process, and that
really projected on the team.

Q: What are some of the common mistakes producers make, based upon your experience and how
might others learn from this observation?

A: I think the biggest break of trust is speaking directly for the publisher, without making clear that
you put the team first. Do this one too many times, and the team will think that you haven’t done
all you can to prevent something big to impact on the team.

If there are vastly different ideas about a subject, the best way to approach a lead programmer
about this is by having logical arguments. This may sound obvious, but programmers think mostly
purely logically. What this also means though is that you have to be able to formulate all your rea-
sons into logical “speak.”



The Final Word
This chapter outlined the key tools and procedures that make the daily life of a producer
easier and more manageable. It is not possible to include everything that a producer could
possibly use, but some of the best methods that are found around the industry are includ-
ed. Pick and choose what works for you and your project. There is rarely a one-size-fits-
all solution for anything in game development.
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If the subject is about how to implement a certain piece of code, then you should trust the lead
programmer. For example, on my previous roles a producer would come by and say: “We want this
and that in the game, and I think it shouldn’t take too much time. So when can you have it done?”
More often than not, the simplest thing in a producer’s mind is insanely difficult to program. Any
“insert magic here” in your examples will most likely prove to be incredibly difficult. What I think
I am saying is that instead of saying how long you think it will take, it would be better to let the
programmer come up with possible solutions and estimated times.

Q: What tools do you think that producers underutilize or should do more research about, which
would make the lead programmer’s job easier?

A: Just have a basic understanding of what the tools do that your team uses. Even if you’ve never
seen a program that your people use, just ask what it’s for and what it does. When tracking accom-
plished tasks, I personally prefer tracking of tasks just by e-mail or a weekly meeting. This way,
everybody talks to everybody else at least once a week. Every producer should read Debugging the
Development Process, published by Microsoft Press. It’s about programming items, but it’s relevant
to any process, and it has a plethora of really interesting statements and views. Any producer who
has read that book earns points of respect from programmers.
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Game Development
Financials

chapter  9

T
he game industry is a huge business. In 2002, it was a $16.9 billion (USD) industry
worldwide. Today, it is fast approaching $20 billion annually and climbing. It is
important to remember that no matter how fun it is to work in the video game

industry, or what artistic and creative drive is required to be successful, it is about making
money. That’s why it is called a business. To reach a commercial success, a video game pro-
ject must follow a budget that corresponds to the development. This section discusses how
to prepare a budget, as well as how to create and review financial statements, including a
P&L (Profit and Loss) statement for each product. A producer must think of each prod-
uct as its own business and the brand as the larger business. To be successful, a producer
must also be a good businessman and financial manager.

Creating a Budget
Often the easiest part of a game to create, the budget is actually one of the most impor-
tant parts to keep updated and revised as the project progresses. The budget tracks all of
the expenses related to or charged against the project. This includes wages, benefits, exter-
nal expenses, employee benefits, travel, advance royalty payments, licensing fees, and
many other charges. So, how does a producer create a budget in the first place? The fol-
lowing steps go into creating a budget that’s reasonable, accurate, and flexible.

First consider that the rules for creating a proposed budget are somewhat ill-defined in
some businesses, although most publicly traded publishers have a very clean and time-
tested process. Understand that after the proposed budget is approved, that’s the actual 



budget that your performance is measured against. Because the major part of the budget
is the salary and wage costs associated with the team working on the game, you must com-
plete the scheduling process first, as that is the biggest influence in your budget. Although
scheduling is an ongoing process, the critical issue is being able to predict when the game
will be done.

In the Ideal World
The ideal scenario is for the game to be fully designed first—then you’d have all of the
information necessary to understand the resource and staffing requirements for your
product. But in the real world, especially when following the Front Loaded Development
Model (discussed in Chapter 8), it is very hard to predict what resources are needed until
after the proof of concept phase and the prototype has been completed. Therefore, it is
recommended that a budget be revisited at several key points during the product’s devel-
opment process.

Naturally, the budget is first considered at the proposal and high-concept stage, when the
idea has sparked enough enthusiasm to consider moving the concept forward. The second
occasion for the budget revision is when the proof of concept (POC) is functioning and
the design iteration process is under way. Use this process as a valuable gauge as to
whether you’re even close to the right numbers included in the budget. Throughout the
iteration process, re-evaluate the budget and schedule. After the POC and the prototype
are completed, update the budget for the greenlight meeting with every item that you
think you’ll need to complete the game and a bit more for safety’s sake.

While development continues, constantly manage the budget to ensure that the financial
resources are properly invested. The budget might need to be revisited and changed mid-
way through development depending on any approved feature change orders and testing
requirements. When the game is complete and commercially released, review the pro-
posed budget and compare it to the actual costs to complete the game. This should be part
of any producer’s postmortem process. Although it might seem straightforward, it is a dif-
ficult process to manage.

At the High-Concept Stage
Regardless of whether you’re a producer at a publisher or a developer, you have a big influ-
ence on the budget of any game. You can take a few steps to ensure that this influence is
positive and results in allocating sufficient financial resources to accomplish the goals of
the essence statement.

At the high-concept stage, discuss the scope of the high concept with experienced people
and get estimates from those who are expected to complete the project. At this stage, esti-
mates are all that are possible to gather. Determine whether this project schedule will take 
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18 months, 24 months, or even 30 months, along with how many people are required to
work on the necessary systems. Team sizes of 25, 50, or even 75 make a huge difference in
project budgets. So, the goal of the producer is to target these two metrics to get an idea
of the project size being considered.

Talking to experienced producers, team members, and other industry professionals who
have managed a similar project in size and scope is one of the fundamental steps at this
stage of the budget evaluation process. Use their feedback and experience to gauge where
the project you’re considering should be. Review the design concept and form an intimate
familiarity with the goals of the project. Then consider the recommended technology,
third-party software licenses, and any new production processes that might be required
for the project. As an educated guess, that’s about the best that can be done at the high-
concept stage unless you’re working on a sequel project or within an established brand,
using an established technology with a proven team that’s worked together before.

The goal at the high-concept stage is to determine whether this is a $3, $5, $10, or $15
million project. Then work to reduce the scope as required by your financial guidelines.
Reducing scope and focusing a concept is easy to do at the early stages. The goal of bud-
get preparation at this point is to get a commitment to fund the project through pre-
production and to the greenlight meeting. Commonly, proof of concepts and first
playable prototypes are funded for a period of two to three months at a cost of several
hundred thousand dollars.

n o t e

A good rule of thumb in the video game industry is that a project costs approximately $10,000
(USD) per month per person on the team. Although the actual value might be more or less depend-
ing on the team, where they’re based, and what technology they’re using, it is a reasonable metric
to use for estimating purposes. For example, if a project is 24 months long and requires 24 people,
that would be approximately 24x24 = 480x$10,000 = $4.8 million. Although most people realize
that they won’t need 24 people on a project at the beginning, toward the end of the project, there
might be a lot more than 24 people; it is a good average to use for estimating purposes.
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Establish a Foundation During Pre-Production
During pre-production, work closely with the development team to plan for the ideal sce-
nario. Outline the highest goals for the project. Use this time to push the envelope of what
is possible and producible. Outline everything that you think you’ll need and more. Fill in
the details on the budget as ideas start to converge around a producible and exciting game
concept. Agile Project Management refers to this as the Speculate phase, followed closely
by the Explore phase, and that’s exactly what happens. Worry about the compromises
later, in both the game design and the financial resources. By focusing on the ideal sce-
nario, the possibility of achieving goals that might have been assumed to be improbable
or impossible opens up. In encouraging the team to aim high, you’re setting a high stan-
dard as a leader. Although the team might not reach all of the goals set out in the pre-
production phase, if an ideal goal is never explored, it can never be achieved.

The important part is to start putting ideas down on paper, estimations of when certain
features can be completed, what type of experience would be very valuable to have on the
team, and how many people are going to be needed and when. If you recall, the WBS
process mentioned in Chapter 8 is an important part of this estimation and helps bring
together a complete, defendable, and comprehensive budget. By putting these things
down on paper, the process creates thousands of unanswered questions as the team con-
siders all of the possibilities and problems that were previously transparent.

n o t e

While you’re putting the budget and schedule on paper, don’t forget to include such things as allo-
cating time for benefits, holidays, vacations, trade shows, E3, the Game Developer’s Conference,
and PR trips and other travel expenses, as well as time away from managing the project.
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The Buckshot Approach

One of the approaches used by publishers and game developers alike is to start three or even five
projects with the expectation that two will be canceled after the pre-production phase. This allows
the publisher to spread the financial risk between three projects under the guise that the last
remaining project will pay for the expense of the other projects in pre-production. For example, it
is common to invest $500,000 in taking a proof of concept to a first playable prototype. If this is
done three times, the total cost is $1.5 million. But if two of the three projects are canceled, the
surviving project should be successful enough to earn back the $1 million invested in the other two
canceled projects. This approach is used to manage risk across a large portfolio of games, so that
millions of dollars and time is not invested in anything but the strongest titles that have the best
chance of success in the market.



Take the comprehensive WBS sheets and the overall schedule and determine the resources
required to complete the project. For right now, just consider the staffing requirements for
this project. You’ll discover some of the other costs that go into a budget later on.

The human resources considered should be categorized into man months (the number of
people required multiplied by the number of months on the project) as follows:

■ Designers

■ Programmers

■ Producers

■ Artists

■ Sound

■ Music

■ Quality assurance

After you have man-month estimates for each of these fields, you can move onto the next
step, estimating costs.

The goal of the budget developed in the pre-production phase is to determine as accu-
rately as possible how much money is required to complete the project on schedule and
still have it be a great game that is commercially feasible. The budget that’s prepared and
approved at the end of this process is usually the one that is used as a measurement for
the performance of a development team and their producer. Table 9.1 shows some vari-
ous monthly costs. (These are examples only.) 
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Table 9.1 Sample Estimate Budget (Beginning of Pre-production)

Cost Center Monthly Cost Man Months Total

Design

Designer (Level 1) $5000 24.00 $120,000.00 
Designer (Level 2) $4000 20.00 $80,000.00 
Designer (Level 3) $3000 20.00 $60,000.00 
Designer (Level 4) $2500 18.00 $45,000.00 

Art

Artist (Level 1) $5000 24.00 $120,000.00 
Artist (Level 2) $4000 20.00 $80,000.00 
Artist (Level 1) $3000 20.00 $60,000.00 
Artist (Level 2) $2500 18.00 $45,000.00 

Programming

Programmer (Level 1) $5000 24.00 $120,000.00 
Programmer (Level 2) $4000 20.00 $80,000.00 
Programmer (Level 1) $3000 20.00 $60,000.00 
Programmer (Level 2) $2500 18.00 $45,000.00 

Sound and Music

Sound Effect Supervisor $3500 18.00 $63,000.00 
Composer See Fixed Costs
Integration $3000 8.00 $24,000.00 

Quality Assurance

Lead QA $3250 12 $39,000.00 
QA Personnel $2500 5 $12,500.00 
QA Personnel $2500 5 $12,500.00 
QA Personnel $2500 5 $12,500.00 
QA Personnel $2500 4 $10,000.00 
QA Personnel $2500 4 $10,000.00 
QA Personnel $2500 4 $10,000.00 
QA Personnel $2500 3 $7,500.00 
QA Personnel $2500 3 $7,500.00 
QA Personnel $2500 3 $7,500.00 
GRAND TOTAL $1,131,000.00



Estimating Costs

If you’ve completed the pre-production estimating process and you’re confident that you
have a solid game concept and the workings of a hit title, the rest of the process should be
easy, right? Well, there’s a lot more work to do in creating a budget that is approved so that
the development team can realize a dream concept and bring it to market. In as much
detail as the WBS provides for the game’s development schedule, that level of detail is
required for the budget.

A Microsoft Excel financial template comes in handy at this stage of the process. That tem-
plate includes several sheets, but the budget itself consists of only a few sheets: Salary and
Wages, Fixed and Incidental Costs, and Capital Expenses.

An example of the template is shown here as Figure 9.1 Break down the costs on a month-
ly basis because almost every business’s financial situation is set up to be reconciled on a
monthly basis.

Salaries and Wages

One of the easiest ways to set up a budget that includes relatively accurate costs for salaries
and wages is to use pay grade scales. Although this is not 100% accurate, it can get fairly
close to reasonable and accurate numbers. Work with your Finance department to deter-
mine some average pay grades within your organization. This eliminates the need to dis-
close specific salary figures for the entire team.

Second, I recommend against including benefits and vacation accrual directly in the
salaries and wages cost because it causes the budget to reflect inaccurate costs. Benefits
and vacation accrual is different for everyone and there’s no way for the producer to influ-
ence this amount. Therefore, the benefits and vacation accrual should be reflected on the
Fixed and Incidental Cost sheet (discussed later).

n o t e

Be certain to include an allocation and adjustment for performance review salary increases as well
as merit increases. You definitely want to be able to justify those types of increases to your execu-
tive team when the right team member(s) warrant it.

The salary and wage sheet of your budget should look similar to that in Figure 9.1 as the
team completes the pre-production phase and has a first playable prototype ready to
demonstrate.

Creating a Budget 231



C
h

ap
ter 9   

■
G

am
e D

evelo
p

m
en

t Fin
an

cials
232

Figure 9.1
Salary and Wage template in Microsoft Excel.



As shown in Figure 9.1, the costs are forecast by month. Also, the level of each team mem-
ber is denoted in the budget. Open positions are noted as Open. Also included on the
salary and wages sheet are external costs to contractors (such as art production houses,
sound contractors, composers, contract writers, and voice-over actors) and any other
costs over which the producer has direct control or influence.

Fixed and Incidental Costs

Fixed and incidental costs include everything else to run a company. Examples of these
costs include everything from the lease payments on the building to the benefits for
employees to the cost of paper, electricity, and everything else. Work with your finance
person to get an allocation of overhead in all of these areas, but be as specific as possible.
This helps prevent hidden costs from suddenly showing up as charged against your pro-
ject. Relocation and recruiting fees are ones that I scrutinize closely when reviewing the
costs charged against my brand.

This sheet is shown on the overall budget sheet in Figure 9.2. The costs subtotal from the
Salary and Wages sheet rolls over and is linked directly to this sheet.

Regarding the fixed and incidental costs, the producer needs to be mainly concerned with
any costs that are specific to the team (such as required third-party software licenses) as
well as required travel, trade shows, Game Developer’s Conference fees, Siggraph, and
other related industry events. Be certain your budget includes the allocations necessary so
you can send your team members to the industry events that count. As shown in Figure
9.2, the Fixed and Incidental costs are forecasted by month.

n o t e

Most large companies (like publishers) do not provide “exact” figures for overhead or fixed costs.
Generally, there are financial guidelines that a producer must account for. For example, one pro-
grammer may be allocated at a $75,000 wage, plus 32 percent for overhead and benefits. However,
at a smaller company (like game developers) it is important to clearly examine the financial details.
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Figure 9.2
Fixed and Incidental template in Microsoft Excel
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Capital Costs

Capital costs include items that are one-time purchases for the team, and can be things
such as the following:

■ Team workstations

■ PC upgrades (RAM, video cards, hard drives, and motherboards)

■ Software for artists/programmers: 3D Studio Max 4.0

■ Other software applications: Photoshop, Premiere, and third-party software tools

■ Server 

■ Communications: Phone system expansion

■ Communications: Incremental phone sets

■ Furniture: Desks/chairs

■ Source (Version) control software

■ Additional software: Microsoft Office, ACDSee, and so on

The key rule that producers should remember about capital equipment is that the better
equipment that the team has, the more efficiently they can work. Systems that take longer
to compile, render animation, or crash often do so because they’re overtaxed and can cost
a lot more in the long run.

Rolling It All Together

When the Salary and Wages and Fixed and Incidental sheets are complete, roll both sheets
together to form the overall game development budget. It should total by month. Then,
you can gain a relatively accurate understanding of how much the project costs on a
monthly basis, by contribution area (art, design, programming, music and sound) and as
a total. By examining this data using different metrics, such as time versus work complet-
ed, or by external costs versus internal costs, or even by internal art production costs ver-
sus external art production costs, a producer can find the most efficient allocation of the
financial resources (see Figure 9.3).
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Figure 9.3
The overall project budget by month. Notice the subtotals by department



Finding the Right Solution

The important parts of a producer’s role when it comes to managing the budget for the
project are the efficient allocation of resources and finding the right solution. Scheduling
is really a by-product of that effort. An effective producer allocates the right tool for the
right job. In game development, there isn’t any such thing as a crescent wrench to use on
all of the loose joints.

One recent example of finding the effective solution is the use of the Sprint engine tech-
nology in Myst III: Exile and then a similar technology in Myst IV: Revelation. This tech-
nology allowed the familiar and photorealistic look of the previous Myst and Riven games,
while requiring a relatively low system specification. This allowed a wide range of con-
sumers to be able to enjoy the next chapters of the Myst saga. Many developers and indus-
try professionals at the time recommended a new 3D engine that would use the latest
technology, but by using an existing engine that was upgraded with a few new features and
a rotatable camera, the games were kept accessible to the largest audience and market seg-
ment. This was a lot less expensive than developing a real-time, 3D engine from scratch
that was specific to adventure games without the speed required by an FPS.

In finding the right solution, a producer must balance the Immutable Law of Time,
Resources, and Quality (as discussed in Chapter 3). The right solution is not always more
expensive, although it sometimes is. In balancing the financial investment in a video game’s
development, the producer must keep in mind that if the project takes too long (for exam-
ple, four years because it has a small team), technology and the market is going to change
over that time and the team momentum will be hard to sustain. However, a team that’s
twice the size might not finish the game in half the time, which would add cost to the pro-
ject through overtime, bonuses, or other premium pay. Although these are just examples,
they are examples of real considerations that a producer must bring to the project.

In actuality, finding the right solution is more like finding the right place on a bell curve
(the peak) at which the maximum effectiveness is obtained. A move in either direction
decreases effectiveness.

This is the opportunity for a producer to truly demonstrate their talent and find the right
solution that is the perfect compromise between cost and effectiveness.
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Now that the budget has been established into a defendable format, it is time to plug it
into a financial model and see how it looks.

Financial Modeling
It is not often that a financial model is not created until the budget is finalized and approved.
The reality is that the financial model gets drafted as soon as the POC budget estimate is
established. The financial model gets updated as the budget gets updated, just as the game
progresses from concept to pre-production to full production to gold master. This section
discusses the basics of a financial model, although each publisher has their own model and
individual guidelines for each model, depending on genre, platform, and territory.

Components of the Financial Model
Many components make up a video game project’s financial model. For example, some
financial models have included up to 50 different Excel worksheets that print out 75 pages.
The best resources for accurate financial modeling are the finance department and the
marketing team. This is their area of expertise, but a producer who knows what’s dis-
cussed here makes the process easier, complete, and more accurate.
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Stopping Feature Creep

One of the primary reasons that video game projects take too long to develop and cost more than
was budgeted is feature creep. If you’re a producer dealing with an overly ambitious team, one
who is driven by perfection, consider establishing ground rules for inclusion of additional features
and how feature requests are approved. Establishing a process early in the development cycle for
this type of a situation can ensure that you’re perceived as being flexible and are relying upon the
expertise of others to reach the right decision.

Here’s a quick checklist on how to ensure there’s the right process in place to minimize feature
creep.

■ Start a feature request list.

■ Categorize the list into art, programming, or gameplay design elements.

■ Review the list with the team leads.

■ Determine cost, difficulty, benefits, risks, and effects on the schedule.

■ Generate options and propose alternatives.

■ Make a decision, accepting or rejecting each change, and communicate this decision to
everyone.

■ Ensure that any accepted changes are documented properly.



Profit and Loss

The profit and loss (P&L) statement encompasses the units sold, the average sales price,
any deductions from sales, the costs of goods and distribution, the profit margins, and
many other financial metrics important to evaluating the business opportunity of a video
game proposal. To determine these figures, review data from competitive products to
determine the unit’s sales price and volume as well as previous products in the same genre.

The following is a list of the components of the P&L statement that need to be estimated:

■ Units sales by territory. The total units sold in the territory.

■ Average selling price (wholesale). The average selling price from all territories.

■ Unit-based gross revenue. The total units multiplied by the average selling price.

■ OEM license revenue. Any revenue from OEM deals.

■ Dilution rate. The market development funds, bad debt, markdowns and price
protection, returns, and stock balances that comprise the dilution rate

■ Net revenue. The product of the average sales price multiplied by the unit.

■ Cost of goods per unit. The cost of manufacturing the media, box, manual, and
everything else that goes into the game box.

■ Royalty and licensing fees. The fees due the licensor and developer for working on
the product.

■ Total cost of goods. The total of COGs, royalties, and license fee subtracted from
the net revenue.

■ Gross profit. The total of net revenue minus the total COGs.

■ Gross margin. The ratio of gross profit to net revenue.

■ Localization. Any costs associated with localizing the product.

■ Fixed S and M expenses. The product box, sell sheets, and other fixed marketing costs.

■ Rebate and other variable costs. The rebates to the consumers.

■ Contribution predevelopment. The total amount of money contributed toward the
company prior to accounting for the development costs.

■ Contribution Gross margin. The ratio of contribution predevelopment funds to
net revenue.

■ Internal development costs. The internal costs for a publisher associated with the
production (such as external producer salaries, QA, manual creation, and so on).

■ External development costs. The costs of any external development contractors or
third parties related to the game’s development.

■ Net profit. The profit that’s left when all other costs are subtracted.

■ Contribution Net margin. The ratio of net profit to net revenue.

■ ROI (CP/total direct costs). The return on investment expected for the product.
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An example of what this P&L statement might look like is shown in Figure 9.4.
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Figure 9.4
A sample P&L statement for a proposed product.



Each company has their own targets for each of these components, but commonly the two
major benchmarks are 50 percent gross margin and 28 percent contribution (net profit)
margin.

Competitive Analysis and Market Assessment

Two of the key factors that are included in any financial model is an assessment of the
market and a competitive analysis. The market assessment is a function of the producer
working with the marketing team to determine the demand for the product being pro-
posed and establishing clear data points on which to base their conclusion. This general-
ly comes from market data reports like the TRST report.

NPD Funworld (http://www.npdfunworld.com/) also provides subscribers to their ser-
vices, market data reports and even a top 10 list by month and territory on their Web site.
Draw corollaries between the market and the proposed product. A type of product that is
successful in the United States is not necessarily going to be successful in Asia, and vice
versa.

Risk Analysis

One critical part of the financial model for any proposed product is a financial risk analy-
sis. This analysis quantifies the risk into three different scenarios and shows how they relate
to each other. You should evaluate four different metrics when running a risk analysis.

First comes the proposed scenario and how much money is at risk for this investment.
Second is the low-case scenario. (How much money would be lost if this product didn’t
sell as well as the proposed scenario?) The third is the best scenario (known as high),
which sells more than the product is anticipated to sell. The remaining two metrics are
break-even units and break-even price. These metrics determine how many units are
required to earn the invested money back and the price to which the product can be
dropped and not lose money.

■ Proposed scenario. This is the data directly from the P&L statement.

■ Low scenario. This is some factor less than the proposed scenario, perhaps 50 per-
cent of the proposed scenario.

■ High scenario. The high scenario is some factor more than the proposed scenario,
perhaps 25 percent higher than the proposed scenario.

■ Break-even units. Use Excel Goal Seek (found on the Tools menu, then on the
Goal Seek submenu) to get contribution profit to zero by changing the total units
sold.

■ Break-even price. Use Excel Goal Seek to change the contribution profit to zero by
changing the price value.
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An example of this sheet is shown in Figure 9.5.

Revenue Projection

You should note a few things about revenue projections. First, not every title is going to
sell as well as Tony Hawk, Grand Theft Auto, StarCraft, or the Myst series. Second, the top
titles in each genre take more than 60 percent of the revenue for that market segment.
Therefore, any competitive product needs to be positioned as a top-product contender.
Focus the revenue projection on just enough units that can be reasonably justified with-
out setting the expectations too high for this proposed game. It is always easier to raise
projections later as the product comes together and looks very solid.
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Figure 9.5
Sample risk analysis sheet.



Financial Commitment (by Milestone)

If you’re working in a situation with a third-party product development relationship, it is
necessary to establish a payment schedule by milestone. Because every situation is differ-
ent, some publishers prefer close milestones on a monthly basis, whereas others prefer
milestone payments only every three months. This is always negotiable, and you should
establish a milestone payment schedule that works for your particular situation in balanc-
ing work performed for money paid and minimize the financial risks of the project at each
turn. A clearly defined milestone payment schedule is critical to any third-party develop-
ment relationship as it reflects the cash flow commitment to the development team.

The Final Word
Although the producer’s job is focused on producing a great game on time and on sched-
ule, the financial components of any software development product are part of the man-
agement process. Efficient allocation of resources is the name of the game and because
money is directly related to the time invested in the product, it is important the producer
understand how to manage both. Although there’s a lot more than could be covered here
involved in managing a budget for a multimillion-dollar game development project, the
most important aspects and metrics are included in this chapter.
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Excellence in
Soundtracks and 
Sound Effects

chapter 10

A
s with film, television, and other primarily visual mediums, sound and music are often
the forgotten elements in video game design. That may be because sound affects you
more subtly than do splashy visuals or hyperspeedy gameplay. In fact, oftentimes the

mark of superior sound design is that you don’t consciously notice it at all. Instead, it goes to
work on you subconsciously—heightening tension, manipulating the mood, and drawing you
into the gameworld faintly but inexorably.

— Glenn McDonald, GameSpot

There is a belief that the audio component accounts for one-third of the interactive expe-
rience, while the gameplay and visual components account for the other two-thirds. I say
that audio comprises at least 33.3 percent of the interactive experience! Have you ever
played a video game without sound? It’s dull and uninviting, isn’t it? But with a bad audio
treatment, the experience can be really awful. This chapter discusses how to ensure that
your game has an excellent soundtrack and stunning sound effects.

n o t e

Music conveys emotion and dramatic themes to the user, while sound effects aurally describe the
“reality” of the game. The term licensed music in this chapter includes the licensed pre-recorded
tracks and licensed original tracks (songs that a company commissions a known artist to write
specifically for the game). Original music in this chapter refers to musical themes with an under-
score, main themes, stingers and any dynamic music content that is created specifically for the
game as an original musical composition.



Just as in film, the audio post-production on a game is left until the very end of the pro-
ject, when all of the pieces of the game finally come together. The implementation can
rushed, leaving little time to polish the implementation. Although this is common in
game development, it can certainly be avoided. Interactive entertainment requires a high
degree of polish in its audio treatment since it is interactive and requires a response from
the user to continue.

Today, video game soundtracks are introducing new artists just as movie soundtracks do.
They’re starting a new revolution in how the world listens to new music. Products like Def
Jam, Need for Speed, and FIFA incorporate licensed music in a groundbreaking way by
breaking new acts into an international market. Other products, like the Myst series, cre-
ate breathtaking soundtracks and involve celebrity artists (like Peter Gabriel) in the cre-
ation of their soundtracks.

Looking forward, there seems to be no way for a video game project to succeed without a
heavy investment in the sound and musical treatment. Developers of any new product
cannot afford to undervalue its soundtrack or the sound effects treatment and remain in
this media revolution. The importance of music and how to create a great soundtrack
cannot be overstated.

Why Music Is as Important as Visuals
So, are video games the new rock and roll? I say absolutely yes: Video games are the new rock
and roll. Video games are the new hip-hop. They are the new house, heavy metal, R&B, and
punk. They are our culture. They are us. Within the next two years, video games will become
the new radio, the new MTV, and the new record store all in one. The next level is in the code
you write, the riff you play, the beat you mix. The future is—literally—in your hands. Today
I invite you to seize the opportunity. Paint it black. Fight the power. And most of all, challenge
everything.

—Steve Schnur, VP of Worldwide Music, Electronic Arts

Music is one of the oldest forms of expression. Its inclusion with a new visual media, one
of the newest forms of expression, is a perfect marriage of the new and old. Epic movies
like The Godfather aren’t complete without The Godfather Theme. Star Wars wouldn’t be
the generation-defining series that it is without the stunningly memorable musical score.
Similarly, epic games like Donkey Kong, PacMan, Super Mario, and Metroid included
equally iconic music, helping to define video game music for a new generation. Their
accelerating rhythms and persistent tones quickened pulses and still work today.

Music from a film derives its strength from passion and the emotion it evokes; it is the
same with video game music. To quote composer Jack Wall, “It’s about how to make the
music, and therefore the game and its characters, come alive!”
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Planning for the Production
The first and most important step that a producer can take is to plan the production of
the soundtrack. The soundtrack should be part of the experience. Work with those who
hold the creative vision for the game with the goal of providing some guidelines how the
soundtrack will complement gameplay as well as story. Ask yourself some questions
before starting work on the music with anyone. What should the music convey? Should it
convey drama, action, and conflict; should it be melancholy or even dark and haunting?
Define the tone, mood, and direction in which the music should take the user. Don’t
worry about how to implement or create the music, but define it so that you can provide
guidelines for the talent hired to create the music.

If you don’t know what you want in terms of music, involve someone on the team who
knows and loves music. Find music that you like (from movies, TV, or other games) and
play it with that music as a reference point. Get a conversation going about what the music
can and should do for the user. I’ve often used temp tracks from other composers, such as
John Williams, Ion Zur, Jack Wall, Hans Zimmer, and Ennio Moricone, to prove a point or
just to give some indication of the emotion the music should evoke in the player. Playing
music that evokes emotion is the way to ensure an audience stays motivated and excited.

Consider the following questions before recording a single note of music with anyone: Is
music fully orchestrated and recorded with a live orchestra, or is it okay to use MIDI sam-
ples from existing libraries? Or is the music a mix of MIDI and live orchestra? Or does it
include a band with vocals and drums? Clarify this direction first, and then work on defin-
ing the budget for this type of musical production.

Discuss how many minutes of music you’re going to need for the game. Game music usu-
ally falls into just a few categories.

■ Ambient or background underscore

■ Battle, combat, or action score

■ Musical stingers (to highlight victory, defeat, and so on) 

■ Scored cinematics or interstitial movies

■ Licensed songs with lyrics

If the game has eight levels and each level has six minutes of ambient underscore, two
minutes of battle track, four- to five-second stingers, and one cutscene, that’s about one
minute long, that’s about 5.5 minutes of music per level, for a total of 76 minutes of
music. While some cutscenes can be longer than others, following this method can help
you define the scope of the work. In this case, the answer is 76 minutes of total finished
music. But other projects may only have 30 minutes of music or even less.
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Finding the Right Talent
In finding the right talent, a producer should not limit himself to only the resources he
has available (such as an in-house Sound department). Of course, if the talent in the in-
house sound department is the best talent for the job, then certainly, give them the job.
The other route is to hire an outside composer.

Just as with contracting a writer or outsourcing art production, outsourcing of music gen-
erally has several distinct advantages. The first advantage is that composers who work
freelance are extremely motivated to satisfy their clients and the gaming audience.
Secondly, they generally can work for a fixed fee, provided some guidelines are included
in their contract as to what the fee includes and doesn’t include. Another advantage of
using freelance composers is that there’s a much broader range of talent. Many of the top
composers in the industry work freelance, and they enjoy the freedom of working on only
the projects they choose.

So, how do you find outside talent? Of course, there are agents you can use to find the
right talent for your project. There is also an organization called the Game Audio Network
Guild (GANG), where producers can network to find the most appropriate composer for
their project. And don’t forget the Number One way producers find talent for their pro-
ject: other producers and word of mouth. If there’s a game whose music you like, check
out the credits (listed on the GANG Web site, at http://www.audiogang.org, or at
http://www.mobygames.com) and then call the producer of the title. Ask him if he was
happy with the work provided by the composer and whether he would recommend that
person again.

If you’re still not sure whom to hire, read on to find out about the audition process.

Hiring the Right Composer
Hiring the right composer is not an easy task. Music is a highly subjective component of
any entertainment medium, and the best music has tons of hours and money invested in
making it sound great. So, how do you tell if you have the right talent for your really big
project? If you’re still not sure whom to hire, I suggest holding an audition.

First, shortlist the composers who you think have the right appeal and talent for the job.
Ask them if they’re willing to audition for this project. Be clear that someone will get the
job as the result of this audition. The audition should comprise three parts.

The first part is an original composition that distinguishes the composer’s talent from the
rest, yet is appropriate to the theme of the game.
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The second part is a composition scored to a visual, as scoring music to in-game cutscenes
or pre-rendered animation is generally a big part of the job. It is pretty easy to compile
about 90 seconds of gameplay footage (from the prototype or POC) and string it togeth-
er into a QuickTime movie or other linear media form. Send it to the composers on your
shortlist. What you get back from the composers should definitely help make the decision
of who to hire easier.

Lastly, ask for a specific proposal outlining the composer’s plan for how the music will
complement the game in a way that’s totally new and beyond expectations. They should
also include a budget and a schedule clarifying how they are going to create the total min-
utes of music needed for the game that has been outlined to them.

n o t e

This process of outlining the scope of the work (mostly called a “pitch” these days) is the producer’s
job. Take this one step further when holding an audition. Before the audition, specifically define the
tonality and cite some reference music that’s appropriate; also define how original of a musical piece
is appropriate as well as how the music will be graded, accepted, and integrated into the game.
Specify any other criteria on which the project will be judged. If it’s a project that’s really exciting
and there’s a chance that a few good composers are interested, consider paying for the pitch.

c a u t i o n

Composers hate doing auditions. They are never sure if it’s a cattle call or a shortlist call. Secondly,
you’re asking a lot if you follow this audition process. In the case of a top-of-the-line, AAA job, you
are justified in asking the composer to follow all of these rules. But on most games, many talented
composers will (a) walk away, (b) not do their best. The reason? Composers are generally team play-
ers, and hiring them is a lot like the honor system. If you have faith in their abilities, they will kill
themselves for you. If you are constantly questioning their abilities (cattle calls, enormous work in
the audition, constantly re-working schedules) they lose passion for the project.

The Composer’s Contract
The contract is to be worked out usually between the producer, composer, and the com-
poser’s agent. The first step is to find out what’s been done at your company before regard-
ing hiring outside composers. If there’s a template or a standard for doing so, then start
with that. If not, consider downloading the sample contract on the GANG Web site.

99.9 percent of all contracts include a buyout of all rights to the music for the game.
However, all ancillary-product royalties should be split with the composer; this is what’s
stipulated in most film score and music composition agreements. I also recommend
working with composers who have agents, so that you and the composer can focus on the
creative issues while the agent handles the business and contractual issues. This is a very
clean, clear way of doing business.
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Discuss the points of the contract with the composer’s agent. Consider the contract as if
it were a development agreement (as discussed in Chapter 4), as many of the same prin-
cipals apply. When considering a contract with a composer, be sure to mention also the
ancillary products that can be very helpful in promotion of the game, such as soundtracks
and online distribution of the soundtrack via iTunes.com.

n o t e

The composer’s contract and the rights gained through that agreement are as important as the
technology license to the game engine, so be sure that you’ve clarified who has what rights to the
music and for what purpose.

A case in point is when the Myst III: Exile Main Theme was used in the promotion of a recently
released Peter Pan movie trailer. This re-use of the music earned a considerable financial reward for
both the composer and UbiSoft, the publisher of Myst III: Exile. 

One of the considerations in negotiating a contract with a composer (as well as other
audio talent) is the difference between a limited license for the work and a total buyout.
There’s always a difference in price between a license and a buyout of all rights for a com-
position.
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Ancillary Use

While music publishing is indeed a complex subject, and beyond the scope of this book, it should
be explained that there are several facets of income that come from ancillary uses of music.
Mechanical royalties are generated from physical copies of a musical work and performance roy-
alties are generated from public performance of a musical work. There is the licensing income for
“uses” of a musical work. Licensing generally has two sides to it—Master use and the Synchro-
nization use. The Master use and the Sync use are generally equal in amount in most cases. The
Master use traditionally goes to the record label (or in this case, the game publisher), who then
splits it with the label’s artist, according to the artist’s deal. The Sync license goes to the publisher
who then splits 50/50 with the composer. So, if a total license revenue for a piece of game music
going into a movie trailer is $10,000, then $5,000 would go to the owner of the music (game pub-
lisher who then may or may not split with their developer according to their development contract)
and $5,000 would go to the game publisher who would then split this amount with the composer.

Some game publishers, like EA, are now doing “sub-publishing” deals or joint ventures with actual
music publishers. This is an ideal way for a publisher to exploit their growing catalogue of original
music and generate further profits for themselves and the composers that wrote the music.



Live Musician Recording
The most important part of a live musician recording, whether it is of a small ensemble
of brass players or a full orchestra, is that the producer must hire the right composer,
music producers, and audio professionals to handle this job. Recording live musicians
requires a lot of preparation to get it right and to ensure that the financial commitment is
invested as wisely as possible.

Recording live musicians requires the coordination of efforts on multiple levels. The com-
poser creates the score using MIDI samples and synth music. This is called a temp score.
Then he or she must provide those examples to the development team for feedback and
approval. Then the MIDI file is sent to the orchestrator, who converts the MIDI score into
a fully orchestrated score. Then, the full orchestration is provided to the copyist. The
copyist’s job is to have the piece separated into individual sheet music for each instrument
in the orchestra. This is done at least several weeks before any recording session.

Work with the person responsible for the PR of the game and organize time for the press
to cover the recording of a soundtrack. Footage of a studio recording session is always use-
ful to promote the game and any added publicity that indicates a commitment to quality
sets the game apart from the rest of the market.

All of this must be done before even the first note of music is recorded. This is why the
producer must hire the right person to be responsible for making the recording session
happen—it’s generally beyond the scope of most producers’ expertise and responsibility.

Depending on the size of the music production, the amount of personnel required to
make this work can reach the numbers of a small army—seventy or more players, perhaps
a choir, one or more orchestrators, a music copyist to print parts, a librarian to make sure
all parts end up on the right stand on the stage, a music contractor to put all the players
in place, and so on. Don’t forget assistants to make sure everyone is where they are sup-
posed to be, an engineer and his or her assistants, someone to run the computers at the
session, and finally, a music coordinator (if not the contractor) to oversee and make sure
that all runs smoothly. It pays to have an experienced composer with all the right contacts
and people to make all this happen. Proven entities can save enormous amounts of time
and money in the musical life of a project.

n o t e

Using music in place of sound effects is another trick to discuss with the audio professional charged
with putting the audio into your game. Often, a simple strum of a few random guitar chords can
give depth to an event in a game that a sound effect cannot.
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When recording using an orchestra, a good rule of thumb to use for a non-union orches-
tra is about $1,000 per minute, especially if you’re recording in some far-off place like
Budapest or Prague. Up to $2,500 per minute is not unheard of for top-rated orchestras
such as the London Symphony Orchestra or the Hollywood Studio Orchestra. Another
guideline to remember is that for every hour of an orchestra’s time in the studio a rea-
sonable expectation is about three to five minutes of finished music depending such
things as degree of difficulty and how well prepared the music is. A producer needs to con-
sider the contract for the musicians as well as the composer. Ensure that a buyout is
obtained for all rights related to the game and its promotion. Above all, make sure that the
buyout includes unlimited quantities of the game sold.

As with every maturing entertainment medium, there will be the stars of the industry or
other industries that can command higher fees and certain restrictions on how many
games are sold before they receive a further payment. However, these things should be
taken on a case-by-case basis.

n o t e

In 2001 The American Federation of Musicians recognized that video games are a growing indus-
try that has traditionally under-utilized union talent in recording soundtracks. The major reason for
this under-utilization was that the rate structure required for interactive entertainment was the
same rate structure used by big-budget films that could invest millions of dollars in their sound-
tracks—video games can often only invest a few thousand. Today, the AFM has a new agreement
for interactive entertainment. It provides for a three-hour session, including an all-rights buyout for
all platforms at $190 per musician. For more information on how to use the AFM contract in your
soundtrack recording, see http://www.audiogang.org or go through the AFM directly, at
http://www.afm.org.

Reasons to Do an Orchestral or Live Musician Soundtrack

There are a few good reasons for using live instruments in your next game soundtrack.
First, they are excellent components of a wide marketing campaign that can add tremen-
dous quality to any game trailers, TV spots, or downloadable cutscenes. Ensuring that
there’s press on hand to cover the session is worthwhile, as a live orchestra recording is
news, and more publicity generally helps sales. I’ve even seen a “Behind the Scenes” video
of an orchestral session on a United Airlines in-flight movie.

The game soundtrack creates another SKU for the publisher to sell at little incremental
risk (inventory risk only). Soundtrack sales via direct marketing or through online distri-
bution can easily recoup the costs of an orchestral session. After two weeks, the sales of the
Halo2 soundtrack exceeded 120,000 in North America. That could be an additional
$400,000 in revenue for the brand. Creating an additional SKU for sale opens up all sorts
of additional bundling opportunities, as well as collector’s editions and pre-sales support.
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Sound Effects Production and Management
This section continues the discussion of excellence in audio treatment by describing an
excellent sound-effect production. Sound effects (and music) require a specialized pro-
duction management so that the right sound effects are matched up in the game with the
right visuals, gameplay, and cues. An efficient production management of both non-lin-
ear music and sound effects is one of the most important processes of finalization in any
video game development cycle.

Often, sound designers cannot create the exact sounds they need using samples from a
library, so they must go in search of a new sample library or create the sound themselves.
For instance, whirling pipes around to capture the “whir” effect with the microphone is
quite a common technique. Then, the captured effect is adjusted by slowing down the
playback and changing the tones, pitch, or duration to make it appropriate for the game.
And that’s just the easy sound effects! 

Naming Conventions
When it comes to sound effects and music management a logical, yet flexible naming con-
vention that is compatible with the localization guidelines is crucial. It is the producer’s
job to decide on and put in place an effective naming convention. Without this naming
convention in place, the team risks spending a lot of extra time fixing and sorting out pos-
sibly thousands of sound files, or worse yet, risks copying over data that is misnamed. One
suggestion is to use a numbering scheme that can be easily renamed, automated, and sort-
ed. This also allows the naming convention to be compatible with many languages and
their various incarnations of Windows or console region OS.

One of the ways to ensure the audio is easily trackable is to create a sound effects list in Excel,
using pivot tables, to help identify the type of sound effects. Once in Excel, the data can be
sorted and manipulated quite easily. It can also be tracked as to its current status, and its file-
name can be decoded as appropriate. I also recommend that you have the filename of the
sound effect programmatically updated to conform to the localization guides, rather than
doing it by hand, which can be a tedious and time-consuming process. Check with your
audio professional on the most efficient way to do this if you’re unsure or unclear as estab-
lishing a clear process on audio production and integration is critical to any game.

Start Using Temp Sounds Early
The successful teams that have I met with during past projects always mention using tem-
porary sound effects as early as possible. This allows testing and sorting out of problems
with the sound effects integration process, as well as the setting of the game’s audio palette
as early as possible. By implementing sound effects early and updating them often, it is
much easier to get an idea of which sound effects are annoying, inappropriate, or other-
wise wrong for how they are implemented in the game.
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It is very easy to simply copy new data over an entire set of directories, replacing and
updating the quality of the sound effects as the game reaches alpha. But if that directory
structure doesn’t even exist and there’s little idea of what sound effects work and which
ones don’t, there’s no reason to invest money in creating the final version of any sound or
music. Figure out what works and what doesn’t using cheap, temporary sound effects and
then work to improve the quality of the sound, as well as its implementation.

The Step Approval Method

Here’s a three-step, or three-stage, approval method that I’ve used in the past with outside
sound effects contractors.

1. Temporary Sound Effects. Straight from a library or other existing data source.
Sometimes these work and are 100 percent appropriate and don’t need any further
revision, but that doesn’t happen too often. Once you and the rest of the team hear
these sound effects, you can provide feedback to the sound designer on how to
improve the appropriateness of the sound effect. The sound designer updates the
sound status sheet (sound effects list) and is paid one-third of the fee due for the
work performed and accepted. Get these sounds into the game to see whether
they’re appropriate.

2. Revised Sound Effects. These sound effects are the second generation of sound
effects, which are often implemented into the game. Typically, 50 percent of these
second revision effects are appropriate for the game and can be implemented as-is.
They can go to the Final and Approved stage immediately. The sound effects list is
revised and updated at this time. More sounds effects may be added, while others
discarded if they don’t fit the bill. The sound designer is paid the second third of
the payment due for this work performed.

3. Final and Approved. This stage is the final in-game tuning of the sound effects
and final delivery and implementation in the game of any outstanding sound
effects that may have required further revision. The sound status sheet is updated,
and the sound designer is paid in full.

By using this method, the producer avoids paying full price for sound effects that are never
used, as the required sound effect list is updated as the game’s development progresses and
temp sounds are implemented. This allows both the producer and the sound designer to
reach a fair compromise on used and unused sound effects, ensuring that the best sound
effects are included in the game—not just those listed on a spreadsheet 24 months before
the product reached its final testing phase.
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Match Sounds Effects to Art Assets
In every game that I’ve been involved with, the art assets generally had a direct connec-
tion to the sound and music assets. Although it didn’t match up 100 percent of the time,
the large majority of the sound work correlated to some art asset. Given this direct rela-
tionship, I recommend including the Sound Effect Status sheet in the same format and as
a linked file (either as a sheet in the same workbook or in a different workbook) in MS
Excel to track the status of the art assets and the sound assets. Often, the art asset list is
revised to accommodate design changes, including new objects, animations, special
effects, and interface or menu items. By linking the art asset status sheet to the sound
effects status sheet, you can be assured that any changes in the art assets are reflected in
the sound effects list. This way, you minimize the risk that a sound effect will be forgotten
and left out of the production requirements.

n o t e

There are a ton of resources available to a producers on how to create quality sound effects. These
resources include Game Developer Magazine, Gamasutra, and the GANG Web site, at
http://www.audiogang.org.

Voiceover Work and Direction
Voice is yet another area of the video game development process where I recommend that
the producer hire an industry professional (such as a casting agent, director, or a one-
stop-shopping voiceover work production house). There are many outside sound pro-
duction houses that can assist the producer with casting, hiring, and recording the right
voiceover (VO) talent. Unless you’ve done it before, it can be a lot of work to sort out the
paperwork, find the right talent, provide direction, contract a studio, and arrange delivery
of the sessions to the sound engineer for editing and conversion to the proper data format
for the game.

Before considering going into the studio and recording anything, the producer must be
assured that the script is finalized. Proper annotation of the script is required. This
ensures that the session editor can edit the recordings and save the right recordings with
the right file names (which work within the localization guidelines). If you’re not sure
whether the script is final, do not go into the studio. It will be a waste of time and money
and create a lot more work than would delaying the recording session.

Once the script is finalized and organized by character, consider hiring a director. Hiring
a director ensures that the right talent is cast in the right roles and that the session, from
beginning to end, is as efficient as possible. The producer should not have to intervene
much, and will only have to act as the tie-breaker during the casting if he has hired the
right people to make the right creative decisions regarding the acting talent.
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Once the talent has been auditioned and cast, work with the talent’s agent to negotiate a
fair agreement for their participation in the video game. If you’re using SAG/AFTRA tal-
ent, you’ll need to use the standard rate sheet for the SAG/AFTRA Interactive category and
follow a few other steps that are required to hire union talent.

n o t e

Provide an outline of the character for the talent to reference before the recording session. This is
called a character brief. By preparing the character brief and providing it to the talent before the
session, you give the talent an opportunity to memorize his or her lines before getting to the stu-
dio, and you ensure that he or she understands the motivations and background of the character
without having to read the entire script.

Creating a budget is the final preparation required for the VO work—ensure that it is
done before you start casting actors or any other work on the VO session. Remember that
more characters = more money. Does a game really need 99,999 lines of dialog when
25,000 will do? 

The budget governs who you can cast in which role and whether celebrities will be used;
it should also reflect how many characters are required, when and where the recording is
going to happen, and whether the recording meets the game designer’s objectives. The
budget is the primary gating item to a successful voiceover recording session, so be sure
to have this figured out to the penny before starting any work.

Using SAG/AFTRA Talent and Navigating through Union
Requirements 
Another problem that the producer faces that relates directly to the budget for the VO ses-
sion is whether to use union talent. I’ve found that there’s a reason why it is called “talent”
and there’s a union. Hiring non-union actors or actresses can save money on the actor’s
fee, but it can cost money in the long run because of time that it takes to edit, rehearse,
re-take, and do pickups with non-union talent. Non-union talent is often just not as tal-
ented or professional—at least in my experience.

If you’re still stuck on using non-union talent, consider the additional fees for the addi-
tional editor and director time in the studio. If you get to this point, you may wish you’d
hired the union talent in the first place. At first, I was not a big believer in unionized tal-
ent for actors and actresses, but after a few hard lessons, it became clear that paying for
talent is a worthwhile investment.

Once in a while, you will be obliged to use a non-union actor or actress while the rest of
your talent is union. With the Taft-Hartley waiver, you can include any non-union talent 

Chapter 10   ■ Excellence in Soundtracks and Sound Effects256



in a union production—a one-time exclusion for the talent. Contact SAG/AFTRA for
more information on the Taft-Hartley waiver and the necessary forms. The non-union
talent should join the union immediately after receiving a Taft-Hartley waiver, as he or she
would not be eligible for another.

Signatory Obligations

A few requirements apply to the signatory (the producer signing the timesheets, pay-
checks, or otherwise dealing with the contractual arrangements with the union) to any
union interactive production. These requirements are one of the reasons why I recom-
mend hiring a production company to handle union VO productions on behalf of the
game. One of the requirements is that all SAG session fees must be paid within a certain
period of time and include proper deductions, just like a normal W-2 payroll check.
Secondly, the production must submit a fair percentage (about 13 percent) to the union
for the talent’s retirement fund. Additionally, the production may be required to pay for
the talent’s agent fee, which is often another 10 percent.

Lastly, the production may be responsible for the buyout rights associated with the ses-
sion. Generally, a producer wants to acquire all rights to the VO session so that it can be
used without further restriction in unlimited copies of the game and its derivative works.
This generally means paying double-scale or scale plus a certain percentage. Check with
SAG/AFTRA to find out the exact requirements for acquiring the rights your game needs.

n o t e

Currently SAG/AFTRA is working on developing a production agreement specifically for interactive
media, as they realize that the movie production model and fee scale doesn’t always work for inter-
active media and video games. Check http://www.audiogang.org for more information on the
SAG/AFTRA interactive contract template.

Sound Engine
As discussed in Chapter 7, there are numerous sound engine technology solutions, includ-
ing creating your own proprietary sound engine technology. The most important thing
pertaining to the sound engine that a producer needs to ensure is that it includes the right
features required for the game. If your game requires Doppler shifting because it is an FPS
and the player needs to hear the bullets flying by and ricocheting, be sure that your solu-
tion has that feature.

Compression speed and ratio is yet another concern for the producer. Consider how
much dialog, music, and sound effects you’ll need for the game and at what ratio it can be 
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compressed (8 to 1 ratio or a 10 to 1 ratio.). Then run a few tests to make sure the team is
satisfied with the speed of decompression, CPU intensity required, and how big the files
need to be in order to achieve the minimum quality level.

There’s a lot more to consider about the sound engine, but leave that to the sound pro-
grammer and the other audio professionals you’ve hired to take care of that part of the
game. Ask the right questions, but trust professionals to do a professional job.

Integration
Integration of sound effects (both ambient and triggered), dynamic music, speech events,
and the whole host of other audio requirements is a lot of work. On my past projects, a sin-
gle person has been responsible for integrating the sound effects. There’s a risk having a sin-
gle person be responsible, as it can cause a bottleneck at a critical time. However, one of the
advantages of this approach is that you have is a go-to resource who knows how the effects
are integrated and triggered by the game, as well as how many times certain things play.

Alternatively, if you have a number of level designers on your team, make each of them
responsible for “hooking up” all of the sound effects on their level. This spreads the risk.

A lot of tuning is required to achieve the right level of randomization of sound effects, VO
cues, and dynamic music, so be sure to have someone in this role who is a bit of a perfec-
tionist and who is passionate about music. Integrating sound effects is a challenging role
that requires a lot of attention to detail. But in the end, the last step is just as important as
the music recording and every other piece of the game. If the final integration of sound
doesn’t come together right, there’s a big risk that the game won’t meet critical or con-
sumer expectations.

The Final Word
The final word here is to always remember that the audio portion of the interactive gam-
ing experience is at least 50 percent of the experience that the user is paying for. It may not
seem like 50 percent, until you try playing a game without sound, with a poor sound
implementation, or with just plain bad-quality sound. Don’t neglect this part of the pro-
duction and focus only on great gameplay and graphics. The experience won’t be all that
it needs to be without an excellent soundtrack and sound-effect folio. Ensuring that your
game has the best sound possible is an inexpensive way to lend the final polish and qual-
ity to the gaming experience.
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Quality Assurance 
and Gameplay Testing

chapter 11

Q
uality assurance and gameplay testing are two very important steps in bringing a
video game to completion before its commercial release. In fact, I’d go so far as to
say that they are the two most important steps to consider before releasing any

software product. Quality assurance and gameplay testing ensure that the product works
as designed and that it provides sufficient functionality, usability, and fun to be attractive
to critics and end users alike. If these steps are skipped or rushed, the product may be
released with bugs that affect its functionality and playability.

These steps allow the producer to confirm that the team’s work over the past many
months has been on target and has resulted in a worthwhile interactive experience for the
user. The risks of rushing the QA process are many, from crash bugs to the game’s having
conflicts with other software and hardware.

This chapter describes some of the commonly used and useful testing procedures and
methodology a producer should employ. Often, excellent producers have backgrounds in
QA and this chapter explains why that sort of background is useful for a producer to
understand. It also explains how to clearly delineate responsibilities for testing the game
and how to provide feedback on the game that is meaningful and valued.

Lastly, this chapter discusses some of the key risks of insufficient QA and gameplay test-
ing procedures. There’s no real way to skip over these steps without risk, so the most that
a producer can do is ensure efficient methods.



QA Team Procedures
What is the producer’s relationship with the QA team, exactly? Well, the best way to test a
game is to play it every day and know every single part of it. In the latter portion of the
development cycle a working game must be a top priority for the team. Playing the game
on a daily basis also enables a producer to start working with the QA team as early as pos-
sible to develop effective procedures for testing the game.

QA procedures include an establishment of a test plan and methods for reporting, cor-
rection, tracking, verifying, and closing bugs. In researching this book, I found that dif-
ferent studios have different methods and that there’s no one way to adopt a best practice
that works for every situation. But, in this section I will offer some recommendations that
have worked well in the past when writing a test plan and assigning responsibilities for
managing the bug-fixing process.

What’s in a Test Plan
The writing of a test plan is generally the responsibility of the QA team. However, the pro-
ducer can ensure that this job is started early and that the test plan is as complete as pos-
sible by delivering updated versions of the game’s design documentation to the QA team
lead as early as possible (generally six to eight months prior to gold master). The purpose
of the Quality Assurance test phase is to test the game to see if it meets the criteria speci-
fied by the design.

The written test plan must describe what to test in each of the following phases or testing
procedures:

■ Gameplay functionality. This section of the test plan ensures that the game pro-
vides the gameplay user experience as specified in the design documentation.

■ Unit/Character functionality. This section covers the functionality of units or
characters and how they behave in the game environment.

■ Story progression. Story progression testing ensures that the game progresses as
designed and the story and levels of the game are coherent and include all neces-
sary cutscenes and movies.

■ User interface. User interface testing is required to confirm that the user interface
as designed is effective, intuitive and complementary to gameplay.

■ Sound and music. Sound and music testing confirms that all required sound and
music events are triggered as designed.

■ Compatibility. Compatibility testing ensures that the game meets the minimum
system specifications, as well as functionality on the widest possible set of hard-
ware (if it’s a PC game).
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■ Gold Master/Final Checklist. This is the final testing procedure used to confirm
that the game is ready for manufacturing or submission to the console manufac-
turer for approval. These final procedures are critical to ensuring that the work of
the last many months is not jeopardized by a careless error or omission.

At each one of these phases of gameplay testing, having the finalized and updated design
documentation to provide to the test team is critical. Without this documentation, it is
nearly impossible for the QA lead to develop a test plan that adequately reflects the intent
of the designers while balancing the responsibilities to the usability of the product.

Assignment of Responsibilities
The process of testing a video game is divided into several areas of responsibility. The roles
in the QA process are as follows:

■ Lead QA. This role focuses on creating the test plan and supervising the QA staff.
The lead QA role has a direct contact with the assistant producer who assigns bugs
for fixing. The lead QA also works closely with the QA test manager (the depart-
ment manager), ensuring that the game is completely tested. It is the responsibility
of the lead QA person to include in the test plan the test case and use case scenar-
ios from the design documentation.

■ Assistant Lead QA. The assistant lead QA person works with the QA team when-
ever the Lead QA person is absent and otherwise works as a second-in-command
in the hierarchy of QA personnel.

■ QA Personnel (Testers). The testers find the bugs and write the bug reports for the
game. By testing the code written by the programming team against the function-
ality specified in the design documentation, the testers can find all the problems
with implementation of that design. They are instructed to play the game, follow
all possible paths and to try to break the game.

■ Producer (bug resolver). The producer’s role when it comes to the QA process is
to listen, learn, and provide help provide resolutions for the bugs reported on his
project. The role is not to “defend” the project.

■ Assistant Producer (bug assigner). The role of the assistant producer when it
comes to working with QA is to establish a good working relationship with the
lead QA person and to assign the bugs that are reported to the right team member
or team lead.

■ Compatibility Tester(s). Compatibility testing is often done by outside companies
and managed by the lead QA person. The producer and the assistant producer also
need to work in concert with the lead QA to ensure that a build is ready for com-
patibility testing on schedule and that it includes all of the hardware-specific fea-
tures that the game promises. They also need to arrange to provide the required 
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hardware to the programmers to fix bugs found during compatibility testing. In
order to fix a “compatibility bug,” the programmers often need to have the hard-
ware that is reporting the bug provided to them for examination.

■ Playtester. The playtesters can be anyone, from team members, designers, pro-
grammers, artists, or the producer to outsiders hired specifically to play through
the game and provide an evaluation. Toward the middle—and certainly during the
final stages of the project—play testing is very valuable and requires a dedicated
playtester to check work as it is implemented.

The value the producer can add to each of these assigned roles and responsibilities is to
understand and respect their importance in completing the project. The producer should
foster efficient teamwork between the different departments and the development team.

Teamwork
Teamwork is, as in every stage of a game’s development, critical during the QA process.
Remember that most testers love to play games and have a passion for what they’re
doing—they often go home and play games until late into the night. As a producer, you
should encourage them to share their opinions and ideas. Create an atmosphere where
comments and criticism are delivered constructively. Share what knowledge you can
about being a producer with the testers, as they generally want to learn more about how
they can grow in their careers. An environment that is honest and open is the ideal one in
which to test a game. If you can work effectively with the QA team, it will help your game
ship on time, under budget, and as a quality product.

Here are a few suggestions for developing healthy teamwork.

■ Reward testers. Free dinner, gift certificates, or public recognition can go a long way.

■ Analyze the competition. Testers should be aware of how the product stacks up to
others in the market. Encourage competition with a few gameplay challenges or
playfests during launch of the latest competitive product.

■ Observe and listen. A producer gets the most out of watching how people play the
game. They can see what works and doesn’t work about how the user interacts
with the product.

■ Discourage bad legacies. This means that testers should enter bugs on everything
that they see that’s wrong. Bugs that can’t be fixed because of some technological
or work versus time hurtle, or that’s the way the engine works should never be
excluded. Legacy problems develop when testers fail to report a problem because
they’re told, “That’s the way it works.”
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■ Keep things fresh. Often a test team will get bored with playing the same game
over and over again. In their haste to get the job done, defects get overlooked. Keep
things fresh by rotating in a few pinch hitters on the test teams during a test cycle.
Also, humor and laughter make it more fun to be at work, so allow team members
to “let their hair down;” maybe take everyone out of the office for drinks every
now and then.

■ Respect people’s opinion. It is easy for producers to get defensive about the game
they’ve worked so long and hard on, but remember that testers’ opinions are
invaluable. Respect their opinions, even if you don’t agree with them. You may
learn something.

■ Put your sword away. Producers often feel they must “unsheath their swords” to
protect and defend the team and the game during QA. But when critical feedback
comes in from the QA department, listen to what the QA is saying. Most likely,
there’s a solution, so take what information you can from their comments. Of
course, if the comment is “rework the entire game,” then that’s not really helpful
and you can deflect it. But when the feedback is that “This really isn’t that fun,”
step in and figure out why.

■ Mix up the hardware. Often, the team uses similar hardware. That means that the
game will undoubtedly run on those machines, but hopefully the QA department
can provide you with a variety of hardware on which to test the game. Unusual
hardware configurations can expose bugs before the product is released.

Tracking and Closing Bugs

“Fix bugs as we go” should be the mantra of any team who wants to finish their project
on schedule. If you’re fixing bugs throughout the development process—even before the
game is being tested by the QA department—a team can be relatively certain that they
have a playable game and that the code is evolving with a solid foundation.

If you wait until the end of the project to fix bugs, you run the risk that fixing them will
take a lot longer and cause more bugs at the critical stage of the project—just before gold
master release and commercial shipment. Bugs are usually less expensive and less time-
consuming to fix when the code that created them is fresh in the programmer’s mind. To
quote Jamie Fristom from Gamasutra.com, “It is easier to estimate how long it will take to
implement a feature than to estimate how long it will take to fix a bug.”

To further complicate matters, if you’re working on a game that can’t run for more than a
few minutes or seconds before crashing, there’s no way for the team to know whether the
new features they’re implementing are actually being implemented properly. It is harder 
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to implement a new feature and see if it works properly when the game is crashing, as it
is nearly impossible to tell whose recent implementation broke the game. By minimizing
the bugs during the development of the game, there’s actually more time to make and pol-
ish the gameplay.

Here are a couple of ways to ensure that the QA and gameplay testing process is started
early and effective.

■ Track bugs early. Start a process for tracking internal bugs for the team. This can
be in an MS Excel sheet or a full-blown bug-tracking database. But start the
process early in the development cycle.

■ Ensure that an autobuild system is in place. This enables the producer and the
team to identify bugs early and easy, as if the game breaks, you’ll know as soon as
another build is completed. Make sure that this process is automated. Ensure it
clearly identifies who requested the build, and notifies the team. This ensures
accountability when that person checks in something that breaks a game; they’ll
get right on fixing it. The team can get the latest data from source control, while
waiting for whoever broke the build to fix it and get a new autobuild compiled.

Track and Record all Feedback

Ensure that whatever bug tracking solution and process that is in place for your project
includes the flexibility to include optional feedback from the QA—and anyone else, for
that matter. Tracking and logging all suggestions, comments, opinions, and bugs is an
important part of a game’s development, and it ensures that the valuable feedback is
recorded and managed.

Alpha
The definition of alpha in the game development process seems to vary from place to
place and situation to situation, so I’ve included the commonly known and referenced
definition that’s worked on a few projects recently. Generally, the alpha version of the
games is feature- and asset-complete, but that there are still some bugs present. Here’s a
detailed description to reference, which I have used on various contracts in the game
industry:

“‘Alpha version’” means the features and core shall be 100 percent integrated in accor-
dance with the Design and Technical Design Documentation, although some known bugs
may still be present. The Alpha Version shall contain 100 percent of all features and func-
tions, including front-end menus and user interface, introductory and endgame
sequences, in-game cutscenes, transition screens, preliminary sound effects, and prelimi-
nary music.”
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Beta
The definition of beta in the game development cycle is the stage at which all of the assets
are integrated into the game and the product is just being checked and tested for bugs.
While I’ve often heard of this definition including the condition “no crash bugs,” it is very
difficult to achieve such a state. Crash bugs are rare occurrences on console games; they
are much more common on PC titles. But even when developing console games, you will
encounter occasions when the game causes a computer to crash.

Here is a technical definition of beta (closed and open) that has been used by top pub-
lishers in the industry:

“‘Closed Beta version’ means the product features and code shall be 90 percent complete
in accordance with the Design and Technical Documentation. The Closed Beta Version
shall continue to be fine-tuned and de-bugged, however, until it contains no known active
‘A’ bugs that cause the Product to crash or freeze (there are no known open severity class-
A bugs). An A bug means (1) a repeatable phenomenon of unintended events or any
action occurring during the running of the product that results in the product being ren-
dered partially or completely nonfunctional; (2) a failure of the product to conform to the
specifications in the Design and Technical Design Documentation; (3) a detriment to the
visual representation, sound, or function of the version; or (4) the destruction, disruption,
or corruption of a data system, storage device, or mechanism.”

At this point, there are no further milestone acceptance tests for the team, as everyone
should be focused on playing the game, testing it, and fixing bugs as soon as possible.
Once the publisher provides the compatibility results, then it is the team’s job to ensure
that they fix as many of the compatibility bugs as possible. The closed beta is tested only
by employees of the developer or publisher and is not available for release to the public.
Next, comes the final testing phase, called open beta.

Open Beta

During open beta, a small part of the game data and the complete game engine is provid-
ed to a core group of individuals (in the mod community or other fans of the game) who
are part of the consumer market. While the open beta is not available to everyone, they
are great for helping game development teams identify weaknesses in their product before
consumers actually start buying the game, finding bugs, and returning the product or call-
ing technical support.

Be aware, though, that any time you release an unfinished product to a segment of the
market, you run the risk of its being leaked to the general public, as well as drumming up
bad word of mouth if the gameplay is not finished or is deemed not fun enough.
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Here’s a reasonable definition of open beta.

“ ‘Open beta version’ means the product features and code shall be 100 percent feature
complete in accordance with the Design and Technical Documentation, but may be lack-
ing certain approved content related to the testing. The product may contain localized
versions and accept data using the localization tool. The Open Beta Version shall contin-
ue to be fine-tuned and de-bugged, however, it shall contain no known active A bugs that
cause the product to crash or freeze (there are no known open severity class-A bugs).”

Internal QA Team versus External QA Teams
With every project, there’s a need to test the game early and often. Whether the develop-
ment team is solely responsible for this challenge or they have the help of others on a test
team, it is generally the producer’s influence that improves the chance of having the right
QA support. The development team should always be playing the game and testing their
work, and a good producer ensures that the development team is supported by testing
resources early and as required. Here’s how testing resources can add value to the game’s
development when employed throughout the development cycle.

Development Testing
Development testing generally refers to the segment of testing when the development team
has a playable game with limited feature implementation, or temporary worlds or levels.
All that’s being tested is the small part of the game that was just implemented.

Development testing should be considered separate from play testing.

n o t e

Begin testing sound implementation as soon as the placeholder sound effects are implemented.
Testing for sound effects and music is often done by the audio director of the team, but this process
can be accelerated by involving the composer and sound designer whenever possible. Ensure that
the sound designer and composer have provided documentation to the QA lead so that the test
plan for the game includes a segment specific to testing the implementation of the audio portion.

Play Testing
Play testing is when the game is played to test the enjoyableness of the experience as a
whole, and whether the specific elements of the game are fun. Play testing should identi-
fy which elements of the gaming experience are not fun or are inadequately realized. Play
testing often and early ensures that the game is fun early in the development process, and
that as development continues, choices are shaped by this solid foundation.
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I recommend that producers organize several weekend “playfests” with trusted individuals
not involved in the game’s development and representative of the principal demographic
for the game. Playfests allow the team to witness and understand firsthand what a con-
sumer might do when they first start playing the game. Identification of bugs and design
deficiencies are the fruits of this labor, along with valuable feedback or suggestions on how
to improve the gaming experience. Playfests are recommended from the time when the
game becomes playable until and throughout the beta stage of the QA process. This ensures
that valuable feedback is received before it is too late to be included in the game and that
when it is implemented, that the implementation addresses the identified problem.

The Risks of Rushing through QA
The risks of rushing through the QA process on any software can be enormous. Here are
a few risks to consider when you’re feeling the pressure and are tempted to rush.

■ Buggy software. The game will always be remembered for being buggy. Only a few
people remember when a product was release on schedule.

The Credits List

The Credits List includes the list of names of everyone who contributed to the making of the game
in small and large ways. They are, unfortunately, usually left until the game is in the final stages of
testing and there are many other challenges confronting the team. Here are a couple of sugges-
tions for making the process of giving people credit for their work easier and more effective.

■ Create a draft of the credits as a text file only, with no formatting. This makes it look very
standard and no one is more important than anyone else. Then, take the list around and if
practical, get everyone’s signature on it. This ensures that everyone on the team reviews
the spelling of his name, how he is credited, and his position on the list. You can address
any concerns immediately. It takes maybe two minutes per team member, but it saves
about 20 hours of heartache and conflict later.

■ Once the list is complete, send the text file to the artist in charge of creating the credits
movie; if you’re going to use onscreen anti-aliased scrolling text through the game engine,
make sure you test it yourself before anyone else sees it.

The IDGA has some recommendations as to best practices on this issue. Their standards guideline
document is available from the IDGA Credit Standards Committee. The Credit Standards Commit-
tee’s goal is to address the issue of credit standardization—to establish generally accepted guide-
lines that all studios and publishers can use. The Credit Standards Committee can be e-mailed at
credits@igda.org.



■ Incompatibility. The game may not be compatible with certain segment of the
market. The broader this compatibility issue, the worse off the product is.

■ High tech support costs. Bugs cost money, plain and simple. All of those tech sup-
port calls at  five dollars per call detract quickly from the bottom line.

■ Return costs and negative impact on sales. Products are often returned to the
retailer when they’re buggy or don’t work, and the retailer returns the products to
the publisher. Product returns of more than 20 percent of the total unit sales can
make the product commercially unfeasible and cost more than not shipping an
unfinished game.

■ Including a virus on the final media. Don’t laugh. Imagine shipping a product
that has a virus included in it and then having to recall the product from the shelf
and destroy it. If you miss the last virus check step because you’re in a rush and a
new virus comes out and infects your network on the day before the product is
about to go gold and be sent off to manufacturing, it could happen.

■ Including unprotected source code or data on the final media. Even console
developers have failed to protect their source code or data, including it on the final
media without a big file system or any sort of encryption. If you’re rushing
through the QA process, this is more likely to happen.

■ Pirated versions. Products rushed through QA may be more easily pirated when
they come out, as they lack adequate copy protection methods.

■ Localization issues and simultaneous worldwide release. Rushing your product
may not help the product get to market sooner if the foreign versions haven’t been
completed, fully integrated, and tested in their markets.

■ Manufacturer rejection. The console manufacturers (Sony, Nintendo, and
Microsoft) will often reject a product several times before it passes their final QA
process and is approved for manufacturing. It is to your advantage to ensure that
the QA process is not rushed and the product passes the console manufacturer’s
QA process on the first submission.

n o t e

It is common practice to continue testing while a product is being reviewed by the manufacturer—
and even once it has been approved for manufacturing. Do as much testing as possible between
gold and release so that any bugs or playability issues can be identified and a solution found before
the product reaches the market. Develop a prioritized bug list so that the team can work on fixing
the highest priority bugs first, so that if the build is rejected for manufacturing, resubmission will
be easier and quicker.
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The Final Word
Almost every mistake in developing and testing software has already been made by some-
one. There is no reason to make them again. Learn the best practices of your organiza-
tion with a keen eye on the mistakes of the past. Work to prioritize the bug lists and ensure
that a patch sufficiently addresses any key issues with the game (if you’re working on a PC
title or a console title with online capability). Working to find bugs and fix them is just as
important as not making the mistakes that caused the bugs in the first place.
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Creating Allies in 
the Marketing Team

chapter 12

T
he relationship between the producer and the brand manager can be powerful.
Knowledge is the key to this power and it is the sharing of knowledge that fosters a
strong relationship. When producers and brand managers can free-flow key data

points back and forth, agree on a course of action, and then take the plan to executive man-
agement having agreed, there are very few things that can stop that relationship from being
successful.

—Tabitha Hayes, Global Brand Manager for Doom 3™, Activision Publishing, Inc.

In researching this section, a common theme I heard from brand managers is that pro-
ducers do not have enough faith in the brand managers’ abilities, nor do they support
open communication. This lack of support for the efforts to market the game can hinder
their own success and that of their game. This is surprising, considering that one of the
key aspects in ensuring that a game is successful is to properly market it; it is critical that
the brand manager knows and understands the product, as well as how to convey the key
messages to the consumer and the retail sales channel.

This chapter discusses the power of this relationship between producer and brand man-
ager, as well as what a producer can do to ensure that he’s working with the brand man-
ager to create the biggest bang for the buck when marketing the game.



Making Life Easier for the Brand Manager
Your brand manager is your partner in bringing a successful game to market. There are
many things that a producer can do to help foster this partnership and ensure that the
brand manager has the tools necessary to do the right job. I’ve included some of the most
important examples in this section.

Your mantra when working with marketing should be “Collaboration is huge!” according
to Tabitha Hayes of Activision. Because marketing a game is more an art than a science,
collaboration is critical to a successful outcome. If marketing were a science, data could be
plugged into formulas and the output reasonably predicted. This is far from the reality
when marketing games, especially original titles (meaning new intellectual property or
product concepts).

Understand Marketing’s Concerns
Understanding the concerns of the brand manager is critical to making this partnership
work more effectively. Remember that the brand manager is concerned with the follow-
ing issues—some of which may not be readily apparent to a producer:

■ Price drops of competitive or complementary products.

■ Pricing action, including rebates and their effectiveness (how many more products
are sold at a new, lower price point).

■ Media buys, which is the enormous amount of money that is spent on media prior
to a game’s commercial release.

■ Overall profitability of a title or brand.

■ Brand assessment, which includes ensuring that the assets of an existing brand—
such as an engine license or an IP license—are exploited to their fullest potential.

■ Market timing, including product release dates and competitive product release
dates.

■ Visual asset delivery schedule. It is critical for marketing to have a schedule of
when the game assets can be delivered.

■ Market research and analysis. Understanding the forces at work in the consumer
market is a complex endeavor requiring critical and analytical thinking.

■ Box cover, marketing materials, ad creation, and online promotion. These are just
a few of the collateral items required to market a game.

Marketing a game is similar to making a game in that the strategic plan must involve excel-
lent execution of many smaller, tactical elements. The following subsections will discuss
some of the steps for devising a good strategic marketing plan with your brand manager.
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Prepare for Marketing Early and Build It into the Schedule

At the beginning of the project, identify the key elements that are required to market the
game and when they’re required and build them into the schedule. Work with the brand
manager to manage expectations of what type of assets can be provided and what state the
game is in at certain points.

Examples of items to build into the schedule are

■ Screenshots (high and low resolution)

■ Conceptual artwork

■ Playable demos

■ Demo scripts

■ Raw gameplay footage

■ CG art of main characters

■ Pre-release builds

For a more complete list of the potential marketing deliverables, see Appendix C,
“Marketing Deliverables Checklist.”

Help Define the Marketing Initiatives in the Originating Document

Most marketing organizations have a single document from which all of the other mar-
keting materials come. This is called the originating document. The document specifies key
points about the product, such as

■ Promise

■ Price

■ Positioning statement

■ Anticipated ship date

■ Unique appeal

■ Style and genre

■ Product overview

■ Key features

■ Strengths

■ Weaknesses

■ Opportunities 

■ Threats

The purpose of the originating document is to clarify the most effective message to put
forth to the consumer.
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Recently, Lionhead Studios and Microsoft’s Xbox shipped a product called Fable. The
game’s key feature was the ability to evolve the character in a good or evil direction, and
every choice the player made contributed to the character’s development. The marketing
materials for the game employed a consistent positioning statement as a key part of the
marketing campaign. It was “For every choice, a consequence. Imagine a world where every
choice and action determines what you become.” The same message was communicated in
the various types of ads; these helped the consumer make the connection back to the
choices the player character faced throughout the game.

Ensuring the continuity of your message beginning to end is a critical part of any suc-
cessful marketing campaign. By working to define the message with your brand manager
at an early stage of the project, you maximize the chances of having an effective market-
ing campaign.

Discuss with your brand manager what each of your game’s defining elements are and
make sure that you’re in agreement on these at an early stage of the game’s development—
preferably in the pre-production phase. Include the game’s theme in the originating doc-
ument so that it is readily accessible to anyone from Marketing who is working on a piece
of the campaign.

Outline Clear Goals

Being the best FPS on the market is a different goal from being the best-selling FPS game.
A game can be of great quality and get great reviews, but it still may not be the best-sell-
ing title in the genre. Be sure to identify to Marketing the goal of your game, the key points
on which the product is going to go beyond what the competition has done, and the ways
in which it will differ from similar games.

On the other hand, the Marketing team’s goal could be to fill a revenue deficiency in a cer-
tain quarter, and if your game doesn’t come out in that quarter, then their primary goal is
not met. It is as important to be aware of Marketing’s ultimate goal as it is to make them
aware of your own.

Discuss with the brand manager other potential goals and how they impact a product. Are
the goals of the product to be evolutionary or revolutionary? Is this a sequel product or
an original title? These are just a few examples of the goals that need to be clearly defined.



Define Conflict Resolution Avenues

Conflict inevitably arises in business situations. The key to success is whether you resolve
conflicts amicably and professionally. Your goal should be to always support your Marketing
counterpart, to the extent that he can count on you to back him up in meetings with upper
management or in front of his manager. But when there’s a situation in which that’s not pos-
sible, take the problem, as a team, to an intermediary who is objective and informed. Instead
of escalating the problem up the chain of management, enlist the help of a respected peer to
offer a new perspective, find a solution, and open up common ground.
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Interview with Kirsten Duvall 

Kirsten Duvall is former Brand Manager for EA Sports, Global Brand Manager for Activision.

Q: If you could convey to producer’s everywhere, what is the one lesson or topic that you want to
convey about how to be a better producer? 

A: Consider your marketing counterpart as a partner. You need to understand that you both have
a common goal—to develop and sell a successful game. In order to increase your chances of suc-
cess, you must work together cooperatively with Marketing from the beginning of the development
process. Agree on the vision for the product and understand exactly who your target market is.
Continue this by working with Marketing when conducting research on a product or concept, as
well as when doing competitive analyses.

Develop an understanding of the finances of your project—get acquainted with the P&L statement;
make sure you understand what kind of financial impact your production decisions have. Understand
how a game is sold into the channel in this industry and what is needed to create hype for a title.

Be aware of what assets Marketing may request from you and what they’re used for—if you can
work collaboratively with Marketing to provide the best assets for differing purposes in a timely
manner, you may be able to take advantage of more marketing opportunities for your title.

Remember what your job is and what it isn’t—let the Marketing department handle the Marketing
of the game. For example, if you are asked for your thoughts on package design or advertising pro-
vide thoughtful, useful feedback but don’t expect to be making the final decisions in these areas.
Respect the expertise of others that you work with—it will be appreciated and likely reciprocated.

Q: What is the most important trait a producer can display in his or her interactions with Marketing? 

A: Being a team player. Once again, a producer must understand that they are working on the same
team as Marketing, working toward the same goal. There may be times when you disagree because
you think you have different objectives. If that happens, then you both need to step back, take a look
at the big picture and work together to get back on track to achieve the overall common objective.

(continued on next page)
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Interview with Kirsten Duvall (continued)

Q: What are some common misconceptions about the role of the Marketing department at a video
game publisher that you’d like to set straight?

A: One of the more common things I’ve seen is that Production doesn’t believe that Marketing
understands the production process. And in some cases, this is correct. Marketing must understand
the production process and be familiar with games in order to work best with a Production team.

If a producer is in this situation (working with someone from Marketing who doesn’t understand
the process), I would recommend that they take it upon themselves to educate that person in order
to increase effective communication. Make sure that your Marketing counterpart attends your pro-
duction meetings so they can become familiar with the production process and be made aware of
issues or challenges and how they must be handled by the production team. Play early builds of
the game with Marketing and explain the technical or artistic terms and concepts that they may
not understand—really seeing the visuals of the game and experiencing the gameplay will be
much more effective than words alone.

On the other side, Marketing must work closely with the Production team in order to make sure
that they understand what the process is for marketing and selling a game—how the game actu-
ally gets onto the retailer’s shelves so that it can be purchased by gamers. There’s a lot of work
involved in getting product into retail.

Q: How have you best resolved disputes or disagreements between brand managers and producers? 

A: Most disputes or disagreements are due to differing objectives. The main objective for both Mar-
keting and Production should be the same—to develop and sell a successful game. Measurements
of success (the success of the game) must be defined early in the development process and agreed
to by both Marketing and Production. In addition to this, performance objectives for both Produc-
tion and Marketing have to be aligned with the main objective.

For example, if Production is mainly concerned with building the highest quality game that they
can build (because their performance is based on review scores of the game), they may be tempted
to work on features much longer than the actual time allotted for development of those features.
This can lead to the possibility of missing (or slipping) the ship date. If Marketing’s performance is
based on meeting forecasted sell-in numbers, meeting the original ship date is critical. Marketing
may push the Production team to sacrifice quality or cut features in order to ship the game on time.

As you can imagine, this type of scenario can lead to many heated disputes because the different
departments are not working toward a common goal.



Product Descriptions and Ad Copy
Packaging and ad creation are the responsibilities of the brand manager. However, the
producer must be part of the process of developing the right packaging and forming the
key messages to be conveyed in the packaging and ads. Provide concise messages regard-
ing the features and benefits of the gameplay experience to the brand manager, so that he
can include them in the advertising and packaging.

Remember that a producer does not have decision-making authority regarding packag-
ing. The producer should review the packaging and ads at a few different points during
the draft stages. Then take a look at the first pass and provide thoughtful comments. And
finally, take one last look at the package or ad before it goes to film to confirm that all of
the text is accurate—especially the system specifications, product ratings, licensor/licensee
logos, and the requirements for shipping on a console.

By working hard to ensure that the product or brand manager has the right information
from the very beginning of the process, you’ll ensure that the review work will be easier
and more efficient later in the process.

Public Relations and the Quest for Screenshots 
Effective public relations campaigns are a critical part of an effective marketing campaign.
Excellent screenshots are the backbone of the press tours, interviews, and gameplay
descriptions as well as everything else. Screenshots are used in print articles, online arti-
cles, packaging, advertising, sell sheets, and various other promotional opportunities.
Finding the right screenshot is every brand manager’s quest, and they often can’t complete
their quest without the producer’s help.
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Q: What overall role of importance do you place on the role of a producer with respect to marketing?

A: The producer or project manager is critical to the success of any project. First and foremost, they
must be leaders, inspiring others to work together cooperatively to achieve the overall objective.
They must be able to anticipate issues and roadblocks and work to overcome those challenges,
while shielding the team from what they don’t need to be involved in so that they can continue to
work productively.

The producer must be able to build and maintain effective relationships with key partners in Mar-
keting and with licensors, developers, and first-party publishers, to name just a few. The producer
should also be the champion of the product itself, able to effectively promote the product externally
and internally. And of course, an excellent producer must also be an excellent communicator.



Why Are Screenshots So Important?

Screenshots are the Number One way to convey the status, character, and quality of a
game. Be sure that the screenshots you see of your game in the marketing materials are
ones that make you proud. Screenshots show to consumers, the press and the industry
what the game is about and why it is fun.

Screenshots are important for promoting the product months—sometimes years—before
it comes to market. Most press (with the exception of online press) requires assets well in
advance of their publish or broadcast date. Screenshots for January’s issue need to be pro-
vided in November or even late October. Exclusivity is also a requirement of some publi-
cations as they need a few screenshots that are exclusive content. In order to have several
“exclusive” screenshots for each magazine, it is important that a wide variety of quality
screenshots exist. Marketing must have a bank of screenshots that they can readily access
at any point in the game’s development and provide to the press.

How to Take Excellent Screenshots

The questions to ask yourself and pose to your team whenever providing screenshots to
marketing are: “If you walked into a store and saw this screenshot on the back of the box,
how would you feel?” and “How would you feel if you saw a cover of a magazine with that
screenshot on it?”

Here are a few techniques for taking great screenshots.

■ Take them like a photographer. Make sure they’re framed with a central subject
that’s properly lit and framed. No one wants to see a jumbled action shot of explo-
sions with no clearly identifiable main subject and theme. If there’s an amateur
photographer on the team, designate him or her to be the official screenshot taker.

■ Take them at a high resolution. In any screenshot batch, make sure that a few of
them are lossless images like TIF files at 1024x1280 resolution or higher. Magazine
covers, box artwork, and full-page ads generally need to be shot at 3200x2400. Dis-
cuss the required screenshot resolution with the PR/Marketing team beforehand so
that you’ll know how many shots you need at the high resolutions.

■ Take 100 shots, throw out 90. Taking screenshots is a skill, but picking screenshots
is no less of a skill. A good photographer knows that out of 100 photos, only 10
will be worth publishing; apply this rule to screenshots as well.

■ Create a screenshot bank for the team. When playing the game, each team mem-
ber should be looking for cool angles, great gameplay action shots, and unique
perspectives. Create a central location to which the team can copy good screen-
shots. By constantly taking screenshots, the team can create a virtual photo docu-
mentary of the game’s progress. When the emergency PR opportunity comes up
and there’s a bank of screenshots to draw from, you’ll be the very definition of a
prepared producer.
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Interviews and PR Training

There are a few rules to adhere to when it’s your opportunity to talk to the press about the
team’s game. Don’t go into the interview feeling either defensive or too confident of being
well received. Reporters and other members of the press have their own opinions. By
keeping your own messages in mind and preparing your statements for meeting with a
reporter, you can influence the outcome of the story. The goal of any interview should be
to meet the reporter’s need to report on the news while getting your message across when
the time comes.

If contacted by a reporter, never engage in an immediate interview. Tell the reporter you
are busy at the moment, but emphasize that you want to respond as promptly as possible.
Get the reporter’s name, phone number, deadline, and a brief summary of what the
reporter wants to know and pass that information along to your PR person.

c a u t i o n

Never undertake an interview without preparation, rehearsal, and proofreading your answers. Get
your PR person to go over each of these points with you before talking to any member of the media.
By talking to the media without preparation you risk doing more harm than good. Imagine seeing
an online article the next day that slams your product because you weren’t sufficiently prepared to
address a reporter’s skeptical questions.

Prepare for any media contact by asking yourself “Why am I doing this interview?” Then,
set a clear objective for yourself in the interview. Determine the key messages you want to
get across and anticipate questions that will be difficult to answer and prepare for them.

Think about what your ideal quote on your message would be. Would you want to see it
in print? This hit home for me after I was once quoted in the San Francisco Chronicle as
saying, “There is a lot of negativity associated with Myst….”, which was not exactly true.
This was in answer to the reporter’s question about the skepticism from fans at the time.
A better answer would have been, “We’re building on the strengths and minimizing the
weaknesses with the next installment of the Myst series.”

Practice saying quotes out loud and then memorize a few of the best quotes so that they
flow naturally. Remember that the key messages on which you should be quoted must be
what’s most important to the reporter’s readers, listeners, or viewers—not what is most
important to you as the producer.

Develop good quotes by ensuring that 

■ They sound human, not robotic.

■ There’s potential to influence your audience by instilling confidence in the 
product.
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■ They are memorable.

■ They are true.

■ They are concise.

In order to maintain credibility, your key messages must be consistent. Here are a few
good ways to ensure your answers remain credible.

■ Insert your key messages as an answer to a question. If you get a question such as,
“What’s this game about?” you’ve got a great opportunity to insert all the key mes-
sages as your answer.

■ You will be asked questions you don’t want to answer, but don’t evade them.
Quickly answer the specific question, and then get back to your key messages by
attaching a logical key message.

■ If you don’t know an answer, whatever you do, don’t bluff. Respond with “I will find
out,” and do so quickly. And, above all, answer the tough questions truthfully.
Explain why the situation got tough. Never say “No comment” without good rea-
son—such as pending litigation or not wanting to disclose proprietary information.

■ Speak in short sentences and don’t use jargon the interviewer and audience aren’t
familiar with. Use anecdotes, comparisons, and examples. Backing up points with
compelling statistics is a way to add strength to any point.

■ Don’t worry about repeating your key messages throughout the interview. By stay-
ing focused and repeating the key messages as often, the reporter and the audience
are more likely to remember them.

■ Prepare a short walkthough of the game. Reporters are busy people and if you’re
giving them a copy to review, make sure it is easy for them to get through the game.
They just don’t have time to play all the games they cover without a walkthrough.

When being interviewed, remember that the reporter’s job is to tell a good story, not to
damage your reputation and make you look like a fool. Nor is it to help make you or the
product look good. Try not to be affected by charm, an aggressive demeanor, or apparent
empathy with your point of view. Pay attention only to the content of the question and to
making your points. Know that anything you say when a reporter is around is fair game
to be quoted.

Production Presentation and Demo Scripts
Product presentations are critical opportunities for the presenter to establish himself as a
leader committed to excellence and to demonstrate that the product is a shining example
of the collective talent of the team. Every producer is called upon at some point to present
the product to an internal audience or to an external audience and the media. In order to
do so successfully, you should use a demo script.
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Writing an Effective Demo Script
A demo script is the “script” of the presentation made for a product to the media. A good
demo script begins with a good quote, some context, and some clear examples of the
game’s key features. Give the audience some perspective on what’s being presented. If you
don’t have a good quote of your own, then quote someone else—Ansel Adams, George
Patton, Aristotle, Plato, a business leader, or even a character from a film. But whatever the
quote is, start off strong and follow up even stronger with an example that shows why the
quote has relevance and perspective on the game. Get the audience emotionally connect-
ed to your message by establishing a familiar link and then moving in to support it.
Remember that video games can and should be an emotional and passionate endeavor—
we’re conveying to players imagery, experience, emotion, and meaningful choices.

The demo script should address the following:

■ Gameplay promise

■ Key messages

■ Features and benefits

■ Points of opportunity

The details regarding ship date and minimum system specifications should be presented
in the PR, Marketing, and Sales documents. If a producer is making this presentation, the
audience wants to hear about the gameplay and the product’s benefits and promise.

Presenting an Excellent Demo

There are a few tactical and practical elements required for an excellent demo presenta-
tion. Saved games and instantly loadable gameplay scenarios that show the benefits and
key messages of the demo script are absolutely required. There’s no way to be convincing
when fumbling or struggling to show why a game is fun.

Be sure to have action, drama, and special effects ready to show the audience. Start the
demo with a short gameplay or trailer clip, and then move right into the gameplay, show-
ing each feature in action point-by-point.

Show that you’re excited about what you’re presenting and of course, make sure that the
demo presentation has been tested on the specific hardware you’ll be presenting it on! 

The Downloadable Demo
The downloadable demo is another version of the game. Any time that another version of a
game is created, it is important that that version is treated as if it were a separate product for
release. Demos require just as much testing as the final game. Demos contain the engine on
which the game is to be played, therefore, any defect that affects the security of the engine
and the technology can affect the playability, security, and anti-piracy of the final game.
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The downloadable demo must contain content that hooks the audience into the game in
no more than one or two minutes. In other words, the demo should contain the small but
very polished part of the game that is most contagious to the audience. The gameplay
hook must draw the audience in and compel them to buy the game.

Previews and Strategy Guide Preparation
Almost every game these days has a strategy guide associated with its commercial release.
As this ancillary product is a virtual inevitability for any game released, here are a few ways
to ensure that the strategy guide for your game is complete, comprehensive, supportive,
and easily completed without a headache.

■ Have the design documentation ready and updated. Keep all of the design docu-
mentation in its own location in source control. Encourage updating by the design
team throughout the development process. When it comes time to begin work on
the strategy guide, burn the entire directory to CD and send it to the strategy guide
publisher’s office. They’ll see to it that the author for your guide gets and reviews
this information. Be sure that any such delivery includes maps of each level.

■ A walkthrough needs to be done for the media and press anyway, so be sure that
this walkthrough is concise and sufficient for any person who plays games for a 
living to get through the game in short order. They’ll expand what they need to
convey to the player the ancillary information.

■ Each build delivered to any preview source or outside media representative should
have the cheats and a build-specific readme.txt file containing the documentation
relevant to that build. Updated builds are often required for the strategy guide, so
be prepared to send several to the publisher while the guide is in production. If
there’s a screenshot feature built into the game, be sure that is included in the doc-
umentation on the build CD or DVD.

■ Being available for questions is critical to ensuring that your game gets a good pre-
view, has a complete strategy guide, and gets a fair shake at decent reviews.
Whether via e-mail or telephone, be sure to respond to queries within one day.

■ In the case of a derivative product, a timely review is of the essence to making that
product equally successful as your game. Timely approval is the Number One rea-
son why ancillary and derivative products don’t make it to market on schedule
with the game. This diminishes the value of the license fee, as well as the potential
marketing cross-promotions between ancillary products. Be sure to reserve some
time for reviewing and approving derivative products.



The Final Word
The marketing and release of the game is the last step to ensuring that your efforts for the
past many months are commercially rewarding, critically acclaimed, and industry recog-
nized. Don’t sabotage the work of a talented team by undervaluing or misunderstanding
this critical process. To quote Kirsten Duvall:

By becoming familiar with the entire process of bringing a game to market—not only the pro-
duction aspects, but operations, finance, sales and marketing, a producer is poised for success.
The more you understand about the entire process and the more people you become good
partners with in each of these disciplines, the better chances you have of becoming an excel-
lent producer.
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How Does a Strategy Guide Benefit a Game?

Following are some words of wisdom regarding game guides from Jill Hinkley, at Prima Publishing:

“Our guides, at 8 1/2” x 10 7/8” for console SKUs, have their box art plastered right on the front
and are all over computer software stores. Plus, as people can flip through our guides but not
really ‘flip through’ a game, our guides can help get people hyped about buying a game. The bet-
ter looking and more information-packed the guides are, the better for the game.

Prima’s goal is to flow with the game development process, not interrupt it. The top three things I
will always ask for are a build, art assets (including something I can use to create a mock cover
for sales), and a gameplay contact in case my author gets stuck. For the last request, we’re always
very careful to consolidate our questions and minimize the time we take out of our contact’s day.
We know game development is tough!”
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Here is a quick checklist to use to determine what is included in the game.

Supported APIs 
■ OpenGL

■ DirectX

Graphics Engine
■ Geometry. How is terrain represented? How are objects in the world represented?

Are curved surfaces supported?

■ Textures. What features beyond plain texture mapping, such as mip-mapping and
environment maps, are supported?

■ Lighting. Does the game use light maps? Does it support hardware T&L? What
types of lights are possible (point lights, directional lights, or spotlights)? What
special lighting effects are possible?

■ Dynamic level of detail. Is it supported? If so, how?

■ Special effects. Volumetric fog, particle systems, reflective surfaces, geometry
deformation behind heat sources

Sound Engine
■ Sound Effects. How many voices are supported? Of what quality?

■ Music. How is music stored? What quality is supported?

■ 3D Sound. What (if any) formats are supported?
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User Interface
■ What input devices are supported? Keyboard? Mouse? Joystick? Gamepad?

■ What user actions are supported? What navigation modes are possible?

■ What keys correspond to each action?

■ Do keys change function depending on the situation?

Dynamics (Physics) Engine
■ How is collision detection handled?

■ What objects are affected by physics?

■ What physics effects are included? Gravity? Kinetics? Cloth dynamics?

Scripting System
■ What sort of scripting system will be included?

■ What sort of events will be scriptable and what must be hard-coded?

■ What actions can trigger scripts? Clicking? Stepping into a certain location? 
More complicated conditions?

■ What tools will be used to define scripts?

World Building
■ What tools will be used to define world geometry?

■ What tools will be used to place Non-Player Characters (NPCs) PCs and other
game elements?

■ Which tools are to be written in-house?

Creature Modeling and Animation
■ How are creatures represented? Predefined models (like Quake)? Skinned skeletons

(like Half-Life)?

■ How are creatures animated? By hand? Motion capture?

■ What is the format of animation sequences? Predefined routines? Procedural char-
acter actions?

■ Animation Special Effects: inverse kinematics, real time speech, etc.
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Object Animation
■ What objects in the world can move?

■ How is object movement in the world defined? Do they move on paths? Are they
controlled by AI routines?

■ Can users control objects (such as by dragging)?

■ How do the Special Effects work? Are they objects animating relative to other
objects, or objects controlled by particle systems, or even real time terrain modifi-
cation? Do they use particle effects or dynamic lighting?

Artificial Intelligence
■ What actions can NPCs perform?

■ How does the user interact with NPCs? Special interaction devices? By clicking on
them? By bumping into them?

■ How are NPC actions determined? Finite state machines or more generalized AI
systems?

■ What game elements influence generalized AI systems?

Optimization
■ Geometry reduction. Does the engine support frustum culling? Occlusion culling? 

■ Memory handling. Use geometry and texture caching to reduce load times? To
what extent?

Menu System

On-screen, anti-aliased text? Does it conform to localization guidelines? 

Game Configuration System
■ What options can users set?

Other

Talk to your technical director or lead programmer.
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H
ere’s a quick checklist of everything a producer should discuss with his or her
brand or product manager and work into the development schedule. Since every
project is different, I’ve not included timelines next to each of these items. But

a discussion with the brand manager about when this stuff is needed should clear that
right up.

■ Final logo creation / Brand development. Production should make sure that the
logo works in the game and with the UI.

■ Monthly screenshot delivery. Deliver a set number of screenshots to Marketing
and PR every month so that they have a “bank” to work from.

■ Press release. This announces the product to the world.

■ E3 corporate CD. If your company creates a CD with all of their product informa-
tion on it, you’ll want to be sure you have something on this CD.

■ Magazine previews. Several months prior to commercial release. Remember that
magazine lead times are several months.

■ Web launch. Web-ready art assets are always required.

■ Ad shots. High-resolution shots for print advertising.

■ Box shots. These are the money shots.

■ Builds. Preview and review builds are required at a minimum, but monthly builds
for Marketing to become familiar with the game are also good.

■ GDC. What materials are you going to show at the Game Developer’s Conference?

■ E3. The annual Electronic Entertainment Expo always requires a demo if your
product is announced. Be sure that you have the right PR materials available.

■ Toyfair. Early in the year in New York City.
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■ Tokyo Game Show. Held in spring in Tokyo.

■ ECTS. Held in the fall in London.

■ Sales Meeting Build. The sales force has a meeting every quarter. Be sure your
product gets some attention by providing a build and a demonstrator if required.

■ Press preview. Beta, pre-release version which is released to the press so they can
start on their reviews.

■ ESRB. Not a special build for rating purposes, but nevertheless, it must be done
prior to manufacturing.

■ Public “Marketing” beta. For building community hype.

■ Non-interactive demos. In-game movies using the engine for magazines and for
downloads.

■ Design Document and Feature Lists. Special versions or Marketing.

■ Special or custom artwork. Such as sketches, dated and signed concept art, and
renders.

■ Feature List and Product Description. Work with Marketing to ensure that the
description is accurate.

■ Character photo and/or 3D render. This should be a central image and theme of
the marketing campaign.

■ Walk-though, cheats, and/or saved games. For editors and for the strategy guide
author.

■ SoundTrack CD. There’s money to be made in music.

■ Gameplay movie captures in AVI format. Gameplay or renders.

■ ESRB walk-through, cheats, and so on.

■ High-res art and special renders. For magazines.

■ Animated GIFS. For online use.

■ Behind-the-scenes interviews, video footage, photos, and documentary-style
footage. These are all materials that can help your product gain the right exposure.

■ Editor Days. When groups of editors, reviewers and the press come to look at the
game. At the least a spokesperson and demonstrator are needed to show the game
off.

■ Spokesperson and demonstrator. For E3, international press tour, and domestic
press tour.

■ Questions and Answers document. For anyone speaking with the press.

■ Movie trailer/Promo video. Available for download on a Web site, in theater pro-
motions, or TV advertising.
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This appendix includes several tools that can help a video game producer in his or
her daily routine.

■ The Milestone Acceptance Test

■ The Milestone Submission Checklist

■ The Art Status Sheet

■ The Sound Status Sheet

■ Risk Management Plan
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Here’s an example of what a milestone description might look like for an action-
adventure game based upon a hypothetical license called AdventureX.

Sample Milestone List for AdventureX

COMPLETION DATE MILESTONE DESCRIPTION

4/2111 Proof of Concept Work for Hire

Contract execution

5/08/11 XYZ Puzzle Design

This includes the design of the main overarching game
element, which depends upon elements from X-man’s
Prison World and included levels, the Electric World,
and the Waterfall World. The deliverable includes the
design of the XYZ game element using the Puzzle
Template (as Defined in Schedule H), including a
“golden path” section to insure all elements are com-
plete. It describes game element mechanics in detail
and includes explicit descriptions of what elements
from other worlds and levels are required to solve the
game element. Concept sketches are included to clarify
the operation of any complex game element elements.

299

What Goes into a
Milestone Definition?

Appendix E



6/06/11 Level 1 Textured

This includes the geometry for the Wild Earth running in the engine for
display purposes as a user controlled flyby. This will now have texturing.
There will be no collisions, lighting, game elements, or gameplay. The
Wild Earth Textured will not run at full speed.

7/10/11 Puzzle Design for Waterfall and Electric Worlds 

For the Waterfall World and Electric World and included levels, this
includes a written overview of the historical perspective of the World and
included levels—what its purpose is in the AdventureX universe, what its
basic rules are, who wrote it, why, and when. This deliverable describes
the game elements that a player must solve at the same level of detail as
a Strategy Guide Notes book, including identifying the game element
elements and describing each in a similar Strategy Guide Notes style. It
includes enough information so that readers know all the pieces of the
big picture, but does not include walkthroughs or complete designs. No
brainstorming notes are submitted, only recommended game element
concepts. Concept sketches that give a feel for the overall theme of the
World and included levels are included, as well as brief descriptions of
important environmental effects of the World and included levels.

8/11/11 First Playable and completion of remaining World and included
Levels. Puzzle designs and Engine Elements List

First Playable includes The Wild Earth running in the game engine,
including lighting, collisions, and gameplay, including all age game ele-
ments completed and in, asset complete and testable. This will include
one biped character walking and performing one action. The character
will not have final textures, geometry, or movement. It will not run at full
speed. This playable may include major bugs (e.g. crash bugs) and you
may not be able to play the World and included levels from start to finish.

Remaining Puzzle Designs: For Y-Man’s World, this includes a written
overview of the historical perspective of the World and included levels—
what its purpose is in the AdventureX universe, what its basic rules are,
who wrote it, why, and when. This deliverable is specific about game ele-
ment elements, describing the game elements that a player must solve at
the same level of detail as a Strategy Guide Notes book, including enough
information so that readers know all the pieces of the big picture, but not
including walkthroughs or complete designs. No brainstorming notes are 
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submitted, only recommended game element concepts. Concept sketch-
es that give a feel for the overall theme of the World and levels are includ-
ed, as well as brief descriptions of important environmental effects of the
World and included levels. The design should also highlight any use of
real-time 3D elements.

Also included will be information on any final design modifications to
the Wild Earth World, as well as the following general points related to
overall game story:

■ A definition of story progression within the game, including a dia-
gram of how the user progresses through the World and included
levels of the game. A description of the overarching game elements of
the game and specifically what elements are required from other
areas of the game to solve them.

■ An account of the events of the game formatted as a player discovery
chart. This describes what happens, in what order, and what the user
learns from each event. Where possible, character motivations and
thought processes will be provided.

■ In places where the game branches, acknowledgment that a branch is
possible; then we will follow each branch one after the other. If nec-
essary, include a flowchart showing all possible story and gameplay
branches.

■ A description of the story function of each World and included lev-
els. This describes the plot points that players will definitely learn
during the World and included levels and how they will learn them.
It describes possible details and clues players may note if they are
observant, final lists of which will appear in the Detailed World and
included levels Designs. It refers readers to appropriate World and
included levels Overviews for additional details, and considers which
plot points are communicated by game elements, the XYZ game ele-
ment in particular.

Engine Elements List Updated and Included
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9/19/11 X-Man’s World and included levels Geometry, the Waterfall World and
Included levels Detailed Design 

X-Man’s World and included levels Geometry includes the geometry for
the X-Man’s World and included levels running in the engine for archi-
tectural purposes only as a user controlled flyby. This allows viewing the
geometry of the World and included levels in the engine. It will have pre-
liminary texturing only, and there will be no collisions, lighting, game
elements, or gameplay. X-Man’s World and included levels Geometry
will not run at full speed.

The Waterfall World and included levels Detailed Design. This is a com-
plete design of the Waterfall World and included levels. If the World and
included levels Overview is the Strategy Guide Notes version, this is the
book. Every element is described in detail and their relations to each
other explained. Major game elements that significantly advance story or
game play are completed using the Game Elements Template provided.

10/3/11 Menus, Options, and Resource Prediction

This includes a version of the engine running a sample game area and
will include game menus, options screens, and resource prediction for
the area. A list of all the menus and features will be included. Resource
prediction is a programming technique in which the code predicts where
the game player may travel soon and attempts to pre-load those areas to
smooth display. All artwork for menus and options will be present. This
will not run at full speed.

Electric World and included levels Detailed Design: This is the same for
this World and included levels as for the Waterfall World and included
levels Detailed Design, listed under the 9/19/11 Milestone: X-Man’s
World and included levels Geometry, the Waterfall World and included
levels Detailed Design, and Engine Elements List.

10/24/11 X-Man’s World and included levels Textured; Y-Man’s Prison World
and X-Man’s World and included levels

Textured includes the geometry for X-Man’s’ World and included levels
running in the engine for display purposes as a user controlled flyby.
Textures are applied to all geometry. There will be no collisions, lighting,
game elements, or game play. X-Man’s World and included levels will not
run at full speed.
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Y-Man’s World and included levels Detailed Design: This is the same for
this World and included levels as for the Waterfall World and included
levels Detailed Design, listed under the 9/19/11 Milestone: X-Man’s
World and included levels Geometry, the Waterfall World and included
levels Detailed Design, and Engine Elements List. This is the final World
and included levels to be designed.

11/08/11 Characters (Geometry and Textured)

All game characters and NPCs for the PC version will be completed and
textured (skinned). These will be external to the game engine.

12/12/11 X-Man’s World and included levels Playable, the Waterfall World and
included levels Geometry, First Playable with NPCs, Final Design
Documentation

X-Man’s World and included levels Playable 

This includes X-Man’s’ World and included levels running in the game
engine, including lighting, collisions, and game play, including all age
game elements which are asset complete and play testable. This will not
run at full speed and will not include any NPCs or NPC interactions. X-
Man’s World and included levels Playable may include major bugs (e.g.
crash bugs) and you may not be able to play the World and included lev-
els from start to finish.

The Waterfall World and included levels Geometry

This includes the geometry for the Waterfall World and included levels
running in the engine for architectural purposes only as a user-con-
trolled flyby. This allows viewing the geometry of the World and includ-
ed levels in the engine. It will have preliminary texturing only. There will
be no collisions, lighting, game elements, or game play. The Waterfall
World and included levels Geometry will not run at full speed.

First Playable With NPCs

The First Playable will be updated to include The Wild Earth’s NPCs.
NPC animations for The Wild Earth will be complete except for those
dependent upon final voice.
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Final Design Documentation

This includes editing of the Design Document to reflect any changes
agreed upon during reviews of previous Puzzle or World and included
levels submissions. Also included for review is all Game Dialog. Finally,
the Final Design Documentation contains any updates necessary to the
Engine Elements List as well as the full Technical Design in support of all
planned game features.

1/16/11 The Waterfall World and included levels Textured

The Waterfall World and included levels textured, including the geome-
try for the Waterfall World and included levels running in the engine for
display purposes as a user controlled flyby. There will be no collisions,
lighting, game elements, or gameplay. The Waterfall World and included
levels Textured will not run at full speed.

2/27/11 The Waterfall World and included levels Playable; X-Man’s World and
included levels Playable Update

This includes the Waterfall World and included levels running in the
game engine, including lighting, collisions, and game play, including all
age game elements that are asset-complete and fully play testable. It will
not run at full speed. This will not include any NPCs or NPC interac-
tions. The Waterfall World and included levels Playable may include
major bugs (e.g. crash bugs) and you may not be able to play the World
and included levels from start to finish.

The X-Man’s World and included levels Playable will be updated to
include its NPCs. NPC animations for X-Mans’ World and included lev-
els will be complete except for those dependant upon the final voice-over
recordings.

4/17/11 Electric World and included levels Geometry; NPC Cinematics. The
Waterfall World and included levels Playable Update, Text Lock Down.

This includes the geometry for the Electric World and included levels
running in the engine for architectural purposes only as a user-controlled
flyby. This allows viewing the geometry of the World and included levels
in the engine. It will have preliminary texturing only. There will be no 
collisions, lighting, game elements, or gameplay. Electric World and
included levels Geometry will not run at full speed.
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The Waterfall World and included levels Playable will be updated to
include its NPCs. NPC animations for the Waterfall World and included
levels will be complete except for those dependant upon final voice.

All NPC cinematics will be available for viewing. Not all NPC cinemat-
ics will be in the engine, and some or all of the NPC cinematics will be
available in AVI form.

Text Lock Down includes all game text finalized. All game text includes
cinematic dialog, character dialog, in-game text, menus, screens, books,
diaries, embedded art, and voiceovers. All final voice and text is delivered
for translation.

4/30/11 E3 Presentation

This includes a cinematic or demo which will be used to promote the
product at Electronics Entertainment Expo. The cinematic or demo will
include animation sequences of a polygonal character which may or may
not be used for the actual game itself. The above cinematic or demo will
be provided in QuickTime format.

5/08/11 Electric World and included levels Textured

This includes the geometry for the Electric World and included levels
running in the engine for display purposes as a user controlled flyby. This
will now have texturing. There will be no collisions, lighting, game ele-
ments, or gameplay. Electric World and included levels Textured will not
run at full speed.

6/12/11 Pre-Alpha; Y-Man’s World and included levels Geometry

Pre-Alpha includes all major modules of the game running, though
those modules may not run at final speed or use final data. World and
included levels s playable will be all previous playables plus the Electric
World and included levels running in the game engine, including light-
ing, collisions, and game play. This will include NPCs and NPC interac-
tions. This will not run at full speed. The Pre Alpha may include major
bugs (e.g. crash bugs) and you may not be able to play a World and
included levels from start to finish. At this stage, the final World and
included levels, Y-Man’s World and included levels, will be running in the
game engine for display purposes only as a user controlled flyby. This
allows viewing the geometry of the World and included levels in the
engine. It will have preliminary texturing only. There will be no colli-
sions, lighting, game elements, or game play.
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7/10/11 Alpha; Final Cinematic

All of the game’s major components will be in place although not at final
speed or with final data. World and included levelss playable will be all
previous playables plus Y-Man’s World and included levels running in
the game engine, including lighting, collisions, and gameplay, including
all age game elements which are asset complete and fully play testable.
This will include NPCs and NPC interactions. The game will still have
major bugs (e.g. crash bugs). All World and included levels will be
playable, although bugs may prevent playing any particular World and
included levels from start to finish without resorting to cheats. NPC cin-
ematics will be integrated and the game interfaces will be functional. Bug
testing must be fully operational at this point. Any visual or audio
changes need to be made during this phase of testing.

The Final Cinematic will be available but may not be implemented in the
engine. It will be available in AVI form.

8/7/11 Beta

Beta consists of all of the game’s major components in place and running
with final speed and data. The game will still have bugs, but major bugs
impeding player progression in the game will have been addressed. All
World and included levels are playable from start to finish on at least one
game-play path. Bug testing continues focusing on play balance and final
changes. All assets are frozen and will not be changed. Game will run on
minimum system requirements. All controllers work. Game runs on final
media. Final audio is included. A complete manual is available.

Beta includes translation, text and voice, of the game into the following
foreign languages: French, German, Dutch, Italian, and Spanish. Foreign
language translations, text and voice, will be supplied by the Publisher
three (3) weeks prior to the milestone.

9/18/11 Gold—Final Version of the game for manufacturing. Refer to defini-
tion of Final Acceptance.

10/4/11 Source Code   

Delivery of Source Code   

Appendix E   ■ What Goes into a Milestone Definition?306



ON GOING Additional development expenses incurred by Publisher in con-
nection with an original musical composition, voiceover recording
fees, including talent and director fees 

TOTAL PAYMENT $Millions!

Each of the foregoing milestone payments shall be payable after
Publisher’s acceptance of an acceptable Deliverable.
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adapt stage, 22
budgets, 228
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version notes, 38
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external development, 35
internal development, 34-35
job requirements, 35-36, 47
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agile project management, 228
capital costs, 235
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estimates, 226-228
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financial modeling
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overview, 238
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revenue projection, 242
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bump mapping, 147
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capital costs (budgets), 235
cascade method, 18
CDs (presentations), 131
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briefs, 256
licenses, 153-154

checklists (presentations), 130-132
choice of law clauses (contracts), 86
cinematic production, 15
clarifying questions, 69-71
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presentations, 129
producer responsibilities, 12
proposals, 116-117

code. See programmers
Codeplay, 172-173
commitment to excellence, 76-79
commitments
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producers, 66-67
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common law, 85
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e-mail, 72-73
game design, 168
marketing, 271-280
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proprietary software, 193
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writing, 73
compatibility testing, 143
competition. See also markets
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game design, 143-144, 152
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producer responsibilities, 9
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GANG, 248
hiring, 248-249
interviews, 248-249
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game design, 134
game development, 30
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proposals, 114

conditions (contracts), 86
confidence, 63, 102
conflict resolution, 275-276
consensus-building, 4
consideration (contracts), 86
console games, 137-140
constraints (schedules), 23-25
contacts (presentations), 128
contingency planning (schedules), 26-27
contracts. See also hiring

acceptance, 90
ancillary rights, 249-250
assignments, 85-86
breach, 86
choice of law clauses, 86
common law, 85
composers, 249-250
conditions, 86
consideration, 86
costs, 87
damages, 87
duration, 87
following, 74
implied, 87
independent contractors, 88
IP, 87-88
lawyers, 85
letters of intent, 89, 91-92
licenses. See licenses
milestones, 89, 92-96, 107
music (AFM), 252
non-compete clauses, 87
nondisclosure clauses, 89
offers, 90
option exercises, 90
overview, 84-85
payment, 86
place of performance, 90
producer responsibilities, 7
remedies, 87



right of first refusal, 90
royalties, 86, 249-250
schedules, 74, 89-90
sound effects, 254
statutory law, 85
termination, 87
third parties, 88
third-party software, 90
time, 87
time of performance, 90
understanding, 74
warranties, 91

contributing, 3
costs. See also budgets
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contracts, 87
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budgets, 238
game design, 162-163, 168
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game design, 175-176, 179
hiring, 26
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overtime, 26
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price points, 112-113
raises, 70
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tools, 195

cover letters (proposals), 117
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milestones, 92-96
proprietary software, 193-194
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creative design reviews (technical design docu-

ments), 161
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creativity, 97-98
Credit Standards Committee (IDGA), 267
Credits List (quality assurance), 267
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critical paths (schedules), 25
criticism, 61, 63
CYA communication, 73

D
Daily Delta reports, 68-69, 197-200
damages (contracts), 87
data, 149
deadlines. See milestones; schedules
decisions, 3, 64

delivering animation, 4
demo scripts (presentations), 281-282
demographics. See audience; markets
demos (presentations), 130
department budgets, 235-236
dependencies

schedules, 218-219
tracking, 108

design documents (external producers), 104-106
designers, communication, 175
designing

proposals, 114-115
proprietary software, 193

designing games. See game design
developers

assistant producers
communication, 38
documents, 37
fans, 38
job requirements, 37-40
meetings, 37
overview, 37
quality assurance, 37
regression lists, 38
schedules, 37
version notes, 38

executive producers, 48-50
managing external producers, 106-108
producers (external development), 45-47

development
brands. See brands
development directors, 54-55
development kits, 139
development models, 32, 207-208
development systems, 15
development testing (quality assurance), 266
external development

assistant producers, 35
developers, 45-47
job requirements, 45-47
publishers, 45-47
quality assurance, 266-267

games. See game development
internal development

assistant producers, 34-35
job requirements, 41-45
publishers, 41-45
quality assurance, 266-267

development directors, 54-55
development kits, 139
development models, 32, 207-208
development systems, 15
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development testing (quality assurance), 266
DirectX, 173-174
discipline, 13-14
Discreet, 177-178
discretion, 65
documentation (game design), 6
documents

art pipeline (pre-production), 167-168
assistant producers, 37
external producers, 104-106
game design

creative design reviews, 161
overview, 156-159
technical design, 159-161
tools, 160
use cases, 161

originating documents (marketing), 273
presentations, 131

art production style guideline, 123-124
creative design, 123
executive summary, 121-122
high-concept, 122-123
technical design, 124-125, 204-205

risk management, 204-205
software, 201-202
technical design

external producers, 106
game design, 159-161
presentations, 124-125, 204-205

tools, 160, 201-202
downloadable presentations, 281-282
duration (contracts), 87

E
editors (sound), 186-187
ego, 62
eloquence (proposals), 117
e-mail communication, 72-73
empowerment, 63
encoders (surround sound), 187
engines

middleware. See middleware
sound, 257-258

enthusiasm, 62
envision stage (agile project management), 21
Epic Games, 188-189
essence statements

internal producers, 101
presentations, 122-123, 131
proposals, 115-116

estimates (budgets), 226-228
evaluating milestones, 108-109
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budgets, 228-236
schedules, 191, 209-210, 228-230

excellence, 76-79
executive producers, 48-50
executive summary documents, 121-122
executives

meetings, 204
milestones, 108
proposals, 117-119

experience, 12
explore stage (agile project management), 21
external development

assistant producers, 35
developers, 45-47
job requirements, 45-47
publishers, 45-47
quality assurance, 266-267

external producers
design documents, 104-106
game design, 104
managing developers, 106-108
milestones, 106-108
overview, 104
technical design documents, 106

extreme game development method, 16

F
FaceGen Modeller, 180
failure, 63
fans, 38
feature creep

budgets, 238
game design, 162-163, 168
ownership, 162-163

features
feature creep

budgets, 238
game design, 162-163, 168
ownership, 162-163

game design, 151-152
licenses, 154
use cases, 169

feedback
milestones, 107
quality assurance, 264

females, 135-136
finalize stage (agile project management), 22
financial modeling

competitive analysis, 241
market assessment, 241
milestones, 243



overview, 238
P&L statements, 239-241
revenue projection, 242
risk analysis, 241-242
schedules, 243
Web sites, 241

financials. See budgets
finding composers, 248
first person shooter games, 16-17
fixed costs (budgets), 233-234
focus

internal producers, 100-101, 104
presentations, 129-130
producer responsibilities, 12

follow-through, 64
foreign localization, 10
formulas (schedules), 28, 210-211
forward loading risk management. See front loaded

development model
FPS games, 16-17
front loaded development model, 32, 207-208
functional specifications, 81

G
Gamasutra Web site, 158
Game Audio Network Guild (GANG), 248
game design. See also game development

animation, 148-149
art, 146-147
audience, 151
big file systems, 150
books, 158
brands, 151-152
budgets, 237-238
bump mapping, 147
business constraints, 150-155
communication, 168
compatibility testing, 143
competition, 143-144, 152
concepts, 134
console games, 137-140
costs, 175-176, 179
data, 149
development kits, 139
documentation, 6
documents

creative design reviews, 161
overview, 156-159
technical design documents, 159-161
tools, 160
use cases, 161

external producers, 104

feature creep, 168
features, 151-152
front loaded development model, 32, 207-208
functional specifications, 81
game theory, 155-156
genres, 151
handheld games, 144-145
hardware, 136-137
leads, 134
levels, 149
licenses

audience, 153-154
characters, 153-154
features, 154
genres, 153-154
IP, 152-155
licensees, 154-155

mapping normals, 147
marketing constraints, 150-155
markets, 151
memory, 147-149
memory cards, 150
middleware, 142
models, 148-149
multiplatform, 136-137
myths, 134-136
overview, 133-136
ownership, 161-163
patches, 140
PC games, 140-144
porting, 144
producers, 43
programmers, 143, 148, 179
prototypes, 167-168
resources, 158
saving games, 140, 149-150
schedules, 175-176
simulators, 140
size, 145
software factories, 29-30
sound, 149
standard development model, 32, 207-208
storing, 149-150
target system specs, 140-141
technical constraints, 145-150
textures, 147-148
time, 135
use cases, 81
video buffers, 148
vision, 134
Web sites, 158
women, 135-136
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Game Developer’s Conference (GDC), 81-82
game development. See also game design

concepts, 30
external development

assistant producers, 35
developers, 45-47
job requirements, 45-47
publishers, 45-47
quality assurance, 266-267

gold masters, 31
green lights, 31
internal development

assistant producers, 34-35
job requirements, 41-45
publishers, 41-45
quality assurance, 266-267

methods
adapt stage, 22
agile project management, 20-22
cascade method, 18
envision stage, 21
explore stage, 21
extreme game development method, 16
finalize stage, 22
FPS games, 16-17
increments to completion method, 16-17
iteration method, 19-20
overview, 15
speculate stage, 21
XP method, 16

pitches, 30
pre-production, 31
production, 31
proposals, 115-116
prototypes, 30
schedules. See schedules
stages, 30-31
testing, 31

game producers. See producers
game theory, 155-156
Gamebryo middleware, 183
GameCODA sound, 188

games
brands. See brands
console games, 137-140
design. See game design
development. See game development
FPS, 16-17
game theory, 155-156
handheld games, 144-145
MMOGs, 155, 183-186
PC games, 140, 144
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saving, 140, 149-150
simulators, 140
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music, 252
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GDC (Game Developer’s Conference), 81-82
genres

brands, 112-113
game design, 151
licenses, 153-154

goals. See also risk management
marketing, 274-277
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H
handheld games, 144-145
hardware

game design, 136-137
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Havok, 182
headings (presentations), 121
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high-concept documents, 122-123
hiring. See also contracts; interviews

composers, 248-249
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schedules, 26
teams, 55-57

history (producers), 2
holidays/vacations, 26
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communication, 76
internal producers, 102

humor, 65
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ID Software, 190
ideal budgets, 226
IDGA Credit Standards Committee, 267
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independent contractors, 88
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assistant producers, 35
developers, 45-47
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publishers, 45-47
quality assurance, 266-267
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publishers, 41-45
quality assurance, 266-267
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managing teams, 103-104
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overview, 98-99
planning, 101
production, 99-100
quality, 101-103
risk management, 103
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vision, 102

interns, 55-56
interviews. See also hiring
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