
S
o you think you want to be a game developer?
Good for you — it’s a young, exciting, and fast-
growing field. It’s not as hard to break into as you
might think, either. In this article I’m going to tell
you how the industry builds games, and then show

you how to become one of the people who makes it happen.
The term “interactive entertainment” covers a vast amount of

territory, from huge computerized ride simulators at theme
parks down to little electronic keychains that only play one
game. Games are popping up everywhere — in airplane seats,
cars, mobile phones, robotic toys, exercise equipment, and on
and on. But when most people talk about interactive entertain-
ment, they mean games that can be played on a home game
console like a Playstation 2, Xbox, or Gamecube, or on a per-
sonal computer. These products are produced by game publish-
ers and sold in retail stores, and for the most part that’s what
I’m going to be talking about in this article. Creating other
kinds of games, such as gambling machines and arcade games,
requires many of the same skills as developing home video
games does. However, companies that develop those kinds of
games tend to be organized differently because they serve differ-
ent markets.

Skills the Industry Needs

A
common misconception about developing computer soft-
ware — whether it’s games or anything else — is that you

need to be a math genius. That’s just not true, though program-
ming jobs in certain areas may require advanced math, and for
some others, it’s helpful. A good half of all game developers, or
even more, need nothing more than arithmetic and geometry,
because less than half of all game development jobs are pro-
gramming jobs That’s another misconception — that the majori-
ty of game developers are programmers. In fact, no one skill
dominates game development.

Game development is not a high-tech industry in the same
way that electronics or biotechnology are. Rather, the game
business is an entertainment industry with a high-tech compo-
nent. Saying that videogames are about computers is a little like
saying that movies are about photography. There’s a lot more to
it than that.
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Videogames are, very roughly, made up of four things: pic-
tures (animation and two- and three-dimensional artwork);
sound (music, sound effects, and speech); a playable game idea
or design, which may or may not include a story and charac-
ters; and a computer program that implements the game and
presents the pictures and sound. These components translate
into four sets of development jobs required by the industry:
artists and animators, composers and sound engineers, writers
and designers, and programmers. There are other specialties as
well, but these are the main four groups.

How Games Are Funded, Built, and Sold

T
he backbone of the game industry — at least the creative
part of the industry — is the publishing company. A pub-

lisher funds the development of new games, manufactures them,
advertises them to the public, and sells them at whole-
sale to retailers like Wal-Mart and Electronics
Boutique, who resell them to the public. Since
the publishers provide the money for develop-
ment, they’re the ones who decide what games
will and won’t get made for retail. 

Building a videogame typically costs
between $250,000 and $5 million, although
in rare cases it can go up to $10 million or
more if a game is particularly large (or
particularly behind sched-
ule). Games are normally
built in one of two ways.
Either a publisher has
employees on its staff who
can do it (in-house develop-
ment), or they make a deal
with an outside development
company to do it. In-house
development is usually expensive
for the publisher during the
development process, because it
has to pay the salaries of all those
employees, offer them benefits, throw them
company Christmas parties, and so on.

If a publisher makes a deal with a development company to
make a game, it’s a lot like a book publisher’s deal with an
author. The publisher gives the developer some money, called
an advance, to pay employees and run the company while the
game is in development. This is cheaper for the publisher,
because development companies often pay lower salaries and
have fewer benefits. When retailers buy the game, however, the
publisher pays the developer royalties, a percentage of the
wholesale price of each copy sold. The developer doesn’t get the
royalties right away, though; it has to pay back the advance
money. The publisher withholds the royalties earned until the
advance is recouped. If the publisher doesn’t sell enough copies
to repay the advance, the developer may never get any royalties

at all, but it doesn’t owe the remaining money back. It’s up to
the publisher to make the game sell.

Sometimes a development company will decide to develop
and publish a game itself, using its own money. It might sell the
game via mail order for example, and skip the retailers entirely.
This is called self-publishing, and although it typically doesn’t
make as much money as traditional published games, it does
mean the developer gets to keep total creative control, which is
important to some people.

What this means to you. This system, with publishers and
developers, has defined the nature of the majority of jobs avail-
able in the industry. It has tended to divide jobs into two career
tracks: the production track, which is chiefly administrative,
nontechnical, partly creative, and always inside the publishing
company; and the development track, which is concerned with
building the actual game itself, is creative, and occurs in the

development company. If development happens in-
house at a publishing company, the two exist side by

side. Game design is almost a separate
track of its own, which can exist in the
publishing company or the develop-

ment company, depending on who
retains the authority to design the game.
It’s possible to switch from one career
track to another, as long as you can

demonstrate that you can do the
job. I went from being a pro-
grammer to a lead designer to a
producer and back to a lead
designer again. It’s a matter of
convincing whoever’s in charge
that they should give you the
chance. People are often given
responsibilities above their actual
job description just because the
work needs to get done and there
isn’t anyone else to do it.

Finally, there are a lot of jobs in
the game industry that aren’t direct-

ly connected with creating games. Like any other business, the
game industry needs accountants, lawyers, marketing people,
public relations specialists, and sales people. There are also a
number of subcontractors in the industry who have specialized
tasks: manufacturing and disk-duplication companies, testing
companies, and recruiters. This article focuses on the jobs that
are actually concerned with creating games, but there are many
other opportunities out there.

A Note about Job Titles

M
ost other entertainment industries, such as film, television,
and theater, have formal job titles that tell you exactly what

each person does, because those industries are unionized. Over
the years the unions and craft guilds established well-defined
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ways of working and standard terminology to go with them. If
someone tells you he’s a production coordinator or a casting
director, you can be pretty sure of what he does no matter who
he works for.

This is absolutely not true of the game industry. It’s a much
younger medium, and because it’s highly entrepreneurial, there
seems little likelihood that it ever will be unionized. Thus, job
titles vary considerably from company to company, and even
from project to project within a single company. You can get a
job offer from one company to be a “line producer” and anoth-
er company to be a “supervising producer,” and have no way
of knowing which is the more senior position. Even when a title
is the same at two different companies, there’s no guarantee
that the actual job responsibilities will be identical. In game
development, tasks tend to be assigned on an ad hoc basis
depending on the talents, skills, and interests of the individuals
who make up the team. It isn’t unusual for task assignments to
change in mid-project, either, and some companies will let you
define your own idiosyncratic title.

The only way to find out about specific responsibilities relat-
ed to any given position — and it’s true whether you’re a wide-
eyed wannabe or an experienced veteran — is to ask lots of
questions at your job interview. Find out who you’ll be report-
ing to and get that person to describe his or her expectations
about the job in as much detail as possible. Don’t be overly
influenced by an impressive-sounding title. When everybody is
testing like mad two weeks before the final deadline, you’ll
have to pitch in and help with the rest of them, even if your
business card does say “senior research scientist.”

The Production Track

T
he production track consists of jobs associated with creating
a game that don’t always involve building something that

ends up on the disk or cartridge. Production is about guiding
and facilitating the building of the game in a variety of ways.
People who go into production are usually highly experienced
game players and should be highly knowledgeable about a wide
range of games and gameplay.

Here, from bottom to top, are the typical jobs in the produc-
tion track, although as I said before, not all companies will use
exactly these job titles.

Customer service and returns. A good many people in the
game industry start by simply answering the phone. This might
entail trying to solve the customers’ problems with the game
and processing warranty returns when faulty products come in.
To do this job you need to be technically competent, an experi-
enced game player, and very, very patient. It’s a good entry-level
position for someone who doesn’t have any development cre-
dentials but has been around games all of his or her life and
knows them well. 

Testing. People who seem to be good at customer service —
figuring out where problems lie — are candidates to be testers.
Testing games doesn’t mean playing them for fun; it means
playing them over and over and over for days on end according
to a specified test plan. It also means being observant enough to
know what was happening when a bug popped up and articu-
late enough to describe it accurately for the programmers.
Because a game doesn’t need to be tested all throughout the
production process, testers may work on several different
games a year.

Quality assurance. Often referred to as QA, this is the process
of making a final, independent check on the game before it goes
to manufacturing. QA typically runs the game for a certain
number of hours to make sure it doesn’t crash, comparing every
screen and button in the game against the manual to be sure it’s
accurate. The production team can claim that the game is
ready, but only QA can actually declare it to be “gold” (refer-
ring to the “gold” master disk from which final copies of the
game will be made). The QA team is usually separate from the
production team, so it’s immune to pressure from the producer.

Assistant producer. Assistant producers are usually the low-
est people directly involved with the production of a particu-
lar game throughout the development process. They do all
kinds of grunt work: making backups, burning CDs, shipping
needed data or equipment to developers, managing the data-
base of bugs in the testing process, and doing basic research
required for the game. If you’re building a flight simulator, an
assistant producer might be assigned to find sources of aerial
photographs or to obtain maps of airports that will appear in
the game. 

Associate producer. A game typically has several associate
producers, whose responsibilities may be divided up in different
ways depending on the nature of the game. If the game is being
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shipped on more than one platform, one associate producer may
be assigned to the Xbox version and another to the Playstation
2 version. Or one can oversee art production and another code
development. In any case, the associate producers troubleshoot
problems, and keep track of whatever is going on in their areas
of responsibility and report progress to the producer.

Producer. Traditionally the producer is responsible for a sin-
gle game. The producer is usually the “keeper of the vision” for
that game, the one who resolves any creative (or other) disputes
on the team. The producer is also the one who determines
whether the game is “fun enough” and progressing in the right
direction. However, producers don’t spend much time doing
creative work themselves. Unless the producer is also a game
designer (which is rare nowadays), he or she is chiefly con-
cerned with the budget and schedule for the game — tracking
development progress and approving milestone payments to the
development company when they have met their targets.

Executive producer. Executive producers are typically in
charge of an entire product line. If a company publishes a line
of games for children, or of sports games, the executive produc-
er may oversee production of all of them. He or she negotiates
development contracts with the development companies, if the
work isn’t being done in-house; negotiates licensing deals if a
game uses characters or images owned by someone else (such as
the James Bond line for Electronic Arts); and works with the
marketing and public relations departments to help create ad
campaigns and other publicity. Executive producers may also be
involved with other kinds of merchandising, such as toys and T-
shirts. They give the products some creative direction, but only
at the most general level. The executive producer’s job is almost
entirely administrative. They are ultimately responsible to the
publisher for making the product line a success.

Jobs in the production track require administrative skills and
a peculiar quality called “product sense.” Product sense isn’t
just knowing whether a game is fun, but whether a lot of other
people are going to think it’s fun; so much fun, in fact, that lots
of them will buy it. It’s possible to possess no technical or artis-
tic skills, to be completely unable to build a game yourself, and
yet to have brilliant product sense. 

If you have great product sense, you can go all the way to
the top and eventually become the president or CEO of the
company (assuming you also know how to run a business). The
advantage of being in the production track is that the sky’s the
limit. The disadvantage is that there’s a lot of low-paid donkey
work at the bottom. 

The Development Track

T
he development track consists of the people who actually
build the game: programmers, artists and animators, and

audio engineers or musicians. They make the software, pictures,
and sound, and they are rewarded on the basis of the speed and
quality of their work. I’ll go over each of these skills in turn.

Programming. Game programming is divided into subdisci-

plines: artificial intelligence programming, physics programming,
graphics programming, and others. To be a programmer you
need a logical mind and love of computers for their own sake —
knowing what makes them tick and how to get the best out of
them. To be a graphics or physics programmer, you should also
have a good working knowledge of trigonometry, analytical
geometry, and calculus. There are other specialties as well, such
as user interface programming, device control, network pro-
gramming, and audio/video compression and decompression.

Most games are written in the C or C++ languages, with
smaller games for the web usually being written in Java. Courses
in AI, simulation, and graphics will be more useful to you as a
game programmer than database design or operating systems.

Programmers are typically divided into junior, regular, and
senior, depending on their experience. All the programmers on a
project typically report to a lead programmer. Leads spends up
to half of their time doing administrative work — managing the
programming process — as well as writing code of their own.

In addition there’s one other, quite specialized role.
Some publishers have a position called “technical
director.” This is a bit of a misnomer, since it isn’t
a leadership position. TDs are part of the pro-
duction team rather than the development team,
and their job is to provide an independent analysis
of the development team’s technical
progress. The TD also sanity-checks
the game design in its early stages
to make sure it’s actually doable,
and offers advice and trou-
bleshooting to the development
team on an as-needed basis. The
technical director is usually a very
experienced programmer.

Art and animation. These days the most
time-consuming task in game develop-
ment is creating the pictures: the artwork
and animation that display the game
and its user interface on the screen.
Like programming, this is broken into
subdisciplines:

• 2D art, or pixel painting, is the
oldest kind of computer artwork. With all
the emphasis on 3D games these days, you
might think 2D artists are no longer needed,
but that’s dead wrong. Backgrounds, user
interface elements, and above all textures —
the images on the surfaces of 3D models that
give them their “skins” — are all forms of
two-dimensional art. Indeed, it’s 2D art that
creates the art style of the game, its atmos-
phere. Artists who work in 2D should know
software tools such as Adobe Photoshop. 

• 2D animation is the business of making sprites, that is,
two-dimensional images that look as if they’re moving. This is
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the same skill that is used in creating animated movies and tele-
vision shows on cellophane (cel animation), only done with
pixel editors rather than paint.

• 3D modeling is about making three-dimensional models of
objects that are going to appear in the game. In a way it’s a
kind of sculpting, done in a 3D editing tool such as Discreet’s
3DS Max or Alias|Wavefront’s Maya. Most 3D models are
made up of triangles, usually generically referred to as poly-
gons, in space. Positioning these polygons creates the shape of
the object. The smaller and more numerous the polygons are,
the more precisely the object will resemble its real-life equiva-
lent. The 3D acceleration hardware that is built into videogame
consoles and PC graphics cards determines how many polygons
the machine can display at one time, and hence, the visual accu-
racy of the models. 

• 3D animation makes a 3D model move. In the case of ani-
mals and human beings, this is done by defining a bone struc-
ture inside the 3D model and indicating how its joints are
hinged and what their ranges of motion are. This can then be
used to produce standard animation cycles, such as walking,
running, climbing, and so on, as well as special moves such as
falling down or reaching out to pick something up. 3D anima-
tion can also be done by using motion capture equipment to
record the motion of a real person for a true-to-life effect.

Like programmers, artists are typically divided into junior,
regular, and senior based on their experience. They report to a
lead artist or art director, who sets the overall style of the game
and manages the art creation process.

Audio. Videogames today use sound in four ways: as music,
to create an emotional mood; as ambient noises in an environ-
ment (waterfalls, traffic noise, and the like, which also con-
tribute to mood); as sound effects triggered by particular events
(footsteps, doors opening, or explosions); and as speech (either
narration or constructed dialogue). All this material is recorded

and assembled by audio staff consisting of
musicians and sound engineers.

Regrettably, audio has traditionally been
the poor relation of the other game
development crafts, scheduled last and
given the fewest resources. The reason
for this is largely historical: early

game equipment wasn’t capable
of much more than beeps.

Now that games ship on
DVDs or multiple

CDs with high-
quality audio,
there’s lots of room

to devote to audio
resources.
Audio engineering

requires good ears and an under-
standing of the basic princi-

ples of sound, both analog

(frequency, volume, stereo separation) and digital (sampling
rates, bits-per-sample, data compression techniques). A number
of tools enable engineers to manipulate audio data digitally.
You can learn to use these tools in trade schools and communi-
ty colleges, or in a recording studio. Even though developing
audio for a game is not the same as amplifying live music, expe-
rience with a band can give you useful exposure to the core
concepts.

Music is a special talent. A composer needs to be able not
only to play, but also to use music composition tools, such as
MIDI editors and the like. Few games need a full-time compos-
er, although there are exceptions for highly musical games, such
as REZ from Sega.

The audio career track is a short one. Beyond recording,
composing, and editing, there isn’t much of anyplace else to go,
although if you are especially talented you can go freelance and
charge large sums for your services.

Managing development. At a development company, the lead
artist, lead programmer, and lead audio engineer typically report
to a person called the project director or project manager. This
person has overall responsibility for all the development tasks
and is the analogue to the producer at the publishing company.
This role is entirely administrative, and the vast majority of
one’s time is spent making up task lists and schedules and run-
ning meetings. If development is done in-house at a publisher,
the producer may take the role of the project director.

The development track doesn’t offer as many opportunities
for promotion to positions of power that the production track
does. Beyond lead programmer or art director there’s no place
else to go unless you stop programming or doing artwork. And
if you’re a brilliant musician, a company is going to want to
keep you composing music, making use of your strongest tal-
ent. Your company won’t have much incentive to give you a
managerial job unless you can demonstrate that you’re actually
a better manager than you are a composer. In production, you
can start at the very bottom and rise to the very top. In con-
trast, developers start at a much higher level, earning several
times as much as a tester or customer service representative, but
they can only rise so far before they have to leave the develop-
ment track. 

Game Design

G
ame design is probably the most highly sought, least-under-
stood job in the business. It seems like every junior employ-

ee in the game industry wants to be a game designer, in the
same way that every properties manager in Hollywood is work-
ing on a film script. Let’s clear up one thing right away. You
will not get an entry-level job as a lead game designer nor be
hired straight out of college to invent completely new games —
at least not at a large company. Most people pay their dues for
years in other roles before they get that degree of creative con-
trol. And once you do get the job, it doesn’t actually confer as
much freedom as you might expect. As a game designer, it isn’t
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your job to create your ideal game, the game that you would
most like to play. Rather, it’s your job to create the game that
the company needs from you: one that fits well into their prod-
uct line and appeals to their target audience.

I’ve put game design in a separate track from production or
development because it can occur in either place, and in some
respects it partakes of both. At a development company the lead
game designer reports to the project director; at a publisher, to
the producer.

A game designer needs imagination above all, but imagination
alone is nowhere near enough. He or she also needs to be organ-
ized and resourceful, able to do research, and able to work well
in a team. Because everybody wants to contribute ideas to the
game’s design, it’s up to the designer to choose the good ones
and integrate them successfully.

The designer’s primary skill is communication, chiefly through
writing. The design of the game has to be transmitted to the
other members of the team. In practice a lot of this happens in
meetings, but written documents are vital as a record of deci-
sions made: they prevent the team from wasting time going over
old ground. Design documents must be clear, consistent, compre-
hensive, and unambiguous. It also helps a great deal to be able
to draw at least pencil sketches. Designers often create the first
concept drawings of vehicles, creatures, buildings, the user inter-
face, and anything else that might appear on the screen.

There are typically three levels of game design jobs, though
small games may use only one. From bottom to top, they are:

Level designer. Most videogames consist of levels (or in war
games or flight simulators, “missions”): a series of separate scenar-
ios, each with its own victory condition and often its own music
and artwork. The term “level” goes back to arcade games, in
which you play through scenarios at increasing levels of difficulty. 

Level designers, as the most junior members of the design
team, have little say in how the game works. Paradoxically,
however, they do the most to create the player’s experience of
actually playing the game, because they construct the challenges
that the players will face. Their job is to take the mechanisms
and the features provided by the lead and other game designers,
and the art and audio elements created by those teams, and use
them to build worlds for the players to play in, as well as set-
ting the starting conditions and the victory condition for each
level. War games, for example, usually come with 15 or 20 dif-
ferent missions and different initial conditions (numbers, types,
and positions of forces) on each, all created by level designers.

The primary talents required for a level designer are imagina-
tion to think up new kinds of levels that will keep the game
interesting and offer a mix of challenges, and an ability to bal-
ance a game with the mechanisms provided. Testers who were
particularly good at finding problems in the level designs of
games that they were testing, and making suggestions about
how to fix them, often go on to become level designers.

Game designer. A game designer reports to the lead designer
and creates the details that make the game work the way it
does. Given the general mechanisms that determine how points
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Designing Monopoly

Lead designer: “This is a board game about buying and sell-
ing real estate. There will be properties, and they will cost
money to buy. You can charge rent if someone lands on
your property. If you own properties in certain groups,
that’s called a monopoly and you can build houses and
hotels there and charge more. The game ends when one
player has bankrupted all the others.”

Game designer: “I’ve collected up names of streets in
Atlantic City, New Jersey, to use for the properties, as well
as a few other things like railroads and utilities. You’ll get
$200 every time you go around the board, so a certain
amount of money will keep flowing into the game. I’ve
also designed a set of Chance and Community Chest cards
to redistribute some of the money randomly. The water
and electric companies will charge four times a die roll if
you own one of them, or 10 times a die roll if you own
them both.”

Level designer: “Here’s how the board is laid out. Notice
that the prices go steadily up as players move around it.
This will create tension as they move into expensive regions
and relief when they get into the cheap regions again. I’ve
sprinkled the specialty squares around evenly so there’s
always a chance that you’ll be able to sneak past someone’s
line of hotels.”
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are won and lost in a game, for example, it’s the game designers
who decide how many points are won and lost and under what
circumstances. The game designers work to make sure that the
game is fair and balanced and that it doesn’t go on too long or
end too quickly. They also flesh out details about the user inter-
face, options, customizability, network play, and many other
less obvious features.

Lead designer. The lead designer is responsible for the overall
functioning of the game, answering its most essential questions.
What is the player’s role? What challenges does the player face?
What is the player trying to achieve? What constitutes victory?
Where does this take place? How does the internal economy of
the game work? The lead designer may have had the idea for
the game or be bringing someone else’s idea to life. The lead
designer’s authority is not absolute. He or she must collaborate,
and often compromise, with the producer, the art director, and
the lead programmer to create an enjoyable and aesthetically
coherent game. The role is partly managerial, making sure that
all aspects of the game’s design are covered and nothing is
missed. A game has one lead designer.

In addition to game designers, a project may also have a ded-
icated writer. Until recently few development companies hired

experienced writers, and sadly it has shown in some of the
clichéd plots and corny dialogue you may have experienced in
some games. This is starting to change as the production values
for games improve. Some games, but not all, include plot, char-
acter, narrative, and theme (consider the writing needs for a
role-playing game versus those for a puzzle game), so writers
are not as essential to interactive entertainment as they are to
movies, and there are far fewer jobs. Writers are also needed to
write the manuals and the copy that appears on the box, but in
these cases they usually work for the marketing department
rather than development or production.

How to Decide What You Want to Do

I
get a lot of e-mail from people asking, “I want to make games,
but I don’t know whether I should be a programmer or an artist

or a writer or what. What do you think I should do?” The
answer is, I don’t have a clue, because I don’t know anything
about you. Only you can answer that question. Here’s how.

First, you need to figure out what you like to do. What do
you enjoy? You probably first started drawing and painting
about age two. Did you have a good time? Do you still do it as a
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hobby? At some point you probably had a music class, even if it
was all the way back in elementary school. Did you feel drawn to
music? Maybe you play or even compose for fun. How about
writing? Ever written a short story? Did you take pleasure in
doing it? Or computer programming? If you haven’t tried it,
maybe you should. You can get Visual Basic for the PC and cre-
ate simple games in just a few hours. If you find yourself com-
pletely fascinated, staying up all night to add new features, that’s
a good sign. Ever been a dungeon master for a role-playing
game? Did you enjoy designing the map, creating all the traps
and treasures, devising non-playing characters for your players to
interact with? You might have potential as a game designer.

Second, figure out what you’re good at doing. Unfortunately,
it’s not enough just to like doing something; you also have to do
it well. If you love drawing but your mother never once put one
your drawings up on the refrigerator, take a hint. Fortunately,
however, liking something and doing it well usually go hand in
hand. What are your natural talents? Have people been
impressed by your artwork, your musicianship, your writing? If
you program, do you find that you do it swiftly and without
many bugs?

Once you’ve decided what you both like to do and are good
at doing, then you can see if those skills are used in the game
industry. If the answer turns out to be gardening
or breeding bloodhounds, you’re out of
luck, but if it’s a skill the industry needs,
the next step is to develop it.
Practice. Experiment. Build up a
portfolio. Take classes. Educate
yourself. Practice some more.

Some Hard Truths

N
ow it’s time for a few hard
truths about the game industry,

things that you might as well know
before you get into it.

Publishers and developers don’t

buy game ideas. Like most people
interested in getting into the game
industry, you’ve probably got a fantastic
idea for a game. That’s great — the industry
needs new ideas — but you’re not going to be
able to sell that idea to a game publisher or
developer. Everyone in the industry is constantly
having game ideas, and only a tiny fraction of
them are ever developed. Publishers don’t pay for
ideas. What they’re looking for are development
teams capable of turning an idea into a suc-
cessful product, on time and under budget.
Ideas are a dime a dozen, but really good
developers are hard to find.

Also, most game ideas can’t be patent-
ed, so you can’t think of one and make sure

that nobody else can ever do the same thing. On the other
hand, game ideas aren’t like consumer fads: you don’t have to
be first to market or lose all chance of doing it. Because game
hardware keeps changing, the same game idea can be developed
again and again by different people on different machines. So if
you don’t have any way of developing an idea now, you can
afford to wait a while and try another time. I’ve wanted to do a
game about fighting forest fires for the last 20 years. One of
these days, I’ll get my chance. Maybe somebody else will do
one in the meantime, but that won’t prevent me from doing the
same thing if I want to.

Don’t go into the game industry just for the money. If you’re a
programmer, you can usually make more money in traditional
software industries: database programming, management infor-
mation systems, defense industries, and so on. It’s simple supply
and demand; a heck of a lot of people want to be in the game
industry, and the competition drives salaries down.

It used to be that game developers could make huge fortunes
in royalties from hit games, but that was back when only one
or two people could build an entire game. Now that develop-
ment teams consist of anywhere from 10 to 50 people, the roy-
alties are spread awfully thin — and in fact many employment
contracts don’t give individual developers royalties anyway.

Instead developers tend to get bonuses or stock options
in the company.

The best reason to get into game development
is because you love it and it’s what you want

to do. If it’s just money you’re after, you’re
better off elsewhere.

The work can be long, hard, and exhaust-

ing. Game development involves engineer-
ing, and engineering is inherently unpre-
dictable because it’s problem solving.
Publishers, on the other hand, want fixed
development schedules so that they can

ship in time for a certain release time-
frame (often it’s the holiday retail season).

The two aren’t compatible, and the result is
often a terrible period known as “crunch

time,” when everyone on the project works 80-
hour weeks to try to get the game done on an unrealistic

schedule. Game development is fun, exciting, and
enormously creative, but make no mistake, it burns

people out. It’s rare to find a programmer over 40
years old, not because of age discrimination, but just

because the pressure can be enormous and relentless. 
If you work for somebody else, your job is to make

their game, not yours. As I said previously, every-
body has a game idea, but only a few people get to
work on their own idea. In 13 years in the indus-

try, I’ve had the opportunity to work on my own
game ideas for at most a year, and I’ve never had
the chance to bring one of them to market. As an
employee you’re not being paid to develop the game
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you most want to make, but the game your employer wants you
to make. Your job is to lend your talent, intelligence, and imagina-
tion to the project you’re on.

All this isn’t intended to discourage you from getting into the
game business. If you’ve read this far, you’re probably fascinat-
ed by games and filled with a creative desire to build them.
That’s great — the industry needs energetic, enthusiastic, moti-
vated people — but I’d hate for you to think you’re going to
spend your time sitting around thinking up cool games all day.
Not even the greatest designers in the industry like Sid Meier,
Will Wright, and Peter Molyneux get to do that. They spend a
lot of their time reading, writing, planning, organizing, and sit-
ting in meetings. And so will you.

Get to Work

B
reaking in to the game industry isn’t as hard as, say, breaking
in to the movies. You don’t have to join a guild or a union.

You apply for jobs the same way you would anywhere else: read
developer web sites and magazines, send in résumés, and attend
industry events, some of which will have job fairs and all of
which offer networking opportunities. Build up a portfolio of
work you’ve done, even coursework is fine, that you can show
when you go to an interview. Finding a job is hard work in any
business, but persistence and flexibility will pay off in the end and
hopefully land you a job doing something you love. q
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RESOURCES

Web Sites
The International Game Developers
Association “Breaking In” Site 
Gamasutra 
GameDev.Net 
Flipcode.com 
The Game AI Page 

Magazines
Game Developer
Develop (UK) 

Events
Game Developers Conference 
Game Developers Conference Europe (UK) 
ECTS (UK)
Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) 
Milia (France) 

Organizations
International Game Developers
Association 
Interactive Digital Software Association
(publishers’ trade association) 

www.igda.org/breakingin 
www.gamasutra.com
www.gamedev.net
www.flipcode.com
www.gameai.com 

www.gdmag.com
www.developmag.com

www.gdconf.com
www.gdc-europe.com
www.ects.com
www.e3expo.com
www.milia.com

www.igda.org

www.idsa.com


