Goodbye for now


by David Thielen





What an interesting industry. I enjoyed creating Enemy Nations more than any other project I’ve ever worked on. This market is more alive than say, Operating Systems, where whatever we put out (speaking of Microsoft here) was going to succeed.


But this industry, in spite of having it’s highest grossing year ever, is in serious trouble. Virtually every company is hemorrhaging money. You can’t make a profit in a market like this. Losing money while chasing market share is only for companies with extensive cash reserves.


So let’s travel down the path of confusion, incompetence, ignorance, and greed that has brought the game industry to this point.


First off, retail is broken. Stores purchase from distributors and distributors purchase from publishers all with no intention of paying. The effective discounts achieved by finally settling accounts for less is a giant tax imposed on publishers and through them on the developer.


The stores also have no idea how to stock titles. I tried to buy Deadlock a month after it came out. Not a single store in Boulder carried it, had carried it, or knew that it existed. It was a top selling game at the time. No matter how good the games are, if they aren’t on the shelves people won’t buy them.


Second, most game publishers are grossly incompetent. Viacom New Media, GTE Interactive, & Phillips New Media are just some of the recent companies to be closed down after failing to produce, in some cases, a single successful title. Meanwhile Virgin Interactive (according to Spelling’s latest 10-K) is losing more than 5 million dollars/month. (I do want to note that there are a few well run game companies out there.)


Some of the publishers I interacted with had people that, in my opinion, were totally incompetent. A test manager who had no idea what a test plan was. A VP of Development who did not know how they tested games. A VP of Software who did not understand disk I/O optimization (although he thought he did).


And publishers don’t understand quality titles when they are right in front of them. Viacom New Media dropped Enemy Nations after looking at the final game. VNM is a company that received an average rating of 67% in PC Gamer last year for their games. PC Gamer gave Enemy Nations an 86%. Yet even looking at the final game VNM couldn’t determine it was better than the dreck they did decide to ship.


When VNM returned Enemy Nations we took it to every publisher we could find. Every single one turned it down. About 4 months later, PC Games reviewed it and gave it an A rating. At that time we received calls from many of those same publishers now interested. The only difference was that a single person (the magazine reviewer) had looked at the game and liked it.


If the publishers can’t even trust their own judgment, if they turn down a quality game in the hottest genre out there, then what are the chances of their picking up any game brought to them? More importantly, if every publisher turns down a finshed game with the ratings we received, what are the odds that they are accepting quality titles?


The third problem though is the biggest. And it’s something we all just keep quiet about while pretending it doesn’t exist. Many, many game programmers are not qualified for the job. I’m not saying they are stupid (at least not all). I’m saying not qualified.


Most game programmers are self-taught or come straight from college. They work in small groups, usually with the same people year after year. Because this industry has not demanded exceptional programming talent, most game programmers get their experience in small, non-competitive, incestuous groups.


This is not an environment that pushes people to constantly strive to do their best. And it is not an environment that teaches people new approaches and methods. (And with that said – there are numerous exceptions. I have been in both Chris Robert’s & John Miles’ code and they contain beautifully crafted assembler.)


When developers have to “discover” that you can process dwords as fast as bytes, when they don’t understand the concepts behind basic tools like a profiler, when they chew up clock cycles reading the joystick 8 times per frame, then they are not capable of writing good, solid code. All they can aspire to is adequate code.


The heads of several game publishers have told me that they have no interest in hiring very experienced people because it’s cheaper to hire programmers fresh out of college for almost nothing. (And with rare exceptions these are people who are not getting offers from companies like Microsoft and Netscape.)


The mass-market we all desperately want to create will not accept adequate programming jobs. They demand the same level of reliability, completeness, functionality, and ease-of-use they get from their productivity applications. And when they don’t get it with one game – they stop buying games for good.


So what’s the answer? Well, very few developers are going to get rich in the game industry over the next couple of years. There just isn’t any profit to spread around. At the same time, with very rare exceptions, game programmers who can write excellent code came from non-game backgrounds where they learned their craft.


Programmers are in incredible demand out in the real world. Microsoft has 2 billion dollars allocated to R&D they can’t spend because they can’t find enough qualified programmers. At the other end of the size spectrum, at my current employer, Fusion MicroMedia, we are also desperate for qualified programmers (hint: jobs@fusionmm.com). There are tons of jobs out there for those who want them.


Spend 3 - 4 years working in a non-game area. And while games are content and therefore a lot more interesting than Internet applications, working with a group of very smart and qualified people more than makes up for it. And outside of games, co-workers and management are usually extremely well qualified because they have to be to succeed.


After a couple of years, you will be a much better developer, have made more money and have gained a lot more experience. You will personally be capable of creating much better programs in a much shorter time. And most likely, by that time, the game industry will be populated mostly by competently run companies.


As a side note, everyone always complains about Microsoft winning new markets by using some kind of special advantage. It’s a lot simpler than that. Look at the problems I listed above. Microsoft does not have those problems.


Microsoft will come to dominate the game industry. Not because of any dirty tricks but because they are run and staffed by competent, intelligent people. That alone gives them a significant competitive advantage over virtually every other game company out there.


I’m really glad I had the chance to create Enemy Nations. It was a rare experience to be the producer, designer, tech lead, co-art director, music & sfx director, as well as a good chunk of the programming. There is absolutely nothing like creating content. And even after everything that happened I’m glad I did it. I learned a lot and enjoyed it (most of the time). But I’m also glad to be out and working again in an industry that demands excellence.


And for those of you that do choose to stay in the game industry, thank you. Because I do want to keep playing new games over the next couple of years. The industry will improve. Competitive pressure from Microsoft alone, if nothing else, will significantly improve those companies that survive.


