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Foreword

The worldwide video-game industry is in a state of enormous flux. Vast
budget opuses, such as Activision’s Call of Duty, sit alongside mobile phone
games created by tiny two-man teams. We work in an industry that is more
diverse than ever—an industry that is appealing to an ever-broadening and
growing mass market. Could we see a day when people interact with com-
puter games as much as they do with television? Could we see a day when
the framework of a game helps us cross a cultural divide? These thoughts
would have seemed crazy five years ago, but they now appear certain to be-
come realities. Video games are in the most exciting place they have ever
been right now.

| have been lucky enough to see this industry go through many, many
changes, starting with those early days at Bullfrog Productions, when two of
us created a game called Populous on a shoestring, through to setting up
Lionhead Studios and selling the company to Microsoft. Along the way, there
have been many good times and a few bad ones, too. Therefore, | could
really empathize on a personal level with the experiences and stories docu-
mented in this book.

As | read this book, | realised that this is the first time that a history of the
video-game industry has been told through the personal stories of the en-
trepreneurs who pushed the business forward. Many of the people featured
came from humble beginnings with only passion to drive them. Most experi-
enced highs and lows, while all had their shares of good and bad luck. What
incredible journeys we all have had! No mountain is too high to climb. Every
challenge can be overcome.

Gamers at Work is a critical resource for new and experienced business
leaders—for anyone who feels unprepared for the demanding and seemingly
insurmountable trials ahead of them.

—Peter Molyneux
Creative Director
Microsoft Studios Europe
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Preface

Like many projects, Gamers at Work began life as something else. Like many
startups, as a first-time author, | made many mistakes. And like most people
in business, | had no idea what | was doing, but | lucked out.

When | started the project that became this book, | had founded a trade as-
sociation, Entertainment Media Council, for business leaders in the video-
game industry two years before. We had completed the initial recruiting and
planning cycles, and | was anxious to execute our plans.

We needed capital to proceed, but prospective investors, from the world’s
largest studios to leading universities, wanted to see that our little nonprofit
organization had actually done something meaningful.

Entertainment Media Council exists to advance the video-game business by
leveraging the collective wisdom and influence of business leaders, in order
to address the systemic, market-level, and corporate problems that make
video games such a volatile industry in which to do business.

| wanted to get people thinking about solutions, and get them involved with
us at any level. Most importantly, | wanted to learn more about the struggles
with which startups must contend. So, | had an idea: let’s profile the chal-
lenges of entrepreneurship by blogging interviews with successful founders
that explore major video-game companies at every stage.

Feargus Urquhart, cofounder of Obsidian Entertainment, and Chris Ulm, co-
founder of Appy Entertainment, were the first two to sign on. While plan-
ning their interviews, | realized that posting interviews with such prominent
entrepreneurs on a blog that had zero visibility would not do their stories
justice. | would be wasting their time and mine.

On my desk, | saw a copy of Founders at Work. | thought, “It’s a long shot,
but | could write a book. Who’s the publisher?”’ | reached out to Apress,
and pitched them on a series of At Work books, with my book as the second
in the series. They were interested, of course, because they were already



developing a series. Coders at Work had been published not more than a
year before. Within a few weeks, we had a deal.

In this book, | have interviewed |8 successful entrepreneurs in depth. Some
are on their first company, others are on their umpteenth, and some are en-
joying the retired life. | have tried to ask questions whose answers | wish |
knew when | started my previous two companies. | have also tried to elicit
answers that | thought | would want to know when someday | start a video-
game company of my own.

Additionally, | wanted to illustrate the history of the video-game industry
through the perspectives of the developers and publishers who played a key
role in its shape. In these interviews, | aimed at having each founder tell
their story from the time before their startup had taken form on the hori-
zon to the end of their journey and the start of their next.

As a serial entrepreneur and former consultant, | believe that | should know
which are the best questions to ask other founders. However, as you will
discover when you read these |7 chapters, experience does not make one
an expert.

Indeed, experience and expertise should not be conflated. Experience
merely provides opportunities to learn and practice. Assuming that we have
taken advantage of those opportunities, remembering our lessons and how
they can be applied across problem domains can remain difficult, especially
when we are immersed in the day-to-day.

Trip Hawkins, who | greatly admire as a business leader, spent years and
years planning Electronic Arts, eventually working at Apple alongside the
late Steve Jobs to learn the ropes. Despite that rigor and care which un-
doubtedly contributed to his phenomenal success, Trip excitedly spun off
3DO on a relative whim in 1991, and that company declared bankruptcy 12
years later. Meanwhile, Electronic Arts exists today as one of the world’s
most powerful publishers of video games.

The excitement of the day-to-day can be impairing. We turn to advisors,
consultants, and trusted colleagues because they are third-party observers,
sufficiently removed from our labors, who can pierce through the noise and
clarify problems. Similarly, we look to magazines, books, and other publica-
tions for insight that gives us pause, or perhaps a simple diversion, that al-
lows us to think clearly and critically.

| hope Gamers at Work gives you such a reprieve. | expect the stories shared
within this tome will impart valuable information that you might have never
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obtained elsewhere. | hope the storytellers entertain you with their delight-
ful anecdotes as they have entertained me. Finally, | encourage you to use
this book as a reference, which you can revisit from time to time when you
would like to remember how those who have gone before you confronted
the myriad obstacles along the road to success.

—NMorgan Ramsay
Founder and President/CEO
Entertainment Media Council
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CHAPTER

1

Trip Hawkins

Founder, Electronic Arts

Trip Hawkins left his position as director of product
marketing at Apple Computer to start Electronic Arts (EA) in
1982, which continues to operate today as one of the largest
publishers of video games in the world. EA has since produced
many foundational games, such as Pinball Construction Set
and M.U.LEE,, and best-selling franchises, such as The Sims,
Rock Band, and Madden NFL. In addition, many early
employees are part of the company’s evolving legacy, and they
are now recognized as leading figures in the video-game industry.

In 1991, Hawkins pursued a strategy to provide the company with a direct path to
the consumer. The initiative was spun off as The 3DO Company, an independent
platform manufacturer and later a third-party developer. Although initially well-
received, 3DO was unable to secure a foothold in the highly competitive console
market and declared bankruptcy by 2003. Not one to be deterred by past failures,
Hawkins founded Digital Chocolate later that same year to develop video games
for mobile devices. Today, Digital Chocolate is a leader in the mobile-games
category, and controls a wide portfolio of social, PC, and console games, including
Millionaire City and MMA Pro Fighter.

Ramsay: Take me back to before you started Electronic Arts.

Hawkins: As a child, | discovered that | was creative and loved to play
games. My favorite games were board, paper, card, and dice games that tried
to simulate something that | was passionate about: Strat-O-Matic Football
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and Baseball, Dungeons & Dragons, and Avalon Hill historical war games. |
even designed a football simulation of my own using cards, charts, and dice. |
noticed that many of my friends thought these games were too much work.
In effect, the player had to be the computer. My own game was a minor busi-
ness failure, but | loved being an entrepreneur. | vowed to do it again, but to
be much better prepared the next time.

This was also the golden age of television, so my friends were basically tell-
ing me that they’d rather watch television, which was simple and offered
high fidelity. In 1971, | heard about computer kits and time sharing, and |
decided that the solution was to put the game into the computer, and to
have graphics on the screen that looked like a television broadcast. From
that moment on, | was very consciously preparing to found EA in 1982.

In 1973, | purposefully spent two years convincing Harvard to let me have
my own special field of endeavor called “Strategy and Applied Game The-
ory,” in which | applied computer simulation to relevant social problems,
like organizational decision-making and nuclear-war prevention. During the
summer of 1975, | got a job at a Santa Monica think tank, Software Devel-
opment Corporation, that was the computer spin-off of the RAND Corpo-
ration. A colleague returned from lunch one day and said he was at a retail
store where you could rent KSR-33 teletype terminals for only $10 an hour.
| said, “That’s great! This is the birth of home computing. | am going to
make games that people can play at home on these computers.”

My colleague, who had been at Dick Heiser’s The Computer Store, which
turned out to be the world’s first computer retail store, then told me that
another company called Intel had introduced the first CPU chip. | spent the
next hour trying to plot out how these advances would develop in the
home. | concluded that | should let the technology marinate and the hard-
ware base accumulate for a few years, and that in 1982, | should found my
game software company. And that is exactly what | did.

Ramsay: What did you do until then?

Hawkins: | finished school and met another objective by working at Apple
from 1978 to 1982. My goal was to learn about how to build my own com-
pany by working for other entrepreneurs, and to simultaneously help build
the supply of computers in homes, since they would be my future custom-
ers. When | joined Apple, we had only 50 employees.

Between 1971 and 1982, | refined my ideas about how to make EA success-
ful. | eventually had a pretty good trick bag. I'm a good creative guy, but |
also believe that “creativity is the rearranging of the old in a new way.” | had
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seen how valuable it had been at Apple to leverage ideas from the consumer
electronics business into our fledgling computer industry.

Ramsay: Can you give me any examples?

Hawkins: One example was the strategic advantage of direct retail sales—
not using a distribution middleman. This became a key issue for Apple. | also
determined by 1980 that software developers and engineers were like art-
ists, even like divas. My key reference point became Hollywood media, par-
ticularly records and books. | studied those industries and found that it had
been even more important for them to have direct distribution control and
to build strategic value in their sales pipeline.

In addition, | decided to pioneer the idea of bringing the leverage of the re-
cording studio to game development so that developers would have more
powerful tools, and so that we could more easily span publication across
more computing platforms. | introduced terms like “producer,” “director,”
and “affiliated label” to software engineering for the first time. | even went
so far as to mimic the record album in EA’s first games, a specific packaging
format that was imitated by 22 competitors later in the 1980s. These pillars
of strategy were the key founding principles of EA.

Ramsay: When did you start EA? How did you get funding?

Hawkins: | personally founded, funded, and incorporated EA on May 28,
1982. Initially, | worked out of my home and began recruiting artists, chan-
nel partners, advisors, and prospective employees. But | began hiring em-
ployees in the fall of 1982 and got Don Valentine to let me use an office at
his venture firm, which he had offered to me earlier in the year.

| funded the company, including computers, rent, and payroll for the first 12
employees, until December 1982, when | received additional funding from
Valentine and other venture capitalists. The first games were published in
May 1983, and EA was off and running.

Ramsay: Many entrepreneurs in this business work within founding teams.
Did you? Were there any cofounders of EA?

Hawkins: No. A company is either founded by one person, who then hires
the early employees, or there is a group of cofounders who work together
to found a company on an equal level and who take equal risks. If there is a
cofounder, then there cannot be a founder.

Every company must hire employees, but being an early employee does not
make you a founder. | have been the founder of three companies, but none
of my early employees from 3DO claim to be cofounders. Since | left EA,
some individuals have wanted to position themselves as cofounders.



